
  
  [image: ]




  
  The End, and What Came After 
Copyright © 2026 by Benjamin Basham
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except for the use of brief quotations in book reviews and articles and as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
ISBN  978-1-972161-01-2 
Ebook ISBN 978-1-972161-00-5
Published in the United States by Benjamin Basham
www.benjaminbasham.com






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Existing and Living
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Cutest Baby in the World
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Battle Begins at Age Three Days
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        The Next Stage
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Fire-Eye
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        The Goblin Village
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Moving Out
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        The First Winter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        The Realm of Winter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The Grey Demons
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        The Boar's Anger
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Lost with No Home
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Risking the Sun
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        The Land of Plenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Stealing Fire from Heaven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        The Simple Solution
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Retaliation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        A Quiet World
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        The Travails of Life
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Dead Man Walking
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Gobohontas
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Technological and Cultural Revolution
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Claiming the Future with Fists
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Barbarian
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Vonevorruk
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        The S Word
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        The Wonders of Child-Rearing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        One Step Forward, One Step Backward
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Preemptive Measures
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        From Worse to Even Worse
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        And Somehow to Even Worse
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        The Winter War Begins
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        The Shining River
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        The Long Hand of Krarg
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        New Kid on the Block
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Succession Crisis
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Clash with Krarg
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Even Death May Die
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Griverk the Evangelist
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Intercultural Relations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        The Springtime of Goblin Life
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        But Spring and Summer Cannot Last Forever
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Judge, Jury, Executioner
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        The Right Path
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        A Meaningful Life
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1
Existing and Living


My dad died when I was twelve. 
He’d been an office worker in marketing. One of the faceless white collars. I’d visited his job once with Mom to bring him lunch. We saw him before he saw us.
Though he worked at his computer, his eyes were blank.
He was a good dad and husband. He always dedicated time to Mom and me, even helping to wage imaginary wars with my toys. Silly, mindless stuff. I’m sure he would have preferred to do something else. Watch a movie. Read a book. He was also deadly good at Mario Kart in any of its iterations.
And then one day, he didn’t come home. While getting one of my favourite candies at a convenience store, some punk made to rob the cashier. My dad tried to stop him and was knifed to death for his trouble. The poor cashier knew my parents and called my mom first. Must have been in shock. An ambulance would have been smarter, or the police. 
As we were already on the way home from my school, my mom went straight to the store. It had barely been ten minutes, so the police weren’t even nearby. In retrospect, Mom probably shouldn’t have let me go inside, but her mind had other things on it at the time.
A small crowd had gathered despite the cashier’s attempts to keep people out until the police arrived. They ringed the body and muttered to one another with a sort of perplexed horror. Not every day you saw a corpse, after all. When they spotted me, they shuffled around, trying to shield me from the scene. Unfortunately, I was only twelve, and short for my age. Though they blocked off most it, I could still see his face.
His eyes. They were the same as at his job. 
I hadn’t been able to shake that image since. I think he must have had different eyes at times. I remembered how much he laughed when playing games with me or jesting at the dinner table, but all I could recall were those empty eyes. They’d replaced every facial memory of him I had.
I’d been scared that moment on. My dad’s life was unfulfilled. I didn’t want my eyes to look like that. 
Eighteen now. A high school senior, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much of my life I was wasting. Each day, I felt one step closer to those eyes. 
I wasn’t alone. Over there: one of my classmates secretly looking at his phone. He never really stopped scrolling through this feed or that. When he did, it was only long enough to like something without really seeing it or watch half a silent video before heading to the next. 
And just beside me, a girl hiding a trashy half-ero romance behind her textbook, all while using her hair to conceal the earbuds blasting music into her ears. I could just make the song out. Another copy-paste guy providing her the musical affirmation she thought she deserved, or at least desperately craved.
And that classmate paying unswerving attention to the teacher as she taught. He looked dedicated, sure, but I knew him. He was the kid with the highest academic scores in our class, and that was all that mattered to him: the scores. Not the learning, just the arbitrary letter splashed on the top of his test or quiz or essay when it came back to him.
Frivolous. Perhaps the best description for our lives.
And I didn’t even know how to fix it. “Read books,” some said, but which books? Plenty of books were garbage, or useless. “Work hard,” but at what? My dad worked hard, and he still wound up with those eyes. “Get a degree,” but what kind? And how was extending my time in school to receive a fancy slip of paper supposed to help? “Have a family”, but with what money, and when so many ended in misery?
Most of us would eventually fall into the consumer lifestyle, our jobs existing purely because people needed jobs, not because our jobs were really needed. Extraneous. Very few people live. Truly live, not just… be. 
I wanted to live a meaningful life, meaningful to me and to those around me, but I didn’t even know where the starting line was, and no one else seemed to either. Even if I did, surely I’d just follow the assembly line all children were put on. Running was scary. You could fall, get injured, maybe even die. But sitting on an assembly line? Safest thing in the world.
I didn’t want to be extraneous, but I was too cowardly to be anything else.
And so I kept to my routine. The high school sat only a thirty-minute walk from my house, so I often went to and from on foot. It wasn’t a peaceful walk or anything. Cars honked by. People busy with busyness rushed back and forth and bumped into each other without noticing. 
A short series of alleys near the end of my walk pulled me away from the chaos. The only denizens here were cats and bugs, and occasionally a homeless nomad named Dave. We were something like friends. I’d even eaten a couple meals with him. 
So when I rounded one corner and spotted his ramshackle tent, I smiled. But that smile faded at the two guys a little younger than me standing outside the tent. One of them held the ragged Dave against the wall by his collar.
I froze. What should I do? I should do something, right? No, no. Someone else would do something. It wasn’t my business.
But there was no one else around.
I took a hesitant step forward. The boys talked rather loudly, so neither of them heard me. One even laughed. Laughed, in a situation like this.
Dave struggled for a moment and the boy holding him slammed him against the wall. Dave cried out, and I took another step. Two against one. What could I do?
“Hey.”
The boys faced me, colour draining from them. They were scared too? No, probably surprised that someone noticed them, and frightened of who that person might contact.
“Let him go.”
An impressive command, if my voice hadn’t been trembling. Cut me some slack. I was a high schooler. Most of us ignored bullies, let alone something like this.
“Get lost,” one of them said. “This doesn’t concern you.”
Actually, he’s my friend. Basically. It did concern me. I took another step.
“I said get lost!”
His voice cracked. It gave me a little confidence. I took two steps. A third. The boy dropped Dave, who gasped on the ground. 
I didn’t get angry often. Mainly just at video games, like plenty of other teens. But for some reason, my stomach bubbled. Maybe because I knew Dave, ir maybe because I kept seeing the scene in the convenience store play out, even though I had only ever witnessed it in my imagination. This was too similar. 
Ridiculous as the wish may have been, I wanted to save my dad. It was pitiful how many times I’d pictured myself being near the store and beating up the punk, or calling the police early enough that they shot the guy, or shooting him myself. And every time, a little life returned to my dad’s eyes. I stopped him from dying, but better, for whatever reason, that helped him really live.
Pitiful, as I said. Naïve dreaming. He was dead. I couldn’t bring him back.
But here I found that very scene again. An innocent person attacked by a villain. Maybe I’d spent too much time living in that moment at the store, but in my mind’s eye, these two boys had the same face as the punk who murdered my dad. 
“H-hey.” One of the boys stepped back. Genuinely fearful, and not daring to meet my eyes. “We were just teasing the guy, you know. Just teasing.”
And I punched him. Square in the jaw. He cried out at the same time as myself. My fist stung. I spun to the other guy and—
Pain lanced through my chest. I glanced down. The guy’s fist strangled the handle of a knife. I slowly raised my eyes to meet his. They reflected the crimson spreading around his hand, and flashed with terror. 
“I-I’m sorry. I didn’t… I…”
I collapsed. He’d stabbed well. My life fled quickly. It hurt, though. I think I cried. The boys ran and Dave scrambled over. He kept saying my name. Sorry, Dave. I hope someone else visits you after I’m gone.
Ah. It really did resemble the convenience store. Random. Purposeless. Futile. No, wait; both the cashier and Dave lived. At least we saved the other person, right, Dad? But now Mom’s all alone. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.
If… If I got a second chance, reincarnation or whatever, I think…
No. Give that chance to someone else. Someone not extraneous. Someone who does more than die in a random alley, whose name will certainly be forgotten in a few years.
Someone whose eyes are alive.






  
  Chapter 2
The Cutest Baby in the World


Night fell on my sight. The pain vanished. Everything, all sensation, disappeared. Thought ceased as well. 
Who could say how much time passed, if any passed at all? If time even applied in the situation that was to come. All I knew was that I saw a light. The proverbial one at the tunnel end. With the light, feeling returned. I floated in a cramped place, but some force squeezed me through something, and then—
I was tugged into a world of noise and blinding illumination, all the sound and light rushing in like water through a broken dam. I closed my eyes and tried covering my ears, but my arms didn’t work like they should have.
Actually, I was dead. My arms had no business moving at all. 
I started going somewhere, though not of my own volition. Roughly. I had once been on a trotting horse at a carnival. It was a slightly gentler version of that, and then I was plopped onto the ground.
I eased my eyes open. Above me stretched a ramshackle cluster of thick branches bound together by rope of some kind with smaller sticks and leaves. The roof, if you could call it that, curved after a fashion. It kept the sun out, at least, but I wondered how it would fair against rain. Or even a vigorous breeze. 
Well, almost kept the sun out. The now less-than-blinding illumination was actually sunlight streaming through a hole in the side of this… tent-thing. I tried shifting my head, but like my arms, it proved more difficult than expected. Another thing to add to the list of unexplainables. 
So I relied on my nose and ears. The place smelled awful. The general stench of unwashed bodies ruled, from sweat to a bit of excrement to even… Was that blood? I’d never smelled blood before, but I’d tasted it after biting my tongue and the like, and it smelled like the taste. If that made sense.
Some high-pitched wailing surrounded me, along with a bit of grunting, crying, and a few people talking. At least, it sounded like language, but not one I recognized. 
Had I really reincarnated, then? That would explain the lack of motor function: I must have been a baby again. How unnerving. Judging from the hard-ish feeling beneath me, I lay on the ground. Third-world country? This definitely wasn’t a hospital, after all. If I could just turn my head…
At last, I succeeded. The rest of the tent-thing came into view. I’d expected animal-hide clothes or something else to match the surroundings, and I wasn’t disappointed. What did surprise me was the appearance of the others present. 
I say “surprised,” but I almost screamed.
Around ten diminutive humanoids occupied the tent. Dark green, brown, or black scabbled skin marked them all, with sharp, cracking nails on their gnarled hands, heads a bit too large for their bodies, matted hair, putrid yellow eyes below scaled ridges instead of eyebrows, broad flaring noses, large pointed ears, and carnivorous teeth to complete the horrid picture. 
These were not humans. Obvious, I know, but the implication…
Struggling against the feebleness of my infant body, I raised one trembling hand. Green. A lighter shade than the adults, but green nonetheless. 
What was I? For that matter, where was I? What place had creatures like this? Short of the ocean, we’d explored most of Earth. How did we miss whatever these were? I mean, they’re living beneath the sun, so…
Oh. No way. Was this not Earth? Like Chronicles of Narnia, but with extra steps? Actually, I think one of the books had people die before getting there, so maybe exactly like Narnia. Not that I read that far. I just heard.
I died. That was not in question. And I was now a distinctly not-human thing. Also not in question. With those impossibilities out of the way, it wasn’t that difficult to accept that I had vacated Earth alongside my previous life.
I know I seemed to be taking this rather calmly. In truth, I was just shocked. My brain reviewed the facts as a countermeasure against panic. Dwelling too much on the utter insanity of the situation, well… It wasn’t unusual for infants to cry, I suppose, but I was an eighteen-year-old trapped in an infant’s body. I had my dignity to think of. 
I watched as two other babies were delivered and brought over to where I lay. Three separate births on one day? Kind of strange. 
A new individual entered through the opening and grunted something. It carried a length of wood in one hand with a sharp stone secured at the end. A rudimentary spear. Several of the creatures followed this one out. 
Just from a quick glance, I think these were slightly larger and more darkly toned than my mother and her friends. The males, presumably. Otherwise, almost nothing told the genders apart. Even their clothing matched: animal hide of some sort for an outer coat, trousers, and stockings. 
Speaking of which, it was kind of chilly, especially on my naked body. Was it winter? Autumn? Or maybe a colder section of the world? Hopefully one of the first two. Judging from what I’d seen so far, these creatures hardly fit the definition of an advanced civilization. Surviving winter would be one thing, but surviving it in a colder part of the world a completely different beast.
Not that I could answer any of my questions. I was a baby, entirely at the mercy of these creatures. A baby again. Existing again. The thought was too bizarre.
I had explicitly wanted to avoid living a second time, and now I had become a monster. Was this a curse for my unadmirable life? I wasn’t a Buddhist, or Hinduist, whichever one, but this situation could match that. Punishment for my inadequacy. 
Worse, at least my life before was a comfortable one. This would clearly be one of intense discomfort. Sickness, the bite of the elements… I might not even make it to my first birthday.
No. That was the wrong way to approach the situation. I had been given my chance to live. Truly live. To forsake the frivolous existence of my time on Earth. I didn’t care if I was a monster now. Whatever world lay out there, I would use it to live a life worthy of being called “life.”
I would make my eyes shine. 






  
  Chapter 3
The Battle Begins at Age Three Days


They moved the three of us infants to a different tent, this one slightly smaller and squatter than the previous, and with significantly better coverage from the sun. I didn’t catch much in the transition, but I did see a lot of trees. Some kind of forest. 
Two more babies were already here. We’d been provided an animal hide as a slight protection from the ground, which was nice. But then they closed the entrance with what I think was another hide, shutting off the sunlight.
Despite that, I could still see. Sort of. Things were a tad dim, but I should’ve been blind. I had low-light vision of some kind, like a cat. Neat. I guess.
I watched my fellow infants crying and scrabbling at nothing with their stubby arms. One of the two who had arrived before us was crawling about. Adventurous fellow. 
I decided to refer to my new species as “goblin.” We mimicked in many ways that fantasy race, from the squattish, humanoid look to the savageness goblins were usually depicted as living in. Well, I remained human. I wanted to think that. I may have been switched into a different body, but I stayed human at my core.
But what if I changed? 
I shivered. Perhaps my old life would slowly die as my soul became acquainted with its new container. Though I had no proof the goblins were anything other than very ugly, tiny humans in outlook. I might not change much at all, and changing was the worst-case scenario anyway.
And that was assuming souls were a thing. I wasn’t the religious sort, but considering I’d kept my memories despite switching brains, bodies, and even species, it was my best guess.
I forced myself to roll over so I lay on my stomach. I’d made a promise to live a meaningful life, goblin or no. I would. And the first step in this quest: learning to crawl. Not terribly prestigious, but what can you do?
One arm… down. The other arm… down. Push. Push. 
No good. I didn’t have enough strength. I was barely ten minutes old, so I hadn’t really had time to develop muscle or anything, but I thought I should try.
The ability to conceptualize this was a huge advantage over my old life. I certainly wasn’t having a go at crawling on day one of humanity, let alone committing myself to a meaningful life. This really was a second chance. I didn’t deserve it, but I wouldn’t waste it. 
A shame too many of us never got that second chance.
Without the strength to crawl, I returned to observing. The child-rearing experience certainly didn’t resemble humanity much. No motherly affection, no adults at all right now, even though we’d just been born. 
Well, three of us had. The crawling one must have been around for a while. In fact, he (she?) was noticeably larger than myself. How many months did it take for a baby to crawl? Actually, no, I shouldn’t assume too much. These weren’t humans, so they may not grow the same way.
A few minutes later, three goblins entered. Judging from the bit of colour I caught before the hide fell over the entrance again, these were probably females? To confirm my suspicions, these goblins stripped off their overcoats and breastfed us. 
Okay, so maybe they did have some affection. Though this might just have been a necessity to prevent us infants from dying.
I won’t go into detail on the breastfeeding. Goblins weren’t pretty and their milk wasn’t pleasant. One disadvantage of being able to think like an eighteen-year-old human.
The rest of the day continued in this vein. Goblin women would enter every so often and feed us, though I noticed that the two infants who were here before us were only fed once. The red and orange of twilight snuck through right after the females departed again, and then no more visits. 
Time to sleep, it would seem. I was quite tired myself from multiple attempts to crawl, all unsuccessful, and so welcomed it. Unfortunately, all the animal hides had a goblin or two on them and I didn’t want to be too near them for now. Not that I had much choice with my lack of locomotion. I struggled to gather a couple leaves together for something like a pillow. The chilly, hard ground was hardly comfortable, but my exhaustion knocked me out soon enough. 
I jolted awake at the wailing of a baby. Hungry, probably. Unfortunately, it set off a chain reaction, the other infants joining in to voice their gastronomic complaints. No, wait: it was only the two who had come with me. The other two stared with wide eyes, but remained completely silent. 
Moonlight streamed in as the animal hide was pulled back. A warrior entered this time, primitive spear in one hand. He stooped down and clomped one hand over a screaming infant’s mouth and pushed down. The baby’s eyes widened in fear and pain, and then the warrior put aside his spear and did the same thing with the other baby. Their muffled wailing vibrated in the tent, but it was otherwise much quieter.
After a little time, the babies stopped crying and the warrior withdrew his hands. Then like the newborns they were, they got right back to it. In the same instant, he clamped down again. This process continued until the infants were sufficiently cowed and wailed no longer. 
Now the other babies’ silence made sense. Like a wild horse, they had been broken. 
The warrior waited a little while to ensure the peace was maintained, then scooped up his spear and left. I closed my eyes and shuddered. Humans could be cruel, but even that would be abnormal. Maybe it was just this one warrior…  Unlikely. The cries would inevitably draw the attention of other goblins, and their sudden silence even more so if it was unusual. 
I steadied my breathing, forcing it to return to a near-sleep state. If what had happened was any indication, this would be a harsh existence. I best rest while I could.
The next day introduced a new series of feedings. My fellows cried less than before, but their infant tendencies hadn’t been completely strangled out of them. No warrior stopped them. Was it only for nighttime, then? Certainly, crying babies would prevent restful slumber, but that was a bit much.
I tried crawling some more. I made it much further than previously, but not quite to crawling. I was able to pull myself across the ground a little, but lacked the strength to make it onto my hands and knees. No sense in complaining about progress, though.
Once more, our predecessors were fed less than us, three times to our six. Most likely this abundance of mother’s milk was a product of being so newly born. 
When night fell, the feedings stopped as they had the previous day. I gathered my leaf pillow again, this time with more leaves because of my newly acquired half-crawl ability, and prepared to sleep. While I wasn’t a fan of the method the goblins used to quiet their young, hopefully it would be a silent, peaceful night.
No such luck. The two started up their cries again, and as before, a warrior entered and muzzled them with his hands. They quieted more quickly this time, but it still interrupted my slumber. Thankfully, the day’s crawling efforts had sufficiently drained me, so it didn’t take long to fall back under. 
Look at me and my Olympic athlete’s routine. Eat, exercise, eat, exercise, sleep. Or maybe that was how all athletes did it. My walks around the city had been the extent of my athletic endeavours. 
Day three arrived. The second of our predecessors began to crawl. Neither had any sense of personal space. I was stepped on twice. That, if nothing else, encouraged me to redouble my crawling efforts, and by about the third feeding, I was quadrupedal.
We’re in business, boys.
Also, something I’d noticed during that third feeding: the skin of the adults was rougher than ours. We resembled puppies whose fur hadn’t come in yet. I bet it made sleeping on the hard ground less taxing.
Just after the fourth feeding, two more infants were brought in. Coincidence, or were goblins like the proverbial breeding rabbits?
Unfortunately, this meant enduring more screaming. Again, not a fan of the baby-stifling, but this upcoming night was going to be a silent one before these tikes arrived. It also meant witnessing said stifling again, or at least hearing it.
I kept up crawling practice, though admittedly it carried the added goal of exhausting myself enough to sleep after the inevitable wakening in the middle of the night. I didn’t manage much before I had to rest. Crawling on only the third day of life was astonishing enough. 
Next goal: building up enough strength to walk. That would be a bit, though. Didn’t babies typically start walking around seven months? Nine? Something like that? Granted, it was also a few months until they were crawling. Was this extreme head start because of my older mind experimenting or because of my goblin body? Maybe both.
Three more days passed. My group’s feedings had been reduced to three per day like the other two, and three more babies had been brought in. Ten of us. Kind of crowded. One advantage was that the additional bodies generated more heat. I was still naked, after all, so the cold bit extra hard at night. 
Unfortunately, it began to smell really bad. Sweat was pretty common just from shivering, but there were also the additional odours one associated with babies. While I had toilet training, there were no toilets to speak of, and the rest were certainly not so sophisticated. 
It took some doing getting used to defecating in front of other people. 
The others let loose without a care. Grown-ups would occasionally remove the debris like owners with their dogs, but the stink clung to the tent, and urine seeped into the ground. 
Sleep became more difficult with the pervasive stench, but my regular crawling wore me out well enough. Thankfully, I knew enough about exercise not to overextend myself. I would typically crawl in the morning and the evening with intensity one day, then take it slowly the next. 
On the eighth day of my new existence, one of the others started shivering a great deal, much more than any of us did at night. I steered clear of that one, but that was becoming more difficult, as a few more had taken to crawling as well. Experimental crawling, unlike the more mobile version of myself and the two oldest, but crawling nonetheless. I was right not to assume that goblins followed the same patterns as humans.
None of the adults noticed the baby’s plight during the remaining feedings. I stayed at a distance and made my leaf pillow on the opposite side of the shelter to the shivering one. 
For the first time in two nights, I was awakened by a wailing infant. The warrior appeared as expected and clamped down, but suddenly pulled back and looked at his hand. The baby was making some truly awful noises. I think it vomited.
The warrior exited the tent. In the brief flash of moonlight, red glinted on the warrior’s hand. The baby had spat up blood. 
Some of the newest arrivals began sniffling as well. Please don’t. We’re already dealing with a sick member. Don’t make this worse.
The hide was pushed back and a new goblin I hadn’t seen yet entered. He wore the usual coat, trousers, and stockings of the other goblins, but had the addition of rough, red markings surrounding most of either eye, connecting in the middle between the brow, and then tracing down across his lip to his chin.
He approached the sick child and knelt. The baby coughed up blood again, and the goblin instantly took some of the blood on a finger and tasted it. He spat it out with a clearly displeased expression, then picked up the baby and exited the tent.
The animal hide caught on a branch, leaving a slit through which I could see. The warrior outside might have fixed it, but he was distracted by the marked goblin presenting the sick baby to him and saying something. Wordlessly, the warrior took the infant.
And snapped its neck.
Bile rushed into my throat and I vomited all over the ground. My body shook and I almost collapsed in my mess. As though cursed, I couldn’t turn my gaze away from that horrid scene. 
Its eyes. They were like my dad’s.
The warrior noticed the askew covering and fixed it, leaving the interior in darkness. I remained rooted in place. Dead. Just like that.
True, in this environment, illness was almost certainly fatal, especially when it involved coughing up blood. Killing the child now would not only spare it future pain but also remove it as a resource drain, not to mention hopefully cut off the spread of the disease. It was, pragmatically speaking, a good decision.
But I was no pragmatist.
For the first time since my new birth, I was on the verge of sounding like a typical infant. A wail clawed at my throat. But I could not. I must not. 
It was clearer than ever now: those that couldn’t make it would be cast aside. The rest of the infants were already completely silent at night. If I drew attention to myself, I might be singled out as defective, and my neck would be the one broken next.
I’d made a promise to make my eyes shine. I would survive this new infancy and whatever hardships may come and live a meaningful life. To do that, I must not die.
I refuse to die.






  
  Chapter 4
The Next Stage


Islowed down the crawling a bit. A tired body was more susceptible to disease, after all, and any one of the others here might have caught what the now dead infant had. Honestly, we were like puppies in a kennel. Very ugly puppies. Though even puppies had a caring mother to gather around. 
We received our feedings as usual. Did they not know how illnesses worked? That baby could have been contagious. Any of us might have the sickness, which in turn meant any of these female goblins might get it. 
Actually, it was possible that disease itself didn’t follow the same rules in this world. I shouldn’t make assumptions. 
Throughout the day, there was more activity in the camp/settlement/village. Not that I could see anything, but an unusual amount of noise, from scurrying feet to conversation, filled the air. My curiosity ate at me, but there was nothing I could do.
That night, two more infants started shivering and crying. These two were inspected by the marked-goblin and then removed. I didn’t look this time, but I could hear the snap.
The next day, the tenth in my new life, the remaining seven of us were moved to a new tent. Maybe the goblins thought the sickness had to do with the location, but I was just glad to leave that awful-smelling place behind. And to be fair, the unsanitary conditions were hardly contributing to our wellbeing. Maybe that was their belief too.
Once more, I tried to espy the surroundings, this time with a stronger neck. There were several more of the brush shelters, and trees and trees and trees. The settlement was partially in a small clearing amongst the trees, though some early morning fog might have made the place seem smaller than it was. Beyond that, I couldn’t see much in the brief trip, and I didn’t hear or smell anything significant either. 
The only thing really “new” that I spotted were the trees themselves. I’d lived in the city all of my life, so tree “types” were not something I was terribly versed in, but I did know Christmas trees, and most of the trees resembled Christmas trees. Evergreens. 
There must have been a few non-evergreens… what were they called… deciduous! There must have been a few deciduous about because of the leaves on the shelters (which I was using for my pillows), but they were relatively rare. Again, I didn’t know enough about trees to be sure, but I was afraid that meant we lived in an especially cold environment. Though that could just be me associating this tree type with a winter holiday.
Two more newborns already awaited us in the new shelter, bringing us back to nine. Also, this place smelled blissfully new. I knew goblin stink must be everywhere, but by this point I had become too used to it to notice. Maybe this shelter was what the commotion before had been about.
I had to get out of here. The shelter, not the village. The way we were treated like dogs in a kennel would only lead to more illnesses, and even if not that, this lack of clothing in the cold environment couldn’t be healthy. The only reason I slept anywhere near “well” was because of my daily exercise. 
The best thing I could possibly do was learn how to walk. Tribal communities like this probably valued competence over any other distinction. The sooner I could walk, the sooner I’d be allowed into the village. Sure, that would come with its own dangers, but I’d at least be out of this petri dish and clothed. 
One more day of crawling, though lightly to save my strength, and then walking attempts must begin.
None of the others shivered or cried during the night (except the newborns, but that was normal). A little after the first feeding of the next day, I sought one of the largest branches providing the tent’s framework. Time to get started.
Still on hands and knees, I placed my hands on the branch and shuffled just a bit closer. Most of my weight was already supported by the wood, so this shouldn’t be too hard, right? 
I crashed to the ground. Thankfully I hadn’t even made it close to standing yet, so pain didn’t hit too hard. 
Was it a matter of strength? Clearly, if the others already crawled, then goblins developed more quickly than humans, but it had only been eleven days. My body lacked both muscle and muscle memory, so maybe that was it. 
I shouldn’t be discouraged. That was attempt one. It took me two entire days of continuous trying to crawl, and standing was more difficult. Assumedly. Failure definitely hurt more.
A few more collapses later and I allowed myself a break. I was close to standing, I felt, and by “close” I meant “maybe a day, maybe two out.” Knowing how to stand from my previous life certainly worked wonders. I guess a little more strength was the only real problem. But just look at all these squats (sort of) I’d been doing. My legs would be bastions of standing power before you know it.
By the fourth feeding, I’d progressed to less falling and more weird squatting. My legs shook from the unusual strain. Actually, most of my body shook. Time to stop, I think.
I slept like, well, a baby. Though weren’t babies infamous for waking up parents in the middle of the night? How did that saying come about? 
Day twelve. Still no sign of the infection gripping anyone else. Maybe it really had been tied to that particular tent. I noticed the two eldest of us also doing things to try and stand, though since they were older and therefore stronger, their progress quickly caught up to mine. Were they mimicking me, or was this the time for goblins to start walking? 
I saw more success than the previous day, and a little while after the last feeding, I stood supported only by wobbly legs. Not quite walking, but a strange sense of pride gripped me. I suppose a meaningful life was won with small victories.
When the first feeding arrived on my thirteenth day of goblin existence, those bearing the food found me walking. I would have put an inebriated person to shame with my unsteadiness, but I walked. My two elder siblings did the same, though one of them with substantially more stability than the other two of us. I think he was the fellow who crawled about when I first arrived. 
At this, the female goblins gibbered to each other and one of them left, returning shortly with a warrior. The warrior noted the three of us, peeked his head out and said something, then two other warriors arrived. I hesitated. Did we do something wrong?
We three were lifted by the warriors and carried from the tent. My heart rammed against my chest, the scene of the goblin infant’s neck snapping flashing repeatedly in my mind. Had we started walking too quickly? Did they think we were possessed? 
The warriors approached another shelter, this one larger than the one we had left. Most of the tents I could see were unlike this one and the infant one in that, rather than having a small hole as the only entrance, they featured something more like a cave mouth. The smaller exit prevented infants from wandering off, I guess. Might have also kept the heat in more.
Inside the shelter was another warrior and five younger goblins, all of them toddling about. Notably, they boasted clothes. So we weren’t in trouble. We had simply been relocated. Promoted, even.
To my great delight, I soon sported clothes as well. Unlike the multipiece set of the adults, this was a single stretch of clothing pulled over my entire body. Basically pajamas. I didn’t complain. I was warm again.
One of the warriors joined the first while the others left, leaving us with two overseers. Maybe now that we could walk we could do more stupid stuff, so they had grownups watch us. 
Shortly thereafter, some adults arrived with a miracle: actual food. Not questionable breast milk. I spotted roasted meat and some berries, and despite the thin appearance of the meat, my mouth watered.
Then they placed the food on the ground in the midst of us and I encountered the newest of my trials.
Immediately, the older children jumped in, snatching at the meat. One goblin punched another and stole a strip of cooked flesh. Another wrestled an opponent to the ground, but in the commotion a third swooped in and grabbed the food. 
Meanwhile, the warriors looked on, chatting casually. 
I wanted to eat. We had been moved here without the day’s first feeding, after all. But I also knew that I could barely walk, let alone fight for my food. The battle would end soon, and if I did nothing, I would likely eat nothing.
As the meat was the main prize, the berries were largely untouched (aside from a few squished in the scuffle). Though I wasn’t the biggest fan of eating food straight off the ground, I had little choice now. Even with my wobbling gait, I should be able to tide myself over until the next meal.
A short time later, the skirmish had ended, and I had acquired five berries. Five. Barely a snack. But I had yet to feel even remotely full in my short existence, so this was nothing new. Still, the thought of something substantive like meat…
No, no, no. If I considered it too much, my hunger would worsen. 
The largest and presumably oldest of the children had hogged most of the meat to himself, and one of the warriors stepped in and took some of that meat and divvied it out to others. His choices didn’t seem random, as though he was distributing rewards. Early recognition for battle prowess. Smart.
But sucked for me. I was underdeveloped. If the eldest two were any indication, it took about three weeks for a goblin to reach the walking stage, but thanks to my advanced knowledge, I had arrived there one day shy of two weeks. Eighteen-year-old mind or no, an entire week of physical development lay between me and the lowest-rung in this tent.
I may have escaped the infant tent, but here I might starve.
My only advantage right now was my intelligence. Until I could do more than waddle, I would need to use that to get as many berries as possible. Besides, although I could feel a slight poking in my gums, my teeth had yet to present themselves. I doubt I could eat the meat anyway.
And soon, I must fight.
Rough-and-tumble was common for human boys, but what had just happened was not anything so pleasant. Clawing, punching, kicking; it was a full-blown brawl. Especially if this occurred every mealtime, I would need to brave that maelstrom to eat.
I didn’t want to fight. I’d gotten into maybe two brawls in my past life, three if you counted the bit at the very end of it. Naturally, I’d wanted to avoid pain.
But that addiction to safety, to ease, had been a major part of my empty life. What typically happened when a student came across bullying?
“It’s not my problem.”
Making it your problem was a risk. Danger. Pain. There were plenty of other banal ways this manifested. “This homework is too hard, so I’m just gonna give up.” “Exercise or binging a show? Easy choice.” Even the endlessly churning cycle of romantic couples was bound up in the philosophy of “easy come, easy go.”
An irrevocable aversion to hardship was the hallmark of a meaningless existence.
Pain wasn’t a good thing. I certainly had no aspirations of becoming a masochist. But it could sometimes be a useful thing, if the endless amount of “fire is needed to forge weapons” analogies and metaphors was any indication. “No pain, no gain” as the cliché went.
The meat came from somewhere. This wasn’t the modern U.S. of A., where supermarkets hosted every imaginable food at your greatest convenience. Hunting was different from brawling, but it all came back to fighting. I didn’t want to fight, but I would if I must to survive.
But for now I could barely walk. One step at a time. 
Get it?
Sigh. I think this situation is forcing me to develop a garbage sense of humour.






  
  Chapter 5
Fire-Eye


Imassaged my jaw. One of my lovely cousins had kicked me while I scrounged for berries. I still grabbed the berries, though. 
The sixth day of my time in the new tent. Nineteen days old. As I had suspected, goblins grew at a remarkable rate, and thanks to my already intense efforts to bring myself this far, I was at least keeping up with those around me despite the age difference. I even had my first taste of meat.
Stringy, but more filling than berries. And nuts, which they occasionally provided as well.
The sanitation situation was better here too. They took us out of the tents at regular intervals to have us relieve ourselves, so the environment was cleaner and smelled much nicer. 
I had yet to really fight. Because the rest were further along in growth, I was the smallest boy present, and even some of the girls outsized me. Small scuffles, small injuries, small victories had been my lot.
My biggest problem was the eldest boys. Winning out in both size and strength, they commanded the skirmishes. They usually hoarded the food until the warrior or warriors present took some and distributed it according to their perception of the battle. 
Over the past six days, the two oldest goblin children had been removed from the tent. We didn’t see them again, so I could only guess that they had been placed in another shelter or that this was the last stop before becoming part of the village. That still left others older than me, so my problems hadn’t exactly disappeared.
But since I approached the three-week growth mark, I should be able to contend with the others soon. Even with the full week advantage the two who arrived with me had, my human knowledge of motor skills had almost leveled the playing field. The only thing I really lacked was the reckless ferocity the others seemed to naturally possess. 
Even ignoring my growing hunger pangs, this world had little room for mercy. Our roofs were made of twigs, our weapons basically pointy sticks, and our medicinal knowledge non-existent. I didn’t have the freedom not to fight unless I wanted to die. 
The morning of the next day, a big twenty days old, rain pelted the village. This wasn’t the first time rain had come, but it rarely went past a light drizzle. This new storm wasn’t as bad as some of the tempests I had experienced in my old life, but I had also benefitted from a modern house with proper roofing.
Thunder crashed above us with the intensity of artillery fire, and the shelter creaked from the pounding wind. The trees surrounding us warded the worst off, but I was certain the whole thing was about to collapse. The other children panicked, and I could hardly blame them. It must have seemed like the world was ending.
Water leaked through several holes, and finally one section of the tent just broke. Rain flooded in and some of the children outright screamed. I backed away from the sudden deluge and put myself near the entrance. If one of the main support beams collapsed, the shelter would probably go with it, possibly crushing anyone underneath. I might be able to push through the animal hide if that happened.
The warriors had a similar concern as they rushed to two of the largest branches and placed their hands against them. They shouted things to each other and even at the children despite our lack of understanding the language.
Almost as quickly as it started, the wind and rain ceased. A flash storm. 
The shelter had suffered further minor damage and the usually hard ground now squelched with mud, but no one had died. Some of the children whimpered. I just sighed with relief that the tent remained upright. 
We were taken outside to one of the other, more intact shelters where they stripped us of our wet clothes. The village now sat in something resembling a morass. Some of the shelters, like the one we had been brought to, were shielded and sturdy enough that the ground beneath them went largely untouched.
Several adults started repairing damaged shelters. Some of the men tugged a fallen branch into the village and hacked away its twigs with stone hatchets while the women patched up small holes with brush. Smoke drifted from one of the other shelters. They must have gotten a fire going, maybe to dry the clothes. I suppose if you did it right, a fire wouldn’t burn down the tent.
All of this was accomplished with such efficiency that it was clear they had dealt with storms before. Why did they use such shoddy homes, then? There could be any number of reasons, of course, from a lack of better tools to every spare moment taken up by simply surviving, but I still wondered.
Shouting interrupted the workers, and another goblin burst out of the trees. He carried the broken haft of a spear in one hand and pointed back into the wood with the other. The goblin with the red markings on his face rose from where he chopped at the branch and scurried into one of the shelters.
Meanwhile, a group of goblins emerged from the wood. Two of the goblins bore a fox corpse apiece. Many of them sported injuries and one was being carried by the others. After a few moments, I pieced it together: a hunting party. 
And apparently a very failed one at that. The wounds were mostly of the blunt or light cut variety. No claw marks or anything. The storm probably caught them unawares. That intensity of precipitation and wind in a forest would knock entire branches from trees and churn up mud into traps for the feet. 
They took the especially injured goblin into the tent the marked goblin had entered. The adults around us spoke to one another in a subdued tone. Not worried, not frightened, not even grim. Just subdued. 
I don’t know what else happened with the hunting party. The rest of the day was spent waiting for the shelters to be repaired and the mud and clothes to dry. The sun remained a bashful thing, but the goblins set up small fires in several of the tents, including ours, to circumvent the sun’s unhelpfulness.
We returned to our shelter for the night. The mud had mostly dried and the roof was repaired, but I nevertheless picked a spot I thought had the least chance of killing me if something came apart while I slept.
The first meal of the next day worried me. The amount was less than usual, especially the meat. The reason was obvious: the hunting party had returned mostly empty-handed, and several of them had been wounded. Heading back out immediately was a no-go. Essentially, we were rationing.
The fighting was a bit fiercer than usual because of the portions. The warrior guarding us even had to pull two of the older ones apart to prevent serious injuries. I dived into the fray after a little hesitation, but my trouble only netted me the normal berries and nuts, with the added fun of a cut along one cheek from someone’s nails.
The second and last meal proved a little worse, both in the quality of the meat and the brawl. This time, I decided the long game would be more beneficial. I stayed out of the fight, grabbing what berries and nuts I could and letting the others have at it. Without restraint, they would injure and tire themselves further, leaving me in an advantageous position for the subsequent feeding tomorrow.
I underestimated goblin ferocity.
Breakfast arrived in the morning, with only one guard. Most of the uninjured warriors in the village had probably gone on a hunting trip.
For the first time, I threw myself into the food fight in earnest. As planned, the previous day’s battles had worn down my opponents, and I snagged an entire leg of something, maybe a fox or squirrel. 
As I almost retreated with my prize, a fist swung out of my blind spot and clocked me clear across the head. My vision went red, and I hit the ground, pain blasting from my skull and back. When my eyes refocused, the oldest of us children loomed above me, the squirrel leg in his hand. 
I’d never been really hit before. My brain had trouble processing it. However, some instinctual part of me recognized that strip of meat as something which belonged to me. I reached out, but he punched me again. My head snapped back and cracked against the ground. 
My vision refocused. I think I passed out for a second there. 
Total chaos surrounded me. Today’s food had once more diminished. Only those who fought best would receive any meat. 
But it had reached a fervour that even the warrior found uncomfortable. The eldest child was repeatedly striking one who stubbornly clung to a piece of meat despite the beating. One of the others was unconscious, and the last two bit and punched in a brutal wrestling match. So the warrior stepped forward and reached toward the eldest. Confident in his greater size, strength, experience, and authority, and also in how fixedly the eldest child was beating the other, the warrior had no reason to doubt the outcome of what would happen next. 
But precisely because of that lack of doubt, he never expected the eldest to suddenly drop his current victim and slug him in the stomach. Using the now reeling warrior’s lack of balance, the child grabbed a leg and pulled, throwing the adult to the ground. Then he leapt on the warrior and slammed the adult’s head into the ground a few times. The warrior stopped moving.
Children we remained, so the warrior had most likely been dazed rather than killed. Still, he was the only one who could bring order back to the tent, and I needed food, so I pushed myself up and walked over as quickly as I could. The eldest, on the verge of striking the warrior again, only noticed me when the meat in his hands was tugged away.
He spun around. His expression contorted in a stomach-curdling fixation of fury, but I was under no illusion that I could simply run away, so my fist was already flashing towards his face.
Just like in my last moments of life, my hand stung from the impact. The eldest staggered backwards and I pursued, my fist flying again. Unfortunately, he recovered more quickly than I had and dodged. Next thing I knew, I lay on the ground, my head ringing.
A weight settled on my lower body. The eldest straddled me and—
WHAM.
My head hit the dirt. I started moving my head back—
WHAM.
Maybe I could reach with my arms—
WHAM. WHAM.
My world was pain. I could barely think through it all. A single thought raged above it.
I was going to die.
Of course, I had died before. Though reincarnation was undesired at the time, now this chance lay before me. I would not waste it. But I had angered the eldest enough that he was beating me to death.
Twenty-two days. Who could possibly find a meaningful life in twenty-two days? And it was a death even more pitiful than the previous. At least then I had stood up for someone, a moment of meaning in a frivolous existence. This death would be random. Pointless.
Over scraps.
Something flared within me. My spirit had been on the verge of surrendering to the pain, the cruelty, the sheer emptiness of this second chance so quickly snuffed out. Conviction burned through, reigniting me. I had promised myself that I would live a meaningful life, that I would not end with the same eyes as my dad. Until I had known a life worth living, I must go on.
I would not die here.
With this conviction as my fuel, I regained consciousness. My body ached all over. A headache pounded in my skull like multiple hammers. I could only see out of one eye. The eldest had slipped off of me and was now tearing into the squirrel leg I had initially claimed. 
Shakily, my joints and muscles and bruised skin screaming in protest, I stood. I didn’t know what I intended to do. I was essentially running on pure adrenaline. 
The eldest noticed movement and glanced up, his eyes meeting mine. Strangely enough, fear fell on his face, and he drew back. I stepped forward.
Then the warrior appeared, ripping the meat from the eldest’s hands. He glanced at me and his eyes widened. All three of us stood unmoving for a moment, then the warrior shook himself from his reverie and struck the eldest with enough force to instantly knock him out.
The warrior offered the leg to me. I reached out, pushing through the pain of moving my arm, and grasped it. It was small, and most of it bone instead of meat. Best part: my face was too beat up to take a bite. But I had won.
“Griverk,” the warrior said.
Unsurprisingly, none of us had grasped much of the language while in the tent. I was mostly just trying to piece together the common sounds, so I didn’t know what he said for some time.
I would later learn that the warrior had half-witnessed the eldest’s treatment of me as he recovered from his own beating. Not only had I stood back up from that, but he claimed a piercing light burned in my one visible eye as it stared down the other child. Hence how I received my first name in this strange new world. Griverk. 
Or as I would later learn it to mean, Fire-Eye.






  
  Chapter 6
The Goblin Village


Ipassed out shortly after the confrontation, the adrenaline vanishing and pain finally winning. When I awakened, a fire flickered nearby. My clothes were gone and an odd feeling covered parts of my body. I’d fallen in mud once. It was a similar sensation to hardened mud on the skin. 
Notably, pain no longer commanded every inch of me. Dull aches throbbed here and there, especially under the mud-spots, but beyond that I felt much better. 
I surveyed my surroundings while moving my head as little as possible. A large entrance opened to the goblin village, so I must have been in a new tent, one of those that resembled a cave mouth. Grey sunlight drifted in. Evening, then, or perhaps morning of the next day. 
Footsteps preceded a goblin stomping into my field of vision. The one with the red markings on his face. He glanced at my open eyes (or eye, as the other was swollen over), but made no comment, instead taking a wooden bowl and pouring cold water on my head. I shivered at the unexpected sensation.
A little while later, other goblins arrived with some food. As I couldn’t chew because of my injuries, the marked goblin fed me berries and water. I might regret it later, but for now I was grateful for the small size of goblins. A human could hardly survive as I had on berries. Granted, I was really only staving off starvation rather than eating to capacity, but once my face healed, I could hopefully fix that. 
My best guess was that this marked goblin was something of a doctor. The injured hunters had been brought to him as well, after all. In fact, the most wounded one slept nearby. I could just make him out in my peripheral vision.
Incapacitated as I was, I listened to the goblins when they spoke. It was not a pretty tongue, fricative and with odd stops. Unfortunately, in this doctor’s tent, the other patient slept, and the doctor almost never said anything. The few times goblins tramped by or peeked inside, the exchanges were brief. Still, it gave my mind something to do.
A few days passed in this manner. Eventually, my jaw worked enough that I could eat meat, the added strength that provided accelerating my recovery. On noon of the fourth day, I took some tentative steps. My chest and stomach ached a little, along with a few spots on my legs, but I could move again.
The doctor kept me for two more days. During that time, my fellow patient succumbed to his wounds. A few other goblins entered and carried the corpse out, though I didn’t see what they did with it after that. Cold hardened the ground, so I doubt they interred the dead. Burning, perhaps? Maybe just exposure? Hopefully not cannibalism.
At the end of those two days, the doctor helped me up and led me into the village. Morning mist drifted lazily over the earth. To my surprise, a crowd of goblins had gathered, almost all of them adults, though I noticed a few youths, including the one who had nearly killed me.
The doctor beckoned and a goblin warrior stepped forward. I recognized him as the one in the tent when I almost died. This warrior spoke at length, gesturing to me here and there, before concluding with the word he had used before: Griverk. Several in the crowd muttered, a few nodding, and then dispersed as if nothing had happened.
I think that was my introduction as a new member of the village. How… anticlimactic.
The doctor pointed at me and repeated the Griverk word. Was that my name? I placed my hand on my chest and repeated it, then pointed to the doctor. The goblin’s brow arched slightly, then he said, “Dodormeerk.”
What an unpleasant-sounding name. It clogged up the tongue with the trilled rs. Though Griverk wasn’t much better.
The rest of the day, I was shuffled about from one goblin to another. Usually, I observed as they did this or that task, such as repairing the shelters, skinning a fox, or using one stone to sharpen another into a spearhead. Sometimes they had me help, but mostly they just introduced me to the daily goings-on.
The best part was that the goblin language saturated the air. Though the brush shelters didn’t have the sturdiest walls, they warped the language a little, and the sounds of infants and youths didn’t confuse things anymore. Moreover, the goblins were talking directly to me or to others nearby, and so I had context for the words. I was inundated with linguistic noise. If this kept up, I’d know the language in no time.
When night fell, most of the goblins shuffled into the shelters. Only one remained outside, sitting down next to what I assumed was the infant tent. A few of the goblins beckoned me and I wandered into one tent where another child a little older than me was already lying down. Was this my designated shelter now?
A few animal skins served as cots. I snuggled up on one and closed my eyes. I’d survived the disease-ridden baby-tent and the free-for-all youth tent. What new challenges would present themselves? Clearly, goblins matured physically at a faster rate than humans, but I was still very young. I doubt I would be sent on hunts yet, or that I would leave the village much at all for at least a few months.
Thinking about it wouldn’t do much good. Waiting for tomorrow was the best plan.
The first meal of the following morning took place a little after sunrise. When I woke, several of the adults were already outside and preparing for the day. A fire burned in the centre of the village, over which a wooden spit had been erected. An entire deer roasted there. A few goblins held out sticks skewered with smaller animals to prepare them as well.
Food was distributed shortly after, and there appeared to be something of a hierarchy. The fattest portions went to the men, the second-best to a couple women with bloated stomachs, presumably pregnant, and the worst to the rest of the women, the elderly, and the young like me. 
As I ate, I counted everyone present. Not an easy task, as I still struggled to distinguish between one goblin and another. Around thirty-five? And if we counted the unseen infants and youth, maybe up to forty, or even forty-five. And twelve shelters for them all.
What a ridiculously tiny community.
I didn’t know what the average population of a modern Earth town was, but it must have been in the thousands at least. This goblin village barely scraped half a hundred. One especially bad winter and the whole place would be wiped off the map. Scratch that; it was too small to be on a map anyway.
After breakfast, the goblins dispersed to the doings of the day. I was plopped down with the other male youths and a couple male adults in one shelter to hack away at stones to make spearheads.
“Griverk,” I said when I arrived, placing my hand on my chest.
I didn’t feel any special kinship with these goblins. I remained human in some sense, after all, and one of the boys here had tried to kill me not too long ago. But one fault of my
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THEEND,
AND WHAT
CAME AFTER
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