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Author's Note
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Where we left off


Thomas is the Goblin King. Engaged to the Troll Queen, Candi, he now has to juggle his upcoming nuptials, obligations to help rebuild his crumbling kingdom, and reconcile several wayward settlements. Thankfully, his roster of allies seems to grow by the day.

Below you will find important information about the start of the main characters and events from book one. These are:

· Starting Character Sheet

· Starting City and Settlement Challenge Update: This will catch you up on the state of “Lotta Tot” the goblin capital, and Tablet-based challenges Thomas can complete to earn experience points.

· Starting Tasks: We’ll remind you of the tasks carried over from book 1, along with the timers associated.

· Starting Vassals: We’ll summarize Thomas’s most important Vassals here.

If you’ve just read book 1, feel free to skip ahead to Chapter 1.


Starting 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: 19 out of 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, including the planning time, materials, and labor costs associated, are 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 loyal 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 gain 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.
Starting City and Settlement Challenge Update
Capital City Name: Lotta Tot
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)
(Approximate) Population: 12,400 (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
Note: The Challenges above will dynamically increase the experience gained as Thomas achieves higher levels. New Challenges will appear as applicable.



Starting Tasks Updates


Note: Tasks have been reset and updated for easier numbering and tracking. All work times take into account the increased happiness and caffeinated status of the local goblins.

Task 1 - Implement Improved Farming/Food Plan
Assignment: Merina
Summary: Merina is working with the new local druid (Laylana) to implement a farming/food plan for the city.
Time to Completion: 19 days


Task 2 - Find adventurers to deal with a Dungeon Core
Assignment: Thomas
Time to Completion: Unknown


Task 3 – Create Tailoring Infrastructure
Assignment: Zaza
Time to Completion: 9 days


Queued Task 4 – Create Uniforms for Vassals
Assignment: Zaza
Time to Completion: Not yet started


Task 5 – Create Schools
Assignment: Una
Time to Completion: 66 days


Task 6 – Repair Critical Buildings
Assignment: Kerelitha
Time to Completion: 77 days


Task 7 – Update Map of Hostile Territory
Assignment: Xera
Time to Completion: 32 days


Task 8 – Create Logistics Hub for Mercantile Expansion
Assignment: Fiera
Time to Completion: 17 days


Task 9 – Create Hospital
Assignment: Cyndil
Time to Completion: 2 days


Queued Task 10 – Create Goblin Sanitation and Health Standards
Assignment: Cyndil
Time to Completion: Not yet started


Task 11 – Take on Apprentices and Renovate Inventory Space
Assignment: Mojo
Time to Completion: 32 Days


Task 12 – Arrange Marriage Between Candi and Thomas
Assignment: Umadin
Time to Completion: 11 Days


Queued Task 13 – Mentor Promising Goblins
Assignment: Umadin
Time to Completion: Not yet started.


Task 14 – Help Dryads Move
Assignment: Thomas
Time to Completion: Unknown


Task 15 – Develop Assassin Training Program
Assignment: Lulu
Time to Completion: 21 Days



(Abbreviated) Vassals


In Isekai Emperor we learned that Royal Tablets allow their holders to recruit and assign Vassals. See Appendix: Command Authority for these details. Vassals receive 1 free level and can be directed remotely (to an extent) through Thomas’s Tablet. Details about Thomas’s most notable Vassals are included below.

Chef Mama
Class: Epichirurigeon
Level: 7
Disposition: Happy and Loyal


Emily
Class: Royal Assistant
Level: 3
Disposition: Lovingly Devoted


Glob, Bilden, Sunnu, and Fresh Catch
Class: Fighter Types
Level: 2
Disposition: Worshipfully Devoted


Hammy-Todd
Class: Troll Laborer
Level: 6
Disposition: Bemusedly Loyal


Lulu Violet
Class: Acrobatic Assassin
Level: 5
Disposition: Fanatically Devoted


Mojodulana (Mojo)
Class: Inventor
Level: 7
Disposition: Grudgingly Pleased


Una
Class: Scholar
Level: 2
Disposition: Happily Pregnant


Vesta
Class: Chaos Shaman
Level: 3
Disposition: Magically Pregnant


Zaza
Class: Seamstress
Level: 2
Disposition: Hilariously Pregnant (with triplets)


Other Notable Vassals
· Merina (Administrator), level 2
· Xera (Map Making and Scouting), level 2
· Fiera (Logistics), level 2
· Cyndil (Healing), level 2



Chapter 1: No Rest for the King


Thomas Stone, King of the Goblins, lay in a pool of cool, refreshing water.

Little waves driven by the flow from the river and the strange enchantments under the city lapped beneath his chin and through his hair. As they reached the edges of the pool and rebounded, they sent a soft burble through the room.

The magical waters of the pool had long since rendered him entirely clean. He remained in the bath because he needed to think, and this was one of the few places in the entire city where he could have any sort of privacy.

The founders of Lotta Tot had created these bathhouses long ago. While the common perception of goblins was of barely intelligent, bestial monsters – a perception not without some justification – the ancestors of Thomas’s people had been far different. From what he’d seen and learned since arriving in this world, they had reached the pinnacle of what their species was capable of.

Even thousands of years later, their enchantments lingered. The baths and the mechanisms that made them work still operated. The piping had been clogged until recently, but with the blockages removed by Thomas’s Vassals, the system was once again fully functional despite its age.

The women of Lotta Tot, goblin and otherwise, were happily enjoying the many bathhouses around the capital now that they were working. The same could not be said of the goblin men, who had very different ideas about personal hygiene.

Despite Thomas’s rise to power and the example he’d tried to set, the males still preferred to be at least a little disgusting, and most delighted in being as disgusting as possible. He’d resigned himself to the situation for now.

For a few blissful minutes, Thomas was alone. He wasn’t the Goblin King, responsible for lifting the remnants of a vast, wild people to their former greatness. He wasn’t a civil engineer from Earth. And he definitely wasn’t single-handedly responsible for repopulating the entire goblin nation.

Don’t forget other races, either, he thought. It won’t be long before the dryads come to you for help in that department. And after them, who knows?

So much of Thomas’s life had changed since assuming his birthright as Prince of Goblins and then Goblin King, but one thing stood out from the rest. One of his gifts was his incredibly potent seed. He’d lost count of how many goblin babies he’d sired so far, but it was possible he’d hit four digits by now.

After his coronation orgy last night, there were more than goblin babies on the way as well. When he leveled up his Diplomacy skill, he’d gained a new ability: He could breed with nearly any species. And he had.

That line of thought reminded him of Lulu, his ovisari lover. The ovisari were a unique, magical race with abilities that were a legacy of their creation long ago. All ovisari were female, and they could meld different bloodlines inside their wombs, creating unique hybrids. They could also consciously choose whether or not to become pregnant. Given Thomas and Lulu’s activities of late, and how much he needed her in her capacity as an Acrobatic Assassin, he was incredibly glad of that ability.

For fuck’s sake, why am I thinking about sex again? he wondered.

No doubt it was because of the events of the previous night. Or maybe it went further back, to his increasingly deep bond with his assistant Emily. He thought about the morning he’d first met his goblin personal assistant, how she’d appeared on Earth.

She had certainly looked human. When she showed up at the door to his apartment, he thought she was just a curvy Latina with bright red hair. She ended up becoming the instigator for his unlikely adventure into the Fae Wilds. Despite the rapid pace of their relationship, he loved her dearly. The thought of having to leave her behind while he ventured forth to unite the rogue goblin settlements under his rule was a thorn in his heart.

Then again, she’s pregnant. In a matter of weeks, she would give birth to their child. She’d begun using the Incubatus for privacy, and to speed the process along. The magical goblin spa at the center of Lotta Tot could cut the gestation period in half. It was one of the few structures in the Fae Wilds that was purpose-built for goblinkind.

His thoughts of Emily soon brought him to Candi, the Queen of the Trolls. He’d agreed to marry her in a purely political move to cement an alliance between their warring nations. It was an agreement that served both their interests.

Thomas needed to eliminate a military threat to his kingdom. Candi needed to solidify her new rule. The trolls hadn’t had a queen in more than five centuries, and her court was already in severe turmoil. Seeing a potential solution in a new, unattached Goblin King, Candi had matter of factly offered herself to Thomas the morning of his coronation.

While Candi was – unlike male trolls – extremely hot, Thomas was under no illusions as to her motivations for the match. She needed him politically, and that was all, at least for now. He’d agreed to marry her because her proposal made sense for both of their kingdoms. Where they would go with it, well . . . he guessed he would see.

Thomas’s father, Umadin, was about to escort Candi back to the troll capital, where he would spend the next ten days negotiating the terms of the wedding.

Thomas sighed.

“I guess we might as well begin,” he said to himself. The calm of the morning was rapidly leaking away .

With a thought, he summoned his Royal Tablet. The magical device appeared as a glowing, golden screen, and it hovered in the air until he grasped it. At his touch, the Tablet lit up, its display filled with text that reacted to his thoughts.

First he went through the outstanding tasks and re-sorted them for easier accounting. As he began to read the list, a triangular icon pulsed at the top. He tapped on the notification.

Command Authority Upgrade: Now that you are King, this Tablet has been recognized by the Orichalcum Council of Royalty. You should expect to attend the next Orichalcum Council meeting, where Royal Tablet Wielders meet and vote on Tablet-related matters. The next one is due within the year.
Upgrade: The magic in the Tablet has been unleashed, granting you full access to its potential. The new abilities are as follows:
	Your power to shape the chaos in your [goblin] subjects has been expanded.

	Your heightened [Discipline] and [Cunning] scores will influence your subjects passively.

	Your [Chaos] score will increase their efficiency and passion for projects you assign. As your primary population is [Mix-Match] goblins, this will manifest most in [healing] and [culinary] pursuits. Foster new bloodlines to add variety to your kingdom.



You may issue commands to large groups of your population. These commands must be simple. It is far more effective to use Vassals and your Inner Circle for population management.


Coronation Gifts: Several gifts have also been issued as a gesture of goodwill from your fellow royals. The details are as follows:
	The Celestial King [Tablet Read Error] has issued you a shipment of [50] Vassal Tablets. These will enable detailed communication and distribution of responsibilities among your Vassals. Note:The shipment is due to arrive today.

	The Infernal Queen [Lilith] has issued you a shipment of [5] Administrative Tablets. These extremely rare devices will allow you to grant your Inner Circle the ability to subdivide your administration. They will facilitate the creation of governing objectives. By creating a governing objective and assigning it to a member of your Inner Circle, they will be able to create or manage any task that falls within that objective. The Inner Circle members and their assignees will receive the experience points for completing these tasks, not you. Note: The shipment is due to arrive today. Note: The value of this gift is notable as it is far beyond the norm.





“So the Infernal Queen gave me a kingly gift, huh? Is there enmity between her and the celestials, perhaps?” He asked the question out loud, focusing on the magic that bound him to the Tablet rather than touching the screen.

This part was not easy. Emily had promised him that once he became proficient in using the Tablet, he would no longer have to touch it at all. For now, it took nearly a minute for the magical device to read his intent accurately.

Information Requested: The relationship between celestials and infernals is complex. It is worth noting that most of the celestials in the Fae Wilds are not traditionally “good” in Earth terms, any more than the infernals are “evil.”
Celestials are organized and prefer structured logic in their behaviors. They tend to be conventionally beautiful, by Earth standards.
When discussing infernals, it is important to note that there are two distinct branches of their species. The Demons are ruled by a Demon King and his council of Demonic Lords. These are largely considered to be the most malevolent, violent people in the Fae Wields. The other strain, the incubi and succubi, are ruled by Queen Lilith. Her people are known to have a much more cunning and refined aspect.


“Interesting. Well, this sounds like some people want to earn my favor early on.”

He continued down the gift list.

	Queen Esmer of the Cryseth Fairies has christened three ships in your name. They include [1] war galleon and [2] trade vessels. They are being magically contained in the city of Boulibar Bay but will be available at your discretion. She is also sending you a fairy assistant, who will depart soon. This woman will provide you with valuable guidance and insight into fairy matters, and the Queen hopes you will find her counsel useful.

	King Breon and Queen Nephinae of the Elves wish to apologize for their daughter’s absence from your coronation and have ordered her to make a ceremonial visit to your court to make up for it. The beautiful Princess Lorelai will be personally delivering their coronation gift, which includes enchanted seeds to begin a new grove for your dryad allies. She must pick up the seeds, which may delay her arrival. Expect her within 90 days.





Thomas lifted an eyebrow at these two notices. Did he really need another assistant? Could he even trust a fairy assistant? He’d been told by several of the goblins not to trust any of the Cryseth Fairies. A gift of three ships plus some supposedly valuable advisor surely came with a lot of strings attached. He wasn’t even sure he wanted a Cryseth Faerie in his court in the first place.

The second one, though . . . So the “beautiful Princess Lorelai” was coming to make amends for her absence? He remembered what her mother Queen Nephinae looked like. If Lorelai looked anything like her mother, she was surely something akin to a pointy-eared supermodel. But Thomas also remembered Breon’s reaction to Candi’s behavior at his coronation ball. The Elf King surely had ulterior motives for sending his daughter here bearing valuable gifts.

Well, I’m marrying a Troll Queen to protect my kingdom, Thomas thought. Possibly having to marry an elf princess too is hardly a big step. I just hope she’s tolerable. How bad could she be?

He continued through the rest of the list.

	King Reginald has given you two of his slaves. He wishes to remind you that goblins in the past became expansionistic, and that every Goblin War was fought over your people’s all-consuming ways.

	Various other signatories of the Orichalcum Council have extended warm wishes. The Phoenix Empress, kitsune, shifter, and other communities formally invite you to visit their far realms and receive their gifts and blessings at your convenience. Long press to see more details about these distant kingdoms.





Thomas scowled at the note from Reginald. He didn’t like violence, but he suspected that something would have to be done about the human King. He’d disliked Reginald instantly, and the feeling was clearly mutual. Something told him that Reginald intended to do more than simply warn Thomas off. This issue bore careful attention, and he needed to speak to Lulu about it.

Before he could consider the notifications, he heard the sound of skipping footsteps approaching the open door of the bathhouse. The sounds abruptly ceased, and a thunderous impact slammed into the water next to him, sending a wave across his face.

Thomas sputtered and laughed to see his lovely assistant Emily bobbing in the water next to him. To his mild surprise, the mischievous goblin was still clothed.

“Sire!” she declared, throwing her arms around him as she kicked the water with her booted feet. The curvaceous goblin beauty was barely four-foot-nine, and she couldn’t quite reach the bottom.

Still chuckling, Thomas rose out of the water to keep her afloat. Given how big her breasts are, I don’t think she’d have a problem with possibly drowning, he thought, only somewhat ironically. His goblin wife had a moderate baby bump while the rest of her normally voluptuous body had gone from ridiculous proportions to somewhere into the next zip code.

“Be careful with those things. You’ll knock my head off,” he chided her playfully as she rested her chest on his.

Emily grinned at him, her eyes alight with mischievous goblin chaos. “Your father sent me to get you. He is leaving soon and would like a word with you first. The other royals have departed. Except Candi, of course, since your father is accompanying her.”

I guess last night did run long. Goblins were big on celebratory orgies for their royalty. But they had to be if Thomas was going to add another eighty thousand goblins to the population over the next few years.

“Seems reasonable, I suppose,” he replied. “We’ll do a quick check-in on Laylana and get breakfast, then see them off. Speaking of which, have you found your replacement assistant for my tour of the goblin villages?”

Leaning up, she kissed his chin, then his cheeks. “I’m going to go with you for the two neutral ones. It’ll give us some time together before I start waddling around. After that, you should know enough to handle yourself. Besides, you’ll have Lulu with you.”

“That he will,” an amused, high-pitched voice said from the doorway. A robed figure, shadowy and mysterious, stepped into view. Two dainty hands rose from the gap in the robe, pushing the cowl back and sliding the robe off.

Thomas was a bit surprised to see Lulu wearing an Earth-style bikini. It hugged her lithe, curvy frame so tightly that her breasts spilled out around the tiny triangles, which could barely contain the boobage. The ovisari was more toned than Emily, and her lustrous pink hair fell just below her breasts. Two golden horns peeked through her hair, and she had two daggers strapped to her thighs.

A moment later, she joined them in the water.

“You told him your plans for the friendly villages?” Lulu asked once she got a kiss from each of them. Settling in on the other side of his chest, she casually ran her fingers up and down Emily’s side. The contact was intimate, though not overly sexual.

Thomas’s women cared for one another and weren’t averse to acting on it, but their voracious appetites in the bedroom usually involved making sure Thomas was fully occupied.

“I did,” Emily replied.

“Then you should also have mentioned that your coming along lets us spend more time together too!” Lulu pouted at her friend. Her full lips and huge almost cartoonishly large blue eyes put on a good show. A few tendrils of wet pink hair slid down her neck, parting over the horns that brushed Thomas’s head.

The goblin girl splashed at Lulu, though most of the water went in Thomas’s eyes. “Hey now!” he protested.

“Lulu should know of course I’m excited to spend more time with her, too,” Emily said, mock glaring. “There’s no one I’d rather wake up to—”

Before she could finish the phrase, Thomas dunked them both beneath the water. It served them right.


Chapter 2: Coffee is Life


As much as he enjoyed private time with Emily and Lulu, they all had work to do. The three of them returned to the palace, where they dressed and got ready for the day.

After donning a charcoal-gray suit that his chief tailor Zaza had created for him, Thomas made his way through Lotta Tot. Emily walked beside him, her expression smug with the knowledge that she was one of the king’s favorites and his first and most trusted Vassal.

Trailing behind them, once more wearing her all-concealing cloak, was Lulu, who cared nothing for such things. She watched the area around them to keep an eye out for potential dangers, obviously hoping something would emerge that she could murder. Fortunately, or unfortunately – depending on one’s perspective – nothing did.

In the weeks since Thomas’s arrival, Lotta Tot had improved at a remarkable pace. Although there were still signs of disrepair and abuse at the hands of its chaotic citizens, the superficial transformation was amazing.

Piles of refuse that had once laid between the buildings at the center of the capital were gone. Repairs were evident everywhere. The city’s once-omnipresent aroma of bodily waste overlaid with the stench of rotting garbage was also thankfully departed, at least from the better areas.

The inhabitants of Lotta Tot had undergone an even more impressive and important transformation.

When Thomas first toured the city after arriving with Emily, he’d seen scores of goblin males throwing balls of mud at each other, beating each other with rocks simply for the entertainment value, or killing themselves by competing to see which of them could jump off the tallest building. Not surprisingly, such a chaotic, dangerous environment was not conducive to any sense of community, or population growth.

That had changed, however. With the males no longer running amok, the other citizens of Lotta Tot were no longer afraid to show their faces. Elves, humans, faeries, beast-kin, and even a few winged celestials and infernals now casually wandered the streets.

“Once Zaza gets the clothing factory going,” Thomas observed, “our citizens won’t have to walk around in rags.” He felt a gut punch seeing how few of his people had decent clothes to wear.

They’d been dressing in rags because there was simply nothing else available until very recently. He’d initially wondered why these folks were here in the first place, given the city’s poverty. He had since learned that, despite its many issues, Lotta Tot had become a haven for refugees from several of the surrounding kingdoms. The reasons for that were part of the many challenges he faced as King.

“Zaza has been working with Mojo to install seven looms in the new textiles area,” Emily replied brightly from his side. “When she hasn’t been training subordinates, she’s been studying the designs Umadin and I gave her. If things go well, we’ll have all new styles to clothe your Vassals in soon.”

“And our people.”

“And our people,” she confirmed. “I’m sure whoever you elect to handle commerce will see that as an opportunity.”

“In my world, the nation I came from exported movies and fashion. Perhaps we can do that here, too.”

“Movies, Sire?” Lulu asked from under her cloak.

“Like, uh, entertainers, but performing on a tablet that people watch.”

“Would that not break the tablet?” she asked. “How did they dance on top of the screen?”

“They didn’t—nevermind. The tablet isn’t the important part, the entertainers were.”

Emily beamed at the idea. “I think exporting goblin entertainers is an amazing idea, Sire! If we can show people that our kind aren’t pests or threats, that might change attitudes across the Fae Wilds.”

“But they will break the other rulers’ tablets!” Lulu cried. “That would be seen as an act of war! It will confirm all the worst stereotypes about your people.”

Thomas had to stop for a moment and pinch the bridge of his nose.

“They won’t be dancing on tablets. They’ll just be dancing. Please forget the tablets, Lulu. I was just making an analogy.”

“Like he did with you before he loved you,” Emily said to the ovisari.

Lulu nodded in understanding. “Yes, I see now.”

As they passed through the city, Thomas lifted his Tablet and called up the regional map. Even from the most distant perspective, he could only see the immediate eighty miles around the capital, because that was all he controlled. Lotta Tot was built near the base of a mountain, and a river meandered around it. To the city’s east and south were dense forests; further south and west, the landscape was more scrub and grassland.

With a pinching motion on the screen, Thomas zoomed back in on the city. The Royal Tablet updated the view, giving him a top-down perspective. It also listed all the current civic statistics and objectives along one side, making it easy for him to check in on progress.

They walked out of the innermost section, the most intact portion of the capital and where Umadin had ruled until the previous day. What Thomas had seen when he arrived here had been a reflection of his birth-father’s power and character – or lack thereof.

Umadin had been a competent ruler before someone laid a curse on him that destroyed his potency. Because so much of the goblin kingdom’s strength and vitality was tied up in their reproductive ability, goblins viewed their King’s primary role as creating offspring. Umadin’s curse had all but destroyed the kingdom, as was no doubt the intent.

Yet even after being cursed and losing much of his chaos, the former king had fought to instill as much order as he could into the populace. He’d done the best he could to hold things together, but as Umadin’s influence waned, more of the city fell into disrepair, and more of the populace fell into barbarism.

The center of the city, where Umadin had done the best he could to hold on, had been bad enough. The outer regions were barely civilized, and only the powers of a few goblin females like Chef Mama had prevented things from collapsing entirely.

Lotta Tot had been built as a series of concentric rings, with the innermost ring enclosing the palace and the scholarly section around it. This neighborhood was dominated by elegant marble and stone buildings that might have been at home in ancient Greece – if Greece had been inhabited by magical goblin architects.

The buildings were on the small side compared to human dwellings, but they had been impeccably crafted. Even after hundreds of generations of goblins had come and gone, magic symbols on many of the buildings lingered. Resilient magic didn’t help chaotic goblins find a passion for knowledge, however. Although the buildings were intact, they had been used only as storage or living quarters until recently.

Thomas intended to change that, as soon as he could. Mojo, Una, and Vesta, three of his Vassals, lived in this neighborhood. All three had scholarly classes, and would eventually help bring back education for his citizens.

“Let’s go this way,” Thomas said, pointing to the east. “I want to walk the perimeter.”

“Are we checking on Laylana’s progress, Sire?” Lulu asked.

“That’s exactly what we need to do.”

Laylana was a dryad who had been one of the Troll King’s agents, before Thomas and Lulu assassinated him. Since then, Laylana had decided to join Thomas and relocate to the goblin farmlands in hopes that he could rescue her people from the damage the Troll King had done to their ancestral grove

Thomas assigned her to work with Merina on overcoming the city’s food challenges. Right now, Chef Mama was the primary provider of food for everyone, thanks to her unique combination of magic and culinary skills. That had to change, and soon. One person could not feed thousands indefinitely.

“It’s only been a day, but I’m hoping she’s managed something,” Thomas went on. “If coffee gives our people a production boost, we’ll want to harvest that as soon as possible. Well, as soon as magically possible.”

When Emily brought Thomas to the Fae Wilds, the magic of the Tablet had also brought over an entire coffee shop with them. The three of them had since discovered that coffee had a distinctly drug-like effect on goblins. In small doses, it increased their happiness; in larger doses, it sent their already high sex drives into orbit.

Thomas had decided to leverage the basic effect because of his class. As a Tomorrowwright, when his populace was happy, it provided huge boosts to their productivity. He concluded that it was entirely possible that the future of his burgeoning empire relied on the black gold.

The trio next passed through the military section of the city, which was mostly stone and mud-brick buildings. Thomas’s army was not large, and a significant portion of the soldiers were doing drills. Umadin, the former Goblin King and Thomas’s father, had assumed command of the troops after stepping down.

A group of muscular, four-foot-tall males in tattered leather armor and carrying spears marched past. They saluted Thomas as they did.

“They’re getting better at that,” he observed once they were out of earshot. “Good to know that between my Discipline and Umadin’s training, we’re getting a somewhat capable military force.” Then he sighed. “But we need so much more. We have enemies, and I’m not convinced that we know all of them.”

Lulu closed up the distance between her and Thomas and spoke in a quiet voice. “We have several months, Sire, assuming things go well. But I agree that while the trolls are no longer an immediate threat, those who fear a resurgence of goblin dominance may move against you sooner or later.”

“Like Reginald?” Thomas asked.

His ovisari lover scowled at the mention of the human king.

“Yes. I haven’t had much time, but I managed to interview those girls he gave you, who you assigned me to train. Both told me Reginald is a monster.”

Thomas cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Did he hurt them?”

Lulu growled. “Those two, no. I got the impression from what they told me that he might have been saving them for something special. But they saw what happened to other slaves.” Her face darkened even further. “It was bad.”

“Bad?”

“Yes. Bad enough that they were actually thrilled to be given to the Goblin King, even with what Teelah, she’s the blonde one, knew about goblins.”

“And you explained that things are different now?” he asked. “I tried yesterday, but given how bewildering that whole day must have been for them, I couldn’t tell if they fully understood.”

Lulu nodded. “Yes. They understand, and they wanted to tell us things about Reginald.”

“What things?”

“Belladonna, the dark-haired one with all the tattoos and weird body jewelry, told me she overheard him having a conversation with someone about the treasures hidden in our city.”

Thomas grumbled. “Which means he probably knows about our inheritance,” he replied, pointing downward.

Thomas had discovered soon after arriving that his capital city was built on ancient, highly advanced goblin ruins. But when he’d sent his Vassals to explore them, they’d discovered that the ruins were, in turn, built on top of a dungeon with a top-tier dungeon core.

Something about the dungeon was causing its magic to swell upward, infusing the waters around the city. The magic-infused water had many wondrous properties, some of which they were still discovering.

The ancient enchantments seem to work together with the magic waters to make the hot springs hot and imbue the bathhouses with extra cleaning power. The water could recharge magic items like the war wagon they’d discovered in the river. Thomas was certain there was much more to it, making his city a potential source of all sorts of incredible wealth for whoever controlled it.

“From what they told me, I agree it is quite likely Reginald knows,” the petite pink-haired assassin replied. “From what Belladonna overheard, he has known about the waters for many months.”

“I wonder how he found out?” Thomas mused. “Perhaps one of the rogue members of Umadin’s Inner Circle told him?”

“Or a spy in your city, Sire,” Lulu added, peering around angrily and drawing her black dagger. She brandished it menacingly at enemies only she appeared to see.

Thomas raised his hand and motioned for the suddenly enraged ovisari to stand down. “That isn’t the kind of thing we could keep a secret forever. You can’t have unlimited natural resources and not have someone with a lot of power come to claim it. It just means we’re going to need to develop a response ahead of time.”

“What kind of response, Sire?” Emily said in tones both worried and eager. He knew she didn't want her people to go to war, but he also knew the goblin in her craved mayhem.

“The Lulu kind of response, I think.”

Gesturing for Lulu to come even closer, Thomas dropped his voice. “I’ve decided we need to have your new students along for our tour. Assuming you decide they’re trustworthy, I can make them Vassals. That’ll give them a free level and let me assign them tasks to get experience. This is the kind of expedition where I can assign a lot of tasks they can complete quickly. If all goes well, we can level them up and get you two competent assistants.”

Lulu’s eyes narrowed. He could tell part of her liked the idea but the rest was uncertain.

“Toward what end, Sire?” she said.

“We need them. You know I’m not a fan of overt violence,” he replied. “We have enemies, a lot of them from the sound of things, but we’re just not strong enough to risk sparking a war. But I am a fan of moves that our enemies won’t see coming and can’t pin on us.” Running his fingers through Emily’s silken red hair, he continued, “They’re expecting goblins. Goblin armies, goblin spies, goblin threats. They’re not yet expecting assassins of other races. We need to establish our own methods of training spies they won’t expect.”

Lulu’s eyes sparkled like dangerous gemstones. “Spies and assassins, right? It will take knives in the dark or poison to deal with all our enemies.”

Thomas smiled down at her.

“Yes, love. Those too.”

Lulu made a happy sound as her face filled with a familiar bloodlust.

“I’ll do my best to vet and train them, Sire. Once you make them Vassals, you’ll be able to see their loyalty, too.”

Past the spartan military sector, they came to the mercantile district. This neighborhood looked like something out of a European-inspired roleplaying game, which was to say it looked less like a village in Germany or Austria than like someone’s attempt to reproduce one for a movie or TV series.

The Fae Wilds was in many ways a hodge-podge of influences. Most of those were from Earth, but he’d heard there might be other worlds, too. Thomas was still trying to figure out the reason for these weird elements that inexpertly duplicated portions of the mortal world. He suspected it had something to do with the unpredictable connections between the Fae Wilds and everything else.

As they moved away from the center of town, the signs of dilapidation grew. Collapsed houses filled once thriving city blocks. Thomas wanted to rebuild everything, but he’d only been in the Fae Wilds a few weeks and had been King for less than a day.

Despite his class benefits, there was only so much the goblins could fix in a matter of days. Only a couple of renovated structures, including a warehouse, were visible from the road. Thomas wanted to inspect the new construction, but they had things to do, so he kept them on course. A complete tour of the city would take all day.

Lotta Tot had once been a flourishing metropolis. Though the population had declined, the city itself was still sprawling. He guessed that, including the underground compound that he had yet to see, it could have housed over a hundred thousand goblins. Barely over a tenth of that currently lived here.

The far northeast side of the city came up against a series of rugged, stony hills in the shadow of the unclaimed mountains. A vast, thundering waterfall cascaded just a few hundred feet away as they emerged from the mercantile district. It powered the fast-flowing river that wound most of the way around Lotta Tot. Sparkling, crystal clear water rushed beneath one of the two main bridges into the city.

On the other side of the bridge was the field that was their destination. Hip-high, vibrant emerald bushes filled several acres. A beautiful woman with luxurious purple hair was tending to the plants, and she waved as the trio made their way over the bridge.

“Thomas,” Laylana called, closing the distance between them. Unlike Lulu and Emily, who were both chest high on him at best, Laylana was a bit taller, at just over five feet. Her ripe red lips widened in a warm smile. “I’ve been making progress with your seeds. With help from the waters, they have regenerated and grown far faster than I would have expected.”

“That’s great,” Thomas said. “Do you have any idea how long before we can harvest?”

Having spent a year as a barista, he had a familiarity with coffee that wasn’t reflected on his Royal Tablet stats. He’d already explained to her about the plant’s life cycle and the harvesting and roasting process as he understood them from Earth.

“I’d say give me two, maybe three more weeks,” the beautiful druid replied. “Remember that we also have to expand fertile zones like this all over the area to help with the food issues. I can’t devote all my energy to the coffee.”

“I know. I understand it’s a lot.”

The dryad smiled. “Of course, once we can migrate the rest of my people, now that the troll king is no longer a threat to us, all of this will take just a matter of days.”

“That will be great, thanks.” He gave her a smile, remembering the looks she’d given him during their travels together.

Laylana and her people had been through a lot because of the depredations of the trolls. Thomas had learned that dryads had much more in common with goblins than he would have imagined. They lived life passionately and in the moment. His connection with Laylana was still nascent, but he had the feeling it would grow rapidly given time.

Lulu stepped up beside him,

“Does the water help rejuvenate your magic at all?” she asked. “Since you’re a dryad?”

“It does, actually.” Laylana replied. “I’m at double my normal daily mana by using it.”

“That’s wonderful news,” Thomas said. Then he summoned his Royal Tablet and brought up one of the notifications from that morning. He turned it around to show her. “Speaking of good news, take a look at this.”

King Breon and Queen Nephinae of the Elves wish to apologize for their daughter’s absence from your coronation and have ordered her to make a ceremonial visit to your court to make up for it. The beautiful Princess Lorelai will be personally delivering their coronation gift, which includes enchanted seeds to begin a new grove for your dryad allies. She must pick up the seeds, which may delay her arrival. Expect her within 90 days.

Laylana squealed with glee and threw her arms around him.

“Oh, yes!”

She squeezed him tightly, and holding her was enough to remind Thomas that she was not like goblin women or ovisari.

While she was immersed in nature, her appearance took on a more plant-like appearance consistent with her surroundings. Among the coffee bushes, parts of her skin had a smooth, shiny green texture, and her lips were as bright red as ripe coffee berries. He was certain the stiff nipples he felt against his chest were the same color.

The rest of the dryad, sheathed in a simple sundress, was lean and firm, a nice contrast to the lushness of Lulu and Emily.

Sliding up next to them, Lulu smirked and looked down at Thomas’s slacks.

“Is it me, or did our King’s chaos get a big upgrade after the coronation? Between the celebratory orgy and this morning, you’d think the royal scepter would need a new shaft.”

Emily looked confused. “What are you looking at? Is the scepter in his trousers?”

Neither girl showed the slightest sign of jealousy. If anything, there was a hint of camaraderie.

Cheeks flushing a fetching shade of purple, Laylana started to back away. “Oh, they weren’t kidding, were they?”

Thomas didn’t bother glancing down. “Ignore that. We’re focused on work for now.” Clearing his throat, he turned to Lulu. “And no, the royal, er, shaft, is not in need of replacement, thank you very much.”

“I can fix that!” Emily practically shouted, hand shooting up in full volunteer mode.

Laylana seemed on the brink of saying something but stopped. Biting her bottom lip, she shrugged. “I do adore how uncivilized your people are, Sire.” Her voice had taken on a husky edge.

“Oh, no you don’t. All three of you, stop this.” Taking a step back, Thomas wiggled a finger at the trio. “We’re getting things done right now. Not—” he made a spinning motion at all three, “whatever seems to be percolating here.”

Emily huffed, hands moving to her hips. “If it helps, I’m willing to watch. Laylana is gorgeous, but if she’s not into sharing the way Lulu is, I’ll just be over here.” One of her hands started to slide inward, over her tight denim shorts.

“Sharing?” Laylana echoed.

With a sigh, Thomas waved. “C’mon girls. Laylana, keep up the good work. When I’m back from touring the goblin settlements, I hope you and I can finally get your people to safety. Work with Merina on communication. Since you’re not my Vassal, it’ll be easier for us to coordinate tasks that way.”

Her flirty manner faded, and her face took on a much more serious expression.

“Sire, I know what we discussed on the trip from Boulibar Bay, but even a few days here has convinced me you are a man I would be honored to serve. Would you be willing to accept me as your Vassal? We agreed to put it off so we could come to terms, but everything I’ve seen since joining you has told me you are what you seemed to be when we met.”

She gestured at Lulu and Emily.

“A tyrant would not command the love and adoration that you do. Now that I’ve seen your intent to help my people find their souls again, I’d be honored to pledge myself to your service.”

Thomas considered this for a few moments. Laylana had once been the Troll King’s agent, though he knew she hadn’t served him willingly. There was a time not so long ago that he’d viewed her as an enemy, or at least a danger.

But things were different now. She’d committed herself to their cause, and he needed her skills. Taking her as a Vassal would improve them.

There was no need to ask Lulu or Emily. There were some decisions Thomas simply knew were the right ones. It wasn’t even that Laylana and her people could do so much for Lotta Tot. Rather, he knew what she’d been through. The Troll King had blackmailed her and her people into being his servants, and then he’d destroyed their lives.

“Good kings rule with compassion,” he said out loud, then tapped on his Tablet. Options for Laylana appeared.

· Add as a Vassal (+1 level to Forest Walker)
· Add as a member of your Inner Circle (+1 level to Forest Walker)
· 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 first option. When he did, a golden glow spun out from the Tablet to hover in front of Laylana’s face.

“I accept,” she said out loud. When she did, her information populated on his Royal Tablet.


Laylana Character Sheet


Age: 23
Level: 10
Class: Forest Walker
Total Experience Needed to Reach Level 11: 550 (550 remaining)
Species: Dryad
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 26
Mana (Magic + Level): 29
Attributes
· Intelligence: 13
· Discipline: 17 (Attempts to Charm or use similar spells on her have a higher chance to fail)
· Strength: 11
· Endurance: 16 (She has significantly enhanced durability and endurance)
· Spirit: 22 (Her ability to communicate with animals and nature is supernaturally heightened)
· Magic: 19
· Agility: 18 (She is significantly more agile and able to dodge attacks of all types)
Core Skills:
· Nature: 9 – She has knowledge about practically all natural phenomena.
· Agriculture: 5 - Crops she plants grow 25% faster and are 25% heartier.
· Animal Management: 7 - She knows how to care for, and manage, animals of all types. She is 50% more likely to charm, or befriend, natural and supernatural animals.
Class Benefits
Level 1: She knows a selection of Druid spells. This expands naturally as she gains levels. This spell list increases at levels 3, 7, 12, and 17.
Level 5: Bough Strider - Nine times a day, she may teleport from one tree to another. Her destination tree must be within 5 miles per level of her current position. She may also bring up to [2] people with her but each one she brings along consumes one of her teleportation uses.
Level 10: She may produce a nurturing aura that helps rejuvenate all life around her (within 120’). Activating this ability grants passive healing, along with other benefits. It consumes 3 mana per minute when active.


Vassal Status
Laylana
Loyalty to the [King]: 6 (Elevated)
Current Disposition: Optimistic, Anxious, Intrigued



Chapter 3: Cunning Candi


“Holy cow, you’re level ten?” Thomas asked as he reviewed the druid’s information. “I had no idea. That new aura you just got is going to come in really handy, I bet.”

Laylana smiled, her eyes practically glowing with joy as she felt the level she’d lost with the Troll King’s death return to her. “It will indeed, Sire. And I look forward to using it to serve you.”

With a couple of presses, Thomas opened his Task Management tab.

(Updated) Task 1 - Implement Improved Farming/Food Plan
Assignment: Merina, Laylana
Summary: Merina and Laylana are implementing farmland and food production together.
Time to Completion: 19 days


Queued Task 16 – Create Coffee Roaster and Distribution Processes
Assignment: Laylana, Fiera
Time to Completion: N/A


“Thank you, Sire,” Laylana said, bowing graciously to him. With her high Agility score, the motion was like a flowing dance. “By the time you return, I hope to have both tasks completed to your satisfaction.”

“Oh, I like the way she said ‘satisfaction,’” Emily said.

Smirking at the goblin, the druid added, “Just so you understand, Emily, dryads are creatures of the plant world. The sexual divisions that matter so much to other species are largely irrelevant to mine, since we are all female. Most of my kind are just as comfortable with women as with men.”

Lulu let out an amused snort, but Emily returned the smirk with an outright leer as her eyes lit up with distinct interest.

“Bring it on.”

“No bringing anything on right now,” Thomas said firmly, as he began to appreciate how much pregnancy had supercharged Emily’s already overheated sex drive. “We need to go. Umadin is waiting. I’m sure others are, too.”

He felt the dryad’s hand on his arm.

“Sire, before you go?” Laylana waited until his attention returned to her before continuing. “There is something I would like to ask you to consider.”

“Yes?”

“Dryads reproduce very slowly. To create offspring, there is a magic ritual that involves planting acorns.” She paused for a moment. “I do not wish to offend or presume too much as your Vassal, but we discussed briefly on our trip about your Diplomacy score and what it means . . .”

“Go on,” Thomas said, though he knew exactly where this was going.

Laylana looked at him with hope in her eyes. “I am certain once the grove is rebuilt, our next priority will be growing our community. If we can shortcut the decades-long period it normally takes to mature new dryads, that would change everything for us.”

Thomas smiled at her.

“Once we’ve got your people a place to stay and they are members of the community, I’m happy to do what I can to help them. Starting with you.”

“That would be wonderful, Sire!” Laylana flung herself into his arms again. This time, she pressed her mouth against his, kissing him impulsively. Thomas let her, returning the kiss. She tasted like strawberries and honey.

It would have been a lie to say he wasn’t intrigued by the idea of being with Laylana and her sisters. He just wasn’t sure he had the time to take on even more responsibility. There were only so many hours in the day, after all.

“Does the royal scepter have a new staff now?” Lulu asked from nearby.

With a forlorn sigh, Emily replied, “Probably not. You know how he is about being disciplined and on schedule.”

Thomas gave Laylana a final hug, and they left her to her work. After a few minutes, he, Emily, and Lulu headed off toward the military sector where Umadin was waiting for them.

“Emily, just how many fae species have reproductive problems?” he asked. “Will my ability to reproduce factor in many more of our negotiations, do you think?”

Thomas already knew troll men and women had interesting relations. It seemed things were equally complex with dryads.

“Hard to say, exactly,” she replied. “Because a lot of those races don’t like talking to others about such subjects.” Emily’s brow furrowed as she looked into the distance at the cloudy blue sky. “The celestials, probably not. Infernals? Maybe. I think gargoyles reproduce like the druids. There’s a process involving stone.”

“There’s also dragons,” Lulu piped up. “They don’t mate often, but they sure know how to make the skies shake when they do.”

“Good point,” Emily agreed. “And dragons lay eggs in clutches, but it can take literally centuries to produce one.”

Thomas blanched. “I am not having sex with a giant lizard.”

But both girls laughed.

“They can shapeshift, just like fairies can,” Lulu said. “Sometimes they refuse to, but all of the older ones are capable of it. They look mostly human, just with scales, horns, and a tail.”

He rolled his eyes. “All right. I guess that’s good to know.”

They continued their trek through the city, settling into a confident comfort that came from proximity and time. Thomas took it all in with a sense of gratitude, letting the ladies do most of the verbal leg work.

His heart was full. The day was balmy, and the sky was full of colorful clouds. All around him was evidence of his kingdom on the rise, from groups of goblins working to prepare the land for farming, to others rebuilding the shanties at the furthest edges of the city.

If Thomas could have done nothing other than rule Lotta Tot with his lovers at his side, he might have considered it. But like life on Earth, things here did not stand still. Events were moving rapidly around them, and he had to keep his people moving forward lest they be run over.

Too much to do, he thought. The five goblin settlements he needed to visit might have seemed to be obstacles from one perspective, but for the King he wanted to be, they were also opportunities. Potential alliances with their neighbors – the trolls, the elves, the faeries, and others – would be the same. Of all the challenges ahead, the one that worried him the most was Reginald.

The trio crossed over the second bridge as they rounded the southern corner of the city near Chef Mama’s cooking area. The immense magical cook pot was boiling, and a dozen of her robed female attendees labored at stirring and maintaining the stew. None of them were adding ingredients, however. Only an Epichirurigeon could transform mundane, random trash into delectable food.

Emily rushed ahead to embrace the goblin priestesses, most of whom were as visibly pregnant as she was.

“It’s a good thing goblin kids mature so quickly,” Thomas observed. “I’m seeing that we’re going to have cycles of extreme vulnerability, especially if we continue to reproduce to minimum viable capacity.”

Lulu leaned against his arm, and she batted her eyes up at him. “Forgive me, Sire, but I’m an assassin, not whatever you said you were on Earth. Can you explain that?”

He smirked at her.

“I’m not falling for that doe-eyed ingénue look, Lulu. We both know you’re smarter than that. And we both know you remember I was a civil planner.” His degree was in Civil Engineering, but he had a diverse background in addition to that. Part of it was due to his adoptive parents, who were diplomats. Their constantly traveling lifestyle had prepared him to be King in ways he could never have anticipated. That had actually been the point of his residence on Earth, though he didn’t realize it until Umadin told him.

Lulu’s face twisted with amusement. “It works fine on you when we play.”

“That’s because it’s adorable when you’re trying to get in my pants. Just not when we’re being serious, and you’re deliberately not acting like the smart woman I know you are.”

She blew her lips out in a raspberry sound. “Fine. Will you just explain what you mean?”

“Sure.” Thomas waved, and two of the assistants brought bowls of stew over for them as Emily continued hugging and touching the other pregnant ladies.

“Goblin kids take a few years to mature. That means Una and her assistants are going to be extremely busy with both daycare and schooling. While we’re focused on producing contributing members of society, we’ll have a two- or three-year period where we’re more vulnerable than other cultures.”

“Why would that make us more vulnerable?”

Taking a bite of his stew, he pointed at the bellies of all the pregnant goblin women. “I can’t think of many human settlements on Earth where anyone deliberately got so many women pregnant simultaneously. That’s going to mean a years-long baby boom, and those babies will need a lot of attention.”

“Oh. That’s a good point. So we’ll need to assign protection to the kids too? If the goal is to grow, we can’t let the little tykes run around trying to wake up dragons.”

“Excellent point.” Thomas winked. “And this is why your innocent expressions usually fail.”

“What about the other thing you said? Minimum viable capacity?”

“Population stability.” Holding his hands apart, he said, “Every population has a certain range of sustainability, and as long as they stay within that, they won’t use up more resources than the area they’re occupying can produce. It also means they won’t die out if there’s a bad harvest or a plague, because there’s a large enough buffer to cushion events like that.”

“Which means what for our city?” she asked.

“The problem with goblins is that their reproduction is damn near exponential. Once they hit a certain number, they’ve historically bred well past the point they can feed themselves. From there, they had no choice but to expand.”

She mouthed the last few words. “And that’s what leads goblins to go to war so much? Food and space?”

“Precisely. That’s why my goal here is to get our little gobbo family to the right size for our holdings. Enough people to make this city work and defend itself, but not so many that our quality of life depends on plundering the lands around us. The key to that is finding a way to give goblin women more authority over their bodies.”

Lulu had been following along with this discussion until now, but Thomas’s last comment caused her jaw to drop.

“What? Why would that matter?”

“We need to give them the goblin equivalent of the pill.”

His ovisari lover’s already huge eyes got even bigger. “The what?”

“It’s a thing on Earth that allows women to decide whether or not they want to be fertile. If they can mate for fun and not just offspring, it’ll give us a way to manage our population growth. Since goblin women tend to be the ones with more control over their chaos, it makes sense that they should have the say in the matter.”

“There is a ‘Pill’ on Earth that controls human fertility? Like a temple? Human women go there to ask not to be fertile?”

Thomas shook his head.

“No. It’s a sort of medicine. Any human woman can take it to stop being fertile.”

Lulu finally nodded in understanding. “Yes, that makes sense. Of course, ovisari can do that naturally.” She tapped her stomach. “We can just decide . . .”

Then her voice trailed off as Thomas watched the wheels spinning in her eyes. She lowered her voice.

“Sire, what if we could find a mage to take what ovisari can do, and make it into a single magic item? Not hundreds or thousands of these ‘pills,’ but a thing that would work for all the goblins?”

Thomas had been thinking of something along the lines of duplicating the pill in the Fae Wilds, perhaps with Mama’s help. Lulu’s idea, if it worked, would be much simpler.

“Now that is a great idea,” he replied.

He leaned down and kissed her firmly on the mouth, reaching around to give her plump bottom a firm squeeze.

As Lulu giggled in pleasure, a group of goblin males who’d come to collect their stew cheered them on enthusiastically. There was nothing healthier for goblin society than a potent, virile King.

When they finished eating and checking in, the trio continued around the southern perimeter of the city. The river flow vanished just south of the kitchens, giving way to hard-packed dirt. An ancient stone wall, crumbling and in ill-repair, circled Lotta Tot’s southern flank.

They came to a gatehouse where a pair of huge metal doors opened to a road that might have once been wide enough for three wagons. But now the doors were broken and hung uselessly against the wall.

Umadin, Chef Mama, and a group of goblin soldiers stood just outside the gatehouse in a grassy field. Queen Candi and her retinue of trolls waited fifty or sixty feet away.

As the assembled group saw the trio approaching, Queen Candi strode out ahead of Umadin and Mama. She stood out from her entourage in more ways than one.

Trolls and goblins had a shared ancestor, even though they were not normally inter-fertile. Thomas suspected it had something to do with his status as King and wielder of the Royal Tablet. Since he learned about the improvement in his Diplomacy skill giving him the ability to breed with other races, Thomas would not have been surprised to discover goblin blood in most of the fae species. There were surely Goblin Kings in the past who had possessed the same abilities he did.

Like the goblins, troll women and men diverged greatly, but the divergence was physical rather than in temperament. Troll men had four arms, and their eyes were small, fierce, and yellow. Most were shaped like lumbering blocks with holes for ears, and one sub-group even had massive tusks. Nearly all of them were hideous and terrifying.

Troll women, on the other hand, were an entirely different proposition. They were as gorgeous as the men were ugly, and their Queen was a stunning example of their species’ dimorphism.

Candi had a youthful vibrance to her, and her steps had an undulating, pendulous rhythm that positively oozed sensuality. She was a few inches taller than Lulu, with raven-black hair and bronze skin. She looked superficially human, though with proportions that would have been difficult without plastic surgery. A diamond-shaped gem shone in the middle of her forehead.

Dressed in black travel leathers that clung as tightly to her body as an Earth cat-suit, with a bodice that created a shelf of her full breasts, the Queen smirked as she saw Thomas’s eyes wandering over her.

“It is good to see you, my betrothed,” Candi purred once she was close enough to not shout. “I’m glad you finally made it.”

He gave her an unapologetic smile. It wasn’t a King’s duty to explain himself. “I hope you didn’t find the wait tedious, but I have a great many things demanding my attention on the first day of my reign, as I am sure you understand.”

She pouted for a moment. “I would have hoped that thoughts of your future bride would have drawn you here sooner, my love. My womb aches for your seed.”

Thomas gave her a flat look. Despite her words, he knew very well what Candi’s motivations were, even when it came to the child she wanted. This wasn’t like it was with Emily. Candi needed that heir to secure her rule and their alliance. Whatever affections she might or might not have for him came a distant second.

“I doubt your womb aches as much as your mind at the thought of that empty throne back home.”

Candi dropped the pout and rolled her eyes for a moment

“Of course.” She motioned behind her. “I have been working with your father and Chef Mama on the details. It’s sounding as if we are going to have quite the wedding.”

“All the better to prepare your field for proper planting,” he replied.

As Candi’s eyes widened for a moment, Emily clapped, bouncing on her feet a few times in excitement.

“I love parties!”

Groaning as she tilted her head toward the redheaded goblin, the Troll Queen gave Thomas’s two women a smirk.

“Actually, now that we’re all here, I’d like to extend two more invitations.”

“For?” Thomas asked.

Candi gestured at Lulu and Emily. “Their place in your retinue is fairly clear, and I want to make equally clear to your people that I understand and accept how Goblin Kings do things. So I would like to include your lovers as my bridesmaids. Since I assume they will be sharing our bed, I figured it would be appropriate to include them in our wedding.”

Lulu started to agree, but Emily silenced her with a raised hand.

“With all due respect, your Highness, if you wish to include us in the wedding in that way, we’d just as soon marry him too.”

Opening and closing her mouth, Candi considered Emily’s proposition for several long seconds before she finally turned to Thomas.

“I am not opposed to this idea,” she said, “as long as the lines of inheritance are clear. I cannot allow any of my court to worry that children of your other wives, or any future wives who might join us, could make a claim to my throne.”

Thomas was still trying to process a response when Emily spoke up.

“That is totally acceptable. Make it a treaty, and put it all in writing.”

Thomas finally found his voice. “I agree. They deserve it as much as you do, but that has nothing to do with the political issues here. Work those out with my father, and get it all written up. He can take care of our side of it.”

Candi nodded. “Certainly. I have no problem with this whatsoever. As you say, it should have no bearing on political issues.”

Thomas patted Emily’s shoulder and smiled. “Good job.” Then he looked down at Lulu, who had shifted away a few feet from them during this discussion. She looked as if she was about to cry.

“Lu?”

She stared up at him, jaw vibrating. “Ovisari don’t marry. Ever. We’re not supposed to. We’re just for . . . Sire, I . . .”

A veritable river of tears began streaming down her cheeks. Thomas took her in his arms as Emily came over to join the hug. The three of them held each other for a few moments.

Thomas looked over at Candi and nodded slowly. She returned the nod with a small bow. “It wasn’t much more than we had already negotiated in private.”

“That’s true, but there are other things I need to do here. After you and my father leave, I need to venture out to reclaim the five rebellious goblin settlements in my territory. Emily will be with me for two of the peaceful ones. I wouldn’t mind having a few trolls with me in case things go sideways.”

Candi tilted her head as she considered this request. “You’d trust us that far after what happened?”

“We’re getting married, right? With the intent of uniting our peoples? Why not start now? No need to wait for the, uh, other elements.” Thomas allowed himself a smirk.

The Troll Queen appeared to miss the look on his face. “Certainly, Thomas. My father and my brothers might have all been assholes, but it makes political sense to preserve both our peoples. I will make it so.”

Thomas grunted in approval. “It’s time for both of us to start building bridges. Pick a few volunteers. Use your Tablet to dismiss them as Vassals, and I’ll pick them up for the duration of the tour. It’ll allow me to see their disposition. Once we’re back together, I’ll pass them back to you.”

While Thomas’s Royal Tablet wouldn’t show him the detailed dispositions of his Inner Circle or common citizens, it would for his Vassals. He’d always thought that was a bit odd, but he hadn’t had time to question why things worked that way.

Lifting a hand, Candi ran her fingers across her lips, making a thoughtful little ‘O’ with the tip.

“Traditionally, two rulers passing Vassals back and forth in such a fashion is severely frowned upon. It’s viewed as a . . .” She smiled up at him, biting her lower lip for a moment. “. . . royal taboo. That said, we will soon be sharing quite a bit more than Vassals, so . . ..”

Thomas eyed her until she snorted.

“Do not worry, my love, I still have no intention of touching another man, lest the line of my succession be clouded.” Her hand slid down to her stomach. “You will give me an heir to bind our people together. Ideally, three or four, just to make things perfectly clear to my court.”

“I believe we were talking about troll bodyguards.”

Why does it seem like all these women think about is sex lately? Thomas thought in amusement.

“Trolls make good bodyguards, of course,” Candi said with a knowing smile. “And if you’re going to be traveling such dangerous lands, it does make sense to protect my investments in you. For both our sakes.”

For all their playful banter, Thomas knew his marriage to Candi would create a critically important bridge between their people, establishing trust, trade, and protections along a mutual border. It would put an end to the potential war that had been looming even before Thomas arrived in the Fae Wilds.

So far, he was far more pleased with Candi’s level-headedness about the political elements than he was concerned about her relative lack of emotional engagement with the match. That might or might not come eventually, but it didn’t really matter right now.

“So?” Thomas finally asked.

Candi nodded. “I will find a few volunteers among my retinue, King Thomas. Give me a few minutes, and we will wrap this up so I can return to my court with news of our engagement.”

He smiled down at her. “Good. While you take care of that, I’m going to speak to my father.”


Chapter 4: Inner Circle


Thomas made his way over to the goblin side of the road. Umadin stood next to Chef Mama with one arm around her shoulders. He knew Mama had once served a similar role for Umadin that Emily did for Thomas now.

“Sire,” Umadin said in a voice of relieved pride. The cursed goblin, who in stature appeared far more like a human man than his former subjects, had gray skin and a noble bearing. While he might have been infertile because of his curse, he had the stance and muscularity of an athlete and shone with the power of a level fifteen warrior.

“Father,” Thomas said, giving the other man a shoulder squeeze. He still didn’t see Umadin as his “father” the way that he did the man who’d raised him, but every minute they spent together narrowed that gap. Thomas had come to deeply respect Umadin and all the man had tried to accomplish, especially toward the end of his reign.

“We’re about to depart,” the former King said. Umadin waved back at his pack of thirty goblin warriors. “I’ve left you with the most capable of our armed forces to help defend the city. The elites you asked me to train will go with me, so I can double up on those tasks. I assume you don’t mind?”

“That’s fine. I like efficiency.”

“All good Kings do.”

The two exchanged knowing looks before Umadin continued. “I should be gone for about ten days, so I took one of these out of our treasury.” He held up a copper-colored Tablet. “It’s one of our few remaining Vassal Tablets. It’ll allow us to communicate and plan the wedding details.”

As Lulu scanned the area for possible threats, Thomas gestured to Emily, who came over and joined them. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you all about that,” Thomas replied.

“All of us?” Chef Mama said, pointing to herself. The older goblin was gorgeous, albeit with a fullness and maturity that was well-suited for her station as caretaker of his people. She and Umadin’s relationship had rekindled a light in her eyes that had been missing early when Thomas had first met the woman.

“All of you,” he confirmed. “Umadin, Chef, and Emily. I’ve decided to offer you Inner Circle positions.”

Umadin shook his head. “I’m done with politics and power, son. I told you when you came over. If I have a choice, I want a simple life.” He squeezed Chef Mama against him.

Holding up two fingers, Thomas said, “Give me a year or two. Umadin, you get me a level nine general to replace you and we can pass the responsibility to them. Chef Mama, you get me another Epichirurigeon of at least level six, and a few more level two or threes. Once we have enough to handle your responsibilities, you’ll both be off the hook.”

“And me?” Emily said.

“I’m putting you in charge of daily operations in Lotta Tot. You know everyone and how things work. I need someone to subdivide tasks. Plus, doing it this way will let you dial in on the people who deserve more experience points. We’re well past the point where I can micromanage stuff like that.”

She squeaked. “Daily operations? What do you mean?”

“You’ll be keeping the city running day to day. I have to start focusing on the big-picture items, like filling our coffers and food.”

“But, but—I’m your assistant! If I’m making sure the city runs, how will I assist you?”

“We’ve got two Administrative Tablets. They’ll allow us to communicate, even if we’re both busy. Plus, I’m pretty sure we’ll be sharing a bed most nights. It shouldn’t be a problem.” He hesitated. “Speaking of which, we need a bigger room, and a bigger bed.”

Chef Mama chortled in approval.

It took a few minutes of negotiating, most of that with Thomas browbeating his father until the old King agreed to the plan. In the end, all three accepted.

Inner Circle Member Acquired: Umadin
Inner Circle Member Acquired: Chef Mama
Inner Circle Member Acquired: Emily
Members of your Inner Circle can create and assign tasks to your Vassals. However, they cannot create new Vassals without your involvement. Tasks they create will generate experience points for them and their assignees once completed, not you.
You can no longer able to see the disposition of these individuals. As members of your Inner Circle, the Orichalcum Agreement provides them with a measure of privacy.
Level Limitations: Members of the Inner Circle may level normally up to level 10. After that, they only gain levels up to 3 below the Royal Tablet Wielder they are loyal to. For example, if the Royal Tablet Wielder is level 14, the maximum level of an Inner Circle member is 11.
Excess experience points gained from that point on are distributed among the Vassals who assist the Inner Circle member as an added bonus.
Exception: If an Inner Circle member joins after they have already reached level 10, they may gain experience but not a level until the Royal Tablet Wielder reaches the requisite level.
Removal: If you wish to remove a member from your Inner Circle and they agree, the process takes [6 hours]. You may re-select a new member of your Inner Circle after [3] days. If they do not agree and you wish to proceed anyway, the process takes [2 days]. You may select a new member of your inner circle after [3] days if the first is removed against their will.
See Objective Management for additional details on time limits.


Once they accepted, Thomas went into the Inner Circle tab on his Tablet. It had previously been empty, but it was now populated with a range of information and options. There were also several new sections. The one that caught his attention first was Objective Management. He pressed the keyword.

Objective Management: Your Inner Circle must be assigned areas of focus (objectives). They may only create and manage tasks within their area of focus. Objectives will dynamically populate based on the person you are inspecting. Once selected, you may de-select and re-select a new objective no more than once per month. This limitation applies even if you dismiss the member from your Inner Circle and then reassign them the role.


Thomas began with Umadin.

Umadin Areas of Focus Available (Select One):
· Raid Leader: A Raid Leader trains, maintains, and deploys active military groups. They specialize in attacking (and scouting) your enemies frequently. They receive bonus experience for going to battle with their troops.
· High Commander: Your High Commander is a tactician and strategist. They oversee troop deployments and maneuvers during war. They receive bonus experience for decisive victories.
· Drill Sergeant: Drill Sergeants specialize in the rapid training of troops. This includes elite varieties. One benefit of this Objective is that troops can be given tasks to train and thus gain experience points from drilling. Individuals with this objective gain experience for successfully training their troops.


“Well, this is easy,” Thomas said, giving his father the Drill Sergeant objective.

Umadin’s eyes lit up. “I’ll need an Administrative Tablet to make the fullest use of this new power.”

“I’m hoping the celestial’s and infernal’s gifts arrive before you leave, so I can get you one.” Thomas checked on Chef Mama’s list next.

Chef Mama Areas of Focus Available (Select One):
· Culinary Visionary: A Culinary Visionary oversees all aspects of food preparation, including the planting and harvesting of crops, as well as the butchering of meat. They receive bonus experience as their associated populations become healthier as a result of high-quality food.
· Temple Matron: Temple Matrons teach acolytes the ways of Epichirurigeon magic and lore. This is a training-specific focus. One benefit of this Objective is that disciples can be given tasks to train and thus gain experience points from cooking or casting food-related spells. Individuals with this objective gain experience for successfully training their disciples.
· High Surgeon: Your High Surgeon oversees the health and well-being of your settlements. They oversee all aspects of healthcare, including the creation of poultices, the cultivation of healing herbs. They also have authority over the treatment of patients and the training of healthcare staff. This objective grants bonus experience for creating a healthy population.


“Well, crap.” Thomas read Temple Matron and High Surgeon out loud. “We need both.”

“I’ve already got a bunch of half-trained acolytes,” Chef Mama pointed out. “As a member of your Inner Circle, I’ll be able to grant them tasks to level them up. It just takes level five to produce food the way I do. You can always reassign the focus after.”

“Good idea.” He assigned her the Temple Matron focus.

Finally, he reviewed Emily’s options.

Emily Areas of Focus Available (Select One):
· Hearth Mother: A Hearth Mother oversees the health and well-being of all mothers and children in your territory. This can overlap with many areas, such as healthcare and construction. In addition, Hearth Mothers can help with population management and movement. They gain bonus experience for ensuring steady, healthy, population growth. Or, if a population is at local equilibrium, maintaining it.
· High King’s Seneschal: A High King’s Seneschal has the ability to create and manage administrative Vassals. Think of the seneschal as a district manager who oversees location managers. The Seneschal gains slightly fewer experience points, which will be shared with the location managers for completed tasks. A Seneschal has access to an extensive task management system, and gains bonus experience for helping their king achieve large, big-picture objectives.
· Diplomat: A diplomat oversees relations with other countries. This includes, but is not limited to, the training and assignment of courtesans, spies, assassins, and more. They gain bonus experience for helping assure a desired outcome with a foreign power for their king.


“Again, I think Hearth Mother or High King’s Seneschal would be good.” Thomas showed them his Tablet.

“Seneschal is the obvious choice,” Emily pointed out. “Isn’t that what you said you wanted me to do?”

“Yep, that’s it exactly. Once we get things running smoothly, maybe we can pivot to Hearth Mother?” Thomas looked down at her, uncertain how she’d take the idea.

She smiled at him brightly. “I’d love that once it feels right.”

Assigning her the focus, he turned to Lulu, who had come up to join them. She gave him a curious look.

“I’m not going to make you a member of my Inner Circle yet,” Thomas said. “I want you by my side as much as possible. Is that okay?”

The ovisari gave him a dazzling, slightly wicked grin. “Of course, Sire. I know what you crave as well as anyone.”

“Stop that. This is serious.”

Rolling her eyes, she said, “I get it. Members of the Inner Circle need to be hands-on all the time. They’ve got to be in the city, or around your citizens doing things. It’s about maximizing experience points. I’ll be overseeing the assassin trainees and protecting you. Being your Vassal is enough. Seriously, it’s more than enough.”

“Isn’t she just the best?” Emily said, throwing herself at Lulu and hugging her tightly.

Umadin shook his head and said to Chef Mama, “Those two are just like Puna and Letta. They were just the same. Do you remember them?”

“I do,” Chef Mama said with a sad expression.

Holding a hand up, Thomas started to ask for Umadin to explain himself, but a flash of motion far down the road caught his eye. It was a wagon made of pale white wood chased with silver. Two winged soldiers in silvery armor walked ahead of it, long spears at the ready.

Behind the first wagon came another following right behind it, though it presented a very different appearance, as it was crafted from black wood with red enamel inlay.

Thomas knew immediately who this had to be. The envoys had arrived right on time.


Chapter 5: Diplomacy


Candi wandered over with her phalanx of troll bodyguards to stand near the goblins as the wagons approached.

“I spoke with my men about your proposal,” she said to Thomas.

“And?”

“Nearly all of them volunteered.”

Thomas gaped at her in surprise.

“What? All of them? Why?”

Looking over the trolls behind Candi, he saw thirteen sets of tiny, brutish eyes returning his gaze. Ten of the trolls made gestures with their fists.

Umadin leaned toward him, speaking in a low voice. “Among trolls, that is a gesture of respect.”

“As I explained, my people revere cunning and ferocity,” Candi added with a gleam in her eyes. “Females especially, but the males as well. Your defeat of my father and his other heirs has, for lack of a better term, infected them. Serving as your personal guard would bring them much honor.”

“Really?” Thomas tried not to sound as incredulous as he felt.

“What she said is true, Sire,” Umadin said. “I wouldn’t have expected them to treat the poisoning with this degree of respect, but as she said, cunning is important among their leaders. Maybe murdering her entire family, then taking her as your betrothed qualifies as ferocity?”

Candi snorted. “My father was a tyrant who murdered his own citizens to get his way. My brothers were no better. Some were worse. I suspect they’ve decided to cling to a new raft on the ocean. Since we are engaged, it gives them permission to view you as they wish.”

“All but three?” Thomas tipped his chin at the trio who had not made the gestures.

“Those were part of my father’s personal guard. They were out on a hunting mission when your poison took effect. If they weren’t so reasonable and high-level, I wouldn’t have retained them. But capable troll warriors are commodities to be kept, not squandered.”

“Fair enough. Pick me a trustworthy pair who can work well together. I’ll take them.” He waved behind him. “In return, my father and thirty of his men will join your retinue for your trek home. It seems a reasonable trade.”

Candi pointed at two of her men. “Bobo and Solmn. You’re up.” She explained to Thomas, “These are two of my best, most even-tempered fighters. Take good care of them.”

With a flick of her hand, she summoned her Royal Tablet. It hovered in front of her as she tapped out the commands. “It’ll take an hour for the unbinding on my side.”

Thomas gave her a curious look. “How quickly can you take a new Vassal after you lose one?”

“Six hours. Why?”

He checked his Tablet again, just to be sure. “Huh. As a goblin, I can take a new Vassal after just a minute.”

Candi’s eyes bulged in surprise. “A minute? How is that fair? That seems like an enormous advantage.”

Thomas shrugged. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“How does that make sense?” Her eyes narrowed in annoyance. “Are you suggesting something about my people?”

He held up a hand.

“I don’t mean anything bad by it. I’m just saying, trolls are much bigger and more substantial than goblins. Any one troll, just from a biological perspective, is easily the equal to four or five of my people, maybe more.” He remembered how Hammy-Todd, a simple laborer, had held three goblin warriors at bay, suffering no real damage despite the trio using sound and cunning attacks against him. “Doesn’t it make sense that innately powerful Vassals would take more time to bind? Just from a fairness perspective, since you asked.”

The annoyed look vanished from Candi’s face, which returned to her usual sly flirtatiousness. She smiled up at him.

“All right, that actually sounds quite flattering. Thank you.” Candi reached out, stroking his arm affectionately.

The wagons finally reached them, pulling up just short of the group. Thomas noticed the celestials putting distance between themselves and their rivals.

As the envoys climbed out of the wagons, he was struck both by their similarities and differences. The celestials looked like gorgeous humans with feathery white wings. Both were women with platinum-blonde hair and deep blue eyes. Their armor, he was vaguely amused to note, had been molded to enhance the appearance of their ample breasts and tight waistlines.

“Their armor makes no sense from a combat perspective,” Umadin said.

Candi snorted. “Perhaps not. But from an ‘I’m here to seduce the Goblin King’ perspective, it makes perfect sense.”

The Troll Queen’s suspicions seemed to be confirmed by the infernals. Apparently not wanting to be outdone by the celestials, both of their envoys were also women. However, instead of armor, both wore what looked like leather cloaks around their upper bodies. It took Thomas a beat to recognize the capes were actually bat-like wings.

The infernals both stood as tall as Thomas, over six feet tall with an otherworldly, almost alien beauty to them. Their eyes were large, with vertical sclera, and their limbs were outlined with reflective scales. The exact details of their physiques were lost beneath the folded wings, but they seemed to have odd proportions.

Above the leathery wings, both women had sculpted cheekbones and lush, almost too-ripe mouths. As they came up to join the assembly, the women walked with a hip-rolling motion similar to what Candi used.

Umadin said, “That hip thing is effective, isn’t it? Even cursed, it pulls at me.”

Candi laughed but said nothing.

The celestials and infernals reached the group at the same time, as if they were each trying to get their first. One of the two nearly identical celestials spoke up.

“King Thomas?”

Thomas gestured, summoning his Royal Tablet. It was the easiest way he could think of to confirm his identity. “That’s me, yes.”

Both celestials flourished their wings and dipped their heads respectfully. The first speaker continued. “I am Petunia Sweetvale. This is Rose Honeywine. We were selected by our queen to offer you these gifts.”

Reaching into a bag at her hip, Rose used two hands to withdraw several bundled stacks of slim Tablets. “Fifty Vassal Tablets to assist in governance of your lands.” Emily stepped forward to accept them.

“A wonderful gift, and much appreciated,” Thomas said. “Thank you.”

Rose spoke up now.

“King Thomas, our Queen has asked us to deliver a request as well. She hopes that you will consider allowing us to establish an embassy in your city.” She gestured at the wagon. “Assuming you are amenable, we have brought everything with us that we would need to build one.”

Thomas considered this for a moment or two. “What is her rationale for asking this?”

Both celestials smiled at him. “Our Queen believes direct communications will facilitate better mutual understanding and trust between our people.”

“What about your King?” one of the infernals said in a sibilant, amused voice. It was far harsher and less seductive than Thomas might have expected.

“Our King supports whatever his Queen decrees,” Rose shot back. “And our internal politics are none of your business.”

The infernal rolled her eyes in disdain. “Fine, fine.” She produced another, smaller stack of Tablets. “I’m Thorn. This is Briar. We’re here to say all the same things that one said.” Thorn gestured dismissively at Petunia. “We also want to set up an embassy. We’ll probably do some spying, but other than that, we love to make new friends, especially with handsome kings.” She gave Thomas an exaggerated, lascivious wink.

“She admits they would spy on you, your Highness!” Rose exclaimed, aghast. She put a hand on her chest in horror.

Thomas noted the celestial’s gesture, which seemed calculated to draw his eye to her prodigious bustline.

“I think it’s safe to say that information exchanges will happen all around,” he replied. “Emily, please accept the Administrator Tablets and pass them to our new Inner Circle. Distribute ten Vassal Tablets to the other vassals as well.”

As Emily went about distributing the Tablets, Thomas turned to Umadin. “Go ahead and pick out the goblins you want me to give Vassalage to. You’ll want to establish communications before you go.”

Umadin nodded and turned away to speak with his troops. His glance toward the city told Thomas that he’d probably issued remote commands to some of the goblins inside as well.

I really need to learn how to control my Tablet with my mind, he thought.

Returning his attention to the envoys, Thomas cleared his throat. “I, of course, want to ensure the best possible relations between all our peoples. I assume that a goblin embassy would be permitted in your capital cities as well?”

“Absolutely,” Briar said without hesitation, winking at him like Thorn had done. “Our Queen would love for you to come visit and get to know her better . . . if you know what I mean.”

Rose gasped in shock at this invitation, while Petunia gave him a thin smile.

“Well . . . of course, Your Highness. That is, however, once we are confident that any goblins you assign to our fair city are capable of controlling their behavior and respecting our laws. Or . . . perhaps you could appoint one of your non-goblin citizens instead?”

As if the thought had only just occurred to her, Rose perked up. “You know, we’ve heard there are celestials already in your city. Perhaps one of them would work? We’d be happy to interview them for the position and—”

Thomas cut that off with a wave of a hand. He already knew that the non-human citizens were, as often as not, refugees from their homelands. The few celestials who’d chosen to live in Lotta Tot certainly had reasons to do so, and he was not about to ask them to return home under those sorts of circumstances.

“That won’t be necessary,” he replied. “If they have chosen to live here and are my citizens, I would prefer to leave them in peace. I am willing to negotiate the identities of my goblin ambassadors as needed, and of course whoever I choose will behave properly.”

Thomas paused, trying to think through the political nuances and ramifications of what he was about to say. Given his upbringing as the child of two diplomats, he was no stranger to these sorts of issues.

Something then occurred to him. The infernals might be chaotic and war-like, but they did appear to be brutally honest as well. Thinking back to all the times he’d watched his Earth parents in situations like this, he had an idea. He turned to the cloaked women.

“Ladies, as you know, our city is in the process of significant renovations and rehabilitation, as you can see here. Would you be willing to assist me in some way?”

“As long as it’s not boring, whatever, sure.” Thorn’s eyes danced with magical fire. “I wasn’t really looking forward to wandering around doing nothing.”

“What she said,” Briar added. “We’re here to have fun, you know.”

“Perfect,” Thomas replied. “Since you’ll be contributing members of the community, I’m sure we can find you accommodations.” Turning back to the celestials, he said, “And would you two be willing to lend your aid to Lotta Tot?”

At hearing the name of the city, Rose’s mouth twisted into something petulant. “Highness, I’m afraid celestial secrets are precious, and we are not suited for physical labor.”

Petunia stuttered for a moment at Thomas’s request. “Our auras will provide some benefits to those nearby,” she said. “Purity and cleanliness shall abound where we live!”

Deciding not to talk about the bathhouses, Thomas gave the women his warmest, most charming smile. “That is excellent. I know just where to put you.” Summoning his Tablet, he sent a message to Emily.

Her new Administrative Tablet lit up as the message came across.

Put them next to the new trash heap, at the far side of the city, away from any vulnerable infrastructure. These girls don’t seem willing to play well with others, so we’ll let their auras clean our waste.

“Yes, Sire,” Emily said with an approving smile. Waving to the celestials, she said, “Come with me. I’ll show you where you’ll be able to set your wagon up.”

Once the celestials were headed away, led by Emily and accompanied by several goblin bodyguards, Thomas waved Lulu over to speak with him and the infernals.

“Briar and Thorn, this is Lulu.”

Still cloaked, Lulu considered both women. “Nice to meet you.”

Hooking a finger, Thomas gestured for the guards to draw close. Once they had, he lowered his voice.

“I’m going to be as brutally honest as you’ve been with me. Tell me what’s more important to your Queen, spying on me or preventing the celestials from gaining some advantage from being here?”

“The second one, for sure,” Briar answered, still showing absolutely no inclination towards guile.

Thorn nodded. “I mean, she’s concerned about you after what you did with the trolls, but the celestials are a much bigger problem for us.”

“Does she see my people as a threat or an opportunity?”

“Both,” Briar replied. “But an opportunity, definitely. Things with those celestials have been at a stalemate for a long time. If you and your people can help change the balance of power, it could make the game interesting again.”

“We hate boredom,” Thorn agreed. “All infernals do.”

Thomas smiled broadly.

“Sounds like my people,” he observed. “To continue, and feel free to tell me if I’m wrong, but I get the distinct feeling the celestials aren’t actually interested in doing any good for me or my people.”

Both infernals snorted. Briar said, “Obviously. They gave away their hand when they mentioned the celestials you’ve got here already. My guess is that one of them has important information they don’t want you to know.”

Realizing his instincts were pointing in the right direction, Thomas went on. “Many of the non-goblins in Lotta Tot are refugees, people who came here seeking asylum from my father or in fear of what lay behind them. I’ve decided that Lotta Tot is going to continue that role as a sanctuary. I’m not about to let outsiders come in and upset that.”

Both infernals gave him approving nods as they leaned forward to listen more closely. Their earlier flirtatiousness had been replaced by respect. He had their full attention now.

“Would your Queen be opposed to my enlisting your help with this?” he asked, “And perhaps, other matters?”

“Such as?” Thorn asked.

“We’re building a school. We’re going to teach our little gobbos how to fend for themselves when enemies come calling, among other things. I was thinking you might be willing to help us in learning how to fend off unwanted celestial espionage?”

Briar and Thorn looked at each other, grinning in excitement.

“So, you’re asking us to teach your people our ways, specifically to make our enemies unhappy?” Thorn asked in amusement. “That’s awfully audacious of you.”

Spreading his hands, he gave the two women his most earnest smile. “It’s how I do things. And what better way to make life here more interesting for you?”

Laughing, the duo straightened. “We have to talk to the Queen about this, of course. Give us a few minutes of privacy.” They walked away, leaving Thomas with Lulu.

She looked up at him quizzically. “What exactly are you thinking here?”

“I grew up with this stuff, watching my parents, and there’s a delicate balance here. So I’m just doing some diplomatic math.” Thomas waved toward where the celestials had gone. “That pair showed all the concern with our city that I would expect from bored waiters. They weren’t even trying. That suggests to me their goal of opening an embassy was not genuine. Oh, they’ll open one, for sure, but they're not here to improve relations with the goblins. You saw it in how they reacted to my proposal for reciprocal embassies. No, I’m certain they’re here for some other reason.”

“You think it’s about the local celestials?” Lulu asked.

“It may be. It may be something deeper and the local celestials are only part of it.” He pointed beneath their feet. “My gut is telling me Rose and Petunia aren’t spies. If they aren’t, that leaves a bunch of painful options. If they’re high-level, and if my suspicions are correct they probably are, having both me and Umadin gone would be leaving the city undefended.”

“So what does that have to do with the infernals?”

“I’m going to have Umadin assign some soldiers to keep an eye on them, but I suspect we need more. If the Infernal Queen sent her agents to counterbalance the celestials, my bet is that Briar and Thorn are way higher level than their ‘I don’t give a damn’ attitudes portray. If we can convince them and their Queen that helping us will be beneficial in the long run, I can maneuver Lotta Tot into a position of greater strength.”

Her face brightened. “And stop whatever the celestials are planning before it happens?”

“That’s the idea.”

“But why not just tell them to go? If you’re this worried about them, why not send them away?”

Thomas shook his head. “That would tell their King and Queen that I’m suspicious of them, and it would be grounds for a diplomatic rift at the very least. No, there’s a saying on Earth. ‘Keep your allies close, and your enemies closer.’ The more we can learn from that pair, the better for us. If the celestials are here to stir up trouble, that means we may have more problems than just Reginald. I need to know if that’s the case.”

The pair of infernals finally walked back over.

“Our Queen has enthusiastically agreed to your terms,” Briar announced with a twinkle in her eyes. “In fact, she’s offered to send you several more of her elites to help prepare your citizens against the celestials.”

She and Thorn grinned at each other.

“She also said to tell you that she likes you already,” Thorn added.

With a laugh, Thomas shook his head. “I would love to accept, but such a gesture would require some form of reciprocity. As you can see, we have little to give.”

With a rasping chuckle, Thorn said, “Oh, but our Queen thought you would say that, and that brings us to the next issue. She has a proposal for you.”

Thomas lifted an eyebrow. “Which is what?”

“In exchange for these hands-on tutors you requested and a measure of passive protection against . . .” she hesitated, looking around, “unwanted insects, she would like to send you a dozen of her succubi.”

Thomas’s jaw dropped. “Uh. Succubi? Why?”

“In certain ways, succubi are not unlike the dryads we understand you’ve allied with,” Briar explained. “They cannot reproduce without magical assistance. Otherwise any man they mate with, they will kill by devouring his soul.”

“That’s certainly a problem,” Thomas agreed, beginning to see where this was going.

“From what we have heard about you,” Thorn went on, “you might be the only man in the entire world who can safely lie with a succubus. If you can help replenish our Queen’s ranks, it will save her vast quantities of magic.”

Thomas fought back a groan as he digested this offer.

“I suppose it’s obvious, but how exactly does your Queen use her succubi? Will I be contributing to devilish murder if I agree to this?”

Briar shook her head, “A succubus cannot take a soul from an unwilling male, King Thomas. If a human, or another fae, negotiates away their life in exchange for what the succubus offers, is it murder?”

He lifted his eyebrows again. “People do that?”

They both laughed. “You’ll see,” Thorn replied.

Summoning his Royal Tablet, Thomas flicked through several menus until he found information about what succubi were in the Fae Wilds.

Succubus (infernal ): A succubus is a type of being labeled as an [infernal]. They enjoy negotiations and trade. Contrary to popular belief, a succubus trades for a variety of things and not just sex. Although they specialize in seduction and sensual acts, they have a variety of charm, charisma, and shapeshifting magic at their disposal. Not all negotiations end in sexual activity or the consumption of a soul.
However, any man who achieves climax with a succubus will have his soul consumed by her innate magic. This process can take minutes or hours and is incredibly pleasant. This soul magic greatly empowers the succubus for up to 90 days (three full moons). Note that as part of the current regulations governing mind-manipulation, succubi are prohibited from tricking or coercing subjects into forfeiting their souls. Thus, no charms or other magical enticements may be used to convince a man to have sex with a succubus.


Note: As a [Goblin King] with a high [Diplomacy] and [Discipline] score, you have significant resistance to [Charm] and other mind-influencing effects, including a succubus’s soul-draining magic. You may have sex with a succubus safely and produce offspring with them.


“Well, that’s definitely not how I thought it would work,” Thomas observed, showing the information to Lulu. “I mean, it’s still kinda evil, but not as evil. If someone negotiates for a night of great sex and dies happy, who am I to kink shame?”

Lulu gave him an intense stare. “Thomas, succubi are predators. You realize they don’t have to use magic to coerce their prey. A nice pair of boobs is often all it takes.” To illustrate, she opened her cloak to reveal her perfect bikini-clad rack.

“True,” he admitted. “But I’m King of the Goblins. We’re all predators over here. Even if we don’t feed on souls.”

Lulu shrugged. “I’m not saying you’d be wrong to accept. You need to make hard choices. Just don’t delude yourself about them.”

Smiling, he leaned down to give her a kiss on the forehead. “There’s my girl. Thank you, Lulu. You put it all into perspective.” She returned his gaze, eyes filled with adoration and love.

Facing the infernals again, he said, “Tell your Queen I accept her terms, provided anyone she sends to my town is on their best behavior. If she wants to be allies, then let’s be allies. The last thing I want is the combination of your chaos and goblin chaos destroying half my city.”

Briar and Thorn both gave him doe-eyed expressions that were so authentic he almost bought it.

“Whatever do you mean, King Thomas?” Thorn said, the rasp gone from her voice.

In that instant, as all the blood rushed between his thighs, Thomas knew for a fact that he’d been dealing with two high-level succubi all along.

Several notifications flashed atop Thomas’ Royal Tablet.

Notice: You are being asked to provide embassies for the [celestial] and [infernal] rulers. The agreement will include a peace pact from the representatives of these kingdoms. Be aware that this will create small bubbles of domain for those rulers within your kingdom. You will be unable to wield your Tablet abilities or other Royal powers over those areas. This is for their privacy and protection. Please designate the approved areas on your map.


He selected a region just outside of where he’d ordered his goblins to pile their trash for the celestials. For the infernals, he assigned an open building big enough for them and their future allies to share. It was near the barracks, just in case a fight broke out and he needed to send troops to the area.

Notice: Celestial agents Petunia and Rose have agreed to a peace pact while on your soil. Any violence they commit will be in violation of the Orichalcum Accords.


Notice: Infernal agents Briar and Thorn have agreed to a peace pact while on your soil. Any violence they commit will be in violation of the Orichalcum Accords.
They have furthermore committed to actively provide you with assistance at your schools. This assistance is to be reserved for teaching “interesting” things to goblins, and providing meaningful insights that are in line with their values. They have agreed to not actively attempt to corrupt or lure your citizens into unhealthy pacts. Any infernal agreements between your citizens and the two of them must be approved by yourself or one of your Inner Circle.


Notice: The Infernal Queen has agreed to send you a team of her top instructors. They will follow the same terms as Briar and Thorn upon their arrival. In exchange, you agree to father at least two children with each succubi she sends to accompany the instructors. You may include Briar and Thorn in that agreement.


“Huh,” Thomas said. “So she wants to start with you two?”

The succubi leered at him. “Certainly, Sire,” Briar said with another lascivious wink. “Unless you have objections?”

“I hope not,” Thorn added with a grin.

Thomas shook his head as Lulu laughed quietly.

“None.”


Chapter 6: Last Days at Home


Thomas summoned Una to escort the succubi to their new embassy. Like many goblins who’d once been Chef Mama’s assistants, she was now pregnant with Thomas’s child. As soon as Una emerged from the broken gates and saw the infernals, she squealed.

“Oh my goodness! Aren’t you both just perfect!” Rushing over, Una reached up to Briar. “Can I touch you? I’ve read so much about what your wings are made of. They look so soft.”

Briar gave the fearless little goblin a look of profound amusement, then bent down to pick the woman up. “We’re allies, so sure. Touch away.”

“Squee!” Una caressed Briar’s wings and even ran her little green fingers across the woman’s neck. “You’re so gorgeous! My King says we’re going to be working together, too? I’m so excited, I assume he will be mounting you both soon.”

The succubi exchanged pleased looks. Briar, Thorn, and a chaos-stricken Una all made their way into the city. Their cart, covered in glowing magic symbols, followed. Thomas could hear Una gushing over how pretty the succubi were until they vanished from view.

When the ambassadors were finally on their way, Candi approached him again, flanked by the two trolls. She smirked in the direction of the departing succubi.

“New friends?”

“New allies, I hope.”

“I see. Well, Bobo and Solmn are ready for you to offer them Vassalage, King Thomas.”

Thomas did, and both trolls accepted. He checked their status and was pleasantly surprised at what he saw.

Vassal Status
Bobo
Level: 6 Troll Knock-Knock
Loyalty to the [King]: 5 (Neutral)
Current Disposition: Wary, Curious, Defensive


Solmn
Level: 7 Troll Bruiser
Loyalty to the [King]: 5 (Neutral)
Current Disposition: Optimistic, Protective, Insecure


“Sometimes I feel like the adjectives the Tablets use to describe dispositions are entirely random,” he observed. “So, what’s a Knock-Knock?”

Bobo responded in a voice like crushing rocks. “I see door, I knock. Two knocks, it down.” He held a hand up, fingers extended, then rapidly flattened them. “Big boom, no door problem.”

“Ah. Gotcha. You’re a walking siege engine.”

The troll considered Thomas’s observation for several long seconds before breaking into a toothy grin. “Bobo Siege. Yes, Sire.”

“That’s Temporary-Sire,” Candi added. “At least until the wedding. We can discuss long-term arrangements after that, assuming it’s a good . . . fit.” She smirked at him.

“I’m too much of a gentleman to make jokes about fitting,” Thomas said, grinning in reply.

Lulu stage-whispered, “The best fit ever.”

Thomas stroked her back through her robe. “And on that note, let me go anoint some new Vassals, and you should all be good to go on your way.”

It actually took another hour to get everything squared away, but Umadin, Chef Mama, and Emily all identified people in the city they felt would be suited for their new areas of focus. To his surprise, Emily chose the two cat-girls from the orgy to include on her team.

Both girls had been generous and enthusiastic the night before, which he put down to their rather obviously being in heat. While Thomas had no other way to measure their capabilities outside of the bedroom, he trusted Emily. He made them the offer, and they immediately accepted.

In fact, no one declined.

By the time Umadin, Candi, and their entourage were on the way out of the city, Thomas’s total Vassal count was up to 237 out of 350. As the group vanished into the distance, his Royal Tablet buzzed with notifications. New tasks were popping up on a sub-menu, allowing him to see what his Inner Circle was up to.

That’s useful. Tracking Vassal loyalty through sub-tasks will be a great way to see how effective my Inner Circle is, he thought to himself. I’m not a micro-manager, but the Tablet would let me be one, if I wanted.

He and Lulu, along with his two new bodyguards, went back into the city. It was time to prepare for his journey to the other goblin settlements.

***

Thomas woke in the night to the feel of a hand on his chest. When he opened his eyes, it was still dark, although his half-goblin inheritance kicked in enough for him to see Emily. She was looking at him, her dark eyes full of emotion.

“What is it?” he murmured sleepily. The rest of the day had been a whirlwind of preparations, and he’d gone to sleep utterly spent.

“I’m so proud of you.” Her words were soft, yet earnest. “I’ve been thinking about how far you’ve come. You’ve accomplished so much in such a short amount of time. Done so much for our people. I . . . I just had to tell you how much I love you.”

Gathering the little pregnant goblin higher onto his chest, he sat up and kissed her deeply. There was no chaos in the act, no lust or fervent need. Her lips were soft on his. They shared a breath as the moment lingered.

“I’m going to miss our bed once we’re on the trip,” she said against his mouth. “I’m going to miss you in our bed once I’m home and you’re still doing your duty.”

Feeling around him, he realized Lulu wasn’t with them.

“She’s working with the new girls. They’ve been spending every minute they can in preparation.” Her voice brightened. “She says the one with the tattoos, Belladonna, is showing real promise.”

“Shh. No talk about other girls, no talk about plans.” They were alone, and Thomas intended to make the most of the time. He rolled Emily on her back and lay on his side next to her.

Running his fingers down her breasts, he felt the glorious curve of her belly, then further down to her soft, wet folds. His fingertips danced over her, tempting the little nub of her clit.

Emily’s body responded like a bonfire. “Oh,” she mouthed, eyes widening, mouth opening. “I didn’t expect—”

Moving down her body, Thomas rolled his tongue across a bare breast. Nipping at the full, firm flesh, he captured its nipple. He lapped at the tip while sliding his finger inward and upward until he found the sensitive spot inside her. Just as her moans began nearing a peak, he stopped, pulling his fingers away.

She growled. “More, my King. More, please.”

Grinning, he moved to her other breast. Covering her in kisses, he murmured, “I love when we’re all in the bed together, but sometimes it’s nice to be the two of us.” He accentuated the comment with a flick of his thumb against her clit as he continued his internal massage.

Emily moaned. “Bu—But, Sire, I love to watch you.” Just saying the words was enough for the horny little goblin to go from wet to drenched. “Though I like this, too,” she admitted, looking at him the instant before he bit down on her nipple.

The sensation, coupled with his probing fingers, was enough to push her over the edge. She reached down with two hands and gripped his wrist tightly, holding him in place as she squeezed her legs together and shook in release. It was a gentle orgasm compared to her normal, screaming climaxes, and when she came down, her pelvis was still rocking against his fingers.

“I need you in me, Sire,” she begged.

“Of course, my love.” Moving carefully, Thomas drew himself above her. Keeping pressure off her stomach, he reached down and poised himself against her sopping tunnel.

Emily reached around his chest, drawing her nails up his back and into his hair. Gripping tightly, she demanded, “Stop teasing me, Sire.”

With an amused laugh, Thomas rolled his hips forward.

He entered her slowly, savoring the incredibly tight grip of his lover’s perfect goblin pussy. Pleasure raced through him, and his chaos threatened to rise, transforming the tender moment into one of chaotic coupling. He pushed it down, not wanting that kind of experience with Emily right now.

Tonight might be the last night they were alone for a while. It was a time to savor, and a time to share with a woman he loved.

Emily had no such reservations, though.

Once his cock was a few inches inside her, the little woman went berserk. Eyes wide and fists gripping him, she hooked her heels around his backside and began trying to impale herself on his dick. It took every iota of muscular control he could to keep her from rushing it.

Even then, he managed a small victory at best.

Her chaos raged inside her, and she had orgasmed three times in succession before he even started thrusting into her. With each climax, she grew tighter and more swollen. It was like her body was desperate for his seed or maybe to keep them together forever.

“I love you,” he whispered, leaning down to kiss her lips as he felt his climax nearing.

“And I love you, my King, father of my child. Reward me?”

Emily’s pleas, even in the grips of her sexual madness, were enough to pull him into his own completion. When her chaos finally relented, she nuzzled up on top of him. Still hard, but satisfied enough to rest, Thomas let her hold him inside her as she dozed off.

He fell asleep inside her, their hearts beating in time.

***

As it happened, it took three more days to prepare for their expedition to the independent settlements. Chef Mama was determined to load their self-propelling wagon with everything she thought they might need for Thomas's trek, including food, medical supplies, and other equipment.

Thanks to the new Tablets, which allowed for remote communication, Umadin coordinated with Fresh Catch to ensure there were enough goblins sorted out for the trip. None of their people needed much in the way of supplies, but in the interests of presenting a polished front, Thomas decided every member of their little group should have access to a tent or bedroll and basic traveling gear. Pulling all this together took a couple of days.

In the meantime, there were a thousand tasks for Thomas and Emily to oversee throughout Lotta Tot. Buildings had to be repaired, and his engineering skills were crucial to making it happen efficiently.

Emily, Thomas, and Lulu were in an operations room on the third floor of the goblin castle the next day when another notification came in.

Task Complete: Create Hospital (Cyndil)
Completion Notes: Cyndil, with help from the celestial envoys, has completed the hospital. This was an [outstanding] success and she has been rewarded with additional experience.
Rewards: Cyndil has earned [25] experience points. She needs [35] more to reach level [3].


Thomas read it and looked up in mild confusion. “Cyndil has finished her hospital. And it says the celestials helped with it.” Thomas read the notification twice to be sure, then showed it to Emily and Lulu.

“If I was trying to ingratiate myself with the locals, I’d help with a hospital, too,” Lulu said.

Thomas wished, not for the first time, that he could see the celestials’ dispositions. “You’re probably right. Or they could be using the time to try to find their local people. It’s also possible I misread the situation.”

“You didn’t,” Emily replied. “I’ve been having some of my own people track down and talk to the refugee celestials in our city. They told us that they fled to Lotta Tot after the Celestial King’s first wife died. The new one is terrible. Apparently, she’s in charge of some sort of all-female cult, with aspirations to displace the standard adventuring guild. I’m pretty sure there was more to it, but that’s all they were willing to tell me for now.”

“Those women mentioned working for the Queen,” Thomas recalled. “That does line up. Did you get them to safety? I don’t want my citizens harassed.”

Emily gave him an impish look. “I moved them all into underground rooms beneath the school Una is working with the infernals on. A few of the refugees have useful skills, and they offered to help with the construction and education.”

Thomas and Lulu both laughed at that.

“Smart,” he said, pleased. “Okay, with that landmine out of the way, let’s go take a look at this place.”

Leaving the castle, the trio linked arms as they made their way to the section of the city where Cyndil had rebuilt the ancient hospital. It was in the most densely populated neighborhood, just south of the mercantile area. The refurbished building was made of stone and had many of the old magic symbols from before the decline of the great goblin empire still active on its walls.

“Those provide light, warmth, and protection against disease,” Lulu explained at his question. “We figured all that out once Vesta hit level three.”

“Nice. Emily, in case you’re not already doing it, whenever any of our people complete a task, find them another one so they always have something queued. I want you to keep everyone loaded up. We have way too much to do here to have anyone waiting around for instructions.”

She gave him an impish pinch on the bottom. “If you paid any attention to your notifications, Sire, you would see I was already doing that.”

Thomas groaned.

“Sorry. In my defense, Chef Mama demanded another ceremonial orgy tonight. I’ve had to double down on everything else to clear my calendar for a few hours.”

“Just a few hours?” Lulu peered up at him, lower lip quivering. “But Sire. I haven’t had enough of you lately. I was hoping to participate in this one. And you know—”

He swatted her behind loudly enough to make her yelp and giggle. “You know you’re welcome at the orgy. Just no getting pregnant. I need you active, and it’s not like you can protect me or train while you’re about to pop.”

“I’ll happily share any seed you give me with the others,” Lulu said with a cartoonishly enthusiastic head bobble.

Emily pouted. “I want to join the orgy.”

“You know the rules for breeding orgies,” Thomas reminded her. “No pregnant women allowed. This isn’t for fun. I have a sacred duty. Even Lulu had to promise not to take a drop that could be used for our people’s propagation.”

“I know,” Emily whined. “Good thing we had some time the other night, or I’d be a greedy little gobbo right now.”

“You had time the other night, and I wasn’t there?” Lulu wailed. “But you know I like to be there.”

“I told him the same thing,” Emily whispered. “He didn’t give me a choice. His love-chaos took over, and he ravished me.”

Arching an eyebrow, Thomas said, “Love-chaos? You mean romance?”

She shook her head. “Love-chaos. It’s a thing.”

“I want love-chaos, but during the orgy.” Lulu tugged at his shirt. “Please, my King?” She gave him the big anime eyes, and he felt his pants tighten.

“I don’t know if love-chaos and orgy-chaos are compatible.”

She continued pouting, and her lower lip quivered.

“Okay, okay, put that lip away. I’ll do my best.”

“Yay!” She clapped, bouncing up and down merrily.

Beside them, Emily folded her arms beneath her incredible breasts. “Fine, but on the road, we’re definitely having a proper threesome. I miss tasting her on you, and tasting you in her.”

“Same, sister!” Lulu said, sliding over to give the goblin a long, evocative kiss. They were both so loud and enthusiastic about it, he saw what they were trying to do in an instant.

“Stop that. No seducing me.” Thomas tugged them both in for a hug despite his stern tone. “We’re inspecting a hospital, remember?”

“Oh, yes,” Emily said, looking a little flushed.

“Yes, my King,” Lulu echoed as the assassin nearly disappeared into her hood.

All around them, a group of goblin laborers had stopped to watch. When the girls stopped kissing, several clapped and cheered. A few booed as the girl’s lewd performance ended.

One impulsive young goblin man said, “But, Sire. Surely you can . . .” He made a hip thrusting motion and grunted a few times.

“That’s enough of that.” Thomas looked at the goblin and focused his intent.

His chaos lashed out, refocusing the goblin’s mind. Without another word, the goblin ran off in a frenzy. “Must rebuild! Must rebuild!”

Out of the corner of his eye, Thomas saw a sliver of gray flood his skin. That was becoming increasingly common as he learned to wield his chaos. He watched as the young man sprinted away.

“I guess my focus has gotten a lot better since I became King,” he said. “I didn’t intend for him to go that overboard. Oh well, back to it.”

Cyndil appeared. Dressed in a white robe with a magic symbol on the breast, the pregnant goblin waved happily. “Come in, my King! I will show you around.”

The hospital was a long rectangular dormitory-style building with beds for up to eighty goblins. Stopping at one of the goblin-sized rooms, she drew a cloth curtain aside to reveal a cot, a working bathroom built into the wall, and all the necessary plumbing.

“We’re using the natural, beneficial properties of the cleansing water,” she explained, pointing at the simple iron sink.

“I can imagine how useful that must be,” he replied.

If purifying water like this had existed on Earth, Thomas had no doubt that all sorts of diseases like typhoid, cholera, dysentery, and hepatitis could have been eliminated.

Unless some rich tycoon decided to bottle all the stuff up and sell it for a profit, he added mentally. Shoving that thought aside, he asked, “Is that it? What about healing spells, or medical tools?”

Cyndil said, “I have access to a few spells thanks to the level you granted me. The Vassal assistants Emily assigned to help also granted us a few more healing spells.” She paused to give Emily a thankful hug. “Between those and the water, which helps refill our mana, we’re about as capable as we can be.”

“We do need to get them more levels, and find someone to help either design, or supply, medical equipment,” Emily added. “I’m working on that. I’m giving them tasks to go around the city and administer healing aid. Every day they do that, it grants them an experience point.”

“Sometimes two,” Cyndil piped up. “If we save a life on the brink of death, we can get a bonus.”

“That’s awesome.” Thomas leaned out of the room, looking down the long hallway. So far, there was no sign of any sick goblins. “What about the celestials? What help did they provide?”

“There’s an underground storage room. They added some magic to help sterilize and purify anything down there. It’s doing wonders for our garments. I believe it’ll help with our operating tools once we get them.”

Thomas bit back a curse. “Does that mean they know about our special water?”

Cyndil gave him a worried expression. “I am afraid they do, Sire. Should they have not?”

“We’ve not exactly kept it a secret,” Emily said. “Not with all the bathhouses working again.”

Thomas groaned. “You’re right. In all likelihood, they knew of it already.” He looked at Emily. “Let’s have Vesta ask the infernals to go down there and inspect whatever Rose and Petunia did. I don’t know much about magic, but I’m betting they did something we won’t like. At the very least, I want to be certain.”

Emily nodded, summoning her Administrative Tablet to handle the task.

With their tour done, the trio made their way back to the castle. By the time they arrived, Chef Mama had a line of women ready for the night’s ceremonies. Thankfully, she came with plenty of hot, nourishing food to help bolster Thomas’s energies.


Chapter 7: Pre-Game Meal


“We’ve set up the ceremonial chambers according to your specifications,” Chef Mama announced as he sat with Lulu and Emily for dinner. Because Thomas wanted his people to focus their repair efforts on critical elements of the city first, the royal dining hall was still a small, simple affair with an unpolished wooden table and chairs. Even so, Emily and Lulu made the spartan furnishings feel like home.

Dressed in her flowing white ceremonial robes, Chef Mama continued, “Because you plan to journey to all five settlements, you should be prepared for a few things.”

“Okay, then go ahead.” Thomas replied.

He slurped at the soup she’d provided. He knew how Mama’s cooking worked; her magic manifested meat from literally anything. He’d seen her toss rocks into the pot and produce a pound of substance that could have been taken as high-grade steak back on Earth. Knowing its origins didn’t change how delicious it was.

“There are two groups of settlements you’ll be visiting,” Mama said. “Three are neutral, and two are actively hostile. None are under your rule, and that means each has appointed its own ruler. Regaining control will mean you either need to fight them for authority or convince them to grant it to you willingly. The neutral ones ought to be easy to reclaim given how your powers are well beyond whatever random person is running the place. The hostile ones may be a different story, and there’s a good possibility there will be fighting.”

Thomas nodded gravely. “Hence the guards we’re bringing.”

“Indeed, Sire. Now, when you add a village back into your Royal Tablet, taking control of the inhabitants and the land, it will expand your visibility and control of that area. You’ll be able to exert your chaos on the local goblins, and have a detailed map of the area around the settlement. With that will come responsibilities. You won’t just need to worry about fixing Lotta Tot. You’ll have new gobbos to uplift and educate. They may not have access to our waters or services, either.”

He rubbed his chin as he considered things.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” he replied. “We could conceivably build pipes in the ground to carry the water to them. But that assumes the settlements are worth retaining rather than abandoning. It’s possible they’re in such poor condition that the goblins there would be better off in the city. We’ve certainly got the room.”

“We do,” Lulu agreed.

There was a practical reason for this idea as well. Thomas’s Tomorrowwright class benefited from happier goblins, not more settlements. He’d deliberately steered away from an expansionist footing to avoid conflict. If moving those goblins to Lotta Tot made them happier, that was what he intended to do.

“An interesting idea.” Chef Mama gave him an approving nod. “Ambitious, certainly.”

“Tell him about the orgies,” Emily chirped in.

“The orgies?” he asked.

Mama smiled.

“When you succeed in retaking a settlement, you should be prepared for a celebratory orgy. It is a goblin tradition, though not necessarily guaranteed. Much will depend on the state of what you find.”

“Are those orgies any different from our normal ones?”

Emily stopped eating to explain. “Once you’ve earned the fidelity of a new tribe, it’s customary to leave your mark on the tribal women. Since we lost so many of our men in Lotta Tot, it’s safe to assume the villages are in need of your royal seed as much, if not more, than we are.”

Lotta Tot had been 80% female when he’d taken over. That number wouldn’t change substantially for years, even if they had ceremonial orgies every night. If the satellite villages were worse, he couldn’t imagine how they had held together, or what he was likely to face out in the wild.

Mama smiled. “With that in mind, I’ve spent most of my mana for the past several days preparing a special stew for you.” She focused, and Thomas received a notification.

Notice: Chef Mama has shared a magical recipe. If used in tandem with her cooking, a bowl of her enchanted stew will last forever without spoiling. Furthermore, it will heal 1 hit point and stabilize someone who is dying. Only 1 hit point may be regained per day in this way.


“That’ll be useful,” he said. “One thing we’re missing is a traditional healing class to travel with us. Once you get some of your disciples to a high enough level, we’ll make sure to bring them on future trips.”

“Of course. And thank you, Sire.”

With the preparatory discussions out of the way, Chef Mama pointed to the hall. “We’ve got the large chambers prepared. I’ve set meals between the rooms, along with plenty of our rejuvenating water.”

“How many volunteers are out tonight?” he asked.

“Three hundred goblins, along with a whole mix of others. That includes both of the infernals.”

Thomas lifted an eyebrow. “Briar and Thorn?”

“Remember your agreement with their queen,” Emily said. “They wanted to go first.”

Thomas nodded, remembering their discussion on that point.

“Laylana asked about having one of her dryad friends join this time,” Mama went on, “but the poor girl doesn’t have a home tree and didn’t seem entirely well. I said we should hold off until we can get her some help.”

“I appreciate that.”

She gave him a warm look. “Of course, my King. Now, I’ll make my way back to the cook pots. I have pregnant disciples to teach. Emily, be a dear and be sure to give me a final count of our King’s victories tonight, will you?”

“Of course.”

Emily slid her bowl to the side and walked over to Thomas.

“Yes, love?” Thomas asked, as the door clicked shut behind Chef Mama.

Dropping to her knees in front of him, his goblin lover growled. “If Lulu gets to be in the orgy, there’s no way I’m not contributing to your success tonight.”

With that, she pulled him free from his pants.

Thomas looked down from his still half-finished soup. “I’m still eating.”

Emily waved at him as she extended her tongue to cradle the underside of his half-hard cock. Between the eye contact and the enthusiasm of her approach, he didn’t remain soft for long.

Moaning in delight, the little redhead shoved her head down onto his shaft.

“Fine, you do that, but I’m finishing my food,” he retorted, biting back a groan.

With a delighted giggle, Lulu made her way over. Casually opening her ever-present robe to reveal a shiny, skin-tight top, she reached down to grip Emily’s head, gathering the goblin’s hair into a ponytail. “Come on, now. He’s still eating. We can do better.”

Emily gave Lulu a thumbs-up. At the gesture, the ovisari shoved the eager little goblin forward, using her grip on Emily’s hair to face-fuck Thomas with a not-quite-brutal forcefulness. The head of his cock popped into Emily’s throat as her nose banged against his crotch.

Thomas moaned into his soup. “Fuck me,” he said, sourly. “I want to eat.”

“I am, Sire!” Lulu exclaimed happily.

But his chaos was rising as Lulu pumped Emily’s head up and down rapidly as if the goblin’s mouth was some kind of pocket pussy. With each loud, messy sounding slurp of his lover on his cock, coupled with the sight of Lulu’s enthusiastic assistance, he had to fight harder to remain in control. His skin pulsed, gradually filling with the telltale gray of full G-mode chaos.

“I’ll give you something to eat later,” Lulu threatened, crouching beside Emily. She pulled the goblin’s head off his cock. Emily had been sucking so hard that an explosive ‘popping’ sound filled the room.

Lulu’s pink hair framed her delicate, adorable features. “I love tasting her on your cock, my King.” She dove down onto him, tongue lavishing the underside of his throbbing dick with the rhythms she knew were likely to get him off.

Mewling in frustration, Emily tugged at Lulu’s shoulder. “I wasn’t done.”

Tipping his bowl up, Thomas drained his soup, then stood. He literally had to reach down and tug his cock from Lulu’s starved mouth. “I have duties tonight,” he told her, mock-crossly. “You get it last, as we agreed.”

“Or in-between, during your breaks,” she reminded him. “Every break.”

“Yes, that’s fine. If I’m recharging, you can help.”

Bouncing to her feet, she gave Emily a triumphant look. “It’s my favorite thing when I feel him get hard in my mouth.”

“Tell me about it. Me, too.” Leaning over, Emily gave Lulu a long, firm kiss. “You owe me a proper threesome on the trip.”

“I can’t wait,” Lulu giggled. “Gonna gobble that pussy like a troll at a wedding banquet.”

Leaving his two lovers to continue making out, Thomas walked out into the hallway. He was surprised to see both Briar and Thorn waiting for him in the hall. Both tall, imposing women studied him intently, especially the stiff cock that still glistened with Emily and Lulu’s saliva.

“Our Queen has given us permission to join in tonight,” Briar said. “Both of us were born in the Fae Wilds, and neither has yet been summoned to Earth. If you can manage it, you will be the first man who has ever managed more than a kiss with either of us.”

Thomas’s eyebrows went up.

“You’re virgins?” This was a wrinkle he hadn’t expected. They were succubi, after all. He’d assumed . . . well, assumptions about the Fae Wilds were dangerous, weren’t they? He needed to remember that.

“Does that intimidate you?” Briar asked, grinning evilly.

“Or arouse you?” Thorn added. “Or both?”

Thomas took the pair in. They were undoubtedly gorgeous . . . but nothing about them was necessarily more enticing than Lulu, Emily, or even Candi. In a way, he even found Laylana more appealing, in her exotic, purple-haired way. Nothing about them seemed capable of driving mortal men mad with desire.

Then he realized what was going on here.

“Do you both have a natural charm ability? A passive one, maybe?”

The women exchanged a look, as if they hadn’t expected this reaction.

“Yes, we do,” Briar admitted. “It amplifies our appearance. We can empower it, of course. But the passive version is usually enough to inflame undisciplined men.”

“Ah. That makes sense.” He summoned his Royal Tablet. “I put a lot of points in Discipline, so maybe that’s why I’m utterly confident that I can absolutely do more than kiss you both.”

With that, Thorn finally opened her wings. She was naked beneath them. Her unveiled body was perfection, like she had been sculpted out of the finest marble. She wasn’t as voluptuous as his other lovers. Her perky, upturned breasts were perfectly shaped, standing out above a flat, toned stomach. Her nipples were delicious pink confections.

Her mound was bare and framed a rosebud of a pussy. To add to her beauty, hints of reflective scale framed her belly and waist, emphasizing the slenderness of her hips. The scales curved around to cup each breast, as if holding them out in offering.

“It looks like a man designed you,” he said, mouth dry.

Even as beautiful as Thorn was, Thomas found the succubus’s beauty somehow less enthralling than it should have been. He certainly wanted to fuck her and was looking forward to it, but he didn’t feel a compelling need to do so..

She gave him a curious look, and then her mouth dropped open. “You’re resistant, aren’t you? To our magical charms?”

Briar chuckled, approval in her hellfire eyes. “Oh, this is so much more exciting than I had hoped. We have celestials to mess with, and a man who doesn’t come in his pants when he sees our tits. To answer your question, Thomas, a succubus is born from magic, from the imagination and lust of mortal men. Their desires shape us, as surely as a male parent would shape his biological offspring.”

“I see. That makes sense.” He looked down the hall, toward the rooms designated for the night’s entertainment. “What role do you anticipate in tonight’s events?”

“Sire, you may of course defile every part of our bodies in whatever depraved fashion you wish, as many times as it pleases you,” Briar replied bluntly, “but you need not touch us at all, because we feed on desire. All we need is to be in your presence. Your Royal Tablet imbues you with so much magic that any carnal activities you engage in will only fuel us further.”

Thorn held up a hand. “Well, she’s technically correct that we don’t need contact. That said, I was hoping you’d stack us on top of each other and alternately fuck us both while we make out. Then after you’ve given each of us your seed, we could sixty-nine and eat it from each other’s pussies while you watch and the pink-haired ovisari sucks you off for seconds. Then we could—”

“Thorn!” Briar said, laughing. “Why would you say the quiet part out loud so brazenly? You harlot!”

“I am a succubus,” Thorn corrected. “Not a mere harlot.”

Lulu, who had been in the hall for most of the conversation, cleared her throat and raised her hand. “Just so it’s clear, I approve of this idea.”

Shaking his head, Thomas waved. “Now that I’m warmed up and have plenty of things to look forward to, we might as well begin. We have a long night ahead of us.”


Chapter 8: Kingly Duties


Two hours later, Thomas sat in a hall between the ceremonial orgy rooms. Drenched in sweat and panting for breath, he took a long drink of the magic-infused water. Its rejuvenating properties flushed his senses, giving him renewed focus. Whenever his chaos took over and he lost control, he tended to thrash his body in the pursuit of lust.

This night had been better than ever. Or worse, he added with a mental chuckle.

Emerging from the nearest chamber, a nearly naked, sweaty Lulu crossed the floor toward him. She wore only a pleated skirt that accentuated her tiny waist and the sweeping flare of her hips, while her pendulous breasts swung free. Settling on the arm of his chair, she leaned down to nuzzle his neck as one hand casually slid down to his lap.

Stroking his flaccid member, she said, “That was so amazing. I love how fierce and aggressive you got, especially in the end.”

He chuckled and leaned over to kiss her deeply. Running his fingers up, across her horns and through her hair, he tugged her closer. It was a passionate kiss, even if he still wasn’t ready for the next room yet.

“Lulu is right, that was amazing,” Briar said, coming into view from down the hall. Thorn came a step behind her. Both succubi walked unsteadily, leaning on each other to maintain their balance. Their pupils were dilated, reminding him of how Emily reacted to coffee.

What Briar told him had proven correct. He hadn’t done so much as touch either of them tonight. They’d done nothing but consume his sexual energy vicariously as they watched, and they now seemed positively drunk on it. Their legs wobbled as if he’d been railing them and no one else for the last two hours, instead of a hundred or more of his citizens.

Briar cleared her throat. “No one told us how goblin chaos is so—”

“—positively decadent,” Thorn finished. “It’s delicious.”

“So delicious,” Briar moaned. “So powerful.” Stopping in front of Thomas, the succubus hesitated. She looked down at Lulu’s hand on his semi-hard cock, she spoke in a throaty, uncertain voice. “May I beg you for a small taste of your seed, Sire?”

Thomas looked at Lulu, who grinned.

“Emily is going to be so sad she can’t watch your first time with him,” the ovisari replied with a grin. “By all means, enjoy yourself. Just remember, he has obligations to the goblins after this.”

The succubus didn’t kneel so much as collapse into position. Settling back on her heels, she spread her thighs and slid her legs aside one of his. Her posture was perfect to offer him a view of her mathematically flawless breasts, flat stomach, and the inviting flower of her sex. She moved into the pose as effortlessly as a dancer, as if she’d been born to present her body so flagrantly.

“Oh, he likes that,” Lulu said, still stroking him.

Thomas glanced down. He wasn’t quite fully hard again, but the chaos in him was perking up. Lulu milked him tightly with her little hand, and a dollop of his seed emerged from the tip of his cock, a remnant of his last release.

With a moan of raw, bestial desire, Briar leaned forward. Her long dark hair brushed across his thighs as she thrust her chest at him, arching her back to press her breasts against his sweaty flesh. The pad of her tongue brushed across his sack, then drew up the underside of his shaft. She hesitated at the tip, just below the cum.

“May I, Sire?” she asked, holding the pose. The desperation in her voice was almost palpable, as if his cock was her sovereign rather than the Infernal Queen.

He hesitated. His seed belonged to his people first. But we do have an agreement with her mistress, he reminded himself.

With a hint of wickedness in his voice, he replied. “What do I get if I let you?”

Briar and Thorn both burst into approving, wanton laughter.

“What do you desire, King Thomas?” Briar asked, fluttering her eyes with their impossibly long eyelashes.

Thorn knelt next to her companion, her wings thrown back to reveal a curvier body than he’d expected. Whereas Briar was taut and athletic, Thorn had a little belly and heavier breasts with puffy nipples. Yet every inch of her was flawless and firm.

“I’m in for this supplication as well,” she said, leaning down to brush a row of kisses across Thomas’s inner thighs. Her tongue lapped at his balls before suckling one into her mouth.

Briar laughed excitedly. “I think there’s another drop left for both of us.”

Thomas held a finger up. “I’m too tired to think of anything specific right now. How about this? You each owe me a favor. Whatever I request of you that won’t get you in trouble with your Queen. It could be a special mission, or to help Lulu with her trainees. Or perhaps something else.”

The two succubi let out eager, impassioned moans and groped at each other’s bodies. Briar found her voice first.

“And in exchange, we may taste your seed?”

“Yes.”

They moaned again.

“Sire,” Thorn managed, “within the bounds of our Vassalage to our queen, we are your slaves. Use us as you will.”

He smiled. “Then the deal is struck.”

He half-expected the two succubi to gorge themselves on his cock, but he was mistaken. Both women leaned forward, each moving to one side of his cockhead. Working in tandem, their long, forked tongues slid out and began a slow walk up the crown of his cock. Nostrils flaring, they touched their tongues around the pearly cream of his royal seed.

At the first contact with it, both succubi began to moan and shudder in orgasm, as if the lust and chaos in that single drop of cum was enough to send them rocketing far over the edge. They embraced each other between his legs, with his cock in the center.

Thomas watched them shaking helplessly, gasping and sobbing as wave after wave of intense, violent orgasms wracked their bodies. As the succubi climaxed over and over in front of him, he felt a brief, tugging sensation, as if their magic was trying to take hold of something deep inside him. With a tiny effort of will, he shrugged it aside.

Briar and Thorn continued holding each other and kissing with his cock sandwiched between their lips as they shook in uncontrollable ecstasy. When the paroxysm that his seed had set off finally began to roll back after a minute or two, they fell onto their heels, sobbing and clutching at each other’s bodies as tears of abject joy streamed down their faces.

Briar gazed up worshipfully into Thomas’s eyes, letting out a little whimper. “You are immune.”

Thorn’s eyes were locked onto his now fully erect cock. She mewled like a kitten in desperate need of cream, or perhaps a junkie in need of a fix. It felt more to Thomas like the latter.

“More, Sire?” she gasped. “Please? I need it.”

Thomas started to respond that he had more goblins to attend to that night, but before he could speak, Lulu took the opening to jump into his lap.

“Just a little fun for me, too,” she protested.

She turned around to face the succubi, planting her feet on either side of him and thrusting herself onto his erection. Briar held onto his hardened shaft as Lulu settled down all the way to the balls.

“He feels so good,” the ovisari moaned out, rolling her hips. “You can’t believe how incredible our King is.”

“Oh yes I can,” Thorn corrected. The two succubi darted forward again, extending their tongues around his cock and up into Lulu’s slick channel.

The sensation of warm lips and tongues slithering around his cock and balls while Lulu rocked on top of him was nearly enough to get Thomas off again. But he still had too much to do tonight. Wrapping his hands around Lulu’s hips, he reluctantly lifted her off.

“I have duties,” he said, pushing to his feet. Lulu and the infernals moaned in disappointment. “Once those are complete, we can revisit this arrangement.”

Lulu knelt on the ground between the succubi and gave him a firm, pouty look. Briar and Thorn rose unsteadily beside her, towering over the diminutive ovisari, though they made big, pleading eyes at him as well.

“It feels good enough being near to this,” Thorn said.

“Though even better to taste it,” Briar added, “especially while you’re inside her.” She lifted her hand to her mouth, brushing her lips and licking Lulu’s fluids from the tips. “I taste love in that desire. It is so perfect.”

Lulu blushed. “Because we love each other.” She pointed to her hair to illustrate the fact.

“I do love you,” Thomas confirmed, leaning down to give her a kiss. Then he gently smacked her backside. “Enough of this. We have three more rooms of fifty to take care of tonight. Let’s get to work.”

***

Thomas woke in darkness. He felt Lulu pressed against one side of him, Emily on the other. The pregnant goblin’s adorable snores made him smile.

He was thirsty. The mating session had been particularly intense, and left him parched despite having all the water he could drink. Unlike the hospital, the castle had yet to undergo renovations to its plumbing. He’d already finished off the water an attendant had left in the room.

To get more, he would need to go down to the magical water room, which acted as a well for the palace. After gently extricating himself from between his women, he padded out of his chamber in search of refreshment.

He made his way through the hall, past the ceremonial orgy chambers, and into a small stone alcove with a metal bucket. Several clay cups sat to one side on a ledge for easy access.

He drank until he felt replenished, both in mind and body. The night had gone on and on, for hours. Yet oddly, despite feeling drained of anything resembling desire, the mere thought of the carnal delights they’d indulged in sent a thrill of chaos down his spine.

How can I want more? It might have been a benefit of his higher attributes, or maybe his official role as King. He shrugged the thought aside and made his way back to his bedchamber.

Halfway there, he heard a voice coming from one of the spare bedrooms. Like the other renovations around the castle, the door of the room had yet to be fully repaired. It hung open just enough for him to hear a murmur of conversation.

The sound of chanting rose and fell, and was replaced by a familiar voice.

“Mother Lilith, I have a report,” Briar said.

The reply, velvet smooth and resonant with power, came swiftly. “Speak, daughter of my bloodline.”

“He is everything you hoped for and more. Thorn and I have never known such…”

“Joy?”

“Pleasures of the flesh, Mother.” Briar sounded vaguely offended. “He nearly broke us, without even touching us.”

Lilith laughed. It was a charming, fond sound. “I am glad he didn’t die.”

“It was so much more than that. He didn’t just not die. Both goblin and infernal chaos responded. There was a cycle, and a growing one. I do not believe he realized it. The more passion he felt, the more Thorn and I could draw from it. Mother, the feast was beyond anything I could have imagined.”

“You sound smitten, daughter.”

“It was far more than that. We entirely lost control of ourselves during the orgy. He gave us a small taste of his seed, and it was enough to enslave us for hours. I must be honest with you, Mother. Having tasted it now, I would abase myself in the most humiliating fashion I can imagine for just a tiny bit more.”

“I see.”

Briar hesitated. “It is a concern. I would recommend caution with what other daughters you may choose to send, Mother. This man is like us. I believe he is for us. If an incubus ever existed for succubi, it is this man.”

There was a pause as Lilith seemed to consider her reply.

“Interesting. Interesting, and intriguing. Do you still believe he is a possible ally to our cause?”

“I do, Mother, most definitely, and a potentially important one. He saw easily through the lies of the celestials. He loves his people, and once he understands the full weight of the injustice that has been done to them, I have no doubt everything we discussed will come to pass.”

“Hmm,” Lilith replied. “These are dangerous times. The Fates have allowed things to become frightfully imbalanced. If what you say is true . . .”

There were a few more moments of silence.

“What should we do, Mother?”

“Everything we discussed, Daughter. Help him, and do whatever he requests of you. Do all you can to make him and his people strong. If he shows that he can withstand what comes next, then we will see. Until then, know that I am happy for you and Thorn.”

“Happy? Why?”

“Because I never thought any of my bloodline would ever know even the tiniest amount of pure joy. That both of you have with this man tells me there is, perhaps, hope for all of you.”

He heard Briar shift. Something metallic clanged off the floor. Hissing a curse, she stopped the object before it could rebound and strike again. Audibly upset, she said, “He was food, Mother. Nothing more.”

Lilith laughed. “Please. Your lies are transparent to me, and you know it. He was a man you did not kill. The flavor of your magic tells me he satisfied you beyond anything most of your siblings could ever conceive, and his hooks are already in your heart. So he let you taste his seed?”

“He—he did. And the depravity of it, Mother. He made us beg for it. Which we did. Willingly and eagerly. We begged like dogs. I am ashamed to think of it now.”

The Infernal Mother chuckled in amusement.

“You are a succubus, after all. Did it not fill your belly and chest with emotions you’ve never known?”

Briar made a strangled, anguished noise. “Mmm . . . maybe.”

Lilith snorted in derision.

“Briar, regardless of your concerns, we must ensure your sisters have the same opportunity. I am putting you and Thorn in charge of coordinating this. I’ll send an Administrative Tablet with the instructors you requested. You will oversee what must happen.”

“Which is what, Mother?”

“Whatever it takes to help our people and show your sisters the same joy you have felt. You may not keep this man to yourselves, as much as you would like to. Now I must go. The Demon King has grown increasingly violent of late. If I wish to avoid his lash, I must heal the bruises.”

Thomas moved on before Briar could emerge and catch him listening in. His thoughts churned as he made his way down the hall to his bedchambers. Everything he thought he knew was turning upside down.

What imbalance? What’s going on? More importantly, what were the mysterious plans they’d referred to?

Entering his room, he crawled carefully back into bed. Emily rolled over, pressing her backside to his thigh. Lulu shifted closer, putting her hand on his chest. He realized she was awake.

“Where did you go?”

“Water. I was thirsty.”

Lulu snuggled closer to him. “I love you, Thomas.”

“And I love you, Lulu.”

Lifting up, she kissed him tenderly. He returned the kiss with equal passion.

“I’m yours, my King. All of me. Every bit of me. I want you to know that.”

Thomas felt his heart clench. Surprisingly, given the acrobatics of the night, he felt his body responding, as if her love were a unique aphrodisiac.

“And I want that,” he replied. “I want all of you. Forever.”

Then they slept in each other’s arms with Emily nestled against them.


Task Updates


Your citizens are [overwhelmingly Happy] or have an otherwise positive mood. All production is improved by 100%. As a benefit, your Inner Circle has a +1 bonus to all attributes and skills.
Note: Due to rationing coffee production, the benefits it provides no longer apply. Once coffee production meets the needs of your citizens, expect an additional 50% productivity using Chef Mama’s recipe.


Task 1 - Implement Improved Farming/Food Plan
Assignment: Merina and Laylana
Time to Completion: 16 days


Task 2 - Find adventurers to deal with a Dungeon Core
Assignment: Thomas
Time to Completion: Unknown


Task 3 - Create Tailoring Infrastructure
Assignment: Zaza
Time to Completion: 6 Days


Queued Task 4 - Create Uniform for Vassals
Assignment: Zaza
Time to Completion: N/A


Task 5 - Create Schools
Assignment: Una
Time to Completion: 33 Days


Task 6 - Repair Critical Buildings
Assignment: Kerelitha
Time to Completion: 74 Days


Task 7 - Update Map of Hostile Territory
Assignment: Xera
Time to Completion: 29 Days


Task 8 - Create Logistics Hub for Mercantile Expansion
Assignment: Fiera
Time to Completion: 14 Days


(Updated) Task 9 - Create Goblin Sanitation and Health Standards
Assignment: Cyndil
Time to Completion: 87 Days


Task 10 - Take on Apprentices and Renovate Inventory Space
Assignment: Mojo
Time to Completion: 29 Days


Task 11 - Arrange Marriage Between Candi and Thomas
Assignment: Umadin
Time to Completion: 9 Days


Task 12 - Mentor Promising Goblins
Assignment: Umadin
Time to Completion: N/A


Task 13 - Help Dryads Move
Assignment: Thomas
Time to Completion: Unknown


Task 14 - Develop Assassin Training Program
Assignment: Lulu
Time to Completion: 18 Days


Queued Task 15 - Explore Contraceptives Options for Goblins
Assignment: Thomas
Time to Completion: N/A



Chapter 9: Blister


Thomas, Lulu, Emily, his new troll bodyguards, and twenty-five of Umadin’s most promising goblin warriors headed out the morning of the third day. They left behind fifty soldiers, along with Hammy-Todd, the troll who had defected to join Thomas’s side early on.

“We’d better hope the city doesn’t get attacked while we’re gone,” Thomas observed, worried about his people. With Umadin gone as well, the city was uncomfortably exposed.

Though he could have ridden on the front of the self-driving wagon, he decided to walk for now as they proceeded down the flat dirt road leading south of Lotta Tot. Pregnant Emily rode up on the padded seat up front, her legs dangling, and both hands wrapped around her rapidly expanding belly.

Coming up behind him, Lulu spoke. “Sire, the city is not undefended now that you’ve convinced the infernals to help you. If anyone attacks, that pair will help defend it.”

“True, but there are only two of them.”

“Two very powerful succubi, Sire. Briar let it slip to me that they’re both level twelve. Unless Reginald or the celestials do something very stupid and aggressive, I wouldn’t worry.”

Thomas almost asked for her opinion on the infernal’s loyalty, but stopped when he remembered the conversation he’d overheard the previous night. There was more politics at work here than just the celestials. It seemed “Mother” Lilith was playing her own, deeper game.

That’s a problem for another time, he thought, focusing on the goal ahead of them.

“Where are we headed first?” he called up to Emily.

“Blister. It’s the closest. It’ll take us two days.”

Lulu said, “How long will we be away assuming things go well?”

Pulling at her bottom lip, Emily considered. “We’ve brought lots of magic water with us as fuel for the wagon. Assuming things go smoothly, and we spend no more than one day at each settlement, we should be back home in a few weeks.”

“That’s a long time.” Thomas glanced back over his shoulder, at the rapidly dwindling view of the capital city. “I wish this world had waypoints or teleportation.”

“The Fates made teleportation in the Fae Wilds difficult ages ago, Sire.” Making a rolling motion with her hand, Emily summoned her new Tablet. Reading from it, she explained, “It was to prevent the rapid deployment of armed forces. The only exception is movement to and from the mortal world, which costs a prohibitive amount of magic. We could, in theory, pop over to California on Earth, then re-cross the Veil with a new destination in mind. That would be like teleportation. It would be disorienting, dangerous, and prohibitively expensive to most.”

“To most?” he asked.

“Mhm. There are some species and people who can cross easier. My cousin is a Fae Goblin. They are almost extinct. She lives on Earth.”

“Interesting. Do you know how my dad made it work with you?”

Emily shrugged. “It’s something worth asking.”

Thomas pulled his Royal Tablet out and sent his father a message asking for some clarification. Umadin replied a few minutes later.

Umadin: You’ve noticed your skin turns gray when you go G-mode, right?

Thomas: Yes

Umadin: You know how all our subjects have colorful, or even multi-colored skin?

Thomas: Sure.

Umadin: When I inherited my Royal Tablet, I awakened something called a Chromatic Bloodline. It changed me, making my skin gray. Since goblins inherit the abilities of their parents, the fact that your skin can turn gray when you go G-mode means you’ve inherited my gift. No doubt now that you have both a Royal Tablet and are King, it will fully awaken in time. When it does, you’ll see. It grants us access to any of the distinct abilities of our subjects. Once you have control over it, the Bloodline will allow you to tap into those different magics. As a byproduct, you’ll also be able to control your seed and produce offspring of your choice. Fully realized, you can personally repopulate nearly-extinct members of our species. Perhaps not just our species either, if your Diplomacy skill is high enough.

Thomas: Holy crap. You’re saying I can become an echidna.

Umadin: Echidna?

Thomas: On Earth, there’s a myth about a woman who was the source of all monsters. If I can control my seed to that degree, it sounds like goblins might have a bit of that potential in us.

Umadin: Not us. You. Only the Goblin King possesses such a capacity, and only with a very high Diplomacy.

Thomas: Are you saying you don’t have the ability anymore?

Umadin: Only a shadow. The power is tied to both Chaos and Magic attributes. When my Chaos plummeted, it left the ability unbalanced. Bestowing Emily with Veil Crossing was extremely taxing. I must be very careful, as too much use can drain my mana to zero. If that happens, I’ll go unconscious until it recovers.

Thomas: That’s interesting. So, with this ability, could I potentially do what Lulu does? Deliberately create badass, elite goblins?

Umadin: Remember you need to keep our people happy. You shouldn’t experiment with that method unless you have their understanding and consent. We are creatures of passion, not science.

Thomas: I understand. So, back to the Veil. How do you move across it?

Umadin: One of our nearly extinct bloodlines was something called a Fae Goblin. Their kind can move between worlds intrinsically. I was able to use that trait to move myself and others across the Veil.

You should know it would be unwise to speak of our Bloodline Gift lightly. I am sure other rulers have their own unique powers, but the wise ones don’t disclose them.

Thomas: Emily mentioned the Fae Goblins. That’s definitely something I’d like to learn more about later. Thank you for the information. How’s your trip with Candi?

Umadin: We’re off to a rough start. We arrived late last night to discover that Tavorin is contesting her claim to the throne, and we had a bit of a scuffle. Eight big warrior trolls tried to kill your fiancée.

Thomas felt a flare of sudden anger, which surprised him. He knew this match was political, but he was growing to like Candi, and he didn’t want her to get hurt because of what they’d agreed to do.

Thomas: Is everyone okay? Was she hurt?

Umadin: Yes, we are, and no, she’s fine. I made an example of them. Candi had her guards help, as well, which showed political acumen on her part. As of this morning, she told me word of the fight has gotten around the city, and the overall attitude of her citizens is much better.

Thomas: Good, and that makes sense. Trolls respect strength, and she needs to show hers.

Umadin: Agreed. Tavorin might still be a problem, but he fled the city after the fight, along with his few surviving men. For trolls, that’s an admission of weakness.

Thomas: This is why I’m glad we sent you to oversee preparation and not me.

Umadin: It was wise, yes. My plan is to spend the next three days in meetings to get the wedding ironed out. I’ll update you when I’m on the way home. Unless you want me to meet you on the road?

Thomas: No. Return to Lotta Tot as soon as you’re done. Emily and Lulu think the city is well-defended, but I have a bad feeling.

Umadin: Understood.

Two days on the road went by quickly and without incident. During the day, Thomas and Emily discussed administrative matters in Lotta Tot and the five settlements. He worked with her to put task lists in place, remotely assigning his Vassals duties to help them gain experience points and level up. Having the extra Tablets made this much easier, since she could do her job remotely.

When he checked his Tablet, he saw that Umadin had been doing the same. His troops all had goals to train or overcome any one opponent. The rewards for such simple tasks were miniscule, often not including a full experience point. But the fractional benefits added up. If they were lucky, they’d be able to get most of their Vassals to level four or five within a year.

Thomas spent every minute he wasn’t working with either Lulu or Emily, both as a trio and individually. All three of them knew that after the wedding, Candi would become part of their dynamic. That wasn’t the only challenge to their deepening love.

With every day that passed, Emily’s belly swelled further with Thomas’s child. She also became more involved in managing her responsibilities. Being the Seneschal for a kingdom of goblins was a full-time job, even with an Administrative Tablet.

Lulu likewise had extra duties. She usually fell back to the rear of the wagon train to train her two apprentices. They often practiced in secret, running into the brush or forest.

When they were with the caravan, though, Thomas noticed Belladonna staring at him a few times, as if she were studying him or trying to remember something. He got an odd feeling about her, though he didn’t think anything of it. He was the King, after all, and he’d freed her from slavery, so it was hardly surprising that Belladonna was curious about him.

Ultimately, once he felt safer or had more bodyguards, he hoped to elevate Lulu to his Inner Circle and give her command of a school for spies and assassins. This period of training was to show her as much as Thomas if it would be a good fit.

They arrived at Blister late on the second day. Thomas was both dismayed and intrigued by what they found.

Built on an open field beside a lake, Blister had more in common with Lotta Tot’s trash heap than with the city proper. Dozens of shanty buildings, barely more than sticks leaning against each other, marked the uneven border of the settlement. Goblin women, each a subtly distinct color and build, sat listlessly beside their hovels or wandered aimlessly around the village or along the lake. The women watched blankly as their convoy approached.

After a few moments, the problem became apparent from their gaunt bodies and hollow, haggard expressions.

“They’re starving,” Thomas said, feeling his guts twist.

His Tablet flashed, appearing in front of his face with a notice scrawled across the screen.

Notice: You have entered the territory of [Biddu of the Lake Goblin tribe]. Do you wish to reclaim [Blister] as your territory? [Yes/No]

Ignoring the prompt, he called ahead, “Biddu? Is Biddu here? My name is Thomas. I’m the new Goblin King. I’m here to help rebuild this settlement.”

A goblin woman wandered over from the edge of the lake. She had dark blue skin that seemed to naturally adjust to the local environment. Walking with a cane, the goblin still had an innate sense of balance and grace that Thomas hadn’t seen among most of his Mix-Match goblins.

“I am Biddu,” the goblin woman called, voice cracking with age. “What help do you offer, Goblin King?”

Thomas looked around, searching for signs of danger. There were clearly none. He didn’t even see any men. Of the few inhabitants who looked as if they might have been inclined to fight, all had Biddu’s skin tone and carried only rocks or broken sticks. None carried anything like proper weapons or tools.

Gently approaching Biddu, he spoke in a soft voice. “I’m here to bring health, life, and beauty back to our people.”

Up close, the goblin woman’s overpowering stench hit his senses like a wrecking ball. She smelled like fish, mud, and worse. Her eyes, deep set and dark, searched his face. “You look human. Yet I can feel chaos in you. Prove yourself.”

Thomas looked down at himself. He wore travel clothes, a simple Earth style t-shirt and jeans above boots he’d had Zaza craft for him. His skin was tanned but clearly human. “It only works when I let my chaos out. If I do that . . .” He looked around, absolutely certain that this was the wrong time to go into a lust fueled frenzy.

“Your father was Umadin?”

“Is. He’s still alive. He abdicated.”

Biddu hobbled closer, offering her hand. Up close, he saw her face was lined and both eyes had the white film of cataracts. He’d never seen a goblin so old before.

“Take my hand,” she directed.

Biting back a moment of hesitation, he gripped the ancient goblin’s hand.

She vanished.

One second, she stood directly in front of him, the next, she was gone. He still felt her hand in his, but as he studied the space before him that she had just occupied, he saw nothing.

Then she moved. He caught just a hint of her skin texture and saw her walking stick. She hadn’t gone invisible or teleported away. Instead, she’d blended into her surroundings perfectly.

He felt his chaos surging, responding in ways he hadn’t felt before. Magic like a warm embrace pulled at his center.

“Lake Goblins protect our people from monsters,” Biddu said in a solemn voice. “We know stealth and quiet movement. We know death in the shadows. Our kind find and fight that which little gobbos cannot face.”

Thomas nodded, uncertain why she was telling him that.

“I see you are indeed his child. Look down.”

He did. His arm appeared to end at the elbow. Everything below it had vanished, going practically transparent.

Biddu released his hand and his chaos subsided, going quiet. He felt a little drained, as if the display had consumed a tiny amount of his natural magic.

Biddu reappeared. “You are our King. Please reclaim Blister. If you have any kindness in you, help our people.”

Heart overflowing with pity for his downtrodden citizens, Thomas summoned his Tablet and claimed Blister. Biddu did not resist.

Notice: You have gained [100] experience for reclaiming an [uncontested] [small] settlement. You need [80] experience points to reach level [7].



Settlement - Blister


Settlement Name: Blister
Settlement Size: Tiny (fewer than 500 inhabitants)
Settlement Level: 0
Settlement Status: Sub-optimal (derelict)
· Challenge: Rebuild Blister. The settlement must grow capable of housing at least 3,000 inhabitants for this to be considered a success. Reward: 250 experience points.
(Approximate) Population: 350
Racial Mix: 100% Goblin
· Lake Goblin (35%)
· Mix-Match Goblins (19%)
· Mountain Goblins (18%)
· Tundra Goblins (11%)
· Swamp Goblins (7%)
· Beach Goblins (6%)
· Dark Goblins (4%)
Gender Mix: 100% Female



Chapter 10: Migration


Thomas looked over the settlement statistics. Unfamiliar with several of the sub-species of goblins, he used his Tablet to review each of their bloodline properties. The glossary updated with new information, filling in the gaps just as it would when he mapped new territories. What he learned in just a few seconds was fascinating, though not terribly useful.

The challenge was their current wretched state. Despite what Mama had mentioned about celebrations, a breeding orgy was the absolute last thing these poor women needed right now. Even if Thomas wanted to produce a specialized force of Dark Goblins to help with Lulu’s assassin school, none of the women in Blister were healthy enough to take part and likely would not be for a while.

He finally looked back at the old woman.

“Biddu, what happened to all your males?”

“Dead, as it is with so many males who lack leadership. Boredom, or carelessness, or recklessness. I am no queen. I cannot control their chaos. Then a few weeks ago, we were attacked by a group of gobbos from the south. They stole some of our people.”

“Stole your people?”

She let out a painful, croaking cry. “The last of our children. They took them south.”

I took too long, he thought, then pushed it away. Getting upset wouldn’t help. Even with that determination, burning anger licked at Thomas’s stomach. Children were the future.

“Okay. That settles it. All of you are going to Lotta Tot. We’re going to get you fed, cleaned up, and then send proper workers and military back out to Blister, once we’ve got enough troops to defend you.”

The city’s former leader seemed about to resist his statement, but deflated before she could argue. “Yes, Sire.”

“I’ll send a few of my goblin warriors back to town with you and arrange for lodging ahead of time. Have your people pack up and move out as soon as you can.”

“We have nothing to pack, Sire. I will inform our people of your commands.”

Moving with an even more pronounced limp, Biddu walked back to her people. As they came out to meet her, Thomas caught sight of several dusky-skinned females he took to be Dark Goblins. There were a few others he recognized now, too. As he focused on each type, he felt a subtle response from his chaos. It was like “feeling” a different flavor of food, or maybe having emotions surfacing that he hadn’t felt before.

Thomas had discovered what he called “love-chaos” after his coronation. Now, he realized there were other varieties in him as well.

This is where I belong. Learning about the true depth of my people. What would he uncover with the next settlement, or the ones after that? If what Umadin said about their bloodline came to pass, every new goblin Thomas met would add to his potential as an effective ruler.

No matter how eager he was to continue the trek, moving several hundred half-starved goblins from their homes took time and effort. Over the night and early into the next day, the goblins got organized for their trek to Lotta Tot. Thomas made sure the citizens had enough food for the journey, including barrels of the magically nourishing water and Chef Mama’s stew.

It was a quiet, very un-goblin group who left for the city the next morning. Escorted by several of Thomas’s troops, they moved at a steady, slow pace.

“Why would goblins raid another goblin settlement?” he asked Emily, sipping a steaming cup of coffee as they watched them leave.

She shrugged. “When chaos rules us, gobbos give into their most base natures. For some, that is raw cruelty.” Inching toward the intoxicating aroma of the coffee, she seemed to be fighting an urge to reach out and take a sip for herself. Then, as she looked up at the departing group of her people, her face fell. “The heart was gone from those women, Sire. They lost their future when your father was cursed.”

Thomas understood enough of how things worked now to see how it had happened. Umdain’s curse hadn’t just made him sterile. It had also dramatically decreased his chaos. Without chaos, a Goblin King could not direct his people. By cutting Umadin off, whoever had been behind the curse had very effectively choked off the lifeblood of all goblins in the Fae Wilds.

Sorrow and anger warred in his chest. Thomas had a clear idea now of just how dangerous uncontrolled goblins could become, but they weren’t bad people. Especially not with proper guidance.

Voice thick, he asked, “What’s next in our tour?”

“Mug. It’s another day from here. I spoke with Biddu about it, and she said that while Mug might show up on our Tablets as non-hostile, the goblins there have almost entirely given in to their destructive chaos. She said we needed to be careful.”

Thomas blanched at the idea of having to fight his own people. He turned and looked for his troll bodyguards, seeing Bobo and Solmn squatting at the edge of the group.

“Make sure everyone knows,” he said to Emily. “Let me go talk to our friends.”

He explained to the trolls what was coming when they got to Mug. “It looks like we’re a day away from a potential fight.”

The trolls, who had been well-behaved during the trip, gave him gestures of acknowledgement and cracked their knuckles. The action made noises that sounded like gunshots.

“If possible, I’d really prefer not to kill any goblins,” Thomas said. “Once I take control of their chaos, it should settle them down.”

“No kill, just smash. Got it,” Bobo said in a thick voice.

As they left the village, a notification came up on Thomas’s Tablet.

Notice: The territory of [Blister] has been voluntarily abandoned. You have [1 Year] to reclaim the area to restore its Quest Challenges. Reclaiming territory requires a minimum of [500] inhabitants, as well as sufficient infrastructure to support them.


“But they didn’t have any of that when we arrived,” he muttered, pressing for more details.

Degraded Settlement: Once established, a settlement only becomes abandoned when its population is reduced to zero for 7 days.
Abandoned Settlement: Any settlement reduced to zero population is considered abandoned. The alignment of [neutrality] will remain intact until it is reclaimed or conquered by another with either a Royal Tablet or Royal Administrative Tablet.


The group resumed their trek with a heavy heart. Blister had been abysmal. He couldn’t help but feel that their findings would worsen as their journey continued.

Over the next day, the road became rougher and the tracks grew thinner and more overgrown, suggesting fewer people came this direction. Shortly before dusk, the group came to a fork in the road. The right path, which appeared more-traveled, continued directly to the south along a river. In the other direction, the terrain became bumpier and vanished into the forest.

Thomas checked his map. Claiming Blister had expanded his view by thirty miles, but the border grew fuzzy before reaching the other settlements.

“Which way do we go?” he asked Emily.

She leaned forward on the wagon, giving him a generous view of her cleavage. Thanks to her advancing pregnancy, her breasts had swollen to the point that the buttons on her cream-colored peasant style top appeared to be screaming in agony.

Seeing Thomas’s look, Emily winked. Then she pointed to the right.

“If we continue south, we should reach Averdale in about four days. It’s near the edge of the old territory. Southeast of Averdale is Blith. That’s one of the hostile goblin holdings, right on the elven-troll border.” Then she pointed to the left. “That way, we’ll reach Mug in a few more hours. Another day further, we’ll reach Wubgug, right on the edge of troll territory.”

Thomas rubbed his chin, considering things. “So we’re looking at a three-day roundtrip for Mug and Wubgug?”

“Mmm-hmm. And then four days to Averdale and three more to Blith.”

Thomas did the math. “Assuming we spend one day in each settlement, that’s at least twenty days before we’re home again?”

“Assuming things go well, yes.”

“Wubgug is also hostile,” he pointed out. “We agreed you’d only visit to the safe ones. Once we finish with Mug, it’s time for you to head home.”

Emily gave him a look that was a mix of resentment and understanding. Putting her hands on her stomach, she nodded grudgingly. “Okay. We’ll get as much done as we can, then we can use the Tablets to communicate if you need me.”

Over the remaining hours before arriving at Mug, Thomas and Emily busied themselves with task management. Since leaving Lotta Tot, they’d made it part of their daily routine. They would sit together on top of the wagon with both Tablets open. Looking from Thomas’s big picture perspective to her individual one, they spent hours trying to find the best ways to help their people.

“Chef Mama knows all about the Blister folk,” Emily said.

Thomas listed off the current tasks for the goblins that were heading back to the city, not so much for Emily’s sake as to air them out loud.

“We need to get them fed, housed, and cleaned,” he said. “Then someone will need to get them into the school Una is building.”

“We need to get all of your citizens schooling,” she pointed out.

“You’re right.” He rubbed his palm against his forehead for a few moments. “There’s just so much to do. If we can’t rebuild Blister in a year, we’ll lose the settlement and have to reestablish it from scratch. We need our people educated, help them get levels, and so much more.” Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, he squeezed her close to him. “If not for you, I don’t know what I’d do.”

Blushing, Emily nuzzled against his neck. “I feel the same.”

***

It took longer than they expected to get to Mug because the road through the woodland hadn’t been maintained well for years, if not decades. From the remnants of it, Thomas could tell that it had once been an established road covered in paving stones wide enough for two wagons to pass abreast.

No more. Now, their wagon had to slow to a crawl to avoid all the potholes and depressions. It was late evening, just before sunset, when they finally reached the outskirts of the village.

Thomas’s heart sank as the place came into view. Mug was somehow in an even worse state than Blister had been.

Blister had at least been a cohesive settlement, with inhabitants who were doing their best to survive. They’d been starving and suffering, but at least they still viewed themselves as part of a community.

Mug was . . . something else.

Everything within half a mile around the dwellings was gone. Nothing but bare, churned dirt remained. There was no grass, no trees or wildlife, nothing alive at all. Even beyond that devastated ring, the trees and shrubs looked gnawed upon, as if a horde of rabid beavers had torn into the forest.

Mug itself most resembled an ancient Aztec city. In the center of the bare circle of dirt stood sixty or seventy old but well-constructed stone buildings. They’d clearly suffered from years of abuse and neglect, but the town was far more intact than Blister had been. The same could not be said for its populace.

Feral goblins ran everywhere, hooting and screeching. They were clearly in the grip of rampant, uncontrolled chaos.

Unlike Lotta Tot, where Chef Mama held sway and the goblin women had maintained some authority and cleanliness, the female goblins in Mug no longer controlled anything. Both the men and women looked like they’d stepped out of some zombie apocalypse movie. They were at least clothed, though that was about all they had going for them.

Wild-eyed and disheveled, the men looked as if they’d been rolling in excrement. Their bodies were caked in dirt and filth, their hair long and matted into chunks. Most of the women were as disgusting as the men, to the point that even gender was difficult to discern.

Like a swarm of locusts, the goblins rushed about grabbing at anything they could eat, from bugs to bits of bark. Chaotic, disorganized groups moved through the streets or along the treeline, scavenging for anything they could find. Of those who weren’t feeding, many brawled in a free-ranging battle-royale that ebbed and flowed around the city.

As Thomas’s group closed in and got a better look, the sight somehow got even more appalling.

A pair of black-coated goblins seemed to burst into fire as they beat on each other, howling and venting smoke into the air. Across from them, a group of naked locals writhed in a ball of flesh like a mass of wrestling cats.

“Excuse me, is that group fucking?” Thomas exclaimed. It couldn’t even be called group sex, because that word implied a level of enjoyment that matched nothing he saw in front of them.

“Sure seems like it,” Emily said, an expression of disgust on her face. “They’ve become little better than animals. Whoever leads them must have a high Chaos score but no Discipline.”

Thomas pointed at the two brawling goblins who continued to send out spurts of flame and smoke.

“What goblin type are they? I haven’t seen any in my Tablet glossary that catch on fire.”

“Lava.” Hooking a thumb back toward Lotta Tot, she said, “That mountain range once had active volcanoes. It might still. During the height of your father’s reign, he discovered a tribe like those two. He brought some back to act as his shock troops. From what I remember, they’re difficult to control but incredible in battle, as you can probably imagine. They recover from damage really quickly.”

Thomas held a hand up and called for the wagon to halt. The magical device slowed to a graceful stop a hundred feet or so from the nearest goblin. He watched the scene around them for several minutes, looking for any sign of a leader or some hint of intellect.

He saw neither. The goblins fought and mated like beasts, showing no thought for tactics or concern for their own health, let alone one another.

One odd thing he noticed was just how short the males were. The tallest he saw was just over three feet.

“They heal fast,” he mused, seeing an injured goblin stand after being pummeled into the ground.

A few of the goblins noticed the caravan, making squeaking, animalistic noises almost like a tribe of chimps, but none of the feral creatures approached. Their instincts must have told them that attacking such a large force wouldn’t be wise.

“Ah!” he said, “that’s a good sign.”

“Sire?”

“They at least aren’t completely without wits. I can work with that.” Turning, Thomas walked back to the wagon bed. Grabbing a club his guards had brought on the trip, he began walking toward the city. The expected notification came almost immediately.

Notice: You have entered the territory of [Fzzt of the Lava Goblin tribe]. Do you wish to reclaim [Mug] as your territory? [Yes/No]



Chapter 11: Contested Space


Thomas tapped Yes.

As soon as he did, a roar rose from within the pile of writhing bodies. A small, maybe three-and-a-half-foot-tall goblin came wiggling out. Covered in fluids and filth, it screeched as it rushed at Thomas.

As Fzzt ran at him, Thomas prepared himself.

Notice: Fzzt of the Lava Goblin tribe is contesting your claim. Defeat Fzzt or destroy over 55% of his holdings to reclaim this formerly [Goblin King] owned land.


Screaming and babbling incoherently, the goblin launched itself at Thomas. The citizens of Mug ignored everything about what was happening, showing no interest in their leader fighting for his claim to the settlement – if they even knew it existed, which Thomas rather doubted.

He waited for the little goblin to come into range, then stepped to the side and swung the club.

Thwack!

One hit cracked the diminutive goblin’s face open. His momentum was just enough to carry through the impact. One clawed hand scraped across Thomas’s arm.

Unfamiliar chaos exploded in Thomas’s guts. Boiling, hot rage like he’d never felt threatened to choke off his discipline, spurring him into mindless violence. Before he knew what he’d done, he struck the Lava Goblin again.

Fortunately, his reaction was well-timed, as Fzzt was trying to get back up. The goblin stayed down after the second strike, and his Tablet appeared with a notice.

Notice: You have defeated [Fzzt] and won the contest for [Mug]. Do you wish to claim this settlement? [Yes/No] Press for population details.

Thomas felt some of the angry haze clear. “What was that?” he murmured as he reached out to press Yes.

Emily and Lulu, who hadn’t heard his question, rushed over. The little goblin threw herself against his side, grabbing his arm, but she recoiled just as fast with a cry of pain.

“Ouch!” She stumbled backward, sucking on her fingers.

When Thomas looked down, he saw that the skin of his arm had turned scorch-black. But as he watched, it faded to gray, then his normal tan, leaving no sign of injury. His stomach churned with hunger, and the pressure of his chaos dwindled to a quarter of its usual potency.

“Sire, look!” Lulu pointed.

Thomas had been so focused on the fight and its aftermath that he hadn’t noticed the abrupt silence around them. He turned to look at Mug and gasped in shock. Hundreds of previously feral goblins had been transformed in an instant.

Their eyes, so full of unrestrained chaos moments before, were now clear. The piles of bodies that had been busy mating or fighting, now peeled apart. The males looked unsteady, and some even showed signs of embarrassment, blushing and backing away from the women.

The Lava Goblin women, red-skinned with black patches of dirt, came forward. One of them, a middle aged woman who was slightly taller and more scarred than the rest, adjusted her tattered leather rags and approached Thomas.

“You gobbo King?” she said, speaking in the broken tongue of an uneducated goblin.

“I am.”

“Good. We need. You fix.” She patted her chest and stomach.

It took him a beat to realize she was talking about her chaos, not her womb. The thought of breeding with any of the Lava Goblins right now was disquieting, to say the least. Flicking his attention to his Tablet, he pressed the menus to call up the settlement statistics.

(Approximate) Population: 8,300


Thomas gaped at the screen for a moment or two. Compared to Blister, Mug was positively bristling with goblins.

“This is way too many to move to Lotta Tot,” he said, showing Emily and Lulu the statistics. “We’re going to need to leave them here and appoint local Vassals to help us manage things until we can come out and help rebuild properly.”

Glancing from Thomas to the Lava Goblin woman, Emily said, “What do you want us to do?”

“We need to find out what we’ve got available here, and who I can recruit to help. Lacking better tools, we’re going to need to talk to these people and find candidates for leadership.”

“That could take time,” Lulu pointed out.

“We have no choice. These are our people.” He hesitated. “We also need to find their kids and send them to Una. I know it’ll overstuff her school, but we need to establish standards. This community needs them.”

The Lava Goblin lifted her voice. “You say teach gobbo brats?” She held her hand low, indicating a small goblin. “You take brats away? No more squealing? We happier with them gone.”

Emily gasped. “You don’t like your own children?”

“Them eat and scream. In the way. Interfere with fuc—”

Fists balling up, Emily was about to charge the Lava Goblin when Thomas put a hand on her shoulder.

“They have no Incubatus Incepticus, Emily. I mean, look at this place. With their chaos rampant, it couldn’t have been an easy life for any of them, especially their children. This happens on Earth, too.”

“But the mothers abandon their children?” Her voice was scandalized, and he saw rage and pain in her face. “How could they?”

“I saw a couple of goblin children beating each other to a bloody pulp with rocks when we arrived,” Lulu pointed out.

At the words, Emily deflated. She let out a tired sigh.

“You’re right. You’re both right. This just feels wrong. Especially . . . now.” Her hands slid across her belly. “There’s nothing in the world I care about more than my baby and my loves. I can’t imagine not wanting them.”

Thomas put his arms around her and pulled her close. “On Earth, when people are starving and poor, they can do awful things. And those were humans. They didn’t have goblin chaos in them.”

He looked at the wretched group of goblins around them.

“We need to elevate Mug and its populace. With education and resources, we can help them find their way back. It’ll just take time. Until then, we’ll take care of their kids. That will let them focus on rebuilding a functioning city their children can come back to and thrive.” He wrinkled his nose. “I’m pretty sure they don’t have clean, running water here.”

“Okay.” Still fighting tears, Emily said, “Let’s find out who these people are. Maybe we can do a little good before we move on.”

***

The next two days were spent in a flurry of activity, though Thomas and Emily were the only ones in the convoy equipped to interview the Lava Goblins. They learned about the violent instincts of the rare bloodline, along with many of their strange customs.

“They are a bit like peacocks from back on Earth,” he observed out loud. “The men are so small, they have to do all sorts of insane things just to earn attention.” Backed by goblin chaos, such displays were either comedic or horrifying. There was little in-between.

In the end, Thomas selected three promising goblins that he made into his Vassals, two women and one man. The male, interestingly enough, was the deposed chief, Fzzt.

Notice: You have acquired Fzzt, Ulurlp, and Stacy as Vassals. Thanks to Enhanced Vassal Management, you may select a class for each of them. These will replace their existing classes, which are [Rabble]. A list of available classes is on their menus.


He checked on their available classes.

Notice: The list below is determined by each Vassal’s current attributes, race, and background.
· Berserking Ravager (Fighter)
· Dirty Fighter (Fighter)
· Blacksmith (Crafter)
· Chef (Bakery Specialist) (Crafter)
· Plumber (Specialist Laborer)
· Singer/Poet (Entertainment)


“Plumber? Chef? Singer?” Thomas reviewed the classes twice, just to be sure he hadn’t misread. “What the absolute shit?”

He pressed for more details.

Lava Goblin Class Options: Lava Goblins tend to be small and nimble. They also produce their own heat and are resistant to being damaged by flame. Their facility at plumbing is due to their size-to-strength ratio. They can get in and out of small spaces with ease. In addition, their variety of aggressive chaos lends itself to certain types of music and poetry. While they are well-suited as frontline fighters, the current state of your holdings enables opportunities that have been untapped for centuries.


“Huh,” he said as Emily gawked at his screen.

“No kidding,” she replied.

“Well, okay then.”

“I figured we’d be bolstering our fighters,” she said, “but this is promising. Didn’t you say we needed plumbers?”

Thomas had completely forgotten, but she was absolutely right. Despite the recent work and repairs, there were still numerous sections of Lotta Tot’s water system that were degraded or broken. With their growing city, they’d need to expand the pipes, otherwise they’d run into sanitation problems. If they were really going to extend the system to Mug, they would need a lot of goblins with those skills.

“Sure did.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead. As Emily beamed up at him, he went on. “Honestly, I’m not upset at the idea of Lava Goblins running around and helping build sewers and plumbing.” Thinking back to his days as a gamer, he broke out in a loud laugh. “Imagine the look on some asshole’s face when they try to invade our kingdom and find a swarm of Lava Goblins scurrying around the plumbing? It would be just perfect.”

He started laughing, but stopped when he realized they were all staring at him in confusion. No one else got the joke.

“Okay, let’s move on.”

New Vassal Briefing


Fzzt
Level: 2 Plumber
Loyalty to the [King]: 5 (Neutral)
Current Disposition: Mildly Confused, Optimistic
Key Features: Fzzt has been given a deep understanding of plumbing. This includes fluid mechanics, metalworking, and waste management. When doing plumbing-related tasks, he works 50% faster. This is a stacking bonus.


Ulurlp
Level: 2 Chef
Loyalty to the [King]: 6 (Elevated)
Current Disposition: Creative, Inspired, Hopeful
Key Features: Ulurlp knows how to create and maintain a kitchen. She also knows how to prepare a variety of nutritious food, and has been instilled with information on proper diets for a variety of races and species.


Stacy
Level: 2 Blacksmith
Loyalty to the [King]: 5 (Neutral)
Current Disposition: Creative, Dour, Bemused
Key Features: Stacy has all fundamental engineering and construction knowledge to create, enhance, and use blacksmithing tools. This includes forge management along with knowledge smelting and metalworking.


Reviewing his new Vassals’ briefings, Thomas whistled. “These upgrades seem better than some of the other Vassals we’ve given levels to.”

“Well, not exactly,” Emily said, coming up on her tiptoes and putting a hand on his arm to read the Tablet. “It’s everything they’ll need to perform their duties. Anything less, and they’d just be apprentices. That wouldn’t be very useful, would it?”

“Hmm. True. If they had to be level five or six just to start using their skills, that would be pointless. Especially with how slow most people earn experience points.”

“Right. Your warriors, like Fresh Catch, got whatever they needed to protect you or fight things. That’s simple. Blacksmithing and plumbing aren’t.”

Selecting each of the new Vassals, Thomas began assigning them tasks. Ulurlp and Fzzt both seemed overjoyed at their new skills and knowledge. Stacy remained dour, just glaring in the air as she reviewed the message.

“How do tasks come across when someone doesn’t have a Tablet?” he wondered aloud.

“Like commands in their mind.” Emily tapped her forehead. “It can be very jarring until you’re used to it.”

Thinking back to what Umadin said, Thomas spoke to his new Vassals. “As your King, I’m going to be assigning you some tasks now. This is for your own good, and the good of the others here. We need to help Mug stand on its own two feet, and the three of you might be key to that.”

The first two gave him mostly blank stares. Stacy grimaced.

Task 16: Construct a Forge
Assigned to: Stacy
Estimated Time to Completion: 40 Days
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: Modest. Experience reward (10-30 points)


Task 17: Construct a Kitchen
Assigned to: Ulurlp
Estimated Time to Completion: 22 Days
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: Modest. Experience reward (10-30 points)


Task 18: Develop a Plumbing and Sewage Deployment Plan and Methodologies
Assigned to: Fzzt
Estimated Time to Completion: 64 Days
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High. Experience reward (30-100 points)


When he was done, he turned to Emily. “I’ll pass these off to you once we get things going. Would you see about getting some Vassals assigned to bring goods here for these people? If we’ve got a local blacksmith and plumber, maybe we can solve our issues with Blister and other settlements, too.”

“Sure. I’ll coordinate some guards with Umadin.”

“You remember I need you to head home from here?” he asked. “This place was dangerous enough. I can’t risk taking you to the settlements that are actively hostile. Some of them are likely to be significantly more organized than this.”

Emily’s face tightened. “Yes, Sire.”

He hugged her tightly. “I love you, and I need you. You can do this.”

“I know.”

Summoning her Tablet, Emily went to work.

While she updated the tasks, Thomas made his way into Mug. Fresh Catch, Bilden, Sunnu, and Glob, his goblin bodyguards, escorted him as he toured the city.

***

After two days in Mug, the signs of how transformative his presence was couldn’t have been clearer. The feral goblin men had become almost docile and subservient. The women stood taller, cleaner, and with more pride, though they still had a hint of the same wild energy they’d had when he first arrived.

In the evening of the second day, his Tablet appeared with several new notifications.

Notice: You have gained [200] experience for reclaiming an [uncontested] [large] settlement. You are now level [7]. You need [160] experience points to reach level [8].
New Level Achieved: You have reached level [7]. You have gained [5] attribute points and [3] skill points. You may assign up to [3] points in any attribute. See your updated Character Sheet for additional information on your advancement.


Notice: Recent events have begun the process of awakening your [Royal Bloodline Powers]. This has been added to class abilities list. Your [Magic] score will influence how much mana you have to use these abilities. These abilities will allow you to briefly tap into the magical, or innate capabilities of your [goblin] citizens. If you develop these powers through regular use, you may discover additional properties.


“I guess that makes it official.”

Thinking about the Lava Goblins, and recent events with both them and the Lake varieties, Thomas guessed his Bloodline powers might be critical. He added two points to Discipline and three to Magic. Once that was done, he put two points into Architecture and Engineering, and one into Diplomacy.

As he reviewed his character sheet, he paused at Unspent Inner Circle Experience. He’d been saving this because until a few days ago, he didn’t have an Inner Circle.

Now he did, and he had 600 experience to spend on it. The question was how.

Umadin didn’t really need any more power, and Thomas couldn’t improve it measurably with only 600 experience. The return on boosting Mama was also limited.

Emily, though, was different. She was lower level than the other two. As his Seneschal, he figured she’d be leveling up quickly, but it made sense to empower her as rapidly as possible.

Checking Emily’s updated Inner Circle details, he saw that she only needed five more experience points to reach level four. With another 260, he could get her all the way to level six. He spent the points.

Note: As a member of your Inner Circle [Emily] will be allowed to distribute her attribute points. As a Tablet wielder, this gives her [30] attribute points to distribute and [15] skill points. Her class abilities have been dynamically updated to meet her new title and focus.


He heard an overjoyed squeal from her a moment later.

“Sire?! What did you just do?”

Thomas looked up as his pregnant lover came running over and jumped into his lap.

“I need you leveled up,” he replied as he hugged her tightly. “We have a lot to do.”

“I am so excited! Thank you!”


Settlement - Mug


Settlement Name: Mug
Settlement Size: Large
Settlement Level: 1
Settlement Status: Sub-optimal (derelict)
Challenge: Mug has suffered due to the Goblin King’s curse. Although the city retains its structures, it needs updating and renovations. Help the locals produce the essentials: food, clean water, and other updates you are providing to Lotta Tot. Reward: 250 experience.
(Approximate) Population: 8,300
Racial Mix: 100% Lava Goblin
Gender Mix: 64% Female



Updated Character Sheet: Thomas Stone


Age: 25
Level: 7
Class: Tomorrowwright
Total Experience Needed to Reach Level 8: 160
Unspent Inner Circle Experience: 335
Species: Half-Goblin
Inner Circle Size: 3/6
Vassal Size: 19 out of 350 (50 X Level + 50)
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 22
Mana (Magic + Level): 22
Attributes
· Cunning: 19 (As a [Goblin] this level of cunning allows you to pierce low-level illusions and disguises passively)
· Discipline: 21 (+2) (You are immune to most Charm effects or spells. At this supernatural level of Discipline, all [goblins] within your domain enjoy a significant bonus to their Discipline scores)
· Strength: 11
· Endurance: 15
· Chaos: 18 (Commands issued to your goblins have a 20% increased effectiveness)
· Magic: 15 (+3) (When your Bloodline Power awakens, you will have access to more mana to activate those powers)
· Agility: 11
Core Skills:
· City Planning and Development: 6- Every aspect of city planning, including the planning time and even materials and labor costs associated, are reduced by 60%
· Architecture and Engineering: 7(+2)- The buildings and designs you create require 30% fewer materials and are 30% more efficient/effective.
· Diplomacy: 10 (+1). 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 loyal 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.
Level 7: Your goblins walk 20% faster while happy. They instead walk 50% faster if they are traveling to and from settlements you control. If the settlements are optimistic or happy, this is increased to 75%.
Bonus Enhancement - Chromatic Bloodline Awakening: This ability will be revealed as you experiment and attempt to use it.



Updated Character Sheet: Emily


Goblin Age: 21
Level: 6
Class: Royal Assistant (Inner Circle; Seneschal Focus)
Total Experience Needed to Reach Level 7: 280
Species: Mix-Match Goblin
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 20
Mana (Magic + Level): 12
Attributes
· Cunning: 17 (+5; as a [goblin] this attribute grants her a passive ability to see through low-level illusions)
· Discipline: 17 (+6; she is resistant to Charm spells and effects)
· Strength: 12 (+3)
· Endurance: 14 (+6)
· Chaos: 16 (+5; as a Seneschal, this level of chaos grants an additional 10% passion bonus to goblins she assign tasks to)
· Magic: 6
· Agility: 12 (+5)
Core Skills:
· Knowledge: Fae Wilds: 6 (+5)- She is familiar with most of the Fae Wilds, including the cultures and magics there.
· Task Management: 10 (+9)- She may queue up to 4 tasks for an individual Vassal. If Vassals complete multiple tasks simultaneously, they receive a cumulative experience boost.
· Diplomacy: 5 (+4).
Class Benefits
Note: These benefits apply to Tablet-Wielders. Standard classes get fewer class benefits.
Granted Powers: While engaged in activities that assist her [King], she requires 50% less rest or nourishment.
Level 1: Her Cunning, Discipline, and Chaos are all 3 points higher while actively assisting her King. This stacks with Thomas’s Tomorrowwright benefits. These benefits increase to +4 at level 8, then to +5 at level 12.
Level 3: Her Strength, Endurance, and Agility are all 3 points higher while actively assisting her King. This stacks with Thomas’s Tomorrowwright benefits. These benefits increase to +4 at level 8, then to +5 at level 12.
Level 5: She is immune to mind-influencing effects, such as charms or illusions, while operating on the behalf of her King.



Chapter 12: Wubgug


When the third morning dawned, the parties prepared to go their separate ways. As much as Thomas wanted Emily to remain by his side, keeping her and their child safe was his top priority.

“I’ll be working on the wedding details, too,” she reminded him as she dressed. The space the three of them shared behind the front of the wagon had been built for three troll-sized people to sleep. That gave the three of them plenty of room for all sorts of activities, amorous and otherwise.

“Has the venue been decided, then?” he asked.

“Umadin negotiated for it to take place just outside of Lotta Tot. If we can get Laylana’s groves growing, they’ll make a great place to hold it.”

Rolling over on the cot, Thomas watched Emily’s comical dance as she tried to tug her top down over her breasts. “Will Laylana agree to that?”

“She offered it, actually. If ‘the beautiful Princess Lorelai’ is able to provide the seeds she needs, Laylana thinks that your having a strategic marriage in the new grove would mean a lot.”

Thomas snorted at her reference to Breon’s daughter. He was still wondering what was going on with that one. But it was a dilemma for another day.

Extending a hand, he put his palm against the slope of Emily’s stomach. The child within stirred, responding to his touch. “I think she’s trying to hold my hand.”

“She? What if it’s a boy?” Emily gave him an adoring smile as she laced her fingers with his. “I would like nothing more than to give my King an heir.”

“We’ll love him or her, regardless.”

“We will.” Emily said the words with a hint of awe in her voice. “Goblin males rarely care about their children.”

“I’m not them. Everything I’m doing, all of my plans, are to provide a future for everyone I’m responsible for. Every child I helped sire will need a safe, clean place to grow up in. That’s on me. Even if I can’t be present for all of them, I’m going to do my damndest to show them all that they’re loved.”

Eyes flooding with emotion, Emily pushed onto the cot next to him. Resting her head against his chest, she murmured, “You really are the best man any of us could have asked for.”

“I’m just me.”

They snuggled for a few moments. “You were going to explain about the wedding having significance to Laylana’s people?”

“Oh, yeah. You already know that if we can restore the dryads’ grove, they’ve agreed to align with us, which means they’ll also be officially added to the ceremonial orgies. In a way, getting married in a new grove will be marrying Laylana as much as Candi.”

Thomas blinked at that. “Marrying Laylana? Not her people?”

Emily giggled. “A bit of both, I suppose. She’s the one negotiating all of this. Remember?”

“Oh.” Chuckling, he shook his head. “Well, she did seem much friendlier the last time we spoke.”

There was a gentle knock on the cab door.

“If we’re going to make it to Wubgug today, we need to go soon, Sire.” Lulu said in a sympathetic voice. Thomas knew she didn’t want Emily to go, either.

Reluctantly peeling herself away, Emily said, “She’s right. And I need to spend a few minutes with Lulu, too.”

She kissed him and finished pulling on her clothes, then hopped down from the wagon. Thomas followed her after getting dressed himself.

The two groups, both his traveling companions and the Lava Goblins, gathered next to the wagon.

“Emily will lead a contingent of Lava Goblins and your children back to Lotta Tot,” he announced. “My father will train this contingent to join our military. I trust you to select from among yourselves, but I need three hundred able-bodied goblins.”

Emily gave him a sharp look.

“Three hundred Lava Goblins as my personal escort, Sire? Really?”

He grinned down at her. “Bet your bubbly ass you’re getting an escort.”

Thankfully, with Thomas’s heightened Discipline and Cunning, the Lava Goblins behaved with sharp focus. Three hundred volunteers stepped forward in a matter of minutes. Imposing his will on them, he commanded, “Protect Emily. Work hard for Umadin. When you’re all level three or four, we’ll send you back here to set up a training camp. You will be the tip of the spear for a new goblin army.”

When he relaxed his grip on their chaos, all three hundred raised their voices in jubilant cheers. Then Emily’s group moved off toward Lotta Tot, with her entourage following behind. Thomas struggled for a moment at the thought of being apart from her for several weeks.

He felt Lulu’s hand slip into his and squeeze as they watched the large group of goblins depart.

“I’m going to miss her so much.”

“Me too. But we’ll all be back together soon enough.” He let go of her hand and put it around her, pulling her close. “How are your trainees doing?”

“Very well. Umadin is helping me assign training tasks. It’s speeding things up a lot. I expect them both to be at least level three, maybe four, by the time we get back.”

They climbed onto the wagon and resumed the trip toward Wubgug. Thomas realized that he really needed to give Lulu the same advancements he’d given Emily when she became his Seneschal. But since the ovisari wasn’t yet a member of his Inner Circle, he couldn’t do it directly.

Short-term tasks it is, he thought.

Immediate Task: Daily Training
Assigned to: Lulu
Estimated Time to Completion: N/A
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: Very Low (1-5 experience, depending on student progress)


“That’s great!” She gave him a squeeze. “It’s also a great incentive to double down on their training.”

She hopped down and went off to rejoin her apprentices. With Lulu occupied and Emily on her way home, Thomas found himself alone for the first time in weeks.

Ahead of them, he watched his temporary troll bodyguards ranging in front of the wagon. Both of them carried huge machetes. The forest was even thicker along the road past Mug, and the trolls often had to use the machetes to clear underbrush in front of the wagon to make way.

His four goblin bodyguards walked with the trolls, chattering incessantly. From the sound of it, the trolls were engaged in the conversation, too.

That’s a good sign, he decided, heart full of hope for the future.

Over the course of the day, the sky gradually filled with clouds. A colorful pattern rolled through them, hinting at the presence of magic. As he looked around, Thomas had to stop himself from calling Emily’s name.

She’s not here. The thought was a spot of pain. Summoning his Tablet, he sent her a message.

Thomas: It looks like a storm here. This is the first time I’ve seen one since coming to the Fae Wilds.

Emily: We’re seeing it roll in, too. Wild Storms are different from your Earth ones, Sire. You’ll want to find shelter for your troops. Wubgug used to be a treehouse city. You may be able to find safety there, assuming it hasn’t changed too much.

Thomas: Will do. I miss you and love you.

Emily: And I you.

They arrived at Wubgug as the first droplets of rain began falling. Thomas stopped the procession to take in the view.

Wubgug presented a very different appearance from the first two settlements. Nestled in and around a magnificent grove of trees, the city looked like something straight out of Peter Pan.

Vine trellises covered in bright purple, pink, and blue flowers wrapped around tree trunks and climbed upward, framing cunningly crafted wooden houses. Arched rope bridges, also covered in flowering vines, connected the treetop buildings. The arboreal city spread as far as Thomas could see. Unlike Mug and Blister, it was actually beautiful.

It was also completely and inexplicably empty.

There was no sign of goblins or any other inhabitants. As they neared, he received a notification.

Notice: You have entered [hostile goblin] territory. This territory has been abandoned for [7 months]. If you do not reclaim it in [5 months] it will become unowned territory and will need to be reclaimed. As a [Goblin King] you may claim this area. Do you wish to claim the settlement? [Yes/No]


Thomas hopped down from the wagon, and Lulu came up beside them. Both of her students, Belladonna and the girl he’d learned was named Teelah, dressed in matching cloaks to their instructor, waited nearby.

Once again, he got an odd feeling about Belladonna. With all her tattoos and piercings, she had a look that reminded him of some goth girl from Earth despite being a human from the Fae Wilds.

“I’ve got an option to claim this territory,” he said to Lulu. “It says it’s been abandoned for seven months. Do you think this could be some sort of trap?”

“We can scout around, Sire.” The normally bold ovisari sounded oddly timid. She glanced up at the sky, a noticeable tremble in her lower lip.

Thomas shook his head. “No need. I can’t imagine anyone would wait seven months to spring a trap on us.'' Still, he frowned, wondering why and how the settlement had been emptied of its inhabitants.

The closer he looked, the stranger it all seemed. There were no signs of the strife or destruction he would have expected from a goblin city that had been abandoned. It was as if they’d all just up and left one day – left peacefully and quietly, in a manner quite unlike the unaligned goblins they’d encountered so far.

A peal of thunder shook the sky, followed by a streak of magenta lightning that clawed through the clouds. Lulu bit back a yelp, her eyes going even wider. She didn’t complain, but he could see the fear in her face.

Whatever had happened here, he needed to decide quickly. Thomas claimed the territory.

“Yes,” he told the Tablet, dismissing it. Then he lifted his voice. “Everyone get to the village and find a safe place to hunker down. We’re going to ride this storm out.”

Belladonna lifted a hand and pointed to the left. “Sire, there you go.”

Something about the way she said it struck Thomas as familiar, as if he’d seen her perform that same motion, but in a completely different setting. Which made no sense. Why do I keep getting this jolt of familiarity from her?

Then thunder crashed, and Lulu cried out. Thomas shrugged off the weird sense of deja vu.

He turned to look where Belladonna was pointing. He saw that one of the nearby tree houses was only ten or fifteen feet off the ground and far larger than the others. It was covered in a riot of flowers, along with a few bits of reflective metal that reminded him of the fidget toys back in Lotta Tot.

“That must have been the chief’s hut or something. Let’s go.”

With his authority helping keep everyone focused, the goblins, trolls, and both trainee assassins scattered into the woodland houses. Since the wagon was a heavily reinforced troll construction, he felt safe leaving it where it was.

The first rain began to fall just as Lulu and Thomas reached the hut. They found the wooden door locked.

Despite the dense canopy above, the rain made its way down to them. It was cold, and a hint of magical energy, like sizzling electricity, brushed across Thomas’s skin where the drops landed.

Pulling her knife out, Lulu began working on the mechanism. “It’s all wood, but this is quite clever.” Reaching into a pouch at her side, she found a little metal lock-pick and bent forward.

Thomas stood over her, trying to shield her as the rain intensified. Looking around, he was glad to see the rest of the goblins seemed to have no issues with the other dwellings.

Click!

“G—got it,” Lulu stammered a few seconds later. The temperature must have dropped by twenty degrees or more since the start of the storm. She pulled on the knob and led the way inside, with Thomas following right behind her.

The interior of the dwelling was enormous, at least by goblin standards. Brightly colored flowers wove through the ceiling in a tight net. Along the walls, intricately woven tapestries with glowing thread produced just enough light for Thomas, with his half-goblin heritage, to see clearly.

Tables, desks, and the sorts of furnishings Thomas would have associated much more with an elven home were set around the curving interior. An elaborate bed with carved posts sat against one wall, separated by a hanging sheet that was drawn to the side.

“Sire, look!”

Lulu pointed to a space on the wall where flowering vines grew down to frame an oval window with wooden blinds. The vines had a variety of fruit growing on them. He didn’t recognize any of it, but several looked like blueberries.

The shivering little ovisari shrugged out of her robe and tossed it over a goblin-sized wooden chair. Walking over, she plucked one of the berries and gave it an experimental bite. Her face lit up as she waved him over. “It’s delicious.”

Still wary of where they were and what they’d uncovered, Thomas remained where he was, looking around for signs of an unsprung trap. “Are you sure it’s not poisonous?”

“It’s not,” she said, then hesitated. “It’s not any poisonous fruit I know of, anyway.”

Laughing and shaking his head, he tried one of the little berries. An explosion of sweetness and fruity tang filled his mouth, along with a little jolt of energy.

“You’re right, this is amazing.”

“Eeeee-Chew!” Lulu’s squeaky sneeze was as adorable as the girl herself. “Guess I’m a little cold.”

“At least you’re wearing proper travel clothes under your cloak today,” he commented.

Lulu had on a tunic and trousers with high boots. The outfit couldn’t conceal her shape, but it was certainly less overtly attention getting than the bikini.

She gave him a sly smile and reached down, hooking her fingers in the hem of her pants and pushing them down just far enough to reveal a hint of lace. “Emily let me borrow these.”

Before Emily recruited Thomas, she’d visited Earth enough times to shoplift an entire store’s worth of clothes. She probably had enough to last both girls for months without repeating a single outfit. Naturally, since she was a goblin girl, much of Emily’s closet space was stacked high with lingerie.

Thunder, almost deafeningly loud, rang out as the howling wind kicked up. The temperature plummeted further. Even in the cozy, well-protected hut, it grew cold. Thomas looked around for anything they could use to warm up the room. Other than the bed, there was nothing.

“Let’s see if there are any blankets.” He and Lulu spread out to inspect the large room, and Thomas began with the armoire that stood next to the bed. The cabinets had a variety of mystical paraphernalia in them, a mix of jars, old books, and other odds and ends.

He found a bundle of little wooden sticks that looked like wands, stuffed into a dark wooden jar in the rear of the main compartment. Each wand had green bits growing around it, as if they were still alive.

When Thomas pulled out the first drawer, he discovered ten waterskins, each covered in magical runes. He found ten more in the drawer below it. The bottom drawer was perhaps the oddest – it was full of little glass beads that resembled acorns, piled around a solid wooden box.

Thomas lifted the box out and tried to open the lid. It resisted him for a few seconds. Then he felt the lid shift, and he was able to flip it back.

Inside was a vial of silver liquid wrapped in dark vines. There was no indication of what it was or what it might do. Unlike the other materials he’d discovered, he felt no lingering magic about the item.

“I’m not finding anything to keep us warm,” he called back, putting the strange item away. “If I had to guess, the person who used to live here was a druid. Maybe Laylana can make some sense of these.”

Leaning forward, he began reading the spines of the books. One of the titles was Summoning and Binding the Spirits of the Fae Wilds: An Advanced Treatise. “Probably a high-level one,” he added.

“I found something,” Lulu said.

Thomas turned around. She’d opened a chest across the room and had pulled out a stack of thick blankets. “It’s a chest of magical storage. Can we get warm now?”

She wriggled out of her damp clothes. Clad in only a skimpy, lacy blue bra and g-string, Lulu tossed the blankets onto the bed and climbed in.

With the storm roaring into life and the cold having gotten bad enough to make their breath fog, Thomas stripped out of his travel clothes as well and climbed into bed with her.

“I just hope the other folks will be okay,” he said as he cuddled around her to get warm.

“Worry about me instead,” Lulu replied, pushing herself as close to him as she could get. She jolted with each strobe of lightning or clash of thunder, yelping in fear each time. It took him a moment to remember she had sensitive hearing. To her, the storm wasn’t just loud, it was probably painful.

He held her tightly, amazed at how cold she’d gotten. Lulu reached up, grabbing a handful of his hair. “Warm me up, please?”


Chapter 13: Wild Storm


At first, Thomas was hesitant. He was more concerned about her health and mental state than intimacy. He returned her kisses gently until she reached around with one hand and raked her fingernails down his bare back, growling with lust.

“Claim me, Sire. Show the storm who I belong to.”

“Oh, really?”

She nodded up at him, her eyes big and soulful. As intimately as he knew Lulu by now, there was something so inviting, and somehow utterly without guile in that expression, that it sent the predatory, hungry aspect of his chaos into overdrive.

He felt the change overtake him as his hands turned gray. Then some external force clamped down. One second, he’d had trouble controlling his chaos. In the next, it was bottled up as if his Chaos score had dropped like a rock.

The strangeness nearly jolted him out of the moment, but then Lulu bit her bottom lip. Mewling and whimpering, she rolled her hips, begging, “Make me sore?”

Pushing his concerns aside, he slid his hand down her belly, dancing his fingertips across the slip of lacey fabric between her thighs. With an impish grin, he said, “How sore?”

Moaning at the tease, she reached down and gripped his wrist, pulling it against her. “I don’t want to walk straight for days. I don’t want to think about the storm or anything else. Make me yours. Please, Sire.”

“I will make you mine,” he growled.

The force holding his chaos at bay flexed, giving way beneath the desire Lulu inspired. Infinite, simmering need boiled out from his core. Ducking beneath the covers, he trailed kisses down her collarbone, then over her taut abdomen and down the sleek, smooth sides of her hips.

“Wha—what are you doing?” she asked, a note of confusion and panic in her voice. “I want you inside of me.”

His reply was to trail lower.

The ovisari’s aroma was like honeyed wine to his senses. Everything about Lulu was lavish and lush, ripe in a way that was full of life and sweetness. He tugged the g-string from her hips and ran his tongue up her slit, letting her flavors flood his mouth.

Thomas moaned in delight, exhaling across his lover’s perfect pussy.

“Oh . . . oh,” she murmured, then gasped, nails gripping his hair as he stroked his tongue up and down her flesh. Lulu’s hips rocked, thrusting in time with his questing mouth. When his tongue outlined the tight oval of her entrance, she panted with desire. “In me, want you in me, need you in me . . .”

She begged and pleaded, and the sound drove his chaos mad. As he dipped his tongue inside her incredibly tight channel, she bit back a scream of pleasure as her first climax erupted from his teasing.

“Thomas,” she panted, “Need you. Need you inside me.”

Grinning against her lovely pinkness, he moved his fingers across her nether lips and spread her open. He nuzzled upward and wrapped his lips around the nub of her clit. Tongue flicking up and down, he lavished her with attention until her stomach clenched.

“Hrrmrmmfhhhh, yesssssss,” she called out, moaning and arching into his mouth, driving into him.

With her juices flowing, he knew it was time.

He slid between her thighs and reached between them. After rolling the head of his cock across her pussy for lubrication, he left her swollen tunnel along and pushed himself downward. Her ass puckered against the tip of his cock, resisting as he applied pressure against her.

“Ohhhhh, yes! There!” Biting her bottom lip, Lulu looked at him, her eyes begging. “I’ve missed you in my ass. Please. I need you.”

He speared into her. Needy warmth wrapped around his shaft in a tight little ring. Adjusting his arms, Thomas pounded her ass. By the fourth thrust, she was screaming for more.

A few seconds later, she was writhing on him, bucking to meet his thrusts as she came.

Thomas leaned down and kissed his screaming lover. She returned the kiss enthusiastically, her nails coming up to rake his back again. “More, more,” she panted, still rocking back against him. “I need you.”

Pulling away, he hooked a thumb against her toned hip and pulled, yanking her onto her stomach so hard she bounced. She squealed as he remounted her from behind, her legs tucked tightly together as he force-fed her his cock with brutal force.

“Yessssssss, ughhhhh, that’s it!” She groaned out. “That’s what I need!”

He held himself up with his arms, planking as he rocked his hips into her at full force. The sounds of their bodies colliding easily drowned out the storm. Their heat made the room practically steam.

Her next orgasm – he’d lost count by now – did him in.

“Lulu, I’m going to—”

“Yes! Please! Please, I want it inside me.” She wiggled and arched, fearlessly urging him on.

Rebounding off her perfect bubble butt, he buried himself to the hilt and flooded her ass. She met his explosion with cries of pleasure.

Euphoric and filled with the joy of having pleasured Lulu so intensely, Thomas pulled out and rolled onto his back, panting to get his breath back.

But Lulu was not done.

“I have more holes for you to make sore, Sire,” she said with a delighted giggle, crawling down his body. Wrapping her lips around his cock, he saw her cheeks concaving as she slurped down any remnants of his seed.

“So fucking greedy,” he said fondly.

Popping off his member, she gave him a cheeky grin. “His Royal seed is not to be wasted. Not a single drop.” She started to go back down, then winced just a little. “Okay. Mission accomplished on ruining my ass. Two more to go.”

Her hair framed his stomach and thighs as she drove herself down, impaling her throat on his cock. From his perspective, it looked like his width was half as wide as her face. The view was incredible, and between the greedy sounds and sensations of her unbridled enthusiasm, his cock never softened.

Lulu rolled her fingers across his balls, gently tugging and squeezing. She rose off him, then turned her head to the side to roll the flat of her tongue down his shaft. Watching his face, she spoke in a husky, raspy voice, “I taste so good on you.”

“You look good on me.”

“Do I?” Moving her mouth around his sack, she lolled her tongue across his balls, then gently sucked. Her hand slid up, gripping his shaft. She’d left him so covered in her spit that the sounds of her stroking filled the room.

“So fucking good,” he replied with a moan.

She sped up her strokes, gradually working her tongue from his balls to his inner thighs. Her teeth grazed the juncture between his pelvis and thighs, where she bit down gently.

Thomas arched at the sensation. “You’re trying to get me back for teasing you,” he accused.

“Maybe.” She grinned up at him an instant before swallowing him up again.

Lulu went from loving his cock to slamming her face down into him. With less than half of his length, he bottomed out at the back of her throat. Not content with just half, she rose above him, adjusting her angle until she could force it past the bend.

In seconds, she was throat fucking him and swallowing at the same time.

Thomas didn’t know what to say, think, or do. His world was full of warmth and desire, and overstuffed with goblin chaos.

Time fuzzed. The next thing he knew, every muscle in his body clenched as he came down her throat.

“Mhmmm,” she moaned, encouraging, swallowing and moving with even more urgency as she milked every drop out of his rigid shaft. When she finally came up for air, she gave him a heavy-lidded look. “Two out of three, Sire.” Her voice came out as a hoarse but sultry rasp.

With a disbelieving laugh, Thomas pulled her up on top of him.

The sounds of the pair filled the night for hours after. Just before sleep came, Lulu grudgingly admitted, “Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have asked the Goblin King to wear me out. I’m going to be sore for days.”

“Is that a complaint?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Good.”

“I love you, Sire. I’m yours.”

“I love you, Lulu.”

***

Thomas: Emily, Wubgug is abandoned. You’re not going to believe what we’ve found. It’s a treetop paradise. I know the forest bloodline has bonuses to carpentry, but this is insane. From what I’ve been able to gather, the leader must have been a high-level Druid, or something similar. I didn’t think goblins could do this. There had to have been a Tablet Wielder in this community.

Emily: Given a leader with enough Discipline, goblins can accomplish amazing things. It’s possible that Wubgug rebelled against Umadin so that one of their own could ascend to power. If they had enough backing and help from another member of royalty, they could have started their own fiefdom.

Thomas: Another member of royalty like Reginald?

Emily: Maybe. Either him or the Troll King. You’re near the Troll border now. Another four days to the west and you’d cross into their territory. You said it’s abandoned? For how long? Did the Tablet tell you?

Thomas: It did. Seven months.

Emily: That’s right around the time your siblings all died baiting the dragon. That’s suspicious. It doesn’t mean the two are related, but it is possible.

Thomas: Either way, I’ve reclaimed it. We’re going to look around and take anything we think could be useful, then head to Averdale.

Emily: Sounds smart.

Thomas: How’s your trip so far?

Emily: Good. We avoided the worst of the storm, and we’re making good time today. I hope to be back home in another day and a half, less if we can manage it. Your child is moving more and more now. Every time he moves, it makes me miss you.

Thomas: Hah. It still might be an adorable little girl.

Emily: Either way, it’s ours.

Thomas: Very true. Be safe. I love you.

Emily: I will. You too, I love you.

Finishing his messages to Emily, Thomas dismissed the Tablet and rolled over. Lulu was still asleep, her lips curled into a contented smile.

He leaned over to kiss her cheek, then slid out of bed. Once he had his clothes on, he opened the door to the hut to look outside.

Cool air rushed into the dwelling, and dawn shone through the forest, sending a dusting of pink and orange hues through the vibrant emerald of the canopy. Flowers bloomed all along the vines, making the area into an explosion of color.

Down on the forest floor, near the wagon, he saw a figure moving through a series of fighting stances. She danced around with an elegant grace, her every motion precise. Although she lacked Lulu’s savage precision, she wasn’t far off.

It took Thomas a few moments to realize it was Belladonna. A few seconds later Teelah, the blonde virgin Reginald had gifted him, appeared from the trees. The two exchanged a few words before she joined Belladonna in her drills.

He felt hands slide around his stomach, just above his waistline. “They’re working on their lessons,” Lulu said.

“Are they ready for me to make them Vassals? Do you think we can trust them?”

“I do. Belladonna has some trauma. She hasn’t told me yet what King Reginald did to her, or how he captured her, but she’s determined to get back at him. The last few times we’ve spoken about it, she went on at length about how much she believes in what you’re doing.”

“Oh?”

She nodded against his back. “She’s from Earth, you know.”

“Really?” He felt that same twinge of recognition, as if he’d forgotten something important.

“That’s all I know, though. She hasn’t talked much about it. Something tells me she doesn’t quite remember everything. According to Emily, people without Fae blood who cross the Veil can be changed. Some of them lose some of their humanity.”

“Do you think that’s why she trains so hard?” Thomas asked.

“It’s possible. Or she might have been changed in another way. She’s never once asked about going back to Earth.”

He frowned, watching the pair. They were throwing one another back and forth, using maneuvers that reminded him of judo, or maybe aikido. “I mean, it’s possible I can send her home, if I can figure out how my bloodline works, like Umadin did with Emily. I’ll talk with her once we get a chance.”

But Lulu shook her head.

“I really doubt she’ll go. At least not until Reginald is dealt with.” Something tight in Lulu’s voice made it clear that there were things she didn’t want to say.

Thomas cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Do you think he hurt her?”

“Yes, he did, but not like how you’re thinking. He wasn’t lying about them both being virgins. I know that much, because we talked about it the first couple of days. Like you, I was worried about what he might have done, but whatever it was, it wasn’t physical. I think he showed Bella something disturbing, or told her something like that. Whatever it is, she hates him. Both girls do, but Bella has it hot. Hate like that won’t go away until she’s dealt with the cause of it.”

“Would you at least tell her it’s a possibility for me, then? I don’t want her to think we’re unwilling to send her home.”

Still, as soon as the words left his mouth, he knew Lulu’s assessment had been correct. If Belladonna was worth turning into a Vassal, that meant Lulu thought she was trustworthy. Bella knew where Thomas had come from, as most of his people did by now. She could have come to him and asked about Earth, or wanting to return home, at any time. She hadn’t.

“I’ll tell her, yes.”

She withdrew into the room to dress. Thomas turned in time to see her wince in pain.

“Sore?” he asked, trying not to sound amused.

Lulu snorted. “As fuck. All over. Inside and out.”

“You asked for it.”

She gave him a wide, almost cherubic grin. “Yes, I did.”

Thomas laughed.

“I’m going to pack this room up,” he said. “Do you think that magic chest will hold it?”

“Only one way to find out.”

She went down to attend to her students as Thomas emptied the magical chest and refilled it with materials from around the room. Anything that looked magic or valuable, he took. The chest, like Lulu, handled it all.

Once he was done, he stepped outside. The rest of the encampment was coming to life. With a call, he summoned a crew of goblins to help him get the chest down and load it on the wagon. While they did, he commanded the rest to search the place for anything else of obvious value.

As the goblins went to work scouring the city, Thomas went over to where Lulu and her two assistants were practicing. They took a break as he approached, and Lulu turned to him.

“Tell him what you told me,” she said to Belladonna.

Thomas had never talked with her before, having only seen her for a few moments at his coronation and watching her with Lulu from a distance. Standing this close to her, he realized the girl was a dark, striking beauty. Her features were fine, almost birdlike, and she had deep, captivating brown eyes.

He saw a labret stud under her full mouth, a ring through her left nostril, and a silver charm dangling from her belly stud. A tattoo curled up her neck, though he couldn’t see all of it clearly.

“I’m staying,” she announced in an assertive voice. “Reginald has to go. After that, Sire, I want to help with what you’re doing here.”

Thomas was taken aback by the girl’s directness. “Why?”

“I don’t remember precisely how I got to the Fae Wilds. All I really remember was that I hated my life on Earth. Wherever I was, the place I came from was shit.”

“How did Reginald capture you?”

She shook her head, wincing as if just thinking about it hurt. “What I remember, I was in a forest, running from something, something really bright and loud. I was being chased by a bunch of men, and with them was a big man with a Tablet. When they caught me, that guy was talking to someone on it. I didn’t know it then, but he was talking to Reginald. He was one of his Inner Circle, and he took me back to him.”

“You don’t have to continue.” Thomas felt his heart clench. A tickle of something like chaos rose in his belly. It reminded him of the Lava Goblins.

Bella shook her head.

“No, it’s fine. I want to get this out.” Taking a deep, shuddering breath, she continued. “That guy hit me and threatened to do worse, but Reginald stopped him. They were talking over their Tablets like cell phones. Reginald told him to inspect me with a spell.”

She paused and rubbed her forehead.

“The spell told him I was a virgin, and once he confirmed that, Reginald commanded the guy to bring me back for slave training. He said he’d find a use for me.”

“Slave training?” Thomas asked.

“Service stuff, in the palace. Cooking, cleaning, how to behave. How to avoid looking at whoever owns us. How to kneel.” She shuddered again. “Some of the girls had been there for a long time, so they were in the more advanced classes, the kind of stuff . . .” She sighed. “You can probably guess what. But I didn’t stay long enough to learn anything much. I don’t think I was even there a month. I guess after you showed up, Reginald came up with some other plan for me. He pulled me out of training, and they brought us to your coronation.”

“A plan?”

She shrugged. “I just don’t know. I’m sorry.”

Thomas looked over at Teelah, who was as fair as Bella was dark.

“And what’s your story? Were you captured as well?”

The pretty blonde girl shook her head. “No. My father owed Reginald a lot of money, so he had to sell me to the King to clear the debt. Bella and I arrived at the palace around the same time, and we were in those classes together.”

“How did they choose you to join Bella?” Thomas asked.

She made a soft little snort. “I assume I was low value. Until we’re broken as slaves and properly trained, we aren’t worth much.” She gestured at her lithe, athletic body. “I guess he figured you would find me attractive, but unsatisfying.”

“In a way, I assume they were meant to be poisoned fruit,” Lulu added.

This made some sense as Thomas considered it. Two beautiful slave girls would have appeared like a valuable gift to the other guests at Thomas’s coronation, but being brand new, they represented little loss to Reginald. So he was underhanded and cheap.

“Yeah, I see that now,” he said. Thomas stared at both girls. “You’re under no obligation to become my Vassals, you understand. I can let you go, if that’s what you want. And Bella, if you want to go back to Earth, I can do my best to get you there. I don’t know how yet, but it’s possible. My father did it repeatedly with Emily.”

But Bella shook her head sharply. “I don’t want to go back.”

“Me neither,” Teelah added. “We want to serve you, Sire.”

“What you and your people are doing,” Bella went on, “it’s going to make a real difference for thousands of oppressed people. You’re rebuilding lives. I want to be part of that. I don’t care what happened to me before this. This is my home now. I want to be where I can make a difference, too.”

“And you?” he asked Teelah. “What’s your reasoning here?”

The girl gave him a broad, vulpine grin. “I may not learn as fast as Bella, but I’ve discovered something about myself.”

“And that is?”

“The idea of killing evil pigdogs makes me very happy.” The lines, delivered with that grin, reminded him perfectly of Lulu’s fanaticism. When it came to killing on his behalf, the ovisari was as bloodthirsty as they came. Teelah, he thought, had the same capacity.

It’s probably for the best with assassins, he thought.

He summoned his Tablet and made the offer of Vassalage. The girls agreed to it almost before he sent it.


Chapter 14: Belladonna


Notice: You have gained Belladonna and Teelah as Vassals. Thanks to Enhanced Vassal Management, you may select a class for each of them. A list of available classes is on their menus. Both have begun training as [assassin] type classes, and will receive an additional [+1] level bonus if you assign them a class in line with that.


Thomas reviewed the list of available classes.

Notice: These options are determined by each Vassal’s current attributes, race, and background.
· Courtesan Killer (Seductive Assassin)
· Sniper (Ranged Assassin)
· Mage Bane (Anti-Magic Assassin)
· Royal Assassin (Infiltration, High-Damage Specialist)
· Fan Dancer (Specialist Martial Artist-Style Fighter)
· Martial Artist (Fighter)


“Oh, wow. I’ve never seen these before.” He read the list out. Lulu began grinning with the first, and by the time he’d gotten to the Royal Assassin, her eyes were positively glowing.

“Bella is going to want the Royal Assassin or Sniper class. She wants to kill specific targets, so those would be best.” Indicating Teelah, Lulu said, “You’re going to probably want Mage Bane or Sniper. Mage Bane is very niche, but incredibly effective against anyone using spells.”

“Yeah, Royal Assassin for me,” Bella said excitedly.

After a beat, Teelah spoke up. “Sniper. I’d rather be something all-around useful.”

“Done.” And Thomas assigned their classes.

Belladonna Monroe
Level: 3 Royal Assassin
Loyalty to the [King]: 7 (Elevated)
Current Disposition: Bloodthirsty, Vengeful, Intrigued
Key Features: Belladonna has gained a broad understanding of anatomy and poisons. If a target is unaware of her, she can deal critical damage. This damage scales based on the opponent’s level. At higher levels, she will be able to pierce magical protections and detection. As with all assassin classes, she is also familiar with basic disguise, stealth, lock picking, and other survival techniques.


Teelah
Level: 3 Sniper
Loyalty to the [King]: 6 (Elevated)
Current Disposition: Sociopathic, Delighted, Hungry
Key Features: Teelah is familiar with all ranged weapons and has an increased chance to land critical attacks. If a target is both unaware of her and more than 50 feet away, all her attacks will deal automatic critical damage. At higher levels, this additional damage will increase dramatically. As with all assassin classes, she is also familiar with basic disguise, stealth, lock picking, and other survival techniques.


Thomas paused for a moment, noting the difference in their loyalties. He wondered why Bella’s was higher, and what exactly she was intrigued by. Then another notice popped up.

Notice: Your Vassal, Lulu Violet, has earned 50 experience points for graduating two students to Vassalhood. This effectively completes her task for developing an Assassin Training Program. Task completion has earned her an additional 50 experience. Combined with all recent immediate task benefits, she now needs [5] experience points to reach level [6].


“Five more experience?” Thomas said to his Tablet. “Seriously?”

But the Tablet did not respond. Lulu and the girls gave him odd looks before heading off to explore the city with the goblins. He was pleased to note that, with their new levels and skills, the girls moved with more grace and precision than before.

He briefly considered opening their detailed character sheets, or assigning their skills and attributes, but decided not to for now. Lulu could work that out with them. “Micromanagement is boring,” he announced to himself.

Thomas’s band spent several hours scouring the village. Wubgug was both amazing and baffling. Each of the huts had fruiting vines growing around them, and he told his people to pick as many as they could fill their bags with. Yet despite the wealth of interesting items that he’d found in the druid’s tree-house, they discovered almost nothing else of value.

While they searched, Thomas went back to the magic chest and looked through the things they’d discovered. He felt certain he’d found something important, but he had no idea what he was looking at. He needed a druid, there was no one—

Then he remembered. Laylana.

The dryad was a level ten druid. Thomas was certain she could identify these things. The problem was that she wasn’t here.

Then he remembered something else. He called out for Lulu, and His ovisari assassin came running over.

“Sire?”

“Didn’t one of you tell me that dryads can teleport through trees?”

“Yes, they can. Why?”

Thomas looked at Laylana’s character sheet, seeing her Bough Strider ability and reviewing it quickly. Could he just summon her here?

He quickly sent Laylana a message.

Thomas: We’re in Wubgug, and I need your help. Are you able to forest-walk here?

Laylana: Normally I cannot walk to a place I have not seen. However, being your Vassal gives me the connection I need.

And sure enough, the beautiful purple-haired dryad emerged a few moments later from a tree about ten yards away. She saw Thomas and Lulu, but her attention was immediately seized by the sight of the goblin tree-village.

Laylana gaped upward.

“What is this place?” she gasped.

“To be honest,” Thomas said, “we’re not sure. It was completely abandoned when we got here. I called you because I was hoping you could make some sense of this.”

The purple-tressed dryad walked around for a minute or two gawking at the giant trees, treehouses, and the delicate vines and bridges that connected them.

“Have you ever seen anything like this before?” Lulu asked. “Is this what a dryad grove looks like?”

Laylana shook her head. “The trees, yes, a mature grove would look like this. But the dwellings, no. Dryads would not have others living among them in such a crude fashion. It would be inimical to their connection to the trees.”

“We found some things in the largest treehouse,” Thomas said, “the place that looked like it belonged to the leader. I’m almost certain he must have been a druid.”

She looked over at him. “Show me.”

Thomas motioned at the magic chest. Laylana came over, wide-eyed, and knelt before it. As he and Lulu watched, she began looking through the strange items they’d discovered.

Laylana hissed in concern as she found the waterskins.

“A druid made these, yes. But it would have been one versed in the darkest of druidical arts. Things I have never touched, nor ever felt the need to.”

“What are they?” Thomas asked.

“These are runes of binding and containment.” She turned one of the bags over in her hand for a few moments.

“You need runes for binding and containing water?” Lulu asked.

But the dryad shook her head again. “These skins do not contain water. If I am reading these runes correctly, they hold raw chaos.”

Thomas gaped at her.

“Chaos? Goblin chaos?”

“I believe so.”

“Why?” Lulu asked.

“It is a thing of power, Sire, as you know. Chaos can be used for many things, to power certain spells. What the intent was here, I cannot say, except that this is a thing of great evil. Because the process of extracting it would have been very painful for the goblins involved, and perhaps even fatal. ”

Thomas’s heart contorted with rage at the thought of his people being tortured to extract their chaos. Could that have been where the residents of Wubgug disappeared to?

“Who would have done this?” Lulu asked.

“Almost certainly a goblin druid, or maybe a shaman,” Laylana said. “I cannot imagine one of another race having the necessary affinity for chaos to do it.”

“Which means it was a traitor to our people,” Thomas said finally. That was somehow even worse.

Laylana nodded. “So it would appear.”

“What about the rest of it?”

She picked up the book Thomas had found, the one about summoning and binding fae spirits, and flipped through it.

“Very interesting. Raw chaos could potentially be used to bind such spirits. The question is for what purpose?” Laylana set the book down and reached into the chest again. She drew out the bundle of wands that were wrapped in tiny vines. “And here, perhaps, is the answer.”

“Magic wands?”

Laylana turned one of them over in her hand. “Not yet. They’re unfinished. But they are made from rowan, which is a wood of power, just the sort of thing you would use to create a wand of commanding elemental spirits.”

“Elemental spirits? Thomas asked. “Like fire and water? Storms?”

“Precisely. Once fully enchanted and imbued with chaos, these would have been powerful weapons.”

“Could you finish them?” Lulu asked.

Laylana hissed sharply and set the bundle back into the chest.

“Not unless I wished to taint my own spirit!”

Thomas sighed. “So this stuff is useless to us.”

The dryad turned to him. “Not at all, Sire. I am merely saying that completing this specific enchantment, whatever this druid appears to have been doing, would be a thing of great evil. The wands themselves could be enchanted for other things. And were I acting at the behest of the Goblin King, and using it for something that benefits his people, using the chaos would not be evil.”

“What could we do?” he asked.

“It could aid what I am doing in restoring your farmlands, among other things.”

He nodded. “Then do it.”

Laylana smiled. “I shall.”

“What about those other things?” Lulu asked.

The dryad dug further into the chest and came out with the sack of glass acorns. The moment she saw them, she gasped.

“These . . .”

“What?” Thomas asked.

“I am not certain. I have never seen them before. I have only heard of such things.”

“They’re acorns?”

“Magic acorns. The sort that could be used to grow trees like what you see here.”

Thomas got it after a moment or two. “Trees that could grow a new grove for your people.”

Laylana looked up at him, face tight.

“Possibly, yes. I will need to study them. Even if I am right, I am not sure how they would be used.”

The last item was the vial of silver liquid. She studied it for a few moments.

“I am not sure what this is. But perhaps I can find out.”

“Then take the whole chest back with you,” Thomas said. “We have to keep going, and it sounds like none of it is of any use to us on this trip. I’ll assign you a task so you can get experience for it.”

The dryad stood and embraced him tightly. Thomas returned the hug, holding her lithe, athletic body against him and liking the feel of it.

“Thank you, Sire.”

Laylana sighed and relaxed against his chest, making no move to end the embrace. He looked down and saw Lulu grinning at him.

“I’m glad you decided to come over to my side,” Thomas said.

“As am I,” Laylana replied. “And if these things are what I believe them to be . . . my people will soon be ready for the assistance you have promised us.”

Feeling her against him, Thomas wondered if he wanted to wait even that long. Then Laylana finally kissed him and withdrew.

“I must go.”

“Good luck.”

With Thomas’s help, she dragged the chest over to the nearest tree. Then she stepped through it and was gone.

Task Nineteen: Investigate magic items from Wubgug and find uses for them
Assigned to: Laylana
Estimated Time to Completion: 30 Days
Estimated Risk: Medium.
Potential Rewards: High. Experience reward 75 experience points.


While he and Lulu had been talking to Laylana, Belladonna and Teelah had discovered something buried beneath the roots of one of the trees. When they came over, the two assassins were working with Bobo and Solmn to get it out. Thomas saw that it was a large chest.

When Teelah and Bella finished exposing the handles on the sides, the two trolls yanked it out of the ground and set it in front of Thomas.

“What’s with this?” he asked.

“Bella spotted the disturbed soil,” Teelah said. “So we decided to take a look and see what it was.”

The goth beauty smiled at him. Thomas nodded back at her, still a bit uncertain about her intentions toward him, whether she just wanted to be a vassal or if she had other hopes.

Lulu squatted down and picked the lock in a few minutes. Then she pushed back the lid to reveal a veritable horde of shiny coins.

“That’s a lot of money,” he said.

Lifting a few gold coins up to inspect them, he realized they were of the same ancient minting as the ones they’d found beneath Lotta Tot.

“This will come in useful,” he announced, then gestured for the goblins to close the lid and load the wagon. “We’re late. Let’s get on the move.”

The rain had softened the ground, making the road even muddier and more uneven than it had been on the way into Wubgug. That forced them to use more of the wagon’s magic than they’d planned to navigate through it.

On the way, Lulu counted the money when she and the girls weren’t training.

Acquired Wealth: 8,252 ancient goblin platinum; 13,453 ancient goblin gold.


The going was difficult enough that they had to use some of their water stores to recharge the wagon’s runes, which took hours and drained two casks of magical water. In the end, it took four days to get back to the fork in the road that would lead them to Averdale.

As they approached the turn, Thomas spotted a large group waiting there for them. He was briefly alarmed when he noticed a pretty, familiar form standing in the center of a group of burly troll warriors and well-armed goblins.

“Hello, my love,” Candi said with a smile.


Settlement - Wubgug


Settlement – Wubgug
Settlement Name: Wubgug
Settlement Size: Abandoned 7 Months Ago
Settlement Level: 0
Settlement Status: Sub-optimal (Abandoned)
· Challenge: Wubgug is abandoned. Repopulate it. The settlement must grow capable of housing at least 3,000 inhabitants for this to be considered a success. Reward: 250 experience.
Population: 0
Racial Mix: N/A



Task and Inner Circle Updates


Your citizens in [Lotta Tot] are [overwhelmingly Happy] or have an otherwise positive mood. All production is improved by 100%. As a benefit, your Inner Circle has a +1 bonus to all attributes and skills.
Your settlement of [Blister] is [abandoned].
Your settlement of [Mug] is [content] but receives no happiness bonus yet.
Your settlement of [Wubgug] is [abandoned].
Reminder: Each happy settlement grants all of your Inner Circle +1 to all attributes.
Note: Due to rationing coffee production, the benefits it provides no longer applies. Once coffee production meets the needs of your citizens, expect an additional 50% productivity using Chef Mama’s recipe.
Task Completion – Zaza: Zaza has completed the task [Create Tailoring Infrastructure] and has earned [30] experience. She is now level [3]. She needs [60] experience to reach level [4]. [Lotta Tot] can now produce textiles, including fashionable clothes. It will still require fabric, dyes, and other materials to do so.
Task Completion – Umadin: Umadin has completed the task [Arrange Marriage] and has earned [150] experience. He needs [910] experience to reach level [16].


Task 1 - Implement Improved Farming/Food Plan
Assignment: Merina and Laylana
Time to Completion: 6 days


Task 2 - Find adventurers to deal with a Dungeon Core
Assignment: Thomas
Time to Completion: N/A


Task 3 - Create Uniforms for Vassals
Assignment: Zaza
Time to Completion: 35


Task 4 - Create Schools
Assignment: Una
Time to Completion: 23 (Accelerated due to infernal assistance)


Task 5 - Repair Critical Buildings
Assignment: Kerelitha
Time to Completion: 35


Task 6 - Update Map of Hostile Territory
Assignment: Xera
Time to Completion: 19 Days


Task 7 - Create Logistics Hub for Mercantile Expansion
Assignment: Fiera
Time to Completion: 4 Days


Task 8 - Create Goblin Sanitation and Health Standards
Assignment: Cyndil
Time to Completion: 77 Days


Task 9 - Take on Apprentices and Renovate Inventory Space
Assignment: Mojo
Time to Completion: 19 Days


Task 10 - Mentor Promising Goblins
Assignment: Umadin
Time to Completion: N/A


Task 11 - Help Dryads Move
Assignment: Thomas
Time to Completion: Unknown


Queued Task 12 - Explore Contraceptives Options for Goblins
Assignment: Thomas
Time to Completion: N/A


Queued Task 13 - Create Coffee Roaster and Distribution Process
Assignment: Laylana and Fiera
Time to Completion: N/A


Task 14 - Construct a Forge
Assignment: Stacy
Time to Completion: 28


Task 15 - Construct a Kitchen
Assignment: Ulurlp
Time to Completion: 14


Task 16 - Plumbing and Sewage
Assignment: Fzzt
Time to Completion: 56


Task 17 - Identify Druid/Shaman Items
Assignment: Laylana
Time to Completion: 26


Inner Circle Member Update: Emily
Emily’s efforts have dramatically improved the overall cleanliness and state of repair of the city. If things continue as they are, the city level will increase to [4] in [97] days. This will grant you and your entire inner circle [120] experience points.


Inner Circle Member Update: Chef Mama
Chef Mama, working in coordination with Emily, has increased the level of [6] Vassals to level [3] and 18 to level [2]. These Vassals all have healing and/or culinary classes. Food production throughout the city has improved and increased.
By working with Laylana and Merina, Chef Mama has expanded the culinary options for your people. At the current rate, in another [16] days the food shortage in your city will be over.
Due to her oversight and efforts, combined with your new hospital, an estimated [303] goblin deaths have been prevented in your city.
Thanks to Emily and Chef Mama’s task management, your administrator Merina is now level [3]


Inner Circle Member Update: Umadin
Umadin has trained [6] level [4] ambush skirmishers. He has trained another [25] level [3] ambush skirmishers. The team of elites he is preparing for you have diverse classes and kits, and will take additional time.
Due to his oversight and efforts, [7] spies have been caught at your borders. His patrols have prevented an estimated [35] goblin deaths due to infighting in your city.



Chapter 15: Rendezvous


“What are you doing here?” Thomas asked Candi. “I figured you would be getting ready for the wedding.”

The Troll Queen gave him an engaging smile and motioned to the large troll wagon behind the group. It was stacked full of crates and barrels.

“I heard Averdale and Blith might be in dire straits, so I brought things to take to help them. Your father is escorting a wagon of party supplies back to Lotta Tot, and I brought a spare with extra food and clothing to help your mission.”

“There’s no faster way to my heart than helping my people,” he admitted with an appreciative look at the wagon.

“Consider it an engagement present.” Closing the distance between them, she reached out to take his hand in hers. Her fingers were strong, with callouses across the palm. “Just like my presence for the rest of your tour will be.”

He gave her a skeptical look. “It’s going to get dangerous. We’ve visited the neutral settlements and one that proved to be a mystery. The last two are definitely both hostile.”

Candi smirked, as if the idea of facing hostilities at Thomas’s side intrigued her.

“I have a full squadron of troll warriors with me, and I know how to handle myself. Remember, I didn’t take a royal class, since I wasn’t in the line of succession. My father let me do what I wanted.”

Thomas briefly considered objecting, but discarded the idea.

She’s probably a high-level fighter or mage, she’s willing to help my people, and she’s got guardians with her. Plus, this will give us a chance to spend time together before the wedding.

Laid out that way, he realized that having her along was probably an excellent idea.

“Queen Candi, I’d love to have you with us,” he announced, giving her a formal nod.

She laughed and gestured down the road toward Averdale. “Then, shall we begin, my soon-to-be husband?”

“Of course.”

With two wagons and a large entourage now, he and Candi spent some time reorganizing things to ensure the rest of the trip was safe and efficient. Emily and Umadin had made it to Lotta Tot without incident, and his father had sent a group of well-armed, level two and three goblins with Candi to help bolster Thomas’s ranks.

In total, he now had sixty-two goblins, seventeen troll warriors, Lulu and her trainees, and Thomas’s personal bodyguards – Fresh Catch, Sunnu, Bilden, and Glob.

Reviewing his original group of protectors reminded him that his four faithful bodyguards were now lagging compared to the troops that Umadin was training. That needed to be addressed, and it could be now that he had more support.

Summoning his Tablet, he sent a message to his father.

Thomas: I’m thinking of sending my four bodyguards your way. Mind giving them some extra training, along with your elites?

Umadin: Sure. We can re-train them the same way we did the warriors. Actually, if you’re not opposed to it, one of the infernals, Briar, has offered to help us. She says she has some sort of magical ceremony that can give a few of our troops access to a bit of infernal power.

Thomas: Wait, what?

Umadin: Just what I said. She seems very eager to help us. Whatever you did to those two during your last orgy seems to have made you their favorite person, or at least favorite male.

Thomas considered this for a moment.

Thomas: Do you trust them?

Umadin: The very first thing I did was magically assess her veracity, and she let me do it. As far as I can tell, she’s sincere about wanting to bolster your strength however they can.

Yeah, that makes perfect sense, Thomas thought. They want us as allies against the celestials, and they’ll do whatever it takes to get us on their side.

Thomas: All right. But is this process going to hurt our people? I mean, those two are succubi.

Umadin: Everything hurts, but she said their souls would remain intact.

Thomas: I’m fine letting the boys decide on that. As long as we get them on-par with your other elites. They deserve it.

Umadin: No problem.

Dismissing the Tablet, he waved the four goblins over. “I need you to go back to Lotta Tot. You’re all still at a low level and need to be retrained. You’ve helped me out a lot on this trip, but it’s time for Umadin to give you the attention I can’t.”

Fresh Catch, who had come a long way from the dirty, scrappy goblin male who’d thrown himself at Thomas in their first meeting, gave him a wary look. “You send gobbo away?”

He held up his hand.

“Not permanently, of course. Just until you catch up, in terms of level, to the elites. I want you in that special group my father is training, not stuck where you are with nothing to do.”

“You hope nothing to do,” Sunnu said. The Street Shooter was the most cunning of the little group.

“I’ve got a small army with me now, guys. Go on. I’m assigning you tasks to go learn the secrets of being badass.”

The quartet reluctantly grabbed some rations and water, then headed out.

While Thomas was dealing with the goblins, Candi had been changing into an outfit better suited to a trip through hostile territory. She emerged from her wagon in fine studded-leather armor, carrying a bow strapped to her back and a whip coiled at her hip.

He hadn’t envisioned Candi as a warrior princess before this, but that was precisely the vibe she gave off now. The way she moved told him it wasn’t for show, either. For her part, Candi just returned his gaze with a level one of her own.

They lined up the wagons and positioned their troops into overlapping positions around the convoy. Trolls were slower than goblins, but far stronger and sturdier, so they remained close to the wagons.

Meanwhile, knowing they were entering hostile territory and not wanting to be surprised, Thomas had his goblins scout and range around the area. He coordinated their placements with Umadin, who assigned tasks to all the warriors, and with Lulu, who led the scouts with Bella and Teelah. If they encountered any trouble, there’d be experience in it for all of them.

Finally, they got underway. Rather than ride on her own wagon, Candi climbed up onto his, and sat beside him. She gave him a sly look as he moved over to make room.

“I gave my wagon a command to keep pace with yours,” she said. “Given that this trip will take us a few days, it seems foolish not to spend them getting to know each other better.”

He nodded to her. “No argument here.”

The group quickly fell into a steady stride down the road. Thomas kept the wagons moving at a speed the trolls could keep up with. He checked in with Lulu, who told him the road ahead was clear for at least the next couple of miles.

“So tell me of your life on Earth, King Thomas,” Candi said. “What did you do before you came here and assumed your birthright?”

Thomas spent the next hour walking her through his life with his foster parents and the things he’d seen as the only child of two senior diplomats. It was a pleasant day, and Candi was an attentive listener, so he withheld few of the details.

“Yet you suspected nothing of your origins?” Candi asked a while later.

He shrugged. “You said you’ve been to Earth.”

“Yes, though I only visited the greatest city of your world, as you know.”

Thomas glanced at her in mild confusion.

“You said you went to Las Vegas.”

The beautiful Troll Queen returned the look with an equal level of bafflement. “Is that not the most magnificent metropolis in all the world? I cannot imagine a grander place.”

He decided to leave that alone for now and continued with his explanation.

“Well, you know that few people on Earth believe in magic or magical worlds, right? And most of those who do, they don’t actually have any genuine experience with them.”

“Yes, I did see that.”

“So I just thought I was a really spirited and undisciplined child. It never occurred to me that I had some secret bloodline waiting to come out.”

“Your chaos?” she asked.

“Until Emily showed up, I had no clue about any of it.”

Candi stared out at the road for a few moments.

“And you had no siblings?”

“Nope. Just me and my parents.”

She shook her head slowly. “That must have been very strange.”

“You had a lot of brothers.”

“Twelve,” she muttered.

Thomas knew they were all dead now, and that was because of what he and Lulu had done. They’d poisoned the Troll King’s favorite meal with Crisp. The King, along with most of his court, had died after a murderous rampage through the palace.

Candi had told him she didn’t take personal offense for it. But it was one thing to understand a politically motivated assassination, and another to be okay marrying the man who had rendered her the sole heir of her bloodline in a single maneuver.

Candi seemed to sense his thoughts and laughed loudly.

“You’re still wondering if I’m upset.”

“Are you?”

She laughed again. “Thomas, I asked you to marry me, and father my children, knowing full well you were directly responsible for my brothers’ deaths. Do you know how things work in a troll family?”

“No.”

Candi smirked. “I was the youngest and the only female. I’m lucky to even be alive.”

“You told me trolls don’t respect their women.”

“Women are for breeding, and younger siblings are for honing your fighting skills. Older males will often beat their younger brothers to death if their parents don’t stop it.”

“And yours stopped it?”

Candi snorted in amusement.

“Hardly. Do you think my father cared about one random female?” She patted her whip. “This is the reason I’m still alive and sitting here.”

Thomas gave her a curious look. She smiled and continued.

“When I was old enough, I took a troll-specific warrior class called Painlasher. Painlashers specialize in delivering attacks that cause physical pain far out of proportion to the damage they deal.”

He looked down at the whip. It was a finely made thing he’d originally thought was woven from two different colors of leather. As he examined it more closely, he realized that the strips of black leather were woven around little steel barbs.

“And what exactly is the point of a class like that?”

“Troll workers and soldiers need harsh discipline before they’re useful in their professions,” Candi went on, “but our race reproduces too slowly to risk serious injury or death. Painlashers were developed as a way of delivering that discipline effectively, without reducing our numbers.”

Thomas was about to ask why Candi would be attracted to such a brutal class when the answer came to him.

“And so you learned to use that whip against your older brothers?”

She smiled and cocked her head. “You might think being lashed with a whip would be painful enough. Well, a Painlasher knows how to strike where the pain is greatest. The most sensitive spots on the body, those that can immobilize limbs or even cause unconsciousness. Once my brothers were on the receiving end a few times, well, they all gave me a very wide berth.”

Thomas didn’t ask for details, because he could imagine most of it.

“There are other benefits to such skills,” Candi said, still smiling. “One is that a Painlasher learns to be extremely precise with her whip, which allows her to do all sorts of things like knock swords from an enemy’s grasp or arrows from the air.”

“What’s another?”

“It is a sort of side benefit, I suppose. Learning the most sensitive spots on the body does not mean you must always use them to inflict pain. One can also use them to inflict pleasure. Among the trolls, skilled Painlashers are highly sought after as wives.”

He looked back at her, and Candi laughed.

“Really?” he asked.

“I only know what I have been told, of course.”

Thomas looked back out at the road, wondering. A moment later, Candi ran a finger up his side in precisely a way that sent an involuntary shiver through his body. She laughed again.

“I am eager to see if human bodies respond the same way trolls do.”

He gulped. “Me too.”


Chapter 16: On the Road


Thomas and Candi spent the rest of the day in easy conversation. While he’d certainly been attracted to her physically when they met, that attraction had been dulled by the knowledge that her offer of marriage had been political.

Yet the longer he was around her, the more he was attracted to her wit and intellect over her undeniable beauty. Merging their kingdoms was going to be a huge lift, but he was convinced that Candi had the savvy to pull it off. He was still a long way from loving her and he might never get there, but he was certain he was going to value having her as part of his family.

They paused for the night in a clearing that looked down on a pleasant little valley. As he stood there admiring the view, Candi came up and leaned against him. The feeling of her curves melding against his body struck a unique chord, one he’d begun to realize was distinctly “Candi.”

“This reminds me of an Earth movie I saw once.”

“Which one?” he asked.

“The Sound of Music, I think?”

Thomas had seen it, and he could see why the view made her think of it.

“And you saw this in Las Vegas?”

Candi gasped loudly.

“Thomas, you will soon be my husband, but do you ask me to violate the most important law of your world?”

He fought a sense of deep bafflement for several seconds.

“What on Ear . . . what are you talking about?”

The Troll Queen returned his look of confusion.

“‘What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.’ Surely you know I am forbidden to speak of the things I did there.”

Thomas closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead for a few moments as he tried to formulate a response.

“That law does not apply between spouses.”

Candi seemed unconvinced. “Are you sure? I was told keeping secrets from one’s spouse was the point of that law.”

“I’m sure. At least, I think it no longer applies once you return to the Fae Wilds.”

“I see.”

“So about The Sound of Music,” he said, eager to move on from this misunderstanding. “Did you see it in Las Vegas?”

“Of course. Is not Las Vegas the center of Earth culture? Constant singing and dancing, sometimes without clothing?”

Thomas cleared his throat awkwardly. “So you like musicals?”

“Who doesn’t like musicals?!” Candi stared upward, giving him an appalled look. “You’re not into those loud shows with the flames and explosions, are you?”

Thomas sighed and put his arm around her. She leaned into him, the curve of her breast fitting against his chest. “I know you’re big into Earth culture, but how many times did you actually visit?”

“Often. My uncle has an operation on Earth, and my cousin lives there.”

“But how? I thought it was magically taxing to cross the Veil?”

She tapped her nose. “That’s a trollish secret. Perhaps, once we’re on our third or fourth child, I’ll be willing to share it. Perhaps.”

He laughed, then saw Lulu and her apprentices emerge from the trees below. Candi remained beside him as the trio approached. Thomas had checked in with them an hour or so earlier, and the calm look on Lulu’s face told him little had changed.

“We made good time today,” Lulu said.

“We did,” Candi replied, “and it was a pleasant trip.” She looked up at Thomas, smiling.

“I did see one odd thing,” Lulu said. “These woods seem to be home to some variety of giant spider. We saw several large webs in the trees, though they were well away from the road.”

“We should be careful tonight,” Belladonna said.

“Definitely,” Thomas agreed.

They made camp, and the troops set up a perimeter. Nothing bothered them. When it was time to go to sleep, Candi gave Thomas a quick kiss good night and another playful tickle, then went to her wagon.

Thomas went to his wagon with Lulu, but when he climbed in, she paused for a moment in the door.

“Sire?”

“What?”

“With Emily back in Lotta Tot, would it bother you if Belladonna and Teelah sleep with us in the wagon? There’s plenty of room, and the bed in here is so much more comfortable than the tent they’ve been using.”

Thomas looked around the interior. It could easily accommodate three humans and an ovisari. But he still gave Lulu a look. She smirked back at him.

“I’m still sore from that day in Wubgug, and Candi is right over there. I can wait until we get to Averdale, where we’ll have more privacy.”

Thomas laughed. Given the amount of noise Lulu could make sometimes, he didn’t exactly relish an encounter with the audience they had around them at the moment. “All right. They’re welcome to join us.”

Belladonna and Teelah climbed into the wagon a few moments later, sighing as they lay down on a bunk bed. Lulu lay between them and Thomas as they wriggled out of their clothes and stripped down to their underwear.

Both junior assassins had nubile, athletic bodies that had clearly been honed by their new classes under Lulu’s tutelage. Bella’s pert breasts were a bit bigger than Teelah’s, but both of them were a nice contrast to the top-heavy goblin females Thomas had gotten used to.

He could see almost all of Bella’s tattoos now, and she had a lot of them. Though he tried not to stare, it was also clear through the thin fabric of her sleeping top that Bella’s nipples were pierced like her navel.

“Thank you, your Majesty,” Teelah said.

“Yeah, thanks, Sire,” Bella added. Then she laughed softly. “It feels weird calling you that when we’re both from Earth, but I get it.”

“I suppose a King gets exactly the respect he’s earned in this world.”

Both of them let out sighs of agreement.

“You’re so different from Reginald,” Bella said. “People are afraid of him, but that’s all.”

“Loyalty is always better than fear,” Thomas replied.

“You can see our loyalty, right?” Teelah asked. “On your Tablet?”

“Yes.”

“There you go,” Bella said, laughing again.

Lulu cuddled up to him, and they went to sleep.

***

The next day passed much like the previous one, with Candi riding beside him as they continued their conversation. Lulu returned midday to report that they’d seen more of the strange webs, as well as odd tracks, but no spiders.

“So, about Las Vegas,” he said to Candi when they got underway again after eating lunch.

She grinned. “So you will extract more secrets from me? It is a truly magnificent place. Surely you agree?”

“I’ve only been there once. And, well, it’s very different from most other cities I’ve seen.”

Candi nodded.

“Most certainly it is. I learned so many things about Earth culture and fashion. My entire wardrobe is from Las Vegas.”

Thomas regarded the skin-tight catsuit she had on today and wondered how much it had cost. Then again, she’d been a princess.

“And your uncle and cousin live there?”

“Only my cousin. My uncle travels back and forth. He trades things from our world with yours.”

Thomas looked down at her.

“Really? What does he trade? Not magic, surely?”

Candi shook her head.

“No, trading magic with other worlds would violate the Orichalcum Agreement. Did you not know that?”

“I’ve been King for a week. What does he trade?”

“I will confess that I am not certain about the details. There is a medicinal Earth plant that grows very well in the Fae Wilds, apparently much faster and with more potency than it does on Earth. My uncle grows it here and takes it to Las Vegas, where my cousin sells it.”

Something clicked in Thomas’s head. He looked down at Candi in surprise.

“Wait—are you telling me your cousin runs a dispensary?”

She looked back at him curiously.

“Do you know of what I speak? Is that the name for what they do? I will confess that I was too busy shopping and seeing shows to pay much attention to the business.”

“It’s a store where they sell parts of this plant to people who come in and buy it?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Thomas struggled with himself for a moment before deciding to leave this alone. If her cousin was operating a storefront, then he had to assume he was following the local laws. Importing the product from the Fae Wilds surely fell outside whatever regulations governed the rest of their business.

“Your cousin is a troll? Yet he runs this place?”

“She. She looks as human as I do.”

“Are they aware of what happened in your kingdom?” he asked.

“Oh, yes. My father and his brother did not get along very well. My uncle was exiled, which was why he had to start his business to support himself. He moves other things across the Veil, as I understand it”

“Yet you spent that much time with them?”

“As I have told you, I was an afterthought to my father. No one expected me to rule one day. My cousin was the first to send congratulations when I assumed the throne. She will be at the wedding. You will like her, I am sure.”

Thomas tried to imagine this and failed. He supposed he would see soon enough.

When the sun began settling onto the horizon, they stopped again to make camp. Lulu, Bella, and Teelah rejoined them as it got dark. They were all about to turn in for the night when Lulu suddenly went on alert.

“What’s wrong?” Thomas asked.

“I hear something out there.”

Bella came up beside them. “Me too.”

Thomas stared into the darkness. At first, he heard and saw nothing. Then there came a series of tiny creaks and clicks, as if something was moving through the trees. He saw three shapes appear in the darkness beyond their camp. Their firelight glinted off dozens of shiny black surfaces.

After another few moments, the shapes resolved into more distinct forms. And Thomas understood where the webs Lulu had seen came from.

They were spiders, but they were more than that. Their bodies were like great black widows, but where a normal spider’s head would have been were the torsos of beautiful, dark-skinned women. They were nude above the waist except for narrow bands around their breasts that looked to be woven from spider silk. Their hair was long and ghost white, and their eyes shone red in the darkness.

As Candi came up next to him and took his hand, the one in the center spoke.

“May we enter your camp? We come in peace, in search of Thomas, the Goblin King.”

Thomas stepped forward, and Candi and Lulu came with him.

“That’s me,” he said.

The spider-women moved forward, climbing down from the branches above and stepping up to him.

“My name is Zilasnia. These are my sisters, Harza and Hisi.”

“This is Candi and Lulu. What do you seek from me?”

Zilasnia looked at Candi.

“You are the new Queen of the Trolls?”

“Yes.”

“We’re betrothed,” Thomas said. “I intend to reunite our kingdoms.”

The spider-woman regarded him carefully for several moments.

“We have heard many things about you, King Thomas,” Zilasnia said. “Foremost among them is news that you have taken control of your people’s chaos.”

“I’m certainly trying.”

“Our people had to withdraw from the forests around Mug because it became too dangerous. Yet we received word that settlement has become relatively disciplined. Have you reclaimed it?”

“I have,” Thomas replied.

“Are you the Queen of the Spiders?” Lulu asked, expression warring between wary and fascinated.

“We have no queen, little ovisari with the very pink hair. My sisters and I are merely revered as the oldest and wisest of our race.” She paused a moment. “I know what that hair represents, and I am intrigued.”

Thomas nodded to her.

“I don’t intend to be only King of the Goblins. My background is diplomatic, not adversarial. If things go as I hope, there will be no conquest or war. I’d like to build a rich culture of sharing, so all can benefit from goblin ingenuity and uniqueness, as my ancestors once did.”

Harza replied, “You speak of the Kingdom that built Lotta Tot.”

“I do.”

The three spider-women exchanged a glance.

“In those days,” Zilasnia replied, “there was a Goblin King who shared his seed far and wide. Do you seek to do the same?”

Thomas managed to avoid betraying his reaction. The three spider-women were certainly beautiful, but they were also part spider. How would that even work? But he knew enough not to ask a question like that now.

“Only where it is welcome,” he said.

Zilasnia smiled. “Then my sisters and I have things to discuss, as I suspected. We hear many things on the webs that we lay through the woods. For now, let me tell you something we have heard, King of the Goblins. There are those who scheme against you, both among other races and your own.”

“Reginald? I’m aware of that.”

“He has plots within plots. Not all of them are known to us, but he has ensnared others, not all of whom know they work toward his ends. We would have you succeed, King Thomas, and aid our people as your ancestors did.”

“Who among my race schemes against me?” Thomas asked.

“Among those you now move against, there is one of great wisdom and power. His identity is hidden from us, but what we can see is a great evil.”

“Is it the chief from Wubgug?”

“We believe so. You should know he is a shaman of great power. When that settlement was inhabited, we dared not approach for fear of drawing his wrath. Now he has vanished.”

Thomas explained what Laylana had told him about the man extracting raw chaos from the goblins. The faces of the three spider-women grew grim.

“That would indeed be a thing of great evil, and great danger.”

“I intend to stop it.”

“Then good luck, King of the Goblins,” Zilasnia replied. “We will speak again soon.”

The three of them turned back into the trees and disappeared into the darkness.


Chapter 17: Ancestors in Averdale


They arrived at the outskirts of Averdale early on the fifth day. Once again, Thomas was not prepared for what they found. The city was an established, well-ordered settlement – at least it had been until recently. Even from a distance, it was clear the city had just suffered a major attack. Thomas jumped down from the wagon to get a closer look.

Eight-foot-tall brick and stone walls surrounded the perimeter, but they were pockmarked and broken in many places. Whoever had attacked the place had used cannons or magic to besiege the fortifications. Entire sections had been reduced to rubble. As they approached, Thomas could see through gaps in the wall that the interior of the city had suffered damage as well, though less than he’d initially feared.

Even damaged, however, Averdale was far more sophisticated, both in design and layout, than any of the other settlements they’d visited so far. Twin waterwheels, constructed of metal-banded wood, spun in the wide river that ran next to the city. The architecture of the city had a distinct Asian influence, and the civil planner in Thomas saw clear signs of care and deliberation in its construction.

The city’s citizens emerged to watch as they approached. Most were goblins, with the telltale mixed coloration of the Mix-Match bloodline, but there were others too – elves, dwarves, and even several gray-skinned creatures that seemed to have been sculpted from stone.

To Thomas’s surprise, none of the goblins seemed to have any issues controlling their chaos. Instead, they just stood there, expressions universally tired. They didn’t jump or call or beat one another as the wagon train drew nearer.

A flash of movement drew his attention. One of his scouts, a level three goblin with a bow looped over one shoulder, ran up to the wagon. Putting a clawed hand against his chest, the soldier bowed.

“Sire. Gobbo seen things. Gobbo tell?”

Candi, who had been riding with Thomas on the wagon’s front bench, climbed down and crossed the distance to stand next to him.

“Go ahead,” Thomas said.

“Footprints in mud around city. Attack seven days ago. Maybe eight. Storm soften mud. Yes?”

Thomas gestured for the goblin to continue. “What kind of prints?”

“Goblin and human, Sire. Many gobbo. Some human.”

Candi looked from the goblin to Thomas, her expression dark and suspicious. “Reginald, you think?”

“Quite possibly. Blith is hostile. I could see him attacking Averdale to keep me from reclaiming it.”

“It looks as if the locals fought back.” The Queen studied the walls and the faces of the dirty, dour-looking citizens. “Though they appear to have gotten the worst of it.”

“Let’s go find out what happened. Keep your people close. I don’t want any surprises, and if this was Reginald, it’s possible he left some kind of trap or ambush behind.”

“Agreed.” Summoning her golden Royal Tablet, the Troll Queen issued a series of orders that drew her Vassals into a tight ring around the wagons.

Thomas did the same, creating immediate tasks for Lulu, Teelah, and Belladonna.

Immediate Task: Scout the Perimeter
Assigned to: Lulu, Teelah, and Belladonna
Estimated Time to Completion: 4-10 Hours
Estimated Risk: Unknown
Potential Rewards: Unknown


The three women, dressed in their standard cloaks and armed with crossbows and daggers, got ready to move out. Lulu paused as she pulled even with Thomas, sending him a look of concern.

“We’ve got this,” he said, waving at Candi and her guardians. “Get me some good information about what happened here and what’s further down the road, but be careful.”

She made a heart shape with both hands, then pointed at him before joining her trainees.

“I’m glad you trust her to continue doing her work,” Candi said, watching Lulu run off. “Some Kings wouldn’t let their lovers have so much independence, or any at all.”

“Only weak men want their women weak. Strong men help their women become who they want to be. It’s really that simple.” He shrugged. “I love Lulu and Emily for their strengths. If I stop that or hold them back from being who they are, I’ll make them into someone else.”

“Do you truly feel that way?”

“Absolutely. I’m a stronger King precisely because they’re both so talented and capable of serving me without needing me looking over their shoulders. Only men who don’t trust themselves want to micromanage their loved ones.”

Candi laughed. It was a bright, approving sound.

“Before we met, I was concerned you might be the sort of king who would subjugate me, were we to marry. I worried I might have to choose between saving my throne and saving myself.”

Thomas shook his head. “Your many skills are why I’m confident this match will be a success.”

Before Candi could respond, their Tablets both appeared out of thin air. They were flashing with notifications.

Notice: You have entered the territory of [Lord Tylin of Averdale]. Do you wish to contest [Averdale] and reclaim it as your territory? [Yes/No]


Notice: Another Tablet Wielder has entered the area, potentially creating a contested zone. Be aware—
The other Tablet Wielder has declined to contest the territory. No further action is required.


Thomas grabbed his Tablet without deciding. Averdale was neutral territory. With his troops, he could probably take it, especially as weakened as it was, but he hadn’t come here to start a siege.

I’m not a conqueror, he thought, walking ahead of the wagon train. Lifting his voice, he called out loudly, “I am King Thomas, King of the Goblins! This is Queen Candi of the Trolls. We are here to help this place. Is Lord Tylin available?”

After some hesitation and shouts from inside the city, an elderly elf, one arm in a sling and his face half-scarred by fire, hobbled through a gap in the walls. The wizened man was surrounded by a thin, shimmering halo of magic and leaned on one of the stone-like people for support as he approached the wagons. The woman had distinctly feminine features despite the stony appearance of her skin. Thomas realized she had to be one of the gargoyles he’d heard mentioned.

“I am Tylin.” The man’s voice came out thin and reedy. “Are you truly here to help King Thomas?” A flash of hope gleamed in the man’s one good eye.

“We are,” Thomas replied.

“Please, be welcome.” He waved deeper into the town. As he did, his expression went slack, and he fell.

The gargoyle woman caught him. Cradling his unconscious body in her arms, she said, “I’ve got him. You all can come in. I’ll have Dorru come to escort you to a place to stay.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Thomas asked.

“He paid the price for defending the city and still hasn’t recovered. He’s been using his magic every day to help rebuild. His mana simply ran out. Once he sleeps, he’ll be fine. I’ll bring him to explain things once he's had some rest.” She turned and walked away without another word. The townspeople parted for the gargoyle, their heads twisting to follow their passage.

“He commands loyalty,” Candi said a moment later.

“Loyalty is always better than fear,” Thomas replied.

Thomas and Candi led their group into Averdale. As they entered the city, a dark-skinned goblin with strange, twisted symbols etched into her flesh approached with a bow.

“There is one section of the city still intact and with room for your wagons. Follow Dorru?”

The goblin woman was injured as well. Her body was covered in scratches, and her clothes were in tatters. More notably, though, she seemed to bear a weight that forced her head down and her shoulders to slump.

“We’d very much appreciate that,” he murmured softly. “Can you tell us what happened here?”

Dorru led them through the broken cobblestones of the city interior. As they walked, she spoke in a cracked, sorrowful voice.

“Blith gobbos and humans attack since gargoyles arrived,” she said. “They come without warning. Five, maybe six, Tablet Wielders with them. Plus mages. Maybe a few adventurer mercenaries, too. Last attack happened so fast, we barely could respond. Tylin is a great mage, and gargoyles helped. We defeated many. Several Tablet Wielders died. But it wasn’t enough to stop them.”

Where it wasn’t damaged, Averdale’s interior was well constructed, with tall buildings and cobblestone streets. Simple metal sewage lines ran from each of the buildings and into the ground.

Signs of the attack were everywhere. Broken doors and windows, cracked cobbles, and blood smeared the streets. Groups of people ambled about, eyes vacant, as if their souls had been crushed. Their goblin escort continued the story.

“Once they broke through the walls, they went on a rampage, kidnapping or killing every gobbo they could find.”

Thomas’s chest tightened in anger, and he felt his chaos waking up. Candi responded before he could.

“Kidnapping goblins?” she asked. “Why would they do that?”

“Do not know,” Dorru replied. “They went after the Fae Goblins first. Many people overheard bad people screaming for them. We had three families of them. All gone.”

Remembering his conversation with Umadin, Thomas asked, “Fae Goblins? Aren’t those the ones who can move across the Veil?”

“Yes. Nearly extinct, that bunch. Now, all gone from here.”

Thomas stepped forward and put his hand on Dorru’s shoulder. Squeezing gently, he said, “We’ll get them back.”

A moment later, it felt as if someone had grabbed Thomas by the spine and slammed him into the ground. Chaos stormed through his veins. Dark, malevolent energy rushed through his flesh, turning the veins black. When he opened his mouth to speak, pain rushed up to choke it off. Then gray color flushed into his tanned flesh, countering the darkness. After several gut-wrenching, painful seconds, the anguish receded.

Dorru, her angled eyes wide, looked at him with worry. “King Thomas, are you okay?”

It took him a moment to realize everything he’d experienced had come and gone in a flash. “Yeah. I think so.” Swallowing down a thick feeling in his throat, he asked, “What kind of goblin are you?”

“Infernal, Sire.”

“I see.” Though he didn’t, actually. What’s happening to me? His head swam, and he could feel his chaos churning. It felt wrong.

Coming up on his opposite side, Candi offered a supportive arm. He took it gratefully. “I may need to lay down a bit,” he said.

“Of course.” The goblin turned, pointing to a series of large, scorched buildings. “We’ve got an abandoned tavern over there. Let’s get you all settled.”

The next few minutes came and went in a blur. Thomas was vaguely aware of issuing commands to his goblins for them to help the locals, and speaking with Candi about her trolls. He remembered her giving him a look of growing concern.

Then he fell asleep.

When he awoke some hours later, he was covered in sweat, his naked body lying beneath a single rough sheet. It was dark, with a sliver of moonlight floating through a cracked window. He sat up slowly, looking around.

He was in a small, mostly empty wooden room. Candi was curled up under a blanket on a reclining chair next to his bed, snoring softly. There was no sign of Lulu or any of the others.

It looked as if Candi had been here the entire time. Something in that realization touched him in a way all the banter on the road had not. Or perhaps it confirmed there was something more behind that banter.

Thomas straightened the blanket over her, doing his best not to wake her up. Then he bent to give her a gentle kiss on her forehead. She made a soft noise in her sleep but didn’t awaken.

He found his clothes nearby. Pulling them on as quietly as he could, he padded out of the room.

Outside was a narrow wooden hallway. Once he shut the door behind him, he summoned his Tablet to check on Lulu and her assistants.

All three had full hit points. Their statuses were listed as: Mission in Progress. Under their tasks, there was an update: Mission Discoveries–Estimated Completion Delayed.

Thomas sent Lulu a message.

Thomas: Are you okay?

There was no immediate reply. Feeling rested, if confused by recent events, he decided to take a walk. Making his way down the hall to a flight of stairs, he came to an open room with several tables, chairs, and a bar. The only visible door hung slightly ajar on its hinges, revealing the dark city beyond.

Several of the troll soldiers sat on the floor around the common room. Most were asleep, but a pair of them noticed him and waved, as if offering to help.

Shaking his head, he whispered, “I’ll be fine. Just protect Candi. Are my gobbos okay?”

The troll nodded. “Gobbos settled. All fine, Sire.”

“I’m going out to clear my head. I’ll be right back.”

Troll males weren’t the most expressive bunch, but this one managed to look disapproving.

“I’ll be fine,” Thomas said. Without waiting for an argument, he continued out through the front door.

Then his Tablet appeared, flashing with a notification. Relief flooded his chest as soon as he saw what it was – a message from Lulu.

Lulu: We’re okay. Found a lot of tracks. Will reply as soon as we find something useful. Don’t message me until I do. The flash of light could give us away if anyone is out here.

Oh. I didn’t even think of that. Tablets flashed and floated in the air when messages came across.

But what about Tablet Wielders who are assassins? he thought. There must be a way to disable that. Maybe she just hasn’t looked yet.

A feeling, deep in his core, pulled at him. Something nearby wanted his presence. Thomas followed his instincts, walking by the light of the full moon. Weaving through buildings and over rubble, he made his way to the center of Averdale.

There were a few people about. A gargoyle, like a stone statue out of human legend, stood beneath a stone archway and watched him pass. Several goblins, huddled in what might have been the remains of their former home, shivered around a fire and watched as he neared.

“There are other places to shelter,” he said as he passed.

A male, taller than most and aged, shook his head. “We home here. We rebuild. Sleep where we belong.”

His partner and four children all bobbed their heads in agreement.

They look shell shocked. But at least they aren’t freezing or starving, Thomas observed. He decided to let the family do as they wished.

A few minutes later, he arrived at the center square of the city. When he stepped into the circular, stone-lined area, he felt a wave of pressure roll across his skin, as if he’d passed through some magic spell.

Carved into the stone in the very center of the square, illuminated by a shaft of bright blue-white moonlight, was an elaborate circular symbol. A steady, pulsating glow emanated from it.

He approached slowly, avoiding bits of loose stone and overgrown weeds. The area had been unharmed during the battle, but it also looked like it hadn’t been tended in ages.

“Are you calling to me?” Thomas spoke to himself, studying the artifact as he approached it. Then a dark form took shape next to the symbol. In a voice like cracked leather, it spoke.

“No, Sire. That is me.”

Coming to a halt within a few feet of the figure and the magic symbol, Thomas tried to get a better look at who he was speaking to. It looked like a heap of rags, maybe three feet in diameter. “Who are you?”

“Elder Temuul, King Thomas.”

“You know me?”

“Of course.” The shape shifted again, and a three-fingered, blue hand appeared to lift its cowl.

Thomas bit back a gasp at what had lain under it.

It looked a bit like a goblin, with skin so dry and wrinkled that it might have been hundreds of years old. Two milk-white eyes searched the air as the creature inhaled.

But this was not a goblin. Its face had a long, snake-like snout, above a mouth with only a few yellowed teeth still visible as it spoke.

“Do you know what I am, King?”

Starting to shake his head, Thomas stopped himself. “No. What are you?”

“Long ago, during the height of the great Goblin Empire, the King and Queen made agreements with all their allies. Goblins went to live with the infernals, both the Succubus Queen and the Demon King. They went to live with the trolls and the phoenixes. Our diaspora went everywhere, joining with all races who would have us.”

“But why?”

“To help and to serve.”

Thomas lifted a suspicious eyebrow. Something told him there was more here than some Fae Wilds community service project. “I knew the ancient goblin kingdom was a utopia, but I had no idea they were so generous.”

Temuul chuckled. It was a raspy, serpentine sound.

“Not so selfless as all that, Sire. They sent us to adapt. That is what goblins do. In time, the infernal goblins arose. In time, our lineage melded with the trolls, changing their species forever. With the dragons, though, there was another outcome.”

“What was that?”

Spreading two hands, the elder wiggled his claw-tipped, thick digits. “My people. The kobolds. Hybrids of dragons and goblins.”

After the strange events of the day, Thomas lost all decorum. He retorted, “But you look nothing like a goblin or a dragon.”

“Do you not know of the ovisari, Sire? A species made for just such a purpose. The merging of two kinds.”

Lulu! Thomas remembered now. She’d told him about her species more than once. Her biology allowed her to “absorb” a woman’s egg and a male’s seed inside her, creating a hybrid with the best of both species.

“I had forgotten,” he admitted.

“You went through a lot tonight.”

Shifting his stance away from the mysterious kobold, Thomas said, “What do you know about that?”

“A bit, perhaps.” Temuul extended a hand. “I cannot see you clearly. My eyes are too old now. Touch my hand, Sire. I need to feel your bloodline.”

“Feel my bloodline?”

“Yes. I need to understand your magic.”

Thomas stepped forward. He still had no idea what was going on here, but he sensed no ill intent. The elder was speaking with respect – even relief, as if he’d been waiting a very long time for Thomas to show up. He touched the old kobold’s leathery fingers, and the elder sighed.

“So you’ve inherited the Chromatic bloodline gift. I hoped as much.”

“You know about it?”

Waving the question off for the moment, Temuul asked, “Your people are under siege, King Thomas. What do you intend to do about it?”

“As much as I can.” Thomas felt a dark, twisting anger tugging at his chaos. Some of it filled his voice. “But I’m a Tomorrowwright, not a war leader or a tactician. I’m a builder, not a conqueror. I’ll do what I can. Now, what do you know about my bloodline?”

“You can borrow the abilities of your people, King. It’s a gift we stole from one of the great dragons. You see, our ancestors were both generous and cunning.” Temuul’s lips spread in a deep, satisfying grin. “It was my order who mastered the secret and who made it transferable.”

“Umadin told me his bloodline gift awakened when he inherited his Tablet.”

The kobold shifted forward, milky eyes shining with pride. “It’s possible to upgrade Tablets, even Royal ones, King Thomas.” Extending both hands, the reptilian creature continued, “Your bloodline sleeps. But you are already in danger from those who fear it may awaken. I can help if you trust me. Grip my hands and hold tight.”

“No. Not yet.” Thomas wasn’t quite ready to trust Temuul, no matter what his instincts said. Tipping his head at the glowing symbol, he asked. “Tell me what this is. Why do I feel drawn to it?”

Hands still extended, the kobold said, “That is a shield. It helps protect all types of fae from their natural chaos, but just for a single settlement. It is old magic. I have long maintained this one. If we do nothing about those who are threatening your people, it will be discovered and destroyed. Perhaps, with my help, you can take a more direct hand when the time comes. Decide, King Thomas. Do you want my help?”

Thomas looked around the devastated city. He thought about Lulu out there. Emily and their child. All the goblins depending on him, and the threat Reginald posed. The plots the spider-women had mentioned.

He had to take this step, for their sake. So he took the kobold’s hands.

Thomas’s chaos surged outward from him, and something inside the elder met his magic. Blue and gray light blossomed between the two of them, mixing and melding. The combined power rebounded into Thomas as it was sucked into his core like a snapped rubber band.

Temuul collapsed back to the ground. “I . . .” The kobold’s breath came in labored wheezing gasps. “That is all I can do. I’m ready. I have waited so long for this . . .”

“For what?”

But it was too late. The ancient kobold deflated, reduced to little more than a shell in an instant, as if he had been sustaining himself with sheer will. Now that was gone, and so was he.


Chapter 18: Flame Kindled


Before Thomas could wonder any further, his Tablet appeared, flashing with a notice.

Note: You have unlocked a new tab on your Tablet “Chromacy.” Supplementary information has been added to your Royal Tablet. The information and options to manage the abilities associated have been sealed until you fully awaken your bloodline inheritance.


“And how do I do that?” Thomas asked in annoyance. This time, there was an answer.

Query Addendum: To awaken this power, experiment with your heritage.


Before he could process what had just happened, or how he felt, another notification buzzed across the top of the Tablet.

Lulu: We’re on the way back. Everything is fine. Give us an hour or two. If you’re still awake, don’t go back to sleep. Put some coffee on, and maybe get Candi up, too. You’ll want to see what we found.

Thomas hurried back through the town. Checking his Tablet, he discovered that it was just a little after five in the morning, a couple of hours before dawn. He could only hope that Candi had slept enough.

Did she really keep me company the entire night? Their time on the trip had been wonderful, but it had only been five days. A cynical part of his mind reminded him that it had been less than twenty-four hours in the Fae Wilds before he’d been intimate with Emily.

Of course, the situation with Emily was different. And with Lulu, for that matter.

Passing through the tavern’s common room, he raced up the stairs and to the room where he’d woken up. Candi was where he’d left her. His travel chest was nearby. He barely remembered ordering it brought to his room before he passed out.

Thomas opened the chest, lifting out the magical coffee-making device. Filling it with some magic water from a jug, he started the coffee brewing. Magic made it just as fast as technology did on Earth.

As the smell of coffee filled the air, Candi stirred violently. “Crisp!” She stood up, looking around with bleary eyes.

“Coffee,” he corrected, crouched over the brewer. He poured a travel-sized mug of the black gold and took a sip. “Ahh. There we go.”

The Queen stretched and rubbed her head for a few moments. Then she got up and came over, eyeing the coffee maker. Of course, she’d seen him use it several times during their trip, but she’d resisted the urge to try it, despite how tempting they’d discovered coffee could be to the fae.

To goblins, and even ovisari, the stuff had a drug-like effect – a bit like catnip, but ten times stronger. Trolls also enjoyed it, though Thomas hadn’t dug deep into the psychological effects. That it was similar in smell to Crisp was all that mattered. It was how Lulu had assassinated Candi’s father and siblings.

“Do you want to explain what happened yesterday, or what’s going on now?” she said, standing over him, her hands on her hips.

As confident and demanding as she sounded, her eyes wandered to the cup in his hand. Pursing her lips, she flicked her tongue out, clearly intrigued.

He returned her look. The Queen wore a stylish silk blouse and tight leather pants that showed off her figure well without screaming for attention. The sight of her sent Thomas’s chaos surging again, despite what he’d just gone through.

He saw the same thing in her eyes. But this was not the time.

“Lulu and her crew are on the way back,” he said. “She found something important. We should get ready.” The sentence came out thicker than he might have wanted.

Candi nodded, her long black hair falling to partially conceal her gemstone eyes. She knelt across from him and whispered. “Sip the coffee for me, please?”

He did. Leaning forward, she closed the distance between them. He expected a kiss. Instead, her tongue quickly darted from between her lips and brushed across his. At the flavor of the coffee, she shuddered.

“Oh. That is delightful.” She reached up, gently took the collar of his shirt, and pulled him closer.

Their kiss was sensual, but quick, as she tasted the coffee on his tongue. She glanced down at his cup. “Another, please.”

“You know I could just pour you one, too.”

“Would that be as much fun?” she asked, pupils dilating slightly. It wasn’t the same effect as on Emily, or even Lulu, but it also wasn’t the same dose.

“I guess not.”

He took another sip, and she did it again, this time sliding a finger up his thigh in just the right spot to send a spike of desire up his spine.

“Another Painlasher thing?” he asked, voice tight.

Candi smiled and licked her lips. “Yes. A bit more, please.”

Thomas didn’t want to end this, but he knew better than to let it go on much longer. Lulu was on the way and then they would all have work to do.

Candi seemed to sense the same thing, and after another coffee-kiss, she withdrew with a sly smile. Both King and Queen summoned their Tablets and began issuing orders to their Vassals. By the time Lulu, Belladonna, and Teelah returned, they had everyone awake and ready.

Thomas and Candi met the trio downstairs, and he brought the coffeemaker, wanting another round. All three of the girls were muddy, and their clothes were covered in leaves and similar evidence of their trek. But they showed no signs of weariness despite having been up all night. Instead, their eyes glowed with excitement.

Thomas and Lulu came together in a tight hug. “I’m glad you’re safe.” Looking up from her huge, liquid eyes and to her assistants, he added, “All of you.”

Belladonna’s eyes slid from him to Lulu to Candi thoughtfully, then she gave him a sideways smile that felt oddly loaded.

“Thanks, Sire,” Teelah said brightly.

“Give us the room,” Candi said to her trolls, who filed out.

Lulu asked. “May I have some coffee?”

At the word “coffee” Belladonna’s eyes lit up. “Me too, please. I’m pretty sure I used to be a barista on Earth. The only thing I miss more than coffee are hamburgers.”

That momentarily snatched Thomas’s attention from their report.

“Hey, me too,” he replied. Was that why she seemed familiar? Maybe he’d seen her at a coffee shop? “Lulu, you can have some with the standard ninety percent dilution Chef Mama discovered. Bella, you may absolutely have a cup.” As he poured coffee for both women, Lulu began her story.

“We tracked the raiders south,” she said, “and we found an abandoned outpost. It looked like the group stayed there for several days, maybe longer. And we found this.”

Reaching into a pocket, she withdrew an ornate crown of flowers. The patterns and colors were distinctive. Like the vines back in the village, the object showed no signs of wilting.

Thomas and Candi leaned forward to study the thing. “What is it?” Candi asked. “Is it Elven?”

“No, we saw things like this on the trek to the villages,” Thomas replied. “It’s Forest Goblin. This suggests we may have found where the Wubgug people vanished to. I think these slavers, or whatever they are, have them.”

“They went south, Sire,” Bella said. “We tried tracking them for a while, but the road widened into a paved trade route, and it was getting dark. There’s no telling how far they went, or where.”

Thomas pulled his Tablet up, but it didn't show the surrounding area, it wouldn’t until he claimed it.

Candi looked over his shoulder and touched the map, drawing a line with her fingertip. “There’s a trade road that connects Averdale to Blith, then it follows the very top of elf and troll territory before looping all the way around back to Boulibar Bay. It was once a popular circuit for traveling merchants, though I have no idea what state it’s in now.”

“Give me a second to think.” He tapped his chin for a few moments. “We can’t afford to just go chasing after those people right now, whoever they are. Our goal is to get to Blith and finish reuniting the goblins. I think we need to stay in Averdale another day or two and figure out more of what’s going on. Then, if there’s no sign of the humans or enemy goblins, we try to go south.”

“And what if there’s an army of humans and goblins in Blith?” Candi pressed.

“We’re going to scout ahead. Carefully.” He pointed at Lulu and her assistants. “If we spot a significant force, we turn around and head home. Umadin is far better equipped than I am to lead soldiers into battle. But if it’s just a goblin village gone rogue, I think we can handle that fine.”

The troll Queen nodded slowly. “I agree. We’re not equipped for a major battle.”

“But if there is an army there,” Lulu said, “we should scout things out as much as we can. We need to know what they’ve got.”

With that decided, Thomas peered out through the gaps in the door. It was still dark outside.

“We’ve got a few hours left before the locals wake up.” With a playful glare at Lulu, he continued, “Now that I’ve got two cups of coffee in me, on top of a nap, I don’t think I’ll be able to go back to sleep.”

“I didn’t know if you’d want to do something right away, at dawn or earlier.” Lulu replied “I just figured once you saw the evidence, you might . . .”

“It’s fine, love.” Leaning down, Thomas pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Perhaps a few hours of quiet contemplation will do me some good. It’s time to plan.”


Chapter 19: Road to Blith


Thomas found Tylin and the gargoyle woman waiting for him when he made his way back down into the common room. It was light outside now, with people visible through the windows. The sound of hammers and other construction filtered in as the repairs continued.

“King Thomas,” Tylin said in greeting. “You look well. I heard you had a bit of a moment yesterday.”

“I’m fine. You look better as well, Lord Tylin.” In truth, the wizened elf looked barely changed, but it felt appropriate to say it.

Tylin chuckled. “Politeness in goblin royalty. That’s new. You know, your father could be something of an ass back in the day.”

The assertion about his father brought Thomas up short. “He mentioned his chaos ruling him more than he would have liked.” Thinking about what he knew of Umadin, he realized the history was patchy at best. “I’m not here to discuss him, but you should know there are reasons some of his people turned against him.”

“I appreciate that insight.” Gesturing with his good hand at the gargoyle, Tylin said, “This is Alayna. She has information that I believe you will find useful.”

Thomas turned to face the tall gargoyle. Alayna was literally statuesque, with a fine feminine body that was formed from smooth stone.

“My people live in the mountains far to the east of your capital city,” she said in a rhythmic, throaty voice. “We are builders of stone, and we were hired by King Reginald for what we were told was an important project. It wasn’t until we’d spent months on it that we realized exactly where we were.”

“And where were you?” Thomas asked.

“The very edge of Reginald’s territory, right at the goblin border, maybe two miles from Blith.”

“How long of a journey from here?”

“Three days, maybe a bit more if your legs are short.”

Her obvious concern about this project gave Thomas a sinking feeling about where this story was going. “And what exactly were you building so close to my territory?”

“We thought it was to be a new settlement. Reginald brought in mages and others to help with the construction. He had us install a network of stone sewers. It wasn’t until he asked us to build barred, locking doors that we realized what it was.”

Everything came together in Thomas’s head.

“A prison for goblins?”

“Just so. A prison and a stronghold around it.” Alayna made a face. “The green ones, the Forest Goblins, came just as we entered the last weeks of our building. Their leader was a vile creature. It was clear from the start that the alliance was an unholy one.”

“And then?” Thomas prompted, not wanting to get sidetracked.

“When we realized what we’d done, we abandoned our work. Reginald and his men tried to stop us from leaving. It was obvious he meant to force us to finish the job, and his troops came after us. We had no choice but to flee here.”

He groaned.

“And is that why Averdale was attacked?”

Tylin answered. “The first time, I believe so. We fended that first lot off easily enough. The gargoyles helped us rebuild the walls. That didn’t stop Reginald from attacking again.”

After thinking through the timeline for a few moments, Thomas asked, “The Forest Goblins were kidnapped seven months ago. Have you been fending off attacks that long?”

“Yes,” Tylin replied. “Although the attacks were random, they were frequent enough to keep us afraid to leave and ask for help.”

“We thought of leaving a few times,” Alayna added, “guessing that if we did, the attacks on the city would stop. But each time we tried, Reginald’s soldiers appeared. On our last attempt, several of my people were destroyed.”

“How was the last attack different?” Thomas asked.

Looking down at his ruined arm, Tylin licked his lips. “It felt like they were desperate. I’m level eleven, with an Adventurer’s Tablet, and access to decades of magical items and resources. We defeated many of them. It just wasn’t enough.”

Thomas rubbed his forehead as he tried to digest all this information and what it meant.

“Seven months ago, my siblings spontaneously got bored and went to play with dragons. Around that time, an entire group of Forest Goblins, who happened to be led by an evil shaman vanished. Also around that time, King Reginald started building a prison for goblins. What does that add up to?” Mentally, he added the stolen wagon and his father’s former Inner Circle betraying him, too.

“I would say it adds up to an attempt to dethrone your father, Sire,” the elf said.

Sullen, dark rage flared in Thomas’s chest. His chaos flared, black and red, totally unlike anything he’d voluntarily summoned before. Unreasoning hate fogged the corners of his vision. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his hands turning gray.

Exhaling, he breathed through the unfamiliar emotion. “Umadin wasn’t fit to be a king once he was cursed over twenty years ago. Everything that’s happened recently is a result of that. It’s up to me to stop it.” He met eyes with the elf and gargoyle. “And I’m going to.”

“How, Sire?” Tylin asked, looking a bit shaken at Thomas’s display.

“As we approached your city, I sent my scouts to search the surrounding area. Whatever hostile forces were menacing Averdale before we arrived are gone now. That suggests to me that Reginald has what he wants, at least from around here. Blith is still on my Tablet, even if it shows as hostile, which means he hasn’t tried to claim it.”

“Do you think he intends to?”

Thomas nodded slowly.

“I certainly would if I were him. So I’m going to call for reinforcements, and in the meantime, I’m taking my people there to see what’s going on. If we can, we’ll retake Blith before Reginald does. If we meet too much resistance, then we’ll return here and reassess until the reinforcements arrive.”

“That sounds quite risky, Sire.”

“From what I’ve gathered, you did significant damage to Reginald’s forces in this area. I’ve got seventeen troll warriors and a whole bunch of trained goblins with me, as well as some talented scouts. I’m not that worried.”

Tylin gave him a searching look. “Sire, if you truly mean to help us and defend our people, I would be glad to cede authority over the city to you. I know with your Royal Tablet you’ll be able to accomplish more than I ever can.”

“Thank you. I would appreciate that, and yes, I can.” With everything that had happened, Thomas hadn’t even thought to ask about official ownership of Averdale. It was on his mental task list, but not the top priority. Not when people he was responsible for were being hurt.

Averdale’s Lord summoned a bronze Tablet and began tapping through menus.

“So that’s an Adventuring Tablet?” Thomas asked, intrigued. He knew Adventurers had their own version but hadn’t interacted with any of them yet.

“It is. I got mine from the adventuring guild. When the town voted for me to oversee things, it gave me a new tab. Now, where do I push authority to you? Ah, here we go.”

Gold flashed as Thomas’s Royal Tablet appeared.

Notice: Lord Tylin has ceded control over Averdale to you. Authority over this area, including the surrounding terrain, has been added to your Tablet.

While he was in it, Thomas sent a message to his father, then to his Vassals in Averdale.

Thomas: Umadin, we’ve got a major issue in Averdale. We need to make a move on Blith. I need my army, and fast. Can you bring more troops?

He ran through the details of what they’d encountered, along with his plans.

Umadin: Of course. I can be there in three days. Your idea to recapture Blith is risky, but smart. Adding that visibility to your map may be the key to fighting an incursion off. Just be careful. If we’re facing an enemy who thinks so far ahead, it’s entirely possible there is a trap or ambush waiting for you.

Thomas: Understood. Hurry.

Immediate Task: Get your ass to Blith
Assigned to: Umadin
Estimated Time to Completion: Three days
Estimated Risk: Low
Potential Rewards: Unknown


Immediate Task: Prepare for potentially hostile travel
Assigned to: All Vassals in Averdale
Estimated Time to Completion: Immediate (travel time to Blith expected at 3-4 days)
Estimated Risk: Unknown
Potential Rewards: Unknown


Lulu and Candi reappeared from upstairs.

“Did I hear correctly?” the Troll Queen asked. “We might be going to Blith earlier than expected?”

“We’re going that direction,” he replied. “Whether we make it all the way to Blith depends on what we find on the way. We’re not planning to go to Reginald’s stronghold, at least not until I see what’s ahead of us.”

As the two women settled in to begin their breakfast, he explained what he’d learned, both about Blith and the nearby stronghold.

“So,” Lulu said once he was done, “it sounds more like we’ll be doing information gathering rather than running straight into battle. I appreciate that distinction.”

“Yeah. That’s Umadin’s domain. I don’t mind us seeing if there’s a window of opportunity, though.”

“I admire your ambition,” Candi said with a smile.

“That’s King Thomas, so ambitious.” Lulu gave him a fond look. Then she brightened. “I’ll gather my team and head out now so we can scout the road ahead before you leave.”

Candi gave the enthusiastic ovisari a fond smile. “I’ll get the trolls ready.” Then, to Thomas, she said, “Let’s go retake your settlement.”

Lulu stretched up to give him a kiss, then raced away to collect Belladonna and Teelah.

“I’m thinking it may be best to only bring one wagon.” Thomas said to Candi. “We pack for the worst-case scenario, but we leave the valuables here with a couple goblins to protect them. With Averdale back in the fold, it will be safe here, and worst-case, we won’t risk losing everything I found to Reginald’s forces.”

The Troll Queen smiled. “I agree. For a Tomorrowwright, you’re a better tactician than you give yourself credit for. Of course, you realize it will mean we have to share a wagon before our wedding.”

Thomas had forgotten that little detail. “I hope you trust me.”

She smiled. “I do, certainly. Do you trust me?”

“Well, yes. Unless there’s coffee around.”

Candi smirked, then motioned in the direction Lulu had gone.

“I really like her, by the way. I’ve never heard of an ovisari with that degree of loyalty before. It’s clear she views you as a very special man.”

“Her hair stays pink,” he pointed out.

Candi nodded. “You know, they say no heart breaks like an ovisari’s, for a reason. There are many tales of tragedy on this side of the Veil for their kind.”

“Let’s avoid those. I’m a fan of happy endings.”

“So am I.”

“Just wait for our wedding,” he retorted.

Her eyes sparkled, and she bit her bottom lip. “I am waiting. It’s the worst.”

With a laugh, he stood and pointed at the door. “C’mon. We need to get the real work done, then we can go back to tempting each other.”

She laughed with him. “Surely we can do both? Any good sovereign knows how to multitask.”

It took them the better part of three hours to get everyone fed and and the wagons reloaded. The wagon they were taking to Blith had the weapons, magic water, and other equipment they would need if they encountered more than a few goblins. All the valuables Thomas had collected on the trip went into the other.

When Candi finished preparing herself, she emerged in her armor, with her bow strapped to her back and the whip once again coiled at her waist. Her troll warriors had donned simple boiled leather armor and carried a combination of swords and shields. Three went unarmed. Like Bobo, they had specialist classes that benefited from using only their fists in combat.

Now that Umadin could provide remote support, he issued orders to the goblin warriors. That freed Thomas to pull up Averdale’s statistics and do some civic planning.

He rejoined Candi, who had her Tablet up to issue commands. He showed her the details for Averdale.

“Honestly, this doesn’t look so bad. Other than needing repairs, this is probably the best settlement we’ve got, outside of Lotta Tot.”

Candi looked it over for a few moments. “Still, there’s plenty of work to be done. I can send some trolls and dwarves to help while we prepare for the wedding.”

He gave her a curious look, and she stared right back at him.

“I am not marrying you only in name, Thomas. We’re merging our kingdoms. Your success is mine. We’re going to be in this together. Besides, I’ve got a crew of dwarves with nothing to do right now. Father hired them to build something before he died. Now they’re just sitting around with no work to do.”

“Did he pay them in advance?” Thomas asked.

“He did. They demanded their money up front, which to be honest doesn’t surprise me, given my father’s reputation. But having been paid, they’ll stick around until I give them a job.”

“Interesting.” Thomas considered what to do here. The Troll capital was about equidistant between Averdale and Lotta Tot. He could have the dwarves repair Averdale, but the situation here was not safe. On the other hand, Lotta Tot needed repairs to its fortifications as well, and protecting his capital was more important right now.

“Can you send them to Lotta Tot? You saw what condition the city walls are in.”

“Certainly. Do you wish me to, soon-to-be-husband?”

“Yes.”

While Candi set a task for one of her people, Thomas sent a message to Emily.

Thomas: Candi is sending a crew of dwarven masons to repair the city walls. Apparently, her father hired them but they have nothing to do.

Emily: Oh wonderful! How are things going?

Thomas explained the recent events.

Emily: Please be careful! I need you home soon and in one piece. The baby is on his way.

Thomas: Or her way. Don’t worry, we’ve got a plan and Umadin will be here to help. I miss you and love you.

Emily: At least you have Lulu. I’m here with no one to help me burn off all this energy.

Thomas: As soon as I get back you’ll have all the attention you need.

Emily: Count on it Sire!

Thomas and Candi made their way outside and rejoined the company. The preparations for the expedition were complete, and they followed the restocked travel wagon out of the city.

Many of the locals came out to watch as the group left. Thomas thought he saw hints of hope and life in eyes that hadn’t been there the day before. It was most visible in the goblins, who moved around with heightened focus. Even with the magical device at the center of the town, the goblins under his authority benefitted from his heightened Discipline and Cunning attributes.

Circling Averdale, they finally came to a narrow paved road. The wagon barely fit, but the road was straight and flat enough for the magical device to pick up speed and make good time. With Thomas and Candi sitting on top, they made their way south.

Two hours into their trek, the road widened, becoming large enough to handle two wagons. The terrain also changed, going from scattered trees and scrub to denser woods. Clusters of old growth became more common, and by evening they were passing through the middle of an ancient forest.

Lulu and her group continued scouting ahead, sending Thomas regular updates on what they found. They’d seen no dangers, so the group traveled well into darkness before making camp.

Thomas had been wondering about that night, knowing he and Candi had to share their wagon now. When it was time to sleep, he let her get ready first and waited outside.

“You may come to bed now, almost-husband,” she said a few minutes later.

He climbed inside the wagon. After all the Vegas-sourced outfits she’d been wearing, he was a bit surprised to see her in a demure – if flattering – flannel nightgown. She saw the look in his eyes and smiled.

“I do not wish to tempt you too much.”

“I suppose not.”

She turned away from him so he could undress for bed.

“Did you know trolls have eyes in the backs of their heads?” she asked when he was only half into his pajamas. He froze.

“What?”

Candi laughed. “I am teasing you.”

When he was ready, they slipped under the covers with plenty of space between them. Thomas extinguished the light and rolled on his side. The Troll Queen spoke up again.

“My men are surely assuming you are ravishing me right now.”

“We would be making more noise.”

“I suppose so.” She was quiet for a moment in the darkness. “How much more noise”?

“Are you trying to provoke my chaos?”

He heard her laugh softly. “Perhaps.”

Thomas thought about Lulu and Emily out there. About the hundreds of goblin women carrying his children back in Lotta Tot. He had something different with Candi, and he was growing to really like it.

He felt her rolling over next to him.

“I do not wish to be ravished, at least until our wedding night. But I would like a goodnight kiss.”

Thomas reached for the young Troll Queen, pulling her into an embrace. He felt Candi’s arms sliding around his neck as their lips came together. He kissed her lightly at first, then more deeply as he felt the passion surging in his chest. The chaos was boiling behind it, but his Discipline kept a tight grip.

Candi kissed him back eagerly, if inexpertly, making no move to end the kiss even as he felt her heart pounding in her chest. Without even thinking of it, his hand came up to cup one of her full breasts. He felt the nipple stiffening under the fabric, and she did nothing to stop him.

But then, realizing at the same moment that this could go no further tonight, they separated. Thomas listened to Candi’s labored breathing beside him.

“Good night, Candi,” he said.

“Good night, Thomas,” she replied, voice wavering. “I do hope we can make it to the wedding night. I have my doubts.”

He laughed softly. “I think I have a high enough Discipline score.”

“Let us hope so.”


Settlement - Averdale


Settlement Name: Averdale
Settlement Size: Moderate
Settlement Level: 2 (Reduced due to recent damage)
Settlement Status: Sub-optimal (due to recent damage)
· Challenge: Averdale has suffered near-catastrophic damage. Help it return to Optimal Status. Reward: 250 experience.
Approximate Population: 6,250
Racial Mix:
· 72% Goblin
· Mix-Match Goblins (16%)
· Lake Goblin (13%)
· Mountain Goblins (12%)
· Tundra Goblins (8%)
· Dark Goblins (6%)
· Swamp Goblins (3%)
· Infernal Goblins (3%)
· Beach Goblins (2%)
· Other Goblins (3%)
· 10% Human
· 8% Elf
· 5% Gargoyle
· 3% Dwarf
· 2% Other
Gender Mix: 61% Female



Chapter 20: Goblin King’s Might


Late afternoon on the second day from Averdale, they rolled out of the forest and into a grassy clearing. It was maybe three hundred feet across, and sunlight shimmered across the ankle-high grass. Six of Candi’s trolls and ten goblins ranged ahead, with the rest of their troops in formation around the wagon.

Just as Thomas pondered whether to take a break in this pleasant spot, sounds of combat rang through the trees ahead of them. A moment later, a wagon burst from the treeline on the opposite side of the clearing.

Sitting atop the wagon was a screaming elven girl. Her clothes were tattered and torn, revealing a lean, model-like physique. A giant human man who held an equally large spear hung from the side of the wagon, and the elven girl was beating her fists against his chest. Despite his obvious physical advantages, the elf girl was fending him off even as she screamed for help.

Before he could issue any commands, Thomas’s Tablet flashed out of the corner of his eye with a notification.

Notice: A Tablet Wielder with [Royal Administrative Authority] has entered the area. On behalf of [King Reginald], he has declared war upon the [Goblin King]. As this is [goblin] territory, oppositional tracking is now enabled. If you flee this engagement, it will cede a portion of your Domain to your rival.

A map of the valley and surrounding forest appeared on the Tablet. At the far edge was a line marked “Unclaimed Territory,” where an indistinct blob was labeled “Blith.” In the center of the map was the elven wagon, where there were three dots, one orange, one blue-green, and one dusky purple.

The orange dot was labeled “Bosso – Royal Administrative Tablet Wielder – Elite.” The blue-green dot was “Lorelai – Beautiful Elven Princess.” He checked for a tag for the purple dot, but it showed only a question mark when he inspected it.

Behind the wagon, in the forest beyond the point Thomas could see, were dozens more red and yellow dots. These were labeled “Hostile Blith Goblins” and “Hostile Reginald-Aligned Humans,” respectively. Several of the yellow dots were slightly larger, labeled “Hostile Human Vassals of Reginald.”

The second notification was a message from Lulu.

Lulu: Sire, we’re right behind them. I’m sorry, we were investigating an abandoned encampment. We’re coming, and Bella spotted something strange. On the back of that wagon is an enchanted cage with a fairy inside it. She also said that the big guy is the same one who captured her for Reginald.

As Candi began snapping out orders, both verbally and with her Tablet, Thomas tapped out a quick reply.

Thomas: If that’s the elven princess we’ve been expecting, we have to try to save her. See if you can also rescue the fairy and do some damage.

Candi’s trolls swept ahead, directly in line with the wagon. As he saw them, Bosso hesitated just long enough for the elf princess to get the upper hand. She kicked him in the face, dislodging him from the side of the wagon.

Bosso clearly had a high agility score, because despite being shoved off a moving, wildly gyrating vehicle, he landed gracefully, tumbling to the ground and springing to his feet while keeping a grip on his spear.

The moment he was upright, the spear began to glow. He shouted something as he took aim. A ghostly, glowing bolt of energy shot from the end of his spear and smashed into the back of the wagon. The impact had enough force to momentarily tip the entire vehicle to the side, and it rolled along on two wheels for a few moments before crashing back down.

The movement caused the wagon’s cargo of barrels and boxes to fall off the back, and they went tumbling chaotically to the ground, spilling their contents everywhere. Wine and a grainy white substance spread out across the clearing.

The elf princess screamed – whether in outrage or terror was not clear – though she did not slow down. The wagon continued racing forward to meet Thomas’s group, closing the distance rapidly.

As Bosso turned in their direction, a wall of humans and goblins emerged from the forest. The human Vassals were noticeably larger and healthier than the rest. Most of those had bows, which they aimed at the trolls moving to intercept them.

Operating his Tablet as fast as he could, Thomas issued rapid-fire commands.

Immediate Task: Fight the Bad Guys
Assigned to: All Vassals nearby.
Estimated Time to Completion: ?
Estimated Risk: Ultra High
Potential Rewards: Substantial


The two groups came together as the front rank of enemy soldiers met Candi’s trolls. Dozens of Blith goblins crashed into the armored, four-armed giants, trying to bring them down with teeth and claws.

At first, the enemy humans and goblins might as well have been attacking mountains. The high-level trolls moved with swift, emotionless efficiency. Goblins fell, even as the human attackers released a constant barrage of arrows at the trolls.

A few glowing arrows penetrated the troll armor, drawing bright orange blood. One unlucky troll took a shot to the eye, although he continued fighting despite the devastating wound.

With each goblin death, Thomas felt his anger grow. Even if they’d turned against him, or been corrupted by Reginald, they were goblins – his people. It was his responsibility to unite them.

“Stop the wagon!” Candi yelled, jumping down from the seat, “we need to use it as protection.”

Her whip appeared in her hand without her even drawing it. As an arrow flew in from two hundred feet away, she jerked her hand up and down, causing the tip of her whip to slap it from the air.

Thomas commanded the wagon to stop and turn sideways to serve as a command post. Leaping off the side, he called up his Tablet again to give him information about the battle

He began issuing more commands. Here, he commanded a goblin to return fire at a human archer harrying the trolls. There he had a wall of goblins move toward the spear wielder.

Candi withdrew next to him, using part of the wagon as cover as she continued knocking arrows out of the air. Even as she fought, she manipulated her own Tablet. Lacking his battle map, she had to keep an eye on the battlefield.

The elf princess’s wagon slowed to a halt about fifty feet away from them as the goblins, trolls, and humans continued the fight. Behind the wagon, Thomas saw that Bosso had summoned a glowing gold-inlaid silver Tablet of his own. With a furrowed brow, he was issuing commands, although he seemed to struggle to type rapidly.

Thomas roared at the elf girl. “Keep coming! Why did you stop?”

After looking around for a few seconds, the Princess saw him. She wrapped her hands around her tattered clothes and began screaming. “Help me! Help me! I’m a princess! My wagon is out of magic!”

Thomas realized the wagon was not troll-made but elven. It was fashioned from intricately carved wood with no sign of metal. The magic symbols on the side pulsed slowly red, as if their power had dwindled to nothing.

He glanced down at his map. His goblins were closing the distance with Bosso and moving to reinforce the trolls. Only he and Candi were in a position to rescue the beautiful – if panicked and disheveled – Princess Lorelai, and the Troll Queen was busy supporting her troops.

“Fuck me,” he growled. Then he raised his voice. “Candi, I’m moving us closer. Watch my back.”

“Go ahead,” she shouted.

With a command, Thomas moved their wagon slowly forward. He kept it steady, closing the distance until they were within ten feet of the Princess’s disabled vehicle. Candi continued protecting their troops with her whip, even as she directed the trolls with her Tablet.

Just as Thomas stopped the wagon, his goblin troops finally reached Bosso. Dismissing his Tablet, the scarred human roared and leapt into combat, spinning and thrusting the glowing spear. He leapt from goblin warrior to goblin warrior, drawing blood from each contact.

Goblins fell.

On the other side of the clearing, the trolls had finally dealt with the Blith goblins and were now engaging the humans. Two trolls had fallen, overcome by sheer numbers, but most of them surged forward.

Anger and chaos roared in Thomas’s stomach as he watched the goblin dots winking out on his map. With each death, he felt as if he’d been cut.

Lulu, Belladonna, and Teelah’s dots finally appeared at the far corner of the clearing. Lulu drew her two daggers and threw herself into the unprotected human flank, cutting down several surprised warriors who clearly hadn’t expected an attack from that direction.

As the furious ovisari assassin tore into the human lines in a blur of razor-sharp blades, Teelah supported her with her bow, loosing arrow after arrow with incredible speed, knocking down several of the humans who had turned to face Lulu. Caught between the trolls and the assassins, the human lines began to falter.

Meanwhile, Bella took careful aim with her crossbow at the rear of Lorelai’s wagon – not at Bosso but at the purple dot. When her shot struck home, there was a sharp sound of metal rattling, followed by a furious, high-pitched screech.

“I’ll kill all you dirty fuckers! Starting with that pointy-eared bitch!”

From the volume and level of rage, Thomas expected to see something much larger than the eighteen-inch fairy girl who shot into the air. She spun around, pirouetting as she looked for a target. The closest was Bosso, and Thomas watched in disbelief as the tiny woman streaked – unarmed – toward the far larger warrior.

“You! Asshole!” she shrieked, her fists a blur as she collided with his back. “Fucking die!”

For all her fury, Bosso seemed entirely unaware of her assault. He finished off the wave of goblins in front of him with no apparent injuries. In fact, beyond the sweat that drenched the dark curls framing his unprotected head, he seemed almost bored.

Then he turned in their direction. He lifted his spear and aimed it at Candi, shouting the same command word he’d used to disable Lorelai’s wagon. Without a second thought, Thomas leapt toward his troll bride, trying to shove Candi out of the way before the bolt struck.

The weapon glowed, and the phantom spear began to streak forward. Just as Bosso was about to let it loose, the furious fairy landed on his forearm, wrapping her legs around it and sinking her teeth into his flesh as she shrieked another battle cry.

“Retribution!”

Thomas tackled Candi at the same instant the spear bolt reached them. They both went down hard. She screamed in pain as he rolled, coming up several feet away. When he looked back, Candi’s torso was covered in orange blood – the spear had carved a furrow across her waist. Another inch or two, and it would have gone through her guts.

He heard an amused voice boom across the clearing.

“King Thomas!”

Dropping the spear, Bosso tore the fairy off his arm. Whatever else he’d been about to say was suddenly cut short as the fairy took a chunk of flesh with her between her teeth. He let out an angry grunt and threw her hard into the ground.

The twin sights of Candi clutching at her wound and the fearless faerie bouncing unconscious across the clearing were too much for Thomas. The knowledge that they were on the verge of losing this battle to just one of Reginald’s warriors burned through his mind.

No.

Black rage filled his chest, boiling into his lungs. Chaos, vile and full of hate, surged through his body, transforming his skin. He turned gray, veined in black and red, as he rose to his feet to face Reginald’s elite champion.

Bosso, unconcerned with any of this, bent down to pick up his spear. He turned toward Thomas, clearly intending to finish him off.

Then Thomas opened his mouth as a howl of outrage grew in his chest, and all his fury, hate, and frustration built into a single cry of frustration.

Instead of the cry, something very different came from his throat.

All at once, he was filled with memories of the ancient kobold and his draconic ancestry. Of the Lava Goblins in Mug. Of their focused aggression and mindless rage. All of it swirled together with his concern for Candi, his fury at the goblins Bosso had slaughtered, and the trolls who had fallen.

The rage fused into a single, focused blast that erupted from his mouth. The fire shot out in a narrow beam that streaked at Reginald’s Tablet Wielder. As Bosso cocked his arm to launch the spear once again, the blast struck him squarely in his unarmored face.

Thomas’s fire breath lasted only a split-second before he felt his body drain of magic. He fell to one knee, exhausted, but as the smoke cleared, he realized it had been enough.

Bosso’s body still stood where it had been a moment ago. But his head was gone – only the smoldering stump of his neck remained. The body fell to its knees, then forward onto the ground.

A high-pitched screech cut across the clearing.

“You killed him!” the elf girl screamed. She sounded oddly confused – then she repeated herself, the tone of her voice suddenly changing to frantic joy. “I mean, you killed him, yay!”

At the edge of the forest, Lulu and her assistants continued their merciless murder spree, focusing their attacks on the surviving enemy Vassals. The trolls, despite having lost three more against the throng of low-level humans, continued carving a field of gore. Bosso’s sudden death broke the morale of their enemies, who cried out in terror and began to retreat.

Thomas felt completely drained, even more than after a ceremonial orgy. He fell forward onto his hands, gasping for breath. His mouth felt hot and dry.

Then his Tablet appeared with a loud notification.

Notice: You have defeated an enemy Tablet Wielder in heroic fashion. You have driven back [King Reginald’s] attempted claim. Due to this failure, he will be penalized for [36] hours. His Domain-related Tablet abilities will only work for his [Capital City]. You are free to send your Vassals and Inner Circle against his holdings without notifying him.
Experience will be granted after combat ends.


Looking over at Candi, Thomas saw she’d received a notification as well, although she was ignoring it. With her hand pressed to her side, she met his eyes.

“You risked your life for me.”

“You saved me from at least one arrow,” he replied. “How are you?”

“He took half my hit points with that shot. It could have been worse. How’s that fairy? I saw what she did.”

When Thomas looked over, he saw Princess Lorelai standing above the fairy. Then she saw Thomas and Candi watching and jumped away, as if she’d been caught in the middle of something.

“I—I think she’s dead!”

“Go check on her,” Candi said in a whisper. She tried to rise, only to wince and remain down. “I need a second. Bosso’s spear must have been legendary grade.”

At the forest’s edge, Reginald’s troops had broken ranks and were now in full flight from the battle. The surviving trolls and a handful of goblins gave chase, as did the assassin trio.

There were a few injured Blith goblins who seemed to be in good enough condition to interrogate. So he sent a message to Lulu.

Thomas: Kill them all. Don’t let any get back to Reginald. There are some survivors here I can question.

He didn’t expect her to respond, but she did a few moments later.

Lulu: With pleasure, Sire!

Thomas let them go. Whatever blood was spilled from their hunt was on Reginald’s hands, not his.

Reluctantly leaving Candi for the moment, he walked over to the elf and the fairy. He finally got a good look at Princess Lorelai.

The notes about her beauty in the notifications certainly hadn’t been a case of false advertising. Even with her dress in tatters and her face and skin smudged with soot and dirt from the battle, the elf girl was one of the most beautiful women Thomas had ever laid eyes on.

From her slim, lissome figure to her long, pale blonde hair and chiseled cheekbones, she was a vision of elven perfection. He’d met her mother, and Lorelai was a step above the Queen.

She smiled as he approached, lowering her hands from the remnants of her dress. The action let the fabric fall aside, revealing firm, conical breasts topped by sharp pink nipples. She didn’t seem to care that he saw them.

“You’re King Thomas, aren’t you? I’m so glad to see you.” She spoke in a breathless sigh, pressing herself against his chest.

Yet, as pretty as she was, Thomas’s instincts were still on high alert, and he gently eased her away. Lorelai pouted but didn’t stop him.

“That’s me. What happened here?”

“I—I thought you were headed this way, but I didn’t know you’d be here so fast. We . . . uh, I thought you’d take another day or two. That’s what I heard, anyway.”

“You were supposed to meet me in Lotta Tot.”

“Yes. My parents sent me to meet with you.”

“Why did Reginald’s people attack you?” he asked.

“I—I don’t know. They . . .”

Lorelai seemed momentarily at a loss for words. Walking around the elven girl, Thomas kneeled down next to the fairy. While she was also blonde, she presented a very different appearance from Lorelai.

Her tiny body was long and curvy, with big breasts, a narrow waist, and shapely hips. She wore denim overalls with some kind of white bra top under them. To Thomas’s eyes, she looked almost exactly like a Barbie doll, except for her gossamer pink-purple fairy wings. It was frankly hard to imagine how someone this small had exhibited the enraged fury he’d witnessed.

The fairy had landed on a rock and split her scalp, and her hair was thick with blood. Was she still alive? Thomas slid his hands under her limp body and lifted her up. He felt her stir.

Bright gemstone-blue eyes met his. Slurring her words, the fairy whispered, “Did I kill that fucker?” Then, in the same breath. “You’re so big and handsome. I like my men big. Are you single?”

Then she went limp again, seeming to faint.

Lorelai put her hand on Thomas’s shoulder. He felt a pert nipple press into his arm, something that couldn’t possibly have been accidental given her state of dress.

“She’s dead, isn’t she? I told you she was. You should probably just throw the body away.”

Thomas cleared his throat.

“I’ll take care of the body,” he said, mostly in reflex. Why does the princess want this fairy dead? Why did she have her in an enchanted cage?

He carried the unconscious fairy over to Candi, laying the tiny woman on the troll’s lap. He lowered his voice to a whisper.

“Act like she’s dead. The Princess is acting odd, and I need to know why. Command your trolls to handle things, then get on the wagon. I’ll see about the cleanup, okay?”

Wincing, Candi nodded and rose. Cradling the fairy along one arm, she clutched the other arm to her side as she walked around the back of the wagon. With the Queen and the fairy safe, Thomas went across the clearing to check his goblins and Bosso’s corpse.

He looked down at the bodies, feeling a dark pit in his stomach. Not one of the goblins he’d sent to attack Bosso had survived. All that was left was a silver and gold Tablet and the enchanted spear.

As he squatted down beside the spear, Lorelai called out. “That’s a very nice spear. You know, my parents would probably really appreciate it if you gave it to me as a token of goodwill.”

Thomas shot her an acid look. “Uh, no.” Grabbing the spear in one hand and the Royal Administrative Tablet in the other, Thomas felt his chaos stir. Facing the girl, he asked, “Why the hell would I give this to you when I killed him and won this battle?”

Lorelai flinched and fell a step backward. “Well, I am a princess.” Then she smiled. “Don’t you think I’m pretty? I’m a virgin, you know. And I was just attacked on your lands. That means all this mess is your responsibility.”

The elf girl waved behind her wagon at all the broken crates and barrels. Thomas’s gaze followed her hand. He was dismayed to see no sign of any seeds, just a lot of powder that looked an awful lot like Crisp, and several broken barrels of wine.

His jaw dropped as he considered his response. After a moment, he raised a finger in the air and turned back to Lorelai.

“Why were you bringing all this Crisp into my kingdom?”

A scandalized expression leapt onto the elf princess’s face.

“Crisp? What? That’s not mine! How did that get there?”

Sighing, Thomas asked the obvious question, already knowing the answer. “And where are the seeds you were supposed to be bringing me, Princess?”

The shock was replaced by momentary bafflement.

“Seeds? What seeds?” Then she gasped. “Oh! Yes! I went to pick those up in Boulibar Bay! That must have been where they made the switch! Those evil Cryseth! You know you can’t trust fairies, don’t you?”

Thomas sighed as his certitude that Lorelai was up to something here slipped a few notches. After all, he had been told in no uncertain terms not to trust the faeries – by Umadin, no less.

It occurred to him that there was a slight possibility that Lorelai was just a vapid airhead who had been placed by her parents into a situation that was far over her head. And if that was the case, he could easily create a major diplomatic rift with the elves by reflexively blaming her for this mess or suggesting she was involved in some nefarious plot with Reginald. Her behavior was certainly suspicious, but beyond that, he had nothing concrete to go on.

Never attribute to malice that which can be adequately explained by stupidity, he thought.

“Okay. Sure.” For the time being, Thomas had to give her the benefit of the doubt. “Go get some clothes on. I need to check on my people.”


Chapter 21: Aftermath


Thomas’s parents had moved their family to some dangerous places more than once. He’d lived for two years in a country that was in the middle of a civil war. That experience allowed him to process what he had to deal with now. Tucking the outrage and hurt for his people into the back of his mind, he went to work.

For two hours, he, Candi, and the three assassins handed out Chef Mama’s healing stew to every survivor on the battlefield. It would restore one hit point and stabilize anyone who was dying. Even though she was absent, his chief healer made her presence felt that evening.

Lorelai changed out of her shredded gown, donning a lime green dress that hugged her frame to excellent advantage. But she seemed to sense that Thomas was in no mood to be flirted with, so she stayed with her wagon, pouting at him while he walked around the clearing. He did his best to ignore her.

Eventually, he turned his attention to interrogating the survivors. Two Blith goblins and a human were still alive, while several of the others had died while Thomas tended to his people. With so many injured, he wasn’t about to waste his limited resources on those responsible for this mess.

One of the surviving troll warriors and five injured goblins were guarding the prisoners. Despite their injuries, the captive goblins struggled against their bonds, writhing, wiggling, and trying to lash out. The troll slapped one of the struggling pair hard enough to make the little male’s eyes cross.

“Quiet,” the troll grunted.

Ignoring the chaos-addled goblins, Thomas looked at the human. The man was in worse shape than the goblins. He’d been bitten and slashed, with his once-ornate leather armor torn apart.

“What was all this about?” Thomas asked. The question came out softly, but he instinctively added his chaos to the question. “Why were you here?”

Whatever the man saw made him pale. “I dunno the complete plan, Lord. Just the bits I overheard.”

“Tell me.”

“We were supposed to find you at Averdale, or just south of there, then drug the wine for you and yours. We were going to set up a proper ambush once we knew the Crisp and wine were doing their thing.”

Thomas fought the urge to turn and look in the direction of the Elf Princess. “Was the elf involved in this plot?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

“The Crisp and wine were on her wagon.”

The man shrugged weakly. “Sorry, Lord. She’s been with us, but I don’t know if she was involved in the plot. She, um, she don’t strike me as the brightest star in the firmament, if you get my drift. We had the Crisp and wine in camp. She didn’t do anything with it, but then she didn’t do much of anything, really. Then she and Bosso got into some argument, and she took off with the wagon. That’s all I know, I swear.”

Thomas cursed to himself.

“Are there more Blith goblins out there?”

“Not likely. This was the last of the army, and the Ki…. er, Reginald had the rest taken back to the cells. Bosso said Reginald planned to use them against you somehow.”

“Use my goblins against me?” Thomas turned, studying the writhing pair. For a second, he thought he could feel something in his chaos responding to the duo.

They are in my lands. Maybe.

On impulse, he tried to impose his will on them, the same way he did with the goblins in Lotta Tot. At first, there was a brief, slippery sense of resistance. It reminded him of what he’d felt back in Wubgug, but then it gave way beneath his concentrated focus.

Both goblins abruptly stilled, a look of clarity entering their eyes.

“Gobbo . . . hurt,” one whined.

The other began to cry. “Gobbo scared. Gobbo want home.”

Something isn’t right here.

“Gobbos, did Reginald do something to make you give into your chaos?” Thomas asked.

“No. Not human. Gobbo. Forest Gobbo.” The sobbing one spoke between deep breaths. “Shaman. Shaman Gobbo.”

Thomas felt a chill roll down his spine. “Did this shaman mention using goblins against me somehow?”

The hurt one gave him a sorrowful look, then nodded. “I hear. I hear gobbo Shaman say him need your blood to make magic. Big human say it would come soon, or you be dead soon.”

Thomas scowled. “The Shaman wanted my blood to make magic and thought he’d get it soon?”

“Yes, big gobbo King. That.”

Something tugged at Thomas’s instincts, telling him he should have all the pieces to a complex puzzle by now. He didn’t see it. Tired and weighed down with grief and worry, on top of his concern about what to do with Lorelai, he couldn’t make it all fit together in a way that made sense.

Thomas fetched a bowl of healing stew for the two captured goblins, giving them half a ration each. Lulu, Bella, and Teelah joined the interrogation as he did.

“Hey, what about me?” the human man said. “I’m hurt and starved, too.”

Lulu spoke to the man. “Not yet. You’re going to tell us everything you know about that stronghold south of Blith. Every soldier, the whole layout, all of the defenses. You’re going to say it twice, forward and back. If you do that, I’ll ask him to give you something to eat.”

The captive gawked, then laughed. “A little ovisari thinks she can tell a warrior what to do. Get off it, slag.”

Thomas couldn’t have explained what happened. One second, he was watching his lover handle a complex situation. The next a gray hand, riddled with black veins, was wrapped around the man’s throat.

“You do not talk to her in that tone, you pathetic . . .”

Thomas trailed off, realizing where the voice was coming from. It was his. The instant he did, he dropped his hand, feeling the color drain back to the normal tan.

Then, from the corner of his eye, he saw Candi approaching with the little fairy still cradled in her arms. The girl had woken. Her eyes opened and closed, as if she were trying to focus. Candi’s eyes locked on his as if she had something important to tell him.

He turned to Lulu. “You’ve got this. I’ll be back.” Then he realized that she did have it, because she’d drawn her black dagger and pressed it against the prisoner’s gut as Thomas lifted him up.

He set the man down, and Lulu scowled as she drew her dagger back. “Tell us about that stronghold. In every detail.”

This time, the man spoke at length. As the assassin grilled the man for information, Thomas gestured for his goblins to release the Blith captives. Leaving Lulu to the interrogation, he went over to Candi. Bella followed him.

“I think the Shaman they’re talking about did something to these goblins,” he said to Candi. “Something related to what we found in Wubgug, and what those spider-women told us. Whatever it is, it made them even more aggressive than normal.”

“The raw chaos,” Bella said.

Thomas nodded as his concern grew. “It’s possible. There was a magic symbol back in Averdale that affected the chaos in the town. That suggests there’s magic that can do that. If this Shaman has developed some kind of Chaos Magic, it could explain what’s going on here.”

Candi’s face darkened.

“This Shaman would be a great threat, if that’s true.”

He nodded, torn about what to do next. “That human said Blith is defenseless now, and that stronghold is little better. I need to reclaim Blith, then we can assess what to do about the rest of it.” Summoning his Tablet, he showed her the victory notification. “The problem is that we have a very short window in which we can do anything without alerting Reginald.”

The Troll Queen held up her hand, showing him the orange blood.

“We’ve taken significant injuries, Thomas. The stew helped, but I am reluctant to risk more of my men. It’s true that we won, but we both lost many soldiers. You goblins might replenish your ranks rapidly, but I will not be so fortunate.”

He winced. “I’m sorry.”

“They gave their lives in my service. We just need to make it count by making the best possible choices.”

Thomas looked around the clearing. His group was nowhere near its previous strength. It was questionable whether they had another battle in them so soon. He had an advantage, but he needed to be strategic about seizing it.

“You’re right.” He remembered the new Royal Administrative Tablet and Umadin. “We should wait for my father. He can get to Blith within that thirty-six hour window and capture it on my behalf. Hell, if he can get there with enough troops, he may want to push through and claim the enemy stronghold, too.”

Lulu seemed to have completed her interrogation of the human, because she came over now, joining their conversation.

“I’m taking my girls and going south. That one told me what we needed to know. Did I hear you right? We have thirty-six-hours before the enemy will know we’re in his Domain?”

Thomas turned to her. “That’s right, but you’re not going. Umadin is on his way here with our army.”

Lulu shook her head decisively. “No. We have a window, and an opportunity to make use of it.” She pointed at Bella and Teelah. “My crew did an outstanding job today. They’re ready for more. I want to scout the stronghold.”

Images of Candi being skewered by a spear flashed through his mind. They were followed by memories of the time he’d seen Lulu cut up by the fishmongers from Boulibar Bay.

“Lulu,” he said, trying to sound reasonable, “scouting is one thing, and so is going after distracted targets in combat. Sneaking into a mysterious, fortified encampment with a high-level goblin shaman is another altogether.”

Candi spoke up now.

“What was it you told me only a few days ago, King Thomas? Strong men help their women become who they want to be. If Lulu believes she and her apprentices can do this, are you certain you should stop them?”

Lulu, Belladonna, Teelah, and even the dazed fairy all gave Candi looks of varying respect.

“Thank you,” Lulu said quietly.

Thomas struggled with himself for a few moments. Fatigue, worry, and heartache all tugged at him, swirling his thoughts in every direction. He knew Lulu and Candi were right about what they’d said, but he wasn’t sure Lulu could handle something this dangerous.

Umadin could, of course. He was a high-level warrior-wizard. Thomas wanted to wait for his father and his army, but there was a possibility they wouldn’t get to Blith in time. If they were late, Reginald would know and would almost certainly send reinforcements to repel the attack.

We need someone high-level in this situation, someone who can claim the territory and let me take control of the goblins there.

With his control over the chaos in his subjects, he could arm Umadin with the Royal Administrative Tablet. Then another possibility occurred to him – one that would solve all these problems.

“Lulu, give me your Vassal Tablet.”

She recoiled from him, face looking shocked and hurt.

“But, Thomas—”

His face softened. “Lulu, I don’t mean it that way. I’m not putting you in a cage. I’m doing what’s right.” He walked to the back of the wagon and retrieved Bosso’s Tablet and spear. “If you really want to do this, give me your damned Vassal Tablet.”

With her face still wracked by confusion, she handed it over. Thomas took it and looked down at her.

“Lulu Violet, I appoint you as a member of my Inner Circle. I name you my Spy Mistress, with all that entails.” As he said the words, Thomas’s Tablet appeared. Even without his gesturing or touching it, the screens changed on their own. It was just like when he’d appointed Fresh Catch as his bodyguard. All he had to do was say the words, and the magic filled in the gaps.

“Furthermore, as a member of my Inner Circle, I give you all the remaining experience points in my discretionary fund.”

He passed Lulu the Royal Administrative Tablet just as all three-hundred-and-thirty-five experience points slammed into her. Reaching out, she accepted the Tablet as it flashed with notification after notification.

Thomas saw her earning experience awards for commanding her assassins in combat and defeating significant threats to her King.

“I—I can’t take this,” she said, eyes wide as magic infused her body, granting her new powers. “If I’m killed, they’ll take it back. You said it yourself. Umadin is on the way.”

“Umadin isn’t my badass assassin lover, Lulu. You are. You wanted to do this, go do it. Make me proud. Also, please don’t get killed.”

Notice: [Lulu Violet], a member of your Inner Circle has earned [855] experience points. This includes the [335] you granted her, on top of bonus experience for kills during a time of crisis. She has gained [4] levels and is now level [9]. She needs [450] experience points to reach level [10].


Magic poured into her in waves, filling Lulu’s body. Even the hue of her hair intensified, turning an eye-watering hot pink. As she commanded her Tablet to allocate her new Ability and Skill points, she began to change. Her muscles tightened, and even standing still, she seemed to fade into the background just a little.

Beside her, Belladonna and Teelah also gasped.

Notice: Your Vassals [Belladonna] and [Teelah] have earned [250] experience points for significant contributions during a time of crisis. They are now both level [6].


Notice: Your surviving goblins have earned [250] experience points for significant contributions during a time of crisis. The [8] survivors are level [5].


Notice: You have gained [150] experience for your contributions to fending off an enemy’s claim to your Domain. You need [110] to reach level [8]. Due to Orichalcum Law 137, voted in during the 233rd council session, you are eligible for Retributive Damages. As a result of being the defender of an aggressive attack, you will be awarded significant bonus experience if you can use the 36-hour window to your advantage wisely.


The magic transforming Lulu’s body spread across the clearing, where it was echoed in the goblins and girls standing nearby. Candi’s eyes danced, mesmerized and full of some unreadable emotion as she looked not at Lulu, but at him.

In her arms, the dazed little fairy spoke in a drunken, piping voice, “That’s so damn sexy. I’m definitely going to kill more motherfuckers for you, baby.”

Candi and Thomas both looked at the odd fairy, who was once again slumped into the Troll Queen’s arms.

As the magic died down and Lulu finished assigning her points, Thomas handed her the spear.

“Take this, too. It may not be a subtle weapon, but it’s a powerful one.”

Candi added, “I heard the activation phrase.” She spoke the syllables to Lulu.

Turning away from them and aiming the spear across the clearing, Lulu gave it a try. The shaft glowed in her hand, and a moment later, the magic energy streaked out. It landed sixty feet away, blowing up a huge plume of dirt before vanishing.

The ovisari’s face spread into a manic grin, and she giggled in excitement.

“I’ll take it.”

“Just take some healing stew and magic water with you as well,” Thomas said. “We're heading back to Averdale to tend the wounded. I know you’re level nine now, but don’t take any unnecessary risks. If you see anything too dangerous, just pull back and wait for Umadin. Remember, he’s level fifteen. Even if you miss the window, better the two of you deal with this together.”

Lulu leaped into his arms and pressed herself against his chest. She kissed him deeply and loudly before peeling away and jumping down. “C’mon girls, we’ve got some assholes to assassinate.”

With similarly homicidal grins, Bella and Teelah followed the newly appointed Spy Mistress. Within moments, the trio was loping away into the forest.

The troll soldier who had been guarding the prisoners motioned for Thomas’s attention.

“King Thomas, Queen Candi, what we do with the human?”

Thomas replied, “The human is a source of information and a hostage. Tie him up. He’s coming with us back to Lotta Tot. If Reginald wants him, he’ll trade. If not, we will see.”

“I support my future husband’s decision,” Candi said.

Even hearing that they were free, neither Blith goblin showed any desire to leave. They just sat there, looking exhausted and sad. The human, meanwhile, glared at Thomas as the troll bound his wrists and ankles. Once he was done, the troll tossed the man over his shoulder like a bag of wheat.

Cradling the injured fairy in her arms, Candi went back to their wagon. As he followed her, Thomas saw the Elf Princess watching them.

Lorelai had been biting her bottom lip with a clearly worried expression, but she brightened as she saw Thomas looking in her direction. She posed like the supermodel she resembled, deliberately rocking forward on her feet and arching her back to thrust her chest skyward.

“King Thomas, are we ready to go? I am quite tired and thirsty. I also need to discuss certain personal matters with you.”

“Yeah. We’re headed back to Averdale soon,” he replied. “Sit tight, we’ll talk in a little bit. I still have important things to do here, Princess, thanks to this mess you arrived with.”

As he came around the wagon, ignoring Lorelai’s annoyed huff, he whispered to Candi, “Those goblins mentioned someone getting my blood. I’m . . . let’s call it suspicious. I want to see if the Princess knows anything about this.”

“You can’t think she’d be that brazen, do you?” Candi asked, though she sounded only a bit skeptical.

In her arms, the fairy stirred again. Growling like a feral beast, she said, “Fuck that fucking knife-eared slut. That gullible bitch has the brains of a slug’s butthole. Let me up, I’ll kill her.” She tried to sit up, then promptly passed out again.

“Something is definitely going on here,” he said dryly.


Updated Character Sheet: Lulu Violet


Age: 23
Level: 9
Class: Acrobatic Assassin (Inner Circle; Spy Mistress Focus)
Total Experience Needed to Reach Level 10: 450
Species: Ovisari
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 25
Mana (Magic + Level): 23
Attributes
· Intelligence: 15 (She is resistant to low level Illusion effects)
· Focus: 18 (She is resistant to low and medium-level Charm effects)
· Strength: 10
· Endurance: 16
· Magic: 14
· Agility: 25 (She gains a passive 20% bonus to dodge or deflect any attack she can see. She can bend and flex in unusual ways, sliding through tight openings and contorting her body to maximum advantage. This is considered a supernatural level of ability.)
Core Skills:
· Assassination: 10 - She deals automatic critical damage against opponents who are unaware of her. At this rank, she deals 180% more damage on critical attacks against these opponents, and 50% more damage on regular critical attacks. This stacks with any other benefits she has.
· Knowledge - Politics: 6 - She is familiar with the political maneuverings of the Fae Wilds. At this level, she can pass herself off as a member of any court.
· New Skill - Infiltration: 7 - She has access to an array of skills that allow her to move in stealth or use disguises to conceal her presence. Enemies have a 25% reduced chance to spot her while she actively avoids being seen. This stacks with any other benefits she has.
Note: Due to her new focus, Infiltration has been added to her skill list. Her previous skill, “Craft – Poisons” is locked at skill rank 3. It may be trained organically, but will no longer be enhanced by her Tablet.
Class Benefits
Note: These benefits apply to Tablet-Wielders. Standard classes get fewer class benefits.
Granted Powers: As an assassin, she can deal critical damage against a variety of opponents, including Fae that would normally be resistant to it. Critical strikes always deal 100% more damage. Any bonuses she gains stack on top of it. This ability applies to all weapons and spells she wields.
Level 1: She may add ½ of her Agility score to attempts to dodge or hide. If she can see an attack coming, she may add ½ your level to her Agility score when attempting to avoid being hit. This does not apply if she is attacking recklessly.
Level 3: She may use her Agility instead of her Strength score for all attack and damage calculations.
Level 5: While actively trying to move stealthily, her speed is increased in proportion with her Agility score. If this amount would exceed her normal speed, her overall speed becomes the higher amount.
Level 7: Her running speed and jumping distance are increased by 5% per her Agility score.
Level 9: She learns 6 [Assassination] spells. She may add 1/5th of her Agility score to her class level when determining their potency.



Chapter 22: Fires of Mourning


The pyre of bodies burned bright, sending sparks into the cool night air. With the area cleared of threats, the group opted to spend the night in the clearing to deal with their fallen warriors. Thomas and Candi stood near the wagon, watching the silhouettes of trolls and goblins as they mingled.

Only a handful of the goblins Thomas brought from Lotta Tot remained, and they were now engaged in excited conversation with the troll warriors. For their part, Candi’s men had lowered their guard to their smaller brethren, returning the camaraderie, if not the exuberance. The two groups had fought together now, and there was a brotherhood that hadn’t been there before.

“We’ve started something,” Thomas said, looking at the Troll Queen. She stood next to him, close enough to touch. He studied her face as the reflections of fire danced across her features.

She’d been beautiful to him before. Today, that had deepened into something more. Candi had fought bravely and competently, against the most serious threat Thomas had faced since arriving in this world. More than that, he saw the emotions in her eyes as she watched their people.

“I hope so, Thomas,” she murmured, turning toward him. “It would be my greatest wish that this be more than a mere political convenience. More than something to protect our people, or just produce heirs.” Her hand slipped into his as her eyes danced with a hint of merriment. “Not that I don’t expect that part to be pleasant.”

“Just pleasant?”

She gently smacked his arm. “Thomas, you’re such a Goblin King.”

“That’s true.”

Thomas heard a high-pitched voice behind him.

“And he’s my Goblin King!”

They both turned around, seeing the little fairy fluttering toward them. She carried a strange little black case in her arms.

“Arm, please!” the fairy called, flying toward him.

Amused, Thomas held his other arm out so she could settle onto him. It was his first real interaction with the girl, since he’d been keeping Lorelai distracted and handling events from the battle. At just over eighteen inches, the fairy looked like a living doll. Her overalls fit snuggly to her body, allowing generous portions of her tiny breasts to spill out the sides.

“I am Ginger,” she piped at him. “My Queen sent me to rescue you.” Holding the box out, she added, “Which I have done. Twice. That means you are now my human. Those are the rules, I don’t make them.” She delivered the line fiercely, with absolute certainty.

“Your Queen sent you to save me?”

She nodded once, sharply. “Our spies saw that big guy Bosso and Lorelai meeting with that purple-hat troll at the dock. They overheard part of Reginald’s plan to get to you. Since I was my Queen’s most eager fairy, she sent me to keep an eye on them.”

“What happened?” Candi asked. “How did you get caught?”

“I . . .” Ginger sighed, shoulders slumping. “I am not much of a spy, I suppose. Professionally, I’m an engineer. Bosso spotted me following them yesterday. They were going to kill me once they got near Averdale.”

Thomas glanced over at Candi and saw she was just as confused as he was. “Why would they wait to kill you until you were there?”

The fairy made a tossing motion. “Throw me over the wall, so I would die inside. Then when my Queen discovered where I died, it would point her at you, not Reginald.”

“Are you Queen Esmer’s Vassal, Ginger?” Thomas said.

“I am! No Tablet, though. As soon as I can, I will tell her to release me.”

“Why would you do that?”

Twisting on her perch, she wrapped her legs around Thomas’s forearm. Grinding down, she hooked her feet together and leaned forward, tiny hands gripping his wrist. “My human. You don’t know how long I’ve wanted my very own human. Now I have one! We’re going to be together forever. I love big men.”

Candi bit back a laugh. “It seems like you have another admirer, King Thomas.”

With a sigh, Thomas shook his head. “Ginger, are you aware that Candi and I are to be married? And I have other women in my life. Lulu, that ovisari assassin who joined the fight, and another goblin girl back in Lotta Tot.”

Ginger giggled happily, still grinding herself against his arm. “I’m not greedy. I’m willing to share my human. As long as I get to watch.”

“Also, Ginger,” he added, “I’m only half-human. I’m half-goblin too.”

“Hell, yeah! Maybe you’ll be able to keep up with me, then.” Ginger slithered forward, peppering his wrist with kisses. As Candi continued giggling in amusement, Thomas let Ginger kiss him a few more times before gently peeling her back from his arm.

“I need to ask you some questions. First, what is this thing?” he asked, holding out the black case.

“Open it and see you, big dummy!” she squeaked. “Why do you think I brought it over here?”

He did. Inside was a little vial. As soon as he saw it, Thomas recognized what he was looking at.

“This is the same thing we found in Wubgug.” He opened the vial. Unlike the other one, this one was empty. “Was Lorelai supposed to steal my blood with this?”

“Yes!” Ginger exclaimed. “Well, sort of. I think so. I mean, I assume that was the plan.”

Thomas scowled at her. “Ginger, I can’t assume anything here. I’m already about to be at war with Reginald. I can’t start a war with the elves too, unless I’m sure they’re part of this.”

“What did your spies see, Ginger?” Candi asked sternly. “Tell us exactly. This matters more than you realize.”

“That pointy-eared bitch showed up with her wagon to pick up the seeds you wanted. Bosso met with Tavorin. Reginald’s people took the seeds and loaded the wine and the Crisp onto the wagon. Then they all left.”

Candi’s eyes narrowed. “Was Lorelai involved in that discussion? Did she help them?”

Ginger laughed. “You think that vapid slut would lift a finger for something like that? Why, she might break a nail!”

“Did your spies see her meeting with Bosso and Tavorin?” Thomas asked.

“Er—well—I don’t know. But they were both there when they switched the cargo! It was her wagon. She must have talked to them!”

Thomas groaned.

“And she left with Bosso? They traveled here together?”

“Yes! That has to mean she was in on it!”

He looked at Candi, who sighed. “It is suspicious,” she said, “but that alone proves nothing, certainly not enough to risk a war.” She turned back to Ginger. “So you followed them, and they caught you?”

The little fairy let out a noise of frustration. “Bosso caught me trying to search the wagon. That bitch got all upset and started yelling about my Queen spying on them and how you can’t trust fairies. I mean, the nerve! Who says things like that?!”

Thomas took a deep breath and sighed. “My father, for one.”

“Well, I’ll forgive him! Since he had the good sense to fuck your mother and make a human for me.”

Candi covered her mouth for a moment to keep from giggling again. Thomas did his best to keep a tight grip on his annoyance.

“And after they caught you,” he went on, “Lorelai and Reginald came up with the idea of killing you and throwing your body into Averdale?”

“Er, that was Bosso’s idea too,” Ginger said. “But she was so pissed at me that she said she would go along with it.”

“Why did they start fighting?” Candi asked. “What happened today?”

“I didn’t hear the start of it,” Ginger confessed. “That knife-eared bitch was just yelling about wanting to get to Averdale because she thought he would be there.” She smiled at Thomas. “Bosso kept yelling at her that they weren’t ready, but she didn’t seem to care.”

“Ready for what?” Thomas asked.

Ginger shrugged.

“To kill you, I guess. I didn’t hear that part. I know Bosso was planning to kill you with the Crisp.”

Thomas nodded slowly. “That soldier told us the plan, about spiking the wine with Crisp, I guess so all the trolls would go berserk and kill me and the goblins before dying, and then they would move in and finish us off.”

“Yes!” Ginger shrieked. “That was the plan! I heard Bosso discussing it with his men.”

“And with Lorelai?” Candi asked.

The little fairy growled angrily. “Why don’t you believe me?! She’s dangerous!”

“Because I need more than that to accuse her,” Thomas replied. “Unless I have proof, I’ll have a second war on my hands, and maybe even with proof.”

“I think it’s time to talk to Lorelai,” Candi said.

He gently tugged at Ginger until she reluctantly let go of his arm. “Please wait in my wagon.”

“Hmph!” she replied. But she fluttered off and flew in through one of the windows.

Candi and Thomas walked over to Lorelai’s wagon. The Elf Princess was sprawled across the driver’s seat in a long, slinky green dress, holding a cup of something.

“That dress looks like she dunked herself in water first,” Candi whispered.

The elf’s dress did indeed look wet, and it clung to her body. Between the firelight and the sheerness of the material, it was nearly transparent. Lorelai sat up as they approached.

Thomas realized she must have gotten into one of the intact barrels of wine, because it now sloshed out of the cup as she slid to the ground and focused her attention on Thomas. From the way she staggered against the side of the wagon, it was clear she’d gotten into a lot of it.

“King Thomas,” she said, slurring her words and swaying unevenly, “I’d like a word with you. Alone.”

“I’d like a word with you as well,” he replied, “but Candi is staying.”

“But why? I need to talk to you. And do other things . . .”

“Because some of her people died today too, and I need answers as to why.”

“But—” Lorelai looked around the clearing. “—oh, you mean the goblins and trolls? What about the humans? Aren’t you human? Mostly? You look human. The goblins—”

Thomas’s skin grayed as he consciously summoned his chaos. Since the fight, he’d discovered that part was easier. It didn’t control him now. All he had to do was concentrate on the feeling of it, and there it was. Magic, or power, or whatever it was, at his fingertips.

“I’m half-goblin, Princess,” he said in a cold voice. “And those were my people.”

Lorelai froze, eyes widening. She laughed, but it was a bright, loud sound that edged into desperation.

“Oh, of course, your people are people. They died for you. You should celebrate them!”

She stumbled closer, crossing the distance to him. “We should really go somewhere more private. You should know that I’m a virgin,” she said drunkenly, shooting him a smile. “Oh wait, I said that already. But it’s imp—important.” She hiccuped. “Daddy told me it was important to tell you that.”

“Really?” Thomas asked.

Lorelai giggled again. “Oh, I’ve had thousands of suitors. I mean, none of them have been Kings like you, so of course it wasn’t hard to turn them down. But I could have fucked any of them if I’d wanted to. All of them.” She tugged at her dress, pulling it tight against her nipples, which were visibly stiff in the night air. “Don’t you think I’m beautiful?”

“I need you to answer some questions first,” he said.

Lorelai straightened herself and gave him an exaggerated wink. “I’m fine with anal, and yes, I will swallow.”

Thomas pinched the bridge of his nose for a few moments as he felt Candi tugging on his shirt.

“I have a feeling this discussion will be much more productive in the morning,” she whispered to him.

“I agree.” After the day they’d all had, he had insufficient energy to deal with a horny, badly inebriated, and possibly murderous Elven Princess.

To the elf, he continued, “Princess, let’s continue this when you’re sober. Good night.” He turned to Candi. “Would you mind assigning a pair of trolls to guard her wagon tonight?”

“Certainly.”

The Troll Queen motioned to two of her people as Lorelai squawked in displeasure.

“Wait, you’re not going to fuck me? Are you going to fuck her?”

“No to both questions,” he replied. “Candi and I are getting married soon. You and I still have things to discuss.”

He expected Lorelai to continue protesting, but instead she burst into drunken tears. She leaned against her wagon and slid to the ground, sobbing into her wine.

“Daddy is going to kill me!”

The Princess let out an anguished wail, then released a long, deep belch that would have embarrassed a dockworker. A moment later, her eyes fluttered closed and she fell over to the ground, apparently unconscious.

Thomas and Candi exchanged a look, both of them trying not to laugh, despite the heavy issues here. They went to their wagon and climbed inside. Thomas stopped short when he saw Ginger kneeling on the bed – completely naked.

He barely had time to take in her doll-like but voluptuous body before she let out a cry of relief.

“Fucking finally! Where have you been? Fleshlight me, your Majesty!”

Thomas gaped at her as Candi stuck her arm in front of him and gently eased him backwards.

“I will deal with this,” she said calmly. “Give me a moment.”

Thomas stepped back and turned around. He tried not to listen to the quiet but urgent argument behind him. After a minute or so, he heard Candi’s voice.

“You can come to bed, my soon-to-be-husband.”

He looked inside, seeing Candi lying there in her flannel nightgown and a furious Ginger lying next to her in some kind of sheer wrap.

“One of my stockings,” Candi said, answering the question before he could ask it. “She’s agreed to behave in exchange for staying here.”

“You’re my human,” Ginger muttered.

He looked back at Candi.

“You explained—”

“—that your being the Goblin King does not mean you allow just anyone into your bed,” Candi replied. “Yes, she understands.”

“I still get cuddles,” Ginger hissed.

Thomas sighed.

“Cuddles are fine.”

***

In the morning, they found Lorelai too hungover to have any kind of intelligent conversation, and she refused to come out of her wagon. Candi’s trolls kept watch on the Elven Princess as she moaned in pain and occasionally vomited out of a window.

“We need to understand whether her parents were complicit in any of this,” Thomas said to Candi as they ate breakfast.

“Of course they were!” Ginger said from her perch on Thomas’s shoulder.

The experience of sleeping with the two of them had been comforting, enough to restore his mood and energy. Ginger had behaved as promised, but she’d spent much of the night under the covers between him and Candi, cuddled against Thomas’s chest.

He tried not to dwell on the battle the previous day, but he still felt sad about the losses. He kept looking around and realizing how far their band’s numbers had shrunk from the previous morning.

“We need better evidence,” he said to Ginger, “as I keep telling you.”

“I agree we need to know what King Breon’s involvement was,” Candi said. “I still can’t decide if Lorelai was too stupid to be involved in this plot, or if she's hiding something. It’s also entirely possible the King and Queen had nothing to do with this, and it was members of their Inner Circle who hatched this plot with Tavorin and Reginald.”

“My father’s Inner Circle plotted against him as well,” Thomas said.

The Troll Queen nodded gravely.

“And Tavorin plotted against my father, as you know. It is a risk. Since they can conceal their dispositions, it gives those people a certain latitude for that type of behavior.”

Ginger snorted in disgust.

“Do you have any fucking idea what Queen Esmer would do to her Inner Circle if they ever did anything like that?”

Thomas looked up at her. “What would she do?”

“Well, I . . .” the foul-mouthed fairy began, “I don’t know—Because it’s never happened. But I know if it did, she’d feed them to the crabs. Or the slugs. Or—”

“The slugs?” Thomas asked.

Ginger glared at him.

“Do you know what a gang of slugs can do to you when you’re eighteen inches tall? Trust me, you absolutely do not want to fuck with slugs.”

Thomas checked in with Lulu, and she gave him an update on their progress. The trio had avoided Blith for now to keep the risks of being seen to a minimum. Even with her additional levels and abilities, the assassin was a cautious woman.

After they were done eating, Thomas sent a message to Laylana, asking her to join them. The beautiful dryad stepped out of a nearby tree moments later.

“A neat trick,” Ginger said. “Are you someone else I need to share my human with?”

Laylana’s eyebrows went up in surprise.

“Your human? Sire, who—”

“I’ll explain later,” he replied. “For now, Ginger has joined our group.” He drew out the black case with the vial. “What do you make of this? It looks like the same thing we found back in Wubgug.”

The dryad examined it for a few moments. “Yes, it is exactly the same. This one is empty, though.”

“What is it?”

“These vials are for preserving perishable liquids. The other one contained fairy essence.”

“You mean liquids like—”

Thomas’s question was cut off by an outraged screech from his shoulder.

“What?!” Ginger shrieked, launching in the air and fluttering angrily around. “Do you fucking tools know what you have to do to extract fairy essence?”

Laylana nodded gravely. “I do, indeed. As I told you, Sire, these were things of great evil.”

“We think this shaman was trying to collect a sample of my blood,” he replied.

“I’ll fucking kill him!” Ginger screeched as she darted through the clearing. “I’ll rip his guts out and strangle him with them! I’ll feed his dick to the slugs! Where is he?”

“She seems very excitable,” Laylana said as they watched Ginger buzzing around like an angry hornet.

“You have no idea,” Candi replied dryly.

Laylana looked at Thomas. “Sire, after what I have seen, I do not think this shaman wanted your blood. I think he wanted your chaos.”

Thomas saw it, finally. “The essence of a Goblin King.”

“Yes.”

“What could he do with Thomas’s chaos?” Candi asked. “Along with all the other chaos he stole?”

The dryad shook her head. “I do not know. It would give him control of Thomas’s bloodline and all that entails. He could become King himself. Perhaps even worse.”

Ginger, who had continued zooming angrily around this discussion, let out another howl of outrage.

“I will barbecue his balls! Stealing my human’s chaos! He hasn’t even had a chance to fuck me yet!”

“We need to stop this shaman,” Thomas said.

“I agree,” Laylana said, doing her best to ignore the fairy. “I will stay with you, unless you would prefer me to return to my work on the farms.”

“Please stick around for now.”

Candi’s expression wilted, showing a conflict of emotions. She opened her mouth to speak.

“Uh, what the shit is that?” Ginger said, pointing.

A gray form appeared on the horizon, leading a solid wall of dust. It was Umadin, followed by a frenzied group of wide-eyed goblins. Behind them, slogging with the sort of determination he’d seen on military men back on Earth, were several trolls.

Hope surged in Thomas’s chest as he called, “It’s Umadin! He’s early.”

The military commander led his group into the clearing. Umadin and the force behind him looked as if they’d spent the past few days in a rapid march. His yellow eyes and cheeks were sunken, and he was drenched in sweat. Even the taciturn trolls showed signs of wanting to fall over where they stood.

Umadin wore a heavy backpack with multiple pots hanging off it. The goblins and trolls with him carried an impressive collection of weapons strapped to their bodies. Swords, daggers, and other dangerous equipment poked out everywhere.

Sliding down the wagon, Thomas made his way over to them. “Father, why do you look like you strapped a kitchen to your back?”

Umadin put an arm on Thomas’s shoulder, visible relief in his eyes. “Knew you were okay. Good to see it in person.” Panting, the warrior spoke between breaths. “Mama loaded me down with her new healing stew, and I wanted extra weapons, just in case.”

Tugging the pack off, Umadin removed several pots from the load and handed them to Thomas’s group. The goblin and troll soldiers joined up with their comrades.

“What are you doing?” Thomas asked. “You need rest. Speaking of which, how did you get here so quickly?”

“Coffee. We were sipping coffee the entire way. It does wonders. Truly a magical drink.”

There was a tense, nervous cheer from the new group.

“That can’t be healthy,” Thomas muttered.

Waving the concern off, the old warrior finished adjusting his weapons.

Candi approached, looking not at Umadin but at one of the big trolls following in the old King’s wake. The brute was massive, nearly ten feet tall and covered in bark-like growths. He was carrying an arbalest with two arms and had a sword big enough to be mistaken as architecture across his back.

“Sergeant Laymon, why are you here?” she asked.

The big troll spoke in a voice like a crashing mountain. “Umadin been working with us. Heard of trouble. Was already en-route for wedding planning. Adjusted course. Coffee good.”

She leaned to the side, studying the cluster of twenty heavily armed and armored trolls behind the sergeant. To Thomas, they looked like a squadron of walking tanks. “This changes the math, my future husband.”

“Good to know.” Flashing her a tight smile, Thomas spent a few minutes explaining what had happened the day before as the former King’s face turned grim.

“All right,” Umadin said finally. “Give me the Royal Administrative Tablet, and I’ll go take care of this.”

“Um. Actually, I gave it to Lulu and sent her to the stronghold ahead of us.”

Umadin gaped at him. “Wait, your Vassal assassin has it?”

“My Spy Mistress has it. I made her part of my Inner Circle.”

“You didn’t send her in there alone, did you?”

“She has two of her apprentice assassins.”

Umadin looked at him in horror.

“Three assassins against a large force of human warriors and rebel goblins, including some evil shaman?”

Thomas returned his father’s look evenly. “I made a decision. She’s scouting for vital information, that’s it.”

Umadin looked around the clearing. “We have a strong enough group to do more than scout. Thomas, this is serious. The longer you let this go on, the worse it will get. We should take Reginald’s stronghold before it can be reinforced. It’s close enough to Blith that it’s certain he’ll begin conquering territory as soon as he’s ready.”

Candi touched his arm.

“With Umadin and our reinforcements here, I am reconsidering my former stance. I believe now is an opportune time to earn vengeance.”

Laylana nodded. “As do I, Sire.”

“Me too!” Ginger screeched from overhead. “Let’s waste these fuckers!”

Thomas took a deep breath and looked around the clearing. He saw eagerness and the desire for retribution in the eyes of their troops. He thought of what they’d learned about this supposed goblin prison and what might be going on there.

The only wild card was Lorelai. He walked over to her wagon, steeling himself against the odor of vomit that hung around it.

“Princess, we’re going to get moving. You’re coming with us.”

An anguished moan drifted out of the wagon window. “Do I have to get up?”

“No, actually, I need you to stay in there.”

“Are you taking me back to Daddy? Please say no.”

“No, I’m not.”

She moaned again. “Fine. Whatever.”

Thomas turned back to the assembled group behind him.

“All right. Let’s do this.”


Chapter 23: Payback


With coffee fueling the troops and the wagons able to set the pace, the war band passed Blith and entered Reginald’s kingdom in late afternoon.

Notice: You have entered the Domain of King Reginald. As you remain within the retributive window, he has not been notified of this encroachment.


Thomas sent Lulu an update on their status, and she kept in regular communication about hers. The picture she’d painted of the layout and whereabouts of their enemies was bleak, but it gave him hope.

Two hours later, they arrived at a rocky overlook that Lulu and her girls had discovered earlier that day. It would provide them with the tactical advantage of being able to see what they were up against clearly, all while being out of easy view of any defenders.

With their wagons rolling to a stop, Thomas, Umadin, Laylana, and Candi all moved into place to observe the fortifications below. Ginger remained on Thomas’s shoulder, perched like a parrot and buzzing with barely contained excitement.

What they saw was just as Lulu had described – a small town carved out of a stone quarry. The bases of the walls were granite but gave way to poorly constructed timber. Wooden guard towers connected by catwalks framed the grounds, and there were several gaps that where the wall was still incomplete. The stronghold might have been fairly intimidating had it been fully manned, which it was not.

“It looks like they left only a skeleton crew,” Thomas observed, pointing out the dozen-or-so men in the encampment. “Lulu confirmed what we learned back in Averdale. There are hundreds of imprisoned goblins being kept underground.” He wished that a tactical map would pop up and show him the locations of his enemies, but he supposed that would make this too easy.

“Where is the enemy shaman?” Umadin said, eyes emotionless as he reviewed the enemy posture.

“Lulu says he’s on the far side of the camp, engaged in some sort of ritual. He’s got a couple of assistants with him.”

Laylana inhaled sharply, her pupils tight and expression worried. “I sense foul, corrupt magic in the air, my King. This place smells of great wrongs. Give me a few minutes to perform a ritual. If there are any spirits in the area, they may be able to give us more concrete insight.”

The druid wandered a few feet away, the glow of subtle magic limning her athletic body as she cast her divination spell.

Umadin touched Thomas’s shoulder. “They have a moat of sorts, I suppose. Look.”

Thomas did, following his father’s gesture to the edge of the walls. A shallow ditch had been dug recently around the entire compound. It had yet to be flooded with water, though that appeared to be the plan. A wooden bridge stretched across it, leading to a pair of slipshod wooden gates.

The difference in construction between the stone fortifications the gargoyles had set in place and the rest of the settlement couldn’t have been more clear. Whoever had completed things had barely enough skill to drive a nail. The main gates weren’t much better than the half-attached ones outside of Lotta Tot.

Laylana hurried back over to the group. “An air sylph came to me and whispered what she’d seen. Sire, I believe the Shaman has indeed been extracting chaos from the captive goblins as we suspected. From what she describes, I believe these are the very goblins stolen from Wubgug.”

Thomas felt the now-familiar fire course through his chest at the thought of a goblin leader betraying his own people so callously. Ginger, who had rarely left Thomas’s shoulder for the past day, pulled herself closer into his hair.

“They’re not touching you.”

He reached up to her, extending a finger and letting her hug and kiss it. Despite the bizarre way she’d come into his life, Thomas was already getting used to having her around. He didn’t intend to let this go too far for now, but he was becoming attached to her in the same way you got attached to a kitten who refused to get out of your lap.

“Don’t worry. I don’t intend to let them.”

He pulled up his Tablet and sent a message to Lulu.

Thomas: We’re here. Where are you?

Lulu: I know. I can see you.

Thomas: You can?

Lulu: I did tell you where to go, didn’t I? We’re on the far side of the camp, where the shaman is casting his spell. I think he’s getting close to whatever he’s trying to accomplish.

He looked over there, trying to spot her but knowing he never would.

Thomas: We’ll hurry then. Explain to me again about what you’ve learned about the defenses?

Lulu: One of Reginald’s Vassal’s controls the settlement. I believe the original goblin leader of Blith is somewhere down in there, maybe as a captive. I’m not sure about the shaman’s relationship with Reginald, but it’s clear they’re working together. Also, there are about twenty magical wagons just sitting over here, near the shaman’s ritual site. The girls got a look. They are loaded with weapons, food, and all sorts of other things. I wouldn’t be surprised if Reginald is preparing for a full-on invasion.

Thomas: Except he has no troops here?

Lulu: Basically none. I’m guessing he planned to use that group you defeated after Bosso took you all out, or maybe he has reinforcements on the way.

Thomas: Did you see or hear anything about the elves? Lorelai?

Lulu: Nope. Sorry.

“Lulu says what we see down there is what we get.” Thomas quickly ran down everything she’d explained, including the bit about the shaman being in the middle of casting a spell. “I think we need to do something soon.”

Umadin considered, eyes searching the horizon as he drew on his wealth of experience and skills. “I agree, we need to do this. Magic users are vulnerable during rituals. How much time do you have left to attack without Reginald knowing?”

Thomas checked his Tablet. The thirty-six hour window had been counting down since the previous afternoon. “Looks like just over ten hours.”

“Then I vote we go now. We don’t have the luxury of sitting here trying to come up with the perfect plan.”

“I agree. The question is how. You’re my general. What do we do here?”

Umadin made a positively vulpine smile. “You have the element of surprise and clear numerical superiority. The only challenge is a single high-level shaman, and you have a high-level assassin hiding down there.”

“Yeah!” Ginger yelled. “Let’s fucking end him!”

The old Goblin King nodded in agreement. “The simplest approach is usually the best one, my son. I take the troops, break through those rather unimpressive gates, and seize the encampment. If and when the shaman makes an appearance, either I’ll deal with it or your assassins can take him out from the rear.”

Thomas considered his father’s proposal, but something felt wrong. It felt like something a goblin would do: rush in, hope for the best, and take advantage of numbers, but was it something King Thomas would do?

No, he decided. Reginald and this shaman were monsters, and they had to be dealt with intelligently, and with the same degree of guile they’d used to unman his father. He also remembered Candi, and how much the losses of her trolls had hurt her.

No more deaths, not if I can help it.

“Not quite,” Thomas said finally. “We need to do more than rely on weight of numbers. Enough of our people have died already. We’ll use your plan, just with a twist.”

Umadin’s eyebrow went up in concern.

“I’m going to charge the gate inside the wagon,” Thomas went on. “With the iron construction to protect me, I should be safe inside. It’ll draw the enemy’s attention and fire.”

He pointed to one of the spots where the wall was incomplete. There was a guard tower next to it, but only one guard.

“See that gap on the far side? When I crash the gate, you and your elites come in through there while the guards are distracted. I’ll tell Lulu and her girls to attack the shaman as soon as they have a good shot.”

It was a calculated move, but his Cunning told him it was a good one. As much as he didn’t want to risk Lulu and her assassin trainees, this was precisely what they’d trained for. Their safety was important, but with Reginald building a stronghold on his doorstep, this step was undeniably necessary.

Candi spoke up. “Thomas, if you want to distract the enemy properly, I think you’re going to need more than just a wagon with you hiding inside it. They need to see you.”

“I agree with the basic idea,” Umadin said, “but it is a significant risk. I see at least two archers at the front gate.”

The Troll Queen smiled wickedly. “Which is why I will accompany Thomas with this.” She gestured at the whip at her side. “The two of us on top of the wagon should make for quite a distraction, and I can keep us safe.”

Umadin did not appear convinced, but Thomas nodded. He didn’t like the idea of Candi putting herself at more risk, but she had a point.

“I’ve seen her use it. I like the odds of her against two archers.”

Thomas’s father rubbed his chin thoughtfully for a few moments as he considered the modified attack plan.

“You need to let me move the troops around first, and we’ll need to do it carefully. If we’re seen, the whole plan will fail. That will take time.”

“How long?” Thomas asked.

“Perhaps an hour.”

Thomas checked his Tablet again, then looked at the sky. He realized the sun would be setting roughly behind the spot Umadin would be coming in.

“Then let’s do it.”

Going back to his Tablet, he relayed the idea to his ovisari assassin.

Lulu: I understand. I saw Candi at the previous battle. We’ll wait for your signal.

Thomas struggled for a moment, wanting to tell her to be careful, before deciding that he’d said all he needed to.

Thomas: I’ll see you in a few.

Lulu: You will. I love you.

As Umadin rounded up the troops and led them into the forest to circle the stronghold, Thomas realized there was one more problem: Lorelai. While Candi repositioned the wagon along the road that led to the stronghold gate, he went looking for the bleary-eyed Elf Princess. She was sulking in her wagon, well behind their renewed army.

“We’re taking that fortress. Don’t go anywhere.”

“As if you even care. I mean, here am I, the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen, throwing myself at you, and you just—”

Thomas cut her off. “We can discuss things afterward. Until then, I need you to stay here.”

“I don’t even know where here is,” she pouted.

Thomas looked around, remembering the logistics and timing as he’d come to understand them. “You’ve never been here before?”

Lorelai scoffed, and her look of confusion seemed genuine. “No. Why would I come to some gross place like this?”

“Okay. We’ll be back.”

As Thomas turned away, he heard Lorelai whining behind him. “Yeah, maybe I’ll be here, maybe I won’t. Then maybe you’ll realize what you missed out on, King Thomas. I’m a Princess. A hot, virgin Princess! Like, that should mean something, don’t you think?”

He shook his head, being quite sure that Lorelai wasn’t going anywhere by herself.

He rejoined Candi, hopping up into the driver’s seat. Candi got up next to him. As they waited for Umadin’s signal, Ginger and Laylana approached the cart.

“We’re going, too,” Laylana said.

“Why?” Thomas searched the dryad’s face. “Ginger, I get. She’s nuts and wants revenge. But why do you want to take the risk?”

The dryad gave him a hungry, not-quite goblin look of furiosity. “King Thomas, the shaman in there is doing things he has no right to do. He’s torturing spirits and his own people. I have invested my future and that of my people in you and your kingdom. I wish to be by your side when you destroy this monster.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but she continued. “Also, I have useful spells to protect all of us from flying bits of metal.” She made a not-so-subtle gesture in Ginger’s direction.

“All right,” he conceded. With that, Ginger resumed her place on his shoulder, and Laylana got in behind them.

They waited quietly as the sun sank toward the horizon. Now and then Thomas would scan the forest for signs of the troops, but the old Goblin King was a canny commander, and he saw nothing. He checked in with Lulu, who told him the shaman was continuing with the ritual.

Finally, a notification came up on his Tablet.

Umadin: We’re in position. Waiting for your signal.

“Ready?” he asked the girls.

“Let’s get some fucking payback,” Ginger snarled.

Candi put her hand on his arm as she drew her whip. “

Thomas commanded the wagon to roll forward. With a loud shout of challenge, they barreled down toward the stronghold. Up ahead, he saw the few guards on the palisade reacting in alarm.. An arrow from one of the archers arced toward them, but Candi snapped it out of the air with her whip.

A notification rang out on his Tablet. Guessing what it was, Thomas glanced down.

Notice: You have launched an attack on the Domain of King Reginald. As you are within the period of retribution, he shall not be notified of this move. Defeat the Vassal appointed leader of this space to claim the area as your own.


“Brace yourselves,” he said as they neared the gate. He felt Ginger holding tightly onto his hair.

“Yeaaaah!” she shrieked at the rapidly approaching walls. “Fuck you, assholes!”

The heavy iron wagon smashed into the shoddy gate with a thunderous boom. They lurched forward for a moment before the gate broke open and the two halves were crushed beneath the wagon’s wheels.

Candi stood up in the seat and turned around just in time to knock another arrow from the air. A second arrow came in from the opposite direction, but she spun around, swirling the whip over her head and smacked it away.

Across the compound, Thomas saw the guard tower next to the gap in the walls tip over as a pair of trolls lifted the two outside legs. Umadin and his caffeine-fueled troops came streaming in behind them as they swarmed out of the shallow ditch outside. The tower crashed over, and the lone human guard inside screamed as he was crushed by the collapsing frame.

Within a few moments, the trolls and goblins had taken control of the central stronghold grounds. Umadin had apparently brought a few Knock-Knock trolls like Bobo, and they began tearing down the other wooden guard towers. The dozen or so guards still manning the defenses began running around in panic.

Thomas grabbed his Tablet and messaged Lulu.

Thomas: We’re in. Something tells me this won’t take long.

Lulu: The Shaman is moving. He’s faster than we expected. Following.

The thought of facing the high-level shaman momentarily chilled his blood, but then the chaos of the battle sang in his ears. He watched as Umadin led the troops through the stronghold, cutting down the handful of guards who dared cross swords with them. As their certain defeat became clear, the others began throwing down their weapons and surrendering.

Remaining on the wagon, Thomas drove deeper into the prison camp. Along the back of the old quarry was what looked like a town hall or half-constructed castle. He kept his eyes out for the shaman, mildly surprised to see ornate tapestries flanking the arched stone entryway.

That dickwad really intended to claim this as part of his kingdom in perpetuity, didn’t he?

He wanted to message Lulu again, but knowing she was sneaking around in a dangerous spot, he didn’t want to put her at any more risk than she was already in. Instead, he dismounted the wagon. As the goblin troops rushed up protectively around them, Thomas started looking for the prison cells they’d seen from their earlier vantage.

When he came to the first barred gate, a chill flared in his gut. Beyond it, standing on the opposite side of a sort of stone amphitheater built into the hillside, was a squat green figure dressed in a long robe. It raised its arms, and a swirl of mana began growing around it.

“Is that . . .” Candi asked.

“The shaman? I don’t—”

But before they could do anything else, a bolt of energy sizzled through the air, striking the goblin center-mass. The shaman exploded in a thunderclap of magical energy, and whatever he’d been about to do, all that was left a moment later was a cloud of shredded flesh that rained down around the entire area.

Then Thomas’s Tablet flared into view, bright enough to momentarily blind them both. Multiple notices shone across the top.

Notice: Your Vassals have defeated the rival Vassal assigned ownership of this territory. This contest is over. [Reginald] will be notified of this action in [8] hours.


Notice: You have claimed 30 miles of previously unclaimed territory. A functional settlement, complete with military and defensive capabilities, already exists, but you will need to populate it to name it.


Notice: [Lulu Violet], a member of your Inner Circle has earned [200] experience points. She needs [250] experience points to reach level [10].


Notice: Your Vassals [Belladonna] and [Teelah] have earned [100] experience points for significant contributions during a time of crisis. They need [110] experience points to reach level 7.


Notice: You have gained [700] experience for claiming hostile territory during a Retributive Activity. You have gained [2] levels and are now level [9]. You need [120] experience points to reach level [10].


“Holy shit,” Thomas gasped.

Ginger squealed, launching herself into the air and doing a pirouette. “We fucking rule! Take that, fuckers!”

“Was that Lulu?” Laylana asked.

“She must have surprised him and critical-hit him with that magic spear,” Candi said.

He quickly tapped out a message.

Thomas: Was that you?

Lulu: Sorry! I guess I didn’t realize how powerful my critical attack would be with the spear and my new levels. I think there are a few pieces of him left, but that’s it. I hope you didn’t want to interrogate him.

Thomas: I love you, my badass assassin.

Lulu: Not done yet. There were some humans in here guarding him. Bella and Teelah took most of them down, but we could use some help.

Thomas: Umadin is on his way.

Thomas called to his father. Umadin rushed up with one of the Knock-Knock trolls, who smashed open the iron gate. The troops rushed past Thomas and Candi into the amphitheater. Within five minutes, the battle, such as it had been, was over. The death of the shaman caused all resistance to collapse, and the few surviving rebel goblins and human soldiers of Reginald surrendered.

The troops, along with Umadin, Candi, Ginger, and Lulu and her assassins regrouped in the central courtyards. As soon as he saw Lulu, Thomas gathered her up in a tight hug and kissed her. “I’m so proud of you.”

She returned his embrace with a tight squeeze. “That’s because I’m awesome.”

“You are.” He kissed her again and set her down, turning to the others. “We’ve still got about eight hours before Reginald knows what we’ve done.”

“Do we try to hold this place?” Umadin asked, the blood-spattered warrior finally looking properly worn out after the battle and his three-day sprint to get here.

“No,” he replied. “At least, not yet.” Releasing Lulu, Thomas waved at the prisons. “We need to get these people out of here and back to safety first. I hate to say it, but getting them to Blith is more important than trying to defend a castle we took from Reginald.”

“Why Blith?” Lulu asked.

“There’s got to be goblins there or resources we can use. If not, we’ll use the wagons you found to transport the captives somewhere else.” He tried not to think about that option. From what he saw, there were hundreds of imprisoned goblins here. Trying to get so many traumatized and likely half-starved goblins to Averdale or Lotta Tot would be a challenge, and likely unpleasant for them.

Umadin grumbled for a few moments before nodding in agreement. “Then let’s do this right.”

They went to work, splitting up to collect everything of value in the stronghold. Several goblins went with Laylana to attend to the prisoners. They soon discovered that all of the imprisoned goblins, save one, had been drained of their chaos. The poor creatures responded to commands, but otherwise showed none of their normal proclivities.

The only goblin who hadn’t been drained was confined in an elaborate cage away from the others. He was an ancient, brown-skinned creature, who just snarled in a mix of rage and fear to answer questions. Eventually, a redheaded goblin girl with lifeless eyes came up to them.

“That Frelb. Blith leader,” she said to Laylana.

Thomas opened his Tablet. Scrolling through commands, he found the one he wanted.

Notice: You are officially challenging the leader of [Blith] [Frelb] to a contest of authority. This may lead to a fight to the death. Are you sure? [Y]/[N]


He chose yes.

Rather than resist, the old creature just collapsed. All it took was Thomas demanding control back for the goblin to hand it over.

The group set out for Blith as the sun settled onto the horizon. Fortunately, it wasn’t far away, no more than half an hour for a healthy person to walk. However, with wagons laden with supplies they’d scoured from every corner of the stronghold, and the injured goblins, they were lucky to arrive before a five-hour window closed.


Settlement - Blith


Settlement Name: Blith
Settlement Size: Small
Settlement Level: 2
Settlement Status: Sub-optimal
Approximate Population: 2,100
Racial Mix:
· 89% Goblin
· 8% Human
· 3% Other
Gender Mix: 61% Female



Chapter 24: Birth of Hope


Blith proved to be a ragged, dirty town, with only a few dozen buildings and a makeshift central square. Despite what his Tablet had told him about the population, Thomas worried they’d arrive to discover it had been abandoned, or worse.

It wasn’t. Even without their leader, and with so many of their warriors dead, there were plenty of citizens left in the little settlement.

Thomas, Candi, Laylana, Ginger, and the others regrouped in the main square. The wagon trains and their army circled around them. The goblins remained in their homes, dark eyes showing little hope as they peered out of uneven windows and tarp-covered doorways.

Ignoring the somber mood, Ginger fluttered onto Thomas’s shoulder. She looked around, then fixated on Lulu. In the rush to free the prisoners and get to Blith, the two of them hadn’t had a chance to get acquainted.

“You’re the assassin?” Ginger asked. “You kicked that Shaman’s ass?”

Lulu smiled. “You’re the fairy? Yeah, that was me.”

“You fucking rock! I’m happy to share my human with you.”

The ovisari’s eyes narrowed. “Your human? I’ve known him a lot longer than you have.”

“Do you like girls too?” Ginger squeaked hopefully. “We’ll get along fine if you like girls.”

Lulu laughed in disbelief. “I’m an ovisari. I don’t have an—” But she continued laughing, unable to finish the explanation.

Thomas eyed the fairy. “Let’s discuss this later. There are things I need to assess here.”

When he looked over the goblins from the prison camp, it was obvious these were the ones who had been kidnapped from Blister and Wubgug, because about half of them were children. Thomas’s blood began to boil as he watched the wretched group file into the town.

He turned to Laylana.

“That raw, liquid chaos we found. Where is it?”

“Back in Lotta Tot, in my cottage. I was still studying it.”

“How do we restore it to these poor goblins?” he asked.

Laylana took a deep breath and ran her fingers through her long purple hair.

“Sire, I am not certain, but I believe that all it will take is letting them take a drink of it.”

“Then go get it.”

Laylana’s face tightened. “I will, but I cannot carry it all myself.”

“I’ll help,” Bella said.

“Me too,” Teelah added.

The three of them left the square and ran for the nearest tree outside the village. A few minutes later, they returned with the waterskins in their arms. When they returned to the square, Thomas took one of the skins from them. He carefully removed the stopper and took a whiff.

For a moment, chaos surged inside him, then he shoved it back down.

“I don’t think they’re going to need a lot of this.”

“No,” Laylana agreed. “But I can measure it out. A little at a time. If any of them need more, we can give it to them.”

He turned to the assemblage of former prisoners.

“I am Thomas, King of All Goblins! What that Shaman did to you was an abomination. He stole your birthright, your chaos, the thing that makes you what you are.”

A low moaning rose from the gathering, including many of the town’s citizens. It was as if they understood but could barely muster the energy to do more than agree.

“I have come to restore it to you. I have the chaos he stole. All you need to do is take a small sip. Who will be first?”

To Thomas’s surprise, the little redheaded goblin girl who’d outed the previous chieftain stepped forward. Seeing her expression, he was suddenly struck by just how much she reminded him of Emily.

He focused on her, feeling the emptiness – the void where her chaos had been. The place it belonged in all goblins. She held up her hands.

“Please, Sire. When you’re near, I can feel it. Feel what it was to be whole before. Please. I want some more.”

He looked at Laylana. She nodded and poured a few drops into the cap of the waterskin, then handed it to the girl. The little goblin put it to her mouth.

For a moment or two, nothing happened. Then her face lit up, and a broad smile spread across her face. She laughed loudly and began bouncing around the square.

“I like it! I feel better!” She went to one of the other little goblin girls, grabbing her arm.

“Come play, Grani!”

The other girl looked at Thomas in awe. Then she stood and came over to Laylana. The dryad gave her a tiny sip, and the two girls giggled together and took off down the street.

A moment later, the crowd of goblins surged forward.

“I will deal with this, Sire,” Laylana said as she began distributing the chaos to them.

Thomas felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Umadin standing there.

“We’ve been looking through Reginald’s war wagons. It’s obvious to me that he was planning a major attack. They’re full of weapons, food, and supplies, along with quite a bit of gold.”

“Gold?” Thomas asked.

“My guess is that some of it was meant as bribes for anyone who might be loyal to you. The rest is presumably the payroll for those mercenaries you defeated and these others.” He motioned at the dozen or so defeated humans from the prison camp, who sat glumly in the rope bindings Lulu and her girls had tied them all up with.

Seeing them made Thomas remember the plot with the wine and Crisp. He turned to Lulu, Bella, and Teelah.

“Go get the Princess, if she’s even still there. I’m willing to bet all the answers we need are in this village somewhere.”

Lulu said, “We found some lock boxes back at the stronghold, as well. It’s possible there will be hints among them. I’ll get them.”

“I’ll get that elf bitch!” Ginger yelled, launching herself into the air. “It’s time to pay the piper, you pointy-eared slattern!”

Before Thomas could object, the women scattered in all directions. He felt a hand slide into his, and turned to see Candi smiling at him.

“You are a King, Thomas,” she said quietly. “Let them do their jobs.”

Within fifteen minutes or so, Ginger returned with a sullen, pouty Lorelai, Bella and Teelah had retrieved Frelb’s paperwork, and Lulu, having lucked out with a chest from the stronghold, located a stack of notebooks belonging to the shaman.

While Blith was a shoddy little town, it had a structure that passed for a tavern. Thomas sat down with his Vassals and Inner Circle inside to go through everything they’d found.

After another fifteen minutes, they found the answer. As they were looking through the various letters and correspondence, Lulu suddenly let out a gasp of discovery. Then she shoved something over to Thomas.

“Look.”

It was a letter from Bosso to the shaman that appeared to be discussing the plot to kill Thomas. He scanned the words quickly and then let out a sigh, leaning back in his chair.

“So she was just a dupe after all.”

Ginger leaned down from his shoulder to read it.

“‘I’m confident that vapid elf is too obsessed with herself to pay any attention to what we load on her wagon. She keeps yammering on about how she’s going to seduce the Goblin King. Apparently, she believes her elven pussy is enough to get the man to fixate on her, or somesuch.’ Huh! So she was just a stupid slut and not a traitorous one! Can I kill her anyway?”

“No,” he replied evenly.

“She wants to seduce Thomas?” Lulu asked.

“Don’t we all?” Candi asked with a glint in her eye.

“Yes!” Ginger cried, burying herself in his hair and kissing his forehead.

The Troll Queen gently extracted the amorous fairy from Thomas’s head.

“There are important matters to sort out here, dear, and I am afraid you are at the end of the line.”

Ginger squealed in protest as the other girls laughed softly.

“I’m not behind that knife-eared bitch!”

Candi groaned. “All right, almost at the end.”

***

Despite the early morning hour, Thomas and Umadin inspected the line of war wagons. Sorting through them would take a while, but they both knew the importance of keeping the money safe. Umadin had the gold secured at the head of the convoy.

By the time they were done, Laylana had finished restoring the chaos to all the freed prisoners and citizens of Blith. The previously dreary, quiet town was now bustling with familiar goblin energy. But Thomas was dismayed to see that Laylana still had several skins of chaos left. She answered his question before he could ask it.

“There were surely more goblins he stole chaos from,” she said, “and I suspect many did not survive the process.”

“I mean, you know what extracting fairy essence does,” Ginger muttered from overhead before fluttering off again.

The dryad nodded. “Yes.”

Then something occurred to him. Thomas turned and called to his father, and the old king came over.

“Yes?”

Thomas pointed at the skins. “These are full of raw chaos. Do you think—”

But Umadin sadly shook his head.

“It would do nothing for me, because the curse would remain. Whatever chaos I took into myself like that would simply flow right out again.”

Thomas gritted his teeth. “We’re going to find a way to lift that curse. I’m convinced this is all related somehow.” He looked at Laylana. “Could that shaman have been responsible for my father?”

The druid shrugged helplessly. “It is possible. We discovered many notebooks he kept about his work, so there’s a great deal for me to look through when we get back.”

“I will do the same,” Umadin said. “But Thomas, I spent many years trying to do just that, without success. I have made my peace with this.”

When the old King left to rejoin his troops, Thomas found himself alone with the dryad. She returned his interest, eyes half-lidded and curious. Both of them were tired and drained from the emotional toll of the day’s events, but the bond between them had grown with each goblin she restored.

She took a step closer, head tipped back expectantly, and he wrapped his arms around her tightly. She melted against his chest with a sigh of relief, as if she’d been waiting for such an opportunity for a while.

He said, “I’m so glad I have you around to help. Without you, I would never have recognized the chaos for what it was, which means we couldn’t have helped all these people. This matters. You did something very important here.”

“You are a good King, Thomas,” she said, “and potentially a great one. I am happy to serve you.”

He watched the jubilant goblins as they celebrated their freedom. Seeing their earnest joy lit a different fire in his chest. All the rage and hurt that had gripped him earlier that day poured out, and he felt love flowing in – love for his people and the ones who had helped free them.

Love chaos, he thought with amusement. Then he turned his attention to the woman in his arms.

“Tell me what you want as a reward for this. You deserve it.”

Laylana sighed.

“You know what I want, Sire.”

He did. But—

“Don’t you need your tree first?”

Laylana looked up at him with those big green eyes.

“I planted it. With the magic water. It is growing strong and healthy as we speak.”

He withdrew a bit and looked down at her. “You did it before we moved your people?”

“We can move them now. The acorns you found were artifacts, ones stolen from other druids. As soon as I identified them, we began the process of establishing new hometrees near Lotta Tot. I trust you do not mind?”

“Not at all. That was the plan.” He squeezed her, feeling her body shift against his. “When we return to the palace—”

But Laylana laughed. “Do we need to wait?” She smiled, eyes briefly cutting over to the rundown tavern.

“Hell, yeah!” Ginger said as she abruptly landed on his shoulder. “Let’s do this!”

Thomas looked at the eager blonde fairy with bemusement. “Where did you just come from?”

“I’m a fairy. I have mysterious fairy powers.” She accentuated the statement with a wiggle.

He rolled his eyes. “Okay. Whatever. Fairies work in mysterious ways. Just remember what Candi said. I am not just a walking life support system for my dick, even if it may seem like that sometimes.”

“Yes, yes, I get it. We need some romance. Fuckin’ hell, King. I love romance. But, uh, for now can I at least watch?” she leaned in, giving him her version of puppy dog eyes.

Laylana saved him. “Yes, you may,” she said, laughing. “My people are not shy.”

The three of them went quickly up to the room Thomas had secured in the tavern. Ginger’s clothes flew into the air around them before he even closed the door. He spared a glance at her voluptuous little Barbie-doll body before turning back to Laylana.

The beautiful druid began to shift as her dryad nature came out in full force. Leaves and little flowers sprouted in her hair and around her body. Her skin darkened a shade or two and took on a smooth, bark-like texture. But she was no less beautiful for it – on the contrary, her true form was somehow more attractive to him, because he sensed what it meant.

“I must be like this to conceive, my King.”

“I know.” He did, somehow.

She shed the filmy, gauzy dress she wore. Her nipples, though still flesh, half-resembled little flowers. Between her legs, the flower of her womanhood had bloomed as well, growing pink and full, glistening with her dewy need.

Thomas slipped out of his clothes, and Ginger settled onto his shoulder. He felt her kissing his ear and rubbing her breasts against him as she started to moan. He started to reach up and move her off, but Laylana stopped him, laughing softly.

“It’s all right.”

He bent to kiss the purple-tressed dryad as she pressed herself into his arms. Her lips tasted sweet and nutty, and he probed deeper into her mouth, liking it. She kissed him back eagerly.

After a few moments, he felt his chaos rising as his skin turned gray. Laylana felt it and moaned into his mouth.

“Yes, Sire. Let it free. Let it all free.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You will not, Thomas. I am a dryad, a thing of the natural world. I am made of much tougher stuff than it may appear.”

He picked her up and carried her to the bed. When he laid her down, he spent a few minutes exploring her taut, smooth body and her firm breasts with their little brown nipples. He took one into his mouth and sucked hard. Laylana moaned under him, groping at his back.

Thomas reached down, finding her wetness and opening her with his fingers until he found the swollen pearl at the center. He stroked her slowly as he continued sucking her nipples.

He heard a higher-pitched moan beside them and looked up to see Ginger lying on the pillow next to Laylana’s head. Her hand was between her legs, rubbing rapidly.

“Yeah, fingerbang that pussy, Sire! I can’t wait until it’s my turn!”

Even in the depths of her passion, the dryad moaned and laughed at the same time, earning a throaty, passionate growl from the fairy.

Did she just growl? I thought fairies were supposed to be dainty and cute? Then again, this was Ginger.

Despite the urging of his chaos, Thomas wanted to take this slow, having waited so long for Laylana. He kissed his way down her body until he settled between her thighs. Then he extended his tongue and pressed it into her core.

The dryad tasted sweet and tangy, almost like maple syrup. He licked up her wetness eagerly as Laylana arched her back and dug her fingers into his hair.

Beside Laylana, Thomas could hear little sucking sounds as Ginger forcefully shoved several fingers in and out of herself. The fairy kept a near constant spew of encouraging curse words as she watched him work. Her expression was both rapt and manic.

Thomas fluttered his tongue against Laylana’s clit, lapping up her sweet fluids. She writhed and moaned on the bed in front of him, and he had to wrap his arms around her thighs to stay in place. She approached her peak quickly, as if she’d been imagining this for a long time.

When the shudders began, a spurt of thick, syrupy sweetness shot into Thomas’s mouth. The dryad let out a sharp cry as she was taken by her release. Beside her, Ginger cried out as well as she rubbed herself furiously.

“Oh, great meatstick of fucking perfection, I’m coming too!”

A burst of glittery sparks shot out from the orgasming fairy’s body, and some of it landed on Laylana’s face.

All at once, the dryad was launched into a second climax, thrashing and convulsing between them as Thomas did his best to hold on. When the two women finally caught their breath, he sat back and looked at Ginger.

“Was that you?”

“Uh,” the fairy gasped, “you didn’t know?”

Laylana put her hand to her forehead. “Strange things can happen when fairies have orgasms.”

“Yeah, for sure,” Ginger said, “like, there was this time—”

Thomas laughed. “Later.”

He climbed up Laylana’s body as she slipped her arms around him. He pressed his stiff shaft against her wetness, feeling the fragile barrier of her virginity. She looked up at him and smiled.

“You must let your chaos run free, Sire. If I am to conceive, I must have your pure essence.”

So he did, giving himself entirely over to it. With a grunt, he thrust himself into her, sinking up to the hilt as Laylana cried out in fulfillment. A fog of sexual energy overtook him. He rode her furiously, somehow sensing that she could take it. He could feel her strength and toughness around him.

The dryad was taken by another orgasm almost immediately, as the ripples of pleasure shot through her.

“Yes, Sire, yes! Fill me! Make me overflow!”

He pounded her repeatedly, focused entirely on her urgent need for his seed. Yet at the same time, he began to feel something else – a hot, moist pressure on his neck.

Slowly, he realized it was Ginger. The horny fairy was sharing the experience with them, eagerly humping herself against the nape of his neck. Her cries of ecstasy gradually rose above Laylana’s.

“Oh, yes! Dark desires of the fucked up twisted depths, yes! Ugh!”

Thomas was nearly at the brink when the little fairy began shaking and shivering. She let out a cry of ecstasy, followed by an animalistic growl. A moment later, Thomas was bathed in the same orgasmic sparks she’d emitted earlier.

He came in an instant, climaxing with a roar as the pleasure erupted through his entire body and his chaos exploded into Laylana. The dryad cried out with them as she was flooded with Thomas’s seed.

“Sire! Yes!”

The chaos-fog overtook him entirely, and he continued.


Task and Inner Circle Updates


Your citizens in [Lotta Tot] are [overwhelmingly Happy] or have an otherwise positive mood. All production is improved by 100%. As a benefit, your Inner Circle has a +1 bonus to all attributes and skills.
Your settlement of [Blister] is [abandoned].
Your settlement of [Mug] is [content] but receives no happiness bonus yet.
Your settlement of [Wubgug] is [abandoned].
Your settlement of [Averdale] is [damaged] and needs repairs. They are currently [unhappy] due to damage to their city.
Your settlement of [Blith] is [damaged and unsafe]. Your citizens there are [unhappy] due to huge losses.
Reminder: Each happy settlement grants all of your Inner Circle +1 to all attributes.
Note: Coffee Production is back on-line. To meet the growing needs of your populace, it is still being rationed. You will see a 50% improvement in work.
Task Completion – Merina and Laylana: The farming/food plan has been implemented with great success, thanks to the dryad Laylana’s help. Your people are no longer facing food shortages. Merina has earned [60] experience and is now level [4]. She needs [150] experience points to reach level [5]. Laylana has earned [100] experience points. She needs [450] to reach level 11.
Challenge Completion: You have earned 150 experience points (scaled to your level) for overcoming the food insecurities in your capital city. You are now level [10] and need [520] experience points to reach level [11].
Task Completion – Fiera: The logistics and mercantile hubs have been refurbished. Fiera is now level [3]. Thanks to this new center for storage and trade, goods can be sent to your reclaimed settlements. This is underway.
Task Completion – Thomas: Thanks to the magic acorns you discovered in Wubgug, the dryads have begun the process of planting a new grove and are relocating to the area outside Lotta Tot.


Task 1: Implement Improved Food/Farming Plan
Assigned to: Merina and Laylana
Estimated Time to Completion: 6 Days


Task 2: Find Adventurers to deal with a Dungeon Core
Assigned to: Thomas
Estimated Time to Completion: N/A


Task 3: Create Uniforms for Vassals
Assigned to: Zaza
Estimated Time to Completion: 35 Days


Task 4: Create Schools
Assigned to: Una
Estimated Time to Completion: 23 Days


Task 5: Repair Critical Buildings
Assigned to: Kerelitha
Estimated Time to Completion: 64 Days


Task 6: Update Map of Hostile Territory
Assigned to: Xera
Estimated Time to Completion: 19 Days


Task 7: Create Logistics Hub for Mercantile Expansion
Assigned to: Fiera
Estimated Time to Completion: 4 Days


Task 8: Create Goblin Sanitation and Health Standards
Assigned to: Cyndil
Estimated Time to Completion: 77 Days


Task 9: Take on Apprentices and Renovate Inventory Space
Assigned to: Mojo
Estimated Time to Completion: 19 Days


Task 10: Mentor Promising Goblins
Assigned to: Umadin
Estimated Time to Completion: 45 Days


Task 11: Help Dryads Move
Assigned to: Thomas
Estimated Time to Completion: Unknown


Queued Task 12: Develop Contraceptives
Assigned to: Thomas
Estimated Time to Completion: N/A


Queued Task 13: Create Coffee Roaster and Distribution Process
Assigned to: Laylana and Fiera
Estimated Time to Completion: N/A


Task 14: Construct a Forge
Assigned to: Stacy
Estimated Time to Completion: 28 Days


Task 15: Construct a Kitchen
Assigned to: Ulurlp
Estimated Time to Completion: 14 Days


Task 16: Plumbing and Sewage
Assigned to: Fzzt
Estimated Time to Completion: 56 Days


Task 17: Identify Druid/Shaman Items
Assigned to: Laylana
Estimated Time to Completion: 26 Days


Inner Circle Member Update: Emily
Emily’s efforts have radically improved the overall cleanliness and state of repair of the city. If things continue as they are, the city level will increase to [4] in [87] days. This will grant you and your entire inner circle [120] experience points.


Inner Circle Member Update: Chef Mama
Due to Chef Mama’s oversight and efforts, combined with your new hospital, an estimated [41] goblin deaths have been prevented in your city.



Chapter 25: Fields of Black and Gold


When Thomas woke the next morning, Ginger was out cold across his neck, but Laylana had risen from the bed and was getting dressed. She gave him a smile.

“Thank you, Sire.”

“That was . . . really not what I was expecting,” he said.

“Perhaps not. But it was precisely what I needed.”

“I hope you’re not too sore.”

The dryad laughed. “Not at all. But I am very pregnant.”

He sat up in surprise, causing the naked fairy on his chest to tumble to the side. “Wait, you know already?”

Laylana rested her hand on her belly. “I am a dryad, Thomas, and a druid. We know these things.” Her face took on an intense expression of love and gratitude. “And it is twins. Your seed is very powerful.”

“Twins?” Ginger squeaked sleepily. “I mean, you fucked the everliving shit out of her last night, but still. I’ve never heard of a dryad having twins.”

“It is indeed a rare and magical blessing for a dryad,” Laylana agreed. “A thing that has not happened in generations.”

Thomas rose and hugged her. She hugged him back tightly. “I am happy, Sire.”

“Me too.” He kissed her.

“Fucking shit, I can’t wait until it’s my turn,” Ginger muttered. “I’m having a fucking litter, I tell you.”

They rejoined the others and prepared to leave Blith. Laylana Bough-Walked back to her people to begin the formal process of moving their grove. They agreed to put it just outside of Lotta Tot’s borders. Doing so would provide her people with a measure of privacy, but also security as Tot grew into a proper city.

Thomas and his entourage headed back to Lotta Tot with the caravan of war wagons and plunder.

Lorelai stayed with the group but refused to talk to anyone. Instead, she continued sulking inside her wagon. He opted to leave her be.

That girl might not be all bad, he thought, but she definitely needs to get over herself. Did she really expect me, the Goblin King, to fall for her just because she’s a virgin? It was clear by now that the elven girl was seriously ignorant of the way the world actually worked and had been manipulated into going along with Reginald’s plots. I need to get her back to Daddy, or at least have a serious talk with Breon about where she fits in here.

When they stopped in Averdale, Thomas made Lord Tylin a Vassal and offered the same to Alayna. She accepted, and the gargoyles declared their willingness to help rebuild. Thomas assigned a new round of tasks.

Task 18: Establish a new dryad grove
Assigned to: Laylana
Estimated Time to Completion: 10 Days
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: High. Experience reward 150 experience points.


Task 19: Repair Averdale and Blith
Assigned to: Alayna and Tylin
Estimated Time to Completion: 30 Days
Estimated Risk: Low.
Potential Rewards: Moderate. Experience reward 55 experience points.


They were eating dinner in the same tavern when a loud notification erupted on Thomas’s and Candi’s Tablets. Thomas looked at his, and his eyes widened in concern.

Urgent Notice: An enemy Tablet Wielder [King Reginald] has declared War against your domain. During a State of War, the following conditions apply:
	Enemies may be captured and exchanged via the new ‘Hostages and Negotiations’ tab on your Tablet. You may spend Inner Circle experience as part of these negotiations.

	A wartime map has been added to your Tablet. It will show you dynamic, up-to-date details about your holdings. Be aware that some skills will allow Tablet Wielders more insights than others.

	Captured Tablets will be added to the enemy’s holdings.

	[King Reginald] has declared [no quarter]. This allows him to target rival royalty directly, and even hire mercenaries to fulfill his aims. As [Reginald] is the [attacker], this means [King Thomas] enjoys a number of advantages, such as [oppositional tracking] on all battlefields with a member of your [Inner Circle] present. Furthermore, your troops earn bonus experience when defending their lands.





“Oh, shit!” Thomas exclaimed as he frantically flipped through the new tabs and maps. “What does this mean?”

“Knowing Reginald,” Umadin replied, “he doesn’t know either. This is probably just a knee-jerk reaction to finding out what happened to his stronghold. He has a temper, if I recall.”

“He does,” Bella confirmed from a table nearby. She turned around to face the group, ready to provide additional insight.

“I agree with your father,” Candi said. “But give me a moment here.”

She called up her Tablet and tapped on it a few times. Another notification came into Thomas’s.

Notice: A Royal Tablet Wielder [Queen Candi] has offered to enter an alliance with you against [King Reginald]. Do you accept? [Yes/No]

Candi smiled at him. “I intended to wait until our wedding, but under the circumstances . . .”

He leaned over and kissed her. Then he tapped “Yes.”

Notice: You have entered into an alliance with [Queen Candi] against [King Reginald]. During a state of war, both kingdoms enjoy a united Domain. This allows both royals to see each others’ settlements and troop dispositions. Magic and other effects that are domain-based will apply on a case-by-case basis to both kingdoms. Limitation: [Queen Candi] will not enjoy the same boosted experience and other insights [King Thomas] will, as his people are the initial target for the war.


Marriage Clause: As [Queen Candi] and [King Thomas] have announced their intent to wed, once they do, their royal abilities will overlap. This will allow [Tomorrowwright] class benefits to apply to the [trolls]. As [Queen Candi] lacks a similar class, no reciprocal bonus will be applied. Once the kingdoms have merged in this way, both [goblin] and [troll] lands will be treated as one, with defensive benefits and bonuses applied to both. If [troll] armies take [King Reginald’s] lands, they will enjoy the same bonus experience [goblin] troops would.


“I appreciate it. What does that do, though?”

“Those same notifications went out to all the other Royal Tablet wielders in the Fae Wilds,” Umadin said. “As did Reginald’s declaration of war.”

“So everyone knows,” Thomas said, wondering where this was going to go.

“Correct,” Candi said.

“Do you think he’s going to strike at Blith?” he asked.

Umadin reached for Thomas’s Tablet. “May I?”

Thomas let him take it for a moment. The old king opened up the map and pointed to Blith and the area around it.

“You seized a good chunk of his territory, but this is quite a ways from Lotta Tot, and you don’t have a good means of defending it right now. That village is damaged and certainly in no condition to withstand a siege.”

“What about the stronghold?” Lulu asked. “From what I saw, it could be finished out into a decent castle with enough work, and it commands a key strategic location. I don’t know how long that would take, though.”

“That’s a great idea,” Thomas said. “The gargoyles are already heading over there. We should have them finish what they started. Based on what Alayna told me, I bet they could get it completed pretty quickly. The hard part, all the foundational work, is done. They just need to finish the walls.”

Umadin nodded. “That is an excellent idea. It would give you a fine place to garrison your troops to protect that border, and there are no finer masons than a band of motivated gargoyles.”

“Then let’s do it.”

“I’ll send a unit of the newly trained goblin troops to join them just in case,” Umadin said.

Thomas took his Tablet and added two more tasks, queuing the one he’d just given Alayna.

Task 16: Complete fortifications at newly-acquired stronghold.
Assigned to: Alayna
Estimated Time to Completion: 30 Days
Estimated Risk: High, due to state of war.
Potential Rewards: High. Experience reward: 50 points.


Immediate Task: Garrison the new stronghold.
Assigned to: Umadin
Estimated Risk: High, due to state of war.
Potential Rewards: Moderate. Experience reward: 65 points.


They were finishing dinner and getting ready to turn in when Thomas heard what sounded like an argument outside in the street. He would have ignored it had one of the voices not sounded familiar.

“Is that Lorelai?” he asked the others.

“Sure the fuck sounds like her,” Ginger replied.

Before Thomas could decide what to do, if anything, a tall woman came through the door of the tavern. She was attractive and well-dressed, but Thomas’s attention was immediately seized by her dark brown feathered wings and legs that resembled those of an eagle below the knee.

“A harpy?” an incredulous Candi said under her breath.

The woman looked around the room, and her gaze fell on Thomas and his group. She came toward them and nodded her head respectfully.

“I am Lysylia, Vassal and Ambassador-at-Large to King Breon of the elves. Are you Thomas, King of the Goblins?”

“I am,” he replied, wondering what was going on here. It was almost certainly about Lorelai.

“May I request a word with you in private, Sire? I bring an important message from my liege.”

Thomas motioned for the others to give them some space, except for Candi. Lysylia glanced at her for a moment.

“Queen Candi can remain,” he said. “Assuming this is what I think it is.”

Lysylia nodded and sat down.

“We received word of your alliance, as did the other Royal Tablet Wielders, of course. That is indeed part of why I am here.” She paused for a moment. “First, my King wishes, once again, to strenuously apologize for his daughter’s behavior and express his sincere wish that it not impair relations between his people and yours. She is young and not well-versed in the subtleties of diplomacy.”

“Has he been in contact with her?” Thomas asked. “Recently?”

“Yes. And I have just spoken with her myself.”

Candi leaned forward, resting her chin on her fist. “If she is so poor at diplomacy, and that is an assessment I do not dispute by the way, then why did he send her?”

Lysylia shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Her wings ruffled just a bit, and she seemed to gather herself up for a moment.

“It was my King and Queen’s fervent hope that her beauty would catch King Thomas’s eye, and we might thereby arrange a more formal link between our peoples.” She cleared her throat. “We are fully aware that chance may have been lost, however.”

“Well, she is beautiful,” Thomas said. “Her personality, though . . .”

“Yes,” Lysylia said evenly.

“So,” Candi observed, gesturing to move the conversation forward.

“So,” Lysylia continued, “you are not the first to make that observation, believe me. The King has begun to despair of finding her a match at all. So I come with an . . . unusual request. He is prepared to join your alliance against King Reginald if you will agree to produce an offspring with Lorelai. Once she is with child, you may send her home and have nothing further to do with her, assuming that is your wish. Or, you may keep her in your court, if you so desire. He leaves that decision up to you.”

There were a few moments of pregnant silence.

Thomas looked at the two of them, frowning. He didn’t like where this was heading. “Why would the Elven King want to make such an exchange? I don’t mind the idea of a strategic alliance, and I’m willing to do what I must for our people, but this is coming of out of nowhere.”

“Elves are not among the most fertile of races,” Candi pointed out. “Think about the downstream effects. Having an elf-goblin in the bloodline could improve their fertility for generations. Plus with you as an ally, it could open new doors for their entire species.”

The Elven King wants to help his people with goblin genetics, Thomas thought as the implications of what Candi said began to dawn on him. An alliance in exchange for my goblin fertility.

Despite all the trouble she’d caused and how annoying she’d been, Thomas felt a measure of sympathy for Lorelai, realizing that she’d been a mere pawn all along, not just with Reginald but her father as well. He had no intention of turning this pawn into a Queen – he had a far more capable one already – but maybe she could be turned into a bishop of sorts.

Lysylia read the expression on his face. “You see why my King places such great value in a match with a Goblin King who possesses so high a Diplomacy score.”

Thomas considered this proposition as he rubbed his chin slowly.

“I give him an heir, and he gives me an alliance?”

Lysylia nodded. “Just so. He can commit several units of expert archers and at least four war wizards.”

Candi’s hand went over Thomas’s and squeezed it.

“Can you give us a moment?” he asked Lysylia.

“Of course,” she replied. She stood up and went over near the door. When they were alone, Candi leaned her head toward him.

“You should accept. Having elven archers backing up a force of goblins and trolls, let alone what Breon’s wizards could add, will make for a formidable army.”

“It means I have to fuck Lorelai. Before you and I are together. Ginger will have an absolute fit.”

“I am patient, my love, and this is an affair of state.” A sly smile spread across her face. “Perhaps you could offer to let Ginger help, as she did with Laylana.”

Thomas sighed, trying to envision such a match. Ginger definitely wouldn’t hold back on Lorelai if I decide to include her.

Despite all the ceremonial orgies, he was not the sort to just do something like this. On the other hand, a part of him was attracted to the idea of banging some sense into a spoiled Princess. Despite all her clumsy flirting, he was certain Lorelai had no clue what mating with the Goblin King would actually involve, especially if he was supposed to impregnate her.

He groaned softly. We need the alliance, and our people need me to make this sacrifice. Such is the weight of the Goblin King’s crown. He finally looked up and faced Candi. “I can just let the chaos take over and take care of her, I suppose.”

She gave him a positively lascivious leer. “Having heard it at work in Blith, I am so looking forward to being on the receiving end myself.” She pecked him on the cheek.

Pleased yet again with the Troll Queen’s even headedness, he motioned to Lysylia. The harpy ambassador returned to their table.

“I agree to your proposed terms.”

The harpy nodded in visible relief. “Thank you, Sire. This means more to my King and Queen than you may realize” She drew out a Tablet and began tapping something onto it. Within a few moments, Thomas got a notification on his.

Notice: A Royal Tablet Wielder [King Breon] has offered to enter an alliance with you against [King Reginald]. Do you accept? [Yes/No]

He tapped Yes. The confirmation appeared a moment later and popped up on Candi’s as well.

Notice: You have entered an alliance with [King Breon] against [King Reginald]. During a state of war, both kingdoms enjoy a united Domain. This allows both royals to see each others’ settlements and troop dispositions. Magic and other effects that are domain-based will apply on a case-by-case basis to both kingdoms. Limitation: [King Breon] will not enjoy the same boosted experience and other insights [King Thomas] will, as his people are the initial target for the war.

The harpy put her Tablet away and bowed. “I will speak to Lorelai and send her to you shortly.”

“Now you just have to explain this to the others,” Candi said impishly. “And Ginger.”

Thomas sighed yet again. It wasn’t always good to be the king.

***

Half an hour later, Thomas was lying on his bed waiting for Lorelai while Ginger buzzed angrily around the room.

“I’m going to—and then I’m going to—” She let out an enraged snarl. “And then I’m going to—”

“Ginger. Ginger.” The furious fairy paused for a moment to listen to him. “Look at it this way,” he went on, “tonight will be the absolute peak of Lorelai’s sex life, and you know how long elves live. Assuming she gets pregnant, I don’t intend to do this again. So she’ll never have another experience that’s anything like this one. You, on the other hand, are turning out to be quite the ally. In time, perhaps—”

The enraged fairy zipped over, landing on his chest as she finished his thought, “Are you saying that fucking this bimbo with you is romantic? Kinda?”

“Anything to help my people is romantic,” he replied, reaching up to stroke her bare breasts with the tip of his finger. Like him, she was completely naked. Her voluptuous body, as ridiculously perky and robust as it was, continued to astonish him.

She wrapped her fingers around his chest hair and pulled. “How romantic are we talking? Are you saying it’ll finally be my chance, too?”

Resisting the urge to laugh, Thomas gave her his fullest attention as he replied in all seriousness. “Provided you contribute to my family and help my people with the same passion you seem to regard me, yes.”

“I’m a fucking engineer. You need my help! All of this construction and fortification, do you have any fucking idea—”

“Yes. I do, actually. That’s what I did on Earth.”

“Then—”

They were interrupted as the door to his room opened. Lorelai stood there in a white robe. Her eyes went wide as she saw Thomas and Ginger naked together. The elven princess was no longer sulking, and she actually seemed to be more than a little nervous now.

“Um.”

“I spoke to your father’s envoy,” Thomas said, as he let the chaos spread. His skin began turning gray.

“Daddy said . . .”

He stood, causing Ginger to begin flying around the room again.

“You wanted this the other night,” Thomas said.

“You were begging for it,” Ginger added. “You offered him anal.”

Lorelai’s eyes went wide. “I did?”

“Your father wants an heir,” Thomas said. “So that’s not really an issue tonight.”

The elven princess perked up. “Oh, yeah! Daddy said you have to put a baby in me. Maybe two or three. That you have a really big dick–dipl–whatever it’s called.”

Lorelai eagerly threw off her robe. She was naked under it, everything slim, smooth, and perky.

“Diplomacy score,” he said.

“Is that what it is?” She looked down. “Well, you have a big dick too. Why are you turning gray?”

“It’s his chaos,” Ginger squeaked. “He’s going to fuck the shit out of you, and I’m going to help!”

“So . . .” Lorelai began with an excited smile, “does that mean you do lik—” But Thomas put his fingers over her mouth.

“I think this will go easier for all of us if you don’t talk.”

Lorelai giggled, eyes widening as she flicked her tongue out against his fingers. It was an honest gesture, if completely without refinement. “Okay,” she murmured as she tried to suck on his finger.

The expression she gave him, eyebrows drawn and cheeks concaving, might have been sexy on someone else. On Lorelai, it just looked like she was trying too hard.

Again, Thomas felt a pang of sympathy for the girl, realizing what her life in Breon’s court might have been like. Being spoiled, pampered, and protected had to come with its own challenges.

Pushing the thought away, he lifted her up and playfully tossed her onto the bed. Everything bounced very nicely, and while her body was much more lithe than the other girls, Lorelai was undeniably striking. She giggled again as he lay down and took her in his arms.

Thomas kissed Lorelai roughly as Ginger joined them. He stroked the elven princess’s firm breasts, rolling the pad of his thumb roughly across the sensitive skin. She gasped suddenly, as unfamiliar sensations coursed through her. As he’d suspected, it was clear that, despite all her flirting and forwardness, she’d never been so much as touched by a man in such a fashion.

He reached down between her thighs, probing into the damp nest of sparse silver-blonde hair that decorated her pussy. Lorelai gasped again as he found her clit and began to stroke it.

“Oh, wow. That feels . . .”

Ginger fluttered over to the elf and growled. It sounded animalistic.

“He said no talking!”

Lorelai cringed. “Sorry.”

The blonde fairy settled down onto Lorelai’s face, spreading her little legs right over the elven’s girl’s mouth. Ginger turned to Thomas with a grin.

“I’lll take care of this, Sire.” She looked down at the elven princess. “It’s turkey time, you stupid bitch! Gobble that pussy!”

If Lorelai had no experience with anything, she at least knew enough to understand what Ginger wanted. She extended her tongue, and Ginger began riding it eagerly.

“Oh, yeah, give me that elven tip!” Ginger demanded, reaching up to grip her breasts. She arched her back, offering them up for Thomas’s viewing pleasure. Her expression was challenging, as if she meant to suggest that she would do a much better job with him than Lorelai ever could.

Thomas kept stroking the princess’s clit as he struggled not to laugh. He bent to kiss her pale pink nipples, flicking his tongue against them. Ginger continued grinding herself against Lorelai’s tongue, rocking back and forth as she clutched at her big breasts.

For her part, Lorelai just lay there moaning and licking at Ginger’s little pussy. The fairy threw her head back and whimpered loudly.

“Oh, shit. Oh, fuck. Eat me, baby!”

Realizing what was about to happen, Thomas stroked Lorelai faster as Ginger rapidly humped her tongue. The horny fairy pinched her nipples tightly, pulling them upward as her legs started to shake.

“Yes, baby! Yes! Like that!” Then she let out a sharp cry. “Oh, fuck, I’m coming!”

Ginger’s climactic explosion came a split-second later, and a cloud of glowing fairy dust sprayed all over Lorelai’s face. Hit full-force by the eruption of energy, the elven princess was immediately overcome by a violent orgasm, thrashing and convulsing underneath them. Thomas kept rubbing her rapidly as the spasms shot through her body.

When Lorelai and Ginger recovered, Thomas rolled the elven girl on her stomach, lifting her hips until she was on her knees. She positioned herself for him while Ginger scrambled around in front of Lorelai. The fairy lay on her back and spread her legs widely as Lorelai dove back in and resumed licking her.

“Oh, shit, baby,” Ginger moaned, “yeah, fucking do it to me again.”

Thomas opened Lorelai’s dripping slit with his thumbs and pressed his erection into her. His chaos was surging, but he knew he could not treat Lorelai the way he had Laylana. He would need to keep a measure of control to avoid hurting her.

He paused at the barrier of her virginity as Lorelai stretched her thighs open for him. Then he thrust forward. The elven princess let out a little whimper as he broke into her, though she kept licking Ginger with an almost desperate yearning.

Thomas held the elven girl's hips and began pumping against her taut butt. She was nearly as tight as a goblin girl but deeper, and she took his entire length with ease. He sped his thrusts as she grew used to the invasion, letting more of his chaos flow. Lorelai began pumping back at him, moaning loudly with each thrust.

Then Ginger climaxed again, spraying Lorelai’s face with another dose of orgasmic fairy dust. As before, the elven girl immediately exploded with her, spasming tightly around Thomas’s shaft. Her body shook in ecstasy, and only Thomas’s firm hold on her hips kept them engaged. He smiled down at the two whimpering, shivering girls and continued pounding Breon’s bratty daughter with a chaotic laugh.

As soon as Ginger recovered, she fluttered out from in front of Lorelai and flew behind them. Thomas felt her land between his legs, and he looked down to see her crawling under him and standing up below Lorelai.

“What are you doing?” he grunted.

“I’ve got this, Sire!”

The blonde fairy braced her feet against the insides of Lorelai’s thighs and reached up to grasp the elven princess’s clit in both hands. Then she began beating her wings so rapidly that her whole body started to buzz. He realized what she was up to just as Lorelai cried out.

“Oh, what? What?!”

Roaring in laughter, Thomas resumed pounding her tight elven pussy. Lorelai buried her face in the pillow and gripped the bed tightly to hold on. She cried out as each thrust hit home.

Having turned herself into a living vibrator, Ginger gave the elven girl no mercy.

“Come on, baby! I want to hear it! Fucking tell me! Come for Mommy!”

Lorelai just screamed into the pillow. Thomas pounded her harder, nearing the edge himself. Before much longer, Lorelai’s hips and thighs began to shake.

“Oh! I’m—I’m—fuck me!”

“Fuck, yeah!” Ginger shrieked.

With a sharp grunt, Thomas joined Lorelai in orgasm, roaring as his seed pumped into the elven princess’s quivering, clenching pussy. Ginger kept buzzing against them until Lorelai fell forward and Thomas collapsed onto her back.

Ginger flew around and landed beside Thomas, kissing and cuddling his face as Lorelai shook and shivered under them.

“Did I do good, Sire? Did you like that? Am I a naughty, dirty fairy?”

He laughed weakly. “Oh, yeah.”

“But we’re not done, right?”

“Oh, no. Lots still to do here.”

***

When Thomas awoke, he was mildly surprised to see Ginger and Lorelai cuddled tenderly together against his chest. He pulled himself free and got dressed, heading downstairs for some coffee.

He found Candi and Lulu sitting together around the coffeemaker and joined them.

“I certainly hope that was worth it, my love,” Candi said. “You kept the entire inn awake for most of the night.”

He threw back a swig of coffee. “Sorry. Ginger got a little carried away.”

Candi laughed to herself. “Just a little, yes.”

“After listening to all that,” Lulu said, “I’m going to need some extra attention on the trip home.”

Thomas leaned over and kissed her. “Don’t worry.”

Eventually the caravan was ready to continue. A dizzy, disheveled Lorelai finally emerged from the inn with Ginger and went unsteadily over to her wagon. The fairy flew over and returned to her spot on Thomas’s shoulder as he and Candi set off down the road. Ginger cuddled with him and kissed his cheek.

“That was so fucking hot, Sire.”

“It went better than I expected, I’ll admit.”

The little fairy sighed. “Are we getting rid of Lorelai now?”

“I assume she’ll want to return to her father.”

“That did seem to be the expectation of his envoy,” Candi added.

“Do we have . . .” Ginger sighed again. “That harpy said you could keep her if you wanted to.”

Thomas and Candi both looked at her in disbelief.

“What?” he asked.

“I thought you hated her,” Candi said.

“I do! I mean—sort of. I should! She put me in a fucking magic cage!” Ginger paused. “But do we have to send her back right away?”

Thomas exchanged a look with his troll bride.

“You like her,” Candi said to the fairy.

“I do not!” Ginger shrieked. “But . . . nobody has ever blown that much fairy dust out of me. I am fucking empty this morning. I am spent.”

Thomas considered things for a few moments. As annoying as Lorelai could be, he needed Breon on his side. Keeping the Elven King’s daughter around made that a lot more certain than if he sent Lorelai home. Also, she would be having Thomas’s child. One part of him just didn’t like the idea of sending her home and never seeing it, or at least letting their child grow up without him.

He took a deep breath, not believing what he was about to say.

“Yeah, I guess . . . let’s just see how it goes.”

Ginger peppered his face with tiny kisses. “Thank you, Sire. Don’t worry, I’ll keep her in line.”

“I certainly hope so,” Candi said dryly.

When they reached the turn-off toward the Troll Kingdom, Candi and her entourage split with the rest of them so she could return home to deal with Tavorin’s scheming.

She and Thomas embraced tightly.

“I will see you at our wedding, my love,” she said. “And I will send the dwarves to you as soon as I reach my city.”

They kissed deeply, and Thomas looked down into her eyes.

“Be careful and keep me posted.”

“I will.”


Chapter 26: Infernal (and Internal) Gifts


The caravan returned in triumph to Lotta Tot. Thomas had been in regular contact with Emily during the return trip, and the whole city knew what had happened in Blith. Cheering citizens – goblins and many others – lined the road as they approached.

In the time they’d been gone, the transformation of the capital had continued. The damage to the walls was still there, but things looked far cleaner and more orderly than they had when Thomas left.

As they passed through the gates, several notifications came up on his Tablet.

Notice: [Ofku] has been reinforced with troops. It is part of your Domain, but is not classified as a full settlement. Once it has a standing population of 3,000 it may be upgraded to one.


Task Completion – Garrison the Stronghold: The unit of goblin soldiers that Umadin sent to the stronghold south of Blith has taken control of the encampment and begun readying its defenses. He has earned [65] experience. He needs [845] experience points to reach level [16].


Inner Circle Member Update: Umadin
Umadin helped capture two celestials who were attempting to kidnap your citizens. He has earned [105] experience. He needs [735] experience points to reach level [16]. His training regimen has expanded to include your [4] bodyguards. Based on current projections, it will take him another [80] days to train a new coterie of elites for you.


“Fuck,” he muttered, seeing the line about celestials. “What now?”

Umadin had returned to the city as rapidly as he’d left, and he’d been back for a couple of days already. Thomas was about to send a message to Emily when he saw her running – all right, waddling – forward toward them. Thomas jumped down from the wagon and scooped her up in his arms. They hugged tightly despite her now-enormous belly. It was clear she was due any day now.

They kissed deeply for a few seconds.

“I missed you.”

“I missed you so much, Sire!” she exclaimed before kissing him again. “We must go fu—I mean, unless you have other things to do first.”

Thomas struggled with all the questions he had to ask her and went with the most obvious.

“How are you this far along? When you came back, you were only a few weeks pregnant.”

Emily beamed. “I wanted to surprise you, Sire! I couldn’t wait to have your child, so I’ve been in the Incubatus all this time. Honestly, it made keeping up with my work easier. I hope it was okay.”

He hugged her again as he tried to adjust to imminent fatherhood.

“I love you. It’s great. Now, what happened with the celestials? I just got a message about Umadin.”

“Oh, that. Those celestials tried to capture some of our citizens. I was just about to message you when I got word that you were back.”

Thomas cursed again. “I knew those two were up to something.”

Emily hugged him. “Don’t worry, Sire, the infernals were on it, and they helped Umadin foil the attempt. There was a fight, but no one was killed. Chef Mama and I are working on the recovery. The celestial diplomats are in a prison the infernals helped build.”

“Thorn and Briar stopped them?”

“Yes.”

“All right, let’s get back to the palace, and you can update me on everything. I’m sure there’s a lot to do.”

Emily laughed. “Oh, Sire, you’re the King now. You have me as your Seneschal and so many talented Vassals. Things have been going fine.”

He groaned. She was right, of course.

“All right, well, at least get the infernals over there.”

Lulu joined them, and his two lovers embraced for a few moments. Ginger came flying over, and Thomas introduced her to Emily.

“So you’re his favorite goblin,” Ginger squeaked.

Emily smiled broadly. “That’s me.”

“We need to talk. You need to tell me all the things Thomas likes in bed, I don’t care how fucking perverted they are, I want to know.” The little fairy let out a snort of frustration. “I’ve gotten to watch, but he says I have to wait.”

Lulu and Emily laughed.

“That means he likes you,” Lulu said. “He made me wait, too.”

Ginger’s face lit up like a fireworks display. “Really?”

Thomas rolled his eyes as the three of them laughed. “Let’s discuss this later.”

The cheers and celebration continued as they moved through the city. Thomas continued marveling at how much things had changed.

“Damn,” he said to Emily. “You’ve been busy.”

She kissed him on the cheek. “Yep.”

The war wagons turned off to the military district, and Emily directed the ones laden with food and other supplies into the merchant district. Finally, they reached the castle. Unlike the rest of the city, there was relatively little change except for the increased staff.

Emily noticed him noticing it.

“You asked me to focus on the city.”

Thomas nodded. “I did.”

When they pulled up to the palace, the group climbed out of all the wagons. Lorelai finally emerged from hers, still walking with a noticeably uneven gait. She looked over the palace, wrinkling her nose in disdain.

“This is it? I thought it would be so much more . . .” Gesturing with her fingers, she tried to convey a sense of chaotic majesty.

“We still have a lot to do here,” Emily replied as she stink-eyed the elven girl. Thomas had told Emily about the arrangement with Breon, and although she understood it, she still didn’t quite trust Lorelai.

“No one is keeping you here,” Lulu muttered.

Ginger made a noise of displeasure and flew over to Lorelai. “Stop being such an ungrateful bitch, Princess. Or do you really want to go back to Daddy?”

Lorelai grumbled something under her breath but didn’t move.

“Kerelitha will find you both rooms,” Emily said. “Come on.”

“I need me-sized stuff, you know,” Ginger peeped.

Emily smiled and stuck out her arm for the blonde fairy, who landed on it. “Oh, of course, wait until you see what we got you. There are fairies in Lotta Tot. We’re on it.”

Ginger beamed as they went off into the castle. Thomas and Lulu went to his administration room. Emily eventually returned, reporting that Ginger was thrilled with what they’d set up for her.

“I mean, it was just an unused alcove with a window, but for her, it’s the size of a house.”

“And you got fairy stuff from the fairies in the city?”

“Those three you bred after your coronation were happy to help connect me,” Emily replied. “Fairy-sized furniture is cheap compared to what we need elsewhere in the palace.”

Thomas remembered that episode. Fairies were much stretchier than he’d anticipated, and it turned out that most of them enjoyed the experience of accommodating much larger males. He had no doubt at this point that Ginger was one of them.

“What about Lorelai?”

“Well, thankfully we have plenty of space, so I found her a room near the top where she at least has a view. She kept complaining about how ‘a Princess deserves better’ and how much nicer her father’s palace is.”

Thomas contemplated once again whether to send Lorelai home or find some way of accommodating her before Emily spoke up.

“This isn’t your problem, Sire,” she said brightly. “We’ll take care of it!”

Briar and Thorn arrived shortly afterward. The two succubi moaned involuntarily as they saw Thomas. Both dropped to their knees and crawled submissively toward him.

“Sire,” Thorn said, “it is so good to see you again.”

“Yes,” Briar moaned, “we have missed you and your . . . ”

They exchanged a glance and then stared pointedly at his crotch as they reached the base of his chair. Briar’s long, forked tongue came out and flicked the toe of his boot. A wave of desire washed over him, but he pushed it back down.

“Sire, may we?” Thorn begged, licking his other boot. “Please.”

“Not now,” he replied. “We have things to discuss.”

Both succubi whimpered in frustration.

“There’s another ceremonial orgy tonight,” Emily said, causing their faces to light up.

“But I was under the impression that your Queen wanted me to spread my attentions,” Thomas added. “You’re both pregnant, are you not?”

They whimpered again.

“Yes, Sire,” Thorn replied bitterly.

“Tell me what happened with the celestials,” he went on. “Perhaps you have earned a reward.”

Their moods improved instantly.

“We were watching them closely,” Briar replied. “Your suspicions were correct. There is clearly something they are seeking from the angelic refugees.”

“Last night, they attempted to kidnap two of them from their home,” Thorn said. “We saw them go into the dwelling, and there was a commotion not long afterward. We alerted Umadin and then went to intervene.”

Briar nodded. “We found two of your people in magical restraints. Petunia and Rose were in the midst of trying to carry them off. We moved to stop them, and that was when the fight began.”

He looked at Emily.

“There were injuries?”

“Several bystanders, yes, and buildings were damaged.”

“The fight was rather violent, especially once Umadin arrived,” Thorn said.

“But they’re contained now?” Thomas asked.

“You had asked us to assist with training your people to protect themselves against the celestials,” Briar replied. “As part of that, we built a magical containment vessel.”

“A vessel?” Thomas asked, eyebrows going up.

Both succubi grinned wickedly. “It is not large, as we did not have time for anything more,” Briar replied. “It was intended for one prisoner at most.”

“But we managed to shove both of them into it anyway,” Thorn said. “Of course, we could only make it work by putting one in upside-down head-first and the other upright.”

“Which of course means they’re confined with their heads shoved between each other’s legs,” Briar added as they laughed to each other. “What they choose to do about it is their business.”

“How long can they stay in there?” he asked.

“As long as you wish, Sire,” Briar replied. “That’s what it’s designed for.”

“We’ll need to work this out with their Queen, I suppose.” He turned to Emily. “Prepare a formal diplomatic complaint for me.”

“Of course, Sire.”

He turned back to the succubi, who were still on their hands and knees. “And Briar and Thorn may attend tonight’s orgy. Of course, I need to reserve my seed for the women needing to be bred, but if you behave yourselves, I’ll allow you to clean up afterward as much as you care to.”

Briar and Thorn moaned in anticipation, kissing and licking his boots repeatedly.

“Thank you, Sire,” Briar gasped.

“Thank you,” Thorn added. “You are the most generous sovereign.”

Old Thomas back on Earth would have been mildly repulsed by this display. King Thomas’s attributes and Diplomacy allowed him to see how the succubi desperately needed to abase themselves like this. It was an inherent part of their nature to serve a male who was so full of the virility they craved. They couldn’t help themselves if they even wanted to, which they clearly didn’t.

While taking such a domineering attitude was unfamiliar to him, given how clearly enthusiastic they were about it, it wasn’t much of a challenge, either.

“Thank you,” he said when they appeared to be done licking his feet. “You may go. I will see you tonight.”

After the succubi left, Thomas and Emily ran through the various in-progress tasks with respect to the city and palace infrastructure.

“Zaza is nearly done with the uniforms and her textile factory,” she said, “and Una’s school should be able to open in a few days, thanks to the infernals. Mojo’s inventory space is nearly done too, and she’s found a group of apprentices.”

“Great.”

“Xera said she thinks she will have her mapping done tomorrow. She’s working to adjust it after your conquests—”

“Resettlements,” he corrected.

“Right, of course.”

“Which reminds me, we need to get started on the resettlements of Blister and Wubgug. Blister needs work, but Wubgug is empty and in good shape. We could easily start moving people there.”

“I’ll call for volunteers,” she replied. “Wubgug should be easy, but we may have to offer bounties and assistance for Blister.”

“Sounds good.” Since Emily was his official Seneschal, he no longer had to assign her tasks that were within her role. As soon as he’d agreed with the objectives, his Tablet began buzzing.

She was already at work, creating and assigning sub-tasks for the job. Her fingers practically flew across her Tablet as she spoke. “The heavier stuff like Kerelitha’s repairs and Cyndil’s work on the sanitation are coming along but they still have a lot left to do.”

“That’s to be expected,” he said. “Anything else?”

Emily’s eyes twinkled.

“Mama says I’m giving birth tomorrow,” she replied in a deadpan.

Thomas reached for his goblin assistant, pulling her into a hug and rubbing her prodigious belly.

“You’re sure?”

She kissed him. “Feels like it.”

“I can’t wait.”

“Me neither, Sire.”

He cuddled with her for a little while, but then they needed to get back to work. Thomas called for Lulu, and they went out to the edge of the city where Emily had told him Laylana and the dryads were restoring their grove.

He hadn’t been to this part of the forest before, and it turned out to be a clearing that was just outside the city, not too far from the river. Laylana and the other dryads were walking around tending to several dozen oak saplings that were spread across a roughly hundred-yard-wide area.

When she saw them coming, the purple-tressed druid stopped what she was doing and came walking over quickly. Thomas swept her into an embrace as she reached the trio.

“You’re back.”

“I’m back,” he said, hugging her tightly. “How is it going here? How are the girls?”

Laylana laughed and put his hand on her belly.

“My sisters are all very jealous. They are hoping for the same.”

“It will come,” he replied.

“We’re planning a breeding orgy for tonight,” Emily said.

Laylana smiled. “Wonderful. We have already drawn lots on who will be first. I will let them know.”

Thomas looked over the nascent grove.

“Everything working out here?”

“Yes. Between the magic waters and those acorns, the grove is growing at an incredible rate. We planted only two days ago, and what you see here is a normal year’s growth or more.”

He saw one sapling that was about three times the size of the others.

“Is that yours?”

“Yes. I planted my hometree almost a week ago,” she said with a smile. “Once the others are more established, they will be able to help me with the farms.”

Laylana took them around introducing them to the other dryads, who were all very grateful to Thomas and excited about their new lives here. He got the impression that life under the Troll King had been less than pleasant, even before he’d destroyed half the old grove.

Thomas, Emily, and Lulu eventually returned to the palace, where he met with Umadin to discuss the state of the army, the training, and the new garrisons they would set up. He had also been in contact with Breon’s generals to discuss the elven archers and war wizards the King had promised.

“King Breon did ask me to let him know as soon as Lorelai is pregnant,” Umadin said.

“I’ve already requested one of Mama’s potions,” Emily said. “We should know as soon as it gets here.”

Thomas nodded. “All right. Then maybe we’ll have a better idea of what to do with her.”

One of Mama’s assistants arrived with the potion about an hour later. Emily took it up to Lorelai. Thomas was in his administration room with Lulu and Ginger when his assistant returned with the bratty Elven Princess in tow. He saw a sour, conflicted look on Lorelai’s face and figured he knew why.

“Sire, we have astonishing news!” Emily said, pointing at Lorelai. After a moment, Thomas noticed a soft blue glow coming from her abdomen.

He nodded. “So she’s pregnant?”

His goblin assistant fidgeted for a moment.

“Er . . . amazingly, she is not.”

Thomas frowned. This was not the first time a session hadn’t led to conception, but it was the first one where a lover had known his entire focus and not gotten knocked up.

“Wow. Huh. Are you certain about that?”

Emily gave him a somber look as she pointed again to the glow in Lorelai’s belly.

“Mama’s potions never lie. She said that elves are, in many ways, the opposite of goblins in this regard. She told me it may take several tries before she’s successfully impregnated, even with your high Diplomacy score. Apparently, the only creature more difficult would be a dragon. At least, as far as she knows.”

Thomas bit back a groan. Although that night with Lorelai had been fun, he didn’t care for the bratty elf the way he did for the other girls. Having to do his Kingly duties regularly just to get her out of his hair would be . . . well, work.

Ginger buzzed around the Elven Princess, laughing out loud.

“Guess she’s good at two things. Eating pussy and holding out for more.”

Lorelai’s expression appeared both clouded and oddly relieved.

“You seem upset,” he said to her.

Lorelai looked down and kicked at the floor.

“I guess I have to stay with you now, don’t I?”

“You don’t like the palace, the city, or my people. I guess if you want to leave, we could arrange regular meetings when you’re fertile, I suppose. Would that make things easier on you?”

She made a frustrated noise.

“Everything here is so gross.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “But?”

Lorelai finally looked up at him.

“Daddy’s palace is so boring. Nothing ever happens there! Do you know what it’s like living in a palace full of people who’re all going to live for a thousand years?” The elven girl made a face and raised the pitch of her voice. ‘Oh, let’s go visit the river,’ ‘Sure, how is next year for you?’ ‘Let’s have lunch!’ Great, ‘I have an open day in six months.’ ‘Why don’t we go for a walk?’ ‘Sorry, I have to stare at the wall for the next three weeks!” She made a disgusted sound and rolled her eyes. “I’d rather die than go back to all that.”

There were a few moments of stunned silence. Ginger landed on her shoulder and ran her tongue up the point of Lorelai’s ear, causing the elven girl to twitch in surprise.

“Also, I think she wants you to keep fucking her brains out,” the fairy said.

Lorelai managed a very small smile. “That, too.”

Thomas took a deep breath and looked around the room at the other girls. He reflected once again on the fact that keeping Lorelai around pretty much assured him of keeping Breon as an ally. He turned to Emily.

“We are trying to make the palace a nicer place to live.”

“For sure!” Emily exclaimed. “I mean, the place is basically going to become a huge kindergarten in a matter of weeks.” She grinned.

“All right,” he said to Lorelai. “You’re free to stay if that’s what you want.”

Ginger playfully bit Lorelai’s ear.

“You won’t regret it, Princess.”

***

The orgy went smoothly that night. Thomas lay with three of the dryads, and gave the succubi their fix of his seed afterward. They were still orgasming uncontrollably when he left them in their room for the night.

The next morning, he woke to Emily moaning beside him, clutching at her belly. He knew instantly what was going on.

“Now?”

She nodded nervously. “Yep.”

He called for one of the servants to tell Mama, who arrived about half an hour later. The rest of the morning was a tense blur. Thomas sat there holding her hand yet unable to do anything else. Mama and one of her assistants helped Emily as her labor progressed.

Near noon, the baby began emerging. Thomas clutched at Emily’s hand as she groaned and pushed.

“Come on,” Mama said, “we’re nearly there.”

The head emerged, and Mama carefully drew the baby out. A moment or two later, Thomas saw that he and Emily had a daughter.

Mama cleaned the baby up and wrapped her in a towel, then gave her to Emily. Thomas cuddled with them, feeling an intense wave of love and emotion for both of them.

He kissed Emily’s head, then his daughter. The little three-quarter goblin girl had green skin like her mother, though it was a shade lighter. Her features were an odd mix of goblin and human.

“With everything that happened, we never talked about names,” he said.

Emily smiled.

“I thought of one.”

“What?”

“Scarlett.”

He brushed his hand gently over her head. “I like it. Scarlett it is.”

Emily stretched over and kissed him.

“Congratulations, Daddy.”


Chapter 27: Love, Expanded


Within a week, the resettlements were proceeding, if not perfectly, at least without any major hitches. The rebuilding of Blister commenced. Thomas recruited a few more Vassals from among the Lava Goblins, making them plumbers, and they began the laborious process of planning how to distribute the healing waters of LottaTot to the far-flung settlements.

Umadin continued his training of the Lava Goblin soldiers, planning to form them into a unit of elite shock troops. King Breon’s harpy emissary arrived to meet with Lorelai, who expressed her desire to stay in Lotta Tot while she continued trying to get pregnant. Breon sent a message saying he would personally escort the archers and war wizards when they arrived for the wedding.

A curt message arrived from the Celestial Queen asking Thomas to return Rose and Petunia, apologizing “for any misunderstandings,” and promising to send a new pair of ambassadors. A crew of goblins loaded the confinement vessel on a wagon and sent it off, ignoring the muffled cries of complaint coming from the interior.

Candi’s crew of dwarven masons arrived in Lotta Tot and began repairing the city walls. Meanwhile, Kerelitha and her crew began setting up for the wedding, decorating the palace and the square outside for the celebration, as well as the new grove in the forest where the ceremony would be held. With the city in better condition, it promised to be an even bigger event than Thomas’s coronation.

Candi’s wedding entourage arrived in the evening a few days later. Thomas met her at the entrance to the palace, and they came together in a warm embrace.

“I know it’s only been two weeks, but I really missed you.”

She kissed him tenderly. “And I you. Who would have thought our hearts would follow such a political match?”

He led her inside to the dining hall, where he had planned a simple, casual dinner with just the two of them. There would be more than enough revelry at the wedding.

“How did it go with Tavorin?” he asked when they were seated.

They’d both been so busy with their own affairs that he hadn’t had a chance to connect with her on her father’s traitorous Vassal, except to make sure she was safe.

“He was gone when I returned. I have determined that he fled to Reginald’s capital. No doubt they are cooking up something.”

“I’m sure. There’s so much I still don’t know.” He told her about the celestial plot and what had happened. “I’m convinced this is connected to my father’s curse and the death of my siblings. Your father was plotting to take over his kingdom.”

“That much is certain,” she replied, smiling. “Instead, their children have arranged a very different union.”

“Do you feel your people support this match?” he asked.

Candi nodded. “I do. Your rout of Reginald’s ploy solidified whatever doubt might have remained. My people see you as a strong King, and our marriage as a chance to greatly strengthen our kingdom, both militarily and economically.”

Thomas could see it. Though the kingdoms had been at odds for a long time, trolls and goblins did not share any sort of racial hatred for each other. There was a rough sort of camaraderie in their shared ancestry, in fact, and Thomas had seen it at work over the past few weeks.

“And what of your people, King Thomas?” she asked.

“Everyone here is relieved that the possibility of war with your people is over. No one wanted that conflict. They just want to rebuild and live in peace.”

“How are the dwarves I sent doing?”

“Very well. They’re clearly skilled masons, and there are a lot of goblins available to help them. I expect the repairs to be completed in a month or two.”

He reached over and took her hand.

“I’m really glad I met you, Candi, and I’m glad we’re proving to be so compatible. Few women from my world would have any interest in this sort of match.”

Candi smiled and returned the squeeze.

“You are the Goblin King, Thomas, and you have important responsibilities. I may have a great affinity for your world and for human men, but I am a troll. I am excited to become part of your circle of women, because they have impressed me as well.”

“I know they all like and respect you, too.”

She laughed softly. “Speaking of which, I am told you have decided to keep a certain Elven Princess around.”

Thomas groaned. “It’s more that she decided she didn’t want to go home.”

Candi lifted an eyebrow.

“Really?”

He explained Lorelai’s reasoning as Candi rubbed her chin. “Do you really think Ginger can keep her in line?”

“I certainly hope so.”

When they were done eating, Thomas walked Candi up to her rooms. She stretched up to kiss him.

“We have a big day tomorrow. Get some rest.” Her eyes twinkled. “You’re going to need it tomorrow night.”

“I want to have our time together,” he replied, “just the two of us.”

His troll bride smiled. “Of course we will. But after that, I want the rest of them there as well. I am very much looking forward to that part.”

He kissed her again. “Good night, Queen Candi.”

“Good night, King Thomas.”

***

Thomas woke feeling nervous and energized all at the same time. He’d realized that over the past month he’d come to truly love Candi. She was beautiful, smart, and a very competent ruler, and he was convinced more than ever that their union would be successful.

His heart had never been more full. Emily, Lulu, Candi, Laylana, and even little Ginger were all coming to have a special place in it.

“I’m getting married,” he said to himself repeatedly as he rose and dressed. Zaza had tailored a truly stunning Earth-style tuxedo for him. With all the adventures since his arrival, not to mention his attribute changes, he thought he filled it out very well.

As he finished dressing, his door opened and Ginger came flying in. The voluptuous fairy wore an immaculate blue gown, one that accentuated her Barbie-doll proportions to incredible advantage. She flew up and hovered right in front of his face.

“What do you think, Sire?”

“Did Zaza build the bustier into that outfit, or did you ask for it?” he chided.

Ginger flashed a wicked smile. “I asked, of course. I want you to think about tit-fucking me whenever you see it.”

He rolled his eyes. “Ginger, I know you explained that fairies can accommodate mates of just about any size, but tit-fucking has to be out of the question.”

She backed away from him. A moment later, there was a gentle sizzle of magic and a flash of light. Ginger stood in front of him, now just over five feet tall and her expression full of mischief. Her wings had disappeared, but everything else looked precisely as it had in her fairy form.

“Who said I always have to be so small? I mean sure, I want you to fuck me when I’m normal-sized first. I’ve been told it feels amazing when there’s a proper cock stretching us out. But after that . . .” She motioned down at herself.

Thomas could only gape at her. “How—how did you do that? Have you been able to do it all this time?”

Ginger smirked. “It just takes some effort, and I can’t stay like this very long. Just long enough for a good hard railing.”

She made a moaning sound and rolled her hips at him. He’d spent enough time to finally get a feel for her sense of humor.

The key to understanding the fairy was to think of her as a really dirty-minded college frat boy. Once he’d come to that conclusion, practically everything she did became less offensive and far more amusing.

“Ginger,” Thomas said, as firmly as he could while fighting laughter. “I’m flattered, but we have a wedding to attend.”

“Yeah, but there’s the after-wedding orgy, right?”

“We’re not having an orgy.”

Emily’s voice carried in from the hallway a moment before she walked into the room with little Scarlett sleeping in her arms. “Actually, Candi just sent me word about that.”

The goblin redhead was nearly back to her former shape. Chef Mama had reported that Emily was already healthy enough to produce several more grandbabies. She looked positively radiant in her lavender and green dress.

“She did?” Thomas said as she joined them. He kissed her and the baby.

The sight of them drew an annoyed huff from Ginger.

“Yes,” Emily said, giving the fairy an indulgent pat on the shoulder. “Give it time, dear. He likes to move slowly.”

“But he fucked like five hundred women the other night,” the fairy whined.

“That was work, dear. His heart is a totally different matter. I know you don’t just want to be bred and sent out of the palace like all those other girls, do you?”

The fairy grumbled again. “No.”

Grinning impishly, Emily looked up into Thomas’s eyes. “My King is a man of deep, romantic passion. Be patient, and when your time comes, he will welcome you into our family.”

Clearing his throat, Thomas prompted, “You said there was word from Candi?”

“Oh, yes. She wants all of us, everyone in your heart to be there after the two of you have your wedding-night time. She said it would make a statement about how we’re all together, part of the same family.”

Thomas nodded. “Yes, we talked about that last night. You, Lulu, and Laylana?”

“Well, she also said that Lulu’s assistants and Ginger can watch if they want, but whether they join in is up to you.”

“Lulu’s assistants? Why would Belladonna and Teelah come?”

Emily grinned again.

“Bella has a crush on you, Sire. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed. And Teelah has expressed interest in trying new things. Apparently, she’s only been with women up to this point, so she rather likes the idea of being involved with a man who is clearly as talented as you.”

“I see. Well, honestly, I think no for Teelah, not this time. But Bella . . . ”

“That’s fine. Candi said she wants them to see what they’ll be getting into, if they choose to join our little love nest.”

“Love nest? Is that what we’re calling it?”

Ginger piped up, “If I’m in it, we’re definitely calling it that. A nest. Where we all love . . . to fuck the shit out of you.” She poked at his pants. “Gimme.”

Emily snapped, “Ginger, behave. Today isn’t about you. Give our King a little room to breathe, okay?”

Pouting, the fairy flashed back to her normal form. She fluttered over to Emily, landing on her arm and peppering Scarlett’s forehead with tiny kisses.

“Such a beautiful baby! I can’t wait for one of my own. Maybe twins like that dryad. I deserve it!” Then she buzzed out of the room.

“I swear,” Emily said, shaking her head, “That one is going to sneak into an orgy and pounce on you if we’re not careful.”

“I doubt she’d do anything without permission,” Thomas chided. “She’s a bit unleashed, but not a bad girl.”

“No, she’s not. She’s just . . . a lot sometimes.”

Rubbing her fingers against her forehead, Emily summoned her Tablet. Thomas noticed a list of tasks a mile long, all in various states of completion.

“And I’m just a little busy,” Emily went on. “I’m actually excited to spend more time inside the Incubatus. That’s honestly the only time I’m not distracted. I can’t wait to have my only distractions be work.” Her expression tensed, as it did when their child moved, and she reached down. “Plus this baby.”

“I can think of another distraction,” he said playfully, tugging her into a deep, affectionate kiss.

Emily moaned against him. “Fine, a little play, too. But you added a lot of territories to my list, Sire. There’s so much to do.”

“Fair enough. But guess what?”

“What?”

“I love you.”

“And I love you, Thomas.” She met his eyes, all earnest adoration.

***

The wedding ceremony was taking place just south of the capital city, in an area of forest next to the river. Guests would be served the magical water and given places of honor among the new and transplanted trees in the dryads’ grove. It would be a spiritual ceremony, as much as a political one, one that would bind many factions together in a single, beautiful moment.

Thomas went over with his entourage early in the day. Candi and the girls would join him when the ceremony began. Umadin had cordoned the entire area off with a unit of newly trained troops, who were joined by the elven archers and a unit of troll warriors. Thomas did not expect trouble, but it never hurt to be careful, and the presence of the soldiers lent the event a fine air of pomp and circumstance in any case.

The guest list was chock-full of important people, ranging from the new celestial ambassadors to Queen Esmer of the Cryseth Faeries and King Breon and Queen Nephinae of the elves. Lorelai joined her parents, and their relief at their daughter’s decision to remain with Thomas was palpable. Even if she was not yet pregnant, they all knew it was only a matter of time. Thanks to the new alliance, the two nations were already working together much more closely.

Briar and Thorn were there as well, along with all the succubi who had joined their embassy. And of course there were goblins of all sorts, from Mama and her staff to Umadin and his assistants and all of Thomas's Vassals.

Unlike the coronation, King Reginald was not there of course, nor had he called off the war. Thomas’s Tablet still listed Reginald as hostile and At War along with a list of rules and qualifiers for it.

Unlike weddings Thomas had attended on Earth, goblin weddings started the party with food. The guests were already enjoying a spread of food and drink as they waited for the ceremony to begin. A mixed group of infernal and goblin musicians played a lively tune as Thomas mingled.

Besides the rulers, there were dignitaries from across the Fae world, all of them clearly intrigued by his holdings and the mysterious river that wound through them. He knew it was a bit of a risk revealing the magic waters, but he knew most of the ones who mattered had to possess the information already. Reginald knew, and Thomas strongly suspected he had to have spread the news in his search for allies.

When Thomas paused in between conversations, he saw a beautiful blonde woman with deep bronze skin approaching him. She wore a shiny latex minidress that was like something he’d only seen on Earth. Her face reminded him of Candi, with the same gem in her forehead, and her figure was even more generous. He realized she had to be a troll.

“Hello, King Thomas,” she said, extending her hand.

“Hello,” he replied, taking it. “You look very familiar.”

She smiled. “People say I resemble your bride.”

Then he got it. “You’re Candi’s cousin, the one who lives in Las Vegas? She told me you would be here.”

“The same. My name is Ravenna. I’ve heard quite a bit about you. You’re from Earth.”

“I am.”

“A Goblin King with a human bloodline and experience from both worlds. I am sure much is expected of you. Certainly Candi seems inordinately excited about this marriage.” Ravenna smiled again. “We should talk after the wedding. I have heard rumors about the bounty emerging from your farms, and I suspect the three of us have profitable things to discuss.”

He nodded. “Certainly.”

As he returned to one of the refreshment tables for another drink, Thomas saw Queen Esmer standing a few feet away. Unlike her attendants, the gorgeous lavender-haired fairy was in human form. She smiled as he approached.

“You have a lovely land, your Majesty.”

“As do you, your Majesty.” He gave her a little nod of respect. “Your city is quite impressive.”

“It is,” she replied with a sly smile, “though we are suffering a strange shortage of Crisp lately.”

“I wonder why,” Thomas replied innocently.

Esmer looked at him with twinkling, mischievous eyes. “I am quite curious how Ginger is working out for you. I just saw her, and she formally asked for a release from her Vassalage so she could join your harem.”

“I hope that is not a cause for offense.”

Esmer laughed. “Hardly! I sent her here in the very hope of strengthening the ties between our peoples. She has a thing for human men, as I assume you know by now. I hoped you might find her presence enjoyable and her skills useful.”

“She saved Candi’s life, and she’s put her engineering skills to use for our people. I won’t say she’s not a handful, but I am grateful to her. And to you for sending her to keep an eye on Princess Lorelai. That matter all worked out in the end, but it could very easily have gone sideways.”

“Indeed.” Esmer shrugged her bare shoulders. “Ginger has always been a wildcard. We faeries pay little attention to such things, but you should know that she is my great-great granddaughter. We’ve never had someone quite like her before, so I’m glad she’s found a place with you, wherever she ultimately lands.”

The look in Esmer’s eyes told Thomas she knew very well where Ginger hoped to land.

“Having someone of her skills to work on the architectural plans with me has certainly been a boon, even if keeping her focused is nearly impossible.” He inclined his head to her respectfully. “Thank you, Queen Esmer.”

The Faerie Queen glanced around for a moment, checking to see who was listening. Then she leaned forward and whispered, “The next Orichalcum Council will meet in a few months. You shall have a seat there now, as will Candi. With two votes and the support of Breon, you will have a significant level of influence and power, King Thomas. Take care that you wield it wisely. I will be watching to see how it works out.”

“Me too,” Thomas said dryly. Emily had mentioned something about the Council once, but he had put little thought into the idea. Now he would have to deal with yet another challenge.

Such is the burden of the crown, he thought to himself.

The music began. It was—

“Is that Opera Metal?” he asked, just before Briar and Thorn stepped in front of the collection of succubi and goblins. A pair of goblin women stood beside them. As one, the four lifted their voice in song.

To call it haunting would have been a disservice, but it was definitely operatic metal. He was pretty sure the succubi weren’t using any magic in their song, but the lyrics and tone were more than a little salacious. Coming from infernal vocal cords, he had no doubt more than a few of his attendees would get lucky that night.

Then the drums kicked in, and Thomas suddenly remembered he wasn’t a guest.

“Oh, shit! My place.” They’d only rehearsed the ceremony twice, and he’d almost forgotten. He ran to the front of the clearing where Umadin was waiting. Thomas ignored the wry grin on his father’s face.

“It doesn’t do to be late to your own wedding, son.”

Chef Mama, dressed in her priestess robes, complete with a silver ladle, grinned at them. “That was a close one, aye.”

“I know,” Thomas muttered.

“Do you have the rings?”

“The—Oh, yeah.” Reaching into a pocket, he pulled out the silver and gold ring case. Just as he did, the music softened, shifting to a stirring melody.

First came Laylana, Ginger, and Bella. The dryad was naked save for two strips of cloth around her chest and hips. Bella was dressed in a long, Gothic black gown, complete with dark eyeliner. The dress was slit up one side, and Thomas saw a hint of stocking as she walked. Ginger fluttered gracefully between the other two in her blue dress.

Then Emily and Lulu appeared from behind a cloth wall. Lulu wore a pink and white outfit that complimented her hair. Emily wore the same lavender and green dress she’d worn that morning. Maintaining a stately pace, both women walked forward, showering the ground with flower petals.

All the girls had the same wreath of flowers in their hair. They took up their positions around Thomas.

Finally Candi appeared, and she was even more stunning than the others, arrayed in an all-white latex dress that clung to her exquisite physique. Thomas watched her coming slowly up the aisle, feeling increasingly light-headed as his new bride approached.

Candi gave him a warm smile as she reached the front and slipped her arm through his. He finally noticed her bouquet, which matched the other girls’ wreaths.

“I like the coordination,” he said quietly.

“Mhm.” She gave him a wink. “I’m marrying the Goblin King. There’s going to be a lot of coordination necessary here.”

With that, the ceremony began. Mama faced everyone and raised her hands.

“Today we end the historical division between the goblins and the trolls, and reunite the shared ancestry of our two peoples. Today we celebrate the love our King has found and the women he has taken into his family.”

She spent a few minutes reviewing the history of the goblin kingdom before asking the Fates to bless Thomas’s union with Candi, Emily, and Lulu. Thomas exchanged the traditional goblin marriage vows with all of them, promising to love, protect, and breed them as long as they were together. They, in turn, promised to love him and bear his children.

He took Candi’s hand and slipped the ring onto her finger. The moment he did, both of their Royal Tablets popped up beside them with an eruption of fanfare. Mama had told them to be ready for this. He looked at the notification.

Notice: You are entering into marriage with another Royal Tablet wielder. This action will merge your kingdoms and create a link between your respective Command Authorities. Confirm that you wish to enter this arrangement [Y/N].


He tapped “Yes,” as did Candi.

Marital Alliance Established: King Thomas and Queen Candi now treat their combined Domains as shared. All class-based benefits provided by either are shared by all.


Thomas dismissed his Tablet and turned to his other brides. He gave rings to Emily and Lulu as well. Then he kissed all three of them, smiling at the tears in their eyes.

“You’re all my queens,” he said softly.


Chapter 28: Love, Explored


A procession of wagons took them and the guests back to the palace, where the wedding banquet began. Because the palace was in much better condition now than it had been at his coronation, the banquet was considerably larger and more grand. In addition to the royal guests, they had opened the celebration to the citizens of Lotta Tot, who were already lined up for the free food and drink.

A thunderous cheer went up as they arrived, and Thomas and Candi waved to the crowd. The goblins and others began chanting his name and hers.

Candi squeezed his arm and kissed him on the cheek. “And to think, a month ago, I was a mere afterthought, a forgotten Princess.”

“Now you are the Queen of two kingdoms,” he replied.

“And soon to be the mother of a new dynasty.” She kissed him again, relishing the freedom to express herself so openly.

Not that the goblins would ever have minded.

Emily and Lulu sat on either side of them. The servants brought out the food and began serving the wedding feast. When the first course was over and the goblin servants scurried about clearing the plates, King Breon approached their table. He nodded to Thomas and Candi.

“Congratulations, your majesties. I have every reason to believe this will be a strong union.”

“As do I, King Breon,” Thomas replied. “And I’m grateful you have chosen to stand with us.”

“Well, you’ve agreed to give my people something very important. I can hardly fail to stand with the father of my daughter’s child.” He paused and glanced across the room where Lorelai and Nephinae sat together. “I will be frank, King Thomas, since you strike me as a man who prefers to speak plainly. I am well aware that my daughter has a great deal of maturing still to do, but she has a good heart, when she makes the effort to listen to it. She simply needs the experience of being in a place where she is not the constant center of attention.”

Candi erupted in laughter. “I will agree, wholeheartedly.”

“That was the case in your lands?” Thomas asked.

The elven sovereign groaned quietly. “Much more than I would like to admit. I blame my wife, but also myself for not putting a stop to it.”

“Does she strike you as being happy about this?” Candi asked.

“She is at least adamant about staying here with you all,” Breon replied. “So I will take that much and hope for the best.”

Eventually the banquet drew to a close. Thomas and Candi stood together and prepared to go inside the palace as another round of cheering began. Lulu stretched up and kissed Thomas.

“Love you. See you soon.”

“Count on it.”

As the guests continued applauding and wishing them well, Thomas led Candi up to the royal bedrooms. When they were finally alone, he turned to her.

“That is quite a dress,” he said.

Candi smiled. “I got it years ago in Las Vegas.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Were you planning to get married?”

“Troll weddings are traditionally conducted in the nude, so the mating can begin immediately. No, I just liked it.”

She reached behind herself to free a catch at her lower back and began wriggling out of the latex. The bridal lingerie underneath was little more than a complicated collection of white straps that held up her stockings and framed her breasts and smooth pubic mound.

“I got it along with this. Only thing I could find that worked under it.”

“Oh, I like that.”

Candi gave him a warm, if sly, smile. “Figured you would.”

Thomas slipped out of his suit and underwear. Then he went to Candi and picked her up, cradling her in his arms, and carried her to the bed. He laid her down and reached up to brush his fingers through her thick black hair.

She reached up and stroked his cheek as they stared into each other’s eyes.

“My King,” she said, “you are the first man to do so much as hold my hand, but you should know that I am well-versed in the arts of love. I watched many such movies when I visited Las Vegas.”

Thomas considered his response carefully.

“You watched movies of humans having sex?”

“Oh, yes. Men and women, women and women, men with many women. Such wonderful detail! Nothing was left to the imagination. It was so fascinating and educational.”

He kissed her. “Educational? Okay, then. That’s good to know.”

She trailed a hand up his back, sending a shiver through that rose and fell, settling into the area right behind his cock and balls.

“And do not forget my other skills as a Painlasher.”

Having waited so long to get here, Thomas was in no mood to rush things. Fortunately, neither was Candi. They spent a long time just kissing and exploring each other’s bodies. Candi’s breasts were smaller than Emily’s, but she still filled his hands generously. He played with her hard bronze-brown nipples as she continued tickling and teasing him in ways that further stoked his desire for her.

Thomas finally slid a hand between Candi’s legs, finding her very wet. He played with her outer lips until her plump pearl emerged from within. His fingers danced over her as she moaned into his mouth.

Candi let him play with her for a minute or two before gently pushing him onto his back and climbing onto his waist. He ran his hands up her smooth legs, savoring the silky feel of her stockings. She leaned forward to kiss him again as he cupped her breasts in both hands. Then she began kissing her way down his chest, tickling him here and there until her lips were pressed against the head of his throbbing shaft.

“I wish to do the thing with my mouth,” she said. “I watched it so many times and always wondered what it would be like.”

Thomas stroked her hair, smiling. “Go ahead.”

Candi’s lips parted, and he felt himself sinking into the wet flesh of her mouth. She sucked at him and withdrew a little, before sinking down further. He passed effortlessly into her throat, and he wondered just how much “educational” material Candi had watched.

When the tight ring of her lips reached the base, she dragged her nails along the underside of his balls in just such a way that he was instantly launched into orgasm. He groaned and grabbed at her head as his seed pumped down her throat. For her part, Candi seemed unsurprised, and she swallowed around him repeatedly until every drop had been extracted. Then she drew back very slowly, sucking hard, until he came out of her mouth with a pop.

“Did you like that, my love?”

Thomas grunted as his chaos surged and his skin turned gray. “I was hoping to delay that a bit longer.”

She laughed. “I wanted to see if I could do it.”

He sat up, taking her in his arms and tossing her onto her back. The Troll Queen laughed as he climbed above her, pointing his still-hard cock at her core. She lifted her legs and hooked her feet behind his thighs.

“Now take what is yours, my King, my husband.”

He leaned forward, kissing her as he thrust himself forward. He broke through her virginity just as his tongue penetrated her mouth. Candi gasped, biting at him as he filled her up. Her nails dug into his back, and her body shuddered under him. She was very tight but also very wet, and her hot fluids eased the path until their hips were pressed together.

He continued kissing her deeply for a few moments before lifting up and staring into her eyes. They were more open and vulnerable than he’d ever seen them.

“I love you, Thomas,” she whispered.

“I love you, Candi. We’re going to make something good here.”

She smiled. “Yes. Now I demand that you stop holding back.”

So he let his chaos loose.

Thomas pounded her channel until her back arched and she dug her fingers into his back, crying out at her very first release. As her thighs drummed against his waist and her flesh clenched around him over and over, a long whimper escaped her lips.

“Take me, my King!”

Thomas roared in his fog of chaos and lust as Candi shuddered under him. When she was taken by orgasm again, he buried himself deeply into her spasming flesh and filled her with his seed. Candi pulled him down, holding him close as they shook together.

He didn’t stop, nor did she ask him to. He took her again and again, as if this was one of the breeding orgies and she was the legion of goblin women needing their bellies filled. She used her Painlasher skills to intensify his climaxes, pressing and squeezing trigger spots that Thomas hadn’t been aware he even possessed. Each peak drove him into an ever-greater frenzy.

Not until the waves of chaos began to subside after an hour or two did he finally withdraw and collapse onto the bed beside her.

Candi rolled wearily against his shoulder, gasping for breath and shuddering as the orgasmic tremors continued shooting through her body.

“Never did I imagine such pleasure,” she whimpered. “Never, my love.”

“Did I hurt you?”

His Troll Queen laughed weakly.

“I am a troll, my husband. But I do not think I will be sitting easily for a few days.” She reached down and ran her fingers through the thick puddle of seed between her thighs. “I am sure to bear you a legion of half-goblins after that.”

He laughed. “Let us hope.”

“Yes.” She cuddled closer to him. “This was exactly what I wanted and hoped for.”

They lay together holding each other for a while before Candi sat up and reached for a carafe of water beside the bed. She took a long draft and handed it to him. He took a small sip and immediately realized what it was.

“The magic waters.”

She smiled, seeming suddenly reinvigorated. “I asked for it. We have much more to do tonight, my love. You know what I promised the others.”

Their coupling had been so intense that he’d forgotten, frankly. Candi clapped her hands three times.

“Come in, my sister-wives,” she called out. “We are ready for you.”

The double doors to the royal bedroom opened a few moments later, revealing Emily, Lulu, and Laylana. Behind them came Bella, Ginger, and – to Thomas’s surprise – Lorelai. All of them wore sheer, filmy robes that hugged their delicious figures.

The first three disrobed and joined Thomas and Candi on the bed. Bella sat on a couch beside an uncharacteristically shy Lorelai, who sat on her feet and watched the others nervously. Ginger buzzed around until she spotted the remains of Thomas and Candi’s lovemaking, and immediately did a belly-flop into the pool of cum.

“Oh, yeah! Gimme!” She scooped up a double handful and poured most of it into her mouth, then rubbed the rest of it all over her breasts and body as she rolled around and through it.

When Ginger finally came up for air, Thomas gave her a pointed look. She smirked.

“Lorelai was complaining about being left out,” she said. The sticky blonde fairy took off and fluttered over to the two girls on the couch.

“Sire?” the Elven Princess asked. “May I stay, please?”

The others seemed unconcerned, and remembering what her father had said about Lorelai needing the experience of not always being the center of attention, Thomas decided this was actually a good idea.

“Yes. It’s all right. Stay if you like.”

Thomas pulled the four women on the bed toward him, and they snuggled together in a pile of warm flesh. The girls were a delicious study in contrasts. Emily’s already enormous breasts were now swollen with milk to twice their usual heft. Lulu’s lush but petitely athletic figure was like a smaller, bustier version of Candi’s sculpted perfection. Beside them, Laylana’s taut form was an amuse-bouche between her three sister-wives.

As Lulu and Emily came together around Thomas’s erection, kissing and sucking at it, Laylana rolled Candi on her back and began lapping up the fluids he had flooded the Troll Queen with. Candi moaned, arching her back and pulling the dryad closer as Laylana’s tongue dug deeply into her.

Emily and Lulu were soon taking turns bobbing over him, swallowing him down to the root before pulling up and plunging back down. Every few strokes, they would switch, and the other would focus on his balls.

As Lulu resumed sucking, Emily smiled at him. “I heard something about tit-fucking this morning.”

“Yeah!” Ginger squeaked as she zipped around the room. “Fuck those big milkers, Sire!”

The other three girls had shed their robes by now, and Ginger flitted around watching with one hand between her legs. Bella and Lorelai sat together on the couch, and Bella idly played with Lorelai’s long pale blonde hair.

When Lulu pulled off his cock, Emily scooted up and wrapped her huge breasts around it. As she rocked up and back, Lulu spat into Emily’s cleavage and bent forward to suck at the head each time it emerged.

The warm, soft pressure of Emily’s milk-laden breasts sent shivers down Thomas’s spine. He turned to see Laylana still eagerly pleasuring his troll bride. Candi pulled him in for a deep kiss as she held tightly onto a fist-full of the dryad’s rich purple hair.

Emily moved faster over him, squeezing herself tightly enough that milk began leaking from her nipples. Lulu happily lapped it up as Emily pumped the hot flesh up and down.

Between the two of them, Thomas’s control rapidly dissolved. With a groan, he erupted all over Emily’s breasts and Lulu’s face. His goblin assistant continued pumping her breasts over him until Lulu had licked up every drop. Then the two of them came together to share their reward.

Thomas rose from the bed and went behind Laylana, easing himself into her tight channel. Emily and Lulu joined Candi, lying on either side of her.

The two girls kissed again above Thomas’s new bride, letting a long string of his seed stretch between them. Candi opened her mouth like a baby bird and caught the tendril of cum on her tongue, gathering it all up as it drooled into her mouth. Emily and Lulu continued playing with Candi as the dryad drove the Troll Queen toward her peak.

His attention was briefly drawn from the bed by an odd buzzing noise. He looked over to see Bella leaning back against the couch with her legs up and spread. Lorelai was holding Ginger, who was the source of the buzzing noise, and the elven princess was rubbing the vibrating fairy against Bella’s clit. The goth assassin had her head thrown back as she moaned and pulled on her tight pink nipples.

“You don’t expect us to just fucking sit here, do you, Sire?” Ginger squeaked.

Candi laughed. “Not at all. I meant for you to enjoy yourselves.”

Then the Troll Queen gasped, arching her back as the attentions of the other three drove her to the edge. Thomas thrust rapidly into his dryad as Candi was taken by orgasm. Lulu and Emily held her close as the shudders ran through her body.

As soon as Candi began to coast down, she moved aside so Laylana could take care of Lulu. She dove into the valley between the ovisari assassin’s thighs and began lapping at her little pink slit. Emily moved around to put Lulu in the center, and she and Candi began kissing and stroking her. Candi’s touch and movements were clearly calculated, because Lulu was rapidly launched into a loud succession of orgasms.

Bella joined her a moment later, crying out at what Ginger and Lorelai were doing to her. Thomas spared an admiring glance at the trio before turning his attention back to Laylana. Just as she shifted over to Emily, Thomas’s thrusts tipped the dryad over into orgasm as well. He savored the spasmic clenching of her flesh as the contractions rolled over his cock.

Lorelai handed Ginger to Bella, who began returning the favor to the elven princess, rubbing the buzzing fairy against the bratty elf’s sopping pussy.

With so much lead-in to her turn, Emily was nearly there before Laylana even began. She and Thomas locked eyes, and he saw her mouthing I love you as he pounded the dryad girl between them. When Emily’s eyes rolled back into her head in orgasm, and the milk squirted from her swollen breasts in a double fountain, Thomas pulled out of Laylana and came violently over the foursome in front of him, splattering his cum across Candi, Lulu, Emily, and Laylana.

Lorelai cried out as she joined them all in orgasm, and Ginger cheered them on.

“Fuck, yeah!”

Thomas fell forward onto the bed into the pile of heaving bodies. Ginger finally left Bella and Lorelai and fluttered over them.

“All right, it’s my turn! Show me a fucking tongue, now.”

As they all laughed, Candi reached for her.

“Come here, dear. You’ve earned it.”


Final Inner Circle and Task Updates


Notice: Your outstanding tasks will be cleared out and re-labeled for ease of navigation upon next review.


Notice: Thanks to the help from your newly established druid groves, coffee and food production are sufficient to supply all of your holdings, with more to export. Laylana and Emily have worked with Candi to establish new trade routes to the trolls, elves, and fairies for these outputs. [Lotta Tot’s] citizens now enjoy an additional 50% productivity increase.


Notice: Vesta and Zaza, in tandem with Laylana, have created a type of plant that feeds on the magic-infused water of your river. The plants produce fibers that can be easily enchanted. They are also durable and light. Per your instructions, both you and Candi’s Inner Circle and Vassals take priority on receiving the first wardrobe upgrades. After that, commercial applications will be explored. Vesta and Zaza are now level 5. Your Vassals all have uniforms (some of which are magical).


Notice: Laylana has formally befriended the local spider-women. Their donations of spider silk will add to the potential textile output of your craftspeople. In exchange, the spider-women have requested your services in propagating their race. Laylana is negotiating the specifics.


Notice: Xera’s mapmaking has provided you with an extensive, detailed layout of all the regions you control and beyond. She has identified many monstrous creatures intelligent enough to negotiate with. There is a Slime den to the far west of your holdings that may be worth exploring. She also found several young dungeon cores of unknown types.


Notice: Kerelitha, with help from visiting gargoyles and dwarves, has now repaired 80% of the city including 100% of the city walls. She is level [5]. Stacy, Ulurlp, and Fzzt have all proven critically useful in facilitating construction of new technologies and distribution in their region. They are level [5].


Notice: Due to extensive help from the infernals, Una has crafted [10] schools. These include training and education for the youth, as well as specializations. Because of the elevated quality of the schools and the teachers, students have a [significant] bonus to learning and focus in class. Graduates from your schools will begin at level [2] with a class of their choosing. Una is now level [4].


Notice: Mojo has created a school for innovation. Part of the school specializes in a unique brand of goblin chaos magic. This will be familiar to you from Emily’s first visit to Earth, where she renovated your house in seconds. Her first batch of 12 trainees are level [3].


Notice: Moxie and Vesta, along with a group of trolls and goblins, have mapped the access points to the catacombs beneath Lotta Tot. They have cleared out portions of the ruins and made access safer and easier. Umadin worked with them to construct fortifications at the easier access spots, where monsters are most likely to appear. In addition, Vesta has installed magical protections at each accessible entry. You can bypass these with a handprint. Explorations and excavations can begin with your blessing. Moxie and Vesta are both now level [4].


Notice: Bilden, Sunnu, Glob, and Fresh Catch have all been re-trained and are level [5].
· Bilden is now a Thief Catcher.
· Sunnu is now a Sniper and is taking additional lessons from Lulu.
· Glob is now a Tireless Rampager.
· Fresh Catch is now a Demonic-Infested Royal Bodyguard.


Your capital of [Lotta Tot] is 80% repaired overall with its fortifications fully restored. The citizens are [overwhelmingly Happy] or have an otherwise positive mood. All production is improved by 100%. As a benefit, your Inner Circle has a +1 bonus to all attributes and skills.
Your settlement of [Blister] has been reclaimed. The residents are [happy], although there are still repairs and upgrades to implement.
Your settlement of [Mug] is [happy].
Your settlement of [Wubgug] has been reclaimed. Umadin and Chef Mama have been assigned ownership of the settlement. A significant force of goblins is in the process of inhabiting the settlement.
Your settlement of [Averdale] has been fully repaired. Your decision to help heal Lord Tylin and reappoint him your Vassal over the city has been met with overwhelming support. They are currently [happy].
You have merged what once was [Blith] with the completed stronghold of [Ofku]. The fortifications are complete and battle damage has been fully repaired. 2,571 members of your military have been relocated there, along with support staff, including citizens to help with farming and other local duties.The settlement is [happy] but faces potential military action in the coming months.
Your cities are now safe to live in. There are health standards and educators. You have developed a full sewage and water management plan and it has been successfully deployed to all of your settlements that required it. Cyndil is now level [6].
Inner Circle Bonus: Your Inner Circle is receiving a +5 bonus to all attributes.


Challenge Completion: You have earned 400 experience points completing tasks and overseeing settlement activities. You need [120] experience points to reach level [11].


Inner Circle Member Update: Emily
Emily’s efforts have radically improved the overall cleanliness and state of repair of the city. If things continue as they are, the city level will increase to [4] in [22] days. This will grant you and your entire inner circle a [120] experience point bonus.


Inner Circle Member Update: Chef Mama
Chef Mama has successfully trained [10] level [6] Epichirurigeons. They are able to produce food and healing supplies for your city. She has also produced [20] level [5] Epichirurigeons and [28] level [4] Epichirurigeons. Your settlements now have a sufficient number of healers and chefs to support public health and welfare as well as train others. She has earned [700] experience since you last checked in, and is now level [9].
Mama will be moving to Wubgug to work remotely with that region until you find her a successor. She encourages you to send acolytes for her to continue training. Also, she requests that you and Emily visit often with the grandbaby.


Inner Circle Member Update: Umadin
Umadin has trained a coterie of elites, as well as a functional level [3] army. He has fully integrated the goblin and troll troops into a unified force. They are training alongside the elven archers and wizards and practicing combined arms tactics, including use of the new war wagons.
He will be spending the next [120] days training [Lava Goblins] before heading to Wubgug to train and live there with Chef Mama.



Chapter 29: Rebirth and Reawakening


2 Months Later

Thomas rose early. As usual, he wasn’t the first one up. Emily was already out of bed, no doubt in the nursery with Scarlett. Laylana was long gone, since she almost always rose before dawn to work the farms. Only Lulu and Candi were still asleep, and Lulu had come back late from another mission.

He went out to the balcony off the royal bedrooms, where he found his coffee waiting for him. Now that the palace had been fully repaired and redecorated, he enjoyed coming out here every morning as he watched Lotta Tot growing into the utopia he knew it could be.

After a long sip, he pulled up his Royal Tablet and reviewed the day’s notices and reports.

They'd cleared most of the task log out in the intervening month. When he was done, he looked out at the bustling expanse of his kingdom, feeling a sense of pride and accomplishment. There was still much to do, and the looming conflict with Reginald presented significant uncertainty, but he was confident they had the resources to handle it now.

Lulu’s spies reported that Reginald had done little to mobilize his army, no doubt because Thomas’s forces were now significantly stronger and more capable. Ofku, the fully claimed and populated stronghold, commanded the key border crossing between their kingdoms, limiting vectors for attack. Thomas also had strong garrisons in Averdale and Wubgug. Finally, there was an elite force of Lava Goblins still in training.

Another attack like Reginald had originally planned would almost certainly fail. Still, Lulu was sure he was up to something. So far, they were not sure what it was.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see Candi in her nightgown.

“Good morning, my love.”

Smiling, Thomas reached over to caress the gently rounded bump on her belly. Troll gestation took longer than with goblins. It would be a while yet before their child was born, but Mama had reported that the heir to their combined kingdom was growing strong and healthy.

“Good morning.”

Candi kissed him and sat down, and he poured her a cup. She drew out her Tablet and spent a few moments reviewing her own notifications.

“So much progress in so little time,” she mused. “With our citizens working at three times their normal speed and capacity, we are accomplishing what would have taken months in mere weeks. My trolls are learning many new skills from the dwarves. If this continues, we’ll have trollish smiths and stoneworkers within the year.”

“And we owe so much of it to your boldness in proposing this match.”

She made a satisfied noise. “I have my moments.” Then she squeezed his hand tightly. “It was more an act of desperation than anything else. I came here not knowing if I would even have a throne to return to. Never did I imagine gaining so much love and happiness because of it.”

Thomas leaned over and kissed her. She held the kiss for a few moments before letting him go.

“Nor did I,” he replied.

“On that point,” Candi continued, “I know we have been very busy, but Ginger and Bella are growing quite impatient. Lorelai is furious she has yet to succeed where so many others have. It’s driving her mad. The fact that you have refused to lie with her again since that first night has only made things worse. There is only so much the three of them can do together while they watch us.”

“You deserved a honeymoon period, love.”

Candi smiled as she rubbed her belly. “I would say you have done your duty in that respect, my dear husband. I am ready to welcome them into our bed, and the others are as well.”

He laughed to himself.

“All right. Perhaps tomorrow night. You know there’s another ceremonial breeding session tonight.”

He heard a fluttering noise behind them. Ginger appeared a moment later, hovering over them. She wore her usual work pants with a bikini top that barely contained her breasts.

“Did you ask him? Did you?”

Candi smiled. “Yes. Tomorrow night, little one.”

Ginger squealed and swooped in to pepper Thomas’s face with wet little kisses.

“Fucking finally! You’re my human! It’s about time.”

He let her enjoy herself for a moment before moving her backwards. She settled onto his arm.

“And you’re still sure you want to start this in fairy form?” he asked.

“Of course! What’s the point of fucking a human if I have to do it in human form? Wait until you see how tight fairy pussy is!”

Ginger leaned over and took a long sip from his coffee. The caffeine hit her almost immediately, and she launched into the air, buzzing happily around him.

“I’m going to get raaaaaaaiillllled! Yee-haw!”

There was a little sound of gurgling laughter, and Thomas turned to see Emily with Scarlett, who was laughing at the sight of the fairy flying around them.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning, Daddy,” Emily replied. She pecked him on the cheek as she handed their daughter to him. He held the little three-quarter goblin girl in his lap, bouncing her gently as she continued giggling.

“Da!” she cried. “Da!”

Emily gasped. “She—”

“She hasn’t—?” Candi asked in surprise.

Emily beamed in pride. “That’s the first time.”

Thomas smiled broadly and kissed Scarlett on the forehead. Goblin babies matured faster than humans, but this seemed rapid even for two months.

“Things are moving fast around here,” he said.

“That they are,” Lulu said from behind them. “I just got word that—”

Thomas felt a tingling sensation. His Tablet suddenly reappeared as a chromatic patina glimmered across the elaborate golden surface.

Notice: Your Chromatic Bloodline Legacy has awakened. Press here to learn more…

The End of Isekai Emperor 2: Rise of a Chromatic King


Final Character Sheet: Thomas Stone


Age: 25
Level: 10
Class: Tomorrowwright
Total Experience Needed to Reach Level 11: 120
Unspent Inner Circle Experience: 150
Species: Half-Goblin
Inner Circle Size: 7
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 28
Mana (Magic + Level): 28
Attributes
· Cunning: 21 (As a [Goblin] this level of cunning allows you to pierce low-level illusions and disguises passively)
· Discipline: 21 (+2) (You are effectively immune to most Charm effects or spells. At this supernatural level of Discipline, all [goblins] within your domain enjoy a significant bonus to their Discipline scores)
· Strength: 14 (+3)
· Endurance: 18 (+3)
· Chaos: 20 (+2) (Commands issued to your goblins have a 25% increased effectiveness)
· Magic: 18 (+3) (When your Bloodline Power awakens, you will have access to more mana to activate those powers)
· Agility: 11
Core Skills:
· City Planning and Development: 9(+3) - Every aspect of city planning, including the planning time and even materials and labor costs associated, are reduced by 70%
· Architecture and Engineering: 10(+3) - The buildings and designs you create require 40% fewer materials and are 40% more efficient/effective.
· Diplomacy: 13 (+3) - As a [Goblin] this level of Diplomacy allows you to produce offspring with normally incompatible species. You have a moderate, 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 loyal 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.
Level 7: Your citizens walk 20% faster while happy. They instead walk 50% faster if they are traveling to and from settlements you control. If the settlements are optimistic or happy, this is increased to 75%.
Level 9: In settlements where your people are [happy], they become immune to all natural toxins and diseases. Furthermore, any children born in [happy] settlements are [Protected] for gestation and the first [6] months. This makes them effectively immune to all disease, or other anomaly. They are also far less likely to suffer from the side-effects of common and uncommon situations (such as diaper rash). They also mature and learn faster during that period, effectively growing at twice the normal rate. Over generations, this could lead to a superior breed of goblin.
Bonus Enhancement - Chromatic Bloodline Awakening: This ability will be revealed in Book 3.



Appendix 1: 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.

· 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.


Appendix 2: Thomas’s Class (Tomorrowwright)


Class Name: Tomorrowwright

Experience Criteria: Tomorrowwright’s gain experience based on both the overall happiness of their populations and by increasing the rating, or 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: 3

Inner Circle Growth: +1 for every 2 levels you gain (after level 1). Your maximum Inner Circle size is 13.

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.


Glossary


Bloodlines (Goblins): Goblins have precisely one special biological feature: their ability to breed. 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 are as follows:

· Mix-Match Goblins: Predisposition toward being superior healers and cooks.

· Sand Goblins: Affinities for anything involving heat or fire.

· Lake Goblins: Affinities for locating and hunting monsters.

· Lava Goblins (Newly Uncovered): Affinities for fire and regeneration.

· Forest Goblins: Affinities for carpentry and rapid construction.

· Mountain Goblins: Affinities for war and mining.

· Swamp Goblins: Affinities for magic and shamanism.

· Tundra Goblins: Affinities for taming animals.

· Dark Goblins: Affinities for stealth, thieving, and all things darkness.

· Sky Goblins: Affinities for wind and flight.

· Gold Goblins: Affinities for trades, bartering, and mercantile activities.

· Hellfire Goblins: Affinities for summoning and demonic aspected activities.

· Celestial Goblins: Affinities for summoning and celestial aspected activities.

· Fae Goblins (Newly Uncovered): Capable of moving back and forth across the Veil.

· Infernal Goblins: Summon and/or control Demons

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 has single-handedly accounted for a third of all goblin populations, everywhere.

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, where it can cut gestation time in half. It magically provides goblin mothers 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 (Administrative): Allows members of the inner circle to customize their own classes, issue commands and orders on behalf of their King or Queen, etc.

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 facilitates city management.

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; Abbreviated): Chef Mama, Lulu Violet, Emily, Glob, Bilden, Sunnu, Fresh Catch, Hammy-Todd, Una, Zaza, Moxie, Vesta, Merina, Kerelitha, Xera, Fiera, Cyndil, Mojodulana, Laylana, Umadin, Fzzt, Ulurlp, Stacy, Alayna, Tylin, Belladonna, Teelah


Want more Isekai Emperor?


Isekai Emperor 3 is available for pre-order here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CW1BTZGW. 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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