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Prologue
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Rumors.

The archduke of Pinnacle listened to them all.

Over the past years, whispers had come down the volcanic slopes of the eastern mountains that a dragon roamed the land. The degenerate human tribes worshipped the monster and offered up sacrifices. The demi-menfolk commonly referred to as goblins served it and fed it knowledge of the greater world beyond the mountains.

All rumors.

These wouldn’t be the first dragon stories the archduke had uncovered. Pinnacle was home to a few curators of the exotic who featured the bones of several of the creatures, touting the displays as relics of monsters from the past. The archduke thought it amusing that such showmen were sometimes correct in their assessment of what the bones were. Even children knew that dragons had existed, once upon a time, always in distant lands off the edge of the map.

The archduke knew they still lived, and tales of a live dragon were what interested him.

When he heard the rumors of the dragon in the north, he sent his own agents to confirm the claim. Such efforts took time and resources, gold especially. Even as the city coffers ran dry, he persisted in his efforts.

For the archduke, finding the dragon was of paramount importance. He was not interested in the creature for its magic or because it was a demon of destruction.

He wanted it for what it knew.
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THE ARCHDUKE HAD ONCE had his own dragon, under guard.

He held it secure inside a mountain keep hidden to the east of the Bay Kingdom. There the creature lounged away, lethargic and obese yet compliant. How the archduke had raged at his attendants when the dragon named Mach had escaped! How such a fat wyrm could manage the feat was beyond the archduke’s understanding.

The archduke had sent out spies with money to find it, but the dragon’s trail hit a dead end somewhere in the vast expanse of the delta. Some of his agents had been murdered. The pirates who infested the region were keen on infiltrators. Orchard City’s fiercely independent bureaucrats resented Pinnacle’s interference in a region that lay outside her territory.

But all these tidbits of information sent a clear signal. The dragon Mach lived, and someone stood to profit from it.
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THE ARCHDUKE’S OBVIOUS response to Orchard City’s obstinacy was a show of force. The open trading city had long stood aloof from the Bay Kingdom. Never an enemy, yet also no ally, the delta town could be forced to cooperate in his search for his lost dragon.

They would submit once a blockade was formed.

Inconveniently, the zealot Pater had decided to attack several Pinnacle-friendly villages along the Inland Sea, declaring himself an emperor and the archduke a heretic.

Such a mess, and a delay. Distractions like Pater had to be dealt with swiftly.

Still, the archduke continued to put money into discovering Mach’s whereabouts within the mazelike waterways and muddy hamlets of the delta. Orchard City officials were predictable in their greed. It was the pirates who proved confounding.

And if there was indeed another dragon up north, he would eventually find it. If it shared its secrets with goblins, then once Pater was dealt with, he would see what the goblins knew.
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HOW DO YOU EVEN SEND hunters to find a creature few men believe even exists?

Mothers shared stories about such monsters to their children to keep them from wandering off. Men would take the coin and return with a murdered mountain lion or bear and boast of success, or vanish altogether to spend the bounty taken from a foolish noble.

But cast a net of spies wide enough, and you will at least hear whispers.

A few delta dwellers had laid eyes on something that wasn’t a lion or bear or sea creature. Such reports finally made their way to the archduke. His missing dragon had indeed traveled through the swamps.

The nature of the archduke’s former prisoner allowed for a safe assumption: it hadn’t escaped without human help. Someone had his dragon. Finding whom would only be a matter of time.
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Chapter One
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Domino and Flora ran around the hut, throwing globs of mud at one another in an evolving game of tag. Spicy had given up trying to understand the rules and had to shield himself to avoid getting spattered.

Flora was faster than the younger Domino, and she caught her and shoved what looked like a square rock into Domino’s arms.

“You’re it,” Flora said. She squealed as she charged away down the muddy path between hovels.

Domino scowled and closed her eyes to count to ten.

Spicy let himself smile.

The day spent recuperating in the unnamed village had brought the children back from their despondent state. They had been through so much, having been taken captive from their home so many weeks ago by the humans, kept as animals, and sold as slaves. Now Spicy, Rime, Dill, Pix, Flora, Domino, and Eve had as safe a place as they could ever hope for outside of Athra. They had fallen in with the pirate crew of the Sin Nombre, who lingered and hadn’t declared their intentions, along with the dragon worshippers who had served Mach and who appeared willing to take Fath as their new master.

But to go home again.

Fath’s condition worried Spicy. Even now, the creature slumbered as he recovered from his injuries. His responsibility was to the dragon, as promised. But the dragon worshippers wanted access. Spicy was the only one who kept them away from him and out of Fath’s new home where their prior master had once lived.

Spicy tried to enjoy the not-so-quiet moment while it lasted. But his thoughts kept returning to Alma, Blades, and Blaylock, the foreman the mercenaries had taken with them, a man who had in his head dragon secrets including the making of explosives. The three had escaped into the delta. He wanted to feel relief that they were gone but knew with each hour it would be harder to ever catch up with them. Alma needed to be caught. Spicy had even told Rime as much that morning, but his friend had yelled at him and they hadn’t spoken since.

For the moment, he wanted to watch the children play.

Then he noticed that the clump of muddy rock in Domino’s hands was a bomb.

“Domino!” Spicy said, reaching for her.

She screamed and jumped away from him as if evading a new player in their sport.

“This isn’t a game! Give it here!”

A look of terror crossed Domino’s face. Spicy realized he had shouted. Domino wasn’t the youngest or the oldest, but all of them were fragile after their ordeal.

Spicy raised his palms and stopped chasing. “It’s okay. I’m not angry. But what you’re holding is dangerous. Stop running.”

Domino hesitated, then looked at the muddy lump and sniffed it.

Rime emerged from the hut. He had Pix in tow. The boy had been sick most of the night with his cough.

“What’s going on?” Rime asked.

“Tell Domino to put what she’s holding down.”

Rime didn’t appear to understand. “Dom, honey,” he said, “do as Uncle Spicy says.”

Domino started to sniffle and remained frozen in place.

Flora came scampering around a corner. “Come on, slowpoke.” She marched towards her playmate.

“Flora, be quiet,” Spicy said. “Domino, put that down. You’re not in trouble.”

The girl set the bomb on the ground. Spicy stepped forward and snatched it up. As far as he knew, the gray mud blocks needed fire to explode. How this one had survived the workshop’s destruction, he didn’t know.

“Go and play,” Spicy said.

The girls just stood and stared.

Rime wore an irritated expression. He went forward and kissed Domino on the head. “You’re okay, honey. Uncle Spicy just isn’t good with kids. He’s not mad. But you two go on down to the water, and I’ll be down there in a minute.”

Spicy examined the bomb. “Where did they find this?”

Rime shrugged. His eyes looked sunken. “No clue. You’d think we’d be safe being in the middle of a human village filled with weapons, pirates, and dragons.”

“Don’t be sarcastic.”

“No? They were playing with something that could blow us all up. And your new idea is to leave us here and go off to the moon-knows-where. And now you yell at Domino.”

Spicy let out an exasperated sigh. “I wasn’t yelling.”

“You weren’t whispering. Look, I have Pix and I’ll go down and watch Dom and Flora. But you have to go check on Eve and Dill.”

“I’m supposed to be meeting Middle Finger. Are the girls in the hut?”

“No. They’re up in the dragon cave.”
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FATH HADN’T WOKEN SINCE their last conversation. His wounds after his fight with his brother Mach were severe but at least he was breathing. Each time he exhaled, it came out as a shudder. He lay among the ruined furniture and bookcases, sprawled out where Mach had once lounged.

Eve and Dill were leaning on Fath and giggling. It was too dark to read, but they had a book between them and were leafing through it. Dozens of volumes were scattered about. A few of the books in Mach’s library were filled with dictations of dragon knowledge, secrets Fath claimed shouldn’t be shared. Spicy had set these volumes aside on a top shelf of the highest bookcase. He expected that he would be adding more, if he ever returned to his role as the dragon’s apprentice.

But the two girls had left one volume open. They had scribbled in the blank spaces of the pages with a charcoal pencil. He put the book into a bookcase and the pencil back on a desk.

Spicy had agreed to help preserve what the dragon knew, but his assignment would have to wait. As he surveyed the ruined library, he wondered about the purpose of saving any of the dragon lore, as it appeared to always lead to destruction and misery.

Bomb still in hand, he motioned for the girls to follow. “Eve, Dill, come on.”

The two girls got up and brought the book with them.

Spicy took it away. “That doesn’t belong to you.”

“But he’s sleeping,” Eve said.

“I know. But it’s not nice to take things without permission.”

He set the book down on the closest desk and shepherded the girls out past the broken doors. The damage from the bomb blast that had devastated the dragon worshippers hadn’t been repaired. A low ringing still echoed in his ears from the explosion.

He took a final look back at Fath before bringing the girls down to the water with the others. Then he went to find the pirates. Captain Middle Finger was going to go after the man who could make more bombs, and Spicy had to decide whether to help them.
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Chapter Two
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A group of dragon worshippers were huddled together and letting out a low wail. Just beyond them was a patch of blood-spattered ground where a team of pirates were finishing up sealing a number of crates. One pirate was cleaning a collection of large knives and saws in a bucket and laying the tools out on a drop cloth. He and the other men wore leather aprons. Their hands, arms, and faces were red with blood.

“You sure that’s all the salt we got?” Wes, the first mate, asked.

“We never thought we’d need this much,” said a pirate as he picked up a heavy crate. “Let’s hurry. Come on, lads, grab a load before this begins to rot.”

The dragon worshipper Marta stood in their way. She was a small woman, thin as a sapling, but she managed to block the pirates in their attempts to step past.

“You can’t do this,” she said.

“We’ve been over this,” Wes said. “You people have your own dead to bury. Let me past.”

“No!” She shoved him and he stumbled and dropped his crate. The lid popped off and a large claw with five talons packed with salt and sand spilled out. One of Mach’s claws.

Wes drew his knife and stepped towards her. Marta drew her own thin blade from the sleeve of her robe.

The larger man paused. “We have an agreement.”

“Your captain never said our master would be butchered.”

Spicy stepped between them. His heart hammering, he fought to sound calm. “Marta, there’s no other way. Fath gave permission.”

Tears streamed down the young woman’s face. Her knife hand trembled. “They sawed his head off.”

A couple of the pirates snickered. The other dragon worshippers had spread out as if to flank the group of pirates. Most of them had sheathed knives on their belts.

If he didn’t say the right thing, there was going to be a fight. “I understand this is hard for you. We must be obedient. This is what your new master has ordered.”

Marta shook her head. “For our master to be dismembered? For his body to be desecrated so? Please, Master Goblin, let us take his body from these thieves. Let us bring him to ground which we can hallow and set a place of remembrance.”

“Not the deal,” Wes muttered.

Spicy raised a hand for him to be quiet. “Marta, did your master allow such insolence?”

She hesitated but a moment before shaking her head. There was something childlike about the young woman.

“Neither does our new master. He gave instructions. They are to be followed. Let these men do their work.”

Spicy watched as the crates were gathered. The dragon worshippers stood in silence.

Wes repacked the spilled contents of his own crate. “Lot of trouble, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t,” Spicy said.

“Watch your tone, gob. You may be a ‘master goblin’ to these simps, but to me you’re responsible for upsetting our business plan. You brought bad things down on our head with that second dragon. Your master better give us something to make up for what we lost. Good thing we might make a few gold off all this.”

As soon as Wes said it, Spicy groaned.

Marta set her jaw and moved towards Wes. “What do you mean, make gold? How are you going to make gold off our master?”

Wes grinned. “What did you think we were packing him up for? Just his head alone will fetch a pretty penny. Seems fair, seeing as how our bomb maker has run off. You have a problem? Take it up with the captain.”

Marta shrieked and charged the man. The worshippers followed. Spicy dove out of the way as the worshippers threw themselves at the crew, throwing down crates and pushing at the men. Marta had her knife out and was slashing at the air as Wes evaded her. He flung the crate at her. She dodged it and pressed her attack, the tip of her knife catching his hand.

Wes pulled his own knife and struck a fighter’s stance, the blade held out to his side and ready to strike.

Spicy was shouting at everyone but no one paid attention.

Middle Finger appeared and strolled between the combatants. “That’s enough. Wes, put your knife away.”

“I’m not letting you sell our master,” Marta said through clenched teeth.

Middle Finger took a moment to clean his bifocals on his shirt before surveying the strewn crates. “What a mess. It appears we were insensitive in our attempt to follow our instructions from the dragon Fath. If we place the crates down on the dock, will you see they are properly buried so as to not upset our new dragon master?”

“Sir...” Wes said but Middle Finger shushed him.

Marta lowered her knife. “I’ll see him buried, if you order your men to let us take him.”

“The order is given,” Middle Finger said. “Wes, take yourself down to the Sin Nombre and cool your heels.”

Wes’s face flushed a shade of red, but he stomped off towards the dock. Spicy watched with amazement as the worshippers backed off. The pirate crew went to work collecting the crates.

Middle Finger placed a hand on Spicy’s shoulder. “Now that that little mess has been dealt with, we need to speak.”
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THEY WALKED DOWN TO where they could see the small dock of the mud village. The Sin Nombre hadn’t been able to pull all the way into the overgrown inlet, but a series of planks mounted on pontoons allowed access to the boat. From the water, the village was invisible, served better by the snaking hillside trail from Bird’s Landing, the pirates’ home base.

The crew brought the crates to the dock. None were being loaded onto the boat. Marta crouched by one stack and began whispering softly to the containers. Middle Finger led Spicy past them all towards his boat.

“What about your profit?” Spicy asked.

Middle Finger took out a small stack of papers from his shirt and flipped through the pages. “A short-term loss. Better to insure a good relationship. But the true prize is eluding us.”

Spicy showed the pirate captain the bomb.

“Where did you get that?”

“One of the children found it this morning. It was lying in the mud.”

“It might be the last one unless we can reclaim the foreman.”

Spicy met the man’s gaze. “I don’t think I can help with that. My work is here with the dragon. I have to keep my friends safe.”

“Indeed. But what do you think will happen when Alma shows Mr. Blaylock and his recipe book to those who will realize what a prize he is? There’s a reason we do business so far from spying eyes. We were content with a moderate production schedule. Less temperate souls will want to know where she found him and what other secrets they might find. Our secure place here will be measured in days, unless we catch her.”

“What do you need from me?”

“You traveled with her. You know her perhaps better than anyone on my crew. And with your knowledge of the dragon, you may also have some special insights. I want you to come with us.”
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Chapter Three
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“You’re not seriously considering this, are you?” Rime asked.

One of the women from Bird’s Landing placed a tray of vegetables, fruit, and rolls down for the children.

Spicy waited for her to leave, but she lingered, a broad smile on her face as she watched the children eat.

“Yes,” Spicy said. “Maybe. What if he’s right? Alma makes it to Orchard City, and other men like Lord hear about Fath. What’s to stop them from coming here?”

The smiling woman pointed to the tray and said something in Cityspeak. She patted Spicy on the head.

Rime frowned and looked at the woman with obvious displeasure. “It’s not your job, Spicy. Let the humans do it. They have a boat, weapons, they know the world of men. They don’t need you.”

Spicy felt a rising irritation. “Not my job? Neither was becoming an apprentice sage for a dragon. Or saving you. I could be hiding up in the hills with Preemie and One Stone.”

“Don’t be a jerk. You know what I mean. If you think we’re in danger here, then we leave.”

“And the dragon?”

The woman standing above him said something. Spicy got another pat on the head.

“Why does she keep doing that?” Rime asked.

“I don’t know. Alma got away with a rowboat. Middle Finger might be able to catch her before she gets anywhere if we leave soon.”

“And how will you going with them make their boat go any faster? What do you want? Revenge? And how will helping the pirates do anything for us?”

“Come on, Rime. Are we in chains? We have food. This as safe as we’re going to be for now. Middle Finger worked with Fath’s brother and is our best bet. And the people of the village, at least they don’t want to hurt us.”

“The pirates did business with Lord and his gang. That doesn’t make me feel good.”

The woman almost patted Spicy’s head again but Spicy pushed her away. She laughed and knelt to help one of the children peel an orange.

“Does she understand what we’re saying?” Rime asked quietly.

“No clue. But Middle Finger is right. I do know Alma, at least a little. She wanted the dragon head to sell. She wants the foreman Blaylock to make money. And what’s more, if there’s a way that no one gets the bomb formula ever again...”

“It sounded to me like the foreman has it memorized.”

“I know. Rime, I have to go with them. There are no more sages. I’m not saying I’m one, but they were responsible for keeping all this secret. There’s a chance we can take it back.”

Rime stared blankly at the tray of food.

“It’s another risk, I know,” Spicy said. “It means you’ll have to watch the kids. And the dragon. And if anyone tries to steal any books, you’ll have to stop them.”
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HE WANTED TO FACE FATH alone.

Even if his master was asleep, somehow Spicy felt obliged to speak with him. He navigated between the debris of broken furniture, then crouched and began to gather some of the spilled books. One armload at a time, he placed them back on the nearest shelves.

Fath lay sprawled where he was before.

“Your secrets are in danger,” Spicy said. “You lived your entire life to protect them, and I think I understand why now. If a human in this village could manage to build bombs, what could others do with the recipe? What other things might they make? Did they steal any other books belonging to your brother?”

Spicy wiped a line of soot from the edge of a shelf.

“So I have to go after them. Lord was only the beginning. With your secrets out, they’ll only grow stronger. Sage Somni told us that men were in their twilight, but that’s not true. They’re multiplying and all they seem to know is killing. I saw one of their armies. We goblins have nothing like that. More men will come to Athra and maybe they’ll wipe us all out. If I take the secret of the bombs back, maybe they won’t. Maybe they’ll stay away.”

Fath continued to slumber.

“Rime will look after you and do his best to keep you safe. I know he didn’t promise you like I did, but I trust him. You can trust him too.”

He straightened the row of books and then placed a hand on the dragon’s warm skin. A rumble escaped from the dragon’s mouth.

Fath didn’t move when he murmured, “Don’t go to Pinnacle.”

“You’re awake.” Spicy moved to where he could see the dragon’s face. He had heard Pinnacle mentioned before. “Pinnacle’s their largest city, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” the dragon said with a sigh. “Never go there. Ever. Promise me.”

The dragon’s breath eased and again it sounded like he was sleeping.

“Promise,” came the dragon’s last whisper.

Spicy nodded, even though both the dragon’s eyes were ruined. Never go to Pinnacle. Spicy understood the request and had no reason to disobey.

––––––––
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SPICY WENT TO THE DOCK to find Middle Finger. He felt his own resolve ebb as he considered leaving the safety of the mud village and the protection of the remaining dragon worshippers. But in truth, he and the others were as secure as a child with a blanket thrown over their head.

He focused on the voyage and what he might need to bring. Food? Weapons? And what to do with the final bomb? For now, he put it in his bag next to a book taken from Fath’s library, an advanced primer similar to one that had been in Sage Somni’s library.

The dragon worshippers were placing the crates into a rowboat with peeling white paint. A group of pirates watched as they waited by the planks leading to their ship.

Pix came running up behind him. “Uncle Spicy!”

“What are you doing here? Go back to Rime.”

The young boy’s eyes brimmed with tears. “He said you were leaving.”

“It’s just a quick trip. You’re safe here.”

But Spicy saw his words had no effect. He clutched the boy and waited as Pix sobbed.

Middle Finger approached, his boots clomping on the dock. “Have you reached your decision?”

“I’m thinking.”

“The tide is right. Waiting any longer will only make it harder for us to catch them.”

“Can’t you give us a moment?”

Crouching, Middle Finger pulled a match from a pocket. “This will cheer him up. Look at this, boy.”

He scratched the match on the wood of the dock and it ignited. Pix watched the flame flare orange and blue, his eyes wide. But once it went out, he buried his head under Spicy’s arm.

“I don’t think I can go with you,” Spicy said. “There’s too much here I have to care for.”

Middle Finger rose and nodded. “I understand. A man must care for his own.”

A shout rose from the Sin Nombre. “A boat! A boat!”

Other voices called out in alarm. The sailors on the dock were pointing up the inlet. A large boat was rowing their way, loaded with men. It had a large mast with a furled sail. On top of the mast flapped a black flag similar to Middle Finger’s, but this one bore a white-lined drawing of a woman’s face wearing a headscarf.

“Captain, are they with you?” Spicy asked.

Middle Finger’s jaw tightened. “No. That ship is the Wind Bonnet. Those are the people the last batch of bombs were meant for. And they might be a tad miffed we misplaced their order.”
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Chapter Four
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Spicy counted fifteen armed men on the rail of the Wind Bonnet. The new boat blocked the Sin Nombre in as it glided down the shallow inlet. Their gangplank crashed down on top of the plank bridge as a team of men stopped their boat with long poles pushing down into the water.

First off was a small man with an unlit pipe in his mouth. His crew followed.

Middle Finger’s own crew fell in behind the captain as he strode down to meet them. They waited in a bunch along the planks. A few of the men repositioned their knives, freeing the handles from any clothing that might impede the weapons being drawn.

Marta ordered the dragon worshippers back into the village.

Spicy walked Pix over to her. “Take him to the others.”

Once the boy was led away, Spicy hurried down to where he could hear.

“That’s unacceptable,” the captain of the Wind Bonnet was saying. “We paid a small fortune for our product. At such a high price, I expect you to follow through on your promises.”

“We’ve never missed a shipment before,” Middle Finger said. “But circumstances beyond our control descended upon us just last night. You might be able to smell it in the air. That’s your shipment that got vaporized, so it’s been permanently delayed.”

“‘Permanently delayed?’ What a wild set of words. And tell me, why didn’t you have a man down at Bird’s Landing to tell us? Why did I have to search all morning for this corner of the delta to find out where you were hiding?”

“We’ve been busy, Captain Breaker, and you have a bad habit of being extremely punctual. I would have been at Bird’s Landing this evening to meet you properly.”

Captain Breaker paused to look at the Sin Nombre’s crew. He had a few more men than Middle Finger. They too were armed. At the bow of the Wind Bonnet, another man stood at the ready with a heavy crossbow set on a pivoting turret. The weapon was aimed above their heads but could be brought to bear and fired in an instant.

Middle Finger placed a hand on Breaker’s shoulder. “Come on board the Sin Nombre and have a drink.”

Breaker’s jaw clenched but then he nodded. The two men headed for Middle Finger’s boat. Both crews visibly relaxed.

One of Breaker’s men was following the captains, but he paused when he saw Spicy. “Captain Breaker, sir! Look!”

A smile broke across Captain Breaker’s face. “Bring it here, Jimmy. Why Captain Finger, you didn’t say you had a mascot.”

A pirate took Spicy by the arm and marched him up the gangplank. He was pushed towards the diminutive captain, who patted Spicy’s head and continued to grin. Spicy knocked the hand away.

“Oh, ho! A spirited gob. You haven’t housebroken your pet.”

Middle Finger appeared distracted and gave Spicy an annoyed look. “Uh, yeah, he’s a work in progress. Never mind the goblin, captain. Wes, bring us the cognac and glasses. We have a thirsty group of guests.”

Wes retreated to the rear cabin and returned carrying a tray with glasses and a decanter of amber liquid. He set the tray down on a barrel, then turned up a line of glasses and began to fill them.

Middle Finger took a glass by the stem and raised it. “You’ll enjoy this. The best the Dons have to offer.”

Breaker accepted the drink but didn’t toast. His earlier mirth had evaporated. “Tell me about my order and what you’re going to do to make it right.”

“Like I said, we experienced a delay. The village was attacked, but we have everything back under control. You’ll have your bombs. It might just take a few more weeks.”

“Time we don’t have. The half payment alone was enough to hire another crew for the job at hand.”

Middle Finger drained his glass. “Ah. Fermentation of good wine takes time. So does the distillation of a fine product such as this. A good cognac sits in a barrel for over a year. If you’d just taste it, you’d see it’s worth the wait.”

Breaker sniffed it and took a small sip. Made a face. “How can you drink this piss?”

“What I’m getting at is making bombs is an art. And as you can see, sometimes there’s spillage. Whereas wine and cognac when spilled need but a mop, we here in our rarified bomb production need time to rebuild. You’ll have your bombs. But it will take time.”

Breaker splashed the rest of his cognac to the deck. Tossing his glass overboard, he grabbed Spicy and yanked him over to him. As Spicy struggled to break free, Breaker rested a calloused hand on the goblin’s head.

“These creatures are supposed to be lucky,” Breaker said. “Didn’t work out for you, did it, Captain Finger?”

Middle Finger pulled Spicy away and shoved him in the direction of the rear cabin. “Why don’t you take yourself out of sight for now?”

Spicy walked quickly to the cabin and stopped in the doorway.

“Setting your slave aside for later?” Breaker said with a laugh. “Do you at least share with the rest of your crew?”

Spicy felt his face grow hot.

“Let’s return to the business at hand,” Middle Finger said, his tone even.

“Okay, let’s. You have no product. That means I need to be compensated.”

“You’ll get a refund if we don’t deliver.”

Breaker wagged a finger. “Not that easy for you, I’m afraid. You see, with this delay it means we lose out on a job worth at least twice what we paid for the bombs. Now you owe us our down payment plus our lost wages.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You either get your product or I return your deposit. And that will take some time. The gold was used to purchase ingredients. And as you might smell, it went up in smoke.”

“Then we have a problem.” Breaker paced about and looked at the two crews around him, then at the Sin Nombre. “I see an obvious means of recompense right below our feet. Throw in the goblin, and we can part ways as friends.”

Wes was the first to draw his weapon. Everyone else followed suit. Knives slipped from their sheaths as the men, who had been intermingled moments before, began to push at one another.

“Lower your weapons,” Middle Finger ordered.

No one was listening.

Spicy backed up into the hold. As if there hadn’t been enough bloodshed in the mud village. The men outside were shouting at each other now. But escape meant getting off the boat.

The cabin had a small window Spicy was sure he could squeeze through. He moved to open it. At his feet was a small coffer that would serve as a decent step. He kicked it over and heard the jingle of coins. Scooping the coffer up, he realized it was quite heavy.

Outside, the uproar was reaching a crescendo. Middle Finger couldn’t get his men to back down. One of the Wind Bonnet men clutched a bleeding arm. Breaker held a thin sword pointed at Middle Finger. The sailor manning the giant crossbow was now searching for a target.

Coffer in his arms, Spicy grunted as he struggled out onto the deck. “Captain Breaker, I have your refund.”

He dropped the coffer before the squabbling pirates.

Middle Finger and Wes both had murder in their eyes as they glared at Spicy.

Breaker moved to the coffer and turned it upright. It wouldn’t open. “The key, Captain Middle Finger?”

Middle Finger adjusted his glasses and nodded to Wes. The first mate took a key from around his neck and handed it to Captain Breaker.

The coffer lock popped open. Breaker opened the lid and revealed a score of tiny leather bags and several scattered coins. Wes clenched his jaw and adjusted his grip on his blade.

Middle Finger’s face remained calm. “That’s much more than you paid.”

Breaker opened a few of the bags and began counting. “Aye. But as I said, you owe me for the lost job. And I’m adding on a fee for lying about not being able to pay me back.”

“Some of that is owed wages to the crew. Surely you understand.”

“Oh, I understand.” Breaker whistled.

One of his crew stepped forward and picked up the coffer. Wes shifted towards the man but Middle Finger stopped him.

“Take it with my compliments,” Middle Finger said.

Breaker was grinning. “That’s what we’re doing, isn’t it? Looks like you get to keep your boat.”

“No sense in being rude. Take your pay and let us part ways.”

The Wind Bonnet crew withdrew from the Sin Nombre. Once they were aboard their own boat, its sails were adjusted in a growing breeze and they began to pole the ship back out to the wider waterway beyond the inlet. The crossbowman offered a final wave.

A few of the Sin Nombre crew responded with rude gestures.

“Show’s over, lads,” Middle Finger said.

The crew grumbled. Wes began giving orders and the men dispersed. A group of them clustered at the bow, whispering among themselves.

“Get to work,” Wes barked.

Middle Finger waved him over. “Let them talk. They know we lost their pay.”

“I know. It’s the gob’s fault.”

Spicy couldn’t meet the man’s hateful gaze.

Middle Finger made a helpless gesture. “Not my first choice of action. We could have talked Captain Breaker into a compromise.”

“Now we look weak.” Wes shoved Spicy as he retreated to the cabin.

“I’m sorry,” Spicy said. “I thought you were going to start killing each other.”

“Probably would have,” Middle Finger said. “Sometimes it’s part of the bargaining process. You have a lot to learn, little goblin. My first mate is right. Breaker saw weakness just now and will probably try to make a move on our operation here. He knows we can’t defend both this place and Bird’s Landing while we’re away. And sure as the sun sets in the west, he noticed us readying the boat.”

“So you could have made him happy by paying him just part of the gold back.”

“Or none, if I got lucky. But Breaker’s a tough one. Not my first choice of business partners. Don’t worry about the gold, though. We can always make more. We’ll make some with the dragon.”

“What do you mean? The dragon worshippers have the crates.”

Middle Finger smiled and placed a foot on a barrel. “They may have the feet and hands and body and belly of the beast, but it’s the head where we make our fortune. It’s time for you to decide if you’re coming with us or not.”

“You say Captain Breaker’s going to make a move.”

“Aye. If I’m right, he’ll linger and return once we’ve left and steal anything not nailed down, and kill anyone who tries to stop him. It’s what I would do, or would have done in my youth. I can only imagine the look on his face when he discovers the dragon up there.”

“You have to help us.”

“Do I, now? And what would be my motivation? This boat is leaving. Do you have an offer for me to change my mind?”

Spicy’s mind raced. “You want me to come with you to find Alma and the foreman. I’ll do that. But how do we protect my friends? I can’t ask them to come with us.”

“Wouldn’t take them. Too distracting, all those kids underfoot. But we’re making a run through easy waters to Orchard City. I’ll leave ten men here. That’ll be enough of a deterrent, and I’ve managed with a light crew before. Bird’s Landing might also be a target. But it will manage on its own, as there’s no reason Breaker will raid it if he ever hopes to use it as a trading stop. Will that make you happy?”

Spicy felt anything but happy. A fresh apprehension grew as he considered that he was leaving Rime and the children with a specific threat looming out on the waterway. They would have to be watched over by humans.

He nodded stiffly.

“Good. If there’s anyone you need to say good-bye to, do it fast.”
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Chapter Five

[image: image]


Spicy waited on the dock as the sailors untied the Sin Nombre and prepared to push off. He slung his small bag over his shoulder. His mind was a jumble of thoughts. He wasn’t prepared to leave, but this was his only opportunity to go after Alma.

Next to him, a young crew member was being fiercely hugged by the smiling woman who had brought them their breakfast. Each time the crew member tried to disengage, she burst into tears.

Where was Rime? Marta had gone to fetch him. Middle Finger said they were leaving in minutes. There would be no time for him to go up to the dragon cave.

Marta came hurrying down from the village, barefoot, her thin legs covered in mud below her knees.

“Where is he?” Spicy asked.

“He can’t come, Master Goblin. One of the girls, Dill, I believe, was throwing up.”

Spicy looked up past her, expecting that at any moment his friend would appear with the children in tow. But he wasn’t coming. Was Dill sick too? First Pix’s incessant cough, and now this. They all needed to get out of the accursed swamp.

“I understand that you have to leave,” Marta said. “I remind you of my people’s vow to your master, who we serve. I will see to it the children are cared for as if they were my own.”

Half of the pirate crew who had been detailed to remain behind gathered on the shore. At first, it appeared they were disinterested in their boat’s departure. But they gave enough lost looks at the Sin Nombre as it was prepped that Spicy knew they all would have preferred to be on board rather than assigned to guard the mud village.

“Perhaps you have a message for Rime I can give?” she asked.

What was there to say? Abandoning Rime would only anger his friend further. The crying woman released the young crew member, and he hurried down to the gangplank. He was younger than most of the men, his skin dark but his hair curled and yellow.

The woman wiped her eyes. Then she reached for Spicy and rubbed the top of his head. Marta shoved her back and barked something at her. The woman’s expression darkened, and she shouted a string of words in Cityspeak.

Marta pointed up the hill. “Your boy is gone. Go back to Bird’s Landing.”

The woman muttered a curse, gave Spicy a smile, and then waved at the departing ship.

“Time, Mister Spicy,” Middle Finger called from the bow. They were waiting for him. He walked carefully up the gangplank, which was hauled on board behind him. Sailors worked their poles and shoved the boat away from the dock. Once out of the inlet, the sails caught wind. The ship groaned as it got underway.

––––––––
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SPICY HAD TO DODGE the sailors as they hurried about the boat. As they were short-handed, there was much to
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