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Aidan













CHAPTER ONE










HERE I WAS, comforting a goblin. Never in a million years had I imagined a scenario like this, and in all honesty, I wasn’t sure I believed it even now. The big hulking creature was nestled against my naked chest, openly weeping. Meanwhile, I was stroking his head, marveling at how soft his hair was while I cradled him to me.


This all started back in my village, the small countryside village of Lindow.


Goblins had been coming night after night, stealing women. Well, they were trying to. Thankfully, goblins weren’t all that smart and normally weren’t all that formidable. Their tactics were limited to simply rushing the village, sticks and tools in hand, while they tried to snatch up any woman nearby. It was their breeding season, and there was no such thing as a female goblin. So, the only way they could breed was by stealing females from the human species.


It was well-known that goblins weren’t picky and would steal any manner of female creature if it meant they could breed. It wasn’t doing their numbers any favors, of course, but they were nothing if not persistent.


It was another night, just like every other since the beginning of fall, their breeding season. I and a few other men from the village were starting our nightly vigil over the village border. As per usual, the goblins were already on their way, carrying massive torches, presumably what they were going to use to burn our homes and fields to distract us, but that inevitably announced their attack long before it began. We were all laughing and jeering as we normally did, but I had to take a piss.


“I gotta leak. Be right back.”


No one paid me much mind as I slipped out of our ranks and made my way to the forest edge. It was only a few steps in, enough that I could still see my fellow compatriots from where I stood, and I was just starting to tug down the front of my pants when the shadow appeared. I wouldn’t have noticed it if not for the loud crack that drew my attention. It was at least three feet taller than I was and twice as wide. Yet, even at its size, it had moved in complete silence and didn’t make a single sound even as our eyes met. Its eyes glowed red, that telltale characteristic of goblins, along with the two massive tusks that glimmered in the moonlight. I couldn’t even scream, staring up at the creature as it lifted a blunt object, a stick or club enveloped in shadow, above its head and brought it down.


I didn’t make a single sound, even as my consciousness drifted off.






WHEN I WOKE up, I was surrounded by goblins. Everything was plunged into darkness, but I could still make out the inky black forms of goblins with their glowing red eyes. More importantly, I could see the large hulking form that had brought me here to begin with. Still sick from the pain in my head, I was less focused on the creatures around me and more focused on my own discomfort. Specifically, the chill at my groin because I was completely nude from the waist down. I jerked around, immediately trying to cover myself, only to find that I was tightly bound from behind at my wrists and ankles. The goblins paid me no mind, their hunched little figures shuffling about as they growled and gnashed their teeth at one another. It was clear they were furious, but for what reason, I couldn’t discern from their hissing conversation.


Then, I saw him.


He was already far taller than me, but he was absolutely massive in comparison to the regular goblins, who, at best, stood at two to three feet with their hunched little forms and stubby, bulbous joints. If he wasn’t so large and green, I might have mistaken him for a regular, if not massive, man. He stood straight and tall, his muscles hard and smooth, and his face, though hard and angular, seemed soft as his expression fell when the direction of the small goblin’s ire turned to him. Only then was I able to understand the topic of their discontent.


“Idiot. Fool. This one is male. Look. Look at his parts.”


And just like that, one of the goblins, with a taloned hand, reached over and lifted my flaccid penis into his palm. I squirmed and yelped, but he ignored me entirely, his attention still on the giant towering over us all.


“We cannot breed him. This is useless. Idiot. Fool. Should have stomped you in the dirt at birth.”


What was this? That goblin towered over all of them, yet he stood there in silence, even wincing as they stomped around him, swinging their talons at his legs and arms as if they might shred him to ribbons. It would take nothing for him to stomp one of them to death. But he didn’t. If anything, he looked as if he might be stomped to death at any moment as the one who had touched my junk ran up and stomped on one of his toes, making the giant wince.


“How could you make a mistake like this? Explain. Explain.”


When the giant opened his mouth to speak, I expected something deep and guttural, something inhuman. What came out, though, was hardly even a whisper, gentle and quiet. It was deep, of course. How could it not be? But it sounded like a father speaking to a child. More accurately, though, in this situation, it was more befitting of a child speaking to a raging parent.


“He is pretty. Females are pretty. Mother was pretty.”


I would have blushed under any other circumstance, but in my current state, it didn’t seem appropriate. While my reaction was rather muted given the situation, the smaller goblins roared and hissed, stomping furiously at the giant’s feet, making him wince and even whimper. I almost felt bad for the creature, though not too long ago, he had bashed me over the head and kidnapped me. The sudden memory had my scalp aching. How badly had he wounded me?


“Just like your father! The king loved pretty females! He kept her for too long, too long! Should have stomped you at birth and thrown her away! Idiot! Idiot! Fool! Pretty doesn’t matter! Females! Females!”


To say the giant looked crestfallen was putting it mildly. His bottom lip quivered, and shimmering tears fell from his eyes. All the while, the goblins around him cursed and spit. Finally, having worn themselves out, the one that had touched me before pointed in my direction.


“You kill this thing. Kill it and put it with the meats. We will tell the king, and you will be punished. Throw away the pretty male.”


They stomped his feet a few more times and spat in his direction before shuffling out of the cavern. I lay there in silence along with the giant goblin who hunched forward, shaking with silent sobs until the chattering of the goblin hoard faded away to nothing. Then, the giant crumpled to the ground, shaking the cavern and sending dirt and dust flying from the ceiling from his weight before covering his face with his large and taloned hands.


But goblins didn’t cry, right? I had never heard of such a thing. Besides, I had other things to worry about. I had no way of knowing what ‘throw away the pretty male’ entailed, but I didn’t want to stick around to find out. I began to writhe and squirm, tugging painfully at the binds at my wrists to no avail. While goblins weren’t all that smart, they were adept at basic survival, which clearly included tying knots.


I was left panting and dizzy by the time I had given up, my vision swimming as I took the time to take in my surroundings.


Goblins preferred living in caves or underground, and this was no exception. It was dirt and rock as far as the eye could see, which wasn’t far as there was no light source to speak of. Goblins had excellent night vision, so the light wasn’t a huge necessity. I just had to rely on my eyes to eventually adjust. From what I could tell, this appeared to be a bedroom of some kind with a single exit that faded into a black tunnel. Now that I was taking the time to study my surroundings, I found that I wasn’t lying on the dirt floor but, instead, a nest made of sticks, leaves, and straw.


It wasn’t as comfortable as my bed, but it was better than the floor, which was where the goblin giant was still kneeling, though he was no longer crying into his hands. Instead, those glowing red eyes were locked onto me, his face a stoic, neutral mask. I swallowed, sweat beading across my entire body, which had my lower half chilled in the cold, wet air of the cave. The giant didn’t move, simply watching me, and I could only do the same. With a wavering voice, I did the only thing I knew to do: beg.


“Hey, Mr. Goblin. You can just let me go if you don’t need me. I promise not to tell anyone where your hideout is. You can knock me out again if you’d like. Just put me back where you found me. That alright? Mr. Goblin?”


The giant didn’t respond for a long while, his expression never changing, not even once. I started to wonder if he had even heard a word I had said before he finally asked:


“You are a male?”


I blinked.


“Yeah. I’m a male.”


He whimpered. That bottom lip suddenly poked out between his tusks. He was oddly adorable for a goblin. It was probably because he looked so much more human than the other goblins. How had he become this way? I tried to picture what his mother and father had to have looked like, but imagining the standard stubby goblin and any woman together was a stretch for me. Still, the goblin before me grumbled.


“But you are pretty.”


I didn’t necessarily want to offend any goblins while bound on their home turf, but I certainly didn’t want to offend one that looked like a giant. Still, of all the goblins I had encountered, this one seemed reasonable and soft. I could possibly work with that, and if he thought I was pretty, I wasn’t above trying to seduce my way out, as long as we didn’t have to go all the way.


“Thank you. Why do you think I’m pretty?”


He stared at me carefully, his brow furrowing and his eyes cinching ever so slightly.


“You have pretty eyes and hair. You are small, too, like a female.”


Every ounce of male pride in me faded away. He wasn’t wrong. I was the smallest man in the village, and, as a teen, I had been pursued by a few curious men to no avail on their part, but I was a man all the same. Being mistaken for a woman by even goblins whose whole life goal seemed to be kidnapping women of any kind was a new low I couldn’t bring myself to accept.


I was so wrapped up in my thoughts I hardly noticed that he had crawled up to me. I only became aware of him as the bindings around my ankle fell away, allowing my legs to stretch much more comfortably out. My arms were similar as he cut off the bindings at my wrist. Even as he seemed to be freeing me, I held my stance, unwilling to move and risk him reacting.


As soon as I was free, he hovered over me for a while longer, those glowing eyes boring into me from the corner of my vision as I continued to stare off into the darkness. I didn’t swallow. I hardly breathed. I tried to hold as still as possible, and I was rewarded for my efforts as the goblin scooted back, nearly as far back as he had been initially.


He made a light grunting sound, which I assumed was him trying to draw out some kind of reaction, but I held firm.


When I didn’t respond, the large goblin whimpered. Without a word, he crumpled down to the ground. He sucked in a whistling breath and buried his face in his hands. I fully expected him to start wailing, but he cried in absolute silence. I really wouldn’t have known he was crying had I not noticed the intense shaking of his shoulders.


If I was honest with myself, I truly felt sorry for the pitiful giant crying on the dirt floor. My heart painfully squeezed in my chest as I watched him, and part of me longed to reach out to him and hold him to my chest just to comfort him. But logically, I knew he was a goblin, just like all the others. Sure, I had never seen a goblin like him, nor had I seen a goblin express emotions like him, but he was still a goblin all the same. I couldn’t allow myself to feel anything for the creature, no matter how human he seemed.


But damn it. He looked pitiful.


Before I knew it, I was crawling towards him. I don’t think he even knew I was coming toward him until I was right in front of him. As soon as he sensed me, his eyes came up above his hands, glowing red. It reminded me of the moment I had been taken, except this time, amid that steady glow was the sparkling of moisture. It was tears.


He had been so intimidating and terrifying, but before me now, he was just hurt and in need of comfort.


If I had any chance of getting out of here, I had no doubt this creature was my only hope. If he was emotional like this, I could work with that. Maybe he was more human than the others, and that meant he could be reasoned with.


As much as everything in me told me that what I was doing was dangerous and wrong, I wrapped my arms around him. I could hardly encompass him in my grasp. Though his shoulders were slumped forward, crumpled in on himself, they were so broad and muscular that it was like hugging a boulder. It was only made worse when he stiffened up against me, clearly shocked by my touch.


I had anticipated this to be much more unpleasant than it was. He had a pleasant smell, wet and earthy like the tilled fields after a rain. He radiated warmth, which was a wonderful change from the chilly air of the underground. Then, he melted against me. That hard beast beneath me softened. His hands which hadn’t left his face, fell away, pressing his stoney features into my shoulder, which was soon moist with tears. His hands, sharp and calloused, pressed against my back, pulling me flush to his large body.


It now felt like I was the one being comforted.


I did my best to maintain control of the situation, rubbing my hand along his back, shushing the creature as he sobbed against me.


“You’re alright. You’re okay. Let it all out. It’s all okay.”


That seemed to only encourage more tears, and the wailing I had anticipated finally broke through. Even when muffled against my shoulder, those desperate cries rang out through the hovel of a cave, bouncing off the walls like ten people were crying altogether. It was heartrending, and I was half tempted to join them in their cries until a soft whisper of a voice cut them off. It was the tone of a man, but the confidence of a child, as he said:


“I am weak and stupid. I should be stomped to death.”


Had he ever seen himself? Did he not realize how much larger he was? How much stronger he was? How much smarter, emotionally, he seemed, in comparison to those little monsters that spit and stomped around?


To my surprise, I found myself shushing him and giving him the kindest words I could with a quivering voice that echoed around the room no matter how quietly I tried to whisper them.


“You’re not stupid, and you’re not weak. Look at you. You could rule these goblins if you wanted to!”


Though I had clung to him, the moment he exerted an ounce of force, tugging me back, I fell away like I had no muscle at all. It reminded me quickly, no matter how pitiful he may be, that he was still so much bigger and stronger than I was. I was at his mercy.


My entire body was trembling as those glowing eyes studied my face.


“Me? I could be king?”


I bobbed my head so hard and quickly that my vision blurred.


“Of course! No doubt!”


The silence that followed was terrifying. It fell over me like a suffocating blanket. Everything was still plunged into darkness, but my eyes were steadily adjusting. It was frightening how quickly I was adapting to this world. At the very center of those red orbs that roved across my flesh were bright yellow pupils so wide that I wondered how I could’ve missed them before. Did all goblins have yellow pupils?


I wasn’t sure I was brave enough to find out.


I wasn’t sure I was brave enough to move forward with my current and desperate plan with this goblin, especially when he asked:


“And you could be my queen?”


I swallowed, weighing my words carefully. I didn’t want to make him angry. He didn’t seem like he was quick to anger, but he was a goblin. Goblins weren’t known for their gentle dispositions. My reflex was to scream, ‘No.’ Instead, with a dry swallow that burned my throat, I croaked:


“Well… I’m not a woman, so, no?”


He deflated instantly, his big red eyes brimming with tears again. It was far from the reaction I had anticipated. It sent me spiraling


“Hold on, hold on! Maybe I could be. I don’t know. You have to become king first, of course! Only a king can have a queen!”


I couldn’t believe what I was saying. It was like I was placating a child, a child the size of a soldier. No, even larger than a soldier. The king of our kingdom and his armies would probably cower at the site of this being. Yet, there I was, in his arms, comforting him while he cried.


Unable to control my expression, I forcefully threw myself over his face, holding him firmly to my chest just so he couldn’t see the reactions that were dancing uncontrollably across my face. The creature stiffened up in my arms while my heart only continued to race. I tried to will it to slow, fearing how it might be interpreted by the beast in my arms, only for the creature to soften against me, wrapping his arms around me. The moisture from his eyes was soaking into my shirt, warming my chest, which only emphasized how cold and naked I was from my waist down.


I was growing exceedingly uncomfortable as my soft member was brushing against the hard body in my arms, but before I could say anything about my discomfort, the creature peered up at my face from my chest, his hard chin stabbing my sternum.


“So, if I become the goblin king, you will be my queen?”


Inexplicably, peering down at that innocent and open expression, my heart slowed to hard and heavy thumps. I couldn’t begin to understand the feeling that was bubbling up inside me. I cleared my throat, doing my best to keep my voice even as I cooed:


“Sure. If you can be the king, I’ll be your queen.”


This felt odd. In more ways than one. While I fully intended on escaping, rather than going along with any of this, there was always a chance I wouldn’t be able to get out of there. If not, I needed to ensure the safety of the village I left behind. If I could do nothing else, I could at least do that. So, I was compelled to add on:


“But you have to promise me, if you do, you have to stop them from attacking my village, okay? No more kidnapping women?”


Without even a moment of hesitation, he bobbed his head, rubbing into my sternum with his chin while simultaneously rubbing my poor cock raw against his body. But I could hardly express any level of discontent when his mouth broke out into a beaming smile, which he paired with a sweet dedication:


“Yes. Anything for my queen.”


His teeth were remarkably straight when paired with the two large tusks that jutted out from his bottom jaw and over his top lip. Looking at him now, he seemed much more human than goblin, even with the more prominent features of goblins. But he was still a goblin at the end of the day, and there was no time for dwelling on such things. I needed to start planning on how to escape, and the first matter of business was getting something to cover my exposed and raw genitals.


“Great. Mr. Goblin, could I—”


“Keeva.”


I blinked, unable to process the meaning behind that word.


“What?”


He pointed towards his face, saying much more firmly.


“Mother named me Keeva.”


It had never occurred to me that goblins would have names, but it made sense that they would need some way to identify themselves, though I had imagined something sharper and noise-like. Something like ‘Glimp’ or ‘Glomp’ seemed fitting for a goblin. His name sounded soft and gentle. He had mentioned before that I was pretty like his mother. Presumably, his mother had been human, but from my understanding, once women gave birth, they were usually used as a source of food to survive the winter until the next breeding season, or at least, that was what we surmised. No woman ever came back after being taken by the goblins. From what he had said, though, it seemed like she had raised him.


It wasn’t like humans went out of their way to understand goblin behavior, but based on what we knew from clashing with them, they didn’t seem the nurturing type, and I couldn’t imagine them allowing one of their own to be raised by what they equated to a walking womb. Was this soft and hulking beast the result of a human raising a goblin child? I wanted to ask, but Keeva was looking up at me expectantly. It was then I realized he wanted my name in turn.


I did my best to smile at him.


“Nice to meet you, Keeva. I’m Aidan.”


“Aidan. Aidan. Aidan.”


He said it slowly at first, then quickly the next, before taking his time and exaggerating the shape of every letter on his lips before beaming at me. It made my heart thump a bit, I had to admit. Never in my life had I imagined that I would be forming a coup with a goblin just to escape back to my village. Yet, here I was doing just that. The people back at home would never believe me.


“So, Keeva, could I get my pants back? I’m a bit cold.”


Keeva’s gaze shifted down to my poor, soft cock squished between us when his brow furrowed again.


“Your pants are gone. They threw them away. Females do not need pants.”


I sighed.


“Can your queen have some pants, at least?”


Keeva was silent for a while, his gaze boring into my crotch to the point I was squirming from embarrassment. Finally, he pulled himself out of my arms, much to my relief. The relief only lasted for an instant, though, as his hands went to work on the skirt around his waist. It didn’t occur to me why he would be doing such a thing, but once it had dawned on me, my heart was beating up into my throat. Was he going to try to mate with me because I promised to be his queen? There was no way. I was just about to apologize for asking for things beyond my station and form a kowtow when he pulled off the skirt and held it out to me.


I stared at it for a while, even a bit suspicious of his intentions, until my gaze met his. They were open and bright even amid that threatening, glowing red, while his lips were turned up ever so slightly at the corners in a gentle smile. He looked pure and innocent, precious even. I carefully took the skirt from his hands and began to wrap it around myself. On him, it had come down to his knees. On me, it went so far down it covered my feet.


As I went to thank him, my eyes lit on his member, dangling out in the open now between his legs. To say it was big was an understatement. It was massive, even for his size. I prayed he had no expectations when it came to my bedroom duties as queen, as I had a feeling it would be my first and last time in the bedroom. Doing my best to focus my attention on his face rather than his crotch, I focused on the task at hand:


Trick this big goblin and get the hell out of here.













CHAPTER TWO


Age 6






LIFE IN THE village wasn’t always filled with a bunch of perverts who wanted to bed me just to sate their curiosity. There was a time when we were all young and small, all attending the same lessons at the church where the village priest gave lessons to the children on morality, basic arithmetic, and reading and writing. At the age of six, though, my life was less lessons and fun and more work. My father was a shepherd, and my mother was ill but still took care of the household as best as she could.


My life had been set in stone from the moment I was born. As my father’s first and only child, especially being a son, I was destined to take over as a shepherd. I wasn’t bothered by it, having been nurtured into the role from the time I could toddle after my father into the fields. I had long learned how to guide the sheep, how to protect them, when to move them from field to field, how to sheer them before the summer months, how to care for their lambs, and even how to raise up dogs to help manage the flock.


That education had been much more important to me than anything I could learn in the church, but my mother and father both insisted:


“You might be a shepherd, but you’re going to be an educated one.”


So to the church, I went dutifully.


Summer was finally upon us, and the heat was blistering. Our cottage was only a few homes down from the church, but I worked in the fields, which were much farther out. So by the time I made it to the church, after a morning of watching the flock, my neck and cheeks were burning, and my clothes were clinging to my skin, heavy with sweat. Thankfully, I wasn’t the only child rushing in from working in the fields. Though they were all of varying size and age, we all came in, in droves, sweating and tired from all variety of morning chores for our families.


The baker’s daughter had flour in her hair, the woodcutter’s son was sitting in the back, picking out slivers of wood from his hands that had yet to callous, the seamstress’s son was still bandaging his hands from all of the clumsy moves of the needle, and, much like myself, the children of the ranchers, farmers, and herders were all slumped down onto the floor, thankful to be out of the sun with our flush faces and sweat heavy clothes hanging off our varying frames. It felt good to be so much like everyone else.


I still long for those days when we were all so similar.


The nun, Sister Amabilis, the only one in our village, assigned from the capital to educate the lowly rural children, clapped her hands, drawing our attention. She was stunning, beyond so. If the village thought I was beautiful, they must have thought she was a goddess. Her skin was completely clear of scars and pale in color, emphasized by the black robes she wore that drug along the floor as she walked. As expected of a woman raised in the capital. Her eyes were striking, a unique yellow color that stood out among all of the brown irises that took up the majority of our village. When someone with blue, green, or gray eyes came around, everyone was talking about it. To have a pair of bright yellow around was like having the king himself in our midst.


It was all we could talk about, even though she had been living there for months by this point.


Those eyes had the added benefit of drawing and holding our attention, whether we wanted to listen to her lessons or not.


“Children, today we’ll talk about our enemies.”


The baker’s daughter perked up, flinging her hand up in the air like she had been taught. However, before waiting to actually be called on, she just went right on ahead with her thought.


“The Lord says we should love everyone. Enemies, too, right?”


The Sister smiled and nodded, tapping her palms together lightly to create the softest of clapping sounds.


“That’s right. We should love everyone. But that doesn’t mean we should put ourselves in harm’s way.”


The little girl fell silent along with the rest of us. Though the Sister’s words were soft and gentle, they carried with them something cold and encroaching. It was like being in a room with a predator we couldn’t see. I had just started to finally cool off, the sweat chilling along my skin, when a new layer was beginning to form along the nape of my neck.


“Have you all heard the story of the goblins?”


We had all heard plenty of warnings growing up since we lived in an area where the goblins were known to nest. No one was sure where they lived exactly, as they were adept at digging underground and concealing their tunnels underfoot. There were many nights in the fall when I would wake up to the sound of screeching and yelling. Father would come home in the morning, just before the sun crested over the horizon, smelling of blood and sweat. I would have to manage the flock on my own the entire morning after until he had rested enough to be able to join me and finish up for the day. But that was the extent of what we knew. Children and women were never permitted to be out after sundown in the fall and winter, as a goblin raid was sure to take place almost every night.


As a man, I knew one day I would have to take up a weapon of some kind and join the other men of the village to defend it from the goblins, but that was as far as my knowledge went.


When no one responded immediately, as we were apt to do, Sister Amabilis went on:


“Goblins were once one of the Lord’s blessed children, much like humans. They had free will, knowledge, the blessings of life, and they looked a lot like humans.”


That was hard to imagine back then. Every image I had seen, usually crude sketches and stained renditions in the few books we had in the church, showed them to be short and knobby, with bright green skin, talons on their hands and feet, with tusks that grew up over their top lips. They were often bald or had shaggy, stringy hair, with loincloths and animal skin skirts that hung off their misshapen forms like they had been crafted for someone else entirely. How could that have ever been human-like?


But nothing was more shocking than what she said next:


“There were even goblin women.”


That sent us all into a mini frenzy as we whispered among ourselves. It was well-known that goblins raided villages to find mates with human women because they didn’t have any women of their own. Sister Amabilis, patient as ever, sat quietly, letting us express our surprise and shock among our peers. All the while, she held a single finger to her closed lips. Once we began to notice her silence and saw this silent command, we followed suit until all was quiet once more.


Only then did she continue on with the lesson.


“However, the goblin king became greedy. He wanted the power of God for himself and sought to enslave all of God’s children to bolster his power. He stole as many humans as he could, making them work in their mines to accumulate wealth. He had his soldiers rape the women and kill the human children.”


My hands trembled as I imagined the carnage. Some words were unfamiliar to me back then, like the word ‘rape,’ but it was clear by the Sister’s frown that it was something terrible and horrific. It made me nauseous to imagine what it could possibly mean.


“Humans were suffering, but our Lord didn’t answer any of their prayers. We were just about to give up on God when the goblin king’s first child was born. He was small, much smaller than he should have ever been. He had tusks, and his eyes glowed like fire. All of the human women gave birth to the same creatures. The blood of the king and all of his subjects had been cursed. That punishment was bad, but nothing as bad as when they realized no girl goblins were being born. No matter how many children the king or any other goblin had, not a single one was female.”


I peered over at my fellow children. Their skin, though flush in most cases, seemed to grow pale, their lips trembling and their eyes wide in rapt terror as they listened to Sister Amabilis’s lesson. I felt some sense of comfort then. At least I wasn’t the only one who was terrified. When I turned my attention back on the Sister, I found her yellow gaze trained on me.


“But they could continue to breed with human women, so they continued on and on, hoping to one day break the curse while continuing to fight against God.”


The baker’s daughter raised her hand once more, only to go right in with her question before the Sister could even acknowledge her.


“Did God punish them some more?”


The Sister’s lips clenched into a hard line. Even for one who preached about God’s wrath and punishment, she always showed immense discomfort about it all. I often found myself wondering if she disagreed with God’s punishments, even as one of his faithful servants. She was honest but gentle. As rural children, that tenderness wasn’t something we often received, working out in our respective family businesses. A clean hand didn’t deserve to be fed, as the adults would often say.


It was just one more reason we were drawn to Sister Amabilis, who only knew kindness.


Unfortunately, the following words went against every ounce of mercy and tenderness the Sister had, and it showed with a deep sigh as she spoke.


“The king started going blind. Only at night could he see, and soon, all of his subjects became the same. The very mines they had forced humans to work in became their only sanctuary. During this change in the goblins, humans were able to break free from their captors and escape back into the daylight, where we were safe and able to reclaim the land that had been taken and repurposed by the goblins. In the darkness, even the goblins who once looked human began to change and turn into the forms we know them to be in today.”


The baker’s daughter’s hand was just beginning to rise once more, but before she could say a word, I jumped in with a question of my own.


“Will the goblins ever become normal again?”


Finally, Sister’s soft smile returned, relief evident in how her shoulders dipped back down into their relaxed state. As she pressed a trembling hand to her chest, she nodded her head. Her smile captivated me. It was better than any reward I could’ve received.


I wanted to marry someone with her smile one day.


“Our Lord is very forgiving. Humans have not been good either, but we have always been forgiven and shown mercy. I am sure, one day, the goblins will be able to return to our Lord’s good graces. We must show mercy where we can, but be careful. You can only continue to serve and love as long as you are alive.”


There were a few murmurs across the procession of children, but we were otherwise silent. Sister’s yellow eyes swept over each of us, and when we met her gaze, she smiled in return. Once everyone’s attention was back on her, she intertwined her fingers and clasped her hands together in front of her chest. Reflexively, I copied the motion myself and even started to bow my head in prayer when she started to speak, breaking me out of the familiar process.


“I don’t want you all to be afraid. You are protected by your fathers, your brothers, your uncles, and all the men of the village. I, too, am here to protect you. The goblins were also made in the Lord’s image, and they are worthy of our kindness and mercy, too. Defend yourselves, but do not take any vengeance upon them. Pray that they may one day see the error of their ways and that they may receive the Lord’s forgiveness and return to his flock.”


This was my favorite part of the Sister’s lessons. She always referred to God’s people as his flock. Since I was a shepherd, I felt intrinsically connected to the Sister and to the nebulous being we always referred to as God. I didn’t know who he was or what he looked like, but if he raised sheep, he couldn’t be too bad. I tried not to be too proud as that was something sinful, but it was impossible not to feel good knowing I was a shepherd, a seemingly holy title that even God himself wore.


As if she had read my mind, her gaze flickered back to me for an instant. She winked and flashed me a stunning smile that warmed my cheeks. She might have been my first crush, but it would remain unrequited, not that I had much of a chance to begin with.


That fall, moving into winter, the goblins took Sister Amabilis, and we never saw her again. The priest took over our education, but it was months after that before we finally stopped asking about her, and even then, we still whispered about where she had gone, and we wondered if she would ever return. I still think about her sometimes, her unique yellow eyes and her long brown hair.













CHAPTER THREE










BEFORE I COULD even begin to come up with a real plan to escape, I needed some kind of nebulous plan to trick Keeva into showing me the way out. Both the real and fake plans needed information because I knew very little about goblins beyond what they did when they came to our villages to steal women and what I was taught in the lessons at the church. My only way of getting information was through Keeva, and thus far, it seemed the best way to win him over was to play on this whole “queen” thing. I tried my best not to imagine what that might entail as I swallowed back any lingering hesitation.


“Keeva?”


He peered at me, sitting on his bottom in the dirt while I was perched in his nest of sticks, straw, and grass. He had, thankfully, lit some torches, which were stuck into holes carved into the stone. The smoke was gathering at the ceiling of the cave, and the heat was growing steadily. Sweat was pooling across my legs beneath the heavy leather of the skirt. While I was melting, Keeva looked perfectly content, his red eyes wide and beaming at me like I was the queen of the world, completely nude like that was normal.


My heart lurched, guilt radiating up from the pit of my stomach in acid that burned my throat.


“How do goblins become king?”


Keeva blinked.


“Father is king. Father’s father was king.”


So, it wasn’t all that different from the way human monarchy functioned. The lucky one to be born first gets to wear the crown unless…


“Did your father have siblings?”


Keeva nodded.


“Yes.”


Humans were prone to killing each other for power. We were at least subtle with it most of the time, using underhanded tactics of assassins or poisons to get rid of the competition. I imagined that goblins were much more forward with it, which, in a way, I appreciated. At least one knew what to expect in the world of goblins. At least you already knew your siblings were enemies. Humans were too good at playing innocent, forging relationships on lies, all to achieve their goals.


My stomach was empty. I hadn’t eaten in at least a day, if not more, but there was still a lump sitting in the middle of my stomach. I wanted to throw up, even though I knew there was nothing to throw up.


“You said he’s your father. So, does that mean you’re heir to the king?”


Keeva solemnly shook his head. His long black hair, braided on the sides, swung back and forth as he moved.


“No. Father does not like me. I came out wrong.”


Once again, I was stunned by the standards of goblins. I would think they would be happy to have a generation of goblins that were not just larger than humans but stronger than them, too, and set to inherit the throne. I couldn’t begin to fathom why he was considered less than when he seemed to be so much more when I caught the sign of tears forming along the waterline of his eyes, shimmering in their fiery glow.


That was why. He was too emotional, too human. He was strong but weak, too.


He was too weak for the likes of goblins.


“Do you have any siblings?”


Keeva nodded, his gaze trailing off to a corner of the cavern.


“One.”


“What’s his name?”


Keeva shook his head.


“No name. Only Keeva has name.”


Well, so much for my ‘Glimp’ and ‘Glomp’ theory. It wasn’t much of a surprise that they weren’t given names. I couldn’t imagine a goblin and his stolen bride poring over names for their future goblin spawn. Still, that had to be rather confusing. Surely they had titles or something. Right?


“What is he called then?”


Keeva’s large body wilted, turning his monstrous form into something similar to a scolded puppy. I had to refrain from taking him into my arms again and comforting him. I needed to get out of here soon, realizing I was growing far too comfortable with the idea of holding this being.


Finally, he muttered:


“Prince.”


I could feel the sting, even if it wasn’t directed at me. Calling your second-born son such a title sent out a clear message both to Keeva and all the other goblins: Keeva was not worthy of being the next king. With something so forthright, it made sense why the other goblins would be able to so crudely taunt and bully him. The king himself had made it clear where Keeva fell in the hierarchy of things.


Goblins were just as cruel as I had imagined.


Still, I could appreciate their simplicity. Everyone was identified by the role they played, “King,” “Father,” or “Prince.” I could imagine there were others like “Brother,” “Hunter,” or “Soldier” in the mix, too. Perhaps even “Friend” if goblins had the capacity for such things. I wondered what role a goblin called “Keeva” could play in this world. Had his mother known what giving him a name would mean? Perhaps it was her last act of rebellion or her last hold on humanity before she was swept away in the harsh world of goblins.


Now that she was on my mind, I felt compelled to ask about her, about the woman whose fate I shared to some extent.


“What about your mother? Where is she?”


I figured the woman chosen by the king would be afforded some kind of safety, especially since Keeva did have a concept of queens and had a very human name. However, my hopes of other human allies hidden away in these caverns were immediately dashed when the tears that had been building in his eyes finally rushed out, creating tracks along the planes of his face.


“All females are eaten after they give birth.”


A wash of goosebumps flared up across my body. That’s what we had all assumed, but to hear it confirmed out loud from the source really put it all into perspective. Humans came here to die. Nothing more and nothing less. I was feeling less confident in my own escape the longer we talked about this.


But then I remembered his mother, who lived long enough to give him a name that he could recall.


“But you knew your mother. Why wasn’t she eaten?”


Keeva’s lips twitched like he was stuck between smiling and frowning. I couldn’t imagine what memories were drawing out such a mixed reaction when he finally murmured.


“Father liked mother. Mother was the prettiest female. Father wanted to breed with her more.”


I wanted to gag. It was all so simple, but in that simplicity, it was painfully cruel. I swallowed back my disgust and continued on with my questioning.


“Where is she now?”


Keeva was so much more expressive than I ever could have anticipated a goblin to be. I had seen sadness and fear, emotions I didn’t think goblins were capable of. But this went beyond it. It was in the slight downturn of his lips, the wrinkles between his brows. I could hardly make out these subtle changes in the darkness but with the glow of his eyes and the soft light from the torches they stood out. Whatever his answer was going to be wasn’t going to be good.


His next words confirmed my suspicions.


“Mother died. She couldn’t have more children. She died giving birth.”


It was bad enough having to go through this for the length of the goblin’s breeding season, but to have to go on a year after that? Maybe more? Looking at Keeva, it had to be a couple of years at least for him to have memories of her to begin with. The fact that she had survived that long here in the darkness alone was impressive but soul-crushing all the same. She was strong, much stronger than I could ever be.


Clearing my throat, I peered around the cavern. Needlessly, since I could hardly see anything, but I was desperate to change the topic.


“So, is this where you live?”


He shook his head, his nose wrinkling up like he smelled something foul.


“No. Breeding pen.”


That feeling of nausea returned just as soon as the words fell from his mouth. This was a place they kept women to use them over and over again. My stomach churned, pushing up bile that left an acrid taste along my tongue. The sorrow left behind in this room was suddenly palpable and weighed down on me until it crushed my lungs, leaving me gasping.


Being stuck in this darkness with beasts was too much for me to bear as a man. I couldn’t fathom what it would be like for a woman who the goblins actually wanted. My vision was beginning to tilt, and my heart was pounding so hard against my ribs that the sound echoed up into my skull, bouncing around in there until I could hardly sense anything else. I couldn’t catch my breath, and when I tried to grasp at my chest, my arms shook so much I could hardly control them.


I was spiraling, and I didn’t know how to stop it.


Just as I could feel my head growing cottony, my vision blurring, I was suddenly enveloped by warmth. Warmth and tender strength. I could feel it in the rippling of muscles just beneath the burning flesh. These arms could easily break me with a minute amount of strength beyond what he wrapped me in. But he was careful and mindful as he held me to his body. It was in these arms that my heartbeat settled, slowing, my brain clearing.


But in that clarity, I found my eyes blurring, all of that unused anxiety and panic coming out in a steady stream of tears.


In a voice that I attributed to a mother, soft and gentle, Keeva’s warm breath cascaded over my scalp as he murmured.


“It’s okay. You’re safe. It’s okay.”


Who had taught him to do this? I couldn’t imagine the goblins holding and comforting each other like this. Regardless, I was happy he knew to do it. It was in these massive arms that I was being held together.


Whimpering, my voice quivered out a pitiful plea:


“Please. Can we go anywhere else? Anywhere?”


Keeva was silent for a while, his hands idly massaging my back as he held me firmly to his chest. Finally, he bobbed his head.


“Yes. To my hidden place.”


I didn’t care where we went. Just so long as he got me out of this ‘breeding pen.’ He could take me to their latrines, and I’d be so much happier for it. I was already pulling away, ready to go, when his grip around my waist tightened.



