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Author's Note


Hello! Thank you for reading Isekai Emperor, the first of a planned trilogy (and maybe more). This has been an incredibly fun story to write, and we hope you’ll enjoy it.

Please be aware, this is a GameLit/LitRPG style world, with character levels and classes. It is a romantic-focused story, but we keep the game elements relevant throughout.


Support the Authors and Other Books


Isekai Emperor 2 is available for pre-order here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CYSNLWN6. Go check it out!

To support Michael's Patreon and read content early, visit: https://www.patreon.com/michaeldalton

You can find Adam Lance’s Patreon here: https://www.patreon.com/AdamLanceWrites

Adam Lance works with Pivot Press.

About Pivot Press

Pivot Press is a team of authors, editors, copywriters, and narrators dedicated to producing GameLit and LitRPG content of all genres. You can find their website here: https://www.pivotpresspublishing.com/

Other Similar Novels

For more male-focused romance novels, check out the Romance for Men community links at https://linktr.ee/romanceformen


Disclaimer


This is an adult novel and will include mature themes. Most of our scenes are not “fade to black.” It’s also fantasy-focused and will feature a variety of races, and include both population and city-management elements. We appreciate readers who may have sensitivities to these types of issues. If you have questions about what’s included or not, or how we address them, feel free to pop over to Discord to ask.

The Adam Lance Discord is here: https://discord.gg/8EKwDXxF


A Note on Cosmology


Isekai Emperor shares some elements of the “Adam Lance” supernatural cosmology (you’ll see similarities, and maybe some hints at cameos) in each book. You may even see a few hints in Michael Dalton's works. Our cosmology is loosely linked. Readers are not expected to have read any other of his books to understand this one. Those who do will, hopefully, enjoy the Easter Eggs we leave here and there.

Definitions: You’ll find a list of terms and their definitions in the Glossary.


Chapter 1: The Day After


Knock, Knock, Knock!

Thomas woke to the sound of loud rapping on the door to his apartment. He tried to open his eyes, but they were crusted shut by the residue of the previous night. After a moment, the rapping continued.

Knock! Knock!

He heard a perky, high-pitched voice from the hallway outside.

“Mr. Stone, it’s your assistant, Emily! I’m here for your briefing.”

Reaching up, he rubbed his eyes until he could see. Sitting fully upright and working his jaw, which felt tight for some reason, he thought, When did I get an assistant? He tried to speak but could only manage an inarticulate grunt. The person outside–it sounded like a young girl–called to him again.

“Sir? Are you okay?”

He realized he was on his couch, not his bed. He looked around at the wreckage of his living room. The coffee table was covered in empty beer cans and liquor bottles, and a stack of mostly empty pizza boxes lay next to it. His most recent designs, the ones that had gotten him fired, lay next to the mess. Somehow, they had remained pristine despite the bender he’d gone on last night.

Thomas worked–or had worked, until yesterday–as an architectural planner for a prestigious firm downtown. He loved his job and was very good at it, but he had ideas that some of his colleagues found unorthodox. After getting promoted to Project Lead last year, he’d begun clashing with his boss over Thomas’s vision for things. Yesterday, he delivered a proposal for an important project that he thought was brilliant, even if it bore no resemblance to what the client had asked for.

“Well, the client is an idiot who has no eye for what this space calls for,” he told his boss, right before he was fired. He’d then gone home and gotten very drunk.

The loud rapping on his door continued. Spying a bottle of water, Thomas grabbed it and forced down a few swallows until he felt like his throat was functional again. Then he angrily threw the bottle at the door.

“Wrong apartment!” he yelled at the girl. “Go away! I don’t have an assistant. I don’t even have a job.” His voice came out thick and syrupy, but at least it worked.

Emily–whoever she was–giggled. The sound was far too bright and cheerful given what he’d just woken up to.

“Sir, as of today, you do. Your father made my assignment official.”

Thomas staggered to his feet. Was he still asleep? No, the pounding of his head said otherwise. Still, this was making less and less sense the longer it went on.

“My father? My father is . . .”

Thomas looked around the room, over the trash, piles of dirty clothes, and electronic debris.

Debris? Wait, what the fuck had happened here? He must have been a lot drunker than he thought. When had he destroyed his PlayStation? Or his laptop? He didn’t remember doing either of those things. Then again, he didn’t remember much of anything after the exit interview, because he’d gone straight to the liquor store after being escorted out of the building.

“Sir?” Emily called insistently. “Please open the door. We have a lot of work to do.”

He rubbed his head in confusion. Clearly, a lot of things had happened while he was unconscious. While exceedingly unlikely, it was remotely possible that he’d somehow gotten himself another job while drunk, and that his father had something to do with it. In any case, the only way to find out was talking to this girl.

Struggling to remain standing, Thomas walked over to the door and unbolted it, peering out into the narrow hall of the apartment complex. He found Emily standing there.

She was…not what he’d been expecting.

For one thing, she was hot. Short red hair framed a painfully adorable face, upturned nose, and full lips. Her build was curvaceous yet lithe, with a truly ridiculous amount of chest squeezed into a skin-tight black top. She wore hip-hugger style jeans that rode very low on her waist, revealing enough pelvis that she might as well have been on the beach.

The other thing he immediately noticed was she was maybe four and a half feet tall. Short-stack was the best way of putting it, but damn, she was tiny.

“Ah,” he said, stammering. “I’m sorry, did you really say my father?”

“Yes, sir.”

Emily spoke brightly, pushing past him and into his apartment. As she walked by, he noticed the clipboard she held in one hand. She frowned as she looked around at the mess.

“Are you sure you have the right guy here?” he asked.

Ignoring the question, she said, “You really went full G-Mode last night, didn’t you? A shame I wasn’t here sooner. But, you know. The impending war.”

Thomas blinked and shook his head for a moment.

“G-Mode? War? What?”

Confusion still filling his head, he walked over to his kitchen and pointed at a framed picture of his parents. They were sharply dressed and stood in front of an embassy in Berlin.

“My dad is a diplomat. He’s in Germany right now. Are you saying he sent you here to me?”

She made the cutest snort he’d ever heard. “No, silly. Those aren’t your real parents. Those are the people the King arranged for you to live with here on Earth. I’m talking about your biological father. King Umadin.”

She took in the look of consternation and disbelief on Thomas’s face.

“Are you trying to tell me I’m adopted, and my father is a king?” he asked. He looked around at the wreckage of his apartment. He suddenly wanted another drink, but it appeared he’d finished every drop the night before. No wonder his head hurt. “Yeah, that’s going to be a ‘no’ from me, dog.”

Emily took a step closer and patted his arm.

“You’ll understand much better once I take you over to the Fae Wilds. Trust me.”

“Fae Wilds?” Perplexed, hungover, and tired of being confused, Thomas shook his head. “Look. I haven’t even had any coffee yet. I refuse to process any of this insanity until I’ve had coffee. A lot of it.”

He grabbed the beans from the freezer and reached for the coffee pot–only to realize that he’d destroyed his coffeemaker as well. He groaned loudly.

“Fuck. I must have been really drunk.” He paused again. “Is the Fae Wilds a coffee shop, by any chance?”

“No,” Emily said as he stared down into her prodigious cleavage. Not only did she not seem to mind, she also stuck it out further as he looked at her. “We don’t have coffee across the Veil.”

“Going to have to address that, then.”

They would need to go out for coffee. Thomas took a step toward the door, then stopped when he saw himself in the mirror over his couch.

He wore the same suit he’d had on yesterday, which was now rumpled and disheveled. Well, the top half of it, at least. His pants had gone missing, and his dark blue boxers were askew, pinched tightly against his crotch. He smelled like booze and drunk sweat, and he presented an appearance that was perfectly in sync with how his night had apparently gone.

“I need coffee,” he muttered, “but I have to get cleaned up and dressed before we do anything else. I can’t go outside like this.”

Putting the clipboard down, the girl rocked forward on her toes. She was already wearing high heels, but the motion added another couple of inches to her height. Mostly, the posture thrust her impressive breasts toward his face, as if he hadn’t already gotten the memo that she wanted him to look at them.

“I’d be happy to help you get cleaned up and dressed, Prince Thomas. It would be an honor.” She made a delightful little squeal. “I’ve been waiting to do this for so long!”

Thomas considered the girl and his options. Yesterday, he’d been fired from his job. He currently had no prospects that he was aware of. Not only was he single, but his parents were also across the world on assignment.

On any other day, he might have considered Emily’s presence in his apartment some sort of prank or maybe even a scam. This didn’t feel like either. Whatever was going on, Emily appeared to be convinced he was someone he wasn’t.

What’s the harm in entertaining her? he thought. She’s hot and it’s not like I have anything better to do.

He looked at the clock on the wall in his kitchen, one of the few things he hadn’t broken last night. It was ten-fifteen. He figured he could humor her for a short period of time before he had to sit down and start looking for another job.

“All right. Emily, how about this? You wait out here.” He waved at his living room. “I’m going to take a shower and get myself halfway presentable. Then we can go get coffee. If you promise to not try to sign me up to any subscription services or send my money to an African prince, I’m happy to spend half an hour listening to whatever sales pitch you’ve got going on here.”

The petite girl deflated, pouting at him and thrust her chest out a bit more. Huffing, she said, “If you won’t let me help you get ready, I’ll work on your apartment. Have fun in your shower, Sire!”

It’s like she didn’t even hear the rest of what I said. Shaking his head, Thomas went into his bedroom to get.

In contrast to the alcohol-fueled disaster in the rest of the apartment, his bedroom was as tidy and clean as it usually was. Everything was in its proper place. Both bedside tables had little architectural models of neighborhoods he’d designed.

His attention slid across some of his more innovative, controversial pieces. Seeing his creations drew a pang of regret as the depths of his predicament sank in. Why had he thought it would be okay to turn those plans over to his boss? Most of the time, Thomas had enough discipline to control the strange urges that had always lurked beneath the surface when he worked on a new design. This time, he’d given in, thinking he would finally be able to convince the client to see his vision.

It had been a mistake, a potentially career-ending one. He and his boss had exchanged some choice words at his departure, and that bridge had dropped, flaming uncontrollably, into the river behind him. He could only hope the firm wouldn’t share what had happened.

Groaning, Thomas peeled off the remains of his ruined suit and climbed into the shower. He spent a few minutes trying to scrub off his hangover as best he could. Once that was done, he felt just a little better. Shaving and combing his hair, he centered himself on the present. Forgoing a business suit during the week for the first time in months, he went with khakis, a collared polo, and comfortable shoes.

Thomas finally walked back out to the living room to see what this girl wanted from him.

“Emi—”

He stopped short.

Everything in his living room had changed. It wasn’t just neat and tidy again. Things were different. The longer he looked around, the more oddities he discovered. The PlayStation had been repaired, but now labeled the “AwesomeStation.”

She’d fixed his laptop as well and somehow even repaired the screen. It was turned on, but the bright pink, anime-style background wasn’t his. None of the icons looked right, either. The coffeemaker was repaired, but it was now bright green.

The only thing that looked normal were his building models and designs. Those were framed against a wall. Fantastical towers overlooked a shopping complex that looked like it had been designed for children. Instead of elevators, slides decorated the sides of many of the buildings. Playgrounds with features scaled to adult sizes wove through forested paths that connected the various bits of the complex. To top it off, each building had a distinct size and shape. One labeled “Restaurants” had a vague bowl and cup design built into the structure.

“How…?” he gasped.

Then he noticed Emily was different, too. She now wore tight jean shorts that laced up the hips. She dusted off her hands.

“Well? What do you think? Did I do a good job, Sire?”

Thomas blinked in utter disbelief for several seconds. He’d been in his bedroom for twenty minutes at most. How had she done all this? Struggling for something to center himself on, he finally focused on her change in attire.

“Weren’t you wearing jeans?”

“Oh, yeah. Had to change those. You know how it is. Once you start working with magic, you want as much airflow as you can get.”

Thomas blinked again. Well, yes, magic seemed like the only explanation for how this girl had repaired all the broken electronics and cleaned up the drunken mess he’d made, all while he was taking a shower.

“Magic? Airflow?” Nothing makes sense, he thought as he continued looking over his living room. Everywhere he looked, there were more oddities. The empty beer bottles he’d left piled on the floor had been fused into an elaborate glass sculpture. It was a perfect match for the now-framed design on the wall.

He pointed at it, grunting in disbelief. Emily beamed at him.

“Do you like it?”

“You…duplicated it perfectly?”

“Yeah. We’re really good at workingwith schematics, especially ones that have some chaos in them.” Flushing with pride, she rolled onto the tips of her toes again, bouncing back and forth as if eager for praise. Just when he thought he was getting used to the woman’s distracting cleavage, he found his attention drawn back to her enthusiastically buoyant chest. “Did I do good?”

“Uh. Yeah. This is…incredible.” Thomas looked at the clock. There was no way she’d cleaned all this up and created an elaborate glass sculpture in just over twenty minutes.

Ignoring the question, Emily went from fidgeting to clapping and jumping up and down. “I made the Sire happy! I made him hap-hap-happy!” She broke into cheerleader-style maneuvers, arms folding to create the shapes for letters that didn’t spell anything.

“Emily.”

She kept bouncing and cheering. The tips of her breasts abruptly pebbled against her top, making it obvious that she wasn’t wearing a bra under her tight black shirt.

Those things are bigger than her head, he thought. How are they so perky?

Forcing the thirsty thoughts aside, Thomas tried a firmer tone. “Emily, please stop. I still need coffee. Let’s walk and talk, okay?”

“Of course, Sire! Anything for you.”

She made a rolling motion with her hand and the clipboard was suddenly in her grasp again, as if it had reappeared out of thin air.

Thomas blinked.

She…she must have had it tucked into the back of her shorts. Except, she’d just been jumping around, and her shorts were so tight there was no way anything as big as a clipboard was getting between them and her tight, rounded butt.

Forgetting Emily’s curvaceous behind for the moment, Thomas studied the clipboard. It was one thing to wake up and see his living room redecorated. It was possible this whole thing was just some elaborate prank. He might be in the middle of some dumb reality show, and what he thought she’d repaired had just been replaced by a whole crew of people who came in while he was showering. Even the sculpture could be explained–he’d shown that design to a few people.

What he’d just seen her do was different.

“Do that again,” he said, pointing.

“Do what, Sire?”

“What you just did with the clipboard. Where was it?”

“The Tablet?”

“The clipboard.”

“Oh.” She looked down at it quizzically. “Of course.” With a tossing motion, she made the clipboard vanish. Then, with another flourish, she brought it back.

He gaped at her. This wasn’t sleight of hand. She hadn’t stuck the screen anywhere. He’d seen it vanish.

“Do it again.”

She did. Then, walking over to him, she held it out. “It’s not yours yet, but you can interact with it. Give it a try.”

Thomas accepted the little device. It felt real. Looking down, he saw the surface flicker, as if what he was holding wasn’t a clipboard at all. Beneath were words made of glowing golden light.

“Just let go. It will vanish,” Emily said. “Then it’ll return to me, since it’s assigned to me. You can’t steal Tablets.”

Thomas felt light-headed. He did as she directed, letting go of the device as if to drop it on the floor. Instead, it vanished again, reappearing in her hand in an instant.

Magic? He was still badly hungover, so maybe he was hallucinating. Whatever it was, he had no explanation for what he’d just seen. Taking an uneven breath, he said, “Okay, now that we’ve confirmed all is not normal in my world, I’m ready for that coffee.”

Emily frowned daintily. “Only, um, I don’t have any money. That’s one of the reasons your father summoned you home.”

Thomas shook his head.

“I can afford coffee. Especially for whatever insanity is going on here.”

They left his apartment and went outside.

“So,” Emily said on the way down, “You probably don’t know this, since it was kept from you, but your father is the Goblin King. Your mother was a human woman he fell in love with during one of his visits to Earth. I guess that technically makes you a half-blood prince.” She giggled, as if she’d made a truly hilarious joke.

“Uh huh. Sure. And I’m the ‘chosen one’?”

“Yes! You’re critically important to our future.”

Thomas nodded along, content to let this strange girl spin her bizarre story as they left the apartment complex and walked down the sidewalk toward his favorite coffee shop. It was a nice day, and the sky was bright blue and clear, with just a hint of chill in the air. The walk, plus the company, warmed him nicely. If Emily felt the chill at all, it didn’t show beyond the obvious, distracting bits.

Yes, a nice, normal day except for the gorgeous-but-completely-insane girl beside him.

“There are rules about offspring and inheritance,” Emily went on. “Goblin royalty is expected to reproduce as often as possible, but they may only marry certain people. King Umadin didn’t have a choice. He kept your mother with him as a consort, but you had to go back to Earth where you’d be safe. None of your siblings would have accepted you, especially not the pureblood ones.”

“Makes perfect sense. I’m half-goblin, half-human, and I was sent to Earth to keep me safe from my siblings, because they might have killed me to keep me off the throne? Please tell me there’s no exploding planets or crystal bassinets.”

He was trying to sound sarcastic, but Emily took it at face value. Bobbing her head rapidly, she replied, “That’s it precisely! And no, no crystal bassinets. Some faeries use those, but not us. Goblins aren’t a warring people, but there are things they will fight brutally over. Land and succession are two of those things.”

“And you mentioned that my ‘real father,’ the King, chose the family who adopted me?”

“Correct. Chaos spoke to his heart and told him that if you could learn human diplomatic skills, it could be useful for the family once your heritage woke up.”

This is bananas. Even if magic or whatever is real, this is bonkers. Trying to make sense of the increasingly unlikely story, he asked, “And that’s why you’re here? To bring me back so I can be useful for the family?”

Watching her face, he expected the façade to break. Whoever this girl was, whatever game she was playing, she was good at it. But no matter what had happened back at the apartment, this charade had to end soon. Didn’t it?

Emily sighed. “Ah, I wish it was that simple. There are lots and lots of complications. You’ll see.”

They arrived at the coffee shop. It was a large building, with a roaster out back and a small patio area next to the curb, although the chill kept anyone from sitting outside.

Wandering inside, he ordered two coffees. Emily stayed with him, looking around the quaint room with wide, curious eyes. They found an open table and sat down.

“This is…incredible. It smells like Crisp. This isn’t Crisp, is it?” She inhaled deeply, pupils dilating. The corners of her mouth twitched as her pink tongue flashed out, sampling the air.

Is it me or does she suddenly look high? Is Crisp Fae Molly? “You don’t have coffee in magical goblin land?”

Emily shook her head enthusiastically. “No. The kingdom is quite rural, and in a considerable state of disrepair. Your father has been a kind and noble ruler, but . . .” She bit her lip, looking down as if embarrassed. “The Chaos, you see. Sometimes, we go G-Mode, and we just can’t help ourselves. Things break down. Plus, our enemies raid our lands all the time.”

“You keep saying that. What does ‘G-Mode’ mean?”

“It’s short for Goblin Mode. It means letting the Chaos in you out. You’ve been doing that in your designs for a while, Sire. And last night you went full G-Mode. That’s why you wrecked your home the way you did, and it’s what told the King it was time to bring you home. Well, that and the rest of it.”

Some of Thomas’s certitude began to crack. Last night was completely out of character for him. He’d never been much of a drinker, not even in college. He’d had a calm, stable childhood with calm, even-tempered parents who never drank to excess. Then he went off to a prestigious college to study civil engineering, and he’d spent most of his calm, stable free time scribbling and sketching his ideas.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been as drunk as he was last night. To be honest, he wasn’t sure he’d ever been that drunk. He’d certainly never gotten wasted and trashed his apartment before.

Whether he was a goblin or not, “going G-Mode” was an accurate description of what he’d done last night.

The barista, a cute goth girl with an impressive collection of tattoos and piercings, smiled at the two of them as she brought out their coffee. Emily returned the smile with a wink. Chuckling despite himself, Thomas escorted his little “goblin” assistant outside, where they sat at one of the tables.

“Okay. So I’m getting a picture here. To recap, I’m a prince in hiding, the kingdom is in peril, and my real father wants me to return home to be a diplomat. Is that it?”

“It’s a lot more than that, I’m afraid.”

“Go on.”

“Your siblings. I don’t know how to say this nicely, but they passed away.”

“They did?” He still didn’t believe anything he was hearing, but the concept of having, then losing, siblings, made him feel distinctly uneasy. Whatever this game was, it had to end soon. Swallowing back a hint of anger, he demanded, “What happened to them?”

“Dragon taunting.”

“Dragon taunting?”

“It’s a game goblins play. It involves going out into the wilderness and finding a dragon. The first goblin who gets it to wake up wins.”

Thomas stared down at her. He kept thinking this story of hers couldn’t get any more insane, and then she kept talking.

“My siblings. All of them. Went out to taunt a dragon?”

“Goblins are competitive. We don’t like to lose.”

Taking a sip of his coffee, Thomas considered just standing up and walking away. Something kept him from doing so, and it wasn’t just Emily’s beauty. Most of his life had been boring and plain. Something this . . . interesting was better than the alternative. “I am competitive,” he allowed.

Eyeing her coffee, Emily politely pushed it away. “I’ll try this another time.”

“Sure, no pressure. Besides, that’s more for me.” He took the cup, putting it beside his. “You were saying?”

“Oh, yeah! Your siblings found a really big dragon. As it turns out, the dragon was busy trying to convince a princess to sleep with it. When the family interrupted the courtship, the princess got away.” She made a fist and brought it down into her open palm. “None of them won that game.”

Thomas felt a little dizzy–both at the casualness of her proclamation about his so-called kin dying, and at the implausibility of the story. “How old were they?”

“Your age and older, Sire. Your father’s condition set in shortly after he returned with your mother. It has been the greatest tragedy we’ve known for generations. Goblin Kings have a duty to their people. The magic in their seed makes our people strong and versatile. Without it, we stagnate.”

“Okay, sure. Makes sense. Droit du seigneur and all that.” He took a sip of his coffee, letting the dark notes soothe his nerves. It wasn’t that Emily’s company was problematic. Quite the opposite. She was adorable and sexy, and in the short time they’d been together here, she’d been fun, engaging, and flirty.

It was simply the fact that she was so obviously nuts that kept him from being more interested in what she had to offer. With half his coffee gone, Thomas sighed, deciding the games had to come to an end. He needed to call her bluff.

“Okay, let’s say I believe everything you’ve just told me, and I agree to do what you’re asking of me. What’s next? What if I go home and accept whatever task my ‘real father,’ the King, has for me? Do I get to breed a bunch of cute goblin girls too?”

Emily squealed in delight and bounced her chair several times. Thomas’s eyes bounced up and down with her.

“Oh, yay! Yes, that’s it exactly, my Prince! This was so much easier than I thought. I didn’t think you would ever believe me.” She passed him the clipboard. “Here. This is a contract. Once you sign, it’ll awaken your sovereign magic and allow you to cross back into the Fae Wilds. Just sign it, and we’ll go on over.”

He looked down at the paper attached to the clipboard. It read:

I, Thomas Stone, son of Umadin, King of all the Goblins, do agree to have my magic fully awakened. I understand that this will unleash my true goblin heritage and make me eligible to inherit the kingdom.

Thomas had no experience with contracts or the law, but this didn’t appear to present any actual risk that he could perceive. He inspected the paper, flipping it over and back to make sure there was no hidden text anywhere. That Emily had been trying to scam him all this time would neatly explain most–if not all–of her bizarre behavior.

But, despite the odd chill descending into his stomach, there was nothing else to it. Neither Nigerian princes nor extended auto warranties were anywhere on the paperwork. All he found was crazy nonsense about becoming King of all the Goblins. And since goblins didn’t exist, this had to be harmless.

Right?

“Uh, okay, sure. Whatever.” Part of him felt sad that he was about to end the charade. Emily was gorgeous, and spending time with a random manic pixie–or goblin–dream girl was probably just what he needed to get over having his life turned upside down.

But he knew it was time to get back to his apartment and start finding a new job. His parents would want to hear the news. Maybe he’d move in with them and take a few months to get back on his feet. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it?

Emily gave him a pen. “Sign here.”

“It’s been really nice meeting you,” he said, signing along the dotted line.

Then something very strange happened.

Just as he completed his signature, the clipboard changed. It became a sheet of glowing glass, with a screen like some sort of tablet. The screen flickered, and a column of text appeared on it. Frowning, he leaned in to read it.

He saw a list, what seemed to be a description of attributes and skills.

Magic rose in him like an explosive force, tearing the world away.


Starting Character Sheet: Thomas Stone


Age: 25
Level: 1
Class: Not Specified
Current Experience: 0
Species: Half-Goblin
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 12
Mana (Magic + Level): 10
Attributes
· Cunning: 13
· Discipline: 14
· Strength: 8
· Endurance: 11
· Chaos: 12
· Magic: 9
· Agility: 8
Core Skills:
Note: Your core skill scores add to your existing capabilities with supplemental, magical, benefits.
· City Planning and Development (1)
· Architecture and Engineering (1)
· Diplomacy (1)



Chapter 2: Your kingdom is in Peril


As the flash of magic faded, Thomas found himself…somewhere else.

Well, sort of. Most of the coffee shop, including some of the sidewalk, was still there. The rest of the city was simply gone. He looked around, stunned. He was still sitting on the same chair and at the same table. In fact, everything in a thirty-foot radius was an exact duplicate of its Earth counterpart. The asphalt of the road, two mostly intact cars, and almost all the coffee shop remained as it had been.

Everything beyond that was a verdant forest. In the distance, barely visible between the trees, he glimpsed what he took to be a makeshift village, or maybe a small town. From over his shoulder, he heard a sharp cry like a bird or animal, and the sound of something crashing through the underbrush.

Emily still sat across from him, but she had changed, too.

She was still red-haired and cute, but her skin was now a bright shade of green, her hair was longer, and her breasts and butt were even more exaggerated than they’d been before. She rose from her chair, smiling at him. She stretched her arms above her head and turned in a little circle. Thomas couldn’t help but notice the width of her hips compared to the narrowness of her waist had become even more ludicrous.

Seeing him staring at her, she giggled. “Like what you see, my Prince?”

She took a small step closer, fingertips dancing across his arm.

“I was wondering…if you still think this isn’t real, perhaps I could do one more thing to convince you otherwise?”

Her bright eyes–those were noticeably bigger too–slid from his arm to his lap. Then she climbed into it, settling down on his thighs with her enormous rack right in his face.

“You’re…a goblin.”

“Yes! You get it now!”

Thomas took her hand in his and examined the green skin. He turned it over, testing the claw-tipped fingernails to see if they were some sort of prosthetic. They weren’t. Her hand was soft and warm, and it felt perfectly normal.

Other than being green.

He couldn’t help himself. He let go of her hand and reached for one of her breasts. In the back of his mind, he expected her to recoil or slap his hand away. She didn’t. Instead, she just sat there, thrilled excitement filling her eyes as he felt her up.

Her breasts felt real too, as crazy as it seemed. They were firm and perky despite each one of them being considerably larger than her own head. Her proportions were so far beyond any sort of normal human range that it was impossible to think of her as just some extremely short but stacked girl. She was something else entirely.

He let go of her boob and looked around again. Thomas didn’t know what to believe or even how to respond. Everything around him looked and felt real. The air smelled cleaner and crisper. It was warmer, too.

More than either of those things, though, he felt something new surging and churning inside him. It was energetic, vibrant, and encouraged him to listen to his every whim and impulse. The sensation reminded him of his early days as a child, when his parents had sent him to disciplinary school.

As Thomas’s shock ebbed, the awkwardness of the situation became apparent. Emily might have been extremely cute and sexy, but he was still deeply unclear who and what she was. There was still the possibility that she was both a goblin girl and crazy.

You don’t stick your dick in crazy, he thought. At least not until I’m sure where she falls on the hot-crazy axis.

Ignoring the invitation in her eyes, he eased her off his lap for now. Emily protested at first, but let go of his arms as he set her down.

“Sire?” she asked, disappointment filling her eyes. “But I thought—”

“Look, you’re my assistant, right?”

“Of course!”

“Then assist me for now. I’ve clearly got a lot to learn here, and until then, I’d like to stay focused on learning. Can we do that?”

She made an endearing little noise of frustration and bounced on her toes. Her nipples rose up and down like the prow of a ship in a storm.

“But—”

“I’m not saying no. I’d love to be convinced. Just, later. Okay?”

Emily’s disappointment was replaced with an eager smile.

“Sure! After I show you around and introduce you to Mama, we’ll see what we can do about the convincing. Would my Sire like to meet his father now? Or do you want me to walk you through your Orichalcum Tablet?” She pointed at the clipboard-turned-magic-device on the table.

Reluctantly standing, Thomas sighed. “Let’s start with meeting the King, I think. One tutorial at a time.”

“Of course!” The curvy goblin turned away toward the distant village.

“Wait,” he said, holding a hand up. When she turned, he waved down at himself, indicating his tanned skin and over six-feet-tall frame. “You said my father is the Goblin King. When we came over you transformed, but I’m still the same. How will anyone know I’m me?”

She waved his question away with a grin. “Goblins come in all sizes and shapes. It’s the chaos inside that matters. Any of us who sees you will know you’re one of us. Don’t worry about that.”

“Uh. Okay.” It didn’t feel right, but given magic existed, he decided it was plausible enough of an answer.

He followed as Emily took the lead. They had to pass through a bramble on the way out of the little clearing, and Thomas caught his arm on a thorn. It left a painful scratch several inches long, though not deep. Seeing his guide step out onto a trail, all thought of the nagging wound fell away.

I’m really in another world, he thought.

As they walked, his attention was constantly torn between the sights around him and the movement of Emily’s shapely backside as she led him toward the town ahead. As they approached the structures he’d glimpsed from the coffee shop, he realized that it was larger than he’d thought.

“Does this place have a name?” he asked as they closed in on the outskirts.

“Yes, Sire. Our city’s name is Lotta Tot.”

“Lotta what?” He asked.

“Tot. Lotta Tot.”

Thomas decided to let it go. The name was a long way down the list of strange things he needed to understand here.

Time passed, and his previous certainty that Emily was nuts or that he was being played rapidly evaporated. He glanced behind them several times, looking at the neatly excised sphere of the coffeeshop they’d brought to this world. Around them was a forest that bore little resemblance to the landscape he’d just left.

Whatever had happened, he was somewhere else. And whatever it meant, it was time to deal with it.

“So, uh, what’s your story?” he asked Emily. Despite her green skin, over-large eyes, and pointed ears, there was no question she was very attractive. He wanted to keep her around.

She glanced back at him. “My mother is the High Epichirurigeon.”

“The…what?”

“She is a priestess. And a cook. And one of the wives of the previous King. You will see.”

Thomas lost a step as he processed this news.

“Wait, was the previous King my grandfather? Would that make you and me, I don’t know, cousins? Or half-cousins?”

Emily laughed. “Oh, no, after he died, she bred with other males, one of whom was my father.” She winked. “Do not worry about that.”

She’d clearly sensed what Thomas was thinking. There was no point in denying it, so he didn’t.

“So, she’s the high whatever? She’s serving my father?”

“She serves an important role for the kingdom, feeding many people. I grew up helping her, which was why I was chosen to be your assistant when the King sent for you.” She gave him a soulful, yearning look. “Your people need you, Prince Thomas.”

The idea of a kingdom of goblins needing him was too much, the concept too broad for him to focus on for the moment. He needed to bring the discussion back to something he could understand. “This is about you for the moment. Have you got anyone in your life?”

The answer seemed fairly obvious given her behavior, but then again, he didn’t know how goblins handled this sort of thing. If breeding and reproduction were an issue, it was possible she’d been very busy.

But Emily gasped. “Oh, no, sire! I was too young to breed until recently. Then when I was chosen to be your assistant when the time came, well, I hoped . . .”

Her voice trailed off as she smiled again. Thomas nodded. He was growing to like Emily, but this was going very fast for his taste.

“What of you, Prince Thomas?” she asked. “I saw no sign of another woman in your apartment. From what I understand, humans often pair bond exclusively. That is not the way of most fae, and certainly not our royalty. If you have a mate, I am sure she will understand that you have more important responsibilities here, starting with your loyal assistant.” Emily grinned up at him eagerly.

Thomas groaned. “The last couple of girls I dated didn’t work out. There just wasn’t a….” He almost explained how there was no connection, as if they were missing something fundamental. It wasn’t just about looks, although he definitely had a type. It was more about lacking a sense of connection.

“No, there’s no one.” He paused a moment. “You were hoping to breed with me?”

Emily gasped loudly, face lighting up like the Fourth of July. “Sire, I would be hon—” But then she seemed to catch herself and made a noise of frustration. “There are things to discuss first. I am not—you will see.”

“What’s the matter?”

“There are tests. And meetings. But if you pass them, it would be . . .”

Her big green eyes looked up at him yearningly. Thomas gulped. There was just something about Emily he liked, and his resistance was wearing down the longer he was around her.

“Um, okay. Tests and meetings, then let’s see.”

They kept walking. As they reached the goblin city, Thomas realized that, if anything, Emily had understated the degree of decline this place had experienced. This was far worse than a “state of disrepair.” Thomas had worked on several urban redevelopment projects, and he was familiar with what happened when people in charge lost the will or ability to maintain things.

The outskirts of Lotta Tot were positively derelict. Crossing an ancient stone bridge over a fast-moving river, they came to a place that looked like a homeless encampment.

It was a haphazard, chaotic array of dilapidated buildings made from scraps of wood, stone, rusty metal, and tarp. The only area that looked even reasonably clean and organized was what he took to be an outdoor kitchen.

The kitchen was set away from the rest of the hovels and had almost no debris anywhere in sight. Several immense bonfires framed the area, wrapping around a central, immense cook pot. Smaller cook pots covered the other fires. Pungent smoke filled the air, wafting along the course of the river. Through the haze, he saw dozens of goblin women attending the fires.

At least they aren’t starving, he thought to himself as his stomach growled. Whatever they were cooking, it smelled delicious.

Beyond the cooking area, through a trash-strewn alley, he made out larger buildings in the distance. At a glance, he thought those were in little better condition than the hovels.

If everything Emily had told him was true, his inheritance was a big, filthy mess. A mess, he mentally added, these people apparently expect me to fix.

As they entered the cooking area, Thomas was intrigued to see that the locals came in a surprising number of sizes and shapes. Not all of them were tiny and green like Emily. A few were pink, or tan, or black, or brown. Many were mixed, sometimes in subtle ways, others as if a painter had simply spackled them in a variety of hues. In terms of size, while most goblins were around Emily’s height or smaller, a few came up to nearly five feet. Those seemed to be the males of the crowd.

One thing he noticed was that while the female goblins were mostly clean, like Emily, the males were filthy.

Then he realized the population comprised more than goblins as well. In the distance, at other camps, he saw other races gathered around their own cook fires. He had no idea what he was looking at, but he was fairly sure they weren’t goblins. They had different builds and features, while the goblins looked much the same despite their variation in hue.

“I thought this was a goblin city?”

Glancing back, Emily explained. “It’s a capital city, Sire. More than goblins live here. Our kingdom has become a refuge for many who seek to escape the tyranny of the Troll King and his ilk. I’m sure you’ll get to meet the others later.”

“Ah. There’s a Troll King too. Of course.” Clearing his throat, Thomas leaned down to ask, “Emily, why are all the men so filthy?”

She responded without lowering her voice. “Gobbo odor, Sire. The males take pride in it. There are competitions for who has the foulest smell. They believe it helps them on the hunt. In fact, if a goblin warrior ever gets wet, including walking through mud puddles, it is expected that he will immediately do his best to cover himself in the most noxious substance he can find, lest his Hunt Luck wear off.”

“Wait. Are you telling me they believe their ability as hunters is directly proportional to how bad they smell?”

Glancing over her shoulder, she gave him a bright smile. “That is precisely what I said. Your father’s military advisor keeps a different discipline among the remaining soldiers, but even they compete for the worst odor in their own way.”

“Soldiers? Does that mean we have an army?”

“Indeed, although it is small and morale is not what it once was. Goblin men take pride in having a potent King. Your father’s impotency has had a truly awful effect on us all, Sire.”

The concept of a people so closely tied to their leader’s ability to breed was alien, but so was everything else in this new world, Thomas was willing to accept the concept and move on. No doubt he’d have more questions later.

As they walked through the encampment, the locals began noticing them.

A group of goblin men wearing tattered strips of cloth walked past. They craned their heads to stare at him, fierce challenge evident on their pinched, rat-like faces. As they passed, one of the goblins suddenly launched himself forward. The lean, muscular figure carried some sort of leather-wrapped stick. Like the rest of the men, he was covered in filth. As he approached, an overpowering odor of manure wafted forward with him.

“Who are ye?” the goblin announced, drawing up far closer to them than Thomas would have liked.

Four miles would be too close, Thomas thought, even as he replied, “I’m Thomas. Who are you?”

The goblin hit his own chest proudly. “I am Fresh Catch, the most cunning gobbo of the outer ring. This gobbo challenge ye.”

“Challenge me?” Thomas gulped, looking over at Emily.

She held a hand up to Fresh Catch and rapidly explained. “It’s a goblin tradition, Sire. Any man may challenge another man. Goblin men only value strength.”

He grabbed Emily’s wrist and pulled her aside for a moment.

“Is he challenging me for you? What would happen if I lost?”

“He would take whatever he wanted from your possessions, and you would serve him.”

“Possessions. Does that include you?”

“Yes, that is how it works,” she replied. “But you are the prince! I am sure you will defeat him!”

Thomas looked back at Fresh Catch, feeling anger kindle in his chest. He might have known Emily only a few hours, but he would be damned if some stupid goblin custom would take her away.

“So, prison rules?”

“Precisely. Prison rules.” Emily nodded, pleased to see he’d gotten the situation so quickly.

“What are prison rules?” Fresh Catch said.

Thomas took a sudden step forward. He grabbed Fresh Catch’s stick, yanking on it and then pushing it straight back, toward the goblin’s head. Fresh Catch wasn’t prepared to have his own stick used against him. The leather-wrapped end smacked against the goblin’s forehead.

Bonk!

The sound of wood hitting a stinking goblin head rang, filling the area. Suddenly, all the noise around them dampened down. The goblin men accompanying Fresh Catch began chanting and whooping.

Still holding the stick, Thomas hit Fresh Catch again, then a third time. On the third hit, the goblin fell to the ground, and Thomas tore the stick completely free from his grasp.

Emily squealed in delight, clasping her hands together and jumping up and down. Then she leaped into his arms and hugged him tightly.

“Excellent, Sire! You are a mighty warrior! You can still breed me! I mean, if—”

Thomas nodded, accepting her adulation even if it was a bit overdone. He set her down after a moment, though she resisted him at first, clinging to him like a sexy barnacle.

The thought of a sexy barnacle nearly made him laugh. He explained, “When you travel the world like I did growing up, you meet world-class bullies. You have to learn to defend yourself.”

Though down, Fresh Catch was not out. “Gobbo not done!” he snarled, struggling to his feet.

Taking a step away from the bubbly goblin girl, Thomas soccer kicked the goblin warrior in the stomach, then hit him repeatedly with the stick, aiming for the challenger’s ribs and chest. Thomas didn’t want to kill Fresh Catch, but he knew he had to make an object lesson now, otherwise he’d have to fight every bully who came along.

Bright green blood burst from Fresh Catch’s nose after one particularly well-placed strike. Still, the stubborn goblin kept trying to stand.

Twisting at his hips, Thomas hurled a hard kick at the goblin’s ribs. His shoes weren’t made for that sort of activity, but the kick was well delivered, if not especially hard, and the much smaller goblin was not built for the abuse.

Fresh Catch fell over.

Lifting his voice, Thomas shouted, “I am not to be fucked with. Is that clear?” He looked up, meeting the eyes of half a dozen other male goblins. “The next one of you who challenges me, I’ll make an example of.”

The demonstration seemed to get through to the surrounding crowd. No one argued with him. Fresh Catch wheezed, “Clear, boss. Gobbo Fresh Catch say you the boss, boss.”

Thomas leaned over toward Emily.

“Now what?” he asked quietly.

“You have beaten him in front of everyone,” she whispered. “That means he will serve you now.”

“Really?”

“Yes! You need allies, my Prince. Right now, you have no one but me.”

Thomas blinked at her.

“But I’m the Prince. Aren’t I?”

“You have not yet proven yourself to our people, Sire. They will not serve you unless you show them you are worth serving.”

This made a certain sort of sense, and Fresh Catch’s manner as he cowered at Thomas’s feet seemed consistent with Emily’s suggestion. Nodding, Thomas dropped the stick.

“Good,” he said to Fresh Catch. “I’m glad we’re friends.”

“Friends, boss?” The wounded goblin looked up at him, his nose and mouth bloodied.

“That’s right. You’re my lieutenant now. I have an important job for you.”

The goblin’s bruised face filled with excitement. “Yes, boss?”

“Go find me three more of you. Strong ones. I want a personal bodyguard. From now on, if anyone wants to mess with me, they go through my guards.”

“Your guards?”

“That’s right. You’re my personal guard now. And I need three more. Take the rest of the day to find them for me. Make me proud and I’ll reward you.”

Fresh Catch groaned as he got to his feet, but he grinned and nodded. “Yes, boss. Gobbo do.”


Chapter 3: Goblin Cities: A Touring Tutorial


The newly appointed bodyguard turned and ran off, screaming, “Sunnu! Job! Big gobbo job!”

Shaking his head, Thomas turned back to Emily. “Your idea to put him to work was a good one.”

“My fondest wish is to help you take the throne and restore our kingdom, Sire.”

“All right. Well, if we’re not about to fight any more goblins, I say we continue.” He waved for her to lead them on. As the energy of the fight drained out of him, he had a moment of vertigo thinking about what he’d just done. He’d dealt with bullies as a kid, but it had been ten years since he’d gotten into a fight.

They passed through the hovels and filthy outskirts. As they went, the structures they passed became progressively sturdier, and less vandalized.. One corner they passed, Thomas noticed a short robed figure. He caught a flash of silver-white hair beneath the bunched hood before Emily tugged at his arm.

“You were saying, Sire? About Earth?”

“Ah, yeah. Because of my parents, I grew up all over the place, always being the new kid. With a childhood like that, you learn to stick up for yourself or you become everyone’s bitch. Speaking of which, how did you know about prison rules?”

She gave him a dazzling smile. “I didn’t, Sire. I just played along. It seemed the appropriate thing to do.”

By now, they had passed into an older area, with buildings that looked like they’d been constructed with care–over a century ago. The streets were cobblestone, and two- and three-story wooden structures stood on either side.

The buildings were oddly designed, with elements that no architect in their right mind would have used. Most had missing walls with no visible support structures. Many had no ventilating elements. Quite a few had whimsical bits, like kites sticking off the sides, or twisted pieces of metal decorating the walls. None of it made sense, but at least it was better constructed than the ramshackle buildings on the city’s periphery.

Pointing at the buildings framing the lane, he said, “What’s the story here? Why are these so much better built than the others?”

“Goblins are filled with chaos, Sire. One responsibility of a Goblin King is to help provide structure and focus to that chaos. With the King cursed, his ability to perform that duty is severely limited, both in quality and by distance. We just left the cooking district, which is the furthest area he can control now. We’re entering the mercantile district. This place was built long ago, by tribes with high Cunning and Discipline scores. A few still reside here to maintain things.”

“High Cunning and Discipline scores? What does that mean?”

“It takes a high Cunning and Discipline score to resist Chaos without the King’s help. You’ll see those scores on your Oricalcum Tablet. The clipboard I gave you back on Earth. You don’t have your own yet, but when you’re ready, I’m happy to give you a tutorial.”

He looked down. There was no Tablet. He remembered holding it as they translated from one world to the next, but it was gone. “Uh,” he said, waving a hand in the air.

“Just focus on recalling it, Sire. Now that you’ve signed your intent to become our Prince, the provisional Tablet will return to you at will.”

Brow furrowing, Thomas tried willing the tablet to reappear. A glowing outline appeared in the air, right where he’d been looking. When he reached out to grab it, the device manifested entirely. It looked precisely as he’d seen before, a bit like a computer tablet from Earth, albeit with all sorts of glowing magical bits on the screen.

Stepping closer, she put two hands on his arm, adjusting the limb like a shelf, so she could perch against him. Her breasts settled heavily into place. “See that first screen? That’s the magic of the Tablet translating who you are back to you.”

“This looks just like a gaming sheet from Earth,” he observed, reading the listed attributes. “The skills listed here are very simplified. Where’s my linguistics, or martial arts I took in Japan?”

“The Tablet is tied to the needs of your people, Sire. It will display only the three skills it deems will be most useful to them. Incidentally, it will only allow you to put points in those same skills.”

Thomas nodded, starting to understand how this worked. “But I can still learn and train myself, right? It’s not keeping me from gaining new skill ups, those are just the only three it will help me in?”

“Correct.” She gave him a thumbs-up. “I should also mention, even as a provisional Prince, simply holding a Tablet has certain benefits. Fresh Catch will gain a class and level simply because you recruited him.”

“Wait, what?”

“Just like your character sheet. Everyone in the Fae Wilds has a class and level, even if that level is zero. We can’t see the magical details without a Tablet of our own. Tablets are rare, and only a few people in our world can wield them. Among those, only a very few have Royal Tablets and can interact with people like you can.”

“It sounds like the type of Tablet matters a lot.”

“That it does,” she replied. “Royal Tablets have an innate ability to grant a measure of magical power to their vassals. You’ll learn more about that once the ceremony is complete and you inherit the King’s Tablet.”

“Interesting. Does possession of a Royal Tablet and being a Goblin King intersect? You mentioned the King managing his people’s chaos earlier. Do they relate?”

She beamed at him. “Absolutely, Sire! Each of the races has a unique bloodline ability. Goblins have their breeding and chaos management.”

Thomas found these ideas fascinating. He certainly hadn’t encountered any RPGs back home with those sorts of dynamics. Eyes wandering back over his sheet, he said, “Okay, so it focuses on whatever it decides my three most important skills are. I’m guessing those will probably be diplomatic in nature. What happens if we go to war, or I need to do something else?”

“If other skills become more important to your people, they will rotate out, Sire. You’ll need to level them up separately. It’s possible you’ll receive a Quest to do so, depending on the circumstances.”

“A quest?”

“Yes, Sire. The magic of the Tablets helps royalty remain in power. That’s how the original circle of mages crafted them.”

“Okay. Simple and effective, I guess. I like the sound of that a lot better than something really convoluted.”

She gave him a beaming smile. “Goblin Tablets are simple compared to the other races, or so I’m told. I’m glad you like it.” She pointed at the display. “This is all intuitive magic, Sire. Press and hold your finger on a word and a definition will appear. Move your hand left-to-right, or right-to-left to access your other screens. Those should appear once you pick a class. Up-to-down will display your notifications. You’ll know if you have a notification if there is a little flashing light at the top of the Tablet.”

He experimented with moving his hand up-to-down and saw a notification–Emily had been right about Fresh Catch.

Notice: You have used this Tablet’s [Vassal Management] ability. Current Vassals: 1. Remaining Vassals: 5.
Fresh Catch has been assigned the class “Bodyguard” and is now Level 1. He has learned the skill: Protective Charge. His attributes and skill points have been automatically assigned. If you wish to enable “micromanagement mode” of your subordinates, go to the “settings” tab. This will allow you to choose class skills, attribute enhancements, and skill point distribution for anyone loyal to you. To read more about Protective Charge, touch the details button.


“That’s so cool,” he said, reading the text over. “It lets me choose just how anal I want to be.”

“Anal, Sire?” Emily blinked up at him, blushing. “That’s considered taboo among Goblin royalty. But, for you, I would be…”

Thomas blinked at the sudden change in subject. He pondered whether to explain the expression before his curiosity about what she’d said got the better of him.

“Why is it forbidden?”

“It does not lead to offspring, Sire.”

“Oh. That makes sense. Okay. Lead on, I guess.”

They resumed their ingress toward the city’s center. As with the mercantile district, the further they went, the more they saw signs of well-constructed buildings. It’s like every few hundred feet, we’re wandering to a different city, he thought, the engineer in him captivated by what he saw. Despite being better kept, he saw no signs of open stalls or vendors. It might be a better version of the city, but it still wasn’t what he expected, especially if this was analogous to a version of Medieval Europe.

He said, “I’m not seeing any merchandise or trade here. Didn’t you say this is the mercantile area?”

Emily’s normally jovial tone grew somber. “Without the King’s guidance, the few craftspeople in the city have grown selfish. Our relationships with neighboring kingdoms have fallen apart, and the Troll King’s impending war hasn’t made things any better.”

The next section of the city was made of well-cut stone and bricks. The buildings were simple and inelegant, but they were relatively well-kept and occupied.

“This is where the soldiers stay,” Emily explained. “Molock oversees this area. He’s a member of your father’s Inner Circle. That gives him a lesser command authority over his soldiers.”

“Molock? Interesting.” Filing the name away, Thomas studied the area with interest. He was surprised to find that there were none of the trappings they’d seen in the previous sections. There were no glass sculptures, or windmills or anything resembling chaos. Everything looked functional and spartan.

They came across the first signs of soldiers shortly after. There weren’t many, but those he saw wore simple leather armor and had crude, often rusty weapons. Most were lounging near buildings, or just sitting in front of them, bored expressions on their faces.

These so-called soldiers don’t seem much better than Fresh Catch and his friends, Thomas thought. As part of his travels with his parents, he had seen a lot of soldiers. These were pale shadows compared to the laziest of those. They barely look like fresh recruits with a couple weeks of training.

A lounging soldier, lazily picking his nose, watched as Thomas and Emily passed, a bored expression on his face. If the goblins were meant to be protecting anyone or anything, Thomas couldn’t tell.

“Are all your soldiers male, Emily?”

“Yes, Sire. Goblin women rarely fight. Some do, of course, but it’s rare. Women are too precious to risk being lost to violence.” She patted her stomach, as if that should be enough for him to understand why.

They venerate Royal Males but that’s literally it, he realized, starting to grasp the social structure of these strange people. “At least the soldiers don’t look as bad as the other males,” he observed.

“They may not look as dirty, but they smell just as bad, Sire. Soldiers are cleaner than the hunters on the outskirts, but that is only because their stench has given away our ambushes more than once. Like other goblin men, none ever bathe. They just don’t roll around in muck every time it rains.”

Thomas looked down at Emily, at her neat, clean clothes and careful appearance. While she was better dressed than most of the goblin women he’d seen in the cooking encampment, she wasn’t unusual in that respect. The female goblins were all dressed nicely, and it was obvious they bathed regularly. Unlike the males, whose hair was unkempt, greasy, and caked with mud and filth, Emily and the other women seemed to keep their hair clean and well-groomed.

“It sounds like you’re not too fond of the state of things when it comes to male hygiene,” he observed.

She let out a frustrated sigh.

“All goblin women hate it, Sire. The King sent me to Earth a few times before I went to collect you. Let me say, every time, it was a refreshing experience being around males who didn’t smell like an overfull midden. Being around males who bathed and wore clean clothes was nothing like I’d ever experienced before. I find your presence so much more enjoyable for the same reasons.”

“Spoiled already?”

“No, Sire. Not yet.” She gave him a leering wink. “You can spoil me, though. Later…I hope.”

He shook his head, beginning to recognize the pure goblin instincts when they rose in his assistant. Thankfully, being in the city and engaging his logical brain had allowed him to mostly keep his imagination and impulses in check. He wondered if his new Cunning and Discipline scores were what allowed him to do that.

For that matter, how do the scores scale? Are mine high, are they low? Making a mental note to find out later, he put his attention back on Emily.

Her energetic, bubbly mood was growing on him more as they spent more time together. She was clearly smart and organized, which was no doubt why his father had selected her as his assistant. Though he’d been put off by her repeated overtures given how they’d first met, he was realizing that from her perspective, she was exercising considerable restraint. A less-competent assistant might have succumbed to her carnal urges already. Goblins just did a lot of things differently.

“Maybe later, yeah,” he said, and returned her smile fondly. “So, how many warriors does the capital have?”

Emily pointed at the Tablet. “I don’t know, because only the King can access that sort of thing. Once you have your ceremony of confirmation, you’ll have access to that information. Assuming your father confirms you as his heir, that is.”

“Ah. Okay.” He tightened his hand around the little Tablet. Whatever the hell it was–whether it was magical or scientific–it was clearly a key part of his continued existence in this place. And if he was staying here and living as a prince, it would be key to his being an effective ruler in the Fae Wild.

Come to think of it, Emily would be too, and he was surprised to realize he liked that idea.

Wait–since when did I decide I wanted to stay here? he asked himself.

The thought came and went almost immediately. After an hour or so, the answer was obvious. He’d never felt truly at home on Earth. His adoptive parents, while kind, had always kept him at arm’s length. He’d never fit in at work, never been able to get his bosses and co-workers to understand his vision. Something was just off about his life.

Now, maybe, he knew why.

I bet it was the Chaos in me, he realized with a mixture of relief and regret. Other than his parents, he had nothing to return to. He didn’t have a job, and he suddenly realized that he didn’t want to go back to that kind of livelihood.

But here? He had a chance to be the boss. To execute all the designs and plans he’d dreamed of, to really make something special happen. Even better, people here wanted him to–no, they needed him to.

Being needed was an entirely new sensation for Thomas. He would do his best to live up to it, assuming things worked out with the King.

“This is the religious and mystic section,” Emily announced as they passed the last of the stone buildings.

Thomas pulled himself out of his self-reflection. Unlike the previous areas, this one looked like a proper fantasy city. Buildings of sculpted, carved stone flanked cobblestone streets. Some buildings even showed signs of high-quality architecture, with tall golden domes or sharp pillars framing arched doorways.

One building in particular caught his eye. It was made of an opalescent material that shimmered and shifted, seeming to subtly change shape as if it were expanding or contracting from moment to moment.

“What is that?” he asked, pointing.

“That is the Incubatus Incepticus, Sire. It is the reward for those who become pregnant.”

“Goblin women are rewarded for getting pregnant? How does that work?”

Emily flushed, pupils dilating as an expression of pure, delightful wonder crossed her face. He thought it reminded him a bit of the almost drugged look she’d had back at the coffee shop.

She said, “It’s a place of pure goblin magic, Sire. Pregnant women and new mothers can choose to live in protection and luxury while they are there. Their every need is attended to while they are within. Well, every need other than sexual, of course. For whatever reason, the ancient Chaos gods who made us saw fit to let goblin mothers remain voracious even when pregnant.”

“But they stay there?”

“Mmm-hmm. Very few choose to leave despite that. Even with carnal needs, paradise without goblin men is, well . . .”

“Much less stinky?”

Emily giggled, doing her bouncy thing again. “You said it, Sire! And well, I’ve been told that there are ways us goblin girls can meet our needs without the males, if you know what I mean.” She winked at him.

“You’ve been told? You haven’t…”

“No, Sire. Until we come of age and our chaos awakens, goblins have no sexual urges. I just came of age recently, so.”

So she’s a virgin despite how she’s been behaving, he realized, amazed at the incongruity of the idea. Goblin society was both hornier than he was used to, but also somehow healthier. Especially compared to some of the darkest aspects of humanity back on Earth.

Pushing that thought away, he said, “So, other than the oddities around goblin biology, you’re telling me the Incubatus is like a magical wishing well for mothers?”

“Basically, yes.”

“I see.” He looked back at the building, studying it for a few moments. The design was fascinating, and he was struck by the desire to learn more about it. “Does every goblin city have one of these?”

“No, sire. Only ones with sufficient chaos. In fact, I believe this is the last surviving one in the entire world. I may be mistaken.”

“Last one in the world? That’s awful. Why? How?”

She sighed. “Yes, Sire. It is. Our kind are persecuted on all sides. It truly is awful.”

“That sounds like genocide,” he growled, suddenly angry. No people deserved to be persecuted to extinction.

Before he could ask Emily for further elaboration, she waved him toward the last ring of buildings. This was clearly the city center, because in the middle of it all was a castle. It was built to goblin scale, being about half as large as the big ones back on Earth. As they neared their destination, he studied its architecture closely.

It resembled a European castle, but with some odd flourishes. There were no overt defensive structures. Stairs led up to the porch-style entry, where eight stone archways yawned open. There were no doors.

The closer they got, the more Thomas had a feeling that something wasn’t right. If what Emily had just said was correct–that the goblins faced enemies in all directions–they needed stronger defenses than this.

This place isn’t built for defense, he realized. It looks like someone made a copy of what they thought a real castle should look like, then did their best interpretation of it.

His impression got worse as they reached the structure. Like everything else here, the place was dirty and poorly maintained. If this was truly the residence of the King, the goblins who lived here weren’t acting like it. There was no sign of pride or patriotism. It was as if none of them really cared what this place looked like.

As they walked up the steps leading to the unguarded double doors, he saw several threadbare tapestries hanging on the walls. They were so dirty and faded that he couldn’t quite make out their original design or purpose. He thought one might have had a troll on it and the other a dragon.

No one stood at the castle’s entrance, and no one appeared to challenge them as they passed through the open doors. Beyond was a short hallway, which led to a high-vaulted throne room.

The inside was no more impressive than the outside. The floor was dirty, and piles of debris lay here and there. But Thomas’s attention was drawn to the far end of the room.

There, seated on a tall black chair, was his father, King Umadin.


Chapter 4: King Umadin


The King was a goblin unlike any other Thomas had seen so far. Dressed in a thick fur robe and boots, he looked tall, barely shorter than Thomas’s six-foot-three. He had a muscular, lithe build that reminded Thomas more of human swimmers than the exaggerated proportions the other goblin men had.

But he definitely wasn’t human. His skin was slate gray, with subtle hints of pink that made him look like some exotic statue come to life.

He was just sitting there, perched on his tall black chair, doing nothing. Fingers laced, head bowed, the man’s posture was one of someone facing absolute defeat. As Thomas and Emily approached, Umadin looked up, face brightening just a bit. He even smiled, revealing sharp canines.

“My son. You have come home.” Umadin stood. The cumbersome fur robe he wore fell to the floor with a thud as he climbed down and offered Thomas an embrace. Beneath, he was wearing a t-shirt and jeans that were clearly of Earth origin.

“Ah, hey.” Uncertain what to say or do, Thomas relented and hugged the stranger.

The King withdrew from the embrace but held onto Thomas’s arms, looking him over. “You look so much like your mother.”

Thomas was startled to realize that he hadn’t considered the other side of his heritage until that moment. If he had a father in the Fae Wild, that must mean his biological mother was somewhere, too.

“About that . . .” he began.

But the King shook his head.

“She passed years ago, I’m afraid. It was during one of the troll raids.”

“Raids?”

Releasing his hold on him, the King finally acknowledged Emily. “Your assistant will explain in time. For now, we should focus on why I summoned you.”

“Please do.”

Thomas felt no kinship with the man in front of him. Neither did he feel apathy, however. What he felt was a desperate need for information. The man’s kingdom was a dumpster fire, and from what Thomas had learned through Emily’s drip-feed of knowledge was that the goblins were, as a species, in big trouble. If he was expected to fix this problem, there was a lot more he needed to know first.

“Your full-blood siblings are gone,” the King said. “That leaves few options for me to choose an heir.”

“So, there are other candidates for the position?”

The King cleared his throat awkwardly. “Well, there were, yes. Ones I did not send to Earth.”

“And?”

“They failed the test.”

Thomas’s eyebrow went up.

“What test?”

Emily finally piped up. “This was the thing I have been alluding to, Sire.”

King Umadin’s face fell into a deep frown. In that moment, Thomas sensed an overwhelming age and sorrow surrounding the man. The King looked to be in his mid-fifties were he human, but he seemed to have been carrying this burden for much, much longer.

“I was cursed, my son. Shortly after I returned to the Fae Wilds with your mother, someone laid a curse upon me. Among other side effects, it took my fertility. Our shamans believe that curse has flowed down through all my male offspring.”

“All of them?” Thomas looked down at himself.

“All on this side of the world wall, at least. My hope is that you will prove fertile as a result of being in the human world all this time. If you can pass that test, you will inherit all that I have. If you cannot, we are truly doomed, for there is no one left of my bloodline.”

Thomas’s thoughts sped ahead, trying to piece all the information he’d been given together. “Father, forgive me for asking, but why are you talking like you’re about to die?”

It felt odd calling a complete stranger father. What else should I call him, though?

Umadin returned to his seat on the throne. Only then did something else occur to Thomas about the castle.

They were alone. There was no one in the throne room–it was completely empty. No guards. No servants or attendants.

They’d been there for a few minutes now, but no one had emerged to join the audience. The castle was silent as a tomb around them. They’d seen no guards outside, nor anyone else in all those archways. As near as he could tell, there was no one in the entire building besides the three of them.

That was not a good sign. It seemed to be a very bad sign from where Thomas was standing. Things might be even worse than he had assumed here.

“I am impotent, my son,” the King went on when he was settled into the throne. “In all senses of that word, for goblins equate a king’s fertility with his potency in everything. I have barely maintained my rule for the last few years. When my purebred children from before your birth were bold enough to go Dragon Taunting, well, that effectively ended my lineage.”

He lifted a hand, gesturing toward some unknown thing in the distance.

“We have many rivals, including the smaller goblin tribes. A faction of rebels has partnered with a force of trolls who have long coveted these magic-rich lands. They have issued a challenge. I convinced their emissary to let me select a date and place.”

The look in the King’s eyes told Thomas what he expected from this confrontation.

“And you think you’ll die there?”

“With our forces as they are?” The King arched a brow, giving Thomas a slyly mocking smile. “Our world changes very slowly, but change it does. The trolls would not have agreed to my terms if they did not believe they would win decisively. I’m afraid they are not wrong. We goblins have been on the back foot for many of our generations. Now? It seems we are fated to pass into the mists of time.”

Fury and fire unlike anything he’d ever known filled Thomas’s chest. He hadn’t just come to a world of magic only to allow an entire race of people to be wiped away. Not if he could do something about it.

“Absolutely not,” he growled. “I don’t give a damn how chaotic goblins might be, that’s not going to happen. Tell me what I have to do to stop it, and I will.”

A look of profound hope, so bright that Thomas felt a little embarrassed, suddenly shone in Umadin’s eyes. “Will you lead our people, my son?”

Put that way, the question made him hesitate. Was he a leader? He’d never been one before. He thought back to what he’d seen on the way to the castle, and to all the things he’d already learned from Emily. This place was a mess, and it would be a challenge even for someone experienced in leadership. The only things Thomas had ever led were a few table-top RPG campaigns and civil design teams at his firm.

Both of which, he realized after a moment…might actually be relevant experience here, given what he’d seen on the Tablet.

I don’t have to be a great human leader, he realized. I just have to be a great goblin leader.

That revelation was enough. And besides, there was literally no one else. This place would die without him. It might die with him, but at the very least, he was going to try.

“I’ll do my best,” he said, looking Umadin in the eye. “Just tell me what I have to do.”

The King lifted a hand, pointing at Emily. “She is your assistant, and she has most of the knowledge you’ll need. You will want to use your Tablet wisely, gaining loyal followers and helping to rebuild our city. In time, assuming we do not all perish, you will want to expand our borders, perhaps even negotiate, and make alliances with the other fae races.” His expression faltered, going sad. “I failed in that respect. Even sterile, there is too much G-Mode in me.”

“And if you live? You continue to assume you have to die.”

Umadin spoke in a whisper. “For our people to grow and have a proper King again, I cannot survive. Even if I live through the scheduled battle, I shall abdicate. It is what I must do for the good of our people.”

Beside them both, Emily cleared her throat. “After the Test of Quality, Milord. He cannot receive your Command Authority until he has completed that test.”

“The test of what?” Thomas asked. But the two of them ignored the question.

“Just so.” Umadin nodded in agreement. “Sage observation, Assistant Emily.” The King turned back to Thomas and continued. “If you pass the test, I will pass Command Authority to you. You will have six weeks from the time I pass it to you until our scheduled battle with the trolls and the traitor goblins who have joined with them. Use that time well to learn about the lands you rule and make allies. You may need them sooner than you think.”

“Unless I fail the test,” Thomas added, having grasped now what the “test of quality” had to be, though not how a fertility test in this world might be conducted. It would presumably be something magic.

Or perhaps not.

“Unless you fail the test, yes,” the King replied. “In that case, I will use the rest of my magic to send you home. It is what your mother would have wanted.” An expression of awful sorrow rolled across the aged man’s face like a cloud. Then it was gone, replaced with the stern discipline of a man who was willing to go to his death for his people. “Now, go. The sooner you complete the test, the better.”

Emily tugged at his arm. “Follow me, Sire.”

With an odd reluctance, Thomas let her lead him away. If everything had felt surreal before, it did even more so now.

I just met my father and potentially inherited a kingdom of goblins. And my qualifications seem tied to my sperm count. I guess it could be worse. My bio-dad could have been a real dick and tried to eat me or something.

On the way out of the castle grounds, he asked, “Why did he seem so sane? I mean . . .”

“Your father became increasingly disciplined over the past few years. When the curse struck, he turned everything into a focus for that. He hoped that research could help cure him.”

“He was sad.”

Emily sighed morosely. “Infertility is the closest thing our kind has to a crime, Sire. Add to that his odd mental state and you see the problem. He has been in a state of decline, at least from the perspective of his subjects, for a long time.”

She delivered the news clinically, but not without kindness. Thomas at last understood why the kingdom was in such a state. If goblins respected strength, as Emily had explained and he had seen in his fight with Fresh Catch, how much respect could they have for a weak, impotent old man?

The castle is empty because his servants and guards have abandoned him, Thomas realized. The kingdom is falling apart without leadership.

Looking over the city before him, Thomas sensed things were not too far gone. His past experience, coupled with his civil engineering training, told him there was still hope. They were close to extinction, but this place could still be saved by a strong, competent leader. He suddenly, desperately wanted to be that man, because he saw now this was his true home.

I was born here, and I belong here, he told himself. The thoughts rang true, as certain and potent as anything he’d ever felt on Earth.

“But how? What’s next?” He found a list of things that needed doing running through his mind. What about water? Sewage? What’s medicine like over here? What about food? We saw no farms on the way in. Where are they getting their food from?

Reaching out, Emily gently squeezed his arm. “Do not worry, Sire. We will teach you to embrace your G-Mode too. Once we prove your quality, everything will come easily…starting with me.” She grinned. “You will see.”

She led him back through the city. With the perspective of what he’d learned in the castle, so much more of what he saw made sense. Empty buildings. Empty streets. Abandoned homes. Trash, filth, and broken things everywhere. The city was dying, and now he understood why.

Even with its state of dereliction, the central districts of Lotta Tot had housing capacity for thousands more than those who currently lived there. But what about support services? He found himself revisiting his list . Goblins might not care about sanitation, but fresh water and trash removal would matter to the non-goblin inhabitants of the capital city.

If he inherited the kingdom, all of those would need to be addressed and more. Clearly, some of the locals were surviving well enough, so they must have figured out solutions for many of those needs. Given how the goblin women looked quite clean compared to the males, there was likely some system of doing things outside the purview of the warriors.

Maybe they just bathe in the river? That was the most obvious answer. It also occurred to him again that goblin women were probably the only reason Lotta Tot still existed.

“So…how exactly do we test my quality?”

“My mother, the High Epichirurigeon will conduct a ceremony with an emissary of the ovisari,” Emily replied. “Their race has a magical ability to quantify the abilities we require.”

“The ovisari?” he asked. Thomas had seen enough other races in the city to wonder if the ovisari were one of them.

“Yes, sire. The ovisari are a race of people who have an ability that perfectly fits our needs. We had to bring one in for you, since we don’t have the same amount of time as we did with Umadin’s other half-blood children. The High Priestess will provide you with more details once we begin the ceremony.”

Thomas started another question just as he stumbled over a loose cobblestone. When he regained his balance, he looked down at what he’d tripped over. Something about it drew his attention.

Kneeling, he lifted the stone and saw that it fit precisely with its neighbors to a degree that surprised him, given what he’d seen in this city. A waft of cold air radiated up from the ground.

That’s odd. Why is there cold air flowing beneath the surface of the street? He waved his hand back and forth to make sure he wasn’t imagining it. No, there was a slight but definite flow of air coming up from below between the cobbles.

Emily tugged on his arm. “Sire, it’s adorable that your chaos is showing, but we need to go.”

“Yeah. Good point.” Making a mental note to investigate later, he slid the stone back into place and stood up.

“So, why do we need to use an ovisari? What’s so special about them? Don’t your people have their own magic to detect quality?”

“We have never had to develop a rapid mechanism. Normally, the natural method works well enough.” Emily grinned and patted her stomach. “It’s always been easier to give royalty a few opportunities and then wait for a few weeks to see if the seed took or not.”

Well, that seemed logical. “And in this case, we don’t have that sort of time?” he asked. “Because of this battle my father is waiting for?”

“Exactly, Sire. If you pass, you must start to work restoring the kingdom immediately. We cannot wait weeks to see if you are fertile. What little chance we have here would be gone.”

That also seemed clear, but Thomas still wondered about the ovisari–an entire race with such a unique and specific ability. Then again, there are many species back on Earth whose entire survival strategy is constant reproduction. Rabbits, for example. I can’t judge these people based on Earth standards.

Something else occurred to him.

“Emily, why have you been calling me Sire, but you called my father Lord?”

“Uh.” She looked away, face going flush in embarrassment. “I’m traditional in that way. Like most of our people, I believe an impotent King is no King, Sire. It is my fondest, brightest wish that you shall prove capable. Mama says your father’s bloodline dates back to the pinnacle of our kind. He was once strong and wise, but all that changed after the curse. I mean no disrespect to your father, but . . .”

“But you’re a goblin, and goblins are the way they are.”

“Indeed, Sire.”

Her confession sent a twinge through Thomas’s gut. He felt as if he and Emily had bonded, and she’d made it painfully obvious that if he was fertile, she expected to be first in line for breeding. He’d been trying to put that off, but the prospect of her turning her back on him if he failed this test suddenly made him realize how much he’d been looking forward to it–however much he’d been acting otherwise.

She was smart, capable, and gorgeous, and very much his type. Her green skin and goblin features no longer even seemed odd to him. On the contrary, it felt like she was offering the thing his other girlfriends had lacked.

And the truth finally dawned on him.

Girls like Emily are my type…because my type is goblin girls. Because I’m a goblin.

A trickle of impulse tugged at his stomach, drawing his eyes over to his companion and down her curvaceous frame. She’d made it very clear that she was willing and available.

Why wait? Goblins respect Chaos. They require it, even. I can just give in. Right here and now, she could be mine.

But along with that revelation came memories. He’d been raised on Earth and punished for the very instincts that he seemed to need now. Finding the right balance would be key, if such a thing were possible. He had to control and use chaos, not just surrender to it.

“Now that you’ve been to see the King,” Emily went on, seemingly oblivious to his salacious thoughts about her, “I will take you to the High Priestess. She is probably busy overseeing the evening meals. Once those are complete, we will introduce you to the ovisari and complete your test. If all goes well, we will know the results by midnight tonight.”

So, at midnight, Emily might be his. Or he might be going home.

I don’t want to go home, he thought. The very idea sent a lance of fear through him. This was his home and his people. He had to pass.

That fear, though, was quickly replaced by overwhelming determination. Whatever the test was, he would pass it.

He had to. These people–his people–needed him.


Chapter 5: Chef Mama


As Thomas and Emily left the palace behind them, they passed a few of the other races he’d glimpsed upon his first arrival. One group walked close enough for him to get a good look at them. They were fair and pale-skinned, with gold-to-silver hair and ears that were even longer and more pointed than a goblin’s. Their features were exotic and otherworldly, though still attractive.

Elves, he thought. They have elves here too.

But these elves were far from the aloof, ethereal beings he knew from fantasy literature on Earth. They were nearly as dirty as the goblins, and their mood seemed the same–despair and resignation about whatever dire fate was about to befall this city.

“Refugees from the Troll King,” Emily whispered once they were past them. “We’ve heard he’s made alliances with the humans and turned against multiple elven settlements.”

“Why would they come here and not to others of their kind?”

“Geography and politics, Sire.”

“Just like Earth.” The thought made him sad. Whoever this Troll King was, Thomas was coming to understand that the rival royal would have to be dealt with. These people need me, too. It’s not just the goblins.

Having responsibility to an entire species was one thing. Now, he saw the true scope of his role. To make the Fae Wild a safe place for his people, he’d need to become a king in every sense of the word. That meant diplomacy, trade, and more.

How does one man manage all of this? He could only hope that Emily, and maybe his Tablet, would provide some options. Umadin had ruled the kingdom before being cursed, so it stood to reason Thomas would have the same opportunities.

Emily led him back through the city and down a winding path that paralleled the road she’d brought him along before. They emerged into the encampment on the outskirts of the town, where every building looked like it was one strong breeze away from falling over. She pointed to the biggest cookfire, the one with the giant pot, where he saw a cluster of goblin women working.

She said, “The one with the big spoon is Chef Mama. She’s the High Epichirurigeon.”

Chef Mama was a woman of imposing stature, at least for a goblin. She had a mature look about her, with crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes and laugh lines around her mouth. Her features were so lush and full that they were in danger of spilling over. She was robustly curved, with the plumpness that came from comfortable living. She wore a simple white dress that somehow remained clean and free of stain, despite working in front of the immense cook-pot.

Upon seeing them approach, the woman called out, “Emily, is this the Prince-Elect?”

The other women parted to make way for them as Emily came bouncing over to give Chef Mama a hug. “He is, Mama.”

Turning to Thomas, the chef looked him up and down, deep-set eyes studying him thoughtfully as Emily returned to him, taking his arm and hugging it against her chest.

“Well, he certainly is big and handsome. I can see the Chaos in his eyes. That’s good.” Lifting her voice to him, she added, “Prince-Elect, you can call me Chef Mama, or the High Epichirurigeon, whichever you prefer. If you become our next King, I expect you’ll call me Mama.”

Thomas instantly liked the woman. With a smile, he replied, “Very nice to meet you, Chef Mama.”

“Oh!” Mama chortled. “So polite for a male, isn’t he? Well, I suppose we’ll see how long he keeps that civil tone around this bunch.” She waved a huge wooden spoon around her, pointing to dozens of dirty goblins running in circles at the edge of the encampment. They seemed to be playing some sort of game that involved picking up dirt, packing it into balls, and throwing them at one another. The game felt familiar, and a moment later, he realized why.

“Are they snowball fighting with dirt?” Thomas asked.

Mama nodded soberly. “A merchant came back with tales from the Snow Goblins years ago. The ideas never unstuck. Now, when they get bored, a lot of our folk like to try to recreate it.”

It’s the chaos in them, he realized. Some simply have no Cunning or Discipline, so they revert to a state little better than animals.

“The King can help focus and control this chaos, right?”

“That is one of his responsibilities, yes,” Chef Mama replied, ladling out a helping of stew into a bowl. Emily carried it over to him.

As pleasant as Emily’s mother seemed, Thomas was deeply unsure about goblin cooking, given what he’d seen of their approach to personal hygiene. The cook pot was big enough that a few of those mud-balls could easily fly in without being noticed. He was also certain those “dirt balls” had more than just dirt in them.

Then the complex, rich aroma he’d smelled earlier assaulted his senses. It came from a steaming bowl, which appeared to have a savory mix of vegetables, spices, and some kind of meat. He hadn’t been especially hungry before they arrived here, but his mouth immediately watered at the stew before him.

“This smells amazing, Chef Mama.” All concern forgotten, he tipped the bowl up and took an experimental taste. Not only did it smell delicious, but it also it tasted positively divine.

“What is this?” he asked in wonder. The stew was about the tastiest thing he’d ever eaten.

Chef Mama beamed.

“Us Mix-Match goblins have long practiced a combination of healing magic and cooking.” She waved at the pot. “Put both together, along with a little this and that, and you end up with cauldrons of healing dinner.”

Healing? he thought. But even as the thought formed in his head, Thomas felt his arm tingle. Looking down, he saw the scratch he’d gotten walking through the forest vanish. Suddenly, he understood how the goblins survived their insane lifestyle. Chef Mama truly is the backbone of Lotta Tot.

Thomas asked, “Chef Mama, are you the only one who can produce this amazing concoction?”

She looked over at Emily, a gentle frown curving her full lips. “My bloodline is thin, Prince. Other than Emily and a few others, there aren’t many who have the knack for what I do. Some of the other priestesses can manage a simpler version of the broth. But alas, there is only one Chef Mama.”

Emily flushed at the stare her mother gave her.

“Mama, you know what I’ve always wanted.” Her eyes cut over to Thomas, and he saw a flash of desire that put the previous ones to shame.

Have I ever felt so wanted? Probably not.

Chef Mama’s dour expression softened. “I understand, daughter. We must each find our own path. I just wish more of us had proper Kingly guidance on what that should be.” Reaching out, she stroked her hand through Emily’s fine red hair. Chef Mama’s fingernails were dark green and sharply tipped, as if they’d been filed down to dangerous points.

“Kingly guidance?” Thomas summoned his Tablet. Holding it up, he said, “This?”

She waggled her spoon at him. “Yes, Prince. In the Fae Wilds an Orichalcum Tablet is the key to wealth and power. For us goblins, it is key to our survival. If you earn the right, it will allow you to talk to the chaos of your goblin subjects. It’s how the true Kings transform little goblin villages into mighty empires. Or at least, they have in the past. One can only hope those days will come again.”

Emily sighed wistfully. Her mother scowled and gave her a reproachful look. “You keep making expressions like one of those Sky Goblins and we’re going to have words.”

Despite himself, Thomas laughed. “Sky goblins? If they’re anything like the name sounds, I’m willing to bet there aren’t many of them.”

“None, so far as we know,” Emily replied. She pointed at one of the goblin children playing in the mud. He seemed like the others at first, but then Thomas noticed he had light blue streaks on his skin. “A bit of their bloodline remains in our people,” Emily said. “We are Mix-Match goblins, after all.”

“Few, if any, of the pure bloodlines remain,” Mama said sadly.

“Bloodlines?” Thomas asked. “You’ve said that a few times. What are they?”

Mama turned back to her cooking pot as she answered him.

“Other than our chaos, we goblins have one key trait that sets us apart from the other races.”

Reaching into one of the many pockets lining her apron, she grabbed a handful of sticks and leaves. Without looking down to measure or even consider the pile, she tossed it all into the cauldron. A strange, pulsating energy radiated from the pot as the new ingredients were added. Chef Mama smiled, stirring vigorously.

“And what is that?” Thomas asked, doing his best not to think about what he’d just eaten, and how it had probably begun as leaf litter.

“We breed quickly. With the right King leading us, very quickly. With that breeding, we’ve learned to adapt and specialize in our environments.” She waved at her watermelon-sized breasts. “Us Mix-Matchers have a bloodline that makes it easier for us to learn cooking and healing magic.” Cutting her eyes to the playing in the distance, she added, “When there’s enough discipline to learn, that is.”

“I don’t suppose there is a way to deliberately bring these bloodlines out, is there?”

“The right King could do so, indeed,” she replied. “There are rare magical herbs and potions that can quicken the change.” Mama waved at the Tablet. “Coupled with the Tablet and an able advisor, your seed could create a whole host of new bloodlines.”

“An able advisor? Like you? Would you be able to help me with this? Just from walking around the city today, I can see so many things that need to be done, and repopulating—”

But Chef Mama cut him off with a sharp laugh.

“Not I! No, these bones are too old and settled to take on such an ambitious task. You’ll need to find a mage…or another of my bloodline.” She looked pointedly at Emily, though she said nothing. The message was clear.

He nodded, adding what he’d just learned to the growing patchwork of his understanding about this strange new world. Emily’s importance as his assistant grew clearer by the minute.

And it’s not just her perky…mood and value as a guide, he thought.

Thomas said, “I see. And how long would it take, assuming I have what it takes, and we got the right potions and herbs?”

“A single generation, if you have the stamina for it, and everything goes well. Two or three years to see fruit from that harvest.” Then Mama smiled slyly. “Just be aware, Prince, that if you take on this challenge, I expect you will be quite busy with it.”

Emily giggled, pressing herself against him, but Thomas was immediately lost in thought despite the pressure of her breasts against his side. Could this be a tool to build my kingdom into something great? It was an intriguing idea.

But he was getting ahead of himself, he remembered. The kingdom wasn’t his yet.

The constant trickle of goblins to the cook pot ebbed over the next hour. Thomas watched them eating, making calculations in his head. The civil planner in him was assessing the amount of food each of them consumed and at what rate. He also observed their behavior before and after. Every goblin who ate quickly seemed to fall into a torpor, lying down right where they’d eaten and beginning to doze.

None of them even cleaned up after themselves. If Chef Mama’s assistants hadn’t gone around picking up the bowls and rinsing them clean in a vat of boiling liquid, they would have run out of them quickly. Thomas noted with some displeasure that almost all the lazy goblins were men.

“Do goblin women have a higher Cunning and Discipline attribute than the men do?” he asked Emily.

“Sometimes, but it’s not that simple.”

Chef Mama added, “Your Tablet simplifies things for you, but it leaves a lot of nuance out unless you go into the details.”

“Mother, please?” Emily said, shooting her mother a look.

“Oh, I’m sorry dear. Please go ahead.”

Thomas caught Chef Mama concealing a pleased smile as she turned to address one of her assistants.

Emily picked up, “Chaos manifests differently in our men than it does in our women.” She patted her stomach. “Our chaos urges us to reproduce and nurture others. Most of us, anyway. There are a few women who are just as aggressive and wild as the men, and just as lazy and dirty as the ones you see here.”

“But the Tablet could help me shape that?”

“Yes, depending on your Cunning and Discipline scores, and your Chaos, too. The more powerful you are, the more that will translate through the Tablet and to your people.”

“Tell him about the limits dear,” Chef Mama said.

Clearing her throat, Emily went on. “You’ll have a domain. At first, it’ll probably just be Lotta Tot. That means you won’t be able to exercise Command Authority anywhere else. Not until you grow your holdings, or form alliances with the goblins who broke apart.”

Thomas barely resisted the urge to interrupt and ask for more details about that.

“If the King passes you his authority, your Tablet will allow you to speak with our chaos. It’ll come with a variety of benefits, such as issuing remote commands to your followers.”

There we go, he thought. If the Tablet can give me the ability to assign tasks remotely, that will be a huge advantage, especially in a world without smartphones.

As his eyes traveled across the area, he paused on Chef Mama, a new thought occurring to him. “And what about a queen? Does the goblin queen gain the same powers and privileges?”

Emily laughed and gave him an indulgent smile. “Of course. Though most women of our kind have other duties.” Indicating her mother, she added, “Mama gave the King before Umadin over a hundred children, in addition to her role as Chef.”

“And I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Chef Mama added brightly.

“A hundred children?” Thomas tried doing the math.

Emily explained, “Normal goblin babies take about three months to gestate, and that’s without the help of magic. The Incubatus can shorten that to just a few weeks. Our kids grow to physical maturity in just a few years, but we don’t hit sexual maturity until much later. It’s basically the equivalent of eighteen years old, Earth time.”

“And how does aging work?”

“Once we’re mature, we age about like humans do, until we’re human-thirty. After that, we can live practically forever. It’s never old age that kills us.”

Chef Mama clucked her tongue sadly. “It’s almost always ourselves.”

From what he’d observed, Thomas couldn’t have agreed more. If they weren’t so self-destructive, goblins would be a plague upon the world.

Night fell as dinner finally ended. As Thomas helped Chef Mama and the others finish the cleanup, he was startled to realize that the cook pot was as full as it had been when they arrived. Despite having fed hundreds of goblins, including a ravenous Thomas and Emily, the level of the stew in the pot never seemed to decrease. It still simmered with chunks of mysterious meat that he’d never seen Chef Mama add.

Mama noticed him staring.

“Magic, Prince. Goblin magic can do many things, as you will see.” Passing her ladle over to an assistant, she wiped off her hands. “Dinner is over. It’s time to take you to the testing tent.”

“Testing time!” Emily squealed, bouncing with excitement.

The two women waved for Thomas to follow them back into the city. This time, instead of assessing the state of the buildings or the people, he tried to get a handle on the bigger picture.

Who were these goblins that he felt so compelled to help? With the sunset fading from the horizon, he watched as dozens of goblin children wove through the city streets. They ran in and out of the hovels that passed for homes, paying no attention to the piles of trash.

Compared to Earth children, they seemed almost feral. They laughed and played like Earth kids, but their games were wild, almost savage. He saw goblin parents watching them, chatting with each other amiably as they shared a bottle of some goblin liquor. Yet the parents showed no signs of stepping in when things got rough between the kids–far rougher than human parents would have tolerated.

Either Karens aren’t a thing in this world, he thought wryly, or children beating each other to a pulp is normal here.

“Your children play hard,” he said to Chef Mama.

She laughed. “They do, and they must, Sire. Our life is not comfortable, and goblins are driven by harsh instincts, as you have surely seen by now. If our offspring do not grow up strong and cunning, they will not survive. Their games are far kinder and safer than what they will face in this world. All that roughhousing prepares them for the dangers of being hunted by trolls and our other enemies.”

Despite the rough play, he saw signs of beauty as well. Ornate sculptures of metal and gemstones decorated many of the houses, and all of them had odd moving parts. Some spun in the breeze, others flapped or danced about whenever someone walked by. Some even seemed to move of their own accord, spinning even when there was no breeze to move them. Those, he thought, had to be triggered by magic or some hidden mechanism.

So, they do have engineers here, he thought. Goblin versions of them, at least, but clearly, they have the expertise.

Several goblin children ran past, stopping at one of the pinwheels. “Sunset spin spin time!” one squealed with glee, reaching out to set the wheel in motion. A kaleidoscope of color shone from the whirling device, dancing across their faces. Each child became rapt, their frantic motions replaced with expressions of utter fascination at the colors of the spinning wheel.

As he observed the children, a powerful sense swept through him that this meant something, as if their behavior was a fundamental key to understanding goblin psychology. But Emily tugged at his arm yet again, pulling him along before he could glean any insights.

They arrived on the outskirts of the priestly area of the city, next to a small domed building ringed with gemstones that flickered in the firelight. Distant conversation, loud against the crisply cool night air, added a layer under the abrupt solemnity of the mood. Chef Mama stopped outside a heavy rawhide flap that covered the entrance to the stone dwelling.

“Within you will find the ovisari,” she said solemnly. “You must prove your quality to that sacred being. Only then will you be worthy of the authority to rule our people.”

Emily gave him a look filled with intense yearning but said nothing more. Squaring his shoulders, Thomas walked inside.


Chapter 6: The Test of Quality


The interior of the room was even smaller than Thomas had expected. Curved stone walls covered with animal hides enclosed a space that might have been fifteen feet across. The only piece of furniture in the room was an ancient bed of dark mahogany. Several fire-light gemstones crudely tied to wooden stakes lit the place with a dim orange glow. A mysterious robed figure stood in the center–one he realized he’d seen before.

“You were there when I arrived in this world,” he said, remembering the glimpse of white hair in the square.

The figure inclined its head toward him slowly, then reached up to tug at the knot at the nape of its throat. In a sinuous, practiced motion, it stepped forward as the cloak cascaded to the ground. What it revealed was not what Thomas had been expecting.

What the hell?

The thought echoed across his mind, as every other impulse in Thomas’s brain was replaced with an urgent need to take.

The ovisari was a bafflingly gorgeous woman. She wasn’t a goblin, and to be honest, Thomas had no clear idea what he was looking at.

She was a little taller than Emily, but not by much, and her build was similar. Long, curly white hair cascaded down the honey-hued skin of her shoulders and over her skintight pink blouse. A preposterous amount of cleavage threatened to spill free from her top. Looking at it, he couldn’t help but wonder just how the laces were maintaining their structural integrity. It must have been a wonder of engineering.

Beneath the cutoff top, her hips were almost as flared as Emily’s, though she was more on the athletically lean side. The leanness made the lines of her hips distinct where they vanished into her tiny pink shorts. The shorts had ruffles on the bottom, and they hugged her core tightly enough he realized he could even see the outline of her pussy lips.

Seeing them made Thomas hard in an instant. Chaos swelled within him, shouting at him to give into his impulses–to take her, use her, breed her.

I guess it’s not only goblins that I feel drawn to, a part of him thought with irony. Just an hour or two ago, he’d been thinking about how maybe the reason he hadn’t connected with human women was that they weren’t goblins. This woman made that notion foolish.

It wasn’t just goblin women that he responded to: it was fae women.

After a difficult moment, he tore his gaze away from her body, but it didn’t dispel the raging chaos in his chest. The woman’s face was nothing short of captivating. There was an inviting, wide-eyed aspect to it that struck just the right impulse to fuck her brains out.

It wasn’t that she looked innocent or young. Rather, he got the feeling that she would be into anything he wanted. No, not just into, he amended, she’d love it.

Immense blue eyes looked up at him through white bangs, conveying an air of trepidation that was utterly at odds with her lush body and sultry manner. Other than her eyes and build, the other usual element of her features was a pair of curling golden horns that peeked through her hair. They only added to her beauty, as far as his libido was concerned.

“How would you like me?” she said, voice melodic and high-pitched.

“Huh?”

She took a few lithe, waltzing steps to the bed and bent away from him. The flickering lights of the gemstones caressed her body as she arched her back. She presented her luscious ass to him, giving him a perfect sight of it and the little dimples dotting her lower back.

“Would the prince-elect like me from behind? Or—” In a single flipping motion, she rolled onto her back and lifted her legs. With no effort, she looped her legs behind her head, forcing the lines of her shorts to completely hug the little space between her thighs. “—like this?”

Thomas gaped at her. This was the test of quality?

With a puzzled expression, the ovisari released her legs and bounced to her feet. The activity nearly made her breasts explode from her top.

“What do you not understand? I need a sample of your fluids. It is customary for a male goblin to want to rut, is it not?”

“Rut?” he asked.

She nodded and made a hip-thrusting motion, accompanied by a few high-pitched grunts. The movement and sounds, accompanied by her all-pink adorableness, practically broke his brain. It was that very incongruity that shook the hold chaos had on his libido.

Thomas laughed, shaking his head as he finally understood what was going on here. He was supposed to mount her, and somehow or another, her body would know whether he was fertile.

The Thomas from a day before probably would have taken her up on the offer. After all, it wasn’t often that you had some gorgeous, sexy girl offer herself to you like this. Come to think of it, Thomas had never encountered a situation like this before.

But after spending the day with Emily, Thomas was surprised to find himself refusing the ovisari. Something here just wasn’t right. When he looked into the goblin girl’s eyes, he saw genuine desire. This girl, on the other hand, was hesitating. No matter how alluring she looked, there was pantomime in her actions.

She doesn’t want me or this. That was plenty to give him the strength to say no.

“Look,” he said, “if you need a sample of my semen or whatever, I’m happy to masturbate into a cup or something. I’m not just going to ‘rut’ with a random stranger to do this.”

“What?” She hesitated, brow furrowing cutely. “No. That’s not how it works. I must have your princely fluids in my sacred vessel. That’s how my magic functions.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Sacred vessel?”

She pointed downward.

Oh – right.

“Will any fluids do?” he asked.

The ovisari girl scowled. “Is your race able to impregnate females by spitting at them?”

“Uh, no.” Well, it was worth a shot, he thought.

She continued staring at him, baffled.

“I don’t understand. Don’t you want to rut? Isn’t that how this works? Or do you find me so repulsive that you are unable to perform?”

He blinked at her.

“Hold on a minute. Why are you asking me how this works?”

She looked down, arms folding behind her back as she shuffled awkwardly in place. “Um, well…”

“Well, what?”

“This is my first Test of Quality. I normally have other jobs among my people.”

“Like what?”

“Important ones. Ones I am not here to talk about.” A flash of fire appeared beneath her embarrassment as she tipped her chin up. “My job is to test your quality.”

“By rutting with me?”

She shook her head. “Yes. You will deposit your princely fluids into my sacred vessel. I will provide my services, then leave. That is the arrangement.”

The arrangement. Her services. Those words rebounded in his mind, putting his chaos entirely to rest. Taking a few steps over to the bed, he sat down and looked at her. The bed was incredibly comfortable, more than the finest beds he’d felt on Earth. The ornate carvings at the head and foot of the bed began glowing subtly.

“Is this a magic bed?”

Following his gaze, the ovisari girl’s mouth tightened in disgust. “Yes. Elven made.”

He turned back to her.

“How about we start with this? My name is Thomas Stone.” He held his hand out. “Who are you?”

She looked down at his hand curiously and made no move to take it.

“Okay,” he said. “Where I come from, we press palms together to show neither of us has a weapon. It’s part of how we establish trust. We also exchange names.”

“Neither of us has a weapon?”

Her face took on the same wide-eyed, innocent expression she’d had when he came in. Stepping toward him, she put her hand against his. It was small, but the feel of it differed from what he’d expected–it was rough and calloused, as if she was used to a certain level of physical labor. That was an odd contrast to her supposed role here.

“I am Lulu Violet.”

“Nice to meet you, Lulu.” Thomas patted the bed. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

“Are we going to rut now?” Now that he’d grown more accustomed to her features, he thought he saw a hint of fearful trepidation, maybe even resignation, in her face.

I’m not fucking someone who looks that way at me. Not ever, he determined. Voice firm, he said, “No, Lulu. We’re going to talk.”

Her bafflement intensified.

“But why? Why should I give you my name and touch your hand in peace? Why aren’t we getting on with it? Your seed should already be inside me.”

The lovely edge of her high voice was fraying, as if she were desperate to hurry this process along. The glimmer of suspicion that had been tugging at Thomas’s instincts ever since he walked in took a leap forward.

Not only was the girl acting oddly, but the roughness of her hands contrasted strongly with her soft, cuddly appearance. If there was one thing he’d learned on Earth, traveling from one country to another as the son of a diplomat, it was the tell of someone with a hidden agenda.

“Do you need to be somewhere else?” he asked. “Do you have an appointment to conduct another Test of Quality in the next kingdom over?”

“I—no. But why are you not eagerly pounding my sacred vessel with your princely tool?”

He groaned.

“Look. It’s not my nature to just have sex with someone I met five minutes ago, someone I have no emotional bond with,” he explained, watching her face even more closely. “If I don’t have to…pound your sacred vessel, then I have absolutely no intention of doing so unless we both want it.”

If it were possible, Lulu seemed even more confused.

“Want it? What does my wanting this have to do with anything? I have no choice in being here.”

He nodded. “That’s it exactly. It’s not my habit to have sex with someone who isn’t genuinely interested in sleeping with me, let alone someone who is being compelled.”

Lulu stared at him in complete shock.

“But you’re a goblin! Goblins do that all the time! Everyone knows it. Your males go into rutting season, and the females are taken. They rut with anything that is capable of receiving their members, regardless of whether that thing even knows what is going on! The entire world knows what savages you all are.”

He groaned. Why was it everything he learned about goblin men made them sound even worse? “If that’s how the world sees goblins, that’s the first thing I’m changing once I’m King. I will not have my people known as the hump-bros of the Fae Wild.”

“Hump-bros?”

Ignoring her question, he continued, “I’m half-goblin, not full. And I was raised in a different world. What I need is different from the locals. I’m convinced that the behavior you’re seeing is due to the fact that goblin men cannot control their chaos without a king.” He summoned his Tablet and gestured at it. “Once I take on that role, my intent is to provide them with that guidance. I want to do this, because they need that leadership. Your impressions about my people may not be wrong, but I intend to change all of that. I’ve seen the inner city. I know they are capable of more than what you think.”

The architecture in the inner city was strange, but it was also beautiful. Magical, even. If goblins led by a visionary King had once built that, he knew they could do it again.

Lulu’s face went blank in amazement. She looked back and forth between his face to the Tablet, licking her lips anxiously.

“You would change their nature?” she asked softly.

“No. Not their nature. I have to give them a means to control it, to use it for good instead of going G-Mode. Let’s call it mental clarity. It’s not right that an entire people should be entirely beholden to chaos.”

In the back of his mind, Thomas knew what he was promising might well be beyond his ability. But he wanted to try, and he knew that doing it was the key to revitalizing this kingdom and raising it to the heights Chef Mama had talked about.

Lulu continued gaping at him, her bafflement and odd mood evaporating. Her huge blue eyes stared hard, beginning to lose the glint of subterfuge that had triggered his suspicions.

“You truly mean that.”

He nodded. “I do.”

“But you just said you are a half-goblin. You share their curse.”

“Their curse? You mean the chaos?”

“Yes. That.”

“Sure, I do.” In fact, since coming to the Fae Wild, he’d noticed the chaos awakening inside him. What had been mere glimpses of impulse control on Earth warred with his focus. He’d felt it with both Emily and Lulu. Fortunately, he had the Discipline to control it.

If anything, feeling his chaos awakening gave him empathy for the downtrodden goblin men.

“And so you do not want…” Lulu looked down, motioning half-heartedly at her delicious little body. “Yet I saw the look in your eyes when you first walked in. The desire! You wanted to take me. I saw it. Why would you deny what you want?”

“Because I can’t teach my people control if I don’t have it myself,” he replied. “Having feelings and desires, even strong ones, doesn’t mean you have to act on them.”

“But the curse!” She practically wailed the word. She stood up, backed up a few steps, and pointed at him. “You cannot deny your nature! No goblin does.”

Without another word, she tore off her top and tossed it aside. Then she reached down, hooking her thumbs into the waist of her shorts and shoving them to the floor. She straightened up, putting her hands on her hips and thrusting her breasts toward him.

“There! Deny your nature if you can! I insist that you pound my sacred vessel, Prince Thomas! I want your member in me now! Give me your princely seed!”

The firelight danced across her naked body, shining across her magnificent breasts and the gently sloping cavity of her hips. It felt like magic was pulling his eyes down to the bare, beautiful folds of her delicate vessel. As his gaze drifted down, Lulu spread her legs a bit and thrust her hips forward, opening herself. The bright pink of her inner lips flashed invitingly.

But what Thomas saw belied her words. Those lips, though beautiful, were pale and dry.

She’s not wet. There’s no arousal at all. She still doesn’t want this.

Chaos surged at the sight of Lulu’s naked form. But Cunning and Discipline–coupled with his now-firm suspicions–rose up and warred with it. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw his forearms begin to change color as hints of marbled gray surfaced.

I’m transforming? He thought, alarmed.

“Yes, yes!” Lulu reached down and pulled her lips apart, exposing herself further. “Give in, prince elect! Show me what G-Mode is all about.”

But the shrill timbre of her voice grated against her pretended eagerness to rut with him. Thomas was even more convinced that she didn’t want to do this, didn’t want to be here, and was only doing it because of some reason he could not fathom.

“Fuck, no,” he rasped, lingering desire clutching at his throat even as his mind clamped down on his response. “Put your clothes back on. I’m not fucking you.”

“But you must!” she cried.

He stared at her.

“Why?”

She pointed at her hair. “I have to test you.”

He shook his head, deliberately looking at her face rather than her exposed mound. “Tell me why.”

“I told you.”

Thomas stood up, groaning.

“Lulu, tell me the truth. The real truth. Or I swear, I’m leaving this room, and we’re not doing anything. I refuse to do something you obviously don’t want to do.” He waved a hand. “I can tell from here you’re as dry as the desert. I’m not going to fuck someone who doesn’t want it.”

She let out a whimper.

“You really mean that? Even with your skin all goblin gray?”

Looking down, he saw that the gray color had infused his entire form. He could feel the chaos churning in his guts, urging him on. But he was in control. Now that he’d determined his course of action, the chaos no longer screamed at him to violate the girl.

Backed by his discipline and reason, the energy wanted something different. It wanted control of the situation.

I can work with that, he thought.

“Yes, I really mean that,” he said. “Now tell me what’s going on here.”

Instead of putting her clothes on, Lulu sagged back against the nearest wall and crossed her arms angrily. Her sweet voice dropped an octave, growing huskier and far less sultry. Her fake-sexy mood evaporated.

“I’m here for a job, okay?”

“I know that.”

“Not that job.” She pointed at the Tablet. “I’m here to get that Tablet, once the King passes Command Authority over to you.”

He nodded as things began falling into place. Her behavior now made complete sense.

“So, you’re a thief?”

Extending a foot, she brushed a heel against her fallen robe, pushing a fold of cloth aside. It revealed the hilt of a weapon. “Not exactly. At least, not just a thief.”

A chill shot through Thomas’s stomach. It hadn’t occurred to him until that moment that being the Prince-Elect would make him enemies outside of the goblin kingdom. Giving Fresh Catch the job had been to protect him against goblins, not foreigners..

“So you’re an assassin?”

She jerked her head in a sharp nod. “One of the best. I’m level five.”

He considered standing, maybe trying to run, but between the demand of the Chaos in him and cold logic, he remained still for now.

“And so why are you telling me this?”

“Because maybe I’d rather not work for the people I work for anymore. They pay well, but beyond that, they’re little better than your people at their worst.”

“Go on.”

“I’m a Vassal. That means the person to whom I owe my allegiance can see my status. He knows my loyalty and whereabouts.” She pointed at his golden-colored Tablet. “With that, you can take my allegiance if I offer it to you. It’ll move my Vassalage over and free me from my obligations. You’ll be able to see my loyalty. If you will free me from this nightmare, I’d be willing to work for you. If you’d like.”

“I suppose I could, yeah,” he replied, still suspicious. Lulu going from being there to sleep with him, to assassinate him, to wanting to become his Vassal had all happened too fast. It didn’t precisely feel contrived, but it was close.

Imagine I’m out to kill the goblins. Knowing about goblin ceremonies, the Test of Quality is a perfect opportunity for an assassin. He thought through the logic, trying to find faults in it. His guard would be down, and he would be alone with the ovisari. The only missing part was Lulu changing her allegiances, but if what she’d say was true, that also made sense. According to Emily, Royal Tablets are rare. Lulu may genuinely be in the only situation where she could become free of her current boss, potentially ever.

It all checked out. That didn’t entirely dispel his reluctance to simply accept her offer, however.

Thomas was rapidly realizing that he needed to know who his enemies were–especially the ones who were already moving against him. A chance to recruit someone who could betray the plots against his kingdom was not going to come along often.

“Who are you working for? Is it the Troll King?”

“Yes.” She practically spat the word. “That lying, betraying Tyrant purchased my loyalty from my people. If you take my Vassalage, I’ll tell you. But not until then.” Her lower lip quivered at the end, as a hint of hope shone in her eyes.

She’s not lying, he realized. Lulu’s acting hadn’t been good enough to seduce him, and he doubted it would be sufficient to convey so many complex emotions at once.

Thomas stood up.

“Okay. Then, I’ll do it.”

Lulu sagged with relief and let out a long sigh. “Well, this puts us in a really awkward position, doesn’t it?”

“How so?”

She smirked at him.

“For you to get that Command Authority and take me as a vassal, you have to pass a certain test. Without it, you can’t be prince-elect to take my loyalty.”

He looked Lulu over again. What to do here? The obvious solution came to mind quickly, and Thomas smiled.

“I suppose that’s true. I have a proposal, if you’d be willing to entertain it.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Go on.”

“As little interest as I had in fucking you before this revelation, I’m really not interested in doing it under these circumstances. But perhaps there’s another way we can get my fluids where they belong.”

Lulu’s adorable face filled with confusion.

“Uh…how?”

“There’s someone I know who would be very happy to work with us on it, and she’s someone I actually want to have sex with. What if she gave you the fluids?”

Lulu’s gigantic eyes widened in surprise.

“I…I hadn’t considered that possibility. Female fertility isn’t part of my test, but..” She broke off, flushing. “How would you do it?”

Thomas walked over to the cloth covering the door and pulled it aside.

“Let me get us some help here.”


Chapter 7: Test of Quality - Redux


Thomas found Emily and Chef Mama a few feet away from the doorway, engrossed in conversation. Seeing Thomas, the Priestess called over, eyes lighting up.

“Are you done already?”

“Haven’t even started, actually.”

Her face twisted in confusion. “Do you need assistance?”

“Yeah, I do, actually.” He pointed at Emily. “Her. It’s the test. We’re going to need her to help make it work.”

Emily squeaked in surprise and no small measure of eagerness.

“Me? What do you need me to do, my Prince?”

“Less asking and more coming in here.” Thomas winked at her. “I’ll explain. C’mon, Emily, this is your chance.”

“My…chance?”

Confusion filled her eyes for a moment, before a look of hope transformed her expression into one of positive jubilation. She squealed again and began bouncing up and down in excitement. Thomas watched her gyrating boobs with the satisfied knowledge that he was about to finally lay eyes on them.

“Our virile Prince must need at least two women at a time, Mama! That must be it! May I help him? Please?”

The older goblin woman considered a moment before shrugging. “I don’t see why not. Ovisari will not show signs of potency for women. As long as the deed is done, I don’t suppose it matters how we get there.” She cracked a smile. “Go on, dearie. Make it fun.”

Emily bounced over, practically pushing past Thomas in her eagerness to enter the building. He followed her inside. Before he had a chance to say anything, Emily tore off her top, causing her buoyant green breasts to pop out like a pair of ripe, fleshy melons. Their rose-colored tips, swollen with excitement, strained at the surrounding flesh.

“Wait. Hold on a second,” Thomas said, closing the flap. “I need to explain what’s going on first.”

“Sire? Why?” Emily asked eagerly, pointing herself at him. Thomas’s attention was momentarily diverted by her chest, as she no doubt intended. Her breasts had been worth the wait, but he had to get a few things out of the way first.

He motioned to Lulu.

“She’s not what you all thought she was.”

Emily, topless and bright-eyed, stared back at him in confusion. “But she’s an ovisari.”

“She is. She’s an ovisari assassin. The Troll King sent her to kill me if I passed the Test of Quality and gained Command Authority.”

Emily let out another squeak of surprise, and was momentarily diverted from the prospect of sex with Thomas.

“She was supposed to take the Tablet back to him,” he went on. “A pretty clever plot, I have to say. Use an ovisari to test my fertility, then kill me before I do anything with the new power. He probably figured I’d be lying there post-nut with my guard down. I probably would have.”

Lulu smirked at him. “It should have worked. But you’re not at all what I thought you were.”

“But…I don’t understand,” Emily said. “Why did you stop? Why are you two standing here as if nothing happened?”

“Because I hate trolls,” Lulu said. “I’m only doing this because it’s my job. I hate everything I’ve been told about goblins, but Prince-elect Thomas told me he wants to fix it. He says he wants to teach your people control and make things better. The trolls won’t do that. If Thomas can, I want to help him.”

“Once I get Command Authority,” Thomas said, “Lulu told me I can take her as a Vassal, and I’ll be able to see her loyalty on my Tablet. Is that true?”

Emily’s eyes had gone wide. “Yes,” she breathed. “Vassal loyalty is just one thing a ruler can check. Unless you make her a member of your Inner Circle, that is. Those all have a measure of independence.”

“Inner Circle?” he asked.

The goblin girl waved the question away. “Later. Focus on now.”

“I want this,” Lulu added firmly. “The Troll King is awful. What he did to the dryads was disgusting. What he’s been doing with humans against the elves is even worse. If I can have some measure of freedom from that evil, I will do whatever it takes.”

Studying Lulu’s face thoughtfully, Emily crossed her arms beneath her breasts. Her pupils were still dilated, but she spoke clearly, as if she were balanced precisely on the knife- edge between assistant and lover. “I’ve heard of an order of ovisari assassins. Everyone I’ve spoken with says they aren’t supposed to exist.”

Lulu shrugged, not refuting Emily’s assertions. Thomas was gratified to see even her gaze distracted by everything Emily had on display.

“But we need to finish the Test of Quality first,” he said, barely able to keep the desire from his voice. “That means she needs my fluids.”

Emily looked back and forth between them, confused.

“I…am I here for moral support…or seconds, Sire?”

Thomas laughed in amusement, because it was clear Emily had no insecurity about either option. If anything, her expression of devotion only intensified at the thought of being useful to him.

“Neither.” Taking a step closer to her, he bent over to slide an arm around her shoulders. “You see, I don’t want to be with someone who doesn’t want to be with me. And there’s nothing about ovisari biology that requires the fluids to come first-hand.”

“They do have to be fresh,” Lulu clarified.

“Fresh, yes.” Looking down at Emily’s lovely face, he smiled. “How would you like to collect a sample of my fluids for our lovely Lulu?”

Emily’s jaw dropped in amazed excitement as a full-body throb coursed through her body.

“But…how do I give her your seed, Sire?”

“Will a kiss do?” Thomas asked, looking over at Lulu.

“No.” She pointed downward. “At least, not a kiss on my mouth. As I said, it has to be deposited—”

“—in your sacred vessel,” Thomas replied, nodding. “All right.”

He reached up to run his fingertips across Emily’s full lips, recalling what she’d told him about goblin girls finding their own ways to meet their needs in the absence of a male.

“Would you be willing to pass the sample to Lulu in that way? Is that an issue?”

Emily leaned into his fingers, parting her lips, and taking them in. The full, warm cushion of her mouth wrapped around them. He felt the pad of her tongue pressing hungrily. With a loud, popping sound, she drew off.

“This would please you, my Prince? To spill your seed in my mouth?”

“It would.”

She looked at Lulu. “Then I would pass it to her?”

The wide-eyed ovisari nodded her agreement. “Correct. As long as his seed gets into my sacred vessel, it doesn’t matter how you do it.”

Voice husky, Emily whispered up at Thomas. “I am not experienced in that act, Sire, but I am more than happy to try if it is your command.”

Thomas looked over at Lulu. He detected a sweet aroma filling the air from her side of the room, leading him to guess that the girl was becoming aroused. Her face flushed at his attention, and she looked down, as if embarrassed at her body’s response to the proposal.

“So, now that we’re all on the same page with this…” he began. Thomas let the thought trail off as he turned to Emily. He put two fingers beneath her chin, tipping her mouth up. He had to bend almost to his waist to do it, but he pressed his lips to hers.

Her generous, full mouth greeted his with an eagerness he might have found shocking had he not already known how excited she was. Her little hands reached for his pants, groping at the throbbing outline of his hard cock.

Thomas gasped at the sensation of her touch. He’d become a live wire, a man in desperate need. Determination and focus had gotten him this far, so much so that he hadn’t realized just how painful his need had become.

“He…he smells good,” Lulu murmured from the background.

“My Sire smells delicious!” Emily said against his mouth.

Without waiting, Emily finished undoing his belt and the waistband of his pants. She tugged them down and reached inside his boxers, pulling him out. His aching cock dropped into view, and she took him in her little goblin hands.

Fingertips fluttering up and down the shaft, she murmured, “So big,” just before she leaned down to roll the tip of her tongue across his cockhead.

The feeling of her tongue made Thomas’s knees buckle. He looked down, seeing that as short as she was, the goblin girl barely even had to lean over to reach him. Her bright red hair bobbed as she lowered her mouth around him, tongue brushing across the underside of his cock with a fervent, devoted need.

Emily might not have had refinement in her technique, but she more than made up for it with enthusiasm. She tightened her lips and continued her descent down his shaft. Thomas worried that he might choke her, but it seemed goblin gag reflexes were not the same as a human’s.

It seemed impossible for her to take it all, but she took far more than he expected. Emily drew back, sucking and working her tongue over him.

Thomas heard a moan from across the room. He looked up to see Lulu lying on her back on the bed, legs spread, fingers gliding up and down the length of her pink slit, which was now dripping with wetness for the first time. A sweet odor wafted through the room as she touched herself, watching them with a fixated expression.

“I must prepare my sacred vessel for your seed, my Prince,” she gasped.

He was unable to tear his eyes from her delectable body, now flush with arousal and eagerness. For her part, Emily kept sucking and bobbing over him, but somehow turned her head just enough to see what Thomas was looking at. She smiled around his cock, but remained attached.

Thomas took her head in his hands, guiding her strokes over him. Over and over she banged his cockhead against the back of her throat. Lulu’s fingers now filled the room with a rapid schlick-shlick-schick noise as she rubbed them rapidly over her swollen flesh.

Thomas moaned as he felt the pressure gathering, and Emily felt it as well. With a lunge forward, she forced the last few inches into her throat. The action made her eyes bulge as Thomas looked down at her. Then she withdrew with a gasp, bringing one hand up to stroke him rapidly.

“Mhmmmm,” she moaned in delight. “Your princely member is delicious, Sire.”

Then she plunged down again, swallowing him to the root. Lulu moaned loudly, legs thrashing as she approached her release. Between the sight of her and Emily’s eager ministrations, Thomas was nearly there himself. He pulled Emily’s head back, and she got the message, focusing on the head now, sucking and slurping at him.

As looked down, he realized why Emily had only one hand around his cock. The other was in her shorts, pumping into herself just as Lulu was doing. With a gasping moan, Thomas thrust forward at her, arching his back as he growled out, “I’m cumming.”

“Do not swallow his seed!” Lulu cried as she climaxed with him. “It must be deposited in my sacred vessel!”

Emily drew back until her tongue rested against the underside of his cock. She lavished him with firm, undulating pressure as he exploded into her, filling her with so much that her little mouth almost couldn’t contain it all. At the first taste of him, she began to buck and writhe in her own climax, her hips undulating frantically against her hand. Her eyes widened in shock and delight.

For a moment, Thomas feared she might have forgotten their plan. The sight of his seed dripping from her full lips was enough to keep him hard. She returned the look and thought he could see just how badly she wanted him inside her.

But Emily’s devotion to her prince was enough to overcome her instincts. With a reluctant, wet “pop” she withdrew from his cock. She wiped the blob of his seed on her chin back into her mouth and rushed over to Lulu, who was gasping in the aftermath of her orgasm.

“Oh—oh my,” the ovisari said as the goblin girl leaned down and ran that glorious tongue of hers across Lulu’s dewy slit. She pushed Lulu’s legs back, spreading them until the ovisari girl’s pussy lips were open wide. Then Emily plunged her tongue into her, pursing her lips to spit Thomas’s cum into Lulu’s sacred vessel. Lulu cried out again at the sensations of it.

“She has a delightful flavor, Sire,” Emily said with a sultry moan, with Thomas’s seed now covering her lips and chin. “So sweet and rich.”

The goblin girl looked back over her shoulder at him, an expression of delight forming as she saw he was still hard. Reaching to her waist, she shoved her shorts down the ludicrous fullness of her ass, stepping out of them and wiggling her hips back and forth.

A gentleman doesn’t turn down an invitation like that, Thomas mused to himself as he kicked off his pants and boxers. He moved behind the bent-over goblin girl. Despite her curves, she was nearly half his size, which meant he had to kneel to get into position.

Not that he was going to complain.

As he guided his cock across Emily’s soaked, pinkish-green folds, he looked up to see Lulu staring at him. Her bubblegum pink lips were open in an “O” of exquisite delight. She had a handful of Emily’s hair, keeping it out of the way as the little goblin plunged the tip of her tongue in and out of Lulu’s slit to force every drop of his seed into her.

“It feels…oh!” Lulu managed before a moan overtook her. Eyes rolling back, she arched her hips into Emily’s face.

Taking that as his cue, Thomas shoved his throbbing cock into Emily’s impossibly tight confines, taking her virginity with a single thrust. A feeling like a velvet vice wrapped around the tip of his cock. She was tighter, wetter, and hotter than any human girl he’d ever experienced. At first, he was worried about hurting her, so he took his time, feeding her greedy pussy just an inch, then another.

But Emily had other ideas. She reached back to her ass, grabbing a cheek in each hand. Then she spread herself for him and bucked backwards, impaling herself on his cock.

“That! Yes, Sire! That! More, please! Please!”

Taking her hips in his hands, Thomas decided to give her what she wanted–what he’d wanted all day and not let himself have. Now he was buried inside her deliciously tight goblin pussy, and all she wanted was for him to fuck the daylights out of her.

So he did. He thrust completely into her, filling her to the brim in a single stroke. Emily cried out in delight as the tip of his cock slammed into her core. Their size difference was so great that he was impaling a full third of the girl’s torso.

Any concern that he might be hurting her was wiped away by her desperate, eager moans.

“Yes! Yes, my prince! Pound me! Breed me! I want it!”

Thomas answered her call with a flurry of thrusts, but his attention was drawn back to the bed by Lulu’s plaintive whimpers.

“Mo—more for me?” she asked in a soft voice.

Thomas realized that the ovisari had gone neglected, potentially on the edge of an orgasm, while he and Emily had been preoccupied with his rearrangement of her innards.

Unleashed chaos filled his veins, and Thomas felt nothing but desire. His skin had become completely slate gray. He didn’t care.

“Be a good girl and take care of Lulu,” he commanded Emily, wanting nothing more than to hear the sounds of both women filling the room.

“Yes, Sire!” she gasped. “As my Prince wishes!” Emily dove back between Lulu’s thighs, tilting her head to capture the writhing ovisari’s clit between her lips. She resumed her attention, sucking and licking the other girl eagerly.

Lulu’s moans and bucking returned. She reached up, cupping her full breasts. A sound that seemed part adorable squeak and part lusty moan escaped her lips as she tugged roughly at her nipples, squeezing and twisting them with urgent force.

Thomas looked down as he partially withdrew from Emily, watching how her flesh seemed desperate to keep him inside, the unique muscles of her goblin pussy milking every single inch of him.

“More, Sire,” Emily whined.

Thomas thrust into her again, then again. It took him a few seconds, but he found a rhythm that would not push him over the edge immediately. With the wonderful feel of her tight, wet pussy, the lascivious scene before him, and the chaos burning in his chest, staying in control was nearly more effort than he could manage.

Lulu’s rhythmic motions returned, and she rocked her hips at Emily’s tongue, moaning loudly at the two of them.

“Yes! Yes, Sire! Fuck her harder! I feel it!”

Her fingers tightened, leaving tiny little white trails as she clawed at her breasts. Her eyes had gone from uncertain and scared to something entirely different. An intensity filled the ovisari girl’s demeanor that seemed as passionate as Emily’s devoted eagerness. Then Lulu cried out, thrashing uncontrollably on the bed as Emily’s busy tongue drove her to another orgasm.

Seeing it made Thomas’s cock twitch.

He picked up the tempo, pounding the girl with enough force that each slap of his pelvis against her plump buttocks filled the tent. Emily started rolling her hips, half-moaning, half-screaming against Lulu’s wildly spasming pussy. What had been an incredibly tight fit grew even tighter and wetter. Every muscle in Emily’s pussy clamped down, moving rhythmically to milk every drop of seed from him as she joined Lulu in climax.

With a roar of delight, Thomas pounded Emily’s helpless pussy until he followed both girls into an orgasm unlike anything he’d ever felt. The chaos went nova in his chest as the first spurt burst into his goblin lover. It was as if every neuron of his body had become pleasure, as if every molecule of who he was lit up, transformed into a being of unalloyed ecstasy.

The feeling of his cum flooding out of him and into Emily’s pussy was beyond anything he could have imagined. His moans grew in volume until he was practically shouting his delight.

The next thing he knew, Thomas was sitting on the floor. Did I fall over? Blinking, he saw that not much time had passed. Emily was slowly standing, her folds covered in his seed. She looked back over at him and gave him a worshipful smile. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, as if she were completely sated. Stepping to the side, she revealed Lulu’s still-spread legs.

Lulu looked down at him. No, she wasn’t looking at him. She was staring. It was intense, almost frantic. She seemed about to say something when Emily interrupted her. Reaching down, the goblin girl collected the last little blob of his freshly spilled seed and smeared it across the other girl’s pussy. A fingertip dipped against Lulu’s entrance, then drifted up.

“Do you want to taste our Sire as well?” Emily asked, looking up at Lulu, her fingers damp with the mixture of their juices.

By way of reply, Lulu grabbed Emily’s wrist and yanked her hand up, licking every drop clean from Emily’s fingers. She moaned as she sucked, watching Thomas with that same fanatical light the entire time. When she was done cleaning Emily’s fingers off, she moaned. “I want my turn.”

Thomas looked down, not surprised to see that he was hard again. Chaos did amazing things. But he sensed that this was not the time. Something important had just happened, and the time for fun had passed.

He knew in his bones that Lulu was his now. Although he hadn’t claimed her, her expression made it clear. She wanted him.

Thomas shook his head. “You’ve got your sample. If you still want to do this for fun after we get to know each other better, we can have that discussion.”

Pouting, her tone softened into a not-quite whine. “But I want...”

“I have a responsibility to the goblins to help them repopulate,” he said. “If I’m going to be with someone outside of that, I want it to be for the right reasons. Okay?”

She reluctantly nodded. “Yes, my Prince.”

Emily settled down next to the girl and wrapped an arm around Lulu’s shoulders. She spoke in a theatrical whisper. “Don’t worry, girlfriend. I’ll help you convince our Sire.”

“Our…Sire,” Lulu repeated, tasting the words. Her eyes lit up as she said it again, slower, sultry voice wrapping around the term as erotically as Emily had his member minutes ago. “My Sire.”

Finding the energy to return to his feet, Thomas stood and searched for his clothes. As he put them back on, he asked, “How long before we know the results?”

“Are you looking for this, Milord?” Lulu replied in a husky, pleased voice.

He turned to see Emily lifting one of the ovisari’s curls up to the light. They’d been white a moment earlier, but they were now hot, blazing pink, even brighter than the garments she’d tossed to the floor. Emily bounced on the bed, joy infusing her every motion. “Sire! This is even better than we could have expected!” Lifting her voice, she shouted, “Mama! Come and see! Our prince is fertile, and he bred me!”

In an instant, Chef Mama burst into the room. At the sight of Lulu’s hair, the High Priestess clapped in joyful approval.

It’s like I’m getting a standing ovation, Thomas mused, surprised at his degree of comfort given the turn of events. Maybe being around people so casually comfortable with sex had already relaxed his moral sensibilities.

Chef Mama turned and ran from the room as quickly as she’d entered. She shouted, “It is confirmed! Thomas is our new Prince! Send the runner to Umadin! We have a Prince, and he is so fertile! The ovisari is a legendary shade of pink!”

Gleeful shouts and cheers arose from the dwellings around them. Thomas turned back to Emily and Lulu. His assistant gave Thomas a tender look.

“I am so proud of you, Sire. I am so happy! The kingdom is saved.”

Lulu stirred on the bed, eyes darting from Thomas to Emily. “Can I be proud of all of us?”

“Yes! Yes, you can,” the goblin replied.

Thomas chuckled, shaking his head in amusement and delight. A core of energy bubbled in his stomach, gifting him with an alertness. And, he thought somewhat wryly, I kind of want more.

“I just hope that I didn’t get my best assistant pregnant on our first night together. We have a lot to do before that happens.”

Emily blushed but didn’t apologize. He could see she didn’t share his desires in that respect, and something occurred to him.

“So, uh, in case I did,” he went on, “does that mean you would leave me and go to the goblin mommy heaven?”

Emily gasped. “No, Sire! I am not a goblin mother who must escape the filthy, repulsive male who bred her. I wish to stay with you!”

“Okay, good, that’s what I want too. I need you.”

Sitting up from the bed, Lulu looked at them both.

“This sounds like the right moment for an arrangement,” she said. “Perhaps we should take our relationship a step further than merely freeing me from the Troll King’s grasp. Sire, have you considered your Inner Circle yet? An assassin could benefit you greatly.”

He looked from Lulu to his assistant. “Um, no? Honestly, I don’t even know what an Inner Circle is yet. Do I need one?”

Lulu answered by snapping one foot on the edge of her discarded robe. The motion was nonchalant, almost off-handed, yet it sent an eight-inch blade flying into the air. She caught it effortlessly. The blade was matte black except for the red, gleaming edge, and the handle was dull iron.

“The trolls sent me here to use this on you, Sire,” Lulu said. “The best defense against an assassin is another. I humbly offer my services.” Pausing, she licked her lips, looking him over with a heated expression. “All of my services.”

“Oh, Sire! I really like her.” Emily clapped, bouncing up and down on the bed. “Diversity among the Inner Circle could be just the thing. Please accept her offer! Please service her!”

Thomas said, “Huh. Inclusive goblins. Who’d have thought?”

But before any of them could say another word, the Tablet vibrated loudly. They looked over to see it glowing with a dark purple light as it floated into the air. A booming voice rose from the air above it.

“King Umadin has passed Command Authority to the wielder of this Tablet. Thomas Stone, your Tablet has been upgraded to a Royal Tablet. Step forward and claim the bounty of this gift.”

With the girls watching, he stepped over and reached out to grab the Tablet from the air.


Chapter 8: Command Authority


You have been granted Command Authority. Only one Tablet per recognized kingdom may have this attribute. By accepting this responsibility, the Tablet has become bound to you and may not be stolen, discarded, or lost. Command Authority conveys the following benefits:
· You may select a class from a list (provided on the next screen). The options prepared for you are based on your current skills and life experience.
· The class you select will grant you experience points for different activities. These experience points will allow you to level up and provide discretionary bonus experience points to your Inner Circle.
· You may now form an Inner Circle. The size of your Inner Circle is based on your level and class. See your class selection and details tabs for more information.
· You have unlocked [Enhanced Vassal Management]. You currently have [1] Vassal. You may have up to 50 Vassals X your level, + 50 (100 at level 1, 150 at level 2, etc.). Use your Tablet to designate willing citizens the Vassal status. This will grant them a level in a class or +1 level in a preexisting class. You may also reset a preexisting class if the individual is willing. You may choose the class for them if they did not already have one, but may not directly grant them experience points, unlike members of your Inner Circle. They will be able to earn experience points through their own actions, however. If a Vassal dies, as a ruler of [Goblins] you must wait [1 minute] before electing a replacement.
· Both Vassals and your Inner Circle are eligible to be assigned Tasks, and will be awarded experience based on the duration, difficulty, and level of success of those tasks. This will not detract from your discretionary experience pool. Press here to learn more.
· Bonus Task Experience: You may also earn bonus experience points when your Vassals complete tasks, depending on the difficulty and degree of success.
· You have unlocked [Chaos Management] as a racial ability. This allows you to issue remote commands to [Goblins] loyal to the kingdom you control. Be aware, if your capital city falls, this Tablet will become inert until a new member ascends to rule over the [Goblins].
· You have unlocked [City Management]. This allows you to send orders to citizens designated as Vassals and Inner Circle members. Be aware, it takes a Vassal Tablet to reply to assignments in detail, and an Administrative Tablet for Inner Circle members to create sub-tasks. However, basic magical replies and task management is possible without them. You must purchase or use magical resources to create these Tablets if you do not have enough. Your city currently possesses [5] Vassal Tablets and [2] Administrative Tablets.
· City Management also allows you to see the current wealth, status, and other attributes of cities within your rule. Be aware, you must visit these cities at least once every [3] years to maintain City Management options for them.
· City Management allows you to function as the administrative head of your realm. You may appoint Vassals or members of your Inner Circle to handle these functions. If you do so, you must provide them with an Administrative Tablet. Be aware, you must purchase or use magical resources to create Administrative Tablets if you do not have enough.


Thomas skimmed the text once, then read it again slowly. The sheer magnitude of power that Command Authority conveyed was staggering. Based on the contextual clues, he guessed that the Authority was different for each King, and maybe even each species. What would the differences be for an ovisari, I wonder?

He slid his hand across the surface of the Tablet, accessing the Class Options menu.

Please select from one of the following classes. Be aware that your selection is permanent. Once selected, your class may not be changed. Each class will grant you [3] skill points per level. They will also provide you with a Granted Power that is always active. Each skill also grants an additional ability every [Odd] level, beginning with level [1].
Inner Circle: Each class provides a different size of Inner Circle. Once someone willingly joins your Inner Circle, they will be able to use an Administrative Tablet. Your settlement currently possesses [2] of these, and you may purchase more.
Upon becoming a member of your Inner Circle, the willing person will gain a class and +1 level. You may select this class if you wish. If they have a class when joining your Inner Circle, their level will increase by 1. The Administrative Tablet will allow members of the Inner Circle to gain experience either by their own means or through your donations. They will also be able customize their classes to a greater degree than non-members. Membership in your Inner Circle also conveys several administrative and martial benefits. Be aware that the Inner Circle enjoys privacy and autonomy Vassals do not. You will not be able to see the [Loyalty] or some other aspects of these individuals. See the details button for more information.


Class Name: Expansionist
Description: Choose this class if you wish to focus on expanding and claiming territory.
Experience Criteria: Expansionists gain experience based on the amount of territory they claim. To claim territory, at least [100] goblins must spend [3] days on an uncontested plot of land. Tap to see additional details about this.
Inner Circle Starting Size: 5
Inner Circle Growth: +1 for every level you gain. Your maximum Inner Circle size is 15.
Granted Powers: Your Vassals will reproduce [100%] faster than normal.
Level 1: As a [Goblin King] any offspring you conceive will automatically gain 1 level in a class of your choice at their 1-year birthday.


Class Name: Tomorrowwright
Description: Choose this class if you wish to focus on building an optimistic utopia for your followers.
Experience Criteria: Tomorrowwrights gain experience based on both the overall happiness of their populations and by increasing the quality of their holdings. It is possible to be a Tomorrowwright and gain levels by conquering additional territory and building new settlements.
Inner Circle Starting Size: 4
Inner Circle Growth: +1 for every 2 levels you gain. Your maximum Inner Circle size is 13.
Granted Powers: When your Vassals have an optimistic, happy, joyful, or other positive attitude, they will perform all non-combat tasks with 100% increased efficiency. Cities you oversee also have an additional status beyond Optimal, called Utopia. See the details for more information.
Level 1: Your Inner Circle gains a bonus to all actions proportional to the status of the settlement they are in.


Class Name: Cunning Architect
Description: Choose this class if you wish to build clever devices and designs in your cities.
Experience Criteria: Cunning Architects gain experience upon establishing a settlement.
Inner Circle Starting Size: 3
Inner Circle Growth: +1 for every settlement you establish. Your maximum Inner Circle size is 14.
Granted Powers: Up to 15 settlers in the new settlement automatically gain 1 level and a class. This does not count against your Vassal limit.
Level 1: Any goblins you directly oversee during the construction of a settlement work 250% faster.


Thomas considered the list, carefully reviewing all the options. He had plenty of experience with gaming on Earth, so the basic concept here was reasonably familiar, though the classes he was being offered were far from what he might have expected. These weren’t for someone wielding a sword or spells.

Not that it bothered him in the slightest. He wasn’t a warrior. Thomas had devoted his life on Earth to building things–making life better for as many people as he could. These classes seemed perfectly tailored to his professional experience and what he’d been hoping to do here. He had no interest in leading an army from the front.

Reaching out, he tapped on the word “Inner Circle.” After a few seconds, the Tablet swirled, presenting him with a description of the term.

Abbreviated information: Inner Circle. A ruler’s Inner Circle is invested with a portion of his or her authority. In addition to being able to earn experience on their own, a ruler may donate experience points to the Inner Circle. This allows for rapid development of these resources. Unlike Vassals, members of your Inner Circle have a portion of your Command Authority. This allows them to autonomously oversee aspects of your domain. You could, for example, appoint a member of your Inner Circle as the head of all trade. That person would be able to create trade assignments, and manage your Vassals through their Inner Circle tablet.
Warning: Since your Inner Circle has a portion of your authority, they also enjoy protections (such as their loyalty not being displayed) that others do not.


The prospect that he’d be able to balance his class and abilities with the classes and abilities of his Inner Circle made the situation far more dynamic and intriguing. The engineer in him saw thousands of possibilities. Permutations spun out, all based on who he recruited and how he found them.

I can’t forget about who I want to be, he thought. This may still feel a little unreal, but to these people, I’m their King. Or I will be. They need me.

Sliding his hand backwards, the Tablet returned to the previous screen with the class list. Reading them again, he weighed the options.

As an Expansionist, he could go on the offensive. If the goal was to expand his authority and protect his new people, that seemed a certain way to stir up trouble. It might be the most effective way to gain power quickly. It might also lead to the rapid destruction of the kingdom if he got overextended.

As a Tomorrowwright, he’d be leading with his heart as much as his head. That class sounds like it would make me a leader and visionary. It would turn me into a Steve Jobs for the goblins. Is that me? Historically, it wasn’t. Thomas had enjoyed the company of a few girlfriends over the years, but he was largely a loner. This class felt aspirational. Still, I’m in a world with magic. Isn’t that something worth aspiring for?

Finally, he contemplated the Cunning Architect. This one was just like the Expansionist, only it focused on building homes rather than claiming land. Certainly, Thomas had plenty of experience with that. Assuming he could give the goblins crafting classes, this class felt like the one he could gain levels in the fastest.

It also feels like a lot of hands-on micromanagement, he thought. He hated being micromanaged, and the idea of doing it to others felt onerous, at best. If he wasn’t comfortable being a leader, did he want to pick a class where he’d need to move from place to place, constantly overseeing new construction?

Absolutely not.

I’m in a world of magic, and I want to see it. Also, what’s wrong with optimism and being aspirational? It’s not like the goblins are going to turn into Smurfs or Care Bears just because they aren’t miserable, right?

Feeling increasingly confident, he selected Tomorrowwright. The Tablet flashed, revealing his updated character sheet, along with a new notification.

New Level Achieved: You have reached level 2. Now that you have a class, you gain 5 attribute points and 3 skill points each time you level. You currently have 10 attribute points and 6 skill points to spend. Distribute them as you wish. Note that magic enhancements from leveling may take time to integrate. A full night’s rest is recommended to realize these benefits completely. You may not assign more than 3 attribute points to 1 score per level. Once your attributes reach supernatural heights, there will be diminishing returns on additional investment.
Inner Circle Advancement: Selecting a class has given you 50 discretionary experience points to apply to your Inner Circle.


He finally looked up at the girls, who had been sitting there watching raptly but silently.

“Emily, you’re my Assistant. Does that mean you know about Tablet functions? Attribute points, for example?”

“Of course, Sire. The Tablet can give you most of the information with contact, as you’ve learned. I can provide you with some additional context, if you want.”

“Sounds good. I’ve got an option to assign attribute points. What’s the benefit of increasing chaos, if all it does is drive people crazy?”

Eyes narrowing in concentration, Emily recited, “The higher your Chaos score, the more you’ll be able to influence and bond with your people. In other races, Chaos is replaced with Luck, so it can do a bit of what Luck does, too.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, Chaos can add a little fun to everything you do,” she replied.

“Ah.” He didn’t quite understand, but the core function sounded important enough. “I’ve currently got a Cunning of thirteen. Can you explain the scale?”

“Sure. Anyone without a class can have attributes from one to fifteen. Those are considered the standard ‘mortal’ range. The average for each is usually around seven or eight.”

“What about attributes above fifteen?” he asked.

“Those are reserved for people with class levels granted by a Tablet or a Tablet-wielder. Once your attributes go above fifteen, they will become magical or supernatural in nature.”

“Do the benefits scale? Does a thirty in Strength make me strong enough to rip metal in half?”

“No, not like that,” she said. “It’s a slower progression past fifteen.”

“Good to know. Does the same apply to skills?”

“Mostly, yes. Each level in a skill is like spending a year practicing that skill. At higher skill levels, you’ll unlock magical effects that don’t use magic. It comes from just being that awesome at a thing.”

Thomas grinned. “I like the sound of that, even if I resent my skills starting at one.” He reviewed his attributes and skills, guessing that he’d want to put most of his points in Cunning and Chaos. Then he saw a notification flash at the top of the Tablet.

Thumbing it down, he saw a new message.

Notice: You have unlocked an area map. Your kingdom currently occupies approximately 80 square miles and includes [2] unmapped loyal settlements. You also have [3] unmapped contested settlements, where rivals threaten your rule.
Notice: The goblin capital city of Lotta Tot has been added to your management console. Do you wish to review it now?


Guessing that the information about the city’s disposition might be useful in picking his level benefits, he touched the “Yes” button.

A new screen appeared.

Capital City Name: Lotta Tot (Rename: Yes/No)
City Size: Small (reduced from [crowded] due to severe population decline)
City Level: 3 (reduced by 3 due to status)
City Status: Sub-optimal; see the Challenges below for more details. Gain 50 experience points for changing the status to Normal.
Challenges
Below, you will find a list of current city challenges. As you resolve issues with [Lotta Tot] your Royal Tablet will reward you with experience. All capable leaders are so encouraged. Be aware that the experience rewards will scale with your level dynamically.
· Challenge: Population density is dangerously low; gain 10 experience points for solving this challenge.
· Challenge: Food supplies are dangerously low; gain 5 experience points for solving this challenge.
· Challenge: Martial supplies are dangerously low; gain 5 experience points for solving this challenge.
· Challenge: Ruler authority contested; remove foreign invaders within [6] weeks or risk losing your capital city; gain 20 experience points for solving this challenge.
· Challenge: Coffers dangerously low; gain 10 experience points for solving this challenge.
· Challenge: Lack of leadership and effective administration (this has a negative impact on morale); gain 5 experience points for solving this challenge.
Ruler(s): Thomas Stone (Prince; Command Authority wielder); King Umadin (Acting Seneschal)
Population: 12,456 (Dangerously Low)
Gender Mix: 80% female
Racial Mix: 91% Goblin (Mix-Match Bloodline); 3% Elf, 2% Human, 1% Pixie, .5% Troll, 2.5% Other (Mix)
Class Mix/Available Classes:
· Unskilled labor (11,251)
· Poorly trained warriors (277); Average level 1
· Mix-Match High Priestess (1); Level 6 – former Inner Circle member
· Assistant Priestesses (32); Average level 3
· Craftspeople – Various crafts (78); Average level 1
· Poorly trained thieves (274); Average level 1
· City maintenance (543); Average level 1
Imports: N/A
Exports: N/A
Current Administrative Activities:
· None Assigned
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Thomas groaned at the city statistics. It could have been worse, but not by much. The magnitude of all the tasks before him was enormous if he truly wanted to restore this city to reasonable stability and prosperity–let alone greatness. He’d been well aware that there were lots of problems to solve, but seeing so many of them quantified like this was a gut-punch.

As he read through the city stats, Thomas blinked. “What the fuck? Emily, how is the population eighty-percent female? I saw a lot of goblin boys out there.” He waved out at the city streets.

“Sire, what you saw was almost our entire male population. The few adult males patrol the outskirts of the lands under Umadin’s orders. Over the past years, various rival kingdoms have worked at the edges to whittle our numbers down. The King’s curse has not helped.”

“I see.” He flipped from the city to a regional map. It showed the goblin capital city in the middle of a forested area, next to a mountain. The mountains were labeled “Unclaimed/Abandoned.” On their west flank was a region marked “Trolls–Attitude: Actively Hostile.” On their east, near the coastline was a region labeled, “The Cryseth Faeries–Attitude: Neutral.” The area directly south was “Contested–Humans/Trolls.” The map fuzzed at the edges of the other territories and provided no concrete details.

With more information at his fingertips, he considered the pros and cons of assigning his attribute points.

Cunning and Discipline are both must-haves. I’m going to bet that I need to keep both above my Chaos score to stay in control of myself. Strength and Agility aren’t necessary right now, since I’m not going into battle. Magic is interesting, but I don’t think I have the time to explore that yet. I’m normally against min-maxing, but it makes sense here.

That left Chaos and Endurance. Given that Endurance affected his hit points, and people like Lulu were out there to kill him, it made the choice to enhance it obvious.

Moving back to his character sheet, he adjusted his attributes.

· Cunning: +1 (New total 14)
· Discipline: +2 (New total 16)
· Endurance: +4 (New total 15)
· Chaos: +3 (New total 15)


With that done, he assessed his skills. He only had three to put the six points in: City Planning and Development, Architecture and Engineering, and Diplomacy.

As a ruler and Tomorrowwright, he fully expected to use all the skills equally. At first, however, he guessed that Diplomacy would mean more than drawing schematics. He had a lot of problems to solve before he started building anything. This brought his Diplomacy score to a 4.

· City Planning and Development: +3 (New total 4)
· Diplomacy: +3 (New total 4)



Updated Character Sheet: Thomas Stone


Age: 25
Level: 2
Class: Tomorrowwright
Total Experience Needed to Reach Level 3: 30 (20 remaining)
Unspent Inner Circle Experience: 50
Species: Half-Goblin
Inner Circle Size: 0/4
Vassal Size: 150 (50 X Level + 50)
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 17
Mana (Magic + Level): 11
Attributes
· Cunning: 14 (+1)
· Discipline: 16 (+2) (Attempts to Charm or use similar spells on you have a higher chance to fail)
· Strength: 8
· Endurance: 15 (+4)
· Chaos: 15 (+3) (Commands issued to your goblins have a 10% increased effectiveness)
· Magic: 9
· Agility: 8
Core Skills:
· City Planning and Development: 4 (+3). Every aspect of city planning is reduced by 50%
· Architecture and Engineering: 1
· Diplomacy: 4 (+3). As a [Goblin] this level of Diplomacy allows you to produce offspring with normally incompatible species.
Class Benefits
Granted Powers: While your Vassals have an optimistic, happy, joyful, or other positive attitude, they will perform all non-combat tasks with 100% increased efficiency. Cities you oversee also have an additional status beyond Optimal, called Utopia. See the details for more information.
Level 1: Your Inner Circle gains a bonus to all actions proportional to the status of the settlement they are in.



Chapter 9: Threats and Opportunities


After pressing the “Confirm” button on the Tablet to finalize his selections, Thomas felt a thrill as magical energy swelled in the odd artifact, then swept into his chest.

Lulu took a small step closer and touched the Tablet, still in his hands. Locking eyes with him, she murmured, “I formally renounce my oaths to the Troll King and vow to pledge my services to Prince Thomas.”

Crack!

A loud snapping sound filled the space, as if a great tree had broken in two. The ovisari sagged, looking diminished. Her tireless, intense eyes were suddenly sunken and tired, and she yawned.

“That stinks,” she said.

“What happened?” Thomas asked.

“I’m not his Vassal anymore, so I lost a level,” Lulu replied.

Emily reached out and squeezed the other girl’s shoulder. “As soon as Thomas makes you a member of his Inner Circle, you’ll get the level back. Maybe more.”

Lulu glanced over at Emily, then down at the hand. Smiling wearily, she said, “Thank you, Emily-friend. I’m sure Thomas will make the right decision. Just making me a Vassal will balance the loss out. It’s not like my former boss made me part of his Inner Circle.”

Watching his companions together, Thomas noticed a subtle nimbus around both of them. It was as if each woman wore a crown of energy–green in Emily’s case and pink for Lulu. When he glanced back down at his Tablet, he saw a new tab.

Population Management

Thomas touched the tab, but at first nothing happened. Realizing that he probably needed to focus on a specific element of his population, he concentrated on the girls and tapped again. This time, the tablet displayed their names above a list of attributes similar to his character sheet.

He saw that Lulu was a level 4 Acrobatic Assassin. Emily was a level 2 Royal Assistant. Their sheets included a few new bits of information, with a special header just beneath their names. It also had a menu of actions he could take for either of them, which he didn’t explore immediately.

Lulu Violet
Loyalty to the [Prince]: 6 (Elevated)
Current Disposition: Worried, Hopeful, Needy


Emily
Loyalty to the [Prince]: 8 (Devoted)
Current Disposition: Joyful, Highly Aroused


Thomas was pleased to see that he had a real-time quantification of their loyalty, and that Lulu’s was at least above average. He wasn’t surprised at her neediness, given that he’d just denied her a chance to have sex with him. But he cocked an eyebrow at the last entry for Emily.

He wasn’t terribly surprised at her mood, but it was intriguing that the Tablet could detect this. Then again, breeding was one of his primary responsibilities as the Goblin King, so being aware of such things was important.

He finally looked back at Lulu.

“This is interesting,” he said to her. “I’m going to need to consider what to do next, because this has all happened so fast. I like the idea of making you a Vassal right away, so if you’re okay with it, maybe you can travel with us while we tour the kingdom? If things go well, I can invite you into the Inner Circle, eventually.”

Lulu nodded rapidly, sending her bright pink hair across her bare shoulders.

“That would be wonderful, my Prince.” Waving the knife around, she added brightly, “I’ll gladly disembowel anyone who comes after you.”

Thomas tapped the dropdown menu, reviewing his options for Lulu:

· Add as a Vassal (+1 level to Acrobatic Assassin)
· Add as a member of your Inner Circle (+1 level to the Acrobatic Assassin class; generates an Administrative Tablet and binds it to them; enables new role assignment options)
· Issue Tasks (No Tablet Required, Vassal/Inner Circle Status Required)
· Send Message (No Tablet Required, Vassal/Inner Circle Status Required)
· Receive Task-Completion Messages and Notes (No Tablet Required)
· Active Chat (Tablet Required)


He selected the “Add as a Vassal” command. A mote of pink magic leaped from the Tablet and floated over to Lulu where it spoke in the chirping language of the ovisari. “Lulu Violet, Prince Thomas of the goblin kingdom has invited you to act as his Vassal. You are already aware of the responsibilities and privileges this provides. Do you wish to accept?”

“I do.” The moment she said the words, the mote of magic grew until it surrounded her body, restoring her vitality and stature to what it had been moments before.

A notice popped up on his Tablet, but he ignored it. Then he reviewed the options for Emily. They were the same as with Lulu, only the options reflected her Royal Assistant class.

A thought occurred to him. Remembering how he’d just had to talk to Fresh Catch, he said, “Emily, would you be my Vassal?”

Bright-eyed and eager, Emily bounced into his arms, hugging him tightly as if her fondest dream had finally come true. “Yes, Sire! Yes! I would like that very much! Please bind me!”

Another mote of energy rose from the Tablet, sinking into the girl as he held her. She shivered, seeming to grow slightly heavier, as if the magic had added mass to her curvaceous frame.

Thomas considered adding her to his Inner Circle, but he hesitated. Since the slots were so limited and the positions so important, he realized he needed to be very strategic about who he picked. As much as he liked Emily and valued her company, that didn’t necessarily make her an ideal member of his Inner Circle–at least, not yet.

When they separated, Thomas looked down at the Tablet where a new notice had appeared. “It is voice activated.”

“Yes, Sire,” Emily said. “With practice, you’ll be able to activate it with a thought. In time, the magic will integrate so tightly with you that you will no longer need the device at all, except as a talisman.”

“Good to know.” He waved toward the exit. “Shall we go? It’s pretty late. I’d love to get some sleep so we can tackle the morning fresh.” In truth, with the extra Endurance, he didn’t feel tired at all despite what he’d been through today. He was, however, excited at the idea of having some privacy, getting cleaned up, and giving the magic of the Tablet time to settle.

“Uh, Sire?” Emily tugged at his arm. “Now that you’ve been confirmed, you need to secure your royal line immediately.”

He stopped short and looked down at her.

“Wait, what? Secure it how?”

Emily beamed up at him.

“It means you must spill yourself in at least three more goblins before you leave the city. You must, Sire! It has been so long since we had a leader who was fertile. Remember what I said about what our people value. You must show them who you are.”

Thomas groaned and gave her a look. He’d just been with her, and twice. But she had a point, one Chef Mama had made as well. If he was going to lead a rebirth of this kingdom and his people, well, that required births. And births required his royal seed.

“All right. I get it. I’m tired after what we just did, but I get your point. Let’s get it done.”

Part of him wondered at Emily’s behavior. To put things mildly, none of his Earth girlfriends would ever have demanded that he venture out to have sex with multiple other girls immediately after servicing them.

But Emily was a goblin, and Thomas was the Goblin Prince. He had duties and responsibilities here, and Emily was just reminding him of that fact. She wanted the kingdom restored as much as he did, and she understood what that meant. What had just happened between them was a valuable lesson about goblin sex practices. Their values were anything but human.

Emily smiled up at him with a lascivious glint in her eyes.

“Of course, Sire. And I will do whatever you need me to do to help, just as I did with Lulu.”

I guess this explains her “Highly Aroused” mood, he thought. Obviously she’d been anticipating their intimacy.

Thomas was still considering her offer when Lulu cleared her throat.

“Emily, he’s going to be vulnerable lying with multiple women in succession like this. I insist that I be allowed inside the room as well. In case any of them draw a knife.” She waved hers around to make the point.

“Yes, excellent idea,” Emily said.

“Wait, are these women going to care about having an audience for this?” Thomas asked.

Emily shook her head vigorously. “I foresee no problems, Sire. Goblins aren’t shy. I am sure the chance to be the first vessels of our new Prince’s seed will be enough to overcome any reluctance they might have. Would you like me to go work with Mama to find a selection of women for you to choose from?”

Thomas considered the offer. “Sure. But make sure it’s women that are genuinely eager. I don’t want anyone to feel coerced just because of some sort of ritual.”

Emily laughed loudly, as if this was the silliest thing she’d ever heard, and even Lulu rolled her eyes.

“Sire, you don’t understand,” Emily said, still giggling.

“Understand what?”

“Even after a day of travel, you’re the most attractive, appealing bachelor in the entire goblin kingdom! You are our Prince! Plus, if you make one of them pregnant, they get to go to the Incepticus. That’s literally the dream of almost every goblin woman. I doubt there is a single female in the entire city who would refuse you. Once word of this gets out, you will have all the volunteers you could possibly desire.”

Thomas nodded as the implications of this part of his job unfolded. He realized that Emily was almost certainly correct.

“Ah, well, speaking of that. How about you show me a place where I can shower or at least bathe before this mating ritual? I’m kind of a mess, and I’d like to continue this trend of cleanliness.”

Looking down, Thomas noticed that the backs of his hands were pale and human-colored again. But he was sticky, sweaty, and dirty after a day of wandering around the city, not to mention completing the Test of Quality.

But Emily’s adorable face screwed up in embarrassment.

“Sire, there is a shallow area next to the river on the north side of the town, but I am afraid that nothing inside the city proper works anymore. Our wells have dried up, and even the hot spring the former King enjoyed no longer flows.”

Thomas groaned in dismay. From his experience as a city planner, he knew just how important good water supplies were to the health of a community.

“Because no one cares enough to maintain these things?”

“The women do,” Emily said, “but there have not been enough of us who know how things work.”

“No wonder no one’s clean,” Thomas muttered. “All right, fine. Then I need an escort to the north of the city. I guess I’ll see if I can get Fresh Catch to come with me.”

At the words, his Tablet lit up with Fresh Catch’s information and a Summon Vassal button. He pushed it.

Lulu turned to her discarded robe and pulled it back on. “Should I go with you too, Sire? From now on, I think I should stay by your side and protect you.”

“You don’t have to do that,” he said. “The whole idea of freeing you from the Troll King’s servitude was to give you back your freedom. I don’t want you to feel like you’re bound to me the way you were to him.”

She made a gentle hissing sound.

“Yet again, you prove your worth, Sire. You could have taken me, but instead you gave me pleasure. You could have demanded an oath of fealty, yet you did not. Even now, you offer me freedoms no other Tablet-wielder in the Fae Wilds would consider.” Tipping her head back, so he could see the intense light in her determined eyes.

“Okay, I appreciate that, but I don’t expect any more problems tonight, not with my other bodyguard here too. Why don’t you help Emily with selecting these other girls?”

She hesitated.

“It’ll be fine,” he said. “What’s the worst that can happen during a trip to rinse off?”

“As you wish, Sire,” she said. Turning to Emily, she said, “If I am not accompanying our Prince to the river, then I insist that I be allowed to vet the volunteers for breeding. We can’t risk an assassin from one of the rival goblin tribes infiltrating the ceremony.”

“There’s no ris . . .” Emily’s denial died in the air. “Okay, that’s actually not a bad idea. If the Troll King sent one assassin, he could have sent others. You’re welcome to help.”

The three of them left the building and were greeted by Chef Mama and Fresh Catch. With his first vassal stood three muscular but dirty goblin men, all wearing equally filthy rags.

Emily made her way over to Mama. “He has no concerns about the ceremony. And he requested that we ensure all the women are genuinely eager, not simply doing it for duty.”

Mama chortled in amusement. “And you clarified things, did you not?”

Emily smirked at him. “I did.”

“Chef Mama?” Thomas asked, drawing her attention. “Would you be my Vassal?”

“Certainly, Sire.” She gave him a warm smile as the now-familiar green light shot from the Tablet and into the goblin woman. “Ah, that feels better,” she said. “Your father had me as a member of his Inner Circle, but when he passed Command Authority to you, it stripped many of those benefits from me. I am glad to have some portion of them back.”

Emily then explained Thomas’s intent to bathe before breeding. This time, Chef Mama was approving rather than amused.

“Those women will surely appreciate your attention to cleanliness and hygiene, Sire,” Mama said. “I’m going to go help Emily prepare for the confirmation ceremony. Fresh Catch and his boys can escort you to the river. Please do not take too long.”

“Sure.” Thomas waved at Fresh Catch. “Lead on, Bodyguard.”

Fresh Catch stood a bit taller at being addressed by his class title. Turning away, he led Thomas through the city streets toward the river. Night had fallen by this point, and the combination of two bright moons and the occasional glowing gemstone was all they had to see by.

“Boss, this is Glob, Sunnu, and Bilden,” Fresh Catch said as they walked. “They are the three best gobbo warriors who not on patrol.”

Looking the trio over, Thomas saw potential in each of them. While they were as disgustingly filthy as all the other goblin men, each had a spark of self-control in their eyes that he’d come to recognize from Emily, Mama, and Mama’s assistants. It wasn’t as keen as what any of the women had, but it was better than any of the random goblins he’d observed earlier that day.

“Do you understand what we’re doing here?” Thomas asked them. “What’s at stake for this kingdom now that I have proven my fertility?”

“Yes, Boss,” Glob said. “The trolls are coming, and their army will destroy this city unless you can save us.”

“Do you want me to save you?”

All three of them loudly declared that they wanted to defend their homes against the trolls.

“All right, then,” he said. “I need more than one bodyguard. Will the three of you be my Vassals?”

The three goblins again eagerly agreed to serve him. Thomas drew out the Tablet, and magic floated out to each one, as he addressed them individually by name.

When he was done, Thomas quickly reviewed his notifications.

Notice: You have made Lulu, Emily, and Chef Mama into Vassals. Their levels have increased by 1.

Notice: Lulu’s loyalty has increased to 7 (Ardent).

Notice: You have acquired Glob, Sunnu, and Bilden as Vassals. Thanks to Enhanced Vassal Management, you may select a class for each of them. A list of available classes is in their menus. Note: Because these are not members of your Inner Circle, you may not gift them with additional experience points. Enable enhanced management to select their attributes and skill-ups, if desired.

As they continued walking toward the river, Thomas reviewed each of their attributes and skills. They were all basically the same, except for Sunnu having a slightly higher Agility than the other two. Shifting to the next tab over, he skimmed through their available classes.

Notice: The list below is determined by each Vassal’s current attributes, race, and background.
· Bodyguard (Defensive Fighter)
· Dirty Fighter (Cunning Fighter)
· Enforcer (Intimidation Specialist)
· Grunt (Military)
· Laborer (Crew)
· Street Shooter (Archer Type)
· Unskilled Assistant


This was one area he figured that extensive micromanagement wasn’t required. He just needed the trio to be effective at protecting him in the short-term. Tapping the screen, he made Glob and Bilden Dirty Fighters and Sunnu a Street Shooter.

There was little apparent change in Glob and Bilden other than a new swagger in their walk. Sunnu reached down, scooping up a handful of rocks as the magic lit up his eyes. Thomas figured he was going to need to get them some proper weapons at some point.

Making them Vassals and selecting their classes had taken about three minutes. Now that he was getting the hang of it, Thomas was confident that he could do it much faster with voice commands. Well, provided the list of classes doesn’t vary too much, he thought. This was good to know. From a planning and design perspective, he needed to understand what he had to work with.


Chapter 10: A Dangerous Bath


Thomas consulted the map on his Tablet. With a thought, a pale line of light appeared from between their current location to the nearest body of water. The destination was just north of where he and Emily had arrived, up a bend and closer to the mountainous area.

With the map, he was confident in leading his party through the winding city streets. After half an hour of walking, they came to his destination. It was a smooth, rocky area next to ancient, well-worn stone stairs that led directly into the quick-flowing water. Illuminated by stars brighter than anything on Earth, he made out cracks and crumbling mortar. He slowed, testing each step before putting his weight down.

Looking around, he saw a forest on the other side. Several hundred feet upriver, moonlight reflected off a great waterfall.

I’m definitely going to need to find a safer way to take a damn bath, he thought in annoyance. Fixing those hot springs Emily mentioned just moved to the top of my task list.

Moving carefully across the uneven rocks, Thomas made his way down to the water’s edge. When they reached the banks of the river, he discovered an area of smooth, well-crafted bricks of white stone that formed a neat channel nearly twelve feet across. It looked manufactured, and to his surprise, the workmanship seemed to be on-par with similar things he’d seen on Earth. Based on the water stains and erosion around the edges, it was clearly quite old, though still in good condition.

Studying the stone, he wished Emily was there. The construction looked Earth-like, suggesting that ancient goblins might have imported the techniques. But what if they didn’t? With a Royal Tablet and a ruler with the right class, maybe this construction was of pure goblin design?

One day, Thomas promised himself that he’d delve into the history of this strange new world. For now, he just wanted to get clean.

Fresh Catch spoke up at his side, “Sire, be careful. Water is fast. Many gobbos have gone big dark in water.”

“Yeah, I see that, Thanks.” Then he had a thought. “Why would you come here? Surely not to bathe?”

Sunnu piped up in a high-pitched voice. “Oh, no, Sire. Many gobbos came to play games here because of the danger. Those who lost, died.”

“Tough game.”

“Many who won also died,” Glob said. He didn’t sound sad about the losses. “Mama won’t let us come here anymore.”

“But what about when all the King’s other children died?”

The goblin bodyguard shrugged. “Mama not everywhere. Gobbo do what gobbo do.”

“Ah.” Thomas shook his head. Why would anyone war on goblins with their King cursed? Give them a couple generations and they’ll kill themselves off on their own. Even without a calculator, he could do the math. A civilization with an eighty-percent female population was just as doomed as the reverse. If they couldn’t produce literally thousands of children in the next few years, the goblins would self-select themselves out of existence.

Not if I have my way, he thought, determined. The idea of saving a species with sex might seem odd at first, but it felt less so by the minute.

Crouching next to the smooth edge, he dipped his hand into the water. It was icy cold and moving dangerously fast.

“There’s no way I can get in here.”

He stood and looked further downstream, where he saw an arched bridge spanning the river. A makeshift pulley and bucket system sat on top of the bridge.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing toward the bridge.

Fresh Catch replied, “Water-bringer. Gobbo women use.”

Thomas and Emily had walked over a similar bridge, but it hadn’t had a mechanism for retrieving water. An image of Chef Mama holding onto one of her acolyte’s robes, leaning them out over the water with a barrel popped into his mind. It would have been hilarious if it weren’t also so tragic.

The bridge proved to be made of the same ancient stone as the river channel. In contrast to the precise workmanship of everything else, the pulley system was so poorly constructed and in such awful condition that he was amazed it hadn’t just fallen into the river. It seemed to have been hacked together from bits of twine, frayed rope, and chain, all of which was attached to a crankshaft that was missing half its teeth. Even the bucket dangling below looked rotted through and appeared to have been patched with leaves.

“No way this works,” he muttered, turning the wheel in hopes he could lower the bucket into the water.

Against all the odds, the crank turned smoothly and quickly, dropping the bucket into the water. When he drew it back up, something in the implausibly operating mechanism seemed to assist the cranking motion, allowing him to draw the full bucket back up with far less effort than he would have expected.

“Is there magic in this?” he asked, looking over at his assistants.

All four stood on the far side of the bridge, watching him, eyes wide in trepidation. Fresh Catch shook his head. “Gobbo smarts, Sire. No spells. Gobbos strong makers of useful things.”

It’s the chaos, somehow, Thomas thought. “Okay. You lot, turn around. I don’t fancy you watching me bathe.”

The goblins seemed confused by his modesty, but obeyed. Stripping out of his clothes, Thomas made a mental note to pull together a wardrobe. He could not keep wearing the same thing every day, even if many of the goblins did just that. He was their Prince now, and he had standards to uphold.

Could he go back to Earth for his clothes and the other things he needed? That would make the process far easier. He made another mental note to ask Emily or Chef Mama about it.

Stepping away from the pile of clothes, Thomas upended the bucket over his head. The water was freezing cold, but refreshing. Looking around, he spotted some gritty dirt nearby. It wasn’t sand, but he figured it would make do. Grabbing a handful, he used it to scrub the stink from his body. Once he felt clean, he poured another bucket over his head to rinse off.

He was still damp when he pulled his clothes back on, but the night was warm, and he figured he’d dry off quickly enough. As he made his way back across the bridge toward the waiting goblins, he heard a loud shuffling sound behind him.

Turning around, Thomas saw a huge, misshapen figure rush from the clump of shriveled trees on the opposite bank. The creature had four arms on a long, twisted torso, and two thick, muscular legs. Its head was mushed onto a stubby neck, and its huge yellow eyes glowed with reflected moonlight. Moving with lumbering, awkward motions like something between a gorilla and a spider, it rushed at him, roaring in anger.

“Gobbos die!”

“Troll die!” Fresh Catch screamed back. “Prince, get behind us. We defend you!”

Thomas had already picked up the pace, and he cleared the edge of the bridge back into his territory. He raced past the four goblins, who were fearlessly facing down the much larger, scarier opponent.

“That’s a troll?” he yelled. He’d been expecting something closer to a big goblin.

Once they had a clear view of their foe, the four goblins moved into action. Thomas was momentarily concerned for his vassals and the danger he’d put them in. The four goblins combined likely weighed less than the troll did.

Yet he’d underestimated the power of their Chaos.

Sunnu flung one of his rocks at the troll’s legs. The toss was deceptively casual, yet it hit with enough force to earn a cry of rage as it bounced off the beast’s kneecap. At the same time, Fresh Catch lowered his head and charged at the troll’s midsection.

The bodyguard’s outline blurred with faint magic an instant before he launched himself forward, tackling the troll right after the rock struck. Given the disparity in their relative sizes, the move should have done nothing. Somehow, Fresh Catch struck at just the right angle to unbalance the beast. With a confused cry, the troll stumbled across the platform, its wide feet slipping on the water from Thomas’s bath, and promptly did a fine face-plant into the earthen riverbank.

In an instant, Bilden and Glob leaped into the fray. Their class, Dirty Fighter, showed its name immediately. Working in tandem, they darted in and out, clawed hands jabbing at delicate bits of troll flesh. They attacked its joints, armpits, eyes, and ears.

The trio of goblins didn’t just attack the troll physically. They shrieked right in its face and ears, producing a shrill, discordant noise. Those screams, more than the jabbing attacks, appeared to affect the troll the most.

The creature whimpered and flopped around on the stone, confused and disoriented from the shrieking of Thomas’s vassals. Its thick, four-fingered hands jerked up to its ears, trying to cover the fleshless holes on either side of its head.

“It’s sound!” Thomas exclaimed, realizing what was happening. “It’s vulnerable to sound.”

Fresh Catch called back, “Sire, yes! Trolls hate gobbo sounds. Gobbos make more of them!”

The troll whimpered and thrashed as the goblins continued their shrieking. Then one of his arms caught Sunnu across the chest. It wasn’t a well-executed maneuver since the monster was on its back and the angle was wrong. Still, it sent Sunnu flying. He fell into the water with a splash and a scream of panic. An instant later, the current swept him away into the darkness.

“Fucking hell!” Thomas yelled, launching himself into a sprint and leaping into the river. I can’t be a beacon of hope and inspiration if I let my first Vassals die, he thought just before hitting the water.

Cold enveloped him, sending a shock through his chest. He was moving fast, much faster than he would have expected.

As he tried to orient himself, the channel below him was filled with a clear blue light. He saw rows of gems along the edges that were now glowing softly, giving him just enough illumination to see.

With the light, he saw more than gems. The interior of the channel was carved in intricate, elaborate patterns. They almost resembled architectural diagrams. But he didn’t have time to inspect them, because he saw Sunnu ahead of him now. The goblin was fighting against the current, eyes wide and mouth working.

He’s going to drown, Thomas thought as he kicked off the wall to intercept his Vassal. He had never been a strong swimmer, and he quickly realized just how difficult it would be to get to Sunnu. Thomas wished he’d invested a few points in his Strength, but it was too late for that now.

Then he realized something else. He felt no pressure in his lungs from holding his breath, no burning in his chest as he used up his oxygen reserves. He almost didn’t feel the need to breathe at all. The points he’d put into Endurance had given him greatly enhanced energy and stamina, even underwater.

What would have been impossible hours ago–fighting against the swift current to rescue someone who was drowning–became possible. Kicking frantically, he strained his hands and reached for his drowning Vassal.

The goblin’s eyes locked onto his, hope flickering in his face. As soon as the emotion appeared, a subtle golden glow suffused Sunnu’s body. His floundering abruptly shifted to more disciplined swimming, and he closed with Thomas’s outstretched hand.

Thomas grabbed Sunnu and pulled the goblin close. Twisting in the water, he looked for a way to get out of the current. Up ahead, along one side of the basin, he saw what looked like an enormous pile of trash in the river. Piles of rocks, wood, and rusty metal blocked a full third of the waterway.

It was their best opportunity and maybe their only one. Drawing on all his focus and skills, Thomas aimed himself toward what he hoped would be the safest spot for them to get out. He didn’t have much time, not with the water moving so quickly.

The two of them collided with a tangle of rotting rope and random debris. The impact hurt, but the mass was soft enough to cushion the blow. Using his free hand, Thomas drew himself and the goblin up the landslide and into the warm air.

As he sucked in a breath, the stink of the midden filled his lungs. It appeared that Thomas had found the goblin city dump. Pulling Sunnu out of the water, he was relieved to see that his Vassal was still alive, if barely. The goblin’s eyes were half closed, and he looked on the verge of passing out.

Waterlogged, Thomas thought. He turned Sunnu around and firmly hugged the goblin against his chest. Water fountained from Sunnu’s mouth, followed by a choking, gasping noise. Thomas squeezed again, forcing out more of the water.

Several voices called from nearby. Thomas looked up to see a group of robed goblin women standing at the edge of the rocky embankment. He recognized them immediately.

I must have been carried all the way back to the cooking area, he thought.

“Hey! We got attacked by a troll. Sunnu got knocked into the water. Can you all help us out? I need to get back to Fresh Catch and the others.”

Chef Mama’s priestess assistants moved forward to help them. Linking hands, they created a goblin bridge leading out onto the vast pile of trash. A priestess finally got close enough for Thomas to pass the still-weak Sunnu up to them. Once he was no longer carrying the weight of his goblin Vassal, Thomas crawled up, following them over the refuse heap.

“After all that, I’m going to need another bath,” he muttered. “Thank you all. Good job. Please make sure Sunnu is okay.”

He turned and ran back along the riverbank, hoping to arrive in time to help with the troll. But he’d been carried further than he had realized. It took him a solid five minutes of running before he crossed over the rocky landscape above the river and saw the bridge.

The fight had continued in his absence. The troll’s cries of pain were unabated, but Thomas now heard it crying out for mercy.

“Hammy-Todd submit! Hammy-Todd no smash! Hammy-Todd surrender!” The troll’s speech was thick like the sound of tumbling rocks.

When Thomas finally reached the bridge, he saw that despite the troll’s submission to the three remaining goblins, he didn’t appear injured in any meaningful way. Though Fresh Catch and the other two were still kicking, scratching, and stabbing at him, they’d opened no apparent wounds. Fortunately, other than a few scratches, the trio of goblins looked equally intact.

Thomas paused for a moment, wondering how to handle this. Did trolls honor surrender? Would he be able to extract some sort of agreement from it?

“Troll!” Thomas called out above the warbling shrieks of the goblins. “Do you agree to submit to my authority as Prince of this city and cease your hostilities?”

Peeking through one watery, crying eye at Thomas, the troll nodded.

“Hammy-Todd said so! Hammy-Todd submit. Hammy-Todd be good troll. Please stop.” He blubbered the last words in a desperate cry.

Thomas motioned for Fresh Catch and the others to step back. The goblin trio obeyed, though with obvious reluctance. Their eyes were wide, still manic with bloodlust, but at his command, Thomas saw the madness in them rapidly diminish. After a moment or two, they shook their heads as if to clear their thoughts, then stepped away from the downed creature.

Still rubbing at his ear holes, Hammy-Todd sat up. The monster’s expression was difficult to gauge, but Thomas thought he looked surprised.

“Goblins stop?” The troll squealed the question in a tone of total disbelief. “Gobbos never stop.”

“They have a new Prince,” Thomas replied. “Me. Hammy-Todd, why are you here? Why did you come to attack us?”

The troll considered Thomas for a moment, then said, “Orders from Troll King. This bridge special. I here waiting to meet people. When Troll King hear gobbos on bridge with new man, he tell Hammy-Todd to attack.”

“Your King knew I was here?” Thomas narrowed his eyes. “Are you a member of his Inner Circle, Hammy-Todd?”

“No! No!” Hammy-Todd pointed back the way he’d come. “Was with his Vassal. She speak to Troll King.” He surveyed the forest before adding, “She vanish. Dryads slippery in the woods.”

The news filled Thomas with dismay. First Lulu, now a dryad? When his father had first mentioned the trolls, he’d envisioned some hideous horde of semi-sentient brutes. While the “brute” part might be true, based on Hammy-Todd’s appearance, this Troll King was clearly capable of recruiting a range of vassals, something that suggested he was a much more formidable opponent than Thomas had expected.

“So, it was an attempt to take out a rival in a moment of opportunity,” Thomas said, working through his thoughts out loud. “You’ve been watching me.”

Hammy-Todd made a little nod. “Smart Prince.”

Fresh Catch spoke up, “Sire, all trolls evil. Wicked brutes. They slaughter gobbos at every turn. We should burn this one to death or throw it in the river. They not good swimmers. It die. Huge gobbo victory.”

Hammy-Todd’s glowing golden eyes widened at the words. Falling to his knees, he groveled at Thomas’s feet. “Prince, please. I submit. Please, do not hurt Hammy-Todd.”

“What if I sent you back to your King, Hammy-Todd? Do you think he would be willing to meet and discuss a truce?” Thomas might have been new to this world, but there was a Diplomacy skill for a reason. Maybe this would be an opportunity to use it.

“N—no, Prince. Troll King not listen. Orders clear. All gobbos must die. This land must be troll land. Something special here. I cannot return. King will know I failure. Hammy-Todd will be put in the feeding hole.”

Thomas lifted an eyebrow.

“Feeding hole?”

“Trolls heal fast. Cut bits off, feed to others. Bits grow back. Feeding hole.”

“Holy fuck, that’s evil,” Thomas said, shaking his head. Okay, yeah, he thought, they’re brutes. Smarter brutes than I thought maybe, but still brutes.

“Even if I wasn’t a Tomorrowwright I wouldn’t be down for that,” he said. As he studied Hammy-Todd, Thomas remembered Lulu and an idea occurred to him. If the Troll King truly is a tyrant, recruiting his allies might be the move. It worked with Lulu, maybe it will with Hammy-Todd too?

Turning to Fresh Catch, he continued, “Is there a place we can keep the troll? He says he submits. I think we might have an opportunity here if we can use it wisely. I want to think about this before deciding anything.”

Fresh Catch frowned, clearly disliking the idea. “There is the old fighting pit. Big for gobbo. Small for troll. Could hold him for a little while.”

“That works.” Thomas turned back to the troll. “Hammy-Todd, I want you to go with my guards to the old fighting pit. I’ll think about this, and we’ll talk tomorrow. If you can show your value, we’ll consider keeping you around. If not, I’ll send you back to the Troll King.”

“No kill Hammy-Todd?” The troll’s voice was a hope-filled whimper. He looked at Thomas with an expression that was completely at odds with the ferocity he’d displayed at the beginning of the battle.

“Yeah. I’m here to build, not murder. Unless I have to, I guess.”

Rolling to his feet, Hammy-Todd stood, rising to over eight feet tall–and that was with his gnarled shoulders in a constant hunch. “Hammy-Todd will do.”

Thomas looked at Fresh Catch and lowered his voice. “Sunnu is fine. I got him out of the river, and the priestesses are taking care of him. Go ahead and escort Hammy-Todd to the pits. If he does anything he shouldn’t, you have permission to do whatever it takes. I’m not going to risk goblin lives on my first day as Prince.”

Fresh Catch’s eyes narrowed in focus as he spoke several of the words Thomas said back to himself. Finally catching the gist, he nodded enthusiastically. “Wise, Prince. Wise. Gobbos will do. I leave Bilden behind in case more threats?”

“Sounds good. I won’t be long. I just need to rinse off again. I had to climb out of the river at the trash heap.”

The bodyguard’s eyebrows went up in confusion.

“Why wash? Trash heap perfect place to get fine goblin stink.”

“Yeah, we’re going to need to talk about that one,” Thomas muttered.

With a threatening gesture, Fresh Catch directed Hammy-Todd to follow. The troll lumbered behind him, now as docile as a farm animal.

With only Bilden nearby, Thomas once again stripped out of his clothes to clean the filth from his body. As he finished his second makeshift bath of the night, he spotted some movement from across the bridge out of the corner of his eye.

There, beneath a pool of moonlight, was a woman with bright purple hair and greenish-brown skin. He blinked, and she was gone as quickly as she’d appeared.

“Dryad,” he muttered, turning back to Bilden. “Okay, I’m done. Let’s get the ceremony out of the way.”

As much as he was looking forward to the prospect of more fun with the goblin women, Thomas’s head raged with all the things he’d seen and gone through over the past hour. Everywhere he looked was an opportunity or a challenge. He had a rapidly growing list of both. If it hadn’t been getting late, and if he didn’t have another job waiting for him, he might have started work on addressing that list right now.

Bilden took the lead, and the two of them walked back through the city to where Chef Mama and the volunteers waited.


Chapter 11: Command Duties


Chef Mama, Emily, and Lulu stood outside the ritual building where Thomas had undergone the Test of Quality. But Thomas saw no sign of any other goblins, save for Bilden.

“What’s going on?” he asked. “Where is everyone? Where are the goblin girls I was supposed to breed?”

The rotund priestess-cook chuckled. “Something strange happened while we were gathering up proper volunteers, Sire.”

Thomas looked at Emily and Lulu, who both regarded him with even more respect than before. “Oh? What?”

“Several of my assistants came through here not long ago with a strange story of a Prince who threw himself into the water to save one of his Vassals. They said you performed some strange maneuver to remove the water from his lungs. You saved his life”

Lulu’s hood was up, but her eyes gleamed as she cleared her throat. “There was a story about a troll, too.”

Thomas nodded, understanding now, and waved the concern away. “Well, the troll’s taken care of for the time being. We subdued it, and Fresh Catch and the boys confined it in a pit for now.”

“Had I been there, it would be dead,” Lulu hissed, flourishing the black knife. “I told you I should have come with you! You cannot take such risks, my Prince!”

“There’s value in mercy, too,” he replied. “Lulu, you’re welcome to deal with anyone who truly poses a threat to me, but the troll surrendered after the goblins subdued him.”

“But I do not understand,” she said. “Why did you not kill him after he submitted to you?”

“Because I hope to make him into an ally. We need all the help we can get here. I love that you’re so fierce about protecting me, but we have to balance that with a certain amount of discipline and cunning.”

Lulu deflated, grumbling unhappily. Emily spoke into the abrupt silence.

“To answer your question,” she said, “once word got out about your deeds, there was…a bit of a rush to join the first group of potential vessels for your seed.”

Chef Mama snorted in amusement, and Emily blushed.

“All right, a lot more than a bit,” she added.

“What do you mean?” Thomas asked. “You said there would be three.”

Emily cringed for a moment, then waved a hand down the road, pointing at a long row of buildings. Most of them had a staff topped by a glowing orange gem leaning against their doorways.

“There are a few more than that, I’m afraid. Closer to three hundred. Each building with a torch outside has a goblin woman eager to earn your affection.”

Thomas counted, swallowing as he took in the magnitude of what he was being asked to do here.

“That’s, uh, that’s a lot of women.”

Chef Mama laughed.

“Do what you can tonight, Prince. We will repeat the ceremony tomorrow night, and every night you remain in town, at least until we have a degree of certainty about the bloodline.”

Emily walked up and kissed him. Then Lulu did likewise, pecking him on the cheek.

“We have faith in you, my Prince,” Lulu said.

“Draw on your chaos, but control it,” Chef Mama said. “I think you will find this is not the challenge you deem it to be.”

Then she poked Thomas in the buttocks with her oversized ladle, as if to tell him to get moving. He took a deep breath and set off down the street. Then he realized that Emily and Lulu were following him.

“Uh—”

Lulu brandished her dagger at the darkness. “After what happened with the troll, Sire, I am not leaving your side again tonight.” She shot him a brief glare. “I wish you had listened to me.”

Thomas nodded. “Okay, fair.” Then he looked at Emily.

“Nor am I,” Emily said, smiling eagerly. “I am your assistant in all things, Sire.”

The first dwelling with a staff was smaller than the one where he’d met Lulu, and the only light came from the moon shining through a tall window. Still, it was enough to see the small bed and the woman inside. Lulu took up a wary position by the door while Emily remained at his side.

The woman wore a white robe, indicating she was a member of Chef Mama’s staff, and her skin was a mix of alabaster and gray. Her oval-shaped face and full mouth would have been beautiful anywhere on Earth, and the look in her canted eyes nearly stopped his heart. The only feature that surprised him was how relatively slim she was. She lacked the exaggerated curves he’d seen in the other goblin women.

Following his eyes, the girl flushed and looked down. “I do not appeal to you, Sire?” She waved her hands at her chest. “It has always been so. I can pass my turn to another, if you’d prefer to replace me with someone whose beauty meets your standards.” She took a step toward the door.

“Whoa, wait, hold on,” he replied. Thomas held a hand out to stop her from leaving. “Did you just say ‘whose’ in a sentence?”

“Yes, Sire. What of it?”

The female goblins he’d interacted with had, for the most part, shown a greater vocabulary than all but King Umadin. But this was something else.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Una, Sire.”

He lifted the Tablet, which appeared in his hand with a thought. Tapping to the population area, he pulled up the information on Una.

Name: Una
Age: 45
Level: 1
Class: Scholar
Current Experience: 10
Species: Goblin
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 6
Mana (Magic + Level): 16
Attributes
· Cunning: 15
· Discipline: 15
· Strength: 7
· Endurance: 5
· Chaos: 4
· Magic: 15
· Agility: 6
Skills:
· Research (1)
· Arcane Knowledge (1)
· Lore and Mysteries (1)


Thomas let all this sink in and pondered the possibilities for a moment or two.

“So Una, you’re a scholar?”

She nodded. “Yes, my Prince. My greatest wish is to study and learn the mystic arts. When I was young, King Umadin took an interest in my education and sent me far away to learn from one of our oldest allies. But since I returned, I’ve been unable to continue that dream.”

“But why?” he asked.

“The King became…distracted, Sire. I believe his original intent was to have me nurture a new line of mystic scholars among our people. But after he took a human wife from across the Veil and was struck by the curse, everything changed.”

The sadness in her voice tugged at Thomas’s heart.

“And now you’ve volunteered to continue my bloodline?”

Una’s face lit up.

“Of course, Sire. Now that I can no longer be the first of a line of goblin scholars, it would be my greatest wish to at least be a mother of your children.” Her eyes flared, and he caught a weak sense of chaos surging. “When I heard of your selfless act to save one of our own, I knew you were the Prince we have been dreaming of.”

Thomas fully intended to grant her that wish, but the other things she’d said caught his attention. Hope and inspiration kindled in Thomas’s chest. Tonight, he realized, was a perfect opportunity to meet the best and brightest among the goblins. It represented his best chance to form alliances and, perhaps, more.

He said, “Emily, is there no one else among our people with her skills?”

His Assistant considered his question. “There are other smart goblins, including the members of your father’s former Inner Circle. Among Chef Mama’s acolytes, Una is considered one of the brightest. However, she is the only scholar.”

He returned to Una. “In that case, I want you to continue down that path.”

Una gasped. “Do you mean…I would have the chance to pass my knowledge on to others?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Una, would you consent to become my Vassal? And then you can do exactly that. I’m going to need someone like you.”

The petite goblin girl let out a squeal of excitement, jumping up and down several times. “Oh, yes! Please, I would love to do it! I will be your Vassal, Prince!”

Do all goblin women respond that way when they are happy? He thought, fondly recalling Emily’s similar antics.

Magic rose from his Royal Tablet and settled into her. He felt the bond forming as she gained a level in her class. A joyful look suffused Una’s face as a halo of magic wrapped around her slender frame.

As it filled her, she rushed to Thomas, throwing herself into his arms and smothering his face in delighted kisses. Laughing softly, he wrapped his arms around the goblin girl’s hips, lifting her effortlessly. Thomas thought back to earlier in the day, when he’d refused Emily’s first advances, and then Lulu’s because he was uncomfortable with having sex with perfect strangers.

Things were different now. These were his people, he was their Prince, and he had a responsibility to them. The chaos was alive in his chest, and unlike before, he understood it better now. He saw what it meant and why he was here. He would do his duties, and he’d enjoy them.

Taking a deep breath, he gently caressed Una’s pretty face. “Before we begin, I’d like to ask a question, if I may?”

“Anything, Sire.”

“Would you tell me the names of the other assistants you work with? And tell me their skills?”

The Cunning shone in Una’s eyes as she gleaned his intentions. “Oh, yes. That is a truly excellent idea.”

Thomas set her down and guided her over to the bed.

“First, I think we should get a bit more comfortable.”

Standing before her, he tugged off his still-somewhat-damp clothes and set them aside. Una’s eyes widened in delight and hunger at the sight of him. Unsummoned, Emily made her clothes vanish in a near-magical flurry of motion. Rushing over, she kneeled in front of him, taking his length in her mouth.

Una’s eyes widened further as he sat down beside her and began sliding his fingers across her thighs. Gasping, she spread her legs.

“But, Sire, I thought you wanted a list of names,” she gasped, flushing.

“I do, my lovely scholar. Surely you can list a few while I indulge myself in your charms?”

“Ah, oh yes, my Prince! Of course.”

“Don’t worry,” Emily said, lifting off Thomas’s cock for a moment. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t forget.”

As Emily resumed sucking, Thomas drew his fingers up and down the smooth slope of Una’s thighs. Although she was lean for a goblin, her skin was every bit as soft as Emily’s. Her sighs grew as he explored higher, working towards her core.

She listed the names of her peers, discussing what each was good at. He was pleased to note that the group had many talents they needed to grow the kingdom.

There were gaps, though. From what Una knew, no one in the city had real mercantile skills, and that could quickly become a problem once the city began growing again. It meant he would need to ask around or, more likely, widen his search for an appropriate member of his Inner Circle. The same held true for agriculture. Goblins were cunning scavengers, not farmers.

“What about mining or masonry?” he asked.

By this point, his fingertips were gently exploring Una’s slim, wet folds, teasing her and dancing across her clit. Meanwhile, Emily was eagerly gagging herself on Thomas’s cock.

“Ah…ahhhh!” Una writhed, desperately reaching for him. Her fingers enfolded his girth below Emily’s lips, and she gasped again, sliding her hand up and down as the lust slowly stole her concentration.

“G—Goblins are excellent miners, Sire. That skill will be very easy to find, but we haven’t had masons in generations. May I suggest recruiting a gargoyle? Their kind work with stone.”

“Thank you, Una.”

Emily finally withdrew and stepped back. She’d been fingering herself as she prepared him, and she continued stimulating herself as she watched them.

Thomas slid off Una’s robe and tossed it aside. She lay back on the bed, sighing in anticipation. Thomas went with her, rolling the tip of his tongue across one tight, silvery nipple. Una had kept her hand on his cock and moved it faster.

As much as he wanted to draw things out, he knew his evening was well-booked. He had little time to dawdle over Una, as delicious as she was. When he felt Una’s wetness gush against his fingers, he lifted her into his lap and set her down onto his erection. She squealed and writhed as he sank in, stretching out her tight goblin pussy, bucking as if every inch of him were made of pure sexual joy.

“My Prince!” she screamed, climaxing as soon as he bottomed out, bucking and rocking as the spasms shot through her.

Una’s tight, hot warmth clamped down around him as another wave of orgasms shot through her. The slim goblin girl lacked the stamina or strength to do much more than receive his attentions, but he was happy to provide them. Holding her hips, he began pumping her up and down. She shrieked in fulfillment each time.

Una’s glistening dew ran freely down his shaft as she achieved what he guessed was her tenth or eleventh orgasm. It was just too much, and the chaos in him demanded a response. Moaning at the sheer velvet grip of the goblin woman’s pussy, he rewarded her with a screaming orgasm of his own.

“Yes, yes!” Emily cried, joining him in orgasm as she pounded her slit. “Breed her, Sire!”

Thomas came inside Una, earning a fresh round of eager squeals. He fell back onto the bed, pulling Una with him. She continued orgasming uncontrollably, limbs shaking and flailing on top of him, until he finally lifted her free.

The “popping” sound of his cock leaving goblin pussy never failed to arouse him all over, though he didn’t dare go back for seconds or thirds with Una. Not with what was ahead of him. He kissed her tenderly on the forehead as he sat up and turned to Emily.

“Would you please arrange for Zaza, Moxie, and Vesta to all be in the next room together?” These were the three most skilled of Mama Chef’s assistants.

Woozy, her expression still giddy with pleasure, Emily gasped, “All three, my Prince?”

“Yes. I’ll be over there in a few minutes.”

“Of course.” His assistant dressed, then scampered out of the room as Una stood on weak, wobbly legs. The glistening trail of his seed drooled down her inner thighs, and she cried out in alarm.

“Ah! Actually, wait.”

Plopping back down, she lifted her legs and propped up her hips with one hand and raised her pelvis into the air to stop his seed from escaping. She reached between her legs with her free hand, cupping her pussy to keep any more of his seed from spilling out.

She said, “We must give it time to take root.”

The sight of Una so desperately pumping his cream back inside her body was far more arousing than Thomas would have expected. He’d softened after their brief lovemaking, but now he found his need growing again.

“Here, let me help.” He reached in, scooping up his seed with his fingers and pushing it back into her.

Una cried out at the penetration, somehow climaxing again without falling out of her somewhat awkward posture. But after a few minutes and a few more orgasms, she was satisfied with her custody of his seed.

He heard Emily talking to the goblin women outside. “The Ki—er, the Prince has requested we arrange for Zaza, Moxie, and Vesta to all be in the next house together.”

Mama Chef laughed. “All at once?”

Knowing he was going to be naked again soon, Thomas just pulled on his pants and emerged from the house.

“Mama, we’re going to be establishing a library, and I’m putting Una in charge of it. I suspect that I’ll be borrowing quite a few of your assistants. You’ll need to recruit more.”

“I will do so gladly,” she said approvingly. “It would definitely help if you were to make them Vassals. It’ll speed the process up quite a bit.”

“We’ll see. I currently have a maximum of a hundred, and I need to use them strategically.”

Emily spoke up now. “The number will increase as you reclaim your settlements and grow your levels, Sire.”

“Good to know.” He waved at the next house. “Are the three in the same room?”

“They are,” Emily said.

He went to the next hut, where he found Una’s three assistants waiting for him. This room was a near-copy of the previous one, albeit with a second bed that looked to have been hastily migrated to the opposite wall. Lulu took up to her spot by the door as Emily stood a step behind Thomas.

All three of the goblin women wore the same white robe that Una had. One, with blue and green skin and bright, glossy white hair, stood by the window. The other two–one with long, straight brown hair and the other with short emerald curls–sat on a bed, holding each other’s hands.

“Zaza?” he asked, and the white-haired one nodded.

“Moxie?” The brunette waved shyly.

He looked at the green-haired girl. “And you must be Vesta then.” She gave him a shy, uncertain look.

Lifting the Tablet, he pulled up their attributes.

Name: Zaza
Age: 28
Level: 1
Class: Seamstress
Current Experience: 10
Species: Goblin
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 13
Mana (Magic + Level): 12
Attributes
· Cunning: 12
· Discipline: 11
· Strength: 9
· Endurance: 12
· Chaos: 9
· Magic: 11
· Agility: 14
Skills:
· Tailoring (1)
· Fashion and Clothing Design (1)
· Materials Collection - Seamstress (1)
Name: Moxie
Age: 21
Level: 1
Class: Jeweler
Current Experience: 10
Species: Goblin
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 9
Mana (Magic + Level): 9
Attributes
· Cunning: 15
· Discipline: 10
· Strength: 8
· Endurance: 8
· Chaos: 13
· Magic: 8
· Agility: 12
Skills:
· Jewelry crafting (1)
· Metalworking(1)
· Mining (1)


Name: Vesta
Age: 23
Level: 2
Class: Chaos Shaman
Current Experience: 30
Species: Goblin
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 7
Mana (Magic + Level): 11
Attributes
· Cunning: 8
· Discipline: 15
· Strength: 4
· Endurance: 5
· Chaos: 15
· Magic: 9
· Agility: 4
Skills:
· Chaos Manipulation (1)
· Arcane Theory (1)
· Goblin Rituals (1)


He skimmed the information quickly until he got to Vesta, pausing in surprise.

“Vesta, what is a ‘Chaos Shaman’?”

The shy goblin girl answered him hesitantly. “Ritualists, Sire. We speak to the chaos inside goblins and shape it into magic. Shamans are the ones who activate and recharge the magic goblins use.”

“Like the glowing light gems outside?”

“Yes, Sire. Mama gave me the responsibility to ensure the gems have life.”

“What about the ones in the river? The blue ones, down deep?”

She frowned, her shy hesitation quickly replaced by curiosity. “Sire, I am unaware of any gems in the river. Can you describe them?”

“When I rescued Sunnu, I had to swim under the water. There’s a finished channel there, and it’s lined with gems that glowed blue when I swam past. I couldn’t have found Sunnu otherwise.”

Vesta’s eyes brightened in excitement.

“Those gems must have a proximity charm on them, Sire! I assume the magic was set in place hundreds of years ago, perhaps longer, because our kingdom has long ended at that river. I know nothing of those gems.” She bit her lip, looking down in thought. “They should not still be active though. Without maintenance, all magic fades in time. Even the most powerful enchantments should deplete.”

Yet another mystery to solve, Thomas thought.

“Thank you, Vesta,” he said. Then he turned to the white-haired woman, “Zaza, I see you’re skilled with materials and cloth.” He indicated his clothes. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to take responsibility for giving your new Prince a proper wardrobe? This is the only outfit I have.”

Zaza folded her arms beneath her ample breasts and walked over to inspect his pants. “I have seen this before. Your father often indulges in wearing an Earth wardrobe. The material is fascinating, but not especially durable. If you intend to travel, you’ll need something sturdier.”

“I will,” he said, matching her matter-of-fact tone. “And so will my companions. In fact, I’m thinking of having new uniforms made for all my Vassals. Is that something you’d be interested in designing?”

Her eyes lit up. “Sir? Goblins rarely care about their wardrobes. Our males are more concerned with the filth they wear.”

“Yet you care. Why is that?”

“A traveling merchant came through here some years ago. The trolls ambushed her on her way to the coast, so she needed time to recover. She took an interest in me. I discovered a love for fashion from the books she had.”

“Zaza, what would you need to design proper uniforms for me? Cotton? Silk?”

“Silk?” She mouthed the word. “Yes, that is possible. The forest near us is home to a species of spider. They do not attack goblins.”

Vesta spoke up now. “Materials from natural creatures make excellent conduits for chaos, Sire. I could, perhaps, research ways to imbue the material Zaza makes with magic.”

Zaza had initially seemed the most standoffish of the three women, but she now relaxed entirely at the prospect of a major sewing project. “Really? Sire, you’d allow us to do this?”

“Allow? No, I need you to.” He pointed over to the last member of the trio. “And I’m hoping we can work with Moxie to craft some jewels to adorn the clothes.”

“I would like that very much,” Moxie replied. Unlike Zaza, her voice was sultry, and the desire in her eyes positively glowed. The chaos in her surged so brightly that he could feel it from across the room.

The brunette stood slowly, tugging at the laces of her white dress. It fell to the ground, revealing a bountiful physique.

“I like him,” she announced in a nearly feral growl. “I want him first!”

Zaza and Vesta screeched in protest, practically tearing their vestments off.

“Hold on,” Thomas said, holding his palms up as the three naked goblin girls rushed forward, each intent on being the first one to leap onto his cock. “I have an idea for how you can all get what you want at once, but it’s going to take a little coordination to work out.”

“Coordination, Sire?” Vesta asked, even as Moxie tugged down his pants, pulling his erection free. But before she could do anything with it, Zaza bent forward, wrapping her lips around the tip. Moaning loudly, she began bobbing her head up and down, swallowing most of his length despite the apparent narrowness of her throat.

Gasping at the abrupt, pleasant sensations Zaza was drawing out of him, Thomas tried to keep focus.

“Yes. If the goal is breeding, I propose we stack the three of you up when the time comes. I’ll start in one, then end in the last.”

Vesta sidled closer. Reaching down, she stroked the base of his cock, the bits that Zaza couldn’t reach. Moxie pulled on his balls and looked up at him.

“You hope to impregnate all three of us with one release, Sire?”

Emily yelped with glee. “That is brilliant!”

“That is actually a good idea,” Lulu added. “You have a lot to do here, Sire.”

“That’s the plan,” Thomas said. “Of course, it might take more than one.” He gasped as Moxie pulled Zaza from his cock and plunged down, gagging on his shaft for several seconds before coming up for air. In the bare instant his cock was free of her mouth, Vesta darted down, replacing one mouth with another.

Looking up at him with fierce determination, the green-haired goblin jammed her head down, pushing him past her gag reflex. The warm, almost too-tight clench of her throat earned a louder moan from the Prince.

“More than one sounds perfect,” Zaza said. With a sly look at her companions, she moved over to the bed and bent over, arching her back to present herself to him. The green folds of her labia glistened with her dew and spread just enough to reveal the bright pink interior.

Thomas was forced to interrupt the war over his cock between Vesta and Moxie, as he felt his next climax threatening to spill over too soon.

“Get in position,” he declared.

As if the command were a magical spell, both girls moved up beside Zaza. Vesta lay on her back, using a discarded robe beneath her hips to provide elevation. Moxie turned to the side, her pelvis pressed against Zaza’s hips, so her slit was as close as possible to the other girl’s. She lifted her leg, grabbing the ankle and effortlessly hooking it behind her head.

The display of flexibility was enough to drive Thomas insane with desire. As he slid his cock inside Zaza’s incredible depths, he looked down to see his skin returning to the glowing gray color of his father. He could feel the chaos rise, taking with it all his self-control.

As he sank halfway to the hilt inside her, the man in him gave way to the wild beast.

Thomas bucked, forcing Zaza to take his entire length. Her stomach bulged outward around the outline of his cock, and her screaming moan was one of pure ecstasy. “So big,” she crooned, flexing and clamping down around him as she instantly rose to her first climax.

With his newest lover bucking around his fully sheathed cock, he reached down and ran two fingers across Moxie’s entrance, plunging them inside her. Remembering that he had two hands, he repeated the process with Vesta. He turned to see that Emily had come up beside them, staying a step back but rubbing herself eagerly as she watched Thomas with the three goblin girls. The look in her eyes bordered on worship.

It was too much. So much velvety flesh, warm and wanton, was everything he’d ever wanted. It was everything he could want. The smell of goblin pussy, decadent and delicious, coupled with the chaos-lust reflected in their eyes transformed the moment, elevated it from a simple exchange and into something humans could only imagine.

Thomas was consumed by the feeling of unity with the three girls, of mutual, unstoppable lust. Zaza screamed as she came again, and then he was erupting as well. He could see it from the outside, as his cock pulsed, filling her with the first spurt.

Moxie next! The demand came from a human part of his mind, the bit that still felt barely conscious. Somehow, he obeyed.

Between one spurt and the next, he adjusted his angle, spearing into Moxie. The new angle was partially blocked by limbs, so he wasn’t able to achieve the same depth. Still, the sensation was every bit as fresh and welcoming.

A spasm worked through his body as another spurt flooded the writhing, eager girl.

Now Vesta!

Instead of moving to Vesta, he reached down and gripped her hips. She might have weighed a hundred pounds, at most. In his frenzied state, the act took no effort at all. He plopped her down on top of Zaza, holding her in position as he withdrew from Moxie and slammed into his third lover.

The elevation of her pelvis, coupled with the extra height of being on top of the other girl, was enough to allow him to sheath himself completely. She screamed in orgasm as he penetrated her, then she gave in to the chaos as he thrust into her body, pumping her with as much vigor as he’d used on Zaza and Moxie. He vaguely heard Emily, who had been fingering herself again as she watched, crying out in release behind him as well.

His climax ended, finally, deep within Vesta’s depths.

Stepping back, panting and covered in sweat, he watched as all three of his companions arrayed themselves to ensure the seed sank deep. He saw that Emily’s sympathetic orgasm had dropped her to her knees.

She staggered to her feet now and tugged at his arm.

“Sire, there are many more women waiting.”

“Yeah, sure. Just give me a few seconds to recharge.”

“Recharge, Sire?”

He looked down. Despite his intense orgasm, he had not softened. If anything, the chaos in him burned even brighter, demanding another round. Emily looked down as well, then dropped to her feet and swallowed him up again.

“Water,” he said as Emily forced him into her throat and began sucking off the residue from the breeding session. “We need water.”

Lulu turned and left the room, reappeared a few moments later with two jugs of water. She licked her lips, looking at the trio of satisfied, glowing girls and Emily milking out the last few drops of his seed into her mouth.

“I want some,” she said wistfully.

“Uh,” Thomas began.

Standing to one side, her arms folded across her robed chest, Lulu muttered, “I don’t care about all this breeding stuff. I just want you to give me a proper fucking.”

“Let me handle my Princely duties, and then we can discuss.”

Taking one of the jugs, he drained it thirstily. Halfway through, he looked down at Emily licking up and down the underside of his erection.

“I’m just doing my due diligence to prepare you for the next group, Sire,” she said.

“Yeah, about that.” He asked her about the other girls Una had suggested.

Emily gave him an approving look. “Excellent choices, my Prince. I’ll get them arranged in the next building. Do you need a break?”

“A break?” he said, clenching his teeth as she flicked her tongue rapidly across the underside of his hyper-sensitive cock. She’d gotten him to the edge again already.

“According to Chef Mama, most goblins only last a few seconds, then they’re done for the day,” Emily replied blandly. “We hoped you’d manage two sessions at most tonight.”

“All right. We’ll keep going until I can’t.”

The chaos in him rose at the words, and he grinned at the sensation, leering down at his assistant. Seeing the look in his face, Emily trembled, arching her back until the swollen tips of her breasts strained upward at him.

“Sire,” she moaned. “Please stop…stop looking at me that way. I won’t be able to help myself, and you have important work tonight.”

Thomas laughed, forcing his gaze away from the lovely redhead. He turned back to the trio. “Ladies, would you three consent to become my Vassals?”

All three eagerly exclaimed their agreement. Emily finally stood, and he and Lulu followed her to the building and the next group of women.

By the end of the night, in addition to Una, Zaza, Moxie, and Vesta, Thomas acquired five more Vassals, each selected for their skills.

New Vassals Gained:
· Merina (Administrator)
· Kerelitha (Masonry)
· Xera (Map Making and Scouting)
· Fiera (Logistics)
· Cyndil (Healing)


While there were many qualified women, these were the only ones upon whom he wanted to bestow the Vassal title. He had 14 of them now, and he guessed that he’d need to assign quite a few more to help with various tasks–not just in the capital city but throughout the kingdom.

By the time Thomas fell unconscious in exhaustion, he’d done what would have once been unthinkable. Through a combination of cunning engineering, body positioning, and a healthy dose of Chaos–along with Emily’s eager, near-inexhaustible assistance–he’d given fifty-plus goblin women the chance to carry on his line. He’d also made fifty new friends.

His final thought before he passed out was, Well, it’s all about the friends we fuck along the way, isn’t it?


Chapter 12: Blockage


Thomas woke up feeling as if he’d been run down by a bus. Run down, beaten over the head with a broken bottle, and kicked in the nuts by a mule. The bed he’d slept in was too small, and the bedding was made of sharp thatch. Several very lumpy blankets lay around him. Everything hurt, and every muscle in his body was so stiff he could barely move. If someone had told him that last night he’d downed an entire bottle of vodka, run a marathon, then gotten into a bar fight, he wouldn’t have doubted them.

He finally pried his eyes open. A beam of rose-orange sunlight shone through the window across the room. As he sat up with a groan, a sharp pain stabbed through his abdomen, as if he’d done a thousand sit-ups in addition to the marathon. His left leg felt unusually heavy, as if it was cramped up.

Gradually, the night came back to him.

Oh, yeah. All the thrusting, he thought, vaguely proud of his performance.

He didn’t even remember coming to bed. He’d just passed out after the last round of goblin girls. Someone had carried him in here and put him to sleep. His clothes were in a heap in the corner of the room. There was a large iron chest next to his bed. It was open, and he saw a neat stack of Earth-style clothes, with a suit folded on top.

“A suit?” he asked out loud, then started coughing. His mouth felt dryer than a lint trap.

One of the lumps in the bed stirred beside him, and a head covered in tousled red hair appeared. As Emily sat up, there was a loud slurping noise and the feel of something sticky being peeled off his thigh. He realized it was Emily, who had wrapped herself around his leg in her sleep. Her movement finally broke the suction holding them together, and he was able to move his leg again.

Emily was naked like he was, but the sight of her delectable body did nothing for him at the moment. The mere thought of doing anything with her sent another stab of pain through his groin.

“Zaza donated that,” she said, running her fingers through her hair. “Apparently, your father brought back spares during one of his trips to Earth for her to learn from. She took your measurements while you slept and promised to make more.”

Thomas scratched his head. Did they have Advil in this world? Surely there was some concoction Chef Mama could whip up for him.

“A suit?” he groaned. “But aren’t we in a fantasy world? Should I be wearing sackcloth or something?”

Tilting her head to the side, Emily asked, “Sire, you do realize that the Fae Wilds isn’t based on European Folklore, or some interpretation of it? Travel between worlds may be difficult enough to keep it limited to a few, but it does happen. Earth-based technology doesn’t work here, but many things developed in your world have found a place across the barrier. Suits included.”

“So then, do the rulers wear suits?”

“Um. Well.” She hedged, looking down. “None that I know of. But it’s not like it would be entirely out of place for you to wear one.”

“What time is it?”

“A few hours after noon. You were up until dawn.”

One of the other lumps beside him moved, and Lulu appeared from under a blanket. She was just as naked as Emily, and while part of his mind was happy to find her here, his body immediately protested at the thoughts her voluptuous body engendered.

She tugged at the tangles in her long hair. Thomas was startled to realize that it had gone white once again. He was about to ask why when the answer came to him–the Test of Quality was over, and her hair had reset.

Lulu looked at her hair and sighed. “Fifty-three goblin girls knocked up, and not a single nut for Lulu.”

Rolling his shoulders to relax some of the stiffness, Thomas groaned.

“I…we..” As much as the idea made his back ache, he had to throw her something. “I’ll take care of that. As soon as I can manage something.” He looked at Emily. “Please tell me we did good enough last night to take today and tomorrow off?”

Her adorable face creased with concern. “Sire?”

“Didn’t someone say you expected me to lay with two goblins a night, if we were lucky? Surely that means I get a break today.”

Emily bit her bottom lip, holding back a laugh. “Sire, you lay with most of Chef Mama’s assistants and quite a few of the more capable goblin women in the capital. That was certainly impressive! But I need to remind you Lotta Tot is eighty-percent female, and this city has eleven thousand citizens. You could repeat what happened last night every night for the next month and not lie with half of them.”

The chaos in him rose, momentarily inflamed at the idea of breeding hot goblin girls all day, every day. He crushed it back down. “I have other things I need to do, though. Equally important things. We need to begin our tour. When can we do that?”

“Chef Mama has a potion to help determine when a baby is in the womb,” Emily replied, resting a hand on her stomach. “She will need another two or three days.”

“That works. Maybe we can squeeze in one more round, but certainly not tonight. Okay?”

“It will disappoint quite a few of your citizens, Sire,” Emily said.

“I’ll have to see if I can’t distract them with something else.” Narrowing his eyes and focusing his will, he said, “Fresh Catch, I’d appreciate an escort. Consider this a summons for you and the others.”

His Tablet appeared next to him, a notification on the screen. He swiped and was pleased to discover the message had transmitted successfully.

“What do you intend to do?” Lulu asked.

“I’m going to investigate the river. Then I’m going to talk to that troll. After that? It’s time to start issuing commands. I have things I want our people working on.”

“Your Tablet will help with that,” Emily said. “It’s built with analytical spells and task management functions. That’s how rulers with immense populations govern.”

“Really?” Lifting it, he swiped across a few screens until he found the Task Assignments section under the Population Management tab.

He touched the Task Assignments section until a description popped up.

Task Management Details: Use this tab to assign your Vassals tasks. This may include issuing orders or commands to others within your territory. The Tablet will use a form of predictive magic to provide estimates on the difficulty and time to complete these tasks. When possible, it will also provide an estimated reward. If you assign your Vassals tasks through interaction, this section will auto-update, allowing you to review the details at your leisure.
There are two types of tasks that can be assigned. These are:
Immediate Tasks: These are short-term tasks that can be completed within 24-hours. These are not automatically numbered, although they are logged for future tracking. These tasks will be auto-populated and named, though you may manually override these settings.
Long-Term Tasks: These are ones that take over 24-hours to complete. These tasks will be assigned incrementally numbering for easier tracking. For example: your first task will be labeled “Task 1” or some variation. It will always be known as “Task 1,” even when it is completed. This is to make locating details about the task simpler. You may restart numbering at your leisure. Your Royal Tablet will store reset task lists in different sub-tabs grouped based on dates.


“Holy cow,” he said, incredibly pleased. “This is going to make managing people so much easier.”

Emily fidgeted for a moment beside him. “Yes, it will, Sire. One word of warning, however.”

“What?” Looking down, he saw her mouth had drawn tight in concern.

“If you stop valuing your Vassals as individuals, it may come at cross purposes to the class you selected.”

“Ah. True.” Gamifying being a ruler, especially when the happiness of his people was key to his success, might be the biggest mistake he could make. Or the greatest opportunity, if I can do it correctly. “All right, then yeah, let’s do this in person to the extent we can.”

Thomas moved to get out of bed, but as he slid past Lulu onto the floor, a painful spasm shot through his back, sending him tumbling onto the floor. Both girls leaped out of bed to check on him, and he was in enough pain not to be distracted by what the movement did to their breasts.

“Sire?” Emily asked in concern.

“I need…uh.” What did he need? He tried to sit up, and managed it, as he did, he realized something in the room stank. A moment later, he realized the stench was him. He smelled like a dock-side whorehouse on a hot day.

I had sex with fifty-three girls last night, he thought, and they just put me to bed.

He direly needed a bath, and to be honest, soaking in a hot tub would help with all these aches and pains.

“Emily, is there any way I could get a bath in here? A hot bath?”

“Yes, Sire. Let me talk to Mama.”

She put on a robe and left the room. Lulu stood there in her naked glory, looking down at him with those huge blue eyes. “You are more obsessed with baths than anyone I have ever met.”

“Do people not bathe here?”

“Many do, yes. But none I’ve met do so as frequently as you. I’m not complaining, because you stink, it’s just intriguing.”

Eventually, Mama and Emily returned with a group of Mama’s assistants, rolling an enormous cauldron in front of them. He was pretty certain it was just one of her cook pots, but it would do for a bath. The assistants filled it up with water, and Mama’s magic got it to the right temperature.

Before they left, Mama handed him a little green vial. “This will help restore some of your energy.”

Trusting her by now, he tossed it back in one gulp. Mama took the empty vial and left. When they were alone, the two girls turned to him.

“Do you require our help, Sire?” Emily asked, eyes filling with excitement. He noted an eager gleam in Lulu’s eyes as well.

He looked over the cauldron. It seemed to be big enough for the three of them, and he decided he could use the help, since he was so stiff that washing would be difficult. “All right, sure. Just remember, I need to conserve my energy.”

Lulu made a frustrated noise but said nothing. Thomas climbed into the water, and the girls joined him. For a few minutes, he just let the heat soak into his aching muscles as Emily and Lulu floated beside him, their bare shoulders and gorgeous curves flagrantly on display. He felt chaos stir, as if it were willing to give another couple rounds a solid college try.

He hated turning it down. The sex he’d had the night before had been fun, but it hadn’t been fulfilling in the way he felt with Emily, and even Lulu. Those two weren’t just citizens. He’d rapidly come to see them both as friends, and more.

I really need to level up my attributes so this doesn’t happen again, he thought angrily. The concoction Mama had given him rapidly chased away the pain, but he was still stiff.

One assistant had brought a bag of rough soap, and Emily and Lulu began rubbing it over him. The feel of their little hands sliding all over his body was wonderful, but he still had little carnal energy to do anything about it. Even when Lulu began washing his cock with her soapy breasts, he just let her do it.

“Hmph,” she said as she finished up and he sank back into the water, “at least you’re clean.”

“I think I’m going to want to start my day like this from now on,” Thomas said. “I’m just used to a shower in the morning, and I get the feeling I’m going to need it, given what I have to do here.”

“Of course, Sire,” Emily said as she massaged her fingers through his scalp. “I will let Mama know. I am very happy to assist in keeping you clean.” She giggled.

Thomas floated there, enjoying their company as they bathed him. Despite–or perhaps because of–all the breeding, he liked having this time alone with Emily and Lulu. “I, uh, I have no idea about what royal protocol is here, but in case you two were wondering, it’s fine that you spent the night in here with me. I get that the breeding is important, but I need you two for other things.”

Emily hugged him tightly. “Of course, Sire!”

“I will protect you,” Lulu said fiercely, adding to the hug-pile.

Something in the ovisari’s tone sounded a bit off. He turned, looking at her somewhat sullen expression. “What is it?”

“Last night, you commanded me to be away. It could have ended in disaster. Sire, please never send me away like that again. Not without proper defenders.” Her tone made it clear what she thought about his goblin bodyguard.

Touched, he leaned over and gave her a deep kiss. His arms slid around her body, cupping her ass beneath the soapy water and squeezing her close. “Don’t worry,” he said against her mouth, “I’ve learned my lesson.”

“Sire!” Lulu protested with a moan.

Emily joined in, “No teasing the poor girl, Sire! That’s just cruel!”

The trio spent a while together, simply enjoying each other’s company and discussing the events of the previous day. Eventually, Princely duties overcame his reluctance to leave their company. As they climbed out of the pot, Thomas was pleased to discover he felt infinitely better.

The girls got dressed as he inspected the suit. It was a simple three-piece charcoal gray affair, with a pair of cornflower blue boxers, dress socks, and tennis shoes thrown in. Amazingly, all of Thomas’s new clothes were in his size, if a little tight across the chest and crotch.

Emily donned another pair of tight shorts and a short red blouse, while Lulu pulled on a short pink dress that left most of her boobs hanging out. But she then covered herself with the nondescript cloak she’d been wearing when they met.

“A goblin King in a suit,” he mused once he was done. “I can’t say I’m not pleased.”

“You do look quite fetching, Sire,” Emily agreed.

Adjusting the suit, it occurred to him that his skin had returned to normal. That works, he thought, I am half human. The goblin blood bestowed a few benefits, but that was it. Going full G-Mode for a night had been fun, but it was time for the human to take control back.

“Do you want to come with me today, Emily? I could use your advice.”

“I will if you insist, Sire, but I also need to help Mama prepare the herbs and spells to help ensure your seed takes root.”

“Take me, my Prince!” Lulu said insistently.

He gave her a fond look. The girl really was determined to prove her value. “All right, that works.”

“If you need me,” Emily said, “you can send me a note from the Tablet, now that I’m a Vassal.”

“Okay, sounds good. Have fun brewing potions.”

Emily muttered something about preferring to be brewing a potion for herself but threw herself into his arms for a quick hug, anyway. After she left, he got a notification on his Tablet.

Notice: Emily’s loyalty has increased to 9 (Fervent).


Well, that was hardly surprising. He and Lulu stepped outside, where they found Fresh Catch, Bilden, Glob, and Sunnu waiting for him.

“We’re going to the river, then to visit Hammy-Todd. Were there any issues with the troll while I was occupied?”

“No,” Fresh Catch said. “Gobbos watching him. He’s been quiet.”

“Good. Let’s go back to the bridge. I want to look at something under the water.”

Sunnu shivered at the idea but fell in line without protest. They made it to the edge of the river near the bridge. With the sun shining down, Thomas could see the carvings etched along the sides of the river without having to dive under the water.

“Those are repeating schematics,” he observed, crouching to study them closer. “It looks like a diagram of the city water flows and sewer.”

None of his companions said anything. A subtle motion nearby drew his attention for a moment. It was Lulu, settling into the shadows to watch over him. Since he’d been attacked here yesterday, that seemed like a prudent idea. He saw her fingering her black dagger.

Looking back at the diagram, Thomas continued thinking out loud. “Whoever engineered this must have added the plans for easy maintenance. All it takes is someone with the right skills or background to read it. It’s a genius idea, really. But who built it?”

Lulu surprised him by speaking up. “In ancient times, there was a bloodline of goblins that grew more intelligent as their population spread. According to some legends, they threatened the balance of the entire world.”

“What happened?”

“Intelligence is not always an advantage.” She shrugged. “No one knows for sure, but the assumption is they became too intelligent and lost their desire to procreate. Once they became weak, the other races rose to exterminate the threat they posed.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her, intrigued by this story. “Where did you learn all that?”

“I was educated in an ovisari school, my Prince. It was part of the curriculum.”

“Interesting.” Storing away the insight, he resumed studying the map. It took him a while, but he eventually began to grasp how it worked. “There must be magic involved somewhere,” he noted. “It looks like there are channels designed to create pressure. There’s nothing on this to suggest any mechanisms that would do it.” He pointed. “I see where the hot springs tie in. It looks like they might have been using a geothermal vent to heat the water, but it involved some sort of heat exchange, or maybe dilution with the rest of the water? That could have been the source of the pressure to create the flow.”

“What you going to do, Boss?” Bilden asked, shifting closer to look over Thomas’s shoulder.

“Make the city a happier place.”

“How?”

“There’s a theory in my world that growing a healthy civilization depends entirely on water management. That means getting clean water where it belongs, and getting the wastewater out. We’re going to start with fixing our water problem. Once we get water flowing again, hygiene will be a lot easier. That should help with mortality issues.” Remembering one of the quests his Command Authority had given him, he added, “It’ll help with the food shortage, too, I hope.”

This time it was Sunnu’s turn to ask, “But how?”

“People need clean water to drink, cook, and wash with. Plants need water to grow. And dirty water makes people sick.”

“Oh.” Bilden and Sunnu both nodded, though of the two, only Sunnu showed any sign of comprehension. He was well aware that what he’d just said ran directly counter to how male goblins viewed their existences.

“Okay, I’ve seen enough here,” Thomas said. “Let’s go visit the troll.”

The pit they’d put Hammy-Todd in wasn’t far away. It was a ten-foot-deep hole in the near side of the stone section of the city. Thomas had expected there to be some sort of grisly traps or obstructions to keep the eight-foot troll from climbing out. There weren’t. A few goblins wearing crude leather armor and rusty, notched swords stood nearby, although none of them seemed attentive.

Hammy-Todd just stood there, his strange features composed in a look that made Thomas think he was worried.

“Hammy-Todd,” Thomas said as he approached. “Do you mind if I put you to work?”

“No. Hammy-Todd like work.” Reaching up, the troll used its four limbs to pull itself free of the pit with no real effort. “Hammy-Todd will prove self. You will trust, yes? Protect Hammy-Todd from Troll King vengeance.”

“We’ll see,” Thomas replied. “I appreciate your situation, and what little choice you have in anything right now, but I’m not eager to turn someone who came to kill me into a Vassal so lightly.”

The troll nodded rapidly. “Hammy-Todd understand. Hammy-Todd will prove worth to Goblin King. We will form pact.”

Waving toward the edge of the village, Thomas said, “I want you to help me with something, something you should be able to do easily, but the goblins can’t. It will go a long way toward earning my trust and proving your worth to us.”

“Good. Hammy-Todd do this thing. Hammy-Todd want to help.”

Escorted by the goblins and Lulu, Thomas led the troll back to the point in the river where the trash heap was blocking the flow. When they arrived, one of Chef Mama’s assistants walked over. Thomas realized after a moment that it was Moxie. He hadn’t recognized her right away because her previously short, curly green hair was now flowing long down the back of her robe.

“Hey Moxie!” Thomas called amiably. “We’re going to try and clear out this blockage. I think it might help restore water flow to the city.”

“Oh, that would be wonderful,” she said brightly.

Pointing at the massive pile of discarded scraps and filth, Thomas said, “Hammy-Todd, I need you to clear all that trash out of the river.”

The troll nodded, grunting in assent. “Hammy-Todd do.”

He lumbered forward, stopping at the edge of the channel. For all his bestial diction, Hammy-Todd didn’t just dive in and start tossing trash around. On the contrary, Thomas realized he was assessing the situation carefully. For several minutes, the troll walked around inspecting the vast heap of refuse.

Finally, wrapping one hand around the edge of the stone waterway, Hammy-Todd eased himself down into the water and began grappling with the debris. But he still didn’t start clearing it out. Instead, he was moving things around as if he was looking for something.

After a few minutes, Thomas was about to ask Hammy-Todd what he was doing when the troll stood back and pointed at what he’d exposed. Thomas suddenly saw that underneath the immense landslide of debris–the foundation of the blockage–was a truly massive steel wagon, its iron-shod wheels miraculously intact. It had been hidden until now.

“This problem,” Hammy-Todd called up to Thomas. “All trash pushed against it by river. Must remove.” Taking a deep breath, he submerged himself beneath the water and began wiggling the edge of the wagon. He tried to lift it, along with the piles of trash, but it was heavy enough that even the massive troll was unable to dislodge it. He surfaced. “That heavy.”

“Let’s start from the top,” Thomas replied. “Move the rest of this until you can get that thing out.”

“Oh. Good idea. You smart King.” Reaching up, the troll leveraged himself out of the water and began rapidly tearing apart the debris pile around the wagon. Two of his hands would grab big, solid chunks and pass them to his other two hands, which tossed the results across the river.

“Damn, he’s strong,” Thomas commented, impressed at the raw speed and dexterity of the troll. “Also, not afraid of water.” He eyed Fresh Catch, who blushed in embarrassment.

“I heard all trolls were bad swimmers,” the bodyguard clarified.

“Damn unreliable narrator,” Thomas muttered, waving Moxie over.

“Sire?” Moxie said, walking over.

“You’ve got a mining skill.”

“Yes, Sire.”

“Based on the diagrams I saw inside the water channels, I think there might be some kind of cave system beneath the city. It’s just a guess, but there are parts of that diagram that simply don’t make sense, even with magic, without some sort of engineering below. I was wondering if you’d be willing to take on the task of investigating for me?”

Moxie smiled and patted her belly. “You may have given me the world, Prince. It would be my pleasure to accept this assignment.”

“Also, maybe you’ll find some rocks worth making into jewelry while you’re at it, eh?”

“I do like shiny things, Sire.” She grinned, adding, “Most goblins do, though.” Pointing at Hammy-Todd, who continued to move with the tireless precision and strength of a machine, she asked, “If you end up recruiting him, I could use someone with his strength for this project. Us goblins do not tend to be the strongest, even if we are decent miners.”

Turning to watch the troll labor, Thomas nodded. “If he proves he is trustworthy, I’ll do just that.”

Lulu sidled over, pushing her hood back as she did.

“Most trolls are simple folk, but they are not as stupid as they may seem. If the Troll King has indeed abandoned Hammy-Todd, he would kill him were he to return. I am inclined to believe this troll will see his most advantageous path is with us.”

She held two fingers up to cut short the protests that arose from the nearby goblin bodyguard.

“With that in mind, I would still not recommend giving him easy access to our Prince, or any secret information. This could be a complex ploy. On the one hand, his changing sides is plausible. On the other, it is a remarkable turn of fate for the Troll King to lose two of his agents to our Prince in a single day.”

“Maybe the troll and dryad were outside waiting for you to escape?” Thomas suggested. “If I was going to send one of my elite assassins in to kill royalty, I’d want a way for them to get out.”

“Perhaps,” Lulu allowed. “I was commanded to use that bridge on my way out, though I was not told why.”

“That fits.” Thomas didn’t have any applicable skills for this situation on his Tablet, but he’d played too many hours of strategy games to not see the pieces of the puzzle fitting together. It was easy to imagine how the Troll King’s plan should have worked. First, Lulu would sleep with Thomas and, assuming her hair turned pink, she would kill him. She could then emerge from the room and announce that the Prince was exhausted and needed privacy. As the goblins celebrated the successful Test of Quality, Lulu would slip away. The troll and dryad would be waiting to help her escape.

“There are a few things that don’t make sense in this. First, why wouldn’t the Troll King tell you about the escort?”

Lulu shrugged delicately. “He is not a man to trust. Obviously, with good reason.”

“Okay. Fair. He was making sure you wouldn’t talk. But why just send one troll? Hammy-Todd certainly is strong, but he doesn’t seem like much of a warrior.” Thomas looked back down at the river. During this brief discussion, the troll had dramatically decreased the trash heap. He’d also discovered several immense rocks beneath the trash. Dislodging them and tossing them away had taken him a few minutes, but with their absence, the heap was now much smaller.

“He would not need to be,” Lulu said. “Hammy-Todd would be more than enough to stop any goblins who chased me out of the city. Under normal circumstances, anyway.”

“But my bodyguards subdued him without a lot of trouble.”

“He would only need to block the bridge and slow them down while the dryad and I escaped into the forest. Once there, with a dryad leading the way, they would have no chance of following us.”

“Dryads are that crafty?”

“It is more that they can travel between trees, Sire,” Moxie said. “The first tree she reached would take them far away in an instant.”

Now Thomas understood what the two of them meant. The goblins had subdued Hammy-Todd, but it had taken all of them working together. Even assuming a similar group of goblins had tried it, it would still have taken long enough to let Lulu and the dryad slip away easily.

“So how do goblins normally deal with trolls? If the Troll King is so hostile to us, how have we stopped them from simply invading and taking over?”

Moxie answered. “As you have seen, my Prince, a well-led group of goblins can hold their own against a troll. Until recently, Umadin was our battle leader, and he handled that threat. He is high level. Individual trolls may be stronger than goblins, but they reproduce far slower, and their King knows that. They’d rather risk as few lives as possible, in exchange for as much territory as they can get away with.”

Thomas saw it. One goblin against one troll was no real fight. But as fast as goblins could breed with a strong, fertile King, they would have the strength of numbers, and their chaos would win the day.

That didn’t help him now, though.

He asked Moxie, “And in a matter of weeks Umadin is going to lead a group of our warriors out to confront the trolls head-on?”

She said, “He is. I’m not a member of his Inner Circle like Mama was, but from what I’ve heard, he believes the maneuver can save our people for a few more months. That is, assuming the army does well.”

“Army,” he snorted. “Lulu, Moxie, I don’t suppose either of you know what’s keeping me from going back to Earth to get a few low-tech firearms or other weapons, do you?”

Lulu shook her head. “Magic cost, Sire. It requires magical energy to pass through the world walls. Tablet-wielders have certain advantages there, in terms of being able to send people across or summon them back, but it’s not cheap or easy.”

“Also, while I cannot speak to firearms,” Moxie said, “I can tell you that goods transferred between worlds often change in strange ways. I do not know what would happen were you to bring such things into our world, but there is a strong possibility the result would not be good. For example, taking magical gems from our world to your former one would be very unwise.”

“Oh? Why?” he asked.

“They detonate upon arrival.”

“Well, damn. So much for that plan.”

Hammy-Todd had now cleared the rocks and most of the debris from the river. With the wagon visible, he climbed back into the water, where he once again struggled to lift it out. It didn’t budge. He surfaced, his eyes heavy-lidded with sadness. “Hammy-Todd sorry. Hammy-Todd not strong enough.”

Moving over to be parallel with the wagon, Thomas saw what he’d been hoping to find. The rim of a metal tunnel was visible in the channel now, although the wagon and the debris were still blocking it.

He got Lulu and the goblins’ attention. “There! I’m certain that’s an intake for the city water supply and the cause of this problem. Assuming I read the diagram correctly, removing this blockage should fix quite a few of our issues. We need to get that thing out of there.”

Turning away from Hammy-Todd, Thomas lifted his voice to the other goblins, some of whom were watching this undertaking while others were just throwing rocks at each other. “Hey! You guys! Your Prince needs help.”

There was a cluster of around thirty males, all wearing little more than leather scraps around their hips. Many were covered in green blood, even as they cackled and continued their shenanigans. One, the largest, seemed to be directing the “game,” whatever it was.

At Thomas’s call, the group paused as one and looked in his direction. He infused his voice with as much confidence and authority as he could. “I’m Prince Thomas. You’re going to form a chain holding hands. We’re all going to work together to get this wagon out.”

One of the boys pointed at the troll in the water. “Gobbos help troll? No kill?”

“Gobbos help that troll,” he corrected. “No kill.”

A sharp, tingling sensation ran through his spine as his chaos surged to life. Unlike the night before, which had been about communion and sharing, this felt different. The chaos stretched out, whispering to the parts of it that controlled the minds of the goblins before him. Their eyes, previously wandering and confused, drew into focus on him.

“Gobbos help Prince!” the leader declared, grinning enthusiastically. The others with him voiced agreement as they swept ahead to obey Thomas’s commands.

Thomas’s chaos drove the goblins, giving them the drive to listen and follow their ruler’s orders. He got the feeling that they could disobey, if they wanted to. Most goblins simply lacked the Discipline or Cunning to want anything more complex than the next distraction. Having direction in their lives was, he realized, a very good thing.

Or it could be with the right ruler, he thought.

Unfortunately, chaos had limits. When it came to making a goblin chain, the rank-and-file goblins had little experience with working together or coordinating their actions. A few minutes into the attempt, with two rows of fifteen goblins pulling at the high end of the wagon and failing, a robed goblin woman came walking over.

Thomas remembered her as Merina, one of the women he’d bred the night before and taken as a Vassal. She was now a level 2 Administrator. She bowed her head to Thomas.

“My King, may I help with this?” She waved a hand at the goblins, all pulling against each other as much as against the wagon.

“Of course, Merina. Also, I’m not the King yet. My father still has that title.”

The little woman, who had her green hair cut short above her eyes, bobbed her head from side to side. “To many of us, you are King already, Sire.” Her full face deepened into a smile, reminding him of her insatiable enthusiasm the night before.

“Well, then, go ahead. What I’ve been trying here isn’t working.”

Thomas waved at the group, stepping back to give her room to work. This was the part he was most interested in.

He knew that he could have focused his Chaos and taken a firmer hand on the workers on top of giving them direct instruction. They would have organized better, and eventually, they’d have gotten the wagon out. Maybe it would already be free.

But I can’t afford to take a personal hand in everything. I have to create a city that can run itself with my supervision. That is why the Inner Circle and Vassals exist. The more mundane things like this that I can delegate, the more high-value tasks I can oversee personally.

Merina was an Administrator, and he needed to see her skills and what she was capable of doing. This was a perfect opportunity to see whether Chef Mama’s acolytes would be useful in future planning.

And it seemed that she was. Clearing her throat, Merina shouted, “Gobbo littles! Eyes. Now!” As one, the group stopped their efforts and turned to attend her.

“Pull like this.” She made a distinctive motion with her hands. “Front go. Next go. Next go. Like this. Pull to kill him and him.” She pointed to the goblins at the very end of both lines. “Make fall over. Go boom. Win extra food. Yeah!”

That…was not the sort of administration he’d been expecting.

“There’s no fucking way that works,” Thomas whispered to Lulu.

But she shook her head. “Goblins,” she muttered. “Watch.”

His Tablet buzzed with a notification. When he summoned it to his hand to check, he saw the details of what was going on.

Notice: Merina – Administrator (Level 2) has activated Coordinate Effort while acting on your behalf. This has been enhanced due to your Vassal’s optimistic attitude.


As he read the notice, the goblins renewed their efforts. This time, each pulled in absolute harmony. Even Hammy-Todd, who had observed it all from the water’s edge, went back under and lifted in time with their effort.

The wagon shifted. Then the back end began to rise. As Hammy-Todd stood at the bottom of the river, lifting the wagon, the goblins pulled the front end up and over the rounded lip of the channel.

Thomas gawked at what they’d uncovered.


Chapter 13: Factions


“It’s intact,” Thomas said, awed at the sight of the twenty-foot-long, eight-foot-wide wagon emerging from the water and trash.

He realized as the vehicle rose from the river channel, water and muck dripping from it everywhere, that it wasn’t wooden as he’d expected. The explanation for how it had survived all this time was that it was fabricated of heavy iron, and the metal was etched with complex magical runes. They glowed with a faint blue energy as the goblins drew it from the riverbed.

With the wagon out of the way, it became clear just how the waterway had been clogged. Beneath the wagon a pile of sacks and crates had been stacked in a heap where the wagon had been lodged in the riverbed. They were covered by a net that was weighted down by enormous boulders.

“This wasn’t an accident,” Thomas said out loud. “This was planned. Maybe even sabotage. But why?”

Lulu stepped from his side to inspect the waterway and wagon. After a few moments, she said, “I agree with your assessment, Sire. Other than the impact on water in the city, I’d say we need to open those crates and find out.”

The front wheels finally reached the top of the bank and settled onto the ground in front of them.

“Pull gobbos!” Merina called, making an illustrative motion with two hands.

They pulled. Hammy-Todd came up with the back of the wagon, letting the goblins pull him to the very edge. Rather than get out, however, he dove back into the water. He quickly removed the boulders from the edge of the net and tossed them away. With the last obstructions clear, the troll dragged the bags and barrels up as well.

“At least he’s smart enough to realize we might want to know what’s in those,” Lulu observed.

“I guess there’s different types of intellect,” Thomas said. It reminded him that Cunning was an attribute, not Intelligence, like many games back home. He was pleased to see that water from the river was now flowing rapidly into the once-obstructed tunnel, but there was no telling where it was going. He made a mental note to add that to his to-do list.

When Hammy-Todd lifted the last barrel out of the water and set it on the bank, the troll climbed out of the channel and walked toward Thomas. His motions were sluggish, and his head hung low on his stubby neck. He was clearly exhausted after all that work.

Panting, the giant creature gave Thomas a hopeful look. “Hammy-Todd did good?”

“You did,” Thomas replied.

“Hammy-Todd happy. Hammy-Todd hungry. Please. Can eat?” He pointed at his mouth with one hand and rubbed his stomach with another.

“Um, what do trolls eat?”

Lulu said, “Anything.”

He turned to her.

“What do you mean ‘anything’?”

“I mean, they can digest basically anything that was alive at one point. Rotting trees? Absolutely. Bugs? Yup. They could even eat—”

He held up a hand, interrupting what he knew she would say next. “That’s enough of that.” Turning to Marina, he said, “Administrator, you’ve done an amazing job here. I’m quite pleased. Would you and Moxie care to escort our friend to a place where he can get something appropriate to eat? I’m guessing Chef Mama can take care of him.”

“Of course, Sire,” Marina said. Turning to Hammy-Todd, Marina said, “Come with me. I will ensure you are fed.”

“Hammy-Todd happy.” The troll followed behind the goblin woman, his sagging, tired body leaving wet trails in the dust.

The scene reminded Thomas of a puppy following its master. Pointing deeper into the city, he said, “Okay, well, with that out of the way, shall we see if we’ve made progress on the water system?”

“What of those boxes and barrels?” Lulu asked.

Thomas waved at Fresh Catch.

“Keep an eye on those for now,” he said. “There could be something valuable in there, but I need to inspect some other things first.”

“Yes, Boss,” Fresh Catch replied. His bodyguards circled around the pile of damp cargo, shooing the other goblins away from it.

“Okay,” Thomas said to Lulu. “Let’s see what’s going on. Moxie, do you know where the bathhouses are?”

He thought he knew, but he wasn’t sure. The diagrams showing potential outlets throughout the city were clear, but looking at a map and being able to navigate it through the city were two different things.

Moxie looked perplexed.

“Bath house—?”

Before the green-haired goblin woman could complete her thought, Thomas heard shouting and commotion from back in the city. Over the cries of alarm was the sound of water flowing rapidly.

“I bet that’s it,” he said to Lulu and Moxie. “Come on!”

Waving a hand, he led the group toward the city’s interior. When they reached the closest ring of intact buildings, they discovered a gaggle of wet goblins scrambling out of a wooden structure. The sound of running water was louder here, and the goblins screamed in panic and dismay as they flailed around.

Is it me, or do they look unhappy being clean?

Filing that thought away, Thomas forced some authority into his voice. “Calm down! What happened here?”

His chaos leaped out, obeying his implicit command. The group’s panic receded, albeit not entirely. They stared at him, wide-eyed and bewildered.

One of them replied in broken, barely intelligible babbling. “Water demon! Spit at us! We asleep. Wug wug! Water boom!”

Grinning, Thomas walked over to the open door and peered inside the building. He’d been right. Beyond the entry room was a torn tarp that now lay on the ground. In the area beyond the tarp was a recessed stone basin where water was rapidly gushing. As it did, blue runes around the stone lit up, their mysterious magic activating once they were completely submerged.

Lulu and Moxie gaped at what they’d discovered.

“There could be more of these,” Lulu said.

“We really need to figure out what those runes do,” he said.

They returned to the street, where Thomas addressed the sodden, confused family of goblins.

“All of you, calm down. You can stay here. The water won’t hurt you.”

“Water burns!” one of the goblin boys, barely three feet tall, snarled and clawed at the air. “Kill it. Sntch, sntch!”

Thomas stared at the little child. “Um, yeah. We’re definitely getting a school in place as soon as possible.”

“School?” Moxie asked. “Why school?”

“To teach Discipline,” Thomas said. “Also, important skills. I want to game the way the Vassal system works.”

“Game the system? Huh?”

Waving the question away, Thomas lifted his Tablet, focusing on the idea of a map of the city. It vibrated and a Map tab appeared. When he touched it, it showed what appeared to be a detailed, real-time diagram of the city, including several dozen spots clearly marked with update notifications. He tapped them.

Thomas was thrilled to see that all but three of the water outlets around the city were listed as “Functional”. However, the hot springs had a tag saying, “Obstructed.”

With a thought, Thomas changed the view, pulling up the plumbing diagram. A network of piping appeared. Some of it was green, some red. In the older sections of town, where the stone and brick house stood, the piping was green, suggesting water was now flowing to them. Everything else, though, was red.

“I wonder how it knows what to show me?” he mused, touching one of the red pipes.

Notice: Expected infrastructure missing or damaged. Update map to reflect this as the new standard [Yes/No].

He touched “No.” Knowing the proper layout was enough for now. As much as Thomas wanted to rebuild and expand the capital city and its infrastructure, this wasn’t the time–not with his people on the brink of extinction. He had to focus on getting them past the next six weeks first.

With confirmation that water was flowing, along with an improved understanding of the Tablet’s mapping functions, Thomas led his group back to the river to inspect the crates and bags. On the way, Emily reappeared and joined them, running up and giving him a tight hug.

She gushed, “I missed you so much, my Prince!”

He saw a slightly disappointed look cross Lulu’s face, but she remained quiet as Emily explained how she’d completed the most important tasks for Chef Mama.

“What have you been doing, Sire?” she asked. “What is all the excitement?”

Thomas and Lulu updated Emily on the events of that morning. The redheaded goblin girl was amazed and excited.

“That is wonderful, Sire! What do you think could be in the wagon and those boxes?”

“That’s what we’re on the way to see,” Lulu said.

The two were still talking when the group made it back to the river. When they arrived, Thomas realized that–while Fresh Catch and the others were still guarding the heap of goods from the other curious goblins–he hadn’t thought to tell them not to explore it.

They’d already been at the crates and bags, and the contents were spilled along the ground at the base of the wagon. Thomas was amazed to see piles of gleaming gemstones and gold strewn about. Several of Chef Mama’s assistants had joined the bodyguards and were shouting crossly at the goblins who’d come over to pick at the baubles.

“That’s enough of that!” Thomas shouted upon his arrival, exerting his Authority. Chastised, the goblins scuttled off.

Emily walked over to the treasure and began inspecting it. “This must be from the ancient vaults!” Leaning down, she picked up a gold coin with a goblin’s head on one side.

Thomas peered over her shoulder to take a look. He thought the embossed profile looked noble somehow, with a defined jaw. “Ancient vaults?”

“Oh. I haven’t told you about the goblin utopia yet, have I?” Emily sighed wistfully. “It was the pinnacle of goblin kind, when intellect ruled and our people were great inventors.”

He glanced at Lulu. “The…oh, yeah. Lulu mentioned it. Something about a breed of goblins that got smarter as they grew their population?”

“That’s it.” Emily flipped the coin deftly across the backs of her knuckles. “Most of the wealth from that time is gone, though some remained until recently.” Waving at the piles of gems, she continued, “I bet this was stolen from your father during the last Faction War.”

Thomas’s forehead creased. “Faction War?”

“Once word got out about his curse, some goblin tribes rebelled and broke off into dissident factions that all wanted to control their own areas of the city and countryside. There were several battles, including one that did a lot of damage to the city.”

Lulu added, “My understanding is that the Troll King was supporting at least one of those factions.” She pointed at the wagon. “I overheard him boasting about how much he spent getting a war wagon made, and laughing at how much value he got out of it. I believe this could be it.”

“Fucking Troll King. Again.” Thomas scowled. “Emily, how many factions were there?”

“As far as I know, only two remain. There is the Agnan Faction, which is led by Agnan out of Blith, and the Sahail Faction out of Wubgug, which—”

“Let me guess, is led by Sahail?”

Emily beamed. “Excellent guess, Sire!”

“Where can we find them?”

“Both settlements are several days' travel.”

Thomas looked back at Lulu. “I’m not a big fan of murder, but if we’ve got that many traitors in our territory, I may need to make an exception.”

Lulu turned her head, and a sinister expression grew beneath the cowl of her robe. “I would be happy to murder anyone you would like me to, my Prince.”

“Well, okay, then. You’re certainly bloodthirsty.”

She pouted. “Only for you, Sire.”

Chuckling, Thomas waved at the coinage. “I guess for now it doesn’t matter why someone tried sneaking all this loot out of the city, or why it was hidden here. We need to get it somewhere secure and then count it. Then we need to see about getting a list of supplies we’ll need. That means a trade mission too, I’m guessing.”

“Merina will be good for that,” Emily said. “Now that you’ve empowered her as a Vassal, she’ll have great insight into those matters.”

“Fiera, too, I think,” he said. “She’s our logistician. And we’ll need to talk to Cyndil about anything related to healing that she’ll need. Maybe she’ll have ideas about crops, too, since we don’t have a farmer yet.”

Emily smiled widely. “Sire!” She gave him a tight hug. “I am so impressed with how much progress you’ve made this quickly.”

He tapped his head. “Civil engineer, love. It’s part of the training.”

Emily’s eyes swelled as wide as he’d ever seen them, and her face flushed with emotion. Then she abruptly looked down. “Oh, Sire! Do you really?”

“Really what?”

“Love me. You just said so!”

He gritted his teeth. “It’s, uh, a term of endearment on Earth.” He hesitated, seeing her face fall, and reached out to stroke her hair. “I do love you, Emily. You’re the best Emily I’ve ever known.”

Her mood bounced back instantly, and she squeezed him again. “I am so happy!”

“Do me a favor?” he asked. “Get Chef Mama and her acolytes together for a team meeting. I want to discuss everything. After that, I’m going to want to go on a trade delegation. If we have a neighboring city that’s safe to trade with, that is.”

“The Cryseth Faeries on the coast, Sire,” Lulu said. “They trade with everyone. There is an old road that goes that way.”

“Excellent.”

“Sire?” Emily asked.

“Yes?”

“Are you coming to the meeting?”

He pointed back into the city’s center. “No. Lulu and I need to check in with my father. I want to understand a few more things.”

Emily ran off.

Waving for his bodyguard to fall in, Thomas addressed Fresh Catch. “Do you know where the battle with the troll army is supposed to take place?”

“Gobbo know, Sire. Not far. A few hours away. Easy run.”

Summoning his Tablet, Thomas focused on creating a task for Bilden, Glob, and Fresh Catch. “I want to try something. If I give the three of you a mission to go scout that potentially dangerous area, I want to see if it’ll award you with experience.”

The immediate task populated.

Scout Troll Battleground
Assigned to: Bilden, Glob, and Fresh Catch
Rewards: Low-to-medium experience points
Risk: Unknown


All three goblins agreed to the task. Before they left to address it, Fresh Catch pointed at Sunnu. “What of him, Sire?”

“I have a job for him,” Thomas said in tones that made it clear he wasn’t going to elaborate.

“Ah. Good. Very well.”

With the trio leaving to complete the mission, Thomas asked Mama’s assistants to keep an eye on the treasure before continuing on with his missions. As he and Lulu made their way toward the castle with Sunnu, the Tablet buzzed with a notification.

Additional Immediate Task Added.
Task: Gather the Team
Assigned to: Emily.
Estimated Time to Completion: 1 hour and 10 minutes.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Long-press for additional details.
Do you wish to add the task assigned to Zaza now? [Yes/No] If you select [No] it will be added to the list when you choose to sort your long-term tasks.


Deciding to leave detailed task management alone for a little while longer, he selected “No.”


Chapter 14: Bonding


“So, you love Emily already,” Lulu said sourly as they walked toward the palace.

Thomas looked down at the ovisari girl.

“I mean, we just met, but I love what she’s been able to do for me.” He paused. “I love having you around too.”

Lulu scowled. “No, you don’t.”

“What?”

Rather than answering him, she held up a lock of her bone-white hair.

“What does that mean?” he asked.

“If an ovisari takes the seed of a male who loves her, then her hair will remain pink.”

“What, really? How does that work, if your job as a species is to provide a potency test?”

“There are more Ovisari, Sire,” she said, sounding genuinely upset.

Sensing that he’d damaged his relationship with the girl, Thomas tried for a soft tone, “Look-“

“It’s all right,” Lulu cut in. “We also just met, and I sense that you do not entirely trust me yet.”

“Lulu, is this a thing you want? Love with a goblin King?” Thomas asked. “You just said your hair will turn pink if there’s a love bond. That sure sounds a lot like monogamy to me, and I am who I have to be.”

She looked away from him toward the castle. “It’s not about limiting your sexual relationships. It’s about your heart. We can discuss this later. Not now.”

When they arrived at the throne room, King Umadin was in the castle, sitting on the same throne where Thomas had found him the day before. The stately, gray-skinned man came to his feet as they entered the throne room.

“Thomas,” he said, “how are you doing? Are you enjoying the authority I gifted you? You have been quite busy.” His smile was drawn and sad, as if seeing Thomas in his prime was bittersweet.

“Yeah. It’s a lot of fun.” And Thomas realized that he meant it. While he hadn’t had time for a lot of soul searching, the unmitigated pleasure he felt at solving tangible problems and making a difference for his people was deeply fulfilling.

“I’m here to ask you a few questions.”

Umadin winced. “I knew you would have them. Do you want to accompany me to the military district while we talk? I assume some of those questions will be about our army, such as it is.”

“Yes. There is a lot I need to know, even if you remain in command of them.”

The King motioned for Thomas to take the lead, then stepped in line with his son. Lulu trailed behind them, and Thomas realized she was walking closer to Umadin than him.

“I need to understand how you let things get this bad.” Thomas waved at the mostly intact buildings around the center of the capital. “Why did you let your people go feral?”

Umadin groaned. “It was not intentional. I had no way to stop it. The curse didn’t just take my potency, it also reduced my chaos score by half.”

Despite only having lived among the goblins for a little over a day, the implications of that statement drew Thomas short. The King would have lost half the power he’d used to build what was here. No wonder it had all gone to shit.

Thomas said, “That—that’s awful.”

Umadin nodded. “Indeed, it was. I am sane, and ironically I am more in control of myself than I’ve ever been.” He lifted a hand. Snarling a word, a tiny flame appeared above his open palm. “Traditional magic spells are available to me as they never were before. Yet I can barely control my people now. Without Chef Mama and a few of my former Inner Circle, we’d have lost the Royal Tablet long ago. That was the intent of those who cursed me. With the Tablet gone, the kingdom would have evaporated in days.”

With the perspective of the past day, Thomas realized he had never asked the obvious question. “Who was it that cursed you?”

Umadin shook his head. “We do not know for certain. I have suspicions but no proof. The obvious culprit would be the Troll King, except that troll magic, such as it is, is too weak for something so powerful. He would have needed to pay someone else. Such a spell would be enormously expensive, far more than the Troll King would be willing to pay, in my opinion.”

Lulu suddenly spoke up. “It is not the sort of thing Trolls do, either.”

Umadin nodded. “No, it is not. He would view such a plan as a suggestion he was not strong enough to beat us in a fair fight. Fair for trolls, that is, but a fight nonetheless. It had to have been some other race like the elves or faeries.”

Thomas looked at Lulu. “We need to find this out eventually. If they cursed my father, they could curse me as well.”

Umadin nodded. “I agree.”

They continued together until Umadin led him to the stone barracks of the soldiers. The streets were mostly empty, only a few stray groups of goblins wandering around as if lost.

“They will need direction soon,” Umadin said, following Thomas’s gaze. “I recommend using the Task function of the Tablet and appointing promising people to help you administrate.”

“I’m already on it.”

“Really?”

“Mmm-hmm. You know I’m a civil engineer by trade, right? My passion is improving lives, not micromanaging them. I’d rather build and provide vision than get down in the mud.”

Umadin chuckled softly. “I have to admit, your mother was the one who helped us find your foster family. Everything after that came naturally.”

“My adoptive mother’s parents were both engineers. I’m sure it had an influence.”

“If so, it wasn’t deliberate on our part. In the unlikely event that we needed to summon you home, living with diplomats made sense.”

Thomas mouthed the words, repeating what his father said to himself. “Does that mean you never intended to call for me? Even if my mother had survived?”

“Correct.” Umadin waved a hand at the dirty, half-abandoned streets. “Your mother didn’t want the goblin life for you, even though she was determined to stay with me. The curse only drew us closer together.”

“How so?”

“The lower my chaos, the more human-like I became. What began as a simple infatuation blossomed into true love. Your mother was a remarkable woman, Thomas. She did not just accept the goblin way of things, she embraced it. Alas.”

Umadin closed his eyes, shoulders slumping. Then, with a visible effort of will, he stood straight again. Thomas didn’t know how to reply. He hadn’t known either of his biological parents, and the distant, functional nature of his relationship with Umadin certainly didn’t foster warmth.

Plus there’s his whole plan to run off and commit suicide by troll, Thomas thought.

As for his adoptive parents, Thomas’s life hadn’t been bad, just difficult. He hadn’t grown up in luxury, but neither had his family struggled for what they needed. All of his challenges while growing up had been interpersonal. Dealing with different cultures and bullies, always feeling like he didn’t fit in anywhere. The fact that he’d spent the first eight years as an absolute hellbeast for his parents probably hadn’t helped.

Now he knew to blame at least some of his childhood challenges on his father. It didn’t necessarily make things better, knowing that his half-goblin biology was partially to blame, but it gave him some useful context for perspective.

They finally came to something that appeared to be a training ground for the army. It was about half the size of an American football field, surrounded by a waist-high stone wall. Several dozen goblins wearing the familiar boiled leather armor sparred in the center with a mismatched collection of battered, rusty weapons.

Yet, compared to the rest of their kind, these specific soldiers seemed disciplined and refined. They were nowhere near as disciplined as the soldiers he remembered from Earth. Still, these were a considerable step up from the other goblins he’d seen so far, including the ones he’d first seen in the military district.

Certain other things became apparent as Thomas took a closer look. Several squads of soldiers stood apart from the primary group, each of them engaged in a different sort of workout or practice session. Some were wrestling, some hacking at straw dummies, some throwing knives or short spears at crude targets set up against the surrounding wall.

It was impressive in one respect, that the goblin soldiers were even here training rather than throwing mud at each other. But the longer he watched, the more Thomas realized what the missing element was.

“It’s like they have enough Discipline to go through the motions,” he said to Umadin, “but no actual leadership. They’re just…fooling around together with no real purpose.”

“Precisely,” his father replied. “And with my degraded Chaos, I can’t organize them anymore. Before you came, a member of my Inner Circle helped with that.”

He pointed to a pot-bellied goblin sitting on a tall chair watching the soldiers. The goblin wore a few pieces of barely stitched together armor and held a jug of some mysterious fluid in his hand.

“But he’s not helping anymore? Will he help me?”

Umadin shrugged.

“Without the incentive of the levels I granted them, I think none of them will be useful to you, unless you want to recruit them again.”

“Chef Mama is a Vassal already,” Thomas said, “I wonder… “

He continued watching the soldiers, wondering what he was going to do here. He looked around the field for signs of anyone with any real discipline. Here and there, he saw goblins who seemed more in control of themselves than the others, whose focus seemed to guide the rest. He had a feeling that without them, the entire mass drilling together would have completely fallen apart.

He was about to step out onto the field when one goblin misjudged a strike and bonked the soldier beside him on the head with his sword. The second goblin let out a screech of pain and anger and returned the blow. In moments, chaos descended on the entire field as the halfway-organized drill dissolved into a wild melee of kicking and punching. The goblins who had been practicing around the perimeter all dropped what they were doing and ran over to join the brawl.

“At least they aren’t stabbing each other this time,” Umadin said dourly as the din of the fight rose into the air. “We lost half a dozen yesterday to this sort of thing.”

Thomas knew he couldn’t allow their already depleted army to weaken itself further. Taking a few steps closer to the arena, he jumped up to the top of the wall. He exerted his will for a moment and shouted at the melee. “Enough fucking around!”

In an instant, every single goblin in the arena stopped fighting and froze, looking in Thomas’s direction. As his chaos spoke to the soldiers, the goblins began picking up their weapons and straightening their armor. Without any additional commands, the units drew up into neat ranks, their weapons at the ready. Even feeling what was happening, Thomas was stunned.

He mumbled, “What the…”

“It’s their Chaos and Discipline,” Umadin said from beside him. “They are equally balanced. With just a little help, these soldiers can perform astonishing feats. In battle, few are more feral and aggressive than the goblin hordes.”

“Resume practice,” Thomas commanded. The soldiers returned to their drills. This time, though, they fell into disciplined, orderly circles. He turned to his father. “So, they do all know what to do? They just won’t do it without the right leadership.”

“Correct. They do,” Umadin said. “I trained them for years. Molock—” Here he pointed to the rotund goblin in the chair, who had not moved from his spot despite the brawl. “—Used to help me, lending his authority and chaos to the process. He is corrupt, of course. He knew what to do, but I lost his loyalty. Most of my Inner Circle became that way. They broke down when my chaos became too little to steer them, just like all the others.”

A flare of intuition tugged at Thomas’s stomach as he stared at Molock. He thought about the treasure sunk in the river and about what it might have taken to get it there. “Was there some sort of conspiracy?”

Umadin nodded. “Of course there was. Several. I headed them off personally.”

“How?”

The King smiled sourly, revealing sharply pointed teeth. “Just because I am no longer a Tablet Wielder does not mean I’ve lost my levels, son. I’m still a level fifteen Warlord. With access to magic, I’ve only become more formidable.”

“Did you know about the treasure in the river?”

Umadin’s smile vanished. “What treasure in the river?”

“I don’t suppose you know Molock’s loyalty score before you passed Command Authority to me, do you?”

“No. He was a member of my Inner Circle. We cannot know their Loyalty.”

It would be so much easier if the Inner Circle wasn’t able to obfuscate their intentions, Thomas thought. Then again, would I want to devote myself to a ruler who knew my disposition at all times? Remembering his time with corporate America, he knew the answer was a resounding ‘no’.

Thomas said, “Ah. Yes. I remember now. Come with me. I have an idea.”

Umadin climbed over the wall, and the two walked over to where Molock was lounging.

“Molock, nice to meet you,” Thomas said once they were within speaking distance.

Molock turned sluggishly to look at Thomas, as if he were exhausted–or drunk. At the sight of the prince and Umadin standing nearby, he gasped and shot to his feet, executing a sloppy salute.

The former member of Umadin’s Inner Circle spoke with a thick, barely intelligible accent, “Prince! Sire! What can I do for you?”

Umadin started to reply, but Thomas interrupted him. Voice flush with his Authority, he demanded, “Why did you conspire with the Troll King to steal my wealth?”

He expected Molock to deny the accusation. Then he felt the power of chaos surge out, clamping down on the other man’s will. With a curse and a shout of dismay, Molock screeched out his confession.

“Broken King! Weak King! Cursed!” With those words, he turned and ran across the field.

“King Umadin,” Thomas said, tone dry and hard, “deal with your traitor before I command the army to do so.”

“With pleasure,” his father said, enthusiasm sparking in the man’s haunted eyes.

Umadin flowed into motion, leaping after Molock with an intensity that was all goblin. He rushed behind his former ally, tackling him to the ground and pummeling the traitor in the gut and ribs with loud, punishing blows.

Through it all, Umadin’s expression remained focused, lacking the frenzied berserk energy of his subjects.

“That’s enough,” Thomas said. “I want him alive. I saw a prison on the map when I skimmed it earlier. Is it sufficient to hold him?”

Looking up, Umadin nodded tersely. “It should work for most goblins.”

“I’m Tasking you with rounding up all of your former Inner Circle. I want them imprisoned.”

Umadin’s eyes widened in dismay.

“Not all of them are disloyal.”

“Are you certain of that?” Thomas shot back.

The King sagged, breaking eye contact with him. “Uh. Mostly, I suppose. At least, I hope so. I may have fallen down on my duties for the last few years.”

“Round them all up,” Thomas said again. “I have an idea, but it calls for them all to be in one place.”

“What about Chef Mama? Do you want me to arrest her as well?”

“She’s the only exception. I already know she’s loyal, because she’s my Vassal.”

“As you command, Prince.” Umadin’s tone was dry and respectful.

“Once you’re done, come see me. I want to discuss what we do before I question them.”

“Of course.”

Immediate Task: Fetch the Former Circle
Assigned to: King Umadin.
Estimated Time to Completion: 2 hours.
Estimated Risk: Medium.
Potential Rewards: Unknown.
Long-press for additional details.


Thomas found himself deep in thought as they left his father’s castle. Lulu followed a step behind him.

“That was well done,” she said. “I am impressed.”

“With what?”

“You comported yourself with authority, like a true King. As if it was your right, which it is. Your tone with Umadin was firm but appropriate. I am a bit intrigued that you let that traitor survive, though.”

He gestured for her to step closer. Once she was walking close by his side, he answered her in a whisper. “I have plans for the traitor. Whenever I can, I’m going to avoid murdering people.”

“But why? He betrayed your father, stole his wealth, and was conspiring to destroy your kingdom. Most other Kings would have him slowly torn to pieces. Only the most merciful would kill him first. None would suffer such a traitor to live.”

Peering up at him, Lulu’s expression was one of wide-eyed innocence. It made her bloodthirsty question all the more disturbing.

He settled on a response he thought she would understand.

“It’s gut instinct. I don’t want to waste resources, and something tells me my success or failure here will depend on how many good people I can bring to my side, no matter how they came to be there. Remember Hammy-Todd. Assuming he’s honest with his intentions, he makes a better ally than an enemy. Remember you. You came here to kill me, after all, and I’m now allowing you to share my bed.”

Lulu’s face tightened, but she said nothing right away. “That is true. And I hope you trust my loyalty now.”

He gave her a side-hug as they walked. “I do. But if a ruler gets a reputation for ruthlessness,” Thomas went on, “it could poison future alliances before they begin.”

“I see.”

“I’m not against violence per se, Lulu. Not at all. I recognize the value in protecting what’s ours. I’m just not going to lead with that. It won’t inspire happiness or loyalty.”

“In goblins?” She looked around, incredulous. Ahead of them, a trio of goblins were busy bouncing each other off a stone wall, head-first. It looked like an incredibly violent and entirely pointless game.

“You’ll see. You said you trust me to be different. I am. So trust me in this. Once we tame their chaos and give them focus, I think there’s enormous potential in these people. Remember Chef Mama and her followers. All it takes is the right leader, and the goblins will become a true force.”

Lulu smirked. “Well, that is certainly true. And it’s also precisely why they’ve been murdered as frequently as possible for generations.”

“Not anymore,” Thomas said firmly. “This is my kingdom now.”

“What about your father?”

He sighed, a momentary swell of uncertainty tickling at the back of his head. “He might have the title, but he and I both know who the true ruler is now. You can see it in his eyes.”

“How do you know that, though?”

“I know when people look defeated.” Memories flashed through his mind. During his childhood travels, he’d seen awful things. His parents had spent two years in the Middle East, then another year in Africa. The eyes of some of the citizens still haunted him to this day. Umadin had a look similar to some people he’d met. “There’s no ambition in that man. Not anymore. He knows his time is past. That’s why he gave authority over to me so freely.”

“I see. You have great insight into people, Prince Thomas. I daresay, it might make you quite the assassin, should you wish to learn.”

He snorted, gesturing for them to turn a corner. They came to one of the stone buildings with a water basin in the back. “I’m going to bathe again.”

“Again? Why?”

“It’s been a long day, a lot has happened, and I just like the feeling of being clean. Plus, I want to test something about the water.”

They walked inside the building and went to the back room. The building was unoccupied, and there were no doors or walls between the rooms. Thomas stripped out of his clothes, putting his suit to the side, and sliding into the water.

“Ahh, fuck, that’s cold.”

It wasn’t freezing, but only by a few degrees. His skin tightened as he looked down at the day’s grime on his hands. Yet when he put it beneath the water, the dirt vanished as though scoured clean.

“I thought so. Look.”

Leaning closer, Lulu said, “What?”

He held up his now-clean hand.

“When the goblins came out of that place today, I thought some of them looked remarkably clean given that they’d only gotten splashed when the water came on. I think the ancient goblins who built this place knew the value of hygiene.”

Taking a breath, he submerged his head beneath the water. His scalp tingled pleasantly once he’d gotten over the uncomfortable bite of the cold. When he surfaced, he saw that Lulu had shed her clothes as well and was now settling down in the water across from him. Her tantalizing nudity, all the more enticing for the effects of the cold on her curvaceous body, nearly made him forget the frigid temperature around them.

Lulu smirked as Thomas admired the hard pink nipples standing out from her luscious breasts. The look in her eyes had the expected effect on him.

“You’re not the only one who values cleanliness,” she said, dunking herself beneath the water. Surfacing a moment later, she grinned up at him. “Even in the cold, Sire? I’m impressed.”

Waving the comment away, Thomas settled back into the basin. The ten-foot-diameter pool was about three feet deep, meaning it was up to Lulu’s mid-chest. The rim had steps to make access safer. Still, smaller goblins might drown if they weren’t careful.

Thomas studied Lulu’s face, now framed by sleek wet hair. That hair was silver-white again. He missed the pink. The pink had meant something, and he knew now that it meant more than just the fact that he was fertile. There was more to it than that.

“I know almost nothing about your people, Lulu. Would you tell me more about them?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What do you want to know?”

“Anything you’d care to share. Remember, I come from Earth. I don’t know anything that the Tablet or Emily hasn’t told me.”

She settled back, floating just with the tips of her breasts dimpling the water as she paddled to keep herself afloat. Her hair fanned out around her shoulders and arms in a stunning contrast to the blue runes lighting the clear water.

“The ovisari were created by magic. According to our lore, a dragon and an elf fell in love, but they could not reproduce. They were both powerful mages, so they used their spells to create the first of us.”

“They did? Why?”

Sliding a hand down her chest, Lulu touched her stomach. “They wanted a being that could merge the traits of both species, dragon and elf, without shapeshifting.”

He thought about that for a moment. “Like a surrogate?”

“A what?” she asked.

“On Earth, if a woman is unable to conceive a child with her mate, she may choose another woman to carry the child for her. There are different ways of doing it, but that woman is called a surrogate mother.”

“I see. Well this was more than a ‘surrogate.’ It was a true merging.”

“You’re talking about genetic splicing, or something. But how? And how would an ovisari facilitate that for a dragon?” He held his hands apart, gesturing at her petite form.

“To your first question, magic is how. Inside an ovisari womb, the best traits of two distinct species merge. The results are almost always distinctive and impressive, even if the offspring are often sterile.”

Thomas looked down at himself, thinking about how he was taller than his father. “Could that have been how I…”

She gave him a speculative look. “It’s possible. It’s not uncommon for royal couples to engage our services. With an ovisari womb carrying her child, the woman in the relationship does not have to suffer the challenges of labor.”

“I find myself back to the original question. How does that work?”

Lulu sat up, leaning back against the steps. Her hair settled across her chest, leaving her looking smaller and a little vulnerable.

“Any being with fae blood can accommodate practically any size mate. Fae encompasses a lot of races in this world, although not all of them. Not goblins, for example. But nixies, pixies, faeries, and the like all have it.”

“Faeries are tiny here, right?” He raised his hand, holding his fingers a few inches apart.

“Not quite,” Lulu said, holding her hands about a foot apart. “They’re closer to this.”

“And what you’re saying is that a faerie could…have sex with, say, a human?”

“Yes. Things stretch as they need to. Some faerie girls actually prefer human men to their own kind, precisely because of what it involves. They enjoy that process of…accommodating the size differences with a human male. I’ve been told they find it very pleasurable.”

Thomas tried to imagine it, and he wasn’t sure he could.

“So ovisari have enough fae to survive whatever the fathers can throw at us,” Lulu went on. “As for how it works, we lie with the male of the pair and take his seed. After that, we lie with the female and absorb her egg.”

“And I assume you’ve never gone through that?”

Lulu shook her head.

“No, Sire. I’m from the guild of ovisari assassins. It’s assumed we will never experience sexual contact unless our mission requires it or we decide to reproduce.”

That’s a lot to unpack, he thought. “And how do ovisari reproduce? Like, are there ovisari boys or something?”

A distant hardness glazed her eyes. “Once we have a man’s seed in us, we can reproduce at will. If there’s no egg from another female species, and we decide to become pregnant, we’ll give birth to a pure ovisari girl.”

“A girl?”

“Always a girl.”

“So wait, does that mean— “

Lulu seemed to anticipate his question and answered before it was complete.

“No. The Test of Quality involves consuming the seed in a way that makes conception impossible.” She smirked. “We would need to lie together with the intent for me to bear you a child, Prince.”

Thomas thought, The ovisari can have a child with any man they want, and at any time. That’s one hell of a blessing. Being surrogates to families who cannot have their own children is also a tremendous gift.

Yet again, though, something in Lulu’s manner told him there was more here–something important he was missing.

“What about the ovisari assassins? That sounds awfully clandestine and secretive.”

“It is. Officially, we don’t even exist. Only Tablet-holders may know of my order. In public, others will assume that my role as your shadow is related to my kind’s other duties.”

“I guess that’s the perfect camouflage for an assassin, or an elite bodyguard.”

“Not perfect, but good enough. Especially for our targets.” She sighed. “As to your question from before about how I came to be here, well, the Troll King paid my virgin price to the guild before taking me into his staff. He made me his Vassal and took great delight in exposing me to his horrid nature prior to assigning my target. My orders were to kill you, or let you take my virginity if there was no other way.”

“What do you mean by his ‘horrid’ nature? He didn’t—”

Lulu cut him off instantly.

“No. The King is horribly racist. He wouldn’t dream of touching anyone other than another troll. He let me see how he handles their captives and conquests.” She shuddered, and it had nothing to do with the cold. “I will gladly kill for those I serve. After seeing what sort of man you are, I can safely say that killing to protect you would bring me great delight. But even compared to the most brutal ovisari assassins, the Troll King is a monster.”

“I’d say I’m surprised that you were willing to take up my offer. Still, the more I hear about the Troll King, the more I understand why some of his people are defecting. Even among their kind. It’s a good measure of what I should avoid becoming, should we survive the next few weeks.”

“If I have anything to do with it, you will.” She flourished her fingers, somehow producing the black dagger out of thin air.

“Wait, where did you get that?”

Lulu gave him a sly smile. “Do you wish to search your loyal Vassal for potential hiding places? If so, feel free.”

It was tempting. The water no longer felt cold. Instead, he felt rejuvenated and refreshed, as if the exertions of the night before had been washed away. The invitation in her eyes was clear, but the something that had been bothering him since their conversation earlier that day finally forced its way to the front of his mind.

“What you said earlier about your hair.”

Lulu’s mood wilted a bit.

“What more is there to say? If a male loves an ovisari, her hair will turn pink permanently.”

He stared back at her.

“That ‘virgin price’ you mentioned. What is it for? Why charge more for a virgin ovisari?”

There was a soft intake of breath that told him he was close to the answer.

“Lulu, what aren’t you telling me?”

Then she sighed and looked down.

“Virginity for ovisari is a thing of great value.”

“But why? You were all ready to have sex with me last night. Isn’t that what ovisari do? They perform tests of quality and bear surrogate children. What difference does virginity make?”

Lulu shook her head. “You are so close, my Prince…”

“To what?”

She waved his question away. “Last night…”

“Last night was the Prince doing his duty. Look, I get it, when it comes to something like taking your virginity, I agree you deserve something special.”

“That’s not what it’s about.”

“Then what? You need flowers? Music? The opposite of last night, sure. Something that’s not all lust and duty. Something that feels memorable for both of us. I’m not going to call myself a romantic, but even I know the value of making memories that matter.”

He looked at her, trying to fathom what he was missing. Lulu had been born into a form of slavery. She’d been taught to kill and sold into servitude. Her first taste of freedom had been what little he’d given her. The loyalty she felt for him, while gratifying, needed time to air out. If she decided to go, or asked permission to leave, he would release her Vassalage and let her go. Goblins were one thing; their very nature was to procreate. He wouldn’t foist those values on Lulu, no matter how willing she thought she was.

Then all at once something dawned on him, what she’d been trying to tell him without saying it directly.

“It’s about your hair. Something about what makes it turn pink. You need love first? Then why—”

Lulu shook her head slowly.

“An ovisari can only love the man she gives her virginity to,” she said softly.

Thomas gaped at her, exhaling slowly.

“So, if we have sex, you’ll fall in love with me? Just like that?”

She closed her eyes. “No. It means you would be the only man I ever could love. And perhaps you would never love me.”

He saw it now, at last.

“And if I didn’t, you would be doomed never to love anyone. Just like all the other ovisari women?”

“It is a quirk of how we were made. Out of love, but from love that belonged to others. We exist to facilitate it, not experience it. For an ovisari to know love for herself is a thing that is nearly unique.”

Thomas was stunned. The incredible unfairness of this staggered him. An entire race that was doomed to exist only on the periphery of love, seeing it in the most intimate way possible but never knowing it themselves.

He said, “But you were ready to have sex with me last night.”

“At first, it was simply my mission. I had long since resigned myself to being what I am. But then, afterward, something told me it could be you.”

He stared at her. Lulu was fascinating and beautiful, and he was suddenly filled with compassion for her predicament. He wanted to help her.

But he couldn’t just make himself love her. “Lulu, I’m going to give you that. Somehow. I want to get there.”

Her eyes widened in amazement. “You do?”

“Yes. It means, of course, that I can’t take your virginity until we know. Otherwise, something could go wrong, and you’d be stuck. I don’t want to take that chance prematurely. I refuse to risk your future love out of momentary need.”

Lulu stared at Thomas hard for a moment or two. Then she threw herself at him, hugging him tightly.

“Thank you,” she sobbed. “I knew you were someone I could love. And I want it as well.”

He hugged her back, doing his best to ignore the pressure of her delicious body against his.

“We should go,” he said. “I want to talk to Chef Mama and the girls before I see what my father has been up to with his former Inner Circle.”

She pulled back, looking up, and kissed him.

“As you wish, my Prince.”

He almost paused to ask if she knew that reference from Earth, but stopped himself. Their time would come. It was not now. He was merely grateful for having her in his life.

Before they left, he dipped the hem of his pants in the water. Making a mental note to use the bathhouse for his clothes at the next opportunity, he and Lulu got dressed. As they walked through the city, Thomas reflected on the discussion with his father that afternoon. Looking back, everything he’d said and done with Umadin felt right, even as strange as it had felt at the time. Now that Thomas had Command Authority, it was his responsibility to use Umadin’s powers to his people’s advantage.

The man is my father, he thought. Should I care more about him? Should I show more compassion?

In truth, Thomas felt more compassion for the goblins than he did for his biological father. Umadin had done what he felt was best for his people and his kingdom in sending Thomas to Earth, no matter what he might have felt for Thomas and his mother at the time. It had turned out to be the right decision.

Sometimes Kings had to make the hard decisions. Now it was time for Thomas to do the same.

His Tablet appeared in his hand, displaying a new notice.

Immediate Task: Gather the Team - Complete
Assigned to: Emily.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Additional Notes: Vassal Emily can be located using the map function. Display now? [Yes/No]


Thomas tapped “Yes,” and they went to look for his assistant. Then another notification popped up. He glanced at it, then down at the ovisari girl beside him and put his arm around her.

Notice: Lulu’s loyalty has increased to 8 (Devoted).



Chapter 15: Chain of Command


Thomas and Lulu rejoined Emily, Chef Mama, and her priestesses near one of the big cook-fires. Hammy-Todd sat nearby, holding an enormous bowl of stew in his lap. It looked as if Mama had repurposed one of her smaller cook pots to use as a bowl for him. He waved enthusiastically with his two free arms as Thomas and Lulu approached.

“I’m happy to meet and feed him, my Prince,” Mama said, glancing at the troll, “but little goblins still need to eat as well. Without my magic to keep the stew going, we’d be in a pinch. May I resume my duties?”

That reminded him of his earlier observation about Chef Mama being the chief supplier of food for the city. The aroma from the pot wafted over, and his stomach growled like a lion. “No problem. Go back to your work. Speaking of food, do you mind if I have some while we talk? I’ve been so busy today I forgot to eat.”

“Of course.” She gestured to one of her assistants, one he hadn’t met the night before, and she came running over with a bowl.

He accepted it, looking down at the chunks of mysterious meat floating among the vegetables and broth. The smell wafting from it was mouthwatering. Lifting the bowl to his mouth, he took a large slurp. Savory spices rolled across his tongue, and the warmth pushed away the lingering chill from the bathhouse.

“How’s Hammy-Todd?” he asked around a mouth full of succulent mystery meat.

“He’s a dear,” Chef Mama said. “He’s been helping us fix some of the fallen buildings down the way. Not a word of complaint and no wandering off, either. For a troll, he’s suspiciously domesticated.”

At her observation, the troll grinned broadly. “Hammy-Todd is domesticated.”

The gathering laughed at the earnest authenticity in the troll’s tone. Once the merriment was over, Thomas turned back to Chef Mama and her crew. “I still need to talk with all of you about organizing things. There’s a lot to do.”

The group made a show of paying attention as they continued their tasks of handing out food, adding odds and ends to the cook pot, or attending Chef Mama. He began by telling them about Molock.

“I was hoping to recruit some of my father’s old Inner Circle, but odds are every one of them other than Chef Mama has been corrupted, either by the Troll King or their own vices.”

“I don’t think Mojodulana is,” Mama said. “At least, I’d be surprised if she was. She’s always been too busy trying to make things to worry about politics.”

“What was her role?” Thomas asked.

“She oversaw our inventions and innovation. It was her idea to create the art you’ve seen around the town. The King was dubious about the expense, but she convinced him. And as it happened, they reduced boredom-related deaths significantly.”

Thomas blinked.

“Boredom-related deaths?”

Emily leaned over to him. “Boredom can be fatal to goblins. Not just being bored, I mean, but when goblins have nothing at all to occupy their attention, their chaos can drive them to do extremely dangerous things.”

“Like what?” This intrigued him, because it was something he’d never considered.

“Beating themselves in the head with rocks,” Mama said, “or seeing who can swallow the most nails.”

One of her assistants spoke up. “My cousin died from trying to see if he could shove a new pine sapling all the way up his—”

“I think the Prince gets the point,” Mama interjected.

“It’s that much of a problem?” Thomas asked.

“Sire, you’ve seen our city. Need I remind you, your half siblings got bored and went to play dragon taunting,” Emily added.

“Ah. Right. Assuming that Mojodulana is the only good one, I expect to need an entirely new Inner Circle. This will put us at a disadvantage going forward. The only solution I can see is to give many of you roles that will help you acquire experience points. I need high-level help.”

Emily nudged him again. “But, Sire, what about the pregnancies? If you’ve succeeded in furthering your line, many of those gathered here may be unavailable for several months while they earn their reward.”

“Oh, yeah. Fuck.” He knew they didn’t necessarily have to go to the pregnancy spa, but it didn’t feel right to ask them not to.

“You are allowed to recruit from races other than goblins,” she went on. “Most kingdoms do that, in fact. As we discussed the other night, when I suggested Lulu might join us, having diversity among your vassals can be a great strength.”

“And the other goblins won’t mind,” Chef Mama added. “Other races might. We don’t much care. The only downside is that it takes a goblin to command the chaos in other goblins. Everything else is the same.”

Thomas bit back another chuckle. Goblins might be feral, horny creatures, but they certainly weren’t xenophobic.

“You’re suggesting I recruit beyond our group here?”

Emily nodded. “That is exactly what I am suggesting, my Prince. You can have many Vassals, and they can gain levels far more quickly than others. Use them, and you can build your Inner Circle as patiently and deliberately as you need to.”

He nodded slowly as he considered all this.

“That sounds reasonable. My instinct was already to move deliberately here, and this just reinforces it. All of that aside, there’s plenty of work to do before any pregnant women go on vacation. I’d like to assign all of you some tasks, if I may?”

Chef Mama nodded. “As long as I have enough help, you should do what you need to do, my Prince. It’s time for us to have a true leader. If not you, when will this old back ever get a break?”

“Fair enough.” He spent the next few minutes going over his plans with each of the girls, assigning them tasks one at a time. “First, we need a handle on our wealth. After that, we need to see about making more.”

The discussion rambled on for about half an hour as he discussed each task with the Vassal he assigned it to. In the end, when it was time to return to his father, the troll lifted three hands.

“Hammy-Todd wishes to join. Make Hammy-Todd Vassal, please.”

“Why?” Thomas was not about to say no, but at the same time, this was a delicate situation.

Honestly, I need the big guy, Thomas thought. He can help plug a hole we have in terms of brute strength and focus the goblins simply don’t have. On the other hand, there’s still a slight chance he’s a spy or…something. No way he’s an assassin. He would already be murdering the goblins while their defenses are down.

But as soon as that realization came, so did another. He looked over at Chef Mama, eyes narrowing. She returned the look with a smile, waving her spoon. Her big, magical spoon. Which happened to be next to an immense metal cooking pot. Understanding and appreciation dawned simultaneously. Chef Mama might not be a tactician, but neither was she an idiot. She’d been prepared to deal with the troll, if he went rogue.

“Hammy-Todd like it here,” the troll went on. “Like Mama stew. Like feeling appreciated.” The troll waved his hand around the encampment. “Peaceful here. New friends. Hammy-Todd not have friends before. Room to help and be special. As long as you not make him fight his people, Hammy-Todd on your side.”

“That sounds like a good deal.” Clearing his throat, Thomas focused his Command Authority. “Hammy-Todd, I vow to never force you to fight other trolls. In exchange for your loyalty, I would like to make you one of my Vassals.”

When the magic of the Tablet floated over to make the offer, the big troll clapped all four of his hands in excitement. “Yes! Hammy-Todd agrees!”

Thomas took a moment to check the troll’s loyalty.

Hammy-Todd
Loyalty to the [Prince]: 6 (Elevated)
Current Disposition: Hopeful, Optimistic, Confused


With Hammy-Todd clearly on board, Thomas assigned the remainder of the tasks. Going into the Task Management tab, he saw the tasks populate on a queue. He also discovered that, at his level, he could assign one active task and one queued task to any of his vassals. The queued task would begin upon completion of the first.

Task One: Create Improved Farming/Food Plan
Assigned to: Merina
Estimated Time to Completion: 7 Days.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Queued Task Two: Implement Improved Farming/Food Plan
Assigned to: Merina
Estimated Time to Completion: 120 Days.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Task Three: Investigate Hot Springs Obstruction.
Assigned to: Moxie and Hammy-Todd.
Estimated Time to Completion: 3 Days.
Estimated Risk: Low-to-Moderate.
Potential Rewards: Variable.
Queued Task Four: Investigate Potential Mines Beneath Capital City.
Assigned to: Moxie, Vesta, and Hammy-Todd.
Estimated Time to Completion: 7-10 Days.
Estimated Risk: Moderate.
Potential Rewards: Significant.
Task Five: Create Tailoring Infrastructure.
Assigned to: Zaza.
Estimated Time to Completion: 45 Days.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Queued Task Six: Create Uniforms for Vassals
Assigned to: Zaza.
Estimated Time to Completion: 40 Days.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Task Seven: Create Schools.
Assigned to: Una.
Estimated Time to Completion: 160 Days.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Task Eight: Repair Critical Buildings
Assigned to: Kerelitha.
Estimated Time to Completion: 6 Months.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Task Nine: Update Map of Hostile Territory
Assigned to: Xera.
Estimated Time to Completion: 3 Months.
Estimated Risk: Moderate-to-High
Potential Rewards: High.
Task Ten: Create Logistical Hub (Preparation for Mercantile Expansion)
Assigned to: Fiera.
Estimated Time to Completion: 2 Months.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Task Eleven: Create Hospital
Assigned to: Cyndil.
Estimated Time to Completion: 30 Days.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Queued Task Twelve: Create Goblin Sanitation and Health Standards
Assigned to: Cyndil.
Estimated Time to Completion: 1 Year.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: Very High.
Quick Task: Scout area around planned battle with troll army
Assigned to: Bilden, Glob, and Fresh Catch
Estimated Time to Completion: 4 hours
Estimated Risk: Moderate.
Potential Rewards: Moderate.



Chapter 16: Seeding Doubt


Thomas was less than enthusiastic about another breeding session that night, but Emily and Mama were emphatic that he had to keep up with all his responsibilities. They rounded up another group for him, and the night went much like the first.

The next morning, however, he woke up with Emily and Lulu feeling much less drained and sore than the previous day.

My body must be adjusting to this, he thought as he got out of bed. He heard a heavy sigh behind him and saw Lulu staring at a lock of her white hair. She and Emily had assisted with things again last night, though he’d saved his seed for the goblin women he needed to impregnate.

Lulu saw him looking. “I’m fine,” she said after a moment.

With the water working again, preparing a morning bath was much simpler. The three of them washed up in the cauldron and got dressed. When they emerged to eat breakfast from Mama’s pot, Thomas checked his Tablet to see how all his tasks were going.

“I need to go meet with my father.”

“Can I come?” Emily asked.

Chef Mama clucked her tongue. “I need you to stay here and help me today. If the Prince is taking you on a tour of the surrounding country, I could be without you for weeks. We need to prepare for that.”

Emily let out a frustrated noise, but Thomas put his hand on the pouting girl’s shoulder.

“It’s fine.” he said. “We’ll have a lot of time together soon, like Mama said. For now, it’s the least we can do to take some of the burden off her shoulders.”

She huffed again but didn’t argue with him.

With Lulu and his goblin bodyguard as company again, Thomas headed into the city. A few minutes after they left Mama’s dwelling, the Tablet appeared in the air, vibrating with a new notification.

Notice: Task Fetch the Former Circle complete. Long press to locate King Umadin on the map.
Notice: The surviving, captive members of the former Inner Circle have been identified and labeled. They are:
· Molock – Army General
· Wix – Treasurer
· Squig – Huntmaster
· Nimblefump – Foreign Asset Acquisition
· Grobble – Goblin Affairs Management
· Zawinx – Foreign Affairs
· Mojodulana – Inventions and Innovation


After locating his father with the Tablet, they found Umadin at a spot a few hundred feet south of the “prison” on the map.

“I got six of them,” the King said on seeing Thomas.

“How many did you have?”

“Seven, not including Mama.”

“So, one is in the wind?”

“Seems likely, yes.”

Thomas turned to Lulu. “Do you mind if I assign you a quick task?”

“Are you sure you wish to send me away for something like that rather than guarding you?” she replied.

“You’ve been itching to use that dagger in my name. Here’s your chance. I don’t want to risk word getting out about us rounding up the traitors.”

Lulu’s demeanor changed in an instant. “Absolutely, my Prince. I will not fail you.”

Thomas turned to Umadin, “What class and level are the runner?”

“He was my animal trainer. After losing his Vassal status, he should be level three.”

Thomas sighed in relief that this runner was low level. “So, it’s safe to assume this person has a horse or pony?”

“No,” Umadin replied. “I sold all of those months ago to pay for the resources we need for the battle. If he’s running, he’ll be on foot and probably heading south.”

Thomas said, “Lulu, give it a try. If you can’t get to him quickly or it seems like too much of a risk, come back.”

The tiny ovisari looked up at him fiercely. “I will take care of this for you.” Then she turned and sprinted away, her cloak flapping behind her.

Immediate Task: Capture or Kill the Potential Betrayer
Assigned to: Lulu
Estimated Time to Completion: Unknown.
Estimated Risk: Moderate.
Potential Rewards: Unknown.


“She’s fast,” Umadin observed dryly.

Waving the observation away, Thomas gestured for his father to walk with him to the prison.

“I’ve been thinking about this situation we’re in with the Troll King, and I have a few things to say here. First of all, I’ve decided that you’re not allowed to sacrifice yourself or go into hiding in the way you want.”

Umadin glanced over, a hint of amusement twitching at the corners of his mouth. “Oh?”

“Yeah. I’ll tell you the plan in a second. It amounts to this: I’m not willing to throw away my strongest ally just so you can suicide or vanish.”

“And you think to command me? Your father?”

Thomas stopped walking. Umadin followed suit. The two stood face to face, the taller son facing the shorter, far more experienced, father. But with chaos and certainty in his chest, Thomas didn’t flinch.

“You discarded me, then yanked me away from my home, my family, and the only world I ever knew to come here and solve your problems so you could run away from them. Well, fine. I’m going to fix this and take this kingdom to heights you were never able to. But you owe me. Running away or dying will make my job that much harder. I’ll solve your problems, but you’re going to help me on my terms.”

“Or else?”

Thomas shook his head. “I’m not threatening you.”

“It doesn’t sound like you’re asking me anything either,” Umadin shot back.

“No, I’m not.”

“So, it’s a command?”

“Either I’m the Prince here, or I’m not. This kingdom can’t have two rulers. You passed Command Authority to me, and from where I’m standing, that puts me in charge.”

Umadin considered Thomas for a long moment. “All right. Then what’s your plan?”

“First, tell me the rest of the details about this battle with the trolls. You said before that they sent an emissary, and you negotiated for the six-week truce. How did that work? Why do you believe they agreed to it?”

“Trolls are very slow to reproduce,” the King replied. “Their King has become quite adept at manipulating the conflict in a way that reduces his losses and maximizes ours. A staged battle will favor his troops significantly. He knows I’m betting that my high level will balance out our relatively weak army. My guess is he’s going to try to bring in humans, or maybe even enslaved elves, to keep his losses to a minimum.”

“Okay. So, the delay creates a strategic advantage for him. And if you die, he gets to attack the city without its strongest defender. And that doesn’t consider the turncoats in our midst, of which I’m certain there are others.”

“Correct. It also gives him time to negotiate with potential allies. Trolls don’t have many friends, but I’d be willing to wager he’ll try to bring in rival factions of goblins, in addition to the humans I mentioned.”

They walked in silence, making their way to the fringe of the military district. The prison was a big, rough stone building with a stairwell down the back. Thomas had been thinking about a number of things that morning, and it was time to share them with his father.

“Okay. That complicates things, but it still works. Listen, Umadin, I’m going to go out on a limb and suggest the Troll King intends to double-cross, backstab, or undermine both of us no matter what. Can we agree on that?”

“We can.”

“And if I have a solution that potentially saves you and our army, will you listen?”

“As you said, my son, I passed Command Authority to you for a reason. I no longer trust myself with this burden. I’ll listen.”

“Okay. Here’s how this is going to work.”

Thomas explained.

***

The former members of Umadin’s Inner Circle huddled in their cells. None spoke, for all were anxiously waiting to learn their fate at the hands of the new Prince. Their attention was drawn to a familiar voice carrying down the stairwell.

“It’s a foolish idea,” Umadin said. His footsteps were loud, as if he were stomping in anger. “If you enact this brazen plan, you’ll reveal my spy.”

They heard the new Prince’s voice replying to the King with equal heat. “I don’t give a shit what you think. Once the target is dealt with, we’re moving forward. You and the elven turncoats come in from the northwest flank and—”

“That’s idiocy! We come from the southwest. We discussed this already.” The King paused. “Stop talking, you moron. We’re almost there.”

“Why? It’s not like anything is going to happen. I’ve got Command Authority now. They’ll obey me.”

“Didn’t I explain this already?” Umadin shot back. “Command Authority isn’t enslavement, son. You can’t compel someone to do something they wouldn’t want to do.”

“Whatever.” Thomas’s tone was every bit as dismissive as any teenager.

Smack!

A loud slapping sound filled the chamber, earning uneasy looks from the goblins in the hold.

“Oh no you don’t,” Thomas screamed. “Fuck this. We’re doing this properly. You and me in the arena. Right now.”

“Gladly.”

Two pairs of feet retreated before either man was even visible. The prisoners exchanged worried looks. A few minutes later, they heard more steps on the stairs, but this time a goblin in a dark robe appeared. The cloaked figure held a handful of rocks in one hand and a ring of keys in the other.

“Quick, gobbos! Quick! While they are distracted!” The mysterious figure hurriedly unlocked all the cages. “The Troll King sends good wishes. Says hurry to his allies.”

Several of the prisoners shouted confused questions at their mysterious benefactor, but he ignored them, running back up the stairs. After no more than a moment’s hesitation, the prisoners following, running out of the prison in a panic.

The cloaked figure watched them flee from a dark corner. His mission complete, a grinning Sunnu followed them out to prepare for the next steps.


Chapter 17: Traitors Revealed


Thomas and Umadin waited a few blocks away from the prison, both watching Thomas’s Tablet. With concentration, he’d been able to display any named goblins within his Domain. He’d brought up the potential traitors and his current Vassals with a thought.

On the map, several of Thomas’s Vassals could be seen following the former Inner Circle members as they hurried away from the prison. All but one were making a straight line out of the city.

“Fleeing doesn’t mean they were all traitors,” Thomas observed. “I’d probably run if I was in their shoes, too.”

Umadin nodded. “Regardless, I think it’s safe to assume your seeds were planted.”

Glancing at the other man, Thomas gave him a tight smile. Now that his father was on board with helping instead of running off on a suicide mission, he felt far more comfortable about his prospects of success. It was still going to be a very heavy lift, but Umadin was a piece he needed on the board.

It wasn’t that Thomas felt a kinship for the King, or that he only saw the man as a valuable pawn. What he’d come to feel over the last hour was far more complicated. Umadin would never be his father, but his high level made him a tool that Thomas had to use to save the goblins. He was also a ruler, and a man who had done his best for his people despite being cursed.

“Are you still sure about keeping me alive?” Umadin asked, catching something of Thomas’s mood.

“Absolutely.”

“We’ll need to hold an official ceremony where I pass you the crown, then.”

“Sure. If we have to. It’s a mere formality at this point, though, right?”

Umadin shook his head subtly. “You’ve got Command Authority, and that’s control, but if you’re going to rule here, that’s only half the matter. The other half comes from actually sitting on the throne as its lawful and recognized ruler. Once you do that, you’ll realize the true scope of that Authority.”

“How so?”

“Surely you’ve seen it by now.” Umadin pointed to a random goblin coming up the street. “Go give that one a task.”

“I can’t. He’s not my Vassal,” Thomas replied.

Umadin smiled. “That is it, precisely. With a proper title, you’ll be able to influence the chaos in all of your citizens, Vassals or not. You can guide our people out of the darkness, but for most of them, you’re not their ruler yet. I am. Once that changes, you’ll have much more influence than you currently do.”

The unexpected revelation filled Thomas with hope. It was also the last piece of a puzzle that had been bothering him for some time. Goblin society didn’t work. Sure, most of the population were women who, in theory, had a greater grasp on their chaos. And there were goblin men who had it together more than the rest. Still, with roughly fifty percent of the total populace acting like insane children, everything had to fall apart, eventually.

“Once we know how much money we have, I’m going to go on a trade expedition with Emily. When I get back, we’ll hold the coronation ceremony. If I know our people are behaving and working together, it’ll make touring the lands far easier.”

“You can’t leave the city without appointing people who can continue things in your absence.”

Thomas nodded. “I’ve given Chef Mama and her assistants a list of Tasks to complete. Things will continue.”

Umadin cracked a smile. “You’ll need to tell Chef Mama and her ladies to prepare a coronation banquet. There’s no party like a goblin party, I assure you.”

“Let me guess, orgies?”

Umadin laughed.

“No, not quite. Well, sometimes, but not for coronations. You’ll see. There will be dancing, and music, and competitions.”

“Wait, competitors like we saw at the training field today? I’m not sure that’s a great idea.”

But Umadin shook his head. “Once you take the throne and give our people some measure of self-control back, you’ll see the true majesty of goblin society.”

Thomas nodded.

“I’m looking forward to seeing that.”

“You asked about the orgies.” Umadin grinned. “After the coronation party, you should expect that Chef Mama will want you to work twice as hard to extend the bloodline. You will have a very full night. My coronation orgy was bad enough, and I wasn’t dealing with all this backlog.”

Thomas groaned, even as he felt his chaos perking up at the thought. He hoped by then his body would have adjusted to the workload. There was no way he could rule waking up every morning like he had the day after his first breeding session.

“If the only goal is breeding,” he said, “I’m going to have to figure out some sort of system to make this more efficient.”

He stopped talking as he realized Umadin was groaning and shaking his head in displeasure.

“No,” the King said. “These activities are about preserving the species and continuing your line, but it is far more than that, Thomas. It’s about connecting with your people. You mentioned being an engineer back on Earth. Please, I beg you, resist the temptation to turn this into some kind of assembly line–tubes and pumps or some strange, passionless mechanism to breed those women.” The King shuddered. “That way lies madness. It will drive the worst elements of chaos in them.”

“Oh.” Thomas sagged for a moment. He had been envisioning precisely that, but he saw his father’s point. He was glad he hadn’t mentioned any of the designs he’d been thinking of.

Yeah, that conveyor belt with the six-row injection system was probably a bad idea, now that I think about it.

His Tablet vibrated.

Notice: Your wealth has been calculated by a qualified Vassal. Display the new total [Y/N]


He tapped the button to display the amount.

Current kingdom Wealth: 5,278 Platinum, 25,123 Gold, 800 High-Value Gems, 1500 Mid-Value Gems, 1974 Low-Value Gems.


“Is that a lot?” Thomas asked Umadin, showing him the Tablet.

“Well, the answer is a question of perspective. For a person, it’s a fortune. For a kingdom, it’s just an entry in the treasury ledger. And it does you no good on its own. Please put aside any fantasies you may have about sitting atop some vast hoard and counting your money like a dragon. Your people can’t eat gold and gems. The kingdom’s funds need to be spent on things it needs.”

Thomas nodded. He at least hadn’t been indulging those sorts of fantasies, not with his other responsibilities.

He asked, “Would it be enough to bring in food and buy seeds for planting? We need to expand our ability to grow food.”

Umadin nodded. “Plenty for that, and more. Just be aware that the Cryseth faeries should not be trusted. They trade with everyone and are not known for their loyalty or ethics. Their philosophy is that anything they can get away with is acceptable. Take great care in dealing with them and leave nothing to chance. If you give them an opportunity to cheat you, they will.”

Thomas scoffed. “Did the King of Goblins just mention ethics?”

“Yes.” Umadin replied entirely without irony. “You’ll find goblins have our own form of ethics. It’s just different.”

Opening the Personnel tab, Thomas issued a task to Emily.

Quick Task: Oversee Trade Shipment Preparation
Assigned to: Emily and Merina
Estimated Time to Completion: 6 Hours
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Message to Vassal: Emily and Merina, please get the wagon ready and pack enough money for us to purchase food and seeds for the city. Leave enough in reserve for emergencies. I’ll be leaving tomorrow if things go well. Emily is coming with me.


As Thomas looked up from completing the assignment, Sunnu came around a corner ahead of them. With him was an aged female goblin. She was one of the few lean women Thomas had seen so far, and she looked quite weathered. Her jade-colored skin was cracked around the eyes and mouth, giving her a bit of a reptilian appearance.

She called out when she saw the two of them.

“Prince and King! I knew this was some sort of plot.” The woman walked over, moving with a quick, shuffling gait. “You do not live to over three hundred years without having seen some tricky shit.”

“You’re Mojodulana?” Thomas asked by way of greeting.

She waved the welcome away. “Just call me Mojo. Simpler.” Then she turned to Umadin. “Now, do you want to explain why you just convinced the rest of your former Inner Circle that you’ve gone insane and killed the Prince?”

“Killed me?” Thomas said, frowning. That hadn’t been the goal.

“Prince, Umadin is old and a high-level warrior. Everyone knows you’re new to the role, and you don’t look at all like a warrior to me. A fight with him would not go your way. Poor Zawinx nearly had a heart attack trying to get out so fast. I swear, the Troll King is going to be very displeased when he finds out you’re alive.”

Thomas lifted his hands, making an unspooling gesture with two fingers. “Mojo, I’m going to need you to rewind and unpack that for me. Are you suggesting you’re going to tell the Troll King that I’m alive?”

She laughed. It was a high, braying sound that sounded more than a little insane. “No, not at all. I’m saying when my former peers run and tell him you’re dead, and that your father is leading an army onto his southwestern flank, he’s going to be really excited. Finding out it’s all a lie is going to disappoint him.”

“To death, we hope,” Umadin said blandly. Turning to Thomas, he said, “Mojo’s presence here suggests she was loyal, as I suspected all along. I’m surprised all the rest weren’t, though.”

Mojo snorted. “A few were on the fence, and I assume they went over after that little performance. Four of them tried to recruit me not long ago.”

A notification came into the Tablet. Thomas looked down.

Task Completed (Successfully): Capture or Kill the Potential Betrayer
Assigned to: Lulu
Note from Lulu: I got to them on the outskirts of the city. The dryad appeared, and I had to withdraw, but before I did, my dagger took the betrayer in the back. I’m on my way to you.


“That dryad again,” Thomas muttered, but left the thought for later. Why does it feel like solving one problem always brings up two more? But the answer came as quickly as the question. Ruling a kingdom, especially a goblin kingdom, would probably always be that way. “Mojo, what level are you?”

“Now? Six. I was Seven.”

“And you’re an inventor?”

“I was. Not a very good one, though.”

Umadin snorted. “She was an excellent inventor. She’s part of Chef Mama’s bloodline and inherited the Discipline and Cunning of her parents. I just failed to provide her with sufficient tasks or materials to innovate with.” He turned to look the hunched goblin woman in the eyes. “I apologize, Mojo. I should have done better.”

She glared at him. “You’re a Goblin King. None of us, even the ones you sent off to get educated, ever forgot that.”

“How many goblins did you send away for schooling?” Thomas asked.

“As many as I could manage.” Umadin touched his chest. “The chaos was very strong in me, before the curse. I probably could have done much better with our wealth and investments, had I been born with more Discipline.”

Thomas shook his head. “Enough of that. We’re goblins, not depresso espresso.”

Umadin and Mojo looked at him strangely.

“Depresso espresso?” the King asked.

Ignoring the question, Thomas addressed Mojo. “I’d like to take you on as my Vassal, if you’re agreeable. I’d like to bring you on with my team and have you take a couple of apprentices. We’ll be expanding our people’s way of education, and importing some inventions from Earth, if we can make them work.”

Mojo nodded, not even trying to conceal her pleasure. “I’d like that very much, my Prince.”

Thomas completed the process of adding her as a Vassal and then assigned her first task.

Task Thirteen: Take on Apprentices and Renovate Inventory Space
Assigned to: Mojo
Estimated Time to Completion: 4 Weeks
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Details: We’ll need suitable space to store and organize our goods, including ones we use to fabricate new inventions with. You are responsible for finding and preparing that space.


“This will do perfectly, my Prince,” she said, visibly pleased. Turning, she hurried away to get started.

“If you’re going to the coastal city to trade, I assume you have tasks for me as well?” Umadin asked.

“I do. I want you to take over training of the army.”

“They’re already trained in the basics. Molock became worthless, but he was effective at that much up until recently. What do you have in mind?”

“Goblins are small and blend in. No more training them in arenas. I want you moving them to the grasslands and forest, where they can practice ambushes and stealth.”

“This is for your plan to change our tactics in the battle, isn’t it?”

“It is.”

Umadin nodded. “I accept.”

“While you’re at it, I want you to identify any promising soldiers for an elite unit. Eventually, we’ll want to rotate out my current bodyguard for more training.”

“I can do that concurrently with the other task,” the King replied. “Your Tablet will mark it as queued, but I’ll essentially be doubling up on their training time, so take that into consideration.”

“Thanks for the insight. I’ll keep that in mind going forward.”

The two exchanged a nod. This time, there was no suggestion that Umadin would try to hug his son. Instead of the morose self-defeat he’d worn since Thomas arrived, the King now looked hopeful and determined. Without a word, he turned and made his way to the arena, his stride lengthening with each step.

With Sunnu following in his shadow, Thomas began his trek back to the edge of the city. Not long after, Bilden, Glob, and Fresh Catch returned from their scouting missions. A series of notifications popped up on his Tablet, each accompanied by a surge of magic that flew out into each of the listed individuals.

Task Completed (Successfully): Scout area around planned battle with troll army
Assigned to: Bilden, Glob, and Fresh Catch
Notice: Each of your bodyguards has earned 5 experience points for successful task completion. They need another [5] to reach level [2].
Notice: Your Vassal Lulu has earned [15] experience for successful task completion. She needs [135] experience to reach level [6].
Notice: Due to your efforts to reinvigorate the capital city, 5% of your overall population is more optimistic than they were before. You now have [40] experience points. Earn [10] more to reach level [3].


Although they hadn’t gained a level, his bodyguards moved with greater confidence and pride as the power suffused their muscles. When he checked their Loyalty and Disposition, he saw they had all improved:

Loyalty to the [Prince]: 7 (Elevated)
Current Disposition: Smug


Reading their dispositions gave him a chuckle. With a few minutes to spare, he went ahead and assigned Umadin his tasks as well.

Task Fourteen: Retrain Troops as Goblin Rangers/Ambushers
Assigned to: Umadin
Estimated Time to Completion: 4 Weeks
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.
Queued Task Fifteen: Mentor Promising Goblins
Assigned to: Umadin
Estimated Time to Completion: 6 Weeks
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High.



Chapter 18: Travel Preparation…and Coffee


Thomas asked, “I totally forgot to ask, how are we going to pull that wagon?”

He’d arrived back at the outskirts of the city, where he rejoined Lulu, Emily, Mama, and the few of Mama’s assistants who weren’t busy elsewhere. The wagon sat near the riverbank where they’d left it yesterday. He was surprised to see that while he’d been gone, the goblins had cleaned all the mud and muck off it.

Going to bet they wouldn’t have done that before I got here, he thought. Maybe my presence is making them care about this stuff now.

The wagon looked even more impressive than he remembered. It was constructed of heavy beams of hardwood, overlaid with thick iron plates like an ironclad warship. But in form, it resembled something like a cross between an Old West stagecoach and a modern flatbed truck. The coach in front, where the driver sat, had a covered bench on top. Immediately behind the driver’s area was a covered section that had wooden beds built in, almost like a trucker’s sleeping berth. It might even be comfortable for up to three or four goblins, given that it was built for troll proportions.

Beyond the sleeping area was a wide, flat platform for carrying cargo. The whole thing was wide and long enough to transport a small house. Runes glowed sullenly on the metal, though they were now a burned orange color rather than blue.

Thomas pointed at the magic symbols.

“I don’t suppose anyone has any ideas about those runes? What do they do? If any of it is dangerous, we need to know before we start using this thing.”

Vesta, the Chaos Shaman, stepped from around the simmering pot at the center of the encampment. With her extra level, she’d gained a magical aura that clung to her like an afterimage.

“These up here are runes of protection and maintenance,” she said, pointing at the main body. “They are most likely why it’s still in excellent condition despite all those years lying under a trash heap in the river.”

Then she pointed at the wheels. “Those runes are what propel the wagon. It will require no beasts to pull it, Sire. Verbal commands should be all it takes to move.” She pointed to another set above the wheels. “These are bindings on the runes, tying them to the driver. Chaos can unwind those locks and re-bind them, my Prince.”

“How long will that take?”

“A few hours at most.”

“Will you be able to teach me the commands for moving the wagon? Is that something I can do?”

“Of course, Sire. They are likely to be simple. It’s entirely possible that I will be able to write new commands into the magic, if things go well.”

“Well, let’s make it a formal task so you can get some experience.” He lifted the Tablet and issued the command.

Immediate Task: Unlock Sealed Magic
Assigned to: Vesta
Estimated Time to Completion: 1 hour.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: Moderate.
Queued Immediate Task: Reprogram Activation Magic
Assigned to: Vesta
Estimated Time to Completion: 3 hours.
Estimated Risk: Moderate.
Potential Rewards: Moderate.


Thomas studied the second task for a moment as it queued. “Why is the risk on reprogramming the magic Moderate?”

“Using Chaos to manipulate magic isn’t a precise science, Sire,” Vesta replied. She moved over to the wagon, her shadow moving ahead to caress the engraved runes. Sparks flew where it touched them. “There is always some risk with such things, but don’t worry. I’m level two now. This should not be a problem.”

Thomas didn’t mention the fact that he was level two.

Leaving Vesta to her work, he turned to the others.

“What do we know about the Cryseth Faeries? I want to visit and trade for some things we need, but my father said they’re untrustworthy and likely to try to cheat us. I’d appreciate any information you all have.”

Una raised her hand and stepped from the back of the group, carrying a worn, tattered book. “I know a fair bit about them, my Prince.”

Thomas nodded to her. “Go on.”

She raised her voice so everyone could hear. “The other fae call them ‘the Fallen.’ They’ve got some sort of sordid history, the details of which vary depending on whom you ask. Supposedly, they’ll trade anything with anyone, and they have no ethics that make sense to anyone else. They’re known to cheat each other, so they’ll certainly try to cheat you. Also, like all fae, they’ve got innate magic, including size shifting.”

“They can make themselves bigger and smaller?” Thomas asked.

“Correct. Their natural state is small, but they can exert their magic to grow larger to some extent.”

Thomas thought about what Lulu had told him earlier, about faeries size-shifting to mate with other races.

“They make excellent spies for that reason,” Una went on, “although the cryseth tend toward mercantile ambitions, not thievery.”

“But they trade anything?” he asked.

“Yes, my Prince. As I’ve heard it, if you can’t get it from the cryseth, it doesn’t exist. Keep in mind though, the mere fact that something doesn’t exist won’t stop a cryseth merchant from trying to sell it to you. They’ll happily sell you the stars in the sky if you want to buy one. While it’s certainly possible to get a fair deal from a cryseth, if you think you’ve gotten a good deal, it typically means you forgot something.”

“It’s that bad?” Thomas asked.

“Yes, Sire. As a general rule, the cryseth are lawless. If you hear of faerie bandits or pirates, they are almost always cryseth.”

Thomas bit back a chuckle at the mental image of a tiny, flying pirate pixie. “Okay. That’s good to know. What about this trade location?”

“It’s called Boulibar Bay. It’s about a two-week walk for the average goblin.”

“Good thing we’ve got that wagon, then. Do we have anyone in the city who’s familiar with the Bay, or who’s been there before?”

Thomas was happy to see Emily raising her hand.

She said, “Part of my training to become an assistant included a tour of the local lands. I’ve been there twice.”

He was even more happy when Lulu raised hers too.

“I have been there as well, my Prince. The ovisari homeland is an island. I came here by ship, and Boulibar Bay is the port where we landed.”

“Well, that was easy,” Thomas said, grinning as he savored the way events were leaning in his favor. For now, at least, he thought. “Then all we’ll need are supplies and meals for the trip. I’d like us to get proper bedding on the wagon, if at all possible. Once we have it equipped, we’ll need to test the wagon’s speed. I can leave the city for a week or two, but a month-long round trip is too much.”

Vesta called over from the wagon. “I’ll know more when I’ve finished inspecting it, but I think the wagon will go much faster than a distracted goblin, Sire.”

“I’ll coordinate with Merina on packing for the trip,” Emily said. “She’s focused on solving the food problems, so I’m sure she has ideas. She’ll likely have requests for seeds and whatever farming spells we can get our hands on.”

Thomas glanced toward the forest. “Yeah, that sounds good. Too bad we don’t have access to a dryad to help with it.”

The thick trees that framed the southern reaches of the city seemed more sinister than when he first arrived, now that he had more of an idea of what lurked out there. Then another thought occurred to him. “Emily, what do you think happened to the coffee shop that we brought with us when the Tablet activated?”

“It was copied over, Sire, not transported,” Emily replied as she and Lulu joined him.

“So, it would still be there?”

“It should be. Animals, even magical ones, tend to avoid Earth things. It’s only been a few days.”

“Then I want to go back and see something,” he said.

Emily took the lead, pointing them to the trail that led away from the river and back down the path they’d taken to the city.

“The magic transferred us,” she explained as they walked, “but it duplicated the area around the spell. Nothing was taken from Earth.”

“So, we’ve now got a duplicate of an Earth coffeeshop out in the woods?”

Emily smiled. “Precisely. Of course, there’s no telling how the technology in the shop will work now. Earth machines do not always translate well. For all we know, trying to use anything in the shop will turn us all pink, or maybe explode.”

“Guess we’ll just have to test carefully,” Thomas said. “I mean, it’s not like any of the technology in the building is likely to work without electricity. My honest hope is to just get the coffee beans so I’ll have something from home to drink for our long nights.”

Lulu gave him a frustrated look.

At least there’s no jealousy in her, he thought. He was determined to find a way to make her happy, even if they weren’t ready to have sex.

They walked through the woods for about twenty minutes before they reached the spot where he and Emily had arrived. As she promised, the coffee shop was still there. Inexplicably, despite comprising only the front half of the original building, which was presumably now disconnected from everything that had made it work like water and power, it appeared precisely as it had when they left. Even the lights were still on.

“How—” Thomas began.

“Sympathetic magic duplication, Sire,” Emily replied. “It might look like electricity, but it’s not. It’s magic. If anything inside the store is active, we should be extra careful. Just flipping a switch could cause unforeseen results.”

Stepping over the neatly excised edge where the dirt became paving stones, Thomas went into the shop. The aroma of coffee, completely preserved, wafted out. “The beans haven’t even burned,” he said, wandering around the room. Moving behind the barista counter, he checked the three espresso machines along the back. They appeared to still be in working order.

“You know how these operate?” Lulu asked, then added, “it smells a bit like Crisp.”

“That’s what I said,” Emily said. “Not quite the same, but similar.”

Still uncertain what Crisp was, Thomas answered Lulu’s question. “I worked one summer as a barista during college.” Noticing their confused looks, he added, “That’s the Earth term for someone who brews and serves the coffee.”

He checked one of the pots under the drip brewer. It was still full of fresh-smelling coffee, so he poured a few ounces into a disposable cup and took a sip. “Wow, that’s pretty good given that it’s been sitting here for three days.”

Emily walked over to the counter, standing on her tiptoes to look at him. She blinked her eyes adorably. “Can I have some? Now that I’m not worried about the effects, I’d like to give it a try.”

“Me, too!” Lulu added, rushing up beside Emily as her cloak flew back and fell to the floor.

Thomas chuckled at their enthusiasm. “Sure. I’m not sure if you’ll like it black, though.”

He poured a cup and offered it to Emily. She took it and sipped loudly. A moment later, her eyes widened. Her smile became a rictus of pure, overwhelming excitement.

“This is amazing!” she cried. Pure, gleeful Chaos shone on her face. “It is just like Crisp!”

“Crisp?” he asked.

Lulu reached in and pried the mug free from Emily’s grasp, taking a sip as well. But unlike the goblin girl, the ovisari made a face.

“It may smell like Crisp, but it doesn’t taste like it. Not to me, anyway. This has about as much in common with Crisp as apples and bananas. It’s so bitter.”

Thomas reached for the mug. “Let me take care of that.”

He took the cup, adding flavored coffee syrup and milk from one of the little freezers lining the bottom of the bar. “That should be less bitter.”

This time, when she took a sip, Lulu’s eyes danced. “Now this is lovely. With the aroma and this flavor, maybe it’s a little like Crisp.”

Thomas looked down at their excited faces as they shared the mug. “Okay, fine. I’ll bite. What is Crisp?”

Rather than answer him, Emily backed away from the bar. She turned and spun in a circle, then began springing around the room. Her eyes had taken on a wild expression that Thomas had never seen before–at least not when they weren’t having sex.

Emily giggled as she grabbed the chairs and began randomly rearranging them.

“Uh, Emily?”

She looked over at him and wiggled her hips suggestively. When he didn’t reply to the apparent sexual invitation, she returned to the chairs.

Lulu cleared her throat. “She’s lost the ability to speak. Okay, yeah, maybe it is like Crisp.”

“Meaning what?” he asked.

“Crisp is an addictive drug here. Most natives of the Fae Wild are vulnerable to it. It lowers inhibitions and gives energy. Except with trolls, that is.”

“What happens with trolls?”

“To them, it’s a deadly poison. A little Crisp is euphoric, but it also drives them into a murderous frenzy. A lot will drive them into a frenzy and then kill them.”

Thomas tried not to grin. “Now, that is interesting. Sounds like coffee could be just as addictive to fae as it is to humans. Maybe more. Do you think this would kill a troll?”

Lulu shook her head. “I wouldn’t think so. My palette is far more sensitive from my training as an assassin. To me, your coffee is distinctly different from natural Crisp. I doubt it would have the intended effect. I suppose we could try it in a small dose on Hammy-Todd if you really wanted to experiment.”

Thomas grunted. No, that was a non-starter, given the troll’s newfound loyalty to him. “I’m not going to experiment with my Vassals like that, not when it might kill him or send him into a killing spree. Even if he agreed, and he might if I asked him, we have no idea what the lethal dose could be.”

“That is true,” Lulu replied. “Different poisons can affect different races in many different ways.”

“Still, that tells me we’re sitting on a potential source of revenue for the goblins,” Thomas said as Emily continued prancing chaotically around the coffee shop. “At least it is, if we can figure out how to get coffee plants to grow here.”

“Whee!” Emily did a flip on top of one of the tables and landed on her back with her head hanging over the edge. Her red hair hung down as she looked over at the two of them. When she saw them looking at her, she contorted her face in a lewd expression and groped at her breasts, squeezing them and then pulling on her nipples through the fabric.

“That just looks silly when you’re upside down, Emily,” Lulu said.

Emily stuck her tongue out at them and gyrated her hips, thrusting them into the air. The motion took her off balance, and she fell hard enough to bounce off the floor.

“Oooh!” she managed, then broke down laughing at the sound of her own voice.

“Wow, she’s lost all Discipline, hasn’t she?” Thomas watched, awed and a little disturbed to see Emily, usually so calm and composed, reduced to a level he’d only seen male goblins embrace up until this point.

“That’s much like what Crisp does to most fae,” Lulu said. “Not precisely the same, but very close. Crisp normally leaves more focus. Some ovisari use it when they go to mate with their clients. It keeps them able to think and reason but dials their sex drive through the roof. I hear it makes certain activities pleasant that normally might not be.”

He shuddered at the implications behind her words, but didn’t say anything. This was a different world, with different cultures. As a goblin Prince, his priorities were the people and Vassals under his charge, not the ovisari.

Lulu is with me, that’s enough.


Chapter 19: Caffeine High


Distracted by his thoughts about starting a coffee plantation in this world, Thomas didn’t notice Emily crawling over to him. Cloth rustled for a moment before he felt her dainty goblin hand reaching inside his pants.

“Hey,” he called, reaching down to tug her away, but her little hand was tight around his shaft, and he couldn’t pull it free.

Emily grinned up at him, licking her lips. “But I want it. Please, Sire?”

The chaos in her eyes called to his, freezing his protests long enough for her to pull his cock out of the fly. That was when he heard a soft moan from Lulu as she tossed back the last of the coffee.

“This…might be closer to Crisp than I realized,” she said, voice growing thick. “Remember what I just told you about what it does to the ovisari sex drive?”

“We have to preserve your virginity, Lulu,” Thomas managed.

“Yeah, about that,” the ovisari girl responded as she unbuttoned her dress. Thomas saw an intense flush spreading over her face and chest. “I was thinking. I’m almost certain it only means your penis can’t enter my sacred vessel until you love me. Anything else, not an issue.”

“Yay, anal!” Emily cried.

Lulu finished disrobing and tossed her dress aside.

“Yeah, we’re doing this,” she said. “If I have to wait one more moment to fuck you, I’m going to burst.”

Emily had just enough wherewithal to give the other girl an enthusiastic nod as she stroked up and down his shaft.

“Uh, I’m not sure this is a good idea,” he said to Lulu. “People call that a loophole back on Earth, but are you sure it works like that here, too?”

He might as well have been worried about gravity reversing course. Before he knew what was happening, or how it was happening, Lulu was on her knees next to Emily, rolling her tongue across the width of his shaft.

“The Fae Wild is full of loopholes,” Lulu replied as her tongue slid off his cockhead. “The fae are very big on exploiting technicalities like this. Remember that when you meet the cryseth.”

“Less talking, more sucking,” Emily moaned.

“Like this?” Lulu asked, taking his cock from the goblin’s hand to pop the tip in her mouth. Her suction was sloppy and loud.

“Gnngnnn,” Emily replied, tugging his dick free.

Keeping her eyes on Lulu, Emily stuck her tongue out and very deliberately ran the tip of it down the ridged head. She moaned as if Thomas’s skin were a delicious treat, licking all the way down to his pants. With an incoherent muttering sound, she tugged his pants further down so she could reach inside and extract his sack. Then she proceeded to nuzzle and run her tongue across his balls as Lulu swallowed up the head again.

Thomas had been about to protest, but there was just something so incomprehensibly adorable about their frantic love of his cock that he simply couldn’t bring himself to voice it.

Emily paused to tear open her top, and the sight of her lush curves and soft body on display turned every other thought in Thomas’s head off. Now nearly naked, the two girls kneeled on the puddle of clothes. Accepting his member back from Lulu, Emily repeated the ovisari’s maneuver.

“Yaaaahhh!” Emily moaned, eyes wide, pupils dilated. Then, as quickly as she’d shown her companion enthusiasm, her expression darkened. She reached out, grabbing one of Lulu’s breasts as if it reminded her of something important.

A moment later, Emily was clawing the rest of her clothes off, tearing through the tunic style top and brown pants with wild abandon. The sharp edges of her fingernails tore through the fabric, leaving jagged rents in the material before she was fully nude. Lulu adjusted her position without breaking her rhythm, watching the goblin’s frantic disrobing while still moving her soft lips up and down Thomas’s shaft.

Thomas moaned. The ovisari’s mouth was a warm, welcoming cushion against his throbbing need, and the curves of her breasts an inviting treat. The way they felt against his legs added texture to the moment, thrilling him with the not-quite satisfaction of touching them. Chaos surged in his chest.

Wait, why am I still dressed?

He didn’t have time to act on the thought before Emily crawled back over to them. Pressing her chest against his other leg, she leaned in and ran her tongue across the other side of his shaft. The two girls then began working him in unison.

Liquid moaning sounds filled the room. Emily’s raw lust for his cock met Lulu’s enthusiastic learning. The girls met at the tip, and Thomas blinked the two kissed delicately around the head of his dick.

They didn’t linger at it, but neither did they seem bothered by the kiss. Rather, he got the impression they were both just too excited for what would come next to linger with one another.

“Grrrr,” Emily growled. It was an oddly gentle, quizzical sound. But Lulu intuited it accurately, giving her companion full access to Thomas’s cock.

Emily immediately jammed him down her throat with such violence that Thomas let out a gasp of surprise as much as pleasure. Fingers and toes curling, he groaned as he felt his cock sink halfway down the little goblin girl’s windpipe. It was one of the tightest, warmest sensations he could remember, and it got the reaction she apparently wanted.

“I’m…I’m…” The words turned into an inarticulate groan, but Emily sensed what was about to happen. She pulled back, then thrust her face forward, head blurring with the determined effort.

“Hey, wait!” Lulu said, tugging greedily at Emily’s shoulder. She pulled with just enough force and at just the right time that Thomas reached orgasm the instant his cock left the goblin girl’s mouth.

His seed sprayed across both of their faces with impossible force and volume. It coated their breasts and faces, dripping across the mouths that had been so eager for it mere seconds before.

Emily seemed upset at first, but the anger vanished as she began eagerly collecting every drop and sucking it down. Eyes rolling up in the back of her head, she leaned over to Lulu. The two girls came together in an eager kiss, driven by lust for his seed as well as each other.

The ovisari watched as her goblin friend licked Thomas’s eruption off her chest and face. They exchanged another kiss as Emily sucked the seed from Lulu’s mouth, still making sounds of otherworldly delight. Lulu then proceeded to clean up Emily in the same fashion.

Thomas stood there, half hard, as he watched Emily’s feral display. Lulu met his eyes, smiling as she was orally assaulted by the goblin.

“I think she likes us,” she murmured.

“I’d say so,” he replied.

Biting her bottom lip shyly, Lulu said, “I’d very much like more, my Prince.”

“More?”

“Mhm.” She pointed at his cock. “My opportunity to explore was kind-of sidelined by Emily in G-Mode.”

As if to accentuate the comment, Emily crouched even lower, licking down Lulu’s chest.

“If you don’t stop her, I think there’s a good chance she’ll go G-Mode on your pussy.”

Lulu responded to the threat with a moan but seemed determined not to lose focus.

“I don’t care what she does, I just…” She moaned again as Emily’s tongue descended further.

Lulu stood and bent over a table, wiggling her ass in Thomas’s direction. “Now,” she said, pleading. Her pussy dripped with dewy arousal. It trickled down her legs, leaving a sweet-smelling trail. But Lulu reached back, grabbing her ass cheeks to expose Thomas’s true target.

Despite the coffee-induced lust and G-Mode consuming her mind, Emily clearly saw what they needed to do here.

“Yay!” she cried again.

The goblin girl dove in, burying her tongue in Lulu’s slit. The ovisari moaned loudly as Emily gathered up a pool of her slick fluids on her tongue and transferred it to the tight ring of her ass. Emily spread Lulu’s cheeks even wider as her tongue thrust inside her repeatedly to ease the way for Thomas’s cock.

“Mhmmm,” Emily said, making a purring sound deep in her chest.

Lulu stretched herself across the Tabletop, reaching for the opposite edge and taking a tight grip. With Lulu’s ass fully lubricated now, Emily sat on a chair and reversed herself under the ovisari. She wrapped her arms around Lulu’s ass and buried her tongue into the still-dripping slit above her.

As Emily began working her over, Lulu moaned. “Sire, you must do your worst. Your two most loyal Vassals beg you.”

Thomas took a step closer, letting his pants and boxers fall to his ankles. Emily reached up, gripping his girth, and giving him an incredible view of her fingertips straining around his width without touching.

“My Prince is so big,” Lulu gasped, looking back at him. Emily let out a moan of approval. Then she made a gentle tugging motion and Thomas leaned forward, the head of his cock nuzzling against Lulu’s tight ring.

He was concerned about hurting her at first, but Emily had prepared the way well. And Thomas remembered what Lulu had told him about fae females being able to accommodate cocks that might have seemed far too large. Ovisari indeed seemed to have enough fae to make this work.

Still, he sank into Lulu’s ass slowly–slowly enough to draw a sound of protest from the ovisari. She rolled her hips, arching to push back into him.

“I’m not rushing this,” he said, smacking the wiggling, writhing ass in front of him before Lulu could forcibly impale herself on his cock. With chaos singing in his veins, the feel of her tight backside, particularly in combination with the view and sounds, was enough to make him want to spend an eternity in the moment.

Squealing, she wiggled again, but without changing the pace of his stroke.

His anticipation grew, pushing his yearning to a new precipice. Thomas might have thought all the recent sex would have dulled his ability to crave, but that was hardly the case. With both of his lovers so wantonly eager for him, holding back was harder than ever.

I’m going to have to up my Discipline score, he thought, just before desire drowned that part of his mind out.

“Sire, this is so yummy!” Emily said, stretching up between Lulu’s thighs. He felt her tongue stroke across his balls. She wrapped her mouth around one, sucking the tender orb between her pillowy lips even as he finally bottomed out inside Lulu.

“What you said,” he gasped, “about your virginity.”

Lulu had just enough presence of mind left to grab a lock of her hair and wave it at him. It was still white. It hadn’t turned pink like it had the first night. She’d swallowed his seed, and he had no doubt more was already in her ass. Neither had transformed her hair.

“The loophole works,” he panted, ecstatic.

That was when Thomas realized the ovisari girl hadn’t fully succumbed to the aphrodisiacal effect of the coffee until now. Being completely inside her was enough to bring it out.

Lulu went crazy. Her hips bucked against him. She reached back, clawing for his hands. When he gave them to her, she used the grip to impale herself deeper on his cock. Responding to her demand, Thomas tugged his hands free and grabbed her hips. Smashing her into the top of the table, he fucked his petite assassin with the sort of brutality he’d have reserved for someone he hated.

She loved it. Her first climax came as a screaming, clenching, gibbering tirade. Bits of speech spilled out, but he didn’t understand more than one in every four words. The last two nights had given him practice in dealing with the hardcore clamping of tight goblin pussy, and while being inside Lulu’s ass felt different, the sensation was nearly as intense. He arched into her, slowing his thrusts only enough to control his climax, and when she began to relax, he kept going.

Squeals of surprise and pleasure rose again, only to abruptly stop as Thomas’s cock popped free unexpectedly.

Emily, eyes filled with the Chaos of full G-Mode, looked up from under Lulu. “Me too,” she snarled, pulling his cock into her mouth. She dove forward, trying to deep throat him and choking. Still maintaining that intense eye contact, her face barely visible between Lulu’s thighs and dripping pussy, she gagged on his cock.

The sight and sensation were enough to nearly earn a second climax. Before he could, Emily popped off and slid him back into the loudly protesting ovisari girl’s ass. She returned to lapping eagerly at Lulu’s wet-but-still-virginal pussy.

Thomas’s first thrust was enough to make Lulu scream in pleasure as she came yet again. It was also enough to take him off guard. Roaring, half in protest and half in pleasure, Thomas came deep between Lulu’s wanton buttocks. So much seed erupted from him that it squirted out around his shaft, dripping down Lulu’s thighs. Beneath them, Emily squealed in glee as she licked it all up.

“Mmmm,” she said.

Thomas’s mind was in a haze of pleasure, chaos, and mild amazement at the experience of enjoying his ovisari assassin after thinking they could do nothing. She looked over her shoulder at him, eyes fierce and determined to continue this however they could. Lulu might not have chaos in her, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have her own variety of madness.

It took a little while for the trio to come back to sanity. Thomas, sitting in one of the chairs, watched as Lulu pulled her clothes back on. Emily, finally sober and recovered from coffee induced G-Mode, blushed with embarrassment as she resorted to tying torn edges of cloth to give herself any semblance of modesty. As if she felt responsible for their paroxysm, she found a rag behind the counter and began cleaning up the sticky mess they’d made on the table and floor underneath.

While Emily wiped things down, Lulu got into his lap. Thomas put his arms around her.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

He kissed her head. “I’m happy to wait for the rest of it, Lulu. I want it as much as you do.”

She stretched up and kissed him. “You’re sweet.”

Then Thomas’s Tablet appeared on the table with a new notice.

Task: Unlock Sealed Magic - Complete
Notice: Vesta has earned [5] experience points. She needs [10] to reach level [3].
Estimated Time to Completion: 1 hour.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: Moderate.


“Looks like we’re ready to get back,” he announced. “If we can get the wagon working, I’d like to move this entire building into the city. Do you think that’s possible?”

Emily bit her lip as she nodded. “With your father’s help, the wagon, Hammy-Todd, and a bunch of goblins, it’s very doable.”

“Well, let’s do it. I’d love to have this place secure before we leave for the trip.”

Lulu, eyes heavily lidded, looked over at him, but addressed Emily. “Friend, I adore you, but if you take any more of this dark drug without warning me first, I’m going to tie you up and leave you to think about your mistakes for a few days.”

“Ooo!” Emily bounced with delight. “Is that a threat or a promise?”

Lulu laughed. “Both.”

Thomas shook his head and waved for the girls to head out. Occupied as they were, none of the trio noticed the purple-tressed woman watching from the window. If they had, they’d have seen her expression of raw, jealous desire.

As they returned to the forest path and headed back to the city, Thomas went into the task menu on his Tablet. This time, when he looked, he saw a “Group Task” option. When he thought about his objective of getting the coffee shop into the town, new text appeared.

Immediate Group Task: Savor the Flavor (Collect the Coffee Bar)
Notice: This task will be given to a large number of goblins who meet the minimum mandatory Discipline requirements. Do you wish to add your Chaos to this? [Y/N]


He did, tapping Y.

Notice: Group task initiated. This will reward no experience to the participants.
Estimated Time to Completion: 4 hours.
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: Controlled G-Mode, Enhanced Breeding, Mercantile Ramifications, and more.


A list of Vassal names appeared on the screen. Thomas focused on each, applying his will, and asserting his chaos. When they finally got back to the city, they found several dozen armored goblins waiting for Thomas, with Umadin standing at the head of the group.

“I see you have a fun task for us,” Umadin called. “I had coffee on your world. It’s one of the things that drew me to your mother. What exactly do you need all of us for?”

Thomas filled his father in on their discovery, though he left out what the three of them had done in the coffeeshop.

“Oh, now that is wonderful,” Umadin replied. “I fully agree with your plan, Prince Thomas. I would recommend you take a handful of coffee beans with you to Boulibar. From what I recall, they are roasted and wouldn’t normally grow, but you may find a druid or plant mage who can help revert some of them back to a living, fertile state.”

“Good idea,” Thomas said. “My intent is to start a coffee plantation in this world. Now that I know the sort of positive effects coffee has.” He gave the girls a wink. Either no one noticed, or no one cared, about them blushing at his gesture.

With that, the goblin group, joined by Hammy-Todd, headed out for the coffeeshop, clearing a path through the wood. Thomas watched them go, thinking of all they could do with the coffee when they got to the cryseth lands.

He heard Vesta shout something at the wagon, and a bolt of red energy struck the ground at her feet. The wagon jerked forward, moving ten feet in less than a second. The Chaos Shaman cackled in delight, dancing from one foot to another.

“My Prince! It works! I’ll have it ready for you soon. Come here and tell me which words you want it to obey.”

Task: Reprogram Activation Magic - Complete
Notice: Vesta has earned [5] experience points. She needs [5] to reach level [3].


Thomas ran over to her, and they quickly worked out the commands he wanted. The wagon proved to be an incredible device. Not only was it seemingly indestructible, but it was also fast. It could follow a path, orient to verbal directions, or be commanded to follow an object or person. In addition, they discovered the rear bed had a folding ramp that was imbued with strengthening enchantments.

Once he felt comfortable moving it around, he drove it back down the path to the coffeeshop, where he found the other goblins standing around staring at it in wonder. It quickly became clear that the shop was just too big to fit on the wagon. They also discovered, however, that the shop was not attached to the ground. None of the water or gas hookups such an establishment would normally need were there.

That meant it could be towed.

Umadin had a spell that created a mass of grease. When he cast it, it proved adequate to slide the building across the ground without breaking it. Then Vesta, Fiera, and Una all came together to direct the goblins to push in a coordinated manner as Thomas towed it from the front with the wagon.

Between all of them working together and the King’s spells, they slowly dragged the coffee-shop back into goblin territory, getting it as far into the city as they could manage. They finally left it on an empty plot of land just outside the mercantile area. Once it was in place, Thomas assigned a unit of goblin soldiers to secure it for now.

“The last thing we want is a wave of G-Mode goblins tearing through the town,” he told Umadin.

“I agree.” Umadin cast a series of locking spells to secure everything until someone could be assigned the task of setting up a more permanent solution. The soldiers would be enough to keep curious citizens at bay for now.

By the time they were done, it was late evening. After everything they’d done that day, Thomas was more than ready to sleep. Then he saw Chef Mama approaching with a familiar look in her eyes.

“I could really use tonight to recharge my energies before the trip,” he said.

Mama just smirked at him.

“I’m afraid you need at least two more nights like the last two, Sire. Plan to leave the day after next, unless you want to arrange for another ceremony during the day tomorrow.”

“Actually, during the day works. Then we can get on the road tomorrow night.”

“Aye, Sire. I’ll have Emily get the next batch of eager ladies together. You can take a quick nap until then.” She cackled. “I suspect you’re going to need it.”


Chapter 20: The Road to Cryseth


Thomas slept even better after his third mating session. He was eager to get on the road, so as soon as he woke up with Emily and Lulu, he sent his faithful assistant to tell Mama he was ready to resume his duties.

The morning came and went in a blur. Using the practices he’d discovered during the first three sessions, Thomas devised ways to impregnate up to five goblins at once. It involved a combination of stacking and clever rotation.

Umadin said I shouldn’t use machines, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be efficient, he thought with a little pride.

Shortly after noon, he’d given his little kingdom another sixty more chances to grow the bloodline using the new method, raising his total to more than two hundred.

Between the Chaos and the rejuvenating water of the bathhouses, he got himself back together shortly after lunch. With a fine meal in his belly, it was time to set out.

Chef Mama, Lulu, Emily, and his goblin bodyguard met him at the wagon. They’d oriented it along the east road before finishing their day yesterday. According to Emily, the trip to Boulibar Bay would be a straight shot.

As the group made their goodbyes, he flipped his hand up, summoning the Tablet and checking his many notifications.

Queued Task Updates
· Task 1: 6 Days
· Queued Task 2: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 3: 119 Days
· Queued Task 4: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 5: 44 Days
· Queued Task 6: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 7: 159 Days
· Task 8: 179 Days
· Task 9: 89 Days
· Task 10: 59 Days
· Task 11: 29 Days
· Queued Task 12: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 13: 89 Days
· Task 14: 27 Days.
· Queued Task 15: N/A (Not Started)


Inventory Update
The coffee shop’s stores have been added to your new Inventory tab. Achieve level 5 to automatically access all inventory in cities with an optimistic, hopeful, or otherwise positive attitude. Until then, any goods you personally oversee or acquire will be added. All displayed inventory has been integrated into your Personnel Management tab.
Wagon Inventory
· 3,278 Platinum
· 8,000 Gold
· 300 High-Value Gems
· 500 Mid-Value Gems
· 974 Low-Value Gems
· 10lbs low-grade black Coffee (Earth)
· Food Provisions (8 people X 4 weeks)
· Overnight camping equipment (inferior quality)
· Spare weapons and tools (inferior quality)


Reading his notifications gave Thomas yet another idea. Turning to Chef Mama, he waved Emily over.

“Emily, I know the coffee you had yesterday made you happy on top of upping your chaos, right?”

“Mhm.” She beamed at him, as if the memory of the day before filled her with joy.

“What if we put just a little in the food, or brewed an extremely diluted version?”

“Why would you want to do that?” Chef Mama asked curiously.

“I’m a Tomorrowwright. If my Vassals are happy, it’ll halve the time to do basically everything. A little coffee might do the trick.”

“Well, if it’s cooking oriented, I’m happy to give it a try and experiment while you’re gone,” Mama replied. “I’ll get Umadin to let me into the building.” She turned to Emily. “You said it was like Crisp?”

“More Chaos and joy than Crisp, but everything else was the same.”

Chef Mama’s expression became contemplative as she looked Thomas over. “But it doesn’t affect you the same way?”

He chuckled. “Absolutely not, and good for that. The chaos in me has gotten strong enough. I’m going to have to make sure my Discipline and Cunning go up a lot more than my Chaos score.”

“Fair enough,” Mama said. “I accept the task.”

Task Sixteen: Reveal the Secrets of Coffee Gobbo Juice
Assigned to: Chef Mama
Estimated Time to Completion: 3 Days.
Estimated Risk: Extreme.
Potential Rewards: Unknown.


With that out of the way, the group–Emily and Lulu, plus Thomas’s four goblin bodyguards–piled onto the wagon. Thomas would share the coach with his girls, while the male goblins, who cared little for the creature comforts inside, would ride in back.

Taking his seat on the driver’s couch on top of the cabin, Thomas called out, “Forward, half speed!”

The wagon shot forward, moving at a remarkable pace, much faster than goblin walking speed. Orange magic trailed from the metal inscriptions around the vehicle in glowing streaks as they rapidly accelerated down the mostly smooth path toward Boulibar Bay. Thomas was confident they could complete the trip in a few days.

Once they got underway, Thomas was pleasantly surprised to discover some additional features of the wagon’s magical propulsion system. For one, it didn’t need precise guidance. While it couldn’t exactly navigate itself, it could stay on the road and avoid simple obstacles without oversight. They discovered as well that its suspension was just as rugged and effective as the rest of it. Despite bumps, potholes, and even fallen tree limbs in the road, the wagon traversed them all smoothly.

A few hours into the trek, Emily noted, “Each time we go over a big gap, the magic runes look like they dim a little bit. I think we’re going to have to figure out a way to keep it recharged.”

Frowning, Thomas followed her gaze. From what he could detect, the glowing symbols hadn’t diminished at all. “Do you think it’ll be a problem for this trip?”

“I doubt it, but it may be something we’ll have to address after we get home.”

He nodded. “I’ll add that to my list.”

Another surprise greeted them as the sun began to set. Just as Thomas was thinking they would need to stop because of the growing darkness, a pair of magic gems on the front lit up brightly, illuminating the road ahead.

“Someone put a lot of thought into this thing,” he told Emily.

Given that his time was at a premium, Thomas decided to forge ahead through the night. The wagon had no trouble staying on the road, which was fairly level and clear. Emily and Lulu assured him that the route was mostly straight and sloped gently downhill toward the bay. He assigned the bodyguards to keep watch on top, and they went below into the coach to rest.

When Thomas had begun planning the trip, he’d been concerned that the interior of the coach would have to be replaced after being submerged in the trash heap for so many years. But it turned out that the same runes that had preserved the exterior and its travel mechanisms had kept the interior intact as well. Once it dried out, it was as good as new. Fresh bedding lined the cozy little bunk area, making it relatively homey compared to the alternative.

Settling onto a troll-sized bunk bed, Thomas lay back as Emily came to cuddle up next to him. Lulu sat on her feet beside them.

“Should we make some coffee, Sire?” Emily asked with a hopeful gleam in her eyes.

Lulu laughed. “You hardly need the help, girlfriend. And neither does our Prince.”

Thomas rolled over, laying Emily on her back between him and Lulu. He rubbed her belly for a moment or two.

“On Earth, some people believe coffee isn’t good for pregnant women.”

Emily’s eyes widened. “But why? Does it not arouse human girls the same way?”

“Not really.”

Lulu poked the goblin girl.

“You can’t possibly know yet.”

“I do not. Mama’s potions do not work until at least three days after breeding.”

Lulu sighed and laid down next to Emily. Thomas’s assistant rolled against the ovisari and began picking affectionately at her hair.

“It will happen for you too,” Emily said. “I am certain of it.”

“I do not want a child,” Lulu replied firmly. “At least not until our kingdom is safe and secure. I do not wish to be taken from my duty to protect Prince Thomas.”

“But I have promised to stay with him after I become pregnant.”

“It would be a distraction, and I must maintain my focus. You’re his assistant, Emily. I’m his assassin.”

Thomas laughed softly. “We’ll get there. There’s still a lot to do in the kingdom.”

Emily looked up at him.

“My mother gave the King over a hundred children. I intend to give you at least twice as many,” she said firmly.

Thomas tried to envision this and failed.

Emily scowled. “You doubt me.”

He laughed. “It won’t be for lack of trying.”

“No. So we must try again now, Sire! Just in case it has not taken.”

“Let me help,” Lulu said.

Thomas felt his chaos rising as the two girls quickly stripped naked and attacked his pants. As soon as his cock was free, they descended upon it, bringing their mouths together around him and moving up and down in unison. Thomas gripped their hair to guide them as they slurped and licked at his erection.

As they pressed themselves together to reach his cock, Thomas’s two petite lovers began groping at each other as well. Lulu pinched and pulled on Emily’s nipples as the goblin girl’s hand stole between Lulu’s thighs and began to rub.

After a minute or two of this, Emily rose up and impaled her face on Thomas’s cock. He quickly felt himself passing into her throat. She held herself down on him, looking at him worshipfully as she gagged and choked on his flesh.

Meanwhile, Lulu wriggled downward and pulled Emily’s hips over her head. The ovisari girl lapped up at Emily’s greenish-pink slit as the goblin continued banging Thomas’s cock into her throat. Thomas watched the tears streaming down her face, but she showed no desire to moderate her technique. She rose off just long enough to gasp for breath before plunging down again.

“Ughnnn,” Thomas moaned as the chaos burned in his chest. He tried to move Emily off and mount her, but she kept a death-grip around the base of his cock as she bobbed rapidly over him, refusing to let go. Soon it was too late. With a loud groan, Thomas exploded up into her mouth. Emily let several spurts flow down her throat before pulling back to catch the rest of it with her tongue.

“Hey!” Lulu called from below. But her protests were quickly stilled as Emily slid down to drool Lulu’s portion of Thomas’s seed into her mouth. Then the two girls kissed deeply, sharing it as their bodies writhed together.

Thomas was still rock hard and had no desire to stop. He rose behind them and thrust himself into Emily. He felt Lulu’s hand underneath, stroking his balls, and rubbing Emily’s clit. The goblin girl cried out as her pussy clamped tightly around Thomas. Only the force of his Chaos gave him the strength to withdraw from her vise-like grip.

Lulu slid down further and was soon licking up at Emily again as Thomas pounded his assistant without mercy. The goblin girl screamed as she was taken by orgasm, but Thomas and Lulu continued their assault on her petite body. Thomas held her hips tightly, thrusting her down against Lulu’s mouth. Emily shook and thrashed between them as a wave of orgasms wracked her form.

“Ahhhhhh!” she shrieked. “Yes, my Prince! Yes! Use me! Breeeeeeed me!”

Her spasms around Thomas’s cock called to his chaos, and he roared as he buried himself deeply into her and exploded again. Spurt after spurt of thick seed filled her belly, so much that it squirted out around him and onto Lulu’s face. The ovisari girl kept licking eagerly as Emily’s orgasms subsided.

Thomas withdrew as Lulu lapped up the mess he’d made. His chaos was raging, and for a moment, he almost drew back and plunged himself into her sopping pink pussy. But at the last moment, the memory of their agreement held him back.

Instead, he grabbed her knees and pushed them up until her tight little ass was exposed. His cock was coated in Emily’s thick fluids and his own, and they eased the way as he forced himself into her core. Lulu gasped, arching her back as he filled her up.

Emily twisted around on top of Lulu so she could give the ovisari’s pussy the attention Thomas could not. The two girls embraced in their reversed position and began licking away.

An orgasm shuddered through Lulu as Thomas hit bottom against her buttocks and Emily’s pink tongue fluttered against her clit. Thomas thrust himself steadily in and out, not wanting to hurt her. But the two girls had other ideas.

“Pound her loophole, Sire!” Emily cried. “Show her your power!”

The bucking of Lulu’s hips under them demonstrated her agreement with Emily. Thomas gave himself entirely over to his chaos now, hammering Lulu’s ass just as he’d done to the goblin girl’s pussy. The two girls’ screams of ecstasy burrowed into his brain, and only a tiny sliver of his humanity wondered what the male goblins outside were thinking of this.

With yet another roar of pleasure, he exploded into Lulu, filling her with so much seed that her belly visibly swelled at his orgasm. He withdrew as the last wave passed over him and thrust himself into Emily’s eager, welcoming mouth. The goblin girl’s lips clenched around him, and he felt her tongue swirling over his hot flesh.

“Mmmm!” she moaned as she sucked him clean.

The chaos began to subside, and he lay between the two shivering, quivering girls, feeling aftershock orgasms still convulsing their bodies. He pulled Lulu and Emily close, and they cuddled tightly against his chest.

With little else to occupy his attention, Thomas spent the trip repeatedly enjoying the girls in the same fashion. If his bodyguards were bothered by any of it, he saw no sign. Lulu and Emily certainly didn’t complain about the extra activity, and Lulu’s fae body had no problem accommodating his repeated exploitation of her loophole. On the third day, they woke to the aroma of the ocean. Emily predicted that they could reach Boulibar Bay the next day. Thomas also received a flood of notifications. They began with a note from Chef Mama.

Vassal Message (from Chef Mama): Prince, this is incredible! When I mixed my Epichirurigeon powers with the coffee, it created an aerosol. All it takes is a few of the beans, at a very diluted mixture. It’s not so good for focus, but everyone who smells it leaves with a smile. I’m going to limit exposure to your Vassals for now, until you’re officially crowned and can help control the populace.
Notice: Chef Mama has completed the task “Reveal the Secrets of Coffee Gobbo Juice.” The happiness of all your Vassals has dramatically increased. She has earned [100] experience points and is now level [7]. She needs 210 experience points to reach level [8].
Notice: Your Vassals have achieved optimal happiness. You have earned 40 experience points. You are now level [3]. You need an additional [30] experience points to reach level [4]. You may not earn this reward again for the same Vassals.
Notice [Bonus Task Experience]: Your Vassal, Chef Mama, has completed a task you assigned with overwhelming success. You have earned an additional 10 experience points. You now require [20] experience points to reach level [4].
Notice: Lulu’s loyalty has increased to 9 (Fervent).
New Level Achieved: You have reached level 3. You have gained 5 attribute points and 3 skill points. See your updated Character Sheet for additional information on your advancement.
Inner Circle Advancement: You now have 100 experience points to distribute among your Inner Circle.


All the queued tasks had their time cut in half as his Tomorrowwright class kicked in to benefit his Vassals.


Caffeinated Task Update


· Task 1 (Create Improved Farming/Food Plan) – Assigned to Merina: 1 Day
· Queued Task 2 (Implement Improved Farming/Food Plan) – Assigned to Merina: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 3 (Investigate Hot Springs Obstruction) – Assigned to Moxie and Hammy-Todd: 1 Day
· Queued Task 4 (Investigate Potential Mines Beneath Capital City) – Assigned to Moxie, Vesta, and Hammy-Todd: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 5 (Create Tailoring Infrastructure) – Assigned to Zaza: 20 Days
· Queued Task 6 (Create Uniforms for Vassals) – Assigned to Zaza: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 7 (Create Schools) – Assigned to Una: 77 Days
· Task 8 (Repair Critical Buildings) – Assigned to Kerelitha: 88 Days
· Task 9 (Update Map of Hostile Territory) – Assigned to Xera: 43 Days
· Task 10 (Create Logistics Hub for Mercantile Expansion) – Assigned to Fiera: 28 Days
· Task 11 (Create Hospital) – Assigned to Cyndil: 13 Days
· Queued Task 12 (Create Goblin Sanitation and Health Standards) – Assigned to Cyndil: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 13 (Take on Apprentices and Renovate Inventory Space) – Assigned to Mojo: 43 Days
· Task 14 (Retrain Troops as Goblin Raiders/Ambushers) – Assigned to Umadin: 11 Days.
· Queued Task 15 (Mentor Promising Goblins) – Assigned to Umadin: N/A (Not Started)
That’s it! Thomas thought. Happier goblins complete tasks faster, which grows the city and the population more efficiently. It’s a virtuous cycle. Now, if we can just keep the trolls or other factions at bay long enough for me to get the city’s defenses in place.
He assigned his attributes based on recent experiences, focusing on Cunning and Discipline to help him get a better handle on the rising influence of his Chaos. He also maxed out Diplomacy. The side-effect that would allow him to breed with any species reminded him a bit of Lulu’s special power, and left him wondering if they were somehow related.
Not that I plan on having relations with strange women, he told himself. Surely he had his hands full with Emily, Lulu, and the entire goblin kingdom.



Updated Character Sheet: Thomas Stone


Age: 25
Level: 3
Class: Tomorrowwright
Total Experience Needed to Reach Level 4: 60 (20 remaining)
Unspent Inner Circle Experience: 100
Species: Half-Goblin
Inner Circle Size: 0/4
Vassal Size: 200 (50 X Level + 50)
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 18
Mana (Magic + Level): 12
Attributes
· Cunning: 16 (+2)
· Discipline: 19 (+3) (Attempts to Charm or use similar spells on you have a higher chance to fail)
· Strength: 8
· Endurance: 15
· Chaos: 15 (Commands issued to your goblins have a 10% increased effectiveness)
· Magic: 9
· Agility: 8
Core Skills:
· City Planning and Development: 4 – Every aspect of city planning is reduced by 50%
· Architecture and Engineering: 1
· Diplomacy: 7 (+3). As a [Goblin] this level of Diplomacy allows you to produce offspring with normally incompatible species.
Class Benefits
Granted Powers: While your Vassals have an optimistic, happy, joyful, or other positive attitude, they will perform all non-combat tasks with 100% increased efficiency. Cities you oversee also have an additional status beyond Optimal, called Utopia. See the details for more information.
Level 1: Your Inner Circle gains a bonus to all actions proportional to the status of the settlement they are in.
Level 3: While they are happy or optimistic, any goblin loyalty to you consumes 25% fewer resources. Your Vassals and Inner Circle consume 50% less.



Chapter 21: Boulibar Bay


After following the road along the coast for another day, they emerged from the forested overlook. Dawn broke across the hilly terrain leading to Boulibar Bay as they gathered to inspect their destination.

“It looks like something out of a movie,” Thomas said, standing on top of the wagon to get a better view. From the overlook, the city was less than a mile away, allowing him to get a panoramic view of the landscape.

Shrouded in orange and pink hues from the sunrise, Boulibar Bay was a sprawling port city, with docks that stretched along a mile of the coastline. Dozens of large buildings lined the wharf, where the distant specks of people moved about. Further inland were smaller structures, the architecture a blend of something like Eastern European and South American, with wooden buildings and clay tile roofs. At the center of the city was the market.

Despite the early hour, hundreds of people were moving through the wide lanes, traveling from one stall to another. Thomas noticed several large, four-armed figures.

“Are those trolls?” he asked, pointing.

Lulu stepped up beside him. “Not just trolls, that’s the King’s own trade delegation. See the one in the purple hat? That’s one of his Inner Circle, Tavorin, his Trade Envoy. The King has an appetite for fresh fish. They come out to the city regularly.”

The cluster of trolls, including the one with the purple hat, walked down the thoroughfare through the market, pushing aside anyone who got in their way. A wagon like Thomas’s followed in their wake, rolling forward slowly beneath the weight of dozens of sacks, crates, and other goods.

Thomas could hear the din of the city and market even from this distance. Something occurred to him.

“How do they handle the loud sounds?” he asked Lulu, remembering how his goblins had disabled Hammy-Todd.

“They have caps over their ears that block enough of the noise. You could probably blow up one of those buildings a few feet away, and they wouldn’t react like Hammy-Todd did.”

“Hmm. Deaf, eh?”

Lulu turned, studying his face. Her expression darkened into cautious enthusiasm. “Sire, our little band is not strong enough to take on seven trolls. Not to mention neutrality is strictly enforced inside the city proper. The cryseth love violence, just as long as it’s anywhere but their own lands.”

He waved her concern away. “This isn’t about fighting. If you couldn’t tell, I’m not a fan of fighting when diplomacy or cunning will do.”

“Indeed. It’s one of the things I find refreshing about you. You let me handle the killing.”

He gave the murderous little ovisari a warm smile. This trip had been good for all of them, but especially his relationships with Lulu and Emily. Her praise warmed his heart, nearly making him forget the mission at hand.

Seeing his look, she flushed and sidled a bit closer until she pressed against his side. “My Prince, if you wish, we could…”

He cleared his throat and grinned down at her.

“You didn’t get enough attention on the way here?”

Lulu smiled. “You know what I want, Sire,” she said softly.

“Yes. But let’s focus for now. Play later. Should we worry if their delegation sees us?”

The ovisari assassin bobbed her head. “We should do our best to avoid them. It might lead to friction, or an ambush once we leave town.”

Turning, he lifted his voice, “Glob, Bilden, Sunnu, and Fresh Catch. Join us.”

The four goblins scrambled over eagerly. Fresh Catch stood at the forefront, jostling for Thomas’s attention.

“Gobbos assembled, Sire!” He shot off a salute that looked practiced, for a goblin.

“I’ve got tasks for all of you. We’re going to repeat what we did with the old Inner Circle, back in Lotta Tot. I want all of you watching the trolls. We’ll relay messages through the town. Sunnu and Lulu are taking point. I want to know what the trolls are buying or saying, if you can manage without being seen. Be careful and stay out of their way. No confrontations. Just watch.”

Immediate Task: Monitor Troll Traders
Assigned to: Sunnu and Lulu
Estimated Time to Completion: Unknown.
Estimated Risk: Very High.
Potential Rewards: Unknown.
Immediate Task: Relay Messages and Monitor Troll Threats
Assigned to: Glob, Bilden and Fresh Catch.
Estimated Time to Completion: Unknown.
Estimated Risk: Very High.
Potential Rewards: Unknown.


Lulu looked up at him, concerned. “Sire, I would rather not—”

“You just told me how neutrality is enforced here. Is there a risk in leaving me for a little while?”

She took a long breath and sighed. “I suppose not.” Looking over at Sunnu, she said, “I’ve got my robe, and I’m higher level. I’ll try to overhear what they’re saying. You’re at my back, okay?”

“Gobbo listen,” Sunnu said, happy to obey her commands.

The group of five hurried ahead, leaving Thomas and Emily to bring up the rear. He commanded the wagon to move forward, but slower than it had been going, allowing their allies to get ahead.

Emily sat next to him on the cab. She wore long, hip-hugging pants and a black crop top, both looking like they came from Earth.

“Where did you get those?” he said, pointing at her outfit.

“I did a few scouting missions before I approached you, Prince. I spent weeks on Earth, learning what I could about your culture. Each time the King summoned me back, I brought as much as I could carry with me. I’ve got rooms of spare clothes.”

“What, really? I didn’t know you visited Earth that often. I thought it cost a lot of magic to transfer between worlds?”

“Umadin never explained where the magic came from, and I never asked. I just took advantage of every opportunity I could.”

“Didn’t you tell me you had no Earth money?” he asked.

She grinned. “I discovered that it is possible to take things without paying!”

Thomas sighed.

“So, you shoplifted, in other words.”

Her adorable face twisted in confusion. “I did not lift shops. Only clothes.”

“You lifted them and left?”

“Yes, my Prince! A lot!”

He chuckled, then a thought occurred to him. “How did you spend so much time on Earth and not get exposed to coffee? It’s practically everywhere?”

“My focus wasn’t on leisure but learning, Sire. I’d seen many coffee shops, but never entered one until the first time with you.”

“Fair enough.”

They approached the city. The interior border of the city was surrounded by a tall, black wall. Three roads, including the one they were on, passed through the wall via tall arches that were guarded by pairs of double doors. The gate guards wore silver and black armor, making it impossible to tell their race, but all were around average human height or taller.

Thomas’s scouts made it through the gate without incident, but the guards stepped up to block the way as their wagon drew close.

“Trader?” one called. He had a thick accent, sounding like he’d been chewing on rocks.

“Yes,” Thomas said.

“One gold fee to trade in the city. Don’t make any trouble, or we’ll confiscate everything. Fair warning, there’s thieves and all sorts of bad folk in this city. If we happen to catch them, fine, but it’s on you to protect your wares. Thieves are far from our only concern in this city.”

Thomas nodded. “No problem.” Reaching into a pocket, he drew out a coin and flipped it to the nearest guard.

The man caught it and tossed it in his hand a few times, then inspected it for a moment before passing it to his partner.

“This feels overweight,” he said to the other guard. “Extra half?”

His partner nodded. “Extra half,” he replied. He drew out a small clinking pouch and opened the drawstrings. After some fiddling about, he came out with five silver coins, which he offered to Thomas, who regarded the coins in some surprise.

“Gate guards are bound to be honest during our shifts,” the guard said to him. “Ain’t no stealin’ for us.”

“I see. Thanks.” Thomas took the silvers and pocketed them as the guards stepped back and opened the way for them. Beyond the gate, he saw the wide cobblestone streets within.

“Vassalage and magic makes keeping folk honest a bit easier,” Emily explained. “It also means those guys were probably level three or four. They’d be tough opponents.”

“What happened to the cryseth faeries cheating us at every turn?”

“Those weren’t the faeries, just their guards. I’m sure the faeries are more concerned about the guards cheating them.”

As they entered the gate, Thomas’s Tablet buzzed with a notification.

Notice: You have entered the territory of Queen Esmer of the Cryseth Faeries. Do you wish to contest her rule? [Yes/No]


He selected no.

Notice: You have entered the territory of Queen Esmer of the Cryseth Faeries. Do you wish to announce your presence in an official capacity? As you are not King, this is not required. [Yes/No]


Again, he selected no.

“Is this going to happen anytime we go anywhere?” he asked her, showing her the prompts on his Royal Tablet.

“Any time you enter territory controlled by another Tablet holder, yes.”

“If the Troll King or some other ruler came to our city, the same thing would happen? He would have to announce it, and I would know?”

“Yes.”

He nodded slowly as they rolled down the street.

“And what’s the deal about asking if I want to contest the queen’s rule?”

“If you were coming to overthrow her,” Emily responded, “you would need to declare your intent upon crossing her borders. By tapping no, you’re promising to respect her rule and not behave aggressively in her kingdom.”

“What would happen if I tapped no, then attacked her?”

His assistant glanced at him, concern filling her eyes.

“I’m not entirely certain, Sire, but I do know that violating a non-violence pact will bring severe consequences under the Orichalcum Agreement.”

“Which is what?”

“Basically, the whole magical structure that makes all this work. The Tablets, vassals, everything.”

Thomas nodded slowly. “I assume that violating that would not be a good idea.”

“Definitely not.”

With Emily guiding the way now, they navigated through the city streets. Boulibar Bay was crowded with people and races from all walks of life, including many people he recognized from Earth lore. Purple-haired cryseth faeries floated through the air, moving among humans, elves, orcs, and a dozen other races. The orcs, Thomas noted with interest, had yellow, knobby skin rather than green.

Thomas was startled by the clothes he saw, which were also far more diverse than he would have expected, even for a vibrant port city like this one. It seemed clear that fashions from Earth had influenced the locals. Pants and stretchy tee shirts were just as common as flowing dresses or fantasy-style tunics.

Almost everyone he saw also carried some sort of weapon at their side, though the citizenry also seemed very well-behaved. He saw no evidence of any violence.

It is early for that sort of thing, he allowed, noting the fatigue on many of the faces they passed.

As they finally drew near the bazaar at the center of town, Sunnu appeared out of an alley. Moving quickly, he vaulted onto the bed of the wagon and came up behind Thomas in the cab.

“Sire,” he said, pitching his voice to a whisper. “Lulu send word. Big bad troll getting fish. Lulu think we have hours. Maybe two. They have big cart to fill, and fancy troll leader is talking a lot.”

“Good. Tell her and the others to continue their watch. I don’t want to let our enemies know we’re here. When they’re done, return to me. I may need you.”

Sunnu bobbed a half bow, then leaped down and ran away. As he watched the Street Shooter disappear around a corner, Thomas focused his Chaos on his nearby Vassals, reinforcing his commands. The last thing he wanted was G-Mode ruining everything.

The wagon rolled onto the wide boulevard they’d seen from the hill. Thomas kept it moving at a crawl, as he took everything in. His Tablet helped him make sense of the signs from dozens of stalls, buildings, and hawkers. It seemed everything was on sale here, and not just goods. Individuals from a wide variety of classes offered their services, including a group of mercenaries wearing Earth-style biker leathers.

Up ahead, Thomas spotted a large wooden building with a sign out front stating “Green Trees: A Druid Emporium.”

“There we go,” he said to Emily, pointing at the sign.

“Yes, Sire,” she replied.

Thomas steered the wagon as far to the side of the road as he could, then commanded it to stop. Once he felt they were safely parked, he signaled to the closest member of their relay team. A minute or so later, Bilden came rushing down the street and joined them.

“Yes, Boss?”

“Watch the wagon while Emily and I go inside.”

“Gobbo do,” Bilden replied, saluting as Fresh Catch had done earlier.

The little goblin fighter hopped up onto the wagon and stood near their trade goods, where he could menace anyone who came too close.

Thomas and Emily went into the shop, which was decorated like the interior of a forest canopy. The floor was solid stone, and the display cases and racks were all solid steel. A wide variety of herbs, spices, and even caged animals filled the crowded interior.

Making their way through the offerings, Thomas saw a tarp covering a doorway at the rear of the room. He was a bit surprised at the sign above it stating that it was the “Crisp Den.” The smell that wafted out did, in fact, remind him a little of coffee, albeit more acidic.

A lovely young elf dressed in a well-worn tan button-up shirt and brown trousers stepped from behind one rack. “Hello, can I help you?”

Thomas set a handful of the coffee beans on one of the display cases. “I’m hoping you can. These roasted seeds come from my homeland. I was hoping you would know some way to bring it back to life and help me ensure it grows. We need these for planting. Our hope is to bring a bountiful harvest”

The elf looked the beans over for a few moments. “Plant restoration is a spell available to one of our staff druids, yes. May I examine these more closely?”

“Go ahead.”

She picked up one of the beans, turning it over her fingers, and murmuring a few words. A gentle green glow pulsed briefly around it.

After a few seconds of contemplation, she said, “I believe we can do what you ask. However, I’m afraid it will require a high-level spell. That means it’ll be expensive. This little seed is quite damaged, and there is little left to restore.”

“How much?”

“Fifty gold each.”

Thomas nodded. “I see. What else can you do? Besides bringing it back to life, that is.”

She cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?”

“My intent is to use these seeds to plant a full crop. And in addition to that, I need to buy some seeds from you. Are you able to enhance their fertility, or hardiness, or yield, that sort of thing?”

The elf nodded, understanding now. “How many people are you trying to feed?”

Thomas paused, considering whether to tell her the truth, then decided that honesty probably wouldn’t hurt him here.

“Several thousand. I manage a settlement.”

Despite his concern, the elf seemed entirely unfazed, as if she took orders of that size regularly.

“I see.” She considered for a moment, weighing his request. “Well, we can certainly assist with this, though to be sure everything goes well, you should consider hiring one of our druids out for a few weeks. What you’re describing is farm management at a large scale. With one of us helping, we can manage things directly. Otherwise, you’re on your own. Up to you.”

Thomas considered this for a moment or two.“How much difference is that likely to make?”

She gave him an indulgent, if slightly doubtful, smile. “A single druid can transform an acre of fallow land into a verdant field in a single day, sir. But to feed several thousand people reliably, you’re going to need to have at least a few hundred acres under cultivation. The alternative is to have the druid help get things planted and underway, then let nature take its course. In that case, the druid could manage at least twenty acres a day.”

“How much is it to hire the services of a druid for a day?”

“A hundred gold, sir. And twenty a day for travel.”

Thomas winced. This was starting to add up. “What about the seed? I need lots of fruits and vegetables, and a good variety.”

“If you’re serious about hiring one of our druids for a project of that size, we’d be willing to include the seeds at no cost.”

“All right,” Thomas said. “So, let’s say I hire your druid for a month, with eight days of travel round-trip, can they also cast the Restoration spell on these seeds?”

Her eyes widened a bit. “Certainly. They would not be restricted to planting. All of their magic would be at your disposal for whatever period you hired them, sir. The only limit is how much mana is available.”

If only there was a way to restore mana faster, he thought.

Pushing the concern away for now, Thomas nodded to the elf.

“This all sounds fine. Let’s do it” He was about to go out to the wagon and get the gold when he stopped and froze in place. His chaos stirred as a potentially crazy idea germinated in his brain. He looked down at his assistant.

“Emily, what does Crisp look like?”

She said, “Fine crystals in its raw form, Sire. Why?”

Thomas turned back to the clerk. “I need something to brew some of these beans.” He described the boiling process. “Do you have anything here I could use? Preferably portable?”

The elf said, “Of course. There’s a magical device we have that can be used to brew poultices. I think it would work for this. It’s ten gold and will last about a year of regular use.”

“And I need a pound of crisp crystals as well.”

She gasped softly, eyes going wide, as if she hadn’t expected a request like this from him.

“Um, a pound, sir?” The clerk hesitated. “That’s enough to inebriate an entire city.”

“Hmm, okay. Just half a pound then?”

The elf exhaled slowly. “I will have to check if we have that much in stock. But if we do, it would be five hundred gold.”

“I’ll buy whatever you have, in addition to all the rest I’ve mentioned.”

The elf went into the back of the store, and Thomas went back outside. He saw Bilden diligently watching over the wagon. Thomas found the chest with their money and lifted it down, then carried it back into the building.

The elf clerk was waiting for him, and he counted out the gold for her. Once he handed over the payment, she went into a back room.

“May I ask what you’re up to, Sire?” Emily asked from beside him.

“Something that might be a little stupid. If it works, though…”

He trailed off, feeling a brief pang of doubt about the plan. His idea went far beyond high-risk-high-reward. But if it worked? It could change the fate of the entire goblin nation. It could give them the very breath they needed to get their footing.

Or it could start a war we’re not ready to fight. The thought nagged at him, but only briefly. We’re already at war. Remembering Hammy-Todd and the dryad, he knew this was his best and probably only chance at using his unique skills to his people’s advantage. He wasn’t a warrior, and even with the things he’d done with his father to improve their chances, they were at a severe disadvantage in a straight fight against the trolls.

If I expect my people to risk their lives for my vision of their future, can I do anything less? If I miss this opportunity, will I ever look at myself in the mirror the same way again? After having been in the Fae Wild for less than two weeks, he knew he’d changed. Prince Thomas was not the sort of man to put all the burden on the people who needed him.

After a few minutes, the clerk reappeared, carrying a cloth bag and a complex metal device with a basin at the bottom. She paused at the Crisp Den to flip the sign over. On the back, it read “Closed.”

“Turns out we had just enough crisp to fill your order,” she said. “I’ll have to send out for more.”

She handed the device over to Thomas and explained how it worked. There was a diffuser basket at the top where the herbs or beans could go, while the water would boil at the bottom and create the infusion. Magic symbols around the base heated the water.

“Be careful about this symbol,” she said, pointing at the base. “The longer you touch it, the hotter the water will get. Hold it too long and it’ll vaporize the contents of the basket. This is something you’ll want to practice with before using.”

He nodded. It didn’t seem terribly different from a French press, and certainly less complicated than an espresso machine. “I understand.”

“And sir?”

“Yes?”

“Please be careful with all that Crisp. It’s not illegal in this city, but I assume you’re aware that it is very illegal almost everywhere else. It’s addictive stuff.”

“I understand, no problem. I’ll come back by in a few hours to collect the druid and the other things on order?”

“Absolutely. I was just about to mention that I’ll need at least that long to get things arranged.”

With a wave for the clerk, Thomas led Emily outside.

“Sire, what are you doing?” she asked as soon as they were out in the street. “What about the coffee? I thought—”

“Didn’t you and Lulu say that Crisp is poisonous to Trolls?”

She gave him a shifty, suspicious look that still conveyed a hint of mischievous delight. “Yes, Sire. It is quite deadly.”

“Good. I’ve got an idea. We need to discuss it with Lulu. First, though, let’s get our other shopping done.”

Sunnu appeared to tell them that the trolls were still haggling with the fishmonger, and Lulu did not expect them to be done for several more hours, as the fish would need to be packed up for their trip back to the troll kingdom. Thomas sent Bilden back to relay duties, and he and Emily resumed shopping.

The two quickly went through the town, stopping to make purchases for cloth, construction tools, textbooks, healing kits, and the thousand other things they’d discussed during the trip. All told, over the next two hours in the market, Thomas spent all the gold, a thousand platinum, and all of the low-value gems. When they were done, the wagon’s cargo bed was piled high with the trade goods the kingdom needed.

Thomas then steered the wagon down a side street to a fine inn that Bilden had scouted for them while they were shopping. The staff of the inn took custody of the wagon and parked it in a secure paddock in the rear. Leaving Bilden to guard things, they went inside.


Chapter 22: Cunning Plots and Coffee


As soon as they were inside, Thomas secured a room and summoned Lulu with the Tablet. She appeared about ten minutes later.

“Sire?” she asked, with a hopeful glance at the bed.

Thomas laughed. “Not that. At least, not now. I have a job for you, but it may be dangerous.”

Lulu’s eyes lit up with feverish hope. “Does it involve killing in your name, my Prince? Please say it does.”

He held up the bag of crisp powder. “I have an idea that could solve multiple problems at once. Crisp is poison to trolls, and the King’s envoy is here stocking up the King’s larder with expensive delicacies.”

Lulu saw at once what he was thinking. “You want me to poison the food they’re buying?”

“Possibly.” He turned to Emily. “Would this violate that nonaggression pact thing you told me about?”

Emily nodded rapidly.

“If you tried to poison the queen of the faeries, certainly, Sire.”

“But what about the Troll King?”

She paused for a moment, thinking. “If he were here, and you attacked him while the pact was in effect, yes, I believe it would,” she replied.

“But he’s not here,” Lulu said.

Thomas smiled. “No, he’s not. Nothing will happen until they return to his castle and serve him the fish.”

“They have purchased a great deal of fish,” Lulu said. “It is being packed up as we speak. If we move now, there is plenty of time to add the crisp to it.”

“Do you know where it is?”

Lulu nodded. “In a warehouse by the docks.”

Emily raised her hand. “Sire, I see a problem. How will you prevent the trolls from detecting the poison? Crisp has a distinctive aroma, and there is a good chance they will realize the fish has been poisoned.”

Lulu nodded. “That is true, Sire. The Troll King has tasters in his court.”

Thomas rubbed his chin. “So we would need some way of disguising it.”

“But how?” Emily exclaimed. “There is nothing that tastes or smells like crisp.”

“Nothing,” Lulu said, “except—”

After a moment, they all looked at the sack of coffee beans Thomas had been carrying around. An idea he’d been contemplating for a while demanded his attention. It was ambitious, perhaps suicidally so. But it might be worth it.

“Coffee smells and tastes like it, but it’s not poisonous. If we found some way to make them mistake the Crisp for coffee…”

“But how, Sire?” Emily asked. “The trolls know nothing of coffee.”

Thomas looked at the infusion pot they’d gotten from the elf and smiled. “That can be fixed.”

He turned to Lulu and assigned the job of lacing the fish with Crisp.

Immediate Task: Poison the Troll-King’s fish
Assigned to: Lulu
Estimated Time to Completion: 2 hours.
Estimated Risk: Extremely High.
Potential Rewards: Epic.


Thomas balked for a moment as he saw the risk rating. But Lulu shook her head.

“This is what I am here for, Sire. I will not fail you.”

He gave her a tight hug. “Be very careful. This isn’t worth losing you.”

Emily joined the hug. After a few seconds, the ovisari assassin pushed herself free. “Don’t worry. I will be back.”

She took the bag of crisp and left. Thomas turned to Emily, picking up the coffee and the magic pot. “Follow me.”

He and Emily went back down to the street, seeing that Sunnu had joined Bilden at the wagon.

Bilden rushed over. “Boss?”

“Where is the troll entourage?” Thomas asked.

“The fish market, Boss. I can take you there.”

Thomas shook his head. He didn’t dare bring a group of goblins along with him, for fear of alerting the trolls. A human with a single pretty goblin-girl assistant would attract no notice in this city. But a human with a band of goblin followers would raise suspicions, perhaps fatal ones if these trolls knew about him.

He said, “Stay here and guard the wagon. Emily and I need to take care of this alone.”

Emily led him down to the market along the waterfront. In addition to the established businesses, there were temporary stalls for smaller merchants to rent for a day. When they reached the fish market, Thomas spotted an open one nearby. He paid a gold piece to one of the market administrators and began setting up the coffee pot.

“We need water and cups,” he said to Emily.

“I will get some, Sire.”

He gave her some money, and she ran off. Thomas looked around while he waited. Over in the fish market, he saw a group of trolls standing around the entrance. Most were guards, but he saw the one with the purple hat talking to one of the fishmongers inside some kind of glass compartment. He puzzled over it for a moment or two, wondering if it was some refrigerated space for the fish, before realizing that it had to be something that muffled the noise of the market so the trolls could do business.

They must come here a lot for the fishmonger to spend the money on something like that, he thought.

In a few minutes, Emily returned with a sack of water and six brass cups on a string. “Will this work, Sire?”

He began brewing the coffee. It didn’t take long before it had its intended effect. The rich aroma quickly drew a crowd of interested customers.

Since he wasn’t doing this to make money, Thomas refused the offered coin.

“Free samples today,” he said. “Just a little for everyone.”

He poured enough for a single swallow in the cups. As the first group of people began tasting, more approached. Across the street, he saw the trolls starting to notice. They were sniffing and looking around.

The glass box muffled the noise, but it did not appear to block smells. Inside it, Tavorin, the King’s envoy, was reacting as well. Thomas watched him inhaling sharply, trying to find the source of the aroma. His thin nostrils, set deep in his square-shaped head, flared as he shuddered in ecstasy.

The fishmonger, a middle-aged human man wearing an apron, looked around as well. Thomas saw them talking, and then the man pointed at Thomas’s stall. Tavorin emerged from the box, putting his ear coverings back on.

The trolls gestured in Thomas’s direction. One of Tavorin’s men leaned toward the envoy, “It smell like Crisp, sir. Not good.”

Tavorin waved the guard back. “Not Crisp. Smell different. Go. Find out what that smell is. I am intrigued.”

The guard seemed reluctant until Tavorin brandished his Tablet. Seeing the magical device, the troll left the fish house and approached Thomas’s makeshift stall.

The guard pointed at the cups. Thomas smiled obsequiously and filled one about half full of coffee. He handed it to the guard, gesturing with his hands that there was no charge.

Clearly concerned about the potentially lethal side effects, the guard tipped the cup back to take the smallest possible sip. A moment later, a lightning bolt of euphoria shot through his body. He turned and rushed back to his boss. “This good, sir! So good! Amazing.”

But Tavorin wasn’t immediately convinced. He and the other trolls stood around, watching the first guard to see if he would drop dead. When, after several minutes, there appeared to be no ill side-effects, Tavorin took a sip himself. He shuddered in ecstasy at the flavor.

“We must have this,” he exclaimed. “Send that man in. I want what he’s selling.”

The guard returned to Thomas’s stall. “My master would buy your wares. Come.”

Thomas nodded and followed him into the fishmonger’s business and then into the glass compartment. The pungent aroma of the coffee filled the space as the pot continued boiling the beans.

“How can I help you, good sir?” he asked.

“What is this delicacy?” Tavorin asked.

Thomas smiled. Tavorin, the fishmonger, and the troll guards were entirely focused on him and his coffee. None of them glimpsed the newcomer arriving around the back of the warehouse.

Through the glass wall into the back, the warehouse workers were loading packets of magically preserved fish into crates that bore clear labels identifying them as intended for the Troll King. The aroma of coffee was now spreading through that space as well, drawing the attention of the laborers.

In the back of the warehouse, Thomas saw a flash of white hair in the shadows, a form carrying a fat cloth bag. He had to draw on his Chaos and Discipline to control his concern about Lulu. He couldn’t stop thinking about the risk rating on the task he’d given her.

Picking up the thread of the question, he affected a flamboyant salesman’s voice. “Why, this is a rare and magical drink from my land known as ‘coffee.’ For those wealthy enough to afford it, coffee is used to improve alertness, ward off sleep, and improve cognition.”

“What do you want for it?” Tavorin asked. “My King is surely far wealthier than anyone from your lands, if you are selling it in a stall.”

Thomas saw Lulu slink out of the shadows with the bag of crisp in one hand. She began inspecting the boxes of fish, which appeared to have been locked and sealed already. He had a flash of concern that she would be unable to open them, but it proved unfounded. As Thomas continued his sales pitch, Lulu began picking the locks on the crates and quickly had one open.

Each fish was enormous, easily four or five hands long, and whole. Pulling several of them out, Lulu began methodically adding a small amount of crisp to each one. They had discussed this, and in theory, placing the crisp inside the fish would mean the outer flesh would remain untainted and odorless until the fish was cooked.

“Enough,” Tavorin said, cutting Thomas off. “You will sell me that.” He pointed a thick finger at the magic device and brew within. “My King will want to sample such a delicacy.”

“Certainly. How much do you want?”

“All of it!”

“Then you will need to know how this works,” Thomas replied.

He began slowly and methodically explaining how to brew the coffee. In this, his summer working as a barista paid off as he laid on a thick layer of coffee jargon. By now, all the warehouse workers had joined the trolls to watch him. None of them noticed the little ovisari girl as she continued her work, sneaking from one crate to another.

By the time Thomas had milked the display as long as he could without drawing suspicion, Lulu had poisoned most of the Troll King’s fish.

But will it be enough? Thomas wondered.

Crisp was deadly to trolls, but he wasn’t sure what the lethal dose might be. It was possible that the King would need to consume quite a bit of it. Did I give Lulu enough? Will the King eat enough of it? He knew trolls did not have refined tastes, and the Troll King might be eating the fish raw.

Lulu closed the final crate and slipped out the back just as Thomas finished brewing a new batch of coffee.

“Are you sure you understand?” he asked. “I could show you again.”

“No!” Tavorin exclaimed. “How much?”

“I had hoped to sell this one cup at a time,” Thomas replied, “which would have earned me a thousand gold or more. For one such as the Troll King, I am willing to take five hundred.”

Thomas expected Tavorin to bargain with him, but it seemed his delay had made the envoy impatient and eager to conclude the matter.

“Fine.” He turned to one of the guards. “Pay him!”

As the guard counted out the money, Thomas mused to himself that Tavorin had covered his expenses in buying the crisp.

“A great pleasure to serve you and your noble sovereign,” he said with an exaggerated bow. Then he took the money and left. He collected Emily from the stall, and they walked back to the inn.

On their way there, a notification popped up.

Task: Poison the Troll-King’s fish – Complete
Notice: Your Vassal Lulu has earned [50] experience for successful task completion. She needs [85] experience to reach level [6].


Thomas let out a sigh of relief as Lulu appeared from an alley. He scooped her up in a hug as she rejoined them, feeling his worry ebbing rapidly. “Excellent work. That was not easy to watch.”

Extending a hand to squeeze his, she said, “I am very good at what I do, my Prince. But we should get out of here, now.”

“I agree, Sire,” Emily said.

They reached the inn, where the four goblin bodyguards were guarding the wagon. The last batch of goods he had ordered–the seeds from the druid company–were being loaded on by a crew of half-ogre laborers.

“Sire, may I have some coin to buy things I may need as an assassin?” Lulu asked, tugging gently at his shirt sleeve, and making puppy dog eyes up at him. “I didn’t get a chance to go shopping yet.”

“Of course,” he said, handing her the pouch of coins he’d gotten for the coffee.

Once Lulu vanished inside, he turned back to the wagon, observing, “We’re not going to be able to get home as fast as we got here.”

The wagon had already been piled high with chests of books, tools, and barrels of food. New barrels, these full to bursting with seeds, joined the pile. The workers wound lengths of rope–thankfully included with the druid’s services–around everything, creating a safety net to keep it all from falling off.

“I’d say so,” Emily said brightly. “Speaking of getting home, where is the druid you hired?”

She leaned around the cart, looking for signs of their new party member. It was getting late in the day, and the tavern district was growing busier. What had been nearly empty streets when they’d arrived at dawn were now thronging as a mixture of sailors and foreign traders made their way into the city from the docks.

He said, “I’m sure they’ll be here soon.”

Thomas had to stop himself from gawking as dozens of different races, both from Earth’s fantasy lore, and ones he’d never seen before, walked past.

“Was that an angel?” he said, pointing at a winged woman as she vanished down the road.

“Probably,” Emily said. “We have both celestial and demonic races. You might be surprised at how different they are from your Earth lore.”

“Oh, really?”

She gave him an impish smile. “I’ll elaborate later, Sire. If I stopped to tell you about each and every species we encounter, we wouldn’t make any progress at all.”

Thomas thought of his Tablet. It appeared on command in his hand, earning startled glances from the laborers and people passing by. A few of them murmured to each other in awed tones, and Thomas suddenly remembered what a Tablet represented to these people.

“My Prince,” Lulu said with an edge of concern in her voice, “you should not show that so carelessly.”

“Well, I was about to check it for details, but I’ll hold off.”

Dropping the Tablet to dismiss it, he chuckled wryly. Living in a new world was going to take some serious getting used to.

A woman with greenish-brown skin and long purple hair came around the corner from the main street into the alley where they were prepping the wagon. Thomas’s first thought was that she looked a lot like the figure he’d seen in the forest near Lotta Tot.

Surely that’s not possible, he thought. She wouldn’t approach us so brazenly, would she? His next thought was, If this is the same dryad, we might be in big trouble.

She had thick hair and a taut, athletic body. As she approached, he saw that her skin vaguely resembled tree bark, and her arms and legs were covered in intricate tattoos. Both of her pointed ears were pierced with multiple earrings, and another gleamed from her left nostril.

She was clearly looking for them, because she walked right up to the wagon.

“Hello,” she said in a lyrical voice. “I believe you have engaged my services, Sire.”

Thomas blinked, recognition slamming home. This was the dryad he’d seen on the outskirts of the forest.

“How do you know—” But the answer was obvious. “Are you the Dryad who’s been sneaking around my city?”

“I am she,” dryad said, smiling and tipping her head in acknowledgment. “You may call me Laylana.” She held up a large bag, which clinked with the sounds of coins within. “This is the payment I received from the owner of Green Trees. I have an additional proposition for you. If you will take me into your retinue and allow me to help your city, I will return your money.”

Emily tugged at Thomas’s shirt. “Sire, this woman is dangerous. Agreeing to this seems very unwise.”

“You don’t have to tell me that,” he replied, reaching down to squeeze her hand. He turned back to the dryad. “Laylana, you work for the Troll King. Why would you be willing to help me?”

“I am the Troll King’s Vassal, that is true. But my people and the trolls formed bonds because of proximity more than loyalty. He asked me to observe you, Prince Thomas. Here I am. Observing.” She spread her hands. “He does not care about how I go about my tasks. Even with my loyalty at the lowest it’s ever been, he’s ceased to care.”

“Why would he do that?” Thomas asked.

“He’s been distracted preparing his army against an attack he is sure will come soon.” She added blandly, “from the southwest.”

Thomas studied the woman’s face, his Cunning reading the unspoken intent behind her assertion. “So you know it won’t be coming from that direction.”

“Just so.”

“And you know I’m alive, obviously.”

She nodded, still smiling.

“But you haven’t told him?”

“I have not,” the dryad confirmed. “Nor do I intend to.”

Emily stirred at his side. “Do you mean to leave the King’s service, dryad? I thought your kind did not take pacts like that lightly.”

“You heard correctly…goblin girl.” Laylana gave Emily a dry stare. “Like the forests we tend, our people bond for life. In fact, once I discovered you were still alive, I fully intended to tell him the truth.”

“But you obviously didn’t,” Thomas replied.

Laylana’s expression grew distant and filled with a mixture of sadness and anger. “When I returned to his court, I discovered war preparations were already underway. My people’s Heart Grove, where our eldest trees grow, was to the southwest of the Troll King’s capital city. We have lived there for eons. When I said our alliance was due to proximity, that was what I spoke of. When he heard your goblins might come from that direction, he…ordered the trees thinned, so the goblins could not use them as cover.”

Emily made a soft, pained sound. “Lulu mentioned the Troll King did awful things to your people, but this…betrayal is so much more than anything I’d expect from him.”

The dryad laughed, a note of hysteria just beneath it. “He’s changed, goblin. Over the years, he’s become paranoid. We believe he fears one of his sons will take his kingdom from him, so he’s trying to grow his influence. At the mere hint of your attack, he threw our pact in the garbage.”

Remembering what he’d learned about Tablets and promises, Thomas asked, “Wouldn’t there be repercussions for that? He is a Tablet Wielder, right?”

Laylana shook her head. “He thinned our groves but didn’t destroy them entirely. Technically, the arrangement remains. Which is one reason I’m here, offering you this opportunity. In the thinning, he destroyed my hometree. I see no reason to do more than maintain the veneer of abiding by the pact at this point. In fact, I’d break it entirely, if not for the remainder of my people.”

“Oh no,” Emily gasped, covering her mouth with a hand.

A flash of motion came from around the wagon. Lulu, her concealing cloak flapping around her, suddenly rushed up to the dryad. She had a dagger in one hand and a fanatical look in her wide eyes.

How is she adorable even when she looks ready to do murder? Thomas thought.

“Lulu, wait!” he exclaimed.

The ovisari assassin skidded to a halt with the dagger an inch from the dryad’s belly.

“She is one of the Troll King’s agents!” she hissed at him. “This is the one who opposed me when I killed that traitorous vassal of your father’s. She is a traitor to her own kind.”

He gently moved her back. “There’s more to it than you know. We just found out the Troll King basically attacked her people. Her hometree was destroyed. I don’t know what that means in your world, but if it’s anything like the fantasy games on mine, that changes things here.”

At first, the ovisari seemed determined to go through with her assault, but as his words sank in, her battle fury began to ebb.“Is this true?”

“Yes,” Laylana replied, then retold an abbreviated version of the information she’d given Thomas and Emily.

“He destroyed your home tree?” Lulu asked, a hint of sympathy in her tone. “I thought…”

“We had a bond pact, yes,” the dryad replied. “I promised to serve him and his offspring faithfully, for the duration of my home tree’s life. He must have forgotten, or it never occurred to him. But it means my side of the pact no longer holds.”

“What of his side?” Thomas prompted.

“I remain his Vassal until I renounce my status,” she explained. “And to protect the surviving members of my grove, I will not leave his service. That said, I no longer have to obey him precisely, nor concern myself with the spirit of my instructions. He wants me to observe you, and I have. How better than to fulfill the letter of that by imbedding myself in your good graces, so I may observe you as closely as you permit me to?”

Goblin instincts churned in Thomas’s head as he considered her offer, seeing the possibilities here.

“A double agent would be extremely useful,” he replied. “If I agree to take you on, you do realize I’ll need to keep you at arm’s length, right? I can’t risk sensitive information getting to the troll King.”

She nodded. “I understand completely, Sire. I’ll stay as far apart from you as you wish, to avoid overhearing anything that I should not. Meanwhile, I’ll make it my mission to help your city flourish to the best of my ability, over and above what you contracted me for. I know what you need to do as far as improving your farmlands, and I will make that my primary responsibility, if you wish.”

“I do.”

“As long as it does not endanger my forest, you can consider me an ally,” Laylana went on. “Or, rather just assume the Troll King has made himself my mortal enemy.”

“I suppose the enemy of my enemy is my ally,” Thomas mused. “Do you not harbor anger that the attack on your forest was because of our ruse though?”

“Did you know our groves were in that direction, Prince Thomas?” the dryad asked, in a tone that suggested she already knew the answer.

“No. When we hatched that plan, I’d only been here a few days.”

“Then it was not your fault. You came up with a plan to save your people. It was the trolls who did the deed, not you.”

Appeased with the answer, Thomas looked from Lulu to Emily. “What do you two say?”

The ovisari and the goblin girl exchanged a glance.

“I know the Troll King, and I know a little of Laylana’s past service to him,” Lulu replied. “Everything I heard said she’s honorable and honest to a fault. Dryads as a race lack the subterfuge to be diplomats. Even before this, the Troll King had done awful things to the dryads. If she’s willing to work as a double agent, I think she’ll provide us with more information than even I can, Sire.”

Biting her bottom lip, Emily looked from Lulu to Laylana then to Thomas.

“Not to offend, but I’ve heard dryads can be…very unstable after their trees are cut down.”

“We are,” Laylana said. “But I have planned for this.” She held out one hand, revealing an oversized acorn. “I managed to save a single seed from my tree. If I can plant this in the right soil, where it will be safe, I’ll find balance again. It’s just a matter of finding that place.”

Thomas thought of the pleasant spot in the woods where the coffeeshop had arrived in this world.

“There are places near my city that could work.”

Laylana sighed and closed her hand, making the acorn vanish. She gave Thomas a weary smile. “Perhaps, when we have come to trust each other more. I should be fine for the time being. As long as I can focus on my hate of the Troll King, I’ll be stable enough to help plant your crops and resurrect those seeds of yours.”

“If Lulu is willing to keep an eye out on her, I will give it a try,” Emily said at last. “Dryads are much better than normal druids for the sorts of things our kingdom needs right now. I’d advise a conditional acceptance of her offer, Sire.”

Looking past the women, Thomas saw that the half-ogre workers had finally completed loading and securing the wagon. The elf who ran Green Trees appeared and began inspecting things.

Then he turned and looked toward the sea. Golden light shone on the horizon. Based on his time in the new world, Thomas guessed they had maybe two or three hours of light left.

“Fine,” he said to Laylana, “conditional acceptance granted. Let’s head out and find a place to camp. I don’t want to tempt anyone with all these goods.”

Lulu grinned as she toyed with her dagger. “Yeah. No tempting anyone. That’s no fun.”

Moving over to her friend, Emily gently elbowed Lulu in the ribs. “Calm down with all that, you bloodthirsty cutie.”

Thomas and his band climbed onto the wagon, and they got moving again. With a full load, it moved quite a bit slower than it had on the way here. They had to slow to a near-crawl going up the sloping hill leading away from Boulibar Bay.

For a minute, Thomas wasn’t certain it would make it. Runes on the wheels flashed, draining steadily. Then, with a burst of energy, it crested the rise.

“We’re going to have to take the trip home slowly,” he said, studying the symbols. “It’ll mean navigating around potholes, or maybe even filling them in if we have to.”

“I can take care of that,” Laylana said. “Basic nature magic costs almost no mana.”

She sat away from them at the back of the wagon, watching the forest as it rolled past, looking more than a little isolated and alone. Thomas thought he could see tension around the dryad’s eyes and in the lines of her mouth.

“And when she runs out of magic we can make camp and, uh, celebrate,” Emily said, giving him a wink.

Thomas almost reminded her just how badly he didn’t want her to become pregnant, at least not yet, but withheld. Lulu, who was sitting at the very top of the stack of goods on the bed so she could keep an eye on the dryad and area around them, perked up.

She said, “I wouldn’t mind some celebrating. Or letting that trio following us catch up a bit.”

“Thieves?” Thomas asked, looking back. He didn’t see anything. It was getting dark, but with the stars on this magical world filling the sky, that barely mattered.

“Probably. I hope.”

“Let’s get to a good place to make camp,” he said. “Then Lulu can take a couple of the boys back to see who’s following us. I’ll make a quest out of it, in case there’s an opportunity for experience.”

When they found a spot to make camp, Bilden, Glob, and Sunnu all expressed interest in joining Lulu on the hunt as soon as Thomas made them the offer. Fresh Catch pointed out that his class made him Thomas’s bodyguard, and argued, “Gobbo stay with Sire. Gobbo protect Sire.”

“Well, with those rousing words, I’d say it’s settled,” Thomas replied with a chuckle.

Immediate Group Task: Investigate The Followers
Estimated Time to Completion: 2 hours.
Estimated Risk: Variable.
Potential Rewards: Variable.



Chapter 23: Not All That Burns is Fire


They parked the wagon off the main road, within a little copse of trees. With Fresh Catch to help, Thomas, Emily, and Laylana set up camp. The dryad volunteered to start the fire.

“Why?” Thomas asked in surprise. “Don’t dryads hate fires?”

She shook her head, explaining, “Fire is as much a part of the natural world as I am. Respecting the land is not about stopping fires or people from making them. It is about guiding the flame properly.”

Moving away from camp, she walked among the trees, moving with a dancer’s balletic grace as she collected fallen twigs and branches.

Watching the dryad, Thomas was struck with just how different Laylana was from both Lulu and Emily. While she resembled a human woman in proportion and manner, she moved with an alien rhythm. Her body was fit and lithe, much less lush than Emily or Lulu, yet there was a vibrancy and fullness about her hips and breasts all the same.

It took him a moment to realize the vines she was winding around the twigs and branches were coming from between her fingers. He blinked, shocked to see that she’d grown a complex network of vines that now extended from her arms. They wound around her body, cinching tightly and emphasizing the narrowness of her waist. He wasn’t certain what they meant, but figured it had to do something with her magic.

Realizing he’d been letting his attention linger, he turned back to the circle of stones Emily and Fresh Catch were setting up for the fire. Walking to the wagon, Thomas hefted a barrel of fresh water and set it down, then unloaded one of their crates of road rations.

Laylana returned with enough fallen wood to last the night. Using the vines attached to her body like additional limbs, she set the wood up in a pyramid shape. Once that was done, she murmured a few words, and fire blossomed at the heart of her construction.

As the fire grew, Thomas and Emily drew water from the barrel and passed it around in cups. Thomas offered Laylana one of the wrapped packages Chef Mama had prepared for them.

“I apologize for having nothing fresh to make, but my people are a bit strained in that department right now.” He hesitated, looking down at her vine-wrapped body. “Or am I mistaken in assuming you eat like the rest of us?”

Laylana accepted the packet with a smile and unwrapped it to reveal the contents. She said, “My kind are related to the fae. A portion is of the forest, but even that can take nourishment from all things that spring from the soil, or benefit from its harvest.”

“Fresh Catch grunted around a mouth full of jerky. “Wah?”

“It means she can eat like we do,” Emily said.

“Why she not just say that?”

“Because I did, silly gobbo,” Laylana said

Shaking her head, the lovely dryad gave Thomas a fetching look. Somehow he got the message in her eyes: Now you know why goblin women throw themselves at your feet.

Thomas chuckled but said nothing. Then his tablet appeared, hovering until he grabbed it out of the air. Notifications appeared on the surface.

Task: Investigate The Followers – Complete
Notice: Your Vassal, Lulu, has taken significant damage. Your Vassal, Bilden, has taken moderate damage. Your Vassal, Glob, has taken significant damage. Your Vassal, Sunnu, has taken minor damage.
Notice: Bilden, Glob, and Sunnu have earned [5] experience points for successful task completion. They are now level [2]. They will need [30] to reach level [3].
Notice: Fresh Catch has earned [5] experience for volunteering to protect his Sire despite the opportunity to create carnage. He is now level [2]. He will need [30] to reach level [3].
Notice: Your Vassal Lulu has earned [20] experience for successful task completion. She needs [65] experience to reach level [6].


“Oh, shit,” Thomas said as worry and fear for his Vassals–Lulu especially–sent his heart racing. “What happened?”

He looked back down the road, not seeing them.

“Sire?” Emily stepped closer, peering over his shoulder. He tilted the tablet, allowing her to read the notification. “Oh no! They are all injured!”

Laylana started to walk over as well, then hesitated. “Your people were injured?”

“Badly,” Thomas said. “We need to go to them. I can’t let anything happen—”

He almost said “to Lulu,” only to realize he actually cared about all of his goblin protectors, if not in the same way.

“Go to them?” The dryad tilted her head to the side. “They are your Vassals. Their duty is to die on your behalf, isn’t it?”

“Fuck that,” Thomas shot back. “It wasn’t a suicide mission. They were supposed to be scouting. Fresh Catch, let’s go.”

Emily started to protest, but before Thomas got thirty feet down the road, Bilden and Sunnu appeared from around a bend ahead of him, each helping the other members of their scouting party along.

“Lulu!” Emily cried, rushing up beside Thomas.

All of them, other than Sunnu, looked to be in terrible shape, though they were all on their feet. Lulu was positively covered in blood and had one eye swollen shut. The little assassin shook as she tried to stand on her own, only to fall to one knee.

Thomas ran forward, sliding to the ground and scooping the injured ovisari girl into his arms.

“You should see the other guys,” she muttered.

Thomas hugged her, his mood softening. If she was able to make a joke, she couldn’t be that hurt. “What happened? Was it the trolls?”

Laylana kneeled beside them. The dryad took Lulu’s shoulders in her hands, which glowed with soft green magic. “Nature’s blessing upon you,” she said, and glowing energy burst from Lulu’s wounds. The lacerations on her arms and body began to heal. She slid out of Thomas’s arms and kneeled on the ground.

“Help Glob,” the ovisari said.

Laylana moved to the injured goblin. He looked even worse than Lulu, with his stomach practically split open. Lifting one hand from Lulu, the dryad set it atop Glob’s forehead. Doing so dramatically reduced the healing glow from Lulu but sent fresh energy through the goblin.

“What happened?” Thomas asked again.

Sunna straightened up and faced him.

“Fish people, Sire. Same ones we saw earlier. They had a spell-caster. Did something big bad. Blinded us. They attacked with big knives. We got them all. Was close. Good battle.” He smiled at the last, showing yellowed, misshapen teeth.

“The fish people?” Thomas asked incredulously.

“The fishmonger’s guards,” Lulu said.

“Did they say why?”

“They scream about smelly fish,” Sunnu said. “That was it.”

Thomas looked at Emily and Lulu.

“Do you think…?”

“It was just the fishmonger and three of his workers,” Lulu said. “If they’d discovered the Crisp, you’d think they would have come with the trolls, or the city guard.”

“Then why?”

“The smell of the coffee?” Emily asked.

“Lots of goods on wagon,” Fresh Catch said. “Sire spend much money in city, only a few of us to protect it. Maybe they hope to steal from gobbos.” He shrugged.

Thomas nodded. That made as much sense as the coffee idea. “They’re all dead?”

Lulu held up her black dagger. It and her right arm were coated in blood up to her shoulder. “Oh yes. Very, very dead.” Her smile was positively fanatic.

“Lulu fight well,” Sunnu said. “Kill angry fish-man.”

With a moan of exhaustion, Laylana lifted her hands from Lulu and Glob. “I’ve done all I can. That’s every drop of mana available to me. They should be fine with some rest.” She stood up. “I need to recharge my mana. This will take some time.”

“Thank you,” Thomas said, meaning it. “You helped people who are very important to me.”

The dryad seemed to start at his words, surprised to hear a Tablet Wielder who actually cared about his people. Rising to her feet, she walked into the woods, her gait unsteady, as if being drained of mana cost her stability.

Thomas sent Sunnu and Fresh Catch back down the road to deal with the bodies and collect any belongings they’d left behind. While they were gone, he worked with Emily to make sure Lulu, Bilden, and Glob were comfortable by the fire. He cradled Lulu in his lap, hating the thought that she’d been injured.

Guilt tugged at Thomas as he passed rations to the other members of his party. They are just goblins. They live for battle. The logical part of his mind told him to see the little, ugly green people that way. But then every other part of him spoke against that. Hell, he felt a deep affection for Emily now, and his own father was a goblin.

To him, goblins were people, and throwing their lives away casually wasn’t a choice. War would come eventually, he knew. The Troll King probably wouldn’t die from the poisoned fish, and he would bring allies in to crush the remaining goblins in their homes. But that was different.

“It was just meant to be a scouting mission,” he muttered, tightening his arms around Lulu as the other goblins ate their food. Emily sat next to Thomas and the ovisari girl, speaking in whispers and comforting her.

People will want to hurt what I care about. There are bad people in this world. It wasn’t a revelation. But remembering just how hurt Lulu had been brought a cold, cruel certainty forward. Just because I want peace doesn’t mean I shouldn’t prepare for war. For Thomas, that would mean finding the right people and making them his Vassals. It also means making sure my biological father is doing his job.

Sunnu and Fresh Catch returned before his thoughts could get any darker. They had two backpacks and three large cleavers in their arms. They dumped everything in front of Thomas.

“Gobbos handle bodies,” Fresh Catch said. “No scavengers. No finders.”

“Good. Thanks.” He didn’t ask how they’d concealed the corpses. It didn’t really matter. Sitting up, Thomas busied himself by going through the backpacks. Inside one, he found a handful of coins. They had a troll’s face embossed on one side.

“Would the trolls send those fishmongers after us?” he asked, showing the coins so the symbol glinted in the firelight.

Lulu sat up, looking far better than she had when she returned from the fight.

“There are coins from a hundred kingdoms circulating in Boulibar Bay,” she said. “But even if they did, the Troll King has several goblin tribes in his pocket. His people know one group from another, and they would have recognized that we aren’t his allies. Even if they had no idea of what we did back in town, they probably decided to fold the pie in half.”

Thomas cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Fold the pie in half?”

Emily leaned against him. “Like the Earth expression, two birds with one stone. It means to take a baked pie and fold it in half to eat more of the crust with each bite.”

“I guess it makes sense.” He tried to work through the logic. If he squinted at it and looked sideways, he could see how a plan like that might come together. “If they figured out I was with the goblins, and the trolls offered them a prize to deal with us.”

“The Troll King has far more spies than Lulu and Laylana, Sire,” Emily said. “His envoy visiting Boulibar Bay right after you assumed the throne, and word went out of your death, is unlikely to be a coincidence. He’ll have sent people into our city looking for evidence as well.”

Thomas saw the dryad returning from the woods.

“The city and the countryside,” she added, sitting down with them.

“Does that mean he knows it’s me with this caravan?” Thomas felt his heart sink. He’d laid so many plans. Were they about to fail?

“I doubt it,” the dryad said. “Surely, if they did, they would have sent far more than a handful of thugs after you. The last time I spoke with him, before I left to follow you to Boulibar Bay, he was confident you were dead.”

“But the trolls were willing to pay the fishmongers to come out and attack us,” Emily said.

Lulu gently nudged her shoulder into Emily’s as she took a bite from her ration.

“Don’t ascribe brilliance to malice. It might be a coincidence how things fell out. Overthinking this won’t help. Assume the trolls paid those men to kill goblins and goblin allies and leave it at that.”

Laylana cleared her throat. “In the morning, I can go back to the King and learn what details I can about this. I am still the King’s Vassal, and until he realizes that my low loyalty might become a problem, I will be able to report back to you with anything unusual.”

Thomas frowned as he considered the offer. “It’s dangerous. If they really suspect something now, and they could, the King will put you in the feeding hole.”

Laylana looked at him in surprise. “You know about the feeding hole?”

“That troll who came over to me explained it. I don’t like you putting yourself at that kind of risk.”

The dryad gave him a flat look. “You just met me.”

“And you just saved people I care about. Compassion is to be rewarded, not discarded.”

Smiling with an expression of pure, unreserved devotion, Emily said, “Sire, I applaud your heart, but should we not consider this opportunity?”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t going to let her do it,” he replied, probably more firmly than he meant to. “Laylana, you go back in the morning, but promise me you’ll be careful? We need to know about this attack, not endanger your life.”

“As you wish…” Laylana let the words trail off, as if she’d been about to add “Sire” at the end, then thought better of it.

And now I’m sending someone else into danger, Thomas thought unhappily. No one in this fantasy world gets to hurt what I care about, he promised himself. Even if I have to make a demon my vassal to protect them, I’ll do it.

Lulu needed to rest, and Emily wanted to lie down with her, so they went into the wagon cab. The goblin bodyguards divided up the watch for the night. Fresh Catch and Sunnu spread out to keep an eye on things, while Glob and Bilden laid themselves across the crate on the bed and began to snore.

“Why?” Laylana asked when they were alone.

“Why what?” Thomas replied.

“You can’t actually care so much about those goblins. It’s not possible.”

He scowled for a moment. “Why not? I’m half-goblin and their Prince. They’re all depending on me to solve all these challenges.”

“Males use things, and people,” she said firmly, looking away into the forest. “They do not care. And when they have finished using a thing, they throw it away. I have seen it.”

Thomas snorted in disbelief. “I’m not the Troll King.”

Laylana turned and stared at him hard. “I have been watching you.”

“I know.”

“No,” she said. “I have been watching you more closely than you realize. I have been close enough to watch you with those two. The other day, I saw you when you visited that place from your world.”

Thomas gaped at her for a moment or two. “You were watching me…with Lulu and Emily?”

“Yes. And now I suppose you will toss them away. That goblin is surely with child. You have bred her. What use to you is she?”

“Hey,” he said hotly. “I care about Emily. She’s helped me in so many ways. The last thing I would do is toss her away after all this.”

“Then what of that ovisari girl? You cannot trust them.”

“I trust Lulu with my life. They’re both my Vassals. They’ve committed themselves to me.”

“I am the Troll King’s vassal.”

Thomas groaned. “What do you think you saw that day?”

He watched the dryad’s nostrils flaring as she stared at him.

“Dryads know true passion and emotion when we see it.”

“And surely you saw that,” he said.

Laylana pursed her lips tightly and turned away again. “What I saw did not make sense to me. You are a ruler. Why would you care for those two when you have so many subjects?”

“I just do. I care for all my subjects.”

“That is something no man has ever shown me. Certainly not the Troll King.”

She opened her hand, and Thomas saw the acorn again. Laylana stared down at the last living part of her home tree.

“What happens when you plant that thing?”

“I will nurture it. When the roots are deep enough, I can bond with it, and then I will have a home again.”

“You can’t possibly be thinking of doing that in the Troll King’s domain.”

She shrugged. “As I said earlier, it’s not about his domain. It’s about where the Heart Grove lives. I’m not free, even if it seems that way.”

“So what do we have to do to free you?” he asked.

The dryad said nothing. Eventually, Thomas went to bed with Emily and Lulu. When they rose in the morning, Laylana was gone.


Completed Task Updates


Create Improved Farming/Food Plan
Completion Notes: Merina has completed a farming/food plan. This will help maximize the potential farmland around the city and includes both a distribution and storage system. It will require some help from Chef Mama’s acolytes, along with the resources you planned to return from Boulibar bay with.
Rewards: Merina has earned [15] experience points. She needs [15] more to reach level [3]. If she can implement the food plan successfully, she will earn enough experience to reach level [5].


Investigate Hot Springs Obstruction
Completion Notes: Moxie and Hammy-Todd have removed a Hot Springs obstruction and restored functionality to the springs. The obstruction was a mystical chest that has been magically sealed. It appears to date back to ancient times. They also discovered what appears to be a secret entrance to an underground tunnel.
Rewards: Moxie has earned [15] experience points and is now level [2]. She needs [25] more to reach level [3]. Hammy-Todd has earned 15 experience points. He needs [195] experience points to reach level 7.


Investigate Potential Mines Beneath Capital City.
Completion Notes: Moxie, Vesta, and Hammy-Todd were able to complete a preliminary investigation but stopped early for your feedback. You must talk to them in person for additional updates.



Chapter 24: Seemingly Random Encounters


Without the dryad to help them with the road, the group was forced to travel at a snail’s pace. Late on the third day, as they were preparing to stop for the night, they came to a spot where the road widened and forked. The main road continued on to Lotta Tot, but a small, rough path led off into the woods.

Next to the path was a bright red sign. It read, “Entrance to the Chaos Dungeon. Adventurers Welcome!”

Thomas frowned over at the sign. “I don’t remember seeing that on our way in.”

“You were napping when we passed it last time,” Emily said from his side with a demure giggle.

Lulu called to them from her perch on top of the crates. She’d spent most of the trip up there where she could act as their scout and guard. “It looks very sketchy to me. Why would a dungeon invite adventurers to raid it?”

Why indeed? Thomas thought. As he paused to contemplate the enigma of a sign welcoming adventurers into a dungeon, he noticed an ancient, burly man trudging down the road in their direction.

He looked like something out of a bodybuilder convention, though perhaps one for septuagenarians. He stood seven and a half feet tall with gray hair and a long beard. His face was ancient, but his frame was solid. Thomas had never seen anything like him.

“Are you an adventurer?” Thomas asked once the stranger came within earshot.

“Fuck off,” the man snarled. He turned down the side road, heading straight for the Chaos Dungeon.

“Well, that was rude,” Thomas observed.

As Thomas watched the adventurer disappear into the trees, he felt Lulu gently pressing against his side as she climbed down onto the driver’s bench.

“Adventurers usually are,” she said without looking up at him. “Dungeon Cores and monsters around them offer big opportunities, with huge rewards. They also tend to foster the sorts of mindsets you’d expect from people who prefer to solve problems with outright violence.”

“Meaning assholery,” he said, putting an arm around her and squeezing her shoulders.

“Mhm.”

Emily pressed against his other side.

“Should we kill him, Boss?” Sunnu asked.

“Absolutely not,” Thomas replied, glancing back at his four bodyguards. They were sitting on boxes, watching the path. After a week on this trip, the four goblins seemed to have no issue with the girls’ increasingly casual displays of affection toward him. If anything, they seemed to puff up with pride, as if the idea that their Prince was so virile was a sign of goblin stature and worthy of respect, rather than jealousy.

In their minds, a king’s virility is more important than their own in an odd sort of way, he thought.

“Ah, well,” he said to Lulu. “I guess you can tutor me about dungeons the rest of the way back.” Then, looking up at the sky, he frowned. “I wish Laylana would come back. I can’t imagine what’s keeping her.”

Emily started to reply, when Lulu pointed back down the road.

“My Prince, more of them.”

There were indeed more adventurers coming down the road, though they were very different from the old man. Indeed, none of them were men at all.

It was a group of five women–an older human and a younger one, a golden-haired elf, an angel, and one Thomas couldn’t quite identify.

The angel wore high heels that appeared to be made of glass or crystal, and Thomas could hear her loudly complaining about the dirt trail. She stopped talking at the sight of Thomas and his entourage.

The stern-looking older woman at the front of the group snarled something to the others. She, the human girl, and the angel turned onto the path directly toward the dungeon.

Only the elf, who wore chainmail that shimmered rose-gold in the sunlight and carried a pair of slim swords, and the other girl remained behind. As they approached, Thomas got a better look at the other one. She had cat ears on top of her head and a long furry tail. Both her hair and her fur were stark white.

“Is that…a cat-girl?” he asked.

“Yes, why?” Emily said, looking up. “Does my Sire desire to add a cat-girl to his Vassals?”

Lulu snickered in amusement.

“What?” Thomas asked. “No. I mean, maybe. But no, I’m not recruiting. I just didn’t know this world had girls with cat ears.”

Emily said, “You’re in the Fae Wild, Sire. Any species humanity has dreamt of has a place here. This world is where dreams take inspiration from. Why, Fate itself flows from the very peaks of our realm.”

“That’s a bit Peter Pan-ish for me,” Thomas grumped, ignoring the irony of what he’d just said.

Before they could continue their banter, the two girls stopped in front of the wagon. The gold-headed elven warrior waved up at them.

“Hello. My name is Merielle Nightbreeze. I and my party are about to go adventuring in that dungeon. We were wondering if you happened to see an old man come down this road ahead of us?”

“We did,” Thomas said. “Who was that?”

“A competitor of ours,” the white-haired cat-girl replied. She gave him an enthusiastically warm grin, which earned another chuckle from Lulu.

Merielle looked up at the wagon and all the supplies piled on the bed. Her eyebrows rose as the four goblins appeared but remained in place behind Thomas. “Are you all working for the Goblin King? I heard he was in dire straits.”

Emily cleared her throat. “The Prince has arrived to take over that kingdom.” She pointed at Thomas. “In fact, if you are seeking to become Vassals, he might be willing to discuss it with you. He has a Tablet, and we need strong adventurers to help with what is to come.”

“Emily,” Thomas said warningly. He didn’t disapprove of anything she’d just said. It was all true. Still, her readiness to trust this group seemed strange to him.

The elf laughed. It was a warm, throaty sound. “Don’t worry about your subject, Prince. No doubt she’s heard of our order. We’re part of an all-female adventuring guild that is rapidly becoming world famous. She knows recruiting our favor could help your standing much, I assume.”

Emily said, “I’ve heard of a Sisterhood spreading to the major cities.”

“That’s us. Our group is on our first adventure, so I doubt we could be of much use to you. Once we’re higher level, or maybe earn Tablets of our own, we’ll definitely remember your kind offer.” Merielle gave Emily a wink, even as she addressed Thomas.

Thomas chuckled. “We’ll keep that in mind. Good luck on your adventures, ladies.”

The two girls waved and continued down the path after their companions.

“That was rather random,” he observed, watching them go. “They didn’t want to rest the night or anything?”

“I think they were after that older man,” Lulu said. “If they are, it’s possible they plan to use his skills to clear the dungeon ahead of them, so they can take the easier monsters. There’s good experience to be earned that way, even for folk without a Tablet.”

Thomas spent a moment considering what life might have been like if he’d come here as an adventurer rather than a Prince. Based on what he knew about this world so far, he suspected he probably wouldn’t have enjoyed it. There was enough violence in his life without actively seeking more of it in a dungeon. Glancing down at his two lovely companions, he chuckled inwardly.

Yeah, this is the story for me, he thought. Over the trip, he’d come to realize that he was the happiest he’d ever been.

They rode on for a few more minutes, as Thomas didn’t like the idea of camping too close to the dungeon. After they came over a hill and spotted a little clearing with a stream flowing through it, he guided the wagon off the road and parked.

Just as they were making camp, Thomas’s Tablet appeared in the air before him, bringing with it an explosion of light and sound as multiple priority notifications popped up at once.

“What the hell?” he asked, reaching out to snatch it out of the air. A bold notice covered the screen.

Achievement Unlocked: Defeat Thy Rivals
Description: Your plan has led to the death of a royal rival. Moreover, several of his immediate kin have suffered the same fate. The primary enemy of the goblin nation has been at least temporarily left without a ruler. Prince Thomas, you have earned the goblin nation a much-needed reprieve.
Rewards: You are now level 6. Having gained 3 levels, you may place 15 new attribute points and 9 skill points. You have also unlocked a new class power. You have also earned 500 discretionary experience to assign to your Inner Circle.
Congratulations on your incredible success. Word of your cunning advancement will, no doubt, spread as magical powers investigate what happened. We recommend using your time wisely.


Stunned, Thomas had to read the text twice before he burst out laughing. “Holy shit, it worked. It worked!”

Emily and Lulu leaned in to read with him. Then they began squealing and jumping up and down in excitement.

“It worked, Sire!” Emily cried, beaming at him with an expression of undiluted, utter devotion.

He picked her up and swung her around. Then he grabbed Lulu in his other arm and swung with her as well, hugging them both tightly. They hugged him back.

“I couldn’t have done this without you two,” he said. Lulu pulled him closer and kissed him fiercely. When she let him come up for air, Emily kissed him just as hard.

After several moments of hard, gut-busting amusement, he opened his watering eyes to see the four goblins gathered around, waiting for an explanation. Thomas gave it to them, and his bodyguards began cheering and praising his name as they danced around.

“Prince Thomas the Troll-Slayer!” they cried. “Prince Thomas the Troll-Slayer!”

“Technically, I killed them,” Lulu muttered.

Thomas kissed her again. “I know that. You don’t want people to know you’re an assassin, do you?”

Lulu cuddled against him. “No. I’m very happy being known as your sidepiece.”

“I wish I had a bottle of champagne to open, or something to celebrate with,” Thomas said.

He heard a familiar voice from the forest.

“Something like this?” Laylana asked. Stepping from the shadows, he saw she held a large sack over one shoulder. The hem of it was covered in glowing, mystical runes.“I plundered what I could before making my escape from the court.”

“Plunder?” Emily asked, hopefully.

“Escape?” Lulu added, intrigued.

Thomas, focused on what was important, rapidly said, “Laylana, I’m very glad to see that you’re okay. Also, did you just suggest you got us alcohol?”

She grinned, revealing lovely dimples. “I did. Take a look.”

The dryad opened the sack, and Thomas peered inside. He was instantly struck with a sense of vertigo, because the inside was a lot bigger than the outside. There was a heap of gold and gems along with all sorts of random goods. Laylana reached inward for a crate near the top and pulled it out. Inside were four dusty bottles.

“What…?” Thomas gasped.

“It’s a Sack of Storing Things,” she said. “Not the most imaginative name, but it’s what it’s called.”

“It can hold much more than it appears to,” Emily said.

“I can see that. What all is in there?”

“Like I said, everything I could grab on my way out. That included the sack itself. Apparently, Tavorin was using this as his secret slush fund.”

They cracked open a bottle, which contained rare elven brandy. Thomas passed it around as Laylana explained what had happened in the Troll King’s court.

“You were right about your theories about spies realizing you were alive,” she said. “The news reached him late, after he’d pulled his forces back in preparation for an offensive. From what I gather, he spent a fortune bribing his allies, and hiring more help, including several prominent mercenary and adventuring groups. When he discovered Thomas was alive, he went into a fury.”

“Is that why you couldn’t return?” Emily asked, wide-eyed.

“In part,” the dryad replied. “I was called into several special meetings to offer my counsel, based on what I’d seen among the goblins.” She laughed. It was a bitter, savage sound. “When it came my turn to recount my observations, I emphasized how ill-prepared you were.”

“Not exactly a lie,” Thomas had to admit.

“Correct. And I couldn’t lie in his presence, not with his spellcasters nearby. So, I told what truths I could without endangering you. And I also suggested a grand feast, one to celebrate his impending victory.”

Lulu looked at her. “A grand feast with fresh fish?” She sounded excited, and maybe a little aroused.

“Just so,” Laylana said with a smile.

“How did you know?” Thomas asked.

“I was there when you bought the Crisp, and I saw you give it to Lulu. When she slipped into the fish market, well, your plan was fairly obvious.”

Lulu scowled. “You saw me?”

“I know who and what you are, remember.”

“Go on. Back to the feast,” Thomas said. “What happened with the coffee? I was hoping they would serve it together. Did that happen?”

But Laylana shook her head. “Not the way you planned. Because somewhere between Boulibar Bay and the Troll palace, Tavorin apparently decided to keep the coffee to himself. I realized he had not told the King about the drink. It turned out to be a bad idea on his part.”

“What happened?” Lulu asked.

“I asked the King what he thought about the coffee that Tavorin brought back, because I had tried it and agreed it was a drink fit for a king. Tavorin denied everything at first, but once they discovered the paraphernalia in Tavorin’s rooms, the King had him shoved into the feeding hole.”

Laylana took a swig of brandy before continuing.

“And the very next night, as I had suggested, they held a grand party to celebrate their impending victory over the goblins. The King had many of his Inner Circle with him, including a list of well-paid mercenaries. They served the coffee with the fish, and the guests got to watch him, and his court descend into madness. That was when I made my escape, because most of the trolls went into a killing frenzy before they died. It was a bloodbath.”

Thomas tried to imagine the scene. “So the aroma of coffee covered the scent of the crisp as I’d hoped?”

“Indeed, Sire.”

“No wonder I went up three levels,” Thomas mused. “Holy shit.”


Chapter 25: New Bonds…of All Sorts


The next morning, after the dryad used a little magic to cure their hangovers, they got back on the road.

“My plan worked better than I could have imagined,” Thomas said once they were back in motion. “I guess that explains the warning, too.”

“Warning?” Laylana asked.

Summoning the Tablet, he went to the screen with the notice and showed them. Now that Laylana had proven herself beyond a shadow of a doubt, he saw no reason to withhold information.

“If they trace what happened back to me, or the goblin kingdom, it will certainly keep people from underestimating us. I wonder if we should openly claim responsibility.”

“It will also mean they may not play nicely, if they come to finish us off,” Lulu added.

“We’ve got months,” Thomas said, “maybe longer, before anything like that happens. If that’s the case, we’re going to need to continue consolidating our power, and quickly. That means recruiting, too. It might be time to tap the locals we have in our capital who aren’t goblins. Perhaps some will have ties to new allies.”

“The world is big, Sire,” Emily said. “No doubt, as you grow in power and influence, others will come to offer aid. Unless you set our people back on the path of war. That may make things difficult.”

He waved her concern away. “I want safety and happiness, not war. Once our people have reached equilibrium, I intend to artificially balance the birth rate. Once that happens, we can be the fun place to visit, without folks having to worry about us consuming every natural resource.”

“Balance the birth rate? But goblins are made to breed and reproduce.” Laylana asked, confused. “Would you institute a martial arena or something to cull the herd?”

“Nothing like that. I’m just going to teach the women about condoms.”

Emily burst out laughing. “Actually, that might work.”

It took them a few more days to travel the rest of the way back to Lotta Tot. During the trip, Thomas spent as much time as he could talking with the dryad, mostly to learn her abilities. He saw the potential in having her as a true ally and wanted to invest in that relationship.

He avoided bringing up the idea of making her a Vassal. She was free of the Troll King’s bond, and she deserved some time to adjust to that freedom. If he asked now, she might feel obligated after what he’d done, and he didn’t want her to join him for that reason. She’d agreed to help with the farming, and that was enough for now. He’d come to see the Vassal bond as something special and important, even if it came with benefits most people wanted.

For her part, Laylana read Thomas’s intentions and gradually lowered her guard around him. When they discussed Thomas’s plans for the farms and resurrecting the coffee beans to bring coffee to their world, she displayed open enthusiasm.

“The Troll King’s missions for me usually involved moving his spies about,” she admitted on the third day. “It was either that or gathering toxins and exotic plants for his assassins or allies. It was not clean work. The idea of being able to put some good back into the world feels rather nice.”

Thomas looked over, studying her profile. Laylana looked entirely human when she wasn’t in the forest. It was only when she stepped beneath the canopy of a tree that her otherworldly appearance emerged. When he asked her about it, she explained.

“My soul is bonded to nature. The more intense the natural surroundings, the more magic in it, the more tightly my body will resemble that nature. Around ancient trees and groves, I’ll even grow bark.”

He looked her lovely body over, unable to stop himself from asking, “Not all over, right?”

She laughed. It was a bright, bird-like sound. “Perhaps one day I will show you, if you show me your truth.”

He lifted an eyebrow at her.

“My truth?”

Gesturing at the goblin guards on the back of the wagon, she said, “If you can bring balance to goblins and help them learn to be allies with nature, instead of its destroyers, you will have performed a miracle. I’d say teaching a rather strange man from another world about dryad ways wouldn’t require anywhere near as much effort.” She gave him a wink and a smile.

Emily, who was sitting beside Thomas, leaned forward to look up at the dryad. “Can dryads breed with half-goblins?”

Before Laylana could answer, Thomas did. “My diplomacy skill is really high. It says I can reproduce with all sorts of races.”

Laylana gave him an odd look. “Does it really?”

Summoning his Tablet, he showed her the text. She gasped. “That…would be incredible.” Then she blushed as if she hadn’t meant to react so strongly. “I mean, of course, if—”

“Wait. Why would it be incredible?” Thomas asked.

Laylana recovered herself after a few moments. “Dryads are a dying breed. It takes very special men to mate with our kind. Usually, only very powerful mages or druids can do it. If you could manage such a thing…” She didn’t finish the sentence, but the message was clear.

Emily tugged at his shirt.

“I think you just might have earned yourself access to the dryad groves, Sire.”

Thomas laughed loudly and rolled his eyes. “That’s not quite what I was going for.”

Just my luck, he thought. The last thing I need is yet another magical species wanting my assets for breeding purposes.

Laylana’s face fell, but Thomas felt Emily’s hand sliding over and cupping him through his pants.

“Don’t worry,” she said with a giggle. “He might not be as against the idea as he pretends to be.”

He was, in fact, hard, and now Laylana laughed with them.

“I blame the chaos,” Thomas muttered.

“Don’t blame the chaos,” his assistant said, looking up at him with big, expectant eyes. “Blame me instead. Feel free to punish me with…the royal scepter.” She gave his cock a squeeze through his pants.

Thomas had assumed Lulu wasn’t paying attention, or at least was far enough behind them not to hear this, spoke up now. “Me too!”

For her part, Laylana took the exchange in with an expression of amusement and growing interest. “This is so fascinating.”

“How so?” Thomas asked, reaching down to tug Emily’s hand off his erection. It took an embarrassing number of tries, mostly because he wasn’t that enthusiastic about it.

“Your kind, meaning goblins, have something very fundamental in common with mine.”

Emily piped up, “What’s that?”

“How raw and unfettered you are in your natures.” Laylana waved down at her dress. It covered most of her body, and while it suggested her lithe, nubile form, it also lacked the clingy sexuality of Emily and Lulu’s usual garb.

“I wear this because I do not wish to offend the sensibilities of regular folk. In our normal climes, dryads simply walk around naked.” Sighing wistfully, Laylana glanced to the south. “Speaking of which, I need to return to our grove. I have been putting this off because of your desire to get to know me better, but I must tell my people what has happened. It will not take long.”

“I’ll go with you, if you want,” Thomas offered.

Lulu interjected, “Sire, that is troll territory. As your Vassal, I must object. If anyone should accompany her, it should be me or Emily.”

He looked down at the impish redhead. “Emily? Why her?”

“I represent you, Sire.” Emily took a step away. Adopting a more serious tone, she went on. “I am your Assistant and part of your Vassalage. If the dryads at the grove wish to make agreements or pacts, I would be one they would trust.”

Chaos stirred in Thomas’s chest, whispering an idea.

“It’s still troll territory, then?” he asked Laylana.

“On the outskirts of it. We share a border. And unless you plan to go to war against them, I do not see what you might do about that.”

“No, I’m not going to war, but can your people move from their grove as you’ve done? If I found a proper home for them in my lands and guaranteed them safety, could they relocate? Would they?”

The dryad shook her head slowly. “It is possible, I suppose, but it would be incredibly difficult. To do so, we would need a relic of natural bounty. An Earth Elemental, or some ancient object of potent nature magic. There may be some druids with Tablets who could do so as well, but I do not know them. Alas, as much as the idea sounds tempting, I cannot see how you would do it.”

“If you need that artifact,” Thomas said firmly, “I’ll find one, or we’ll make one, if there’s no other way,” he said. “It sounds like a quest to me. It’s the perfect opportunity to expand our reach and make new allies. We just have to figure out how to make it happen, that’s all. With the resources at our disposal and your help, I’m willing to do this for you, if your people are agreeable.”

Laylana opened her mouth, then closed it again. She looked around as the sound of Thomas’s announcement seemed to flitter through the trees around them.

“And now you know why I’ve called him Sire from the start,” Emily said with a grin at the surprise on Laylana’s face.

The rest of their goblin escort began cheering. “Gobbo Sire, best Sire! Thomas! Thomas! Thomas!”

It wasn’t a particularly inventive chant, but it got the point across.

“All right,” Thomas said, “then Lulu and Emily, go with Laylana and discuss this with the dryads. Laylana, can you take one or two of my guards for safety?”

“I can take two in total,” she replied.

Thomas groaned. “I don’t want to risk sending both of you,” he said to the girls. Then he looked at Lulu. “Emily is right. This is a negotiation, not an assassination. I don’t need anyone killed. Fresh Catch can go with her. We’re only a couple of days out from home.”

“Yes, Boss,” the gobbo replied. He gave Thomas a big, leering goblin grin. “Gobbo cut and smash any who hurt Sire’s lady.”

Lulu nodded in mild disappointment. “Fine.”

Laylana, Emily, and Fresh Catch all stood to one side of the path, beneath the shadow of the largest tree they could find. The dryad’s body was once more covered in curling vines. It might have been his imagination, but he could have sworn that a pair of the green shoots had coiled around her breasts. The effect was distracting and threatened to make her pop out of her dress.

Which she no longer seems interested in maintaining in a normal, human fashion, his chaos whispered to him, enthralled at the ever-increasing visibility of flesh she put on display. Then, the trio vanished in a swirl of leaves and debris, gone as quickly as the breeze.

While they waited for Laylana and Emily to return, Thomas updated his character sheet. Recognizing that he might be becoming too focused, especially given the diversity of challenges ahead of him, he put attribute points in Strength, Magic, and Agility, as well as Cunning. The Tablet said that having a higher magic score would allow him to wield magical items and, at higher numbers, enhance them.

Eventually, he hoped to get a crown or scepter or something to enhance his leadership, so putting points into Magic made sense. He padded out Strength and Agility from a pure safety perspective. If mercenaries came to kill him, he wanted to have some chance of getting out of the way and not being a liability.

He also finally added to his Architecture and Engineering. With a hope of a longer window of safety before foes attacked his settlements, he saw the potential to build and design new fortifications and homes. That skill would be crucial to helping him oversee those processes.

As he worked, Lulu sat next to him, leaning against his chest. When he was done, she nuzzled his shoulder.

“Sire?”

“Yes, Lulu?”

“We’re alone.” She cut her eyes at the wagon. “We’ll be alone for at least a little while.”

“Alone?” Thomas pointedly looked at their remaining goblin guardians.

“You are their Prince, and they are well aware that I share your bed by now.”

Thomas laughed softly and kissed her as chaos surged in his chest. “All right.”

They slipped into the wagon, and Lulu quickly drew all the shades on the windows shut. A moment later, she wriggled out of her top and shorts and jumped into his lap. But despite the ovisari girl’s eagerness, Thomas just held her for a few moments, thinking of everything that had happened over the past few days.

Lulu risked what would have been certain death at the hands of the trolls, had she been discovered poisoning the fish. And then nearly getting killed fighting off the fishmongers. Because of her loyalty and bravery, his kingdom was in a much better place than before they’d left.

Thomas looked down at her, brushing her white hair back from her face. He hated that it was still white. The pink suited her so much more. But there was only one way to get it back.

“Sire?” she asked, looking up with those huge blue eyes.

“I meant what I said the other day. I couldn’t do this without you.”

Lulu smiled. “Luckily you don’t need to.”

“I want you to stay with me.”

“I am.”

“I mean, I want to be sure you will stay with me.”

Her eyes fell. “I am your Vassal, my Prince.”

“I think you know what I mean.”

Lulu took a slow breath and sighed. “I heard what you told Laylana. That you trust me with your life.”

“I do.”

“Then I trust you with my heart.”

He took her chin in his hand and lifted it. He kissed her deeply, while keeping a grip on his chaos. When he broke the kiss, he stared down at her a few moments longer. Did he love her? He’d known her only a few weeks, yet chaos made things move so much faster, made them much more clear. Beyond what he felt for Emily, Thomas had never been in love. But if the intensity of what he felt for the two of them wasn’t love, he wasn’t sure what it could be.

Thomas laid Lulu back on the bed, marveling at her luscious little body. He disrobed slowly, resisting the urge to seize her and ravish her. No, not for the first time. There would be many opportunities in the future.

Lulu saw the look in his eyes as he crawled above her. She looked down at his erection, pointed directly between her thighs. Her eyes got even wider.

“Sire?”

“Yes, Lulu.”

He moved forward, finding her hot flesh. Lulu gasped, and there was an instant spurt of moisture from within her, as if her body was eager to welcome him inside. Thomas pressed forward confidently.

The head moved between her slim lips, stretching her open. He felt a brief pressure resisting him, then parting. Lulu gasped again, pulling him closer. She was as tight as Emily, perhaps more so, but the way was well-lubricated, and he had no trouble as he moved deeper.

Lulu whimpered as an orgasm shivered through her. Her flesh clenched around his, drawing him further inside her. Thomas looked down at her bulging belly, seeing the outline of his cock moved up her abdomen. She climaxed again as he hit bottom, and he felt the waves of pleasurable contractions moving through her.

Then something wondrous happened.

Like dye moving through milk, a deep, rich, pink hue spread outward from her scalp, moving through the long white locks that were spread across the bed under them. Lulu gasped, reaching for her hair, and holding up a handful, staring at it in amazement. Finally, she looked up at Thomas.

“You love me.” It wasn’t a question.

He kissed her. “I do.”

Her hands flew around his neck and pulled him down, kissing him fiercely. Then he set his chaos free.

As Lulu’s screams of ecstasy echoed through the woods, and the wagon rocked steadily for nearly an hour, Bilden, Glob, and Sunnu just nodded to each other and smiled.

“Gobbo Sire, best Sire,” Glob said.

“Best Sire,” Bilden agreed, as the ovisari girl achieved yet another orgasm.

“Prince of Gobbos!” Sunnu shouted. The three of them cackled in admiration.

***

Emily, Fresh Catch and Laylana finally reappeared a few hours later.

“Lulu…your hair!” As soon as she saw the ovisari, the goblin’s face lit up.

Lulu shot Thomas an uncharacteristically shy smile as she lifted a lock of her now bright pink hair.

“What about it?” she asked.

“It’s pink again!” Emily exclaimed.

“Yes,” Lulu replied. “And it will stay that way now.”

Emily gasped, looking at Thomas. She said nothing, but she didn’t need to. Thomas bent down and picked both girls up in a big hug. Laughing against him, they returned the hug as Laylana watched them a bit quizzically.

“I spoke with my grove,” the dryad said once he’d put the girls down and they were back on the road and heading home. “And it was a very animated, impassioned discussion. None of them like remaining under the troll’s rule after what the last King did, but many are very concerned about what moving would entail.”

“Did you speak to them?” Thomas asked Emily.

“I did,” she replied. “I told them what a wise and capable ruler you are proving to be, and how you are working to improve the lives of all our people, not just goblins. When they expressed concerns, I stressed how you have been seeking to avoid war and make allies.”

Laylana smiled. “She convinced them to at least consider this. In the end, they asked me to become their ambassador to you. If you can prove your quality and offer us true safety, we will move within your domain and add our strength to yours.”

The Tablet appeared, hovering in the air with a new quest. This one had already been assigned to him.

Task Seventeen: Help the Grove Move; Provide Security and Safety for the Dryads
Assigned to: Thomas
Estimated Time to Completion: Variable
Estimated Risk: Moderate-to-High.
Potential Rewards: High to Epic.
Description: Thomas will work on discovering ways to help the dryad grove migrate to Lotta Tot. Doing so will add powerful new allies to his kingdom. Showing the dryads that goblins can live balanced, or less destructive lives, will be crucial to securing this pact.


“That didn’t take long,” Thomas said, guessing that the trio had been gone for three or four hours at most.

“When the Troll King kills over half of your grove in a matter of days over a rumor of war, you make hard decisions quickly, Prince,” she replied in hard tones.

Emily gave him a soulful look. “That place…Sire, what I saw, it was so sad and awful. I feel terrible for her people. I volunteer for anything we need to do to help them.”

Pride swelled in his chest. Impulsively, Thomas closed the distance with the little goblin and swept her up in a tight embrace. “You’re so amazing, Emily. Thank you for that.”

She hugged him back tightly, using all her fierceness and determination to seem like she was trying to burrow inside his skin. “Thank you, Sire. But for what?”

“You’re the best assistant a prince could ever ask for,” he said, putting her back down. To the dryad, he said, “What of the rest of your people? Can I invite them to Lotta Tot until they get their bearings?”

Laylana said, “That is very kind of you. They are in hiding for now. Dryads without their trees don’t do well, and they wouldn’t be safe around anyone else. If we can move the groves, it’s possible we will be able to bring the wayward ones back.” She trailed off, voice forlorn. “I hope.”

Thomas gave her a compassionate look. “Whatever we can do, we’ll do it.”
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Chapter 26: Homecoming


In the end, with all the side treks and distractions, it took Thomas and his intrepid band ten days to get from Boulibar Bay to Lotta Tot. The wagon was running dangerously low on magical energy by the time the goblin city came into view and the sun set behind them.

“Is it me, or does this place look a lot cleaner?” Thomas asked as they crossed the southern bridge and approached Chef Mama’s boiling cauldron. The delicious aroma of her unlikely culinary delights wafted out, earning a cheer from the group. Even Laylana, who had taken to providing them with fresh berries and fruit along the trip, sniffed the air.

Thomas was surprised to see his father with the others as they parked the wagon and disembarked. The old goblin King came out from around the back of the cauldron, waving as they approached. Chef Mama, who sidled up to the grizzled old goblin, did the same with her spoon.

“It’s your Discipline attribute, Sire,” Emily explained from his side, waving back with happy eagerness. “You told me you’re putting a lot of points into it.”

“I am, yeah. Trying to keep Discipline and Cunning higher than Chaos. But I invested in my Chaos too. Why would that make the city cleaner?”

“The higher your Discipline and Chaos are, the more influence you have on the goblins in your kingdom. They benefit from it. That’s just how gobbos work.”

She pointed to the distance, where a group of goblin children were playing with a few young elves. Except this time, they weren’t just throwing mud at each other and into the air. Someone had given them a collection of metal cans and sticks. Thomas couldn’t quite make sense of the game, but whatever it was, their play seemed to have some organization and motivation, rather than the pure destruction he’d seen before.

“That’s incredible,” Thomas said. He suddenly understood why he had seen none of the non-goblin residents in this neighborhood during his last visit. Lacking enough Discipline, the young goblins were terrifying to be around.

Umadin, smiling broadly, walked over to them. He stood taller than Thomas remembered, as if a weight had been taken off his shoulders. Behind him, Chef Mama’s eyes tracked the King, her smile heartfelt and genuine.

A gaggle of priestesses, including many of the goblin women Thomas had set to working on various tasks, gathered to welcome them in. He recognized Una, Zaza, Moxie, and Vesta among those in the forefront. Even Hammy-Todd, the giant lumbering troll, came up behind the rest. His bright eyes seemed almost as eager as the goblins welcomed their Prince back to his kingdom.

“Thomas,” the King said, moving to join them as they approached the campfire. “I received many notifications while you were away. To say I am impressed and pleased would be an understatement.”

Thomas returned his father’s praise with a small smile.

“I appreciate that. But there’s still so much to do. How are the troops coming along? I’ve seen the counter going down on the tasks, but I have a feeling that’s not telling me the entire story.”

“They are doing very well,” the King replied. “Your Discipline score is much higher than I ever increased mine. It’s showing in their focus and work ethic. Our mortality rates are down.”

Umadin gave him a quick summary of the state of their army and the changes Thomas had begun, particularly in their training and tactics. Everything seemed to be proceeding well, which explained the unfamiliar sense of hope he sensed from the group around him.

“There was one important, if odd, thing,” the King said. “Yesterday, we received word that a troll delegation wishes to attend your official coronation.”

“Wait, what? Why?” Thomas asked with concern.

Seeing his son’s expression, Umadin said, “Ease your heart. Things seem to have changed in the Troll Court. It seems that the former King’s daughter, Candi, has taken control and seeks to make peace between our people.”

Thomas blinked in confusion and shook his head for a moment. “Run that by me again?”

“Which part did you not understand?”

“Candi? You can’t be serious. That’s her name?”

“It is, and I’m being very serious. As you will soon see, there are important distinctions between the genders among trolls, just as there are with goblins. Troll women differ greatly from their men. They are large and strong, to be sure, but far less brutish and more cerebral. One thing you should be aware of is that troll women have an odd fascination with Earth and with human males. Many of them have the skills and resources to visit Earth and do so. Some even adopt Earth names. I assume her name is Candi because she’s inclined in that direction.”

“Huh, so she chose it herself?”

“That would be my guess, yes.”

Thomas said, wondering what this could mean. Troll women on Earth? How could that be happening without anyone knowing?

Vesta, the Chaos Shaman with the curly green hair, came up to them now. Zaza and Hammy-Todd followed her, looking as if they had something to say.

“Prince Thomas, welcome home,” the Shaman said, giving him a warm, welcoming smile. Now that she was closer, Thomas saw that she had developed a noticeable baby bump. She smiled as Thomas took it in. “Yes. Your seed did its work very well, my Prince. I proudly carry your child in my womb.”

“I’m glad.”

“And I am equally pleased to say that some of our research, particularly into the waters beneath our home, has borne fruit. Once we get the wagon unloaded, all we have to do is have Hammy-Todd submerge it in the river again. The magic will naturally recharge.”

Thomas frowned at her. “That…doesn’t make any sense.”

“There is something unusual about these waters, Sire,” she said. “We are still researching it, but there is no question it will restore the wagon.”

“All right, then let’s get this unloaded and do it.”

Thomas paused to look around. He quickly realized that almost all of the gathered goblin women had the same rounded bellies. Zaza, the seamstress with her perfect white hair, had an even greater one than the others.

“Are all of you pregnant?” he asked in disbelief.

Umadin, still standing nearby, chuckled proudly. “The seed and the chaos run strong and true in you, Thomas. Every single woman you lay with is with child now, many of them with twins or even more.”

Thomas had to pause a moment to take this in. He’d known the point of all this breeding, but that was a very different thing from being told that he had hundreds of goblin children on the way. “But…why aren’t they in the Incubatus Incepticus?”

“Because we still have important duties to you and the kingdom, Sire,” Vesta said.

Zaza piped up now. “We do spend our evenings in the Incubatus, of course. It speeds the maturation of the child and helps our bodies with the, ah, size difference.” She ran her fingers across her stomach, smiling from it to Thomas. “Sire, I am one of the specially blessed your father just mentioned. It seems that I shall have triplets!”

Blinking, Thomas tried to imagine the goblin woman managing to produce three half-goblin children in her almost painfully petite body.

Well, there’s magic at work here, he thought to himself. And I suppose this is what goblins are. Chaos and rapid breeding are not just part of their culture, it’s their biology.

Once he’d centered himself in that realization, Thomas felt a warm, wide smile split his lips. “This is amazing. I’m so happy for all of us!”

But the gathered women only allowed him a moment or two of celebration before getting down to business. Clearing her throat, Vesta began. “There is some less-good news, however, Sire. We cannot explore the ruins beneath the city yet. We believe a Dungeon Core has formed in the depths. There are two labyrinth entrances, both partially submerged and sealed with arcane symbols. One was beneath the hot springs. We went down there with Hammy-Todd to explore, but we had to leave at the first sign of monsters. You’ll need to hire proper adventurers to go down there.”

Thomas blinked. A Dungeon Core under his city? He looked at Emily. “Adventurers. Like those women we ran into?”

“Yes, Sire. Do you wish me to seek them out?”

He shook his head, remembering what Merielle had told him about needing to level up before taking on formal work like this. Hopefully it wouldn’t take them long.

“Not just yet,” he said finally, looking back at Vesta. “So, you found nothing of use?”

“Oh, far from it, in fact.” Vesta’s sharp little teeth practically gleamed. “The labyrinth and the Dungeon Core are not the entire extent of the underground. We discovered what appear to be ancient goblin ruins. There are also several deposits of magical gems. I believe magic may be leaking out of the Dungeon Core in a pure, chaotic form. That would explain what’s empowering the water and creating the magical energizing effect.”

Thomas remembered the air flowing from under cobblestones that he’d noticed that first day. “So, there’s something significant going on down there.”

“Yes, Sire, very much so.”

Umadin spoke up now, excitement in his voice. “If this water can recharge magical items, it is a potential source of immense wealth. It also might explain a few things that I should have noticed long before now.”

“All right, lots to discuss, I guess,” Thomas said. He gestured for Hammy-Todd and the goblin men to begin unloading the wagons. As he waited for the work to begin, he asked, “I don’t suppose you ever figured out why the wagon was sunk in the first place, did you?”

His father shook his head. “My best guess is that one of my Inner Circle, probably Wix, was trying to smuggle my treasury out of the city. Something must have spooked him, so he and his allies tried hiding everything near the bridge.”

“Hrm. Maybe.” Thomas wasn’t sure he bought the idea, but he’d accept it for now. He waved to Merina. The visibly pregnant goblin came up to him.

“Yes, my Prince?”

He lifted the Sack of Storing Things down from the bed.

“Laylana recovered this from the Troll King’s court. There’s a lot in here, and I need you to inventory it.”

Merina peered into the sack, eyes going wide in wonder. “At once, Sire!”

Laylana walked over to watch the goblins off-loading the barrels with all the seeds. She turned to Thomas and spoke over the goblin chatter. “If the city water is magically saturated, it would mean the potential for dryad groves and your farms is much higher than I expected. It may take me some time to figure out the ideal spot for planting, however.”

“You said the grove needed some kind of artifact to move,” he replied. “Could the waters suffice?”

Laylana nodded, eyes shining in excitement. “The waters will be a vital component. They won’t help with the migration, but if what I suspect is true, the magic in them will help. I’ll investigate further.”

Thomas turned to his goblin Administrator. “Merina has been working on that project. Since you’re not my Vassal and she is, I’ll have to assign you as her assistant. Do you mind partnering with her?”

“Not at all,” Laylana said. “As long as she understands I am a dryad and a druid and she will listen to my counsel…” She trailed off, as if to make the statement into a question.

Merina gave the dryad the goblin equivalent of a demure smile. “Milady, I am but my Sire’s Vassal and the burgeoning vessel of his bloodline. I am more than happy to share my work with you. I will take your experience and wisdom into account as we feed our population. Naturally, I am not a dryad or a druid, so I would gladly bow to your wisdom in those matters, provided they do not harm our populace. Would that suffice?”

The dryad gawked. Open-mouthed, she looked from Merina to Thomas. “Where did that speech come from?”

“A good leader,” Emily piped up.

Laylana pointed at their goblin bodyguards. “But they talk like total meatheads.”

“A large bump in attributes means different things to different goblins,” Emily said.

Laylana, bemused but no longer quite so defensive, wandered over to Merina. She pointed at the little goblin’s curved belly. “May I touch?”

“Of course!” Merina reached out, taking Laylana’s palm and putting it against her. “Doesn’t my child feel strong?”

The druid narrowed her eyes, concentrating. “The baby is strong. And already very mature. Are you in your second trimester already?”

All the collective goblins laughed at her question. Gently tugging the druid’s hand away, Merina said, “Oh, dearie, no. Are you not familiar with goblin biology?”

“No. I have lived among the dryad groves for most of my life until the Troll King came to coerce us into an alliance.”

“Well, then, allow me to tell you of our ways, and just how proud we all are of our incredible Prince.” Merina took Laylana’s hand and drew the dryad along. “I’ll show you some of the initial plans I’ve been working on, too. I’m sure you’ll have ideas.”

Thomas, who had watched the conversation, turned to Emily. “That could have gone a lot worse.”

She nodded, surprisingly quiet. Her eyes had a distant, almost sad expression.

His stomach sank as he realized what must have been going on. She’s upset about not being pregnant yet. “Emily, I promise we’ll make you a baby. I just can’t let my assistant—”

Whatever he was going to say trailed off as Emily lifted the hem of her dress and squealed loudly. Thomas looked down, seeing a bright pink pair of panties and a not-so-subtle baby bump of her own. It was smaller than the others, but still obvious. She burst into tears, rushing over to throw herself against his waist.

“You are pregnant?” Thomas gasped.

Despite all the other babies around him that he’d been responsible for, this one felt different. He lifted Emily up to his chest, holding her tightly as she began to cry against his neck.

“Sire, you gave me what I always wanted. I just didn’t want to tell you while we were on the road.”

Emily had her legs wrapped around his waist and was now rubbing herself against him. The motion of her hips sent a thrill through Thomas’s body. She beamed at him.

“It does mean I won’t be able to go with you to the other colonies. Please don’t be mad at me.”

Thomas felt his heart melting as he realized Emily had concealed her pregnancy so she could be there for him during the trip. Then he felt a stab of guilt. What if something had happened to her on the way back, like what had happened with Lulu? With a thick voice, he pulled her into a gentle kiss.

“Not mad at all, dear Emily. You’ve done so well, you’ve earned your reward.” He cleared his throat, adding in a playful tone, “I am going to assign you a unique task, though.”

“Anything! What can I do for you, Sire?”

“When you need to focus on our baby, I need you to find me a replacement Assistant until you’re back on your feet.”

The goblin girl’s shy insecurity burned away in a flash of determination, and, he thought, more than a little possessiveness. “I shall, Sire. And Sire?”

“Yes?”

“I’ll be with you whenever you need me in the city, even if I can’t be in the Incubatus. I promise. If you need me by your side, I’m yours.”

In a soft voice, Thomas answered her. “I know, my love. And I adore you for it.”

Emily’s eyes widened.

“You truly love me?”

“Yes.” And Thomas kissed her. The redheaded goblin girl kissed him back fiercely. When they finally broke the kiss, Chef Mama finally sidled over to have her say.

“I know there are many moving parts, Sire, but with the Troll King dead and the immediate threat dealt with, we should move forward with your father’s formal abdication. Your coronation should take place soon.”

“How soon?”

“Immediately. As soon as we can manage it. I’m sure you know that there will be new threats, especially if our enemies realize we are growing to become a power again.”

Thomas nodded. “We need to consolidate power and rebuild as quickly as possible. I need to recruit some gargoyles.”

“That, and…”

“And?” he asked.

She waved a hand and a line of goblin women stretching into the distance seemed to materialize out of nowhere. “You have a backlog of duties to attend, particularly if you plan to leave after the ceremony.”

With a heavy heart and the expression of a man who knew what he had to do, Thomas set Emily down and rolled up his sleeves.

“I have ideas. We want to keep things intimate and enjoyable, but we have to increase the pace of it too. We’re going to expand the fountain plan.”

“The fountain, plan, Sire?” Chef Mama asked, intrigued.

“Indeed. Stacking even more of them on top of each other, then making maximum thrust efficiency.”

“Thrust efficiency?”

He grinned. “Trust me. Let’s see if we can’t try six at a time? First, I’ll need a bath and a little time to myself, if I may.”

“Of course. I’ll get the girls prepared.” She spoke the last words loud enough for the front rows of goblin girl applicants to break out into cheers.

Eighty or ninety goblins scampered off. He heard one of them squealing with glee, “Girls! He’s going to bathe first!” A cheer went up before they vanished around the corner.

Chef Mama, rolling her eyes, walked after them, calling out. “Hold on! Hold on! I need to tell you how he wants to do things…”

Umadin and the others all returned to helping with the wagon, giving Thomas a moment of brief peace. Lulu, standing off to one side, gave him a look of lustful frenzy so profound that he almost mistook it for insanity. He wasn’t sure whether it was desire or, as he’d learned along the road, pride in him as her Prince.

Either way, he sure as hell wasn’t about to go talk to her while she was in a mood. The ovisari might not be a goblin, but she’d sure picked up enough of Emily’s traits along the trip. Grabbing some food from one of the pregnant priestesses, he wandered into his house to get cleaned up. After the coronation, he guessed he’d be living in the castle. That place needed work as well.

As his chaos rose in anticipation of the festivities to come that night, he went ahead and handled updating several tasks and creating some new ones.

Task Two (Updated): Integrate Laylana into the food/growing plan.
Assigned to: Merina
New Estimated Time to Completion: 21 Days
Estimated Risk: Low
Potential Rewards: Significant
Task Eighteen: Refurbish, repair, and upgrade the castle as necessary
Assigned to: Kerelitha and Merina
New Estimated Time to Completion: 30 Days
Estimated Risk: Low
Potential Rewards: Significant
Task Four (Updated): Find adventurers to deal with the secret Dungeon Core
Assigned to: Thomas
Estimated Risk: Legendary
Potential Rewards: Legendary



Chapter 27: Candi is Dandy


“Sire, the troll envoy has arrived,” Emily said.

Thomas groaned. He lay sprawled out on the royal bed, and the whole-body soreness made him reluctant to even move, let alone sit up. Feeling Lulu tucked against his side, curled adorably with her head nuzzled against him, made him doubly reluctant to get up.

He picked at Lulu’s hair, marveling at the bright pink it had turned that day beside the road. She made a happy noise and cuddled closer to him.

Though his coronation was not until that afternoon, Umadin had already vacated the royal apartments in the castle for Thomas and his women, and they’d moved in the night of their return. Kerelitha and her crew had already begun refurbishing the castle, and they’d naturally started with his bedroom.

Thomas had given the kingdom one of the past two days, and Lulu and Emily the next. Despite her pregnant state–or perhaps because of it– Emily had become almost insatiable. Lulu was no better, now that they’d truly bonded with one another.

Despite their sexual gymnastics the entire previous day, the little goblin was practically glowing in her new dress. Since she hadn’t had time in the Incubatus yet, she wasn’t showing much more than the previous day, but the dress had a cut to showcase her chest to breathtaking advantage.

“Candi and her honor guard have arrived, Sire,” she said. “I’ve put them in one of the renovated buildings, where you may call on them. Since your coronation is today, she may be willing to treat you with a slightly less-strict formality than she will later.”

“Shouldn’t they come here to the palace?” he asked. “Shouldn’t I receive them in the throne room?”

Emily shook her head. “If you were King, of course you would. But you are still the heir and Prince this morning, and she is a queen. That being the case, it is customary for you to go to welcome your royal guests.”

Grumbling, Thomas tried to sit up, but Lulu continued clinging to him like a barnacle. He looked down at her bright, enormous eyes. Mischief shone in them as she ducked her head beneath the sheets and wriggled toward his groin.

“Okay, not fair!” Thomas said as he felt Lulu’s lips enclosing his cock. He gently but firmly removed Lulu before her attentions woke his chaos again. The insatiable capabilities of that power source never ceased to amaze and mystify him. Lulu squirmed out of his arms, and, with a little squeak, hopped down to the floor. She bounced once, then pouted at him.

“I wanted a morning treat before we have to go be real people again.”

“But what if there are dangerous trolls you get to kill, Lu?” Emily said.

“Oh!” That got Lulu up and moving. “I’ll go get my extra-sharp daggers.”

Pausing only to give Emily a passionate kiss, the ovisari practically sprinted from the room. Thomas smiled at the sight of it, giving thanks that his two lovers got along so well. He watched his assassin leave with a fond expression, then began pulling his clothes on. He’d put on nearly thirty pounds of muscle because of his increase in Strength, so he’d needed a new wardrobe, which Zaza had been working on.

She was also still working on a formal wardrobe for his Vassals. She wanted to merge her designs with Vesta’s Chaos skills, and that had slowed her down a bit.

Donning an Earth-style pair of pants and a button-up shirt that fit his Tablet-enhanced body well, he turned to Emily.

“What do I need to know about the trolls? Are they going to do anything stupid?” He remembered how dangerous Hammy-Todd had been and added, “I have plenty of Crisp left. If we need to, we can use that against them.”

The goblin girl gasped in almost existential horror.

“This is a formal envoy, Sire! Check your tablet!”

With a flourish, Thomas summoned his tablet. Several new notices appeared, and he used a swiping motion to make them all display in a row.

Note: Candi, the acting Troll Queen has entered your Domain. She has formally pledged a non-violence pact for her and her envoy. Be aware no acts of violence against peaceful parties will be tolerated. The full weight of the Orichalcum Agreement will be wielded against any party breaking it.
Note: Reginald Anders, a Tablet-wielding human King has entered your Domain. He has formally pledged a non-violence pact for him and his envoy. Be aware no acts of violence against peaceful parties will be tolerated. The full weight of the Orichalcum Agreement will be wielded against any party breaking it.
Note: Paige Lafay, a Tablet-wielding cryseth faerie has entered your Domain. She has formally pledged a non-violence pact for her and her envoy. Be aware no acts of violence against peaceful parties will be tolerated. The full weight of the Orichalcum Agreement will be wielded against any party breaking it.
Note: Breon Thiral, a Tablet-wielding elf King has entered your Domain. He has formally pledged a non-violence pact for him and his envoy. Be aware no acts of violence against peaceful parties will be tolerated. The full weight of the Orichalcum Agreement will be wielded against any party breaking it.


Thomas exhaled slowly as he understood. “So, this is the same thing that happened when we arrived in Boulibar Bay? No violence?”

“Yes! Exactly the same.”

“And it’s a lot more than trolls coming to the coronation,” he pointed out, looking at the text with a sinking feeling. “Are they all here to meet me, or because they know I defeated the Troll King?”

“Umadin invited everyone the kingdom has diplomatic relations with. But the trolls want to meet with you now, before the ceremony. As for your question, I assume it’s both, though more the latter than the former. You defeated a powerful King in his own home, and through guile. They will all want to take your measure.”

“I’m glad I put so many points in Diplomacy,” he murmured as he thumbed through another notice. This time, it was for a task being completed. “I guess I’ll need to give Umadin a new job now.”

Task Complete: Train Goblins as Raiders and Ambushers
Completion Notes: Umadin has retrained your army to work best in forests and tall grasslands. Previous skills remain, but the new specialization has taken precedence.
Rewards: Due to your presence and focus, you’ve allowed your re-trained goblins to gain [1] effective level. This dramatically increases their effectiveness in combat.


Then a notification popped up reporting that Merina had finished counting the treasure in the Sack of Storing.

Notice: Your wealth has been recalculated by a qualified Vassal. Display the new total [Y/N]


He tapped “Y.”

Current kingdom Wealth: 7,802 Platinum, 25,910 Gold, 1200 High-Value Gems, 4000 Mid-Value Gems, 5000 Low-Value Gems, 312 High-Value Art Objects, 274 Mid-Value Art Objects


Thomas blinked in disbelief as he realized how much had been in the Sack.

“That was quite a slush fund Tavorin was maintaining.”

Emily looked at the screen. “He was in a position to skim a great deal, I imagine.”

Sliding his shoes on, Thomas and Emily stepped outside. It was early morning, with beautiful clear skies as they made their way through the streets. Dozens of goblins were moving about preparing for the coronation, along with elves, dwarves, humans, faeries, and even a pair of cat-girls. The latter two shot him a lingering, hungry gaze as he passed.

“Where did all these others come from?” he asked Emily.

“Most were here, Sire, but they were keeping a low profile during the dark times before you arrived. Others have come to settle here, now that word has spread of your power, good character, and welcoming attitude toward non-goblins. Remember our closest neighbor is the trolls. This area has not been friendly to other races in a long time.”

Thomas nodded, understanding quickly what this meant and how important it was.

“We need to make sure the people of the city know things have changed,” he said to her. “Make a note for me to issue a royal proclamation stating that non-goblins are welcome here as long as they contribute to the city’s welfare and obey our laws. We need all the allies we can get.”

“Certainly, Sire! Excellent idea.”

The goblins they passed were showing uncharacteristic focus as they swept and cleaned the streets. With clean water readily available now, the locals had begun using it for more than drinking and dangerous games. Entire blocks of the better buildings appeared to have been washed down, albeit only up to Thomas’s middle-chest. Evidence of ladders suggested his people were working on ways to clean higher.

“They really are thriving,” he observed. He’d mainly applied his leadership to his Vassals, but the whole population of goblins seemed like different people now. “I don’t understand why so many hate our kind, if this is what we’re capable of.”

Emily snorted. “Your Earth is showing.”

“How so?”

“You come from a world where Discipline is favored above all else, from an early age. Here, it is strength, or being unpredictable. When our leadership degrades, goblin settlements have more in common with your prisons than the utopia you wish to bring.”

He considered her explanation for a moment. “That makes sense. It also explains why the pinnacle of goblin society happened so long ago. We’ll bring it back.”

Emily reached up to squeeze his hand. “We will, Sire. You and us. Your Vassals, your eventual Inner Circle, and your people. You’ll see.”

They made their way to the cooking encampment. Singing and dancing greeted them even before they turned the corner toward Chef Mama’s cauldron. A long line of people, and not just goblins, stood in an orderly queue down the street. Mama’s priestesses, dressed in their white robes, were singing as they dished out bowls of food. The crowd parted as they approached.

“Okay,” Thomas said, “this is a little over the top. Since when did the priestesses sing?”

It wasn’t bad singing, he had to admit. They were in tune, and had lovely, if high-pitched voices.

“It’s your coronation day, silly,” Emily said with a laugh, leading him to the head of the line. A smiling and very pregnant priestess gave them both a bowl laden with chunky stew.

Moving to the side to watch the line, Thomas was once again shocked by the changes that some relatively small enhancements in his attributes with his Tablet had wrought.

It wasn’t entirely orderly, of course, because his people were still goblins. A few got out of line as they watched, and there was a bit of shoving, but they were quickly brought back into order. Thomas also noticed quite a few of the waiting goblins wore armor, suggesting they might have been Umadin’s recruits.

Once Thomas and Emily had eaten, the two wandered back into the city and over to the building where Merina had placed the Troll Queen and her entourage. As one of the older structures, it was naturally of higher quality than most of the rest. A pair of lumpy, misshapen trolls stood sentinel outside. As Thomas and Emily approached, both gave them fierce, disapproving looks.

“You Thomas, King-Elect?” one of the two trolls said, speaking in a thick accent.

“I am.” Thomas brought his Royal Tablet out, allowing the guards to see it.

One leaned over to the door, knocked three times, then opened it. He spoke in a gruff voice. “Tell Queen Candi the new guy is here.” A voice within replied in a whisper that Thomas was unable to catch.

The door closed, and the troll turned back to Thomas.

“You wait. She be out soon. Says to tell you please and thank you for coming.”

Thomas looked down at Emily, who gave him a little shrug. “Troll women are different, as Umadin mentioned.”

After a few minutes, Thomas heard the same voice behind the door. The troll guards stepped back and opened the door.

“You go in. Queen see you now.”

Thomas stepped through the doorway. There was a foyer and, beyond that, a large sitting room. When he saw who was waiting within, Thomas stopped short, blinking in disbelief.

There were more trolls here, what appeared to be another set of guards, and two well-dressed trolls he took to be ministers or secretaries. But his attention was instantly drawn to the woman–barely more than a girl, to be honest–who stood in the center of the room.

She was–not to put too fine a point on it–absolutely stunning.

She looked as young as Emily but stood taller than Laylana, at five-and-a-half feet. Her bronze skin and raven-black hair gleamed in the sunlight from the window, and her figure would have given any of the goblins a run for their money. Her tight wrap had more in common with a bikini than formal wear, and it put her athletic body on the sort of display that demanded attention. The bottom hem of the wrap stopped an inch or two short of displaying a lot more than her thighs, and it threatened to rise up and reveal her assets with her first step. On her feet were a tall set of high heels.

“Hello, Prince Thomas,” she said in a voice that was positively liquid sex.

It suddenly dawned on him who this was.

“You’re Queen Candi?” He asked. “You’re a troll?”

His mouth had suddenly gone dry. Candi was nothing like what he’d envisioned, nothing at all like the lumpy, misshapen trolls he’d come to expect.

His eyes swept over her refined, elegant features. Deep-set in the middle of her forehead, framed by a lock of hair, was a gleaming, diamond-shaped gem, and her yellow eyes regarded him with intense interest.

“Did they not tell you, Prince?” Candi purred. “Troll females differ from the males in quite a few ways. Intellect is one of those. This…” She glanced down at herself. “…is another.”

“Like goblins,” he managed.

Candi took a couple of steps toward him. Her edge of wrap teased his eyes for a moment before a flash of smooth bronze skin suggested she wore nothing underneath it.

“That is because goblins and trolls are distant relatives, or has your advisor failed to explain our ancient shared heritage?”

Thomas’s Chaos and Discipline warred with each other for a few moments before he regained control of his emotions. “I’ve only been here a few weeks. There’s been a lot to go over.”

Candi smiled. She reached out to finger his shirt for a moment. Thomas caught a flash of what seemed like jealousy in Emily’s eyes, but she said nothing.

“I am sure there has been.” She looked back at the table and chairs behind her. “Perhaps you might sit with me while we discuss our mutual affairs…and challenges.”

She motioned for him to sit down. There were two chairs, and Thomas took one. Emily stood behind him as Candi sat in the other. She crossed her legs with a look in her eyes that made clear she knew what Thomas had seen a moment ago.

What is her game here? He thought. I need to be careful. This could be very dangerous.

Candi motioned to her attendants. One of them came up with a tray of little treats, while another served the two of them glasses of wine. Thomas looked at his in concern.

The Troll Queen laughed in amusement. “Set your suspicions aside, Prince. I am here under a non-violence pact. Hasn’t your assistant explained how those work?”

“Of course I did,” Emily said a bit testily.

“Then let us get a few things out of the way first,” Candi went on. “I am well aware that your agents poisoned my father and his entire court with Crisp, and that they distracted them all with coffee you brought from Earth.”

Thomas regarded the still-sultry look on Candi’s face. If she was upset about this, she didn’t seem to be.

“And?” he finally said.

“I am Queen because of that, so I suppose I have you to thank.”

“Have you been to Earth?” he asked. “You know what coffee is.”

She nodded. “I shop there often, in the great city of Last Vegas. I purchased this wrap there for this very occasion.”

“Do you mean Las Vegas?” Thomas supposed that was one of the few places a female troll wouldn’t draw all that much attention, even if they were all as hot as Candi.

“Is that it? I can never keep Earth names straight.”

“But you’ve been there?”

“Yes. I find human men…especially arousing. Of course, as a princess, I was prohibited from indulging my baser desires before marriage. It was so frustrating. You cannot imagine.”

She shot him another sultry smile.

He said, “But you’re married now?”

Candi laughed. It was a throaty, simmering sound that vaguely reminded him a bit of big cats he’d seen on television shows. “Hardly. I have been queen of the trolls for only a few days. And while I am happy to have assumed this role, your actions have created certain problems.”

“Such as?”

“It has been centuries since a woman ruled my race. Our kingdom has Kings, and rulership is passed down to sons. It has always been so. Only when there are no male heirs can a woman assume the throne. My father had twelve sons, and I was his youngest child.”

“He had only one daughter?” Thomas asked.

“Among trolls, girl children are valued mainly for breeding, and this was no concern of my father’s. He allowed me to live only because he had so many sons.”

Thomas nodded slowly, seeing where she was going here. “Had, being the operative word?”

Candi laughed softly. “That traitorous dryad convinced him to throw a vast banquet in celebration of his victory over the goblins. All my brothers were there, of course.”

“But you were not?”

“Have you been to a troll banquet, Prince?” she asked.

“No.”

“Imagine your goblins, full of chaos, only six times larger and with four arms, and you’re getting close. It is not an event for those with my sort of refined sensibilities.” She gave him a meaningful look. “You can surely understand why I prefer human men.”

Thomas heard a grunt of displeasure from behind him. He glanced up to see Emily watching this, stone-faced.

He said, “The problems you mentioned.”

Candi repositioned herself, recrossing her legs and giving him another view up her wrap. Nope, nothing under there at all.

“It would be an enormous understatement to say that I never expected to be Queen of the trolls, nor did anyone in my kingdom ever expect me to assume the throne. There are those who, shall we say, are very unhappy about this. My rule is far from consolidated, and what respect I enjoy is purely due to my bloodline. They know nothing of my strength, and I have few ways of displaying it at the moment. For now, I must rule by audacity and force of will.”

“I suppose we all do,” Thomas observed, “when you think about it.”

“You have certainly shown audacity, but also great strength,” she replied. “Unfortunately, Trolls do not have chaos in their veins like goblins do. They respect physical strength and Cunning. I have only the latter. I have certain magical skill, but that is a talent trolls value only in their lackeys.”

Thomas leaned back in his chair, staring at her hard. “You’re getting at something here.”

She gave him a sly smile that, once again, reminded him of a hunting cat. “I am, and it is the reason I requested this audience before your coronation. I fear that without some assistance, some powerful ally to support me, I will be deposed before I have a chance to consolidate my rule and convince my subjects that I deserve to be Queen. There is anger and fear about what you did, and I am facing some pressure to do something about it. But the last thing I want is war between our people. Based on what I have seen since arriving here, I am convinced it is a war we would lose.”

Thomas had his doubts about that sentiment. His goblins were improving rapidly, but that didn’t mean they were ready for war. Then he reconsidered, trying to see things from her perspective. Thomas had access to ideas and techniques the locals didn’t, and his goblins were rapidly skilling up and expanding. Troll reproduction was slow and, from everything he’d learned, the Troll King had been making enemies left and right in his rush to maintain his rulership.

Plus, he amended mentally, I just killed quite a few of them.

Even if the goblins weren’t a true martial force yet, it was possible that Thomas and Umadin represented a threat significant enough to not anger.

With all that in mind, he said, “It sounds like you’re asking for some alliance between the trolls and the goblins.”

Uncrossing her legs, Candi leaned forward. It was a practiced, deliberate move that oozed sensuality. Although she lacked the playful innocence of the goblins or Lulu, something about the woman’s execution was enough to send his blood boiling.

She spoke slowly, as if wrapping her velvet lips around every word. “Oh, handsome Prince Thomas, I need quite a bit more than that. I have come here to offer myself to you in marriage. I think that is the only thing that will convince my people. They will respect your strength, and while they may not be happy about it, our shared heritage and bloodlines will matter to them, especially once I have borne you children.” Her eyes danced over Emily’s belly. “Clearly you have no issues in that regard.”

Thomas sat there as his ears rang. He felt Emily trembling in anger next to him, and took her hand, trying to calm her. They’d become close enough that he could feel her chaos rising. Candi’s eyes went to their hands, and she laughed again.

“Rest assured I am not here to upset any of your Prince’s current arrangements, dear. I am well aware of how goblin Kings run their households. If I am not mistaken, you’ve increased your Diplomacy skill high enough to take on a special property that will be much-coveted by others.”

“You know about that?” he asked, surprised enough to let it show.

“Of course. There are archives of Royal Tablet skills and abilities. Most don’t do their research. I do. It’s something I learned a long time ago.” She waved off his question, continuing her explanation. “As I was saying, not only are you a king, but you are a goblin King. In times past, goblin King fertility was a trade commodity, not unlike your ovisari.” Again, she paused, long enough for him to digest what she knew.

Once he didn’t press with more questions, she went on. “A goblin King’s strength is in being anything but monogamous. As long as I have my fair share and your child in my belly, your other activities are not my concern. How many lovers you take or women you impregnate is irrelevant, provided I am able to secure my holdings. Consider this a trade negotiation, not a romantic one.”

Thomas felt Emily beginning to calm down. She said, “You know about Laylana, right? She’s joined us, too.”

“I figured she might have, but I wasn’t certain.”

“Be certain,” Emily said, still fierce enough to push the issue. “Are you comfortable having her in the mix? Not that she is, yet. But I’ve seen the way she looks at my Prince.”

Thomas glanced down at her, a little surprised at Emily’s tone, but didn’t say anything. There was a time to lead, and a time to allow others their chance to speak up.

The Troll Queen sat back up and rolled her shoulders. It looked like she was stretching, not dismissing anything the goblin had said. “There will be political implications if I am associated with that one.” She paused dramatically, lifting a manicured nail to her full lips. “But what if people believe it was deliberate?” A throaty purr added to her next statements. “Actually, this could be even better. If people assume we were working together all along, it would help consolidate my power far faster.”

“Between Laylana, Hammy-Todd, and Lulu, you won’t need to stretch that very far,” Thomas observed with a note of irony in his voice. “Your father was so cruel that he practically forced his people onto me.”

“He was an asshat, yes.” Candi’s eyes flicked from him back to Emily. “I am amused that you believe the dryad will join your growing harem, though. She has a reputation of being entirely unattainable. Something about having a broken heart early in life. There have been stories of heroes and high-level adventurers trying to get between those legs of hers.”

“I’m not trying to get between anyone’s legs,” Thomas clarified. “I have my duties. Anything other than that is a matter of the heart.”

“Or fun,” Emily piped up.

“Or fun,” he agreed.

“An admirable trait, especially in a goblin King,” Candi said, with a smoldering look. “I have no objection to fun. Rest assured, I have noticed where your eyes keep straying, Prince.”

“I understand your predicament,” he said, forcing the conversation forward. “I certainly sympathize. But of course, I must discuss this with my court.”

“Of course.” Standing in a slow, boneless way that emphasized her every curve and contour, she waved him toward the door. “I will eagerly await your answer, which I hope will come quickly.”


Chapter 28: Coronation Day


Emily held his hand on the way back to the palace. Thomas took in the sour look on her face.

“I have no idea what I’m going to do with this,” he said. “There are so many things to think about here, and it’s probably a terrible idea, anyway.”

Emily turned to him, a shocked expression on her face. “Sire! You have to marry her! What are you thinking?”

Thomas stopped short.

“You want me to accept her offer?” he asked in disbelief.

“Yes!” she exclaimed. “You would be eliminating the troll kingdom as a threat. Permanently! You would be expanding our lands and possessions. How can you even think of turning her down?”

He stared down at her for a few moments. “But you seemed so upset by it.”

“Not about that. I was just thinking about how Lulu and I will now have to teach both a dryad and a troll about all the things you like. She is clearly only thinking about the political elements and has no idea what your chaos will do to her.”

Love, fondness, and more than a little arousal swelled in his chest as he realized just how badly he’d misjudged her reaction to Candi. He’d mistakenly thought of Emily as a human woman, who might have gotten jealous. Her understanding of the situation, on top of the fact that she loved him enough to want to facilitate it, was just a reminder of who she was. Voice thick with powerful emotion, he said, “I’m sure you two will find a way.”

When they reached the palace, they had to maneuver around all the goblins who were setting up for the coronation. The once-empty castle was now bustling with activity.

Thomas had put Kerelitha in charge of things, and he saw her running up to them now. She was an orange-and-green-skinned goblin with blue hair, and her baby bump was as prominent as the other women’s.

Gasping for breath, she said, “Sire! I have been looking for you. There are decisions to be made.”

“What decisions?”

“Your coronation orgy. What drink did you wish to serve during it? We have plenty of goblin swill, but you brought back some elven wine in that sack of treasure, and I thought you might prefer it.”

“The orgy won’t just be goblins, right?”

“Not at all, Sire. As you requested, we put out an invitation for any other females of the city who wished to participate in the breeding, and many did. It is still mostly goblins, but there are also elves and dwarves, and even a few faeries and beast-kin.”

“Beast-kin?”

“A pair of cat-girls who begged me to include them.”

Thomas smiled at her. “Good. Then serve everything we’ve got.”

She gave him an approving look. “Yes, Sire! This will be an orgy to be remembered, I promise!”

Emily took his hand and squeezed it. “You are so generous with your seed.”

“Like I said, I don’t want to be King of just the goblins. We’ll be stronger by taking in others.”

They returned to the royal apartments, where they found Lulu posing in her coronation gown in front of a mirror. The frilly, floofy affair almost made her look like an ice cream cone. It was pale pink and set off both her deep pink hair and deep pink cleavage perfectly. She smiled as she saw them come in and posed again.

She said, “Vesta just brought it. What do you think?”

“Gorgeous!” Emily exclaimed. “You’re so beautiful!”

Thomas smiled. “You don’t even look like an assassin.”

Lulu grinned and split the front of the dress up to her waist, exposing her lower body. In addition to her bright pink panties, he saw a brace of knives circling each thigh. “I am taking no chances, my Prince.”

“Good idea.”

“Your dress came as well, girlfriend,” Lulu said to Emily, pointing to a box on the bed. Thomas’s loyal goblin assistant squealed and bounced over to tear the top off the box.

Inside was a bright red gown, much like Lulu’s, though it lacked the provisions for weapons. Emily stripped down to her underwear and pulled it on. It was less floofy than Lulu’s but had a more substantial bodice to deal with Emily’s more prodigious bosom.

“I love it!”

“A gown fit for a queen,” Thomas said.

Emily gasped. “But Sire, I told you—”

“Someday,” he said.

She laughed. Lulu turned to her. “Speaking of queens, what happened with Candi?”

Thomas and Emily recounted the meeting. Lulu’s face tightened in thought for a few moments.

When they were done, she said, “I agree with Emily. You must accept her offer. Your kingdom will be greatly strengthened, as well as turning a key enemy into an ally.”

“You’re okay with adding another to our group here?”

The ovisari girl looked at him strangely. “You are the Goblin King. Why would I not be?”

Again, love filled his heart. He knew, deep down, that he was the luckiest man in the Fae Wilds, and it wasn’t because of all the sex. That was just a bonus. Having encouraging, supportive partners, each of whom was a strong woman in her own right, was more than anyone could ever ask for.

“You’re amazing, Lu,” he said, adopting Emily’s sometime pet name for the ovisari. Lulu blushed at the praise.

Thomas got dressed in his coronation suit, then they waited until Kerelitha and Merina appeared at the door to the royal apartments.

Kerelitha said, “Sire, it is time to come down and prepare.”

The three of them followed the women down to the main hall, where a large crowd of guests, both goblins and other races, now packed the room. Umadin stood at the front by the throne, surrounded by a squad of armored goblin soldiers.

Thomas saw Candi and her entourage of trolls in the front row. With her was King Breon, the ruler of the elves, who was accompanied by his own group of courtiers and a beautiful elven woman Thomas took for his wife. On the other side of the central aisle, he saw a group of humans. He assumed that was King Reginald, the ruler of a human kingdom just beyond the map on Thomas’s Royal Tablet. Next to them were the envoys from the faerie kingdom, who sat on an elevated platform, presumably to see better.

Horns sounded, and the din of the assembled audience quickly died away. Everyone turned around to look at him. Thomas stood taller as every eye in the hall settled onto him. He knew they were taking his measure, as Emily had predicted.

Chaos rose in Thomas, but as he had before, he forced the energy into something other than lust. Determination, focus, and a little competitive aggression swelled in his chest. He returned the looks of those around, meeting their gazes with every iota of strength he possessed.

The horns sounded again, and Thomas began walking up the aisle toward Umadin. The old King smiled as he approached. Thomas could see in his eyes that he was ready to pass his rule to his son. He knew better days were coming for the goblins, days he could only see by stepping aside.

Candi leaned forward, just out of the periphery of his vision, a look of mixed anticipation and uncertainty on her face. Her gemstone gleamed, mirroring an unspoken question in her eyes.

After the ceremony, he thought, but kept the emotions from his face. Candi was beautiful, it was true, but she was also a pragmatic woman. He wouldn’t give her all the cards.

Breon and Reginald watched him as well, giving him intensely searching looks. The first of the two reflected approval back at the chaos in Thomas’s eyes, but Reginald’s expression darkened.

I wonder if Reginald expected me to be weak? Thomas thought, making a mental note to be wary of that one.

It was difficult to read the expressions on the faeries watching this. A petite woman with extravagant makeup seemed to lead the group. Thomas assumed this was the Paige Lafay mentioned by the notifications.

Finally, he reached the head of the hall, stopping just below where Umadin stood on the throne dais. The Goblin King nodded to him, and Thomas turned to face the audience.

“Welcome,” Umadin said, his voice booming through the hall. “Today, I lay down the burden I have carried these many years. I have led this kingdom through good times and dark times, and though I have fallen short of what my people needed, I have never lost sight of what they could be with the right ruler leading them. I had hoped that ruler would be me, but the Fates found me wanting. Instead, I was chosen to sire that man.”

He paused for a moment, looking over the audience.

“He stands before me now. Prince Thomas, born in this world, raised in Earth among the humans, brought back here to assume his birthright, which I passed to him weeks ago. Already he has made his mark on this kingdom, and this world, as you all know. Our people are at last turning from the darkness where wanton chaos has taken them. Prince Thomas is already giving them the discipline they need. Today, I hand him the last piece of the puzzle, my reign over the goblins.”

The goblins in the audience began hooting and cheering.

“King Thomas! King Thomas! King Thomas!”

Umadin turned to his throne and lifted the Crown of the Goblin King into the air. It was a dark, wrought-iron circlet chased with gold and set with magic gems. The gems were dim in his hand, but as Umadin brought it forward and held it above Thomas’s head, they began to glow.

“Prince Thomas,” he said, “I crown you King of the Goblins!”

The goblins cheered lustily, and the other guests began applauding, politely in the case of the humans, more enthusiastically in the case of the elves and faeries. Umadin lowered the crown onto Thomas’s head.

The moment it touched his brow, the gems lit up with a blazing eldritch effulgence that lit up the hall and silenced the entire audience. Thomas saw hundreds of eyes going wide in amazement. The glow persisted for long seconds before starting to fade to a merely bright radiance.

His Royal Tablet appeared, its shape altering to add gold filigree and gemstone adornments. A notification popped on the top, but he dismissed it with a thought.

At the sight of his Tablet, and the crown on their new King’s head, the gathered goblins erupted in ecstatic cries, jumping up and down in excitement. At the back of the hall, where he had left Emily and Lulu, he saw the two girls screaming in glee. Before him, King Reginald’s face had gone gray in concern, while Breon and the faeries regarded him with what looked a bit like hope, or maybe welcoming. Candi, for her part, stared at him with eyes full of thoughtful yearning.

“Does the crown always do that?” he muttered over his shoulder at Umadin.

“No, never,” his father replied. “Royal Tablets don’t change like that either. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but it seems to be a good thing.”

Thomas acknowledged the cheering and adulation for several minutes before leading the crowd out into the square for the celebration. He rejoined Emily and Lulu, who each took an arm and hugged them against their chests.

“My King!” Emily cried. “I am so happy!”

“I will never leave your side, Sire,” Lulu said.

He kissed them both. “Nor do I intend to let you.”

They took their place at the main table at the head of the square. The guests settled into their own tables, with the royals seated closest to them. In the center of the square, Chef Mama and her crew had prepared a vast cauldron of stew, and they began serving it up.

Around all of this, goblin musicians and dancers began moving through the crowd, playing and singing and performing for the amusement of the guests. The square swelled as more goblins arrived from the surrounding city until an enormous crowd was singing and dancing to celebrate Thomas’s coronation.

After the first course, King Breon approached Thomas’s table. The woman beside him reminded him of the fantasy worlds of his youth. Like the redhead he’d met on the road, she had a lithe, lean frame that lent itself to the idea of her being a capable fighter.

Breon said, “Congratulations, brother. Let me offer my wishes for your long and successful reign.”

“Thank you,” Thomas replied.

“This world is a safer, more stable place for my people when the goblins are led by a strong, disciplined King. That has not been the case for many, many years, and the effects have been quite dire, as I assume you are aware.”

“I am, and that is my intent.”

Breon turned to the elven woman. “This is my queen, Nephinae,” he said. She inclined her head regally, showing all the poise he’d have expected from monarchy.

“Welcome, Queen Nephinae,” Thomas said.

“I had hoped to introduce you to my daughter,” Breon said. “Unfortunately, she was otherwise engaged. My apologies, but elven girls often have their own ideas about things.”

Nephinae scowled. “Indeed, husband.”

“It is not a problem,” Thomas said. “Perhaps I could visit your court some time soon. I am sure it is a beautiful place.”

Breon nodded. “You are of course welcome, and I will ensure that my child is present this time.”

“We both will,” Nephinae said, her gaze traveling toward Candi. Thomas saw a flash of competitiveness, or maybe even outright hate, in that exchange. “I believe you will find her quite intriguing.”

When the King and Queen returned to their table, Lulu nudged him.

“Sire—”

“I saw it. Do you think the elves have political ambitions?”

“It would make sense,” Emily said. “Candi making such a quick move could very well be an effort to preempt the elves getting their hooks in you.”

“We should look into what happened to delay or divert the elven princess,” Lulu added. “Too many coincidences make me nervous.”

Thomas said, “We’ll add it to the list.”

The faeries were the next to visit his table. Paige delivered their queen’s congratulations and best wishes, along with her deep regret for being unable to attend in person, due to unforeseen conflicts in their city.

“Do you think this is a snub?” Thomas asked Lulu when they left. “Could she be upset about the poisoning?”

“She is surely aware of what happened by now,” Lulu replied. “But who knows how faeries think? My first guess is that she admires the subterfuge, as well as your audacity. Had your plot failed, that would be a different story.”

Reginald approached the table next. He was accompanied by several courtiers, one of whom led two beautiful young girls who wore little beyond skimpy golden bikinis and collars around their necks. Each collar was attached to a long golden chain that the courtier held in his hand. The trembling girls kept their eyes down and their hands folded in front of them.

Thomas scowled at this scene as Reginald gave him a broad but clearly insincere smile. He was a soft, rounded man who was not much older than Thomas, wearing a fine velvet tunic that was now splattered with Mama’s stew.

“Hello, brother,” Reginald began. “Quite an event today. That crown of yours, I wonder if you know what that display meant?”

Thomas instantly disliked the man. Maybe it was his Diplomacy skill, or his upbringing, but he knew a rat when he saw one. Fixing a tight smile on his lips, he replied, “Welcome. I appreciate your words. As to that display, we have our thoughts,” he gestured at his entourage, “but I’d welcome your interpretation, if you’d like to voice it.”

Reginald’s smile widened until he was showing teeth. “Oh, but I have some inkling, if my chamberlain is correct. He told me it is a sign of a king who will have an interesting reign. The brighter the gems, the more interesting it will be.”

“That could mean many things, I suppose,” Thomas replied.

“Quite.” Reginald turned to the courtier who held the girls. “In honor of your coronation, brother, I bring you a gift! These two girls, both virgins and newly collared. Yours now, to do with as you wish.”

The girls did not look up, and Thomas’s chaos flared in his chest. Not in lust–though the two girls were certainly worth lusting over–but in anger at Reginald seeking to gift him with a pair of slaves. He was about to reply when he felt Emily squeezing his hand.

“You cannot refuse him, Sire,” she whispered, “not without giving great offense. Reginald’s kingdom is large, and you dare not create a feud with him this early in your reign.”

After a moment, Thomas saw what was going on here. Reginald was taking his measure of him. What sort of man was Thomas? One who would happily accept enslaved girls as a coronation present?

No. Thomas was not that man.

“Thank you, brother,” he replied finally. “This is an impressive gift.” Clearing his throat, he stood. “My guests, I want to make a brief announcement, if I may?”

Silence slowly descended upon the crowd as heads pivoted to look at the newly anointed King.

Gesturing at the slave girls, Thomas filled his voice with all the power chaos could give him. It flowed out, so resonant and full that even he was surprised. “Our honored cousin, King Reginald, has seen fit to gift my kingdom with two lovely flowers.” He indicated the girls.

A confused murmur rang out among those gathered.

He went on, “Where I come from, gifts such as these must be returned in kind. Let it be known that my first act as King will be to declare the goblin capital a place of welcome. We are opening schools to educate and help all of our citizens.” Stretching an arm out, he pointed at the rear of the room. The crowd turned, surprised to see Hammy-Todd was the center of Thomas’s attention.

Beaming, the troll waved at Thomas. “My King!” he shouted joyfully.

“As we have proven with our neighbors, the trolls, we are willing to open our doors to their citizens. So too shall we do with others.” He looked directly at Reginald, who seemed confused. “Let it be known that any of King Reginald’s people who seek to visit our fair city and benefit from our bounty and teachings will be welcome.” Pausing to let the announcement set in, he added, “And so to for any of our allies. Let there be an exchange of trust and knowledge for all.”

Candi burst out laughing as the implications of what he’d just done became apparent. He’d given her an olive branch, even as he’d threatened Reginald’s power base. Many of the crowd clapped their approval.

When the noise died down and the people returned to their merriment, Thomas sat down and gestured to Lulu. She stepped forward and took the girls’ chains from the courtier.

Reginald, eyes tight with overt hate, glared at Thomas.

Returning the glare with his best barista smile, Thomas said, “Of course, slavery is outlawed in my kingdom. That is no matter. Under Lulu’s tutelage, I’m sure they will find many ways to use the riches you’ve given them.”

“Riches?” Reginald said, confused. “Those collars aren’t that…” Then one of his attendants stepped forward, hissing, “He means knowledge of your kingdom, Sire.”

At that revelation, Reginald’s expression went from hate to quivering. His hands curled into fists at his sides. Barely holding back, he hissed through gritted teeth, “King Thomas, they were gifts. Of course, you may do with them as you wish.”

And with that, the human King turned and went back to his table. Thomas half-expected him to leave, but it seemed Reginald wanted another serving of Mama’s stew.

“Sire?” Lulu asked, still holding the chains.

Thomas looked over the two cowering, traumatized girls. One was fair and blonde, while the other was darker, with multiple tattoos and a collection of body piercings, as if she’d been a member of some cult or jungle tribe.

“You heard me. These two are your new students. Take them into the palace and find Kerelitha. She’ll get them set up and assign goblins from the army to watch them.” He paused and softened his tone, “Ladies, that assumes you are interested in serving me, of course. It’s up to you. You’re both free, as of this moment, and no longer slaves.”

The blonde girl looked at the other one. Hesitantly, she whispered, “We can learn a trade? And be free?”

“That’s the idea,” he said. “My intent is to employ and educate, not enslave.”

“What…what will she teach us?” the second girl said, looking Lulu up and down with fear in her eyes. After a moment, Thomas realized she thought Lulu was a mere courtesan, and they would be trained to serve him sexually, despite what he’d just said.

Lulu corrected her misapprehension before he could. She made a knife appear from thin air, and her eyes danced with passion, “How to never be slaves again. Maybe how to kill those who would enslave others.”

“I would like to learn that very much,” the second girl said, her demeanor shifting rapidly. Her sentiment was enthusiastically echoed by the blonde girl.

“There we have it,” Thomas said, beaming at Lulu.

She returned his look, muttering, “If I’m going to be starting an assassin academy for you, you’re going to owe me extra later.”

“Of course, love.”

Removing their leashes, Lulu waved. “C’mon girls. Let’s get you settled in.”

Thomas waited for Candi to come up, but she did not. Lulu returned a few minutes later, reporting that the girls were now with Kerelitha. They resumed eating and drinking and watching the dancers.

After another few hours, the guests moved back into the palace for the coronation ball. The castle was still being refurbished, so the decor was not as grand as Thomas would have liked, but he understood. The goblins had done their best in the time they’d had, and there were more important things to worry about than ribbons and flowers.

He danced with Emily and Lulu, then Vesta and Zaza, before sitting down again. He saw Candi watching from across the hall, but still, she did not approach. Thomas realized she was almost certainly waiting for him to make the first move.

After another hour, he did.

He finally rose from his throne and went to her table. Candi watched him approach, her smile growing as he reached her.

“Might the Queen of the Trolls favor the King of the Goblins with a dance?”

She stood and took his arm. “Of course.”

Thomas had never been much of a dancer, but he found that his heightened Cunning, Discipline, and Agility made up for it. He looked down at Candi as she spun in his arms. She wore a tight blue dress that was less revealing than the wrap she’d worn earlier that day, but no less provocative.

“I have considered your offer,” he said after a minute.

“And have you come to a decision?” she asked.

“I have.”

They continued dancing until Candi spoke up again. “But you will keep me waiting?”

“I have great ambitions for this kingdom,” he said. “The goblins have been far more than they are in the past. The distant past, perhaps, but one I intend to bring back.”

“This surprises me not at all. Your crown announces your greatness to all in this room.”

“I need allies, not enemies. The last thing I need or want is to provoke a war. I want only peace and prosperity.”

“Your thoughts are perfectly aligned with mine,” Candi replied. “Our fathers were fools to place our people in conflict with one another. We have far more in common than any of us have with the elves or faeries.”

“I would agree.”

Candi smiled up at him. “And how better to bring our people together than in my womb?”

“I can assure you that the prospect of putting a child there is quite appealing.”

Her smile broadened. “And I am eager to provide you with that opportunity, at the earliest possible occasion.”

“Then we have an agreement?” Thomas asked.

She nodded. “We do.”

Candi drew closer to him as they danced, laying her head against his shoulder for a few moments. Around them, Thomas saw that his guests–goblin and troll, elf and human, faerie and all the others–had not missed this display. There were murmurs and looks of interest from throughout the hall, as well as looks of pride and excitement from Emily and Lulu.

Thomas finally ended the dance and led Candi back to his throne. She held onto his arm as he sat down.

“How should we do this?” he asked. “I don’t imagine we can conclude this matter tonight.”

“No,” she replied. “I must return to my court in the morning to begin the preparations. There will be opposition.”

“I will send people with you to assist, if you wish. Perhaps my father. He is a powerful spell-caster and warlord, and known to your people. He can represent me.”

She gave him an approving look. “Audacity, again, my King. He was once our enemy. My courtiers will respect him, and you for willing to risk such a powerful Vassal.”

“Nor does it seem wise to announce this yet. Let them wonder for now.”

Candi nodded. “I agree.” She bent to kiss his cheek, lingering there for a moment or two. “Let them wonder.”

She returned to her table. Breon and Reginald gave Thomas searching looks, but he just smiled. Emily came up to his side.

“Well?”

“We are now betrothed, I suppose.”

She squealed and hugged him. “I am so excited, Sire.”

He finally rose and found Umadin.

“What was all that about?” the old King asked. “What are you up to?”

“Candi offered herself in marriage, and I accepted. The goblin kingdom and the troll kingdom will soon be one. Their strength and ours merged.”

Umadin’s eyes bulged. “Are you mad? Do you realize what the reaction to this will be?!”

“Yes. Which is exactly why I need your help to make it happen. You will accompany her back to the troll court to begin the arrangements. I’m assigning you that as a Task.”

Task Eighteen: Arrange the marriage between Candi and Thomas
Assigned to: Umadin
Estimated Time to Completion: 10 Days
Estimated Risk: Moderate
Potential Rewards: High


Umadin just gaped at him.

“Who else has the skills and experience to do something like this?” Thomas asked him. “Who else would the trolls even listen to?”

His father finally exhaled heavily.

“No one.”

“Precisely.” He slapped Umadin on the shoulder and turned back to the party. “Good luck. You’re leaving with her in the morning.”

Eventually, things began winding down. Emily and Lulu had disappeared for a little while, but they finally returned as the guests were leaving. Both of them came up and climbed into his lap.

“It’s time for your coronation breeding orgy, Sire,” Emily giggled.

Lulu kissed him. “Wait until you see what we set up.”

“Then show me. I don’t want to wait.”

The two of them led him upstairs. They finally reached what appeared to be another, smaller ballroom. A large bed sat in the center, and around it were about a dozen mismatched couches and seating pads.

Waiting for him were at least a hundred women, most of whom were already naked, and all of whom regarded him with open, eager desire. Perhaps eighty or so were goblins. Of the other twenty, most were a mix of elves, dwarves, and humans.

He saw the two cat-girls, and he realized they were the same two he’d seen on the street that day. They resembled each other a great deal, and Thomas wondered if they were sisters, if not twins.

Rounding out the group were three faeries. They fluttered around the room excitedly, giggling to each other and pointing at the bulge in Thomas’s slacks.

Lulu and Emily shed their robes and turned to him.

“How are we doing this?” Thomas asked.

“We drew numbers,” Emily said.

“Only way to be fair,” Lulu added.

Thomas nodded, smiling at the assemblage before him.

“Fine! Who’s number one?”

Challenge Complete: Lack of leadership and effective administration
Details: By becoming the goblin King, you have fulfilled one of your Domain Challenges.
Reward: 30 experience points (scaled to your level)


To be continued in Isekai Emperor 2


Final Task Updates


· Queued Task 2 (Implement Improved Farming/Food Plan) – Assigned to Merina: 19 days left
· Task 4 (Updated Task – Find adventurers to deal with a Dungeon Core) – Assigned to Thomas: Unknown.
· Task 5 (Create Tailoring Infrastructure) – Assigned to Zaza: 9 Days left
· Queued Task 6 (Create Uniforms for Vassals) – Assigned to Zaza: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 7 (Create Schools) – Assigned to Una: 66 Days left
· Task 8 (Repair Critical Buildings) – Assigned to Kerelitha: 77 Days left
· Task 9 (Update Map of Hostile Territory) – Assigned to Xera: 32 Days left
· Task 10 (Create Logistics Hub for Mercantile Expansion) – Assigned to Fiera: 17 Days left
· Task 11 (Create Hospital) – Assigned to Cyndil: 2 Days left
· Queued Task 12 (Create Goblin Sanitation and Health Standards) – Assigned to Cyndil: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 13 (Take on Apprentices and Renovate Inventory Space) – Assigned to Mojo: 32 Days left
· Task 15 (Mentor Promising Goblins) – Assigned to Umadin: N/A (Not Started)
· Task 17 (Help the Dryads Move) – Assigned to Thomas: Unknown
· Task 18 (Arrange marriage between Candi and Thomas) – Assigned to Umadin: 10 days left
· Task 19 (Develop Assassin Training Program) – Assigned to Lulu: 21 Days left



Final Character Sheet: Thomas Stone


Age: 25
Level: 6
Class: Tomorrowwright
Total Experience Needed to Reach Level 7: 180
Unspent Inner Circle Experience: 600
Species: Half-Goblin
Inner Circle Size: 0/6
Vassal Size: 350 (50 X Level + 50)
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 21
Mana (Magic + Level): 18
Attributes
· Cunning: 19 (As a [Goblin] this level of cunning allows you to pierce low-level illusions and disguises passively)
· Discipline: 19 (Attempts to Charm or use similar spells on you have a higher chance to fail)
· Strength: 11
· Endurance: 15
· Chaos: 18 (Commands issued to your goblins have a 20% increased effectiveness)
· Magic: 12
· Agility: 11
Core Skills:
· City Planning and Development: 6- Every aspect of city planning is reduced by 60%
· Architecture and Engineering: 5- The buildings and designs you create require 25% fewer materials and are 25% more efficient/effective.
· Diplomacy: 9. As a [Goblin] this level of Diplomacy allows you to produce offspring with normally incompatible species. You have a low-level, non-magical [Charm] effect on those you attempt to be diplomatic with.
Class Benefits
Granted Powers: While your Vassals have an optimistic, happy, joyful, or other positive attitude, they will perform all non-combat tasks with 100% increased efficiency. Cities you oversee also have an additional status beyond Optimal, called Utopia. See the details for more information.
Level 1: Your Inner Circle gains a bonus to all actions proportional to the status of the settlement they are in.
Level 3: While they are happy or optimistic, any goblin loyalty to you consumes 25% fewer resources. Your Vassals and Inner Circle consume 50% less instead.
Level 5: For every settlement you control with an optimistic, or happy population, you and your inner circle gains a +1 bonus to all of attributes and skills (up to a maximum +5 bonus at level 5; this increases to +10 at level 15). These bonuses vanish if the settlement’s attitude decreases for 24 continuous hours.
Final City and Settlement Challenge Update
Capital City Name: Lotta Tot (Rename: Yes/No)
City Size: Small (reduced from large due to population challenge)
City Level: 3 (reduced by 3 due to status)
City Status: Sub-optimal; see the Challenges below for more details. Gain 50 experience points for changing the status to Normal.
· Challenge: Population density dangerously low; gain 50 experience points for solving this challenge.
· Challenge: Food supplies dangerously low; gain 100 experience points for solving this challenge.
· Challenge: Martial supplies dangerously low; gain 100 experience points for solving this challenge.
· Challenge: Ruler authority contested (Solved with Legendary success!)
· Challenge: Coffers dangerously low; gain 150 experience points for solving this challenge.
Ruler(s): Thomas Stone (King)
Population: 12,456 (Dangerously Low)
Gender Mix: 80% female
Racial Mix: 91% Goblin (Mix-Match Bloodline); 3% Elf, 2% Human, 1% Pixie, .5% Troll, 2.5% Other (Mix)
Class Mix/Available Classes:
· Unskilled labor (11,251)
· Trained ambushers (250); Average level 2
· Mix-Match High Priestess (1); Level 7 – former Inner Circle member
· Assistant Priestesses (32); Average level 3
· Craftspeople – Various crafts (78); Average level 1
· Poorly trained thieves (274); Average level 1
· City maintenance (543); Average level 1
Imports: N/A
Exports: N/A



Final (Primary) Vassal Update


Note: We have truncated the list of primary Vassals. If we didn’t, this list would be quite long.
Lulu Violet
Class: Acrobatic Assassin
Level: 5
Disposition: Fanatically Devoted
Emily
Class: Royal Assistant
Level: 3
Disposition: Lovingly Devoted
Glob, Bilden, Sunnu, and Fresh Catch
Class: Fighter Types
Level: 2
Disposition: Worshipfully Devoted



Glossary


Bloodlines (Goblins): Goblins have precisely two special biological features: their ability to breed and their chaos. Over the generations, this has led to an incredible level of specialization among the various tribes. These specializations, or bloodlines, have created a genetic predisposition towards specific tasks. As of the beginning of book 1, most of these bloodlines are nearly extinct. Cultural Note: Any goblin can be good at anything. However, those with a bloodline have an advantage over those without. Think of it as two tall people producing a tall child. The known bloodlines will be explored more in the sequels.

Command Authority: This is a magical “admin” privilege that only true Kings can have. Each kingdom has one Tablet with such authority. It provides significantly elevated capabilities, including city management, to the wielder.

Dragon Taunting: A game where goblins see which can wake a dragon and survive. This practice, or similar ones, have led to countless goblin deaths.

Fae Wilds: A world of magic, where fantastical races exist. Only certain beings, with the right magic or bloodlines can move from the Fae Wilds to the Earth without consequences.

Goblins: Beings born with a drop of pure chaos in their veins. They are innately brilliant, yet have a chaotic streak that is difficult to contain. Despite this, many of their inventions, despite how unlikely they seem, function. Goblins have an easier time moving between the worlds due to the chaos in them.

Goblin Mode (G-Mode): Any being with chaos in them can enter a frenzied state called “Goblin Mode.” In this mode, the character’s instincts and wildest impulses take over. Organized thought is not impossible, but it becomes far more difficult (a high Discipline score can, to an extent, even this out). While in Goblin Mode, the innate chaos of the character takes over, adding an element of random “fun” to the outcomes of their activities.

Goblin Reproduction: There is nothing a goblin enjoys more than reproducing (or the act that leads to reproduction). Paradoxically, goblins also make incredible parents. It probably helps that the average goblin matures far more rapidly than the other species, so parents usually only have to nurture and educate their children for a few years before they are old enough to leave the nest and find their own way.

Incubatus Incepticus: A magical structure unique to goblins, and only present in cities with a high enough population. This building creates a place for pregnant goblins to remain nurtured and safe. It magically provides them with great indulgences and delights, from endless food to entertainment. New mothers can also remain within, up until their children turn six months of age (which is approximately the equivalent of eight years for a human child).

Inner Circle: Kings (or individuals with Command Authority) may select an Inner Circle. These individuals receive substantial magical benefits. In exchange, they must pledge their loyalty to the wielder of the Authority. If they break their vows, all benefits granted by the Authority end immediately.

Hunt Luck: A goblin belief that their fortune in hunts is directly proportional to how bad they smell. This only applies to males.

Orichalcum Tablet: A magical device made specifically for rulers across the Fae Wilds. It provides the ability to assign tasks, classes, and more to subjects. In the hands of someone with city maintenance skills and responsibilities, it becomes a tool for city management.

Tablet (Vassal): Allows Vassals to send and receive messages to allies.

Tablet (Administrative): Allows members of the inner circle to customize their own classes, issue commands and orders on behalf of their King or Queen, etc.

Tablet (Royal Administrative): Allows members of the inner circle to claim territory on behalf of their ruler.

Ovisari: Race of people who can act as surrogates to create hybrids of other races. Many have an innate ability to detect fertility in other races. Like goblins, the ovisari have long been considered inferior to other species.

Receiver Tablet: A magical device for receiving commands from someone with Command Authority. It

Royal Mate: A royal mate is, essentially, a consort for a member of goblin royalty. This is considered an esteemed position, and one many goblin (and non-goblin) women strive for. Not only does it convey social status, but it virtually guarantees multiple offspring.

Test of Quality: Goblin fertility test. Infertility disqualifies ruling among their kind.

Vassals (Named): Chef Mama, Lulu Violet, Emily, Glob, Bilden, Sunnu, Fresh Catch, Hammy-Todd, Una, Zaza, Moxie, Vesta, Merina, Kerelitha, Xera, Fiera, Cyndil, Mojodulana, Umadin


Want More Isekai Emperor?


Isekai Emperor 2 is available for pre-order here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CYSNLWN6. Go check it out!


Editing Note


Pivot Press is staffed by a small, but dedicated team of people. All of us have day jobs, on top of working to produce the best product available. The books we release have gone through quite a few revisions. In brief, that process is:

	Author(s) drafts the material.

	Author(s) edits the draft.

	Alpha reviewers read and comment on the story.

	Betas review and provide comprehensive feedback and line edits.

	The author(s) do another round of editing, including using tools like ProWritingAid.

	Our copy editor does (2) passes.

	Our readers on Patreon provide their advanced feedback.




Errors still make it through. We promise, these are not intentional. Whenever we receive word of bugs or glitches in the text, we do our best to address them and get them uploaded to Amazon within 24 hours. These updates will not automatically push to your device, and don't always roll out in a timely manner. If your book has “hang nails” or small errors, please make sure you’re reading the latest version. To verify you have the latest version follow these instructions:

	Go to Manage Your Content and Devices.

	Search for your Kindle book.

	If available, select Update Available, then select Update.




Tip: To receive automatic book updates as they become available from the publisher or author, enable Automatic Book Update on the Preferences tab in Manage Your Content and Devices.


If the errors remain, please feel free to let us know on Discord or Patreon.

With sincere gratitude,

The Pivot Press Team
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