
        
            
                
            
        

    

First edition. March, 2022.

Copyright © Quentin Kilgore




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission. 




This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental. The characters featured in the story are above the age of 18.







Cover art by Laoch Vector.







Special thanks to my excellent beta reader, Stoham Baginbott.








CHAPTER ONE







THE ROAR OF dragons rent the sky, and the ground trembled as three thousand mounted soldiers charged towards the castle walls. But still Allowgild did not fall. Nor man nor monster could slay him, for he had proven himself worthy of Kem’s praise and Noorut’s doting.

I put the book down on my lap and pondered the last line. The wording was odd.

“Proven himself worthy…?” Of “Kem’s praise and Noorut’s doting?” It suggested that Allowgild defeated his enemies through his own will and not because of any direct intervention from the gods, Kem and Noorut.

Kem instructed Allowgild to bind the 12 maidens, which gave him access to elemental magic. And Noorut allowed the union.

But that was the extent of their divine intervention.

So, if this old story is any guide, I can’t expect Kem and Noorut to come swooping down to save me. They’ve given me advantages, but it’s up to me to use them well.

The rain beat on the roof of my longhouse, and thunder rumbled in the distance. Drumming my fingers over the leather arm of my comfy chair, I traced my eyes over the old volumes that filled the bookshelf.

They’d been in the longhouse's bedroom– passed down from one leader to the next—for who knows how long? I figured they must contain some useful knowledge and, hopefully, provide insight into my magic abilities.

Lady Athalia was sound asleep on the bed, her blissful purring filling the bedroom, making it cozy. I gazed at her lustrous red hair upon the pillow. Her fluffy, orange ears twitched and her funny little nose wiggled as it sniffed the air. One hand rested on her enormous, pregnant belly.

Athalia had lately made a habit of taking afternoon naps. She’d be a bustle of activity in the morning—cooking soup or searching for old recipes—and then she’d crash after lunch.

I didn’t blame her for wanting to sleep today, though. It was exceptionally dark and rainy.

Stifling a yawn, I continued my reading—but the soft tread of feet on the other side of the curtain of our bedroom drew my attention.

It was Gertrice. I’d gotten to know Lady Athalia’s attendant well enough that I could tell just from the sound of her step that the matter was urgent. 

“Mr. David?”

“Yes, Gertrice. Come in.”

The cat girl poked her head through the curtain. Her fluffy, black ears—the same color as her hair—stood at full attention. She pushed her large, round spectacles up the ridge of her nose.

“A lady is here to see you: Miss Grilfin. She saw a goblin on top of the palisade.”

“What?” I tossed the book down and walked through the curtain. “On top of the palisade?”

“Y-yes. That’s what she says. She says it was looking over the wall and watching her.”

“Alright. Show her in and go alert the guards.”

“Yes, Mr. David.”

Gertrice hurried through the longhouse, pike in hand, hips wiggling beneath the poofy trunk hose of her uniform.

Pots were simmering over the long firepit that ran through the center of the room. Gorfa was stirring one of these pots, her pretty green face frowning attentively.

When I’d brought the little goblin lady to Staves six weeks before, I’d assumed we’d give her a hut of her own. But Athalia was fiercely protective of Gorfa, and she insisted she stay with us.

“You think goblin really here?” Gorfa said.

“Don’t know. We’ll see.”

I scratched my beard, which had grown full and thick, in keeping with the local custom. I’d developed the habit of stroking it whenever I was thinking; it seemed to make my brain work better.

I stroked it now and frowned at the smoky fire pit. 

A goblin on the palisade, eh? Seems hard to believe. What are they trying to do, scale it? Even if they could do that, they’d still have to get past the wards.

And this is coming from Miss Grilfin; she’s a kook. Still, I damn well have to treat it seriously.

Of course, everyone had been on high alert ever since I’d rescued Athalia from the goblin village. As soon as we’d gotten back, the entire village had set about preparing for the impending counterattack.

Surely it would come. I’d watched the goblin boats arriving at their village with my own eyes, and I’d practically felt the breath of their horses on my neck as they chased us up the hill when we made our escape.

That is, after I slaughtered dozens of them and left their village in flames. There was no way they’d let that humiliation stand. They’d hit us back with something big. This was war.

And yet… nothing happened.

We waited. And then we waited some more.

Days went by, and then weeks. The leaves rustled peacefully beyond the palisade wall, where birds chirped among spring blossoms.

For six weeks, all had remained calm.

Until now.




***




The elderly Miss Grilfin shambled in, her cloak dripping with rain.

“There she is!” she shrieked, pointing her finger at Gorfa. “It was her, the goblin witch!”

Gorfa dropped her spoon into the pot of soup and looked at Miss Grilfin in horror. Her hands were trembling.

“Calm down, Miss Grilfin,” I said, taking the old lady by the arm. “Let’s not accuse people without evidence.”

“But Chieftain! It was her! Now that I see her again here, I know for sure. Oh, gods, I’m going to faint!”

“That’s enough shrieking,” I said firmly. “Now sit down here and tell me what you saw.”

Just as Miss Grilfin sat down, Athalia came out of our bedroom, tying the ribbon of her nightgown around her waist.

“What’s the meaning of this?”

“My Lady, this goblin hussy is a trickster!” Miss Grilfin said, standing up and gesticulating towards Gorfa. “She does the goblins’ bidding, that’s why she’s here, I swear it! I tell ye, it’s true, as sure as I stand here!”

Gorfa looked back and forth at me and Athalia. “No… No… David… I…”

“See!” the old woman crowed. “She’s speechless! Guilt is written on her face. She cannot hide it, however subtle and sneaky her kind may be!”

“Alright, that’s enough!” I said, raising my voice so that the old lady winced.

Lady Athalia hurried towards Gorfa and embraced her, crushing her boobs against the little goblin’s face.

Overwhelmed with emotion, Gorfa started weeping like a child. “Athalia,” she pleaded. “It not true… I not bad goblin…”

Lady Athalia glared at the old woman. “I will not have you come here and accuse this gentle woman. She helped me escape from slavery. She showed me kindness when I was in captivity, when she had nothing to gain from it.”

“But she did have a reason, My Lady,” Miss Grilfin pleaded. “She’s a spy… come to destroy us from within.”

“Show proof!” Athalia bellowed. “Show proof or stop these accusations!”

The old woman swallowed thickly and curtsied. “I… I’m sorry, My Lady. I s-saw her with my own eyes.”

Ignoring her response, Athalia led Gorfa through the curtain into our bedroom. The goblin lady was very shaken up.

“Sit down,” I said to Miss Grilfin.

She sat, her hands still trembling. “I’m telling the truth, Chieftain. I seen it.”

“What did you see? Tell me exactly.”

“I seen her up there, way up at the top of the wall. She was lookin’ down at me and laughing, pointing her finger and, and—”

“Wait. Start from the very beginning.”

Miss Grilfin took a breath.

“Well, I was sitting in my hut as the wind howled outside and the rain beat upon my roof. I fancied I heard laughing—a high, mocking laugh.

“So I went outside to check on my garden because I don’t want it to get mucked up. I’ve been working at it from morning to night lately, because my nieces are suddenly keen to cook, you know, so they want me to grow a lot of—”

“Miss Grilfin. Please get to the point.”

“Yes, yes, of course. So, I went out into the rain. The ground was so wet that I slipped as I approached my garden. I fell into the mud and cursed the rain.

“And then it came again—the laughter! It sounded like it was high above me, dancing in the wind, mocking me. I looked up and there she was! Way up at the top of the wall, grinning and cackling, pointing a finger as if to curse me.”

I sighed. “Miss Grilfin, don’t take this the wrong way. It’s storming pretty bad out there, isn’t it? Lots of howling wind, and—”

“And maybe I was just imagining things. That’s what you’re saying, ain’t it? Well, no! It weren’t no trick of the mind.”

She lowered her voice to a whisper and clasped her trembling hands, which were swollen with arthritis.

“It was her. Please believe me, Chieftain. Remember how Staves fell the first time? Corruption within. Now it’s happening again… the corruption is right here inside these walls. Oh, why… why won’t you believe me?”

The old woman covered her face with her hands and wept.

“I’m not saying you saw nothing, Miss Grilfin. But it couldn’t have been Gorfa; she’s been in here the whole time cooking.”

“She’s a witch. I mean you no disrespect, Sir, but look me in the eye and tell me she doesn’t practice goblin magic!”

“Gorfa has proven her loyalty.”

“It’s a trick, Sir. Why can’t you see? The goblin doesn’t always conquer by force; he is subtle.”

“If Gorfa were trying to fool us, why would she appear on the wall and laugh at you? It doesn’t make sense.”

Miss Grilfin puckered her wrinkled lips and massaged her fingers. “She-she toys with us.”

“Alright. Come, show me where you saw it.”








CHAPTER TWO







A HEAVY RAIN pattered on the trail, and the sky was so darkened with clouds that it almost felt like night, though it was still early afternoon. Miss Grilfin braced herself against the wind as we walked down the path that led to the mead hall.

I saw Gertrice hastening through the field from the rear gate, holding the hood of her cloak down so the wind didn’t blow it off. I waited for her to join us.

“I alerted both gates, Mr. David.”

“Good, come with us.”

Passing the mead hall, we descended to the field that overlooked the lower part of the village. All the huts were shut up tight down there, besieged by the wind and rain. Out beyond the palisade wall, the forest writhed in a stormy tumult.

But I was most interested in the area around the gate. I looked at it with pride, because we’d recently done a lot of construction down there under the direction of the old artisan Yargimald.

First, we built a second lookout tower on the opposite side of the gate from the older lookout. Then we built a stable to house the horses we’d looted from the goblins. We also had plans to build another tower at the back gate.

All this preparation had sent village morale into the stratosphere. It was already high following our victory against the goblins; the women were proud of how they’d rallied and hunted down the remaining invaders after Snori, Cedri, and I had retaken the village.

Our victory had awoken the women’s patriotism. Many volunteered to join the Village Guard, as I called it, and Basar held weapons training sessions every day. She had many eager students.

Even on a dark, stormy day such as this, the volunteers came out in full force. I could see the archers in the lookout towers: I had five stationed in the new, larger tower. Another three were in the old tower.

I was very pleased that morale was high, but it brought one potential downside: it seemed to give the women a false sense of security. The volunteers strutted around the gates with swords girded to their waists, declaring their readiness to spill goblin blood, as if it would be easy.

They thought of themselves as lionesses, but they were more like pugnacious poodles. Their hearts were in the right place, but they overestimated themselves.




***




Miss Grilfin’s hut was on the side of the village where Brunhilda’s supporters lived. It was situated right under the shadow of the wall, so that you had to crane your neck to see the spiky tops of the palisade logs.

A cold gust swept over us as we approached, and the rain turned to hail.

“Up there!” the old woman yelled over the wind, holding her hood over her head with one hand and pointing with the other. “That’s where she was!”

Shielding my face, I looked to the top of the wall, where the grim palisade spikes jutted towards the dark sky.

“I seen ‘er there! Just like I told you before; when I was sprawled on the mud, I heard a shrill laugh, and I seen her up there pointing and mocking, with the most evil look you ever seen. The same goblin that’s right now sittin’ in your very bedroom with Lady Athalia!”

“Alright, go inside now and get dry, Miss Grilfin. I will investigate this. But please consider that it might not have been Gorfa; there are other possibilities.”

I was getting worried about how Miss Grilfin would run her mouth about Gorfa all over the village as soon as she got the chance.

The old woman scowled at me. “I know what I seen!”

As she shambled into her hut, I looked up at the wall once more—and something caught my eye. What looked like a piece of cloth was stuck to the wood, tossing around in the wind. I pointed it out to Gertrice.

“Could it be from one of those dolls—you know, the ones hanging on the outside of the wall?”

The cat girl slowly shook her head. “I don’t think so. They didn’t put any of them that high up, unless the wind blew it there, I suppose.”

“Right. You can go back to the longhouse. I’m gonna go to the front gate.”

“Yes, Mr. David.”

Despite herself, Gertrice was apparently getting used to taking orders from me. I think she couldn’t help herself; she was dutiful by nature.

Every once in a while, though, she’d remember she was supposed to be angry about my becoming the Chieftain. Then she’d have an outburst, but she’d still carry out her duties.

Down by the front gate, Basar huddled beneath the old tower to shelter from the rain. Cedri had joined her, and the two of them were taking swigs from a bottle.

“Dragon’s Breath,” the old codger rasped as I ducked under a wooden beam. “I figured Princess could use something to warm her bones.”

He held up the bottle and clinked his hook against it a few times. “This’ll put hairs on yer chest! Right, Princess?”

“It’s strong stuff,” Basar agreed.

Cedri grunted and thrust the bottle towards me.

“No, thanks.”

I looked at Basar. An animal hide cloak draped her shoulders, but it hung open, showing the fine leather breastplate that almost seemed painted onto her curves.

“How are you holding out?” I said, looking into her pretty, gray eyes. She blinked her long dark lashes and looked away, flustered by my attention.

The warrior woman had been acting strange around me over the previous few weeks. When she saw me looking at her, she’d walk with a feminine swagger. And her jet-black hair glowed even more, too, as if she’d been giving it special care.

“I’m okay,” she breathed.

“She was just tellin’ me to fetch you,” Cedri said.

“Oh?”

Basar nodded. “The girls up in the lookouts have been hearing strange things.”

“It’s all rot, if you ask me!” Cedri said irritably. “You know how women can get fanciful notions. They hear the wind and rain, and think it’s a… a spirit or something. But I don’t believe in any of that stuff myself.”

He took a gulp from the bottle.

“Well, you heard about what Miss Grilfin saw?”

Cedri waved his hook derisively. “The old bat’s lost her mind. Blaming a sweet little creature like Gorfa! I’ll tell you what it is—she’s jealous! All the women are jealous of Gorfa on account of her beauty.”

Basar squinted her eyes suspiciously. “If that goblin brings this village down, it won’t be through any fault of mine. It’ll be because of you stupid men.”

“Well, I don’t believe it was Gorfa she saw.” I said firmly, stepping back into the rain and putting a hand on the rain-soaked ladder of the lookout tower.

“And I’ll not have anyone treat her like a criminal with no concrete evidence against her.”

“Right you are, David!” Cedri growled. “I’ll drink to that.”

As I emerged on the tower platform, the three archers looked at me and gasped, as if they were star-struck by a celebrity.

“Chieftain!” “Chieftain!”

“I hear there’s been some strangeness up here.”

Rain drummed on the roof as I put my hand on the railing, looking down at the field that sloped towards the forest.

The girls exchanged glances.

“Y-yes,” one of them said. “It was… weird. We kept hearing wings flapping behind us, as if a bird was flying around in here. But there was nothing.”

“Hmm. Weird.”

“Yeah, and then we heard laughing.”

“Laughing? Where was it coming from?”

“Down there.” She pointed to the other side of the wall. “It was a girl laughing and… I swear, it sounded like she was cavorting around right at the base of the wall.”

“But you couldn’t see her?”

“No.”

I felt baffled as I hastened back to the longhouse. We were expecting an army of goblins, but we got paranormal activity instead.

My thoughts went back-and-forth between concern for Gorfa to wondering what Miss Grilfin and the guards had actually witnessed.

Back home in the longhouse, the pots still simmered over the fire, but the big room was empty. I found Gorfa in our bedroom, sitting on the bed.

She looked at me with puffy eyes. “You want I go?”

“No, stay there. Where’s Athalia?”

“She go outside, make a cookie.”

I smiled. “In this weather? Sheesh.”

A couple days before, I’d finished building Athalia her own adobe oven, like the one Belina’s sisters used. The best place for it seemed to be behind the longhouse, so Athalia had to go out the door and walk around the building.

Athalia was overjoyed, though. She’d changed so much from when I’d first met her. Back then, she was a basket case, depressed because of her life choices and her ticking biological clock. Now she was devoted to becoming a good mother for the “litter” she carried inside her.

“David,” Gorfa said, her voice breaking as her face crumpled with anguish.

“What’s wrong?” I sat beside her and rubbed her back. Her soft black hair, which tumbled over the smooth green skin of her shoulders, brushed my hand.

“David… You–you believe her? You… You think I bad?”

“No.” I moved closer, putting my arm around her. “But apparently the old lady really saw something up there.”

“It not me!” She crossed her arms angrily.

“No, it wasn’t you.” I brushed the backs of my fingers along her arm. She shivered. “Maybe it was another goblin.”

“Not goblin.”

“How do you know?”

“Goblin not do like that; climbing up wall and looking inside.” She shook her head firmly. “Not goblin. Besides, wall have special magic power, remember? Goblin can’t climb up.”

“Yeah.”

Everything she said sounded plausible, but I didn’t know that it was true.

Gorfa leaned forward to scrutinize my face. Her pretty orange eyes gazed searchingly into mine. I smiled, but she answered me with a pout.

“David… You–you believe me… Right?”

Her soft, puffy lip quivered. I saw fear in her eyes. The little goblin lady had taken a monumental risk in leaving her own people. She already knew many of the women in Staves didn’t accept her—now one of them was accusing her of treachery.

She must feel so vulnerable.

“I believe you.”

I rubbed my hand over her back—which was mostly bare thanks to her skimpy animal hide clothing—and then held her little waist. Her breath hitched. She looked at me demurely, a tear trickling down her cheek.

Caressing her silky hair, I moved closer, almost salivating as I looked at her plump little lips.

However, just as I leaned in to kiss her, a bloodcurdling scream filled the longhouse, followed by the clatter of earthenware on the floor.












CHAPTER THREE







“MY LADY!” GERTRICE shrieked. “Are you alright?”

“My cookies! Ooooooh, I’m so clumsy!”

Gorfa and I hurried out of the bedroom to find Lady Athalia lying on the floor with cookies scattered all over the place.

Oatmeal cookies. I’d told her they were my favorite kind.

“What the hell happened?”

“David, my cookiiieeees,” Athalia moaned, looking up at me. “I haven’t even tried them yet.”

“I’m not worried about your cookies,” I said, crouching down and touching her tenderly. “Are you okay?”

“Don’t worry about the litter, sweetums—they’re okay. I fell carefully.”

“You fell carefully?

“Yeah. When I tripped over my foot, I turned my body and put my arms out—but I had to drop my cookies!”

“Oh, well. It’s not the end of the world. Come on. Let’s get you up.”

“No!” She swatted my hand away. “We have to pick up the cookies.”

Getting onto her hands and knees, she started gathering up the cookies and piling them onto the earthenware plate. Gertrice and Gorfa crouched down to help her.

I helped Athalia up, grabbing a cookie off the plate before Gertrice handed it back to Athalia.

“Well, gotta go out and practice my magic,” I said, as Athalia put her cookies down on the table. “Sounds like the rain’s died down a bit, anyway.”

Athalia picked up a cookie and scrutinized it gravely.

“Let’s just see how they turned out,” she said to herself. Her nose wiggled a few times as she sniffed the cookie. Then she took a tiny nibble.

“Well, I’m heading out,” I said to Gertrice. “Please inform Rexella about the… ghostly activity. I’ll stop by her place later to discuss it.”

“Alright, Mr. David.”

I casually raised the cookie to my mouth, but Lady Athalia suddenly screamed and bounded towards me, as if I was about to drink poison.

“DAVID, NO!”

She slapped the cookie out of my hand, making it crumble into pieces.

I stared at her in amazement. “The hell’s the matter?”

“Oh, David! The cookies are no good. I can’t let you eat them. They taste awful!”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, you can clean that up.”

“It’s because I don’t have sugar,” she moaned.

Not this again.

Athalia had lately become fixated on sugar—of all things! Really? That’s your priority when we’re in the middle of a goddamn war? Sugar?

It started as a pregnancy craving for sweets, and then it migrated to her quest to become a model mother and wife. And since Lady Athalia was sort of a village celebrity, she’d started a trend. The mania for baking spread, as did the obsession with sugar.

Most of the women had never even tasted sugar, but Lady Athalia and Gertrice certainly had, as well as the village old-timers. 

“I thought maybe if I tried really hard, I could still make them good,” she lamented. “But I can’t, not without sugar.” She sighed and pouted. “If only we knew where to find some.”

Gorfa seemed to brighten up for a second, and I thought she was going to say something. But then sadness returned to her eyes, and she only looked down silently.

I left, not wanting to hear any more of this sugar business; there were more important things to think about.




***




The two guards at the back gate were happy to see me, and not just because of my celebrity heart-throb status.

Both of them looked pale and wan, as if something had spooked them terribly.

“What’s happened? Did you see anything?”

“No, Chieftain… not exactly. But something’s been watching us.”

“How do you know?”

“We could feel it strongly… I–I just know something is out there.” She looked at the mossy gate with dread.

“Well, don’t worry,” I grinned. “It’s probably just a ghost.”

“You’re–You’re not going out there today, are you, Chieftain?”

“Of course. Gotta practice my magic, rain or shine, ghost or no ghost.”

The only place I ever practiced my magic was in the field beyond the back gate. I’d realized early on that it was unsafe to practice it inside the village; I just didn’t have enough control over it.

In fact, I could hardly control it at all once I got it going.

If I got it going. Some days I just couldn’t access it. But when I did, it came out really strong. I thought of it like a fire hose with a tap that was very difficult to turn—but as soon as it was turned even a bit, it blasted out at full bore.

Hence the urgent need for me to practice and gain at least some rudimentary proficiency.

The guard’s hands trembled as she opened the gate, but she otherwise did a good job of putting on a brave face.

Admittedly, there was a creepy feeling in the air as I stepped through the gate and walked into the dark woods. But the hum of the rain on leaves was soothing, and I was eager to practice my magic.

I’ve got my finger on it today… I can already feel it.

On some days, just walking in the forest or looking up at the sky gave me a hint of the magic. This was one of those days. 

A subtle vibration hummed in the ground beneath my feet as I walked out into the rolling fields beyond the forest. The rain seemed to awaken something inside me, as well. With its scent and sound filling the air, I felt connected to the sky and dirt all at once.

In the same instant, a swell of strange emotion arose inside me.

That was my chance.

I tried to focus on that swell of magical feeling—trying to align my mind with it, like a surfer trying to catch a wave.

Shit. Missed it.

Taking a deep breath, I walked farther into the gusty field, closing my eyes and turning my face to the sky. As the rain pattered on my cheeks, the strange emotion welled up again.

This time, my mind was perfectly in sync with it.

Now!

Lightning flashed against my eyelids, and frigid wind swirled about my ears. Opening my eyes, I thrust both arms in front of my body, willing a channel to open in front of me; a stormy blast of icy water and crackling electricity poured out of it.

At the same time, the blast knocked me backwards.

I landed on my ass, chuckling.

“Holy shit.”

Repeating the process a few more times, I did it without falling over. Then I focused on precision.

Alright. Aim for that mound. It’s only what? 25 feet away? Try to hit that–but only that.

With a great mental effort, I could narrow the size of the blast, making it more precise—but I missed my target.

The blast merely singed the grass on top of the mound.

Alright. Try again.

Keeping my eye on the mound, I summoned another blast. Lightning flashed in front of my eyes, and a second later, dirt and dust exploded from the mound.

“Yes! Got it!”

It took an effort that was mentally and physically exhausting, but I could only assume it would get easier the more I practiced.

I headed back to the gate, eager to discuss all the strange occurrences with Rexella. I knew the healer woman would be able to shed some light on things.

As I walked through the forest, the wind sighed heavily through the trees, and I thought I heard a girl whisper my name:

“David.”

I stopped and listened intensely, raking my eyes through the monotony of trees. Seeing nothing, I kept walking.

“David.”

There it was again!

Seeing movement in the corner of my eye, I glimpsed glimmering blonde hair as a girl ran away. She wore a skimpy toga. I saw her tight butt and smooth legs just before she faded into the air.

“Damn. That ghost is hot.”

I marched back to the gate and hastened to Rexella’s hut.




***




“I don’t think it’s a ghost,” Rexella said, her striking bronze eyes gazing at me beneath the gold beetle that adorned her forehead.

She tossed a strand of raven-black hair over her shoulder, and looked down at Peeki, whom she was holding on her lap. 

The furball was grunting and struggling to break free so that he could jump on me and slobber all over my clothes.

I sipped my tea. “No? Well, she vanished like one. And she seems to enjoy haunting people—assuming she’s the one causing all the strangeness.”

“Yeah, I’d say it’s some kind of fey or spirit. Storms can bring them out.”

“So do the wards work on those types of beings?”

“No. Fey creatures and spirits wouldn’t be bothered by the wards at all. They pretty much come and go wherever they please.”

“I wonder if she’s working with the goblins.”

“Not likely. A fey won’t normally do anyone else’s bidding; they have their own purposes. Besides… she could be an imp, in which case she definitely wouldn’t be working for the goblins.”

“Why not?”

“They hate each other.”

“Well, can you spread the word around that it wasn’t Gorfa? She’s pretty shaken up over this, and I don’t blame her.”

I nodded towards a couple of old books by Rexella’s elbow. They were from my library.

“Make any progress?”

“Yeah, actually, there are a couple of passages I want to read for you.”

Letting go of Peeki, she picked up one of the books. The fur ball immediately dropped onto the floor, scampered towards me, and launched onto my lap, snorting and grunting excitedly.

“Ugh! Get off of me, Peeki!” I nudged him off.

“You’re so mean; he likes you!” Rexella said, opening the book to a page she’d marked.

“Yeah, well, he’s a rude boy.”

Peeki made an odd groaning noise and settled down on the floor beside me.

“Okay, this is the Book of Og,” Rexella said. “It tells of the origin of the world and the Prophecy of Separation.”

She paused for a moment, as if to observe the solemnity of the story, and then read:

“In the beginning, wide-breasted Noorut emerged from the abyss. Forests and grasses sprang forth and covered her roundness, and she generated all manner of creatures. The world teemed with beasts and crawling things.

“Then Noorut said, ‘I will create fair ones to please me.’ And so, she gave birth to 12 maidens who kept her gardens and prayed to her.

“Now, as these things came to pass, far away from Noorut, stern-faced Kem sat atop the Mountain of Tul, brooding alone.”

Rexella looked at me with a smirk. “It makes it sound like Kem already existed when Noorut was born, but the books in Hermengildia say Noorut created Kem, the sky, to cover herself. But no matter; I’ll continue.

“Now, it came to pass that Kem’s eye fell upon the broad hips of Noorut, and he was enraptured. Longing to embrace her, he sang out her praise; this was the origin of music and poetry.

“But Kem’s advances embarrassed Noorut. She clothed herself in thick forests so that Kem could not look upon her anymore. Returning to the Mountain of Tul, Kem gathered up some dirt and breathed life into it, creating Allowgild, the first man. ‘This is how I will win her heart,’ Kem said, and he sent Allowgild into the world.

“Allowgild killed monsters, cleared some land, and built a home. But he was lonely.

“‘Walk in the forest,’ Kem said. Obeying his creator’s command, Allowgild wandered in the forest and came upon Noorut’s 12 maidens. Their beauty put him in awe. Declaring his love, he built the maidens a bower and slew the monsters of the forest. The maidens gave themselves to Allowgild one by one, and the first generation of man sprang from their union.

“When first she discovered the violation of her garden and her maidens, Noorut was filled with wrath. However, Allowgild was so handsome that Noorut herself fell in love with him as soon as she looked upon him. She couldn’t help but forgive her maidens and bless the union.

“After this, Noorut cast glances at Kem when she thought he wasn’t looking. ‘He is just as handsome as his creation, if not more,’ she said. Gradually, Noorut became infatuated with Kem, and her passion built up until it was like a volcano.

“Noorut and Kem finally joined in ecstasy, and from their union sprang new races: elves, dwarves, goblins, cat people, and many others.

“‘But the 12 girls were dissatisfied with their union to Allowgild; they wanted it to be even closer. So, Noorut gave Allowgild the power to bind their souls to his. And through this soul-bond with Noorut’s maidens, Allowgild also established a magical connection with Noorut and, by extension, Kem.

“This granted Allowgild access to the powers of earth and sky. But Kem warned him sternly: ‘If you don’t master these powers, you will destroy yourself, your wives, and your children.’

“Applying himself, Allowgild learned to wield his magic with skill and precision. His power grew until he had no worldly rival. All bowed to him, even the beasts of the land and the monsters of the deep. But Allowgild never turned to tyranny. He ruled with wisdom and virtue for all the days of his life, which greatly pleased both Kem and Noorut.’”

Rexella closed the book. “You see?”

“So… My magic sort of comes from Noorut then?”

She smiled, her eyes flashing with pride. “You’re a second Allowgild! Kem brought you into this world, but it was up to us women to accept you or not.”

“And then it was up to Noorut to bless our union.”

“Yes.” Rexella smiled coyly. “She likes you.”

Her face flushed as she shifted in her seat and raked her eyes over me.

I cocked an eyebrow. “You were going to read another passage?”

“Hmm? Yes. The Prophecy of Separation.”

She picked up the other book and flipped through the pages.

“Here it is. It’s really brief. This is from the Prophetess Farkia: The generations of men continued to tame the wilds until the last monster was slain. Cities grew in size, with marble halls and vast temples to honor Kem. Alas, Noorut was honored less and less.

“Even Kem himself forgot to honor his own wife. He no longer gazed upon her in awe. He simply took her for granted and stopped treating her the way she deserved.

“Noorut will not put up with this! She knows her worth! The day is near when the wide-breasted goddess will cast Kem out and banish the sons of Allowgild from her realm. Women will once again be maidens of Noorut. Wilderness will cover the world once more, and the monsters will return.

“When this happens, Kem will have but one chance to reconcile himself with Noorut. He may send Allowgild into the world one more time. But if he fails, men will die out forever, and the world will return to its savage nature.”

Closing the book, Rexella squinted her eyes at me. “Why are you smirking?”

My smirk broke into a grin. “I’m not!” I said with a chuckle, “I just think Farkia sounds a little bitter. She probably got dumped. But no—you’re right. That definitely puts things into perspective. I bet Brunhilda likes this prophecy, especially the part about getting rid of all the men.”

Rexella crossed her arms. “What, you think Noorut should just stay in the kitchen and be quiet?”

“Does… she even have a kitchen? Anyway, I’m not saying that. I just want to hear Kem’s side of the story, that’s all.”

The conversation was suddenly cut off by an importunate knocking on Rexella’s door. Peeki shot towards the door, emitting his head-splitting shrieks.











CHAPTER FOUR







I ALREADY KNEW it was Nunu who knocked at the door. Through our soul bond, I usually got an intuition when she or Athalia were coming.

“Oh! Hello Miss Rexella,” Nunu said. “I–I’m sorry if I disturbed you. I–I was just wondering if David was here?”

It amused me that the cheeky little blonde became timorous the instant Rexella looked at her. It was as if Nunu was a schoolgirl and Rexella was a teacher she looked up to.

“We were just finishing. Come in, Nunu.”

Nunu ran inside and threw her arms around me, her blue eyes beaming as I stooped to kiss her saucy, heart-shaped face. I caressed her pregnant stomach, which seemed to get bigger every day.

She grabbed my arm. “Come with me.”

“Where?”

“You’ll see! Please?” She waved her hands excitedly. “It’s really important! You should come too, Miss Rexella.”

Nunu leaned backward and grunted as she tried to pull me with her body weight. “Come on!” 

“Alright, alright, but I’m gonna assume it has nothing to do with baking.”

Nunu stopped tugging and looked away with a mischievous grin. “Wha… Why would you assume that? Hehehe.”

“Because you said it was important.”

The little blonde’s face reddened. “Baking is important! Come on.”

She resumed pulling on my arm and grunting, which made me laugh. Then she suddenly stopped again, looked at the ground, and sniffled.

She spoke in a tiny, self-pitying voice: “I just came to invite you because we’re having a bake-off and we wanted you to be there, David, that’s all. But you’re just laughing.”

Of course, we both knew she was putting on a performance, but it was fun, so I didn’t care. It was a little game we liked to play. I lifted her chin and planted kisses all over her face.

“A bake-off?” I murmured between kisses. “Who’s having a bake-off?”

She broke away and walked towards the door. “Never mind. You don’t care.”

I chortled. “Alright, Drama Queen, where is this bake-off?”

“It’s at Inya’s oven.”

“But it’s raining outside.”

“It’s not raining that hard.”

“Okay, I’d love to drop by this bake-off—briefly.”

The rain had dwindled into a drizzle when we reached Inya’s adobe oven. Nunu pranced over to the stone slab table near the oven.

“Watch this, David! I’m gonna make cupcakes!”

She carefully looked over a bunch of ingredients that sat on the table, as if to make sure they were still there. Her little face assumed a look of intense concentration as she began mixing the ingredients in a bowl.

On the other side of the table, the olive-skinned MILF sisters, Inya and Kasi, were rolling small balls of dough and setting them on a breadboard.

Inya’s stomach, fat with the baby I’d put inside her, bulged under her tunic, and her huge breasts were even more swollen than usual, almost bursting with milk.

I’d drunk from the source so many times—usually in private but sometimes assisting her at the milk farm—that the sight of her swollen tits actually gave me a craving for milk.

As she leaned over the counter, it was hard for me to look at anything other than her mind-blowing cleavage.

Her swollen nipples were protruding beneath the fabric of her dress, and I could see a wet spot where she’d been leaking.

“There!” she said, clapping her hands. “Finished. Better hurry, Nunu, we don’t want to keep the Chieftain waiting. He has important things to do.”

Nunu danced on her toes. “Oh, don’t rush me! I’m the one who had to go and get the Chieftain.”

Hearing the patter of little feet, I turned and saw Milana charging towards me. Belina followed, holding her big, pregnant belly.

“DAVID DAVID DAVID!”

“Heyyyy, there’s my favorite girl!”

I picked Milana up and threw her into the air. She squealed with delight as I caught her and flung her skyward again.

“The judge has arrived!” Belina said, standing on tip-toe and raising her Italian-supermodel face towards me.

I stroked her chestnut brown hair as her big hazel eyes beamed bright against her olive skin.

Those striking eyes were almost the first thing I noticed about her, that day when I first met her in the forest, fighting desperately against the Wewa Cats.

“Judge?” I said, leaning down and kissing her lips. “What do you mean judge?”

She laughed. “They didn’t tell you that part?”

“They must have forgotten.”

Nunu grinned. “Well of course you’re the judge, silly! You’re the Chieftain.”

Inya strutted towards me with a sly look, her bouncing boobs almost bursting out of her tunic.

“It’s the only way we can settle who is the best baker,” she breathed, squishing her tits against me. “You won’t let us down, will you?”

I shrugged. “I’ll be the judge—provided you hurry things up.”

Word of the bake-off spread quickly. Soon, most of the village women, apart from the guard, had gathered around.

Kanisha, Nunu’s friend with the volleyball player’s body, came out of her hut with a cloak draped over her shoulders. Underneath it, she wore her short tunic skirt.

She stood by Nunu’s side to support her friend. “You can do it, Nunu,” Kanisha said, looking at me and putting her hands on her hips. “I’m sure the Chieftain recognizes a yummy meal when he sees one.” She cocked her hips, drawing my attention to her sexy legs.

The rain died away as the women put their dough into the oven. Pretty soon, the smokey air smelled quite tasty. It reminded me of my childhood when my grandma made banana bread and cookies.

My mouth watered in anticipation, and the women chatted and laughed with good humor.

This is actually a great idea, now that I think of it. We should do more stuff like this.

Unfortunately, two things suddenly happened that darkened the mood.

First, it started drizzling again. Then, as if on cue, several dour ladies appeared from the other side of the village.

The last of the Brunhildas.

The driving force behind this gloomy faction was Marwa, a young woman with the face of a Disney princess. It was one of the most adorable faces in the village—deceptively innocent and sweet-looking.

She was also tiny, at about 5 feet, which made her almost as small as Gorfa.

I had taken little notice of Marwa during my first months in the village. Back then, she dressed in frumpy, oversized clothing, and she fled whenever she saw me, hiding among other women or retreating into a hut.

All of which gave me the impression that she was a very shy teenager.

However, a big change had come over Marwa in the short time since we’d vanquished the goblin invaders.

She suddenly became preachy, castigating the other women for turning their backs on Brunhilda and submitting to the rule of a man.

She also started dressing more provocatively. Apparently, she was quite the seamstress, because she fashioned short, poofy skirts that displayed her exquisite legs, and bralette tops that sat tight against her almost-flat chest and showed off her taut stomach.

She tied her dark-brown hair into a ponytail at the top of her head, and it tumbled to her plump yet tight little ass.

I discovered she was actually 24 years old.

Hoping that her new look signaled a change in her attitude towards me, I tried flirting with her. 

But she only smiled with a malicious gleam in her eyes, triumphantly tossed her long ponytail, and sashayed away.

It was all about power.

She made a habit of showing up to communal events and lecturing everyone about Brunhilda and the revolution.

For example, if we were having a feast in the mead hall, she’d be sure to make everything awkward by piping in about how boar hunting was part of the old patriarchal ways or some such thing.

The mood became a little tense, therefore, when Marwa showed up at the bake-off, followed by her three cronies.

She stood apart, holding a dainty umbrella—where she got it, I don’t know, but it looked old—and whispering to her friends with a gossipy air.

The excitement mounted as the smell of baking wafted through the rain.

Just as Inya was taking her cookies out of the oven, I noticed Lady Athalia rushing down the grassy slope, boobs bouncing like crazy, evidently anxious she was going to miss something.

Gertrice jogged behind her, carrying a cloak and entreating her to put it on. Gorfa followed with drooping ears and a look of uncertainty on her face.

I shook my head and chuckled.

Inya put the steaming cookies on the table as Athalia rushed towards us, her ears standing at attention.

“Oh, it smells so lovely!” she said, walking up to the bakers, clasping her hands and leaning her face forward, her nose wiggling as she sniffed the air.

“Alright, everyone out of the way!” Inya said. “David—Mr. Chieftain, I mean. Please sample the baking.”

I grabbed a cookie off the table.

“That’s ours,” Inya said, holding her wrist and squeezing her breasts together.

I ate it with no fuss. It had a pleasing, chewy texture and tasted a little like carrots. It was good, which didn’t surprise me. Inya and Kasi were experienced bakers; presumably, they’d innovated ways of baking desserts without sugar.

“Very good,” I said.

A murmur ran through the crowd. “The Chieftain likes Inya’s cookies!”

Athalia’s tabby-cat tail flicked with agitation, and her nose wiggled furiously as she tried to get an idea of what the cookies tasted like.

“David, try mine next!” Nunu said—even though she was the only other participant. “I made them for you,” she lisped.

Everyone watched in silence as Nunu used a knife to remove a cupcake from the earthenware baking tray.

The cupcake wasn’t super sweet, but I liked it. Again, no surprise there; Nunu got recipe from her mother.

I nodded gravely. “Very good.”

Chatter ran through the crowd. 

Inya raised her hand. “Everyone be quiet! The chieftain will tell us whose baking is the best, mine… or Nunu’s.”

All the women fell silent and watched me intensely.

I cleared my throat.

“My favorite is... both!”

There were some groans in the audience, followed by a smattering of applause.

“Both,” Nunu scoffed, taking another cupcake out. “What nonsense.”

“It’s a tie; I like them both equally.”

“Well, now you can all judge for yourselves,” Inya said. “Everyone, come over and help yourself.”

As all the women crowded around the table, I saw Nunu take a bite of her cupcake.

After chewing for a few seconds, she nodded enthusiastically.

“My cupcakes are pretty good!” She squinted her eyes at me. “David, you said it was a tie just to be nice, didn’t you? You like mine the best!”

“Don’t say that till you’ve tried our cookies,” Inya said. “They’re really yummy, too.”

“Are they?” Nunu said, darting over to the table. “Let me try one.” She nibbled on one, and then munched it down. “This is good, I have to admit!”

Everyone seemed to agree that the cookies and the cupcakes were both good, albeit not very sweet.

“I must learn how Inya and Kasi made their cookies so good,” Athalia said to Gorfa and Gertrice as they each nibbled on a cookie and a cupcake.

The bake-off should have ended with the girls feeling proud of what they’d accomplished despite the lack of sugar.

However, a malevolent cackle suddenly rose behind us, and a shrill voice cried out, “Fools! You’re all fools!”

The crowd parted, and there was Marwa, smiling vindictively. In her hand was a partly-eaten cupcake.








CHAPTER FIVE







“HOW FOOLISH YOU are!” Marwa crowed. “Don’t you know you’ll never get it right without sugar?”

“Shut up, Marwa,” Inya said. “We can use alternatives, you know. Some foods are naturally sweet.”

Marwa smiled prettily. “Oh? Like what?”

“Well, like carrots, for instance.”

“Carrots? Bah!” She threw her head back and cackled. “Baking isn’t baking without sugar,” she said in a sing-song voice. “In Hermengildia, they have real baking, and it tastes more delicious than you could ever imagine!”

I doubted Marwa had ever even tried food with sugar, but her words seemed to hit home. Many of the women shook their heads and discussed it in hushed voices.

“Just imagine what we could do if we had sugar!” I heard one of them say.

“It would be a whole other level,” another agreed.

Nunu pouted at her cupcakes. “Well, you have a point. My grandma used to make these with honey, and my mom said they don’t taste as good without it.”

“Let’s face it,” Marwa continued, giving me a sidelong look. “We can’t bake anything good now that we’ve broken off from Hermengildia.”

I stared into the little vixen’s eyes. “Is that so, Marwa?”

“Yes, it is so. Mother Brunhilda always provided us with everything we needed.”

“Marwa!” Athalia said, coming forward. “How can you be so ungrateful to the Chieftain?”

“I’m not being ungrateful. The chieftain provides us with salty meat and sperm. I suppose that’s something. But he can never provide us with dainties and sweets like Mother Brunhilda did.”

“Did she send sweets and dainties?” I said, potentially setting myself up for a fall—but I was sure the answer was no, because Athalia had told me all the items they normally received from Brunhilda.

“Baked delicacies were exceedingly rare,” Gertrice said in an irritated tone. This surprised me; I wouldn’t have expected her to defend me. “And we never once received sugar.”

“And I doubt you gave it any thought,” I added. “You were about to die of starvation when I arrived. It’s because I put food on your tables that you now have the luxury to pine after sugar.”

Marwa tossed her head, unperturbed. “I’m sure Mother Brunhilda would have provided sugar if only we’d asked. It is well known that she holds several sugarcane plantations in the islands near Hermengildia. That’s why the city has so many lovely bakeries.”

“What do you know about it?” Gertrice said, stabbing the air with her finger—and I noticed her claw was out. “You’ve never even been there!”

“But I’m not wrong, am I? Hermengildia has many bakeries filled with delicious cupcakes, cocoa cookies—”

“Alright, Marwa,” I interrupted. “Point taken; dessert is yummy. Tell you what—” I raised my hands in a grand gesture as I swept my eyes over the crowd.

“The hunters will make it our goal to find sugarcane, honey, syrup—or all of the above—so that you can make cookies and cupcakes to rival the bakeries of Hermengildia!”

Many of the women shrieked with excitement, clapped their hands, and jumped up and down.

For an instant, Marwa’s beautiful face became disfigured with a look of sheer malice. But she quickly regained her decorum.

“That’s very noble of you, but how are you going to get it? You don’t even know where to look.”

“Doesn’t matter. Once we’ve defeated the goblins, we’ll be able to devote all our resources to find it. Why not? I like a challenge.”

Marwa pursed her lips and made a sad face. “But, Chieftain, that will take so long! We may wait forever!”

Many of the women whined and whimpered in agreement, and even Nunu pouted indignantly.

“Look, ladies, the war is a little more important right now. But I’m confident we will find sugar or honey.”

As I spoke, Gorfa caught my eye. She apparently desperately wanted to say something, but fear stopped her from doing so.

“That won’t be necessary, Chieftain!” Marwa said cheerfully. She raised a piece of paper.

“I have written a formal request for sugar. When the emissary arrives from Hermengildia, as she surely will, I will present it to her. So you needn’t worry about it, Mr. David.

“It’s nice and easy this way. We simply put in a request, and then we’ll receive high-quality sugar from Mother Brunhilda’s plantations.”

“Ain’t gonna happen,” I said flatly. “We’re an independent principality now—not a vassal of Brunhilda.”

“And besides,” Lady Athalia added, “Hermengildia is at war; you’re talking nonsense, Marwa.”

“With all due respect, My Lady, Mother Brunhilda is merely dealing with revolting tribespeople. She will deal with them soon enough. The emissary will come at some point. And when she does, I will—with your blessing, My Lady—present this request.”

“It’s so simple,” Marwa’s friend said. “Put in a request, receive sugar.”

“Yes,” another Brunhilda added. “Why not avail ourselves of this service?”

Nunu looked at me timidly, confusion furrowing her brow. “Couldn’t we… ask Brunhilda for a little sugar… but still be independent?”

Athalia’s ears crumpled, and her nose sniffed the air questioningly. “Well… Maybe there wouldn’t be… any harm in… asking for a bit of sugar? At least until we find our own?”

I did a facepalm. But before I could reiterate that we could certainly not accept any supplies from Hermengildia, Marwa suddenly jerked her head back and threw her arms into the air, screaming.

Basar, who had arrived late, had apparently been listening quietly for a few minutes. But now she’d decided enough was enough.

She’d grabbed Marwa by her long ponytail and yanked her backwards.

“That’s enough mutinous talk from you, little girl!” Basar said through her teeth.

Marwa’s expression rapidly changed from shock to rage.

“You bitch!” she screamed. “I’m gonna fuck you up!”

Despite Basar being a much bigger woman, Marwa flung her tiny arms furiously as screams and shrieks erupted from the crowd.

Basar shoved Marwa to the ground, but the other Brunhildas immediately flung themselves onto her, pulling her hair and slapping her arms.

“Enough!” I roared, striding towards the fight.

At the sound of my voice, the women immediately stopped. Everyone went dead silent, and even the women in the crowd looked at me the way guilty children look at their angry father.

“I’ll put her in the stocks,” Basar said, grabbing Marwa by the arm and roughly pulling her up.

“You will not put her in the stocks,” I said.

“She’s promoting treason! I should flog her first and then put her in the stocks! She’s worse than a cockroach.”

“Let her go. What she said wasn’t that bad. I have no desire to be a tyrant; criticism is allowed. But my policy is that we are independent. Accepting sugar from Bruhilda would undermine our independence. Everybody understand that? Nothing is free.”

“I know where there’s sugar!” Gorfa suddenly piped in.

Everyone turned and looked at the little goblin lady.

“Goblin have sugar plantation. Maybe we can steal some sugar plant; bring back here and grow.”

The women were impressed with this information, and they started chattering about it immediately.

I nodded slowly. “Well, that’s one possibility.”

But suddenly old Miss Grilfin ran forward, pointing her finger at Gorfa.

“Don’t listen to her!” she crowed. “She’s treacherous! I seen her atop the wall. She’s a goblin witch! Tryin’ to set a trap, that’s sure! She means to lure Mr. David away so that her goblin men can attack us, just like last time!”

Gorfa’s chest heaved in panic, and she held up her trembling hands. “No! No! I not do like that!” Tears filled her eyes as she looked around pleadingly.

“See? She’s got guilt written all over her!”

“I don’t want to hear that kind of talk,” I boomed, as Athalia and Gertrice protectively stood by Gorfa.

“I have no immediate plan to go looking for sugar plantations—certainly not while we’re at war. This is just a piece of information. That’s it.”

Athalia draped her arms around Gorfa and whisked her away.

“Alright, everybody listen to me,” I said, assuming my angry dad persona.

“Whatever Miss Grilfin saw, it was not Gorfa. I know this because I saw it, too—this morning when I went out the back gate. It was a blonde girl who looked nothing like Gorfa.”

The women were amazed, and they started firing questions at me:

“What was she doing, Chieftain?”

“Could you see her face?”

“Was she a ghost?”

I told them that Rexella also had something to say about it. The healer then came forward and began to explain how all the ghostly activity was more characteristic of fey creatures than goblins.

But thunder rumbled over the ocean, signaling another approaching storm, and the rain poured down.

As all the women fled from the downpour, my eyes met Marwa’s. She tossed her head, turned up her nose, and strutted away, her followers scurrying beside her.




***




When I returned to the longhouse, Athalia was standing over a pot of soup with her apron on. Four plates piled with bread and bacon were set out on the table.

Gorfa sat on her bench, her ears drooping more than ever. She didn’t even look up when I came in.

“Gorfa,” Athalia said gently. “Wanna come have some soup?”

The goblin girl slowly raised her head. “No, thank you, Lady Athalia. I not hungry.”

“Okay, honey. There’s a plate here for you if you change your mind.” Athalia gave me a concerned look and then called Gertrice to the table.

I ate quickly since I had to get down to the front gate for afternoon training, but I stopped to talk with Gorfa before I left. She was sitting in a corner of her bed, leaning against the wall, looking into Athalia’s hand-held mirror.

“Gorfa, don’t be sad about what those women said. We’re your friends; I want you to know that.”

“David, I… I sorry I make trouble for you.”

“You didn’t make any trouble.”

“I don’t know why I thought I can live with human. I…I goblin.”

She put the mirror down with a bitter look.

“David… You think… You think I… ugly?”

“Ugly? Are you crazy?” I sat down on the bed. “You’re hot! Every man who sees you falls in love.”

A little smile tried to break through as she shook her head. “That not true.”

“Yes, it is. Listen, don’t feel bad. Look at Athalia and Gertrice; they’re cat girls and the village accepted them. Everyone will get used to you, too; just give it time.”

She looked down, avoiding eye contact. Her face suddenly crumpled with anguish, tears filling her eyes.

“Maybe I… I no good… Because I goblin… I not deserve stay here. I… I go away forever. You not see me anymore.”








CHAPTER SIX







“GO?” I SAID as Gorfa looked at me tearfully. “Don’t be silly. Where would you go? You can’t go back to the goblins; they’ll kill you— you said so yourself.”

“I go Skrilp. Big goblin city. Nobody know me there. But David—” she suddenly looked at me with intense earnestness. “—please be careful! Remember what I say: goblin planning something big.

“They know David very powerful, so they think up new plan. Smart plan. They gonna surprise you somehow. Goblin is very sneaky. Please watch out, David. Promise me!”

She beat her fists on the bed as she said the last sentence, staring at me with pleading eyes.

I put my hand on her pretty ankle. “What’s all this talk about leaving? You’re not going to Skrilp. How would you even get there?”

She flung her foot out, throwing my hand off. “I make long journey.”

“Gorfa!”

Chuckling at her adorable moodiness, I put my arms around her and kissed her cheek.

She almost smiled, but then she suddenly pushed me away.

“No, David. You not really like me.”

“What? Where did you get that idea?” I sighed and squeezed her little hand. “I do like you, Gorfa. And I’m gonna take care of you.”

I put a hand on her calf, leaned down, and kissed her knee. Her hand fell on my shoulder, and I thought she might push me away again; but she tenderly caressed my shoulder and arm.

I kissed her knee three more times, and I could smell the dewy warmth of her body. Then I slowly and tenderly kissed her on the lips.

She wiped tears away from her eyes and sniffled.

“We’ll talk more later,” I said, thinking we’d reached an understanding. “I have to go to training.”

I walked up to Athalia, who was washing dishes in a basin.

“Talk to Gorfa. Hug her. Say all the girl stuff. She’s feeling terrible—even talking about leaving.”

“Leaving? No!”

“She’ll be okay. She just needs to know she’s wanted.”

It was a busy afternoon: drilling and training the volunteers; combat practice with Basar, Snori, and Cedri; visiting the guards at the front and back gates; and spending time in the lookout towers.

Since I was so busy, I had a quick dinner at Cedri’s—he heated up some of his famous wild boar stew.

I had planned on inviting Gorfa to sleep with me and Lady Athalia that night, but I got tied up at the front gate after the guards reported hearing strange noises outside. By the time I finally got back to the longhouse, everybody had gone to bed. 

In the warm glow of the fire, I saw Gertrice all snuggled in under her blanket, sound asleep. Her spectacles sat on a small table beside the bench where she slept, and her poofy trunk hose hung on a hook on the wall over her bed.

Her hair was tousled on the pillow, her ears occasionally twitching. One of her eyes was slightly opened, even though she was sound asleep. Her little mouth was ajar, and the tip of her tongue was sticking out. There was also a little wet spot on the pillow where she’d been drooling.

I couldn’t help but gloat.

Oh man, this is really unfair! I shouldn’t be standing here looking at her like this, but I can’t help it! Look at her… She’s hilariously cute!

Quietly walking to the opposite side of the room, I walked down the length of the longhouse to the other end and found The goblin lady apparently sound asleep in her bed. So I left her and went to bed.

Lady Athalia, of course, was in a deep slumber as crawled under the blanket beside her. Normally, the sound of her purring mixed with the rain would have made me maximally cozy.

But not tonight. There was way too much on my mind.

After tossing and turning for I don’t know how long, I finally gave up.

Fuck it. Might as well go out and see how things are going.

As I walked into the hall, dimly lit by the low-burning fire, I noticed with surprise that Gorfa’s bed was empty.

This worried me.

Normally, I’d just think she’d gone out to the privy hut, or “the shitter,” as I called it. But, given the way she’d been talking earlier, a pang of concern squeezed my gut.

Pulling on my boots, I ran out into the pouring rain to check the shitter: empty. I rushed back and woke up Gertrice.

“Gorfa’s gone,” I said as the cat girl put on her spectacles and blinked at me in surprise.

“Gone… ?”

“Yeah, and she was talking about leaving Staves earlier today.”

“Leaving?” Gertrice sat up. “You… you think she’d really run away in the night like this?”

“Maybe she would. I’m gonna head to the back gate; she’d be more likely to go that way. You go down to the front and tell them what’s going on.”

“Yes, Mr. David.”

Carrying a torch, I jogged over the field as rain soaked my hair.

“Gorfa!” I called into the night. “Gorfa!”

The rain fell thick, and soon my torch went out. I tripped a few times in the darkness, but I saw the light of the back gate flickering through the trees.

Approaching the gate, I saw the very thing I’d feared; the gate stood open, and the three guards hung about in a daze.

They slowly came to their senses when they saw me striding towards them.

“Chieftain… I don’t know what happened… It was the goblin girl. She said she was leaving. I told her we couldn’t allow her to leave, not like this. And besides, we couldn’t open the gate, not with what’s going on out there. But… I–I couldn’t stop her…”

“It’s not your fault,” I said, relighting my torch from the flame of the torch by the gate. “She used her magic on you. How long ago did she leave?”

“I’m not sure… It can’t have been long. Twenty minutes?”

“Alright. Wait here. Snori and the others will probably come soon.”

As soon as I stepped through the gate, I sensed something different in the air: watchful energy.

The light of my torch flickered on the trees as an icy wind blasted through them. The branches swayed as if they wanted to grab me.

All my muscles tightened and my heart pounded as I peered into the darkness, gritting my teeth. I had that creepy horror-movie feeling when you just know something’s going to jump out at you any second.

Alright, channel your magic. If a demon jumps out, I’ll blast it back to hell.

Breathing deep through my nose, I took in the rain’s fresh scent and appealed to the power of the sky.

Kem.

At the same time, I noted earthy scents that the rain drummed up from the forest floor.

Noorut!

Vibrations hummed through the dirt beneath my feet. The channels of elemental power opened up to me; I felt it buzzing at my fingertips, and I knew I could destroy the entire forest in an instant.

Bring on the demons! Or sirens or whatever the hell they are…

In my fired-up state, a wayward thought came to me from the back of my mind.

And if Gorfa really was in on it? If she really did help set a trap for the goblins?

“Then I’ll blast her too,” I muttered.

A pang of guilt twisted in my stomach, but I tried to defend myself: Come on, you can’t expect me to have not even a tiny sliver of doubt! I mean, it does happen. Hot spy girls seduce enemy men and deceive them.

Suddenly, it occurred to me that Gorfa probably detected this minuscule hint of doubt, buried in the back of my mind, and it hurt her feelings so much that she left.

I shook my head.

Oh, Gorfa. Is that what was going on in that funny little head of yours? Well, I’ll find you! I’ll bring you home, kiss you and hug you and never let you go again.

Approaching the edge of the forest, I saw the long grass swaying in the wind. There, lying on the ground in a heap, was the goblin girl.

“Gorfa!”

She was on her side, wet hair stuck to her face. I crouched down and touched her arm, shaking her gently.

“Gorfa.”

Touching the back of her head, I found a nasty lump there, and it was bleeding pretty badly. Someone—or something—had bludgeoned her from behind.

Whipping around to look behind me, I saw nothing but trees. I scooped Gorfa up and cradled her in my arms, still holding the torch in one hand. She didn’t stir; her body lay against me, seemingly lifeless.

Running back through the woods, I wondered if the sweet goblin girl would be able to tell me what had happened.

Or if I’d arrived too late.











CHAPTER SEVEN







GORFA LAY BY the fire in Rexella’s hut, sweat pouring down her head. She was delirious, babbling in her native language.

Rexella put her hand on Gorfa’s arm and spoke in her angelic voice, just like she’d done with me when I’d first arrived in Staves.

“It’s okay. You’re safe now. I’m here with you.”

Gorfa stopped squirming, laid her head back on the pillow, and wept. It seemed like she’d bottled up her emotion, and now it was spilling out.

Rexella took her hand away and got up, but Gorfa raised her hand and groped around in the air.

“You… You leaving?” she moaned, still in her semi-conscious state.

Rexella held her hand. “I’m just getting up to get some medicine off the fire. I’m still here with you..”

“Th-thank you,” Gorfa sobbed. “You so kind person.”  

Basar and Cedri, whom I’d met up with shortly after returning through the gate, stood beside me.

“Poor thing,” Cedri kept whispering, shaking his head. “Poor little creature.”

Basar maintained a look of studied indifference. “What’s wrong with her? Is it some spell?”

“Not a spell,” Rexella said. “She took a bad hit from behind–right on the crown of her head.”

The healer poured a steaming concoction into a cup and returned to Gorfa.

“Roll onto your side, Gorfa. Let me lay my hand on your wound again.”

Rexella touched Gorfa’s head, caressing it tenderly. Though I couldn’t see any magic working, I knew from experience that Gorfa could feel warm, caring energy going into her–and the attention made her feel special and loved.

The goblin girl stopped crying and nestled her head into Gorfa’s hand. Her chest rose as she let out a deep sigh.

“You so kind person,” she repeated softly.

Cedri’s eyes grew wider and wider as the gobliness’s chest kept rising and falling. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.

“Well… P’raps I should be…er… leaving,” he muttered, but his eyes remained glued to the little green woman.

She suddenly arched her back, and her mouth fell open as if she was surprised.

“Yes, as I was saying, I’m heading back to the–”

Gorfa emitted a long moan and then panted for breath.

Basar raised her eyebrows. “Is she getting off?” She’d been watching with a mixture of disgust and fascination.

“It sometimes happens during a healing,” Rexella hummed, brushing her fingers over Gorfa’s cheek and wiping a tear away. “And it’s perfectly normal. The healing process is very intimate.”

Basar smirked at me.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Very intimate.”

By now Cedri was wheezing. “Well, as I say, I shouldn’t be seeing this–”

Gorfa moaned again and rolled her hips. Cedri backed into the table, causing a clatter. “Good–Good night!”

He hurried to the door and flung it open, but it hit his foot and slammed shut.

Gorfa kept panting and moaning. Her breasts strained inside her goblin top, which—in addition to being very skimpy—was soaking wet from the rain. The wet fabric clung to her skin, showing large nipples.

Basar jabbed me with her elbow. “Those are some big tits for such a small girl, eh?”

“You like them?”

She shrugged. “They’re okay.”

Cedri fumbled with the door. “Going back to the… uh, back to the boobs, I mean the gate! Back to the gate.”

He hurried out, inadvertently slamming the door behind him.

Rexella stroked the top of Gorfa’s head. “Alright, we need to get those wet clothes off.”

Basar stepped really close to me so that I could feel her breath on my neck. “Aren’t you gonna rush out, too? You know, to preserve her modesty?”

I smirked. “I don’t think she’ll mind.”

“Mmmm, you so… nice person,” Gorfa panted as Rexella placed a hand on her collarbone. “Like a angel.”

She rolled her hips faster against the bed.

“That’s it,” Rexella said. “Just let it come, and then we’ll get those clothes off.”

Rexella placed her hand on Gorfa’s stomach. The goblin girl curled her legs up, gasping as if she was afraid of the pleasure that was rippling through her. But Rexella kept her hand on Gorfa’s belly.

“It’s alright. Just let it out. That’s a good girl.”

Gorfa sighed deeply and let her legs fall open.

“Fuck,” I growled under my breath.

Basar was still next to me, watching my reaction more than she was watching Gorfa.

Rexella moved her hand down below Gorfa’s belly button and held it there. The gobliness shuddered and squealed.

Finally, Rexella reached down and pulled aside Gorfa’s braies, revealing a cute little mound with a glistening slit.

“Ohhh,” Gofra whined, squirming her legs, “I need to…”

She opened her legs wider and started rubbing herself. Then shoved her fingers in. Finding a certain spot deep inside, she worked it hard for about ten seconds before abruptly withdrawing; an explosion of juices immediately followed, squirting all over the bed. 

Rexella stroked the top of Gorfa’s head. “Good job, sweetie. Well done.”

I swallowed thickly and clenched my fists. To my surprise, Basar groped my groin. Feeling my erection, she simply said, “Hmph.”

I reached for her hand, but she deftly moved towards the door, holding my gaze with a smug smile. Apparently, all she wanted was to get my attention.

“Leaving already?” I said. “You’re gonna miss out on the fun.”

I saw a flash of jealousy in her eye before she tossed her head. “Enjoy yourself, Chieftain.”

She left hastily.

“David, can you help me?” Rexella said as Basar shut the door behind her. “Just lift her shoulders so I can untie her top.”

Gorfa was slumbering like a baby now. She didn’t even stir as I lifted her, cradling her head in my hand. A feeling of possessiveness welled up inside me as I looked at her soft cheeks, her little button nose.

“What the hell is that little fairy’s problem?”

“You think she did this?”

“Well, it seems that way.”

Having untied the back of Gorfa’s top, Rexella pulled it up until Gorfa’s full breasts bounced out. The goblin giggled dreamily.

I tore my eyes away and looked at the ceiling. “This is unfair. I shouldn’t be looking.”

Rexella snickered. “You weren’t so concerned about propriety a minute ago.”

“It was different. She wasn’t completely out of it then.”

Rexella pulled the skirt down Gorfa’s legs and I laid the goblin girl back down.

“Wait–we’re not finished.”

“You want to take her panties off, too, eh? Oh, God.”

“We have to; they’re wet. Hold her legs up while I pull them down. You don’t want her to get sick, do you?”

“Alright, hurry up, then. But I’m not gonna look, God dammit. I’ll close my eyes.”

I sort of accidentally took a little peek. I saw Gorfa’s hairy mound between her soft, round hips.

Rexella padded her off with a towel and then covered her with a blanket.

I stood up. “Well, I guess I’ll head out.

“Wait.”

Rexella walked to the table and picked up a tattered book. “This is a collection of ancient lore. Most of what’s in here has been forgotten. I came across something significant this evening.”

She put it back on the table and took my hands.

“It says that when the maidens of Allowgild bound their souls with his, they also acquired special powers. Most of them only got basic divining abilities and telepathic communication with one another.”

“Yeah, that sounds like what happened with Nunu and Athalia.”

“Right. But a few of Allowgild’s women received more impressive powers.”

“Yeah? And why was that?”

“They were the three high priestesses, so they already had magic abilities of their own. Once joined with Allowgild, their abilities increased even more.

“Not only that, but the power increase which Allowgild received from them was greater. It was only through their combined power that they were able to defeat the great Leviathan of the deep waters.”

I raked my fingers through my hair. “Okay… So that means I should be a little strategic in choosing which ladies I bind.” 

“Yes.”

Rexella looked at me meaningfully, stepping closer and putting her hands on my chest.

“And you should do it soon, David. Bind every girl with magic or special skills. Maximize your power before the goblins attack us.”

She pressed her breasts against me and arched her back as my hands wandered down to her tight ass cheeks.

“You want me to bind you?” I murmured. “But you’re not pregnant yet… Or are you?”

Rexella took my forearm and directed my hand onto her belly. There was a small baby bump– I wouldn’t have noticed it if she hadn’t pointed it out.

She put her arms around my neck and flicked her hair, shaking the gold beads that hung from her headband.

“Bind me, David,” she breathed. “I want it.”

I undid the clasps of her dress, and she let it fall to the floor. Her hard nipples pointed beneath the small negligee she wore underneath.

I kneaded her body roughly with my hands, dragging my fingers up the back of her leg and squeezing her ass.

Slipping my fingers beneath her panties, I felt her wet warmth. My hard cock throbbed uncontrollably.

“Let’s do it,” I growled.

“Yes.”

I noticed Gorfa stirring in her bed. She was awake and watching us with lazy, lustful eyes as I fingered Rexella from behind.

Moving her hips luxuriously, she kicked the blanket off, revealing her voluptuous little body.

Rexella looked over her shoulder at the goblin girl. Then she gave me a mischievous look.

A smile spread over my face.








CHAPTER EIGHT







PUSHING REXELLA’S WAIST, I guided her to the bed. Gorfa blushed intensely.

I made Rexella get on her knees and straddle Gorfa. Then, taking a knee behind the healer, I kissed her cheek and put my hands under her arms, massaging her tits through her negligee as Gorfa watched.

Gorfa became very excited, pulling and pinching her own nipples.

I pulled down the fabric of Rexella’s undergarment, letting her tits spill out. I lifted them up and massaged them.

Gorfa watched, open-mouthed, as Rexella’s nipples got even more erect.

Then, putting my hand on Rexella’s back, I guided her closer to Gorfa, so that her tits were in the goblin girl’s face.

Gorfa eagerly licked Rexella’s nipple and fondled her breasts.

“Mmmm, you like my tits, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Gorfa mewled, taking a nipple into her mouth and sucking.

I pushed up the short skirt of Rexella’s negligee and slipped my fingers under the top of her braies. Just as I was about to pull them down, she stuck her ass farther into the air; this was because she’d moved down to Gorfa’s tits, which she was licking and pinching.

The goblin lady moaned and gasped for breath. Rexella moved down to Gorfa’s stomach, sticking her own butt even farther into the air as she pushed Gorfa’s thighs apart.

I watched as Rexella made a V with her fingers, parting Gorfa’s folds and revealing the pretty pink interior of the goblin’s pussy.

I felt like my head was going to explode. Curling my finger beneath Rexella’s braies, pulled them aside and stared at her juicy cunt, my mouth literally watering.

Gorfa, meanwhile, was panting and squirming desperately beneath Rexella’s skilled tongue.

“I’m gonna bind you now, baby.”

I pushed a finger into Rexella’s pussy while undoing my trousers with one hand.

“Yes,” Rexella moaned. “I want to be yours.”

“You are gonna be mine,” I growled. “Forever.”

Digging my fingers into her fleshy ass cheeks, I felt my spirit moving through my fingers and entering Rexella. The second it entered her, she lifted her head in surprise.

“Ohhhhh, David, I feel it…”

I rubbed my fingers over her cunt and then sucked her juices off my fingers. As my cock throbbed, eager to be seated deep inside her, I felt my soul extending into her even more, filling up every inch of her body, mingling with her soul.

As our souls entwined, I recognized Rexella’s essence; her kindness, her compassion, her cool-headed wisdom. And I felt a swell of admiration for her; I guess I was in love.

I was glad I’d chosen her to bind with.

Juices dripped down her thighs as tremors wracked her body. She rested her cheek on Gorfa’s stomach as the goblin gently stroked her hair.

“David… Ohhhhh… I feel you inside me… I’m yours now… I’m yours…”

In that rapturous moment when our souls entwined, I spread her cheeks, lined my cock with her wet entrance, and thrust into her.

She shuddered and moaned as I rammed in all the way to the hilt, spreading her tight pussy open and smashing against her cervix.

Digging my fingers into her waist, I fucked her deep, my balls smacking against her as she moaned, “Oh, oh, I’m coming again…”

I pulled out to the tip and then thrust in slowly, feeling her slick channel gripping me tight.

The binding was complete, Rexella’s pussy was spent, and I rutted her more and more frantically, my cock growing extremely hard.

“Ahhh… Fuck… I’m gonna–”

“Wait!” Rexella suddenly said, squirming her hips. “David, stop!” She twisted her body and pushed on my stomach.

Reluctantly, I pulled out, clenching my fists and groaning as a stream of cum squirted out.

“Quick, cum inside Gorfa!”

Rexella quickly lifted her leg and moved over, sitting beside the goblin lady.

Gorfa gazed at me with her legs open, biting her lower lip. “Fuck me, David!”

My rock-hard cock involuntarily pumped out another stream of cum; it shot onto Gorfa’s stomach in a sticky ribbon.

I quickly pressed my tip against her tight little goblin pussy.

“Hurry,” Rexella was saying. “Don’t waste anymore. Give it all to Gorfa; make her pregnant. Give us a baby, Gorfa; add your stock to our village!”

She dragged her fingers over Gorfa’s tummy, wiping up my cum. Then she put her fingers into her mouth and sucked up the jizz like it was syrup.

Gorfa opened her legs wider. “Oh, David. I wish… we could have baby together… I love you…”

“That’s it,” I grunted, still coming as I pushed past Gorfa’s tight muscles. “Relax… Ahhhh… God dammit, you’re so fucking… tight.”

She dug her nails into me, whined girlishly, and writhed her hips as I blew the rest of my load, still only halfway inside her. I pulled out, dripping cum onto her.

“I’m sorry, David,” Gorfa said in a tiny voice.

“That’s okay, baby. I like you tight. I just don’t want it to hurt too bad. But it can’t be helped just now.”

“We don’t have time to be too gentle,” Rexella agreed, leaning over Gorfa and spreading the Goblin’s legs.

She watched the cum dripping out, and then rubbed it all over Gorfa’s labia, even mixing it into her pretty little bush.

Using my cum as lube, Rexella slid two fingers deep into Gorfa and looked at her.

“This is how you like to do it, eh?”

Gorfa thrust her hips up and stared wide-eyed at the ceiling.

“Ohhhhh…. Yes.”

Rexella worked her fingers hard and deep, her knuckles smacking against Gorfa’s flesh. She watched the goblin’s face as her breathing became ragged.

Then she quickly pulled her fingers out, and Gorfa immediately squirted voluminously, soaking my cock and my stomach.

Before she even had time to catch her breath, I thrust into her again. She was so slick now that I got much deeper. I fucked her slowly, moving out and thrusting in, stretching her snug little pussy out more and more.

Then, keeping myself inside her, I leaned back on my heels, pulling Gorfa up by the wrists. She draped her arms around my neck as I gripped her sweet ass cheeks and lifted her up.

I angled her and thrust my hips up, impaling Gorfa on my cock. She slid down the shaft, gasping and moaning as terrible tremors shook her entire body.

“That’s it. Work your hips with me.”

I lifted her up by the ass and pushed her down again. She squirmed her hips, moaning, crying, delirious with pleasure.

“You’re doing great,” Rexella breathed, caressing Gorfa’s face. “Take all of David’s cum like a good little goblin.”

Gorfa pliantly turned her head towards Rexella, and the two women licked each other’s tongues passionately.

That was as much as I could take.

I picked Gorfa up by the ass and laid her on her back– and then fucked her senseless. 

“Ohhhhh, David, ohhhh…. You fuck me so good… You fuck me so good…”

“Yes,” Rexella said, rubbing her hands all over Gorfa’s tits. “Fill her up. Give her your seed.”

I unloaded my balls deep into the little goblin, shooting streams of cum straight to her womb.











CHAPTER NINE







WHEN I WOKE up the next morning, I realized with alarm that I’d slept in. I leaped out of bed and quickly dressed, angry with myself.

What if this morning was the appointed time for the goblins’ attack? And there I was sleeping in.

They could mobilize for a siege this very minute.

I heard Lady Athalia busily moving about in her kitchen area.

Why the hell didn’t she wake me?

It turned out she did try to wake me a few times, but I was sleeping like the dead, so she finally left me be.

But my irritation quickly disappeared as I shoveled down the breakfast Athalia had prepared for me. I felt fantastic.

Like, superhero fantastic.

My senses were keener than usual. Everything seemed especially crisp and clear. I saw things I’d never noticed before; like certain details in the tapestries and the carvings in the wooden support beams of the longhouse.

Moreover, I was almost bursting with vitality. I wanted to run laps around the village wall just to burn energy.

But there was no time for that, of course. Having gotten such a late start, I had to rush to do my usual rounds, so I was exceptionally preoccupied that morning.

Still, despite my business, I noticed I had a strange hyper-awareness of the earth beneath my feet and the vegetation growing out of it. Same for the surrounding air; I sensed it as keenly as if it were a liquid.

It was the same “one-with-nature” feeling I usually got when I accessed my magic abilities, only a lot more intense than before.

But it wasn’t only a difference of degree. Until now, I’d have to apply a tremendous mental effort to draw the feeling out; I’d catch a hint of it in the smell of the fresh air or the sight of some upturned dirt. And then I’d have to focus on it like I was trying to solve a Rubik’s cube.

Now it was the opposite; the feeling came on strong, with no concentration, and it took a mental effort to push the feeling aside just so I could think normally and get on with my day.

Does this mean Rexella’s theory was right? I wonder if she has offensive magic now, too. If that’s the case, this is huge! Imagine having two magic wielders!

After completing my rounds, I jogged towards the upper village, eager to get out and test my powers to see what I could do.

As I ran up the grassy path and my heart beat faster, I felt the magic power of the earth rising; the valve was open and felt like it was going to erupt like a volcano.

I ran faster, worried I might accidentally unleash my power on the village.

Funnily enough, though, I quickly discovered that one tiny person had the power to make me instantly exercise complete control over the magic energy.

“DAVID DAVID DAVID DAVID!”

Milana ran along the path, precariously holding a plate with both hands. A cloth covered the plate, but I could guess what was underneath.

“Don’t run Milana!” chided Belina, hurrying to keep up and clutching her protruding stomach.

I stopped and waited for them, thrilled to see Milana as always. I didn’t even realize until later that the magic receded rapidly so that it was perfectly under my thumb.

“Hey, Milana. What have you got there?” I took the plate and lifted the cloth. “Ahhh, have you been baking?”

“I made cookies!”

“Want to join us for tea?” Belina said, kissing my cheek.

I crushed my lips against her beautiful face and put my hands on her big, round belly.

“Wow,” I said, suddenly amazed that my child was inside her. “That’s your little brother or sister in there, Milana!”

Belina laughed musically. “Well, why don’t you come over and all four of us can have tea together?”

“Actually… I can’t just now. Gotta go practice my magic before afternoon drill.”

Her brow creased with worry. “But… David… Isn’t it dangerous? After what happened last night…”

“I’m not too worried about a little poltergeist, or whatever it is. It’s important that I develop my magic abilities–fast. ”

“Poltergeist…?”

“I’ll take a couple cookies to go, though. I’m starving.”

“No!” Milana moved the cookies away angrily.

“Milana, that’s not very nice,” Belina said. “David is very busy, remember? He’s making sure we’re all safe.”

She turned to me with a giggle. “Milana has decided the cookies are specifically for tea. She won’t let anyone try them unless they come over and have them during tea.”

Milana contorted her face even more, apparently furious that her mother was making light of her grand plan.

“Well, I think that’s a perfectly sensible idea,” I said. “I’ll come by after training and have tea and cookies then.”

Milana slowly looked up at me, giving me the stink eye. “But tea time is starting now. You’re gonna miss it.”

“Don’t worry. I’m the Chieftain, remember?”

“Yeah, so?”

“So, that means I can make another tea time happen whenever I want.”

Milana’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Yup. So don’t eat all the cookies, okay? Save some for me.”

She frowned in thought for several seconds. “Well, okay.”

I turned and started up the hill, taking the path to the upper part of the village. But after a minute, Milana called after me.

“DAVID! WAIT!”

I turned and saw her hurrying up the path with the cookies.

“Would you like a cookie?” she said, out of breath.

“Oh! Are you sure?”

“Mm!” She nodded resolutely, and I could tell that she’d worked it all out in her head.

“Thank you.” I scooped up two cookies. “This is gonna tide me over until later.”

I munched the cookies as I walked through the field towards the back gate. Though most people would probably have found them bland, I thought they were hearty–nice and chewy, with little crunchy bits.

Those crunchy bits, I was sure, must have been nuts. There were some nuts in our village–growing on a small, thorny bush that clung to the palisade wall in a muddy corner.

The women rarely bothered with it, because the bush was too small to produce much, and their attempts to grow more of it always failed.

I chuckled as I pictured Milana and Belina trudging across the village into the mud and meticulously picking out the few nuts they could find.

The women were sure spending a lot of energy on this baking craze. It all seemed pretty silly from my point of view. As for sugar, I was never a fan to begin with.

My first inclination was that we were better off without it.

But my opinion changed when I started thinking of it from a business perspective. Demand for sugar in Staves was insane; it would surely be the same elsewhere.

If I did somehow secure a sugar supply, it would be as good as gold.




***




The back gate creaked open noisily, and I walked into the quiet forest.

The trees seemed watchful. I had a distinct impression there had been vigorous activity in the forest right before I’d opened the gate. It was like I’d entered a stately room where children had been playing without permission, and they suddenly scattered to hide when an adult arrived.

Still, the woods were peaceful. Blue sky peeked through the sighing leaves, and the ground glistened from recent rain.

I always enjoyed going out there; it was the only way to get any time to myself.

The only downside lately—apart from the paranormal activity—was that the pines were putting out disgusting pollen that made me sneeze.

Nevertheless, the mystical feeling came on strong as I walked under the branches.

My fingers tingled as I walked towards the gusty fields, eager to let it flow out. But just as I stepped out into the sun, I thought I heard footsteps behind me.

I spun around, fists clenched. The ground hummed beneath my feet. Energy swelled up; it felt as if a tide lifted me high into the air. My heart pounded, and my mind was soaring.

But nothing was there. A light breeze stirred the trees.

Turning, I walked into the field, still reeling with an overwhelming sense of the elemental magic all around me. As soon as the rolling hills and blue dome of the sky filled my sight, I was siezed by a horrible vision.

Losing all sense of my body, my consciousness seemed to dissolve into the land. I perceived layers and layers of earth, massive plates shifting, mountains rising, molten lava exploding.

It was terrifying and disorienting. I couldn’t tell if minutes or years passed; and I felt my personality slipping away.

Luckily, a sense of panic sharpened my focus.

I brought myself back by degrees. First, I was aware of my fingers; then I noticed the sensation of the ground beneath my feet.

Eventually, I was “back” in my body–to my great relief.

But the vision was still with me, threatening to overwhelm me; I had to deliberately keep it at a distance. I knew I could open a channel to that awesome power. I could release it and send it outwards.

“Alright. Let’s try it!”

I threw up my hands and opened a space in front of me, a hole through which the earth-power could be released. My mistake was that I didn’t think to try to limit it.

A torrent of molten lava and flames blasted out. It was so powerful that it knocked me backwards. I landed flat on my back and blacked out.

When I sat up, I felt dazed and weary. About 15 yards away, smoke billowed up from the grass, where a mound of molten lava glowed bright red around the edges. A black crusty layer covered the top as it cooled down in the open air.

I struggled back to my feet.

Alright, I learned two things from that. First, get a proper footing before summoning the elements. Second, I gotta limit the flow. Man, I feel exhausted just from that one blast. That’s why I gotta limit it. Don’t want to blow my load all at once!

Flames lapped up from the grass.

Uh oh. Not good. Let’s see if we can put out the fire.

Walking towards the lava, I threw my head back to look at the sky. Again, I felt my mind expanding–this time into the sky. The earth seemed to leave my feet as if I was flying.

But I attempted to stay connected to my body so that I didn’t get carried away by the vision, or whatever it was.

Alright, sky. A little water over here, please. Emphasis on ‘little.’

I thrust my arms upwards, opening my hands to the sky. The image of wizard Mickey Mouse in Fantasia popped into my mind. Not exactly what I was going for. But it just felt like the right thing to do.

And it seemed to work. A whirlwind came down and stopped just above my hands. I felt drops of rain splashing around me.

Then I looked at the lava and threw my hands towards it, willing a huge gush of torrential rain to pour forth, sending up a cloud of hissing steam.

This spectacle amazed me so much that I lost concentration; the rain gave way to a full-on dump of freezing water, as if I was making the lava take part in a giant ice bucket challenge.

This produced so much steam that everything became shrouded in mist, and cold water rushed over my feet before I cut off the flow.

I staggered in exhaustion. I could try to use the magic again, but I sensed something bad would happen if I did. Maybe it would even kill me.

That’s enough for one day.

As the steam dissipated, I walked back towards the trees, happy with my progress.

I headed straight to Rexella. If I was late for training, so be it. Increasing our magic abilities was obviously a huge advancement for our defense. I was eager to see if the healer had discovered any powers of her own, now that she was bound to me.

But as I hurried through the woods, I heard footsteps behind me–again.

Spinning around, I saw nothing.

“Playing games, eh?” I said aloud.

Slowly continuing on my way, I heard laughter—the same laughter we’d heard from the lookout tower. But this time it was clearer; there was no rain or wind to muffle the sound. It sounded like a girl bubbling with silliness and mirth.

“Why don’t you come out!” I said sternly.

All was quiet, so I continued walking. I wasn’t going to waste time searching around the forest for some trickster phantom.

That’s probably just what it wants.

A breeze sighed through the branches, and the trees creaked. The pollen tickled the inside of my nose.

“Dammit,” I muttered, pinching my nostrils.

Sweeping my eyes around the trees as I walked, I caught sight of something that definitely did not belong there.

A face.











CHAPTER TEN







THIS FACE WOULD have been quite pretty if the circumstances hadn’t been so creepy. It was sticking out of an aspen tree like a ghost walking through a wall.

Its eyes widened in surprise when I looked at it, and it awkwardly receded into the tree—but not entirely. A transparent outline was still visible, along with its eyes, which were still looking at me.

I threw up my arms. “I can still see you!”

The face slowly vanished as I stomped towards the tree.

“Hey!”

I marched up and knocked on the tree, right on the spot where the face had been. “Helloooooo! Do you always stalk people like this?”

I suddenly saw something from the corner of my eye, hanging from the tree. It was a foot. A girl’s foot.

I took a quick step back and faced her, ready for combat.

She sat on a branch just above my head, dangling her legs. Her white toga-style dress left her arms and neck bare.

She seemed to be just as in awe of me as I was of her. She crossed her milky legs, dropped her elbows on her thigh, and rested her face in her palms—staring at me like an enamored schoolgirl.

It was a flawless youthful face, with plump little lips like cherries, a pretty nose, and playful eyes that gleamed with mischief.

Those eyes were a striking orange-red color; I’d never seen eyes like that before. She had long, elf-like ears, and flowers in her luminous blonde hair.

Maybe it was because of the flowers that I didn’t immediately notice another strange feature: horns.

Small red horns.

“What are you and what do you want?” I said, glowering at her horns.

Her eyes widened in surprise. She was apparently quite taken aback by my question.

“I… I… I came to see you…” she said in a very tiny, very shy voice.

My staring at her horns must have made her self-conscious, because she put her hands over them with a look of dismay.

As she did so, I noticed a movement on either side of her. That’s when I realized she also had wings.

They were so foreign and unexpected that my brain didn’t even register that they were there at first glance. I stared at the wings, aghast. They were featherless and red, like a…

“A demon… You’re a demon!”

“No!” she said, desperately throwing her hands up in protest.

In the same instant, her tail—which I hadn’t noticed until now—flicked up. It was long and thin, with an arrow shape on the end.

Before I had time to react, I suddenly sneezed.

It was a big one, and I didn’t even see it coming. The girl screamed and fell backwards off the branch. But instead of falling to the ground, she simply disappeared.

I looked around suspiciously.

“Hello? Where’d you go?”

She didn’t reappear, so I headed back for the gate, quite amazed by all that had happened.

It was all the more reason to talk to Rexella immediately. She’d probably be able to make better sense of it than anyone else.




***




As I came through the gate, I saw Rexella on the path, running towards me. I’d never seen her in such a state of excitement–except maybe in the bedroom.

“Hey.”

“David, oh my gods, this is incredible—It’s… it’s more than I expected.”

She grabbed my hands and looked around.

“I have to show you. Ah! Over here.”

She led me through the grass to some boulders. Then she faced me and raised her hands towards my face. Staring into my eyes, she brought her fingers almost to my temples.

I smiled innocently, admiring her beautiful eyes. And then she jolted me.

“Ow! What the hell was that?”

“How do you feel?”

“I feel…”

The jolt to my temples only lasted an instant. Once I got over the surprise, I realized a boost of strength was pulsing through me. I felt extremely alert, energetic, and upbeat. And I felt like I could pick up a house.

“I feel great!”

“Quick–the boulder!”

She pointed at an oblong boulder that stood chest-high. I placed my hands on it and heaved, but I overestimated the amount of effort required. The boulder toppled onto its side, and I went with it.

Rexella laughed and clapped her hands. “You see?”

“That was amazing,” I said, dusting myself off.

It was as if the boulder was a Styrofoam prop on a movie set. I wanted to pick it up, but I noticed the extra strength was already draining away rapidly.

“I… think I’m back to normal already.”

“Yes. I think I could make it last longer, but it would drain more energy from me.”

She looked at the dirt where the boulder had been standing.

“Come here, watch this!”

A large centipede was crawling over the soil. Rexella opened her hands, pointing her palms towards it. I could see no changes in the air—no dazzling special effects. But the centipede stopped crawling, curled up, and died.

Rexella looked at me with a wicked glint in her eye.

“Damn! I’ve turned you into a sorceress.”

“You have,” she said with a self-satisfied toss of her hair.

“So, I guess these new powers are related to your healing ability.”

“I think that’s right. They’re not really new powers so much as an extension of my healing power.”

“My powers have increased a lot, too. We’ve got to talk about that, but there’s something else I have to tell you first. I met the demon.”

“Demon?”

“Yes, demon. Come on, let’s go to your hut. I’ll tell you everything on the way.”




***




Rexella almost spat out her tea as she erupted with laughter. She listened with a humorous smile as I described my meeting with the demon. She lost it when I got to the part where I sneezed.

“What’s so funny?” I said, munching on a bite of boar jerky.

“That’s not a demon. It’s an imp.”

“An imp?” 

“Yup.” She tapped her nose reflectively. “An imp has been causing all this mischief… that makes sense. Some people would consider you lucky, you know. It’s extremely rare for anyone to see an imp.”

“You learned about them when you studied at Hermengildia?” I looked at the portrait of Mother Brunhilda on Rexella’s wall.

“Yes. They’re supposed to be whimsical beings, fluttering from moment to moment like hyper little birds.”

A peremptory grunt came from underneath the table, rudely interrupting the conversation. Rexella looked down at her lap with a sly expression. “Peeki, shhh. David doesn’t like it when you do that.”

“I can’t believe you let him sit on your lap when you’re eating,” I muttered.

With a shit-eating smirk, Rexella broke off a sizeable chunk of jerky.

I grimaced. “Don’t tell me you’re gonna…”

“Here you go, baby,” Rexella cooed as she lowered the jerky down to her lap. “Don’t listen to that big, mean man.”

Unseemly scarfing noises came from under the table–for about two seconds.

“Ugh, he didn’t even chew it! He’s gonna get fat if you keep feeding him like that.”

“No, he won’t. I just give him a little treat sometimes. Alright, Peeki, that’s all. Down.”

The furball plopped onto the floor and seemed to hesitate. Then he assumed a submissive posture and waddled in my direction, as if he had a limp.

I glared at him. “Don’t even try it, Peeki.”

He started trembling and whimpering.

I looked at him disdainfully. “You think this pathetic display is gonna work on me, Peeki? The oldest trick in the book. You already got a big bite, anyway. You’re gonna get fat.”

The furball groaned with theatrical self-pity and waddled to his corner.

“You’re so mean,” Rexella said.

I rolled my eyes. “Anyway, you were saying?”

“Yes, I was gonna say imps can bring good luck, but they can also cause a lot of trouble if you get on the wrong side of them.”

“What would an imp be doing here? She acted like she expected me to be happy to see her.”

“Well, imp logic is very different from human logic.”

I sighed and absentmindedly looked around the room. My eyes returned to the Brunhilda portrait. I frowned at it.

Rexella reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “David? Does that portrait bother you?”

I shrugged. “Well… I just kind of wonder why it’s on your wall.”

“Oh… It does bother you! I’m sorry—I’ll take it down.”

She got up and took the picture off the wall, placing it face-down on a shelf.

“There.”

Rexella returned to the table, her big eyes watching me closely as I chewed my bread and jerky.

“David? Are you mad at me?”

I laughed. “Of course not. I’m just wondering why you had the picture up in the first place, I guess. Just curious.”

“Well, I learned my craft at a magic academy in Hermengildia, as you know. And Brunhilda is renowned there as one of the greatest witches ever. I looked up to her and… and I suppose I was grateful to study at her school. But–”

“Did you meet her?”

“Oh, yes, a few times. She’s very charming… but cold.”

“What about the revolution and all that? Did you believe in that stuff?”

“No, I was never very political. I just wanted to learn the healing arts so I could help people. That’s why I wear the beetle. It means hope, resurrection, renewal–new beginnings!”

She grabbed my hand again, her eyes shining with passion.

“David, I want to make sure you know my loyalty is for you. There’s no choice between you or Brunhilda. I still respect her, but you’re my… my husband!”

I squeezed her hand. “Baby, you don’t have to convince me. I know. It was pretty obvious when you bound your soul to mine.”

“Okay. I just wanted to make sure.”

Over the days that followed, Rexella kept experimenting with her newly acquired magical abilities, getting a better idea of what she was capable of.

One morning, for example, she accompanied me up the large lookout tower. I brought her with me because I wanted her to take a role in the village guard.

We found Cedri standing at the railing, whispering rapidly to the archers, all of whom had their arrows nocked.

“Huge turkey out yonder,” Cedri whispered, pointing with his hook. “Been watching it for fifteen minutes.”

I spotted the fowl about 30 yards out, wading through the grass, almost in the shadows of the trees.

“Too far for the girls to get a good shot,” Cedri said. “I’ve a mind to go after it with a spear.”

But the turkey suddenly launched into the air. 

This threw Cedri into a state of utter confusion and surprise, as if it was the last thing he ever expected to happen.

“What! Ho! Shoot it! Shoot it!”

The girls fired their arrows as the turkey flapped over the field. All the missiles fell short of the bird.

The archers reached for more arrows, but Rexella intervened.

“Wait,” she said, stepping to the railing and pointing her hand towards the turkey, which seemed to be safely out of reach.

But the bird spun in the air, as though something had struck it, and fell to the ground.

“Hey! What! You got it, you got it!” Cedri roared, slapping the railing. “Got it with your magic, eh? Amazing!”

The archers looked at Rexella with astonishment.

“I’ll go fetch it for ya,” Cedri cried, overjoyed. “Tell you what, I’ll even pluck it and cook it for you if you’ll eat it with me.”

Rexella smiled. “Deal.”

“Excellent! We’ll have it at my place.” 

Rexella would continue to hone these skills assiduously, and soon the villagers were quite in awe of her.

Given her extraordinary offensive abilities, I decided it would be safe enough to leave the village for a short reconnaissance quest.

I’d been wanting to do it for a while: take a quick trip to the nearby hills, where I could see much of the ocean and surrounding area. Maybe I could spot the goblins and get some idea of what they were up to.

I figured I could do it in about four hours, traveling by horse.

So I left Rexella as second-in-command of the Village Guard, with Snori as temporary leader, since he had the experience. But Lady Athalia would fill in for me as Chieftain, so the last word would be with her.











CHAPTER ELEVEN







THE MORNING SKY was clear, and a pleasant breeze stirred my hair as I galloped through the field on my horse.

I reached the hills in good time, ascending a steep aspen-covered slope and emerging onto the top while the morning sun was still behind me on the other side of the hill.

Leaving my horse by the trees, I walked out towards the edge, where there was a sheer drop; down below, a sandy beach led out to the glittering ocean. If I followed the ridge a little way, it would lead me above the treeline, where I could see in every direction for some distance.

However, I didn’t have to look long to spot something. As soon as I came out of the trees and looked at the watery horizon, I saw a boat.

I crouched down, not wanting to skyline myself, and observed two more. They were goblin boats; I recognized them now. They seemed to be heading for a spot on the shore nearby, but not quite within view.

“Shit,” I muttered to myself. “Wish I could see more.”

I made my way back to the trees, intending to walk to another spot that overlooked a basin that seemed like a natural passage for travel.

But a bubbly voice suddenly spoke to me from the trees.

“Why don’t you fly?”

I’m not gonna lie. This kinda scared the shit out of me. My mind was on goblins, and I was sure I was alone.

I jumped, making the voice break into a fit of giggling.

But I wasn’t laughing. My sword blade rang out as I unsheathed it.

I heard a scream and then spotted the blonde, winged girl peeking out at me from behind a tree.

“You? What the—Did you follow me all the way here? What are you doing sneaking up on me like that?”

She looked at the ground, mortified. “Ohhhh, Fiz, you’re such an idiot.” She slapped her forehead.

“That’s what they always told me,” she said to herself. “‘Fiz, you’re a worthless idiot!’ I guess they were right.’”

“Who the fuck is Fiz?”

She looked at me in surprise, almost as if she’d forgotten I was there. “That’s me! I’m Fiz.” She forced her mouth into a doubtful smile.

“What are you, and why are you following me?” I demanded.

“I… I… oh…” She looked at the ground and started mumbling in a tiny voice.

“I can’t hear you. Speak up.”

“What, what, what am I?”

“What sort of creature are you?”

“Oh! I’m an imp!” She grinned.

I frowned impassibly, slowly nodding my head. “And why are you following me? Speak up!”

“Well, um, I…” she started mumbling again.

I sighed. Maybe a different approach would work better. “Why don’t you come out from behind that tree? I’m not gonna hurt you as long as you don’t hurt me.”

I sheathed my sword.

“Hurt you? Oh! I would never hurt you!”

She came forward slowly, holding her finger in front of her waist like a shy little girl.

“I thought… I thought maybe… We could… we could be friends. That’s why I came here, Allowgild.”

I gaped in astonishment. “What did you just call me?”

Her lip quivered, and for a second I thought she was about to cry. “Allowgild?”

“Why do you call me that?”

She rolled her eyes as if I was talking silly. “Because you’re the next Allowgild. Everybody knows that!”

“Everybody? Who’s everybody? How did you even know I exist?”

“All the fey creatures—or most of them, anyway. They all heard you were here.”

She blushed suddenly. “My aunties all rushed to the peeping pool when they heard about Allowgild’s arrival. And the pixies and gnomes came rushing out of the forest, and everyone crowded around the peeping pool all at once.

“I stayed by the pool a long time—longer than anyone else! Then I decided to come and make friends with you, but my aunts said I couldn’t go.

“They said I wasn’t old enough to leave the castle, so I waited four months until my 19th birthday. But my aunts still said I couldn’t leave, so I ran away in the middle of the night!”

She threw her arms above her head and did a graceful backwards cartwheel. Then she laughed and started skipping around the tree.

“Why did you attack my friend? And why did you impersonate her? That was you that appeared at the top of the wall, right?”

Fiz stopped and touched her dress, and I saw that a bit of it was torn off. This confirmed that it was her atop the wall, since we’d seen the piece of cloth blowing around up there.

The imp suddenly vanished.

“Hey!”

“She’s a goblin!” Her voice came from above.

I turned around and saw her sitting on a branch.

“So what if she’s a goblin? She’s my friend. If you want to be friends with me, that means you can’t be trying to kill my friends. Understand?”

She slumped her shoulders and pouted for a few seconds. Then she perked up. “Okay! If that’s what you want, I’ll never be mean to goblins again.”

“Not all goblins. Just the one you attacked; she’s my friend.”

“Okay, Allowgild!” She did a backflip off the branch but floated to the ground, landing softly on her feet.

“Listen, you can call me David.”

Fiz clapped her hands and jumped up and down. “David! I like that. David, David, David!

“Well, I gotta get back, but we can talk more on the way if you… wanna… fly beside me or something.”

“But David. Why don’t you fly? I thought you wanted to see more.” She threw up her arms and gestured towards the ocean.

I sighed. Alright, I’m gonna have to be patient with her.

“I can’t fly,” I explained, as if she was slow. “See? I don’t have wings.”

“I know, silly! But you’re the new Allowgild. Can’t you turn into an eagle, like the first Allowgild?”

“Could he do that? I scratched my beard skeptically. “I’ve never heard anything about it.”

“You haven’t?” She put her hands on her hips. “Why not?”

“What do you mean ‘why not,’” I chuckled. “I just haven’t heard about it.”

“But it’s in all the stories. Everybody knows Allowgild liked changing into an eagle so that he could see far and wide. Just like the Eagles of Tull.”

“The Eagles of Tull,” I repeated thoughtfully.

Tull is the mountain where Kem is said to live. I guess eagles live there, too. So there’s the connection: Kem is associated with eagles—probably represents his foresight and wisdom, and all that.

I couldn’t quite see how that resulted in Allowgild being able to change into an eagle, but somehow it felt right.

An image of an eagle kept appearing in my mind—it felt like a memory—of an eagle soaring high in the sky, its sharp eye looking at me like a dagger.

The dream! That’s where I saw it. In my first dream of Kem, when I saw his face in the mountain.

“So… how would I do it? How would I change into an eagle?”

Fiz scratched her head. “I don’t know. How did you bring out all that fire? Just do the same thing, maybe.”

“The same thing?”

I looked out at the sea. The same thing.

“Alright, I’m gonna try.”

You might question why I tried this in front of the imp. First, I didn’t expect it to work. Second, by this point—based on first impressions and what Rexella had told me about imps—I’d concluded that Fiz was probably exactly what she appeared to be: a simple, guileless creature who just wanted to be my friend.

Closing my eyes, I went into a reverie. The image of the eagle came back to me; its feathers ruffling in the air, its keen eye.

I saw the mountain again clearly, where the god’s face had appeared. The wind blew beneath me; the sky opened overhead; the eagle’s cry cut the air.

Suddenly, I had the strange feeling that I was looking at another version of myself. That was when I knew it would require only a simple act of will for me to become the eagle.

“Yes,” I murmured. “I think I know how to do it.”

“Oh! But Allowgild, I mean David.” Fiz was suddenly beside me. I felt her little hand tapping my arm, but I kept my eyes closed.

“David, I forgot to tell you. You shouldn’t go too far—it’s dangerous… I think. David? Can you hear me? Please don’t go too far…”

Fiz’s little voice faded as the wind rushed over me.




***




The intensely bright blue sky blinded me momentarily. I blinked my eyes and felt the wind under my outspread arms—not arms. Wings!

The ground was impossibly far away; it was like the view from an airplane. Far, far below, the rocky shore passed by as I flew over the ocean—deep, dark blue with little white crests where the waves were rolling.

I spotted a boat, far out on the water.

Goblins.

Circling back, I saw the hill where I’d been looking out at the ocean. Then I swooped down towards the shore, quickly spotting the several boats I’d seen earlier.

They were moored now, and smoke curled up from a thin strip of beach that was nestled at the bottom of the hill. Some goblins stood around a fire, apparently cooking something.

Swooping farther down, I confirmed a camp was set up there—a fairly significant one. If all five boats were fully manned, that would make 30 goblins.

Flapping my wings, I ascended higher and higher, until I was well above the hills that overlooked the sea. Soaring over them, I was struck by the view of the land.

Apart from its beauty, I noted how ‘normal’ it looked from far away: fields, forests, hills. It could have been regular old Earth.

My priority was to see if there were any other goblins near Staves, so I flew towards the village. Crossing over the fields, I spotted nothing but deer and birds.

When I came to Staves–tucked away in the woodlands—my heart warmed with pride. Seeing it from a different perspective, totally outside my normal experience, made me realize how much I loved it.

I couldn’t wait to have my feet on its soil once again.

Circling the village and looking farther afield, I still spotted no more goblins. I saw the thin road cutting through the forest, disappearing from view in some places, and continuing east.

I knew that road went to Hermengildia, but all I could see was a wilderness, all the way to the blurry horizon.

Compelled by curiosity, I followed the thin ribbon of the road for some distance; but still all I could see was wilderness.

Maybe if I just fly a little farther, I’ll see something.

I persisted, even past the point where I thought I really ought to turn back.

Dammit, I should have gone to the goblin’s fishing village first. That’s what I need to see.

But just when I was about to turn around, I saw something glimmering on the horizon. It was water. There was another shore over there.

Against that shimmering background, I saw the outlines of a city. Roads. Densely clustered buildings. Spires. And, looming over everything, a walled castle.

Hermengildia! Amazing… An actual city.

I was dying to fly there and see what it looked like, but I knew that would be foolish. I remembered Fiz’s vague warning and felt, somehow, that I was pushing my luck.

Turning back, it quite surprised me to see how far I’d gone.

When I finally got back to Staves, I almost flew down into the village—before I realized my mistake.

No! I’m still a goddamn eagle. Gotta change back to my actual body…

That’s when something disturbing occurred to me. I somehow couldn’t remember what it was like to be normal—as in not a bird.

I momentarily panicked, flying as fast as I could back to the hill where I left my body. When I got there, however, I felt calmer.

So I made a quick trip to the goblin village.

It’s not far away. I’ll be quick; fly there, check it out, come back.

Easy peasy.











CHAPTER TWELVE







THE GOBLINS, I discovered, had been just as busy as we were. They’d completely rebuilt their village, though I'd destroyed much of it weeks before.

In fact, the village was bigger than before. The two-story administrative hut, where I’d met the leader, Weezubus, was still there. But it was no longer the largest building. There were several other large structures now.

The place was bustling. All up and down the dirt road of the village, goblins hurried here and there, carrying supplies.

Swooping down, I observed many of them wore armor. It was made from crude black leather, but the design was uniform. These were soldiers.

Some of them were sparring in a muddy pen. Others were performing drill in a field.

Suddenly, some goblins began pointing towards the sea and hollering to one another.

A ship was approaching.

Word spread quickly through the village. Soon, every goblin stood and watched the ship come in. Even the soldiers in the field stopped their drill and stood at ease.

But as the ship steered towards the dock, I saw it was all wrong. The planks looked warped, the sails were thin and ragged, and the water around the ship turned red, as bubbles and steam rose into the air.

Silently, almost mournfully, the goblins walked towards the docks as the fiendish ship pulled in. They gathered some distance from the dock, apparently fearful of getting too close. Weezubus himself stood outside the administrative hut, observing with his attendants.

Three soldiers walked out on the dock and helped tie up the ship.

A shadowy figure walked down the gangway, holding a long staff. The soldiers immediately dropped to their knees and bowed their heads.

The figure was very tall by goblin standards—much taller even than Weezubus. A black cloak hung from his broad shoulders, and two long horns protruded from the sides of his head, reaching past his shoulders.

He had a bony face that seemed clothed in shadow, and eyes that shone with white light—I could see those eyes even from high above.

So imposing was this figure’s presence that even the rough goblin soldiers seemed to wilt when he looked at them.

They’ve brought out the big guns. Yup, they’ve got plans, alright.

These discoveries spurred me to return to the village as fast as possible. I wanted to spring into action and form a game plan.

As I flew back towards the hill, my limbs felt weak and my head started spinning. Then I noticed I was slowly gaining altitude without realizing it. The ground receded more and more, and the air grew bright and hazy.

It was as if something was pulling me away. I did not know what was happening, but it freaked me out. With great effort, I pumped my wings and flew down towards the land. When I finally spotted the hill, I aimed myself towards it—and that was the last act of will that I could muster.

After that, I was in a free fall.

The world started spinning as the hill got closer and closer.




***




I stretched luxuriously, slowly emerging from a deep sleep. I didn’t want to wake up, but I couldn’t ignore the breeze washing over me and the birds chirping.

Am I outside?

Yawning, I opened my eyes, blinking at the bright blue sky. For a second, I was confused. It felt as though I was waking up after a long night’s sleep, so I ought to have been in my bed.

But then I saw Fiz, sitting beside me on the grass, gazing at my face with bedroom eyes.

I sat up suddenly.

“Jesus. How long have I been asleep?”

“Mmm? Oh, quite a while, I think.” She pointed at the sky. “The sun moved a lot.”

I looked up. “Shit, it’s well into the afternoon. I’ve been lying here unconscious for hours!”

“I guess you flew too far, so you got tired.” She hugged herself and looked away. “I… I think it’s dangerous to leave your body for a long time, too. I was worried!”

Cursing under my breath, I struggled to my feet. Fiz quickly got up and tried to help me. She was about the same height as Gorfa and her frame was dainty. I felt her little hands grabbing my forearm as if to give me support.

“You know, it would have been nice if you’d told me that before I left my body,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

The imp looked at me in surprise. “I… But…” she stammered.

“I was lying here defenseless for hours. There’s a goblin camp right at the bottom of that hill.”

I threw up my arms. “You might have done it on purpose, for all I know.”

Fiz gasped. “But David! I would never do that!”

“Come on. I don’t even know you. How do I know you’re not working with the goblins?”

She twisted her face in disgust as if I’d said the most offensive thing imaginable. “Ew! As if that would happen! Imps and goblins are enemies. Don’t you know anything?”

She turned away huffily and crossed her arms.

“Oh, I see,” I murmured, shaking my head. “I see. You’re gonna be mad at me now, even though I’m the one whose life was in danger.”

I chuckled. “Women. Well, come on, let’s go back. No use wasting any more time standing around here.”

Fiz sniffled.

“Are you… crying?”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hands.

“Don’t take it so hard. It was mostly my fault; I should have asked more questions. I was just annoyed, that’s all. Come on, let’s walk to my horse.”

She suddenly started running away towards the trees.

“Hey, where ya going?”

Just as she ran under the shadows of the trees, she faded away.

I chuckled and shook my head.

She’ll be back.

Walking back towards my horse, I got an idea. As much as I needed to hurry back to the village, maybe I could make life difficult for the goblin camp first.

Riding my horse down the hill, I trotted a little way until I came to what I thought were the hills overlooking the goblin camp. It took some exploring, but eventually, I emerged on the hilltop that overlooked the goblins.

From high above, the goblins looked so tiny, scurrying around on the strip of white sand with the terrifyingly deep and vast ocean spread out before them.

The power of that deep, blue water practically sang out to me in a rising chorus of wonder and dread.

If I could channel that power, I could make a mountain of water rise up, crush their village, and carry the pieces out to sea.

But I sensed I didn’t have the ability to do that. Not yet, and certainly not from such a distance.

No, I’ll go with a nice little landslide.

The hill was quite steep and rocky; to climb up or down would have been a challenge. 

I took some deep breaths, exhaling slowly, trying to clear my mind and focus on the hill. I connected with it more easily than I would have done before I bound Rexella.

Sensing the power of the hill, with its many layers of clay and rocks, I thrust my hands into the air. A deep boom rumbled in the hill and the ground shook beneath me.

Dust rose into the air as a massive chunk of clay dislodged from the hilltop. It tumbled down the hillside, bringing more boulders and clay with it, and growing into a decent landslide.

After waiting for the air to clear, I saw that I’d buried the goblin camp. The debris went all the way out to the water. A few goblins scrambled around amidst the chaos, but may of them had been entombed beneath the clay.

Galloping home, I felt like I was riding the crest of a wave. Perhaps I should have been more worried—fearful, even—about the gathering goblin forces.

But I was triumphant and optimistic, eager to rise to the challenge.

Little did I realize that a new, elusive threat awaited me.




* * *

The following day, I was returning from hunting when something unexpected happened.

I trotted over the familiar field outside the back gate with a second horse in tow; it carried a stag I’d killed.

With the wind blowing my hair and the afternoon sun smiling down on me, I was feeling pretty satisfied with myself.

Chieftain? Forget it. I feel like a goddamn king!

I threw my head back and laughed a kingly laugh. At the same time, I gave the blue sky a chummy look—as if I and it were bros on perfectly equal terms.

You can’t really accuse me of being reckless: I still scanned my surroundings. All seemed perfectly still and peaceful. A gentle breeze stirred the grass, and the little forest that led to the back gate showed no signs of disturbance. The branches swayed sleepily.

Nevertheless, seemingly out of nowhere, long spears suddenly reared up from the grass right in front of us. My horse plunged right into one.

At the same time, goblin archers sprang up and shot arrows into the breast of my horse. The beast reared, throwing me off before falling onto its side as the second horse trotted away.

Jumping to my feet, I saw a few dozen goblins charging out of the trees, joining the others. These were not the armor-clad soldiers I’d seen at the goblin village; they were the same scraggly types I’d fought when I rescued Athalia.

Conjuring up a small tornado, I deflected a barrage of arrows and then blasted the charging goblins with a volley of wind and hail.

Some of them hit ground, writhing. The others retreated back into the forest. Charging after them, I worried that they were going for the gate—or maybe their siege had already started?

This fear was quickly quelled, however. As soon as my thoughts reached into the village, they seemed to connect with my bound lovers.

I could sense Athalia, Nunu, and Rexella as if they stood right beside me. They understood my concern and answered without words: Everything was fine inside the village.

Goblins scattered through the woods in various directions. I hunted them down. Basar and a few others soon joined me. Over several hours, we fought and killed 13 goblins.

We also found evidence of goblin witchcraft: a shrunken head doll amidst bones and feathers, hidden in the grass near the palisade. It hadn’t been there long, because we would have spotted it during our regular searches around the wall.

Still, it showed that the goblins were once again actively trying to break our wards.

This little battle was not the unexpected event which I referred to; it was merely the prelude.

The sky was pink with the setting sun by the time we finally returned to the village. Lady Athalia met me on the trail as I approached the longhouse.

“David! Finally. I was just going to the gate to see if you were coming home for dinner. I was… getting a little worried.”

She threw her arms around my neck and kissed my cheek aggressively.

“Hmm… you’ve got something on your face,” I said, wiping the side of Athalia’s lip with my thumb; it was a dark syrupy substance. I put it on my tongue and looked at Athalia in surprise.

“Wow, that’s sweet!” I jokingly added: “Did you find some sugar?”

Athalia put her hands on my chest. “David, I was just about to tell you. The emissary from Hermengildia arrived while you were gone.”

I gazed at her in astonishment.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN













“WHAT? THE EMISSARY arrived? When?”

This news astonished me. I always knew the day would come… eventually. But I didn’t think it would happen for a long time, since, last I’d heard, Brunhilda was preoccupied with rebellion in another hinterland of her empire.

“She arrived several hours ago. And… And she brought sweets from Hermengildia. Sweets and baked goods.”

My heart pounded in my ears. “And you let her waltz into the village?” I said quietly.

“Well… Yes. It’s a long journey. Should… should I have turned her away? I thought we would take a diplomatic approach… And besides, it’s dangerous out there now, with the goblins around.”

“You’re right.” I squeezed her arm. “We shouldn’t be hostile towards her without cause. But I have taken over a village that was under Brunhilda’s rule. You can bet she isn’t gonna like that.”

“But David,” Athalia said indignantly, “you didn’t take over… I mean, you kind of did, but I wanted you to. We all wanted it!”

“Well, tell her that. I doubt it’ll make a difference, though.”

“Oh, I did! I did tell her!”

“And how did she react?”

“She wasn’t angry. She just said Mother Brunhilda will be sad. But I think she understands. And… and I’m sure Mother Brunhilda will understand, too, once she hears about how happy we are.”

I smiled at Athalia’s naivety. Mother Brunhilda had built a cult of personality around herself. Athalia wanted to believe the myths were true—that Brunhilda really was a selfless, saintly personage.

But deep down, she knew better.

 “Where is the emissary now?”

“She’s in her hut. I had one done up for her—down by the water well. Come, you can meet her right away.”

Athalia grabbed my arm with a sudden burst of cheerfulness. “And you can try some baking!”




***




When we approached the door of the longhouse, I heard loud chatter coming from inside. I recognized the giggling of Nunu and Kanisha, with Inya’s voice rising above the general chatter.

“I can make something just as good,” Inya was saying as I came through the door.

“No you can’t!” Nunu’s soprano voice rang out.

“Sure I can. All I need is sugar. I’m a baking goddess.”

“No you’re not! Liar!”

The tittering and shrieking continued as I walked down the hall towards the table at the end of the fire pit. Belina’s sisters, Inya and Kasi, sat on one side of the table; Nunu and volleyball girl, Kanisha, sat on the opposite side. Gorfa sat in the middle of Nunu and Kanisha.

On the table, there were plates piled with baking: cookies, cupcakes, part of a loaf, and what looked like brownies. Goblets of berry juice sat near their elbows.

Gertrice sat on a bench, laughing merrily. Her pike leaned against a wooden pillar.

“The chieftain has returned,” Kanisha said teasingly. “It’s about time, David. You’re missing the party!”

“Yeah, well, I’m not sure this is the time for partying.”

“Here David,” Athalia said, looking at the table with an alert expression, her ears pointing forward. “You gotta try my favorite one.”

Her eyes wandered from plate to plate. “They’re so good, David… Let me just…” Athalia’s ears went back as she looked over the plates more urgently.

“Where are the scrumplepuffs? I… I’m not seeing them.”

Silence descended. All the women awkwardly avoided looking at Lady Athalia.

“I–I’m just not seeing them,” Lady Athalia went on, clasping her hands in front of her chest. “There were five of them when I left.”

She rummaged through the cookies, as if a scrumplepuff might have been buried beneath them.

Finally, Nunu pointed across the table and burst out: “It was them.”

Athalia’s ears went flat. “What do you mean?” she said darkly.

“They ate them all. I told them not to, but they wouldn’t listen.”

“That’s a lie,” Kasi murmured, nonchalantly taking a swig of berry juice.

“Huge lie!” Inya agreed. “You two ate three of them as soon as Athalia was out the door.”

“But you ate the last ones! You did! It’s true, Lady Athalia. They ate the last ones, honest; we tried to stop them.”

Lady Athalia was practically hyperventilating, and I noticed her claws were out. I’d never seen her so upset.

Inya swished the berry juice in her goblet and looked at it with an impudent smirk. “With all due respect, My Lady, you did eat more than half of them yourself.”

Athalia gasped. “I… I did not.”

“But you did, Lady Athalia, I saw you,” Nunu said in a tiny, sweet voice.

“Well, maybe I did,” Athalia said, assuming an air of great dignity. “But I wanted David to try one. That’s all you had to do was leave one—one single scrumplepuff!”

“Well, I’m not too concerned about scrumplepuffs,” I said, turning to Gertrice. “I want guards outside the emissary’s hut day and night.”

Everyone looked at me in surprise.

But Gertrice stood up and grabbed her pike. “Yes, Mr. David.”

“How many are with her?”

“Just her driver. We put him in your old hut since it was already cleaned up.”

“That won’t do. Put him close to the emissary. It’ll be easier to keep an eye on them that way.”

“Yes, Mr. David. And shall I bring her here to meet you?”

“Yes, but first arrange the guards and inform Basar.”

“Very well, Mr. David. By the way, the emissary brought a letter; we left it on your chair.”

“Well, at least you can try the cupcakes,” Nunu said. “They’re sooooo good!”

“No thanks—maybe later. What did you guys have for dinner?”

The women all exchanged glances. Gorfa, who was eating a cookie, gave me a guilty look.

“You mean you ate this junk for dinner?” I laughed.

“It’s not junk!” Athalia said.

Shaking my head, I walked to my chair and picked up the letter. It had a red seal depicting a bare-chested woman with birds on her shoulders.

I ran my fingers over it.

“That’s the seal used for official letters,” Athalia said, standing by my side.

Opening it, we read:

Dear Lady Athalia,

I trust you will receive Miss Penny Poppington, our emissary, with the same cordiality you always show for the emissary who normally attends to the Village of Staves. Please accept my sincere apology for our long absence; Mother Brunhilda’s enemies in the south have caused considerable trouble. However, rest assured, the situation is now under control.

I must apologize again for the lack of food supplies. I’m afraid we won’t be able to supply any for a little while longer. However, Miss Poppington is bringing a gift of sweets and baked goods. Please accept them as a small token of apology.

Miranda Perrywinkle,

Secretary, Office of Letters and Dispatches

Lower Harbor, Hermengildia

“So, this isn’t the emissary who normally comes?”

“No. It’s always been Miss Matilda. Hopefully nothing’s happened.”

I read the letter again.

“What about this Miranda Perrywinkle; you know her?”

“No. But the secretary has changed before. I imagine things are in disarray from the war they’ve been in.”

“Yeah.”

I broke up the party and made the revelers go home. Athalia prepared some soup for me. About 15 minutes later, as I was eating at the table, Gertrice entered.

“Mr. David. Miss Poppington.”

Looking up from my soup, it surprised me to see an elderly lady following Gertrice. She had cotton-white hair and a round, bespectacled face.

She waddled along with the aid of a cane, taking small steps. However, she seemed quite alert and spritely despite the disability.

I stood up. “Hello. Welcome.”

“Hello,” she said in a kindly voice. “I’m Miss Poppington.”

Athalia stood beside me supportively. “Please sit down, Miss Poppington,” she said.

The elderly lady waddled to the table. “Oh! I see you’ve gotten into the sweets!” she chuckled. “How did you like them?”

She looked at me, her grandmotherly eyes twinkling with expectation.

“Haven’t tried any yet.”

“He’s still having dinner,” Athalia said. “But us girls had quite a feast, and it was delicious!”

“Well, I’m glad you liked it.”

I cleared my throat. “Anyway, Miss Poppington. I think Lady Athalia already told you, but I’ll reiterate. I want to be very clear. Staves is an independent chiefdom now, and I am its Chief.

“This is what most of the women here want. They want it because I proved that I can provide for them and give them babies.

“To be absolutely clear, this means we’re totally independent of Hermengildia. I’m open to trade in the future, but we will not be accepting any more supply deliveries.”

Miss Poppington blinked rapidly and put her hand on her chest. “Well! I daresay, I… I just… I just find it hurtful, that’s all. I simply dread delivering this news to Mother Brunhilda. She’ll be so sad; after all she’s done for this village!”

Athalia’s ears crumpled and Gertrice shifted uneasily. “Well,” Athalia faltered, “I… I’m sure she’ll understand…”

I raised an eyebrow, disappointed that Athalia and Gertrice would be affected by such obvious emotional manipulation.

When my eyes returned to Miss Poppington, the old lady’s wrinkled face had twisted into a malignant grin, and there was a hideous glint in her eyes.

Neither of the cat girls saw this. The emissary quickly resumed her grandmotherly expression.

“Well, perhaps you’re right, dear,” she said curtly. She reached across the table and patted Athalia’s hand. “Perhaps she will understand. But it is a shame… such a shame…”

My throat tightened. Miss Poppington had only just arrived, and already I wanted to strangle her.

“I don’t think it’s a shame at all,” I said. “The women were starving when I came here. Now they have plenty to eat. And they were dying out, because of… because there were no more men. I’ve brought life back to this village, and you can see for yourself how happy the women are.”

“Well, Mother Brunhilda is very forgiving,” the old lady said to Athalia. “You’ll still be able to affirm your fealty to Brunhilda. However, if Mr. David ends up deciding to–”

“I’ve already decided.”

Miss Poppington drew in a deep breath and sighed. Then she slowly shook her head.

“In that case, Mr. David, we must make certain preparations.” She turned to Gertrice. “For instance, you must return your uniform to me before I leave.”

These words seemed to knock the wind out of Gertrice. For a few seconds, she couldn’t even talk.

“I… I have to return my—” The words got caught in her throat.

“Well, I should certainly think so,” Poppington said, primly folding up her handkerchief and not even looking at Gertrice. “It’s an official uniform of Hermengildia.”

Gertrice breathed unsteadily. “I… I understand, Miss Poppington.”

She looked at the ground for a moment, as if to collect herself. Tears pooled in her eyes as she drew in a ragged breath. “Miss Poppington?”

“Yes?”

“I paid for this uniform out of my own funds. Will I be… reimbursed?”

“Oh, yes. I expect you will.”

“Th-thank you, Miss Poppington.”

My heart ached for Gertrice. Her entire identity was bound up in that uniform and the office that it represented. Parting with it was going to be devastating for her.

“Well, I’m not sure there’s anything else to discuss,” I said. “You can tell Hermengildia that I hope our two principalities can have a peaceful relationship characterized by mutual respect. And that includes respect for each other’s sovereignty.”

“Very well. I shall relay the message.”

“Thank you… By the way, do you always make such long journeys without protection? I’m surprised you didn’t travel with a guard.”

“Yes… In retrospect, that would have been wise, but we didn’t realize the situation with the goblins had become so precarious,” Miss Poppington said.

“The emissary usually just comes alone with her driver,” Athalia added. 

“Well, with respect, Miss Poppington, you’d better leave soon, to be on the safe side. The goblins are mobilizing to attack us.”

Miss Poppington looked at her gown and smoothed it out. “Don’t worry, Mr. David; I’ll be out of your hair by tomorrow morning.”

“I’m not worried at all,” I said, forcing a smile. “I hope you enjoy your stay.”

“Yes. Before I go, though, I should very much like to inspect the village and talk to the villagers and—”

“Absolutely not,” I said sternly, irritated by her presumption.

“David,” Athalia murmured, putting her hand on my arm.

“You will not be ‘inspecting’ anything. That’s out of the question. I say it again, we are independent of—”

“Oh! No, no, no, Mr. David,” Miss Poppington said, putting her hands over her breast. “You’re taking me entirely the wrong way. But it’s my fault. I misspoke. I shouldn’t have said ‘inspect.’ That was the wrong word. What I meant is, I would like to tour the village—as a guest.”

“I can’t allow it.”

Miss Poppington sat up straighter and primped her cotton hair with great dignity, as if I’d personally insulted her. “Very well, Mr. David. If that is your wish.” 

To my horror, the old lady stayed for a little while longer. Gertrice poured her some tea while Athalia entertained her.

Miss Poppington peppered her small talk with faint insinuations and vaguely passive-aggressive remarks. I gritted my teeth, but I couldn’t counter the old lady directly, because then she could easily pretend it was a misunderstanding and play it off like I was being a jerk to a nice old lady.

Which was probably just what she wanted.

I sighed with relief when she finally returned to her guest hut.

I went to bed a few hours later, but it was hard to fall asleep.

“You keep tossing and turning,” Athalia said, cuddling up to me under the blankets. “Did Miss Poppington bother you that much?”

“Yes. I don’t trust her one bit. She’s creepy. And besides, she’s fucking irritating. She just had to come now? I don’t have time for this nonsense.”

“Well, she’ll be gone soon.”

“Thank God.”




***




Most of Staves gathered at the gate the next morning to see Miss Poppington off.

This didn’t bother me. Any visitor—let alone one who came from a great city—was a huge curiosity for an isolated village like ours. 

But the old lady didn’t waste the opportunity to be a nuisance.

I was standing by the old lookout tower with Cedri and Snori, telling them about what I’d discovered the day before, when Miss Poppington came shambling down the grassy slope with her cane.

Walking in front of her, Basar and two guards carried a large chest–Miss Poppington’s luggage.

A small group of women walked alongside her, including Marwa and the Brunhildas.

The old lady slowly waddled towards us, using Marwa’s arm for support and looking quite pitiable.

Marwa was both astonished and elated that the emissary had finally arrived; for all her talk, she hadn’t really been expecting it to happen so soon. 

“Good morning, Mr. David,” Miss Poppington said, wheezing. “Gracious! It isn’t easy for a little old lady like me to get around this village. Thank goodness all you young people were here to help me. I’m sorry I made work for you.”

Marwa patted the old lady’s arm. “Don’t mention it, Miss Poppington. It was a pleasure.”

Miss Poppington’s driver, a hooded woman with blank eyes, walked by with her two horses; the animals had stayed the night in our stable, which we built near the training grounds by the old tower.

The old lady sighed and looked at me. “Well, Mr. David. I’ll be out of your hair now, just as you wish.”

“Just wait one second,” Marwa said suddenly, stepping between me and Miss Poppington.

She grabbed her long ponytail and threw it gracefully over her shoulder. Then she put her hands on her hips and centered her pretty eyes on me.
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“YOU KNOW WHAT, David?” Marwa said in an accusatory tone. “Miss Poppington is too polite to say anything, but I’m gonna say it for her. It is disgusting that you put armed guards outside Miss Poppington’s hut. And I know I speak for a lot of other villagers.”

Marwa’s friends nodded emphatically.

“Yes.”

“Mmm hmm!”

“That’s right! That’s right! Couldn’t have said it better!”

I smiled politely, but kept a firm tone. “It was just a standard precaution, that’s all.”

“A precaution against an official emissary? Are you so fragile that you need the threat of violence?”

“I wasn’t threatening violence,” I said, keeping an even tone, though my throat tightened with irritation. “It was a security measure; nothing personal.”

Poppington patted Marwa’s arm. “It’s alright, dear. Don’t worry about me… I… I will say, though, Mr. David—” She raised her voice as she turned to me. “I was quite taken aback when I saw guards outside my hut last night. It was… unnerving, to say the least.”

“Well, I apologize if it caused you any stress,” I said with a tone of finality. “Unfortunately, we’re at war, and we have to take security precautions with all foreign visitors.”

Basar strutted in through the gate. “Miss Poppington’s carriage is ready to go.”

“Alright. I’ll be off,” Miss Poppington said.

But Marwa raised a hand, addressing everyone. “Wait! I have something to say.”

Basar shoved her, almost knocking her over. “Shut up, Marwa. Nobody wants to hear it.”

“Can’t I speak?” she said in a trembling voice. “What are you afraid of?”

“Alright, Marwa” I said. “Say your piece, but make it quick.”

“Well, first, I’d like to take this opportunity to offer Miss Poppington our apology. The decisions of one man do not represent the women of Staves.”

Marwa’s friends clapped loudly, trying to get everyone to join in, but there were no takers. Many women groaned their disagreement.

Marwa continued: “Second, I would also like to present this.” She nervously pulled out the letter she’d shown us at the bake-off. “On behalf of the women of Staves, I am requesting deliveries of sugar.”

“God dammit, Marwa.” I was losing my patience.

I tried to snatch the letter from her hand, but she quickly pulled it away and clutched it against her chest.

I spoke in a booming voice: “Listen, Marwa. For the last time, we will not be accepting any deliveries from Hermengildia, unless they’re the result of trade between two independent principalities.”

At the sound of my voice, Marwa recoiled, Miss Poppington flinched, and all the women suddenly looked like little girls whose father had just yelled at them.

Except for Basar; she gazed at me admiringly.

Marwa looked around, her hands trembling.

“No!” she screeched, stomping her foot. “This isn’t fair! You took over the throne, just because…” She lowered her voice to a mutter, but it was still just loud enough to hear:

“...just because Lady Athalia couldn’t keep her legs closed.”

A wave of embarrassment rippled through the crowd. Scandalized faces looked from Marwa to Lady Athalia, who stood nearby.

Athalia’s face went deep red, and her hands trembled. Nevertheless, she assumed her regal persona.

“Marwa, cease this nonsense!” she said. “It’s ungrateful. David has shown us nothing but kindness and support. He’s earned the throne.”

“Here, here!” Snori said. “Enough of this!”

“Yes,” I said. “Enough. Miss Poppington, good day.”

I said the last phrase with such finality that it was unanswerable. Even Marwa fell into a resentful silence as Miss Poppington shambled towards the gate.

But just as she reached the gate, she stopped suddenly and lurched around to face the crowd.

“I regret that I didn’t get to know you all and see the village. I… very much hoped to do a tour, but Mr. David has his protocols, which I understand. Perhaps another time.”

“What!” Marwa screeched, newly emboldened. “That proves it! This man is so fragile that he refused to allow Miss Poppington to walk around the village and talk with us!”

Scandalized murmuring went through the crowd, and even Athalia looked embarrassed.

I took a breath. I knew the game they were playing; if I lost my cool, I lost.

“I have to correct the record,” I said calmly. “Miss Poppington specifically wanted to ‘inspect’ the village. This is, first, a matter of asserting our sovereignty. And second, we’re in the middle of a war, so we can’t be too careful.” I smiled. “Good day, Miss Poppington.”

“I understand,” she said politely. “Good day, Mr. David.”

As the emissary was wobbling out the gate, Gertrice suddenly came forward, carrying her uniform, which was carefully folded and tied in a bundle. Her face was mournful, as if the uniform had belonged to a recently deceased family member.

Gertrice looked so unlike herself—she wore a simple tunic dress with a ribbon tied around her waist—that I didn’t even notice she was there until she stepped forward.

But it wasn’t just the fact that she wasn’t wearing her uniform; the cat girl’s demeanor had also changed. She slumped her shoulders. Her eyes were red and puffy. She looked deflated, crushed.

I put my hand on her shoulder.

“Wait, Gertrice. Hang on to that uniform until they reimburse you.”

She raised her head and looked at me mistily and then looked down again as if she didn’t care anymore what happened.

“Well, suit yourself,” Miss Poppington said. She pointed her cane at Basar. “I noticed your armor. That’s official Hermengildia armor, isn’t it? It will also have to be returned, I’m afraid.”

“Not gonna happen,” Basar said flatly.

Miss Poppington was ushered out, and everyone went about their business. I saw her carriage trundling over the grass as the gate slammed shut.

I immediately called a meeting, asking Rexella, Basar, Snori, Cedri, Lady Athalia, Gertrice, and Gorfa to report to the longhouse.

I stopped Gertrice at the entrance of the longhouse and took her aside. “Listen. I need you to be fully with it, understand? I can’t afford to have you depressed like this; you’re one of the most capable people I’ve got.”

The cat girl stared at the ground, hugging her bundled uniform.

“Put the uniform back on and snap out of it. We all need you.”

“Yes, Mr. David.”

Once everyone had gathered in the longhouse, I recounted my adventure from the day before. Time was short, so I made it brief, but I covered all the essentials; my interaction with Fiz, my newfound scrying ability, the activities of the goblins, and the fiendish ship carrying the strange horned figure.

Rexella and Gorfa both corroborated some of what Fiz had said. Goblins and imps hated each other; it was one of those ancient rivalries with such deep roots that neither side could remember the original reason for their mutual animosity.

And it didn’t even matter. Imps hated goblins because they were goblins. And goblins felt the same about imps.

This was ironic, because the two races were similar in many ways; the males were ugly and demonic-looking while the females were extremely feminine and beautiful.

Both could move through a forest without being seen. And there were many stories in which both goblins and imps used trickery to get what they wanted.

The news of my eagle ability produced wonder and excitement. Even Snori was ecstatic. “This is decisive!” he said, pounding the table.

“Imagine it! Scrying… Something I thought only existed in children’s tales. This ability is worth more to us than five catapults.”

The goblin’s activities, however, brought a chill to the air.

“Well, I spose it’s no surprise,” Cedri said. “We knew they were up to something.”

“That’s right,” I said. “This is what we’ve been preparing for. We’ve done a lot, and it’ll serve us well. But there’s still a lot more to do.”

“They may try to bash the gates open,” Snori said grimly. “A professional army like that? They’ve probably carried out a siege or two before.”

“Aye, more than likely.”

“But that won’t do them any good as long as the wards hold,” Basar said.

“What if they destroy the wall?” I said. “I was wondering about that.”

“Then the wards would be no help, I expect,” Snori said. “Destroy the wall and you destroy the wards.”

Rexella nodded. “That’s correct. And it isn’t even necessary to totally demolish it. If they can bring down enough of it, that will be enough to break the wards.”

Lady Athalia looked around the table uneasily. “It’s this sorcerer I’m worried about. Ugh, he sounds scary.” She shuddered.

“You think that’s what he is, eh? A sorcerer. He certainly looks the part. Anyway, I don’t care what he is, I’ll deal with him.” I cracked my knuckles.

“That’s the spirit, David,” Snori said in a low, gruff voice.

“But… But what is he, exactly?” Athalia said.

Everyone’s eyes turned to Gorfa. I could tell she’d been wanting to say something, but she was waiting for the right moment, out of shyness.

“I think he Glebu,” she said. “Very famous sorcerer. He make everybody very scary.”

Cedri’s eyes widened. “You mean he changes people’s appearance, makes them beastly and ghastly?”

I grinned. “She means everybody’s scared of him.”

Gorfa nodded gravely. “Very scared, David. Not funny!”

I broke into chuckling.

“David! Not funny!”

But I suddenly frowned. “Hang on. You said he’s a goblin? I didn’t know goblins got that tall.”

“I didn’t know goblins grew horns,” Snori said.

“Not horn. Ear. He very old, so ear grow very big. Reason why he tall, that’s because he come from another place. Kru Mountain. Goblin there grow very tall.”

“Well, this could be a tough fight,” I said. “But as you all know, I just got a huge power boost... as did Rexella.”

The healer and I exchanged glances.

Basar’s face went beet red, and for a second it looked like she wanted to strangle Rexella.

“That’s good David,” Cedri said. “Very encouraging, and I’m not tryna’ pour water on yer fire. But... there’s different kinds of magics. Yours is elemental. We don’t know what sort of magic this sorcerer uses—or do we?”

Gorfa shook her head. “I don’t know. Everybody say he have big power, make people do what he say. Some of them act like he god. David, you remember what I said before? Goblin very smart. They gonna try something sneaky.”

“Maybe they’ll attack at night,” Snori said. “They do have darkvision.”

“Well, we’ve finished construction of the new tower at the back gate, so we no longer have a blind spot back there.”

I addressed Gertrice: “You and your hunting mates brought up the idea of doing patrols around the outside of the gate.”

“Yes. I know they’re still eager to do it.”

“Good. Make it happen. Two patrols a day, and focus especially on the forests.”

“Yes, Mr. David. I’ll organize that as soon as the meeting’s over.”

At this point, Gertrice answered a knock at the door.

“Miss Poppington is at the gate, Mr. David. Apparently, her carriage was damaged on the road.”

I groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

I didn’t rush to end the meeting just for Miss Poppington’s sake, but once it was finished, I headed down to the front gate.

It turned out the old lady hadn’t even crossed the small field in front of the palisade before her carriage broke down.

“I’m afraid my driver will require some time to fix it,” she said, with exceeding politeness.

“You don’t mind if I wait in the village, do you? I know you dislike me, Mr. David, and I am awfully sorry to be such a burden, but—”

“No, no. It’s no problem, Miss Poppington. Of course, you can stay until the carriage is fixed.”

I immediately sent for Yargimald to have a look at the carriage.

“It’s badly damaged,” he told me later. “Looks like they had rotting parts. I can fix it, but it’ll take a few days.”

“Fuck. Great.”











CHAPTER FIFTEEN







MISS POPPINGTON REMAINED a thorn in my side for the next three days. During that time, I spent as much time as I could practicing my magic—but I tried not to overdo it.

There was an urgent need for me to develop my powers, but it was also important to make sure I didn’t burn myself out before a siege started.

Besides, I became increasingly suspicious of Miss Poppington.

“A creepy old lady that talks with excessive sweetness… Sounds like a witch to me,” I told Cedri.

“Aye,” the old codger agreed, “she does seem like… like a—” He furrowed his bushy brows and glanced around rapidly, dropping his voice to whisper. “You don’t really think…?”

I stroked my beard. “Maybe Brunhilda already knew about me, so she sent one of her witches to pose an emissary. It’s just a suspicion. Perhaps she isn’t a witch; but either way, she acts like she has some ulterior motive.”

“I don’t like this David,” Cedri whispered. “Not one bit.”

“Neither do I. I’ve instructed the guards to stay on her at all times.”

In addition to practicing my magic, I also took daily “flights,” as I called them—that is, I used my scrying ability—and this took a lot out of me, too.

On the second day, during an early morning flight, I spotted about 30 goblin soldiers moving along the shore. They’d set up another camp near the one I’d destroyed.

The goblins appeared to be moving towards our village, taking a covert route. I noted they were heading towards a narrow pass between towering cliffs.

Seeing an opportunity, I raced back into my body and got up from my throne, where I usually sat during flights.

Leaving Rexella in charge of security, I ran to the front gate, grabbed Basar, and saddled two horses. We galloped over the fields, the horses’ hooves drumming the dirt.

I knew I had little time before the goblins would be safely out of the pass. However, finding them turned out to be more challenging than I’d bargained for. The terrain looked very different from the ground.

I led us up a hill and through a grove of trees, only to find that we’d gone the wrong way; the pass was nowhere in sight.

I had to dismount and take another flight. But I quickly spotted them from high above. Then I swooped down and flew low to get a visual of the direction we should go on horseback.

When we finally reached the top of the pass, looking down at the goblins, they’d almost made it through.

I dismounted and stepped close to the edge, looking down upon the enemy soldiers.

“Goblins!” I bellowed, my voice echoing through the passage.

They stopped and looked around in confusion, some of them drawing their swords.

Despite all my efforts to practice regulating my magic, it was still much easier to open the floodgates and let everything out in one—or two or three—massive blasts. Regulating the flow and imposing precision on it was still very difficult.

Of course, one big reason this was a problem was the fact that it rendered me useless. I was like a bee that gave a lethal sting and then died.

Well, I didn’t literally die, but I sure felt like it. And, according to Rexella, I would die if I were to keep summoning magic after exhausting my capacity.

But those limitations didn’t matter in this case. One or two tremendous blasts of destruction were exactly what I needed.

Some goblins spotted me just as I threw both my hands into the air, summoning a flood of fire and lava. It rained down upon them, turning the pass into a giant furnace.

The surviving goblins scattered, some of them running back the way they’d come. Focusing my eyes on a huge outcropping of rocks and dirt on the opposite side of the pass, I caused it to tremble.

Rocks and dirt started pouring down, and within a few seconds an avalanche was tumbling into the pass with deafening noise, and sending up a great cloud of dust and debris.

Basar whooped and jumped up and down as if her hockey team had just scored a goal, and then she threw her arms around my neck.

I could practically feel the heat coming off her. She found my power arousing.

I knew I could have taken her right there, but we had to get back to the village as soon as possible. I couldn’t afford to take anything for granted.

There’ll be time for fun later.

We felt a strange sort of ecstasy as we galloped back through the fields. Riding through the woods towards the back gate, I truly felt like I could take on the world.

That’s when I spotted Fiz among the trees. She was “hiding” behind an aspen, peeking out at me with a sullen face.

I knew perfectly well that she was just playing silly buggers. If I saw her, it was because she wanted me to see her.

And yet she always played this silly game of pretending to be hiding. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Fiz!” I said, grinning. “What a pleasant surprise! You came back, eh? I knew you would.”

She silently looked at the ground and leaned against the tree.

“This is great; you can meet my friend.”

Basar and I dismounted from our horses, but Fiz had disappeared. Leaving our horses, we found her nearby, sitting on a log.

She turned her head towards me, but quickly looked away.

“Ooooh, that looks comfy!” I sat down beside her and let out a satisfied groan as if I was depositing myself onto an easy chair after a long day’s work.

Fiz twisted her body in my direction and moved closer, but kept looking away.

“I noticed you haven’t been haunting the palisade wall lately or trying to kill my friends. So, thanks? I guess?”

A little smirk appeared at the corner of her mouth. She kept pulling the long grass out and dropping it on the ground. I scooted closer and put my arm around her waist. She let me.

“You gonna keep giving me the silent treatment?”

A twig suddenly cracked under Basar’s boot.

Fiz glanced at her. “Is she your girlfriend?”

Basar blushed. “We—We’re just friends,” she blurted out in the most awkward voice I’d ever heard her make.

“For now,” I said with a wink. “I kind of have a lot of girlfriends.”

“You do?” Fiz said quietly.

“Yeah. Like, the entire village.”

“Oh.”

She reached her arm over her head and pulled her hair away from her neck, then pouted at her knees.

“I might have room for another one, though.”

Scooting a little closer, I kissed her cheek. She closed her eyes blissfully. Then I took her chin and pulled her face towards me.

But just when our lips were about to touch, she suddenly started and covered her mouth.

“I… I… I have to go!”

She leaped up and ran through the woods, disappearing into the air.

I shrugged. “That’s Fiz for ya.”




***




Basar’s face was beet red for 10 minutes as we rode through the gate and headed down to the stable.

“I think I’ll call everyone to the gate and announce our victory. Make an event out of it; it’ll be good for morale.”

She inclined her head. “Good idea, Chief.”

But as we were descending the hill towards the lower village, I caught sight of several people standing near the palisade wall. This was unusual. They were a little way up the hill, in a rather remote spot, far from any huts.

“Don’t tell me that’s Miss Poppington.”

“I think it is,” Basar said, squinting to make out the figures.

“What the fuck is she doing over there?”

We turned our horses towards the little group and trotted over.

It was, indeed, Miss Poppington. The old lady was standing right next to the wall, touching it and gazing up at it. Marwa and her flunkies stood beside her. Two guards—women who I thought were fairly stalwart—looked on.

“What’s this all about?” I said as we approached. “I gave strict orders that Miss Poppington was not to carry out any inspection of the village, even if she calls it a tour.”

The guards seemed kind of out of it, as if they’d been standing in the sun too long.

“I… I’m sorry, Chieftain,” one of them said weakly. “She promised not to be… any trouble.”

Marwa crossed her arms. “Don’t you have anything better to do? We’re supposedly about to be besieged by goblins, and yet all you care about is keeping Miss Poppington locked up in her hut like a prisoner!”

Upon hearing her name, Miss Poppington started as if waking up from a nap. She turned to look at us, lifting her hand from the wall.

“Oh, good morning, Mr. David. I didn’t think you’d mind if I took a little walk to stretch my legs. I was feeling awfully cooped up inside that little hut—as pleasant as it is! I don’t mean to cast aspersions on your dwellings. They certainly have their charm, and I wouldn’t deny—”

“What are you doing here?” I demanded.

“Oh, I was just admiring the fortifications. Such a marvel of engineering. You know, they say—”

“I don’t have time for games, Miss Poppington. Why do you insist on looking at the wall? You’re on thin ice.”

The old lady staggered and leaned on her cane as Marwa caught her arm to steady her. She suddenly seemed very frail, as if my words had wounded her.

For a moment, a tinge of guilt pinched my throat. It felt like I’d punched a granny in the gut.

But the doubt only lasted an instant.

No. She knows exactly what she’s doing. She’s a manipulator. And she has some nefarious purpose.

Could it be that Hermengildia already knows about me, and they’ve sent Miss Poppington to spread subversion and gather intelligence?

“Escort her back to her hut,” I said to the guards. “Yargimald expects your carriage to be finished today, Miss Poppington. You won’t have to be cooped up much longer. And, besides, I already said you may walk around the water-well area.”

Marwa whipped her ponytail. “Oh my gods! Why do you even care so much where she goes?”

“Because we don’t know where we stand with Hermengildia. And there’s a war on.”

“You heard the Chieftain!” Basar said to the guards. “Let’s go! Don’t drag your feet.”

“We should throw the old lady in the stocks,” Basar said as Miss Poppington and the others were walking away. “That’ll smarten her up.”

I snickered. “I wish we could.”

“Well, why don’t we? She’s obviously trying to stir up trouble. Probably wants to stoke a rebellion against you.”

“We can’t put her in the stocks, though. Not now, at least. Think about how it would go over: ‘The petty tyrant tortured a defenseless old lady.’ She’d use it to her advantage.”

Basar chewed her cheek. “Yeah, you’re right.”

“Besides, she’s done nothing to warrant locking her up—nothing that we know of.”

“Well, I don’t like her face; how’s that for a reason?”

“Phew!” I joked, “I’m glad you’re not the Chieftain!”

Basar laughed. “If I were Chieftain, the stocks would be full most of the time.”

As it turned out, Miss Poppington didn’t need to be put in the stocks anyway, because she stayed in her hut for the rest of the day.

She didn’t even come out to see my little ceremony at the front gate, where I announced the day’s victory.

The announcement prompted cheers and excitement, boosting morale up to the sky. Many women reasserted their eagerness to fight the goblins.

The problem, however, was that so many of them were pregnant now—some of them very pregnant. They obviously could not fight and had to be protected. So I made a rule. Women who were over five months pregnant had to stay in their huts.

Every hut would be stocked with weapons, though.

To top everything off, Yargimald came to me with the best news of the day: Miss Poppington’s carriage was repaired, so the old bat could leave the following morning.

I felt a mountain of tension leave my shoulders just knowing that.

There was, however, one circumstance that cast a shadow over my ceremony. When I gave the announcement, standing in front of the guards and the women of the village, I looked for Milana’s face. But I didn’t find it.

Belina was there, but not Milana.

This was unusual; Belina’s mini-me was almost always running ahead of her, eager to see me.

When I finished making the announcement, I approached Belina.

“Where’s Milana?”

She smiled. “You missed her, eh? She stayed home. Poor kid. She’s been out of sorts lately.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Well, actually…” She took a deep breath. “I was hoping you’d come and see her sometime… Maybe even today? If you’re not too busy. There’s… something she’s been wanting to talk about with you.”

This tickled me. “Something Milana wants to talk about? What is it?”

“I… I think she wanted to tell you herself.”

I chuckled. “Okay. Let’s go have lunch at your place.”











CHAPTER SIXTEEN








“THANKS FOR DOING this,” Belina said as we approached her hut. “I know you’re busy trying to keep us safe.”

“Well, I do have to stop to eat once in a while, anyway.”

“She might be a little grumpy.” Belina stopped with her hand on the door.

“When she got up this morning, she insisted that you come over for breakfast. I think she’d planned everything out, how she was gonna bring up the thing… the thing she wants to talk about.”

“Let me guess; it has something to do with baking.”

Belina chuckled. “No, it’s not that. Anyway, when we found out you were leaving in the morning, she got really upset. And she’s been moody ever since.”

“What a funny little muffin! And she still ran over this morning and gave me cookies.”

“Yeah. She’s such a sweetie.”

When we came in, Milana was lying on the bed—the same one I slept on when I’d first arrived in the village. She was facing the wall, and I thought maybe she was asleep.

“Milana, David’s here.”

Milana rolled over and looked at us. Then she sat up. She was hugging her favorite doll, the one with one of its button eyes hanging loose on the thread.

She squeezed the doll and frowned.

“Hi, kiddo,” I said, sitting down beside her. She pouted at the floor.

“David’s staying for lunch,” Belina said. “We can make tea. And he can have some of your cookies.”

Milana slid off the bed and walked over to the shelf where her other dolls were. She set up a few of them on the floor and played perfunctorily.

Belina and I ate, but Milana declined to join us.

“Well, thanks for the meal,” I said, getting up. “I’m sorry we didn’t get to talk more, Milana.”

She kept pretending to play with her dolls as if she couldn’t hear me.

“Milana, David has to go now; you know how busy he is. Aren’t you gonna talk to him?… Alright then, but don’t be grumpy with me because you didn’t tell him what you wanted to say.”

Milana’s face crumpled, her lip quivering.

“Do you want me to tell him for you?”

Milana looked up at her mum and nodded as tears filled her eyes.

I walked over and crouched beside her. “What is it, Milana? What’s wrong?”

“Alright, I’ll tell him.” Belina took a deep breath and played with her fingers nervously. “Milana wants to know if… if you can be her dad.”

The words struck me dumb.

“You don’t have to,” Belina said apologetically. “It’s just… Well, before you came, she always used to ask me why she didn’t have a papa. All the babies in her nursery rhymes had mommies and daddies…”

“Yeah, I remember you told me… She never met her dad.”

Belina shook her head sadly. “He died in a hunting expedition just before she was born. So she’s never actually had a father.” 

Milana started sobbing, tears pouring down her cheeks.

I was almost overcome with emotion. I never would have guessed that was what Milana wanted to say! Somehow, it knocked the wind out of me. Everything went blurry; let’s just say some dust must have gotten into my eyes.

“Of course I can be—”

The words caught in my throat. I took a breath. “Of course I can be your dad, Milana.”

I hugged her, and she leaned against me and cried into my tunic.

“I already thought of you as my daughter, so now it’s official.” I kissed the top of her head. “I love you, kiddo!”

Milana sniffled and looked up. Then she hugged me again. “I wove you!”

“No fair!” Belina said facetiously. “David never says ‘I love you’ to anyone!”

We stood up, and the three of us had a group hug—actually four of us; I felt Belina’s big belly pushing against me.

“You’re gonna have a little brother or sister soon, Milana,” I said, touching Belina’s stomach. “Actually, this village is gonna be full of babies.”

The reality of the situation hit home for the first time; there would soon be lots of babies in the village. Eventually, there would be more children than adults! Staves was about to profoundly change.

I couldn’t wait.

For the rest of the day, I walked with a light step and a smile on my face. Somehow, I felt confident everything would work out.

I’d make sure of it.

I had to; I was a dad now. Milana depended on me and believed in me.

When I was about to go, Belina grabbed my arm.

“David, there was something else…”

“What is it?”

She fluttered her beautiful eyes at me as her face reddened.

“I… I want to be close to you… Like you are with Athalia and Nunu…Please bind me, David!”

I put my hands on her cheeks and lifted her face. “You really want me to bind you?”

“Yes.” Tears pooled in her eyes. “I want it. I mean, if… you want it, too.”

I kissed her forehead. “I do.”

“What are you doing?” Milana said in a loud voice. She was sitting on the floor.

“We’re getting married, sweety,” Belina said.

Milana threw her arms up. “YAY!”

Based on past experience, I believed the binding had to be accompanied by intense emotion or urgency in order to work.

At first I thought I might have to take Belina away somewhere so we could be alone together. But the experience of becoming the adopted father of Belina’s child was emotional enough for it to work.

“Alright, I’m gonna bind you now.”

My soul extended through my hands, rushing into Belina.

“I can feel it!” she beamed.

My soul went inside her and filled her up, intertwining with her soul.

Tears streamed down her cheeks as she smiled up at me in awe.




***




Athalia was frisky that evening. She kept trying to corner me and undo my trousers. After we’d finished dinner, she put on a loose lace nightgown, with her boobs almost hanging out.

“Sorry, babe,” I said, pushing her away. “Gotta go out pretty soon.”

I had a plan for the night, and it required a full load of sperm.

“Now?” Athalia whined. “But it’s so late. And it’s raining out. Better stay inside with me.”

She stood on her toes and wrapped her arms around my neck, bringing her hair and her lips closer, throwing her dewy, intoxicating scent onto me. Her warm, cozy purring hummed in the air.

“Let me suck you.”

Her sweaty hands pulled greedily at my trousers as she leaned forward, and I glimpsed her pebbled nipples.

She made a slurping noise and licked her soft, plump lips. “Mmmmm, yummy.”

My cock pushed hard against my trousers, eager to find its way into Lady Athalia’s pretty mouth.

Stick to the plan!

I pushed her hands away. “No, really, babe; I gotta go now. Gonna do the rounds—kind of a surprise inspection… Of sorts. You know, make sure everything’s—”

“Ahhhhhhh! I understand,” she said, squinting her eyes at me. “It’s because of my big, fat tummy—you don’t find me beautiful anymore!”

I chuckled. “No, that’s not—”

Athalia raised her hands, and her claws shot out. She traced them lightly over my cheeks.

“You’re still super hot,” I said, laughing as she skimmed her claws down my neck. “It’s just that I—owww!”

Athalia had pricked me right above the clavicle, watching my reaction with a sparkle of humor in her eye.

“It’s just what?” she hummed. “You were saying?”

I grabbed her hands and moved them behind her back, pulling her towards me as she raised her lips submissively.

I kissed her, and she struggled to free her arms so she could wrap them around me, but I maintained a tight grip on her wrists.

“Sorry, babe. I’ll let you suck my dick tomorrow morning.”

In reality, I knew she’d probably stay awake on purpose until I got back and then jump me as soon as I got into bed.

“Aaaoooeeeeeee!” Athalia squealed, grabbing my tunic as I headed towards the door.

I had to fight her off of me—laughing all the while at her antics—until I finally shut the door behind me and walked into the rainy night.

I headed down the grassy trail towards the lower village. Basar was on night watch at the front gate.

Alone.

She didn’t know it yet, but she was about to get fucked. It was about time I did it. She’d been crushing on me for who knew how long?

She wanted me, and she’d been giving me a lot of signals, but she was never going to be the one to initiate it. The only reason it hadn’t happened yet was because we were never alone at the right moment.

I decided I needed to create the right moment—as soon as possible. Basar didn’t have magical abilities, but she was gifted when it came to archery and swordsmanship.

That made her a good candidate for binding. Of course, she’d have to want to bind with me, but the preliminary step was getting her pregnant.

Might as well do that ASAP.

Basar was hanging out under the old lookout, leaning her elbows on a wooden beam and watching the rain splash in a puddle.

The torch by the gate threw its wavering orange light onto Basar. A dreamy expression on her face told me she was deep in thought.

She started when I stepped under the beams and joined her.

“Oh, hey, Chief. Didn’t see you coming.”

“Not falling asleep on the job, are ya?”

Basar smirked. “No.”

I leaned my elbow on the beam and impudently looked at all the features of her pretty, youthful face. She was the kind of girl who intimidated most men: tall, gorgeous, confident, sarcastic, and mouthy.

The kind of girl who held herself to a high standard, and expected the same from any man who had enough guts to approach her.

But I didn’t completely buy the act. Her young face betrayed lingering traces of adolescent angst and doubt, even though she was in her early 20s.

She turned her head towards me, her hazel-gray eyes framed by long lashes darkened with makeup. Her lips, too, were painted red.

She’d started wearing makeup about a week or two before, to everyone’s surprise and amusement.

“What?” she demanded.

I smiled cheekily. “What were you thinking about just now?”

She held my gaze for a second until her cheeks reddened. Then she looked away, hiding behind the curtain of her dark hair.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“It’s that good, is it? Okay, now I really wanna know.”

Basar scratched her eyebrow and flashed me a furtive look. There was a surprised and sensual look on her face, as if she was thinking, “Is he really coming on to me?”

I brought my face close to hers. “Maybe I can read your mind if I look deep into your eyes,” I hummed.

She playfully shoved me and whipped her hair as she turned her back on me. 

“Hey, wanna see something? I figured out I can do a trick.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “What trick?”

“Here, I’ll show you.”

While practicing my magic, I’d discovered an odd ability. I could make the air around my fingertips vibrate. It seemed like a useless ability, at first.

But now I thought of a way to make use of it.

I took Basar’s forearm and turned her so that she was facing me. She stumbled over her foot; I put my other hand on her waist to steady her. I was only touching the leather armor that hugged her svelte form, but she still blushed.

Seeing that she was annoyed at herself for blushing, I gazed into her eyes with a knowing smirk.

She suddenly became bashful. “What?” she breathed, almost in a whisper.

I raked my eyes over her body, looking for a vulnerable spot in her armor: the breastplate covered most of her torso, while the epaulets and vambraces protected her entire arms, right down to her wrists.

Her belt sat high on her hips, connecting with a large brass ring that lay flat against her stomach. Her belly button was displayed in the middle of it. A couple inches below that, her skirt clung to her hips and hung loosely about her fleshy thighs.

I found my spot.

“Ready?” I raised my index finger, summoning a low, invisible vibration at the end of it. She looked at my finger curiously.

Lowering my hand, I pointed it towards her belly button. 

“What–OH!” She jumped in surprise as I lightly touched her belly. “What was that?”

“Did you feel it?”

I touched her again, this time pressing harder. She screamed and pushed my hand away, giggling uncontrollably.

The sound was heavenly—as lovely as a babbling brook in the sunshine. I wanted it to last forever, so I reached out to touch her again. But she squealed and dashed out of reach.

“No, David, please don’t,” she whined, her chest heaving as she struggled not to laugh.

I raised my eyebrows. “You’re not… ticklish… are you?”

I sauntered towards her.

“David, no! Please!” She turned around, already giggling wildly, though I hadn’t even touched her yet.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







I GRABBED HER by the waist and brought my magic finger back towards her stomach. She screamed and squirmed her hips, laughing frantically as I pressed my vibrating finger into her belly button.

She pushed her athletic ass right into my groin, and my hips thrust against her. She gasped in surprise as my hard length pressed against her backside.

I removed my finger as she desperately tried to push my hand away.

“David,” she moaned, “I hate you. It’s not fair!”

“If you keep screaming, the archers are gonna come down here and they’ll see you being tickled.”

I placed three vibrating fingers against her skin below her belt, just above the top of her skirt.

“David, please, I—Oooohhh!”

Her back arched, and she grabbed a wooden beam to support herself.

There was no laughter this time. She panted for breath, thrusting her hips back and grinding her butt against my crotch.

“Does that feel good?” I murmured.

She answered with a girly moan.

Holding her waist with my other hand, I slipped my vibration-producing fingers under the band of her skirt and into her panties, pressing down on her hot mound, exploring until my fingers found her clitoris.

Basar spread her legs apart and desperately clung to the beam as her body convulsed. She moaned wildly, begging: “David, please… please…”

I rubbed her pussy and dunked my fingers inside, getting them wet with her cum.

“Please, what? You still want me to stop?”

“No! No, don’t stop, don’t stop. I want… I… I… I don’t know what I want.”

“I know what you want.”

I turned her around so that she could see me licking her pussy juice off my fingers. Then I put my hands up her skirt and yanked down her panties, leaving them bunched up around her knees.

Groping her crotch, I slipped my finger deep inside until I felt her G-spot. Basar gasped and leaned against a beam.

I smirked to myself.

Activate… vibration mode.

I started with a gentle buzz, but Basar immediately clenched her tight pussy around my finger.

After a moment, I stopped the vibration for a bit. Basar’s body relaxed, and she gasped to catch her breath as if she’d just been running laps.

Then I turned it on again, more intensely than before.

She arched her back and grabbed my neck again. Writhing her hips and moaning desperately, she curled her fingers into my hair and stroked my face lovingly.

I repeated the same process—bringing her to a new height of pleasure until she was about to shatter into a million pieces.

And then I stopped, grabbed the back of her neck, and finally kissed her lips. She raised her mouth submissively and returned my kiss with lustful devotion, curling her fingers in my hair.

Pulling away, I started the vibration again, this time making it more intense than ever. Basar’s body convulsed and trembled. I felt her tight young pussy clenching and releasing, clenching and releasing.

Then, keeping the buzz on her G-spot, I pressed my thumb onto her clitoris and applied vibration there, too.

Basar bucked wildly, slapping my chest and gasping.

“Ohhhhh… David… What are you doing to me?”

I increased the vibration even more. Basar writhed and grabbed my wrist, squeezing her thighs together.

“Wait!” she yelped. “It’s too much!”

“It’s okay; you’re gonna cum. Just let it out. Cum for me, Basar.”

Violent spasms pulsed through her body as she screamed and her pussy contracted and pumped out an explosion of juices.

I removed my hand as another burst of juice squirted out, soaking Basar’s panties and my trousers.

She hid her face with her hands. I grabbed one of her wrists and pulled her hand away from her face as I undid my trousers with my free hand.

“Don’t ever be embarrassed to cum in front of me.”

She gave me a mortified look. “What did I do?” she said in a voice that sounded more vulnerable and unguarded than ever. “I splashed everywhere.”

“Yeah, it was awesome. Incidentally, Gorfa’s a squirter, too.”

Basar’s lip curled. “She… is?”

I thrust down my trousers, revealing the thick base of my cock.

Basar’s mouth dropped open. I pushed my trousers down farther, letting my whole dick pop out. She gaped at it, almost afraid.

“It’s… so… big.”

“Kiss it.”

She obediently squatted down, looking up at my cock as if it hypnotized her. Lifting my heavy shaft on the tips of her fingers, she lovingly kissed the tip.

My cock leaped at the touch of her lips.

This reaction made her move back in surprise. Her eyes widened, and she bit her lip.

“Go ahead. Lick it.”

Giving me a sassy look, she grabbed the base of my cock and started licking my head—earnestly, passionately.

A creak on the lookout’s ladder made me look over my shoulder. I saw a cute pair of legs coming down the steps, the tunic skirt hiked up high into a belt.

It was Bronda. She was kind of a nerd; she approached archery studiously, trying to figure out the principles behind it. But she could never seem to improve much; she just didn’t have the hand-to-eye coordination.

I think the only reason she was so keen on training and manning the tower was because she had a crush on me.

Anyway, I’d already given her what she wanted, just a couple of weeks before, one afternoon when she shyly invited me to her hut “for tea.”

As Bronda came down to the bottom step of the ladder, the creaking wood drew Basar’s attention away from licking.

“Oh, hello, Chief, I just heard something…”

Basar stopped and glanced at Bronda, but I put my hand on the back of her head and guided her mouth towards my pulsing head. Her hands pressed against my hips as I thrust into her mouth, but she breathed through her nose and immediately started sucking and sliding her lips over me.

I smiled. “It’s okay, Bronda. Everything’s fine, as you can see.”

Basar started sucking more eagerly, and I pushed past her tongue so that my thick head reached the start of her throat. Her eyes widened. She gagged. 

“Yeah, I sure can, haha,” Bronda said dorkily. “Well, goodbye.”

I watched as her unassumingly sexy legs climbed back up the ladder.

“You enjoyed doing that in front of her, didn’t you?” I grunted to Basar. “You want everyone to see I’ve turned you into a slut for my cock.”

She pulled her lips off my head with a loud sucking noise and then fiendishly licked my shaft, over and over. Then she plunged back onto my cock, bringing it to her throat again.

I saw her relax as I clutched her hair and pushed my length down her throat.

“Good girl.”

My shaft was now fully sheathed inside her mouth and throat. I gently ran my fingers over her beautiful face.

Pulling it out, I felt my balls tighten as Basar started sucking ardently.

“Holy shit, you’re good at this. You’re a natural, aren’t you?”

With a desperate groan, my glutes clenched involuntarily and my hips thrust into her face.

“Not yet,” I grunted, fisting her hair and pulling her head away as a stream of cum shot out, hitting her on the lips.

Taking her wrist, I stood her up, turned her around, and lifted her skirt, revealing her soaking wet pussy.

I thrust into her, pushing past her tight virginity until my balls smacked against her skin.

“Holy shit, that’s a good little pussy,” I rasped. “You’re so hot and wet inside.”

Her pussy walls tightened, milking my dick as I fucked her harder and faster until my thrusting became more frantic. I let myself lose control, blinded by an explosion of ecstasy.

I unloaded my balls inside her, but my dick immediately hardened again as she squirmed her hips and moaned, so I started fucking again.

Her pussy was so slick and wet, the sound of it was louder than the rain. I kissed her soft cheek as I rammed into her and injected another huge load of sperm into her womb.

Withdrawing my long, spent shaft, I pulled up my trousers and watched Basar as she slowly recovered herself.

“I just put a baby in you for sure. In a couple months, that belly’s gonna start getting big.”

Basar pulled her panties up and let her skirt fall over her thighs, brushing it out. She was still red in the face and breathless.

“Then what are you gonna do?” I teased.

She looked at me. “What do you mean?”

“That armor isn’t gonna fit you anymore. You’ll have to retire from guarding and take up baking. And I’m gonna keep getting you pregnant too, now that you’re addicted to my cock.”

She smirked and looked at my crotch.

“You know you are.”

Suddenly she pressed herself against me and breathed, “Is that what you want me to do? Become a submissive little girly girl, like Lady Athalia?”

I chuckled. “I wouldn’t exactly call Lady Athalia submissive. She’s a handful. But no—”

I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her hair. “I want you to be you.”

She rested her head on my chest, and we stayed like that for a long time, listening to the gentle beating of the rain.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







I AWOKE THE next morning to a flood of monsoon rain—the kind that drenches you from head to toe within seconds.

“Oh… fuck!”

Athalia patted my chest, her ears pointing back. “It’s okay, David, it’s only rain. Why are you so angry?”

“Because this means Miss Poppington won’t be able to leave. Shit, this is the worst luck. Fuck me.”

“You don’t have to swear. I’m sure it’ll be over soon.”

The rain lasted all morning.

Then something strange happened. I was standing near the front gate with Snori and Cedri. Basar was on her way to Miss Poppington’s hut to carry her trunk out so we could finally get rid of her.

But a feeling in my gut made me uneasy; it was just a vague misgiving, but I felt like things were about to go wrong.

Athalia, Nunu, and Rexella—my three bound lovers—all came to me independent of one another. All three were agitated. They felt something bad was going to happen soon.

I immediately went to Cedri’s hut, which was nearby, and took a “flight.” First, I flew to the camp that the goblins had recently set up. Sure enough, several more boats were grounded there, including one large one.

At least 200 goblins scurried around the shore, like busy ants diligently carrying out their collective purpose.

Worse, the sorcerer’s fiendish ship was anchored offshore.

Flying back to the village, I did a pass over the forest beyond our front gate. I spotted nothing, but I was mostly just looking at treetops, so I swooped down for a closer look.

Finding nothing, I was about to turn back when I spotted the dull sheen of black armor through the trees. The goblins were certainly on the move.

I saw about 20 of them, but I was sure there were many more; they were using some kind of stealth magic.

Returning to my body, I opened my eyes.

“They’re getting ready to make a move. We gotta close the front gate and prepare for battle.”

“Shit,” Cedri growled. “That means the old bag won’t be able to leave.”

“Yeah.”

Making it even worse, her carriage didn’t fit through our gate, so we had to leave it outside. The thought of it being stolen or destroyed in battle made me want to puke.

“Imagine her being stranded here,” I said to Cedri as we jogged to the gate.

He shuddered. “I’d rather be conquered by the goblins.”

Upon hearing that the goblins were preparing for an attack, all the women of the village sprang into action. The feeling of unity returned instantly, and everyone was eager to help in any way they could.

Even Marwa held her tongue. 

As for Miss Poppington, she seemed to think it was my fault the goblins had prevented her from leaving.

“How this man has allowed relations with the goblins to become so dire is something I shall never figure out,” I heard her say to Marwa. “Under Mother Brunhilda, the goblins showed respect.”

This was, of course, complete nonsense. It was precisely because of Brunhilda that things had gotten to this point.

I didn’t bother saying anything, though. I’d already pushed back a lot, and there was no use in arguing with an old lady when I had goblin armies and a sorcerer to deal with.

But I knew she posed some risk, since unity was extremely important in war—not to mention the possibility that she was really a witch. I kept capable guards on Miss Poppington and reiterated that they were to watch her closely.

I called all the trained guards out to the old lookout tower. Almost the entire village showed up—except for Athalia, who was resting at home, and Gorfa, who had been sick that morning.

“This is what we’ve all been training for,” I told them. “I’ve watched you all work hard and develop your skills, and I’m proud of the progress you’ve made. Look around; some of you are pregnant. And soon many of you will be.

“This village is our home. It’s our future. No one’s gonna take that away from us!”

“That’s right!” Cedri roared, and everyone cheered in agreement.

After that, everyone continued about their day. But the air was extremely tense. Everyone was hyper-watchful and giddy with adrenaline.

The clouds cleared away in the afternoon, leaving a placid blue sky. The forest was still and silent.

And so it remained for the rest of the day. Night fell over Staves, but I doubt anyone slept.




***




I was on lookout duty in the old tower that night. I always did it alone, since I was easily more powerful than all the guards put together. Plus, I didn’t want anyone near me when I unleashed my magic.

Looking over the wall, I watched the trees swaying in the watery light of the half-moon. Now that I was alone with my thoughts, I was confronted with something that had been vaguely troubling me lately, haunting the back of my mind.

Thanks to my busy schedule, I could ignore it. But not anymore.

The truth was, there was one thing that scared me. It wasn’t goblins. Or any sorcerer. And it wasn’t Brunhilda, either.

Milana’s surprise request made me overjoyed. But it also made me realize something sad; there was no way I’d be able to give my children all the love they needed.

Just Milana alone needed so much time and attention from me. But soon there would be many children—probably dozens, eventually.

Not only would I not be able to give them enough of the fatherly attention they needed, but some of them would have more access to me than others. Athalia’s litter would live in the same house as me, while others would live with their mothers in huts throughout the village.

That was brutally unfair.

But it had to be that way. It was a matter of survival. Still, I’d attempt to see all of them as much as possible. That was all I could do.

I need to put more forethought into this re-population business. I should probably stop making babies at a certain point… 

This hadn’t occurred to me before. I’d thought of the village as being on the precipice of extinction; and, therefore, we needed to make as many babies as possible immediately.

That wasn’t wrong, but the population would expand quickly if more than half the women each had two or three… or four babies.

No. I’ll have to plan this out better. I’m gonna have to look for other males capable of siring children, if I want this to work long-term. 

I sat down and leaned against the lookout’s railing, closing my eyes. My thoughts calmed down. I listened to the gentle breeze. After a while, I had the feeling someone was there with me.

Opening my eyes, I saw Fiz sitting on the railing in front of me. She was passionately making out with her hand.

“What are you doing?” I said, chuckling.

She jumped. “Ohhhhh! David! You weren’t supposed to see that.” She put her hands over the sides of her head as I stood up and stretched.

“Oooooh, Fiz,” she chided herself. “Why are you so awkward? Stupid, stupid, stupid!” She wrapped her knuckles against her forehead. “Ow!”

I grabbed her wrist, still chuckling. “Stop that, silly. You’re gonna hurt yourself.”

She looked at me sheepishly and pouted. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize to me; just stop putting yourself down.”

She shook her head. “You don’t know how I am; I have no sense, always frolicking in the forest and playing with the hares and fauns. That’s why I didn’t deserve to leave the castle.”

“Who told you that?”

“My aunts. It’s what they always tell me.”

“Well, they’re wrong. I like you how you are.”

She looked up at me. “You do?”

“Yeah. You’re cute and fun.”

She brightened up. “Really? You really think so?”

“Super cute.”

“YAY!”

She threw her arms into the air. Her tail inadvertently flew up and whipped me right on the dick.

“Ow!”

“David! Oh, gods, I’m sorry, I’m sorry! It was an accident! Oh, my gods!” She jumped off the railing and danced in front of me as I held my groin.

“Are you okay?”

“I’ll be alright. Just be careful with this thing.” I caught her tail and tugged it.

Fiz squirmed and squealed, “Oh! That tickles, Oh! Hahaha Wait, stop!”

I let go, and she flew into the air, coming back down to sit on the railing again. She kept giggling for a few seconds, but then her cute face became pensive.

“See? I told you. I always mess everything up.”

I put my arm around her shoulder. “What have you messed up?”

Fiz arched her back as her eyes opened wide. She stared forward, too shy to look at me. I saw her nipples hardening beneath the thin white fabric of her skimpy toga.

“Were you practicing your kiss for me?” I murmured into her ear.

“Y-yes,” Fiz squeaked.

“It looked like you were doing a pretty good job.”

“Really? I—I’ve never kissed anyone before.”

“Mmm. Well, don’t worry; I can teach you.”

She gazed at my eyes expectantly. But the second I leaned forward, she got scared.

“By the way!” she blurted out. “I wanted to show you something.”

She took a small, red-pink flower out of her hair.

“This is a Lady Glendal Passion Flower. They’re very rare; you can only find them way in the mountains—growing out of cliffs.”

“Wow,” I said, taking the delicate flower’s stem between my fingers. “I know a little girl who would go crazy for this.”

Fiz beamed with delight. “You do? Well, please take it and give it to her.”

“Alright. I will.”

I carefully put the flower in my pocket.

Then I smirked at her. “But I’m still going to kiss you.”

Taking her chin between my thumb and fingers, I moved her face towards me. She suddenly closed her eyes and pursed her lips.

“Just relax,” I said, grinning and trying not to laugh.

She opened her eyes. “Okay, I’ll just—hmmmmm…” My kiss smothered her words. It only lasted a couple of seconds, but she moaned softly.

“Wow… that was lovely,” she whispered, looking at my lips.

I kissed her lips again, then trailed kisses over her cheek, and her long, elf-like ear. She shuddered.

“You like that?” I hummed into her ear.

Slipping my arm around her supple waist, I kept kissing her ear and her neck.

“There you go; you’re starting to relax now.”

“But… you’re doing all the work,” she said as her chest heaved.

I made out with her some more and explored her petite body with my hands, massaging her tits, squeezing her waist, running my hand up her thigh.

“Oh my god, I can’t believe how soft you are.”

Fiz shivered as my fingers slid over her silky legs. Her breath hitched as I groped the inside of her thigh, but she opened her legs slightly, allowing me to slide farther up.

I felt her warm, wet peach with the tips of my fingers.

“You’re soaking wet.”

“Th-that happens sometimes… Is—is it good?”

I put my fingers into my mouth and sucked off her juices. She gaped at me in shock.

“David!”

“The inside of you tastes delicious. I wanna taste you more.”

“You do?”

She readily opened her legs as I groped her thigh again, and I saw her beautiful slit, pretty as a picture, with a tuft of blonde above it.

I wiggled the tip of my finger inside her as she gasped and mewled, her pussy clenching tightly.

“God dammit, you’ve got a tight little pussy, don’t you?”

“Yes,” she whined.

I pushed my digit farther in and felt the walls of her virgin cunt gripping it like a vise.

Her tits heaved as she gasped for breath. “Oh, David, your finger’s so big!”

I pulled the top straps of her tunic down her shoulders and then yanked the top down far enough to let her tits pop out.

I massaged both of them firmly, pinching her nipples as she moaned. Then I gave one of them a slap and watched it bounce before bringing it into my mouth.

Fiz clutched my shoulders and panted as I sucked her tits. I felt the wind from her wings as she flapped excitedly, and her tail whipped this way and that.

Getting on my knees, I spread Fiz’s thighs wide and buried my face in her crotch, making out with her little pussy.

Of course, the archers in the other tower could hear Fiz’s moaning and see her sitting on the railing as I ate her out.

But that was fine. They simply expected that such things happened.

I kept flicking my tongue over her clit until she came on my lips.

Afterwards, Fiz cuddled beside me as I sat against the railing.

“You’re way too hard on yourself, you know that? It sounds like your aunts were abusing you.”

“Well, they make me do a lot of work.” She counted the chores off on her fingers. “I have to clean the sundial, pick the weeds from the garden, sweep the steps of the fountain, and scrub the floors in the castle. And they make them especially dirty on purpose!”

“They didn’t do any work themselves? They were treating you like garbage!”

“I deserved it. It’s because it was all my fault that my parents were taken when I was little.”

“Your parents were taken away?”

“Yes. The slave raiders got them. And it was all because of me. I went out to play in the forest, and my parents went to get me because it was lunchtime. That’s when the slave raiders got them.”

“But that wasn’t your fault. Your aunts are bad; they’re just using this to control you, to keep you down.”

“You–you think so?”

She wiped away a few tears and stared at the floorboards. After about 30 seconds, she threw her arm around me and sobbed into my tunic.

I held her until she calmed down.

Some time later, she suddenly sat up. “David! I just remembered, I meant to tell you something. I saw goblins in the forest.” She pointed over the wall. “They’ve been cutting down trees.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Son of a bitch. They’re building something.”











CHAPTER NINETEEN







THE RED LIGHT of sunrise glowed on the watery horizon as three archers climbed up the tower to start their shift.

Rexella came a moment later.

“The attack is coming soon–maybe this morning,” she said. “I can sense them getting closer and closer.”

“Alright, wake the village. Have everyone on full alert.”

I waited as the night’s darkness receded into the forest. The morning twilight revealed a mist lurking over the field.

Once the sun broke over the horizon and washed everything in daylight, I sat down and took a scrying flight. Flying over the thatched roofs and fields of Staves, I saw Rexella and Basar knocking on doors.

The back gate passed below me, and the woods. Looking over the field, I saw the goblins’ army approaching. They marched over the field, two trains of well-disciplined troops.

They even carried a standard; it was a carving of a raven, painted black.

Their numbers were even greater than I expected—maybe 400 of them. Plus, many would attack the front of our village as well.

I returned to my body and climbed down from the tower. Most of the village had gathered near the gate. Everyone was restless.

When Rexella returned with Basar, I was about to tell her to gather seven more people and take them to the back gate. But the morning light vanished, and we were plunged into darkness. It was as if the sun had been eclipsed.

There were many shrieks of confusion and fear.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s an omen! Oh, this isn’t good.”

Above all, I heard Miss Poppington. “We’re doomed! This is the end! There’s no use…”

Then a fiery red light rose from outside the palisade wall. The archers in the lookout towers screamed in terror.

I bolted up the old lookout tower. Rexella followed.

The top of the tower was suffused with red light. Over in the field, a bright red orb was shining like a star. It grew larger and larger until a massive figure emerged.

His skin was like ash and his eyes burned like molten lava. Massive horns extended from the sides of his head, twisting sharply upwards.

He was a giant, standing even taller than the palisade wall.

His voice resounded throughout the village like a raging forest fire.

“I am Appolodon. Demon of the Seventh Circle. Glebu has summoned me.”

All the archers had backed away from their posts; they stood as far away from the banister as possible, not even daring to raise their bows.

Rexella stood just behind me.

“That’s what Glebu is?” she said in a tremulous whisper. “A summoner? Noorut help us!”

The demon continued: “You have two choices. Surrender. Or die. Make your decision before high noon.”

Appolodon receded into the portal, which waxed brighter until it was blinding to look at. Then the darkness lifted, and the morning sunlight shone once again.

Miss Poppington wailed as I climbed down from the tower.

“We’re doomed! All of us—doomed!”

Women rushed towards me, pleading for me to save them.

“Everybody try to stay calm. Rexella, I want you at the back gate.”

“Yes, Chieftain.”

Rexella ran to the stable for a horse.

“It’s no use!” Miss Poppington moaned. “How can he possibly save us from a powerful demon?”

“She’s right!” Marwa screeched. She had a crazy look in her eyes. “Mr. David’s the one who got us into this mess, and now he’s going to lead us to our destruction!”

“Chieftain!” one archer yelled from the tower. “They’ve got a battering ram. They just brought it out from the forest and laid it down.”

I stroked my beard. All I wanted was a few seconds to think of a plan.

But Miss Poppington became even more hysterical. “Surrender! Surrender! We must surrender and save ourselves. You there, open the gates. I command you in the name of Mother Brunhilda!”

“Enough!” I roared and strode up to Miss Poppington. “We will not surrender! Put her in the stocks.”

Basar grabbed Miss Poppington by the arm, but Marwa screamed and threw herself onto Basar, slapping her ineffectually.

Basar struck Marwa across the face with the back of her hand, sending her to the ground.

“Is this how you treat an emissary of Mother Brunhilda?” Miss Poppington went on. “Shame! Shame!”

“That’s enough outta you!” one woman said.

Suddenly, to my complete surprise, Fiz was standing beside me. She took my arm and looked at the scene with wide eyes.

“David, what’s going on?”

The women gasped and backed away, looking at the imp with wonder. Miss Poppington turned her head and looked at Fiz.

Their eyes met.

Miss Poppington quickly looked away as the imp drew in a quick breath of fear. Her eyes opened wide with terror; she recognized something horrible in Miss Poppington’s eyes—something no else could see.

 She started tapping my arm fiercely.

“What is it, Fiz?”

The imp’s face twisted into an expression of desperation, but she was at a loss for words. Meanwhile, Miss Poppington looked around, seemingly in confusion.

Fiz suddenly blurted out, “She’s bad! Oooh, she’s bad, bad, bad!”

And then—as quick as a sparrow in flight—she grabbed the dagger from a guard’s belt, darted towards Miss Poppington, and plunged the blade into the old lady’s stomach.

The dagger fell to the ground as Fiz scurried behind me to hide. Everyone was stunned.

Miss Poppington doubled over, clutching her stomach.

“Fiz, what the fuck did you do that for?”

The imp jumped up and down, wringing her hands. “She’s bad… I… Oh, you can’t see it, but… but she’s bad!”

I suddenly noticed a deep voice, droning unintelligible words. Everyone looked around in confusion.

Miss Poppington stood up straighter, still clutching her stomach. Dark blood ran over her hands. Her face ballooned out, and it seemed like her eyes were going to pop out of their sockets. But then her face deflated and slid right off, leaving an obscure, shadowy form beneath it.

All of Miss Poppington’s clothes and skin fell along with her face, and when they hit the ground, they turned into dozens of little snakes that rapidly slithered towards the palisade wall.

As this happened, the shadowy form grew taller, and two very long ears unfolded from the sides of its head, which gradually became more distinct.

Glebu!

The sorcerer’s pale eyes, deeply set in his cadaverous face, shone with white light. He barely had lips, but they twisted into a grotesque smile.

I lunged with my sword, but the blade cut nothing but air. A pile of snakes writhed around my feet. The women screamed hysterically.

The snakes rapidly dispersed, slithering to the palisade, where they escaped through cracks in the wall. The same thing happened with “Miss Poppington’s” driver.

I clenched my teeth. “Shit, the fucker got away!”

Cedri’s face had lost its usual rosy color, and sweat beaded on his forehead. “I take it that was the… the… the sorcerer.”

“Yeah, that was him.”

“How’d he get past the wards?”

“He must have tricked them.”

A growl rumbled in Cedri’s chest. “Why didn’t yer women sense this Poppington was a sorcerer? Aren’t they supposed to have some special divining ability?”

His tone sounded accusatory, like it was the women’s fault. But he was just venting. I understood that.

“I knew there was somethin’ wrong about that old lady!” he growled, swiping the air with his hook. “Didn’t I tell ye?” he looked around appealingly. “Ask anybody; I said so from the start: ‘That old lady ain’t right. There’s somethin’ off about her!’”

“Well, he put on a convincing act. You said yourself, Cedri; there’s different kinds of magic. This sorcerer must practice the magic of disguise and deception.”

“Sneaky is what he is! A sneaky coward… Hmm! Sounded like he was mutterin’ some spell just now. I wonder what that was all about?”

“I don’t know. That’s what worries me.”

“I’m sorry he got away, David!” said Fiz, who was suddenly at my side.

I patted her on the head. “That was good what you did. Thanks.”

Her face broke into a smile. “Well, it was nothing. I… I mean, I didn’t do that much… To tell the truth, I felt terrified. I didn’t know what to do. So, I finally just grabbed the dagger.”

“Why didn’t you use your magic?”

It was obvious why I didn’t use my magic; I would have blasted an enormous hole through the palisade wall and maybe taken out some women at the same time.

Fiz frowned at me. “What magic?”

“What do you mean, what magic?”

She shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry, David… I don’t have magic like you do.”

“You don’t? How did you hurt my friend, then?”

“The goblin girl? I just dropped a rock on her head from a tree.” She let out a little giggle, but then winced, giving me a guilty look.

“Well, you can haunt people and be a nuisance and stuff like that–right?”

“Oh yeah! I can do that!”

“Alright, Fiz. Do it. It’ll help a lot.”

She skipped around me in a circle. “I’m gonna make so many problems for those goblins, you have no idea!”

But she suddenly halted. “David, I just remembered the whole reason I came to see you! The goblin soldiers are coming from the other side, too–lots of them!”

“I know, Fiz. But thanks for the warning.”

“Okay, bye!” She ran towards the palisade and flew into the air, vanishing as she neared the top of the wall.

“Alright, everyone keep your head on straight!” I said, looking around at the terrified faces. “The plan is still the same as before. Be ready. Have hope. I know we can do this!”

Just then, one guard from the back gate came galloping down the slope on horseback. Her youthful face looked terrified, and I knew instantly that she was bringing bad news.

“A message from Rexella, Chieftain. The wards are down. She can’t confirm it without seeing the runes on the outside of the wall, but she’s very certain of it.

“She was standing with us in the tower when she suddenly felt the energy of the wards wavering. And then, she felt it was extinguished.”

“Chieftain!” Cedri said, running up to me with Basar. “We found this in Poppington’s hut.”

He handed me a crumpled piece of parchment. Strange shapes were scribbled on it, along with runes that looked similar to the ones carved onto the outside of the palisade.

“We also found this,” said Basar, handing me a lock of beautiful, dark-brown hair. “Can you guess whose hair it is?”

Basar strode towards Marwa, who stood nearby in a daze, apparently shocked by the turn of events.

“Get over here,” Basar said, dragging Marwa by her ponytail. “Look at that!” she said, lifting Marwa’s ponytail.

Not only did her hair look the same as the lock, but I could see that her ponytail had recently been cut.

“It was you, Marwa!” Basar said. “You helped destroy the wards! The sorcerer asked you for a lock of hair, and you provided it! What do you have to say, traitor?”

Basar held the little woman by her shoulders and shook her violently. Marwa’s head lolled, and she blinked at us. Her face crumpled with horror and remorse–and for a second I thought she would beg for our forgiveness.

But then she suddenly squirmed away from Basar. Her eyes flashed with defiance.

“Yes… Yes, I helped her! She fooled me. What does it matter, now? It’s too late.”

She evaded Basar’s grasp and ran for the gate, screaming.

“We have to surrender or they’ll destroy us! Open the gate! We surrender! We surrender!”

Basar ran over and grabbed Marwa, flinging her to the ground.

“I’m gonna beat you silly.”

“Don’t bother!” I said. “Just put her in the stocks, and don’t waste time.”

A couple of guards dragged Marwa away as I started jogging towards the back gate.

I had a plan.

Basar caught up and ran alongside me, but her eyes were troubled.

I stopped running and faced her. “What is it?”

“David, I…I…”

“Listen, Basar, I need you to hang in there, alright?”

“I just wish… I just wish I’d slept with you earlier. I would have let you bind me… If I were pregnant. Then you could gain power fast. It seems so obvious now.”

This gave me another idea.

“Come with me.” Taking her hand, I ran for the longhouse.











CHAPTER TWENTY







BURSTING THROUGH THE door, I found Gorfa near the entrance, picking up a spear.

“David!”

Basar followed behind me, and the two women eyed each other. Gorfa had no animosity towards Basar, but she knew the human female was prejudiced against her.

“Gorfa, I need to talk to you. Where are you going?”

“I feel better now. I–I help fight.”

“Later. Come with me.”

As I led the two women through the longhouse, I heard Athalia wailing in our bedroom.

“What’s wrong with Athalia?”

“I think she gonna have baby.”

I whipped around and looked at Gorfa.

“WHAT?”

“Yeah, she gonna have baby now.”

I rushed into the bedroom and found Athalia lying on the bed, clutching her stomach, sweaty hair sticking to her forehead.

Belina and Nunu were sitting beside her. Gertrice was hovering around nervously. Milana sat in my reading chair with her doll.

Belina squeezed Athalia’s hand. “Breathe, Athalia, just like we practiced.”

Athalia looked at me. “David! Our babies are coming!”

“Now? This is the worst possible time!”

“Ooooh, I’m sorry, David, I can’t help it! They want to come out!”

“But… this is way too early.”

“You brute!” Nunu said, whacking my arm. “Don’t you remember she told you it happens faster with cat girls?”

“Oh yeah, she did say that. Fuck.”

I stroked my beard, trying to collect my scattered thoughts.

“Alright. Gertrice, I need you down at the wall. Go to the front gate; the girls you hunt with are down there. They’ll be looking to you for leadership.”

“Yes, Mr. David.”

Gertrice grabbed her pike and hurried out of the room.

I turned to the door, but Athalia called after me, breathlessly:

“Honey, aren’t you gonna stay with me? You have to see your litter come out.”

“Can’t babe. I gotta—” I almost sarcastically said “I gotta make sure we don’t all become goblin slaves,” but Athalia didn’t need to be reminded of something so stressful.

Belina petted the cat girl’s head. “He’ll see the litter soon, My Lady. Right now he’s making sure we’re all safe.”

Athalia blinked her brown eyes at Belina, and then looked at me and smiled. “Okay.”

I hurried back to Gorfa and Basar. Taking them both by the hand, I sat them down beside each other on Gorfa’s bed.

“What’s this about,” Basar said distastefully, giving Gorfa a sidelong look.

The goblin lady wilted, intimidated by Basar’s rudeness.

I stood in front of them with my hands on my hips. “Listen, I’m thinking of two people who can really help me right now. Do you know who those two people are?

Basar and Gorfa looked at each other.

“That’s right: Basar and Gorfa. So forget the rest of the world; right now, it’s just us three.”

Basar stared at me with a bemused frown. “What are you talking about, David?”

I grinned—and perhaps that told Basar all she needed to know.

Her left eyebrow lifted slightly. She pushed her hair back and looked at Gorfa. The goblin hugged herself and glanced shyly at Basar.

Their eyes met, and it seemed like they were seeing each other for the first time.

Basar looked at me. “Well? What’s your point?”

I pointed at Gorfa. “You were sick this morning, right?”

“Yes, David, but… I better now; I help fight.”

“Why were you sick?”

Gorfa looked down, playing with her fingers. “Well, I think… maybe I pregnant.”

“Exactly.”

I lifted Gorfa’s chin. Tears streamed down her cute cheeks.

“Why are you crying? It’s great. We’re gonna have a baby!”

Gorfa laughed joyfully through her tears. “But… I can’t believe it… What if it’s not true?”

“It is true, sweetie. I have super sperm, remember? I can impregnate any monster girl species.”

“David… I… I love you…”

I leaned down and kissed Gorfa. Her arms draped over my neck as she hungrily reciprocated my kiss.

Breaking off from the kiss, I moved towards Basar, but she shrank back and squinted her eyes at me.

Smirking into her eyes, I grabbed the back of her neck and kissed her. She moaned as I forced my tongue into her mouth and groped her thigh.

“You still want me to bind you?”

“Yes.”

Gorfa stirred restlessly as Basar kissed me. Feeling Gorfa’s little hand on my arm, I turned to her.

“Basar is going to bind to me now.”

The goblin looked at me urgently. “David… I…I…”

“Yes? What is it, baby? Tell me.”

“I wanna bind with you too.”

I smiled. “Are you sure?”

“Oh, yes, David,” Gorfa said, grabbing my hand and kissing it madly. “I want, I want!”

“But wait a second,” Basar said. “Gorfa is pregnant—but I’m not.”

“I bet you are,” I said. “Anyway, we can try to bind. If you’re not pregnant, it just won’t work. But I know you are.”

I crushed my lips against Basar’s mouth. We twirled our tongues together passionately, as I reached for Gorfa, making her come closer.

Then, with Basar moaning into my kiss, I took her hand and put it on Gorfa’s soft thigh. Basar caressed it tenderly, causing Gorfa to tremble and moan.

Basar pushed me away and quickly withdrew her hand from Gorfa’s thigh, rolling her eyes.

“You secretly like Gorfa all along,” I said. “I knew it.”

Basar frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve seen the way you look at her. You think she’s sexy– admit it.”

Basar looked at Gorfa’s legs, and breathed, “Yeah, so what?”

Gorfa’s eyes went as wide as saucers as she looked at Basar in surprise. Her green cheeks flushed with a red blush.

“She’s a cute little goblin, isn’t she?” I murmured into Basar’s ear.

Gorfa timidly looked at Basar through the fringe of her hair.

Basar gazed steadily into her eyes and smirked. “Yeah, she is cute.”

“Kiss her.”

They were already just a couple feet apart, but I guided Basar closer to the goblin. I could see in her eyes that she already wanted to do it. Just a little prompting would push her over the edge.

Basar leaned towards Gorfa. The goblin lady gathered her hair and pulled it to the opposite side, bearing her pretty neck and cheek to Basar.

Basar kissed her cheek. Gorfa turned her face towards Basar. They tentatively kissed each other on the lips.

I was expecting them to start slow; maybe just a peck or two. But no. They started making out right away. Gorfa draped her arms around Basar’s neck, while Basar caressed her cheek and rubbed her chest, groping her breasts.

When they came up for air, my cock was out, as stiff as a sword, pointing in their faces. Basar brushed her hair behind her ear and immediately took my tip into her mouth, working my shaft with her hand.

I put my hand on her neck. “I’m going to bind you now.”

Gorfa came closer, sitting on her knees on the bed, and watching Basar suck my dick, eagerly awaiting her turn.

With my free hand, I caressed Gorfa’s soft hair and then put my hand on her bare shoulder.

“I’m gonna bind you both… right now.”

“Yes, David,” Gorfa breathed, “I can feel it… It working!”

Basar plunged my cock all the way inside the hole of her throat, making me groan and thrust into her face as I clutched her soft hair.

As I pulled out, soaked with Basar’s saliva, she looked up at me, gasping for breath. “I feel it, too. It’s working.”

Gorfa eagerly took hold of my cock and started sucking, mixing her spit with Basar’s. I felt my soul extending through my pelvis, along my shaft, and into Gorfa’s body.

At the same time, I caressed Basar’s cheek and touched her neck–and I felt my essence extending into her body, too.

Gorfa tried to go deep like Basar had done, but she choked. With a smug expression, Basar took over, licking all of Gorfa’s spit off my head, and then plunging my cock right down her throat.

I slowly fucked her face, with one hand on the back of her head, and the other hand on Gorfa. With these two beauties on their knees for me, I wouldn’t have lasted long under any circumstances.

But in this case, I had good reasons to finish quickly anyway.

Time to get this done!

I grunted and stooped over with almost unbearable pleasure as Basar tightened her lips around my dick and worked it greedily–sensing I was about to lose it.

My balls tightened just as I felt my soul intertwining with Basar’s, and I thrust down her throat, shooting my load into her. I pulled out, still sending ribbons of cum into her mouth and chin.

Gorfa opened her mouth as I turned towards her. Her legs were wide open, and she was rubbing her pussy through her soaking wet panties as she took my cock into her mouth.

Basar crawled behind Gorfa, took her by the shoulders, and made her lie down on her back. Meanwhile, I quickly pulled Gorfa’s panties down her legs and tossed them aside, getting onto the bed and angling my stiff rod towards the heaven between her thighs.

“Ohhhhh… David,” Gorfa moaned, throwing her head back and hugging herself. “You’re mixing with me… It feels so good. Don’t sto– oohhhhh–”

I pressed my thick member into her tight channel, gradually fucking her deeper and deeper until I got all the way in.

Holding the top of her head, I kissed her while slowly thrusting in and then out, in and out. At the same time, my soul extended and filled up every part of her little goblin-girl body.

“Ohhhh… David,” she mewled. “It’s really happening… We’re gonna be together forever. Ohhh, I’m cumming… I love you, David. I love you…”

Basar stroked Gorfa’s hair and kissed her forehead as I thrust into her, roaring out my release. As ribbons of cum unfurled inside her, so did my soul fill her up, completely mixing with hers.

The binding was complete.

As soon as I pulled out and stood up, a strange feeling swept over me. My heart pounded like it was going to explode out of my chest. The sound of roaring wind filled my ears.

In my mind, I could see the swell of the sea and the great dome of the sky. I suddenly felt smothered by the walls of the longhouse; they seemed too small to contain me.

I had to get out.

Stumbling backwards, I crashed into the table, almost falling over as I fumbled to do up my trousers. Then I turned and ran for the door as Basar and Gorfa called after me in alarm.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







I STAGGERED OUT of the door and fell into the grass. Gorfa rushed out after me, still pulling on her top. Basar followed a few seconds later, doing up her belt. 

“David!”

“I’m fine,” I said, getting up.

My legs felt as strong as tree trunks. The problem was that my mind kept getting filled with awful visions of nature. But I felt better once I was outside, and I found I could focus on what was actually in front of me if I concentrated.

I noticed Gorfa staring at her hands with a curious look. “I feel different.”

“Yes, your powers are stronger. Go to the front gate and help them. Basar, come with me to the back.”

Running across the field, I felt power coursing through my muscles. The exertion seemed to heat my blood. The memory of Glebu and the trick he played on us came back to me as if it was something that happened a long time ago.

It made me rage. I screamed like a barbarian and pumped my limbs, pushing myself to run faster and faster.

Then the face of Appolodon, the demon, came into my mind. And it made me even angrier.

Even if he was a demon, I didn’t give a fuck. I’d take him on, too.

When I reached the gate, I wasn’t even out of breath. Looking over my shoulder, I saw Basar across the field, sprinting to catch up. I must have been a blur from her perspective.

“Chieftain!” the guards cried, encouraged by my arrival.

Rexella climbed down from the lookout tower and gazed at me with awe. “You bound Gorfa… and someone else.”

“Yeah, Basar.” I looked at the guards. “Open the gate.”

Rexella looked at me as if I was drunk. “We’re going out there?”

“I’m going out there.”

“Alone? Shouldn’t you gather a party? There are hundreds of soldiers out there; you saw them yourself.”

“Alright, then, come with me, but stay in the trees. You can back me up if I need it.”

Basar came running up. “I’ll come, too. I feel amazing.” She unsheathed her sword and sliced the air with expert swordplay.

“I’m faster and stronger! I can feel it!” 

“Good. But you stay here at the gate. You’re in charge.”

I squeezed Rexella’s arm. “Don’t worry; I haven’t lost my senses. I’m gonna see what I can do from a distance. Gonna try to take them by surprise; I doubt they’ll be expecting this.”

The gate creaked open, and I saw the dappled sunlight dancing on the forest floor. I jogged through the woods, Rexella following behind me.

As the field came into view, we saw the goblin soldiers standing some distance away—about the length of a football field.

As I stepped out from the shadows of the trees, Rexella called after me, “David…”

But I didn’t hear the rest. I launched into a sprint, tearing over the grass at violent speed.

My temples pounded, my muscles were as hard as rocks, and I felt the force of a volcano inside me. If I didn’t release it, I felt like my head would explode.

When I got within 50 yards of the goblins, they still didn’t seem to have noticed me. There were four phalanxes, each one comprising roughly 130 goblins. Two of these were standing at attention, with their respective commanders addressing them. The other two were at ease.

They almost seemed to move in slow motion, I was running so fast. 

That’s why they haven’t noticed me!

As I neared them, I slowed my pace to a jog and let out a barbaric scream, raising my fists and releasing the power that was siphoned through the channels I controlled.

Or didn’t control.

My vision went red; I was blinded. I heard nothing but roaring flames, howling wind, and faint screaming. I could have sworn my skin was bubbling, and it felt as if I’d be ripped apart.

But I couldn’t stop it.

The last conscious effort I made was to spread out my arms, in order to widen the scope of the blast—at least, that was my idea.

A shock of searing pain cut through me. I thought I was about to die.

And then I thought of Milana.

I don’t know why, but her funny little face popped into my mind.

No way this is the end; I have to see her grow up.

Then I remembered what Athalia was doing when I left her.

She could be giving birth to my babies at this very moment!

Through a gargantuan act of will, I gained control of the elemental magic. It was like forcing a hurricane into a jar.

The frenzy of red retreated from my vision, the deafening roar died away. However, as I blinked and looked around, I almost thought I was in hell.

It smelled of smoke and burning flesh. Through a thick haze, I saw the ground, black and singed, flames crackling and molten lava glowing.

The goblins’ charred bodies lay everywhere, some of them still writhing. The most horrible thing about it was that they looked human; a burned goblin corpse doesn’t look different from a burned human one.

My legs buckled. The ground came up and slammed into my back. I felt like I’d been run over by a truck–again. Staggering onto my feet, I immediately collapsed again.

“David!”

Rexella was beside me, her gentle touch on my cheek. I felt an invigorating jolt run through me.

“Feel any better?”

“Yeah… Yeah, that’s a big help.” I jumped up, amazed at how much energy I suddenly had.

“Wow, that’s quite the pick-me-up. Better than a double espresso.”

“Better than what?”

“Better than cocaine.”

“Huh? Anyway, don’t get too excited. It’s temporary. You’re gonna crash again soon.”

She wasn’t lying. By the time we got back to the gate, I felt like I’d just run a marathon after going five days without sleep.

Rexella caught my arm and put it around her shoulder, catching me before I stumbled.

Basar and two guards ran out of the gate.

“Chieftain! What happened? Are you okay?”

“They won’t be attacking us. I turned them all into ashes.”

They looked at me for a moment in disbelief. Then they cheered. “He did it! The chieftain beat a goblin army single-handed!”

Cheers rose up from the lookout tower above us.”

“Long live David!”

“Long live the Chieftain!”

With one arm around Rexella’s shoulder and the other around Basar’s, I moved my heavy legs through the field on the way to the lower village.

“Fuck this. Just give me another boost. No need to carry me all the way there.”

Rexella sighed. “Alright, but you need to rest after this. These boosts are not a substitute for rest. Your magic reserves will replenish themselves faster if—”

“Alright, understood. And thank you. I appreciate it.”




***




All was quiet in the lower village. The mood was so tense at the front gate it was palpable. Everyone spoke in whispers and glanced fearfully at the sky over the palisade wall.

But that changed when I told them the news. This sudden turn of events—this humiliating blow against the goblins just when things seemed hopeless—was such a surprise that it sent everyone into a strange ecstasy.

The entire village was energized with renewed defiance. Perhaps the sorcerer and his demon would destroy us. But, by the gods, we were going to fight to the last.

The women all cheered and crowded around me. Cedri raised his hook in the air and whooped. The dog with curly brown fur barked along with Cedri, wagging his tail vigorously.

This was exactly what I’d hoped for. I’d mainlined a morale-boosting shot of hope into the village. We needed it badly because I was in no condition to fight at the moment.

“David,” Rexella murmured in my ear. “You need to rest. Come, let’s go to Cedri’s hut. You can sleep there for a bit.”

“Sleep now? That’s impossible.”

“Some black-clad goblin soldiers was out in the field earlier,” Cedri informed me. “They was lookin’ at the gate, sizing it up. But they went back into the woods, and we haven’t seen them since.”

“All is quiet now,” Rexella said. “Take the opportunity to lie down; it’ll allow you to regain your strength and power.”

“Can’t you just heal me?”

“No—I can’t heal you because you’re not injured. You’re just drained. The only remedy for that is rest. David, please listen to me; the sooner you rest, the sooner you’ll be able to fight again.”

Rexella’s common-sense admonishments were starting to convince me. After all, I could barely even stand up. And I didn’t want to sit down in view of the villagers; I felt that my role as Chieftain demanded that I always showed strength and courage in the face of danger.

Showing signs of weakness could undermine morale.

“Well, I guess that might not be a bad idea.”

“It’s a very good idea. And I should add that it would be extremely dangerous for you to use magic at this point, especially since you can’t regulate it. If you were to repeat what you did outside the back gate right now, it would kill you.”

“Alright. Point taken. Take care of things out here while I rest. If there’s any sign of an impending attack, send for me.”

As walked to Cedri’s hut, Inya called after me. Her swollen boobs jiggled like two overflowing jugs of milk.

“David,” she breathed, taking my arm. “I know you’re going to rest, but… If there’s anything I can do… to help you, anything at all… I’ll do it.”

She pressed her big boobs and stomach against my body and looked up at me submissively. It made me almost forget all my troubles.

I put my arm around her. “Well, if you want to come lie down by my side, I’d like that.”

Inya was delighted—at least, as delighted as one could be under the circumstances.

Inside, we lay down on Cedri’s “bed”— which was just a blanket and pillow on the floor by his fire pit.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “I doubt I’ll be able to sleep.”

Inya ran her hands over my chest. “Are you hungry?”

“I’m always hungry.”

My eyes were still closed, but I felt Inya sitting up. Her dress rustled, and then I felt the heat of her body near my face.

Opening my eyes, the awe-inspiring sight of her engorged breasts filled my eyes. Her sensitive, dewy nipples grew erect, and milk drizzled out of them.

Almost involuntarily, I opened my mouth and explored her tender nipple with my tongue.

“That’s it, honey, you drink,” she hummed, curling her fingers in my hair as I sucked her milk into my mouth.

I squeezed her breast, massaging the milk out. It flowed plentifully. As soon as I tasted her sweet milk, I gulped it down eagerly—my body responding to the proteins and nutrients it provided.

“David… How many women have you bound so far?” She removed her breast from my mouth, dribbling milk onto my tunic.

I licked my lips, groaning for more.

“Five,” I sighed. “Nunu, Athalia, Rexella, Basar, and Gorfa.”

She positioned herself above me, so that her breasts were hanging just beyond the reach of my lips, dripping warm milk onto my lips.

“If you were to bind another woman now… Wouldn’t that revive you?”

“What do you mean? Just say it!” I grunted, pulling her towards me and gently biting her nipple with my teeth.

“Bind me,” she moaned. “Please. Unless… Unless you don’t want to.”

“I do want to,” I growled, squeezing both her breasts and lapping up her milk.

“Bind me then… Please.”

As Inya’s milk poured down my throat, my soul poured into her, filling her up.

Minutes later, my appetite was sated and Inya’s soul was bound to mine.

The power rebound didn’t overwhelm me like it did after binding Gorfa and Basar. I just felt a lot less worn out.

Shortly after that, we heard cries of alarm from the lookout towers. Rushing out the door, we found that a shadow had fallen over the village, and fiery light flashed from the other side of the palisade.

An icy wind tossed our hair, and the voice of Appolodon thundered in our ears like an avalanche.

“People of Staves, your Chieftain has acted most unwisely. David Ashwood! Come forth and receive your punishment. As for the rest of you, renounce your Chieftain now. Declare your submission to Glebu, and you will be spared.

“Or do you dare to fight a demon of the Seventh Circle?”











CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







AS I HURRIED back towards the gate, massive footsteps boomed on the ground. The archers’ screams chilled my blood as the colossal demon’s head and shoulders appeared over the top of the palisade.

The air around him was dark as night, and his molten eyes gleamed in the haze. He put his massive, gnarled hands over the top of the wall.

Some women ran into their huts to hide. Others chanted desperate prayers, bowing towards our statues of Kem and Noorut.

Marwa’s shrill voice rang out from the field beyond the new lookout tower, where she sat bound in the stocks.

“We surrender! We surrender! I submit! I pledge myself to Glebu!”

Turning to Inya, I told her to get Kasi and run to the longhouse.

“Stay there till this is over!”

Summoning every ounce of strength from my still-tired limbs, I ran into the open area near the gate, raising my arm towards the hideous face that loomed high above.

“I am David. Stand back from the wall! I will come out to meet you.”

Rexella grabbed my arm. “David,” she whispered.

Appolodon lifted his hands from the wall. “Very well.”

His booming footsteps made dust fall from the towers as he walked away from the palisade.

Rexella whispered: “You won’t save us by killing yourself.”

“Listen. I want to get him away from the palisade. You come with me and stand at the gate. The archers will cover me from above. You can zero in on him if you stand at the gate, right?”

“What?”

“I mean you can reach him with your magic.”

“Yes, but the effect will be weaker as he gets farther away.”

“See what you can do.”

Basar nodded at me from the old tower, and Snori waved from the new one as I walked to the gate.

Cedri looked me firmly in the eye and slapped my arm. “We’ve got yer back, Chieftain.”

I didn’t doubt it, even though I knew he was terrified of anything supernatural. Apart from the perspiration on his forehead, however, Cedri didn’t show that he was afraid.

Dragging the gate open with his good arm, he growled in a low voice, “I’m ready, Chieftain, I’m ready. It’s a good day to die with honor.”

I walked through the gate into a misty gloom. The sky was dark, and fog concealed the forest. Appolodon’s gargantuan form reared in front of us, his eyes burning red in the mist.

“Get on your knees, David, or be destroyed.”

I need to be ready… Just in case.

Cautiously, I tried to open a little path for my magic.

Just a sliver.

But I suddenly sensed the magic swelling like an approaching tsunami.

Fuck. No–that’s gonna kill me. I won’t be able to control it. 

I retreated from it, annoyed. But Rexella burst past me, running into the field with her arms raised.

A pulse rippled from her hands, distorting the air in front of her. She let out a wail, dazed by the force of her own power.

The demon jolted violently and then swayed, as if he was stunned. Rexella staggered but regained her footing, keeping her hands raised towards the giant. Appolodon’s arms jerked upwards, pressing against his temples.

“Good, Rexella! Good!”

Cheers rose from the lookouts.

Appolodon suddenly stumbled towards us.

“Out of the way!” I yelled.

Rexella and I ran back as if fleeing from a falling fir tree. The giant’s steps boomed on the ground before his massive form toppled forward, crashing onto the field in front of us. Looking at him more closely, his ashen form seemed strangely dented and artificial.

Smashing his arms into the dirt, he pushed himself up for a moment, giving me a close-up glimpse of his face.

It was not what I expected.

The skin was like molded clay; the eyes looked but did not see. It seemed almost fake, like something from the set of some B-horror movie.

Cedri and the archers were whooping and cheering. “The demon is down! The demon is down!”

“Wait a minute!” I roared at the top of my lungs. “Is Glebu a summoner? Are we sure about that? I call bullshit!”

Rexella’s eyes grew wide as the same realization dawned on her.

Drawing my sword, I strode up to the still-writhing giant and jabbed my blade into the top of its bald head. 

“It’s… clay!” I turned towards the wall and roared, “It’s made of clay! This is no demon!”

“It’s a golem!” Rexella cried. “That’s it! Nothing but a golem!”

A horde of goblin soldiers came pouring out from the mist. Some of them carried a battering ram.

The golem suddenly reared up, and I sensed the swing of its hand coming towards us.

“Look out!”

I tackled Rexella, and we felt the giant’s pickup truck-sized hand swoosh past us. We scrambled out of the way as its fist came down, sending dirt into the air.

“Back to the gate!” I yelled.

The archers’ arrows whizzed above our heads as we hurried back towards the gate.

My body still felt like lead, and my temples pounded.

Cedri slammed the gate shut and locked it as the goblins’ battle cries resounded over the field.

“I’ll cast my magic from the tower,” Rexella said.

But the ground suddenly shook as if there was a minor earthquake.

“Oh shit. The golem’s running for the wall!”

The palisade wall smashed apart, logs toppling over or snapping in half as the golem body-slammed its way into our village.

The thing stumbled and almost fell, but regained its footing.

“Shoot! Shoot!” I urged, grabbing a spear and throwing it.

The missile stuck into its leg, but it didn’t seem to notice. A hail of arrows sprayed into it, but these didn’t seem to bother it either.

Rexella raised her arms and sent a pulse of death magic to the golem’s head. Its arms jerked up, as if to grab its temples again. But it staggered and lurched towards the new tower, with its hand out, almost falling into it.

Goblins were charging through the breach in the wall, but so far, they were met with a hail of arrows. I saw Gorfa, also shooting arrows; she couldn’t use her magic because she was out of range.

Gertrice and her hunters were also firing on the incoming goblins, putting their well-practiced shooting skills to good use.

The golem pushed the top of the tower, making it creak and groan as it rocked the structure back and forth. The archers’ screams rose up. I saw Snori’s sword glinting as he chopped at the golem’s fingers.

I charged with my sword, slashing where the golem’s Achilles tendon ought to have been. I’m not sure if golems even have Achilles tendons, but its foot was almost severed after several blows.

Unfortunately, it only took the golem about 15 seconds to topple the tower. The timber cracked, the tower toppled, and the golem tripped over its own barely-attached foot.

The screams from the falling tower almost made my heart stop.

Some archers jumped out before the lookout platform smashed into the dirt. The golem crashed nearby like a giant rugby player.

Through a cloud of dust, I could see archers’ bodies lying among the wrecked tower. Snori was in there somewhere, too.

I wanted to run to their aid, but I was attacked by several goblin soldiers with arrows sticking out of their armor.

I cut them down fast, but my attention was diverted by lapping flames; nearby, across the open field around the front gate area, a thatched roof was burning.

Goblins were walking around with torches. I saw one of them lob another flaming torch onto a different roof.

Smoke billowed from other roofs nearby.

“Fuck!”

Using my extreme speed, I bolted across the field and slew the goblins before they even knew what was happening.

The exertion made a little light in the head. I certainly wasn’t back to a full tank, but I definitely had a decent amount of fuel.

Gotta be careful not to overdo it.

Casting my eyes towards the wrecked tower, I saw Gorfa, Kanisha, and Nunu’s mom helping the limping archers get out from the wreckage.

I searched in vain for Snori.

Meanwhile, the golem was trying to get up, but Rexella stood in front of it, casting her magic.

It convulsed and slammed back onto the ground, twitching.

Apparently, Rexella didn’t practice what she preached, because the healer girl also collapsed to the ground. But the golem stopped writhing and didn’t move anymore after that.

I picked Rexella up and carried her away, looking around for a safe place to put her. But there wasn’t one. The whole lower village was a bedlam of screams and fire and clanging steel.

Goblins continued pouring through the breach, but they met with ferocious resistance. To my surprise, I saw Yargimald engaged in a sword fight.

The old artisan had never shown the slightest interest in our weapons training courses. But he fought with agility and sinewy strength.

Carrying Rexella, I ran to Gorfa, who was leading one archer away from the wreckage of the tower.

“Rexella needs to rest; she used too much of her power. Protect her.”

“Okay! I protect.”

I set the healer down on her feet. She stumbled and grabbed Gorfa’s shoulder to steady herself.

Then I turned to the breach. Walking closer, I could see through the large hole; about a dozen goblins were scurrying up the slope, but several slipped in the mud. Others kept covering his ears as if a wasp was buzzing in his face.

That must be Fiz’s work.

But there were too many goblins for the imp to deal with. Scores more spilled out from the forest and charged towards the breach.

Cedri positioned himself beside the breach, awaiting the influx of goblin soldiers. He thrust his sword into the air and roared, obviously preparing to sacrifice himself.

But I had other plans.

“Cedri! GET OUTTA THE WAY! QUICK!”

The old codger sprinted away as if I was about to lob a grenade.

Taking a deep breath, I set my mind on cautiously, slowly, gently opening a channel to the powers of earth and sky. 

Just a sliver.

Come on, now. Just a teeny, tiny—

The goblins raised their battle cries and came pouring in through the breach.

I threw my hands up towards the sky. The last thing I heard was Rexella’s faint voice:

“David, no!”








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







FOR AN INSTANT, a vision filled my mind: a tidal wave towering against the sky.

Water? Okay, let’s do water. Water’s fine.

Thin sliver, thin sliver, thin sli—

Frigid drops drummed on my back as if it was suddenly raining. The roar of a flood filled the sky. The invading goblins halted and looked up, high above my head. They were awestruck.

The icy flood thundered down in front of me, following the direction of my hands as I pointed my arms towards the breach.

The goblins disappeared like ants hit by the blast of a firehose. Since the width of the blast was greater than the breach, it smashed through the wall on either side. 

And it kept growing larger, taking more and more of the wall. A frothy flood poured over the field outside the palisade, carrying lifeless goblins and chunks of wood, crashing into the forest. The battering ram was swept away like a twig.

Fuck! I’m losing control!

I remembered the trick that worked before. Think about Milana. She needs her dad.

It worked. I slowly forced the water blast to get narrower as if I was turning a tap.

With considerable effort, I walked forward while maintaining the blast. As I came through the breach, I saw about 30 or 40 goblin soldiers running towards the breach from an oblique angle.

Swinging around to face them, I allowed more water to flow; but, at the same time, I made a contrary effort to keep the opening narrow. This turned up the pressure so that the stream was powerful enough to cut a tree in two.

Again, it took a tremendous mental effort, like I was riding a unicycle while juggling and singing the national anthem.

But I pulled it off.

Goblins crumpled. Limbs and heads floated away in the flotsam. Half a dozen survivors retreated towards the forest.

With one final, exhausting effort, I forced the stream to go smaller and smaller, until the channel finally closed.

I collapsed onto the wet ground, my head aching.

“Son of a bitch, that was a pretty trick!” I heard Cedri say. He came up and slapped my back as I struggled to get up.

“Like you were pissin’ on fruit flies! You alright, Chieftain?”

“Yeah, never been better,” I said, staggering back and leaning against the palisade.

Cedri roared and charged down the slope as I stumbled back through the breach and fell onto my butt, my head reeling. Gertrice rushed out of the breach, too, clutching her pike in both hands, with a bow and arrows slung to her shoulder.

Several others followed—Gertrice’s hunting party.

Inside the village, goblin corpses were strewn here and there, and black smoke billowed from many huts in the immediate area.

But the goblins were clearly on the backfoot. The ones that remained would soon be slain. Basar had come down from the old tower to join the fight on the ground.

I searched for Rexella and found her near the stable, where she was resting with half a dozen injured villagers—including Snori.

The old man was unconscious.

Rexella sat beside him with her hand on his shoulder. She was still visibly weak.

“His leg is broken, and some of his ribs. I’m doing what I can… for everyone.” She looked at me. “David, I know I keep harping, but it’s my job. You need rest. You look exhausted.”

“Yeah, I’m beat. But I can’t rest yet—especially not when that dickhead sorcerer is still around.”

Gorfa ran up and hugged me.

“You still not fight Glebu?” she said.

“No. I didn’t see him out there.”

Concern creased her forehead as she raked her eyes over our surroundings.

“So… he not really a summoner?”

I scoffed. “He couldn’t summon anything, except maybe a rabbit from a hat. He does magic tricks, that’s all.”

“Well, creating a giant golem and controlling it is a pretty impressive trick,” Rexella said. “I’ve read about sorcerers like him. They’re masters of disguise, of shape-shifting and mesmerism. And they specialize in spells of deception and misdirection.

“This kind of sorcerer is dying out; their magic is extremely esoteric, and the knowledge is being lost.”

“Yeah, well there’s gonna be another dead one if he shows up again.”

I wasn’t being flippant. I understood Glebu was a formidable enemy; I just considered as part of my job to diminish his reputation—to make everyone feel like we could beat him handily.

Cedri, Gertrice, and the hunters soon returned with two goblin prisoners. One was a particularly short fellow; his face was wrinkled with age, and coarse gray hair grew from the sides of his head and his ears. He looked like he’d been knocked about pretty badly.

The second was broad-shouldered with an arrogant grimace and shrewd eyes. He was in even worse shape; his right arm had been cut off, and an arrow was stuck through his leg. He was weak from loss of blood, but he walked proudly, as if to make it clear that death meant nothing to him.

“These two are important, Chieftain,” Gertrice said. “So we took them as prisoners.”

“Aye, they’re commanders,” Cedri said. “We killed a bunch more. The rest fled—including the sorcerer.”

“You saw him out there?”

Cedri and Gertrice exchanged glances. “Aye, we seen him alright. We charged into the goblin camp, and there he was, just standing there in his black cloak with his long, ugly ears sticking out.

“I run right towards him and I says, ‘Hey! You ugly fucker!’ And I throw my spear—I throw it hard enough to kill a boar. And what d’ye think happened? The spear just went right through him like he was a ghost!

“And then he disappeared, but Gertrice spotted him behind us, running in the opposite direction. It was like we’d been looking at a mirror image!”

Although I didn’t doubt Cedri’s bravery, something told me he might have been slightly exaggerating his boldness towards the sorcerer.

“Well, if he hasn’t already retreated, we’ll get him,” I said. I nodded towards the prisoners. “Good job snagging them. They could be valuable. Take them over there so Rexella can heal their wounds. Keep them with the injured for now, but guard them closely.”

“Yes, Chieftain.”

Black clouds rolled in, bringing rain, which put out the fires and minimized the damage. Only three structures were completely destroyed, and they were just old derelict storage huts, anyway.

Some people looked up to the sky and praised Noorut or Kem, declaring that the rain must be a gift from the gods.

I retired to Cedri’s hut to sit down for a while and, hopefully, recharge more.

Cedri and I ate bacon and bread in silence. Then we talked about how we’d go about repairing the palisade and building another tower.

Gertrice suddenly came through the door, looking upset. “Mr. David. Something strange is happening. There’s a blue light in the sky. Everyone’s talking about it and staring at the sky. They think it’s Kem… they’re convinced of it. But… I don’t think it’s Kem… It doesn’t feel right. Oh, it’s happened so quickly… I… I don’t know what’s going on.”

“It’s Glebu. Definitely Glebu.” I stood up and strode towards the door.

“Witchcraft,” Cedri growled. “That’s what it is. Goblin witchcraft!”

“Mr. David. I… I’ve been trying not to look at the sky… I don’t trust the light.”

As I walked to the door, my body protested; every muscle ached severely. Fatigue weighed on my limbs like cement.

But there was no time to rest.

“That sounds wise, Gertrice.”

Walking outside, I found that the rain had ceased, and the clouds were suffused with a dull blue light. It seemed subtle, but something about it was strangely alluring.

And the longer I looked at it, the more beautiful it seemed to be. It gave one the feeling that a god or angel was behind the clouds, and some profound revelation was about to be revealed.

“You’re right, Gertrice,” I said as the cat girl and Cedri followed me outside. “Do not look at the sky.”

“Mr. David, what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know yet,” I leveled with her. “I’m not sure how to deal with this sort of enemy. I wish he was a normal sorcerer; then I could just kick his ass.”

Walking towards the gate, I noticed women standing around idly looking at the sky with idiotic expressions.

“Hey!” I yelled, clapping my hands in front of their faces. “Don’t look at the sky. It’s Glebu—you hear me?”

“Oh, Mr. David, you have to see it,” came the moronic reply. “It’s beautiful.”

“Well, this is creepy,” I muttered.

Cedri threw his hand over his eyes. “Ahhhhrr!” he groaned. “The light… it’s in the air. It’s everywhere. I don’t want to look. Gods damn this sorcerer!”

Gertrice’s ears flattened against her head as she looked around. “I see it, too!” She frantically waved her hands in front of her face, as if she was trying to fan away poisonous gas. “It’s everywhere!”

There was, indeed, a blue tint in the air. It was so subtle that I might have missed it; but it became more luminous once I noticed it; it seemed to dance and flash right in front of my eyes.

“Come on, we’d better hurry.”

I wanted to talk to Rexella and Gorfa first, since they knew the most about magic. They were no longer at the stables, but we found them in a nearby hut with all the injured.

Rexella was still weak; whenever she regained any power, she used it for healing. She was lying down beside the injured archers when we came in.

Leaning on the table, I quickly told her about the blue light.

After listening calmly, Rexella said: “David, why don’t you sit down? Please take care of yourself.”

“No. If I sit down, it’ll be that much harder to get up again. And I can’t rest now.”

Rexella sighed. “Glebu is using mesmerism. There are spells to counteract it, but I don’t know them, unfortunately.”

“How can we stop it?” Cedri said. “What if we dump water over everybody’s heads, or box them on the ears?”

Rexella shook her head. “That won’t work.”

I raked my fingers through my beard. “Hang on a second… This must be a risky move for Glebu… Otherwise, why didn’t he just do it to begin with?”

“I was thinking that, too,” Rexella said. “This might be his last resort.”

“So, he’s desperate. He’s stretching his powers to the limit to pull this off, which means he can’t keep it up for long. He’s in a race to have everyone spellbound before his powers are exhausted.”

“Yeah… at least, that’s what I hope. It’s probably the best-case scenario.”

“And what would be the worst?” Cedri said darkly. “He’s just toying with us, like a cat with a mouse—that’s it, that’s the worst case.”

“Maybe I can whip up some wind,” I said. “Blow his spooky clouds away. That might save us some time.”

“David, you’ve already pushed yourself to the limit. If you keep going, you are going to kill yourself.”

I dragged a hand over my face. “Well… Inya helped me out a bit. But I won’t use my magic–not until I regain a little more power. But I can’t stop and rest now! What if he springs something on us while I’m asleep?”

This catch-22 nightmare made my head reel as I stepped back outside, followed by Cedri and Gorfa. The daylight had faded even more, and the serene blue shone more intensely behind the clouds.

Everything was tinted in this mysterious blue light; the thatched roofs, the grass, even our clothes.

Cedri started freaking out again. “Ugh, I can… feel it… it’s getting into my head.” He frantically brushed himself as if bugs were crawling on him.

There was quite a gathering near the front gate now, where the wreckage of the tower and the fallen goliath lay, steeped in blue light.

Several guards walked past us on their way to join the crowd. They were the guards from the back gate.

“Hey!” I barked. “Why have you left your post?”

One of them looked at me with delirious eyes. “Kem is coming! Kem… Kem is coming!”

“What?”

“Oh, Chieftain, it’s beautiful! All our troubles are ending. Kem is coming down from the sky! Let us make way for his coming!”

I grabbed Gertrice’s shoulder. “Run to the longhouse. Make sure the women are okay. Tell them to stay in the house and do not look at the sky. If you see anyone else, tell them the same thing. Tell them the chieftain commands it!”

“Yes, Mr. David… but…” Gertrice hesitated, and I could tell she was torn. “Should… Should I come back to help you?”

“Protect Lady Athalia and the others. You’re helping me by doing that.”

“Yes, Mr. David!”

Gertrice sprinted through the grass, and her hips wiggled furiously inside the poofy trunk hose.

In spite of everything, I chuckled.

No way I can let this stupid sorcerer win. I like this place too much.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







THE CLOUDS GLIMMERED with placid blue as I walked towards the women who’d gathered near the gate.

About 15 of them stood there: guards, archers from the old lookout tower, Gertrice’s hunters, Marwa’s Brunhildas, and a couple of elderly ladies.

The curly-haired dog stood among them, wagging his tail nervously. He kept barking and looking around at the women, but they ignored him.

Yargimald was there, too. His tunic was ripped and soaked in blood, and a nasty gash ran across his waist.

Oblivious to his wound, the old man was berating the women. “That’s no god, I tell you! You’re fools! Can’t you see?”

“Yes… I see… I see! It’s… so beautiful!”

Yargimald looked at me sternly, searching my eyes to see if I was still in control of myself.

“David! You’re not bewitched?”

“No. But you’re wounded badly. Go to–”

“HEY!” Yargimald bellowed and threw himself on Cedri, shaking him violently. “Stay with it, man! Stay with it!”

“I am with it. Get your hands off me!” Cedri said angrily.

“Your eyes were going fuzzy. I could see it! You were starin’ at the light reflecting on the palisade like it was a wonder of the world!”

“I was not!”

“Listen,” I interrupted. “We don’t have time to argue. You’re bleeding, Yargimald; go to the hut opposite the stables. Rexella is there; she’ll heal you.”

“Never mind me. What are you gonna do about the sorcerer? The entire village is under his spell.”

“Look, we destroyed the goblin army. We can beat one little goblin sorcerer. Have faith; I’ve got a plan. Now go.”

“Alright, David. I’ll return soon as I’m a little better.”

Yargimald looked somewhat reassured as he turned to go. But the truth was, I didn’t really have a plan yet—apart from making Glebu sorry he ever tried to fuck with me.

But just as Yargimald started walking away, a gentle breeze washed over us, and the blue light shone more brilliantly.

Some women started screaming, “He’s here! Our god is here!”

They cried and held their hands up to the sky like devotees of some millenarian cult. Yargimald stopped and turned back as the light intensified, and the women screamed with excitement, some of them fainting.

“What in the name of the gods!” Cedri yelled.

An orb of blue light descended from the clouds. Its placid light colored the air, making it feel like we were at the bottom of a serene lake.

I was about to look away, but I noticed the orb was stranger than I thought; it had moving parts. As my eyes adjusted to the light and the orb’s descent towards us continued, I saw it was composed of concentric, rotating rings.

It also emitted a relaxing hum, like a gentle rain.

The longer you looked at it, the more beautiful and fascinating it became. It seemed to say, “The final truth will be revealed if you keep staring into my light.”

“Time for shooting practice,” I said, looking at Gorfa. She was the only one with any arrows. “Easy target. Shoot it, Gorfa!”

The goblin girl stared at the orb in paralyzed awe.

“Gorfa!”

She started and looked at me.

“Shoot it!”

She reached for an arrow as I strode over to a guard and grabbed her spear. Gorfa’s arrow passed through the orb harmlessly and disappeared from view amidst the bright clouds.

I hurled the spear. It cut through the air fast enough to rip through an elephant. But the orb was unscathed; the spear passed through it and sailed towards the clouds.

I noticed Basar, walking towards us, clutching her blood-stained sword. I ran up and grabbed her shoulder.

“You alright?”

She looked at me with far-away eyes. “David… Is… is it really Kem?” She frowned and looked at the orb. “I… can’t… think straight…”

Suddenly everything was plunged into pitch darkness as if it was a moonless night.

The dog barked more emphatically than ever, and Cedri howled in despair.

“What–what do you think he’s up to?” the old codger whimpered. “This ain’t natural… It’s… rattling my brains. Please Kem, save us… Noorut, I promise. I’ll pray to you more—every day!”

A cool blue light pierced the darkness just above our heads. The women recommenced their ecstatic ravings.

The orb reappeared—but now it was the focal point in the pitch darkness. It was hard to look at anything else, since there wasn’t much else to see, and it drew the eye almost irresistibly.

Fatigue weighed on me more heavily than ever, making the orb’s promise of tranquility even more seductive.

Nevertheless, anger burned inside me.

I’m losing my fucking patience with this passive-aggressive mother fucker.

Clenching my fists, I took a deep breath and almost yelled into the darkness; I was going to demand that Glebu show himself and fight like a man.

But I stopped myself.

No… I’m never gonna beat him that way.

Footsteps trod the path behind me.

“It’s… It’s beautiful,” a girl’s voice whimpered.

It was one of the injured archers. She and a couple of comrades limped past me. Rexella came out of the darkness after them.

“I tried to make them stay, but they wouldn’t listen,” she said, stumbling and catching herself on my shoulder.

“You okay?”

“Oh, David… I’m so tired.”

Suddenly, a blinding light flashed in our eyes, and Glebu appeared right in front of us, like a jump-scare in a horror movie.

Cedri screamed.

Blue light shone around Glebu’s dark outline, his long ears reaching out past his shoulders. He seemed extremely tall and imposing.

Gorfa grabbed my arm with trembling hands. “David,” she whimpered. “He trick us… He trick us… We have to run.” She started sobbing in despair.

“Our god is here!” the women said. “Kem is here!”

The orb’s light shone onto Glebu, illuminating his skeletal face with its dull-gray skin, and his long, black cloak.

“I am not Kem,” Glebu said in a sonorous voice. “But you will worship me as your god. For I hold the knowledge of the Orb.”

The goblin sorcerer threw open his cloak, and there was Marwa! He grabbed her shoulder with one hand and turned her to face us. A blade glinted in his other hand. He raised it to her neck.

“Don’t move, David Ashwood, or I’ll cut her throat.”

Mustering all my strength, I sprinted towards Glebu, using my super-fast ability—but he saw it coming. Matching my speed, he muttered something in his goblin language.

In the same instant, I saw a giant snake speeding towards my face.

Quickly returning to my senses, I found myself sitting on my butt, swinging at the air.

It was a cheap trick—a fancy version of throwing sand in your opponent’s face. But it was effective.

“Don’t resist me, David,” Glebu said as I stood up. “It’s easier this way… Just look into the light… Enter it… Lay down and rest in its cool serenity. Let it cleanse you.”

The orb brightened, throwing light on the women’s faces as they watched it with wonder. I could see its strange, concentric wheels turning; they would speed up and spin rapidly, and then slow down almost until you could see patterns on them. Then they’d change directions and spin rapidly again.

It was definitely hypnotic. I felt the sinews of its appeal reaching deep into my mind. But I ripped my eyes away and shook my head.

“What… what does it mean?” Cedri muttered, staring dreamily at the orb.

“The craftsmanship…” Yargimald murmured. “The craftsmanship is beautiful.”

Marwa also stared at the orb, her pretty eyes burning with fervent devotion. Glebu wrapped his long fingers around her neck.

“You’d bear your neck for me to slit right now, wouldn’t you, my slave?” Glebu said.

Marwa tilted her head back. “Yes… Yes…”

“I know you would. But right now, you will kneel before me. You will be the first to show your devotion to your master.”

“Yes… Master.”

Marwa turned around and got on her knees in front of the goblin.

“All kneel!” Glebu’s voice boomed. “Kneel to the everlasting Orb! How can you stand in such a presence? Don’t you know it will end all your troubles? Can’t you see it will deliver you to paradise? Fulfill your every wish!”

The Brunhildas, the archers, the guards, and the others all got onto their knees.

“No… No,” Rexella whimpered. “I can’t fight it… I’m too weary. My will is drained… I just want to… rest…”

“Don’t fight it,” Glebu said. “Stare at the Orb. Kneel… Kneel… Kneel.”

The women joined in the chant. “Kneel… Kneel… Kneel.”

“Kneel,” Cedri muttered absently. Both he and Yargimald lowered themselves onto their knees as if they were praying in church.

With a whimper, Rexella and Basar also succumbed to the trance, but before they took a knee, I grabbed them both by the wrist.

Through my touch, our bond strengthened, breaking the trance. Rexella and Basar both blinked as if waking up from a sleep.

“Keep fighting the orb’s pull,” I whispered. “But kneel.”

I let go of their wrists before Glebu noticed our interaction. Rexella and Basar each slowly took a knee.

“That’s it,” Glebu droned. “Kneel to the orb; it will save your village, protect you from all threats, keep you in serene peace and harmony forever.”

“Peaceful forever,” Gorfa’s little voice said behind me. “Fulfill every wish… So… so me and David can be together forever… happy together, me and David…”

I touched her hand. “Fight it, Gorfa. Resist the orb’s pull. But kneel.”

“Okay, David,” she whispered, getting onto her knees.

The orb’s circles spun as its light bathed everything in tranquility. I suddenly felt extremely relaxed and mellow. The orb’s inexorable pull exerted itself on my mind.

“Hail the orb,” Glebu chanted. “Hail the orb.”

“Hail the orb,” everyone droned, including Rexella, Basar, and Gorfa. Were they re-hypnotized? I was not confident that they were able to resist the trance without my touch.

For that matter, I’m not even confident I can resist it…

Waves of euphoria washed over me, as if I’d been injected with morphine. I found myself staring at the orb, its revolving wheels captivating me.

All of my thoughts seemed to fade into the serene blue light.

No… fight it…But it’s too strong… Maybe if I use my power… The elemental power. Yes… think about the earth beneath me… and the sky. The real sky above me…

In an intense mental struggle, I teetered on the edge of the orb’s dreamy oblivion. Sometimes my mind faded into the hazy blue; other times, I drew on my magic and regained my faculties. 

My mind kept oscillating like that for I don’t know how long.

In the end, I kneeled to the orb.

“There, that’s better,” Glebu said, evidently very pleased.

“Now, Marwa, service your master.”

Glebu pushed down his trousers, and a hideous goblin cock popped out.

“That’s right, lick it, enjoy it,” he gloated as Marwa moved towards him. “Your Chieftain capitulated more easily than I expected; his body is strong, but his mind is weak! Now, suck this cock. That’s right…”

Suddenly, Fiz was beside me, making a big scene. “David! Wake up!” she screeched, hitting my arm and tugging my tunic.

“David! Please wake up!”











CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







“FIZ, CUT IT out,” I whispered. “I’m not hypnotized. We have to beat him at his own game, get it?”

Fiz’s eyes opened wide, and she beamed a smile. I winked at her and then said in a monotone voice, “The light… The light will… save us!”

Fiz winked at me and grinned, then threw her hands on her cheeks. “Oh, no! David is hypnotized! The Chieftain is hypnotized!”

She fell to her knees and started wailing. “David… David, please wake up!”

I thought she was laying it on a little too thick, but it worked.

Glebu threw his head back and laughed wickedly. “The Chieftain won’t save you now, imp. You might as well get in line… Yes!” he grunted to Marwa. “Suck it, you little bitch.”

Marwa moaned and made sucking noises as her head bobbed over the goblin’s cock.

I almost vomited in my mouth.

Enjoying yourself, Marwa? Fuck, she’s never gonna live this down.

Putting away his dagger, Glebu grabbed the back of Marwa’s head and thrust it down her throat, making her gag.

But she quickly came back for more, sucking eagerly.

“You’re a good little cock-slut, aren’t you?” Glebu growled.

Marwa sucked faster, and I wondered how she even knew what to do, since I certainly never taught her.

Glebu grabbed Marwa’s hair and groaned as his eyes rolled into the back of his head.

That’s what I was waiting for.

Launching onto my feet, I darted forward at superhuman speed. Glebu started as my sword flashed in the air. I ran the blade through his back, severing his spine.

Wings flapped over my head. Fiz had appeared, and she was holding a small, imp-sized piece of wood from the wreckage of the tower.

“Die, you dirty goblin!” she screamed, bonking Glebu’s head.

I let his body drop to the ground in a heap as the orb vanished and the darkness dissipated.

The clouds broke up too, letting sunlight pour down on the village.

Glebu’s body did not turn into snakes this time. It just lay there like any other corpse. Fiz continued whacking it with the stick.

“You–you–you big jerk! I’m gonna make you hurt!”

“Hey, that’s enough there, Joe Pesci! He’s dead.”

Fiz looked at me, gasping to catch her breath, then she looked at Glebu. “Good!” She tossed the piece of wood onto the corpse.

Everyone stood up, looking around in dreary-eyed confusion as if waking up from a weird dream.

“What am I doin’ on my knees?” Cedri said, looking at me as he stood up. But before I could answer, he erupted: “Because I didn’t bow down to that orb thingy… did I?”

Marwa was making a sour face and spitting onto the ground, apparently very confused about the slimy substance in her mouth.

Oh, God, she doesn’t remember? Well, that’s probably better for her sake.

“Everyone, listen!” I said heartily. I put my foot on Glebu’s corpse like a big game hunter. “The sorcerer is dead! His spell is broken. The goblin siege has failed! We are victorious!”

The clouds completely cleared away, and a bright blue sky smiled down on us.

The confusion and fear faded from the faces around me, and everyone started smiling.

Gorfa hugged me and cried into my tunic. I squeezed her and kissed her hair.

“It’s all over now. Come on, let’s go to the longhouse and see how the women are doing.”

As I turned to go, I saw Fiz floating a few feet above the ground. She glanced away, blushing.

“Come on, Fiz, you can come too.”

Seeing the imp, Gorfa gasped. “David… She the one attack me! Why you talking to her? She demon! Why she allowed in here?”

The imp’s timidity instantly evaporated. She tossed her hair and slowly floated to the ground. “Excuse me,” she said snootily, “but were you talking to me?”

Gorfa put her arms around my waist, completely ignoring Fiz. “Come on David. We go.”

“Actually, I’d like you two to meet right now and put everything behind you—”

“Excuse me,” Fiz repeated, putting her hands on her hips. “Have the goodness to answer me, goblin. Were you speaking to me?”

Gorfa slowly turned towards Fiz with a supercilious smirk. I didn’t know the sweet little goblin lady was capable of making such an arrogant face—but goblins are good at that kind of thing, so it wasn’t surprising.

Gorfa first turned her scornful gaze on Fiz’s toes. Then she slowly raised her eyes to the top of Fiz’s foot, and from there moved up to her shin and then to her knee.

In this way, she gradually progressed up the imp’s right leg until she reached her skirt, when she raised her eyes up the center of her tunic until she came to her chin. Then she finally followed Fiz’s nose up to her eyes.

“No, I not talking you! I talking my husband.”

She grabbed my hand.

By this time, Fiz had become very red in the face.

“Listen, ladies,” I said, gently removing my hand from Gorfa’s grasp. “I don’t want you two fighting. I know you got off to a bad start, but I want you both to put that behind you, understood?”

Fiz pouted and crossed her arms. Gorfa smiled smugly and grabbed my hand again.

“I want to solve this right now, once and for all, got it? We don’t have time to waste on petty squabbles. So, Fiz, please apologize to Gorfa for what you did outside the back gate.”

The imp gave me a betrayed look.

“Come on; you already apologized to me. You should be able to do the same for Gorfa.”

Fiz took a couple of steps towards Gorfa, clasping her hand in front of her waist and looking at the ground.

“I’m sorry I dropped that big rock on your head,” she said in a sugary voice. “It looked like it really hurt.”

Gorfa squinted at the imp. “She not apologize for me. She just say sorry ‘cause she like you.”

“Well, it’s a start. Now Gorfa, apologize to Fiz for calling her a demon.”

The goblin looked up at me. “But, David; it’s true! Imp is a demon.”

Fiz stomped her foot. “That’s not true!”

“Yes it is!”

“Listen, I like both of you a lot, so you’re gonna have to get used to each other. At least try to get along for my sake, okay?”

“Okay, David,” Gorfa said, looking at the imp. “I sorry I call you demon.”

“That’s better,” I said, putting an arm over their shoulders and directing them towards the longhouse.




***




Holding their hands, I practically dragged them up the hill, I was in such a hurry to get to the longhouse.

I wasn’t worried about things down at the gate; Rexella, Basar, and Cedri would handle things for a while.

I needed to see Athalia immediately.

Though I’m not normally a jittery person, wild misgivings suddenly filled my mind: what if the interbreeding experiment failed? Maybe Athalia would have a miscarriage and the babies would come out horribly deformed.

I let go of their hands and started jogging. “We’d better hurry.”

Fiz took to the air and flew ahead of me. But the little goblin lady had to run as fast as she could to keep up. Her meaty legs jiggled, her wide hips wobbled, and she swung her little arms furiously.

“You’re too fast!” she complained, gasping for air.

I stopped and put my arms around her, crushing her into me. “You’re so cute!” I growled, planting kisses all over her face.

Her eyes beamed at me, and she giggled with joy. Then she let out a little scream as I scooped her up into my arms and started running.

When we entered the longhouse, Gertrice rushed towards us.

“Mr. David, is everything okay?”

“Everything’s great. The sorcerer’s dead. The goblin army is crushed.”

“Oh! Thank the gods!”

Gertrice stepped outside and looked at the blue sky. Then she ran back in. “It’s over! We’re safe!”

She jumped up and down. Gorfa joined in, holding Gertrice’s hands and jumping with her. Fiz giggled merrily and clapped her hands.

In her jubilation, Gertrice abruptly turned and threw her arms around my neck, pressing her little breasts against me. Then, keeping her arms around my neck, she continued jumping up and down, crying, “You did it! You did it! We’re safe!”

I cocked my eyebrow, genuinely surprised. Seeing my quizzical expression, she drew her hands away from me as if I was radioactive.

“I… er… Pardon me, Mr. David,” she said, adjusting her spectacles. “Don’t take me the wrong way. I’m just happy, that’s all.”

“Well, you should be happy more often. I like it.”

Nunu and Kasi came running through the hall.

“It’s over? It’s really over?”

They hugged and kissed me, and then the women all chattered excitedly and hugged one another.

I introduced Fiz, and they accepted her readily–maybe because of her charm, but the celebratory mood certainly helped, too.

“Is Athalia okay?”

“Go to her—quick!” Nunu said, pushing me.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







OPENING THE CURTAIN that hung across our bedroom doorway, I saw Athalia lying on her side on the bed. Two tiny babies suckled her breasts as the cozy sound of Athalia’s purring filled the room.

The babies had fluffy little kitten ears and cute, round faces. Little kitten tails curled above their baby bottoms.

Sitting on the chair, Inya had one of her boobs out, and she was feeding another baby. A fourth one slept on the bed by Athalia’s tummy. Milana was on her stomach with her chin in her hands, watching the litter.

Athalia lifted her head off the pillow, her eyes tearing up. “David! I had our litter!”

“I see that!” I said breathlessly. “That’s… That’s great, babe. Oh my god, you’re amazing!”

I was stunned and slightly horrified that these four babies had all popped out of Athalia.

I sat down beside Milana. She pointed at the tiny sleeping baby and whispered, “She’s so cute.”

Unlike Athalia, her hair and fur were brown—the same color as my hair.

She was cuddled up to Milana’s favorite doll.

“I gave Aldora to the babies,” Milana said.

“You did? Aw, that’s very thoughtful of you, Milana.” I hugged her.

The baby opened her eyes and started making tiny mewling noises. She lifted her little arms and legs towards me.

“Go ahead, David,” said Belina, who was sitting on the floor by the bed. “Pick her up.”

I hesitated. “Maybe she’s hungry?”

“No, I already fed her, and she drank a lot.”

I gently picked up my baby cat girl as she writhed her arms and stared at me with her big, blue eyes, her fluffy little ears pointing towards me.

“Look at you,” I cooed. “You’re so cute—yes you are.”

Milana snuggled beside me and watched as the baby fell asleep in my arms. Athalia started licking the hair of the two who were breastfeeding.

I made a face. “You’re gonna get a fur ball doing that, Athalia.”

She lifted her head in surprise, stared at the wall for a second, and then slowly lowered it back to the babies. Her nose wiggled as she fussily sniffed their hair. Then she started licking them again contentedly.

“Just let her do her thing,” Inya said. “The mommy knows what to do.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, I guess. So… I guess they’re all girls, eh?”

“No,” Inya laughed, looking down at the baby in her arms. “You have one son, and believe me, he’s a persistent little man. He just wants to suck a nipple all the time.”

The baby was clutching her boob with an iron grip and feeding greedily. His ears and hair were red, like his mother’s.

“Well, I don’t blame him. I feel the same way.”

Milana frowned at me in bewilderment. “You do?”

Gorfa poked her head in. “Can I…?”

“Yes, come in, come in. And Fiz too.”

“Hi Gowfa!” Milana jumped up and hugged the goblin lady. The two cuties had gotten on well ever since they’d met.

The imp walked through the curtain, and the room fell silent. Athalia’s ears went back as she sniffed the air. Inya’s mouth fell open. Milana gaped in amazement.

I stood up, still holding the baby. “Everyone, this is Fiz.”

Milana tugged at my trouser leg and looked up at me with a constipated expression, as if she desperately wanted to say something but couldn’t get the words out.

“What is it, Milana?”

She pointed at Fiz and started running on the spot, shaking her hands. Fiz laughed with delight.

Finally, Milana blurted out: “SHE’S A FAIRY! A REAL LIVE FAIRY!” She put her hands on her cheeks. “WOW!”

“Milana, shhhhhh!” her mother chided.

Fiz giggled charmingly. “What a delightful child.”

I could tell from Gorfa’s face that she was waiting for Fiz to correct Milana’s mistaken impression. But the imp seemed quite content to let it stand.

Milana balled her chubby fists and pressed them near her mouth, then took two little steps towards Fiz.

“Milana, this is the friend I told you about; the one who gave me the special flower—the Lady Glendal.”

She gasped and looked at me. “WOW!”

“Milana. Shhh!”

Milana took a few more timid steps towards the imp. Fiz crouched and rested her hands on her knees so that her pretty face was eye-level with the little girl’s. The tips of her wings curled around her arms into a kind of resting position.

Milana reached for one of the wings but then quickly drew back.

“Would you like to touch my wing?”

Milana blushed and nodded slowly, too shy to utter any words.

“You may touch it, but please be gentle.”

Fiz lifted her wing slightly as Milana toddled up close, reaching out her hand and carefully petting the wing.

Fiz giggled. “That tickles.”

Milana laughed gleefully. Then she gasped, as if something had suddenly occurred to her. “Can you really fly?”

“I sure can.”

“Wwwwwwwooow!

After this brief effusion, Milana was lost for words, so Fiz continued the conversation:

“Do you like flowers, Milana? David told me you did.”

“Oh… oh!” Milana started running on the spot and shaking her hands again, as if she had something really urgent to say but had forgotten how to speak. Then she abruptly said, “I LOVE FLOWERS!”

“Me too!” Fiz threw her arms into the air and jumped up and down, giggling.

“WOW!”

Milana jumped around and giggled along with Fiz. Then she stopped and looked at Fiz with a deeply earnest expression.

I knew exactly what that meant.

Sure enough, Milana lifted her little arms towards Fiz.

“Ohhhh, you want to hug me?” the imp cooed. “You’re such a sweetheart.”

The little girl and the imp hugged each other. Then Milana turned towards Gorfa. The goblin girl was gushing over my son and apparently ignoring the scene with Fiz.

As far as Milana was concerned, however, Gorfa absolutely needed to join her pow-wow with Fiz. In Milana’s funny little brain, Fiz and Gorfa were naturally associated because they were both small and cute.

“Gowfa.”

Milana opened her arms really wide, turning to Fiz, and then to Gorfa, and then back to Fiz.

Seeing that Milana wanted to have a group hug with the two of them, Fiz and Gorfa both winced. But Milana treated the matter with such earnestness and importance that neither of them would dare say no.

The two ladies inched awkwardly towards each other and gave Milana a one-handed hug. Their free arms hung stiffly at their sides, and they were clearly trying to avoid touching each other.

After the hug, Milana was beside herself with joy, which rubbed off on Gorfa and Fiz—and everyone else.

I indulged in the hope that Milana would thaw the ice between the imp and the goblin.




***




Gertrice poked her head in.

“Mr. David. Another goblin soldier has been captured down at the gate.”

“Alright. I’m coming right away.”

I handed my daughter to Gorfa. The goblin lady’s eyes sparkled as she gently took the baby into her arms.

A guard waited outside the longhouse. She briefed me on the new prisoner as we walked down to the front gate.

“It seems he has a higher rank—he’s not just a regular soldier. The weird thing is, he came charging towards the gate and attacked. Didn’t try to be stealthy or anything.”

“And he was alone?”

“Yes, completely alone. And the entrance was heavily guarded, of course. He had four arrows sticking into him by the time he reached it, too, although they didn’t penetrate far through his armor.”

“Sounds like he was trying to commit suicide.”

“Yes. That’s what we thought, too; he’d rather die fighting than retreat.”

Walking towards the stocks, I found a wiry goblin with a gargoyle-like face and light green, leathery skin.

He glared at me in defiance.

“Why didn’t you retreat, like the other survivors?”

I could see in his shrewd eyes that he understood my question, but he didn’t like it.

“Eh? Answer me.”

“Not surrender!” he growled, and strained against the stocks. “Kill me! I don’t care. Not surrender!”

“We won’t kill you. I want the war to end. I’m making a peace offering to the goblins.”

He slowly shook his head. “Not for me to decide. You let me out, I fight—until you kill me.”

Leaving the obstinate goblin, I went to see the other two prisoners.

The broad-shouldered one who’d lost his arm was bed-ridden and very weak.

Rexella’s magic energy was regenerating slowly, so she could only dole out a little healing at a time—and the injured villagers took precedence over the goblin prisoners.

The smaller one with tufts of gray hair crowding his ears was badly bruised, but he could walk fine. So I had him brought into the hut where his comrade was resting.

The guards sat the small fellow in a chair, while the other one sat up in the bed.

“I am David Ashwood, Chieftain of Staves. I intend to treat you as prisoners of war, according to the conventions of my culture. We will inform the goblins that you are here, with the hope that they will agree to cease hostilities towards us, and give us some valuable concessions in exchange for the two of you.

“In the meantime, we will restore your health and provide you with food and shelter.”

The goblins didn’t say too much, at first; they were suspicious, and apparently they wanted to wait and see what else I would say.

Based on what they said, however, I could tell that they spoke the language of Staves surprisingly well, which suggested to me they were well educated.

By way of analogy with historic Earth cultures, I theorized they were probably part of the goblin version of nobility: perhaps high ranking goblin soldiers only came from the upper class.

I later found out that this was almost right. As Gorfa informed me, nobility was actually conferred by the office, and even goblins from the humblest backgrounds could join the army. That meant that any regular goblin could work his way up the ranks and become a noble.

I thought that was kind of cool.

Anyway, it was evident that these two were important members of goblin society.

I also found out their names. The one who’d lost an arm was Horic. The skinnier one was Balgord.

I told them about the other soldier we’d captured and asked if they would order him to stand down and return to the goblin village with my message to the goblins.

They briefly parlayed together in their language. Their manner seemed frank and open.

“We agree,” Horic said. “We’ll order the soldier to stand down and return to the port. He’ll tell them you are asking for a formal assurance that we cease our siege of your village; and, further, that you wish to receive something of appropriate value in exchange for me and Balgord.”

“That’s about right… Hmmm, wait a second…”

An idea suddenly occurred to me. I stroked my beard.











CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







“ACTUALLY, FOR PART of the trade, we’d like sugarcane plants—I understand you have a plantation.”

I paused, expecting them to affirm this information. But the goblins only looked at me without any change in their expressions.

Horic made a slight—almost imperceptible—nod of his head.

“Yes,” I continued. “Some good quality plants, so that we can plant in our soil and start farming it here.”

Horic nodded slowly. “I understand.”

I had the guards get the soldier from the stocks. When he came into the hut, his hands bound behind his back, he looked at Balgord and Horic in astonishment.

He grunted something in goblinese, put his heels together, and bowed.

Horic said a few words to him in the goblin language. The soldier listened intently and then grunted again, making another low bow.

“I ordered him to stand down,” Horic said. “He won’t fight now.”

“Alright,” I said to the guards. “Untie him. And go get his weapons.”

I was 99.99% sure he wouldn’t attack us now that he’d received the order to stand down. But even if he did, I’d take him out before he could blink an eye.

Once his hands were freed, Horic explained in simple English what I wanted the soldier to do. I gathered Horic said it in English so that I would know he wasn’t trying to pull one over on me.

The goblin soldier bowed again, vowing to carry out his orders—and I certainly didn’t doubt him. I couldn’t help but respect the ugly green bastard. I kind of wanted to shake his hand or say something like, “You’ve brought honor to your people.” But that would have just sounded condescending and lame, so I said nothing.

The soldier was relieved and appreciative when we reunited him with his sword; it might as well have been one of his limbs. We gave him water and meat, and he went on his way.




***




The goblin convoy arrived one sunny afternoon, 11 days later.

I was standing near the front gate with Milana. She was fascinated with the rebuilding of the palisade; she kept talking about it all the time, so I promised I’d show her myself one day after lunch.

We stood in front of the spot where the golem had smashed through. The logs had all been replaced.

Milana looked at them with a puzzled expression. “They’re a different color!” she said, pointing.

“That’s okay. It’s because they’re fresh logs. They’ll change color over time.”

“And then they’ll be the same?”

I chuckled. “I guess so. But who cares?”

Milana shrugged. “I don’t know.” She looked around as if she was trying to find something, then she darted towards the spot where the destroyed lookout tower had stood.

“Where ya goin?”

She ran up to the broken stumps of wood and crouched down to inspect them. Nearby, a crew of workers—led by Yargimald, of course—was chopping and sawing wood.

“The tower’s still gone!” Milana said, pointing at the stumps.

I walked over, looking at the ground in mock surprise. “Goodness gracious! You’re right!”

But Milana knew I was teasing her, and she made a funny face at me.

An archer called from the tower: “Chieftain! A party of goblins is approaching.”

“Good!”

I’d figured they were on the way; during my morning flight, I’d noticed that a party of goblins had recently arrived at their beachside camp.

I crouched down and looked at Milana. “Sorry, kiddo. You gotta go back home now.”

Milana made her pouty face. “I’ll be good, I promise. I’ll stay–”

“No. You gotta go back. Now.”

She scowled at me and started walking away, kicking a rock angrily. I ran to the tower and climbed up. About 15 goblins on horseback ambled up the slope.

I recognized Weezubus among them. He rode ahead of the others and raised his hand towards us.

“Hello!”

I waved. “Weezubus! You come in response to my message?”

The goblin shaded his eyes from the sun and peered up at me. “David! Hello.” He bowed. “Yes, we got message. Goblins stop siege. Attack not happen anymore. We bring special gift for trade.”

He swept his hand in a grand gesture towards some of the other goblins, and I saw their horses were loaded with sacks.

“You have Balgord and Horic inside?”

“Yes, and they’re doing well. Please–come in.”

As I climbed down from the tower, I noticed Milana’s progress back to her hut was extremely slow. She was still in the lower part of the village, watching me sulkily.

I chuckled. She’s pissed off.

I walked over to the work crew, where Cedri was helping as best he could. I had him bring Milana home. Then I sent for Rexella to come right away.

“Open the gate,” I said to the guards.

The sawing and chopping stopped abruptly as the goblins rode through the gate. Weezubus dismounted and pointed his big, beak-like nose towards me.

Although his habitual arrogance hadn’t diminished, his attitude towards me had changed. His eyes were nervous, even fearful.

“Like I said, goblins stop attack. This decision come from goblin elders in Skrilp. Actually, they already decide it before you send message. The surviving soldiers returned and told us about what you did… You… destroy most of army by yourself!”

The goblins on their horses looked at me with loathing and dread. But there was also a certain curiosity in their eyes, as if they were thinking, “So, this is him; this is the great sorcerer-warrior!”

Rexella appeared by my side as Weezubus continued:

“Our soldiers were tough and experienced. They carry out many siege… We thought our soldiers would defeat you for sure. But we like to be very sure… so… we send Glebu. Most powerful goblin sorcerer.”

He swallowed thickly, his dry, croaking voice trembled. “No one can defeat Glebu! That’s what we thought… But you… you kill him! You kill Glebu! So, now goblin know we cannot defeat you. That why we come here now.”

Weezubus turned towards the other goblins and nodded.

Several of them got down from their horses. They brought about 10 large sacks and put them in front of me. Their hands trembled as they untied the sacks and backed away.

The sacks were filled with sugar cane stalks.

“This good quality,” Weezubus said. “I show you how to plant if you not know how.”

“Good,” I said, taking one of the stalks and turning it over in my hands as a couple of guards checked the other sacks.

Our guards and the people working on the construction of the new tower had stopped everything to watch the transaction. They gathered around in curiosity.

Gasps sounded out around me, and the women whispered excitedly, “Sugarcane! It’s sugarcane! I can’t believe it!”

Many of them jumped up and down and clapped their hands.

Within minutes, words spread throughout the village that we were in possession of sugarcane.

“Another thing we offer you,” Weezubus said, turning to a goblin beside him.

The goblin handed him an object wrapped in black cloth. Weezubus took it with both hands, as if it was something of great value.

“But I want to see Balgord and Horic first.”

I eyed the object in his hands. “What is it you’re offering?”

Weezubus hesitated. “Very special book. Belonged to Glebu.”

Rexella and I exchanged a glance.

“Alright,” I said to the guards. “Bring them out.”

When Horic and Balgord walked towards us, escorted by the guards, they looked fairly hearty. It was evident that we’d treated them well, all things considered.

Weezubus greeted them in the goblin language, and they exchanged a few words. Then he handed me the item with both hands, almost in a ceremonious manner.

“This book teach you very special magic. Of course, we made a copy for ourselves, but nobody else know about this magic.”

I removed a well-worn book from the cloth. The pages were filled with small, scribbly writing, sometimes in point form. There were also drawings and runes in some places.

The margins were filled with lots of notes and markings made by different hands, indicating that it had been passed on to various students of magic who had studied it well.

Rexella’s interest was greatly peaked. “David, let me see this.”

“Sure. I’ll send for Gorfa; she can tell us what it says.”

“This writing isn’t goblin,” she whispered, reverently flipping the pages.

“So you can read it?”

“Yes. Come over here for a second.”

We stepped back from the goblins so we could talk privately.

“This is written in Sylminic; the language of an ancient culture where much of our magical knowledge comes from. Everyone who studies any sort of magic learns to read and write in Sylminic.”

“And?”

“David, they’re not lying. This book is extremely valuable; it contains stealth spells, thief magic, spells of diversion… Magic that was considered somewhat simple in ancient times. But now it’s extremely rare; when I studied in Hermengildia, we were taught that this magic has been lost to the mists of time.”

“So no one in Hermengildia knows this stuff?” I said doubtfully. “Not even the top witches?”

“No, I’m sure of it. I was taught by some of Hermengildia’s most famous witches, and I got to know them personally. I’m telling you, these kinds of spells are considered lost knowledge.”

“So this is a good deal, then.”

“It’s very good. They’re making a real concession by giving this to us. I mean, we can be sure Glebu had much better spellbooks than this; they wouldn’t give us his best ones. But still.”

I was satisfied. The only thing I really wanted was a formal assurance that the goblins would cease their hostilities so that I could get on with making my village flourish.

I would have been happy just to get that, plus the sugarcane. The spell book was a great bonus.

“Alright, Weezubus. I’m satisfied with this. But just to clarify: the goblins are giving me their word that they will cease all hostilities towards us.”

“Yes. No more attack. We will not attack your village or anybody from your village… that would be… suicide.”

“Good. Then let me also give you an assurance. I will not attack or harm any goblins so long as they do not attack us. Also, in the future, I’d like to talk about allowing our respective peoples’ traders and merchants to come and go freely on both sides.”

Weezubus nodded. “Okay. I send this message to the elders.”

Most of the villagers gathered near the gate as Weezubus explained how to plant and grow the sugar cane. Everyone was eager to grab a stalk and examine it.

Kasi, Inya, and a few other women stood beside me and listened to Weezubus’s instructions, apparently having forgotten their profound repulsion of goblins—at least temporarily.

As soon as the gate slammed shut after the goblins’ departure, the lower village was filled with laughter and cavorting.

Yargimald suddenly had nobody to help him build the tower, but more than half the village marched off to start planting sugar cane right away.

But it made me glad to see my women happy.

Unable to suppress my jubilation, I laughed out loud and walked over to Yargimald, picked up a saw, and started working.











CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







THE SUN BEAT down from a brilliant blue sky, cooking the back of my neck. I was already regretting wearing my short-sleeved tunic.

I’m gonna be as red as a lobster.

I wiped the sweat from my forehead, took a long pull from a water jug, and rested my hand on the not-yet-finished railing of the new tower. I gazed over the treetops at the distant sea as the sun baked my face.

“We should have built the roof first,” I said.

Yargimald grimaced. “You can’t make the roof first.”

“I’m just kidding.”

Crouching down, I hammered a couple more nails into the floorboard (Yes, we had nails! Yargimald had a lot of old ones lying around, but he also knew how to make them by melting down old metal farm parts).

I stood up and stretched my back. “Looks like it’s almost noon. I’m gonna head over to Inya’s oven.”

Basar finished hammering a board and then stood up, dusting off her hands. Her arms and face were bronzed by the sun.

“What’s wrong, Chieftain? You afraid to miss out on the cookies?” She threw her head back and shook her hair, gathering it behind her and letting it drop down her back.

“Hey, I’m the judge! It’s an important duty.”

Fiz suddenly perked up. “The bake-off’s starting already? Woah! I didn’t know it was today!”

The imp had been sitting on the half-finished railing all morning, lovingly watching my every movement. She followed me everywhere, like a little puppy. But she was learning that sometimes I wanted to be left alone; in which case she’d go and play with fauns in the forest, or pick flowers in some secluded mountain meadow.

“How could you not know it was today?” I said. “It’s all anyone’s been talking about.”

“Hehe, well, gotta go! Don’t wanna miss anything!”

Her wings fluttered as she floated into the sky and swooped away.

Yargimald didn’t even look up from his work.

“You coming with us?” I said.

“Maybe later.”

“Okay, suit yourself.”

The smell of baking wafted in the air as we approached the oven. Although most of the sugarcane had been planted, the women set aside some to make sugar so that they could do baking right away.

The delicious smell made me nostalgic for Earth; it reminded me of a bakery or cafe.

Almost all the women were already there, milling around Inya’s adobe oven. They were all dressed up in their nicest tunic skirts, and many of them wore makeup.

This bakeoff was a bigger event than the impromptu one that had been held the first time. The women took it so seriously, you’d almost think it was more important than our victory against the goblins.

Inya, Belina, and Kasi made a sweet potato loaf that was like banana bread. Nunu and Kanisha made cupcakes. Nunu and Kanisha’s moms made a carrot cake.

A few other women also contributed with cookies and sweet rolls. Just about everything that was served came from recipe books the women had inherited from their mothers or grandmothers.

And, of course, Athalia attempted her oatmeal cookies again. I watched her walking down the grassy slope, dressed in a fine lace gown with a long slip that showed off her legs.

I could tell right away she was nervous. For a start, she was self-conscious about her post-pregnancy belly fat. On top of that, she was anxious about how her cookies had turned out.

Gorfa accompanied Athalia, while Gertrice remained at the longhouse to look after the litter. Seeing that the goblin girl was also carrying a plate, I remembered that she’d told me she was going to bake something, too. She said it was a really popular goblin food.

Aw, Gorfa was really excited about that. I hope lots of people try it.

Some of the food already sat on the stone table, covered in cloths. But some of it was still baking in the oven.

Basar and I met up with Cedri and Snori, and we stood and chatted, watching the women. Shortly after, I heard the door of Belina’s hut opening and closing.

“DADDY!”

Milana’s little feet pattered on the ground as she ran towards me as fast as she could.

“There’s my princess!” I picked her up and hugged her.

“We made a sweet potato woaf.” She glanced around and then whispered, “It’s the best, so you have to choose it, okay?”

I chuckled. “I haven’t even tried it yet.”

Athalia and Gorfa walked past us towards the oven.

“Well, here are my cookies,” Athalia said, her ears crinkling. “I… I think they’re a little better, but I don’t know… Maybe I didn’t put enough sugar. I was thinking about doing another batch—maybe I should. Yes…Yes, I think I will. I’ll just run back now and do another batch really quick.”

“Athalia,” I said, chuckling. “I’m sure they’re fine. Don’t take it so seriously.”

I stroked her head and scratched behind her ears. Her eyes immediately closed, and a funny little smile appeared on her face. Her tail flicked back and forth.

As soon as I took my hand away, her eyes popped open.

“Well, I guess you’re right… I just hope you won’t be disappointed…”

“I’m sure I won’t be.”

Athalia brought her plate over to the table, Gorfa following behind her.

Shortly after that, Inya and Kasi went around handing out cups of milk and plates. All the baking was ready.

Inya clasped her hands together. “Okay, everyone! Let the bakeoff begin! Chieftain, please come and sample the baking whenever you’re ready. Everyone else, come fill your plates after the Chieftain.”

Walking to the table with my plate, I looked over everything: sweet potato loaf, carrot cake, sweet rolls, cookies… Everything looked delicious. But one item caught my eye: they were pierogi-shaped pockets, and they looked crispy on the outside.

Gorfa saw me looking at them. “Those are my meat pockets,” she said. “Very delicious. Please try.”

I scooped up a couple of them, then grabbed one of Athalia’s cookies, and a piece of sweet potato loaf.

“That’s ours! That’s ours!” Milana yelled, watching me put it on my plate.

Since my plate was full, I stepped back as the women crowded around the table like seagulls, filling up their plates and chattering excitedly.

Athalia was standing beside me in nervous anticipation, so I ate her cookie first.

“Mmm! So good!” I said as I was munching. “Nice and crispy; exactly how I like them.”

Athalia’s face broke into a glowing smile. “Oh! Great! Do…do you think they need more sugar?”

“No way; they’re perfect. I don’t like them too sweet.”

I would have been happy to stuff myself with Athalia’s oatmeal cookies, but next, I picked up Gorfa’s meat pocket because it intrigued me.

Taking a bite, I discovered that it was filled with something similar to mincemeat; presumably, she’d used boar meat.

I was surprised at how good it was; the villagers seemed to have the idea that goblins ate raw meat and mud. But Gorfa’s meat pockets were the perfect comfort food—exactly my kind of thing.

“Wow, these are so good! I could eat these every day!”

Gorfa smiled ear-to-ear. “Oh… thank you! I’m so glad you like!”

One of the old-timer ladies came over—it was she who’d made the sweetroll. She was holding a partly eaten meat pocket.

She stood beside Gorfa. “Did you make these, dear?”

“Yes. I make. Special goblin food.”

“Oh, they are just delicious! Could you show me how to make them sometime?”

Gorfa’s eyes sparkled. “Yes, of course! I teach you.”

The sweet potato loaf was also superb; it reminded me of the banana bread my mom used to make.

The carrot cake was good, but a little too sweet for my taste. The cupcakes were also quite sugary, but yummy.

The sweetroll was excellent; if I was trying to judge impartially, I would probably give first place to the sweetroll, because it was so expertly made.

But my personal favorite would have been the oatmeal cookies or the meat pockets—it was hard to decide.

While everyone was stuffing their faces, Marwa and the Brunhildas stood apart like usual. But Marwa didn’t seem herself. She watched us eating with a dreamy expression.

“To show our solidarity with Mother Brunhilda, we will eat none of this baking!” her friends said.

Marwa only stood in silence, gazing wistfully at the baking. Eventually, she sauntered to the table.

“Marwa!” her friends said in shock. “What… what are you doing, Marwa?”

Grabbing a cupcake, she quickly took a nibble.

“Mmmm…”

She took big bites, eating sensually, getting icing all over her cheeks. She grabbed a plate, filled it up, and continued stuffing her face. The Brunhilda’s were scandalized, and the other women jeered, but Marwa ignored them all.

She just kept stuffing her face, closing her eyes, and going “Mmmmmm….”

After I’d tried each item, and most of the plates were empty, Inya called out: “Alright, everybody, now the Chieftain will judge whose baking is the best!”

A hush fell over the crowd, and all the women watched me with expectation. The curly-furred dog came and sat down, panting heavily, with his tongue hanging out. Fiz floated down beside the dog and patted him as she watched me with wide eyes.

To my amusement, everyone genuinely seemed to think I was really going to pick one this time.

I cleared my throat. “The winner of the bake-off… The best, most delicious, most skillfully made baking here today… is… All of them! It’s impossible to pick one!”

Everyone groaned, and Inya even threw a piece of sweet potato loaf at me.

Milana tugged at my tunic. “Daddy! You were supposed to pick ours!”

Just then, a front-gate guard came running towards us.

“Chieftain! Chieftain! A carriage is approaching; it’s Brunhilda’s emissary!”











CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







THE INSTANT THIS message reached everyone’s ears, silence descended. I saw a lot of confused or haunted faces.

Of course, I already knew a carriage was traveling along the road from Hermengildia; I’d spotted it the day before. I’d told Lady Athalia about it, and she figured it must have been the emissary—the real one this time.

A moment before, all was bright and cheerful. But now uncertainty loomed over the village. It felt like some kind of reckoning was coming; whether it was for me or Brunhilda wasn’t clear yet.

“It’s Miss Matilda, the emissary who always comes,” the guard explained. “She’s accompanied by four armed attendants, as well as her driver.”

“Did you let her in?”

“No, Chieftain. We told her to wait outside, and then I came straight here to tell you.”

“Alright, let’s go down there, Lady Athalia.”

Athalia smoothed out her dress and stood up straight. “Yes, Chieftain.”

Snori, Cedri, and Basar walked beside us as we headed down the path.

“I guess we’re finally gonna find out how Hermengildia will react,” I said. “At least I’ll know where I stand.”

“We’re all with you,” Cedri said. “Most of us supported you; we’re all implicated—certainly the leadership is.”

“Whatever happens, it’ll be worth it just to see the look on her face when she sees you,” Snori said, chuckling sardonically.

“Miss Matilda, you mean?”

“Aye.”

Naturally, everyone followed us down to the gate to see what would happen.

Old Miss Grilfin was the first one to talk. “You should have listened to me! The omens were clear! But it’s too late now.”

“Yes!” crowed one of the Brunhildas. “The traitors will all be punished! Right, Marwa?”

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Marwa was holding her long ponytail and gazing at me. She didn’t even avert her eyes; she just returned my gaze with a far-away look.

As we arrived at the lower village, Gertrice came running down the slope to catch up. I’d sent Gorfa back to the longhouse to watch the litter so that Gertrice could join us at the gate.

When I approached the gate, Miss Grilfin and two other ladies ran ahead squawking, “Open the gate! Open the gate!”

Guards pushed them aside and kept them out of the way. I heard a haughty female voice behind the gate: “What is going on in there? And what happened to the palisade?”

The guards started dragging the gate open. It was only partly ajar when a woman peremptorily stepped through.

She was a tall, middle-aged lady with a tall head and a long neck. Her hair was done up in a large bun on top of her head. A pair of ample breasts protruded beneath a silk chiffon gown with long, flowing sleeves.

She walked through the door with her nose in the air. As I stepped forward, her eyes settled on me. She drew in an enormous breath of air, as if she’d been deprived of oxygen.

“Hello,” I said in a firm but cordial voice. “I’m David Ashwood.”

Miss Matilda stared at me for a moment, speechless. Then, with a sudden jerk, she went straight as a board, her eyes rolled to the back of her head, and she fell backward.

She would have hit the ground hard, but her attendants rushed through the gate and caught her. 

The four attendants, all female, wore similar uniforms to Gertrice: poofy trunk hose, frilly decorations, and colored tights. To my surprise, one of them was a cat girl, and another one was a bunny girl—which I didn’t know existed until that moment.

“Oh my goodness!” Athalia said with her hands on her cheeks. “She’s fainted away!”

There was a general flutter of excitement and confusion. The Brunhildas were freaking out, and several guards had to hold them back. Meanwhile, Snori, Cedri, and Basar thoroughly enjoyed themselves, elbowing each other and guffawing.

“Put her over there in the shade,” I said to the attendants. They looked at me with blank wonder but followed my instruction with help from Lady Athalia and Gertrice.

They put Miss Matilda down in the shade of the palisade, leaning her against the wall. Her head lolled and sweat beaded on her forehead, but she remained unconscious.

I instructed Gertrice to get some water and then stepped out of the gate to look at the carriage. The driver, to my surprise, was a man. He was young, but effeminate and doughy-looking, much like Spitko.

Another victim of The Turning, the great plague that conveniently only affected boys, killing most of them, and turning the survivors into submissive eunuchs, essentially.

He had the air of someone who had long been abused and had become used to his lowly station. The young man looked at me; his eyes widened, and he glanced away.

I returned to Miss Matilda. The attendants rubbed her cheeks with the water and sprinkled some on her head.

Suddenly, her eyes fluttered open.

“Good heavens… I think I fainted. Must have… been the heat.”

The attendants helped her get to her feet. She put a hand over her brow and looked at the ground, as if trying to remember something.

“You know… I had the most peculiar dream. I thought I saw a… a man.” She let out a little giggle, as if to say, “How absurd! Can you imagine?”

The attendants awkwardly exchanged glances.

“Um, Miss Matilda…”

Miss Matilda dabbed her forehead with a handkerchief and looked around. Her eyes met mine.

She gasped.

“Miss Matilda. I’m Dav—”

Once again, her body suddenly went stiff as a board and her eyes rolled into the back of her head. But this time, the attendants didn’t catch her as she fell backwards—no one had expected her to faint twice.

Miss Matilda bonked her head on the palisade wall—although her hair bun cushioned the impact—and crumpled onto the grass in a rather undignified posture.

Her head lolled from side to side. “A… man… There’s a man here…” she said faintly.

Once she was revived for the second time, the attendants didn’t let her stand up right away.

“Let me up! I’m fine! Where is this man I saw? And what happened to the palisade? I must speak with Lady Athalia at once!”

“I’m here, Miss Matilda,” Athalia said, stepping forward as the emissary got to her feet.

Matilda looked at Athalia. Then her eyes found me again. Her attendants held her by the arms.

“What… What is the meaning of this?” she said. “Where did you come from?”

“Miss Matilda, David is my husband,” Athalia said. “He rescued Belina and her daughter; he rescued the entire village many times.”

“No!”Miss Grilfin shrieked. “Traitors! These sluts have all soiled their beds with this… this man! They’ve turned away from Mother Brunhilda!”

I looked inquisitively at the old lady. I couldn’t recall her showing such strong pro-Brunhilda sentiment before, but it didn’t surprise me.

“Yes, I’ve taken his seed!” Inya said, putting her hands on her pregnant belly. “And I carry his child; he’s given us life! Babies! This is just one of the many ways he’s rescued us.”

Miss Matilda looked at Inya’s stomach in horror. She gasped as she noticed more pregnant bellies.

“That’s right,” I said, looking steadily at Miss Matilda, and I have to admit I was kind of enjoying her reaction.

“The entire village is my harem. And you can blame no one else but Mother Brunhilda for that. She left us with two options: harem… or extinction.”

“What do you mean?” Miss Matilda said angrily. “Have you women stopped praying to Noorut? You are supposed to ask her to make you pregnant without a man’s seed.” 

“But this is Noorut’s will!” one woman heckled. “The goddess loves our Chieftain!” Several others clapped or spoke their agreement.

Athalia grabbed my arm. “David brought life back to the village. First, he saved us from starvation, and now he’s saved us from the goblin army. He is our chieftain, and we love him!”

Most of the women again clapped and shouted their agreement—though the Brunhildas protested noisily.

“We never agreed to it!” one of them squawked. “We always said his Chieftainship is illegitimate!... Right, Marwa?”

They eyed their leader doubtfully. Marwa played with her ponytail and stepped away from them.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said grouchily. “Stop bothering me.” 

“As you can see, Miss Matilda, the vast majority enthusiastically approve of my leadership. Only a small faction stands against me.”

Matilda smoothed her dress and wiped away some grass that was clinging to it. She took a moment to compose herself.

Then her demeanor seemed to harden. “You’ve made a grave mistake, Lady Athalia. A grave mistake. All of you! Everyone complicit—you’ll all pay dearly!

“Is this how you treat the Mother of the Revolution? You turn your backs on her for a man? You dare dishonor the Witch of Tomeru with such an insult?”

“Miss Matilda, try to control yourself,” I said.

She looked at me and curled her lip.

Milana suddenly came up beside me and took my hand. She glowered at Miss Matilda. “Daddy, who’s that lady?” she said loudly.

Miss Matilda stared in amazement. “She… she uses that word… There are no fathers in Brunhilda’s realm!”

Belina rushed over and took her daughter by the arm. “Milana, hush! Come on.’

“Why? Who’s that lady?” she said again as Belina dragged her away.

Apparently, Milana didn’t remember or didn’t see the emissary’s previous visits.

“I see,” Matilda said, putting her hands on her hips. “I see how this man has insinuated himself into the community. He’s come from Noorut knows where and seduced you all—who knows for what purposes!”

“He didn’t seduce us; we seduced him!” Kasi yelled, and many of the women laughed.

“Look,” I said, raising my hand. “You tell Hermengildia that I am the Chieftain of Staves through the popular will. And I do not recognize any authority from Brunhilda. Sovereignty resides with me.”

“This is what you want?” Matilda said, looking around at the women. She pointed at Rexella. “What about you, who trained in Brunhilda’s academy of magic arts? You turn your back on her now?

“And you”— she pointed at Gertrice—“You who still wears the official uniform of a Hermengildia attendant? How can you still wear that uniform without being ashamed of yourself? You are a dishonor to the uniform and the office!”

Gertrice winced as if she’d suffered a physical blow. Her face went red, and she clutched her pike in confusion.

“If that’s all you have to say, I will show you out now, Miss Matilda. Please tell Hermengildia that I won’t give them trouble if they leave us alone.”

“You give them trouble? You? One man?” She clenched her fists and trembled. “Mr. David, you have no idea what trouble you’re in now. When Brunhilda’s wrath comes down upon you, you’ll regret the day you set foot in this village.

“If I were you, I’d leave now, and travel to the end of the world, praying that the Witch of Tomeru never finds me!”











CHAPTER THIRTY







“YOU DON’T KNOW David!” Nunu’s high-pitched voice cried out angrily. 

The crowd parted, revealing the saucy-faced blonde standing with Kanisha. “David defeated the whole goblin army single-handed, you old cow!”

Miss Matilda gasped. “Cow? I see… I see!” She nodded slowly. “Very well. You will not get the delivery of goods I brought for you, since you’re in a state of rebellion and insurrection.”

“Good,” I said. “We don’t need it.”

“And you won’t get the special gift of baked goods and sweets, either,” she added, pausing for effect.

Many of the women gasped.

“Baking? From… from Hermengildia?”

Athalia sniffed the air searchingly.

“That’s right, the choicest pastries and sweets from the finest bakeries of Hermengildia! Mother Brunhilda sent them as an apology because she was sorry she couldn’t attend to you for so long. But you won’t be getting that either.”

“We don’t need that either,” I said.

“Yeah!” Nunu said hotly. “We don’t want it anyway. David already got us sugar, so we can bake our own stuff! And… and it’s even better than the baking from Hermengildia!”

“That’s… right,” some women agreed, though they didn’t sound very certain.

Miss Matilda cocked her hip. She seemed to have found her mojo. “You!” She pointed at Gertrice. “I’ll need that uniform and the pike. Now.”

Gertrice stepped back, her eyes filled with dread as if Miss Matilda wanted to scalp her.

I balled my fists. Matilda’s attitude towards Gertrice was pissing me off.

“She paid for that uniform out of her own pocket,” I said. 

Miss Matilda tossed her head. “Yes, but it’s still the official uniform of Hermengildia, and I shall need it back. Now.”

“No. She keeps until you refund her.” I stared at her menacingly.

Miss Matilda wilted. “Alright, alright. Fine. You all have bigger troubles to worry about than that uniform, anyway.”

She swatted her hand at a fly that buzzed around her ear. “Ugh, let’s get out of this horrid place,” she muttered.

“WAIT,” I boomed, raising my hand above my head. “Miss Matilda, as you’ve seen, Brunhilda still has a few loyal followers here. If they wanted to come with you to Hermengildia, would you take them?”

She thought about it for a second. “Yes.”

The Brunhildas at first seemed taken aback, but they quickly became enthusiastic—except for Marwa. She stared at the ground in silence as the others ran off to pack their things.

“Marwa, aren’t you going to get ready?” one of them said, turning back.

A pained expression came over Marwa’s face as she played with her ponytail. She seemed torn.

But then she looked up and smiled.

“Yes… Yes! I’m coming!” And she skipped off to her hut.

Miss Grilfin, of course, stayed in Staves. She was old and she’d spent her whole life there. But she suddenly became far less vocal when the other Brunhildas said they were leaving.

Once the emissary’s attendants had packed the Brunhildas’ belongings into the carriage, the angry emissary suddenly became bolder.

“You know what?” she screeched, striding to the back of the carriage and climbing a small stepladder. Lifting a tarp, she grabbed a parcel.

“On second thought, I will leave the baked goods. Here, have it!”

She tossed the parcel onto the grass and then flung five more out.

The Brunhildas cackled their approval. Marwa tittered. “You can think of me when you’re eating this baking,” she said to the women who gathered outside the gate to watch the scene. “I’ll be eating a lot of it soon!”

“There!” Miss Matilda added. “You decide whose baking is better! Hahaha!”

After the Brunhildas were settled into the carriage, the emissary climbed in, cackling. But just as she was about to shut the door, Lady Athalia ran towards her.

“Wait! Miss Matilda, I must inform you of something that happened. A goblin sorcerer came here in the guise of a Hermengildia emissary.”

“Hmph! And I suppose you expect Mother Brunhilda to run to your aid, even though you’ve insulted her!”

“No, Miss Matilda,” Athalia said patiently, “that isn’t it. I just wanted to tell you that she—I mean the fake emissary—she gave us Hermengildia baked goods and an official letter with the Hermengildia seal on it. I… I would be remiss not to tell you…”

The emissary waggled her head impatiently. “I’m not surprised by this. We were recently besieged by those horrid tribes from the south. And then the goblins joined in like buzzards. The outer city was briefly sacked, and some of the public buildings were ransacked, unfortunately.

“But Mother Brunhilda swiftly crushed them all. She’s back in full strength. And let me tell you; after what we’ve just been through, there’s no one we hate more than insurrectionists!”

She spat on the ground and slammed the door shut.

The women seemed much less interested in Miss Matilda’s threats than they were in the parcels of baked goods lying in the grass.

They certainly didn’t raise any objections when Miss Matilda dumped them there. And they didn’t even wait for her carriage to disappear down the forest road before they began gathering up the boxes.

I didn’t care. Someone had dumped renowned gourmet baking on our doorstep; the women might as well indulge themselves.

Of course, I was aware that the Romans conquered the barbarian tribes by tantalizing them with the comforts of Roman life, but that didn’t worry me at the moment. Considering everything we’d been through, the women had proven their loyalty to me.

My thoughts turned immediately to security. We needed to restore the wards and think about how to prepare for whatever action Hermengildia would take against us.

Walking through the gate, I found Cedri, Snori, and Basar by the lookout tower having an intense discussion about that very topic.

“Hold those thoughts,” I said. “Let’s find Rexella.”

Looking around, I saw the healer standing beside Gertrice with Lady Athalia. The emissary’s words had devastated the young cat girl.

She looked broken; her eyes were downcast, her shoulders slumped. Her usual self-confidence had been shattered into a million pieces.

It was like a different person.

I called Rexella over. The healer said a few more words to Gertrice and then joined us.

Athalia put her arm around Gertrice and led her towards the longhouse.

It was heartbreaking to see her like that; I’d never seen anyone so devastated. But Gertrice had made her choice; she’d stood by Lady Athalia. The consequences of that decision were fully sinking in now. It would be hard, but she’d find a way to deal with it.




***




“Turquoise Truffles! Turquoise Truffles! I can’t even! These are Turquoise Truffles! Oh my gods!”

This hysterical announcement provoked a flurry of movement and squealing as I entered the longhouse for tea.

My meeting with Cedri, Snori, Basar, and Rexella didn’t last long. We didn’t know exactly what Brunhilda would do, but we had to be ready for something big. By all accounts, Glebu and the goblin army were child’s play compared to The Witch of Tomeru. 

As for the wards, they had been damaged beyond the point where Rexella could restore them.

But she thought she might be able to build new wards, if she could follow the logic of the runes. I suggested that maybe Gorfa and Fiz could help, since they knew a bit about magic, too.

If they could create new wards that protected us against Brunhilda’s people, they’d actually be better than the old wards.

Meanwhile, Inya, Kasi, Belina, Milana, and a bunch of other women took all the parcels of baking to the longhouse to sort through them. The plan was to have a feast in the mead hall, where the Hermengildia baking would be served as dessert.

When I walked in, Nunu was holding a small purple box—the “Turquoise Truffles”—as everyone gathered around her to see.

“Wait a minute, you guys,” Athalia said earnestly. “Let’s wait and see how many we have. We should probably save them and—”

Nunu promptly picked up a truffle and took a bite. Her eyes opened wide. “Mmmmmmmmm! It’s so goooooood!”

The women started jostling and screeching.

“Give me one!”

“Let me have a bite!”

“Ah! There’s only five!”

“Stop shrieking!” I said in my dad voice. “Good Lord, you’re gonna make my brain explode.”

The room was quiet.

“We weren’t shrieking,” Nunu said. “We were just talking.”

“You were shrieking.”

Nunu held the partly-eaten sweet in front of my face. “Look at this. It’s a Turquoise Truffle.”

“Hmm. They’re blue inside.”

“It’s not blue, it’s turquoise! That’s why they’re called Turquoise Truffles.”

“Same thing.”

“No, it’s not!”

Inya, Kasi, and Belina each picked up another parcel and brought them to the table. Gorfa and Fiz sat at the table with Milana in between them. 

I picked up a box from the table. It was tied with silk ribbons and sealed with a pretentious wax seal; it said something equivalent to “Bakery Royale” on it.

“David,” Nunu said coaxingly. “Wanna try the Turquoise Truffle?” She held it towards me.

“Nah. I’m not big on sweets.”

I looked into our bedroom and saw the babies all curled up together asleep. The tiniest one, whom I’d already named Julia, was the only one who was awake.

She reached her little hands towards me and made her funny mewling noise. I walked in and picked her up. She snuggled against my chest and immediately fell asleep.

I didn’t want to ever put her down, so I went back out to the kitchen area, still holding Julia.

“David,” Athalia said timidly. “You… you will try a scrumplepuff, won’t you?”

“Scrumple–Oh, those were the ones you wanted me to try, right? Okay, sure.”

Athalia reached over the table and grabbed a scrumplepuff from a box. She held it to my mouth.

I took a bite.

“Mm, that’s pretty good.”

“That’s it? Just ‘pretty good?’”

Milana piped up, “We should give one to Gewtwice!”

“That’s a good idea, Milana,” Athalia said. “That’s thoughtful of you.”

“Where is Gertrice?” I asked.

“She’s lying down,” Athalia whispered. “Not feeling well.”

With all the commotion when I’d entered the longhouse, I’d walked right past Gertrice without even noticing she was lying in her bed.

Milana got down from her seat, carrying a scrumplepuff. I handed the baby to Athalia and followed Milana.

Gertrice was lying on her small bed facing the wall. She was wearing pajamas; her uniform was beside her on the bed, all the parts neatly folded. Her spectacles sat on the little table beside her bed.

“Gewtwice! Gewtwice!”

The cat girl sat up, wiping her eyes.

“Oh… thank you, Milana,” she said, taking the scrumplepuff and putting it on the table. “I’ll eat it later.”

“Okay.” Milana went back to the table.

As I stood looking at Gertrice’s uniform, an idea struck me.

Brilliant! Why didn’t I think of this earlier?

The idea made me so happy that I felt like laughing, and making Gertrice get up and dance. But that wouldn’t fit the plan. So I suppressed my joy and adopted a stern but supportive attitude—like a sports coach.

“What’s going on, Gertrice?”

She slowly reached for her spectacles and put them on, but kept her eyes downcast.

“I… I don’t know.”

“Why aren’t you wearing your uniform?”

“Because,” she croaked through tears. “I… I’m not a… Hermengildia attendant anymore.”

“Well, of course not! You’re an attendant of Staves, and you’re one of the best people I’ve got. I can’t afford to have you laid up—not at a time like this.”

She raised her head timorously and looked at me for a second, then looked down again, her ears flat against her head.

“Come on, get dressed. There’s a lot to do.”

“But… I… You—you want me to… Wear this uniform? But I can’t…”

“You can and you will. Why shouldn’t the attendant of Staves wear an attendant’s uniform? So what if it’s from Hermengildia? I mean, you can probably get someone to modify it if you want, but it doesn’t really matter.”

Gertrice’s chest heaved. She struggled to fight back tears as she looked at the uniform and put her hand on it.

“Nothing’s changed, Gertrice. You’re still an attendant, you’re just working for Staves instead of Hermengildia—which is what you’ve already been doing for months, anyway. You’ve proven to be highly competent and hard-working, and I expect that to continue. Understood?”

Gertice sniffled and wiped away tears. “Yes, Mr. David.”

“Good. Now get that uniform back on and resume your duties.”

Gertrice quickly stood up. “Yes, Mr. David… I… I will!”

A smile appeared at the corner of my mouth, and my eyes softened.

“That’s more like it, Gertrice. And you better eat that scrumplepuff, or I can’t guarantee it’ll still be there when you get back.”

She let out a little giggle and pushed her spectacles up the bridge of her nose. “If that’s an order, then… Yes, Chieftain!”




TO BE CONTINUED 
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