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      “So, what’s the plan?” Vallia asked.

      “Haven’t gotten that far,” I admitted as we waded through the waist deep water at the bottom of the spire.

      Vallia stopped. “You haven’t got a plan?”

      I turned and gave her a long stare. There was a moment where I thought she’d argue, but she just rolled her eyes and gestured for me to keep moving. The two of us reached the other side, and I looked back at the grotto one final time. I hoped I’d be back. I’d pray, but… I didn’t want Srink to know. It was bad enough that Yil had realized what I was doing. Pregnant or not, they’d insist on coming and that simply wasn’t going to happen. It was my job now to ensure my legacy remained. What happened to me was secondary.

      “I killed the first team,” I said to Vallia as I made my way west along the next spire. “How long until they send someone to find out what happened to them?”

      “Mine was the first team,” Vallia corrected me. “They were sent to see if they could find me. It would depend on their exact orders.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      Vallia shrugged as she hurried alongside me. “If they were sent to rescue me, then they might have left an obvious trail to follow. If they were sent to simply find me, it might be days before someone realizes they’re not coming back.”

      I nodded at her words. They made sense. “Your father–”

      “Is a bastard,” Vallia snorted.

      “Is he honorable?” I asked.

      She frowned and didn’t respond for a moment. “I used to think so.”

      I sighed. “If I challenge him, will he fight me?”

      “You think you’re just going to walk into my father’s war-camp and challenge him to a duel?”

      “Not right away,” I hedged.

      Truthfully, I wasn’t sure how I was going to do this. I was a barbarian. I carried a big sword and had some control over the ground itself. But that didn’t change the fact that most of my skills involved hacking things to death. I wasn’t trained in diplomacy, nor could I take any more oaths of fealty. I was only as good as my word and in this world, my word didn’t mean anything.

      “If he’s working with Karvenom, he’ll send scouts first,” Vallia sighed. “Their usual trick is to scout the land ahead and burn it before their army arrives. It prevents any nasty surprises.”

      “Good luck with that,” I snorted, thinking of all the water still flowing between the spires.

      “That’ll slow him down, sure,” Vallia agreed. “But dump enough pitch and oil and I have seen even rivers burn.”

      “He sounds like a monster,” I grunted.

      “And that’s why I’ll cut my own throat before I end up in his clutches,” Vallia growled shaking her head. “I always wanted to find a man who could fight me as an equal and win,” she sighed. “What my father saw in Themong, I have no idea. He’d yet to best me, but it kept me out of Karvenom’s clutches. His people don’t follow the old ways. They teach their girls to sing and knit. So, when they are challenged by a mate, the fight is over quickly. And if she struggles, it only gets worse.”

      “I’m liking this man even less the more you speak,” I growled as we reached the next section of river to cross.

      “If I end up in his clutches, he’ll marry me to his son by force,” she sighed. “I’ll be whipped, beaten, and broken until I submit. My clan will be merged with his own, and the same will happen to the rest of the women.”

      “So your main concern is your people, and not just yourself?” I asked.

      Vallia gave me a look, then sighed. “I suppose it is.”

      “Admirable.” I nodded as I climbed over a sunken log and continued to the other side.

      “You thought it was for a selfish reason?” Vallia asked.

      “I had nothing to suspect either way,” I said, shrugging. “I wouldn’t have held it against you to learn you were avoiding it simply because you didn’t want it. Knowing there’s more to the story is admirable, but that doesn’t make it more justifiable.”

      “What about you?” Vallia asked. “What makes you tick?”

      “Killing goblins,” I chuckled.

      Vallia frowned at me. “It looked and sounded like you were doing the opposite of that.”

      “Hence my title,” I said and grinned. “I devoted my entire life to ending their existence. And when I did, it landed me here on this world. Now everything’s different, and I’m an Oathbreaker.”

      “Just like that?”

      I nodded, thinking of the vile little monsters from my world and comparing them to the delightful creatures I’d left back at the grotto. “Just like that.”

      “Seems almost too simple,” Vallia muttered as we climbed out of the water once more.

      “It was,” I agreed with a nod. “The title shouldn’t have been placed. There’s a god or two meddling in things that they shouldn’t. And when the one in charge of this world found out, it gave me a nudge in the right direction.”

      “Gave you a nudge?” Vallia frowned.

      “Ever see a barbarian use magic?” I asked. When she gave me a strange look, I thought for a moment. Pulvi had been awfully quiet since we’d started, but I had no reason to think this wouldn’t work. I concentrated on what I was doing and halted my march. Vallia did as well, only to gasp as I continued moving. “Yeah, this is taking some getting used to.”

      “How are you doing that?” she asked.

      “That god gave me a boost. With its help, I dueled and won against the Grand Paladin of Denerath. Turned out he was some kind of golem created by an earth spirit tricked into a bad deal by the same gods so hellbent on killing my goblins.”

      “And that earth spirit gives you these powers?” Vallia asked.

      I nodded. “More or less. He’s kinda cranky when I use him as a sword.”

      Vallia’s eyes drifted to the weapon I had slung over my shoulder. A regular blade couldn’t be slung like that. My arm didn’t have the reach to pull a blade over my shoulder. Then there was the obvious issue of having to return it to a sheath I couldn’t stabilize with a second hand. No, my blade, earth covered and strange, clung to my shoulder like wet clay, despite Pulvi’s protests about the barbarity of doing so.

      “You have an earth spirit hanging onto your back as your sword?” Vallia asked, wanting to confirm.

      I chuckled and my concentration broke, dispersing the spell. I shrugged and resumed walking. “I’ll introduce the two of you properly later.”

      We continued walking through the night. I knew there was a point where my goblins must have awoken. I also knew that they could still track me had they wanted to. My hope was that with Srink’s advanced pregnancy, she’d be able to hold them back if I was far enough away. So, I didn’t stop to rest that evening. If Vallia had wanted to, she didn’t speak up either.

      We marched through the night and into the following morning. The packs we were carrying had food and water. Strips of dried meat, for the most part. Enough to keep us going until we reached the remains of her camp. The flames had consumed much around the lake. The slopes had been spared, for the most part. But the forest was a blackened mess with green sprigs dotted about. The camp was a blackened mess and nothing remained except what was stone or metal.

      “I guess I should thank you for returning my belongings,” Vallia commented as she picked up the metal center-cap from one of her companion’s shields. It was all that was left, with the wood burned to ash in the heat.

      “Don’t thank me.” I said with a shake of my head. “First I beat you, then I captured you. And now I’m taking you back towards the man you fear so much. You begged me to kill you before giving you back.”

      “There’s a little more nuance to it than that.” Vallia’s tone was saucy as she grinned.

      “I’m sure.” I didn’t want to look at her, as beautiful and inviting as she was. I wasn’t dumb. She’d said it often enough. She wanted a man who had bested her. Something I had proven capable of. Truthfully, I was trying to ignore the whole situation entirely. Between the goblins, Yil and Luciel, I had enough on my plate without adding in some warrior princess tiephling.

      My words, though, seemed to do the trick. Her expression dropped, and she straightened her back. “So what’s next?”

      “This is where you come in.” I looked her in the eye. “I need you to lead me.”

      “Just like that?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Just like that.”

      “What makes you think I’ll lead you to where you want to go?” she asked.

      “Two reasons.” I narrowed my eyes. “Firstly, because you owe me. And second, because you want what I want.”

      “And what is that?” she asked with a grin.

      “To live free.”

      Vallia’s grin faded, but she didn’t look as despondent this time. She nodded after a moment and let out a sigh. “Fine. Keep up.”

      Vallia moved quickly. And that was the point. I could track her people. Follow signs, even after the fire had come through. I knew they were to the west. All I needed to do was travel to the edge of the slopes and figure it out from there.

      The problem was, while I was finding my way, the others might get in. Scouts, or even a small force. Perhaps Karvenom was better prepared than I anticipated, and an army was already marching.

      These were things I might miss while searching for clues elsewhere. With Vallia leading the way, it was more likely for us to find them first, should my fears prove true.

      As to the smirk she shot over her shoulder as she marched off… Well… it gave me a great view of her ass. Not that my goblins didn’t have great asses, but Valia’s signature strut really showed hers off.

      The dry, crumbly ground crunched beneath my boots. I kept an eye out for trouble. There were strange lumps in a few places. Animals, consumed by the smoke and flames without being able to escape. I was also pretty certain I could make out our first spire across the lake. That was a simpler time. Just kill the bear, bundle everyone inside and hope for the best.

      Now there were gods, paladins, tiephlings and probably a whole damn war going on.

      “Got any ideas on how to fight an army with two people?” Vallia asked.

      I smirked. “Traps.”

      “Traps?” She glanced over her shoulder. “Didn’t take you for the tricky sort.”

      “A barbarian isn’t just a brute with a blade,” I grunted back at her. “We’re survivalists at heart. Living off the land, in any climate. Someone sees a man my size, standing naked in a partially frozen lake with a spear and thinks I’m some uncultured brute. While the reality is my clothing is drying on the bank and I’ve a camp nearby with a warm fire. I’m only in the water for a minute and the fish, along with whatever else I’ve scrounged, is a meal for a day or two.”

      “Traps are for hunting,” Vallia added.

      I chuckled. “Man’s about the size of a deer,” I said and winked at Vallia. “Just smarter.”

      “Sometimes,” Vallia joked.

      Considering I was leading the two of us towards a marching army, I couldn’t help but agree with that statement.

      As the day went on, the signs of the fire fell back. The flames had done their work in the space between the lake and the slopes, and I could see in a few spots where flames had crossed a few of the small rivers. For now, it hadn’t gotten far. Pretty soon, we were marching across grassy slopes and wading through marshy rivers.

      “You couldn’t use your little magic trick to make the river crossings a little easier?” Vallia asked.

      “It’s a strain,” I admitted. “Smoothing some rock, giving me better footing, or digging a hole is pretty easy. Moving earth and rock into a new shape is more difficult.”

      “Think of it like practice, then.” Vallia frowned as we reached the next crossing.

      I shook my head and took the lead. “If I do it once, you’ll expect it every time.”

      “That’s not…” She stomped her foot as I waded into the water. “Fine.”

      “Fine,” I agreed. “But we should stop soon. It’s getting late and it’ll be best if we can rest tonight. The closer we get, the more dangerous things will be.”

      “Fine,” Vallia muttered once more.

      We crossed another pair of slopes before finding an isolated spot. A little flat area, halfway up one of the larger slopes. It had a grove of trees that had formed around what looked like a natural dam. A sheltered spot that wasn’t good for much. Just a series of hollows, the ground was too lumpy to build on without damaging the trees that created it. But it was perfect for a bedroll.

      I tossed mine into a larger space and went about collecting wood for a fire. Vallia saw what I was doing and found a similar spot on the other side. Unlike me, she went and unrolled her bedding right away, commenting softly about how much of an improvement this was to her previous sleeping situation. Considering for most of the time I’d known her, she slept in a dirt hole with the kobold, I wasn’t surprised.

      What did surprise me was watching her peel off her pants. She wasn’t subtle about it. She intentionally bent over. So, I watched the curve of her ass, and a very smooth vagina appeared between her legs. She didn’t offer a comment, as she slipped her pants down her legs before pulling them off her ankles.

      “These need to dry,” she said, standing up.

      I could make out the perfectly smooth surface of her pubic area. She was the only tiephling I’d met, I assumed they were hairless between their legs. It was the only obvious answer.

      “You’re just going to sit around all night without pants on?” I asked as I spotted the first sparks of our fire.

      “That was my plan, yes,” she said and shrugged. “If you want to take advantage of that fact, let me know.”

      I chuckled and shook my head as the flames finally took hold. It would smoke, but we’d have warmth and it would keep away any of the nighttime critters. Rather than keep my eyes on the half-naked woman flaunting herself across from me, I worked on the fire until it burned steadily. Then I picked up my pack and retrieved a few things to eat. Dried meat was good and all, but I’d foraged along the trip and found a few items to help it along.

      “You cook?” Vallia asked when she saw the pot.

      I nodded. “I cook,” I agreed. “Don’t expect it to be anything fancy.”

      “He’s too much of a barbarian for that,” Pulvi announced.

      I felt the shift, and my sword was gone. The strange, genderless creature sat on a root beside me.

      “This is the earth spirit?” Vallia asked, suddenly shifting to hide herself.

      “Not sure I am anymore,” Pulvi muttered. “Not now I’m bonded to this one.”

      “That wasn’t my choice,” I said with a sigh. “I had no idea you were part of all my mess.”

      “Doesn’t change my new reality,” Pulvi muttered. “Can’t even appreciate my power without swinging me over his head at something.”

      I rolled my eyes and continued preparing our meal. A few greens, some wild onion. Berries for sweetness and then the same dried meat from earlier. Those strange deer-like creatures, if I had to guess.

      It all went into the pot with a pinch of salt and a few herbs we’d gotten in payment from the traders who came through the area. While I cooked, Vallia sat down and watched on. With her legs crossed, one could have been convinced of her elegance, had the curve of her ass not been quite so obvious. She got up once while our meal heated and turned her pants around to dry them evenly. But otherwise, she kept her silence and listened to Pulvi’s bickering.

      “It’s almost ready,” I announced as the last of the sun vanished from the sky. “We don’t have bowls, so you’ll have to come here and eat it from the pot with me.”

      “Ah.” Vallia frowned, realizing her situation. She was going to have to crouch by the fire. An awkward position for a woman without pants. Something she likely wouldn’t have minded had we been alone.

      “Pulvi,” I glanced at the spirit.

      “Hmm?” The small creature turned to face me. “What?”

      “Do you understand the concept of privacy?” I asked.

      “You mean how she’s not wearing pants?” Pulvi asked, nodding at the now blushing tiephling.

      “That,” I said, nodding in her direction. “Do you mind?”

      “I don’t even have genitals,” Pulvi huffed as it melted into the ground.

      Vallia shook her head and sighed. “I should have thought of that.”

      “Probably,” I said, and nodded, before moving closer to the pot. “Now come on. It’ll be hot, but better than the alternative.”

      “What’s the alternative?” she asked as she came over to kneel across from me.

      “Plenty of dry rations,” I muttered and took the first sip of our soup.

      It went down well enough, and I passed the spoon over. Vallia accepted and took a sip of her own. “Not bad,” she commented.

      “If you’ve got anything to add, be my guest,” I grunted as I took back the spoon.

      “Nothing on hand,” she admitted. “But I was being honest. It’s not bad.”

      “Glad to have met your expectations,” I chuckled.

      We finished up eating, and she gave me a long look. I stared right back, refusing to acknowledge what she was attempting. I was interested. She was beautiful and her quiet confidence was doing all the right things for me. I just didn’t want to get attached to a woman right before one or both of us were likely going to die. And that was without my full confidence this wasn’t going to end with a knife in my back and her running home to her father.

      “Goodnight Vallia.” I nodded, and got up.

      “Really?” She pouted.

      “It’s going to be another long day tomorrow,” I told her as I made it to my bedroll.

      Ignoring the muttered curses coming from across the camp, I rolled out  my bed in the nook I’d selected. The night wasn’t that cold yet, so I lay down atop it and crossed my arms behind my head as I stared up into the treetops.

      “Your kind confuses me,” Pulvi whispered.

      “That’s not surprising, considering how much you confuse me,” I answered.

      “You breed with the others recklessly and frequently. Even a hint of breeding and you take them like some rabid animal,” he continued.

      “This is different,” I muttered.

      “She’s over there right now, rubbing between her legs like the others do,” Pulvi snorted.

      I sat up without thinking. I couldn’t see her entirely. But sure enough, she had one leg up and the other curled over a low root. Even as I watched, her toes curled and her closest leg gave a small kick. But she didn’t stop what she was going.

      “So–”

      “Enough,” I hissed and rolled over to hide the erection I was now sporting. “I need rest.”

      With Pulvi’s angry muttering fading into the distance, I closed my eyes and did my best to forget anything about the extremely attractive woman across the camp from me. Because I had no doubt that given the opportunity I’d take her to bed, and then no matter how this turned out, I was never going to be rid of her. That just wasn’t a complication I needed.
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        * * *

      

      “Blath.”

      I snagged her and yanked her closer. She squeaked softly, but I clamped a hand over her mouth. Only then did I notice she was entirely nude. Not just bottomless, like she was before. I could feel her nipples pressing into my chest. More than that, she had fallen with her legs open. And the extreme heat seated over the top of my erection was of a concern as well. Why I had a nude Vallia atop me, I had no idea, but before I could ask, she placed her finger on her lips.

      Despite the situation, I paused and waited. And it was only for a moment before I heard it.

      Voices.

      I gave a small nod, and she silently crept off me. Sure enough, she was entirely nude. The why wasn’t important. But the fact she’d come to wake me at the first sign of trouble was welcome. It was extremely early. The sun hadn’t come over the horizon yet. The sky still had stars, but it was bright enough to see. I sat up and slowly got to my feet as I looked for the source of the voices, which Vallia pointed out with a small gesture further up the slope.

      To my annoyance, they were coming right for us. The fire had gone out in the night and wasn’t leaving a smoke trail at least. As they approached, I listened to the sounds of their footsteps. The soft crunch of boots on grass filled the air. There were five of them.

      Vallia was over by her pack. She grasped something and took out a long knife. I looked around for Pulvi, but didn’t see him anywhere and shook my head in annoyance. He’d clung to my back the whole way out here, but the moment I needed him, he was nowhere to be seen.

      “This looks like a good place to camp,” one of the voices called. “Mark it on the map. We can check it later or use it as a staging post.”

      “Got it,” another replied.

      Vallia was crouched low, muscles taut like some barbarian warrior princess. It would be erotic, if not for the danger we were facing. The footsteps were getting closer. Vallia shifted silently into a spot where she could hide, while I crouched in preparation. There was a chance that we could get through this without a confrontation. Our gear was hidden. Only the fire was obvious that someone was here.

      I looked towards that spot. The burned remains were easy to spot and very fresh. I held up my hand and concentrated on what I wanted. Whether Pulvi was here and whether it would work or not, I wasn’t sure. To my relief, though, the ground bubbled for a moment, and the ash and burned wood that remained sank below the surface. I spotted movement seconds later.

      Ducking back out of view, I lay perfectly still as the group of what I now knew for sure were tiephlings moved into the space. Vallia and I were hidden, but only just. If they came into the hollow we occupied, there would be no hiding. We remained silent as the group ambled around.

      “Nice spot,” one said. “Bit of wood around. Sleep might be an issue, though.”

      “No room for tents,” another replied. “No room to bring a whore, at least.”

      That got a bark of laughter from the group.

      “I’ll note it down then.” The original speaker I’d heard seemed to be their leader. A tall man, in leather armor. He hadn’t spent much time scanning the ground, as he kept his chin up to scan the distance. At least until he lowered it to note something on what was clearly a map.

      “Let’s keep moving,” he instructed the others.

      “Is it true what we were told?” one with a bow over his shoulders asked.

      “About Karvenom?” their leader asked.

      “No, the target,” the archer corrected. “Something about rescuing Malron’s daughter.”

      “There’s a tight piece of ass,” another chuckled as they began to walk off. “Even met her once. Cute thing. Scary with a blade.”

      “Just get someone to offer her a drink with a few drops in it,” another chuckled, with a sword at his hip. “That’s what my old man did.”

      “Your old man is a lout,” their leader grunted, making them laugh once more.

      “If I were with my father, I would have challenged them for comments like this,” Vallia hissed.

      I jerked, having not realized she had snuck over to me. Something she must have known, considering the smirk on her face.

      “Did you recognize the one who said he knew you?” I asked.

      “No,” she said with a shrug. “It’s possible. But if he wasn’t willing to fight me, he wasn’t important enough to get my father’s attention, so I’d never have bothered to know him.”

      “Good to know,” I nodded.

      Truthfully, having her react the way she did gave me a bit of hope. The idea she was luring me into a trap just didn’t seem right, anymore. That was a pretty good opportunity. Not to mention, she could have quickly ended me in the night.

      “Now, unless you’re going to do something about my nudity, we should move on.” Vallia gave me a look.

      “Let’s go then,” I said as I got up, ignoring the small pout she shot my way.
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      “How many of these groups do you think are out there?” I asked.

      The two of us were pressed close. I could feel her nipples poking into my chest as we lay in the grass. It was the best I could do with the few moments I had to do it. I’d thrown the tiephling woman down and used my borrowed powers from Pulvi to sink us into the ground. Now, the grass stood taller than we were.

      “I’m hoping we’ve just been unlucky,” Vallia grunted from her spot, wedged in beside me.

      I wished I believed her. Honestly, I didn’t have a reason not to. Just a healthy distrust of those of this world. Especially when they were originally charged with finding and killing my loved ones. Vallia seemed to have been truthful with me from day one, but I knew that a skilled liar would appear as truthful as someone being honest.

      “All I know is you’re here, and the first night we spent away, a scouting party of your people just happened to stumble across us,” I murmured. “I’m not against the idea of a coincidence, and I’ve no reason to suspect you’re lying to me. There’s just an element of disbelief that comes with living as long as I have, in the way that I have.”

      “You’re not unreasonable about it, at least,” Vallia smiled thinly. “Were I in your situation, I’d be either bound and gagged somewhere, or tied to a post for a beating, just to be sure.”

      “Really?” I said and frowned.

      Vallia nodded. “If the party is guilty, they’ll have something to share. If they’re innocent, they’ll learn something useful.”

      “How is getting a beating useful?”

      “For the next time you get a beating.” Vallia shrugged. “You learn to expect it. You can hold out longer, hold back information and convince yourself it’s better to die than to speak.” She saw the look I was giving her and shrugged. “It’s only with those of us who are warriors that it ever gets that far. The infirm, children, elderly and those unfit for combat generally don’t receive that kind of treatment.”

      “Generally?” I grunted.

      Vallia nodded. “There are always exceptions.”

      I shook my head at that. Her people were warlike, but they weren’t monsters. Not like the goblins of my original world were. I didn’t have to like how she lived her life, but that wasn’t the issue right now.

      The scouting party that bumped into us that morning was doubling around. They’d spotted our tracks and were trying to figure out where we’d gone. That had led to them returning to the area where we’d slept. Vallia and I had done a good job of disguising our stay. But now we were stuck halfway up a slope, buried in the grass, hoping they wouldn’t look too hard for the tracks I’d tried to mask since we got up.

      “Say I believe you,” I whispered to the tiephling. “Say we’re successful. Karvenom dead, your father–”

      “Also dead,” Vallia said with a nod.

      “Dead,” I agreed. “Your people no longer in danger and you, free to return at your leisure. What happens then?”

      “That depends,” she said, a frown marring her features. “There’s a lot to consider there.”

      “There is?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Lines of succession around my people are fluid. If my father dies of old age, I inherit the clan. There might be challengers and if they defeat me, they inherit the clan in my stead.”

      “So, whoever kills your father will take control of the clan?” I asked.

      “More or less. Some might splinter and try to break away to form their own clans. In short though,” she said, in a matter of fact way. “Whoever kills my father becomes the de facto leader, so long as they can remain in control.”

      “So my plan to kill your father?” I prompted.

      “Would make you the new war leader,” Vallia said, then tilted her head to the side. “The problem is there are those who would do anything to prevent that.”

      “Which is why I can’t just walk in and challenge him?” I guessed.

      “Exactly,” Vallia sighed. “Those close to my father but lacking the following to take control should they win a duel, will try to prevent anyone from getting close. If my father is challenged outside of a battlefield, he can insist on the challenger proving themselves by fighting his underlings first.”

      “Is that an option?” I asked.

      “You’d have to actually issue the challenge,” Vallia pointed out. “My father’s men aren’t likely to let you walk in without a fight.”

      “What about if they think I’m returning you?”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s strange, the tracks just stop,” the tiephling muttered as he walked around the camp area. “The tracks lead in. Then it’s almost as if they flew off. There’s just no sign of them.”

      “No signs of digging?” one asked.

      “Tried that over there,” he pointed to a mound with a few holes poked in it. “If they’ve buried themselves, it’s deep, and I can’t imagine smoothing down the top to make it look natural would have been easy to do after burying yourself.”

      “What about the trees?” another asked.

      “Been watching those,” the fourth grunted. “They’re too bare. No obvious hiding places unless the trunks are hollow and they’re inside.”

      “Maybe we should just burn it all, then?” the first speaker suggested.

      “Or maybe he just didn’t want to give the game away,” I grunted as I marched down the slope.

      Vallia was furious. The look in her eyes were thunderous. She kicked her legs like a petulant child, and I swatted her ass, making her jerk.

      “What have we here then?” The main speaker turned to face me.

      “I think I found something that belongs to you.” I stared at him.

      “We’ll be taking her from here then,” the tiephling said, his grin wide and menacing.

      “Fuck off you are,” I snorted, unfazed by his bravado. “Daughter of the war leader and all? I don’t work for free.”

      The tiephling narrowed his eyes. “I said–”

      “I don’t give a fuck what you said,” I snarled, waving my hand.

      The tiephling yelped in shock as the ground opened beneath him. It wasn’t much, but the sudden drop so he was standing waist deep in a hole was enough to make him stop and think for a moment.

      “You’re a mage?”

      “Doesn’t matter what I am,” I growled. “I’m the one who caught the prize, and if I’m giving her back, I want to be paid for it.”

      “Obsek, check his titles,” one of them grunted.

      The speaker narrowed his eyes, even while he was in the hole, before frowning deeply. “Oathbreaker.”

      “So you’ll excuse me for not taking anybody’s word for shit.” I glared at the man. “I caught her, I have her. You want her back, you can pay me, or I’ll find some other fucking tiephling.”

      “We could kill you,” one of them suggested.

      “Before or after I drop her headfirst into a very deep hole?” I chuckled.

      The team of tiephlings looked at one another, before their leader in the hole, Obsek, gave a small nod. “Fine. We’re going to have to bind you–”

      “Fuck off.” I shook my head. “You think I’m that fucking stupid?”

      “We can’t just bring you to our camp!” Obsek snapped as he climbed out of the hole.

      “Of course you fucking can!” I snapped back. “Are you suggesting a war camp of tiephlings is scared of one burly looking mage?”

      The tiephlings glared, but I saw I had struck a nerve. They wanted Vallia for themselves. They’d still be a problem, but so long as I had her under guard, they were going to play nice.

      “Fine,” Obsek sighed. “You going to carry her the whole way?”

      “If I put her down, she runs,” I chuckled.

      “Fine.” He shook his head. “We’ll have to be quick or Karvenom’s boys’ll find us before we get back.”

      “Another war leader?” I asked, as Vallia gave another petulant kick.

      “Yeah,” Obsek agreed with a nod. “You want to be paid, we better avoid finding him. Malron’s struck a deal to marry that one off.”

      “Fucking waste,” one of the tiephlings muttered.

      We made it to the edge of the slopes that day. The human side, where I came to this world, was filled with trees, farms and life. The slopes were vibrant, but different in how the terrain and animals behaved. This other side, though… It was far, far different.

      It looked almost like an arctic tundra. Trees were sparse, and the grass was short. The ground was rocky, and many of the plants were lichens and small bushes. To make matters worse, it was cold and windy. Not the bitter cold of winter, but enough to chill me in my skins. It made me wish that I had brought along more of the hides.

      It wasn’t all empty land, though. There were distant camps. A few I could see on the horizon as we crested the final slope. A few wagons heading out and back. There didn’t seem to be roads, but it didn’t seem like they were particularly needed either. The ground, while rocky, was stable and the larger boulders were easy to spot. There were even small groups of what I could only assume were scouts roaming about. Though at a distance, it was unlikely they could tell I was carrying someone.

      Vallia had done her best to remain still. I hadn’t been kidding when I said she tried to run. She was furious. It had taken all my luck to gag her while binding her to put this little charade on. Vallia had not wanted a single part of it, glaring hatefully at me this whole time. Not that I could blame her.

      I did feel bad, though. Her body slumped and hung low like she’d accepted her fate by the time my boots crunched along the rocky ground on her people’s side of the slopes. Her hair dangled down, and she hung limply over my shoulder. From the looks the tiephling guards were giving me, they expected me to grow tired. But soon enough, as the sun was getting low, they finally called a halt to their advance.

      “We’re going to set up camp,” Obsek told me. “What are you going to do with her?”

      “Not about to let my prize out of my sight,” I snorted.

      “You don’t think she’ll run in the night?” Obsek asked.

      I shrugged. “Hasn’t worked out for her so far.”

      Vallia made a muffled grunt of complaint, but I ignored her as we moved into a depression in the landscape. It wasn’t much, but enough to break the line of sight around us. It would be easy to set up a watch. I was more gentle than it looked when I put her on the ground. I still had both our bedrolls, and I made a point to set them both out, side by side. The other tiephlings watched on. The look in their eyes told me they were likely planning something.

      Rather than wait for nightfall to see whatever it was, I dragged Vallia onto her bed and flashed the others a grin. “See you in the morning.”

      Before they could come up with something to say, the ground opened beneath us. It took some concentration, but Pulvi came through. The ground sank down, and the displaced rock rose up around us, forming a roof overhead and locking us in permanent darkness. At least I remembered to add a few holes for air to escape.

      Now, sealed from the world and with little chance for a surprise attack, I bent down and blindly placed my hand directly on Vallia’s firm breast. Which was the moment a pair of booted feet slammed into the side of my head.

      “MMM!” she snarled.

      “Fuck,” I grunted as I held up my hand to ward off a second kick. “I get it, you’re angry.”

      “MMM MMM!”

      She couldn't see me roll my eyes. But I could hear her as she wriggled and struggled against her bonds. So, I chose my moment and leaped atop her. She huffed as I drove the wind from her lungs, but I didn’t want to harm her. I just pinned her down, and slapped a hand across her mouth.

      “If you scream, this goes back on,” I whispered, before reaching up around her head. The knot was tight, and I couldn't see what I was doing. Thankfully, it came loose easily enough and Vallia spat it out as soon as it did.

      “You promised me!” She hissed.

      “I did no such thing,” I hissed back. “I listened to you. I understood your meaning, and I made my decision.”

      “I am not going back!” she snarled.

      I slapped my hand over her mouth and grunted as she tried to bite one of my fingers. “Stop that,” I snarled and grabbed her horn. She froze, and I had to wonder what the significance of doing such a thing was. “I’m not taking you back to your father,” I growled. “Or I am. But I’m doing it, so that I can get close enough to challenge him.”

      “If my father is conspiring with Karvenom, he’s already lost his honor,” Vallia spat. “He won’t abide by the rules.”

      “Then I’ll have more of a reason to kill him,” I promised. “I was going to spend my time scouting and setting traps. I can still do that, but with access to your father, I can cut the head off one snake and halve my problems.”

      “My people won’t accept you as their war leader,” she snarled.

      “Will they accept you?” I asked.

      Vallia paused, and I knew I had her. “You want me to be the war leader?”

      “Would you hunt me and my goblins if you were?” I asked.

      Vallia let out a snort. “I told father he was a fool to try. I was never in agreement over it.”

      “Then that’s the plan,” I said, sitting up and letting her go.

      “You’re just—ow!”

      “Sorry,” I said as I shoved her over. The bindings around her wrists were a little harder to get off than her gag.

      “Fucking barbarian,” Vallia hissed. “How do we get out of here, anyway?”

      “I’ll get us out in the morning. We’re not that deep,” I grunted as I got the ties off.

      Vallia rolled away from me and, from the sounds of things, was getting her ankles unbound. “Are we safe?”

      “Safe enough,” I admitted as I patted around for our bags. “They could break in if they wanted to. It’s just rock, nothing special.”

      “S’pose that means if I knife you in the dark, they’ll dig me out eventually,” Vallia growled.

      “Better the devil you know, I suppose,” I chuckled as I tossed her bag over.

      “Thanks,” she sighed. “So… we’re just… here for the night?”

      “Yup,” I muttered. “Got both our bedrolls side by side. It’ll be a bit squishy, but we’re safe from the elements and whatever Obsek and the others want with us.”

      “Good thinking. I wouldn’t put it past them to take a knife to you in the dark,” Vallia snorted.

      “Just gotta worry about you,” I joked.

      “You made your point,” she huffed as she dug through her bag. “There they are.”

      “There what are?” I asked.

      “You’re not the only one that forages,” Vallia muttered. “If we don’t have a fire, you can get your own.”

      “Fine,” I muttered and dug through my own pack, getting out some dried meat.

      I chewed on the first piece, and it was dry and pretty bland. Vallia was sounding like she was enjoying what she was eating and I let out a sigh.

      “Hungry, barbarian?”

      “I’ll swap you some jerky for a bit of whatever you’re eating,” I offered. “It’s not great, but it’s protein.”

      “Sure,” Vallia replied after a moment. I heard her shuffle over and I plucked out a stick of jerky.

      She bumped into my outstretched arm and took my wrist. After removing the jerky, she tipped a few things into my palm and sat back.

      “They’re good. Nice and sweet.”

      “They’re…” I frowned as I felt what she put in my hand. “Berries?”

      “Spotted a bunch while we were walking. You went right past them.”

      Oooooh shit.

      “Vallia, stop,” I hissed.

      “Hmm?”

      “Stop eating them.” I set the berries down and crawled over in the dark.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” she snarled as I grabbed her by the face.

      She struggled against me, and I felt bad for doing this, but I held the side of her face and pulled her mouth open.

      “Gah!”

      “Shut up!” I snarled and sniffed.

      Her breath wasn’t all that bad. Definitely sweetened from those berries. In a particularly horrible way. That scent was something I’d never forget. I’d eaten a handful of these berries when I first arrived here, only to vomit it all up.

      “Fuck,” I swore and released her.

      “What is wrong with you?” Vallia snarled.

      “You’ve just eaten poisonous berries,” I snarled as I dug through my pack.

      “P-poisonous?” Vallia paused.

      “I ate some when I first got here. I’ll never forget the smell as I vomited them up again. Srink made me an antidote, and I’ve kept some with me ever since,” I muttered as I dug through until I found the small clay vial.

      It was sealed with wax, but the potion within was the same stuff I took to neutralize the poison the first time. There was just one small caveat.

      “It has a side effect,” I muttered as I turned and sat against the wall with the vial in my hands.

      “If I’ve just eaten poison berries, I’m sure the antidote can’t be that bad,” Vallia moaned.

      “Taking the antidote drove me into a frenzy,” I sighed.

      “You think I’m going to fight you in this hole?” Vallia snorted. “Is that all?”

      “It’s a powerful aphrodisiac.”

      There was a moment of silence before Vallia let out a snort. “Fuck off.”

      “I’m not kidding,” I growled. “I was dying. Those berries, if they’re the ones I think they are. In a few minutes, you’re going to start getting dizzy. Your vision will double and you’ll start to vomit. I had collapsed when Srink got the antidote to me. It’s awful, but it works, but the side effect–”

      “Is you getting laid,” Vallia snorted. “I thought we’d played this game. Why are you trying to bait me into your bed now?”

      “I’m not,” I growled. “And it’s not like that. When I drank that potion, I took one look at Srink and fucked a baby into her on the spot. Then I collapsed, and I woke up the next day.”

      “If I say no to drinking that, in the hopes you’ll let me die. What then?”

      I let out a long sigh. Truthfully, I didn’t want to kill her, but I didn’t want to force her into this either. “I don’t know.”

      “How about a compromise, then?” Vallia asked as she moved around.

      She crept closer, and I had to wonder if she was about to attack me. But then she patted my side and took my hand, before placing a small handful of berries into my palm.

      “Eat them.”

      “What?” I said with a frown.

      “You eat them. That way, we both know if they’re poisonous. I’m only a couple of minutes behind you. If they are, we share the antidote, and whatever happens, happens.”

      “Have you got any idea what it is you’re asking me to do?” I snarled.

      “Yes,” Vallia replied. “I’m not drinking that antidote unless you drink it, too.”

      “I could force you,” I warned her.

      “Then force me.”

      I was stumped at that. By rights, I should. I could too. She wouldn’t be able to stop me. But then what? I’d have to tie her up again to keep her off me through the night. Which might be an option, but bathroom breaks and whatever else might come up.

      “You beat me, Blath,” Vallia whispered. “I don’t know whether you understand what that means for me. You fought me. You won. As far as my people are concerned, you’re my husband now.”

      “And what about you?” I asked. “What do you think?”

      “I’m the one that handed you those berries,” Vallia snarked. “What do you think I meant to happen?”

      I let out a long sigh. And then lifted the berries to my mouth. I felt a pit of dread open within me as I tossed them back. One bite down and I knew for certain what they were. Chewing and swallowing was one of the hardest things I’d ever done, while keeping in mind what was about to happen.

      “Thank you,” Vallia whispered. “Now the antidote. Before the poison has time to metabolize properly.”

      I nodded at her reasoning and felt the vial for the lid. It was sealed with a bit of wax. It was easy to scrape that away with my fingernail, before thumbing the opening and giving it a quick shake.

      “Hopefully, there’s enough in here for the two of us,” I muttered.

      “Wait, you only have one antidote?” Vallia gasped.

      “Probably should have mentioned that,” I grunted as I tipped the vial up. It was that same cabbage-like, gritty texture from last time. It was awful, and I was mindful of how much I drank before lowering it again. “Fuck, that’s bad,” I said with a grimace. My stomach churned.

      “Great,” Vallia grunted as she reached out.

      I felt her hand questing along my thigh and quickly handed over the vial. From the choking sound that came a moment later, I knew she was experiencing the same thing I was. The berries tasted fantastic on the way down. That potion, though… That was bad news.

      “Oh, there’s no warning for that,” Vallia gasped. “I need water.”

      I tossed her my waterskin and listened to her gulping at it. She let out a sigh. The waterskin landed back in my lap and I took a few sips myself.

      “So…” Vallia grunted as she moved over and sat beside me. “How long does this take?”

      “I had collapsed and was on the verge of death when Srink gave me the antidote the first time,” I sighed. “Maybe… half an hour.”

      “Half hour,” Vallia sighed. “Alright, well, I’m going to get undressed.”

      “Really?” I frowned into the darkness.

      “Think about it,” Vallia snorted.

      I sat there and listened to the fabric coming off. She worked quickly, and I tried not to think about the beautiful woman beside me. I still didn’t trust her. Though she likely had more reason not to trust me. Despite all that, she was now nude, in a very confined space, waiting for the aftereffects of a potion to kick in and drive us into lust. Part of me wondered what it was going to be like, the other part of me dreaded what was going to come.

      She smelled so good. And her skin was so soft. I could still feel the impression of her breasts over my shoulder as I spent the entire day carrying her. Just as easily as I could feel the warmth of her hand as she ran it up the inside of my thigh.

      “Blath?” Her voice came in a whisper.

      “Is it starting?” I asked.

      “They’re going to hear us,” her voice wavered as her hand met the base of my cock. The small touch made me groan. “I need you to gag me again.”

      My mind was getting cloudy. I heard her words and reached out to gently push her back. But feeling the point of a nipple slip between my fingers, my mind jolted to a halt.

      “Blath?”

      Her voice seemed apprehensive, but the way her hand gripped my cock said she was still eager. I pushed, and she slumped down backwards over our bed rolls. Her hand stroked my length, and I let out a low growl as I squeezed her breast.

      “Please?” Vallia begged.

      My mind whirled. I was forgetting something, but I wasn’t sure what. I just knew there was a beautiful woman before me. Stroking my erection, I was throbbing and ready to burst. Releasing that breast, I snagged her knees and tore them open. She gasped, but wiggled her hips and thrust back at me, even as I dragged her closer.

      “Have me!” She snarled. “Take me!”

      Her words filtered through my mind, and I frowned. Such crass words for such a beautiful lady. My cock met the silken heat of her tunnel and I did what was natural. The sharp intake of breath only served to excite me as I thrust in. Her nails dug into my shoulders as I felt her stretch to accommodate me.

      “FUCK ME!” she screamed.

      I snarled and thrust right in. My cock hit the back wall of her vagina. She cried out, but wrapped her legs around me like she didn’t want me to stop. I pulled my length free, feeling her pussy grip my shaft like it didn't want me to go. Only for me to reverse my momentum and drive myself deep once more. Vallia’s gasps filled my ears, and she eagerly pulled me down towards her. The slight rock of her hips, a tilting motion, made me pull back, and I hesitated. It was like she didn’t know what she wanted.

      I felt her twist, and she turned herself over. I wasn’t sure what was going on until she pushed back, rocking on her knees and driving herself back onto my cock with a cry of pleasure. That snapped me back to attention. Grabbing her hips, I forced myself deep. Vallia screeched but made no attempt to escape. I fell into a mindless rut. Driving my length into her from behind. She alternated the angle, bending low with her chest on the ground, while I palmed her ass. To vigorously shoving herself back against me with each thrust of my hips.

      It was when I grabbed her hands, pulling them behind her back, that things got out of hand. I held her wrists together with one hand. The other I reached around to grip one of her horns. Her pussy squeezed down around me as I pulled her back, even as I thrust forward. She let out a deafening scream as I hammered into her from behind, but remained compliant in my grip. Until finally, with a roar of my own, I found my release.

      Pinning her in place, I tensed my arms, forcing her down on my cock until she cried out once more. Pulse after pulse of my seed flooded her body, while she trembled and shook around me. And as she slumped back against me, my vision began to darken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “LOOK OUT!”

      I frowned as the ground opened above me. I was sure we hadn’t been that deep when we first went down. Something told me that Pulvi had dropped us lower in the earth than when we started, but I didn’t have the chance to ask the earth spirit about it now. Two tiephlings were lying on the ground, while two more held weapons up like they were going to attack me. The fifth was hovering nearby, bow in hand, but not drawn.

      “Y-you!” Obsek, their fallen leader on the ground, spat. “What is the meaning of this!?”

      “Shouldn’t I be asking that?” I glared around at the five tiephlings.

      Vallia let out a grumpy mumble through her gag. She hadn’t been happy when we woke this morning. I assumed her stomach, like my own, felt like a twisted churning mix of pain and nausea. The frantic pace we’d taken on each other was now a somewhat dulled memory. One that spiked fresh in the beautiful horned-woman’s mind as she dressed and her clothing began to rub against her sensitive genitals.

      “You vanished into the ground–”

      “Because of shit like this,” I said, and gestured around. “Now get up. We don’t have all day.”

      Vallia grunted as I roughly yanked her upright. Her eyes screamed murder, but I ignored her as I lifted her over my shoulder. At least today she didn’t struggle.

      “How do we know you haven’t sullied her?” one of them suddenly asked. “Who knows what you did while in that hole?”

      “Would you like to challenge me to find out?” I asked. The tiephling glared for a moment before lowering his eyes. “Didn’t think so. Are we moving?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My unhappy guides might have believed that by carrying a whole person and a pair of bags, that I would be quickly exhausted. The pace they set from the beginning was almost enough to get my heart pumping. Ever since the duel with The Grand Paladin, I seemed to have far more stamina than I needed. Most of which I directed into my goblins… and kobold, since Luciel arrived.

      Without having over half a dozen horny women to satisfy, I found myself quite enjoying the walk, despite the additional hurdles. The trip down the last slope was probably the hardest part. Vallia held still, preventing any shifting balance as we made our way down. My new guards kept their distance, but still stayed close enough to stop me if I tried anything. It was admirable, in a way. Mostly annoying, though.

      With our arrival on the tundra, things became both more boring and more interesting.

      “Scout ahead, make sure we’re not going to run into any trouble,” Obsek ordered the ranger of their group.

      “Sir.” The tiephling nodded, before hurrying off ahead of us.

      There was a copse of trees that seemed to be his target. At least, that’s where I would have gone. The rest of them kept their heads up, scanning around to make sure we were alone out here. Whatever deal that Malron made with Karvenom seemed to weigh on the attitudes of these tiephlings. I already knew that Vallia would rather die than be handed over, and it interested me to see that these tiephlings appeared to agree. Not that it would let me lower my guard around them.

      They were still the enemy. At least until I put Vallia in charge.

      “We need to keep moving,” Obsek told me without looking back. “Karvenom’s people swarm this area when he’s on the march.”

      “When I first spotted you, I thought you were one of his,” I told him.

      “We were under his orders,” Obsek agreed with a shrug. “I don’t like the man, or his people. But his methods work.”

      I nodded at that. It was a rational way of dealing with things. Not that it changed my opinion of them.

      “How long will it take to get the princess home?” I asked.

      “Another day, if we don’t run into trouble,” Obsek grunted, as he stepped over a large rock that shifted beneath him.

      I stabilized it with a wave of my hand and followed without a word. “Is trouble likely?”

      “Yes,” Obsek admitted. “Even a casual glance at a distance will tell anyone that we’ve a human here carrying a prisoner. That’ll be enough to get unwanted questions.”

      “And if that should happen?” I asked.

      Obsek stopped, and I slowed behind him. When the tiephling turned and looked at me, he looked like he was sucking on a lemon. “If you’d just give her to us–”

      “No.”

      Obsek snarled and spat on the ground. “Malron’s men will probably kill you the moment they see you.”

      “Only if they want to risk her life,” I grunted, giving Vallia a soft jostle. “If they want to fight me for the right to claim my bounty, I’m happy to kill them.”

      “Then let’s hope Karvenom’s people are greedier than you are,” Obsek sighed. “Because if they run back to him, we’ll have their whole war party chasing us down.”

      “We better hurry then.” I nodded at the trees ahead of us.

      Obsek nodded slowly before letting out a sigh. I could sense the tension in the air. While Obsek had been talking to me, the others were getting ready for a fight. They shifted, hiding their actions, and started walking alongside us.

      Despite the odds of my situation, I had to respect the tiephlings. They were clearly well trained and well used to this kind of travel. Where my eyes picked up small shrubs and herbs that appeared to be edible, they seemed to be able to read the land and figure out more. The first time Obsek stopped and touched the ground, I thought he was about to pluck up a small wild onion sticking out from between two rocks.

      Instead, he touched the ground where it had been disturbed and gave a soft warning for vargr—a large, wolf-like creature that hunted in small groups on the tundra. Their normal prey was a species of elk that moved from the cover of the trees in family groups. Not like the ones on the slopes, who were flighty and green. These were large and the color of stone. They put up enough of a fight that a lone tiephling made a comparable meal for the vargr.

      We hurried along to the trees, where Obsek pointed out a small mark left by his scout. Hour by hour we kept moving, getting further from the slopes until they were nothing but low hills, vanishing behind the most recent copse of trees.

      We were in the open, part way towards the next copse, when a familiar figure bolted towards us. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was being chased. Obsek began to jog to close the distance between us.

      The man continued his headlong sprint, noticing us and gesturing wildly to the side. Obsek saw the motion and shifted towards a new copse, off to the side of our original path. We hurried along, pushing into the trees, where the ranger crouched down, panting and holding his side like he’d developed a stitch.

      “Temerak.” Obsek slid to a stop beside him.

      “I might have been spotted,” the tiephling huffed. “Not sure. Thought it best to run and divert.”

      “Shit,” Obsek swore and looked up.

      Through the trees, I could make out the original copse we were heading towards. We sat and waited for a few minutes, just  to see if anything would come of it. The ranger wasn’t sure he’d been spotted, but we clearly didn’t want to take any chances. Still, there didn’t seem to be any sign of things gone wrong. Obsek even gave the word, and we set out some snacks. Something even Vallia managed without yelling and making a fuss. Honestly, I hadn’t been sure of how she’d react after all this, but other than a hard glare, she accepted the jerky I was feeding her.

      “Look,” one of the tiephlings whispered.

      We all stopped and turned. It took me a moment to realize he wasn’t gesturing to the copse of trees directly, but at a section of space beside it. There was a trio of those elk creatures moving at a fast walk. Not like literal wolves were after them, but certainly moving ahead of something they wanted to avoid. They were enormous. Taller than me at the shoulder, with massive antlers that jutted straight up. Large, without hindering their ability to move through tall trees.

      “Mage.” Obsek turned to me. “This ground. Can you move it as easily as the slopes?”

      “Probably,” I nodded. “What did you have in mind?”

      “I need you to erase our boot prints,” he replied. “Hide our path, so that they can’t follow. If they’re coming this way, they’ll track us back to this copse, so we need to leave, and leave now.”

      I looked up at the elk and saw them hurrying this way. A tiephling stepped out of the treeline ahead of us. He looked much the same as the ones I was with, only more like myself. He wore simple leather armor, but his weapon was a crude club of stone and iron. He pointed towards the elk, and a second tiephling stepped out. This one looked more like our ranger.

      On both their backs, they held strange clay jars. Something that set them apart from Malron’s tiephlings. Something that made me relax, even just a little.

      “What are the jars?” I asked.

      “Filled with pitch,” Obsek whispered. “We sometimes carry them too, but Karvenom’s people always have them.”

      I nodded. “We need to move.”

      The approaching tiephlings appeared to be hunting, rather than scouting. A group of five with a big one with the club actings as the leader, while two more with bows snuck out. They went wide, while another with a staff moved out behind them.

      Obsek swore, and when he saw my questioning look, he nodded. “That’s a shaman.”

      Vallia made a noise, and I glanced at her. Then back at Obsek, who sighed.

      “Powerful spellcasters. If there’s one out here, they’re waiting for someone.” He must have noticed the change in my expression, because he held up his hands. “None of us are dumb enough to tell Karvenom’s people that we’ve found… her,” he glanced at Vallia’s ass.

      I didn’t want to say it out loud. But from what Vallia had said about the meetings with the Grand Paladin and the meddling of the gods, it might very well be that someone or something had found out about us. And in that case, they could very well be here for us.

      “Say I believe you,” I started. “Where do we go from here?”
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        * * *

      

      “Mmm…”

      “No,” I whispered.

      “Mmm!”

      I shook my head. I knew what she was going to say. It would definitely be easier for her to run on her own two legs. I just didn’t think I was a good enough actor to convince the others that she would voluntarily do so and then get back on my shoulder when we got to safety. Not without putting up a fight, at least.

      Obsek narrowed his eyes at the woman and shook his head. I still didn’t have a read on him. When I first heard him speak, I figured he was some blowhard lieutenant trying to talk himself up. Other times, it seemed he really was a competent leader, just looking out for the best interests of his team.

      Right now, though, none of it mattered as we waited for the moment to run. Pulvi had remained quiet while I worked, but I could sense the spirit’s will as I cleared our footsteps. I got as close to the edge of the trees as I dared and erased as much as I could. Moving back to the ground, we formed a single line, with me coming up last to erase everything as I went. Then we snuck to the far side. The ranger had moved off on his own, doing his best to obscure his own trail.

      He was the one we waited for. The moment the other tiephlings were hidden from view behind the copse we were inside, we were going to run perpendicular to our original path. Roughly west, in line with the slopes, to put distance between us and the other party, while erasing our steps.

      Once we’d made it far enough, it wouldn’t matter anymore, and we could turn south once again. All we needed was the right moment to move. Which came quicker than I expected, as the ranger suddenly appeared.

      “Let’s move,” Obsek hissed.

      The ranger pulled ahead and joined our single file line at the head. I pulled on the powers that Pulvi had lent me, and we started moving out of the copse and further away from the hunting party behind us. With them distracted, and the trees in the way, we didn’t bother trying to hide our noise. We just sprinted and hoped for the best. There was a natural ravine part way there, and we dropped into it, hoping to obscure our path even more. It was wet in the bottom and I grunted at getting wet feet as I sank to my ankles. The others weren’t happy either, but we kept our pace up as best we could.

      We didn’t stop at the first copse we reached. Nor the second. By the third, we started pulling further towards the south as we needed, and by the fourth, we were almost back on track. At least, until a pair of tiephlings stepped out ahead of us, with angry looks on their faces.

      “Shit,” Obsek swore as we slowed before them. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      “Can we kill them?” I asked.

      “Might not have a choice. They’ve spotted us now,” Obsek hissed.

      I nodded and followed along behind them. The approaching tiephlings were more of Karvenom’s, going by the jars on their backs. The leader wasn’t the tall brute with a club type, but the twisted, scabbard-less blade hanging from his hip still had a natural brutality to it. He eyed me like he’d already decided to kill me before his eyes drifted over the shape of Vallia’s ass, still slumped over my shoulder.

      “What’s this then?” he said with a glare.

      Obsek turned and gave me a strained look that I ignored as I stepped past the nervous tiephling.

      “Heard you were missing a princess,” I grinned, as Vallia kicked out angrily as if I’d betrayed her.

      The tiephling’s eyes widened as he realized who it was that I had caught. And he held his hands out as I approached, expecting me to simply hand her over. It was a hell of a surprise when, instead of me handing over the woman, I reached in and grabbed the hilt of his sword. The tiephling wasn’t even aware of what I had done until the ground opened beneath him.

      His yelp vanished beneath the earth as I was left clutching his blade. With a roll of my shoulder, I dropped Vallia as softly as I could, before swinging at the next of Karvenom’s soldiers. It seemed they all had a familiar style. Five men groups, all set of some combination of a heavy, with ranged support and backup. In this case, their heavy was enclosed in the earth, while the ranger who stood behind him was the recipient of my horizontal slash. A dodge back saved him from being cut in two, but the tip of the blade opened his belly, anyway.

      The tiephling went down gasping as I charged into the fray. The next, a tiephling with a sword and some tattered scale armor, ducked my swing. His fist drove up into my gut, knocking the wind out of me. I was made of sterner stuff than he realized, though, and  I didn’t buckle.  Instead I raised my knee, crushing his jaw, then turned and hacked a clay pot in half that was thrown at my head.

      The pitch spilled over me, but I moved through. I hacked the ranger who threw it and sliced into his shoulder. He went down with a yell, while I heard the strike of flint and steel. The ground shifted beneath our feet and several shouts rang out. I found my next target falling over, the flint tumbling to the ground. He received the tip of my borrowed blade in the gut before my soggy boot crushed his throat with a stomp. Leaving just one figure to turn and sprint through the trees, before an arrow struck him in the back.

      I let out a huff and turned to face my temporary allies, only to spot Obsek glaring at me with a flint in one hand and a knife in the other. The ranger who took the shot was the same one who had led us this far, and was already drawing another arrow, while the other three held Vallia back, with a blade across her neck.

      “You light that. It’ll be a beacon for Karvenom’s men to close in from every direction,” I told him. “You fail to light that and keep her, I’ll kill you.”

      Obsek narrowed his eyes. I could see him weighing up the options. At least, until Vallia jerked her head back. The tiephling at her back cried out as she broke his nose with a headbutt. She spun, ducking under the blade held to her neck and made a single step, before the ground opened beneath her foot. She let out a muffled yelp as she fell to the ground and with Obsek turning at the distraction, I reached in and grabbed him by the neck.

      His eyes went wide as I yanked him toward me. The pitch across my chest now smeared into his leathers.

      “Hold her, but don’t harm her, or I’ll gut every fucking one of you!” I snarled, while staring into Obsek’s eyes. “Your move.”

      “Bring her,” Obsek called.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vallia put up a small fuss. There was a moment when I thought she was going to be struck, but the tiephling put his hand down and instead dragged her over to me. I didn’t release Obsek until I had one hand wrapped around Vallia’s arm and only then, I pushed him back hard enough to send him tumbling to the ground.

      Before I could react, the earth raised up around me. I held my breath as it washed over my head. The fine grit scoured my skin and forced itself into… uncomfortable places, before sliding off me and smoothing out the ground once more.

      “What are you?” Obsek demanded.

      “Nothing you’ve ever seen before,” I grunted and dropped the blade to pick up Vallia.

      She gave me a thunderous glare as I set her on my shoulder again. But I wasn’t paying attention. Despite the thorough scouring I’d received, the main point was clear. None of the tiephlings knew that I hadn’t directed that. And I was no longer covered in pitch. I could still smell it on the ground, but I was sparkling clean in more ways than I was comfortable admitting.

      “Let’s go,” I urged them, and started on my way south.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Fucker,” Vallia spat as I pulled her gag free.

      “We’ll get there tomorrow, relax,” I told her.

      The hole I’d carved was just like the previous. Only this time, I’d made sure to carve on an angle. No doubt Obsek would set guards around where we vanished beneath the earth. Only we were a dozen feet off to one side and nowhere near where they thought we were.

      “Tie me up, jostle me about. Then dump me on the ground and treat me like a thing!” She growled.

      “If you have a better way to do this,” I said, shoving her onto her front so I could untie her wrists. “I’d love to hear it.”

      “What are you going to do when you meet my father?” she demanded as her wrists came loose. “What’s going to stop him from just having you killed and taking me back to Karvenom, anyway?”

      “Same thing as with Obsek,” I said, sitting back to lean on the wall of the cave. “I’ll just have to keep you with me.”

      “Tied up?”

      “If I have to,” I admitted.

      She let out a huff before settling in beside me. “I don’t like it.”

      “Neither do I,” I said, pushing my arm behind her shoulders. The tiephling woman leaned into me and held still. “I’m going to carry you in there, demanding to be rewarded. When I see your father, I’ll challenge him and if he decides to let his men fight for him, I’ll gut them one by one.”

      “And me?” Vallia asked.

      “Drop you in a hole like this, if I have to,” I sighed. “Just enough to make sure that it’ll be easier to try to fight me than it is to try to assassinate me.”

      “So we’re going to be spending a lot of time alone in dark holes, while my father cooks up champions for you to fight?” Vallia guessed.

      “Pretty much,” I chuckled.

      Vallia let out a long sigh. Before pushing off the wall. I let her go, unsure of what she was doing. There was the sound of clothes being removed before a weight settled on my lap. When I touched her, all I felt was bare skin as she slid up to press into my front.

      “I thought you were mad at me,” I chuckled as I slid my palms down to cup her firm ass.

      “I’ve been mad at you since I discovered the man who won the right to marry me had a harem of horny goblins,” Vallia said, as her hands ran down my chest.

      “You forgot the kobold,” I pointed out.

      “And the human,” Vallia growled softly. “So many women, for one man. You’re terribly greedy.”

      “And I didn’t ask for a single one,” I pointed out. “Not even you.”

      “Any regrets?” she asked.

      With my hands cupping her ass, I lifted. My erection held in place, and my loincloth was allowed to rise. As the strip of cloth fell away, I settled the tiephling over my cock and listened to the hitch in her breath as I slowly lowered her once more.

      “Regrets? No,” I grunted as Vallia settled once again on my lap, fully impaled on my cock. “But you could say that I’m used to a certain lifestyle.”

      “Gently, barbarian.” Vallia leaned closer. “I’m willing, but tender.”

      “Perfect that you’re on top then, isn’t it?” I said, before kissing her.
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        * * *

      

      I held Vallia in front of me. She glared angrily and shouted despite her gag. With her arms bound behind her back, she couldn’t shove me off, as I kept one hand firmly around her throat. I carried no visible weapon, but that didn’t mean we were unarmed. I still had my abilities thanks to Pulvi, and Vallia, with her hands hidden, was able to reach the small knife I’d helpfully stashed between her ass cheeks.

      The camp ahead of us was bustling with activity. Unfortunately, it wasn’t just Malron’s men here. The darker, grittier forms of Karvenom’s soldiers slinked in their midst. The women in Malron’s camp kept their distance. Staying away from the outsiders in their midst.

      “KILL HIM!” someone shouted.

      I turned towards the speaker, keeping Vallia ahead of me.

      “He’s got Vallia!” another shouted.

      “Get the war leader!”

      “Who is he?”

      My group of tiephlings were keeping their distance. They, too, felt the same way as their peers. But they knew the score well enough. When one of Karvenom’s men stepped up as if to challenge me, Obsek stepped in the way. There was a harsh word, before two more of Malron’s people stepped up, grabbing Karvenom’s man and dragging him back, making his friends shout and draw weapons.

      It was utter chaos, with me standing in the middle trying to capitalize on it. Shouting increased and words became screams. A fist flew and more blades were drawn. Until a heavy voice roared;

      “ENOUGH!”

      Vallia flinched, and I knew who it was that was coming. If not by sight, then by reputation. He was an older tiephling. Not silver haired like I had been told of Karvenom. And he had both horns, which made me confident I was speaking to the right one. Hanging from his hip was a surprisingly slender blade. One that made me think this tiephling was trained to fight in duels, rather than lines.

      “Unhand my daughter,” he growled, glaring at me as the crowd parted for him.

      “And why should I do that?” I challenged. “I found her, after all.”

      Malron narrowed his eyes at me. I could see the gears turning behind those eyes of his. I didn’t know if he recognized me. If the paladin had given him my description, then it was likely to go very wrong in a moment. Even then, it was likely he had his suspicions.

      “Clearly, you know who it is you’ve captured,” he said, before sniffing. “She’s also bound and gagged, which means you know she’s valuable.”

      I grinned and gave him a nod.

      “So it’s payment you want?” Malron asked. “I can offer gold. Jewels. A barbarian like yourself needs a proper blade. Perhaps I could have something forged for your size.”

      I didn’t rise to that. Pulvi would probably appreciate it, but that capricious little bastard still took the form of my sword when I needed it. Not that he’d been back in a while.

      “War leader,” I said.

      “That’s me–”

      “I want to challenge you for your title of war leader,” I corrected myself.

      Malron’s frown deepened and his eyes lingered on Vallia like he suspected something. Which would be entirely accurate, but he didn’t have any proof.

      “And what makes you think I’ll allow that?” Malron asked.

      Vallia made a choking noise as I squeezed. We’d discussed this, and she had agreed, but I had to make it real. “Because I have something you want.” I gave her a light shake. “And I’ve been led to believe, once, you were an honorable man.”
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      If looks could kill, I’d be dead a thousand times over. There was a subtle twitch in the old man’s eye as he glared at me with untethered hatred. He was clearly on the verge of ordering my death, and yet he still hesitated with my hand around Vallia’s neck. I was right where he wanted me. Killing me would make hunting down my goblins so much easier. This was the perfect opportunity to do so. Only making that order would put a blight on his reputation.

      His original plan was to hunt me himself. With the death of Themong and my capturing of Vallia, he was left short of two capable warriors and his strongest team of scouts. Enraged at his losses, Malron turned to Karvenom, selling the rights to Vallia in exchange for my death. Killing me now would negate that offer but would blight his reputation in the eyes of his clan. Something that would likely lead to Karvenom taking control, regardless of his efforts to prevent it.

      Assuming he won the fight that would come from making such an order, that is.

      “Well?” I called. “I have something you want. You have something that I want.”

      “You’re not one of us,” Malron snapped.

      “And by defeating your daughter in combat, that would make her mine, wouldn’t it?” I grinned as I pulled Vallia close.

      She struggled slightly as I sniffed her hair. To anyone watching it would appear that Vallia was in a precarious position. The knife slipped into the back of her pants, where she could reach it with her loosely bound wrists, said otherwise. If this went wrong, our plan was twofold. I had to kill Malron. And she was going to keep her people back long enough to give me the chance to do so.

      “Despite your efforts,” Malron sneered. “I would have you prove yourself worthy of fighting me.”

      “I can accept that,” I grinned.

      “You shall fight one of my champion.” Malron nodded. “Immediately.”

      “I accept–”

      “Your acceptance is not required while your hand is around my daughter’s neck!” Malron snapped, before gesturing to my left.

      I turned, seeing a tiephling. He appeared to have been moving into position. Like he’d been trying to attack me while my back was turned. In fact, the way he suddenly rushed forward, I could think of no other explanation. He wore leather armor, with a chain hauberk beneath. He held a long blade at eye level, almost like a spear.

      His attack was a foolish move. One that would have had disastrous consequences for Vallia had I intended to use her as a shield. Instead, I hid a grimace and shoved her to one side. With her arms bound, she fell hard and cried out through her gag. The tiephling charging towards me added a lunge. The sword flew straight at my neck.

      Paladin, he was not.

      I felt the bite of the blade on the back of my hand as I swatted the tip aside. The tiephling’s eyes went wide with shock as I dropped my shoulder and shoved forward, knocking him clean off his feet since he was unable to stop. I saw a moment of panic as I stared into his eyes, nose to nose, before gravity dumped him on the ground beneath me. With one foot, I stamped down on his wrist, still clutching the blade. I snatched the blade up and pointed at the enemies behind Vallia, while maintaining my position over my fallen foe.

      Three tiephlings had rushed in as if to grab her. Only to yelp and fall back as the earth rose up around her. Pulvi, that little bastard, had left me unarmed, but was clearly still paying attention as Vallia’s worried stare vanished beneath the ground once more.

      “What are you doing?!” Malron roared.

      “Honoring the bounds of our duel, by protecting what is already mine,” I snapped back as I bent and took the tiephling’s neck in hand.

      He still hadn’t drawn a breath since I knocked him over. Winded most likely. Which would make this even quicker as I began to squeeze.

      “Stop this at once!” Malron ordered.

      “Was this fight not to the death?” I looked up at the man. “Was he not about to remove my head, in a cowardly attack from behind, while I negotiated the terms of this duel?”

      Malron stared at me as I continued to squeeze. The tiephling kicked helplessly as his free hand clutched desperately at my wrist.

      With a snarl, I squeezed with all my might. Something cracked, and the tiephling jerked and fell limp. I released him and stood before looking around the camp.

      “Your next challenger?” I offered.

      Malron grimaced and glanced around. If I had everyone’s measure, he was holding onto old power. A respect he’d earned in his youth, that he was lacking in his later years. His people would follow his orders, but they weren’t happy about it. There were as many disapproving scowls aimed in my direction as there were aimed at the ground beneath their feet.

      Malron glanced back and nodded. I turned to see what it was, only to spot a crossbow aimed in my direction. Twice, he’d tried to get the upper hand. And this time, I was at a severe disadvantage. So, I did the first thing that came to mind. Throwing up my hand, a wall of earth sprung up before me. The bolt smashed into the wall of rock, but deflected off the top, narrowly whistling over my head and into the distance. I threw my hand down, forcing the earth flat once more.

      The tiephling with the crossbow stared in shock before reaching for a quiver of bolts on his leg. I held out my hand, and the earth opened up beneath his feet. He fell with a yelp, landing only waist deep in the hole. I imagined what I wanted next and squeezed my hand. The tiephling, despite his fall, was trying to grab another bolt when the earth slammed shut around him. He yelled, as his hand was pinned beneath the earth. His crossbow was held limply by the other as he stared at me in horror.

      I walked towards him. The crowd backed away. One of them wasn’t as fast as the others. An old man, looking like a blacksmith. In his hand, he carried a steel mallet, which I snatched from his grip without a word.

      “WAIT!”

      I froze, as a young tiephling woman threw herself over the man buried in the ground.

      “Get away!” The man before me yelled. “He’ll kill you!”

      “Please!” she entreated, staring into my eyes as tears rolled down her cheeks. “Spare him! I beg you!”

      “Has this man been defeated?” I asked. There was a low murmur through the crowd in response. “HAS THIS MAN BEEN DEFEATED?!”

      This time, a shout came from the back. A single ‘yes’ amongst the murmuring. That one yes, turned into more, and the woman before me nodded slowly as she stared right into my eyes.

      “Fair enough,” I grunted and turned to the old blacksmith. He seemed relieved when I handed him the hammer once more. And as an act of good faith, I flicked my wrist and turned the solid earth around the half-buried tiephling into sand so he could dig himself out without trouble.

      When I walked back to the space I originally stood, Malron was glaring once more.

      “Tomorrow,” he said with a nod. “We shall continue this tomorrow.”

      “Out of champions?” I asked.

      “Hardly,” he spat. “Our most capable warriors will need to be recalled.”

      “How long?”

      “As long as it takes–”

      “Don’t bullshit me.” I smirked. “As long as it takes could be a whole generation to birth and raise an army you’d use to defeat me. I’ll give you three days. On the evening of the third, I’ll challenge you directly and cut down anyone who stands in my way.”

      From the silence of the camp, I knew I’d been heard. Malron’s people were not united. His daughter hated him, and clearly the others were having second thoughts about what they wanted to happen.

      “Fine,” Malron snapped. “Now retrieve my daughter from where you placed her.”

      “Do I have your word that it is safe to do so?” I asked.

      He grimaced and gave a small, half-hearted nod. “Nobody is to harm the… The mage. Until the duel.”

      I didn’t want to call him out about his specific wording. But that was good enough for now. I held out my hand and hoped for the best. Vallia wasn’t where I left her in the end. Pulvi still had control, and he did so again as the earth split open and Vallia blinked in the sunlight once more.

      “Now.” I smiled as I walked over to help Vallia up. “Where am I staying?”
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        * * *

      

      “That sounds like Avrud,” Vallia sighed as she rubbed her wrists. “Far too good a woman for that husband of hers.”

      “She did seem rather protective of him,” I nodded. “Tears and all.”

      “Not surprising. She let slip before I left that she might have been pregnant,” Vallia sighed, before rolling her shoulders.

      Malron had almost blown a fuse in the end. Vallia had her own pavilion in their camp. A large tent with multiple rooms, space in the middle for a fire and even a small armory.

      I took a single look at it and covered the lot with stone. With a relative fortress now in the middle of their camp, I felt secure enough to admit how tired this all made me.

      “Little fight takes this all out of you, does it?” Vallia asked.

      “Not the fight, as much as the magic,” I grunted as I sat before the fireplace and started stacking wood. “Pulvi takes the brunt of it, so he’s probably exhausted.”

      “Is that why he’s been avoiding you?” Vallia asked, coming to join me.

      “I’ve no idea,” I grunted. “Annoying little bastard is here somewhere, though. I couldn’t do half of what I do as easily without him guiding me. I do the small stuff, but this little castle was all him.”

      Vallia nodded, then gestured to a small box. “There’s flint and tinder in there.”

      I nodded and grabbed the box. But rather than hand it to her, I opened it myself and did the final touches to get the fire going.

      “That’ll keep this place warm,” Vallia nodded.

      “Think we’re going to have to feed ourselves?” I asked.

      “Perhaps,” Vallia said with a frown. “I’ll know more if we go bathe, though.”

      “Really?”

      Vallia nodded. “If things are as you suggested, then come with me. You’ll see what I mean.”

      I frowned for a moment before shrugging. After being sandblasted on the road, I knew I wasn’t filthy, but washing off properly would be nice.

      “Do I need to bind you again?” I asked.

      “No,” Vallia smirked. “You’ve made your claim publicly. If I run, it would only look bad on me. And if someone tries something, it will look like my father is breaking rules. As far as everyone here knows, I’m your property until someone takes you down. Which they can’t do until the duel tomorrow.”

      “Political immunity,” I chuckled. “The elves back home did something similar.”

      “Elves,” Vallia grimaced. “We don’t see many of their kind.”

      “They’re around,” I shrugged, not wanting to go into it.

      Vallia and I made our way to the entrance. It was the one place I left open, though covered by the normal tent flap. When I whisked it aside, two tiephling guards I didn’t know about drew blades. I was about to attack when Vallia pushed past and glared at them both.

      “Apologies,” one of them said and bowed.

      They both replaced their weapons, and I sealed the entrance behind me as I got my first proper look at the camp. It was a busy affair. People moving about in all directions. It seemed everyone had a job. From raising children, who stared at me with wide eyes, to hammering steel that echoed in the distance. There were youths off to one side, drilling with an older tiephling woman.

      “That’s father’s pavilion,” Vallia pointed to a nearby tent. It was… almost larger than my little stone castle. The stone added bulk, and I grinned, knowing that he was likely offended by the changes I had made. Temporary or otherwise.

      “Ah, excuse me,” said an older tiephling woman, stepping up.

      “Pobesa,” Vallia smiled and hugged the woman.

      “Good to see you well, dear,” the old tiephling woman patted her hands as Vallia pulled away. “I thought I should come check on you.”

      “Blath,” Vallia turned and waved for me to approach. “This is our eldest healer, Pobesa.”

      “You’ve a nasty cut on that hand of yours, boy,” the old woman said with a glare.

      I liked her.

      “Pobesa,” Vallia tried to hush her.

      I chuckled and shook my head. “I’ll put some poultice on it later,” I told the woman. “Was just heading to bathe first.”

      “With my dear Vallia?” Pobesa raised an eyebrow.

      “As is his right,” Vallia muttered softly.

      The old woman turned her stern glare to Vallia, who gave the subtlest of nods. Pobesa let out a long sigh and shook her head. “Bathe now. I’ll be waiting with a poultice when you return. And I’ll make sure there’s enough for you both for the evening meal.”

      “Thank you Pobesa,” Vallia hugged the old woman again.

      “Thank me when this mess is done with,” she sighed. “Such a waste.”

      We watched the old woman march off into the camp before Vallia turned and gave me a nervous smile. “She’s been with us a very long time.”

      “I can tell.” I nodded. “She has a certain attitude.”

      “There are many privileges when you’re the one solely responsible for bringing the war leader’s children into the world,” Vallia shrugged. “She likely has a few decades left in her. So, perhaps a few more?”

      “Let’s just get the next few days over with, shall we?” I grunted.

      Vallia nodded and led me through the camp. She explained a few things. Her people were nomadic. They set up temporary camps. Usually near water sources, in this case a river that ran to the north, entering the slopes, but far from where it would be any use for hunting me by boat. They stuck around, built a war camp, kept an eye on the neighbors and hunted the land, before moving on as the seasons progressed.

      Right now, with all the rain and flooding in the slopes, wildlife was being attracted as part of a massive migration. So the tiephlings had approached in preparation to hunt and collect supplies for the coming winter. Which was when the Grand Paladin of Denerath had crossed the slopes and contacted Malron.

      “All this, because of a handful of goblins that aren’t goblins.” I shook my head.

      “A handful of pregnant goblins,” Vallia grunted as we came across the river.

      It was deep. Slow moving and perfect for a swim. Several tiephlings were off in the distance, checking a net strung across. They weren’t a bother for either of us and weren’t even looking this way.

      “Come on,” Vallia urged me as she pulled her top off.

      I had a moment of worry, that someone would come around. But then, this was just bathing. If someone tried anything, I’d beat, strangle and drown them. So, as Vallia slipped her pants down her curvy legs, showing me her toned ass, I yanked off my loincloth and hurried into the water before any potential watchers copped more of an eyeful than they already had.

      “You look nervous, barbarian,” Vallia smirked as she followed me in.

      “Let’s just bathe and get back to the tent,” I growled as I scooped up sand from the bottom and used it to rub my skin.

      “Worried about being caught?” Vallia grinned.

      I narrowed my eyes. Then shook my head. “More you than me.”

      “Oh?” Vallia paused. “Jealous?”

      “I wouldn’t say jealous,” I frowned. “But if someone were to lay a hand on you, I’d kill them. Painfully.”

      “Possessive then,” Vallia smiled. “Good.”

      “You like that?”

      “It’s hard to remain possessive if you aren’t interested.” Vallia shrugged. “It’s nice to know where I stand, measured up to women half my size.”

      “It’s not a competition,” I frowned.

      “Sure it isn’t,” Vallia laughed. “I bet they all get into neat rows for you to have them one after another, without any fuss or arguing.”

      The look on my face made her laugh, and I splashed water at her, blinding her. She let out a shriek of rage and splashed me back. We had our moment playing in the water. Vallia charged towards me, and I dived into the river to escape her. Only to freeze at the three smiling faces below the surface.

      “Oh, he’s seen us,” Klemoni, the silt strider, grinned.

      “Not a problem,” Nemoni, the water wraith, tilted her head.

      Which made Temomi, their paladin, the last to speak as she pushed in front of the others. “We’re just checking in,” she smiled.

      Just as a hand gripped my arm, the three sisters shot off through the water as Vallia hauled me up. Her bright smile changed, turned to concern, and then worry. It grew in intensity as she saw my face.

      “What?”

      “I…” I frowned. “I’m not really sure?”

      “What, sea monsters?” Vallia asked, only to pause as she saw my expression. “Really?”

      “They’re not sea monsters,” I said, trying to find the right words. “At least, I don’t think so. They have classes.”

      “Are they dangerous?” Vallia asked.

      “Probably,” I admitted. “I wouldn’t want to be stuck in the water trying to fight them. But… the only time I’ve interacted with them before was after a massive fire. I took my goblins and swam into the lake. They found us and swam us back to the grotto.”

      “Potentially dangerous, unknown motives, but historically friendly.” Vallia nodded. “I’d say someone’s trying to figure you out.”

      “Is that a good thing?” I asked.

      “Better than them already figuring you out and deciding you’re a problem,” Vallia pointed out.

      I nodded slowly. Then let out a sigh. “Let’s get clean and then go back to the tent. I feel exposed out here.”

      “And here I was thinking barbarians liked being outside.” Vallia tried to lighten the mood.

      “We do,” I nodded. “But outside implies the wilderness. Not the edge of a war camp, filled with unknown numbers of potential enemies willing to cut my throat, or poison my food with or without your father’s permission or blessing.”

      “I won’t say that’s impossible,” Vallia pointed out. “Just… unlikely.”

      “So was me killing the goddess of goblins and earning myself a one-way carriage to a new world where I got to impregnate her,” I snorted. “What’s impossible and unlikely seems to flutter about my life with far too much comfort.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Vallia?”

      “Pobesa,” Vallia hurried over to the tent entrance.

      We’d gotten back and sat down together as the afternoon slowly drew into night. The stone walls kept things pretty quiet in here, so Pobesa had to have approached the entrance to call out as she did. I watched to make sure nothing happened as Vallia swept open the tent. Behind the doorway was the old tiephling woman who held a basket in her arms.

      “I’ve got that.” Vallia plucked it away.

      “Thank you dear,” Pobesa smiled as she followed Vallia in. Her eyes glanced around before settling on me. “I wasn’t sure how much had actually changed.”

      “Nothing but the stone. I’d hate to have any pests come knocking.”

      “Probably help to keep sounds muffled too,” Pobesa stated.

      Vallia jerked slightly and looked at the older woman, who gave her a withering glare. Vallia sighed and opened the basket before taking out a platter laden with cut meats and fruit.

      “Malron wanted to send rations, but nobody argued when I took what I thought you needed,” she said. “One of the hunting teams took down a boar while you were bathing. There’s a bit of a celebration, but I’m not sure either of you would want to join it,” Pobesa said, as she came over to sit by the fire. “Truthfully, I am feeling my age. And it’s much quieter in here.”

      “You’re welcome to stay,” Vallia smiled at the old woman.

      “Not for long though,” the old woman chuckled. “There’s some tea in the basket, as well as the poultice I promised.”

      Vallia froze, and I narrowed my eyes in concern. Pobesa let out a sigh and shook her head. “You might have pulled the wool over your father’s eyes, but I know better, young lady.”

      Vallia sighed and gave a small nod. “What gave it away?”

      “Those ropes around your wrists were far too loose to be practical,” the old woman sighed. “Then there’s your total lack of fear towards the man.”

      I nodded at her words. But it was Vallia who now looked nervous. “Is that a problem?”

      “Only if whatever scheme you’ve got cooking goes wrong,” Pobesa muttered. “And trust me, if it does, we’ll all end up under the boot of that brute Karvenom,” she turned to me with a glare. “So whatever it is you’re doing, do it fast.”

      “I honestly just wanted to fight Malron and put Vallia in charge,” I said with a shrug.

      “So you really are the king of the goblins, then?” she asked.

      I frowned. “I wouldn’t put it like that.”

      “There’s only seven of them,” Vallia added. “Hardly a kingdom.”

      “The paladin made it sound so much greater than that,” Pobesa sighed.

      “The paladin is dead,” I grunted. “He was a god who took exception to my lovers being in this world. Showed up with a small army. We killed a bunch of them and then I fought him.”

      “And won?” Pobesa shook her head slowly. “That man was powerful.”

      “It took the interference of another god to do so,” I admitted. “But yes, I won. And I’m confident in my ability to fight any mortal soldier.”

      “I saw,” Pobesa nodded, then let out a long sigh. “This all went so terribly wrong.”

      “Not my intent–”

      “Not you,” she snapped, before frowning at herself. “The gods. They whisper. Sometimes I pay attention. I didn’t trust the paladin, but I trusted the whispers and now I stand on the cusp of losing my way of life to a monster who will strip the rights of my people. And all that stands in our way is the very man I was warned was here to destroy us all.”

      “It’s not like that,” Vallia protested.

      “Nothing seems to be what they claim,” Pobesa sighed before getting up. “Remember the tea, dear.”

      The old woman left the tent muttering curses under her breath. Vallia let her go without a word, though she looked conflicted as she brought the platter over for me. We sat together and ate for a while. Neither of us spoke, but the food was good. Smoky, sweet and delicious. I had a moment of worry about whether it was in fact poisoned, but I doubted that Pobesa would have risked Vallia with the same meal.

      “What’s the tea?” I asked.

      Vallia snorted and got up. She went over to the basket and took out a small pouch before returning to sit beside me. “This,” she opened it and gave it a sniff. “It’s… not something I’ve tried before.”

      “That doesn’t tell me what it is,” I grunted.

      Vallia sighed. “I don’t really know what it is either. All I know is that if I drink it, I won’t fall pregnant.”

      I grunted at that as Vallia pulled a drawstring on the bag, closing it up once more. She got up and stepped over to the fire where a kettle was set up. I thought about what was about to happen and felt myself rising to the challenge already. Only for her to glance back at me, and toss the bag into the fire. It smoldered for a moment, and burst into blue flames.

      “What?” I grunted.

      “She gave me that, in the hopes that should you lose, I won’t be put to the blade when this is over,” Vallia said as she began to disrobe in front of me. “I don’t expect you to lose.”

      “And what if I don’t want you getting pregnant, either?” I growled as her top hit the floor beside her.

      “Right, because your cock is that hard at the idea of ensuring I can’t be bred like one of your precious goblins,” Vallia smirked as she pushed her pants down once again.

      Like at the lake, there was something about her figure… who am I kidding? There’s no beating around the bush here. She was a beautiful woman. Moreso as she got on her knees before me.

      “Hold my horns, barbarian,” Vallia whispered.

      Reaching up, I danced my fingers over her horns. I’d grabbed them before, but not like this. She whimpered as I tightened my grip and her eyes flicked to my loincloth, currently raised at an obscene angle. She didn’t need to speak. Only to open her mouth and roll out her tongue.

      I had a moment of clarity as I thought about how angry her father would be if he found out about this. And then decided I didn’t care, as I steered the now whimpering tiephling closer.
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      Vallia led the way, pushing out of the tent as I lowered the stone wall and moved into the light. I followed a few steps behind her as Malron glared at me.

      “Hiding behind a woman?” He spat.

      “Wasn’t sure if you were going to have me ambushed like yesterday,” I grunted as I stared him down.

      “You accuse me of cowardice?” Malron snarled.

      “Yes,” I tilted my head as I met his glare with an impassive sniff. “You ordered two men to attack me from behind, in full view of witnesses, and refused to accept my challenge head on. Sending your so-called champions to die in your stead.”

      Malron trembled in place. The small crowd of people who had initially been my wake-up call remained silent. They knew what this was. A shift of power. A change in their lives they only had the barest comprehension of. On one hand, Malron was their leader. On the other, they likely knew that Malron had essentially sold them to Karvenom. Something most, if not all of them, disagreed with. And now, here I stood, with Vallia, a respected member of their clan standing willingly at my side. It was a lot for them to take in.

      “And do you, daughter, agree with the mage?” Malron asked, obviously hoping for an ounce of support.

      “Your actions speak for themselves, father,” Vallia replied evenly.

      I almost laughed. Fortunately, someone else did, and I had to wonder if I could recognize Pobesa’s voice already. It certainly seemed familiar, in an odd way.

      “Your challenger is here,” Malron snapped. “We shall settle this in the clearing where you issued the challenge.”

      “Works for me,” I nodded. “Do we need to discuss the terms again, or will I be able to face this one honorably?”

      Malron didn’t respond, only turning away and beginning his march. I schooled my expression as the other tiephlings watched me before Vallia stepped ahead and led the way. The crowd seemed to follow me, and not Malron, which surprised me. They were close, but kept a respectful distance. Packed too tightly to allow someone to push through, but far enough away to make it obvious if they tried.

      It felt like an honor guard in a way. Something I hadn’t experienced in a long time. Not since before that final conflict, where the elves betrayed us and I was led to this world.

      The crowd parted. And Malron took up position beside a tiephling warrior. He was dressed as a barbarian. Lightly armored. Simple leathers with some scraps of fur. Slung over his shoulder, a massive two-handed blade, with a small axe on his hip. The perfect weapon to keep me back, with a way to defend himself should I manage to close, regardless.

      “As if his allegiance wasn’t in question already,” Vallia hissed.

      I frowned at that. The man, the tiephling. I looked at him more closely. Reading his body language, he appeared comfortable around Malron. But the way he let his eyes wander over the women in attendance, and the sneer he shot in my direction. I had no doubt that this man wasn’t a champion of this clan, but one borrowed from Karvenom. Whether that meant the rival war leader was aware, I didn’t know.

      “Is this man considered a champion, if he isn’t part of this clan?” I called out my question so all could hear it.

      “It’s not against the rules,” Vallia said loudly in reply. “Even if it is questionable behavior.”

      “Egnu volunteered,” Malron spoke up. “He is a true champion, pitting himself against an adversary of our entire species. With our way of life under threat, it is the responsibility of all tiephlings to come together.”

      “Under that monster, Karvenom’s rule, no less,” a voice called from somewhere off to my left.

      Malron snarled and turned to see who it was, but the muttering had already started. People weren’t happy. Sure, a few probably held Malron’s views. But the issue of Karvenom being in charge was a sore point for most of them. Something I hoped would help me in the end. I had no plans to rule this clan. I just wanted to put Vallia in charge and make sure they weren’t a threat any longer. Leaving would be the best way to silence those who would cause me problems.

      “SILENCE!” Pobesa, of all people, stepped up, pushing her way through the crowd. “There is a greater purpose to our gathering!”

      “Thank you Pobesa,” Malron said and bowed to the old woman.

      Even he respected her. Not that she returned the respect, turning her back to him as she stepped back into the ring of people like she’d been there the whole time. Nobody, not even those she had pushed back, dared complain about her taking a better viewing spot.

      “The duel shall start on my word,” Pobesa called out in a far more civil tongue. “And it shall end on my word. If you have a problem with that, speak up so we may hear it.”

      The only person to make a noise was Egnu, and even then, it wasn’t with words, but a sneer of distaste. He clearly didn’t like the idea of a female figure of authority.

      “Champion and challenger, step forward,” Pobesa called.

      Egnu broke from Malron and moved into the center of the ring. I was only a step behind him. We paused, far enough apart that if he had his sword out, I would be in a vulnerable position. Something Pobesa seemed to notice as she sighed.

      “One step back, both of you.”

      I did as she asked, and Egnu did only a moment after, cursing under his breath.

      “Draw weapons,” she ordered.

      That massive blade took a moment to detach.

      “No blade?” Egnu asked.

      “Haven’t needed one so far,” I shrugged.

      He glared at me. There wasn’t hate in the look. Just a… sense of entitlement. Like all of this was beneath him. He wasn’t as large as I was. Though his horns were imposing. His chest bristled with muscles and his sword gleamed in the light from a recent polish. This man was a true warrior, even if he was a brute. I could respect that, at the very least.

      “Blath?” Pobesa called.

      “I’m fine,” I nodded, not taking my eyes off my opponent.

      She had a look of worry. Considering Pobesa had seen me fight already, I knew I had to take this seriously. If damn Pulvi came back, this would be no problem. Right now, though, I was left undefended by all except my own hands and whatever magic I could conjure up. Neither of which filled me with confidence before a blooded warrior with a two-handed sword.

      “Begin,” Pobesa snapped.

      Egnu stepped forward, lunging with one arm. The blade stabbed straight towards my chest. An inferior opponent likely would have been skewered. It was a cheap move, designed to test me, and I shifted back half a step as the tip of the blade danced for a moment ahead of me. If Egnu was upset, it didn’t show. In fact, he grinned as he pulled the blade back and adopted a casual stance.

      “Told you were a mage,” Egnu spoke. “There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

      “I’m sure you’re about to find out,” I nodded, and stomped the ground.

      A pit opened beneath Egnu’s feet. He staggered, but rolled at the last moment. My surprise worked, but Egnu was capable. That roll had him clear of the ditch. He sprung up to his feet, only to jump back, dodging the spear of rock that erupted from the ground where he stood.

      “Tricky,” Egnu snarled, before leaping towards me.

      I realized that there wasn’t enough time to move and form a new ditch for him to land in. I wasn’t confident in my abilities as a mage. Opening a hole beneath his feet was one thing. Doing so while on the move was another matter entirely.

      Egnu wielded his blade like a bodyguard. Those massive swords were designed to keep people back. Holding it high in one hand, he steered with the other, using the length of the grip like a rudder as he swung the mighty blade around in a loop aimed at where I stood.

      I had no choice but to leap back, avoiding that first strike, before Egnu punched forward and swung the blade around in a wide arc. That forced me to roll, the blade whistling over my heels as I tumbled back. With my hands on the ground, though, I sent a small wall of earth into his legs. Egnu, having rushed in to deal with me, had no time to leap as the soft, unhardened earth crashed into his knees. He fell, tumbling to the ground, but rolled to his feet a moment after I had stepped up.

      My fist swung at his head, which he met by lowering his chin. The middle of his forehead, armored by his horns, was like punching a tree. It knocked him back a step, but likely hurt me more than it did him. Egnu then followed up with a punch of his own fist, wrapped around the pommel of his sword. I threw up my arm and blocked it. The metal-weighted fist crashed into me and I staggered enough for Egnu to drive his knee up into my side.

      But I had braced for that, and caught his leg as I pitched back, carrying the tiephling as I did. He yelled out, right before I landed on my back. Egnu slammed into the ground on his front. He had two options: to cling to his blade, or let it fall free to protect his face. Seeing the gleaming sword lying at Malron’s feet, I knew I was now on a more even footing, even as Egnu kicked free and rolled away.

      “Bastard,” he swore as he spat dirt from his mouth. “You fight like a woman.”

      “Make sure after I kill you that you repeat those words to your ancestors. That way, they know how you lost,” I grunted as I got up.

      Egnu snarled and yanked his axe from his belt. That blade would be far more dangerous up close. Which became an immediate issue as Egnu charged in with a yell. I pulled back, dodging the first swing. He was quick though, and the axe wasn’t heavy enough to force him to overextend. It wasn’t a good slashing weapon though, so to make his next strike, he raised his arm. And I used that moment to snap a kick forward into the tiephling’s guts.

      He saw it coming and tried to bring the axe down on my knee. The swing came too late though, and as his torso folded over my foot, the axe twisted and the flat smacked against my thigh before he fell back in a heap.

      Egnu heaved, and I knew he was winded. I had a moment and turned to Malron. Still at his feet was Egnu’s blade. It was closer to the length of something I fought with in the past, so I made my way over. Ignoring the irate war leader, I bent and took hold of the blade, only for Malron’s foot to kick dirt into my face.

      “Fuck!” I snarled, pulling back and taking the blade with me, half blinded by the impromptu attack.

      I wiped at my face. Shouts rang out around us. I didn’t know if this was going to stop the fight, though, and raised the sword in the direction I expected. I blinked, trying to steady myself as my eyes watered and burned. The figure ahead of me raised one arm, standing, I thought, too far away to be a threat. Only to whip that arm down. I realized too late what had happened and spun. The axe aimed at my exposed chest slammed instead into my shoulder, making me roar in pain as I dropped the sword.

      My senses exploded. My ears rang. My blood pumped in my head as my rage boiled over. The last rational thought in my head was that with the axe buried in my shoulder, my opponent no longer held it.

      My turn.

      I screamed as I charged the blurry shape that was Egnu. He ducked back, but I swept my arms around and kept coming. A fist smashed into my jaw, but I had clenched my teeth and tensed for the blow I sensed coming as I wrapped my arms around him. I couldn’t see him, but with the tiephling in my arms, I didn’t need to. He had clearly never grappled before. Squeezing tightly, I ignored the screaming agony of my shoulder as I hauled the tiephling into the air, before slamming him down at my feet.

      I heard him gasp once again, and punched, cracking my knuckles into a pair of teeth. Only to receive a firm smack of a horn in return. Throwing my forearm down, I slammed his head back, before blindly taking hold of one horn. While I admittedly enjoyed controlling the last tiephling by her horns, I was going to do so with Egnu in a vastly different way.

      Looming over Egnu, one hand on his horn, I wound back a punch and drove it into the spot I thought his jaw would be. The sound of teeth breaking made me cackle in a mad rage before I punched once more. His hips bucked up, and I fell to one side, rolling us both over as I maintained a grip on his horn. When I felt him pull back to punch me, I yanked his head down, throwing off his aim and balance as I drove my fist into his face once more.

      Over and over again, I beat him. His punches came back fiercely, but they were off center and without the full power he could muster. Any time he struggled to get into position, I yanked his head around, throwing him off, before beating him once more.

      One of his wild swings smacked the axe in my shoulder and I yelped as it fell free. I was then left with a moment of doubt as we struggled over the weapon, while I tried to maintain my grip on his horns. When I realized I still had a hand to play, I released the axe, and Egnu cheered as he raised it over his head. Then, a spear of rock shot out from under my injured arm and punched right through the middle of his chest.

      His body jerked and the arm holding the axe fell limply to his side. I couldn’t see him through the haze of dirt and tears, but I could hear the hacking breath as he aspirated on blood above me. I shoved him roughly to the side. His legs flung wildly, but his torso just rotated, making him gasp in pain as the stone twisted within his lung. I rolled away, leaving him to die as I picked myself up off the ground.

      “Water?” I called softly.

      “The fight isn’t over yet,” Malron’s voice came from my left.

      I turned without a word and drove my fist in at stomach height. The blow connected, and I saw the vague shape of a tiephling collapse to his knees.

      “That’s for blinding me,” I grunted as I stepped back.

      “Punishment for interference met,” Pobesa’s voice carried over. “This duel is over. Someone give the man water so he can wash the dirt from his eyes.”

      I heard a few footsteps before someone softly pressed into my side. A shape came up and water splashed over my face. The soothing relief of water had me blinking the grime away. My eyes felt like they’d been scoured like my skin had been, but I could see clearly and didn't think there was lasting damage. The person helping me wasn’t who I expected it was. Vallia, standing nearby, watched on with a waterskin in her own hands, while Avrud, the woman who had stepped into yesterday’s duel, splashed me with water once more.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      I nodded, blinking my eyes as Vallia approached with Pobesa at her side. The old woman shot a disgusted glare at Malron, who was getting to his feet with the help of two others, before turning to me and clicking her tongue.

      “Remain here,” the old woman sighed. “I shall be back with supplies for your arm.”

      I nodded as Vallia offered me her waterskin. This time, I took a drink before splashing my face once more.

      “That cut is deep,” she said.

      “I’m alive, that’s all that counts,” I muttered as I blinked my eyes clear.

      They hurt, but I could see. At least clearly enough to spot the frothy red spittle dripping down from Egnu’s chin. His eyes were vacant and glassy, clearly having left this world behind.

      “Could almost respect him,” I grunted.

      “He fought well,” Vallia sighed. “But between you and me, I’m glad for more than one reason that you came out on top.”

      “You like it when I’m on top,” I grunted.

      There was a soft gasp, and we turned and spotted a tiephling woman staring at us. She covered her mouth, made a small bow and rushed off as if to hide. Vallia let out a sigh, and I relaxed my shoulders.

      “Sorry.”

      “It was going to get out sooner or later. Pobesa’s not the only one who keeps an eye on things. She just cares the least about propriety,” Vallia muttered.

      “Ah, excuse me,” a male voice said. I turned and spotted a middle-aged tiephling holding a chair. “For you?”

      “Thanks,” I nodded, and the man set it down.

      More like a stool, and it wasn’t quite sized for me. But I took it anyway and rested as Vallia kept to my side. Pobesa arrived a few minutes later with some helpers who she directed to Egnu. They grimaced as they got to work, pulling his body free. When I saw that, I retracted the stone spike, letting the man slump to the ground so they could drag him off.

      “What are you going to do with him?” I asked.

      “There will be a pyre. Probably a celebration for your victory as well,” Pobesa sighed, as she set out a bowl of poultice alongside a needle and thread. “Malron might try something stupid, like setting up a second duel in the hopes of taking advantage of your wounds.”

      “I’ll still be wounded tomorrow,” I pointed out.

      “So he would have multiple chances to do so,” Pobesa sighed. “The fool. He’s all but thrown away his honor already.”

      Vallia nodded. “Father is a stubborn man,” she said. “I never quite took him for a fool, though.”

      “You don’t know your father very well then,” Pobesa chuckled as she started her work.

      I sat still, grunting as the old woman peeled my shoulder open. There must have been something inside, because she flushed the wound with wine, drenching my side in the process. Vallia took my hand, and I had to wonder if it was more for me, or herself, as she squeezed tightly as Pobesa worked. When the old woman lifted the needle and thread, I locked eyes with the spot where Egnu had died and concentrated on breathing as the first pinch of pain turned into the second.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I felt… awkward… Things hadn’t gone quite the way I expected. The funeral pyre was a respectful event. Wood was stacked, Egnu’s body placed, but when the flames consumed his flesh… I was taken to a second fire. It wasn’t a boar this time, but a massive elk. Gutted, spitted and rolled in spices, salt and wine, the massive beast was being turned over the flames by a pair of women, while a third basted the meat almost continuously.

      The awkward part was that I was sitting in a rather nice chair, opposite Malron, who was in a chair of similar size and design. I hadn’t requested it, nor had I wanted it. I fully expected to end up back in the tent this evening. Instead, I found myself in the central ring of revelry watching a beast cook while young scantily clad tiephlings plied me with wine. At least they were trying. Vallia was doing a good job of scaring them off.

      “Vallia?” I turned to face the woman seated beside me on a wicker basket. “What’s going on?”

      “My people value combat prowess,” Vallia said with a grin. “They’re celebrating.”

      “Because I killed someone?” I asked.

      She nodded. “They’re also making a point.”

      I nodded this time. “My chair looks an awful lot like your father’s.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?” Vallia snickered.

      We had all speculated that Malron would try something. He’d vanished for a few hours and only returned as the afternoon turned to dusk. Far too late to stop the preparations that were already brewing. Even now, a serving girl brought him wine. Unlike those who were gently warned away by Vallia, Malron took a different approach. The way he snatched the goblet made the poor girl wince like she expected to be struck. The sharp word as he raised his hand in threat only solidified that belief.

      While I had partaken in a single glass under Pobesa’s instructions not to have any more, Malron was slumped in his chair, glaring testily at anyone who came too close.

      “Looks like it’s ready,” Vallia said, breaking me from my thoughts.

      When I looked up, the ladies working around the fire were moving. One of them cut a small piece of meat from the rump of the beast and nodded to herself. Another, seeing her approval, cut another from the front, removing a sliver, before taking it to Malron. The drunk tiephling took the meat without a thought, before yelping and dropping it.

      “Fool,” Vallia hissed.

      The woman staring at the dirt-stained morsel must have thought the same thing. She returned, cutting a similar sized piece from the opposite side of the beast, and brought it to me instead.

      She approached slowly and with a cautious nod in Vallia’s direction. Then addressed me directly. “Taste?”

      I reached out, then gently pinched the meat on the thinner end. The woman smiled as I plucked it away. It was hot. But not enough to do serious harm as I brought it to my nose. The scent was wonderful, and my stomach growled before I popped it into my mouth.

      It was savory, sweet and salty all at once. A delicious combination that made my inner barbarian growl.

      “Perfect,” I grinned as I chewed and swallowed.

      She let out a small cheer, and the crowd of awaiting tiephlings did the same. Before long, I had a platter in my lap. Vallia sat beside me, picking off the bits she wanted. Roast vegetables, cut fruit, a slab of bread and, to my surprise, most of the entire back leg of meat, still clinging to the bone.

      As the night wore on, Malron, tired of being ignored, eventually got up and staggered off towards his tent. Doing so must have been what people were waiting for, as drummers began to appear. The beat started slowly as the last of the meals were finished. Wine was passed out, and I noticed Vallia had vanished from my side.

      “This will certainly stir some trouble.”

      I turned and spotted Pobesa, giving me a chuckle, before shaking her head. “Whatever you have planned, barbarian. Make it worth her sacrifice.”

      Before I could ask what she meant, a harsh cry went up. The camp froze and fell silent. And like the thudding of a heavy heart, the drums boomed in unison. Dozens of women broke out of the crowd, all dressed in variations of the same thing; bone charms, grass skirts and paint smeared across their nude chests. They shuffled across the ground, bouncing their feet to the beat of the drums as they moved into position.

      I spotted a familiar face. The crossbow wielding tiephling sat nearby. The woman now dancing before him was none other than Avrud.

      But they weren’t who caught my attention next.

      “Vallia,” I whispered as she spun to face me.

      There were flowers wound around her horns. The paint on her chest looked like a pair of massive hands cupping her breasts. The grass of her skirt flicked from side to side, exposing enough flesh to tell me there was nothing beneath. She kept her eyes on me, stomping her feet as she matched the drums.

      “Were she not your conquest, this dance would signify her interest in you,” Pobesa called into my ear as Vallia began to spin and clap her hands. “Refusing her now would be a grave insult.”

      Around me, dozens of ladies danced for dozens of men. Some were younger, budding relationships of fanciful women before stupefied men. Others were older couples, smiling brightly as they renewed whatever passion they had.

      One of those young couples left first. The man reached out, catching the dancer’s hand. They exchanged a smile and got up before running off together. Avrud let out a squeal as her partner swept her off her feet into a bridal carry and charged across the space, dodging a few dancers as they vanished into the camp.

      One by one, the dancers left. None of them were disappointed, making me realize just how serious this was as the music finally died. Vallia stood before me. Huffing and puffing as she stared into my eyes. The camp was silent as I got up.

      And with one swift motion, I hooked my arm around her waist and tossed her lightly over my shoulder. The drums broke out once more and cheers followed me as I took my prize back to bed.
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      “Okay,” Vallia giggled. “You can put me down now.”

      “No,” I grunted as I marched through the camp.

      “Blath!” She kicked her legs. “There’s no need to carry me.”

      “No need to put you down either,” I muttered in the same tone.

      “I’m serious!”

      “Nice to meet you, Serious. I’m Blath.”

      “W-what?”

      It was my turn to laugh as I swept the opening of our stone reinforced tent open. The entrance was thankfully tall enough I could carry her through without a problem.

      “Really, Blath?”

      “You started this,” I grunted as I marched to the bed.

      “I didn’t think you’d take this so seriously,” she protested.

      I shrugged, jostling her and earning a kick of her legs. “Then you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

      Vallia let out a squawk as I dropped my shoulder and gave her a light toss. She fell back, landing in a heap on the bed—a pile of straw, carpets and furs we curled up in every night. It was soft enough she wasn’t injured and instead turned her slightly worried eyes up to face me.

      “You… you understand what this means, right?”

      I nodded as I stared down at her. “Pobesa said you’d be insulted if I didn’t.”

      Vallia frowned slightly and gave a small nod. “So she didn’t explain everything.”

      I paused. Then let out a sigh. “What have I done?”

      “The dance was an invitation.” She fidgeted in the bed. “If you took my hand, it was an invitation to my bed. I don’t know if you saw Avrud being carried off, but that’s more what a husband and wife do.”

      “Then what does it mean when I throw you over my shoulder like a conquered prize?” I asked.

      “It means,” Vallia squirmed. “That most of the clan now considers you my husband.”

      “To be fair,” I nodded as I mulled over her words. “I wasn’t exactly planning on giving you back.”

      “But it also means that when you kill my father… It can’t be me to replace him,” Vallia admitted.

      I sighed and slapped a hand to my face. “Really?”

      “Really,” Vallia nodded. “And it’s not like a huge thing. I half expected to take the clan and follow you into the slopes already. This just changes who they’re going to follow.”

      “You were going to follow me?” I slipped my hand down far enough to stare at her.

      Vallia nodded. “As difficult a brute as you are, I was serious. You beat me. I’m yours. Even if I had to eat those damn berries to make a point.”

      “You what?”

      Vallia froze before smiling brightly. “Have I told you how much I enjoy being stretched by that massive cock of yours?”

      “You ate them on purpose?” I growled as I loomed over her. “I thought you didn’t know what they were!”

      Vallia sighed. “I’m a ranger, Blath. Of course, I knew what they were. The trick was picking them without you noticing. Which I managed while you were relieving yourself.”

      “How much of this is just some part of your plan?” I demanded.

      She looked shocked when I asked her that. Scared, even. She held her hands up and shook her head. “It wasn’t like that!”

      “Then. What?” I growled.

      “I could have fought my father myself,” she said. “He’s getting old. Not as fast as he was. I also know he’d hesitate to kill me. I figured I had a decent chance of winning against him.”

      That wasn’t where I figured this conversation was going to start, and it was enough to make me pause. “Go on?”

      “I wasn’t going to accept whatever agreement he made with Karvenom. And no, I wasn’t lying when I said I’d prefer to die. That would have been my next option. I had hoped on my original mission to find you, lead my father’s troops and gain enough respect to take my father down and win rights to the clan.”

      “That would have put Themong in charge then, wouldn’t it?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Vallia nodded. “Not ideal, but a far better outcome than Karvenom.”

      “So when I killed Themong, you just… swapped to me?” I frowned.

      “No,” Vallia glared up at me. “I didn’t swap you for anything. First, I thought I was going to end up tied to a stick and roasted over an open flame. Instead, you stuck me in a hole and kept me fed. Then, when you talked to me, I discovered this brute of a man had far more civility than I gave him credit for. And the monsters I’d been warned of were far from the twisted monsters I’d envisioned in my head.”

      She gave a small shrug. “You were the warrior who defeated me, the lord who kept me, and the protector who cared for me. You weren’t some brute who wanted me for my clan. You weren’t some monster waiting to ravish me for lust. Despite all my fears, you’ve been steadfast, loyal and far more willing to help me than any other, save Pobesa, who’s too old to swing an axe.”

      “And now?” I grunted.

      “Now I look at you, and leak between the legs at the memory of the last time you held my horns,” she whispered. “When you kill Malron, you will inherit the clan. Others may try to fight you, and you will kill them. And when all is said and done, I, along with my people, will follow you back to the slopes.”

      “And Karvenom?” I asked.

      “He will likely try to stop us. That will be the last hurdle, and it was coming, with or without you being here.” Vallia shrugged.

      That much I knew already. The original plan to stop Malron was almost over. Karvenom was a new threat, and I wasn’t sure he’d accept a plea to duel me for the rights to his clan. Nor did I think I wanted to make a deal with such a clan. The hardest thing to crush was a culture, and a whole clan of bastards wouldn’t be worth trying to salvage. Maybe the ladies?

      “So,” I grunted. “You planned all this out. Took advantage of how I’d treat you. Intentionally poisoned yourself knowing what would happen. Then brought me home and are using me to give you what you wanted right from the start, but with better perks?”

      Vallia nodded. “Yes.”

      I reached over and took hold of the closest horn. Vallia gasped, and I shifted my grip to make sure I didn’t damage any of those flowers she had woven around. The tiephling was compliant as I dragged her towards me. Crawling on her knees as she stared up at me until I brought her to the edge of the bed.

      “You’ve played me like some kind of toy,” I whispered.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered back.

      “I know,” I told her. “But now, I’m going to play with you.”

      She moaned as I dragged her to her feet by that horn. It didn’t hurt her in the least. I was intimately aware of how tough those things were. With one hand still on her horn, I drew her over to a nearby chair. I sat down, pulling the still compliant tiephling with me as I lay her across my lap. With one hand holding her horn, the other I ran down her back.

      “Sometimes I’ve had to take a firm hand with my goblins,” I growled. “Perhaps I should treat you the same way.”

      Vallia whimpered as I caught the edge of her grass skirt and yanked it down to her knees. Her bare, blue-skinned ass wiggled in the firelight, giving me an enticing target as I slapped a hand across it.

      “Ouch!” Vallia jerked.

      “Toys are silent,” I growled.

      Vallia let out a small whimper, and I smacked her again. This time, other than jerking, she managed to hold her tongue.  I rewarded her by slipping my fingers down her ass and touching the molten heat between her legs.

      “Oh?” I chuckled and curled a finger just inside her. “What’s this?”

      Vallia tried turning her head, but my grip on her horn prevented that. She still remained silent, though, and I pushed a little further inside before removing my hand.

      “Good,” I said, lightly smacking her ass again.

      With a bounce of my knees and a pull on her horn, I flipped Vallia over on my lap. She was now blinking in shock as she arched her chest out towards me. Her head hung back as I looked down her mostly nude body.

      The fingers that had been inside her, I trailed up her front. Vallia squirmed in my grip as I tickled her stomach before reaching her breasts. I traced the paint over one firm nipple, before following up to her mouth. Vallia parted those lips and licked her juices off my fingers. I grinned at that, quickly returning those digits between her legs. She squirmed and spread her knees to give me better access as I pushed my fingers into her once more.

      “Maybe I want to hear my toy speak?” I spoke like a question to myself before looking down at Vallia. Her eyes were rolling as she shifted with each slow thrust of my fingers. “What do you think my toy would tell me if she could speak?”

      “She,” Vallia gasped as I pressed a thumb to her clit the moment she opened her mouth. “Sh-she,” Vallia whimpered.

      “Go on?”

      “Oh, Goddess Srink, please make him fuck me!” Vallia jerked.

      I pulled my fingers away as she let out a horrified gasp. There was betrayal in her eyes. Like I had taken something from her. In a way, I had. Though honestly, I hadn’t intended it.

      “Be good,” I warned her as I lifted her into a sitting position, before taking her horn in hand.

      Vallia let me push her to her knees. She stared up at me. Anger glinted in her eyes, though it did soften as she spotted the bulge in my loincloth. And like always, there wasn’t a hint of complaint as I pulled that loincloth away, letting my cock spring out before her.

      “Blath?” Vallia looked up at me.

      “Yeah?”

      “Are we still playing?”

      I took a deep breath and gave a small shrug. “Is this not something you want?”

      “I just want to make sure you’re not actually mad at me before I ask you this.”

      “Oh?” I tilted my head. “I’m a little mad, but I don’t blame you for anything that you’ve done.”

      Valia gave a small nod in the confines of my grip on her horn. “In that case,” she licked her lips. “Choke me with it.”

      I blinked at her and then summoned the earth. Vallia flinched as cold rock raised up around her. It flowed over her thighs, locking her in place. Vallia’s eyes bulged as I raised more that caught her hands. She was silent as the stone brought her wrists together behind her back, forcing her chest out towards me as she found herself entirely restrained.

      “Comfortable?” I asked.

      Vallia opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue in invitation. One I accepted eagerly as I pulled her closer. She didn’t resist, and my cock slipped between those pretty lips as she glared up at me. Though now, with my cock in her mouth, it was less of a glare and more of a heated stare as she began to suck.

      “Enjoying yourself?” I asked.

      Vallia moaned softly in response, and I chuckled as I steered her back and forth. Her lips remained tightly sealed around my length and her tongue slathered me from below. I tested the waters a little, pulling her down. Vallia’s eyes bulged as I hit the back of her throat, but she moaned in complaint as I backed off once more.

      I watched her carefully as I pushed her back down, hitting the back of her throat. She stared up at me in a way that suggested she was waiting for something. Most of my cock was in her mouth, but there was still more to go if I forced it.

      “Deep breath now,” I warned her.

      Vallia sucked air in through her nose and then looked me in the eye. Those eyes watered as I pulled her down. She swallowed, and I heard her choke for a moment before my cock passed down her throat. If not for her tongue wriggling on the underside of my cock, I’d have pulled her off right then and there. Instead, I bounced her face in my lap a few times. The sensation of her throat squeezing as she desperately swallowed was something I hadn’t experienced before.

      That was enough for the moment, and I pulled her off. Vallia gasped and let out a wracking cough before blinking her black eyes up at me.

      “That,” she coughed again. “All you got, barbarian?”

      With a sharp glare, I took hold of her other horn. Her mouth fell open as she stifled a laugh and I pull her back onto my cock. Her eyes bulged and rather than the gentle start, I pulled her face down into my crotch. I held her there for a few moments, before giving a few short, hard jerks. I Fucked her face onto my cock before pulling her free.

      “More,” she grunted.

      Shifting to the edge of the chair, I pulled her back down once more. I wasn’t gentle. Fucking a woman’s face wasn’t something I had explored before. Even human women would struggle with a man of my size. Yet Vallia seemed to appreciate the rough treatment as I hammered my cock down her throat. She coughed, and she gasped, sucking in air where she could, but was always eager to please as I drove myself down her throat without any regard to her pleasure in the act.

      Until finally, I knew I was going to either finish now, or change things up. Vallia cried out as I pulled her free.

      “No!” she fought. “You were so close!”

      “Next time,” I growled as I took her under the arms.

      With her wrists still bound, I lifted. The rock around her legs turned to sand, falling away as she came off the ground. Vallia’s surprise only rose as I set her over my cock and lowered her without hesitation. Her pussy was a small furnace, stretching to accommodate me as gravity did the work for me.

      “Well?” I snapped, before slapping her ass.

      Vallia yelped and bounced her hips. She was still trying to regain her composure. The wetness pooling in my lap told me she wasn’t all that upset by the rough treatment, though. She rocked her hips, getting her feet into position and right before I smacked her again, she raised herself up and dropped down once more.

      “Oh, goddess,” Vallia crooned.

      “You’re the only goddess I’m interested in right now.” I pushed her back and admired her.

      “I thought I was your toy?” Vallia grunted as she bounced on my cock.

      “So is the other goddess.” I smirked.

      Vallia let out a shuddering cry and began to jerk. I frowned as she came and Vallia looked almost ashamed of herself when she spotted me staring at her.

      “I’m sorry,” she whimpered pathetically.

      I reached around and cupped her ass. She whimpered as I lifted her off me. She genuinely looked worried as I turned around to move the chair and set her on her feet once more. She looked up at me.

      “Blath?”

      I grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. Taking her bound wrists, I bent her over and pushed towards the chair. Vallia knelt where I had been sitting and pushed her ass towards me as I steered my cock into her from behind.

      But it was the grip on her horns that made her gasp. I could see her hands clenching and releasing, as if desperate for something. Her breathing hitched as I squeezed my favorite handles. And with one long stroke, I drove my cock into her body, smacking my hips on her ass.

      “I’m sorry!” Vallia squeaked.

      Her pussy squeezed, and I realized immediately what was happening. With a grin, I drew my cock out of her. The pouty blue lips of her pussy oozed and throbbed before I drove back in. Vallia cried out as I fucked her from behind. Her body shook and her pussy throbbed. I wasn’t gentle, driving my length into her with reckless abandon. The chair rattled, and I had to wonder if it was going to break.

      A few strokes of my cock later, it did, in fact, make a snapping sound. That was enough for me to take Vallia’s hips and drag her backward off the chair. She flopped helplessly before me. Her toes just balancing on the ground as I hammered into her from behind.

      “BLATH!” Vallia screamed.

      I reached down, again grabbing one of her horns, and pulled back. It forced her further onto my cock while helping her balance. I didn’t have much left, but I fucked her forcefully as she screeched out her own pleasure. She hadn’t stopped cumming since I started like this. It was only moments before I snarled and erupted inside her.

      “Srink!”

      I grunted, rocking my hips, before blinking my eyes. Only to lock on the familiar figure of my extremely pregnant goddess.

      “What?” I froze.

      All at once, my grip loosened and Vallia yelped as she tumbled forward. She rolled, landing on her shoulder, before flopping onto her back as my cock sent a final few spurts over her pale blue skin.

      My goddess looked from me to Vallia and let out a small sigh. Her robe slipped down her arms into a puddle on the floor as she walked towards me. I was too shocked to respond as she took my cock in her green hand and brought it to her lips. Her tongue bathed over the tip and I watched the way she began to shudder.

      “She’s cumming, just from sucking your cock?” Vallia gasped.

      “Who’s cumming?” A familiar voice growled.

      Chiq stepped into view from one of the side rooms where I now realized that Srink must have come from. Her eyes bulged as she saw Srink with my cock in her mouth.

      “BITCH!”

      Chiq scurried over. Her stomach was rounded and swollen with child. She sniffed and her eyes turned down to the still bound tiephling on the ground.

      “MINE!”

      Vallia yelped as Chiq dived on her. That tongue swept up the last spurt of my seed that coated her, before Vallia’s eyes widened further as Chiq got her head between the woman’s legs.

      It was then that all hell broke loose. First it was Srink, then Chiq. When Luciel tore into the tent, wearing a sash that contained an egg, I knew this was real. The rest of my goblins followed, before a dirty and slightly disheveled looking Yil came out afterward.

      She took in the scene. Chiq and Bliz were fighting over Vallia’s pussy, using their tongues to dig for what they could. Tyq and Virt were literally humping my legs, while Luciel had climbed my torso, forcing me to hold her, cradled against my chest as she chirped and chattered so rapidly I couldn’t understand a single word. The whole time, Srink refused to stop sucking my cock, while Tealz stood at my back, reaching around to cradle my balls in her hands. Meanwhile Yil dragged Uz off Vallia’s face to confirm the tiephling was happy with her predicament.

      She answered with a cry of pleasure, having finally been brought over the edge by two goblin tongues feasting on the treat I left behind.
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      “Well, this is certainly something.”

      I blinked and opened my eyes. Pobesa stood over me. Her comment… well, that was likely due to the situation I found myself in. Vallia was in my arms, clinging to me, sticky with all manner of juices from the long night of… outright debauchery.

      Pinned under one arm was Chiq, who was cuddling Srink like an oversized teddy bear. I was fairly certain I was inside… one of them… I wasn’t sure who, but given it felt like the tight ring of muscle from an ass, it was most certainly a goblin. Yil was holding Luciel, who had curled herself over the egg I still hadn’t found out much about. Meaning my unconscious lover was one of the others. If I had to guess, Uz. Then again, with the shit these horny pregnant goblins got up to last night, I couldn’t be certain of anything.

      “And they’re ALL pregnant,” Pobesa shook her head. “Such a cad.”

      “What’s a cad?” Bliz’s tired voice called out, before that tight hole slipped off my cock.

      She sat up, where I could see her, and made a grumpy sound. Her flowers were a little mussed, but she was as beautiful as she always was as she stretched her muscular arms overhead.

      “Traditionally, a man who behaves dishonorably towards a woman,” Pobesa informed her.

      “How have I treated them dishonorably?” I grunted.

      “You fucked us all pregnant and left us behind to fuck a tiephling,” Srink murmured as she snuggled in closer to me.

      “Cad,” Pobesa chuckled. “Unfortunately, your little reunion needs to be cut short. Your next challenger is here.”

      “Challenger?” Srink raised her head.

      I kissed her softly, before setting her and Chiq aside. Vallia awoke at the movement and got to her feet before letting out a moan of displeasure.

      “Oh, by the gods.” Vallia gave me a pained look. “Did you… did you do what I think you did?”

      “You said something about fair being fair after you watched all the goblins take it in the ass,” I grunted. “Don’t complain to me.”

      Pobesa let out a hearty chuckle, and Vallia blushed furiously. I found my loincloth and caught the eye of my goddess as the others began to stir.

      “Ummm.” I looked them over. “Just… just wait.”

      “If you run–”

      “No.” I held up my hand before letting out a sigh. “No. There’s a lot going on. I just need to handle this, and I’ll be right back.”

      “Blath,” Srink narrowed her eyes at me.

      “I. Will. Be. Back.” I intoned.

      She stared for a moment before giving a nod. That was enough, and I turned to follow Pobesa out as Vallia pulled a cloak over her shoulders. Whether due to laziness or because she was making a statement, she definitely had a ‘recently fucked’ look to her as she stepped out ahead of us.

      Unlike yesterday, there was no massive crowd waiting. They were over by the fire we had the night before, waiting in a ring, while Malron glared at me. Beside him was a strange-looking tiephling who wore a cloak. At once, I realized he reminded me of Themong. A mage type. Someone who could keep me at range. But Malron was no longer paying attention to me as he spotted his daughter.

      “You dare?” Malron snapped.

      “He earned his right–”

      “You’re a whore!” Malron snarled. “How could you do this?!”

      “Malron!” I snapped as I strode into the clearing. “If you insult her, I’ll insist on fighting you instead of this mage you’ve borrowed.”

      “You defiled my daughter!”

      “Only in the way she likes,” I smirked.

      Malron gaped and a few snickers rang out. He looked back at Vallia, who was shaking her head. “Vallia?”

      “I refuse to be a part of Karvenom’s clan,” she said in a clear voice. “And while he’s a brute… Blath told no lies.”

      She blushed, which for a woman of her complexion made her cheeks darken like the deep ocean. A few laughs broke out and Pobesa gave me a nudge.

      Malron looked like he was about to blow a fuse, and I gave him a smirk. “Tomorrow, remember?”

      “You will not see tomorrow,” Malron snarled. “Start the duel already.”

      I glanced at Pobesa to await her words. Only for the mage to react at the same time. The fireball he launched was large enough that I dove to avoid it, taking the old tiephling woman with me. Several screams rang out, and I watched in horror as several of the spectators were burning horribly. The mage didn’t care. He was already winding up for the next attack.

      Vallia was screaming something I couldn’t make out, and I scrambled to my feet. I had to get away from the others so they didn’t end up killed by this foolish mage. The next burst of flames wasn’t a fireball. He swiped his hands, clawing the air as a wave of orange washed out towards me. I slid to a halt and dropped to avoid the flames, feeling something jab into my palm. I gripped it, thinking it was a rock.

      But when I rolled to my feet, a familiar two-handed blade rose up alongside me. Hand on the hilt, I wished a silent thanks to Pulvi and dodged the next fiery slash. It pushed me back, but blinded the mage, who didn’t react as I wound back my arm. When the flames cleared, I swung Pulvi over my shoulder and my blade left my fingertips at a spin.

      The mage’s eyes went wide right before my blade split his head. It sank through his skull, stopping at his shoulders, and the mage crumpled to the ground. I stomped over, taking the hilt, before driving my foot into the mage’s chest. The blade came free with a wet sucking sound before I turned to Malron, who stared in shock at the massive weapon.

      “Tomorrow can’t come soon enough,” I snapped as I pointed towards the small group of horribly burned tiephlings being tended to by Pobesa.
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      It was the crackle of thunder that jerked me awake. The steady pounding of rain echoed through the stone-covered tent. Vallia jerked in my arms, snapping awake with a gasp.

      “No.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      My other lovers; the goblins, Yil and Luciel, began stirring around us. Each had crawled into the nest. Luciel lay atop me, curled around her egg, while Yil acted as a barrier, preventing Uz and Bliz from tumbling off the edge of the bed. Virt, Srink and Chiq were on the other side of Vallia, where they had curled in for comfort after the long night of debauchery we had shared together.

      “It’s a storm,” Vallia whispered.

      “Are they bad out here?” I asked. “We had a bad storm when I first arrived. Caused flooding.”

      “No, not… not that,” Vallia blinked as the others groaned and shifted. “It’s my father.”

      That made me pause, and I looked her over. “What about him?”

      “He’s a spellsword,” she whispered. “He favors lightning and his powers will be amplified during a storm.”

      “Spellsword,” I sighed. I’d fought spellswords before. Tricky bastards. Not as useful as a mage, not as limited as a warrior. In certain circumstances, they were downright brutal to fight. Circumstances like duels. And if he really could amplify his power with a storm, that made things much worse.

      “The gods would not have interfered,” Srink grumbled. “This is simply bad luck.”

      “Bah,” a grumpy voice from across the tent huffed. “Storms never bothered me, anyway.”

      I turned my head and saw Pulvi. The little earth spirit stood with its arms crossed. Pulvi looked more annoyed than bothered by our talk. It made sense. Earth magic disrupted lightning. With access to neither in my old world, I had no experience with the fact. Only second-hand accounts and witnessing from a distance.

      Before anyone else could speak, the tent flap swished open as Pobesa stepped into view. She cast her eyes over the tent, noticing we were already awake, before giving us a grim smile.

      “It’s time.”

      The old woman wandered back out without another word, while the rest of us got up and dressed. My lovers arranged themselves by the door, still nude as they were in the night. I kissed each one, starting with Yil, who gave me a strained smile as I moved on.

      “When you come back,” Srink said, pausing to accept my kiss. “We will be waiting.”

      “I won’t be long,” I promised and stepped out into the rain.

      It was morning. Light was on the horizon where the storm clouds had yet to cover. The rain was coming down and even as I watched, a flash of light brightened the sky. A fork of lightning stretched across, reaching the ground nearby the camp with a thunderous boom. Several of the tiephlings who were outside waiting for me ducked in shock at the sudden sound.

      I really hoped that this was just a coincidence. The interference of yet another god did not fill me with confidence. I bent, tapping the ground, and felt something nudge my palm. When I stood, the long blade that was Pulvi came with me. I slung him over my shoulder as I walked through the camp.

      My obvious fans grinned, though not all of them looked confident. They likely knew as much as Vallia did and were worried about the current storm. Vallia remained at my side. Pressing close, she clutched my elbow, making it obvious to all that she and I were together. With the events of the dance firmly in mind, I kept my chin up and moved with purpose.

      The crowd ahead of us broke open. Malron stood there, waiting with a scowl. His eyes drifted over to Vallia and narrowed, but he didn’t speak until I stood before him. He stood confidently. Feet set, shoulders-width apart. A two-handed blade rested point-down between them, with his hands resting on the pommel. Bad form for keeping the tip sharp, but I wasn’t about to tell that to a man I wanted to kill.

      For the first time, I activated my ability and read his stats. He was indeed a spellsword, but there was an asterisk. That asterisk was for a note.

      “Tell me,” I said, and blinked away the vision. “Does that blessing come from a god involved with your current scheme?”

      “You know nothing!” Malron snapped. “You are a monster. A usurper, rapist, and vile beast not fit to walk on two legs.”

      “Rapist?” I frowned.

      Malron turned his eyes to Vallia, who sneered at him. “Father, what my husband and I do when alone is none of your business.”

      Malron sneered. “And you,” he said right back. “You’re not my daughter. My daughter died alongside Themong. You’re just some imposter, this creature,” he spat in my direction, “dragged up from the depths of hell.”

      “Do you honestly believe that?” Vallia asked.

      “No other explanation would satisfy me,” Malron hissed.

      “Would you like to make that a formal challenge?” Pobesa called from the side.

      I turned and saw her expression. She was mad, but had the grace to compose herself calmly.

      “No,” Malron grunted. “Should I win, this creature will die alongside her husband. As war leader, it would be my right.”

      “If less than honorable,” Vallia muttered darkly.

      “What would you know of honor?” Malron snarled and stepped closer.

      I raised my sword to stop him before the duel started, but Vallia moved up to meet him. “My honor was preserved when I remained faithful to the old ways,” she hissed. “I bowed to nobody bar the one who defeated me in combat. Something Themong never achieved. Don’t even try to excuse your attempts to sell me to Karvenom.”

      “Karvenom’s son is twice the man this barbarian is,” Malron snarled. “You would have fallen beneath his blade.”

      “Perhaps,” Vallia shrugged. “But I doubt it.”

      “Enough of this,” Pobesa called out.

      Vallia grimaced and stepped back to my side. I gently gripped her horn as a series of soft gasps echoed in the rain. Vallia accepted it without complaint as I brought her lips to my own. When I released her, she gave me a slight smile, before moving to stand by Pobesa, who nodded at me with a grim stare.

      “A challenge has been issued,” Pobesa called. “And while the duels to this point have been less than honorable for one party⁠—”

      “The party that matters,” Malron grunted.

      “Our challenger, Blath, has met them steadfast and true,” she continued, ignoring the old tiephling. “May the weakness be cut from our clan, so the rest of us may grow.”

      Malron glared at Pobesa as the old woman took Vallia’s hand and guided them back. I had just enough time to raise my sword before Malron whipped a hand around. Hidden behind the hilt of his sword was a thin blade. One that now whirled end over end. I saw it coming. Stepping back, I raised my sword, deflecting the projectile with the flat.

      It hadn’t been a true attack, though. More of a distraction as Malron raised his sword overhead. A flash of light made me squint as the camp boomed. A solid bolt of lightning struck Malron’s blade, causing it to glow with power. Power that jumped from the metal to the wet earth below.

      “Let us end this, barbarian,” Malron snarled.

      Despite his obvious power. Vallia was right about one thing; he wasn’t all that fast. There was the echo of a capable warrior in his steps. A surety and control that was absent in those without decades of experience. His only lack seemed to be the speed he could whip his arms around as that blade swung for my neck.

      Like with the dagger he threw, I stepped back. Malron’s sword passed in front of me. Only he wasn’t sent off balance. His experience had him follow through, stepping past even as I drew my blade up to ward him off. He spun to my right, continuing the momentum of his blade, slicing it around in a wide arc towards my midsection.

      I likely could have killed him; right then and there. His back was turned for only a moment, but it was only a moment I needed. My only hesitation was out of self-preservation. If my strike didn’t cut him down immediately, my blade would be embedded in his back while he finished his cut. Instead, I took the safer route, raising my blade to catch the edge of his.

      Malron’s eyes gleamed at me. Right before a surge of energy raced along his sword, into my own and up through my arms. The deflection worked, at least. Malron lacked the strength to cleave me in two. But the electricity surging through my body flung me back. I jerked, staggering as my muscles spasmed and clenched. I could neither release my sword nor hold it properly, as my arms trembled and quaked.

      “What’s wrong, barbarian?” Malron chuckled.

      “I thought you said you could handle lightning?” I snarled at my sword.

      “It didn’t harm me in the least,” Pulvi replied.

      I grunted as I tried to shake the feeling out of my arms. The wound in my shoulder ached, distracting me further. I’d all but forgotten about the small axe wound and could only hope it didn’t hinder me now.

      I wasn’t sure how to continue this fight. All he did was touch his blade to my own. I could only assume that would happen should he block one of my own strikes. Which meant either I needed a clean killing blow, or to hit him with enough force that even his lightning attack would not save him.

      My main issue, though, was that I hadn’t taken into account the versatility of Malron’s class. He swung his sword around, and a wave of electricity rushed out around me. It didn’t move like lightning. More like a wide, horizontal blade at waist height. I threw myself back as the attack passed harmlessly overhead. Unlike the mage from yesterday, the moment the attack missed, Malron cancelled it, sparing his people.

      And when I got up, he was there, swinging for my neck once more. I leaped forward, tucking into a roll as lightning cracked around me. My hair stood up and I could smell burned hair as Malron cursed under his breath. When he turned to face me, I was only just getting my blade up in preparation.

      Someone out in the crowd began to drum. A few of the tiephlings jerked and pulled back. Only for Malron to scowl at them. The reason became apparent as more drums began to thump in the background.

      “Our people are eager to see this end,” I called.

      “They are not OUR people,” Malron roared. “They are MINE!”

      He charged in and brought his sword up. I had a clean shot to cut him in half, but he brought that blade down well before he needed to. A surge of energy shot forward. It moved much faster than the wave and I didn’t have time to duck. Twisting to one side, I snarled as the energy struck my side. My leg jerked beneath me as my skin seared in the rain. Malron stepped in to take advantage, but I swung my own sword to keep him back.

      The strike was quick enough to make him pause, and the two of us stood apart once more.

      “Even should you win, many will leave,” I pointed out. “Many are not willing to join with Karvenom.”

      “Weakness shall be cut out,” Malron glared. “Those unwilling to show loyalty deserve none.”

      He stabbed forward with his sword, and I spotted the attack—only to realize it wasn’t quite aimed at me. In the mad ducking and rolling I had used to dodge Malron’s attacks, I had ended up with Vallia and Pobesa at my back. With his attack aimed so poorly, I realized what he was doing.

      Without a second of hesitation, I flung myself into the way. The crowd roared as my vision went white. Searing heart slammed into my chest and I screamed as my body locked up. My arms clenched to my torso and my sword clattered to my feet as my hands spasmed and jerked. When the attack stopped, I dropped to my knees, gasping and breathing hard.

      “I cannot believe that actually worked,” Malron chuckled. “I thought for sure you were a beast.”

      “No more than you,” Pobesa spat. “How dare you intentionally target a spectator?”

      “Shut up, Pobesa,” Malron shook his head. “When I am finished gutting this barbarian, I shall do the same to you. Karvenom would have your head regardless.”

      I lifted my head and watched him coming. My fingers didn’t want to respond. The rain came down as lightning crackled in the air once more. With a fumbling grasp, I took hold of my blade and tried to push myself up once again.

      “I’ll give you this, barbarian,” Malron sneered as he placed his foot on my shoulder. “None have withstood a direct attack like that, since I was a novice.”

      He kicked hard, and I stumbled back. Out of desperation, I leaned on my sword, digging the tip into the ground as Malron pointed his sword at me once more. Ducking my head to hide from the flash, my ears echoed with the boom of his next attack. The heat burned the backs of my hands and my hair smoldered before the rain extinguished it once more. Only… I was fine.

      Blinking away my shock, I looked up, seeing Malron’s confusion.

      “Did he miss?” I asked.

      “The lightning followed this form into the earth,” Pulvi answered softly.

      “Think you can make a chain?” I asked.

      “SHUT IT!” Malron roared as he swung his blade overhead.

      My sword fell away into loose links as his blade came towards me. I left one end of the chain dangling over the ground as I wrapped the other end around my wrist. It wasn’t perfect, but in the pause between the rise and fall of Malron’s blade, I had time to fling my arm up and catch his sword. The earthen links flexed and chipped under the strike, but held firm as I twisted my arms and pulled.

      Malron yelped as he tumbled over my shoulder. He released the blade too late, hoping to keep control of it. With the weapon falling free of his hands, I rolled away to give us space. It was awkward. I hadn’t fought with a chain before. But I’d seen flail users do something similar in certain circumstances. I tossed his sword aside, letting it land in the mud where it glowed ominously.

      “Fool,” Malron spat as I turned.

      He threw out his hand, and a small arc of electricity jumped to the sword. Before my eyes, the weapon flew back to his palm. Malron stood, glaring as he stepped in to strike me once more. Only this time, I wasn’t entirely defenseless. Leaving one end of the chain loose to drag on the ground, I didn’t have a lot of length to play with. But it was enough that as Malron stabbed forward, I was able to take hold of a length and bat the tip of the blade aside.

      Which put me in the perfect position to swing the back of my hand out. Malron staggered back at the blow. His face twisted in fury as he swung his sword. A second horizontal wave of energy raced towards me. I didn’t dodge this time. I held the chain out ahead of me, letting the wave strike it, where most of the energy was absorbed and taken to the ground in a flash.

      With a thought, I pulled the earth up, dragging it up to my knee on one leg. Letting the chain dangle, Pulvi attached himself to my makeshift boot. I just hoped this would work. The loss of my ankle joint in the confines of my experimental footwear would make me slow, but so was Malron, and he looked worried as I approached.

      With my new accessory, I had more reach. As I swung the chain around, Malron’s eyes narrowed. He thrust forward, sending a burst of electricity towards me. With a simple turn to change the angle of my spinning chain, it acted like a shield. My hands grew heated and my leg burned, but the horrible agony of being struck directly by lightning was gone.

      With a small charge of my own, I rushed in, swinging the chain over my shoulder as Malron raised his sword to block. The weapons clashed and my chain wrapped around his sword. He didn’t release and I let it happen. My hands burned where I held the chain while the power he had collected pulsed through Pulvi’s body and into my boot. The same burning happened to my leg and foot, but that wasn’t my concern right now as Malron wrestled with me.

      He was still strong. After a hard pull, he twisted around and tried to stab me with his still trapped blade. It was a good attempt, but I yanked the chain sideways, throwing off his aim enough to let me swing my forearm into his throat. The old tiephling staggered back, clutching his windpipe as he gagged and heaved. Leaving my earth-covered foot on the ground, I swung the other up, catching him in the stomach.

      Malron let out an ‘ooomph’ as he fell to the ground, his sword clattering away beside him. Rather than risk him retrieving his weapon once more, I simply stepped on it, ignoring the heat now flowing through the bottom of my odd boot. I gave the chain a flick, and Pulvi recognized what I wanted, returning to the shape of my sword. The boot remained, keeping Malron’s weapon firmly out of his reach.

      The drumming echoed around us. The crowd was otherwise silent. I raised the point of the sword towards the man and turned to Vallia. I knew what I needed to do. But I had spared one before. If there was a single voice I would listen to before I ended this once and for all, it was hers. When our eyes met, there was a hard edge to her glare. Pobesa stood beside her, one hand on my new wife’s shoulder, as she gave a small nod. With Vallia also nodding a moment later, I turned my attention to Malron, who reached out and gripped the blade of my sword.

      Electricity rocked through my body. I grunted as my arms locked up. The direct current flowing through me wracked my entire body, and I snarled as I pitched forward. My blade speared into Malron’s gut, pinning him to the ground. All of a sudden, that same energy flowing through me was now flowing back into Malron. His eyes went wide as his core muscles jerked under the unending pulses of energy.

      Each agonal spasm of his core muscles opened the terrible wound I had inflicted. Blood sprayed out as he bled around his mouth. His eyes went wild and his scream broke out in the stormy sky. Until finally, he slumped back on the ground, his power tapering off and his life moments from ending.

      It took me a few moments to recover from the first stage of his attack. It hurt more than anything I had experienced so far. I pushed myself back up and climbed to my feet, staring down at the twitching and gasping man on the ground.

      “The gods will never favor you,” he spat. “You are forsaken.”

      “Only by your gods,” I grunted as I took hold of the blade.

      “Your effort. It is wasted,” Malron laughed painfully. “Karvenom is coming.”

      Malron gasped as I yanked it from his guts. His eyes locked on mine and I saw his sneer curl as he opened his mouth to utter one final insult. Right before I swung my blade at his neck. Pulvi’s sword-form might have looked like a block of fired clay, but the blade cut through flesh and bone with ease. Malron’s head tumbled away, and his body gave one final jerk at the sudden severing of his spine.

      Raising my sword above my head, I let out a roar that echoed through the camp. When I dropped my arm to my side, Pobesa was moving towards me.

      “And so it is done!” she called. “Weakness has been shed and a new war leader has stepped to the mantle. Are there any of you who wish to challenge him?”

      I turned in a slow circle. There were many watchers. Many still clutched weapons to their sides. But it was Vallia, stepping up, who caught my attention.

      “As the daughter of the previous war leader. It is my solemn duty to safeguard the future of our clan,” she called. “I kneel to the new war leader,” she said, dropping to her knees. “And I bow to my rightful husband.”

      When Vallia bent her head towards the ground, the rest of the clan did, too. One by one, they dropped to their knees. I recognized a few. Avrud, and her husband, the archer I had spared, were quick to move. Their eyes lowered as several more joined them. This time as I turned, it was to see the whole camp on their knees, including those I thought might challenge me. Until finally, I stood before Pobesa, who gave me a slight smirk as she bowed her head.

      “Forgive me, war leader. My knees are not quite what they used to be,” she spoke softly. “The clan is yours.”

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      “That’s it,” Pobesa grinned.

      “Great,” I sighed. “Vallia, get up.”

      “Yes, war–”

      “And cut that out,” I grumbled as I took her hand.

      She yelped as I yanked her to her feet, before sighing as I kissed her. Which must have been enough for everyone else, as they let out a cheer and climbed to their feet. The drums rang out once more, and even as the rain fell down around us, and lightning crackled in the air, Vallia fell into my arms and I hauled her off her feet.

      My muscles protested, but I wanted to make a point here as I kissed her. She clung to me, her legs swaying off the ground as I met her lips. Pobesa let out an ululation, and the clan cheered in approval.

      When I finally set her back on her feet, she had a grin on her face.

      “What?” I asked.

      Vallia shook her head. “Of all the expected outcomes, this was by far the last thing I would have expected. But also, the best way it could have gone.”

      “Let’s hope it stays that way,” I grunted. “Because I’m not about to leave, and if I did, you’d be coming with me.”

      “And everyone else,” Pobesa said, as she moved in close. “We should talk when the time is right.”
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        * * *

      

      The rain was still falling. The thunder, if anything, was worse. Making me nervous, since Pulvi had vanished once more. The wind howled above us, and yet… somehow this was working. The tiephlings had built a wooden roof over the funeral pyre. Malron’s body was wrapped in cloth; devoid of the decorations usually reserved for a man of his stature. Pobesa had made the declaration that Malron had conducted himself dishonorably in the end—a sentiment agreed with by most. When Vallia made no attempt to change it, I didn’t either, and the man was set atop the wood, now being soaked with oil.

      Pobesa was the one to hand me the torch. There were no speeches to be made. This wasn’t a celebration. Just the quiet, uneventful end to a period most of these tiephlings would rather forget. He may have once been a leader worthy of respect, but their hatred of Karvenom ran deep. Malron’s decision to tie the two clans together was something of a betrayal to them all.

      I moved up, looking down at the man before me. With his face covered by the cloth, I couldn’t make out his features. The fabric even wrapped around his horns, hiding them from view. I touched the torch to the wood and waited until the oil took hold. Then I moved to the other side and repeated the motion, leaving the torch to burn at the man’s feet.

      The clan remained silent as the flames rose up, consuming the old tiephling, before Pobesa shuffled up beside me.

      “Your things have been moved to your new home,” she said. “I had a few helpers carry across Vallia’s belongings.”

      I froze and turned to look at her. Nobody but Vallia, me, and Pobesa knew about the goblins. Vallia seemed to notice as well, and in a slight panic, I rushed into the storm on my way back to Vallia’s tent. When I burst inside, it was mostly empty. Some of the furniture was still there, but no sign of my goblins.

      “Where are they?” I snarled as I spun around.

      “Maybe she escorted them,” Vallia suggested.

      I growled and rushed out into the rain once more. With me leaving the funeral, the others had begun to walk away as well. There were several mutters cast in my direction and a few respectful nods. I ignored them all as I rushed towards Malron’s tent and burst inside without a second thought. Unlike Vallia’s, this tent was more of a substantial structure. With multiple sections, walkways and rooms, it was designed to function like some noble’s mansion, rather than a small house.

      I threw open a flap and stepped into a meeting room, only to stumble as my foot broke through a hole in the ground. A cheer went out, and a small reptilian hand shot out of the hole.

      “Found it!” Luciel cheered.
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      “This… explains a lot,” I murmured.

      My wives and lovers lay about the tent, in various forms of undress. Each of them panted and sighed as they took the weight off their pregnant bodies. My goblins were all looking worse for wear, and the size of their tummies left nothing to the imagination. Not that it stopped the lustful glares they sent my way whenever I moved and caught their attention.

      The reason I was up and about, though, was to admire the sheer amount of effort that went into getting them here. At the head of the pack was Luciel, my lovely little kobold. Behind her, was a veritable army of her fellow kobolds.

      “It runs all the way back to the grotto,” she smiled.

      “It doesn’t seem possible,” I shook my head.

      The evidence was all there for me to see. Dozens of kobold, rushing in and out of the hole—bringing food, water, and extra bedding.

      “The tunnel isn’t very wide,” Yil admitted as she joined us. “I had to do a fair amount of crawling to get here.”

      I admired Srink’s newest priestess and the slight bulge in her stomach. Her pregnancy would be a normal one for a human woman. When she spotted the look I was giving her, she could only blush and stand a little straighter.

      “I would only ask you to take me gently. I would hate to injure the baby,” she whispered.

      “There are other ways I could take you to minimize that risk,” I told her.

      Yil nodded. “I would like that.”

      “How are you settling into your role, anyway?” I asked. “Have things been going well since I left?”

      “Oh yes,” she smiled. “Even if their demands… are strange.”

      “After egg,” Luciel chirped. “Very good stretch.”

      When I glanced at Yil, she made a fist and tapped a spot on her arm almost at her elbow. I thought about my own size and decided the mechanics of how and what would fit inside a kobold or a goblin didn’t matter. So long as they enjoyed doing it, at least.

      “No problems then?” I asked.

      “Only an itch that Srink cannot scratch,” Yil said with a smile and looked away. “And she tried, just as hard as I did for her.”

      “We all have that itch,” Luciel mumbled, before glancing up at me.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I shook my head. “You’ve gotten plenty since you got here. Right now, I’m waiting for someone.”

      “Me, perhaps?” Pobesa called, as if speaking about her had summoned the woman.

      “You,” I laughed as she swept the partition open.

      Pobesa looked around, seeing all the very pregnant goblins lying about. I was fairly certain a couple were asleep, curled into the pillows. Uz certainly was going by the snores, though… her hips were still humping as she snoozed.

      “Vallia has her work cut out for her,” Pobesa chuckled. “Such a cad.”

      “Blath is not a cad,” Yil tried to argue. “He treats us well and is champion to the goddess Srink. You should show some respect.”

      Pobesa glanced from Yil to me and back. “My humblest apologies, priestess. I spoke in jest.”

      “It’s fine, Yil,” I said, patting her shoulder. “Pobesa is an elder of this clan. If anyone has the right to call me a cad, it’s her. Srink and the others won’t, even if it’s true.”

      “It’s not true,” Yil frowned.

      “Yil, they’re ALL pregnant. And what’s the first thing I did after getting them all pregnant, including you? I ran off and found another wife, who by now, is also probably pregnant,” I pointed out.

      “I would hope not, with the tea I gave her.” Pobesa frowned.

      I flinched and gave a small shrug. “Anyway, you said you wanted to talk?”

      The old tiephling glared for a moment before letting out a long sigh. “I did, yes. There are a few urgent matters to take care of. The first being your choice of spiritual leader.”

      “You’re the current one?” I asked.

      “I was,” Pobesa nodded.

      “Then it’s you,” I shrugged.

      “Which is the problem,” Pobesa sighed. “I’m old, Blath.”

      “Then pick someone to replace you and train them,” I said with a shrug.

      “I did, but then she went and threw herself at the war leader,” Pobesa grumbled.

      “Is that a problem?” I asked.

      Pobesa sighed. “It might be. There are stories from long ago about powerful ruling couples. More often than not, it leads to destruction. It is how Karvenom’s clan formed. They did away with their spiritual leaders and only the war leader had control.”

      “I’m assuming a war leader leads the camp itself. Where to live, when to move, what wars to fight, that kind of thing?”

      “Correct,” Pobesa nodded. “A spiritual leader’s job is to care for the people outside of those times. While you can be busy directing a battle, your spiritual leader is keeping the hunters on task and ensuring children are cared for in their parents’ absence.”

      “Sounds like the perfect thing for Vallia to do,” I nodded.

      “I thought so too,” Pobesa smirked. “Which is why I came here first. If you decide this, you might be challenged on it.”

      “Then I’ll kill them,” I shrugged. “If that’s a position of trust, I don’t have a tiephling I trust more than Vallia.”

      “Good,” the old tiephling chuckled. “I’ll give her the good news then.”

      “You know where she is?” I asked.

      It wasn’t that I was worried. Just that after the funeral, she had been busy with something. Moving around, talking and only giving vague answers when I tried to stop her.

      “I already had her started,” Pobesa laughed softly. “I was confident enough to set her on the path before I came to speak with you.”

      “And this is why I don’t trust you,” I joked.

      “I wouldn’t either,” Pobesa cackled, as she turned and strode back out the way she came in.

      “She suffers, greatly,” Yil said, her eyes remained on the retreating old tiephling.

      “Does she?” I asked as Pobesa vanished from view.

      Yil nodded. “She was a priestess like me. But… her god no longer speaks to her. It’s like she is empty.”

      I thought about everything. Between the changes Malron was trying to force and the gods who teamed up to kill me and my goblins, it was possible that Pobesa chose to side against her gods. Or maybe with Malron’s death, the gods simply abandoned her.

      “Could she find another?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Yil whispered.

      I took a deep breath and made a note to ask Srink about it later. The old woman might not want the help. But if there was something I could do for her, I would. Right now, I was more concerned about a voice shouting in the distance.

      That voice turned out to be Vallia, who rushed into the tent in a panic.

      “They’re here already!” Vallia shouted. “Karvenom and his army. They’re here!”

      When I burst out of the tent, the rain was still coming down. Thunder rumbled in the distance and the smoke from the pyre was getting low. The tiephlings rushing about had no time to stop. The camp was in a panic and Vallia was directing me towards the front gate. When I arrived, there were a few guards standing around, looking worried. At the sight of me, they straightened as Vallia led me to a small tower. Atop it was another guard who made room for the two of us as we climbed up.

      “At least with the rain, it’ll be hard to burn anything,” I muttered.

      I wasn’t sure how many tiephlings were part of this clan. A couple hundred fighting fit, with maybe the same both older and younger. This kind of camp moved about, and those who could hold a blade usually did so, even if it was only to hunt and learn to protect themselves. What was coming, though, looked to significantly more than that. I’m sure many at the back would be the women, children and the workers too old to fight. It didn’t change the fact we were heavily outnumbered.

      “I can’t just challenge him, like I did Malron, can I?” I asked.

      “Even if you did, I’m not sure he would honor the challenge,” Vallia said.

      “Karvenom is a beast,” the tiephling guard spat. “Malron is a traitor to us all.”

      Vallia frowned, but didn’t seem bothered by the statement. It was her agreement that had me kill the man, after all. Whatever fond memories she had of the man were just that. Memories. Their relationship had been disturbed well before I came into the picture.

      “What do you suggest?” I asked my newest wife.

      Vallia frowned and looked up at me. “Me?”

      “Pobesa said she was training you to take over,” I shrugged. “Might as well start now.”

      “If my father had told us Karvenom was already marching, I would have had our people flee already,” she frowned. “Right now, I don’t know if there is much we can do.”

      I nodded. This situation was bad. But… There was a hint of an idea. “Your people would flee?”

      “Of course.” Vallia frowned at me. “We value battle prowess, but not to the point of suicide.”

      “What about your mounts?” I asked.

      “A few might escape if we left now.” Vallia shook her head. “But they would be alone out there. Many would die and only the lucky, or captured, would make it more than a few days.”

      “Would your people abandon the mounts, though?” I asked.

      “Some, perhaps,” Vallia nodded.

      “Then, before Karvenom arrives, I have an idea I need you to sell.” I gestured for her to head down the stairs once more. As we walked, I explained my idea and Vallia’s eyes lit up with hope.
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        * * *

      

      “Take only what you can carry!” Vallia shouted as the rain came down. “Pack only what you need! There is no room for our mounts, and there is no time to come back for what you leave behind!”

      “This is madness!” someone shouted.

      “So is staying!” someone else called in response.

      “How are we supposed to trust the kobold?” another demanded.

      “Because like you, they answer to me!” I roared, drowning out the angry mutters. “Challenge me if you must. But this is the only way I can help most of you survive this coming fight. Karvenom is only minutes away. There is no time!”

      “He speaks the truth,” Pobesa called as she strode into the circle. “An army is at our gates. Malron sold us to the beast. If we do not do this, we shall perish! We take the children first! Those who are willing to fight will come last. We need time to leave!”

      “Vallia, I need you to go with them,” I told her as Pobesa rallied for our cause.

      “No,” Vallia glared at me. “I’m staying to fight.”

      “I need you to go, Vallia.” I took her arm and pulled her to face me. “They need someone to lead them.”

      “I don’t know the way,” she pointed out.

      “That’s a stupid argument and you know it,” I snorted. “The kobold will lead you. They’re the ones that dug the tunnel. How they found me, I have no idea, but I doubt there’s much to get lost in. Your people need a leader and…” I looked around. “The others need someone to keep them safe.”

      Vallia pointed at Pobesa. “She can lead them.”

      “They don’t know Pobesa,” I pointed out. “They know you.”

      “They don’t know–”

      “Uz sat on your face while Chiq and Bliz explored you with their tongues,” I pointed out.

      Vallia froze, and her face turned several shades darker. “That–”

      “Is probably the closest thing to trust you get from a goblin,” I grunted. “So yes. You are going to lead the way, taking them with you, and making sure your people get out.”

      “And you’re just going to stay behind?” Vallia growled.

      I nodded. “With as many volunteers as I can, to give the rest of you the most amount of time I can.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where do you keep going?” I asked as the hilt of my sword rose from the ground.

      “Helping dig a tunnel,” Pulvi replied.

      I let out a long sigh. Of course, that’s where the earth spirit went. It was obvious now. And with my lovers gone, Srink had obviously sent Pulvi back.

      “The tunnel is safe, then?” I asked.

      “As safe as I can make it,” Pulvi agreed. “The kobold are very good diggers. They’re leaving a few behind to collapse the tunnels to stop anyone following.”

      “Great,” I muttered.

      The evacuation was in full swing. Karvenom’s people were outside the walls. Just outside bow range. They’d only been there a handful of minutes and seemed to be getting into formation, rather than charging right in. Many of them had even left their mounts, knowing they weren’t going to get through the wall with them. At least not at first.

      As for my clan, they surged around us. Mothers with children were saying goodbye to husbands. A few of the older tiephlings were arguing about whether they should stay or not. A half bald tiephling with a heavy limp was being wrestled by two others away from what must have been his son. His son was holding an aged blade and met my eyes with a grimace, before rejoining a group awaiting orders.

      I’d never led a battle before. Not like this. I’d been part of many, but outside of small teams, my experience was more singular. The heavies in armor charged the front door. I usually went in the back and caused chaos. A standup fight was reserved for when the gates were open, or the enemy was to be routed. Holding a line wasn’t something I was much good at.

      The rain was still coming down, heavier once more. The sky grew dark. While it felt ominous, it gave me hope. The more rain, the harder it would be to set fires. The walls would have to come down under force and not simply by smothering it in something that would burn. They could still try, of course. But it’s much harder to strike a flint and steel in these conditions.

      As thunder rumbled in the sky, a horn sounded. My camp drew to a silent stop, before surging back into motion. I hurried back over to the gate. There were only around one hundred of us fully armed and ready. There had been many volunteers, to my surprise. These people wanted to fight, giving their loved ones more time to escape.

      In the end, it was Pobesa who made a few difficult choices, sending off the youngest and the least experienced. We needed veterans. Tiephlings who would not break under the stress of what was coming.

      As I climbed the stairs to the short tower once more, I took in the sight of the enemy, all formed up into ranks. There were cavalry at the rear, with formations of foot soldiers at the front. From here I could see many with bows, and some dressed as mages. When I looked back at my own forces, I realized that there had been no women in sight at all as I had looked over Karvenom’s group. In my own, there were over a dozen. Still the minority in number, but very much present.

      “Malron!” a voice roared. “Is this how you receive an ally?”

      I turned and looked to see who was speaking. A silver-haired tiephling with an old head wound. Whatever struck him had broken his horn and cost him an eye, leaving a twisted mass of scars that made him look even more brutal than his reputation suggested.

      “Who am I addressing?!” I called in reply.

      The tiephling turned his head and seemed to spot me. His eye narrowed, and he sneered. “I am the war leader, Karvenom! You will–”

      “Fuck you, Karvenom!” I snapped back.

      The old tiephling spluttered for a moment. Quite literally. His eye widened in surprise as he stuttered over his words, before scowling. “How dare you!”

      “Me?” I called, stalling for more time. “You show up unannounced with an army!”

      “Enough!” Karvenom waved his hand. “Where is Malron?!”

      I shrugged. “Wherever it is that traitors go after death.”

      Karvenom stopped. Then shook his head. “Do you mean to tell me that Malron is dead?”

      “By my hand, no less.” I crossed my arms. “You are speaking with War Leader Blath.”

      “The traitor to the gods themselves,” Karvenom sneered, recognizing my name.

      “You must be thinking of some other devilishly handsome barbarian.” I shrugged. “I don’t know your gods. Can’t be a traitor to a cause I wasn’t involved with.”

      “You think you’re so clever?” Karvenom spat.

      I glanced back, watching the slow trickle of tiephlings clambering over the tunnel entrance the kobold had dug to give them better access. There wasn’t much point to multiple entries. There was only one tunnel.

      “People always underestimate us brutes,” I called, turning my attention back to Karvenom. “You’re no different.”

      “In that case, I would think you would recognize when you have lost,” Karvenom challenged. “Would you take a deal?”

      “It would depend on the deal, I suppose,” I shrugged.

      “Leave!” Karvenom ordered. “Take a horse and ride back to wherever it is you came from.”

      I pretended to think for a moment. “What guarantee would I have that you would leave me alone if I did?”

      “I couldn’t care less about your little green whores,” Karvenom spat.

      I wasn’t convinced. The man was a brute, and he had willingly agreed to hunt us already. The fact I couldn’t make the deal regardless didn’t factor. I just needed to stall.

      “I need a moment to think!” I shouted.

      Before Karvenom could respond, I turned and sat down so I was below the edge of the wall.

      “Ah… war leader?”

      “Pretend I left. Don’t look at me and don’t make it obvious you’re talking to me,” I instructed him. “My wives are here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Thank you, war leader,” the guard said, straightening up.

      “BARBARIAN!” Karvenom roared.

      “How long do you think I can stall him like this?” I asked.

      The guard tried to hold back a smirk. “He’s very angry.”

      “Good,” I chuckled. “Maybe he’ll do something stupid then.”

      “For what it’s worth, war leader,” the guard murmured. “I’m thankful to be following you, rather than hunting you.”

      “So am I,” I grunted.

      “FINE!” Karvenom roared. “You think to take me for a fool!”

      “Not at all,” I called as I stood and muttered under my breath. “Barely a few minutes.”

      “He’s impatient,” the guard agreed and nodded.

      “I said I wanted time to think!” I called.

      “You think me a fool?!” Karvenom snarled.

      “Of course you’re a fool!” I snapped back. “Why else would you think I would simply walk away and wait for you to hunt me later?”

      Karvenom sneered and spun his horse around. I watched him ride back into his formation and gesture wildly with his arms.

      “GET READY!” I roared behind me.

      There were a few panicked screams from those still in the camp. The evacuation was still going. More than half were out, but that was still half vulnerable.

      A horn blew, and I turned as hundreds of Tiephlings charged the walls. Only those on foot, and most of those lightly armored. I could see many had ropes slung over their shoulders. The walls here weren’t the type we could defend. A few towers and platforms held archers of our own. They knew the plan and began firing, while those who were on the ground behind the wall did so as well. Their shots were blind, but they weren’t aiming to cause serious damage. Only to hamper the enemy’s arrival.

      The first wave hit the wall. A ball of flames flew up towards me. I leaned to one side as the ball continued up and over the wall, dissipating in the torrential rain still falling from above. When I heard the twang of a crossbow, I ducked. That saved me from a bolt that whistled as it flew overhead. There was a scream further into the camp and when I looked, a screaming and bloodied girl was being dragged through the crowd toward the tunnel.

      Our first casualty, and just a child at that. I focused on what I wanted, and a pit formed beneath the feet of the shooters. I didn’t know which one made the shot, but they all screamed as Pulvi bolstered my abilities and sent them tumbling into darkness.

      When a tiephling suddenly appeared before me, climbing over the wall, I almost fell back in shock. They did as well, clearly not expecting to climb over and come face to face with me. His eyes went wide as I pulled back a fist. When his nose shattered beneath my knuckles, the tiephling fell down, landing atop his brethren.

      “THEY’RE CLIMBING THE WALLS!” I roared.

      Where this first came over was not the only place Karvenom’s forces were breaching. My own forces were spreading out. There were pockets of Karvenom’s people making their way over. Some would appear and immediately come under fire. Others dropped to the ground and were pinned in place by defenders.

      Still, where they dropped in groups of three or more, they suddenly had a footing. My position on this platform was limiting, so I jumped down and stormed towards the nearest of these groups. A pair of defending archers lined up shots, taking down one of three attackers. Their scream turned to a pained gurgle as they took a sword to the gut.

      Only for another pair of attackers to drop down. The defenders closest were taken by surprise, and I watched two of my people fall to their blades. I arrived a moment later, swinging Pulvi around in a vicious arc. The first Tiephling tried to defend, but my weapon shattered his guard. When my blade passed through his neck, I let it catch the tiephling beside him. He too fell, his scream cutting off as my blade destroyed his ribcage.

      It was short and brutal. My blade was sometimes more of a club, and at others, a razor’s edge. Pulvi seemed to manipulate things to work as I needed them. Karvenom’s archers continued to fire and the non-combatants took the brunt of it. They were screaming in panic and rushing the tunnel entrance.

      I could see dozens of dead. Some from the arrows, others injured and killed from being trampled or abandoned.

      “PULL BACK!” I roared. “GRAB THE WOUNDED AND MOVE BACK!”

      There was a cheer from outside the wall, and I grimaced in response. If they were cheering, it was probably bad news. I couldn’t see any smoke, so it wasn’t a fire. I couldn’t stay distracted for long, though. A spear grazed my shin and when I spun, the thrower was reaching back to someone beyond the wall who handed them another spear. I picked up their thrown weapon and sent it hurtling back at them. They grazed me, but my aim was true, and their twisted form tumbled from the wall, only to be replaced by another.

      All around me, tiephlings were scrambling. Karvenom’s people were grouping up and getting into position. My own people were pulling back, taking with them the wounded who could no longer fight. One of the few women staggered past, clutching the stump of her arm, though the fire in her eyes was not diminished. When I looked back, the non-combatants were almost gone. Although dozens of bodies littered the ground.

      “RETREAT!” I ordered. “RETREAT!”

      The defenders were moving. This would be a strategic loss, but one we would recover from. Once back on the slopes, I could build the defenses I needed. Traps, walls, pitfalls and whatever else. I just needed the time to get there and do so.

      A tiephling charged in with a spear. I swung my blade, knocking it aside as I swung my arm out, catching him across the chest. My attacker fell hard, and I stomped on his chest, caving in his ribs as I hacked another in the side, dropping them to the ground without a word.

      I was too far forward. I could see it now. Backing up, I deflected a few strikes. The tiephlings avoided engaging with me directly, all the while their numbers grew.

      And that’s when I heard a scream.

      When I looked back, my heart leaped out of my chest. It was Yil. The defenders were swarmed at the tunnel entrance. They were fighting to get in, but Karvenom’s people were as well. They were determined to get into the tunnel, likely thinking it was just a bolt hole. Only, Yil must have been waiting just inside and, with the defenders distracted, she’d been grabbed.

      I swung my blade around, giving myself some space, before turning on my heel and charging over to the entrance. I watched as the tiephling that held her pulled a knife. He spun her around and Yil’s eyes went wide as she saw me. I wasn’t going to make it in time, as he brought the blade to her neck. Her face was twisted by fear as she screamed my name.

      Only for a pulse to rock us from behind. A blast shot through the camp, and it felt like I had been slapped by a red-hot pan that scalded my back. The ground buckled, and I watched as the tunnel entrance collapsed, sending a plume of dust into the air. The vibrations knocked us to the ground, and she fell free of her attacker as I landed by her feet. Ignoring the tiephling for the moment, I scrambled forward and grabbed my lover around the middle.

      “NO!” she screamed.

      “It’s me!” I snarled as I hauled her upright.

      The tunnel was closed. The few tiephlings I could see that weren’t in Karvenom’s colors were being cut down. That gave us just one chance. I turned for the river. If my friends were still there, they might just be the only hope we had.

      With Yil clinging to my side, I started to run, using the chaos to my advantage.
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      “B-Blath.” Yil’s teeth chattered.

      “I know,” I said and nodded, staying strong for the two of us. “We’ll get out soon.”

      “The b-baby,” she whimpered.

      I nodded again. The baby would be fine. The river wasn’t that cold. Cold enough to cut through the skin and make you feel it, though. Eventually we’d have problems, but for now… for now, if anything, we were even further from home than before.

      I couldn’t just make a river run in the other direction. But with the risk of leaving tracks over land, there was little choice in the matter. Clinging to a lump of wood I found by the riverbank, the two of us had spent the last few hours floating downstream, getting further and further from home. I’d hoped the trio of aquatic sisters might just show up, but so far it was just us, in the water, as rain continued to fall.

      “Just a little further,” I promised. “Find a nice place to get out and we’ll warm up.”

      “Please,” Yil nodded as she clung to my side.

      She was shivering all over. That was a good sign. There was a point where you got so cold even that stopped. For now, she was safe. I just needed to get us as far away as I could so we could rest and figure out what came next.

      Thankfully, I could see a bend in the river coming up. One of those sporadic clumps of trees out here on the tundra. It was our best chance, and unlike the time with Luciel on the slopes, I could make us a decent enough shelter. Even if it wouldn’t be particularly comfortable. No blankets, no packs. No way to make a bed.

      Still, as we approached the bend, I kept my eye on the bank. No signs of anyone in the area. No signs of ambush. This was the best chance I had. And with that in mind, I pushed the lump of wood away, then rolled onto my back. With Yil pulled up onto my chest, she held on while I swam backward to the bank. The curve in the river helped, bringing me to the outer edge with far less effort than I had hoped.

      There, I found the ground was sandy but firm. I took Yil in my arms and hauled her from the water as she shivered and trembled beside me.

      “Is,” she shivered badly. “Is it safe?”

      “No,” I admitted. “Nowhere really is right now, though.”

      Yil grimaced. Then again, with how she was feeling in the water, she hadn’t really stopped grimacing. Still, she came with me, and I got the two of us situated on dry land. At least, dry as it could be, with the rain coming down as heavily as it was.

      “I’m cold, Blath,” Yil squeezed my arm.

      “This won’t be comfortable,” I told her.

      Comfort would be secondary. I channeled the memory of the night I spent with Vallia, and the ground opened beneath us. Yil didn’t respond as we were swallowed by the earth. I used Pulvi’s power to smooth the floor, and I pulled my loincloth free. Yil remained still as I pulled her clothing off as well. This wasn’t about having fun, but about maximizing body contact.

      With the two of us nude, I pulled Yil into my arms and lay back on the ground.

      “Cold,” she whimpered.

      “I know,” I whispered and pulled my arms around her. “We’ll warm up soon though, I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      “Blath?”

      “Mmmm?”

      “You’re poking me.”

      I grumbled about that. She was warm, and she smelled good. I’d been cuddling her and… yeah, I was poking her. With a yawn, I loosened my grip, and Yil sat up a little. I expected it when she raised her hips. But not when she took hold of my morning glory and fit it to her entrance.

      “Yil,” I grunted.

      She ignored me and let out a long sigh as she pushed back.

      “Goddess, Srink. Why could it not have been him?” Yil moaned as she pushed down, taking most of my cock inside herself.

      “Dammit Yil,” I grunted, taking her hips in hand. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

      Yil let out a soft giggle. “No mortal woman can take this without a little discomfort.”

      “You know what I mean,” I growled as she bounced slowly in place.

      “I do,” she whimpered. “Which is why I want you to keep holding me like that, so I can do this for the both of us.”

      I was still half delirious from waking up in this situation. Locking my arms in position, I just let her do what she pleased. Not that I was complaining. She rocked her hips, stirring my cock around inside herself, before adding a small bounce. I was mostly inside her, so that bounce only gave her a bit of a stretch. Something she seemed to enjoy as she repeated the action with a soft gasp.

      “You have no idea how good it feels to be stretched out like this,” she continued.

      “I’m… pretty sure I have an idea about how good this feels,” I disagreed.

      Yil responded with a few quick bounces in place. “I wish we were home.”

      I nodded. “So do–”

      “Srink has been helping me,” Yil continued. “I think I can take you in my ass.”

      “Really?”

      “Can Vallia fit all of you?”

      I paused. Yil didn’t. She had a point, though. Vallia had taken me to the base. Yil… could not. “Yes, she can.”

      “Then I’m the only one who hasn’t had the pleasure of taking you to the base.” She paused and then gasped, “Maybe my mouth?”

      “To think you were so shy when we met,” I grunted as she rocked back and forth, her juices pooling in my lap.

      “I wasn’t shy, I was terrified,” she moaned. “You know the life I came from. Then, as a slave, it was little better. Even when we escaped, I couldn’t escape my fate. When you took me, I thought the worst and then… This.”

      Her core spasmed, and I grunted as she hyperventilated. Yil’s whimpers turned to soft keening as she fell forward. Her head on my shoulder, she dug her nails into my arms.

      “Have. Me,” Yil growled.

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I still needed to be careful, though. Pushing my hands behind her thighs, I pulled and lifted. Supporting her weight, as her legs were not parallel with my torso, it was like doing a strange push up. Yil’s ass bobbed up and down, impaling her on my cock, before lifting her almost free. Only to slide her back down once more.

      Yil sobbed for a moment, but when I stopped, she made an angry noise and kicked her feet. So I continued using her like a toy. Her face dropped to my chest, and she hung there, moaning and occasionally babbling incoherently.

      I picked up the pace, enjoying the sensation of her body sliding up and down over my cock. She was delicious, even if she didn’t quite fit all of me. I was almost bouncing her, barely holding on for the drop, catching her as my cock bottomed out before shoving her back up into the air again.

      “GODDESS!” Yil screamed.

      This time, as she fell, I caught her ass. Gripping it tightly, I dragged her hips forward and back, grinding my length inside her. She cried out, broken, as her body shook and quaked. Her pussy squeezed, and I continued using her to massage my length.

      In no time at all, there was a hot pulse of seed that splashed inside her. Yil cried out once more, before kicking off from the ground. I grunted as my cock pulled free, but only for a moment as she shifted and pushed back. I felt her ass stretch, but she didn’t take me inside, only reaching down to grab my shaft and milk me into herself.

      “What?” I grunted in confusion.

      “Be gentle,” she whispered.

      “Gentle?” I frowned in the dark.

      She started to lower herself. That ring of muscle I was so familiar with on my goblins stretched over the head of my cock. I was used to remaining hard for a handful of goes for whichever of my brides were available. This was nothing new. Other than the fact it was Yil.

      “Gnnn!” Yil moaned. “AH!”

      My cock slipped into her ass.

      “You cum so much,” Yil said, her body trembling. “Try, try now.”

      This time I sat up and scooped her legs up into my arms. She was folded in half, trapped in place, and despite the darkness, I could tell she was staring up at me. I guessed where she was and leaned in, kissing her bottom lip. She adjusted, and I kissed her again. Her tongue danced across my teeth, and she wiggled her hips, sliding down my shaft. Her breath hitched, but she didn’t stop.

      Lower and lower she slid. I felt the cool spot at the base of my cock where she hadn’t quite reached with her pussy. It was growing closer by the moment. Her ass was much deeper than her pussy, and I couldn’t feel the end of it yet.

      “More,” Yil begged softly.

      I tightened my grip around her and pulled down. Yil let out a long whimper as my cock drove the rest of the way inside her. But when her drooling pussy pressed against my crotch, she started to tremble all over again.

      “I-I did it!” she cried out.

      And her ass squeezed around my cock.

      “Oh, goddess!”

      I had that feeling of eyes watching me. I knew Srink could see us. Not properly, but she knew. Yil had used her name, after all.

      This strange little human woman.

      With a grunt, I rolled the two of us over. Yil let out a gasp as she collapsed on her back. I kept her knees folded up, and my cock buried deep into her ass. Withdrawing my entire length, she took in a gulp of air, before I slid it deep inside her once more.

      “Yes!” she hissed.

      “You like that?” I chuckled.

      “Goddess, yes!” Yil whimpered. “More please. More!”

      “I can do that,” I grinned as I slowly fucked her.

      Long, deep strokes, from the tip of my cock to the base of my balls. Yil was kicking and spasming around me. She made no attempt to stop or slow me in any way. All her movements were beyond her control as she lay before me, pinned in place. Just how she clearly wanted to be.

      “Don’t stop!” she pleaded.

      “Not yet,” I promised.

      “Goddess!” Yil screeched.

      Her pussy gushed, and her ass squeezed. Keeping my cock deep, I rocked my hips, stimulating her for a few moments while the first wave of her orgasm broke out. When I heard Yil gasp for air, I withdrew my entire length. When I forced it back inside, she let out another screech of pleasure. Unfortunately for her, this was my second time around, and she told me not to stop.

      Lifting her ass off the floor, I sat up and rocked backward for comfort. She raised her legs, resting them on my chest, on either side of my head. It gave me good purchase to thrust into her from behind.

      “Blath!” Yil squealed.

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      “I want you to cum in me!” She whined.

      “Well, let me know when you want to stop,” I chuckled and thrust in once more.

      Yil was just… fantastic. All the stress, worry and hurt that I’d dealt with—this was the perfect way to release it all. She was loving it and wasn’t worried about how long things would take. When she came apart with me holding her hips, I lifted her into my arms.

      She clung to me like a bear cub, rocking her hips as I thrust up into her from below. It would have been wonderfully intimate if she wasn’t begging for me to destroy her. When she started to cum in that position, I turned her around and deposited her on her hands and knees. There, she wailed like I was killing her as I roughly thrust into her from behind. Until finally I decided to end it on this round.

      Lying back against the cave wall, Yil perched in my lap. Her legs were wide and her breathing shallow. She was leaning against me as I gripped one delicious breast. With my free hand, I slipped down between her spread legs and found her pussy.

      “Blath?”

      “One more?” I asked.

      She shuddered and leaned back further against me. “Please?”

      I curled my fingers into her, and she shuddered at being filled in both holes at once.

      “You’re going to kill me,” she whimpered.

      “Is that a bad thing?” I asked.

      “Only if you stop,” she breathed.

      I shifted the hand on her breast to hold her waist instead, then braced my feet on the floor and thrust up into her. I could feel my cock sliding up inside her, even as I rocked my hand to stir her pussy. Yil leaked over my hand, shuddering and panting as she got further into it.

      “I’m so glad you found me,” she whimpered.

      “Because of the sex?” I grunted as I fucked her.

      “Because you made me enjoy it so much,” she whimpered. “It’s not just an act that I complete any more. You hold me close, make me happy, keep me safe. And only when things are at their best… You push that cock of yours into me and remind me of what I used to be.”

      “And that’s a good thing?” I asked.

      “Being good at something, and wanting to be good at it, are two different things, Blath.” Yil trembled. “If I wasn’t a priestess for Srink, I would certainly be one for you. Worshiping from my knees, as your obedient, cock hungry servant. For all of time, my body would be yours.”

      “Dammit, Yil,” I growled as my cock flexed inside her.

      “Promise me?” She whispered.

      “Promise you what?”

      “After I birth your child,” she whimpered. “Do it again.”

      “Get you pregnant?”

      “I want to be yours,” she whined and started to cum. “BLATH!”

      Her pussy squeezed around my fingers. Her ass did the same around my cock. With her feet firmly planted on the ground, the sporadic jerking that came with her orgasm forced her to shake back and forth. Every shift of her hips either ground my palm into her clit, or my cock further into her ass. She was frantically trying to control herself, but losing the battle, as she let out a piercing shriek.

      Only now did I finally release. My cock throbbed, and Yil spasmed as she felt my seed enter her. It seemed to be her cue, because she suddenly rose on her feet and forced herself back down again. She took my entire cock from the tip to the base in a single violent thrust. Her scream rang out as she repeated the gesture. It sounded almost agonal, but my fingers still inside her pussy were drenched with her fluids.

      It was too much, though. I slipped my hand up and took hold of her chin. She shuddered in my arms, and without thinking, I yanked her down hard. My hand slipped off her chin, and my fingers gripped firmly around her neck. All at once, she went rigid and her holes pulsed once more. Yil’s body quaked gently as I finished filling her ass, before she suddenly fell limp in my arms.

      “Yil?” I grunted. “YIL!”

      I turned her slightly. Her eyes were closed, but when I leaned in, she was still breathing. I pulled her off me and turned her around, ignoring the liquid pouring out from between her legs. When I placed my head on her chest, it was the softly beating heart of someone fast asleep.

      “Yil,” I sighed, and hugged her close.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s clear,” I said, before the ground pushed up beneath my feet. Since it wasn’t me that did it, I rolled my eyes in exasperation. “Nice to see you again, Pulvi.”

      “You sound disappointed,” the earth spirit complained as it stepped out of the ground before me.

      “One day, your little vanishing act is going to get me killed,” I frowned.

      “Then why don’t you just summon a weapon?” Pulvi pointed out.

      I frowned. “You’re my weapon.”

      “I can be a weapon.” Pulvi nodded. “But I don’t have to be.”

      “A sword made of rock would break,” I pointed out.

      Pulvi let out a chuckle and shook its head. “What do you think I’m made of when you wield me like a sword? All you have to do is concentrate on holding a shape and it would be stronger than any metal.”

      I stared at the earth spirit, and Yil patted my arm. “Later, barbarian. We need to get home first.”

      I shook my head in exasperation and took Yil’s hand. She was unsteady on her feet. We’d taken another nap. The exhaustion of all that sex took it out of the both of us. Yil, more so than me. Even now, she walked along with a slight limp. But she wouldn’t hear any talk of an apology for it.

      “At least the rain has stopped,” she smiled.

      “It’s morning too,” I nodded. “We should cross the river, though. The camp is on this side.”

      “I just got dressed,” she pouted.

      “Well, I’ve an idea to get our things to the other side without wetting them again,” I told her.

      It was simple. We stripped down once more, and I created a clay ball. Forcing the moisture from it with a little instruction from Pulvi, I molded it hollow and stuffed our clothing inside. Then I just hurled it over the river to the far side, before holding my hand out to Yil.

      She reluctantly entered the water with me once more. I had her hold my shoulders and swam like a frog to the far side. We lost a bit of distance with the current, but it was a short walk back. Rather than get into our clothing while wet, I carried the ball with us as we dried in the morning sun and the light breeze.

      The river was a fair source of water, and after scouting the trees, I found a few berries and nuts to snack on—most I gave to Yil. She protested until I growled at her about looking out for our child’s best interest. After that, she got rather coy and accepted the meager meal for what it was.

      “Do you think the rest of them got out?” Yil asked.

      “Definitely,” I nodded. “Srink responds every time you shout her name.”

      “Sh-she does?” Yil’s eyes widened.

      “You didn’t know that?” I asked. “I can feel it when she’s concentrating on me. It usually happens when I talk about her.”

      “Is she looking at you right now?” Yil asked.

      “Srink, you big-titted beauty,” I grunted.

      At once, I felt it. Far to the east. Not as far as the slopes, but definitely heading in that direction. They weren’t waiting, for which I was grateful. Sticking around would likely prove fatal if Karvenom started digging holes to look for them. The best thing they could have done was collapse the tunnels as they went.

      I could only hope that they arrived back at the grotto before Karvenom found them. Unless I could get there, though, there wasn’t much I could do either way.

      “She’s watching,” I pointed. “Out there, staring right back at me.”

      “Can you tell how she feels?”

      “No,” I sighed. “That’s a step further–”

      “She’s currently cursing your name,” Pulvi muttered.

      “What?” I looked at the earth spirit.

      It turned its head to look at me. “She’s underground. I can hear her as easily as I can hear you. Something about needing to stretch something she can’t manage. Then some colorful things about Yil.”

      “She’s mad at me?” Yil frowned.

      “Jealous is probably more accurate,” I chuckled.

      Pulvi nodded in agreement, and Yil blushed slightly. It was good to have a laugh, in the face of all that had happened. Because in the light of day and the lack of rain, there was smoke on the horizon. I noticed it first, creeping into the sky beyond the horizon. I kept an eye on it as I could guess the origin. Karvenom really did like to burn things as he travelled. Hopefully we’d pass right by if we were careful.

      The problem was, it didn’t stay that way. The sun was warm, and the grass dried quickly. With it, the fire began to spread. What started as a single fire was getting out of hand. I very much appreciated that we were on the far side of the river. Hopefully, it would break the fire and prevent it from crossing.

      The of the fire threat to us wasn’t all that great. I’d just bury us in the ground again and wait for the fire to pass. But it did mean our options for food and water would be limited. All that ash would poison the river while the flames would destroy any chances I had of finding food. It wasn’t ideal, but not a death sentence either.

      “We’re going to be okay, aren’t we, Blath?” Yil asked.

      I glanced down at her and saw she was resting her hand on her stomach. I nodded and hugged her gently as we walked. “We’ll be fine. Maybe just a little hungry.”

      At those words, my stomach rumbled, and Yil gave me a strained smile. I broke her trail of thought by tossing the clay ball into the air. It hit the ground ahead of us and broke, spilling our clothes out onto the ground.

      “Oh, I almost forgot.” She blushed, glancing at Pulvi.

      “Don’t mind me miss,” the earth spirit shrugged. “I don’t even have genitals.”

      Yil’s eyes glanced down and back up before she nodded. “Right.”

      “Just ignore him, I do,” I chuckled as I scooped up Yil’s clothing and handed it to her.

      “Hey!”

      “Hey yourself,” I shrugged. “You brought my wives into this mess. I’m not exactly happy with you right now.”

      “Without the tunnel I helped build, you’d be burning inside a camp full of tiephlings,” Pulvi pointed out.

      I frowned but couldn’t really argue with that. My wives were safe.

      “Wait, wives?” Yil squeaked. “They’re your wives?”

      “Well?” I shrugged. “Who’s going to tell me otherwise?”

      Yil blinked, then frowned. “What about–”

      “Don’t.” I reached down and swatted her ass lightly. “You’re pregnant with my child. Whatever status you have with the rest of them, you’re no different in my eyes.”

      “I’m just–”

      “A breedable woman, like the rest of them,” I grunted.

      “Hey!” Yil snapped and gave me a poke. “I’m more than just a breedable woman.”

      “Exactly.” I nodded. “You’re my wife.”

      This time it was Pulvi who cackled, while Yil tried desperately to think of a way to turn this around on me. I’m sure she’d find one the moment she said something to Srink. And it would end with me buried balls deep inside each of them, just to prove my own point.
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        * * *

      

      “Ready?” I whispered.

      Yil nodded her ascent and Pulvi vanished into the ground. I took a deep breath and picked her up. Things were both better and worse than I had originally hoped. We had taken a wide berth around the old, burning camp. Unfortunately, there were two problems with that. First, Karvenom’s people were indeed scouting. If I had to guess, they were looking for a tunnel exit. Which they wouldn’t find, since the tunnel, I was certain, led all the way back to the grotto.

      The second problem was the fire. The wind picked up, blowing back across the river. There was a storm in the distance, but one that wouldn’t help us now. Our best chance to get through was going in a straight line. Unfortunately, we would be doing so while in the nude. I felt strange with Yil’s underthings wrapped around my face, but my loincloth was fur and we had no better option. Soaked in water, it was all we could do to stop the smoke.

      Yil had a few more layers wrapped around her face, on account of her pregnancy. But it also made it hard to see, so I was carrying her. And that meant taking my time, checking the coast was clear before we moved. If a scouting party was nearby when we came through the smoke, we were in trouble.

      I Scooped Yil into my arms, and she held on around my neck. Keeping her legs curled around my waist, I stood up and moved out of the treeline at a jog. I kept my eyes peeled for danger, looking for signs of the scouting parties. There were plenty of blind spots as the wind blew more smoke ahead of me. It was like waves of white and grey, with orange specs from the travelling sparks.

      I just had to hurry and break through the worst of it. I doubted Karvenom was done with us. And if I wanted to mount a proper defense for when he found us—I needed to get home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “Blath, what’s wrong?” Yil asked.

      I pointed back out into the distance to the west. Less than a day from here was a mighty cloud of dust.

      “Is that another fire?” Yil asked.

      “No,” I grumbled. “That’s cavalry.”

      “Horses?”

      I nodded, and Yil suddenly looked nervous. Despite my reluctance to let her exert herself, we had been on foot for some time. It took a while to slip out past the scouts. I could only guess they picked up our trail and were now coming for us full force. Something I had hoped wouldn’t be for another day or two. That’s how long it would take to reach the slopes. We were so close now.

      Without Vallia to guide the way, I’d followed the river, keeping it as a source of water and food. I didn’t have my pack with me and I needed Yil fed to the best of my ability. It also kept us from taking a straight line, which would have been easier to spot and track.

      What it also meant, was that it had taken twice as long as our original trip to get to where we were. And now with this cloud forming behind us, I knew we were out of time. I looked at Yil and saw the fear in her eyes. Our options were limited. I could dig a big hole, dump us both inside and wait them out. But if they figured out we were hiding underground, then it was only a matter of time before they dug us out.

      No, the only option I had right now was to run, and I knew Yil wouldn’t be able to keep up with me. At least, not for longer than a few minutes at a time.

      “Get on,” I said, turning around.

      “What? On your back?”

      “Yes, now hurry,” I grunted as I dropped to one knee.

      “You’re going to carry me?”

      “At a run.” I nodded as I felt her hands on my shoulders.

      “Blath–”

      “There’s no other choice right now,” I growled as I reached back.

      Cupping that delightful ass, I gave her a bounce. She squeaked and wrapped her legs around my waist, giving me something to hold on to. She leaned into my back as I stood, and I adjusted my shoulders so she wasn’t pressing on my neck.

      “Tell me if you need to stop,” I said.

      Then… it was a race. I didn’t sprint. That would exhaust even me. With my stats, though, I could keep up a significant pace. If the cavalry were charging ahead, they’d catch us within hours. If they were simply following, knowing they’d catch up… well, I might just make it. At least far enough to give them the shake. Maybe if I reached the softer grasses and crossed the river, I’d be able to confuse them enough to reach the slopes.

      It was all speculation right now. I just needed to move, and if I had to fight or hide, I’d deal with it when it came. With Yil holding on, I continued my run. The ground was getting softer here. The debris that washed out of the slopes when it flooded left sediment and plant matter on the ground. It Acted like a gradually thickening rug the closer I got.

      The only problem was that the forces coming up behind us were not the only ones on our trail. I heard the whistle of an arrow and jinked to one side. I spotted the flash of the arrow whistle past as Yil let out a scream of shock. Spinning around, I watched as a single horse charged out from behind a clump of nearby trees.

      The tiephling on the horse was already pulling back the next shot. I threw out my arm, and the ground rippled beneath the horse’s hooves. The arrow sailed wide as the horse screamed and tumbled to the ground. I rushed over as the tiephling blinked and groaned. From the mashed side of his face, he’d landed hard. But not as hard as my foot as I drove it down in the middle of his chest, crushing his ribs.

      With a thought, I had the ground open up, swallowing both the tiephling and his injured horse, burying them beneath the ground. They likely wouldn’t be found for some time, if ever. Karvenom didn’t seem like the sort to care about a few dead soldiers.

      “Should we say something?” Yil asked as I stepped back.

      I shrugged. “I offer this corpse to my goddess, Srink.”

      “That’s… not what I meant,” Yil said as I turned and started to run.

      Srink, on the other hand, was now extremely interested in what I was doing.

      I barely made it another minute before I heard the thundering of hooves once more. Casting a glance back, I saw the shine of a polearm. A glaive, hanging low in preparation. I didn’t stop this time. I just opened a pit. The horse screamed as it vanished into the hole, while the rider leaped clear. They landed and rolled, springing up into action, only for my foot to snap forward, knocking them back into the hole atop their horse.

      The wide-eyed stare of the tiephling vanished as I closed the ground around them once more.

      “Must be a bunch of scouts ranging ahead of the main force,” I grunted as I turned and began to run once more.

      “Are we going to make it?” Yil asked.

      “Of course you’ll make it,” I swore to myself.

      She either didn’t realize exactly what I’d said, or ignored it for now. The only priority I had was to get Yil as far away as possible. I didn’t want to think about what would happen should they catch us. It would be a horribly cruel fate for Yil to fall into the hands of a man like Karvenom after escaping her life of slavery. And should the worst come to pass, I had only a single option to prevent that from happening. If I could bring myself to do it…

      “We’ll make it,” Yil squeezed my shoulders. “You’ll find a way.”

      I could only nod and continue running.
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        * * *

      

      “This… is not what I was told to expect.”

      “That is the deal I am offering,” Srink hissed.

      “You sound desperate.”

      Srink glared at the god before her.

      She was desperate.
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        * * *

      

      Yil let out a scream as I threw her into the hole. I’d softened the ground with sand and tossed her down on her ass. It still wouldn’t have been comfortable doing so at the speed I threw her. Closing the ground over her, sealing her within where she was safe, I turned to face our pursuers.

      Five of them. I could only guess they found one of the scouts I had killed earlier. That or they got very, very lucky. Two drew back bows, lining up their shots as the other three charged forward on horseback. Two with spears, while a third at the lead, held a familiar-looking glaive. Their attacks were timed. They were trained to deal with mages.

      When I raised my hand to send a surge through the ground, I suddenly had to dodge back to avoid an arrow. Only to find myself snarling in pain as the second found its mark, carving a groove across the inside of my arm. The wound wasn’t fatal unless it was poisoned—something I wouldn’t put past them. Right now, though, the horses had closed in and their leader with the glaive was first.

      The blade swung back and then sliced forward at head height. If Pulvi were here, I could have cut the legs out from under the horse. Instead, I was forced to roll. That saved me from the glaive, but put me in front of a spear. I couldn’t avoid this one. So I jumped instead. My arm went wide and my forearm slapped into the tiephling’s chest. He tumbled back, thrown from his horse as I flew back and landed on the ground.

      My ribs ached from the fall, but I rolled to my feet and rushed to the tiephling, who was struggling to breathe. Broken ribs or winded, I couldn’t tell. What I did know was that he held a perfectly serviceable spear. One that I snatched from his trembling fingers. A stab to his neck was all it took to finish him off, bleeding out in the moments it took for the two charging horses to turn and make their way back.

      Now, I had an archer on either side of me. The first loosed an arrow, and the second a moment later. I was onto their game though. The first was supposed to make me dodge into the path of the second. That’s how they hit me the first time. Rather than let that happen again, I spun the spear around like a staff.

      It was far from the weapons I was used to. Any barbarian could become a master of a stick. Twirling it around, I caught the first arrow, knocking it aside, rendering the second shot useless. By then, I was only moments from the glaive holder’s strike.

      Spinning my spear around, I hauled back and threw hard. The spear whistled through the air and the tiephling had no time to dodge as he approached. The spear pierced his shoulder. I watched his arm go limp. The glaive slipped from his hands as the horse tore past. I caught the new weapon and was already swinging it as the second spearman came into range. He was off target, staring in shock at the sudden turn of events. He didn’t try at all to avoid the glaive. I swung at his horse’s legs.

      The blade impacted with the horse, carving deep into flesh, before snapping on the bone. It was enough to send the horse, screaming, into the ground with a terrible crash. The rider, thrown free, hit the ground and rolled. As an afterthought, I ducked and threw up a wall of rock. A pair of arrows chinked off the surface before I grabbed the edge of the rock and stood. A piece broke off in my hand as I wanted it to, and I hurled the chunk at the closest archer.

      His eyes went wide, even as he reached for another arrow. He never got the chance, as the fist-sized rock hit him in the chest. He tumbled off his horse, and I turned to see the other archer making a hasty exit alongside the injured glaive holder. There was no catching them. Then again, if I had Karvenom’s measure, they’d likely be killed for running, even after handing over all the information they could give.

      What I did have going in my favor, though, was the other archer’s horse. Without its rider, it had skipped to a stop several feet away. It looked around nervously, but didn’t seem to have an idea of where to run.

      “Hey boy,” I said in my calmest voice. “You’re okay.”

      Horses and I didn’t really get along. Most of them were too small, this one included. They’d exhaust quickly under my bulk. I expected no different this time, but for the short term, it would give us a larger gap between us and the incoming cavalry.

      The scout’s horse eyed me warily as I approached. It was nervous, but didn’t pull away as I took hold of the reins.

      “There now,” I grinned. “You’re okay. Come on.”

      The horse pulled for a moment, but when I turned and started to lead, it gave in and came along. I hurried back to where I’d buried Yil and waved my hand. The ground opened and Yil stared up at me with tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “You…”

      “I’m sorry,” I smiled. “Come on. You need to hold him,” I nodded at the horse.

      Yil nodded and got up. The hole was only just big enough for her to sit down in. Though it had only been a couple minutes at most. After she climbed out, I flattened the ground, and she calmly took the horse’s reins before giving me a look.

      “One moment.” I gave her a thin smile.

      I made my way first to the second spearman’s horse. The beast was twitching, likely gone into shock. The man lay in a twisted heap, though. His neck was on a funny angle. His horns had caught the ground and almost twisted his head around to face the wrong direction.

      I patted him down, grabbing a short sword on his hip, along with a knife and his spear. Then I made my way over to the archer. He was sitting upright, grunting as he tried to shuffle backward away from me.

      “N-no,” he grunted.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I growled as I took hold of his horn.

      The man’s yelp cut off as I stabbed my borrowed knife into the side of his neck. His eyes bulged as I ripped the blade out the front of his throat, opening him right up to bleed, before kicking him onto his stomach. His body twitched, and he gurgled as I took his quiver and bow. Another sword and knife as well.

      Yil was staring at her feet when I got back to her.

      “Done?” she asked in a small voice.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” I said.

      She shook her head and slowly looked up at me. “I’m sorry it was necessary.”

      I gave her a thin smile and then put the quiver over her shoulder.

      “What is this?”

      “You’re going to be our archer. I don’t expect you to hit anything, but if they try, it’ll be a distraction to them at the very least.”

      To go along with it, I strapped a knife to her thigh before I lifted her onto the horse. This was going to be uncomfortable for us all, horse included. I set a sword on each hip, and tied the last knife to my arm, before climbing up behind her. The horse knickered crankily, but I took hold of the reins.

      With Yil seated ahead of me, I pulled myself close to her and gave the beast a kick. Complaints ignored, it began to run. Faster than my sprint while carrying Yil, it was an improvement, though a temporary one.
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        * * *

      

      “No, you don’t understand the situation,” Srink snarled. “Our deal hinges on what happens next. There is no point to this bargain without it.”

      “We could take our offer elsewhere.”

      “Then take it!” Srink screamed. “You’ll be no better than I, trying to survive in this world, alone and isolated. Vulnerable like we are!”
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        * * *

      

      “Blath?”

      “I see them,” I cursed.

      They were watching us. We weren’t moving fast enough to outpace them. The horse was struggling now, already blown, but there wasn’t time for me to worry about that yet. We still had a long way to go, and very little time to get there.

      “They’re shooting!” Yil squealed.

      I gave the horse a kick and leaned over Yil. The beast gave a small burst, but it didn’t last long. Its head was bouncing up and down as white flecks rained from its nostrils. I looked for an option and could only see one way to bring separation between us and the scouts tracking us.

      I yanked on the reins, turning the horse to the river. It continued charging along. It Huffed and snorted as its body gave out beneath us. I felt bad, but between me and the horse, I was going to choose me every time. The scouts closest to the river loosed their arrows, and I whipped out the short sword on my hip. One hand on the reins, and with the other, I swatted the first arrow out of the air. The second tore a groove across my spine, making me snarl in pain.

      Then the world tipped itself over. The horse, hitting the river, collapsed into the current. Yil and I fell forward. I gripped her tightly as we speared into the river, and I held her close as I kicked hard. She seemed to struggle for the surface, but I kept us down. The archers weren’t far and if we surfaced too quickly, we’d be easy targets.

      I felt horrible for her, hoping she would understand, let alone hold her breath for long enough. When she started kicking to help us along, I almost sighed with relief. Sooner than I would have liked though, she began to pat my arm. Softly at first, and then with more urgency. I pitched up, carrying us to the surface. It wasn’t far, and we broke the river with a splash. I pulled her up far enough to breathe, but kept kicking as I heard a yell from behind. Then I shoved her back under the water as several arrows lanced past us, trailing bubbles.

      One of them struck me on the hip, but other than a prick, it didn’t stick. I just kept us moving until the riverbed rose up beneath us. I kicked off hard, shoving us forward through the water, before getting an idea. Rather than burst out into the open, I raised the ground behind us. Just a sandy bank, but enough to break the surface behind us and give me some better footing.

      And it was a good thing too. As my head broke the surface, I heard the chink of arrows striking sand just behind me. As I hauled Yil to the surface in front of me, I kept the wall moving behind us. The sand was easy to move, but that wouldn’t last. I needed to keep us moving, and I had no doubt they’d cross the river to chase us. I just needed time to get as far away as I could and take Yil with me.

      Perhaps it would be easier if I could steal another horse?

      I looked back and saw them. The two closest were already coming over the river. The other two were still a way off yet. Rather than run, I waited as Yil trembled in my arms. When the closest reached the bank, I waited for the horse to clamber out onto the sand, then sank the beast to its belly in the soft ground. The horse screamed in terror as I sent a lump of rock shooting out to knock off the rider.

      His companion, coming over the river, got a surprise of his own. I raised a second wall, breaking the current and causing him to suddenly dip. I then removed the wall, causing a surge of water that swept him off the horse, sending them both downstream, back towards Karvenom and his people.

      “What?” Yil yelped as I hauled her off the ground into my arms. I rushed over to the partially buried horse once more. Yanking out a sword, I practically threw Yil over the beast’s back before mounting myself. The groaning soldier on the bank beside us was an easy target. I dug the blade into his belly, giving it a vicious twist, before pushing the ground out from around us once more. The horse kicked, suddenly finding itself free. I made a ramp for it to run up and turned it for home as a horn blew behind me.
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        * * *

      

      “What hope do I have that you’ll honor your word?”

      Srink wanted to scream. Instead, all she could do was shake her head. “The only word you’ll have left if you don’t do this—will be that of our enemies.”

      The cloaked being watched as the goblins clustered around. Priestesses of the goddess Srink. They couldn’t see. Not really. But when Srink stopped to talk, they paid attention. Even now there were dozens of kobold running around, clearing tunnels and making way for the horde of tiephlings who carried along in the direction of the grotto.

      “You’ll bargain fairly?”

      “Always,” Srink hissed. “That is why I’m here, and others are not. If he does not return to me, I lose everything. Including my ability to bargain with you.”

      The being was frustrated. It wanted to argue. Never before had its kind, along with many, many others, been treated well. At least, not well outside of being a slave race to a higher one. This was a chance. An opportunity to be more. More than just fodder, food, or worse.

      “Fine,” it hissed. “I shall do this.”

      Srink didn’t thank them. They were all in this together. She just had to make them realize that before they let things get too far.
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        * * *

      

      “Blath.”

      “I know,” I growled.

      The horn blasted again. They were close now. If I had just another hour, maybe a fresh horse. I could make it to the slopes. That’s all it would have taken. To keep Yil safe. To get home. To mount a proper defence. I could tell now. This charge wasn’t their whole army. I doubted Karvenom was even leading them. Just a single party of cavalry sent to chase us down, while their army followed along behind them at an easier pace.

      It meant they could move lighter and quicker for longer. It was why I knew we weren’t going to make it. Crossing the river again would be a death sentence. They were on both sides now. Yil had tried to fire her bow a few times. The wet strings were one thing, but she’d likely never fired a bow before. Let alone at a moving target from horseback.

      In return, I had several more close scrapes with returning fire. I was forced away from the river, which gave the advancing army a chance to cross. I was surrounded on all sides. Desperate for a way out. I kept my eyes open, looking for something. Anything. A ravine, a plateau of loose shale. Anything that would slow the cavalry long enough for me to get Yil to safety. I even looked for the tunnel everyone else had used. With my power, it would take time, but I could get us there. Only, I got the sense it was far to the south of where I had ended up.

      When I said Srink’s name, I could feel her. And she was as far from here as I was to the slopes. There were no easy options, and Yil was trembling in my arms as badly as the horse beneath me.

      “Blath.”

      I swallowed nervously.

      “Blath, we can’t keep going.”

      “You know what the other option is,” I pointed out.

      “We’ve blown this horse,” she pointed out.

      The beast was practically screaming. I knew it. She knew it. The beast probably knew it. If it collapsed now, we’d be injured hitting the ground. Was it better to face a dignified end?

      “Blath, please? We can’t keep going.”

      I snarled to myself. And that was when I spotted something. A glint up ahead. That made me frown until I spotted it again. But in a different spot. The sun was reflecting off something. I couldn’t make it out clearly, but spread out ahead of us was… something.

      Suddenly, Pulvi burst out of the ground. “Keep going!”

      “What?” I frowned as the earth spirit dropped into the ground once more.

      I swore and kicked the horse. It didn’t want to, but it picked up the pace a little. I could see them now. More glinting, that slowly vanished. Almost like… shiny helmets. Shiny helmets on soldiers, who were hiding in trenches.

      I had a measure of hope. This was going to go badly, though. The kobold didn’t have much. The ones I was spotting were likely the few who had weapons. This was going to end with a lot of death. I just hoped it was enough to get us underground.

      The horse was swaying now. Almost unable to stay straight. I didn’t want to fall, so I hauled on the reins. The horse cried out, a nickering sound, before it began to slump. I held onto Yil and pushed off the stirrups, sliding down the beast’s rump as it fell in a heap. Leaping over the creature, I continued to run as horns blasted out behind me. I didn’t look back. I just had to get to the line.

      “BLATH!” Yil screamed.

      I jinked, as a handful of arrows flew overhead. Most whistled past. One smacked into my lower back. I snarled as the horn blew again, before a shiny helmet popped up. I had a moment of horror. One single moment where I thought everything was about to go horribly wrong. The shiny helmet wasn’t a helmet. It was the glistening, slime covered head of a pobblebonk.

      Pobblebonks were a seldom seen creature from my old world. Part man, part frog. Wide dark eyes and a gaping maw. They ate whatever they could get in their mouths. Vicious, cruel little creatures, they attacked everything that came near their swamps.

      “BLLAGAGAGAGAGAGAGAGAAAAA!”

      Dozens more stood up. Along with them were kobolds—dozens of those too. I kept running, unsure of what was going on, as the pobblebonks started spinning slings overhead. And none of them were focused on me. Their war cries broke out as dozens of small rocks whistled out over my head. A few moments later, came the crashing of rocks on flesh and helmets. Horses screamed, men cried and kobold by the dozen shot out of the holes.

      Armed with everything from spears and knives to pointed rocks and wooden clubs, the kobold scrambled en masse towards the breaking cavalry charge. The whole time, the pobblebonk warriors continued pelting them with stones.

      Then finally, I spotted a familiar face.

      Luciel. Standing with a grin on her face, by a tunnel entrance, as several more kobold rushed out to join the fight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Stairs?”

      “A lot has changed,” Srink said with a smile.

      I nodded as I began to climb. This wasn’t what I had expected. The dirt tunnels that led out across the slopes and into the tundra were simple, dirty things. Apparently, a great deal of it was only possible thanks to Pulvi’s continued assistance. I supposed I should excuse the little bastard for disappearing when I needed him. Then again, I still wanted an explanation as to why he hadn’t bothered telling me the tunnel was being made to begin with.

      Still, I had bigger things on my mind, like the quality of the stone pavers I was walking on through this well-constructed underground cavern. The roof was made of a series of domes, with large pillars built into the wall for added strength. There was plenty of room for me to walk side by side with a goblin on each arm, without risking bumping anything or anyone heading back the way we had come.

      That was how the tunnel was so clear. The closer the tiephling refugees got to the slopes, the easier things got, until they were streaming from the tundra faster than the tunnel could block them. Which was lucky, since that had allowed warriors, both kobold and pobblebonk, to rush to our aid.

      Even now, I could hear the wet smack of flat feet on the stone as we made our way to the base of the spiral staircase. A few kobolds were coming down, but they were heading in a different direction. This was an intersection of sorts, and Srink led the way. I had Luciel on one side of me, with Yil on the other.

      I tried not to think about it. The kobolds were one thing, the pobblebonks were another. If they were here, it was because Srink made it happen. That was enough for me. What surprised me was the lack of attractive pobblebonks. The kobold were more… human, than my original world. Case in point, being Luciel. The pobblebonks, though, looked pretty much how I remembered them. Like a bipedal frog.

      The splat, splat, splat of their steps followed us up the stairs. The floor opened up, and I caught a glimpse of some kind of shared living space like a barracks, but Srink didn’t stop there. We continued up another few floors before finally arriving at something that looked familiar.

      “Even this has changed,” I murmured.

      “BLATH!” Chiq’s voice echoed as Srink opened the door.

      As I followed in, a horde of rotund and pregnant goblins charged out. Each of them, without fail, had a belly. Tealz, like Srink, being the furthest along.

      What I hadn’t expected was for their delighted smiles to twist into utter fury.

      “GET HIM!” Bliz roared.

      Uz let out a scream and literally flipped over Virt’s head as she sprinted at me. I had just enough time to brace for the impact, before the berserking goblin threw herself at me. Her teeth slammed into my shoulder and I grit my teeth as she chewed on me. Chiq hit me next. Her teeth went into my thigh as Srink yelled at them. None of the goblins were listening, though. Tealz, Bliz, Tyq and Virt followed up behind, throwing themselves on me, before finding a spot to bite down.

      It wasn’t that they were trying to harm me. This seemed more like the time Chiq bit me back in the forest. More of a nip and a hold than a conscious effort to injure me. With all of them, though, I was off balanced and fell back on the floor.

      “Blath, sir?” Yil stared down at me.

      “I’m okay,” I sighed.

      “That’s good to know,” Vallia said as she appeared from further inside. Wrapped in a towel, she had clearly been bathing before this all started.

      “Vallia,” I sighed. “Good to see you got back. Also good to see Srink didn’t put you in a hole again.”

      “I decided against it, seeing as you impregnated her,” Srink growled.

      It was then I felt a hand grasp my cock. Under the pile of goblins, I wasn’t sure who it was. Until I spotted the stubby tail waving about.

      “Luciel?”

      “Please?” her voice echoed amongst the grunting and growling.

      “Ladies!” Srink snapped.

      At once, all the teeth retracted, followed by a quick lick of each small wound. My goblins were cranky as they sat up, taking Luciel with them.

      “Blath needs a bath–”

      That’s all it took for them to charge back into our living area. I rolled my eyes and stood, taking in what had been done to our home. The nest was still where it had been. But like the rest of the place, the grotto was vastly improved. The floor was smooth and solid, whereas before, it was craggy and packed with clay to smooth the worst. The drying racks were gone, as were the smoker and oven I had constructed. In their place was a series of bassinets. I realized that this was going to be a much different living experience as Srink walked over to me.

      “We better not keep them,” she said.

      I nodded and reached for her. My goddess. The goblin who started this all. She smiled at me and took my hand. She brought it to her cheek. I thought she was about to nuzzle me when her teeth clamped down on my wrist. Her eyes flashed with anger, but only for a moment before she released.

      “I deserved that,” I muttered.

      “And worse,” Srink huffed. “We don’t have to hold back here.”

      I swallowed and followed my goddess for a few steps, before turning back to Yil. “Coming?”

      “I–”

      “You’re more loyal to him than you are to me,” Srink called, snatching Vallia’s hand to lead her into the bathing room as well.

      “I’m sorry,” Yil whispered as she followed behind like a lost puppy.

      I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and held her close as we made our way into… a very different bathroom.

      There was now a stove in here. On it were several pots filled with water. That water came from a spigot in the floor. That spigot was unattended as my goblins stripped down before the tub. Or at least. It WAS a tub when I left. Right now, it was more… It looked like the kind of lap pool used in the homes of emperors. Dozens of feet long and half that wide. It was solid stone and filled with water that steamed slightly.

      “This is where I was when you got here,” Vallia said, dropping her towel.

      My eyes drifted over her backside, and right into the eyes of Uz, who licked her lips as she massaged her belly while staring at me. She, along with most of the others, were in different states of undress. Yil helped Srink out of her outfit.

      “Apologies for my tardiness,” a voice I didn’t recognize called out.

      I turned and froze in surprise at the sight before me.

      “Hutu, you’re just in time,” Srink smiled.

      “Hutu,” I stared.

      She was a little taller than the kobold, and… very obviously a she. As she was wearing a sort of thin toga, the womanly shape of her hips and chest was as obvious as the impressions of her nipples poking out the front. Rather than hair, her head seemed to have flowing fins, like those decorative golden fish kept in ponds at certain temples. In fact, she shared their coloration as well. The golden sheen made her look wet, but the fabric was entirely dry as she slipped it down her long slender arms.

      “I am gratified that he approves of my form,” Hutu smiled.

      And then she stuck out her tongue, which she used to lick her own eye, similar to how the kobolds did. Where the kobolds were firm, scaled creatures, she was golden and soft looking. She stared up at me with a pair of black, pupilless eyes.

      “Hutu is one of my priestesses,” Srink informed me. “Her god was rather insistent.”

      “Right,” I nodded, and gave her a look over with my ability.

      Sure enough, she was listed as a priestess, just like Yil was. Her skills and stats weren’t anything to brag about. If she was a problem, it would be over rather quickly.

      “NO FUCK FROG!” Uz screeched from the bath. “UZ WANT FUCK!”

      “Yeah!” Chiq chimed in.

      I was torn from distraction to distraction. Yil came to my aid, yanking off my loincloth before pulling off the clothing she had been wearing as well. Surrounded by so much nudity, I had a hard time keeping myself restrained as I followed into the bath. The ladies—kobold, goblin, human and tiephling—all gathered around. Yil was sitting beside me as hands began to scrub and wash. Only for a thick, soft set of hands to close over my shoulders.

      “Just relax,” Hutu whispered as she massaged me.

      It wasn’t long before my eyes closed on their own and I was finally able to rest.
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        * * *

      

      “Blath?”

      “Mmm.”

      Srink wriggled, and I frowned before pulling her back into my arms once more.

      “Really now?”

      “Mmm.”

      Srink sighed. “Blath, I need to relieve myself and you haven’t let go of me since yesterday. I’m about to pop.”

      “Mmm,” I frowned, but let her go. She slipped out, and I blinked, trying to clear the sleep from my eyes.

      “Wait, yesterday?” I grumbled.

      “You fell asleep in the bath,” Srink called as she vanished behind a privacy screen.

      I rolled over and found Yil curled up beside me. She looked peaceful as she slept alongside me.

      “The others were quite upset,” Srink said as she came back out a minute later. “I had to make a few threats so they’d leave you alone and let you rest.”

      “I didn’t even realize how tired I was,” I admitted.

      “Exactly,” Srink nodded as she climbed back into the nest and into my lap.

      “Srink?”

      “As your goddess, it should be my right to give you a quest,” she hissed as she grasped my shaft with lubricated fingers. “But with your title, I am left with only my ability to beg.”

      “You think you need to beg?” I asked.

      “Yil already told me how she took care of your needs out on the road,” she whispered as she stroked me.

      “That was days ago,” I pointed out.

      “Then maybe I’m not so much different from the rest of my people,” Srink smiled at me. “Goddess of Goblins. Womb desecrated by the man who wiped out my people. Mewling whore for my conqueror.”

      “Srink,” I growled as she rocked against my hardening shaft.

      “Please, my champion,” Srink blinked up at me. “Sate your lusts with me, as is my purpose.”

      Pulling her dress aside, she pressed my cock between her legs. The slickness of her drooling green pussy was enough to bring me to full, happy attention. Her eyes widened as I pushed her firmly down into the nest beside me. Before she could speak, I covered her mouth with my hand, which only served as something for her to chew on as I took hold of her dress. She could only let out muffled whimpers as I ripped the fabric off her body. Green flesh spilled into the dim torchlight of our grotto.

      “You beg,” I growled, staring at the way she rubbed her thighs together. “But you do not even present yourself to me.”

      Srink’s legs jerked open. I couldn’t tell where the glistening lubricant from her pussy started, and where the glistening lubricant she had applied to her ass ended. With a sneer, I gave Srink’s pussy a light slap, making her eyes bulge, before I examined the mess she left on my digits.

      “Pitiful creature,” I whispered as I swapped hands.

      Srink moaned as I used her mouth to clean my dirtied fingers. While she was doing that, I slapped my cock between her legs and rocked my hips. Srink’s moans increased at the stimulation. My shaft dragged up and down over her clit as she sucked and licked at my fingers.

      “Let me help you with that, my champion,” Yil whispered.

      As I dragged my cock back along Srink’s throbbing pussy, Yil took hold of my shaft. Pulling down slightly, my next forward thrust went straight into said throbbing pussy. Yil kept a hold of me, and her fist prevented me from going too deep inside the goddess. This was a game for us. I didn’t actually want to harm her or our unborn baby.

      “Gnnn!”

      “What was that?” I asked, ignoring the orgasmic throbbing around the top half of my cock.

      Srink jerked, and I made a small tutting noise as I continued thrusting my cock into her. With my hand on her mouth, she could only make the muffled grunts and moans that I was used to. When a warm hand wrapped around my balls, I realized that this wasn’t going where I had originally intended. Srink was in a world of her own, eyes rolled back as she clutched at the hand I held to her mouth. It only reinforced the thought that she wanted it there. I wasn’t sure where one of her orgasms ended and the next began, but I was slowly approaching my own.

      “It’s time for the other hole, sir,” Yil whispered.

      I grunted as she squeezed my shaft and pulled it right out. Srink’s eyes were hooded as she stared up at me with what could only be described as desperate longing. Yil steered me towards Srink’s lower hole, but my cock slipped off her ass, hitting her thigh on the first thrust. That prompted Srink to spread her legs even wider for my second shot.

      This time, my cock met the ring of muscle and pushed through with deceptive ease. Yil removed her hand, giving my balls a gentle squeeze as she urged me on. Without a womb in the way, I was free to push my entire length into Srink’s ass, where I rested for a moment as she twitched and spasmed below me.

      “I’m sorry goddess,” Yil whispered, as she crawled up and lay beside Srink. “I fear my loyalties have strayed.”

      Srink slowly turned her head and looked Yil in the eye. I pulled my hand away and Srink licked her lips.

      “No Yil,” she whispered. “I gave you the tools, and you gave me prayer. But you never gave me your loyalty.”

      Yil didn’t seem to know what to say before Srink pulled her into a fierce kiss. The two ladies began to make out below me. With the visual stimulation, I pulled back and thrust firmly into Srink’s ass, making my goblin groan through her pleasure. When one of Yil’s hands slipped down the greedy goddess’s body towards her clit, I palmed Yil’s ass in return.

      With a pair of fingers curled into Yil’s dripping pussy, I thrust firmly into Srink’s ass, driving the three of us to our mutual satisfactions. I craved them both; their cries, the eagerness and knowing they were mine. Hammering into my goddess, I admired how the swell of her belly glinted in the light. Her toes curled and her legs started to kick. When I raised her legs, Yil took hold of them, folding the goddess in half, before latching onto her mouth to muffle the screams.

      That gave me unfettered access to Srink’s body as I plundered her as I wanted. And it was only as I unleashed my seed, deep into her bowels, that I realized we had an audience. As I pulled free of Srink, the familiar green form of Uz leaped against my chest. I fell back as she slid down my body, chattering wildly as she gripped my still hard cock. My fingers, free of Yil’s pussy, ended up being engulfed in the mouth of a wide eyed Chiq, while a scale covered pussy appeared above me, lowering towards my mouth.

      In moments, I was at the bottom of a pile of women taking what they wanted from me in a fit of unbridled lust.
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        * * *

      

      “This looks more like a keep than I expected.” I frowned as we took the stairs.

      What had started as an extra room dug out above the first was now a storage area. Filled with dried vegetables, meats and whatever else we had and needed, it was a different sight to how things were when I was here last.

      What was more, there was now a small gatehouse atop the slope. Where we had once slipped through a hidden gap beside a rock, it was now a small stone building opening up at ground level, with four walls and a roof. A pathway led out ahead to where a few stables were set up to receive goods. Not that they were in use. All around us, the farm that Luciel had started was now a fully blown plantation. Several kobolds were up here, along with a half dozen pobblebonks who seemed to be using some ability to spread water over the plants.

      “Pulvi did most of it,” Srink said. “I directed, and the kobold did the main work of digging and clearing.”

      “At least the little bastard has been productive while avoiding me,” I swore.

      “I was.” Pulvi rose from the ground with a grin. “I am so much more than you use me for.”

      “I use you for what I need,” I pointed out. “You not liking that isn’t my problem.”

      Pulvi frowned, but didn’t respond.

      “Things… had to change, Blath,” Srink said, touching my arm. “I made a few more deals with other gods.”

      “Like the pobblebonks?” I gestured to the workers which… Now I could see them, the males seemed to be the ones I recognized. Their females were… more like Hutu.

      “Yes, them,” Srink nodded. “And another.”

      “Another?”

      “You met them,” Srink said. “Though they haven’t had much to do with anything yet. They’re… different.”

      I thought about who I had met before and shook my head. “So, how does this all work now?” I asked as we stepped out of what turned out to be a short watchtower. It was then I realized the true extent of the changes. There was a wall halfway up the slope made of thick stone blocks. Anyone trying to get in would be trying to siege uphill, like taking a bailey castle. Only the castle wasn’t just built atop the bailey, but buried within.

      “What’s to stop anyone digging under?” I asked.

      “Our newest friends,” Srink grinned. “The small rivers that run between the slopes will flood should anyone try to get in. Their numbers are low, but I said I’d introduce you.”

      I frowned at that. Pobblebonks were aquatic. Who else… I paused and shook my head. “I think I know who you’re talking about.”

      Srink nodded as she led the way down the slope. The path was steep, but easier to manage than climbing the slope had been originally. As we walked, the kobold paused to watch us, while several pobblebonks stared with their big, beady eyes. A pair of kobold holding bows stared down from the simple stone gatehouse, while a trio ran to open the gate.

      “How are we going to support all these mouths?” I asked.

      “The farm is doing well,” Srink said. “We’re also bringing in a lot of fish.”

      I looked as we passed through the gate. “I don’t see anyone fishing?”

      “There are tunnels that open into the rivers themselves,” Srink said. “The pobblebonks are able to drag nets without revealing themselves. It would be extremely difficult to get into the grotto beneath the water as well.”

      “I’m glad you trust them so much,” I pointed out.

      “I’ve had to make concessions, but… yes. I do.” Srink nodded.

      We walked down the small path and reached the water’s edge. I glanced down at Srink, who was staring at the water, before smiling.

      “Oathbreaker,” a familiar voice called.

      “Klemoni,” I recalled as the first of the sisters raised her head from the water. “And your sisters, Nemoni and Temomi.”

      “It warms our heart that you remembered us,” Nemoni smiled.

      Truthfully, I cheated. Nemoni was a water wraith, some kind of spellcaster, while Klemoni was a silt strider and Temomi was a paladin. All were made obvious when I examined them with my ability.

      “The three of them patrol our waters,” Srink said. “Their god wants more from you before bringing more of their kind to this world.”

      “We are not common,” Temomi smiled sadly. “Though that is not always by choice. Our numbers have diminished, even as our personal strength has grown.”

      Considering I didn’t know what they were, I couldn’t refute that. Even with my ability, it didn’t say what they actually were. Which meant either they weren’t natural, or they were something older. The ‘older’ part worried me. There were countless nameless horrors in existence. Not all of them could be trusted, even at the best of times. If these ladies were here to guard our waterways, I could only trust that they were going to do so on their terms. Terms I had yet to learn.

      “Well… You’ve done right by us so far.” I nodded at the trio. “I’ll do my best to hold up our end of the bargain you’ve set with Srink.”

      The trio grinned as Srink squeezed my arm.

      “We look forward to breeding with you, champion.”

      I blinked and gave a small nod. “Of course you do.”

      “Which brings me to the pobblebonks,” Srink whispered.

      “Let me guess, I have to get a few of them pregnant too?” I guessed.

      Srink smiled. I rolled my eyes as the trio of sisters giggled amongst one another.
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        * * *

      

      “How did we get here?” I asked.

      Srink sighed and leaned into me. Atop the new watchtower, nothing was quite how I remembered it. When we first arrived here, the plan was to blend in. Be as inconspicuous as possible. Now, we had a damn tower atop a slope that even the worst scouts couldn’t help but spot from miles away. Anyone that approached would find the rivers guarded, first by the strange ability of the three sisters—then, by ambushes laid by the pobblebonks.

      And now, we were expanding once more. The tiephlings that came with us were setting up a new walled compound on the next slope over. There was already a tunnel connecting them to us, and their wall was already half complete with Pulvi hard at work. None of this would be possible without the little earth spirit. Soon enough, there would be a small city here, just to house everyone.

      The only thing standing in our way of that, was what Srink and I could see on the horizon. Far out there, on the tundra, there was a fire. The smoke rose high into the sky where all could see it. Karvenom was coming here, to the slopes. Just as I knew he would. And like any good monster, he was preparing the way by burning all that he passed.

      I could only hope that when he arrived, it would be without enough oil to burn this, too. Because the slopes were too damp to burn otherwise.

      “Blath?”

      “Hmm?” I looked down at the goddess. “What is it?”

      “When this is over. What do you want?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Already have what I want, and more.”

      “You aspire to nothing?” she asked.

      “I’m about to be a father, several times over,” I said, staring at the smoke. “I don’t think I’m going to have time for aspirations. And something tells me that most of you aren’t going to be satisfied with just the one child each.”

      Srink smirked and leaned into my side. I put my arm over her shoulders and held her close.

      “Do you ever think about where gods come from?” She asked.

      “No,” I frowned. “No, that isn’t something I’ve ever considered.”

      Srink nodded. “Our child will not be a god, Blath.”

      I nodded, then frowned. “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not.”

      Srink smiled. “If a child becomes a god, they are thrown to the wolves. Brought to the world of gods while they are still developing and changing their entire identities. It is a burden to bear like none other, that can cause drastic changes to the world and the people they represent.”

      I frowned and looked down at her as she stared right ahead.

      “Our child will not be a god, Blath,” Srink whispered, almost like a mantra.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked.

      She smiled softly and looked up at me. “Nothing that matters right now.”

      “Oh?” I grinned as she slipped a hand up the inside of my loincloth. “This looks like you’re trying to distract me.”

      “Is it working?” she asked as she leaned in and nuzzled my crotch.

      “Tell you what,” I said as I scooped her into my arms and lifted her up so I could kiss her. “I’ll let you keep this to yourself. But you need to tell me the moment I need to know.”

      “I can do that,” Srink said with a nod. “But to be certain I remember, I need a powerful… memory… inserted.”

      “Horny little goblin,” I chuckled as I reached for my loincloth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “War chief.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned to the old tiephling. “Good to see you made it back safely, Pobesa.”

      “More than I can say for the rest of my people,” she sighed.

      I thought about that, remembering the first attack. The child. “When those arrows came over the wall,” I recalled. “There was a child.”

      “Alive,” Pobesa nodded. “She is feverish, but I have hope she will recover. The wound was deep, but not fatal. Many of the ingredients for salves are plentiful here on the slopes.”

      “Good,” I nodded. “At least here, the civilians will have somewhere to hide when the arrows fall.”

      “I suspect that will happen quicker than you think,” Pobesa muttered.

      We were atop the grotto. The tiephling camp had spread out. Their accommodations were barely tents. Leaf strewn lean-tos crammed in amongst one another in the open air. There would be room in the tunnels once the kobold dug out a few extra chambers, but it would be a few weeks. It wasn’t worth trying to build permanent structures out in the open, but cramming them like sardines into the tunnels wasn’t a great idea, either.

      Something that Vallia didn’t like, but understood the necessity. Part of her dislike stemmed from guilt. She was sleeping down in the nest with the rest of us, so she spent most of her days on the surface with her people. I was right there with her, trying to figure out the best way to defend the slopes in the coming attack.

      “Do you think he’s likely to siege us, or try to take the walls?” I asked.

      Pobesa let out a long sigh. “I’m not sure. He might do both. At least it will be difficult to bring siege weapons into the slopes.”

      That was the one comfort. With the ground this uneven, there was no real way to use siege weapons here. Trebuchets and catapults didn’t have a flat surface to sit on. Placing them atop the nearby slopes would put them too far away for any but the largest and most powerful ranged weapons. The water streaming between the slopes would make it impossible to build towers, and battering rams would have to be driven uphill.

      On the other hand, all it would take was a few dozen men with bows and access to flaming arrows, and our farms would be at constant risk of burning. We could only keep things so damp before the plants would rot in the ground. Walling them up would cut the sunlight and cause other problems.

      “What we need,” I said as I scratched my chin, “is to make their lives as miserable as possible while building up as many defenses here quickly. Get the walls as tall and as thick as we can while trapping the surrounding area as much as we can.”

      “Wood is scarce on the slopes,” Pobesa pointed out.

      “Plenty of dirt and I’m sure I can do something about rock,” I pointed out. “How are your people with traps?”

      “Nothing of particular use in war,” Pobesa said shaking her head.

      “Don’t need to be of traditional use in war, they just need to know the concept.” I nodded decisively. “Find me your hunters.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not sure I’m comfortable killing someone, even with a trap,” an older woman frowned.

      “We’re not trying to.” I shook my head. “The idea isn’t to kill them with these traps. Only to hurt them. One injured soldier needs another to carry them back to their healers. Then there’s the healers themselves. Overwhelmed even before the fighting begins.”

      I grinned. “You’re all used to setting snares, pitfalls and other things. This is no different.”

      There were a few nods, even if most of them looked unsure. “Even something like a wooden log rolling down a hill can knock men off their feet. What I need is teams to go out into the slopes, ahead of Karvenom’s people, and make a nuisance of themselves.”

      “Alone?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “And I’ll be out there too. Even just a small foot sized hole with a sharpened stick in the bottom would make these attackers think twice before putting their foot down.” I looked around at the gathered tiephlings. “You know where to put these traps. You’re used to reading the land. Seeing where they are likely to walk. How people will move out here. And then, with a bit of effort, we can make their lives hell and cut down on the numbers we’re going to be dealing with even before they get here.”

      “He’s right,” Vallia said, walking over to the group. “This isn’t about honor. Karvenom cares nothing for the spirit of our ancestors. He’s a monster that will burn whatever he can’t kill, rape and conquer. We can’t let that happen.”

      “So we’re going to break up into groups,” I said, bringing the attention back to me. “Pack light, bring only what you need. We can see where Karvenom’s people are coming from. They haven’t gotten far yet. We move out half a day and work our way back, laying as many obstacles as we can.”

      “Think of your families,” Vallia called. “Your friends. Loved ones. Think of what you have to lose if we do not survive this conflict. Think of what our conquerors would do to your children should we fail. This is about more than us. This is about our future.”

      I was grateful she came over when she did. I was getting through to them slowly, but she cut right to the core of the issue. This wasn’t just one war leader facing off against another. This was about a fundamental shift in their way of life, forevermore. If Karvenom could take this clan, what was to stop him taking others? The man was on a warpath. It was foolish to think he’d stop here once he had a taste for it.

      With Vallia’s help, we broke up into groups. Part of me was loathe to part from her, but Vallia ended up with her own team. This wasn’t like the scouting party she was with when I first found her. Just a trio. Three-person teams. Two to work, with one to keep watch on their surroundings. They could alternate as needed.

      I was paired with the grumpy middle-aged woman who had spoken up first. Alongside her, was her teenage nephew. A bright kid, who seemed rather nervous about leaving the safety of our new walls.

      “War leader?”

      “Blath,” I shook my head. “While out like this, calling me war leader is going to get annoying. Just call me Blath.”

      “Blath,” she nodded. “I’m Zoncar, and this is Dusuni.”

      “Nice to meet you both.” I nodded as I watched Vallia cross the stream at the bottom of the slope, already on her way out.

      “I want some assurances,” Zoncar said. “For the boy–”

      “Auntie,” Dusuni pleaded and shook his head.

      “I can’t give assurances,” I apologized. “This is war. There are those who want to kill us, and anything is possible.” She narrowed her eyes and lowered her chin slightly. It put her horns forward, and I knew it was a bit of a threat display. “What I can offer,” I said, meeting her eyes. “Is that I will do my best. For him, if not for you both.”

      She let out a snarl and looked at her nephew, who was staring at his feet. “Fine. But if I make it home and he doesn’t… When Karvenom is dead, I’m going to hold you down, while my sister guts you.”

      “Auntie!” Dusuni snapped.

      “Fair enough,” I chuckled. “Don’t worry about your aunt,” I nodded at the teen. “She means well.”

      The next piece of news brought mixed feelings. We were taking a different track to the rest of them. While I expected Vallia to busy herself with exactly what I had suggested, with snares and pitfalls, I had other plans in mind. With Pulvi’s help, I was going to build a few things bigger. Nastier. With our attackers too busy staring at their feet, I hoped to create something that would send them running.

      What I hadn’t expected was for a fourth individual to hurry up behind us as we climbed over the first slope.

      “Champion!”

      I sighed and looked back. She was dressed in that same toga looking outfit. Only now, with a bag slung over her shoulders and a staff in her hand. She had a wide grin on her face as she panted, coming up the slope behind us.

      “Hutu. I didn’t realize you were coming with us.” I frowned.

      “I didn’t either,” she said with a nod. “Srink asked me to tag along.”

      “Of course she did,” I grunted, before nodding at Dusuni and his aunt.

      They started walking once more, and I waited just long enough for the new priestess to catch up, before continuing after the tiephlings. I could make out a few of the teams spreading out into the slopes. We were all ambling in the same direction. Just spreading ourselves out far enough to cover a wider area. It wasn’t likely that Karvenom would take a direct path here.

      He’d send scouts and roam the slopes for a while. That was how Malron had found us in the end. It wouldn’t be difficult for Karvenom to do the same. I didn’t expect the three aquatic sisters to be of much use on the large scale. There was only the three of them, in the end. I’d appreciate what they could do for me, but their numbers were severely limited.

      “Can you keep up?” I asked.

      Hutu frowned at me. “I’ll have you know–”

      “Look.” I turned to face her. “If you can’t keep up, and we get attacked out there, you’re going to get yourself killed. So before we get too far from home—can you keep up?”

      She frowned. Then nodded slowly. “I’ll manage.”

      “You better,” I said, before turning to march after the tiephlings. “Because I’m not carrying you if you can’t.”

      “You carried Yil,” Hutu pointed out.

      “Yil didn’t volunteer.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is probably as close as we want to get.” I frowned as I looked over the area. “That smoke is coming from the very edge of the slopes. If they’re burning what’s behind them, that means they’re here already.”

      “Should we head back?” Zoncar asked.

      “Not yet.” I shook my head. “Those flames are still fresh, and this late in the day, they’re not getting much further. Probably do something dumb like try to burn the slopes too. That’ll be interesting.”

      “Then where do you want to start?”

      “You’re on the small stuff. I want distractions. Keep them staring at the ground, so they miss what I’m planning.”

      “And what are you planning?” Dusuni asked.

      “Something bigger.”

      I left them to it. Hutu had a moment of panic when she realized we were splitting up. Rather than stick with the two tiephlings at the bottom of the slope, she huffed and puffed, making her climb to the top with me.

      It made sense to me that the tiephlings, for the most part, would walk along the waterline. It was flatter there, easier to move. They’d probably bring boats or rafts and float their supplies. It would be the smart thing to do, and what I hoped the sisters would help with.

      I watched as aunt and nephew began their preparations. Using sticks, they began to dig trenches that would catch unaware tiephlings up to the knee. That in itself would be a distraction. But by then using those sticks as spiked in the bottom of the pit, they added an extra element to it all. What I needed to do was set traps of my own.

      For that, I sat atop the slope and began to concentrate.

      “What are you doing?”

      I sighed and tried to ignore her.

      “They’re down there working, and you’re just sitting here.”

      I opened my eyes and stared at Hutu, who had a cross look on her face. “Do I question how you do things?”

      “You’re not doing anyth–AHH!”

      I opened a hole in the ground beneath her feet and she yelped as she fell into it. The glare she had for me meant nothing as I slowly filled it in from beneath her once more. With Hutu getting the message, I was able to concentrate. I felt down into the ground. This strange ability I had gained since meeting Pulvi was going to be of a huge help.

      The plant growth on the slopes made things easier than I expected. All the grasses, vines, and other plants created a thin barrier over the earth below. All I needed to do was weaken that barrier somewhat. Roots from all the plants anchored the ground in place. By separating those roots and forcing the ground to push them up, I would kill the grass, but I would also create a section of the slope that wasn’t stable.

      Hutu kept her mouth shut and watched as… nothing visible happened. But I smoothed the ground beneath the roots and used spikes of stone to act as cutting teeth in a wide arc around the area. The plants created a firm matting that would support the weight of a few people. But my hope was that when an army of tiephlings walked over it, that would cause a small landslide.

      I grinned as I finished setting the first one, and after checking the progress of the tiephlings below, I made my way down the far side of the slope to the next one, and began the process once more.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Hmm?” I frowned.

      Hutu shook her head. “I’ve done nothing helpful since arriving here. Just get in the way, say the wrong thing, and make you upset.”

      Dusuni and Zoncar shifted nervously across from us. The sun had fallen a while ago. It was both nice to be out of the sun, and daunting seeing the orange glow of the flames in the distance. Twice, I thought I had spotted tiephling scouts, but I couldn't be sure. They were moving quickly, and when I turned to look they were already gone.

      The best I could do was finish my work quickly so that we could move on. We were still probably a day from home, having ranged further than the rest, longer if something slowed us down. I just hoped we all made it back. Vallia was the most vulnerable out here. If Karvenom got his hands on her, he’d probably use her as bait to get me to do something stupid. It’d probably work, too.

      “Did Srink really send you?” I asked. Hutu let out a sigh, and I nodded. “So, what did you want out of this?”

      “I thought I’d be able to find a time to get you alone,” she admitted.

      “Alright, I think we need some sleep,” Zoncar announced.

      “I Know what sex is, aunty,” Dusuni complained.

      “She’s right though,” I sighed. “We should leave first thing in the morning. Which means getting some rest.”

      “You said not to set up camp though,” Dusuni pointed out.

      “I did.” I nodded. “For this.”

      It was relatively easy to do this after attempting it so many times. Dusuni and his aunt Zoncar both yelped as the ground they sat on suddenly sank into the ground. I watched them vanish and closed the top over, leaving a small, grass covered hole at the top. It would give them a way out if needed, and some fresh air for the night.

      Then I turned my attention to Hutu, who frowned at me. She didn’t get much to say as she sank below the ground in a similar sized hole to the others. And with them all safe, I lay back in the grass and made a hole for myself, closing it up to cut the light of the evening stars as I tried to get some sleep.

      Only to snap awake as I heard a yelp. I jerked in place, almost smacking my head on the earth wall before me. I only just remembered I was underground as I heard a scuffle, followed by a scream. That scream didn’t sound like it came from Zoncar or her nephew, which meant it came from either Hutu, or someone else nearby.

      What I could also hear was digging.

      “The hell is this?” someone snarled.

      “GO AWAY!”

      I pushed myself up, opening the ground in front of me. It was the middle of the night still. Maybe a little before midnight if I had to guess, going by the position of the moon. The hole where I buried aunt and nephew was undisturbed, but there was a tiephling brushing dirt off his leg while staring at the hole left for Hutu to breathe.

      “BLATH!”

      “Blath?” the tiephling grinned. “You know him?”

      “BLATH!” Hutu screamed again.

      I got up, and the tiephling must have heard me. He spun with a shocked expression that lasted all of a moment as my open hand slammed into his face. He struggled, grasping at my wrist as I hoisted him off the ground. Holding him like this kept him quiet. I didn’t want him yelling for help, even if Hutu was doing an admirable job herself.

      “BLATH! THEY FOUND US!”

      I squeezed. The tiephling kicked helplessly before going for his belt where there was a knife. I took hold of his hand as he gripped the weapon. I could feel his jaw working as he tried to bite my hand. I kept my grip and shoved him onto the ground.

      “BLATH HELP ME PLEASE!”

      I shook my head as the tiephling slowly suffocated. He kicked in the grass, scratching at my hand with his one free hand, while the other was uselessly held at his side. I stared into his eyes as they bulged. His face darkened in the moonlight and his body began to jerk. He was desperate. The ability to fight slipped into panic and the harder he thrashed, the quicker he ran out of air. Until finally, with a few shudders, the tiephling fell limp.

      With a sigh, I pulled his hand off the knife. When he didn’t fight, I pulled the blade and quickly jammed it into his eye, twisting it around for good measure. Knowing he was dead for sure, and there was no chance he’d open his mouth and scream, I finally let him go.

      “BLAAAATH!”

      I shook my head and sent the body into the ground. It would fertilize the plants here and nobody would be any wiser.

      “PLEAAAASE!”

      “Hutu,” I hissed.

      “HE’S GOING TO KILL ME!”

      “HUTU!”

      “HE KNOWS MY NAME! BLAAAAATH!”

      I slapped my hand to my face and made my way over to the hole before opening it. Huta screamed, and I dropped down to cover her mouth. But as I loomed overhead, her eyes bulged. And with inhuman dexterity, she shoved her arms and legs backwards at impossible angles, launching herself bodily off the ground, connecting with my midsection.

      “BLATH!”

      “Fuck,” I stumbled back, as four strong limbs wrapped around me.

      “YOU CAME!”

      “Dammit Hutu!” I snapped, grabbing her by the mouth. “Shut up!”

      “MMMM!” She nodded.

      I let out a sigh and released her mouth.

      “THANK YOU!”

      I snarled and grabbed her mouth again. She continued to talk as I looked around. There was always a chance this scout had some friends. Ones that I didn’t want snooping about. But with Hutu like this, it was only a matter of time before we were found. I rolled my eyes and closed over the hole she was hiding in, before dropping the two of us back into the one I was hiding in.

      Here, I closed it over, sealing us within, before coming to a terrible realization.

      “Hutu?” I hissed, causing her to finally fall silent. “Why are you naked?”

      “Mm mmMmm mm mmMMmm.” I released her mouth, and she cleared her throat. “I said, I always sleep naked.”

      “On mission?”

      “You never told me I couldn’t!” she snapped.

      Pobblebonks were… strange. Their skin wasn’t slimy, but it had a wet sensation to it. Like holding a polished stone, but… softer. Having an entire woman made of slick softness lying atop me caused some rather unintended sensations as she slipped back and forth.

      “Stop that.”

      “What?”

      “You know what,” I growled.

      Hutu made a small chirp. Just a single blonk, not unlike the frogs they resembled . Only pitched much higher.

      “Does this form arouse you?”

      “No,” I lied.

      “It’s okay, you know,” she whispered.

      “Hutu,” I warned her.

      “Do you know how my kind mates, Blath?” She whispered.

      “Not–”

      “We store eggs,” she continued. “Our males fertilize us and we carry them to a nearby water source.”

      “Do you ever stop talking?” I grunted.

      “No,” she giggled.

      “What’s your goal here?” I asked. “Spell it out.”

      “My god hopes that by providing our females with this kind of body, you will fertilize our eggs and the newest generation will be stronger than their forefathers.” She shifted slightly, and I felt one of her legs pull itself impossibly up my side, before her toes pushed my loincloth up. “But if I gain your seed, I will earn more favor than even they.”

      “I thought you were one of Srink’s priestesses?” I frowned as I reached down to try to stop her. That leg was rather strong, though.

      “I am,” she whispered. “But also not. But I’m willing to change that.”

      “So easily?”

      Hutu laughed and shook her head. “I am to be the mother of my people. A new beginning for us all.”

      I felt something watching us and I frowned. It felt like when Srink did, but… different. She sensed my distraction and, with that impossibly flexible leg, shoved my loincloth aside, letting my cock spring out and press up between her legs. She was cool, and the slick texture of her skin was intensified by the lubrication between her legs.

      “Oh,” she trembled. “I’ve never had a clitoris before.”

      “What?”

      Hutu moaned as she rocked her hips, sliding my cock between her labia. “Sex was never pleasurable for my kind. It was an act of procreation and yet… this body.”

      She moaned and rocked faster. I’d had enough. Taking her by the hips, I lifted, only for that flexible leg of hers to slip between us. I wasn’t sure how it happened, but it was like her toes were as dexterous as her fingers. They grabbed me, and with her other leg, she pulled down. Her scream echoed inside our little cavern. My cock speared deep into her. No mercy, no warning.

      Her core squeezed down as she grabbed hold of me.

      “Dammit, Hutu!” I snarled.

      “I’ve… never!” She trembled violently.

      “Hutu,” I sighed.

      “N-no,” she gulped. “N-needed it… Saved me… Procreation…”

      “You look like you’re in pain,” I pointed out.

      Hutu made another chirp and shook her head. “No pain. Just… sensation. Nothing like it.”

      And there it was… I had a decision to make. Did I take that to mean this was the first time she’d experienced sexual pleasure? Was it right to ruin that memory for her? I thought about it for all of a few moments before rolling the two of us over. Hutu clung to me as I lay her on the ground where I had been sleeping.

      “What?”

      I ignored her as I took hold of both of her ankles. With me on top, she wasn’t strong enough to resist as I pulled her legs off me. Her arms tightened around my shoulders, but that didn’t bother me in the least as I tucked her legs up and crossed her ankles behind her head.

      “This is—Oh!”

      “Oh,” I agreed as I thrust forward.

      “Oh, I like this,” she moaned.

      “Good,” I grunted.

      Her anatomy was different from the rest of my ladies. She wasn’t human, nor goblin, kobold or tiephling. Her pussy was cold, slick, and smooth, with no hint of resistance as I slid into her. Though she seemed to enjoy it a lot, moaning softly with each thrust.

      “Can you go harder?”

      I frowned and tightened my grip on her as I hammered into her. She made that same squeak from before and her legs started to shake. Her insides became all slippery, and I could hear wet squelches as she started to orgasm around me.

      “BLATH!”

      “Fuck,” I snarled and slapped my hand over her mouth once more.

      Lying atop her, I continued to pummel her, heedless of her as she clung desperately to me as I had her however I wanted. She writhed and moaned, babbling incoherently behind my hand until finally I felt my end rush up to meet me.

      With a snarl, I gripped her tightly and forced myself deep inside her. My first jet of seed sprayed deep inside and Hutu’s body jerked in place. Throb after throb made her wince and moan.

      A few minutes passed as I held her to my side. As we caught our breath, she giggled.

      “It feels so hot.”
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      I was filling in the edges of a hole, blending it in to make it look like the surrounding area. It was a fine line. Too many traps in too small an area and they would be forced to send someone in to sweep the entire area. More spread out would make that take too long and would push Karvenom to march in, heedless to the danger.

      Hutu, after our first time together, insisted on having a second go. Then a third this morning. I had thought that she might be sore for her first time. It didn’t seem like it, though. If anything, she was insatiable, as she used those powerful legs of hers to bounce herself on my lap, faster than I thought physically possible. Still, in the light of day, her personality had gone through a strange transformation.

      She still wasn’t particularly useful with anything. But what she lacked in overall skill, she made up for with sheer determination.

      “Blath, I’ve got the next spot marked out,” she blonked happily.

      I checked the ground and nodded. I shaped the ground to have grass fill the hole. A single step might not collapse it. But a horse, or the steady march of several soldiers, would cause a failure. The wooden stakes within would spear into the leg as they tried to pull out. The overall goal, to maim them and drain Karvenom’s resources. First, by cutting back the overall number of soldiers to march on us. And then by forcing others to stay behind to care for the injured.

      I couldn’t imagine even his troops would stand watching their members cut down for inconvenience, even though they were heartless bastards. I just hoped they had a modicum of respect for themselves, if not for others.

      “Alright,” I nodded and looked up.

      Truthfully, Hutu wasn’t doing a bad job. She checked the area, looking at where I was placing traps; anywhere the ground was a little disturbed already. Anywhere an odd lump, bump or rise wouldn’t be out of place was a good section to leave a trap. Then, for good measure, I put extra effort into putting a few down on flatter, safer looking spots, just to keep them confused.

      Hutu had spent most of the morning picking out spots for me, using a stick as a marker. She didn’t move that far ahead, keeping within shouting range at all times. Seeing her smile made me grin, despite myself. I’d bedded her. She wasn’t going anywhere. That much I was certain of. The only problem I found was that she seemed to be acting like I was the one to worship. Not Srink. That in itself was confusing. I was a champion, not a god. When beings prayed to their deity, it was for that deity to send me. Not the other way around.

      I just hoped it started and ended with her. I didn’t know how I was going to explain things to Srink if I ended up with my own following. Especially when those following me were her own followers at one point.

      “Lets–”

      I flinched as a horn cut through the air.

      I looked around, trying to figure out what direction it was coming from. But this deep in the slopes, the sound echoed around in all directions. All I could guess was that it was close enough to be a scouting party, and not the main army.

      “Blath, what was–urk!”

      I snagged her around the waist as I sprinted up the slope. Hutu squawked and flailed, but ultimately held on as I rushed to the top. I crested the slope and whirled around, seeing several teams running in all directions. Down on the other side of the slope, I could make out that Zoncar and Dusuni had spotted me and were coming my way. As I was looking for the source of the horn, I snarled, watching as a horse broke over a slope before running down a fleeing tiephling.

      “Run!” I shouted. “Back to the grotto!”

      I pried Hutu free. She was looking scared. I gave her ass a slap and pushed her towards the aunt and nephew, who were turning to run back home.

      “But–”

      “GO!” I shouted as I tore down the slope towards the approaching horses.

      This ground wasn’t great for them. They wouldn’t be able to organize a cavalry charge, but small numbers were still a threat. I didn’t have time to look back as I leaped over the stream between the slopes before charging up the other side. I wasn’t armed, but I could feel Pulvi’s presence nearby. Enough to tell me I had access to a weapon if needed. And with scouts this close, I was going to have a need.

      When I broke over the top of this next slope, I could make out a trio of horses below me. They had followed a pair of trappers down. The corpse of the first they had run down lay sprawled in the grass. Another was pleading for mercy, only to be cut down with their hands up.

      Before I knew what I was doing, a roar escaped my lips. Mid stride, I pulled back and threw my borrowed power into the ground. When I shoved forward, the ground erupted beneath my feet, thrusting me through the air. The trio of horses below me spun as I slammed into the tiephling holding the bloody sword.

      He let out a muffled cry as I drove them to the ground. My fist cracked into his helmeted head. The metal dented as the tiephling cried out once more.

      “Trenor!”

      “Get him!”

      I picked up their friend and threw him into the first speaker. These soldiers were only lightly armored. Their horses panicked and, with the sudden impact of having a body thrown at them, there were now two tiephlings on the ground. The third spun his horse and kicked in his heels. His horse bolted, only to slip as a trap engulfed the beast’s leg. The horse screamed as the wooden stakes speared into its flesh, and the rider hit the ground. I made my way over to the two injured tiephlings. The first, with the dented helmet, was lying slack and cross-eyed on his partner.

      That one was struggling.

      “Off! Get off!”

      “Trying,” the dazed one mumbled.

      I thought about what Pulvi had told me. About being able to summon a weapon without it being Pulvi itself. That thought remained in the forefront of my mind. But failed to inspire me as I raised a boulder to my side. The tiephling on the bottom of the pile, still conscious, froze in fear as I lifted the rock over my head.

      “WAIT!”

      I dropped it. The tiephling squelched alongside his friend as the boulder crushed his head and torso. The dazed one twitched and jerked violently as I threw my power into the earth, sinking them both below the ground.

      The third member with the injured horse was already upright. He wasn’t trying to fight, though. On his own legs, leaving his dying steed behind, he was running as fast as his legs would take him. I wasn’t about to let that happen. With a snarl of my own, I began my chase. He had half a slope head start, but I would close that gap before we got down the next side.

      The scout, though, wasn’t going to just wait for me. He sprinted, casting only a single glance behind him to see where I was. When he saw me coming, his only reaction was to double down and rush over the crest of the slope. I breathed hard, pumping air into my lungs as I charged after him, only to duck as an arrow flew over the moment I appeared at the top.

      “GET HIM!”

      When I stood, it was to see another group of horses charging towards me. On the soft ground of the slopes, I had struggled to hear the beasts in time to react properly. There were another two teams of dead tiephlings, along with a couple of broken traps. I didn’t have time to process any of that now. The fleeing scout was the one with the bow and he was about to loose a second arrow even as a trio of mounted tiephlings was charging towards me with spears drawn.

      The ground here wasn’t even, nor was it flat. The horses weren’t at full charge, but they weren’t slow, either. I had a moment to think and timed my first move. As the leading spearman came towards me, aiming to take me in the chest, the archer fired his shot. He was standing close to the leading horse, so as he released his arrow I swept the ground out from under both of them. The archer’s eyes went wide in shock as the arrow slipped from his grasp.

      His shot sliced over my shoulder, missing me only narrowly. Moments later, a horse landed atop him, screaming, as the earth slid down into the stream below. The next two horses broke apart, coming from two slightly different directions and splitting my focus, only for an arrow to sprout from the tiephling higher on the slope. He let out a yell, tumbling off his horse as the beast panicked and turned.

      That left the last and slowest one for me to deal with. He came in with a snarl, stabbing out with his spear. I didn’t hesitate in raising the ground just in front of the horse’s legs. It only took a small lump, but with no time to adjust, the horse struck the berm and fell forward, taking the rider with it. The tiephling slammed headfirst into the ground as the horse broke its neck.

      It was then a simple matter to snatch the spear from the dazed tiephling and drive it into his chest. When I looked up, a handful of the teams I had sent out were rallying. One tiephling, above me on the next slope over, held a bow, and I gave them an appreciative nod. A quick scan of the area and I shook my head.

      “Retreat!”

      A chorus of, “Yes, war leader!” echoed through the slopes.

      I kept the spear for now and checked the others. The archer I had chased was bubbling at the nose. His ribs were caved in from the kick of the horse that had taken him out. The rider was gasping as he lay with several obviously broken limbs. If they weren’t here to murder and rape, I might have spared them. Still, needless suffering wasn’t something I enjoyed either. A swift end was all they got before I followed after my fleeing people.

      I jogged after them. These people weren’t slow, but they lacked my stats. Strength and stamina were hallmarks of any good barbarian. I kept a measured pace at the rear of the pack as a horn echoed behind us. When I turned, I spotted one final group. A young couple… and Vallia.

      I froze as Vallia turned. She had her bow and fired behind her before continuing her run. I changed my mind. They were still a distance from me. She might have thought her skills would let her get closer to the enemy than everyone else. Whatever the reason, she was the most vulnerable right now. I sprinted back the way I came, spotting another group of horses cresting the slope behind them.

      As I charged down the slope I was already on, I lost sight of them; I heard the blaring of another horn. I had a horrible feeling that this wasn’t just a scouting party, but an advance force.

      Cresting the next slope, I spotted Vallia. Her determined scowl plastered across her face as she saw me. Right on her tail was the first of the scouts. They saw me before halting their horse to blow a horn. The tone cut off as Vallia turned and loosed an arrow into the tiephling’s horse. The beast screamed and fell, taking the scout with them.

      “Okay, Pulvi, gonna need your help soon,” I grunted as I rushed to meet them.

      The young couple who ran ahead of my lover had relieved looks on their face as they approached.

      “Don’t stop!” I yelled as I rushed past without a word.

      Vallia was a fair way behind them, still coming down that slope as I rushed to meet her at the bottom. That was when a horse came around the side at a canter. The rider didn’t stop like the first one, instead blowing his horn as he kicked his heels. Vallia raised her bow, only for a second scout to appear where the first had fallen to her arrow.

      With two targets, Vallia spun and fired at the one above, as they would have the most momentum to run her down, leaving the one charging along the water’s edge for me. I wound back with my borrowed spear and returned it to the closest member of Karvenom’s horde. The tiephling gaped silently as the steel tip punched through their chest cavity. Their eyes widened as they turned to face me, which only served to help drag them from their horse.

      I skidded to a halt as Vallia leaped over the stream between the slopes. She landed in my arms and I kissed her. Only for a moment, before she broke away and gave me a grin.

      “I knew you’d come.”

      “If only to spank that little blue ass of yours for getting so close to them,” I growled.

      “I had to,” she frowned. “I needed to know how many there were.”

      “And?” I sighed.

      Vallia frowned. “He’s taken at least one other clan before now.”

      “What are we looking at?” I asked.

      “Almost a thousand,” she sighed.

      Fuck… We only had a couple hundred trained warriors at most. More if I put a weapon in every able-bodied hand. Even then, most of those weapons would be farming implements. We simply didn’t have enough to equip that many.

      “Fine,” I sighed. “We can survive a siege for a while. Give me time to think about a solution.”

      “If he gets too close, he might just burn us out,” Vallia said, her brow furrowed.

      “Deal with it later,” I grunted as another horn echoed. “Let’s go.”

      Vallia nodded before spinning out of my arms. When I turned, it was to dodge an arrow fired from another of the scouts. Vallia’s return shot grazed the horse, sending it into a panic, taking the rider with it.

      “Shit,” she swore.

      “Let’s go.” I took her arm and started to run.

      Behind us, I could hear the thundering of hooves. An arrow lanced into the grass beside me. I didn’t stop, and neither did Vallia. This was going to get worse before it got better. I stayed behind Vallia, pushing her ahead of me as we rushed over the crest. The other side was clear for all of a few moments before the shooter with the grazed horse came back into view. He had his beast under control and was coming in, spear at the ready.

      Even before I readied my next move, Vallia spun, dodging me as I tried to keep her moving. She raised her bow, and this arrow found a target in the man’s chest. Her grin turned to a frown as I grabbed her and threw her over my shoulder.

      “I can run!”

      “Then why’d you stop?!” I snarled back.

      Vallia struggled as I leaped over the next stream. I made my point as I charged up the other side and set her on her feet as I crested the top. Only to shove her down as a hail of arrows soared overhead. There was a team of archers on different angles now shooting at us. I grimaced and pushed her to run, rather than to stay and fight. If we had to fight, so be it, but there were better options right now.

      Keeping my head low and Vallia in front of me, we ran. Rather than going up and down the slopes, I kept us low and went around instead, following the stream. It meant that the horses had to follow to keep us in line of sight. It worked for a while. One or two arrows flew past as they rushed shots from a distance. Then they lost interest in shooting and closed the gap to take us with their spears.

      A pair of horses rushed ahead, coming around from the side. We were just ahead of them, and I practically threw Vallia over a stream before leaping after her. That forced the horses to cross the water at a slower pace with the finicky creatures, unsure of the depth of the water before they crossed it.

      Vallia wanted to stop and shoot while they were occupied with the water, but I swept her off her feet instead. A good thing too, as several arrows rained down around us as I started to run.

      “Dammit, Blath!” she snarled.

      “There will be enough fighting once we’re home,” I snarled as an arrow whistled over my head.

      Ducking to one side, I chanced a look back as the horses charged in. I threw out a hand, gripping the slope with my power, and pulled. It wasn’t much, but a sheet of grass and dirt pulling free caused the horses to shift direction. One went high, slowing right down, while the other was forced to send his horse into the water once more.

      Which was when a massive burst of water cut off the horse’s scream. For a single moment, I could swear I saw a tentacle wrapping around the tiephling’s face before the rider and horse vanished into the stream. Something thrashed below the surface and the rider who had gone high had a horrified look on his face as he stared at where his companion once was.

      “Well, that was terrifying,” Vallia muttered.

      “You saw that too?” I asked, as I started running again.

      “Those three sisters?”

      “I think so,” I nodded, though I had no idea which one it was.

      They weren’t going to risk themselves, but were being opportunistic. One lone horse was a good target. The streams weren’t terribly wide or deep. Most of the water had run off from the previous storms. Still, there seemed to be enough to make them utterly terrifying.

      When we reached the next stream, I swore I saw a smiling face below the surface as I leaped over. The rider coming up behind us brought his horse to a stop at the water’s edge. His eyes flicked from the water, back to me, before he whirled the beast around. I thought he was going to leave as he raced back up the slope, but he turned and charged right back once more.

      He kicked his horse, and the beast screamed before taking a mighty leap. Only… leaping from a downhill slope and trying to land on an uphill slope didn’t quite work out. The horse plowed into the bank. Something broke, and the creature tumbled into the water, where a very obvious member of the triplets swiftly dragged them beneath the surface, as several arrows struck the water around her.

      She let out a scream as one pierced her… I would guess thigh, going by her proportions. That scream cut off as she, the rider, and the horse vanished below the surface. With the terrified scouts watching on, I took hold of Vallia’s hand and rushed in the direction of home. I hoped the sister was okay, but that was something I’d have to look into later.
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        * * *

      

      “We made it,” Vallia laughed as we crossed through the gate.

      After the intervention by the aquatic sisters, Klemoni, Nemoni, and Temomi, the scouts lost interest in chasing us. I didn’t think it would last. As soon as there were more of them in one place, the sisters would leave them alone. It was unfortunate there weren’t dozens more of them. Still, I wasn’t about to argue with the results as Vallia and I passed into the relative safety of our home. Especially not as my goblins rushed to my side.

      “We heard the horns,” Srink called as she waddled down towards me.

      “We’re fine,” I grunted. “I’m more worried about you.”

      Chiq was the first to reach me, throwing herself into my arms. The slope giving her a height advantage meant she practically landed on my shoulder. It was cute for only a moment, before I felt her teeth in my neck.

      “Ah! Dammit!”

      “MMM!”

      I rolled my eyes as the rest caught up. Unlike the last time they jumped on and bit me, this time they left me standing. Not that Uz didn’t try slamming into my opposite shoulder just as Chiq did. The two of them were by far the clingiest, even as the others pressed in around us.

      “Ummm,” Yil gave me an odd look. Only to take my hand and bring it to her lips, before biting down on my thumb.

      “Really?” I smirked.

      “Should I bite him too?” Hutu asked.

      “Hutu,” I smiled. “Glad you made it back.”

      “I swam for most of it,” she smiled.

      That made sense. Aquatic species and all. She didn’t look wet, but she would have had plenty of time to change. She awkwardly moved in to stand beside Yil, who offered her my hand, which had me sigh as she bit down on my forearm in response.

      “I’ve never seen mating habits like this before,” Hutu commented as she released her jaw.

      “It’s not,” I grunted as someone on my hip started chewing. “Goblins bite to leave a mark they can trace later. It’s a hunting instinct, except they like to bite me so they know where to find me.”

      “Blath left us behind and almost died,” Virt announced, pulling her teeth from my leg. “We bite him so that we can track him the next time he leaves without telling us.”

      “Told you they’d never forgive you for it,” Vallia nudged me.

      “I stand by my decision,” I declared, earning myself Virt’s bite once more.
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        * * *

      

      “They’re not wasting any time, are they?”

      Srink shook her head. We were once again atop the lookout. Karvenom was here. His forces were just over the rise of the closest slopes. Even now, I could make out silhouettes on the skyline; the watching guards outlined by the orange glows from fires placed to keep them warm and ready in the dark.

      “They’ll attack in the morning,” I thought aloud. “Testing at first. See how our defenses hold. Test our mettle.”

      “What we have is basic, but firm,” Srink said and yawned. “Knowing you, you’re going to sit up here all night and keep watch, though, aren’t you?”

      I looked at her, and she smirked. “I would offer to keep you company, but I’m feeling more tired as my pregnancy continues.”

      “Then go to bed.” I smiled and leaned down to kiss her.

      In her advanced state of pregnancy, I didn’t want to risk picking her up and possibly squeezing her. Srink was happy enough for the attention though, and I helped her down the ladder before she vanished below ground once more.

      Truthfully, I was remembering the last evening we shared up in the tower here. It wasn’t to be, though. I knew that pregnancy took a toll, and I wasn’t about to push for something she wasn’t comfortable to give. Down below, I could make out a few of the tiephlings walking around. Guards by the wall, others making a few patrols. Kobold too, scurrying about in the grass where they wouldn’t be noticed.

      I took it all in, trying to think about what could be done. The answer was a lot. We just didn’t have time. Taller walls. Thicker walls. More walls. By digging holes to give cover from arrows, while creating berms to protect even further, we had done just about all we could do without having an extra few weeks or months to work at it.

      The underground network was the best chance we had if things went wrong. Seal the entrance and hope to tunnel out. But… that would only get us so far. We’d need multiple exits and even then it would be lucky if we weren’t…

      I heard footsteps on the ladder and turned to see Luciel climbing up to join me.

      “Luciel,” I smiled and took her hand, helping her the rest of the way up.

      She smiled widely, showing off her pointed teeth, and made a chirp as she moved in close.

      “Where’s our egg?” I asked. She hardly went anywhere without it. Even bathing.

      “I left it with Srink. She promised to keep it warm for me,” she smiled. “It’s nice that you think of our egg.”

      I nodded slowly. “Okay, then what–”

      “What does it mean to drain your cock into a willing cunt?”

      I snorted and straightened for a moment, only to chuckle at her innocent expression. She really had no idea. “It’s a rather crude way to talk about wanting to have sex.”

      Luciel nodded. Then leaned over. “I get it Yil! Thank you!”

      “You’re welcome, Luciel!” Yil’s voice echoed up from below.

      “Blath,” she smiled. “Please drain your cock into my willing cunt!”

      Somewhere out in the dark, I swear I heard Pobesa’s laugh.
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      I had thought it would start with a probe.

      I was wrong.

      “FIRE!”

      I whipped my arm through the air as several dozen bows loosed their arrows. It wasn’t enough. Most of these shots wouldn’t even punch through the tiephlings’ armor. We had hunting bows for the most part. Enough to bring down game. But with stone arrow tips, only a lucky shot would bring down an armored target. It wasn’t enough.

      The arrows sailed over the walls, as the tiephlings moved into position, almost completely ignoring us. Some of them carried shields—walls of twisted and dried vine, designed specifically to absorb arrows. Protection for the equipment they hauled down the hill towards us. And that equipment didn’t fill me with hope.

      Jars. Of what, I could only make an educated guess. Going by the smoke on the horizon, though, I could only hope to keep them off the walls for so long.

      The arrows fell. A few of the tiephlings shouted in alarm. I looked over at my archers, most of which were tiephlings. The warriors in Malron’s clan were competent enough, but most preferred hand to hand weapons. The archers were few and far between, leaving most of our ranged capabilities to their hunters. That being said, I did have an alternative.

      “Archers fire at will!” I ordered. “Stones ready!”

      A cry rang out, and I watched as the warriors picked up their weapons. It looked strange. A rock with a small vine tied around it. Slings were a child’s toy and difficult to master at the best of times. But anyone could lob a stone over a wall if they just had to hit a general area.

      “Keep your eyes up. I don’t want you hitting our own walls!” I shouted. “THROW!”

      The tiephling warriors did their own versions of throws. Some spun around, spinning on their heels, before lobbing the stones as far as they could. Others whipped the stone over their heads like a lasso, before lobbing it as best they could. A few spun the rock around by rotating their wrist at waist height, launching the stones on an upward trajectory. And where the arrows had mostly failed, the rocks mostly fell short.

      Those that struck, though… were devastating.

      The metallic crash of a helmet caving in, followed by the screams of broken bones. A few of my warriors laughed before the archers took their second shot. Arrows whisked off into the early morning light, lancing down into the chaos of our attackers. A stone had smashed one of the shields to pieces, but that didn’t leave them terribly vulnerable to the arrows that landed afterward.

      This was still a losing battle. And the drawn-out siege I had hoped for was looking less and less likely. I had seen him a few times now. Karvenom. An old man with a strong back, stalking along the tops of the slopes. Well out of range of anything I could do, but more than willing to make his challenge obvious.

      He’d accept a duel if I went out there. But I had no confidence that it would change anything. Malron’s recent attitude had alienated him from his own people. The day I killed him, those who shared Malron’s attitude left to join Karvenom. The men with Karvenom were exactly where they wanted to be. If you associated with monsters, you became one. Killing Karvenom would still leave me vulnerable, surrounded, and most likely injured in the middle of their war camp.

      No amount of skill or strength in the world could prevent a lynching. To fight on my preferred terms would mean my death, and likely the deaths of many of the people under me. But remaining as I was would lead to little difference.

      Another wave of stones flew over the wall. The approaching tiephlings were closer this time, and more of those stones hit their marks. Only for a kobold, raising a hunting bow alongside me, to screech in pain. I barely saw the glint of the arrow that hit them. The shot took the scaled creature in the throat and it fell back as a tiephling roared in pain from a similar strike.

      I looked over the battlefield, seeing a handful of archers. They weren’t massing for volleys like we were. They’d come down the slope and gotten into range, hiding behind the shields. Now, much closer, they were taking opportunistic shots. With a snarl, I threw my hand up, raising a short wall of earth in front of my archers.

      Without being told, everyone crouched behind it. Without firing volleys, they were able to load and fire without exposing themselves overly. The rock throwers had it worse. Then again, they also wore armor, and despite a few injuries, most were staying put.

      Down below, between us and the wall, more of our warriors hid just below a berm, keeping themselves out of sight. They’d moved in overnight, under the cover of darkness. A healthy mix of kobold, tiephling and pobblebonk. Armed with short spears for the most part, little better than pointed sticks.

      It would be a slaughter if the enemy came through in a wave. We hoped when the walls fell—and fall they would—that it would only be in sections. Their job was to slow down the enemy as long as they could while our ranged units above whittled down the numbers. A staggered retreat, down into the bowels of the grotto, where numbers would mean little in the dark confines and narrow corridors.

      There was no real escape. Tunnels could be dug, but most that would use them would be found. Cut down, enslaved, or killed outright, it didn’t matter. Our people would end before they got a chance to begin. All because of a group of hateful gods, breaking the rules and sending us down a warpath.

      Trapped in the middle of it all was my budding family. The one thing I was certain I’d never have. All of them. The women I loved. Pregnant to the last. Likely Hutu as well, though I hadn’t had time to ask.

      I spotted a glint of metal and twisted my head. The arrow flashed past my eyes, smacking into the ground behind me. That shot had been close, and I locked eyes with the archer who sent it my way. They had a smirk on their face and I knew they’d be aiming for me again. I just had to keep an eye out for them.

      “Goddess,” I whispered.

      It wasn’t a prayer. Not a proper one. But by attracting her attention, I confirmed where she was; deep in the grotto, helping the civilians settle in for the long haul. We’d farmed what we could, collected the rations we had. Taken what was left and brought it all down into the dark to store. It wouldn’t be enough, but… with Malron’s headlong assault, it likely wouldn’t need to be.

      As Malron’s forces got closer to the wall, more screams rang out. The snares and traps had done their work. How effective they were, though, I wasn’t sure. The densest portion was right outside, where the attackers would be too busy watching for arrows to stare at the ground beneath them. I watched a few fall. Someone helping carry a crate of those jars fell. The jars broke, and in the morning light I watched as oil soaked into the ground. That colored sheen made it abundantly clear what they contained.

      Then I stared in horror as the fallen tiephling was set upon by his clansmen and hacked to pieces for the crime of standing in a trap we’d set for them.

      “This is what I was talking about,” Vallia said.

      “Dammit!” I growled and spun on her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Same as you,” she glared at me as she raised her bow.

      The arrow she put in the string had a metal tip and when she fired, I watched it arc towards the enemy. Either by skill or luck, a second tiephling hauling jars went down with a scream. At least with an arrow in him, the others didn’t murder him outright for the trouble. They didn’t help him either, leaving him to bleed as another took their place.

      “You need to head back–”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she snapped, drawing another arrow.

      I was about to argue when I spotted that archer from earlier lean out from cover. He raised his bow, and I summoned a blade of earth. When the arrow released, it wasn’t aimed at me. I whipped my summoned weapon around, smacking the arrow away, while Vallia blinked in shock.

      “You’re the mother of my child,” I snarled, turning back to her. “And right now, I’m more worried about you than I am about leading these men!”

      Vallia stepped back, looking shocked. But she gave a small nod and held her bow towards me.

      “Keep it,” I glared. “Take it with you. You might need it yet.”

      Vallia frowned. “I hope not.”

      I didn’t get a chance to respond, as I spun and smacked a second arrow that was sent her way. She’d been spotted now and several archers were targeting her directly.

      “You’ve been recognized,” I growled. “Go, get out of here.”

      Vallia dodged to the side as an arrow came in from another angle. I snarled with anger and Vallia got the hint. She turned and started back up the slope. Part of me wanted to follow her, to make sure she got there safely, but she was paying attention now. With her ducking to one side or the other, most of the arrows shot at her went wide. The few that came close didn’t actually hit her.

      When an arrow carved a groove across my cheek, I was forced to turn back and trust she got there alone. Because right now I had a trap to trigger. Pulvi was a powerful creature, but even he had limits. The power he granted me was limited, while he himself worked elsewhere. Even an elemental needed rest and if I was to use him for the coming battle, I couldn’t risk wasting his power now.

      From the splashing I could hear, Karvenom’s people had reached the stream at the base of the two slopes. I counted down, letting more of Karvenom’s people get their feet wet. The trio of sisters weren’t about to try anything with the numbers crossing now. So I felt safe to activate this trap as I stamped my foot.

      “Do it Pulvi.”

      The back side of a slope suddenly let go. The green wall of vegetation slipped, rushing down the slope, piling tiephlings atop one another. They fell, screamed and tangled as they hurtled towards the water. There, the combined mass of tiephlings, roots and whatever shrubbery came along crushed them into the stream.

      A cheer went up as my soldiers realized what had happened. And a figure appeared atop the slope. I grimaced, realizing if I’d just waited a moment, I could have gotten him too. Karvenom held his arms out like a question as he stood there mockingly. And from behind came a second wave.

      “Fuck,” I growled as the cheers died down. “KEEP FIRING!”

      My archers began their work. And for a few minutes at least, there was peace on our side. Karvenom’s archers, killed, injured or distracted by the landslide, weren’t in great positions to fire back. My archers took advantage of this by firing as quickly as they could. While the warriors lobbed stones.

      “War leader, we’re getting low!” A tiephling called out.

      I grimaced and looked back up the slope before giving a wave. A dozen kobold stood up where they had been watching from the lip of the bowl atop the slope. They carried packs laden with stones. They rushed down, using their claws for purchase on the grass as they brought more ammunition. A couple at the rear brought more arrows. Those, too, were limited. It took real skill to make a decent arrow, and the hunters, for the most part, did their best to retrieve their shots. Something that couldn’t be done here.

      Retrieving the enemy’s arrows was possible, but they too, were limited. I turned back to the fight, just in time to swing my blade, knocking an arrow from the air. My would-be assassin still lived and this time he looked angry as he ducked behind the lower wall itself. Being that close to the wall gave them their own defenses, but having no wall at all would make it harder for us.

      I watched as weighted ropes with metal hooks were thrown over the top of the wall. When the attackers on the far side pulled, those ropes began to catch and when they did, a tiephling popped their head up to look over the wall. The first over was a shirtless tiephling warrior that made me frown.

      I recognized the sort. I could see it in his eyes, even from here. A subclass of my own. You started with barbarian and experimented with alchemy. If you found the right substances and consumed them, you could drive yourself into a frenzy, giving you a berserker. Just like my dear Uz.

      “RAAAAH!” the man roared and began his mad sprint up the slope towards us.

      I could see the berm, where our defenders prepared themselves. Another berserker tumbled to the ground in a heap nearby where the first climbed over. They weren’t coordinated, likely having taken their concoctions on the other side before climbing over as sobriety left them. That was something Uz didn’t have to worry about with her unique personality.

      One became two until they were coming over the wall in droves. The first was a madman, screaming inarticulately as he leaped the berm—only for a spear to stab out into his crotch as he went over. The man tumbled to the ground, his screams not pausing even for a moment. He got up and, as blood poured down his legs, he threw himself at the kobold holding the spear.

      It took three kobold deaths to put the first berserker down. They were a high risk, high reward class. Entirely effective as shock troopers, but something I campaigned firmly against in my crusade against the goblins. There was no point in mimicking their monstrous behavior. The similarity was made more apparent as I watched a berserking madman with a massive sword cut the legs out from under another berserker who got in his way. The injured one hit the ground hard, before getting up on stumps and continuing his charge until someone struck him from behind, flattening him once more.

      “KEEP FIRING!” I ordered, as I realized what I needed to do.

      I had taken Pulvi’s words to heart. With a makeshift sword in one hand, I pulled a shield of stone to the other. It was heavy enough to make running awkward, and yet it felt light as a feather as I held it before me. Screams echoed below, from the berserkers and those they cut down. The honking death cries of the pobblebonks filled my ears before I saw my target and slammed into a wall of muscle.

      The berserker had made it past the berm without distraction. His headlong charge had no room for defense and my shield slammed into his chest, shattering his ribs on impact. He fell back, snarling as blood spilled out from between his lips. The man rolled to his feet, eyes wild and the froth on his chin staining red.

      He drew his arm back, clutching a wooden axe, as I swung my blade around. There was no thought behind his eyes. Just the fury of battle and the desire to kill. My blade met his neck, and those eyes followed me, even as his head tumbled free. His body fell to the ground, as the another berserker made a leap towards me. I spun, dodging his overhead hack. My spin put me in position to swing my blade horizontally, catching him in the middle. The blade wasn’t sharp, but that didn’t stop me from bisecting him with a single strike.

      “HOLD THE LINE!” I roared as I rushed to the berm.

      There, a pobblebonk was being held by the face as a berserker drew back a thick, brutal-looking blade. My sword took their arm, and what would have been a stab to the chest of the pobblebonk turned into a wet punch. My follow-up cut took the berserker in the spine, dropping him limply to the ground.

      “GET INTO POSITION!” I roared.

      The rest of my forces gathered. Some had done well, using rows of spears to stem the flow of berserkers. Others had collapsed, being cut down as berserkers had forced their way through or over. I watched as an elderly tiephling with a cracked horn threw himself at me. I twisted aside, swinging my blade up to catch him across the chest. The weight of him and the leather he wore almost dragged my weapon from my hands. But the tiephling was dead on impact, and I yanked my blade out from under him in time to deflect an overhead strike from a metal club.

      Unfortunately for me, metal beat earth, and my weapon disintegrated. If I were wielding Pulvi itself, that wouldn’t have happened. I cursed myself, remembering I was still carrying a shield. The second strike, I held that up instead. The blow chipped the rock and jarred my arm, but the tiephling was perched precariously on the top of the berm. As they raised for a third strike, I kicked out, snapping their knee backwards.

      There was no pain—berserkers in this state didn’t feel it. Gravity didn’t care about such things though, and the berserker tumbled back, falling into the way of another that was coming with a flail. That was a poor choice for a berserker. The weapon whipped around when he tripped, striking a younger man with a pair of short blades. He turned to see who struck him, only to fall on his clansman, taking them both temporarily out of the fight.

      Then Pulvi dropped the ground beneath my feet. A shockwave thudded into my chest as I went temporarily deaf. The berserkers above fell as a wave of dust and heat washed over me. The ground bounced, and I lost my balance, slipping in the hole Pulvi had put me in.

      There wasn’t any time to waste. I sat up, seeing the berserkers had taken the brunt of… the carnage. Our wall was gone. A huge section of it at least. Flames were writhing in the sky like twisted serpents as bits of wood and earth rained down around me. The berserkers closest to the wall were shredded and burned. Those closest to me had only been knocked flat.

      And beyond the flames, I could see hundreds more tiephling warriors storming the gap.
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        * * *

      

      “You were right…”

      “And yet, in many ways, I was wrong.”

      Srink didn’t have it in her to smile. The progenitor rarely communicated with the gods themselves. She’d never heard of the progenitor apologizing either.

      “Is there anything you can do?” Srink asked.

      “Not as we are,” the voice spoke softly.

      “I’ll give you anything,” Srink begged as she got to her knees.

      Around them, Chiq, Uz, Tealz, Virt, Tyq, Bliz and even Luciel, Yil and Hutu did the same. They couldn’t hear what Srink was saying, nor the responses. But none could deny the sense of enormity emanating from the unnatural shadow huddled in the darkest corner of their home.

      “You have nothing to give me, Goddess,” the progenitor said with resignation.

      Srink grit her teeth and touched her belly. She could feel them. It wasn’t fair. The other gods. They had broken so many rules already. It wasn’t fair. Goddess of goblins. The one god to play by the rules. The one god who sought peace with her peers.

      “No.”

      Srink blinked and looked into the darkness of the primordial being that created the spark that started her own existence. “Please?”

      “You would betray your oath?”

      Srink thought about their situation. She knew the stakes. There was no escape. Not for her. Not for her family. And not for Blath. They were out of options and if this was what she could give them… then…

      “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Hack.

      Slash.

      Block.

      Duck.

      Stab.

      Stab!

      STAB!

      A scream broke out, and my concentration wavered. I saw a kobold staring at me in pain and fear—a blade through their back. The tiephling warrior who cut them down had a manic grin on his face.

      I couldn’t save them.

      “RETREAT!” I bellowed. “BACK TO THE GROTTO!”

      I spotted movement and spun, throwing out my shield as a clay pot crashed into it. I didn’t spot the burning wick, but the flames that erupted around me were obvious. I faltered as the flames washed the ground around me. I felt it splash my legs, and I threw myself out of the way. My shield fell free as it burned and I rolled along the grass, leaving small patches of fire in my wake.

      The surviving members of the defensive line ran for cover while I scrambled to put out the flames on my legs. An arrow found its mark, and I yelped, feeling the metal tip in my back. When I twisted around, I spotted my archer-nemesis and the sick grin on his face as he reached for another arrow.

      I swung my arm, yanking a wall of earth up and around me. Only it didn’t fully enclose me before a hammer smashed it open again. I tried again to pull the earth around me, but a second tiephling arrived, slamming an axe in to help.

      I knew then that I wasn’t getting out of this. Through the gaps in the shell I was trying to create, I could see the tiephlings surging around me. While the others could hide in the grotto… I was done for.

      But not yet finished.

      With a scream, I threw the earth back. The earthen shell I had summoned exploded out in all directions. I heard Pulvi moan as I sapped his strength to do it. The blade I summoned to my hand was more fragile than I would have liked, and the shield… wasn’t one at all. The hard lump of stone covering my arm would have to do.

      “KILL THE BARBARIAN!” Karvenom’s voice echoed across the battlefield.

      I spotted the man standing beside the archer, who took their next shot. I held out my stone covered palm. The arrow shattered against it, and I ducked, sweeping my blade around, gutting the tiephling with the hammer. Ability to feel pain didn’t matter, as the muscles holding your guts in fell out. The man staggered to his knees as I continued my whirlwind of pain. The axe wielder caught my next strike across the chest.

      Only for a spear to slam into my shoulder. I grunted in pain before twisting. The weapon tore free and my shield arm fell limp. The tiephling with the spear died on the tip of my sword as I pushed it between his ribs. A mace cracked against the armored remains of my arm, and I howled as the stone shattered, along with the bones beneath. This time, as I brought my blade around, it struck him on the skull.

      My sword, made of earth and without Pulvi’s full strength behind it, snapped in half. I was now barely holding a knife as a massive two-handed sword swung towards me. I dodged to the side, letting the blade strike the ground, before slamming the shattered blade into the tiephling’s chest. Once, and then twice, before driving my knee into his guts, knocking him to the ground.

      Right as a second arrow erupted in my chest. My assassin was cackling maniacally as Karvenom patted his arm and drew a blade. A berserker swung in from my side, swinging a pair of blades. I let a smirk spread across my face, knowing that Karvenom, at least, wouldn’t have the satisfaction of killing me.

      And as those blades swung for my neck, I thought of the being who intervened once before.

      “Please save them.”

      The world tumbled and everything went dark.

      “That isn’t my purpose.”

      That voice. It sounded so vast and yet… I blinked, and found myself… somewhere. No body. No pain. Just… the ability to see without eyes and sense the vast presence of a being. A being so beyond comprehension, I couldn’t look at it. Wherever my eyes landed was nothing, but out of the edges of my vision, I could make out its enormity.

      “Understand me, Blath. I do not take sides,” the incomprehensible being before me whispered, loud enough for my bones to ache. “An exchange was made, and while looking for a suitable punishment for transgression, I have you at my disposal.”

      “What?” I said, trying to look at the thing before me. “What are you talking about?”

      “The only question,” the being continued, ignoring me. “Is what aspect you best represent?”

      “Aspect?” I frowned in confusion. “I have no aspect. I’m an oathbreaker.”

      The silence was deafening. But no more so than the booming laugh that made me cry out in pain as my soul tore itself to pieces.
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      “You can scream if you want to.”

      I grit my teeth. Or I felt like I was. There didn’t seem to be teeth. There didn’t seem to be anything. Anything more than the pain. If I had to describe it… white. White, blinding pain, in the eternal darkness of this place.

      Alone, with… with it.

      “W-what are you doing to me?” I hissed.

      “Balancing a scale,” the being sighed. “It isn’t perfect and yet… I believe that is the point. Perfection is inherently chaotic. It never lasts, no matter how many times I try.”

      None of that made sense to me. All I could focus on was the pain. That… and the thoughts of my loved ones. Srink, Chiq, Tyq, Bliz, Tealz, Virt, Uz, Luciel and even the newer faces of Vallia, Yil and Hutu.

      I remembered the blade coming for my neck. The way the world tumbled and the sensation of my own impending death and yet… This wasn’t some grand afterlife. No god had claimed me. No god wanted me. I was an oathbreaker, and yet…

      “Almost done,” the voice told me.

      “Will they be there?” I asked.

      “Not in the way you are thinking,” the voice told me, before a boom rang out around me.

      “WHAT IS THIS?”

      That voice… unfamiliar and yet… strangely so, at the same time. Like I knew who they were, but had never met them, nor heard from them before. What was more… I could almost feel a draw to them. Not a draw, like to my goblins, but like… the hammer of judgement, hovering over a nail.

      “What are you doing?” The newcomer demanded.

      I felt my limbs twitch, and despite the burning white flooding my veins, I found myself whole. One moment I was a disembodied mind, floating in eternal darkness, and now I was blinking slowly as an irate elf in a fancy outfit stormed towards me.

      “No!” she gasped. “You!”

      “You,” I frowned. “Oathbreaker.”

      The elf froze, and her face turned white. I felt it then. The connection. From me to her.

      “What?”

      “You swore an oath. To peace on this world, and then you violated that oath,” I said as I pulled the power of that broken oath from her. Somehow, that betrayal was flooding my body, and I could sense that the burning I felt before was much the same.

      “You’re an oathbreaker,” I repeated.

      The elf turned and ran. The darkness opened up and a dozen other figures came into view. I spotted a looming form, in the shape of a massive bear. I saw intelligence in its eyes, but felt no draw towards the beast as it turned and lumbered off into the darkness that made this world. Those around it gasped in shock and outrage as I found myself trapped in a room with them.

      “KILL HIM!” the elf screamed. “Before it’s too late!”

      I looked up, as a tiephling grimaced at me. He was old, far older than any tiephling I’d met before. The axe he held loosely in his arms came up, and he met my eyes for a moment. Then brought the weapon down, throwing it right at me, the bladed head tumbling end over end. I stepped forward. It was almost like I was meant to do this. I had an urge to reach out, and the handle of the axe slapped deftly into my hand.

      The beings before me fell silent as the tiephling’s eyes bulged. The axe twisted, and I felt a familiar presence before the weapon twisted and reformed into polished stone.

      The arrow that flew at me, fired by a human dressed as a hunter, was the next strike. I raised my stone axe, deflecting the arrow with ease. But before I could react further, a massive orc stepped into view.

      I looked at him, and felt no connection, the same as the bear.

      “Now this is unexpected,” the orc spoke, in a deep, rumbling voice.

      “He’s Srink’s pet!” the elf screeched. “Cut him down before it’s too late!”

      The orc barked out a laugh as I watched him. He shook his head and stepped to one side. “It’s already too late.”

      “We can take him together,” a familiar voice hissed.

      The man who spoke was a human in gleaming armor. I frowned as he stretched and I recognized the pose. He was missing an arm.

      “You,” I glared.

      “Me,” he glared back. “How you twisted this sacred place is beyond me. I am, however, thankful that I will have the chance to finish what I started and end this nonsense before it goes any further.”

      “He’s more than he appears,” the tiephling muttered darkly. “Don’t get–”

      “Oh, shut it, you blithering fool. He’s armed because you let go of your weapon,” the Grand Paladin of Denerath sneered, and drew a familiar-looking blade.

      It was like staring at his shadow. The way he moved, the way he spoke. So familiar, and yet so different at the same time. Whatever he was on that world, he was something else now. And yet, even he was an…

      “Oathbreaker,” I nodded.

      “You dare?” The paladin snarled as he launched towards me.

      The burst of speed was impossible. As a man, I’d never have survived such an attack. And yet… I could feel what he was doing. Like the connection let me perceive him, even as he perceived himself. I couldn’t control him, but… I knew him. He wasn’t just guilty of violating an oath on this world, but also in dozens of others. And in this world, multiple oaths were left broken and twisted. Oaths he had sworn to his fellow man, to his followers and to his allies left in precarious positions thanks to his inaction.

      And as fast as his blade swung for my neck… I was faster. Nobody was more surprised that I brought my new axe up than the Grand Paladin. His blade stopped short on the handle of my axe. I didn’t even flinch. Nor did I struggle. It was like blocking the strike from a flower stem blown in the wind.

      “Killing is forbidden,” the voice of the one who brought me here whispered for all to hear.

      The Grand Paladin’s eyes went wide, before my fist caught him in the stomach. His feet left the ground, and he landed a moment later, gasping and heaving as I stared at the rest of them. A dozen, all clustered. The few I could feel no ties to were already moving away. The bear was long gone, while the orc sat nearby and watched with interest.

      Men, elves, tiephlings and others, all stared nervously at me as I locked them down in place. I could feel them. The ties to their people. The ties to their aspect. Life, death, war, peace, the individual races themselves and more. Beings whose entire existence was relegated to controlling something as simple as the weather. Seeing her cower before me, knowing she had sent the storm that should have drowned the goblins, I felt no rage. No desire for vengeance.

      What I had instead was an aspect of my own. Breathing in, I filled my lungs as the souls of the oathbreakers and their gods hit me all at once. This time, the white was blinding, and the pain was terrible. But my body swelled with power as I drank it all in. The endless droves of oathbreakers, from the simple farmhand failing to uphold a vow of chastity to his sweetheart. The broken leader of a failed coup, even to these gods before me, who drew their weapons and charged.

      I could feel their power draining and they could as well. The only one who failed to attack was the tiephling, who stood back with a sigh of resignation. I felt that, and the acceptance of his defeat washed over me. He knew, just as I did. When oaths were broken by the gods who thought themselves untouchable, I was sent to remind them that even a deity could be held accountable.

      I severed the drain on the tiephling, knowing his people were going to need him. Other than the throw of his axe, he did not participate in this other violence. The elf came next. Her hysterical screaming came with a pair of daggers at my eyes. Twisting my axe, I swung the flat head around, knocking her to the ground, where she fell in an undignified heap. The grand paladin was scrambling to his feet as another god rushed towards me with a sickle and chain.

      One by one, I beat and bruised them. The harder they fought, the more I took. Their strength waned, and those weakest began to flee. Though they couldn’t go far. The goddess responsible for the storm was the first to break after the tiephling. She threw her arms up, backing away, before even trying to fight me at all. I sensed her apprehension to the whole thing and even suspected she was coerced into breaking her oath to begin with.

      I chose mercy for her and cut back the control I had on her. She sagged in relief as she slumped down beside the tiephling, who looked on with pity as the rest continued to fight me.

      I hammered them back. My axe was as good as my fist. They couldn’t touch me, and I refused to kill them. My watcher remained silent as I beat them into submission, one by one. The gods themselves, thrown to the ground. Kneeling in terror and whimpering in pain. There was no mercy for those who fought, but I could sense when they finally gave in.

      One by one, the gods fell. The ground was littered with their battered forms as they grasped desperately with their new existence. With them tied to me by their broken oaths, I could sense their hate. They all despised me with all that they had. Particularly one Paladin, who stood defiantly before me.

      “Chastity,” I noted.

      “You’re a disgrace!” The grand paladin snarled at me. “Those things–”

      “My brides, and priestesses,” I interrupted as I felt for them, the same way I felt for these broken gods.

      In my distraction, the paladin swung, and his blade sliced down over the side of my neck. Only, it stopped dead still against my neck, hovering just a fraction above my skin.

      “What?” The paladin gasped.

      I wondered as well. Only, I thought I already knew. It was seemingly obvious, and the more I thought about it, the more I realized I must be right.

      “Oathbreaker–”

      “DO NOT CALL ME THAT!” the paladin roared as he swung once more.

      “Sit.”

      His eyes bulged, his body lurched, and the blade in his hand fell to the ground. I saw his twisted expression before he dropped to his knees with a snarl.

      “I said. Sit,” I repeated.

      There was a bewildered look on his face when his rump met the… well, not ground. There was no ground here. Just… a single plane of… something.

      “All of you,” I said, looking up. “Until you shed the title of Oathbreaker. You belong to me now.”

      “No!” the paladin snarled.

      “Quiet,” I hissed, as he clammed up with furious silence.

      I strode past, leaving him to stew in his anger. The tiephling god had a nervous look on his face as he realized he had my attention.

      “Call them off,” I ordered.

      The god swallowed nervously and bowed his head. “I cannot.”
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        * * *

      

      “GET HER UP!” Vallia roared as she charged into the room

      Srink groaned as Bliz and Tyq tried to lift her. With the baby, and how limp she was, moving her was a struggle.

      “What is wrong with her, anyway?”

      “We don’t know,” Chiq said and grimaced. “We found her collapsed.”

      “Well, we have to go,” Vallia sighed. “I saw Blath fighting, but I don’t know where he went. Karvenom isn’t sieging us like we thought he would.”

      “What does that mean?” Yil asked, with a tremble in her voice.

      Vallia sighed as she looked around at the others. Blath’s lovers. Pregnant to the last, including herself. “The grotto will be overrun. It won’t be long before they work their way down here. We need to get as far away as possible.”

      As if to emphasize her words, a scream echoed from above. Vallia turned, drawing her blade as a dead tiephling tumbled down the stairs, having been stabbed in the back. Vallia didn’t recognize them though and wasn’t sure what had happened. Then she sniffed the air.

      “We need to go! NOW!”

      The others heard the urgency in her voice and got a better grip on Srink.

      “Here, use this,” Yil said, throwing out a thick blanket. The goblins slid the moaning goddess onto the blanket. With Yil at one end, and Bliz with Tyq at the other, they got their goddess moving.

      “N-no,” Srink moaned.

      “What is she talking about?” Yil wondered.

      “Can’t go,” Srink flailed.

      “What is she saying?” Vallia asked.

      “She said she can’t go.” Chiq frowned.

      “Well, we don’t have a choice right now,” Vallia scoffed as she inhaled, smelling that horrible scent once more. “Because Karvenom is pouring oil down into the grotto.”

      As if her words became prophetic, an orange glow became visible on the stairs above.

      “NOW!” Vallia waved. “QUICKLY!”

      “NO!” Srink screamed, kicking out and knocking Tyq’s hand away. The goddess fell on her back, yelping as the ladies scrambled to grab her. “NO!” Srink screamed. “HE’LL FIND US!”

      “GET HER UP! NOW!” Vallia screamed as the first trickle of burning liquid poured down the stairs.

      Only for a gush to follow. Vallia saw it coming and threw herself back into their room. The same room that served as the foundation of the grotto. She slammed the door shut, halting the flow of burning oil… and let out a long sigh of regret, knowing that it was too late.

      “It’s coming in!” Yil squealed.

      Vallia turned and saw the flames leaking under the door. It wasn’t a good seal. It wasn’t quick, though. More than likely, they would suffocate before the flames reached them. It wouldn’t be painful, but it wasn’t going to be a comfortable death. Nor one of glory, like her kind preferred.

      “Why isn’t anyone helping!?” Yil screamed.

      She snagged one of the furs from the bed and ran to the door. Vallia stepped aside and watched as the human woman beat the flames. The liquid soaked into the furs and made the poor woman yelp as she whipped flames into the air. Yil tossed it aside before jumping back as she spun around with terror etched into her expression.

      Vallia took one look at her and grabbed her.

      “What are we going to do?” Yil began to cry as Vallia pulled her into a hug. “We’re going to die in here!”

      “Yil,” Vallia smiled, but… she didn’t know what to say.

      The flames were slowly spreading, and the goblins looked terrified. At least until they remembered the bath. Vallia urged them over. It was a false hope. One to soothe their fears while, in reality, changing nothing.

      “He’ll come,” Srink murmured.

      “How can he?” Vallia sighed to herself as she helped get the goddess up and over to the bath. “Did anyone see Hutu?”

      “She went down with Luciel,” Virt said in an even tone. Calm, even to the end.

      “So two of us might just escape,” Vallia nodded. “Better than nothing.”

      “We’ll make it,” Srink murmured.

      Vallia looked at the goddess. And this time, she really looked. Srink was a gorgeous woman. Even by the standards of her own kind. Perfectly proportioned with golden hair that…

      “What’s wrong with your hair?” Vallia asked.

      Srink blinked her eyes and coughed weakly. “I gave it away.”

      “Gave what away?” Bliz frowned. “We found you here alone.”

      Srink let out a long sigh before smiling. “I told you.”

      “Told us what?” Vallia glared at the wilting goddess.

      Then the edges of the bath suddenly rose. Vallia jerked and threw herself back, only to bump against the wall. She spun, looking for a way out, only to see the gaps closing, and an imposing figure standing amongst the flames, right before the earthen dome closed up, sealing them all within.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll watch them,” Pulvi said, a diminutive figure on the edge of the fire. “You do what you have to.”

      I nodded, taking another look at the bath where most of my loves had hidden, trapped in this place where they would have suffocated. I was glad that I got here when I did. Any longer and… well, I didn’t want to think about that. Luciel and Hutu were safe for now, leading the kobold to dig for freedom. With Karvenom’s plan to burn this place, it was actually a smart idea. If they got far enough away underground and fled on foot, many of them might have actually survived. At least for a time, in hiding.

      These… mortal flames, though. The result of a twisted deal. A broken oath. Taken between Karvenom, his god, and the rest of the oathbreaking bastards responsible for this reprehensible war. I snarled and kicked at the flames, extinguishing them in this room, before using my axe to smash the door down.

      Here, too, the burning liquid pooled down the stairs. I sealed the way shut behind me, extinguishing the flames below as I walked up through the orange wash of death. I stumbled twice over corpses hidden in the flames as I made my way to the surface. There, I could hear Karvenom’s voice. The gleeful cheering of his men. My rage bubbled within and I felt a pulse run through me.

      There weren’t many oathbreakers up there, but there were more in the surrounding area. I could sense they were the downtrodden. Even a war party like this needed someone to drive a wagon, or dig holes to shit. I had no problems exerting myself on them. Pulling their attention towards me.

      My aspect could not be disobeyed.

      When I dragged myself from the tunnel, the tower above was an inferno. Men were lined up at the entrance. They worked in a line, passing jugs up one by one, where the closest tiephling would toss the jug into the hole, where it shattered against the wall. The burning fluid poured down below, spreading the flames I walked through.

      He didn’t react as my axe caved in the back of his head. The tiephling behind him didn’t notice me either, as his head snapped down to look at his dead comrade. By the time my axe fell for a second time, all hell had broken loose. Screams from below echoed around us. While oathbreakers in this place were rare, there were enough of them that a sudden surprise attack on Karvenom’s rear was devastating.

      And right in the middle of it all was the man in question. His broken horn was glinting in the firelight as I stepped out. My clothing burned, but I could not feel it. Mortal energies held no sway over my kind. I now knew why Srink and the others had been sworn under agreement not to interfere, and why the Paladin doing so had been such a violation.

      “You,” Karvenom stared.

      “Me,” I nodded as I raised my axe.
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        * * *

      

      “Quickly!” Luciel scrambled from the hole in the ground.

      Ahead of her, the expanse of the great lake opened up. It was nestled amidst the slopes she had come to love. In the lands of the people she loved. Right behind her was Hutu, panting and dishevelled. The two were dirty and sweaty from the long run here. But they had made it.

      A scream echoed from the treeline. Luciel flinched and turned to meet Hutu’s gaze. Then they started to hurry. There was no escape for them. They both knew it.

      The screams grew in pitch and Luciel continued to hurry along until she spotted the base of an enormous stone spire. She and Hutu hurried along, finding the hidden entrance and pushing inside.

      “Luciel,” I smiled. “Hutu.”

      “Sorry we’re late,” Luciel giggled as she stripped off her outfit, while Hutu stared dumbly at the sight before them. “Trenden got into a fight at school, so Pobesa wanted to talk to me about it. I got away as soon as I could.”

      I nodded in understanding, before looking down at the blonde bombshell lying before me. My high priestess. Srink, the former goddess. I still hadn’t quite forgiven her for what she did to me. Especially when she so quickly went into labor after the fact. Our child. My eldest daughter had grown into a delightful child over the years. As smart and beautiful as her mother, and… well, just about as ferocious as us both.

      Even now, she was out there in the forest, hunting small game to keep her wits sharp as she longed for the day she received her class.

      That didn’t matter right now, though, as I thrust firmly into Srink’s pussy once more. Her eyes rolled, and I smirked as she trembled from the sensation of having her womb stretched. We snuck away like this every few days. My lovers got a bit loud, and with my presence being a draw for everyone in the town of Grotto… Well as much as my lovers demanded attention, it was easier for them to command the respect they deserved when the townsfolk weren’t constantly reminded of what they sounded like mid-orgasm.

      “The sisters have been keeping me updated on my clutch,” Hutu smiled. “They took them down deep. Deep enough that I have trouble visiting.”

      “That’s not a problem, is it?” I asked as the frog-like woman wriggled out of her clothing to stand beside Luciel.

      “No,” Hutu grinned. “Deep water is the best. Our children will grow strong with their help.”

      “That’s alright then,” I nodded and drew my cock out of Srink, who gasped and jerked as I pulled free.

      “Y-you might have bred me again, you great brute,” Srink gasped and sighed where I left her on the floor.

      “Might have?” I frowned. “You’ve at least another dozen or so good breeding years left in you.”

      “Only because you keep blessing me with youth,” Srink complained.

      I nodded slowly before clearing my throat. “Luciel, if you don’t mind sitting on Srink’s face, I think I need to remind her who she belongs to.”

      “N-now Blath, my love,” Srink’s eyes widened in slight panic. “Let’s be reasonab–mMM!”

      “She starts licking straight away,” Luciel whimpered as she settled over the ex-goddess’s face.

      “If she keeps this up,” I said, waving for Hutu to hurry over and join us. “Then perhaps she can make a case for being the new goddess of sex and pleasure.”

      “Oh please,” Hutu wriggled as she slipped into my arms.

      “You’ll get it,” I smiled. “But you’re going to put that mouth and tongue of yours to work first,” I smiled and turned her around.

      Luciel’s moans were nothing compared to Srink’s as Hutu’s thick tongue slipped into her glorious goblin pussy.

      As I slipped into Hutu from behind, I tried to keep my mind steady. Because in the infinite cosmos that was the life of a god, oathbreakers were born and died with every breath. I felt them. Everywhere, at all times, railing against their existence. My people. My aspect.

      As I bottomed out inside Hutu’s delicious hole, I found the one real relief from it all: the distraction that was a beautiful woman.

      “No wonder the first thing she tried to do was fuck me.” I recalled my first meeting with Srink. “Horny little goblin.”
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      Jeyna was always a hothead. Never quite knowing when he should keep his nose clean. Never quite caring either way. Growing up in an orphanage meant growing tough, or growing tougher and despite only reaching a towering five feet tall. Jeyna never let that stop him from doing what he thought best.

      

      So, sitting on a stool at the bar of his favorite tavern, Jeyna found himself coming to the aid of a distressed serving girl. Only to discover in the aftermath that her attackers were freshly minted nobles. Earning himself a one-way ticket to the front lines of yet another border war.

      

      Jeyna had never met Ymry of the White Flame. The great elder dragon that ruled the kingdom of Handelaar. Nor had he met Kiandonirth of the Void. The great black, elder dragon who ruled over Ijverig, the kingdom of dwarves. Most hadn’t. And most never would. If you were lucky, you wouldn’t meet their underlings either. The great scaled beasts, that ruled over pockets of land in the elders stead.

      

      Jeyna wasn’t so lucky. Whether on the human side, or the dwarf side, it didn’t matter. The men burned, the forest burned, the land burned and with bound hands, Jeyna had no choice but to flee for his life. Made all the more different when something sparked inside him.

      

      Something burning. Something powerful. Something completely uncomprehensible to the man named Jeyna.

      

      Something forbidden, on this world.

      

      And it all comes crashing down, when a matronly, golden voice enters his head. Instructing him to head south. Towards the kingdom Woestenij, and Zolrin of the Bane. The elder of orcs and battle.

      

      With an exiled dwarf, a half elf and a cranky dryad, Jeyna learns what it means to be a dragon. Because this world isn’t quite ready for him. And Jeyna’s never been one to care.

      

      https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DZV7K7TM
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      I’m not going home. Of that, I am certain.

      And anyway, who would want to? Folotelyn Kyanite is the best thing that ever happened to me. She’s kind, caring, drop dead gorgeous and with her best friend, and my second wife, Alfofida, the beautiful, intelligent inventor. Well, they make one hell of a pair.

      The politics of this world be damned. I’ve got things settling in pretty well right now. Except after delivering the badly wounded Kiggaelin to her father. I was sent back with Elder Obsidian to seal the tunnel and cement my permanence on this world. All the while, Kiggaelin was at home, dying.

      Her father, furious at having his attempts to have me killed and the other elders humiliated, is going to have his daughter’s death placed firmly in my hands. A last ditch effort to hold me accountable for his perceived wrongs.

      I can only hope that when the dust settles. That we can live with the consequences.

      https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DZV7BVXK
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      Twenty-one years ago, she left.

      

      For a millennia-old monster like Baba, twenty-one years is a drop of water in the vast ocean of his existence. An existence that had gone on far longer than it had any right to. Baba is the last. His kind, dead by their own violent tendencies, or hunted by the church. Leaving only one survivor.

      

      Without her, Baba sees no reason to endure any longer. He’s not the monster he once was. Now, just an ailing older gentleman, with a fondness for tulips and classic cars. He never expected an officer to knock on his door. Nor did he expect that officer to give him the name of a young woman he’d never met.

      

      Baba certainly didn’t expect to recognize the scent of her terror as he saw her for the first time in twenty-one years. Sitting behind a security barrier, hoping beyond hope that Baba would pay her bail. He’s an old man now. The urges of youth long forgotten. The same could not be said for those who hunt her.

      

      Baba let her go once. He will not do so again. And when she is taken by force. A long retired monster rears its head.

      An old dog can’t learn new tricks. So it’s time to do things the old way.

      

      And Baba is so very hungry.

      

      Fangs and Feelings is a series of standalone, non-traditional, monogamous romance novels. Characters range from human to the inhuman, with plenty of things that go bump in the night. This series contains strong adult themes.

      

      https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DSVHNVKL
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      Calon had hoped his troubles with the magistrate were over.

      

      Unfortunately for him, the newest member of his budding family isn't handling the transition well. When the promise for work, looks more like a subtle threat, Calon and his lovers have little choice but to hit the road once more.

      

      Only it's not just the magistrate that has an interest in the north. A visiting priest passes on a vaguely threatening job offer. One that seems twisted around the problems attracting the magistrate.

      

      With new and old friends alike, a vicious crime rectified by sacred fire and a conspiracy fuelling the flames of conflict. Calon will find himself in need of a few more friends.

      

      https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DKG4W5S5
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        Book formatting at a reasonable price.

        The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!
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