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Chapter One
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Spicy crawled towards the human camp. Whatever game they were roasting smelled divine. By his count, there were ten soldiers. Each was much taller than him, with better arms and armor. Spicy carried no weapon. He only had to get close enough to listen.

One man who was louder than the rest spoke with a full mouth. “By the Divine Mother, why didn’t you bring any salt?”

“It’s salted,” a second man said irritably. “It’s also rubbed down with sage and rosemary. If you chew slower and less like a pig, you’ll taste it.”

A few of the men laughed.

“I don’t taste salt,” Full Mouth grumbled. “Pass me another slice.”

“Wait your turn,” the cook said. “Everyone gets to eat.”

“You’re not giving any of our meat to the prisoners.”

A third man coughed and spoke with a hoarse voice. “They can pick on the bones when we’re done.”

More laughter. Then more sounds of chewing and swallowing that both disgusted Spicy and made his stomach grumble. The meager forage over the past few days had done nothing to curb his appetite. He forced himself not to think about food as he craned his neck. He counted again.

But now there were only nine around the fire. There was a dangling red guidon leaning on a tree near the men’s packs and armor. Nothing else was moving. 

Where was the tenth man?

He froze. The tall pines surrounding the camp made enough shadows for fifty men to hide in. He had been careful, having gone around the ring of trees before getting closer. The humans had no horses and he was certain of his count, which hadn’t included the two prisoners.

One man and one goblin were tied up and sat in the dirt at the periphery of the fire’s glow.

Lord’s mercenary band had held a goblin as a slave when they had taken his sister Thistle along with his friend Rime and five children from his village. His sister was now free and the mercenaries dead. But Rime and the children remained missing.

Judging by his scent, the goblin prisoner was the same slave the humans had kept around camp. The only reason he was tied up now was that these men weren’t part of Lord’s band, Spicy reasoned. And Lord’s men had never carried any banner. There were too many questions. Where were Rime and the others? And who was their human prisoner?

The troll he’d named Hog claimed she had killed the humans who hadn’t chased Spicy to Fath’s lair.

Even now she and the dragon waited for him. Fath was irritated to even have the troll in his company and less than pleased at this delay. But Spicy had insisted on his eavesdropping mission. He had to find Rime and the others. Now all he had to do was get close enough to the slave to talk.

A twig snapped just behind him.

“The water is foul here,” the tenth soldier said. He stomped through the grass and stopped just next to Spicy. “Told you we should have set camp back near the stream.”

“Quit your complaining and quit shouting,” the man with the hoarse voice ordered.

“Aren’t we setting a watch?”

“Sounds like you volunteered to take the first one.”

The men laughed. The soldier next to Spicy mumbled an oath. Then he looked down.

“There’s someone here!”

He grabbed for Spicy, but the goblin sprang to his feet and bolted past him. The man’s fingers only grazed the back of his coat. Spicy ran towards the break in the trees, but it took a moment for his night vision to adjust. Then the trees before him moved. There was one that shifted directly in front of him, blocking his path. But the tree had two arms and was holding something big. It swung a branch at the man chasing Spicy and caught him in the midsection, sending him flying into the darkness.

Hog bellowed and strode past him towards the campfire. Men shouted. Their leader barked orders but there was little time as the massive troll assaulted the camp, swinging her monster club to the right and then to the left, knocking men down with the sound of crunching bones. Then she began to pummel one poor soul into the ground like she was driving a nail.

Someone threw a burning log at the troll.

She stumbled backwards. Two men remained standing. They pressed forward, one brandishing a makeshift torch that he stabbed at the air in her direction. The second held a spear. He thrust it and skewered her hand, causing her to drop her club.

Spicy picked up a rock and threw it at the man carrying the torch. The glancing blow surprised the man and got him to turn to face him.

Hog lunged and smashed the man down into the dirt with the flat of one giant hand, sending the torch spiraling away. The soldier with the spear drove it into her side. She grunted as she pressed down and crushed the torchbearer. Spicy ran forward and tackled the man with the spear, not quite bringing him to the ground. They struggled for a moment. The man released his weapon and clamped his hands on Spicy’s arms, prying the goblin free.

Spicy bit a wrist.

The man yelped and let go and shoved him away. Spicy scrambled back past several flattened soldiers. The disarmed spearman appeared to be the cook. He wore a stained apron. From his belt he drew a thick knife that looked like what Spicy’s mother would have him use to chop vegetables.

Spicy’s eyes were locked on the weapon. But there was motion behind the man. Spicy pointed. The cook turned as Hog was pulling the spear free from her side. Blood oozed from the wound.

“Human smell makes Hog sick,” she said.

The cook just stood there trembling as Hog reared up and towered over him.

“Hog, wait,” Spicy said. “Human, if you want to save your life, tell us where the goblin children are.”

“I...I...what?” the man asked.

Hog squashed him with a two-fisted haymaker. When his legs continued to spasm, she drove a fist down on his head. The cook stopped moving.

“Hog! I needed to ask him questions.”

She considered the lump of flattened soldier. “So ask.”

Spicy moved through the other men Hog had struck down. A few continued to twitch. None appeared conscious. Looking at the carnage made Spicy’s stomach go queasy. But the two prisoners remained alive.

Hog was busy probing the spear wound with a thick fingernail. She made a cooing noise with each prod.

Spicy took the butcher’s knife from the cook and began cutting the ropes from the prisoners.

“It’s okay,” he said. “The troll won’t hurt you. She’s with me.”

Spicy recognized the man as one of Lord’s raiders. His eyes were filled with terror as he watched the troll. His lips moved but no sound was coming out. The man looked young, with naked cheeks and chin, perhaps no older than his mid-teens.

“Hog, promise the human you won’t hurt him.”

Hog grunted.

“See?” Spicy said.

The man rubbed his wrists. Spicy worked to free the goblin.

“Now tell me what happened with the goblin children.”

The man bolted. Hog just watched him flee. The man let out a wild laugh as he ran. But before he could get beyond the glow of the fire, another shadow darted at him, large and fast as a snake. A claw tore the man down with a single swipe. The man gurgled as the dragon wiped his talons clean.

Fath snorted and slunk towards the campfire. “Are you finished yet?”

“No, Fath,” Spicy said. “We needed to talk to him. Talk.”

“You don’t give orders, child.”

The dragon was eyeing the goblin slave. Spicy moved to block his path. Fath lowered his head towards them both and let out a snort that reeked of sulfur. The freed slave grabbed Spicy and hid behind him.

“Move, apprentice.”

Spicy shook his head. “This goblin poses no threat. And I need to ask him more questions. Remember, Fath, you said it yourself. We need a better map if we’re to go as far south as you desire. We also need to know where humans live so we can avoid them.”

A low bass growl sounded deep in the dragon’s throat.

“I know you didn’t forget,” Spicy said. “I didn’t mean to imply that you did. But this is important. No map means we have trouble. More men. More weapons. Maybe men with bombs like before.”

“You used my name in front of this low creature.”

“I’m sorry. But not your full name. I recognize it and keep it dear. In my heart.” He offered a bow, uncertain of how deep he had to lower his head as he had seen his sister do. The creature still made him nervous.

The dragon scratched at the ground as he deliberated. Hog had come up behind him, the tree club once again in her hand. Spicy gestured for her to back off. A long moment passed in which he believed they all were going to die in a spectacular display of steam and bone-crunching violence. But the dragon turned and slithered away.

“Find the map,” Fath said before he vanished.

The slave clung to Spicy. The embrace was difficult to break. Spicy managed to free himself only when Hog moved away too.

“You’re going to be okay,” Spicy said. “I promise. Now tell me about the goblin children.”
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Chapter Two
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Alma hung from the edge of the rock precipice by the strap of her quiver. As she returned to consciousness, her feet could find no purchase. Beneath her, the drop was high enough to end her life several times over. Above her, a blanket of clouds lay across the setting moon.

A flood of questions rose inside her head, but she dismissed them all. The wheres and whys could wait. The what was all that mattered. Surviving to the next moment was her sole focus.

Her head throbbed. Her arms were tingling and numb. With one hand, she felt the smooth rock. At first it felt featureless with no suitable handhold. Reaching further, her fingers found the smallest lip. She grasped it. Her callused hands had no problem gripping the stone. But it was too dark to see if there was any place for her feet.

As her toes reached out and tapped at the rocky face, the quiver strap slipped.

She dropped a few inches and cried out. Cursed herself for showing weakness. The strap would fail at any moment. She continued to probe with her toes.

Nothing. No ledge, not even a rough surface for the tips of her boots. The wind-smoothed stone was as slick as soap.

She needed her other hand. But raising her right arm would mean letting the strap of the quiver slip off her shoulder. That would result in a fatal plummet.

But she was going to fall anyway.

She placed her weight on the fingerhold and swung. Her right hand slapped at smooth stone. The quiver strap went slack but caught again on whatever above her held it in place. She grabbed the strap. The taut leather stretched to its limit. Yet it held. But as she tried to pull herself up, the strap gave way with a soft snap.

Her entire body weight hung on just four fingers.

The hand began to cramp. The tiny lip of rock grew slick with sweat. Her entire body was trembling as she reached up and found another fingerbreadth of stone for her right hand. But it was enough to allow her left to edge to the side in search of a better purchase.

No good.

The lip only grew narrower.

With arms and back muscles accustomed to drawing and firing arrow after arrow using a bow with the highest draw weight, she pulled herself up. With her shoulders higher, she was able to reach above her head. Her hand found a solid hold. Soon she was scrambling over the precipice and onto flat ground. She collapsed on the stone and let out a dry laugh.

Curse the goblins and their Mother Mountain, curse Lord and his fantasy of hidden dragon lore, curse the bastard dragon who nearly killed her, and curse the goblin youth that led her platoon of mercenaries to their doom.

––––––––
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THE BOW SHE HAD DROPPED when the dragon had struck her with its tail lay nearby. It was intact except for a busted string. Her own bow had been lost when they first went up against the creature. This weapon she had salvaged from a fallen soldier.

Even in the diffuse moonlight she could make out the dark stain of the glyph on the white oak.

Luck.

Maybe the soldiers in her mercenary company who believed in the power of the glyphs were right. It was good to have luck. But the glyph hadn’t done anything for the man who had owned the bow.

Now that she had a weapon, she made a quick examination of herself. No broken bones. Bruised ribs, no doubt, judging from the pain each breath caused. All her joints ached. Multiple scrapes. But she had suffered worse.

The quiver still hung from a dry branch growing out from a crack in the rock. She drew it up by its broken strap. The arrows were all gone, but she discovered a spare bowstring in a side pouch. Finding any of the arrows fired during the last encounter would be next to impossible at night and would require her to climb down into the canyon where the dragon lived.

For now she needed to move.

There was no knowing where the dragon may have gone, and she had to assume it might be searching for her. The last she had seen of Lord and the remaining men of her platoon, the monster had torn them to pieces. And then there had been the explosion.

Her mouth was too dry to spit. She wanted water, but that would have to wait.

Lord had trusted in his satchel of bombs as if the devices could compensate for poor tactics and stupidity. She shook her head at the memory. Lord and his bombs. 

Curse those weapons as well.

She needed to find her way down to the mouth of the canyon. That was where they had left their horses and two guards. They could head back west to the sea and figure the rest out as they went.

The top of the canyon proved treacherous, as the rock held many hidden crevices that might twist an ankle. Stumbling might result in a fall down either side of the ridge. Yet she pressed on. The sooner she could get out of the mountains the better. This was a foreign land to her, too cold with too much rock. She’d had her fill of goblins, trolls, and dragons.

Soon enough the way forward widened and there were even trees that grew from the sandy soil between the granite.

From ahead of her came the scrape of a boot. It was a single sound that didn’t repeat.

She held her breath and waited. A less experienced hunter might dismiss the sound. Darkness and adrenaline activated the imagination. But Alma watched and listened until she could find out what was in front of her. She was perfectly concealed in the shadow of a fir tree. The only thing that could give her away was her scent.

Someone groaned and then a shape moved. It came towards her at an awkward gait, hobbling as if burdened by an uneven load.

She hissed.

The person ahead of her froze. “Hello?” a man’s voice cried.

“Martin?” Alma rose from her hiding place. Martin was one of Lord’s lieutenants. The other men called him Blades. The acne-scarred merc should have been dead several times over. Yet here he was, hitch-stepping his way up a dark ridge with a branch as a crutch. Blades had twisted his ankle badly after the dragon attacked and their goblin prisoners had escaped.

“How is it you’re alive?” she asked.

“I played dead.”

“Who else made it?”

“No one. Lord’s gone. The rest of the men fell when the dragon came out. And then the bombs went off...all of them.”

She heard the panic rising in his voice. “Are you sure they’re all dead?”

“No one was moving,” Blades said. “You think I waited around to dig through the rubble?”

“Relax, Martin. I’m just trying to find out what our assets are. We need to make it back to the horses and get out of here.”

“It’s too dark. I can’t see where I’m going. We have to take shelter and wait for morning.”

“Maybe you don’t remember the pile of human bones by the dragon cave. It’s not just the dragon we have to avoid.”

“What do you mean?”

“Shhh.”

A softer sound. A rustle. She had missed it while talking to Blades. But they had been following him.

Figures moved in the gloom around them. Even as she bolted past Blades to race down the ridge, two men holding spears blocked her path. More emerged from the shadows on all sides.

The barbarians who lived in the mountain and called the dragon their god were here.
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Chapter Three
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“Several of Lord’s band rode off before we crossed the water in the boats,” the goblin slave said. “Lord let them go as a show of good faith to the rest of his men. He said they were all free to find their fortune, but the ones who stuck with him would be rich.”

The slave grabbed a mouthful of dried and salted fish scrounged from a soldier’s pack and chewed noisily.

Fath had retreated into the darkness but might change his mind about letting the goblin slave live.

Spicy gestured for him to go on, glad the slave was finally calm enough to talk. He was a young adult with freckled tan skin and several broken teeth. His jaw appeared misshapen. It was difficult to tell whether this was from some old accident or abuse suffered from his captors.

Food swallowed, the slave was about to continue speaking when a wet crunch made them both jump. Hog had moved closer to the fire and had just stepped down on one of the raider’s heads, crushing it.

Hog giggled. It was a deep, bouncy chortle. The slave looked horrified and began panting hard as the troll moved to the next raider. Another crunch. Another laugh.

Spicy felt his own stomach sour. “Hog, please stop.”

Hog looked at him for a moment before dragging two more of the humans off into the shadows. Spicy could only hope both were already dead.

“I don’t want to die,” the slave whispered.

“You’re not going to. Believe it or not, she’s my friend.”

“And the dragon?”

“He’s okay, too. Just not used to being around people. What’s your name?”

“My old owners called me Mouse.”

“What did your parents call you?”

A crunch from the dark interrupted Mouse just before he spoke.

“Hog!” Spicy shouted in irritation.

There came a wordless grumble from Hog, followed by silence. Mouse eyed the backpack with the salted fish. Spicy closed it up and placed it in his lap. He ignored the pang of guilt. Mouse looked lean and exhausted.

“Your parents?” Spicy prompted. “Where are they? What village are you from?”

“I was born in a human village on the coast out on the big ocean. My earliest memory is me being given away and put to work. I never knew my mother. There was only one other goblin in the village where I lived and he had his tongue cut out. There were only a few younger humans who ever spoke with me beyond giving me orders. But then Lord’s men came through.”

“They attacked other humans?”

Mouse nodded. “Some they murdered, most scattered. The ones they captured they made dig up anything precious they might own. But no one had much. The village sold fish and salt for trade. Can I...?”

Spicy opened the pack and let Mouse grab up another handful of fish. At least he seemed calmer. Spicy fed the fire while Mouse ate. It felt good to get warm. The mountain air had only chilled further, with snow threatening in the wind. There wasn’t much left of the fish inside the pack.

“How long ago did Lord’s men take you prisoner?” Spicy asked.

“Two full changes of the moon. Except for having to ride on horses and then being on the boat for so long, it hasn’t been too bad. Although a few of the men threatened to feed me to the troll if I didn’t mind them.”

Spicy shook his head. “Why didn’t you try to escape?”

“And go where?”

“Anyplace would have to be better than being a prisoner.”

“I’d have no idea where to run to. Or where to find food.” Mouse eyed the pack.

Spicy realized his own nascent survival abilities were a world ahead of Mouse’s. At least he could fish, identify edible foods, and navigate. But Mouse’s life had been restricted to menial domestic work with a liberal side helping of abuse.

He handed Mouse the entire backpack but kept his hand on it when the goblin tried to open it. “You’re going to have to make that last. But first I need you to tell me what happened to Rime and the children.”

“Two of the men said they’d take them south and sell them at a town one of them knew. A place called Bliss, somewhere on the shore of the Inland Sea. They exchanged oaths and promises. At least one of the men didn’t trust the two would ever return with their share of the sale price. Another thought they’d be murdered by the humans who live around here. That was all I overheard. Then they left. That was the day after Lord departed to chase you. Then the troll attacked the camp, and me and the other human were the only ones who made it. Then we got captured.”

“So south? They headed south? The same direction we’ve been going?”

“Yes. All I know is I don’t like it here. The sea water smells funny. Your troll frightens me. And now I don’t know where to go.”

“Well, you can’t follow us. Take the fish. Find your way north along the coast. It’s a long walk. You’ll have to hunt or gather shellfish to live. Further to the west up in the hills is Athra, where I live.”

Mouse’s eyes were wide. “I’ll be your servant. Do your cooking and cleaning. Wash you. Anything. Let me go with you.”

Spicy shook his head. “You’re free now. And you coming with us is just not possible. You see who I’m traveling with. You have a chance if you stick to the coast. Avoid everyone. There are a few goblins out there who were fighting the humans, but they’re going back home. If you can find them, join them.”

“Please don’t leave me.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

Spicy dug through the rest of the gear near the fire. They didn’t have much, but there was a rough map drawn on smoothed hide. It bore little resemblance to the expertly illustrated charts from Sage Somni’s library, but surprisingly, it showed the entirety of the Inland Sea. A rough unlettered arrow indicated north. Spicy saw labels on a few villages and towns. Perhaps it would be enough to fill in the blanks so Fath would know the route to travel. But that would mean he wouldn’t give Spicy the chance to save the other goblins.

He tucked the map away into a pocket.

“The fire’s yours. Anything left here is yours for the taking, but it’s not much, and the less you carry the faster you can travel. I wouldn’t linger.”

Mouse looked as frightened as any goblin Spicy had ever seen. But he didn’t follow when Spicy got up and left him at the fire. Spicy forced himself to ignore the sting of guilt at the thought of what would most likely happen to the young goblin. But Spicy had to care for his own.

He called to Hog. She emerged from the darkness and followed him. Hog was working something out of her teeth. Spicy tried not to notice the stains around her mouth as they went to find the dragon.

––––––––
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“YOU HAVE A MAP?” FATH asked.

“No,” Spicy said. “But I know where we can find one. A town to the south called Bliss. We go there and I sneak in and get us a map.”

Hog kept her distance. She was always content to hunker down on her haunches and lean on a tree. Even in daylight she became part of the landscape. But Fath preferred to lie out in the open, which was odd considering his lair had been a cramped cave created from some long-ruined building set in a mountain.

Spicy waited as Fath absorbed the news. “That goblin heard my name.”

“Like I said, he heard only what I called you. He was in such a panic he doesn’t even remember. And I don’t even know if he’ll last long out here.”

Fath grunted. “So by setting him free you’ve doomed him. Killing him would be a mercy.”

“No, it’s not like that. Those humans were evil. Keeping him as a slave was wrong, and at least now he has a chance.”

“Indeed. He has a strong chance of death.” 

“He’s not going to die.”

“I’d set a wager, but you have nothing to bet with that interests me. We go to this town, then. You procure a map. And then no more delays. We head south to the Devil Mountain and find my brother.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four
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The tribe folk were painted white. Hands, skulls, and other patterns glowed on faces and bare chests in the cool moonlight. The obsidian spear tips sparkled as they flashed in Alma’s face.

One broad man with tiny bones twisted in his locks snatched her bow away. He hissed an order and another man nudged Blades and got him to kneel.

Alma raised her hands in surrender and tried not to stare. In her experience tribe folk could take offense at anything—a hard look, a gesture, a piece of jewelry that reminded them of a bad spirit. Alma wore only a few rings. But her white hair must have been unusual to them, as a few of the men surrounding her grabbed and tugged at it as if not believing it was real.

She resisted the urge to cry out.

One of the men was going through Blades’s pockets.

“I don’t have anything,” Blades said.

But the tribal found something and showed his prize to the leader. The leader took the offering without comment and put it into a pouch he wore around his neck. Someone pushed Alma. Blades was prodded as well, and soon both were being directed along an unseen path that wound back up the back of the ridge. 

A waiting tribal had another man from their platoon held in front of him. The man was the mercenaries’ best horseman, named Redruth. He had been one of the two left behind at the horses. As he was pushed along with them, he appeared dazed and barely able to remain upright.

The trail had numerous rocks and other trip hazards. Alma was able to navigate them easily enough, but Blades had been deprived of his crutch and wound up falling numerous times.

The tribesmen only laughed.

When Blades finally cried out and refused to rise, the leader cuffed him. “Keep up or we kill you.”

The sharp command had its effect. Blades kept up. Alma finally got a look at Redruth. He too was limping badly and had an eye crusted shut with blood.

At the top of the slope, they stopped. A group of the tribals gathered around their leader. A hushed discussion followed.

“What happened?” Alma asked Redruth.

“Ambushed. But not by them. By goblins.”

“You sure?”

Redruth nodded. “They came at us from all sides. I got hit in both legs with arrows. Never heard them coming. They got Warren. I’d made my way up the canyon when I heard the explosion and then a roar. I hid just in time. What was that thing?”

“A dragon,” Blades said. “Lord took us here to get killed by a dragon.”

The tribal leader approached them. “Dragon,” he said in a deep voice. “You came to see dragon.”

Before Alma could reply, Blades said, “Yes! We saw it. It was magnificent. But we’d like to leave now. Mission accomplished.”

The leader gestured up the hill with a chopping motion. “You see dragon.”

“No. Wait.”

They were pushed onward. A tribal right behind Alma tugged again at her hair. The gaunt man had scars along both sides of his face and painted stripes on his arms. Alma tried to give him an alluring look but was rewarded with a hard shove that knocked her into Blades and sent him sprawling. As he cried out, the tribesmen around them laughed.

“See dragon,” one of the tribesmen repeated, and the words were echoed by the others with glee as if it was a joke they never tired of.

“See dragon. See dragon.”

They reached the top of the ridge an hour later. By Alma’s best estimation they were over the dragon cave and the collection of human bones in the floor of the canyon. Her legs trembled. She wanted nothing more than to collapse in exhaustion. The tribesmen were chanting now in some unknown tongue and making no attempt to keep their voices down. If there was a dragon below, it would know they were there.

The tribal leader then shouted. The rest of his men grew silent, and then their voices wove together in a joined whisper, a susurration that reminded Alma of the prayers the faithful back in the delta made to the Three-Who-Are-One. It rose in volume until it became a full-throated chant.

Another shout from the leader, and the tribesmen stopped. He put a hand to his ear as he stood at the edge.

“He won’t answer,” Alma said.

The tribal leader turned to glare at her, anger flashing in his eyes.

“You understand my words. Your dragon lord. He’s gone. We drove him out. We hurt him. You must have heard the explosions and his cries of pain. You could hurt him too. You don’t have to serve him like slaves. He’s nothing but an animal. Like a lion or a bear. Surely you don’t worship the monster that feeds on your children if you turn your back on him?”

“Shut up,” Blades hissed.

The man stepped towards her and looked her over. “If our master is hurt, then your blood will feed him and make him strong.”

The tribal leader grunted and made a chopping motion towards the edge of the precipice. The meaning was plain. One of the tribesmen grabbed Redruth by the arm. He screamed and struggled, but the tribal warrior had no problem dragging him to the ledge. With a firm shove, Redruth was pitched over. His cry was short and only briefly echoed up the canyon.

Blades was to be next. “No! Stop! You can’t do this! We have more gold! Horses!”

The tribesmen’s low murmur began again as he was brought forward.

The leader had a knife on his belt. Alma grabbed it and drove it into the man, catching him under the breastbone. He let out a gurgling and pawed at her. But Alma didn’t wait for him to die. Withdrawing the stone blade, she slashed the hand that grabbed at her and then sprang at the tribal, sinking the weapon into the man’s belly. As he stumbled back, the knife still in him, she ripped the spear from his hand.

A man with a skull painted on his chest charged at her. He held a stone hatchet. She smacked him with the butt of the spear before turning it and driving it down into him. She let out a roar. Three of the remaining tribesmen formed up around her.

She pivoted the spear tip from man to man. No one wanted to be first.

The one holding Blades near the edge screamed. Blades was pulling a thin knife from the man’s side. With a push he shoved the tribal over the ledge. But the three around Alma weren’t distracted. As if by some unspoken cue, they attacked.

She braced the base of the spear against her foot and impaled a man brandishing a club in the abdomen. He thrashed and fell. The other two thrust tentatively at her with their spears. She stumbled back, avoiding them.

The leader’s body lay at her feet. Attached to his pack was her bow. She snatched it up in time to avoid a spear tip stabbing at her chest. With a vicious swing, she smashed the bow across the side of the man’s head. The second one almost caught her with a jab. She closed inside the reach of his weapon and drove the heel of her hand into his jaw and followed up with a knee to the groin. His spear slipped from his hand as he staggered. She dropped the bow and grabbed the spear. She drove it down into him and held him pinned to the ground until he stopped moving.

Someone rushed at her, a volcanic glass knife gleaming. Blades caught the man with a spear. The man groaned as he was struck through. Blades maneuvered him to the ledge.

“Bye-bye.”

He shoved the skewered man, spear and all, over the side.

“What, no thanks?” Blades said.

Alma began going through pockets. “Get whatever food and weapons you can gather.”

She expected a protest or at least Blades’s usual whining. But like the professional mercenary he was, he helped loot the bodies.
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Chapter Five
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It was the dragon who woke Spicy the next morning. The sun was just rising on another gray day. The patch of stone where they had slept remained warm, but the air was freezing. Frost covered everything.

“It’s time to leave, isn’t it?” Spicy asked groggily.

Fath nudged the satchel next to him. “Time for letters.”

He rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Slumber came easy when lying near a dragon. Fath had Spicy work on his writing every morning, and he took to it eagerly even though it was difficult to please Fath. Three pages of the ledger now held lines of the strange characters that had marked the dragon lair’s walls.

Spicy got his pencil ready. The dragon scratched a complex mark into the stone. Spicy copied it onto the paper.

“That’s not right,” Fath said.

Spicy compared the word written by the dragon on the stone and what he had produced in the ledger. The marks looked identical. But then he spotted it. The complex character had a tiny flourish above one line that he had missed. He added it. The dragon snorted and drew another word. Spicy’s stomach growled.

“We might have a ways to go today,” Spicy said.

Fath tapped a claw impatiently. “You said you’d learn this.”

“Yes. I want to. But surely there’ll be time for writing later. You haven’t even told me what any of it means. These letters are all different from the ones I’ve been taught.”

“This is no child’s language. And the meaning isn’t important. Preserving it is.”

Spicy nodded as if he understood. “Preserve it. But also keep it out of everyone’s hands, right?”

A yawn bellowed up from the trees. Hog was stretching her massive arms over her head. Her hands were able to clutch the higher branches. After producing several turbulent body noises, she stared up at Spicy and the dragon. Spicy gave a small wave. Hog sniffed the air and lumbered out of sight.

“Disgusting,” Fath said.

Spicy shrugged. “She grows on you.”

The dragon began etching a new word into the granite.

––––––––
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THE FORAGING WAS MEAGER as they continued to travel southward. Spicy kept the map he had found out of sight. He hadn’t had time to properly examine it in daytime but couldn’t chance Fath seeing it. If Rime and the children were in Bliss, he had to go there and find them.

The first sign of human civilization was a clearing of cut trees near a dry stream. A pitted dirt lane ran out to the coast road. Woodsmoke hung in the air. Spicy told Hog and Fath to wait while he went on ahead alone.

On the other side of the road were several fields. Beyond the cut earth and managed hedges was a town lined with a wall. The rooftops of several buildings were visible. Smoke rose from chimneys. The smells of the forest were mixed with a smell he couldn’t place. The town was set partially on the water of the Inland Sea and a dock stretched out beyond the reach of the wall.

The thought of a human town was both marvelous and frightening. They built structures so much larger than in any goblin village. For a species spoken of as being in its twilight, sustaining a town of this size meant they had to be prospering.

Spicy cut through the brush as he descended towards one of the fields.

He couldn’t tell what was growing in the dirt. A small waterwheel was set up at the head of a network of irrigation channels that lined each field. There were people working, three human women along with a pair of goblins. Spicy paused to watch. The wall of the town featured an open gate under an archway. Beneath it, a chained dog and a single sentry stood guard. But the dog appeared to be asleep, and the sentry had his back turned and was speaking with someone just out of sight.

One goblin was planting seeds along a nearby furrow. Spicy moved to get closer, keeping low and sticking to the edge of one of the muddy irrigation channels. He got closer to the worker, but the goblin didn’t notice.

The goblin worked mechanically, plucking seeds from a pouch on an apron and pressing them into the soil. He was barefoot and wore a tattered shirt and pants that had been mended with multiple patches. Fitted around his throat was a collar.

A slave, Spicy decided.

Spicy hissed. “Hey. Hello?”

The slave looked up. Spicy smiled. The slave screamed. The other field workers were staring now, and one of the human women began to shout.

“Help! Help!”

Spicy looked around, confused, thinking perhaps the dragon or Hog had come up behind him, but there was no one else.

“It’s okay, I’m not here to hurt anyone!”

The goblin slave ran away towards the gate, seeds spilling from his apron. The others followed. The dog was barking now, straining at its tether. A second guard emerged. They looked in Spicy’s direction as the goblin slave fell at their feet, pointing back.

Spicy sprinted away.

It didn’t make sense. He wasn’t armed. There was no troll or dragon. What was wrong with these people?

A bell at the gate was ringing. Spicy expected at any moment that the dog would be let loose, but it didn’t come. And Spicy didn’t take the time to look behind him until he was across the road and running through the cut trees back to where Hog and Fath waited.

––––––––
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“HAVEN’T TASTED DOG meat,” Hog said casually.

“Well, with the dog comes men with weapons,” Spicy said. “Be glad it didn’t chase me. We shouldn’t wait around for them to decide to come find me.”

They were at the top of a short waterfall where only the tiniest trickle of water cut its way downstream. Judging by the banks, the stream would grow when it rained and when the snow in the higher elevations melted. Their location was a perfect vantage point of the forest below them.

Fath curled himself up on the rocks along the bank and set his head down. “I don’t smell anyone coming.”

“That doesn’t mean they’re not looking,” Spicy said. The humans could be stealthy. They had taken his village by surprise and had tracked him all the way from the sea to Spirit Rock. Plus the dogs could move so quickly and had excellent noses.

“Human towns stink worse than the water,” Hog said, her green nose wrinkling.

Spicy felt himself calming down. There didn’t appear to be anyone coming. He didn’t understand why the goblin had cried out. It was a slave. It hadn’t been chained up. Why hadn’t it run with him? His worry for Rime and the others only grew. He thought of the hobbled goblin girl he had come upon at the first goblin village near the sea.

What abuses were Rime and the children suffering that would likewise break their spirit?

Hog nudged Spicy. “We go back? Kill the men? Eat the dog?”

“No, we can’t go straight in. They have a wall. And we don’t know how many there are. Your spear wound is still healing. And they will also have fire. Let’s wait until tonight. Go in quiet. But it should be just me.”

“Dragon stinks too. I’ll go with you.”

Spicy cringed and waited for Fath to take offense, but the dragon was asleep.

“Okay. We’ll scout together. The town is built over the water. There might be a way in there. But you can’t come with me inside. Understand?”

Hog finally gave a nod. Spicy patted her on the arm. Then he got out the ledger and puzzled at the mysterious words he had written that morning.
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Chapter Six
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Alma and Blades waited at the top of the ridge until first light. Descending in the dark would have been too dangerous.

The tribesmen had little in the way of salvageable clothes to help fend off the biting cold. Blades’s teeth chattered and he shivered audibly. Alma caught a few fitful moments of rest while crouched against a rock and hugging her knees. She had to rise several times to move and regain circulation.

If she huddled with Blades, she knew they could stay a little warmer, but the thought disgusted her.

The only man who had ever interested her beyond a quick fling was Lord. She had invited him to share her bedroll on more than one occasion, but he had refused. His fascination with his ledger and books had been an obsession. His behavior should have been a warning flag a hundred times over. Yet like the rest of the platoon who had followed him into the archduke’s service and then into the Monster Lands, Alma had joined Lord in his quest.

All it had taken was the promise of wealth. Lord hadn’t offered anything else, had given no proof, and the promises had all been lies. Yet she had believed every one of them. The man knew how to make a sales pitch.

“Wake up,” Alma said.

Blades was curled on a patch of dry weeds. “It’s still too dark.”

“It’s light enough to see.” She collected what little gear she thought
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