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Chapter One
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SPICY,

I’m addressing this to you. You may never read it because you might be dead. But I can’t believe that and won’t. Because if I lose you too, I might not be able to keep going.

You lying your way into the dragon’s service wasn’t fair. You saved me when I should have been the one who saved you. That’s what big sisters are for. So wherever you are out there, I’ll pray to the moon, the Divine Mother, and whatever other god will listen.

Come back.

And in case you actually ever see this, I’ll be sure to use small words. Because reading was never your strong suit.

That’s a joke.

But you have no idea what kind of goblins I’m traveling with.

—Thistle
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THISTLE CREPT FORWARD with the line of goblin hunters.

The ten of them paused to crouch at the edge of a row of pines. Before them, a farm complex sat in the center of an open pasture ground, its three cottages, barn, and sheds all shrouded in darkness. The humans had quit for the day and now it appeared they had blown out the last of their candles and gone to sleep.

The quarter moon above slid behind a cloud.

Noe, the leader of the band, waved them forward.

Silent as foxes, they rose as one and the line advanced, climbing a low fence and walking silently over the needlegrass and sedge that thrived within the muddy field. Each held either a bow or a spear. No one so much as whispered as they spread out.

Thistle adjusted the short spear in her grip. She was unaccustomed to the weapon and had never hunted anything besides rabbit and other game she could hit and stun with a stick. A weapon like the spear would be used for boar and large prey. Or for fighting men.

Some twenty sheep perked up as the goblins closed in. They began to murmur and bleat. A few seemed to want to climb their fellows as they clustered in the far corner of the corral.

Noe pointed to the corral’s gate.

One of the goblins, Ramus, veered off and worked to untie a knotted rope. Once it was undone, he swung the gate wide. A few sheep slipped past. Thistle clicked her tongue and waved more of the animals on. Another goblin got behind the animals and clapped his hands. The sheep obliged and soon the whole flock stampeded towards the opening. Ramus stepped aside to let them pass, and the animals scampered off into the night.

Noe hissed to get Thistle’s attention. Then she pointed to the stone ring of a well.

Thistle climbed the fence and removed a sack she carried around one arm. A bucket tied to a looped length of twine sat on the well’s lid. She set the bucket aside and pushed the lid away, revealing the shaft and the water below. The well’s precious contents would be the only reliable source of drinkable water for the farm. She opened the sack to reveal a pair of dead raccoons. Both had been caught in snares, the cords still around the animals’ throats. Their tongues dangled, their eyes wide. They reeked and she could hardly wait to free herself of them. Yet she hesitated.

“What’s wrong?” Noe hissed.

“Nothing.” Thistle dropped the sack and its foul contents down the well with a splash.

Others of the party advanced on the first home, where a man was now shouting. 

“Who’s out there?”

A figure appeared at the door holding a lantern.

The goblins attacked. They swarmed the man, shoving him down and sending the lantern crashing in the doorway. A pool of flame ignited, illuminating the scrawny human as he feebly swatted at the air around him to ward off the three goblins who evaded him as they bounded into the home. A woman began screaming.

The man scrambled to his feet and stumbled past the taunting hunters. Another pair of goblins were striking the outer walls of the cottage with the butts of their spears. A naked woman burst out through the door and ran in the same direction as the man. In the growing firelight, their footprints were visible in the light coating of snow covering the ground. The goblins around the cottage jeered as she fled.

“Get the barn,” Noe ordered.

Two goblins complied, entering the largest of the farm buildings. After a moment, an orange glow rose up from within. A few of the sheep that had found refuge nearby bolted as the goblins emerged.

Thistle hurried to follow Ramus. He was jogging towards the two cottages on the far side of the compound.

A goblin ahead of them tore open the shutters of one cottage. Candlelight burned behind a drawn curtain. Ramus picked up a piece of firewood off a loose pile and hurled it through the glassless window.

A child inside screamed in fright.

Ramus let out a barking laugh. He grabbed another piece of wood. Before he could throw it, Thistle stopped him.

“They’re scared. We’ve done what Noe ordered. It’s time to leave.”

Ramus was an older goblin with golden skin and deep-set eyes. He was one of the two goblins from Boarhead who had survived the ill-fated hunting party that had been intercepted and cut down by Lord’s raiders right before the humans had come to their village. He and her father had been friends.

Thistle was tall for a young goblin woman and Ramus stared at her, eye to eye, as if just now noticing her.

“We’re not supposed to get into a fight,” she said. “They might have weapons.”

As if punctuating her words, a woman in a nightshirt and fur-lined wrap emerged with a sling, which she loaded with a stone. She stepped away from the house and began to spin her weapon in the air. But before she could loose her rock, an arrow struck her.

Arens, the second hunter from the ambushed party, loaded another arrow and finished the woman off. The child inside the cottage continued wailing.

Ramus gave Thistle a shove. “If you’re not here to fight, get back with the wounded.”

Thistle’s cheeks felt hot. The two hunters were her seniors, and both had hunted alongside her father for many years and might have even been there when he died. She had yet to hear the story about what had happened to her father. Neither had been willing to talk about it since her rescue and both spurned her when she asked. After all, she was still an unproven youth, with her child’s name, and no skills as a fighter or hunter to speak of.

But she had been the sage’s apprentice, the one Lord had taken captive. Her actions had spared a dozen Boarhead residents from execution. And with Sage Somni now dead, she was the closest thing her village would ever have to a sage.

Arens went to retrieve his arrows.

More of the goblins appeared, moving to surround the last cottage. One set a torch to ignite a bale of straw set against one wall.

“We’re supposed to scare them away, not kill them,” Thistle said.

Before either of the goblins could say anything, she moved past them and entered the cottage. A boy sat huddled at the foot of a bed clutching a blanket. He had his eyes clamped shut and was whimpering.

Ramus had followed her to the doorway. “What are you doing?”

She grabbed the boy and hauled him to his feet and led him out past Ramus. Arens looked at her and then the boy, an expression of confusion on his face. She shoved the young human in the direction the other adults had run.

“Go.”

She turned to face both the hunters. Neither said anything as the boy stumbled and ran off.

“There. We’ve done what Noe ordered.”

Arens nudged Ramus, who shrugged him off.

Ramus shook his head in disgust. “You weren’t there, girl.”

“And neither of you were in Boarhead.”

He grabbed Arens by a sleeve and led him across the field. “Let’s go catch one of their animals before they all scatter so we have something to eat.”

The fire had caught the eaves of the cottage. Thistle went back inside. Using the candle, she searched the place. She was surprised to find a hutch and a stool. A cubbyhole held a stack of brown paper. On several pages were lists of numbers and what she presumed were dates written in a column. A recorded metric of some kind—the weights of animals? She couldn’t tell.

Beneath the stack she discovered a bound notebook and a charcoal pencil.

“What are you doing in there?” one of the goblins asked. “The roof’s on fire.”

“Seeing if there’s anything worth taking.”

“Leave it. We’ve spent too much time here. Get out now. We’re burning it all.”

Thistle nodded and pocketed the notebook and pencil. Before leaving, she blew out the candle and took that too. The other goblins outside were lighting anything that would easily burn. They didn’t seem to notice as she left.

A scream punctuated the silence. It was a human woman, her voice echoing in the distance. The sound didn’t repeat. Thistle waited and listened, but one of the departing hunters urged her along.

The rest of the band followed, with Noe and Ramus at the rear.

Soon, all of them gathered at the edge of the meadow with the horses they had captured from Lord and his mercenaries. There they paused to watch it burn.
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Chapter Two


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


“YOU SAID WE WOULD SCARE the humans, not murder them.”

Thistle was hurrying to keep up with Noe, who strode ahead of the others, ever on point as the column of goblins marched along in the night. They numbered over twenty now, having met up with those who had kept watch on the coast road, eyes open for any human soldiers while the others had made their raid on the farm.

“Those were just farmers—a family with children,” Thistle said.

Noe gave a dismissive wave. “They had weapons. We could have murdered them all, and that’s what we should have done. This is a warband, not a peace party. We let some of them go.”

“But the scream. I heard—”

“Be silent, Thistle. We have a ways to go and must be quick and quiet. There are humans on this road who will hear your complaints.”

Thistle looked around at the shadowy scrubs as if expecting to see humans hiding there.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, just quiet. Now fall back with the others.”

Noe went on ahead, alone, as Thistle paused to allow the other hunters to pass her by. Ramus and Arens both gave her sharp looks, but neither said a word. No one made a sound. The goblins were once again phantoms traveling west along the upper shore of the Inland Sea.
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THEY FOUND A PLACE to camp behind a sandy berm well away from the road. Noe placed watchers on four sides of the camp while the main body hunkered down and caught a few hours of sleep. Once the sky brightened, most of the goblins began to dig in the mud along a trickling stream. Tiny fingernail-sized crabs could be found there, which they popped into their mouths and munched with little joy.

Thistle made a face. She was adept at gleaning, as every goblin was from childhood. Her mother and father had trained her from an early age to eat whatever she could catch that wouldn’t be saved for later. Bugs, mollusks, fungus, grubs, and crustaceans were all part of their diet, complementing the game and rice and other farmed grains and vegetables. But nothing plucked from the freshwater streams near her village of Boarhead had tasted so nasty.

Eating the tiny crabs was like licking a piece of iron dipped in rancid mud. But she ate. Something about the wriggling, crunchy morsels reminded her of how different she and the goblins were from the humans. When she had been taken prisoner, she had observed how the soldiers under Lord’s command would eat their meat and game and cooked porridge and hardtack, but they had complained of hunger when there were so many things around them that were free for the taking.

How such finicky humans had become so numerous was a mystery.

A goblin not much older than she crouched next to her. He had green skin and freckles. He rinsed off a few crabs and began eating them noisily. While she didn’t recognize most of the warband who had rescued her, as only two were from her village, he looked familiar.

He offered her a palmful of crabs. “I hit the mother lode. Mine, I’m sure, taste sweeter than the ones wallowing in your patch of mud.”

“They’re all the same.”

“That’s where you’re mistaken. See, these ones with the tiny eyebrows taste like strawberries.” He popped one in his mouth and crunched down. “And this one?” He took a whiff. “Floral. Honey and almonds with pear notes.” This crab he placed on his tongue as if to savor it before chewing.

Thistle offered a weak smile. She accepted the remaining crabs and ate them while trying not to think about the flavor.

“You’re the girl who talked to the dragon. We haven’t actually had a chance to meet.”

“And you walk with a limp. What happened?”

“Bruised tendon in my heel. Took a fall when fleeing Thousand Groves.”

Thousand Groves was the neighboring village to Boarhead. According to her brother Spicy, it too had been razed and its citizens slaughtered.

“How did you make it all the way out here?”

“A lot of running, or as best as I could manage. I went back into my village once I saw most of the soldiers leave. A few of the humans had stayed behind. I watched as they rounded up the refugees arriving from Boarhead. When I saw what they did to them...”

One of the hunters made a dove call. The goblins gathered themselves and their weapons.

The freckled goblin held his last crab out to Thistle. “You’ll need your strength.”

“It’s all right. I couldn’t eat another. Why don’t you take care of yourself so you don’t fall behind?”
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THISTLE BROODED.

She knew what she had heard during the raid on the farms. The woman’s scream.

Something had happened to those who had fled. She wanted to speak with Noe again, but there was no opportunity to talk during the day as they pressed on and traversed the grassy lowlands. They kept the sea and the road in sight but avoided traveling on it.

Occasionally a signal from ahead would be passed along, causing all to hide and remain still, only to proceed minutes later without any indication there had been any danger. No humans were around but there were signs of their presence: cut tree stumps, cart tracks, and the hoofprints of horses.

She knew there were goblin villages around the sea. According to the report, Lord’s party had massacred the residents of a hamlet they had found on the eastern shore of the sea. She wondered how the other goblins in the region managed to get along with the local humans.

Every time she tried to advance up the column to catch up to Noe, she was ordered back by one of the hunters. Finally in the late afternoon they were ordered to stop. A cutting wind blew down towards the sea. They found shelter under a grove of pine trees. Noe and over half the hunters were nowhere in sight.

Ramus and Arens were nearby and both appeared eager to go forward over a rise in the road, but they held their position.

“What is it?” Thistle asked. “Why have we stopped?”

Arens looked at Ramus, who sighed before answering. “A couple of farms with humans.”

“Is there a reason we’re taking so long scouting them?”

When no reply came, Thistle crept past the hunters.

“Hey!” Ramus hurried to catch her and hauled her back underneath the trees.

“Let go of me.”

“Keep your voice down and mind your elders.”

She yanked herself free. “I’m Somni’s apprentice. I have a responsibility.”

It seemed for a moment that mentioning Boarhead’s dead sage had an effect.

Then Ramus pulled her close and spoke through clenched teeth. “I heard what your brother said about what happened to Somni. He’s dead. And from the sound of it, he could have warned all of us about the humans, but didn’t. Your own father and mother are gone, as is my Zina. The time for sages is done. So enough of your nonsense.”

The freckled boy from Thousand Groves stepped in and separated them. “Hey, back off. She’s been through as much as we have. Maybe more.”

He escorted her away.

“I didn’t need your help with them.”

“I’m certain you didn’t. You were willing to go off with a dragon. I’m sure there’s nothing you’re not capable of.”

Ignoring the flattery, she threw off his hand. “I need to know what’s happening.”

“Why?”

She felt all of Somni’s lectures bubbling up, but at the same time couldn’t remember any of the words that would make sense.

“It’s my responsibility.”

“Because? Is this what a sage needs to do? Be the chronicler of your village? Report everything for the benefit of future sages? My sage Thurten and your Somni are both gone. Their libraries are ash.”

“Then we rebuild them.”

“Rooms of books did nothing to save us. It’s their time now, the warriors and hunters. That’s what our people need.”

“Is that what you are? A warrior? You don’t have a bow or a spear. Why does Noe even have you along?”

The freckled boy smiled. “Because I’m an apprentice doctor. Call me Wren.”
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Chapter Three
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AN ACCOUNTING OF THE war party who pursued Lord Root and his mercenaries from the outer boundaries of Athra, the Fallen Ridges, and along the Inland Sea to Mother Mountain.

I, Thistle, was one of two rescued from the raiders’ hands by Noe and her band and am grateful to the moon for their bravery.

Spicy, my brother, along with a majority of the residents of Boarhead and Thousand Groves, remain missing or dead. But Spicy joined the dragon who will not be named by me as according to the sage’s oaths to its kind.

Lord Root’s soldiers murdered more goblins who are unknown to me in at least two other villages, Blackpool near Spirit Rock, and another unnamed community near the northeastern shore. But before Noe’s band could catch up with Lord in the volcanic region near Mother Mountain, Lord and his men met their end under the claws and fangs of the dragon.

Noe’s band has raided three farm communities in as many days as we return to Athra.

The purpose of my telling

––––––––
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THISTLE PAUSED TO THINK.

Wren sat close to her as they waited with the horses near a pair of dugout canoes. A few human-sized huts stood near the water, but there were no signs of the residents. A veil of smoke drifted among the trees and with it came the smell of something burning.

Noe and a dozen of the hunters returned down a cart track.

“Gather yourselves,” she ordered. “We make for the marsh. No delays.”

Thistle put the notebook and pencil away.

The band readied themselves without comment. Arens picked up a bundle of supplies. He dutifully avoided eye contact when Thistle tried to engage him. Noe heaved on her own pack. Before she could head off, Thistle stepped in front of her.

“What did you do here?”

When Noe tried to move around her, Thistle took her spear from her. All the closest goblins stopped to watch.

“Were there human soldiers to fight or was it just more farmers and fishermen?”

Noe spoke in a flat tone. “Four farms. And four families. We killed three men and sent the women and children running. We poisoned the well and put their stable to the torch. And now we return to Mire Linda where you will be returned home.”

“What purpose does this serve? How long have the humans lived here? How many generations? These aren’t the soldiers who attacked us.”

“They’re humans. I don’t need any more distinction than that.”

“Does your chief know what you’re doing?”

Noe appraised Thistle with her jaw clenched. “Remember that we came to save you and your brother. You have no role here but to show silent gratitude. Soon you’ll be free to return to Boarhead, or what’s left of it. And Thistle? Never speak of my chief to me again.”
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THISTLE WAITED FOR most of the goblins to pass her by before falling in. Wren limped along beside her.

“This is a mistake,” Thistle said. “These people aren’t our enemies.”

“No? Are they our allies? Did they do anything to stop the soldiers who invaded us? If not, then whose side does that place them on?”

“That sounds like a slippery philosophy. Lord was a mercenary operating under his own command. He wasn’t fighting for Pinnacle or Pater the Zealot. He wasn’t loyal to anyone but himself. And he never even passed through this area.”

Wren paused to catch his breath. “But his soldiers murdering our kind with such cruelty speaks to a deeper conviction. What if it’s a trait all the humans share? It appears Noe isn’t afraid to learn from them. Who are you to say she’s wrong?”

“Because I’ve studied it. I’ve read about humans and goblins and the wars.”

Somni’s library had held several texts detailing the conflicts between the two. Even in living memory some of the older veterans of Boarhead had fought in what they called the Old War. The conflict had been a series of raids between the goblins of Athra and the men of Midsea. It had no determinable beginning and had ended when a force of humans had been ambushed and killed.

This was before the rise of Pater the Zealot. He had unified the villages of Midsea under a single banner of faith and governance and proclaimed his land an empire. No more humans had come to Athra. The peace since had always been assumed to benefit both peoples. Somni and the other sages had been debating for years how to pursue a lasting peace through envoys and treaties. But more immediate emergencies and the needs of survival had always postponed such efforts. Plus, there were voices of dissent, especially from Mire Linda and other goblin villages closer to the sea.

“Noe doesn’t have the authority to pursue war with the humans,” Thistle said.

“Says who? You? As you’re fond of reminding everyone, you’re just an apprentice. And even if there was a sage here, what could he do but voice an objection? You’ve done that. Your voice was heard.”

“She ignored me.”

“She’s not going to stop to take a vote on her actions.” Wren paused to adjust his pack. He winced.

“It’s not just your ankle, is it?”

“A cracked rib or three. Plus I get dizzy spells. I recommend a week of bed rest.”

“Lean on me and I’ll help you.”

They walked together until a signal came from the front of the column. They gathered in a sheltered pasture shielded by hedges. It was getting dark. By Noe’s decree, there would be no fires. Thistle helped Wren find a patch of ground where he could lie down. She settled in next to him, intent on continuing their conversation.

He nodded his thanks. From his pack he produced a glass flask. After uncorking it, he dipped a metal rod into the container and extracted a drop of liquid. This he placed on his tongue before putting the flask away.

“Is that...” she began to ask.

He nodded. “Poppy paste. It lets me keep walking.”

“You should say something. We could make a crutch or even a litter.”

“Don’t say anything. I’m already falling behind. Noe doesn’t want anyone slowing her down.”

“You’ll be home soon. We should be in Mire Linda in a day, maybe two. From what I’ve heard, the village still stands. You’ll get the help you need.”

He grimaced as he adjusted how he sat. “They’ll be dropping you off and gathering more supplies. But I’m going with them.”

“Gathering more supplies? Why? I hadn’t heard anyone say anything about this.”

He didn’t answer. As if to change the subject, he flicked the blue ribbon dangling in her hair.

“A sweetheart from Boarhead?”

She touched the ribbon Spicy’s friend Rime had given her the night before the mercenaries had come. “A young hunter who’s always flirted with me. Rime. He’s sweet.”

“He lives?”

“He was taken with a few of the children. I have to believe he’s still alive.”

“I’m sure he’ll return to woo you with many more ribbons.”

Thistle felt her face grow hot. “He’s young for his age. Besides, with my work...”

“Too busy for a romance or you don’t want a distraction from your studies?”

“Both. Sage Somni took a chance taking me on and I didn’t want to risk letting him down. He never made an issue of it, but my mom and more than a few others weren’t pleased Somni had taken a female apprentice. ‘We have our roles to serve,’ Mother would say.”

Wren unrolled a blanket and struggled to get comfortable as he stretched out. “Brave girl. Willing to defy mother and community.”

A sharp sting of emotion flooded her. “It was my father who stood up to her for me after Somni invited me to apprentice.”

“He was with the ambushed hunting party. And your mother?”

She nodded. “Spicy said she made it to Thousand Groves with some of the survivors.”

“I’m sorry, Thistle.”

Her throat was tight. She could speak no more. Wren closed his eyes, his head resting on an arm. Thistle laid out her own roll but her mind was buzzing. Try as she might, she couldn’t not think about the dragon and her brother. Then her mother and father. And finally Noe and the warband that she led.

There was still just enough light to see.

Thistle took out the notebook and began writing.
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Chapter Four
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[SCRATCH MARKS OBSCURE several lines of text]

I should start with Boarhead.

My family and neighbors comprised a community of farmers, hunters, and artisans. Our village was robust and contributed to the others in Athra as best able. We helped with larger hunts, traded fair, and kept the peace with our neighbors.

Our sage named Somni was foremost among his profession, ardent in preserving all texts, and generous in his teaching. His library was surpassed by none. He assisted Sage Thurten of Thousand Groves in restoring recovered books.

Which was the greater loss? The lives stolen or the library burned?

No act of revenge can compensate for such crimes.
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THE HUNTERS HAD SNARED a rabbit and a pair of fat muskrats. The rats were eviscerated and their scent glands removed. Noe allowed the hunters to light a small fire so the breakfast could be cooked. There would be little more than a bite or two per goblin, but the meat smelled wonderful as it roasted.

There wasn’t much to glean.

Thistle wandered the shoreline of a muddy brook and plucked an armload of bulrush. The shoots of the plants were edible, but it wouldn’t be very satisfying on its own. If they only had time for a soup. She plucked a few bay leaves from a tree and pulled up several dandelions, but could find no mushrooms or bugs in the short time she had before they would be once again heading west.

She shared what she had found.

After she peeled the bulrush stalks clean, she handed small portions of the shoots and roots to each hunter. While doing so, she tried to gauge the faces of the others. Many names she still didn’t know. Some rarely spoke. She could only wonder who among them had survived a run-in with Lord’s raiding party.

As she watched, Ramus stripped scraps of meat off a rabbit leg before passing it along to Arens. As was the custom among some hunters, Ramus had filed front teeth, which he used to good purpose as he ate. His right ear held six gold studs, all marks of achievement within the hierarchy of hunters.

He stopped chewing when Thistle sat next to him.

“You were there when my father was killed. Tell me what happened.”

“You dear girl. There’ll be time for all the children to weep. You’ll be home soon, or at least back in Athra. There will be time to sing ‘Of Sorrows,’ and we will.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

Arens shifted uncomfortably and glanced at Ramus.

Ramus let out a sigh. “There’s nothing to tell and I won’t burden you with the details. It pains me to speak of it. We were surprised. We heard two of the horsemen coming, but not the dozen charging up behind them. They were too fast and too many. Before we knew it, we were surrounded in a group of trees. We fought, but didn’t stand a chance. Now that’s enough of this.”

“My father?”

He hesitated before answering. “Carus was the bravest of us. He comported himself well.”

“Did...he suffer?”

“No. The men weren’t interested in us except for slaughter. That’s why they missed Arens and me. We had no choice but to play dead. We didn’t have anything they wanted, so once the fight was done, they left. Your father didn’t survive his injuries.”

Thistle could only nod.

“We’ll shed our tears for those who we’ve lost, child. We’ll rebuild. Once we’re in Noe’s village, you’ll be safe and we can arrange for you to return home where you’ll be needed.”

“I’m not a child. Everything you’ve told me, there must be more.” She produced the notebook. “I recall the names of the hunters and have written them down. Let me read you their names and you can tell me if I’m missing anyone. Try to remember any words of note they spoke. And then you can tell me the details of the attack. The place. The time of day. Everything.”

“For what purpose?” Ramus asked firmly. “A song will be enough. Put that foolishness away. The sages are done. There won’t be time for writing with the start of winter. Your strengths will be needed as we rebuild. Your father was always too indulgent with you.”
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SHE HUNG BACK AS THEY moved out and refused to make eye contact with Wren as he came limping along.

“You look as mad as a wet badger.” When she didn’t respond, he asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I’m getting dumped off.”

“You’re going to be cared for. Word went out and everyone in Athra knows what happened. You also won’t have to pick snails to survive. You’ll be safe.”

“Everyone keeps saying that. I don’t want to be ‘safe.’ If this warband is going to continue, I need to be with it.”

“It’s not up to you. Noe’s in charge, remember? Try looking at the bigger picture. You get to help rebuild your home. Be with those who made it. Mourn with them. Comfort them. There’s people who need you.”

Thistle let out a sharp exhale. “And put away my pencil and have children like a good girl.”

“Hey, I don’t think anyone put it quite like that.”

“Well, they might as well have. There’s more to our remembering than singing songs. Our history is so we don’t make the mistakes of our ancestors. What Noe is about to do will bring more men and make more enemies.”

“I think you’ve voiced your protest. Right now, she needs warriors, not scholars.”

“She has to be stopped.”

Wren motioned her down. “Not so loud.”
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A PAIR OF HUNTERS WERE coming up from the rear and leading a goblin along Thistle hadn’t seen before. The potbellied older male wore only trousers and thatch sandals. Thistle’s breath caught when she saw his face. A thick ring pierced his lower jaw beneath his tongue. A few links of a chain dangled from the ring. The crusted wound seeped with spit and pus. The goblin had no front teeth.

Wren motioned the hunters to stop. “Who is this? Let me see him.”

“We’re bringing him to Noe,” one of the hunters said as they hurried past.

They waited as Noe examined the new arrival. Her face grew stern. The others watched in silence. She then glanced from goblin to goblin until finally settling on Thistle.

“If any of you would doubt our actions, take a hard look. If any would stay their hand or show pity for the humans, you have no business with me. Those who will leave to return home, take this sight with you so all will know of it.”

“Where did you find him?” Thistle asked.

“A home up the way,” one of the hunters said.

“What is your name, father?” Noe asked the old goblin.

His eyes brimmed with tears. When he spoke, his words were impossible to understand. Trying to speak appeared to be painful.

Noe patted his calloused hands and rose. With a wave, she gestured for the band to move. “Wren, help him.”

Wren complied, attempting to take the rescued goblin by the arm. He slapped Wren away.

“It’s okay,” Thistle said. “Let me try.” She placed both hands on his. “You’re with friends. We’re taking you away from here to be with more of our kind in Athra. No one is going to hurt you. You understand? What’s your name?”

Again, he spoke. His garbled words made no sense. When Thistle tried to examine the ring in his jaw, he jerked back.

She offered her notebook. “Can you write?”

He shook his head. She sighed and was about to put the notebook away when he took the pencil. At the bottom of the front page he drew four stick figures, two tall, two short, and pointed to the tallest and then himself. Then he said something that sounded like “papa.”

“Papa? Is that you? And is this your family? You have a wife and two children?”

He nodded but then scratched out the other three before handing the notebook back.

Thistle squeezed his hands. She had more questions, but they could wait.

“We’ll get that ring out of your mouth once we make it to Mire Linda. They’ll have tools there. For now, we’ll call you Papa.”
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I’VE SET DOWN ON THE prior page the list of hunters from Boarhead who fell. As time permits, I will add all the names from both Thousand Groves and Boarhead. I’ve decided to keep my notebook out of sight, as Noe scowls whenever she sees it. But many of the hunters in the party have tales to tell, and I want to hear them all.
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IT WAS WREN WHO NEEDED a hand walking, while Papa managed to keep his balance as they crossed the muddy grassland. They hadn’t been on a trail all day, instead making their own path through head-high vegetation and tromping through calf-deep muck. The overcast concealed the sun and gave the air a timeless quality. There was no wind and no birds and the air remained chilly and silent.

Wren had to rest a few times even as Thistle tried to hurry him along. Only Papa waited. The other hunters advanced out of sight.

Thistle crouched in front of the apprentice doctor. “They’re going to leave us behind. The coyotes will get you.”

“You won’t let that happen. I just need a minute.”

“Is it the ribs or are you feeling dizzy again?”

“Both. Plus a shooting pain up my right leg.” He again ingested a drop from the vial. “That’ll help. I’ll be up. You can go on ahead.”

She rose and scanned the tall grass. Papa rested on his haunches and stared at nothing, appearing content to linger. It was as if the three of them were the only ones left in the world. But after a moment Wren got up and worked his leg before setting out. With the horses in tow, the goblin party was easy to track. Soon enough they caught up with the rearmost hunter, who gave Thistle a look of irritation. Finally they left the grass behind them and were moving among trees.

A few streams meandered through the soft ground. Papa stopped at one to splash water on his face. He drank. Thistle paused and waited, but then the older goblin was knee-deep in the stream and washing himself.

“We’re getting left behind,” Wren said. “What’s he doing?”

“Go on. I’ll catch up.” Thistle waded over to Papa. The water was icy cold. “Come on. We have to keep up.”

Papa continued to douse himself. Thistle grabbed his elbow but Papa made a wordless sound of protest and jerked away.

“There’ll be time for this later.”

From nearby, a horse whinnied, accompanied by hoofbeats.

Not hesitating, Thistle seized the older goblin’s arm and hauled him to the shore, where she pulled him down into the cover of a buttonbrush.

Two horsemen appeared.

Her breath caught.

It was Lord and one of his men. They had risen from the dead and were coming to find her. They wouldn’t stop until every goblin from Boarhead was dead. But even as a scream built in her throat, she forced herself to calm down.

Whereas Lord’s horse had been large and well fed, these animals appeared smaller and lean. Lord himself had been a massive specimen of human who carried an equally huge sword. Neither of the humans was anything close to his size, and they wore only scant armor that looked cobbled together. These men had spears strapped on their backs. They were no soldiers of Pinnacle.

Lord and his men were all gone. But that didn’t make these men any less dangerous.

Papa began to make a mewling sound. Thistle had to clamp her hand over his mouth and hug him tight as he squirmed.

“Shhh.”

The riders maneuvered their animals to the stream where Papa had been bathing. They dismounted and let their animals drink. Both the men wore soiled sleeveless shirts over their armor that had once been white. A gold necklace dangled around one man’s neck.

The man with the necklace handed the reins of his horse to the other soldier. He then crouched and examined the mud on the bank of the stream. The goblins had all passed that way along with their captured horses. The man would have to be blind to miss the prints.

Gold Necklace ran his fingers along the ground. “They were by this way.”

Papa continued to writhe in Thistle’s grip but at least he was doing it quietly. If Thistle had to run, there would be no way she could drag the older goblin along. And she knew she could never evade the men on their horses.

The second soldier scanned the vegetation with renewed vigilance. He squinted. “Something here.”

He released the reins and his hand went to a long knife in his belt. He began to walk towards the buttonbrush where Thistle and Papa were hiding.

The hoot of an owl pierced the air.

The man froze and then began to back up. When the owl sounded a second time, he hurried back to the horses where Gold Necklace was already climbing into his saddle. With a final look behind them, they both galloped away.

“Thistle?”

Wren came through the grass and beckoned for her to follow. Leading Papa behind her, she hurried after him.

“You okay?” Wren asked as he hobbled along beside them.

Thistle nodded. “Thanks. But an owl cry won’t stop them from chasing us. And there might be more.”

“Then let’s hurry.”
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WE’VE TAKEN INTO OUR company an older goblin who I named Papa, as his ability to speak sensibly is restricted. I’ve decided to care for him as best I can as none of the others have the correct disposition. 

The best way we have of communicating is through sign language and crude drawing.

Oh, if only I had enough paper. But for now this must suffice. His story, like all of ours, needs to be told.

––––––––
[image: image]


THISTLE TRIED TO STAY awake and listen for Noe’s group to return, but exhaustion got the better of her and she slumbered, wrapped in the thin blanket provided her by Noe the first night after being rescued.

“Shut up, will you?” a voice growled.

Her eyes popped open and she saw it was near dawn. Arens was standing over Papa, who was digging a deep trench in the soft soil nearby. The older goblin was singing. It was a wordless song, childlike with a barely discernable melody. It was also loud.

“Thistle, make him stop!”

Thistle stepped into the freshly dug pit. Papa had dropped a cloth in the center of his hole and had placed a collection of slimy worms on top of it. He was reaching a new height in his current refrain.

She put an arm around him and whispered, “That’s quite the song. But it’s not time for singing right now.”

He began to nod, then belted out another garbled verse. Several other goblins were up now, hissing for him to be quiet. Arens slid down and grabbed Papa by an arm and shook him.

“Let go of him!” Thistle said. “You’ll hurt him.”

Before Arens could reply, Papa bit his fingers. Arens shrieked and scrambled back out of the hole.

“He bit me! He’s crazy!”

Arens continued to howl. Papa was laughing.

Speaking softly, Thistle said, “Shh. Papa, why don’t you show me what you’ve found?”

Papa’s face brightened as he crouched over his treasure of worms. Many of his squirming prizes had made it over the edge of the cloth and were burrowing back into the soil. Papa spoke what sounded like chiding words as he grabbed up the escapees and proceeded to slurp them down without bothering to brush them clean. But at least he was no longer crooning.

Thistle watched and soothed him with quiet whispers of encouragement.

“We can’t have him with us,” Arens said.

“He’s quiet now, Arens. But you’re not.”

Wren appeared at the hunter’s side. “Let me see.” He examined the knuckles. “Didn’t break the skin. I prescribe a day of light work.”

Arens jerked his hands away. “Noe will hear about this.”

Thistle handed Papa another worm. “At your current volume, she’s hearing it already.”

“He doesn’t belong with us. He’s mad.”

Papa rolled the worm about in his hands before eating it.

Thistle stroked his head before standing to face Arens. “He’s one of us as much as you or I. He needs our care and compassion.”

Arens strode away.

Wren crouched at the edge of the hole. “Was Papa digging all night? It’s quite the excavation.”

“I don’t know. Help me watch him. Arens is right; we need to keep him quiet.”

Papa offered Thistle a worm.

“No thanks, Papa.”

“Well, at least he found breakfast,” Wren said cheerfully.
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NOE PUSHED THE GROUP hard the whole morning and kept her team of hunters at the rear. It meant Wren was goaded to hurry up. Thistle tried to hang back to assist, but keeping Papa moving and not distracted by termite-eaten logs or streambeds with possible edibles required her complete attention. But Wren kept up.

They finally paused at midday atop a wooded hill with an excellent vantage point over the ground they had just crossed.

Noe consulted with Ramus. Arens lingered nearby, his face darkening when Thistle cut in front of him to speak with her.

“What happened out there?” Thistle asked.

Noe’s voice was flat. She sounded exhausted. “The two horsemen you saw were part of a larger group. At least a dozen riders.”

Thistle’s stomach began to feel queasy. “Who are they?”

“Part of the same group with white shirts. That puts them with Pater’s faction, so not Pinnacle or a remnant from Lord’s raid. Judging by the horses and equipment, they aren’t from any of the villages nearby.”

“Why are they here?”

“There’s no way to be certain. We evaded them. They found our trail. Probably like you said, the horses with us leave their marks on the earth.”

“Then we get rid of the animals.”

Noe crunched on a few pine nuts. “I’ll take that under advisement. But we’re a day out from the swamp. I know these hills and the ground between here and Mire Linda. They won’t catch us. And the horses are worth too much to just cut them loose.”

Ramus had been silent during the exchange. “Let’s set a trap for them. If they’re after us, we can ambush them and kill them before they know what’s happening.”

“You can’t fight them,” Thistle blurted. “They’re better trained, they have armor, and better weapons.”

“It’s not your place to speak here,” Ramus said.

“I’ve seen what humans on horses can do to goblins who’ve never stood up to mounted soldiers. How did our hunting party fare when you tried to fight?”

Ramus turned away from her. She felt a rush of shame. Her words had been cruel.

“You’re right, Thistle,” Noe said. “We won’t stand to fight. At least not yet. For now, we continue and evade them. Once they’re off our trail, we make the best time we can for my village. Then we’ll see what forces we have available to us.”

Noe turned and signaled a few of the other hunters that their short break was over.

“Who is coming to help?” Thistle asked.

“That remains to be seen. We’re but a scouting party. My messengers went to all of Athra. My hope is to find warriors from every goblin village waiting for our return. Then we form up a war party of our own and strike back at the humans.”
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Chapter Seven
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PAPA IS TRYING TO TELL me something. He draws in the dirt every chance he gets when we’re not moving and not foraging. I ignored it at first. He hadn’t repeated his performance with the worms and was doing his best to keep up and not make anyone mad at him.

But again and again he scratches out three of family.

I was never one for drawing. That was always your thing, Spicy.

If Somni caught me doodling, he would rant in his cool way about wasting a page of paper and make me feel guilty by reminding me that I could dismissed as an apprentice to become one of his weekend students. There I would have to be content with a primer and knowing my letters, with my future writ in toil and childbearing.

I could assume Papa’s mind is vacant as the others have done. But he is so insistent on my seeing what he draws.

Once more, he’s drawing the figures. But I noticed when he points to himself, he points to his mouth before gesturing towards the drawing. Then he scratches away the ones I assume are his wife and two children. But this time, as if for emphasis, he clacks his remaining back teeth and manages to grin.
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“ANOTHER LESSON?” WREN asked. He crouched next to Thistle and Papa and offered her a slab of mudfish, washed but still raw.

Thistle took it and sniffed it. The fish lived up to
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