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THE HUDDLED FIGURES emerging from the boat made their way single file across the muddy flats. Gray water lapped up on the shore nearby and filled the impressions left by their feet.

The line of goblin archers hiding behind the wall of scrub watched the disembarking passengers, arrows ready.

Thistle crouched next to Noe, dabbing moisture from her eye. The stinging wind cut through her garments, reminding her that winter was far from finished. Her nose was running. She resisted the urge to dig in her pocket for her handkerchief. She couldn’t risk making a sound and spoiling their ambush.

The scout who had reported the boat had said there were goblins with the human sailors, and Thistle could see this was true. The men of the Inland Sea kept slaves. Hopefully the archers would find their marks and no goblin would be hurt. The approaching invaders were an easy target.

She found herself wondering, what could she and her fellow goblins do with a boat?

Noe nudged her. “You’re sniffling.”

Thistle dabbed her nose with the back of her hand and tried to be as still and quiet as possible. Noe tolerated her presence as Mire Linda’s resident sage, but only up to a point. With no weapon, Thistle was there as an observer.

Moving along with the goblins were children, both human and goblin. As their faces became visible in the mist, Thistle thought she recognized one of them.

It was Pyx. He had been taken with the other five children when Lord assaulted her home village of Boarhead.

One of the humans stumbled. He was caught by one of the goblins. Laughter followed.

She recognized that laugh. Had heard it every day for most of her life.

“Spicy?”

Noe hissed a curse as Thistle rose.

The human at the front of the procession froze and the rest of them stopped. Noe was up with her bow drawn, but Thistle pushed the arrow aside.

“That’s my brother!”

“Who’s there?” the human called.

Spicy came forward and raised a hand in greeting. He obviously didn’t recognize her. The other hunters around Thistle, appearing uncertain, remained poised to shoot.

Noe’s jaw tightened. “Hold. Thistle, who are these people?”

Thistle found herself running forward, oblivious to the mud that she sank in up to her ankles and which threatened to pull her boots from her feet. She grabbed her brother into an embrace.

“I thought you were dead,” she gasped as tears streamed down her face.

“I’m fine. I got them back.”

She looked up and saw the goblin children. All five were alive. They appeared healthy. But someone was missing.

“Rime?”

He shook his head. His face had thinned. His eyes held a cast of sadness.

“We’ll mourn him. We’ll mourn all those who we lost. But who are these...humans?”

“My friends. They had to flee their homes. It’s a long story. I promised them shelter and a place to rebuild. I’m taking them home to Boarhead.”

“You can’t. There’s no humans allowed near Athra. It’s a mistake to have them here.”

The humans were watching them carefully. Among them were mothers clutching their children. They looked cold and miserable.

Spicy smiled nervously. “What do you mean, ‘not allowed’? We’re here. They were willing to put their lives on the line for us.”

“We fought to drive every human away from this shore. We’re at war with them.”

“Well, I’m not at war with anybody. It’s cold and we need to find a place to set up shelter.”

The nearest human adjusted a pair of bifocals. “Mister Spicy, is there a problem I can help resolve?”

“We’re figuring it out,” Spicy said. To Thistle, he murmured, “We are, aren’t we? You’re not turning women and children away, are you? This isn’t even Athra yet. We need a camp for winter. We’ve brought plenty of our own food.”

Thistle spoke in a soft, urgent tone. “We’ve murdered their kind. Many of them. Some were soldiers, but not all. We burned their farms and villages. It’s not safe for your friends to be here.”

For a moment she saw the boy who was two years her junior about to call for their mother to referee another petty argument. The moment faded.

“They’re under my protection,” he said. “Boarhead is my home as much as anyone else’s that survived. Athra will have to get used to the fact that humans and dragons live here now.”

“The dragon...is here?”

“He’s on board with most of the crew, waiting for us to figure out if this is a good spot.”

“Why would he come here?”

She saw in his face a familiar mischievous smile.

“Fath had some family problems of his own. He’s threatened to eat me if I don’t find him a place to sleep that doesn’t rock back and forth. Thistle, I’m freezing. Is that Noe up there? Talk to her. We need to set up a camp, get in from the cold.”

“Let me take our children. If you have to stay with the humans, then lead them somewhere else to safety. You say you have food. There are places on the eastern shore where you can take shelter.”

“You said you were burning farms?”

She shifted in place, feeling the cold mud turning her feet numb through her boots. “A lot happened since you left.”

“Yeah. I get it. But there’s an angry dragon who’s going to be even angrier if we don’t figure something out.”

She looked back at the boat. If there was a dragon on board, he was out of sight. But a line of forlorn human faces were watching them.

Noe marched up to them. She wore her russet hair in a high knot tied off with a dangling leather cord. She adjusted her quiver as she put the arrow away. She looked Spicy over and her eyes narrowed as she eyed the line of new arrivals.

“I’ve been listening. The closest intact farm is less than an hour upstream along the creek. The humans who lived there fled months ago but the structures remain intact. Bring everyone there. Keep them out of sight until we decide what to do. You say the dragon returned with you?”

Spicy nodded.

“Then make sure he stays away from our village.”

“Thank you,” Spicy said.

“Don’t thank me. There will be others who are less pleased than me that we once again have human neighbors.”
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“YOUR GOD IS BACK.”

The men of the mountain tribe made a visible effort not to make eye contact as the tall goblin strolled past them. Each man stiffened, with faces cast downward. The women and children weren’t present. They had all been sent away in anticipation of the goblin’s arrival.

The goblin wore a robe of furs tied loosely around his waist. He appeared to be hot, even as banks of snow surrounded the mountain village. He walked from man to man, studying each. He was bald. Sweat dotted his face, which was the color of egg yolk. He clicked his tongue.

“I left clear instructions. I spoke using small words. Fight alongside Pater the Zealot. Bring him a victory over the Pinnacle men inside the fort. And then I hear these instructions had fallen on deaf ears. Why is that? How is it that such a simple task could be confusing? Did I use too many big words for my bar-bar-barians?”

Two tribesmen walked behind him. The first was the shaman named Dust. He wore a collection of medallions and figurines tied around his neck. Among the trinkets was a mirror, which he held to watch the goblin. The second was the tribe’s leader, Jacob. His tangled hair and black beard didn’t conceal a toothy sneer as he glared at the goblin.

Jacob let out a curt bark. “We took silver coins and horses as prizes, more than the zealots would have given us. The fort was captured. We brought slaves. It was a successful raid. Underchief Hobbes failed to bring home any such bounty for an entire year of useless fighting.”

The goblin turned and the two locked eyes. Finally Jacob relented and looked down at his feet.

“Money, horses, and slaves,” the goblin said. “You were ordered to cooperate with the zealots, not turn on them and make them our enemy.”

“They’re weak. They’re sick. They won’t come into our mountains and if they do, we will kill them.”

“Underchief Hobbes paid for his incompetence. And I heard a tale about the lone Pinnacle man who survived the attack on the fort. He followed you and rescued the slaves, at least the ones who didn’t perish. That leaves money and horses in exchange for making Pater the Zealot my enemy. Tell me, Jacob, what will silver do for you, as you have no Midsea towns that will trade with you now? And horses? Which one of your men knows how to ride well? You’d have these as meat? Fool.”

Jacob shifted in place. The village was silent except for a few pops from the firepit where sparks rose into the evening air.

The goblin’s stare was unrelenting. “We need Pater as a friend for the next part of the plan. Do you have a solution, Chief Jacob? No. You’ve created work. I sent Dust with you to guide you so we could bring about the conclusion I had hoped for. By listening to him you would have avoided this problem.”

Jacob licked his lips. “His counsel was worthy of a woman. We would have lost many warriors with no gain but the taking of the fort.”

“Oh, my little chief. Your words reveal to me that while you have eyes, you do not see. Your ears do not hear. And with your tongue, you sow corruption. I see now your spirit within is tainted. You spoke with my kind when I forbade it. Your shaman Dust has been trained what to say and what to think. He and he alone.”

Jacob grumbled a reply. 

“I can’t understand you when you mumble. I’ve waited too long to allow a man such as you to spoil my works.” His smile was icy. “The one thing I appreciate about you, my bar-bar-barian, is that you don’t waste words. I won’t either.”

The goblin motioned to a group of tribesmen who immediately moved to seize Jacob. The chief snarled and snapped his teeth as he struggled, but the men who held him had little trouble wrestling him to the dirt.

“How does one discipline a child who fails to understand the lesson? By using the child to make a teaching point that others will understand. I need obedience. With the dilemma you’ve presented, I see a way forward. Two questions addressed with a single answer.”

The goblin nodded to Dust, who had been waiting patiently next to him. Dust let the mirror dangle on its string as his hand drew an obsidian blade. He knelt before his chief and paused only long enough for the men holding Jacob to keep him still.

The goblin sighed. “I should have seen it—the defiance within you. You’d look me in my eyes as if you were one of my own. You forget that you and your kind are nothing...less than nothing, unless I say it is so. But now you will become something. Useful, even.”

Dust began to cut. Jacob jerked and tried to fight but all he could manage was to shriek as the shaman began to take pieces from him.

The goblin turned his back to the torment. “Your god has returned. Yes, I’ve heard from your scouts.”

The nearest tribesmen not assisting with the maiming of their chief continued to grovel.

“I’ll go to your god-dragon. It’s been so long since we’ve spoken. I don’t believe you’ll be seeing him returning to his cave, my bar-bar-barians. He has almost outlived his own usefulness, so it’s time for him to play his role. But do not mourn. Even the longest days see their end and fall to shadow in order for there to be a new dawn. And Dust, see to it Jacob doesn’t perish. I have a final purpose for your chief, and he will be traveling with us come morning.”
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SPICY KEPT HOPING THISTLE would visit, but after a month went by he realized he would have to make the half-day journey to Mire Linda.

Fath’s transcription work was unrelenting. Every moment of daylight and more than a few hours of darkness were occupied writing until his eyes burned and hand cramped. The blind dragon poured out information, and if he heard any mistakes on the readback he would require Spicy to rewrite the page.

The periodic interruptions from Goldbug, Middle Finger, or the goblin children were welcome. The crew and families of the Sin Nombre had needs, most of which could be met if they were only allowed to venture away from the complex of farms provided them as shelter.

But Noe had forbidden it and Thistle had agreed with her.

The Sin Nombre herself had been manually hauled up the creek and then placed upon logs, brought out of the water, and hidden. Spicy didn’t know enough about boats to know, but he was told she would sail again. But the crew and the families wanted to hunt and forage. Now they had to rely on the Mire Linda goblins to provide any food beyond what they had brought with them from the boat.

Spicy worried that if any of the humans left the farm, they might be hurt.

So the humans remained on the farm. During the snowstorms, that had been easy enough. But salted meats, hardtack, and pickled fruits and vegetables grew tiresome to palates accustomed to freshly caught game, fish, and gardened vegetables. And now that the winter chill was fading and the drifts of snow were turning to mud, the humans wanted to see what the forests and shore had to offer.

“No,” Spicy said.

The old mother who had come out to the barn where he and Fath took their lodging said something in Cityspeak, one of the human languages he had no ear for.

Goldbug nodded as he listened. “She says she wants to go out only for two hours. Just to the mouth of the creek. She says there are no goblins who will see her. She just wants to gather mussels.”

The youth was the youngest of the Sin Nombre crew, a skilled thief, loyal to Captain Middle Finger, and Spicy’s first human friend. He wore a scarf over his yellow curled hair and appeared gaunt, having been sick all winter since leaving the delta.

The boy’s ever-present grin broadened. “She says she’ll give you half of what she finds.”

Spicy put his pencil in his shirt pocket and wiped his smudged fingers on his pants. He had been using the precious moments during one of Fath’s now-infrequent naps to go over the day’s writing. He had spotted a few typos, but nothing he’d reveal to the dragon.

“I don’t need a bribe to let her out to forage,” Spicy said. “I’d like a change in diet as much as anyone. But our instructions are clear and the answer is no. Tell her soon. I’m going to go to Mire Linda and talk to Noe and my sister. Tell her I’m sorry.”

Goldbug spoke with the woman. Spicy wondered how what he had said could be distilled down to so few words. The woman scowled and then marched away from the barn.

Spicy looked down at the day’s pages on the makeshift desk and realized he could no longer remember where he was in his reread.

Goldbug examined one of the barn walls. From ceiling to floor were scratch marks, all places where Fath had tried to show Spicy the characters of Cityspeak. But there were so many, and Spicy had given up trying to learn the language on top of his transcription work. Besides, a blind dragon had a hard time demonstrating a writing lesson.

“When Fath is done, he’ll turn you into a dragon, eh?”

“Don’t say his name,” Spicy said. “He still doesn’t like hearing anyone use it besides me.”

From the shadows in the back of the barn came a deep sigh. A rustling sound followed.

The dragon’s deep voice rumbled. “Your social visit is over, apprentice.”

Goldbug waved. “Good morning, Master Dragon!” He offered a bow and exited the barn, closing the door behind him.

Fath dragged his long fleshy body from his bed of hay. Even in the weak candlelight the mass of scars covering his arms, torso, and face were pronounced and spoke to the immense damage he had suffered when fighting and killing his brother. Both of his eyes were sealed shut with crusty scabs. But between his keen hearing and sense of smell, he could get around just fine.

Spicy yawned. “I’m just finishing up. I should get some rest myself, but we’re out of paper. I need to travel to Mire Linda.”

“What of the sheaf the boat captain brought us?”

“That was two weeks ago. They’re full. We need to figure out binding and covers. Right now those pages have a rock on them so they don’t blow away. All things I can work on getting. But it means I have to leave, maybe for a day.”

Fath made a vague noise Spicy knew too well. The dragon wasn’t pleased.

Spicy reached to gather up the sheets of paper he had been reviewing. His arm knocked the candle down. He scrambled to smash the flame out before it caught on anything.

“Be careful!” Fath said.

“I’m sorry! I’m just...tired. Maybe if I had my sister here, she could help.”

“You mean the real sage’s apprentice.”

Spicy fought to keep the frustration out of his voice. “There’s work for two or more scribes here. We need the paper. And it will get to the point where we will have to place these books somewhere that isn’t a barn. At my village, you and the Sin Nombre crew would be safe. We can start our library there.”

“This work is not to be shared.”

“We...can discuss that later. But we also need to get you some fresh meat. The crew and their families want to go outside. I’ll talk to their chief about when we can leave.”

Fath let out a dry cough that turned into a chuckle. Was he laughing?

“Oh, faithful apprentice. So busy. Go, then. Take the horse and be back by sundown.”

Spicy tensed up at the thought. The farm had been a shelter and meeting point used by the goblin sentries since their nascent war with the neighboring humans had begun. Noe had left them a slope-backed pony, a thin and graying dun animal that was suspicious every time Spicy got close to it. His preference would be never to ride one of the animals ever again.

With a few drops of wax, he set the candle standing on the table and began to collect the papers. There was one sheet that wasn’t covered with transcriptions. This he paused to admire.

A map representing the Inland Sea from top to bottom covered much of it. The shoreline was by no means accurate, as Spicy had recreated it from his memory of the large map in Sage Somni’s library. But he now had his own experience to draw from. Somni’s map had terminated at the halfway point. He had put down abbreviated labels for many of the goblin villages throughout Athra. Now he could add the human towns and cities: Bliss, Eel Port, Orchard City, and the sprawling delta where the pirates had made their home.

Pinnacle and its mad dragon-obsessed archduke lay to the south, far away, yet somehow still within reach. All summed up with a simple label. Would the form-shifting ruler come after Fath again, assuming he still lived after being rescued by the last of his strange sons?

Spicy could only wonder how much more of the world lay beyond those boundaries.

A larger page would have been better suited. Somni’s map had been in color and this was a poor replica, the writing sloppy, the ink black. But it was his creation and only a rough draft.

The map also lacked any mark for where goblin rule ended and the Empire of the Inland Sea—Pater the Zealot’s land—began. Midsea remained a mystery, lying somewhere between Athra and Eel Port. The human maps he had seen had lines showing who ruled what.

If anyone had told him before all this that he would one day be responsible for recreating a lost library, he would have laughed.

Spicy rolled the map up and placed it into a makeshift pigeonhole. The loose pages he tucked under the metal head of a trowel used as a paperweight. He had achieved his dream of working as an apprentice. But at that moment all he wanted was to see his sister.

“No more visitors,” Fath grumbled.

“What?”

“Are you paying attention? Go outside and tell them to go away.”

Spicy hadn’t heard anyone at the door. He rose and opened it. The bright overcast reflected the early sun and hurt his eyes. But there was no one there. He’d have to bundle up and pack a lunch if he was going to make the trip to Mire Linda.

Before he went back inside, something caught his eye. There at the nearest tree at the edge of the clearing in front of the barn, something was dangling from a branch. He walked over to inspect it. It appeared to be a stick figure ornament, something one of the children might make. But the children were indoors at the farmhouses, and the dangling object hadn’t been there the previous evening.

“Hello?”

Spicy felt foolish as soon as he spoke. If one of Noe’s goblin hunters was messing with him, he would be embarrassing himself.

He heard Fath’s raspy breath as the dragon pushed open the main barn door. With a jerking motion Fath stepped outside, head moving along the ground as he sniffed.

“It’s okay,” Spicy said. “There’s no one here.”

“Silence.” The dragon slithered to the trees. “There. Tell me what you see.”

Spicy stepped through the yellow grass sprouting beneath the pines. The single fresh footprint he discovered wasn’t deep, but it was larger than a goblin’s. It had been left by someone adept at walking across raised roots, wearing moccasins.

“A human was here.”

Fath continued to smell the air. “What else?”

The smell of blood caught Spicy’s attention. A smear of red clung to the leaves of a sapling. It was still sticky. Then he found another footprint. Perhaps whatever human had come close to the barn wasn’t being careful. Or the tracks were deliberate.

A handprint in blood marked the base of a larger trunk. The crimson palm was turned to the side. Around the back of the tree Spicy discovered writing in a section of peeled-away bark. The charcoal script was something he had seen before but couldn’t read. Not Cityspeak. Not the standard alphabet he knew.

It reminded him of old goblin script, the language reserved for sages and their apprentices.

“It’s strange,” he said. “They marked a tree. But definitely human.”

“Not just a human. I smell goblin. We had more than one visitor.”

Spicy searched the ground but saw no other footprints. He paused before a pile of dead and uprooted undergrowth. Then the pile moved as a man sprang up and clawed at Spicy.

A hoarse roar erupted from the man’s mouth. His face was a wild mass of hair and around his neck hung a dozen medallions. He smacked Spicy to the ground with a blow. But as the human continued to flail, Spicy saw his eyes were shut. Spicy scrambled back even as a second figure came running and tackled the human. It was another goblin, and he tumbled with the wild human. They wrestled for a moment, the human screeching as if in agony. Finally the two separated and the tribesman scrambled away and vanished into the brush.

The new arrival dusted himself off. He was tall and bald with striking yellow skin, bare-chested and wearing little but a robe tied around his waist. Spicy saw no jewelry or marking to hint at his tribe or village.

“A close thing,” the newcomer said.

“Who are you?”

“A friend.” He looked past Spicy and at the dragon lingering at the edge of the trees. “Call me Eris. And then introduce me to your most wonderful dragon.”
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ERIS HELPED SPICY TO his feet. “A lucky thing I was by. The mountain men are raiding further west with every season.”

“Where did you come from?” Spicy asked.

“I was on my way to Mire Linda when I spotted the tribesmen’s campsite and found their tracks leading this way.”

“There’s more of them?”

“They aren’t fools enough to travel alone. They know it’s our land they tread upon. Is this your home?”

Spicy hesitated to answer. But the barn and farm were in view.

“Identify yourself,” Fath said. “Step forward so I can get your scent.”

Eris stood where he was. “I’ve heard of a dragon traveling with a goblin. Rumors make their way to Turtle Rock.”

Spicy waited for Fath to respond but the dragon stayed silent. “Is Turtle Rock your village?” he asked. “I’ve never been there.”

“Few have. The work of our glaziers is renowned throughout Athra, but we don’t see many visitors. It’s more convenient for our craftsmen to journey to Mire Linda and the other villages for trade. But we’re well acquainted with the tribesmen. They’ve been a thorn in our side for generations. Best to be on your guard, my friend, but with a dragon at your side, it’s the humans who should be wary.”

Fath pressed through the trees. He pushed towards Eris and took a whiff. Eris remained in place, a bemused expression on his face. Spicy was surprised. He had been around the dragon for months and Fath still made him nervous.

“Magnificent,” Eris said. “You are the great serpent from Mother Mountain?”

Fath’s head hovered inches away from him. “Your Mother Mountain was my home for a time.”

“Ages, it seems. Generations of sages were always so careful about your presence.”

“Not careful enough. You smell familiar, goblin. And you don’t travel alone. The others with you—I don’t know them, but you are...”

“In awe. We heard too late of the battles against the humans to be of aid. But Mire Linda has a war chief and now you. Imagine how our kind could rally with such an ally.”

“I am not anyone’s ally.”

“Hmm. Not ally, then. Perhaps friend is too collegial. Then ‘sharer of a common enemy’? Man. Humans. It was they who drove you from your mountaintop, was it not? The time for hiding is over for all of us. Turtle Rock sends its greetings.”

“Does your sage yet live?” Spicy asked hopefully.

“Sage Tanner fell ill years ago. Crippled. His duties to our village and his profession have fallen to the wayside. His wind short, his countenance fallen, yet not to dust.”

“Did Sage Somni visit him?” Spicy asked. “He was our sage. He went to see Sage Glomer of Blackpool before what happened...happened. Surely Turtle Rock was on the way there.”

“You’re from Boarhead? You then have borne the brunt of our tragedy. Now you must live for all who have fallen.”

A horse whinnied. Several mounted goblins had ridden closer between the trees, but their horses had become skittish. Spicy had never seen so many goblins on horseback.

“I’d have my warriors see you, lord dragon,” Eris said. “It will steel their hearts.”

Fath grunted. He turned in place and began to wind through the trees back towards the barn. “I will not be gawked at like a spectacle. Leave here. Speak to no one and have your men swear to it.”

Eris watched the dragon vanish, the smile never leaving his face. “Truly magnificent. And you serve him?”

“I’m his apprentice.”

“And what duties do you perform?”

“I don’t know if I should say. But I need to go to Mire Linda today. We could travel together. I don’t know anyone from Turtle Rock. Surely Noe and my sister will be happy to see you.”

“I wouldn’t wish for you to upset your master. And we’ll continue to pursue the tribals. It could be dangerous. Not work for a dragon’s apprentice. We will speak again, Spicy of Boarhead.”

From the direction of the farm came the cry, “Uncle Spicy!”

Eve, one of the goblin girls, was running his direction. Goldbug was chasing after her and he stopped her as she made the barnyard.

“I see there’s more to your arrangement here than a dragon,” Eris said. “Humans living so close to Athra?”

Spicy waved Goldbug and Eve back. “They’re friends. Allies.”

Eris raised an eyebrow. “Humans and goblins?”

“Noe, the war chief of Mire Linda, knows about us. We have an arrangement. But the rest of Athra doesn’t yet know.”

“Such a young goblin to keep so many secrets. It’s good to know who can be trusted. You can trust me, Spicy. Perhaps, as time allows, we can be friends, too. For we goblins need all the friends we can get in these times of trouble. But for now, I bid farewell. Perhaps we’ll meet in Mire Linda. If we can find more of these tribesmen, we’ll kill them. It’s what friends do for each other.”

***
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SPICY PACED INSIDE the barn. “He said they’re going to kill the tribesmen they found.”

Goldbug crouched in the doorway. Fath was out of sight, having again retreated to the shadows of the rear stable. Outside, he could hear mothers scolding the children as they ran about the fenced yard in play.

“It’s not your worry,” Goldbug said. “It’s not your fight. We’re safe here.”

“For now. We hear nothing from my sister or Noe for a month, and then we get visited by goblins who appear to be late for the war and in a hurry to catch up.”

“They didn’t hurt any of us.”

Spicy paused to consider the youth and his cheerful smile. “What do you think happened to the people who used to live here? From what little Thistle told me, the tribesmen of the mountains were the one group of humans we weren’t fighting. So what’s going on?”

“Why are you so worried? When Pinnacle and Orchard City and some of the pirate gangs in the delta who were forming a syndicate went to war, we survived by lying low. That’s what we’re doing now. Stay out of it.”

“But we live here. This is going to be home for all of us once we go to Boarhead come spring.”

A snarl came from the back of the barn. “Your prattling is disturbing me. I thought you were going to leave.”

“Not after seeing those goblins. What if they come back?”

Fath sniffed and poked his head into the light. “You would contribute little to our defense.”

Goldbug suppressed a laugh.

Fath’s normal sour expression became a scowl. “Enough noise from both of you. I’m trying to think. There is something about this Eris. A memory lost.”

“You know him?” Spicy asked. “I thought you hadn’t spoken to any goblin in many years before we met.”

Goldbug nodded encouragingly. “Maybe you knew his father. Or grandfather. You were alive back then, weren’t you?”

“Stop addressing me, human.” But there was little force in Fath’s order. “It fades so quickly. So much gone. I’ve forgotten far more than any of you would learn in a lifetime. But that scent...”

He settled back into the stall. Soon the sound of the dragon’s steady breathing filled the space, like a slow bellows stoking a furnace.

Spicy pointed outside and he and Goldbug exited the barn.

“I need to go to Mire Linda.”

Goldbug shrugged. “So go. We’re fine here. The crew will guard your dragon. We look out for each other. That’s the rule, right? Let me get the horse ready for you. It’s faster than your stumpy legs.”

Spicy considered asking Goldbug to go with him. Humans had a knack for horses. But the implied threat for any of the delta refugees was clear: they were to stay put until the spring when the goblins could make a decision on whether they could live with them.

“I’ll run. But I know I won’t make it back by tonight. Tell the captain to keep on the lookout and you be careful too. Because whatever was started with the humans isn’t over.”
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SPICY HADN’T BELIEVED it would be possible to get lost following a trail, but more than once he came to a fork in the dirt track which reminded him that he didn’t know where he was going. Snow, mud, and slush obscured the ground.

Shouldn’t the tribesmen and the goblins from Turtle Rock have left some sign of their having come this way? Where had they all gone?

And the hunters of Mire Linda who traveled the edges of the swamps also appeared to know how to keep their tracks hidden. He had never visited Mire Linda in person and had always thought the name a joke. It was one of the few goblin settlements on the Inland Sea side of the Fallen Ridges, the range that separated the hills of Athra from what had always been considered the land of the humans.

All that was changing.

Since his adventures in the south, this had become goblin land, or at least it stood in contest. He knew little of the Empire of the Inland Sea. It stood to reason that if his people had attacked their northern villages and communities, there would be reprisal.

What had he dragged his human friends into?

He was walking ankle-deep in muck. It tugged at his shoes. The sun had vanished sometime around noon and the bright haze obscured the time of day. The mossy redwoods nearby wouldn’t cooperate in hinting at his direction. Perhaps he had become turned around in his haste.

Then he discovered a lemon tree.

A few pieces of unripe green fruit hung from the branches. There were signs of pruning. He spotted footprints in the dirt. Goblin-sized.

He followed them for a ways, seeing more signs of trees and bushes that were obviously cared for, until he came to his first garden.

“Hello, Mire Linda!” he called.

When the hunter tapped him on the shoulder, he let out a yip. The older goblin wore a crown of clovers and clutched three javelins. With his free hand, he motioned Spicy along.

Mire Linda sprawled across a muddy hillside. The homes were mostly hovels and huts, so unlike the refined houses of Boarhead. Adults and children alike were at work with their livestock and gardens and skins and pottery. He caught the smell of cooking food and realized he was quite hungry.

He hadn’t enjoyed a goblin-cooked meal in so long.

Most of the residents eyed him with caution, as if he were an invader, or worse, a human. Or, he reasoned, they had been on the front line of Athra’s tragedy and could recognize someone bearing bad news.

Word of his arrival spread quickly. Thistle came running down a path between the homes and crushed him in a bear hug.

“It’s okay,” she said to his escort. “Go on now, I have him.”

Seeing the hunter do as she said made him realize she held some position in the town. It hadn’t been clear on their arrival what her role was, exactly. She took him to a home with a stone floor and a stove. It was a simple hut, and gloomy inside. The single windowless room featured an unmade bed piled with blankets, a few cabinets, and a table and single chair. Papers and a stack of bound books cluttered the table and he detected the smell of fresh ink.

Her fingertips were stained blue. “I’ll heat soup. There’s water in the pitcher there.”

He stood awkwardly in the entry. A deer hide served as a door.

“Well, come in already.”

He looked about the hut’s interior and then at his sister. Her cheeks had lost their roundness. Her hair had been cropped to just below her ears and there were no ribbons. She had lines under her eyes that reminded him of their mother.

He wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Homey place. I noticed the impatiens in your front yard and the tasteful wreath on your door. Did you make the drapes in the windows? The glasswork is quite nice. Who did your flowerpots?”

She offered a tolerant smile. “Don’t be rude. This isn’t Boarhead. But it’s my home now.”

She stoked the fire in the stove and added wood, then stirred the pot. From jars within one of the cabinets she collected a palmful of herbs. These she crushed and rubbed together before adding them to the pot. Next came shredded mushrooms.

He began to pore over what she was writing. Her tight script was incredibly neat. The text was a description of civic responsibilities of citizens and their moral obligations to the state.

The Classic Democracy, the title page read.

“This looks...engaging.”

“Keep your snotty fingers off my pages. Wash your hands in the basin.”

He made a show of not touching anything as he washed his hands. She cleared part of the table so he could sit.

“I thought you’d visit,” he said.

“I almost did a few times. But then we received some of the damaged books recovered from Thousand Groves. I’ve been rewriting them.”

“I could use your help with Fath. He’s been working me nonstop. I’m actually out of paper, we’ve been writing so much.”

She blew on the fire and closed the stove. “Is that why you’re here? For paper?”

“No. I need to talk to Noe. Tell her about a group of goblins who came by this morning. We were also visited by some tribesmen from the mountain.”

“What happened?”

“It’s okay. No one got hurt. One of them jumped me but we drove him away. They left something tied to a tree. And a handprint in blood along with a strange mark. The goblin leader said they were going to chase them off, even kill them if they could catch them. I need to understand what’s happening around here if I want to keep my friends safe. I thought the mountain people weren’t our enemies.”

“It’s complicated. They were afraid of us at first and wouldn’t even speak with us. Then Chief Gelid made a deal with them. In exchange they attacked the zealots. I don’t know why they’d bother you. I haven’t heard any reports of sightings. Describe what you saw.”

Spicy reached into his pocket and handed over the ornament left by the tribesman.

Thistle examined it. “The tribal chief Jacob had a shaman named Dust who left these near us.”

“Like a warning?”

“More like an acknowledgement of our presence. Maybe it served as a sign to his own kind that we were near. He wouldn’t even make eye contact. When their chief made the deal, it was as if some part of their beliefs had been breached. I never got an explanation. Why they’d be out here in winter is a mystery.”

“The goblin leader said he was from Turtle Rock.”

“Oh? None of our raid came from there and they had no representative at our council. No one ever talks about them. I always assumed it was such a small place that it had no warriors to offer.”

“Their leader’s name was Eris. They had horses. I thought they’d be here by now.”

After a wait, she finally ladled up some soup. It was barely warm but the herbs gave it a pleasant aroma that made Spicy’s mouth water. He ate. She was giving him seconds when the pile of blankets stirred, almost causing Spicy to leap from the chair.

A freckled goblin squinted at them both. “Is that breakfast?”

“Last night’s dinner,” Thistle said. “It’s afternoon now, so you should probably get up. Meet my brother. Spicy, Wren. Wren, Spicy.”

“A pleasure,” Wren said dryly as he rose and straightened a long undershirt that dangled to his knees.

He plodded to a cabinet, got a bowl, and served himself.

Spicy could only gawk as Wren stood by the stove and ate.

“There’s news?” Wren asked. “Maybe you should find Noe.”

Thistle adjusted the curtain over the door so it was fully closed. “I haven’t seen her in a week. Maybe more. Went out again and took her hunters.”

Spicy continued to stare at Wren. “Who are you?”

“Weren’t introductions covered?” Wren asked. “I thought you said your brother was smart.”

Thistle’s cheeks took on a deeper shade of green.

Wren slurped a spoonful of soup. “I’m sure he’ll figure it out.”

“Just shut up, Wren,” Thistle said with a sigh. “Wren is the doctor’s apprentice from Thousand Groves. And seeing as it’s the middle of the afternoon, it’s high time he got up and went to work.”

Thousand Groves had suffered a similar fate as Boarhead, and had perhaps lost more lives to Lord’s raid.

Thistle ladled the last of the soup into Spicy’s bowl. “Finish up. If what you say is true, we need to tell the chief.”

“I thought you said Noe wasn’t here,” Spicy said.

“She’s not. But she’s our war chief, not the chief of the village. That’s Valens.”

“And by the look on your face, you’d rather not see him.”

Wren stopped eating to point at Thistle with his spoon. His eyes were bloodshot. “Thistle here wears her heart out where everyone can see it. It’s why she gets along with everyone so well.”

Thistle capped an ink bottle and tidied the papers. “Wren, you have rounds to make, don’t you? Spicy, come with me. Time to see Valens. We need to figure out what exactly is going on outside the boundaries of our humble village.”
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ONCE THEY WERE OUT of the hut, Spicy asked, “What’s wrong with him? He’s, what, your boyfriend?”

“He’s been through a lot. We all have.”

“I saw his eyes. Is he drunk?”

Thistle was slow in responding. “He takes medicine. He’s very tired. But it’s none of your business.”

“You’re my sister.”

Her face was inches from his. “You didn’t exactly want my advice when it came to following the dragon. Then you bring humans back to our land and promise them safety? And now I’m supposed to listen to you? Mom and Dad are gone. You’re neither. No one here cares about what Wren and I do, and I’m sorry if it upsets you.”

Spicy fumbled for words. “Sorry.”

She took a moment and appeared to be composing herself. “It’s my fault. I’m exhausted. We haven’t taken the time to see each other. I know you went through your own ordeal rescuing the children. But it was bad up here. I’m just...Wren is the only one I have to talk to about what I’ve done.”

“What did you do? What happened?”

“Another time. I’m glad you came with your news. I knew this wasn’t finished. Noe and the other warriors think we’ll be attacked come spring. I was hoping we’d have a few more months of peace. But the mountain tribesmen coming here doesn’t make sense.”

A pair of children were running. They paused to look at Spicy and Thistle. Thistle didn’t bother to acknowledge them. Spicy smiled, made a face, and they tittered and ran off.

“Looks like you’ve gotten good with kids,” Thistle said.

“Didn’t have much choice. The trick is you can’t show weakness. But Thistle, if we’re not safe, we have to take the children and the humans to Boarhead.”

“We can bring it up with Valens. Noe should be part of this.”

“Which one of them’s in charge?”

Thistle let out a humorless laugh. “What day of the week is it?”

“It’s that bad?”

“He’s the chief of the village. That much is settled. But Noe’s kept command of her hunters and the few warriors sent from Athra to help watch our borders.”

“Then come with me to Boarhead. What’s your job here, exactly? There’s no reason you can’t do your work there.”

“I’m the real sage’s apprentice, remember? I need to be here to know what happens. There will be a history of this one day.”

Wren was approaching them, buttoning the cuffs of his sleeves. “By default and rules of divine succession, Thistle’s now the master head sage of all Athra. All hail.”

He leaned in to kiss her. She made a face of disgust but pecked him on the cheek.

“Good to finally meet you, little brother. I’ve heard all her stories. I’d love to hear your side of them.”

Spicy shot Thistle an accusing look as Wren departed, hurrying up one of the village’s crooked lanes. “What did you tell him?”

She shrugged. “Probably everything by now.”
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THEY HAD TO WAIT OUTSIDE a larger home at the bottom of a small set of stairs. A woman who wasn’t Noe had stuck her head out the door and declared Chief Valens wasn’t fit to see visitors, but he would be out in a while.

Thistle sat on a step without comment while Spicy examined the unkempt yard. Creeper vines had invaded and appeared to be choking out what had once been a large patch of zucchini. Other things might have been growing in the raised planter beds, but it was impossible to tell what had been allowed to die, as yellow grass dominated.

The woman exited the house and hurried past them. They waited some more. Finally the chief emerged. He was fat even for a large goblin, his pants and shirt not containing his gut. Woolly sideburns grew on his cheeks and his tousled hair needed a good brushing. He was picking something out of his teeth.

Thistle rose to face him. “Chief Valens, we have news. Tribesmen were reported at the human farm, along with goblins from Turtle Rock.”

The chief scratched the scruff on his chin. “Oh? And why are you bothering me with this? Tell Noe.”

“She’s returned?”

“Yesterday, so I’m told. I’ve sent for her.” The chief came down the steps and moved close to her and looked her over. “I liked it better when you wore your hair up in ribbons.”

Thistle folded her arms.

Spicy cleared his throat. “Hello. I’m her brother Spicy from Boarhead.”

Valens turned as if just noticing him. “Ah. The dragon tamer. I’ve been meaning to lay eyes on this beast. I hear it will fight for us.”

“Uh, he is his own creature, Chief Valens. I serve as his apprentice. He has me writing much of the lore we’ve long ago forgotten.”

“Hmm. Which makes you another sage, doesn’t it? I thought Athra was rid of them, but as it turns out, we have two. With our success this winter, it sounds as if our war effort won’t need your creature. The men of the Inland Sea have lost heart and have been driven away.”

“You know I believe otherwise,” Thistle said.

“You’ve expressed yourself clearly.”

“And now with these tribesmen near our land, we must plan a response.”

A goblin was marching towards them, a spear in her hand. Spicy hadn’t seen Noe since the night when he had convinced Fath to allow the goblins to leave in peace in exchange for his service to the dragon. The fierce woman’s face wore a scowl.

Chief Valens held his arms out. “Honey, you’re back.”

Noe ignored his gesture. “I understand there’s news. Report.”

“Spicy says there were tribesmen at the farm,” Thistle said. “One might have been the shaman Dust. But there’s more. Spicy saw goblins from Turtle Rock who were pursuing the tribesmen.”

“Does your brother have a voice? Let me hear this from him.”

Spicy swallowed and realized his mouth was dry. “It’s as Thistle says. A human attacked me after leaving a mark on a tree. But he was driven away by the other goblins.”

“How do you know they’re from Turtle Rock?”

“That’s what their leader told me.”

“Tell me about this leader.”

“He was intense. Said they were coming here. He was confident that they could handle the tribesmen.”

“We have to find them before they hurt the tribesmen,” Thistle said. “The mountain tribes are the only humans who aren’t our enemies.”

Valens sniffed. “If these tribesmen have become hostile, then let Turtle Rock step up and eliminate the problem. They sat out the raid. It’s time they showed their allegiance to us. Spicy, invite the dragon to come here. It would be good for the village and our Turtle Rock visitors to see what we have on our side if the humans ever dare attack us. It will solidify those who have shown fear in their commitment.”

“I can ask him,” Spicy said.

“Let’s not be hasty,” Noe said. “We know nothing about these goblins or their leader. Revealing the dragon to them is premature.”

Spicy bit his lip. “I, uh, think
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