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CHAPTER ONE
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The pirates shipwrecked on the sandbar the morning after the sea-goats left.

The sea-goats arrived every high tide under a blood moon, white beasts with great horns like a dolphin leaping clear of the water and tiny feet and kelpy breath. They invaded homes, ate socks and star charts, and stole spoons. They were visible far off as white breakers dancing over the tops of the gray waves, but when the salt-crusted flock turned toward the shore with greed in their foam-bearded faces, they became less picturesque.

A superstition that all three villages agreed upon was that the sea-goats were the descendants of members of their own herd, who had been swept out to sea by a terrible storm in the time of the great-grandmothers. For that reason no one liked to chase the sea-goats away, no matter how destructive they became. Weren't they only coming home? the goblins asked each other after every invasion, sighing and nodding, as they sewed up goat-gnawed holes in kilts and cleaned up goat-spilled pickles. Didn't they have a right? 

“You're all ninnies,” said Tellop, the Principle Goatherd, whenever she heard one of the other villagers say this sort of thing. “Goats don't get nostalgic. Goats know a mark when they see one.”

Principle Goatherd was both an elected and hereditary position in the witan of the three villages. Elections were held every year, and every year each of the three villages elected the eldest daughter of the line of Telfalliken as Principle Goatherd.

The primary duties of the Principle Goatherd did not involve herding. The goats of the three villages had been born, reared, fed, bred, milked, and taken for long walks among goblins for several hundred generations, and as a result had achieved the sentience of a medium-sized goblin kit individually and a medium-sized deity collectively.  The job of the Principle Goatherd was to intercede for the three villages in all goat-related magical affairs, such as entreating the goat gods to stop sending rains of rotten squash onto the Westernmost Hill or preventing the yearling goats from raising demons. 

This probably explained Tellop's long-suffering disposition and why she mostly slept out-of-doors. The goats' mischief tended to happen at a remove from the villages. 

And so it was Tellop who was standing on a bluff, looking out over the sea, at the exact moment that the pirate ship slammed into the sandbar below the village and fell over. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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The pirate ship was pushed close to the shore by the storm that the sea-goats brought in with them. Heron (properly Telheron, but those at sea dropped the honorific) had been arguing with her sister Haven since nightfall about how dangerously close they were coming to the rocks bracketing the harbor. 

But the baby had been unwell due to a mysterious baby ailment, and Haven was unwell due to not having slept in three days. After Heron had chased her up and down the deck the fourth time, trying to get her to listen to sound navigational sense, Haven tackled her twin to the deck and shook her.

“I don't care,” Haven snarled, very close to Heron's nose. “I don't care if we wreck. I don't care if we take on water. I don't care if we capsize.”

The crew stood in an awkward circle around them, clutching bits of rope and sailcloth in their claws and looking embarrassed, except for Gelperys, who was holding the baby. 

Haven launched herself to her feet, her tail lashing angrily, snatched the baby from Gelperys, and went to sulk in the ship's cabin. Heron, who had knocked her head on the deck when her sister had thrown her down, stayed flat on her back, staring up into the white-gray sky. 

The sails creaked. The wind whistled. The clouds lowered.

They wrecked about an hour later, with a great thumping and sliding of sand over the hull. Bota and Bita, the two sail-gnomes, descended from the mast in a cacophony of screaming. They spun in dizzy circles around the deck, tripping anyone whose ankles they could reach.

“We've only just landed,” said Sago in soothing tones, though it was not clear to whom she was speaking. “We'll get out the ropes and pull ourselves back out to sea.”

The ship hit the boulder at the end of the sandbar with a crunch.

“That can be mended,” Jael said loudly. “No fuss.”

The ship listed to one side so suddenly that all eight goblins on the deck fell into the sand, twisting spines and spinning tails to land upright. The enraged sale-gnomes hit the earth, bounced, and immediately tunneled themselves into invisibility. 

From inside the cabin came a loud thud and Haven's voice saying an extremely foul word, followed by the baby's laughter. 

“Are you all right?” Heron yelled.

“I'm not speaking with you!” Haven yelled back, her voice muffled.

The baby's small voice repeated the foul word, and the whole crew sighed.

Heron slowly got to her feet and dusted the sand off her captain's coat. She had been very proud  of the coat when they had secured it from one of the sea-hoards; it was red and had many shiny buttons. That had been a decade or two ago, and now it was very shabby and covered in sand.

When Heron looked up from her cuffs, she met the bright eyes of a small goblin standing a few feet away, up to her ankles in sea water. She wore the undyed tunic and brown plaid kilt of the villages, and three large chestnut goats stood around her.

“The sea-goats cursed your boat,” she said, in lieu of a greeting.

“Excuse me,” Heron said. “Who are you?”

“The curse is stuck to the hull,” the small goblin said. She was very fine-boned, but her tusks were too large and her crest too thick for her to be an adolescent. She gestured at the capsized ship. “It's right there.”

Heron, in spite of herself, turned to look at her ship, then walked in a wide circle around the craft to examine the hull. Other than the portion the boulder had stoved in, she saw nothing out of the ordinary.

Blowing out a frustrated sigh and shaking the braided bits of her own crest back over her shoulders, Heron turned to shout at the weird little goblin that she didn't see what the problem was.

The weird little goblin was right at her elbow. “The curse is in that piece of kelp,” she said. Heron jumped and stared. “You can see the interlocking half-moon patterns made by the lower incisors along the edge here, signifying ... ” The other goblin's fur had an unusual pattern, her face a golden oval which gave way to black fur at her neck and ears. 

She went on talking as Heron examined her. The other goblin's eyes, Heron noticed, were a clear brown, the same reddish shade as the goats around her. It was an unusual color—not that she was in the habit of looking deeply into the eyes of weird little goblins—and she found herself unsettled.

“I'm sorry,” Heron interjected into a discourse on the methods of goat spellcasting using seaweed bladders chewed in different patterns, “but let's go back to the part where you tell me your name.”

“Principle Goatherd Tellop, of the unfortunate line of Telfalliken,” came the prompt response. “And you're Telheron, of the leftmost hearth in the fourth house in the third village, lately captain of the Shiny Crunchy Fruit, resident scavenger of the eastern reaches of the Greenest Sea.”

“My ship is called the Golden Apple,” Heron corrected, feeling like she had had the wind knocked out of her for the third time in an hour. “How do you know all that?”

Tellop shrugged. “The goats tell me things.”

Heron met the eyes of the red goat standing just behind Tellop. The goat, a nanny with one broken horn, chewed her cud and switched her short tail. Heron had the unnerving impression that she was being sized up. 

“You can just all me Heron,” she said, breaking once again into Tellop's monologue, this time about knowledge distribution networks of intersecting goat herds. “Captain Heron, if you like. I have not been back to the villages for a hundred years, so there's no call for etiquette. And we are pirates, not scavengers.”

“The goats say you take dishes from caves,” Tellop said.

“It's not just dishes.” Honesty compelled Heron to admit, “It's usually dishes. But not always. And anyway, have you ever tried to try to take a goblet from a dreamstone cave? It is an endeavor which requires fire and swords. Scavenging doesn't half do it justice.”

“Are you talking about dreamstone caves right now?”

That was Haven's voice, and the tone she asked the question in made it clear that the correct answer was no, I am not wasting valuable time chit-chatting about nonsense when it is remotely possible that the baby might be hungry or otherwise suffering an inconvenience. Haven splashed through the shallow water around the sandbar to stand behind Principle Goatherd Tellop, the baby draped over one elbow. There was an accusing twist to Haven's eyebrows that made Heron's heart sink.

Tellop apparently did not register the tone and certainly did not see the eyebrows. “Yes, Captain Heron was explaining the process of extracting tableware from geological formations—“

“No, she wasn't,” Haven growled. “She was finding clean water, because our drinking water barrel has split, and procuring food, because we've eaten all the saltfish, smokefish, and dryfish, and finding clean cloths for the baby, because she's soiled her last one.”

“What about cheese?” Tellop asked.

“What about it?” Haven said testily.

“Well, I can procure large amounts of cheese at short notice,” the Principle Goatherd said. “Seigneurial privilege and all that. Beer and pickles would take me slightly longer. We've just been raided by sea-goats, you see, and everything is in all in a mess. There's a good spring at the top of the hill, there.” She pointed. “By the time you've gotten up the hill, I'll have figured out the cloths. We haven't had a baby in the villages for at least a decade.”

Heron suddenly felt far affectionate toward Tellop than she had, though no less unnerved.

“Lead on to the cheese,” she declaimed, throwing out a claw in what she hoped was a regal and captain-like gesture.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Tellop was aware of a curious buzzing throughout her innards. 

She had noted nine of the ten piratical goblins with great interest. The single male goblin was head and shoulders taller and twice as wide as the rest of the crew, and his face appeared to be stuck in an expression of permanent gloom. The baby goblin was very small and round and—to Tellop's delight—as fluffy as a new kid. Her triangular ears only just stuck out past the soft fur of her face. Tellop had a secret but well-developed maternal instinct, honed on generations of tiny, malevolent infant goats, and she very much wanted to tickle the baby and toss her in the air.

The fizzing in her gut started when she laid eyes on the tenth piratical goblin, who was obviously the captain of the scuppered vessel. She was very tall—nearly as tall as the male goblin—and had very beautiful, even, white tusks. The fur on her clawed hands and feet was a rich brown, which had faded through long exposure on her face and crest to a paler hue. Her eyes were very large and honey-colored. She wore a battered red coat of a curious, otherworldly design, with an elaborate pattern running around lapels and cuffs. The coat cut away just above her waist and flared dramatically behind her, giving the impression that she was always standing in a stiff breeze. Instead of a kilt, she wore trousers tied at the knee. A short sword and a long knife were belted at her waist, which Tellop thought was very dashing and a little odd. Most goblins carried a spear and pair of short knives when they left the confines of the village.

Of course, if Tellop admitted that she had been flustered by the captain—Captain Heron, and wasn't that poetical—she would also have to admit that she had reacted to that feeling by spending at least ten minutes producing uninterrupted gibberish about the intricacies of goat magic, followed by another five meditating out loud upon herd structure and knowledge transfer through generations of nannies. She wasn't sure whether she had been trying to orient herself in the sudden rush of feelings or to impress the captain—no, she did know, she had been trying to do both—but she hadn't succeeded in either aim. The bewildered look Captain Heron had given her had made that all too clear. Tellop still felt rather winded.

Mentally, Tellop heaved a gusty sigh. She let Dotty and Belle-Ende lead the way back up the hill to the villages and beckoned for the crew to follow her. The other goats stayed on the sandbar, eyeing the capsized ship and debating petty larceny among themselves.

When they reached the top of the hill, Heron's hand landed heavily on Tellop's shoulder. Tellop ruthlessly squashed the fluttery feeling in her chest and turned to the captain. “Yes?”

“Where are the other two villages?” Heron asked, her amber eyes searching the surrounding hilltops, a worried divot between her brows.

“Oh,” Tellop said. “Ah. Yes. That. Since you left, there has been an Occurrence.”

“An Occurrence?”

“And one or two Happenings, as well as—“ Tellop sucked air between her teeth meaningfully “—an Incident.”

Heron gave her an appalled look, her mouth a bit agape. “An Incident?”

“The witan decided together that it would be safer if the villages all moved together, so they could share the same stockade,” Tellop explained. “There wasn't enough wood to maintain three separate barricades. It had to be wood, because some of the things ate granite—but we don't talk about that nowadays. And then some of the families from the first village fought and moved to opposite sides of the settlement, and several goblins from the second village married some from the third village, and of course when people are living together they naturally share milking and cheesemaking duties, and one thing led to another—“

“And now there's only one village,” Heron finished for her.

“No, there are still three villages,” Tellop said calmly. “They have numbers on the door lintels, if you look, to tell you which village each house is located in. One, two, or three.”

“ ... right,” Heron said, after a long pause. “This isn't quite how I remember things.”

“It never is,” Tellop said, feeling a stab of sympathy.

“How old are you?” Heron asked suddenly.

Tellop blinked and counted goat generations on her fingers. And the goats bred triennially these days, but they'd had a brief spate of only kidding every five years, and then had been the Long Year of No Summer, which had had three times as many days in it as a normal year ... “A hundred twenty?” she guessed.

“You were only just born when I last visited,” Heron said.

“How old were you then?”

“My left tusk hadn't come in properly, but my mother didn't write down when I was born,” Heron said, touching the hilt of her sword thoughtfully. 

“Are you two done talking?” Haven asked, very loudly and pointedly, from just behind Heron's shoulder.

“No,” Tellop said. “The spring is just there. You can use the cup hanging on the bush next to it. And here, Yell's sons have volunteered to pull the cheese-cart.”

The four bucks had not volunteered to pull the cheese-cart, but Tellop had given Yell the emphatic suggestion via the goat network that there would be a bushel of miscellaneous fruit byproducts for her if she encouraged such cooperation. At this moment four great beasts, all tremendous horns and flowing beards, came trotting around the hill, pulling a sledge behind them, three large clay pots wedged tightly inside. 

Tellop squinted at the marks on the sides of the jars, before clapping her palms together. “Right, we've got fresh onion cheese, brined cheese, and brined onion cheese.”

“You can sleep facing the wall tonight,” one of the pirates said to another. 

“I'll go see about beer and pickles,” Tellop said, as the half of the crew who were not greedily drinking water from the small silver cup fell upon the jars and wrenched them open.

But before she could get more than a few paces up the path toward the villages proper, three spear points appeared over the crest of the hill, followed by three spear-shafts, followed by the bristling crests and silver-decked shoulders of the three witan chiefs. A gaggle of villagers followed them, and an even larger herd of goats followed the villagers. 

“What's this?” thundered Telomarken. She was built along the same lines as a granite cliff, and her great age frosted her crest and the fur on her face. She banged the butt of her spear on the ground.

“Who are these people?” demanded Telnamen, who was narrow and whippy. She cracked the butt of her spear against a big rock. 

“They've stolen my cheeses,” said Telwar sternly, pointing her spear at the newcomers. Telwar wore a great quantity of silver braided into her crest, and she jangled as she walked. 

Tellop flinched. “They didn't, actually. I asked the goats to bring some cheeses for them.”

“Couldn't you have asked the goats to give us a message first?” asked Telomarken. “We thought the sea-goats were back for a second raid.”

“No,” Tellop said. “They're goats. They like causing mayhem.”

“They've taken my cart as well,” said a voice in the crowd, probably Telysa. 

“And three of my spoons,” said another voice.

“That was the sea-goats,” Telnamen said, half-turning
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