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            And so it begins…

          

        

      

    

    
      Crag. The very name brought on a host of conflicting emotions in Glisnak. It was home, where he’d climbed out of the runt pit, taking his rightful place as a Goblin of the enclave, yet it was also a place of frightful violence, where failure resulted in severe punishment, even death, all at the whim of their chieftain, Snarlak.

      “Only the strong survive,” he said to himself.

      “It’s our way,” replied Rak, a lobber like Glisnak, one of the few Goblins coordinated enough to use the staff slings favoured by their enclave.

      “Why?” asked Glisnak.

      His companion stared back, at a loss as to what had brought on this madness. “It’s always been that way; it’s how we survive.”

      “What if there was a better way?”

      “You talk nonsense. Best not let Snarlak hear such words.”

      It’d been a six-day since they’d left their enclave, their numbers reduced by an unexpected encounter with a mountain cat, leaving four killed outright and another three wounded. Only one of the injured could walk, so they’d abandoned the other two to the wilderness, as was the way of all Goblin folk. Since then, Snarlak's words had haunted him: “Only the strong survive.”

      Glisnak wondered if that would be true if the chieftain himself were injured.
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            Only the Strong Survive

          

          AUTUMN 967 MC* (*MERCERIAN CALENDAR)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In the language of the Goblins

      

      

      “The Dragon was dead, the mine given to me for safekeeping. All I had to do was talk my fellow Goblins into moving there. It seemed like an easy thing, but I failed to consider the greed and malice of my race.”

      

      Crag. The very name brought on a host of conflicting emotions in Glisnak. It was home, where he’d climbed out of the runt pit, taking his rightful place as a Goblin of the enclave, yet it was also a place of frightful violence, where failure, no matter how small, resulted in severe punishment, even death, all at the whim of their chieftain, Snarlak.

      “Only the strong survive,” he said to himself, musing aloud.

      “It’s our way,” replied Rak, a lobber like Glisnak, one of the few Goblins coordinated enough to use the staff slings favoured by their enclave.

      “Why?” asked Glisnak.

      His companion stared back, at a loss as to what had brought on this madness. “It’s always been that way; it’s how we survive.”

      “What if there was a better way?”

      “You talk nonsense. Best not let Snarlak hear such words.”

      They stood atop a rise, the huts of their home visible in the distance. It’d been a six-day since they’d left, their numbers reduced by an unexpected encounter with a mountain cat, leaving four killed outright and another three wounded before they’d dispatched the thing. Only one of the injured could walk, so they’d abandoned the other two to the wilderness, as was the way of all Goblin folk. Since then, Snarlak's words had haunted him: “Only the strong survive.”

      Glisnak wondered if that would be true if the chieftain himself were injured. He shook his head. The enclave was stronger for shedding its weaker members, but he couldn’t shake the feeling there was a better way, especially in light of his experience with the Humans of Drakewell.

      His mind raced through recent events. He’d warned the Dwarves about the dragon, a decision not well-received by his fellow hunters. They were all for letting the beast destroy the Human town, allowing his people to plunder the remains. Having already raided Crag once, Glisnak knew it wouldn’t be long before the creature focused its attention back north, and he harboured no doubt another such attack would wipe them out completely.

      He thought back to the day he’d left Crag, the huts still smouldering, the stench of death hanging over all. He’d suggested seeking help from the other enclaves, but instead, Snarlak had gathered a hunting party to seek out and destroy the dragon.

      Glisnak held no doubts why he’d been chosen to lead this great hunt; Snarlak considered him expendable, along with the twenty-three other hunters sent with him. No one could’ve predicted they’d find new friends and help kill the dragon, yet that’s precisely what had happened. Now, they were returning home, and Snarlak would view them as an even bigger threat to his dominance.

      Glisnak clutched the Dwarf weapon, marvelling at its blade. It was a fine weapon, far nicer than his stone-tipped spear, and he suspected it wouldn’t take long before Snarlak insisted he hand it over.

      “Keep an eye out for trouble,” he said. “There are some who’ll seek to discredit us.”

      “But we killed a dragon,” replied Rak. “Who would dare do such a thing?”

      “True, we helped kill the beast, but if it hadn’t been for the others, we’d be nothing but rotting flesh.”

      “Then what do we tell Snarlak? Do we reveal that we worked with the Humans and the mountain folk to bring about the dragon’s death?”

      “Do you think we could conceal it? We have too many hunters; someone will talk.”

      His companion grimaced. “We should’ve left Ragrat to die. As it is now, our number is a sign of ill omen.”

      Ragrat was a grunt, a hunter trained with only the spear. Lobbers like Rak always asserted such folk were dim, fit only for stabbing work, but Glisnak knew better. They might not talk much, but grunts were as valuable to a hunting party as lobbers.

      He mulled over his injured companion. To his people, the number six was sacred. A group of six went out on close hunts, while for a long hunt like Glisnak had been on, six groups of six were more appropriate. After the dragon attacked, however, Crag couldn’t afford that many, so four sixes were sent, a number that could only lead to more trouble. “We both know we were supposed to fail. Snarlak will not be happy with our return.”

      “We did the unthinkable,” replied Rak. “That has to mean something?”

      “Did you just climb out of the pit? That makes us a threat to his power, not a cause for celebration.”

      “What would you have us do—slink back into our huts without making a sound? Snarlak will be angry, but the rest of the enclave will be impressed. Use the opportunity to place yourself above all others.”

      “Snarlak is the largest Goblin in the enclave. If I were to challenge him, it would be my death!”

      Rak nodded. “Only the strong survive, but at least you’d be remembered for the challenge.”

      “Would I? They say Snarlak escaped the pit by consuming the other pitlings. Since then, he’s killed everyone he thinks challenges his rule. How many have fallen beneath his club, and do you remember any of their names?”

      “Then perhaps there is another way.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “Kneel before him and tell him that only his example allowed us to triumph.”

      “That would make me a coward. Would you have me become the lowest Goblin in all of Crag?”

      “Better that than dead.”

      “I’ll consider it.” Glisnak peered behind him at the rest of his hunting party, who was resting. “On your feet, all of you,” he snarled. “We’re almost home.”

      

      Virdu glanced up from where she sat, examining a series of stones. As one of two benders in the enclave, she both healed the flesh and advised the chieftain. To that end, she’d cast the stones seeking some clue to the fate of her pit-brother, Glisnak, but the results were inconclusive. She was trying to interpret their meaning when someone announced the return of his hunting party.

      She rose, moving slowly so as not to draw attention. To admit a fondness for another Goblin was considered a sign of weakness. Suppressing a smile as Glisnak and the rest entered the circle of huts, she joined the other bender at the chieftain’s side. Snarlak gave her a withering glare for her tardiness before turning to the new arrivals.

      Glisnak halted his hunters and advanced alone to stand before his chieftain. “We have returned, mighty Snarlak,” he announced in a loud, clear voice. “The dragon is dead.”

      Those gathered to witness the exchange broke into cheers.

      “Silence!” roared the chieftain. He rose to his full height, then lowered his voice. “Tell me all that happened.”

      “We journeyed south, as far as the Human settlement, where we discovered a long-abandoned Dwarf mine that the great beast had claimed as its lair.”

      “And you expect me to believe you and your hunting party defeated it?”

      “Not alone, mighty Snarlak. We tricked the Humans into helping us.”

      A sneer crawled across the chieftain's face. “You what? Have you lost your mind? Those Humans are our enemies, not our allies. Trusting them may have condemned our people to death. Even now, they could be following your tracks with a war party intent on wiping us out.”

      “They won’t. They were happy with our help and gave us the mine as a reward.”

      Snarlak struck out, smashing his fist into Glisnak’s face, knocking him off his feet and forcing him to drop his spear to break his fall. Glisnak shook off the blow, then rose to his hands and knees. He reached for his weapon, but the chieftain was faster, his foot crushing the weapon's haft into the dirt.

      “What’s this, now?” Snarlak reached down, picking up the Dwarven spear. He smiled, displaying yellowed, rotting teeth, then held the tip before his face. “A fine weapon, one suitable for a chieftain. I accept this as a sign of your devotion.” He leered down, daring the fallen Goblin to object.

      “As you wish,” Glisnak replied, his voice subdued.

      “Then it’s time for celebration!”

      The enclave cheered once more before wandering off, intent on their own festivities. Snarlak turned his back on Glisnak, heading towards his hut. Virdu waited until the chieftain went inside before approaching her pit-brother. By now, he’d risen to his feet, his eyes boring into the chieftain’s hut.

      “Are you hurt?” she asked.

      “Only my pride. I angered he who rules. I am now the lowest of the low.”

      “You are a provider. There are still plenty who value your contributions.”

      He shifted his gaze to her. “My time here is coming to an end. Snarlak will not suffer my presence much longer; it only reminds him that he is no hunter.”

      She glanced around, but the crowd had vanished. “Watch your words, pit-brother, or else you may find them coming true.”

      “Words of wisdom from a bender?”

      “No. Merely an observation from someone who knows better. You know our chieftain rules by guile as much as strength. One overheard complaint, and you may disappear in the middle of the night. Come, let me see to your wounds.”

      “No. I wouldn’t have you endanger yourself by being seen in my presence.”

      “Is that all you can say for yourself?”

      He moved a step closer, lowering his voice. “We are told only the strong survive, yet I’ve learned there is another way.”

      “What utter nonsense.”

      “No, it’s true. If we looked after the weak instead of letting them die, we’d be all the stronger for it.”

      She shook her head. “Our strength would be put to better use serving the enclave. We are not a numerous people, brother, but when an enclave grows too large, it only ends in violence.”

      “That’s how it was in the past,” said Glisnak, “but we can change.”

      “Can we? The history of our people tells us otherwise. The strain becomes unbearable when too many Goblins try to live off the land. Either it ends with a massive loss of life, or a group will disappear into the hills, eager to start their own enclave. That’s how it’s always been. Our people struggle for survival as it is. If we permit the weak to live, it draws strength from those who protect us.”

      “Protect us? Snarlak doesn’t protect us—he serves himself! We’d be better off being led by someone who cares about others.”

      “Have you lost your wits? Perhaps that blow was harder than I thought.”

      “Snarlak did not make me see sense; it was the Human, Al-tea. She went out of her way to talk to us when she could’ve had her Dwarves kill us.”

      “She lured you into her trap,” said Virdu. “You were dragon bait, nothing more.”

      “No. I refuse to accept that. Human, Dwarf, and Goblin all worked together to kill that dragon. You should’ve seen us.”

      “I wish I had, but my place is here, in Crag.”

      “Serving Snarlak?”

      “I serve whoever rules the enclave, as do all benders. Were we to involve ourselves in disputes, we’d soon have no benders left. If you want me to take your side, you should challenge Snarlak.”

      He paused before answering. “I would if I thought I could win, but he’s too strong.”

      “Then bide your time and grow your strength until that is no longer the case.”

      “Are you suggesting I can somehow make myself larger?”

      Virdu smiled, a rare occurrence these days. “Strength is not always measured by one’s arms. Sometimes, it’s more about numbers.”

      “And if I established my own enclave?”

      She laughed. “You make it sound as if it’s easy. To do that, you need pitlings, minders, tinkers, and enough hunters to feed everyone, not to mention benders to heal your wounds.”

      “Other enclaves have been born.”

      “True, but only after great difficulty.”

      “Would you join me if I did?”

      “My duty is here,” she replied. “To talk of other circumstances is to invite punishment. Be well, brother, and watch your back. I fear it is destined to find a knife.” With that, she left, returning to her casting of stones.

      

      Glisnak squeezed into the crowded hunter’s hut. As crammed as it was, it was better than freezing in the winds blowing in from the east. The days were getting shorter, a sure sign snow would soon fall, and he wondered if he’d live to see the spring.

      He found a spot between two other hunters and unrolled his mat. It was a tight fit, but he draped his legs over another’s to make space. He lay there, listening to snoring, thinking about the Dwarf mine.

      It’d been a terrifying experience, but for the first time in his life, he’d felt alive! His mind drifted back to Virdu’s words. Was it truly possible for him to start a new enclave, or was it wishful thinking?

      If he were in charge, he’d do things differently. A desire to march into Snarlak’s hut and kill the chieftain in his sleep overwhelmed him. So powerful was the feeling that he stood up but then remembered his trusty Dwarven spear had been taken from him. All he had left was a stone knife and his staff sling. They’d do little to convince others to join him.

      He lay back down, trying to clear his mind, but thoughts of recent events kept hounding him. Working together, Dwarves and Humans had killed the dragon, even tricking the strange creature from the deep into doing most of the work for them. Who knew what could be accomplished if they reached out in friendship?

      Friendship—the one luxury a Goblin could ill-afford. He’d crawled out of the runt pit with Virdu, and she was the closest thing a Goblin had to an actual family. Yet she’d made it clear her duty to her enclave came first, meaning Glisnak was on his own.

      He cursed himself for not following Rak’s advice. Surely it would’ve been better to have challenged Snarlak and lost? As soon as he thought it, he dismissed the idea. Virdu was right to mention the difficulties in starting an enclave, but what if it was her way of helping him? She couldn’t endorse his plan, for doing so could result in severe consequences, but she gave him a path to a better life by telling him what he needed to do.

      Rak shifted in his sleep, kicking out and hitting Glisnak’s knee, a painful reminder that he didn’t have the luxury of living in his own hut.

      Ever since he crawled from the pit, he’d been marked as a hunter. When he reached his full height, he was found to have a deft hand and trained to use the staff sling. This, in turn, led him to become a lobber, then, much later, a Goblin capable of leading a hunt.

      Snarlak, who rose to prominence shortly after that, quickly moved to put Glisnak in his place, ambushing him when he returned from a hunt. The beating had been so severe it took all of Bender Lorag’s efforts to heal him. Had he been any other Goblin, he would’ve been left to die, but Virdu intervened, stressing how important it was to keep the best hunters alive despite their wounds.

      That decision had severe consequences, for later that evening, Snarlak struck, killing his predecessor and his bodyguards to seize control of Crag. What followed was a bloody affair with more than ten Goblins slain to ensure compliance. Without Lorag, Glisnak, too, would have fallen, but the old bender insisted no Goblin under her care would die.

      Who would protect him next time?
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      “Virdu awoke a restless spirit inside of me. ‘Bide your time,’ she’d said, ‘and grow your strength.’ I had no idea how to do such a thing, but something was about to change. It started with the arrival of the Human, Ryfar, but he will always be known to us as the Red Wizard.”

      
      As stone hit stone, a large chip flew off. Glisnak picked up the piece, pleased with his efforts. It would make a fine spear tip. Not as good as what Snarlak stole from him, but more than capable of killing. He smiled as he imagined the chieftain twitching on the end of his spear, and then a shadow passing over him interrupted his thoughts. He glanced up at Rak.

      “What is it?” Glisnak asked, annoyed by the interruption.

      “A Human has come to Crag,” replied his fellow hunter.

      “From Drakewell?”

      “No, but our chieftain knows him.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “He visited during our absence. Come. See for yourself. They say he brought gifts.” With that, Rak ran off.

      Glisnak wondered who this stranger might be. Part of him rebelled at the idea that a Human was friendly to Snarlak. After all, the chieftain had berated him for making friends with the Humans of Drakewell. His thoughts drifted back to the day the dragon had died.

      Although Al-tea and the Dwarf, Brogar, had been there, he thought of the Human named Vadym, who’d appeared once it was all over. Could this be the very same person here to visit Snarlak? And if it was, how had he travelled from Crag to the Dwarf mine without running across Glisnak’s hunting party? The fear that this fellow might be a wizard suddenly struck him.

      Magic was known amongst Goblin folk, for every enclave had a bender. Some larger ones were rumoured to have fire-wielding Goblins, but he distrusted such stories. He himself indulged in fables on occasion, telling stories of the Green Riders to frighten runts, but those were meant to scare the young.

      Another hunter raced past, hurrying towards the firepit in the centre of the enclave. Glisnak’s curiosity got the better of him, and he snaffled up the flint and headed to join the gathering crowd.

      The intruder towered over the Goblins, his red hair and beard standing in stark contrast to the green-skinned members of the enclave. The Human walked through the crowd at a steady pace, a large sack slung over his back, while his gaze remained glued on Snarlak, waiting outside the chieftain’s hut.

      Glisnak chose a spot off to one side, careful to avoid the chieftain’s direct gaze. The crowd parted as the Human drew closer to Snarlak, not wishing to intrude upon their leader’s personal space.

      The Human halted six paces from Snarlak. “Greetings, oh great chieftain,” he said, impressing everyone with his mastery of Garspeak. “I come bearing gifts from my masters beyond the seas.” He unslung the sack on his back, placing it before him.

      Snarlak motioned for Nox, one of his bodyguards, to advance. The hunter approached cautiously, using his spear tip to open the sack, which was not easy for him to do as he was a grunt and notoriously clumsy, but he succeeded on this occasion.

      Glisnak couldn’t see into the bag from his present position, but it must’ve held something of interest, for the hunter looked up and grinned. “A glorious prize, my chieftain.”

      “Bring it to me,” said Snarlak.

      Nox grabbed the top of the bag and dragged it closer. Glisnak noticed something glinting in the afternoon sun, and then a sword fell to the ground, its blade length more suited for Goblins. The Human had obviously put a lot of thought into his gifts.

      A runt broke from the crowd, making a dash for the blade. Nox released the bag and delivered a swift kick to its ribs. It curled up on the ground, squealing in pain, then attempted to crawl away, but Nox followed with another kick and kept on until Glisnak heard bones breaking. The runt stopped squealing, lying there motionless.

      “Such a waste,” said Glisnak, though his words were ignored. Discipline was one thing, but now the runt was dead, and there was one less future hunter to fill the bellies of the enclave.

      Nox retrieved the sword and handed it to Snarlak. The chieftain examined it with a critical eye. “This is fine work.”

      “There is more where this came from,” replied the Human.

      “Come inside, Ryfar, and we’ll discuss why you came here. Nox, grab the bag and bring it with you.” Snarlak’s gaze wandered over the crowd. “As for the rest of you, be on your way, or you’ll suffer the same fate as that runt.”

      Those watching quickly dispersed, except for Lorag and Virdu, who approached the body, which they would toss over the cliff, as was the custom, the bones to be picked clean by beasts. There were no death rites in Goblin society, and Glisnak wondered how many would remember him once he was gone.

      His thoughts turned morbid. How would he die? It didn’t take long to reach the obvious conclusion: Snarlak would kill him in his sleep or, more likely, have one of his bodyguards do the deed. To guard against that, he must arm himself, which reminded him that he still needed to finish making his new spear. Now that he had the point and the fibres to attach it with, he needed to find a good stick to use as the shaft.

      Earlier in the morning, he’d noticed a stack of branches leaning up against the chieftain’s hut; one of those might prove useful. He smiled at the idea of stealing something that belonged to Snarlak. So as not to betray his intentions, he wandered past the benders’ hut before cutting behind, intending to circle back to the rear of the chieftain’s hut. He halted, drawn to the sound of voices from within. Lorag spoke, her voice deeper and raspier than that of Virdu.

      “That is the third runt he’s killed this week.”

      “Should we say something?” asked Virdu.

      “Our place is not to complain but to carry out our chieftain’s wishes.”

      “If he keeps this up, we’ll have no runts left. Who will replace our hunters when they grow too old and feeble to provide food?”

      “There is no shortage of those in the runt pit. Do not worry. Sooner or later, they will crawl forth to replace our losses.”

      “But at this rate,” said Virdu, “we’re losing them faster than we can replace them.”

      “Only the strong survive.”

      “That’s not true. If it were, why heal the wounded? Did we not heal Snarlak when he broke his arm in that rockslide?”

      “That was different. He is our chieftain.”

      “Yet his own words condemn him, or are you suggesting there are separate rules for those who rule?”

      Even Glisnak, outside, heard the sigh.

      “Do not speak of things you do not understand,” replied Lorag. “This is how it has always been and will continue to be.”

      “Are we never to speak openly about what we both know?”

      “Assuming you wish to master the art of survival, that is correct. It is one thing to keep such thoughts in your head and quite another to speak them aloud. Now, enough of this prattle. Help me get the clothes
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