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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “I’m not here to dispense random rumors to travelers at the jingle of coins,” said the barkeep. His long-receded hairline left the wrinkles of his irritated brow all the more prominent. “I serve up drinks. I track payments. I mind the floor.” He gestured to the tables and chairs of the tavern, some small, others built as long benches. Several dozen villagers sat hunched over food and drinks. “I’m not the town crier.” 
 
    “Do you have a town crier?” asked Teryn. She leaned in at the bar, her head still covered by the hood of her cloak. 
 
    “No. Too noisy.” 
 
    “So where else am I to go for rumors? I already tried eavesdropping. That didn’t work.” 
 
    The barkeep’s wrinkles grew darker. 
 
    “I’m just saying.” She tipped the gold piece up on its side, rolling it under her finger. “You really don’t have anything to share?” 
 
    “No. I’m not a cheap cliché.” 
 
    An arm reached past her, brown and well-muscled with a leather bracer over the wrist. Two more gold coins fell from the strong hand. 
 
    The barkeep sighed. “Elven scouts have been seen in the lowlands, but they seem to share their business only with their own kind.” 
 
    Her head tilted up, showing a smile on her pretty face and a glimmer in her eyes. “See, now we’re getting somewhere.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” The barkeep slid the two coins off the bar. He nodded at her hand. “And that one.” 
 
    “Wait, three gold for a rumor?” 
 
    “That’s my rate.” 
 
    “That’s highway robbery!” 
 
    “Times are hard on everyone. It’s three more gold to hear about the robbers on the highway.” 
 
    “We can afford it,” grumbled Scars. She could feel his muscles and chain mail looming close behind her. He stood with his back to hers, watching the door with a barely casual manner. 
 
    “Yeah, but how much of it?” she asked. 
 
    “They’ve usually got ten or twelve,” said Scars. “Half will be false, but that’s how it goes.” 
 
    “Hey, how would you know?” the barkeep shot back. 
 
    “I grew up in a place like this, but busier.” He nodded toward one corner. “The pig farmer over there has had enough already. Probably should’ve been cut off by now.” 
 
    “I don’t need you telling me my job. Having your kind here at all is bad for my business.” He seemed to regret it almost as soon as he said it, and not because of the tilt of the customer’s head or the glimpse of his tusks. “Sorry,” he said, quieter than before. “Nothing against orcs. Or half-orcs or…whatever. Just the way it is lately.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve noticed.” 
 
    The crash of a mug against the stone floor drew their attention to the corner. “Bring me anovver zrink!” slurred the pig farmer. 
 
    With a sigh, the barkeep caught the eye of one of the barmaids and tilted his head toward the pig farmer. He returned his attention to Teryn. “Three gold. Take it or leave it, princess.” 
 
    Her head jerked back up again, brown eyes blinking in surprise. “Oh. Oh, you mean that as a figure of speech,” she realized. “You’re not literally calling me a princess.” 
 
    “No,” said the barkeep. “Sorry to deflate your ego.” 
 
    “Hey, my mother made me clean and cook and carry water from the well like any other kid. And I had to learn four languages and heraldry and…uh…” Discretion caught up with her tongue as the barkeep’s head tilted curiously. She fished three more gold from the pouch on her hip and dropped them on the bar to change the subject. 
 
    “There are robbers on the highway,” said the barkeep. 
 
    “Damn it,” she sighed, dropping three more. 
 
    “The caves under Mount Stonebeard are still full of undead from the First Darkness.” 
 
    “We know about that stuff already,” she said. “Can I just pay you for the rumors that aren’t about the mountain and the wizard?” 
 
    “That’s not how this works,” said the barkeep. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Scars rolled his eyes. “So he can still charge us for randomly repeating a particular rumor he’s already told.” 
 
    “I’m not paying for that,” she said. 
 
    “Fine,” said the barkeep. He shrugged, waiting. She plunked down another three gold. “You know all those posters promising a reward for finding the missing princess? She’s not missing. She ran away after stabbing her betrothed and the king. It’s not a reward, it’s a bounty.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as her mood soured. “Thanks.” 
 
    The bartender turned away to stow some mugs. Scars tilted his head back to her. “Wait, both of them?” 
 
    “Alright, fine. So technically it was attempted regicide,” she muttered. “And the sketch on those wanted posters is terrible.” As soon as the bartender looked back, her fingers tightened the strings to close her pouch. “We’re done now.” 
 
    A loud bang from across the tavern drew everyone’s attention. The front door flew open and slammed against the adjoining wall. “Good, because the job just got here,” said Scars. Stepping behind him, Teryn pulled her bandana up over her nose and mouth. 
 
    The newcomers walked tall with vigilant eyes and predatory grins, six men in all, every one of them human. The wear and tear of their clothes spoke of rough living. Armor of leather and chain sent a different message, along with the blades at their hips. Aside from Scars and Teryn, both partly hidden by the bar, no one else in the tavern came visibly dressed for a fight. 
 
    The pair of men in front peeled off to either side of the tavern. The last two lingered at the door. The remaining pair, both tall and broad-shouldered, held everyone’s attention even before they spoke. 
 
    “Evening, Eastford,” said the apparent leader, marked by weathered eyes and dark stubble. “Nice of so many of you to be in one place tonight. Almost like a proper village meeting. That’s good. We’ve got business to discuss.” He glanced left and right, affecting a casual manner. “I don’t suppose your mayor is around here?” 
 
    “I’m here, Barret,” said a middle-aged man. Mayor Dunning slipped out from one of the crowded bench tables, absently fussing with his jerkin—though to his credit, he met the lead newcomer’s gaze. “I’ve been waiting for you all week.” 
 
    “Ah. That’s good. Can’t really make an appointment, all things considered. The roads can be slow sometimes. But we’d never forget about Eastford. My men think of it as another word for ‘payday.’” At that, several of his companions chuckled—except for the one who’d noticed the half-orc near the bar. He watched Scars without cracking a smile. 
 
    “You don’t say,” replied Mayor Dunning. 
 
    “A little coarse humor, I’ll concede, but I think it’s well-earned,” said Barret. “Protection isn’t a business for a gentle touch. Particularly when your clients send nasty letters about you to the king.” Barret’s eyes hardened. “You know I was a captain in the king’s guard, Dunning. And you know we had a falling out. Why would you go sending him letters about me?” 
 
    Dunning let out a tense, frustrated breath. “Is the boy alive?” 
 
    “Of course. He’s with my men outside. The journey may have been a little bumpy. Little bleedy, too. But we’re happy to accept a finder’s fee for his return on top of the regular payment.” 
 
    The mayor turned to look back toward the bar, his eyebrows arcing with an unspoken question. Scars stepped out from around the corner, walking calmly to join the conversation holding everyone’s attention. To either side of the tavern, Barret’s men straightened as they noticed him. 
 
    “Barret, I’d like you to meet Scars of No-Clan,” said Dunning. “He and a few friends have helped us with local difficulties over the past week.” 
 
    “Can’t say I know the name.” Barret looked Scars up and down. “What ‘matters’ are you talking about?” 
 
    “Protection for the village,” said Scars, undeterred by Barret’s scowl. “Honest protection. We cleared out the bog-howlers to the north. Opened up the old tomb and cleansed it of the undead sealed in there since the First Darkness. Even cleaned up an outbreak of green itches.” 
 
    “Do we have to talk about that?” sighed a farmer amid the crowd of patrons. 
 
    “You did all that in a week, eh lad?” Barret chuckled. 
 
    “Yes. You don’t do anything but roll into town and throw your weight around once a month. It’s over. Release the messenger without further harm. Get on your horses. Leave and never come back. Eastford doesn’t need your protection.” 
 
    Barret leaned in, smirking. “You understand the protection money is really paid as protection from us, right? You get how that works, half-orc?” 
 
    “I’m familiar with bandits, yes.” 
 
    “And you understand it’s not just me and my friends here, right?” Barret gestured with his arms wide to either end of the tavern. “It’s not just a couple more of us out front, either.” 
 
    Behind him, the door opened silently. A goblin walked in clad in hardened leather and a few piecemeal bits of chain. DigDig held his shovel in one hand, low and ready to use as a weapon. Behind him walked a battered, bloodied, and nervous human youth in filthy and ragged clothes. Though a pair of Barret’s men stood close by, both had their backs to the doorway to watch their boss in his conversation. They only turned when he noticed the breeze. 
 
    “What the—who cut him loose?” Barret snapped. “Is that a goblin? And hey, grab that—!” 
 
    “Help!” wailed a voice rushing into the tavern. Its owner flew upside-down through the doorway. He crashed through the bodies in the doorway, turning two bandits watching the entrance into three bandits in a tangled mess on the floor. 
 
    To Barret’s left, the sound of a sword leaving its scabbard was interrupted by a whistle and a cry of pain. His companion staggered to the wall, clutching an arm now impaled by an arrow. Teryn stayed behind the corner of the bar, her face still concealed by the bandana and hood. She had another arrow nocked before attention turned to her, drawing down on the man at the other side of the tavern. “Don’t,” she warned before he had his blade fully unsheathed. The bandit froze in place. Only Barret and his remaining bodyguard had their weapons drawn, and even they hesitated. 
 
    Another newcomer loomed through the doorway, taller than any man in the tavern and every bit as muscular and imposing as Scars. The hyena-like shape of his head gave him a far greater aura of menace than anyone present. He used it to deliberate effect, leering down at the bandits at his feet. 
 
    “What the hell?” their leader breathed. “A gnoll? That’s a gnoll! Dunning, what the fuck have you done?” 
 
    “He found help suited to his problem,” said the newcomer. He winked at Barret. “The name is War Cloud, by the way.” 
 
    “It’s a fucking gnoll!” Barret repeated, clutching his blade. 
 
    War Cloud’s shoulders sank with annoyance as he looked to Scars. “Listen to this shit. He doesn’t even acknowledge me as a person.” 
 
    “Did it to me, too,” said the goblin. He tapped his chest. “Name’s DigDig.” 
 
    “You should ask yourself more important questions, Barret,” said Scars. “Maybe try, ‘Where is everyone else?’ Shouldn’t you have back-up by now?” 
 
    “I can tell you’ve done something to them, monster!” Barret shot back. 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. You seem a little slow. I didn’t know if we should keep doing euphemisms and veiling our threats anymore.” Scars waited for the seething bandit leader to face him again. “Don’t worry, they’re alive.” He paused, looking to War Cloud. “Right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, it worked out,” said the gnoll. 
 
    “No, I mean…?” 
 
    “Oh. You want me to go back out there and watch her?” War Cloud asked. 
 
    “Never mind. It’s fine.” 
 
    “We’re good if he wants to go out and check,” said one of the bandits at War Cloud’s feet. “All good here, y’know?” 
 
    “You’d best stay there, too,” said Scars. “Don’t want to get within biting distance.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” War Cloud complained. “They aren’t even cooked yet.” 
 
    “Oh gods,” whimpered another bandit. 
 
    “Enough,” said Barret. He locked eyes with Scars. “You’ve made your point. We’ll go.” 
 
    “And stay gone,” Scars reiterated. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Not good enough,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Barret blinked. 
 
    “He’s right. You’re not scared enough to buckle this easily,” said Scars. 
 
    “Are you serious? You have us pinned down in here and I don’t know what you’ve done to my riders outside! How is this buckling easily?” 
 
    “It’s tactically wise for you to walk out of here without a fight. You’re annoyed, but still keeping a level head.” 
 
     “And?” Barret snapped. “What more do you want?” 
 
    “Shady Tooth!” Scars called through the open doorway into the night. 
 
    “Gods, now what? What the hell is a Shady Tooth?” Barret turned to face whatever came next. 
 
    Like War Cloud, the bugbear had to duck her head at the doorway. A sleek coat of short, dark fur covered her brawny muscles wherever she didn’t have hardened leather armor. Her face and especially her ears gave her a feline and predatory look. She carried a blackened knife in each hand. “What’s wrong? He hasn’t agreed to go yet?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s agreed, but he thinks he’s got a plan,” Scars replied. 
 
    “No plan,” said Barret. “Your point is made. The village is yours now.” 
 
    “Not ours. It’s theirs,” War Cloud corrected, gesturing to the silent, wide-eyed patrons of the tavern at the benches and the bar. 
 
    “Right, sure, whatever you say. You’ll be here to defend the place. I get it.” 
 
    “No. We’re not hanging around here every day and night waiting for you,” Shady Tooth said flatly. She leaned in close, her catlike nose almost touching his. 
 
    “You wear your socks to sleep,” she said. “Sometimes you snore. You get up to piss at least once every night. I know your tent, I know your horse, I know your lantern by its smell and your boots by the tracks of your heels. We don’t need to hang around here waiting for you to come back when you think you’ve got a plan. If anything happens to this place, I’ll murder you in your sleep. Just you. No one else. Your men haven’t stopped me from sneaking into your camp before now. They’re not going to do a better job of it in the future, either. It’s not like they have to worry about waking up with their throats slit. Only you.” 
 
    Barret said nothing. He wasn’t alone. Wide eyes and nervous, gaping mouths marked most faces in the tavern. The human faces, anyway. 
 
    “Are we done?” asked Scars. 
 
    “Yeah,” said the bandit leader. “Yeah, we’re done.” 
 
    “The door’s open.” 
 
    Barret picked his way through the men on the floor, who stayed where they laid until War Cloud stepped aside. They didn’t take their eyes off him as they shuffled out. The one with the arrow through his arm tried to steer an even broader path around the gnoll as if the scent of his blood might spark a frenzy. 
 
    Scars and his crew followed, leaving a crowd of unsettled villagers inside. 
 
    Well over a dozen horses stood in the torch lit road outside the tavern, all of them untethered and slightly wandering. Men in riding leathers and armor lay strewn about, some restless, others completely still. The only person standing amid the scene was shrouded in dark brown robes and a hood, no taller than a goblin. Yargol held an ornate metallic staff, his right hand scaled and taloned, the left coated in short, dark fur. 
 
    Barret stopped short of the scene. “And a wizard,” he seethed. “What did you do to them?” 
 
    “Some of them already stir to waking. Give them a moment,” said the hooded figure. 
 
    “You put them to sleep?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” he replied. “They fainted.” Mismatched eyes glowed in red and yellow beneath the hood. His grin could be heard in his voice, but the tilt of his head made Barret stop short at the sight of goblin, hobgoblin, and bugbear features stitched together to comprise his face. 
 
    “What are you?” Barret grimaced. 
 
    Yargol sighed. “I am the one who put down all your friends. Whether or not you understand anything else means little to me.” He nodded to the fallen riders. “They may not be up for anything strenuous for a while.” 
 
    “Good thing the rest of you can help get their asses in the saddles,” Scars said to Barret. 
 
    Though the bandits took the hint, their departure still happened slowly enough to grow awkward. More than one roused rider nearly fell from his horse before getting stable. Barret did his best to rally his people as they retreated. “Let’s go, people. We’ve got other places to be. Other ways to work this out, too. Ride!” With a resentful look back to Scars, he spurred his men down the road. 
 
    “Yargol,” said Scars, “you said they fainted?” 
 
    “The air grew thin right at the level of a human’s head if he sat upon a horse. I couldn’t pull it off on my own, but I had some help.” Yargol tilted the staff in his hands. “Even with the staff, I won’t be able to manage it often. It seemed worth the effort to put down so many enemies without a fight.” 
 
    “Stabbing them all wouldn’t take that much more energy,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “If they come home alive, the rest of the band has less to avenge,” said Scars. “They’ll get over their wounded pride easier than lost comrades.” 
 
    “Lost comrades are fewer comrades,” she muttered. “Then we could go get the rest.” 
 
    “She has a point,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “I’m not sure that many slit throats would make the impression we want to leave on the townsfolk, either,” murmured Teryn. She pulled the bandana mask down from her face. “People tend to remember a sight like that.” 
 
    “How is that bad?” Shady Tooth wondered. 
 
    “We talked about this. Word of tonight will spread. If we kill them all, you’re just another batch of monsters thirsty for human blood. Nobody needs that.” 
 
    “Except the king,” agreed War Cloud. “It works out great for him. You have a point.” 
 
    “I thought you were on my side?” Shady Tooth scowled at him. 
 
    “Tactically, yes. Strategically, it’s complicated,” he explained. 
 
    “Teryn’s right,” said DigDig. 
 
    “Names,” she grunted in warning. Townsfolk finally ventured out of the tavern into the road. 
 
    “Sorry. Right. Anyway.” He shrugged. “Bad idea to kill them all in the street.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Teryn. 
 
    “Drag them out of town, do it in the woods, loot ‘em, and bury them deep,” he mused. 
 
    “DigDig, no!” she hissed. “Ssh.” 
 
    “Well, that seems as…effective as we might have hoped,” said Mayor Dunning, emerging with several more townsfolk. 
 
    “Anything would have been a risk,” said Scars. “How’s the messenger? War Cloud can heal him with magic. So can Yargol, if it’s minor.” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll be fine,” the mayor assured him—too quickly. His uneasy glance at the named pair spoke volumes. Dunning turned to the barkeep beside him, who handed off a sack of coins. “Here you are. Payment as we arranged. With our thanks.” 
 
    “You’re sure? About the messenger, I mean?” Scars asked. 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “We’re sure. No need to worry about it. Again, thank you for your help. We’ll, ah, never forget you. Wishing you all the best. Thank you. May the road be easy on you.” 
 
    Scars frowned. The other townsfolk remained in sight but kept their distance from the conversation—and the crew. He didn’t see any smiles or signs of relief. “We were hoping we could stay,” he said. “You have empty houses here. You said yourself some of your townsfolk left because of the bandits.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes, but...” The mayor winced. “You see, the king’s edict of banishment against orcs and goblins is technically only for those south of the mountains, but in practice it reaches here in the north, too. Even with all the diplomatic treaties limiting the king’s forces north of the mountains, we still get visits from the king’s officials and small patrols now and then. Bounty hunters, too. It isn’t safe for your kind out here. We’d love to help, but you would be at risk if you stayed here. Us, too. We’d be charged with harboring fugitive outlaws.” 
 
    “You had no problem with that while we helped with your other problems,” said Scars. 
 
    “The last patrol wasn’t long ago. We knew it would be safe for a few days.” 
 
    “So we can stay a little while longer, at least?” asked Scars. 
 
    The mayor winced again. 
 
    “You don’t want us here now that the danger is gone,” Scars answered for him. 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “You don’t want goblin folk here at all.” 
 
    “Now, it’s not about what you are,” Dunning corrected stiffly, but quietly. “Make no mistake there. We’re not thrilled by the king’s edict. We had monst—ah, goblin folk living here and nearby and they were fine neighbors. But the way you handled that lot is, um…well, it doesn’t truly leave a sense the danger has passed, you understand?” 
 
    “We handled them with words and a minimum of violence,” said Scars. 
 
    “True, but the impression…” Dunning frowned. 
 
    “If all of this was done by humans or elves, would it make a difference?” 
 
    Almost whispering, Dunning countered, “Humans or elves don’t threaten to eat people.” 
 
    “Mayor Dunning, we’re looking for a home. We know the king’s edicts. We also know this town is isolated and there are dwellings on the outskirts. Any old farmhouse or cabin will do. We can lie low from the patrols and hunters. We only need permission. We’re not here to bully or scare anyone. We’ll pay, as we have already.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, lad. It’s not going to work out. Not after this. You look like hardy sorts. You made it all the way out here, right? I’m sure you can handle the forests.” 
 
    “We’re not hermits. We need community as much as you.” 
 
    “There are other settlements.” 
 
    “Where? Most other towns and villages get the same attention from the king. Where else are we going to go?” 
 
    “Why don’t you try that goblin camp in the hills?” 
 
    Scars blinked. He leaned forward. “What goblin camp in the hills?” 
 
    “To the east. It’s not too many miles from here, over the first hills at the foot of the mountain. There’s an old farm, abandoned after a blight almost a generation ago. The goblin folk gathered there over the last few months after the exiles in the south. Some of them came through here. You didn’t know?” 
 
    “No,” said Scars. “Nobody told us. The whole time we’ve been here helping you, nobody told us of a goblin camp.” 
 
    Dunning took a deep breath, clapping his hands together awkwardly. “Well. Now you know. I’m sure that’s an option, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Which way?” asked Scars. 
 
    Turning with a grand, helpful gesture, Dunning raised his arm to the road—and then stopped, looking over the broad trail of hoof prints left by the bandits’ horses. “Oh,” he said. 
 
    “We just sent them on their way,” said Scars. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “East. Toward the hills.” 
 
    “So it would appear,” agreed the mayor. “Unfortunate.” His eyebrows rose. “I assume this means you won’t want to stay through the night?” 
 
    With a final glare, Scars turned down the well-trod road. “Come on. We need to pick up our gear and go,” he said to his crew. He didn’t need to look to know they followed. The questions provided all the confirmation he needed. 
 
    “We’re leaving?” asked War Cloud. “What about the boy? Isn’t he hurt?” 
 
    “He’d rather tough it out.” 
 
    “We aren’t staying the night?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked DigDig. 
 
    “Because the neighbors are terrified of being eaten or murdered in their sleep. Or both.” 
 
    Teryn groaned, throwing a glance to Shady Tooth. “Did you have to go there with it? In front of everyone?” 
 
    “You told me what to say about him,” the bugbear countered. “I didn’t even know half of that shit on my own. It was all a bluff.” 
 
    “I know!” 
 
    “So? I know you know! What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Only that I wanted to sleep indoors again for once,” Teryn grumbled. 
 
    “You’re not the only one,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Scars elaborated. “There’s a goblin camp to the east. Refugees. Maybe right in the path of those bandits.” 
 
    “Should’ve gone with Shady Tooth’s plan,” said DigDig. 
 
    “Now you tell me,” muttered Scars. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Thought we’d have horses by now,” DigDig huffed. He trudged uphill, one foot in front of the other in the dark. “Hiking is bullshit.” 
 
    “We looked for horses in Eastford. The only ones for sale weren’t suited to travel,” said Scars. Walking at the front of the crew, he hardly looked back to the others. He kept a wary eye on the hilly forest instead. Stealth seemed pointless and they needed speed anyway, but that still left them exposed. He could only hope the size of the group would ward off any trouble. 
 
    “Not talking about buying,” DigDig corrected. “Bandits’ horses were right there. Could’ve taken enough for us and told the rest to fuck off to their camp.” He looked to War Cloud when he heard a low chuckle. “What’s funny?” 
 
    “I’m not laughing at you. I like the way you think.” The grin on his bestial face struck an odd contrast with his reassuring tone. “You’re not wrong.” 
 
    “We wanted them to leave, not dither about lost horses and who rides with who,” said Scars. “Not all of us know how to ride, anyway.” 
 
    “I expected DigDig and I would ride behind the rest of you,” grunted Yargol. As he often did, the magician walked at the rear of the crew, leaning on his staff. Though neither sickly nor weak, he wasn’t as athletic as the rest. War Cloud slowed his pace to stay by his side. 
 
    “Horses wouldn’t get us over this terrain any faster, and not at night,” said Teryn. “This is a straight path to the village. Roads would take us around the hills. And the bandits might hear us and spark another confrontation. This is better.” 
 
    “Supposed to know how to ride by now,” said DigDig. “Never learned.” 
 
    “Is it true goblins ride wolves?” asked Teryn. “I’ve never seen it myself, but I’ve read of it.” 
 
    “What? No. Only in legends. Too small.” 
 
    “Dire wolves are large enough, but hardly any live in the southlands anymore,” said Yargol. “It’s history to some tribes. Not to all.” 
 
    “Goblins ride cave boars,” said DigDig. “Couldn’t keep enough in the dungeon, though. Olen Zuck said so. Didn’t like the smell.” 
 
    Teryn’s eyebrows rose. “You know, I had heard of that, but I didn’t believe it.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Aren’t they unruly? Don’t they smell?” 
 
    “Yeah! Good for charging, too. Older goblins said so, anyway. Boars got left behind when King Mierrek marched us out to work for Zuck. Left the rest in Bak’Nor. Needed them more there, anyway. Farming and stuff.” 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask about that,” said Teryn. “Did Mierrek only recruit warriors from Bak’Nor? No goblin folk from other walks of life? I didn’t see much sign of families in the dungeon.” 
 
    “There weren’t any, or we’d have had a very different problem in getting out,” said Scars. “I wouldn’t have left kids behind.” 
 
    “Mierrek hired the goblins out as a mercenary army to Zuck,” said Yargol. “For most, it was work and shelter, and a way to get out of their homes. Goblin folk tend to have traditions of spreading out with each generation. With King Dostin pushing them out of the south, their choices for new homes were limited. Zuck offered an outlet. Mierrek took it.” 
 
    “Goblin folk keep getting pushed in closer because they can’t live in the south,” DigDig went on. “Puts young and old back together. Not supposed to be that way. Supposed to go out and make your own life. Come home only once in a while to visit. Staying home is bad.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s interesting. Different,” said Teryn. 
 
    His face scrunched up in thought. “You don’t know this? Goblin folk lived in the southlands before the king. Orcs, too. Common knowledge.” 
 
    “It might be common knowledge for people who see orcs and goblin folk frequently. I didn’t. We had some in the castle when I was a small child, but they went away as I grew up. I asked why and kept getting told humans did better at their jobs. It wasn’t as if I had any input in things. I saw goblin folk in the city before they were banished, but I rarely got to speak to them. And I’ve come to doubt many things about the education my father arranged for me, so I don’t want to take any of that for granted. 
 
    “For instance, the rhetoric always said the goblin folk would spread out until there was no room left for anyone else if they were allowed. I guess that may be based on your custom of leaving home. Something about it felt untrue.” 
 
    “It’s bullshit,” said DigDig. “Most goblins move from one goblin town to another. Don’t all want new land to ourselves. Goblins like being together, but you’re supposed to move on from home when you’re grown. Visiting is fine. Living around family all your life is...ugh.” He made a face. “Is it true humans pass farms down from parent to kid? Businesses, too?” 
 
    “It happens often, yes,” said Scars. 
 
    “Ugh. Why? Lazy. Old. Do your own thing.” 
 
    “Then how do so many goblins become mercenaries if it’s not a tradition?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “All goblins know how to fight. Born to the blade. Job comes naturally. Learn it like we learn to walk.” 
 
    “All goblins?” Teryn pressed, grinning. 
 
    “This much is true,” said Yargol. “Goblin folk are born with an understanding of how to use most weapons. Orcs, too. Expertise requires practice, but proficiency comes with ease.” 
 
    “You’re joking. I thought that was a myth?” 
 
    “Theology holds the goblin folk were created by the god Ravaj as a servitor race,” said War Cloud. “The other dark gods followed, creating the orcs and others, along with the demons who spawned my kind. They wanted armies in the mortal world, but a good warrior requires free will. Naturally, that free will led to rebellion in the ancient age. Now the orcs and goblin folk choose their own ways. Some say that rebellion served the interests of the gods all along.” 
 
    “Maybe Ravaj started that story,” muttered DigDig. “Maybe Ravaj is full of shit. Could try asking goblin folk.” 
 
    “That would be why we’re talking about this,” noted Yargol. 
 
    “Work’s work,” said DigDig. “Fighting gets work. Still gotta make your own way. Mom was a swordfighter? Learn the bow. Dad rides in cavalry? Be a scout. Be different. Not all mercenary work, either. Lots of goblins farm or work crafts. Lots of ‘mercenary’ work not so bloody, either. Some places just need guards. Goblins see in the dark. Good guards.” 
 
    “What did your parents do, DigDig?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Both doc docs. Met as competitors.” 
 
    “Doc docs? Healers?” 
 
    “No. Document doctorers. Forgerers.” 
 
    Teryn lost a step. So did Scars. “You just say it openly like that?” he asked. 
 
    “Why not? Didn’t tell you their names. Didn’t say where they are. You’re my crew, anyway. Who are you gonna tell?” DigDig frowned. “How many secrets are you keeping from us?” 
 
    Scars shrugged. “I guess that’s fair.” 
 
    “Your parents met as competing forgery artists?” Teryn held in a laugh. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Big business for goblins. People need papers. Or they did until the king decided to throw everyone out of the south, papers or no.” His bright expression fell. “Don’t know how they are now. Or where.” 
 
    “And that’s why you went into mercenary work? To be different?” 
 
    “Took the job because it was there,” said DigDig. “Came with my sister and some cousins and neighbors. Don’t remember too much. Sis said, ‘Got a job, you’re grown, let’s go.’ Wasn’t really grown, but close enough. Not enough food and cash to go ‘round, anyway. It’s the goblin way, so I went.” 
 
    “I thought there weren’t families?” Teryn asked. “You have a sister and cousins?” 
 
    “Had. Sis died early fighting undead, clearing the halls. One cousin, too. Other cousins died in a brawl on payday.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    DigDig shrugged. “Don’t remember ‘em too well. Thought about going home, but that’s not the goblin way. Didn’t want to make the family ashamed.” 
 
    “Wow,” she murmured. 
 
    “You might find our peoples view death and grief differently,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “It’s true,” said DigDig. “Can’t even remember one cousin’s name.” 
 
    “How old were you?” 
 
    “I dunno. Was around four years ago, so I was... five?” 
 
    Teryn stopped in her tracks. “You’re nine? You’re nine years old?” 
 
    “Goblins grow up fast.” 
 
    “But nine?” 
 
    “Sure. Older now than they were, too. Outlived all of them.” 
 
    “You were considered an adult at four?” 
 
    “Almost. Close enough, ‘specially for rough times. Really don’t know much about goblin folk, do you?” 
 
    “I suppose not,” said Teryn. “So does this hold for goblins, or all goblin folk? What of—?” 
 
    Leaves and branches rustled to interrupt her, ending with a thunk. The crew froze in place. War Cloud leaned over to retrieve a metal flask, holding it up in the moonlight for the others to see. Nodding, Scars led them on, though this time they climbed the hill faster and in silence. 
 
    A hiss guided them to their left as they came to the crest. Shady Tooth emerged from beneath a tall tree. Though she made her way over to the crew, she mindfully stood facing their intended path. “That way,” she said quietly, gesturing off to the next hill. Her feline ears stood out, turned in the same direction. 
 
    They saw the light of the distant campfire as soon as they reached the top. The landscape made a gentler rise with its next hill. Concealed by trees and bushes, most couldn’t make out more than the light itself. DigDig climbed up the nearest fir for a better look. 
 
    “What do you think?” asked Scars. 
 
    “We’re upwind, so I can’t smell much, but I don’t like what I hear,” said Shady Tooth. “It’s several humans and at least a couple goblins. One boy and one girl, I think. They’ve both cried out. The humans think it’s funny.” 
 
    “That’s not good. How long have you been watching?” 
 
    “Less than a minute. Haven’t caught any sign of outliers or guards.” 
 
    “And it’s one fire, so there shouldn’t be too many of them,” Teryn thought out loud. 
 
    Another rustle and thump announced DigDig’s return from his climb. He shook his head. “No good. Can’t see anything more from here. Too much cover. Gotta get closer.” 
 
    “Then we move,” said Scars. “Keep quiet. Don’t show yourselves unless you must. I’ll do the talking. If they think I’m alone, that’s fine.” 
 
    “If they think you’re alone, they may be more apt to try something,” warned Yargol. 
 
    “Then we’ll get an honest impression of them,” said War Cloud. “Better to see that than the polite lies they’ll give a larger group.” 
 
    No one else spoke. They swept down the hill in silence, spread out amid trees and shadows. Teryn brought up her hood and mask before all but disappearing in the night. Shady Tooth was gone before Scars knew it. So was DigDig. Even War Cloud moved quietly despite his size and his largely chain armor. The bottom of the hill proved simple enough to navigate, as did the easier climb of this hill than the last. 
 
    Soon enough, Scars heard the same voices Shady Tooth had reported. Everything about her description held true as they closed in. 
 
    “How do we know you’re telling the truth, you ugly little shit?” taunted one easy, cruel voice in the darkness. “You’re poaching in the king’s lands. Running around the woods while armed. You’re not even supposed to be here in the first place. Oh, and you’re a fucking goblin.” 
 
    “Don’t have any gold,” protested the scratchy voice of a female goblin. “Why come out here hunting if we had gold?” 
 
    “Maybe you’re too greedy to spend it,” countered another human, this one a woman. “Why do goblins do anything?” 
 
    “We. Look. For. Food. Because. We’re. Hungry,” the goblin fumed. A sharp slap followed. 
 
    “Don’t hit Zana!” shouted the other goblin. “She didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Fregg,” she assured him, though she didn’t sound it. 
 
    “How many more of you are there?” demanded the deep voice of another human. 
 
    “Lots of us from all over!” answered Fregg. “You know this!” 
 
    “We don’t know how many exactly, little shit. I want numbers. How many goblins? How many guards? How many of you are armed? How many can work magic?” 
 
    “Four,” said Zana. 
 
    “Four? Four of which?” 
 
    “All of it. Any of it. Four of whatever.” 
 
    “Do you even know how many ‘four’ is, goblin?” 
 
    “Yeah. One less than five.” 
 
    “Then why are you telling me there are four of everything in your village?” 
 
    “Thought five might be too high for you,” said Zana. “Do you know that one? Five? There are five, then.” 
 
    Stifled laughter drifted through the trees. Steadily walking forward, Scars saw more of the fire, along with its creators. By his count, the humans numbered seven in all, four men and three women, all of them rugged and unkempt from days spent in the wild. He saw little in the way of armor besides some leathers and furs, but the humans were able-bodied and armed. 
 
    The two goblins sat on the ground with their hands tied behind their backs, staring up at the largest of the humans as he loomed over them. He held a battle axe low in his hands, glowering at the pair with dark eyes under an irritated brow. Of those closest to him, a bald man with sword and shield over his back covered his mouth to hide a laugh. A woman with scraggly blonde hair and the same armament found it less amusing. 
 
    The others hung back, though they stayed close enough to hear. Scars spotted a crossbow, a spear, and a war hammer in the mix of humans closer to the fire. He also saw a slain deer strung up from a nearby tree. The beast had clearly been through some amount of preparation after the hunt, but nobody worked on it now. They all watched the conversation around the goblins. 
 
    “Is there a shrine?” asked a thin man by the fire. 
 
    “A what?” asked Zana. 
 
    “A shrine. An altar. Anything dedicated to a god. How do you worship, and who?” 
 
    “It’s a camp. Nobody has anything. We’re out here looking for food. Think we’ve got time to build a temple in the woods?” 
 
    “Slit her throat, Brok,” said the blonde. “Let’s slit both their throats. We don’t need their whole bodies. We get paid the same, anyway.” 
 
    “No, Rosile,” said the big one with the axe. “Don’t you see what they’re doing? They want us to kill them. That way we don’t get any information out of them.” 
 
    The female goblin lifted her head. In the firelight, Scars thought her skin might be green rather than grey, but her short black mohawk was easy enough to make out. Like Fregg beside her, she wore only ragged peasants’ clothes. “Wow. Got me good there,” she said dryly. “Saw right through me. Can’t fool any of you. Guess you can’t kill me now, huh?” 
 
    “Not until we get some answers, no,” said Brok. 
 
    The swordsman pointed at Zana as if he’d caught her in a trick. “Truthful answers,” he said. 
 
    “Oooh,” said Zana. “My bad.” 
 
    “Hey, Brok,” called the thin man by the fire. 
 
    “Yeah, Oscal?” 
 
    “I’m starting to think she’s fucking with us.” 
 
    “If she’s doing that, she’s going to die,” said the swordsman. 
 
    Zana sighed, her shoulders dropping. She looked to her companion on the ground beside her. “Everybody dies,” she said. “Just didn’t want to die from something this dumb.” 
 
    “Keep insulting us and it’ll be slow and painful,” said Rosile. 
 
    “Already painful enough with all your talking,” Zana shot back. 
 
    The scene told Scars all he needed to know. None of them showed any awareness of his presence. Though he made an effort at stealth, he knew his success spoke mostly to their lack of vigilance. By contrast, he knew only of War Cloud off to his right, lurking behind a nearby tree. The rest of his crew had vanished. He had no idea if they were in position. 
 
    At this point, he didn’t feel terribly worried even if they’d all gone off in the wrong direction. Scars moved out of the trees and into the light. 
 
    Brok stepped back, bringing his axe up with both hands. Rosile and the swordsman drew their weapons. “On your feet,” Brok demanded. “Everyone!” 
 
    The other four men and women quickly rose and armed themselves, revealing at least one underestimation on the newcomer’s part: Oscal took up a staff rather than a spear. Scars kept his face expressionless, but he bit back an internal rebuke. He hadn’t counted on any magicians. The feathers tied to the staff and the little crystals embedded at the top suggested Oscal had at least some talent. 
 
    Though his shield hung on his left arm, Scars kept his sword-hand empty. He gestured to the prisoners. “How much?” 
 
    “What?” Brok asked. 
 
    “You’re bounty hunters,” Scars elaborated. “How much for the goblins?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t talk numbers with him,” suggested Zana. “Not a safe subject.” 
 
    Brok glanced to her, sneering, but focused on Scars as his companions spread out from the fire. “The bounty is the same as everywhere else in the kingdom.” 
 
    “No bounty for us north of the mountains,” Fregg protested. “Only in the southlands!” 
 
    “Do you think anyone will ask for the details, goblin?” asked Rosile. 
 
    “None of that is what I asked,” said Scars. He pointed to the goblins again. “How much?” 
 
    “The reward is five silvers for every pair of goblin ears,” said Brok. His eyes narrowed. “Orc ears pay a little more.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m asking,” said Scars. “How much are they worth to you?” 
 
    “They aren’t for sale, orc.” 
 
    “No. I’m asking how much of your own blood are you willing to shed to keep them?” 
 
    Brok stiffened, his eyes wide. The swordsman stammered. Rosile looked to the bigger man in shock. No one spoke to cut the tension until Brok said, “Oscal.” 
 
    Behind him, the magician raised his staff and an outstretched hand. Faint light rose around him from head to toe—and then his eyes rolled back and he collapsed on the ground. Scars tilted his head curiously. “Most people would take a man aggressively glowing at them as a threat, but I’ll let it slide if you walk away,” he said. 
 
    “Take him,” grunted Brok. “Now!” Axe up and ready, Brok charged in, flanked by Rosile and his swordsman companion—though the latter fell a step behind, running perhaps not as fast as he was able. Beyond them, the remaining bounty hunters also rushed forward. Only one, a woman with a crossbow, lingered at the campfire on the lookout for other threats. 
 
    Scars had his sword in hand as Brok and Rosile closed in. Their other companion never made it close enough to attack, spinning suddenly off his feet and falling to the ground with an arrow embedded in his neck. With only two opponents to worry about, Scars parried away a swipe from Rosile and brought up his shield to block Brok’s axe. The latter defense gave him a sense of the big man’s strength and speed. Scars could handle him alone, but not with a second opponent against him. 
 
    That problem ended with a loud growl to his side. Rosile yelped, hopping back and bringing up her sword to fend off War Cloud’s much larger blade. Like Brok, she demonstrated skill and ability. She backed up from War Cloud’s assault, though, giving Scars room to deal with his own foe. 
 
    The rush of reinforcements from near the campfire collapsed under a tackle from the side. Shady Tooth collided with the spearman, knocking him into the one with the war hammer and bringing both to the ground. Her knives came out of the spearman as she rose again. A crossbow bolt sailed over her head from the last bounty hunter near the fire. Heedless of that danger, Shady Tooth lunged for her remaining target, planting her knife-filled fist hard into his nose. The blow landed with a sickening crunch and laid him out in the grass. 
 
    The woman at the campfire tossed aside her crossbow in favor of the short blade on her hip. She made for the goblin prisoners, realizing they offered a better chance at survival than her skill at arms. She grabbed Zana by her mohawk, lifting her up with the blade under her chest. “Stop!” she demanded. “Stop or the goblins—” 
 
    Hard, unyielding metal slammed into the back of her head. Stunned by the blow, she had no chance of avoiding the follow-up from DigDig’s shovel. His second strike covered most of her face with much the same force. Knocked unconscious, nothing protected her head in her fall. 
 
    The victor of the fight greeted the shocked prisoners with a smile. “Hi. Name’s DigDig. Gotta cut you loose.” 
 
    “Damn it,” grunted Rosile, looking back for help as she retreated from War Cloud. “Brok, we’re on our own!” 
 
    War Cloud came in with another swing, this time fully expecting the parry. Rosile didn’t note his body language in time. The difference in force cost her the sword, battering it from her hand and drawing out a yelp of pain from her throat. He followed through with a rush of his thick shoulder to knock Rosile onto her back. 
 
    He had her dead to rights—then hesitated. His eyes turned toward the campfire. “Wait,” War Cloud grunted with alarm. Oscal still lay in the grass. “The mage. Watch the mage!” he warned. 
 
    “Blarg!” shouted Oscal. His back arched where he lay as shadowy tendrils exploded from his body. Thick as the boughs of the nearest trees, the appendages flailed in every direction, reaching as far as the light of the campfire. One wild tendril knocked DigDig and the other goblins to the ground. Another battered Shady Tooth from above. Even War Cloud stumbled under the assault. 
 
    Light and flame shot from the darkness outside the little camp. Yargol’s robes and staff stood out as the source of each flash. His magic unerringly struck Oscal and his shadow tentacles, yet seemed to do little harm. At best, he drew the attention of Oscal’s unexpected powers. Half or more of the shadows reeled back and turned on Yargol, who escaped only by virtue of Teryn diving in out of nowhere to push him away. 
 
    Scars had no chance to intervene before meeting another attack from Brok. The bounty hunter showed skill to match his strength as the fight wore on. Neither opponent had gotten more than a near-miss against the other. Scars recognized the greater danger presented by Oscal, now floating up from the ground with his eyes glowing red and green bile spewing from his mouth. Brok, on the other hand, recognized opportunity. 
 
    His axe crashed in against the half-orc’s shield once more. “Rosile! Go!” he shouted. 
 
    She snatched her sword from the grass as she rolled up to her feet again. War Cloud paid her little attention now. The two ran in opposite directions. Rosile escaped into the night while War Cloud charged at the mage in the center of the shadow tentacles. A new light pushed back at the darkness, emanating from War Cloud’s sword. 
 
    Despite his focus on his opponent, Scars never lost track of the situation around him. It was a talent that had kept him alive through all too many tight spots. With shouts and lights at his back and shadow tentacles flailing over his head, he knew which of his problems was more serious. The axe came in again, this time high, once more deflected by his shield. He put up his blade to parry the sudden reversal and backswing for his shoulder. 
 
    “If you want to retreat, you can go,” said Scars. 
 
    “You’ll come at my back as soon as I turn,” Brok replied. He feinted again with his axe. 
 
    Scars stepped back farther than necessary to make his offer clearer. Brok feinted again, then backed up. He watched with suspicion as Scars stood his ground. Lights flashed across the trees and the grass all around them, only adding to the tension. 
 
    The big man’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll hunt you down one day, half-orc.” 
 
    “Why? Why would you say that when I’m letting you go?” Scars snapped. “Will you fucking get—oof!” He stumbled under the force of a sidelong tentacle against his shoulder. 
 
    “Sucker!” Brok shouted, fleeing into the night. 
 
    “Asshole,” Scars grumbled. He turned back to the rest of his crew. 
 
    The human magician hovered in the air over the campfire, still horizontal and still glowing at the eyes. His head lurched violently from side to side. Oscal’s arms and legs flailed much like the shadow tentacles that sprouted from all over his body—though no breach of the skin or clothes marked their origin.  
 
    Of the crew, War Cloud stood closest to Oscal. His blade no longer glowed. For all his faith, War Cloud couldn’t channel the power of his patron indefinitely. Still, her blessing helped him hack his way through the shadow tentacles to get close to his target. He only needed to make it the rest of the way. 
 
    “How do I help?” Scars asked, catching up to him fast. 
 
    “Keep the tentacles busy,” said War Cloud. “Your weapon may not harm them.” 
 
    “Good to know—hell,” Scars grunted. He already had a tentacle wrapping itself around his shield. Scars pulled back hard, fighting for it, only to feel another clutch at his blade. He tugged at that one, too. If he couldn’t hurt them, at least he could be a distraction. 
 
    Others in the crew had much the same impact. Shady Tooth jumped in with her knives only to feel them pass through the shadows with no effect. The tentacles provided plenty of resistance against her body, though, even holding her up and soon wrestling with her. She gasped in pain, or perhaps from cold. Scars soon felt the chill of the tentacles through his sword and shield. DigDig put himself between the writhing mass and the two goblin prisoners, both now freed but still unarmed. 
 
    An arrow flew in from the darkness to strike Oscal, helping Scars locate Teryn and Yargol. The two remained at the edge of the firelight, presumably able to do more good at a distance than up close. Even that impact seemed minimal. Teryn’s arrow stuck solidly in Oscal’s flailing body to no apparent difference. Yargol seemed to do the most good. His fiery ice daggers at least drew the attention of most remaining tentacles. Even if his spells did little harm, they still gave War Cloud a clearer path to his target. 
 
    The attention also made Yargol the most vulnerable. One appendage whipped out at him with enough force to bash him against the nearest tree. Another came in with its bitter end curled almost like a fist, slamming against his head and shoulder to batter Yargol to the ground. A third nearly wrapped around his prone form, but Yargol grabbed it with his hands alight with fire. The tentacle snapped back in apparent pain. Teryn stepped into the mass of shadows to grab Yargol’s arm and heft him back to his feet. 
 
    “He’s hurt!” Teryn warned. 
 
    “He’s not alone,” complained Shady Tooth. 
 
    As if in reply, War Cloud’s blade erupted with golden light once again. If he’d gone largely unnoticed before, the presence of his power so close to Oscal now drew every shadowy tentacle back in a near panic. Some bent sharply toward the threat, crowding and bumping War Cloud with bulk if not solid hits. None of it stopped his sword. The glow of his weapon cut through every shadow that got in his way. Sheer brawn and determination did the rest. His first powerful thrust buried the sword deeply in Oscal’s body. 
 
    Gold lines like cracks in a stone spread out along the magician’s form, growing quickly all through the suddenly stiff tentacles. The shadows crumbled along those golden fissures, falling to the ground like black sand in wavy lines until nothing remained in the air. Oscal fell, too, finally under gravity’s hold and the pressure of War Cloud’s arms. With that, the golden glow disappeared. So did the shadows. 
 
    The gnoll stood over Oscal’s dead body, his sword covered in black blood. Only the campfire lit the site. Without any fighting or Oscal’s nonsensical screams, the night suddenly fell silent. 
 
    “Who’s hurt?” War Cloud huffed. 
 
    “Everyone, probably,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Help Yargol first,” said Scars. “He got the worst of it.” 
 
    “It’s nothing fatal,” Yargol assured him, though he leaned on both Teryn and his staff. “Cold and bruised, but I’ll recover.” 
 
    “What the hell was that all about?” asked Teryn. “What was…that? Him?” 
 
    “An idiot given over to a nightmare,” said War Cloud. He moved over to help Yargol. “Dark gods are bad enough. That one was possessed by something worse, from farther beyond this world. Dastia calls on her paladins to end this sort of thing. It’s why I can sense the undead. But I couldn’t sense him until he went crazy.” 
 
    “The undead are the same as him?” 
 
    “No, but they’re of a similar threat in Dastia’s eyes. They all need to go.” 
 
    “Does that make you obligated to fight any undead you find?” she wondered. 
 
    “No, or I would never have gotten out of the mountain with you all.” War Cloud grinned. “Dastia wants her paladins to fight for her. She doesn’t want us to be stupid.” 
 
    “That was no form of arcane magic I know,” added Yargol. “Maybe he knew some magic of his own, but I don’t think he used any of it. This was not the wizardry of study or natural talent. War Cloud is right. Something else used him as a vessel and threw a tantrum.” 
 
    “That was a tantrum?” said Teryn. 
 
    “Something was upset at the loss of its investment, yes. I suspect it was buried deeply until we arrived, hence War Cloud’s late awareness of its presence.” 
 
    War Cloud knelt by Yargol, placing his big, fur-covered hands over the magician’s shoulders. A soft glow appeared under War Cloud’s touch. Yargol inhaled sharply and sat straighter, his hurt and fatigue chased away by the glow. 
 
    It didn’t chase away Teryn’s new concerns. “Uh…so you got your powers from study, yes? Not otherworldly...things?” 
 
    “I was created for this. My powers are both inborn and the result of study. Hard work and diligence have their benefits, the chief among them being stability. Rest assured, I will not explode into tentacles and glowing vomit the first time anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, then frowned. “The first time?” 
 
    “We all have our limits.” Yargol looked to War Cloud. “Something of that power would not be out here in the middle of nowhere without reason.” 
 
    “Sacrifices, maybe?” War Cloud shrugged. “There’s hardly any law out here. The goblins are easy pickings. It wouldn’t be the first time something from beyond preyed on goblin folk. And it’s easier to hide a curse out in the wild than in a human settlement.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Yargol, though the others could practically hear his frown. “They didn’t come through Eastford in the last week, or we would have seen them. This idiot had to be following some ambition.” 
 
    Turning to the goblins, Scars found DigDig at work cutting the last bonds from the rescued prisoners. “You’re both alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Fregg. “Beat up, but alright.” 
 
    “Who are you guys?” asked Zana. 
 
    “He’s Scars,” answered DigDig. He quickly named the others. “Heading to the goblin camp. Just heard about it in Eastford.” 
 
    “Eastford?” Zana’s eyebrows rose. “Thought Eastford didn’t want goblin folk.” 
 
    “They don’t,” said DigDig. “Found that out tonight. After helping them. Before that, we were working for Olen Zuck in the mountain, but that’s done now. He’s dead.” 
 
    Zana’s bright expression diminished. “So you’re out of work?” 
 
    DigDig mirrored her reaction. “For now, yeah.” 
 
    “Huh.” She shrugged. “Well, thanks for saving us. Can’t pay you. Didn’t have any coin in the first place. It’s why we’re out here.” 
 
    “You were hunting?” Scars asked, nodding to the deer still hanging from the tree at the edge of the firelight. 
 
    “Yeah. Not enough food to go around at the camp,” said Fregg. “Hoped we might get paid a little for it, too. Then these assholes showed up.” He kicked one of the corpses at his feet. “Probably got six coppers between them all, too.” 
 
    “Can you tell us about the camp? How many goblins are there, where you all came from? I imagine you weren’t truthful with the bounty hunters,” said Scars. 
 
    “Eh, told them the obvious.” Zana waved it off. “Camp’s only a couple miles that way. Set up on an abandoned farm. Gotta be a few thousand of us. Maybe four, maybe five? Came from all over, mostly the south, but also everyone who got run out of Eastford and the other towns this side of the mountains. Even got some orcs from Southwind Gorge. Nivoen to the north doesn’t want us, and neither do the elves. We call it Zition.” 
 
    “Did you say ‘run out of Eastford?’” asked War Cloud. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Might’ve known,” Shady Tooth fumed. 
 
    “Why Zition?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “You know, like transition? Wasn’t supposed to be permanent. At first it was a place to stop and let some sick goblins rest. The river had fresh water and fish, so that was at least something. Didn’t plan to stay. But then it grew. Still isn’t supposed to be permanent, but nobody knows where else to go.” 
 
    “And have you had any trouble with magic like this before?” Yargol pointed to Oscal’s body. 
 
    “Hell, no,” said Fregg. He blinked and looked twice at his first sight of Yargol, but made no comment. “Never even heard of that before.” 
 
    “We dealt with part of a large group of bandits in Eastford tonight,” Scars explained. “The townsfolk hired us to scare them off, so we did. They didn’t tell us anything about your camp until the bandits talked about having somewhere else to hit on their way out of town.” 
 
    Zana sighed. “Human bandits? Yeah, that figures. Seems like it was only a matter of time.” 
 
    “Will you show us the way? We dealt with them once already. We’d like to help.” 
 
    “Can’t promise much pay,” said Fregg. “Most of us already lost everything.” 
 
    “You still have each other,” War Cloud pointed out. 
 
    Fregg gulped, turning pale. Zana grimaced. 
 
    “Oh!” said Teryn, suddenly understanding. “He doesn’t mean it like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Like you’re fine with being paid in meat,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    Teryn winced. “I wanted to be more tactful than that.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” War Cloud groaned. “I’m not going to eat anybody.” 
 
    “Oh, alright, then.” Zana brightened again. “Village is that way. Couple miles. We’re gonna check the bodies and such here, right? Can you help with the deer? Still got hungry people out there.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Scars looked over the camp as his crew turned to the search. The dead magician still laid by the fire. “What about this one?” 
 
    “We burn him and bury the ashes,” said War Cloud. “Anything less is a risk.” 
 
    “Fortunately, we don’t need a pyre,” said Yargol. He flicked his hands to push back the sleeves of his robes, reaching out to work another spell. 
 
    “Wait, hold up,” DigDig interrupted. “His pockets aren’t full of evil, too, are they? Gotta roll him first. No sense letting loot go to waste.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The night returned to peace and quiet shortly beyond the bounty hunters’ camp. Shady Tooth disappeared once more to scout ahead for the crew. War Cloud carried the slain deer across his broad shoulders without complaint, particularly after Yargol tidied up the kill with his magic. Little in the way of conversation carried them along the rest of the way. Though the path ahead felt safer with the hunters and bandits behind them, few had the energy for banter. 
 
    With an hour’s hike behind them, the trees along the next rise stood out as silhouettes in the dark of the night. Teryn was the first to speak up. “Is that torchlight up ahead?” she asked. “I think I smell smoke. Do you have lookouts posted?” 
 
    “Heh. Sure, but that’s not why you see light,” Zana chuckled. “Coming up on a goblin camp, human. Everybody’s up. Your kind do most of your working and living in the day. We take care of business at night. Goblins see fine in the dark, but life is easier with a little light, even for us.” 
 
    Ascending the last rise, they spotted firelight piercing through the trees and, soon after, the fabric of tents. Conversation and the sounds of labor drifted along the night air. At a short distance in the dark, Zition sounded and smelled more like a town. Only at a good look up close did the distinction become clear. 
 
    No wall or road marked out the boundaries of the camp. Goblins pitched their tents and built simple shelters out of wood and leaves anywhere they could fit in, spreading out in every direction. Entering the camp was as simple as walking from one tree to the next. The only guard found on the periphery was an old hobgoblin on a tree stump carving a spoon from a block of wood. He gave them no more challenge than a glance and a scowl. 
 
    Grass and bushes grew sparse as they continued in. Well-worn trails guided them through the maze of tents, alternating between packed earth and mud. Goblins and hobgoblins filled the camp, young and old, with most all of them busy at something. Some sat at the openings of their tents, mending or cleaning. Others moved to and fro with buckets of water or bundles of wood. An older goblin woman stood at the center of a circle of goblin and hobgoblin whelps, counting out numbers and making her students repeat each in turn. 
 
    “River’s on the other side of the camp, running thataway,” said Fregg, tracing an imaginary line in the air. “Zition started from there and grew out to here. The people you’ll want to see have their spots closer to the shore.” 
 
    “Everyone is so active,” said Teryn. “When you said this was supposed to be temporary, I didn’t imagine so much… I don’t know, industry?” 
 
    “People here lost everything in the southlands,” Fregg explained. “Wanna replace what they can. It’s a forest in the hills, but that’s still something to work with, at least.” 
 
    “Zana! Fregg! You catch anything?” a hobgoblin called from one large tent. As he caught sight of the crew following behind the pair, he stood to his full height, resting his hands on his hips. “No, you just brought more mouths to feed. Great.” 
 
    “Got you some game, too, Denek,” Zana replied. She looked back to War Cloud. “You can drop the deer on the table inside his tent. Lots of people want a piece of that.” 
 
    “You don’t want to be paid first?” War Cloud asked, lowering his voice lest he set off an argument. 
 
    “Haven’t said it’s his yet,” said Fregg. He folded his arms across his chest, watching Denek. “So? It’s healthy and all cleaned up already. What’s it worth?” 
 
    “What it’s worth is different than what I’ve got,” said Denek, poking the kill with his fingers. “Thirty-six silvers.” 
 
    “What?” the two goblins burst. Fregg slammed his hands on the table. “Are you joking? How many meals can you make out of this?” 
 
    “Lots, but I don’t have the coin. That’s what I’m telling you. I spend what I’ve got as soon as I get it. So does everyone.” Denek shrugged with indifference. His explanation wasn’t an apology. “You think anybody’s still sitting on their stash of gold? Half my business comes in trade, not coin. I’ve got goblins carving cookware and leaving it on the table as payment.” 
 
    War Cloud leaned past, peering into Denek’s tent. As the hobgoblin said, he didn’t have much to work with. A handful of pots and pans made up the only metal in his “kitchen.” Most of his other tools appeared to be wood-carved, as he said. “Where are you from, Denek?” he asked. 
 
    “Goodleaf. I used to be a greengrocer. Had a little cottage outside of town. When the king put out the banishment, the locals ran me out of my house. I snuck back in to save what I could. Everything was gone except the pots and pans, so I took ‘em and left. Did what I could with what I have. If that makes me a cook now, so be it.” 
 
    “You’re a long way from Goodleaf.” 
 
    “Everyone’s a long way from home, gnoll,” said Denek. “Anyway, thirty-six is what I’ve got to offer. Truth is, in a camp like this it’s worth a fistful of gold at least, but good luck finding anyone who has that kind of money. You can take it to one of the other cooks if you want. I doubt they’ve got more to offer than I do.” 
 
    “Would you really send them away with this? I’m used to merchants trying harder to turn a profit,” said Teryn. 
 
    Denek scowled, seeing her for the first time between the taller and broader shoulders of her companions. “You brought a human here?” 
 
    “This crew saved us from bounty hunters out in the woods,” said Fregg. “They know her and she’s not local. We’re good.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” The hobgoblin’s eyes flicked back to Teryn. “I told you, a lot of these folk pay in whatever they can make for me. Coin isn’t exactly flowing through Zition. But I’ll never turn any profit at all if my customers starve and die.” 
 
    War Cloud reached in front of Zana and Fregg with a fistful of gold and silver coins. “Here. I don’t know if the gold will spend easily here, but it’s yours for the deer.” 
 
    Wide-eyed and shocked, the pair put their hands over his to carefully claim their prize. They knew better than to stop and ask when they had money right in front of them. 
 
    The gnoll put his other hand down on the table, leaving behind a similar batch of coins next to their catch. “The deer is yours. Is that enough to buy your customers dinner tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll have mouths until I run out of food, but this way I won’t have to charge them,” said Denek. “I can figure out how to manage the rest.” 
 
    “You’re buying a deer and paying to have it cooked and given away?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “These people need to eat and the camp needs coin to pass around.” War Cloud shrugged. “It has to start somewhere. They need it more than I do. What else will I spend it on here?” 
 
    “Yeah, but giving it away?” She frowned. “I’d at least make them wash my clothes or get a foot-rub out of it. Something.” 
 
    War Cloud looked to Denek again. “When you’re done cooking, I want you to rub her feet.” 
 
    His eyes lit up as he looked Shady Tooth over. “Oh, you’re a husky—” 
 
    “No,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Aw,” sighed Denek. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Fregg offered brightly. 
 
    “Not now with the flirting, Fregg,” Zana sighed. “C’mon. Gotta take these folk to Karana.” 
 
    “Aww,” he grumbled, but led the way alongside her without further complaint. 
 
    Goblins, hobgoblins, and orcs watched with a mixture of curiosity and wariness. The crew took it all in stride. Shady Tooth seemed to ignore every pair of eyes—except one. “What?” she grunted. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Teryn. 
 
    “You’re staring at me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it staring.” 
 
    “Glancing forward so you don’t trip doesn’t count. You’re staring.” 
 
    “This is the first time I’ve seen you around other goblin folk besides DigDig. Or enemies.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you didn’t notice before? What, you’re human, so you can’t tell?” 
 
    “Notice what?” Teryn asked. 
 
    Shady Tooth’s lower lip pushed up in the center, leaving the corners of her mouth in an ever-deeper frown. “I’m attractive.” 
 
    DigDig let out a choking noise. She looked back but lost him as he disappeared behind War Cloud, who mindfully turned his eyes to the stars. DigDig wasn’t the only one to draw her attention, though; in almost the same moment, Teryn said, “Oh.” Then she cringed under Shady Tooth’s glare. “I’m sorry, I’ve never known many goblin folk. I don’t know what they—er, you—consider the, um, aesthetic ideal.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The goblin idea of physical beauty.” 
 
    Shady Tooth rolled her eyes. “I’m not an ideal. I’m a bugbear. We’re a bigger and stronger breed of goblin. The others always want us. Bugbear women aren’t as common as males, so we get blown out of proportion. And I’m healthy. People like healthy.” 
 
    “Healthy,” Teryn repeated. A nudge at Teryn’s hip drew her eyes to another companion. 
 
    “Shoulders,” DigDig mouthed silently with wide eyes. He patting his own shoulders, then tilted his head toward Shady Tooth. He held up his hands, spreading and flexing his fingers wide to convey his awe of the bugbear’s grip. 
 
    “I-I suppose I can understand that,” Teryn stammered, still watching DigDig. He ran the back of his hand across his own cheek as if petting it. Unlike Shady Tooth, he had no fur at all, nor did any goblin or hobgoblin she’d met, but apparently her fur had its appeal. Without thinking about it, Teryn glanced to War Cloud and found him nodding in subtle agreement with DigDig. 
 
    “People always want what they can’t have, too,” Shady Tooth added. She didn’t notice the resulting frowns among her companions. 
 
    “Is there a lot of, um, inter-marriage?” Teryn wondered. 
 
    “You mean mating? It happens sometimes. People get bent out of shape over it. They act like it’s wrong or something. They aren’t the ones fucking, though, so what should they care? If a bugbear wants to settle for smaller and weaker, let ‘em.” She remained oblivious to the way her words brightened the faces around her only to darken them again. “Maybe they like to dominate. Maybe they like to cuddle. It’s their business. 
 
    “Anyway, elves and humans can breed together, right?” Shady Tooth went on. “You’ve got an elven grandfather or great-grandfather or whatever. How close are your ‘ideals’ to theirs? Or what about orcs?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t say I can speak to their tastes,” Teryn began, glancing uncomfortably at Scars, “but I guess you’ve got a point about being…healthy?” She shrugged. “Every elf I’ve ever met has seemed beautiful to me. Orcs are, um. Different. When I was young, the only orcs I knew felt imposing and dangerous, but those were the impressions of a little girl. I felt the same way about more than a few adult humans. I saw fewer and fewer orcs until there were none for me to know. Pretty much every orc I met when I was captured in the mountains was deliberately trying to scare me.” 
 
    “They were also mercenaries working for a lowlife wizard,” noted Scars. “Not like you saw the best of us there.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Teryn agreed. “But I guess everyone likes, er, health?” She looked to Shady Tooth again. “So do you have anyone special?” 
 
    That scowl turned Teryn’s way again. “No.” 
 
    “Ever?” 
 
    “Why are we talking about this?” 
 
    “Just making conversation.” 
 
    “In a camp full of strangers all staring at us,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Fair enough. I apologize.” 
 
    They trudged on. Shady Tooth kept scowling. 
 
    “Is this why you had a hard time with the others in Zuck’s stronghold?” Teryn ventured. “Were you rejecting lots of suitors?” 
 
    “What? Suit…? No. I mean, I guess.” She shrugged. “Nobody likes rejection. It didn’t start with that, though. We’re always brushing off the gobs and hobs. It’s expected. Bugbears don’t take mating among our own for granted, either. Most of them were afraid I’d challenge them for authority. I was a better scout than most, and a better fighter. That made me a threat, even though I didn’t want to lead. None of that is about sex. It’s not weird for females to be in charge. Nobody likes a possible challenge, is all. They get defensive.” 
 
    Their surroundings changed as they came to a crude intersection of paths among the sprawl of tents. Bugbears and hobgoblins appeared in the path ahead and the branching directions. Some held blades or maces. Others resorted to torches or crude clubs. “That’s far enough,” growled one bugbear. Torchlight flickered against his curved sword and brown fur. “Time to explain yourselves.” 
 
    Scars glanced over his shoulder to Shady Tooth. “You were saying?” 
 
    “Should’ve seen this coming,” Zana grumbled, stepping forward. “Ruck, what’s the deal with this?” she asked the towering bugbear. 
 
    “You tell me. We heard a pack of newcomers came into camp with armor and weapons. Mixed group, too—and with a human. Someone’s gotta look into that.” Ruck looked over each of the crew. “Who’s in charge? What do you want? You here to recruit for someone? Or to spy?” 
 
    “We were taking them to see Karana,” Zana sighed. 
 
    “Not ‘til they go through us first,” said Ruck. 
 
    “Might not be the phrase you want to use,” muttered Shady Tooth. 
 
    “I can speak for us. Call me Scars,” he said. “We’re not spies or recruiters for anyone. We came looking for a place to stay, like anyone else. Also to share some news. Maybe to help with a local problem.” 
 
    “You don’t look like another homeless family,” said Ruck. His gaze stopped at the sight of Yargol’s face. “I’m not sure what some of you are at all.” 
 
    Without looking back, Scars put one arm out to block War Cloud’s angry advance at his side. He was a heartbeat short in realizing he needed to put the other arm out to stop Shady Tooth, but he caught her in time. The slight tilt of Ruck’s head showed their point was made. 
 
    Behind them, Scars heard a sigh. “We should carry on,” said Yargol. 
 
    “We’re a crew,” said Scars. “We were working a mercenary job for a wizard in the mountains. Olen Zuck. You heard of him? He’s gone now. Job’s over. Adventurers.” 
 
    Several of the hobgoblins and bugbears spit. A few others grew concerned. “Where’s the rest of them?” asked one hobgoblin. “Two of my kids signed up for that job. Lots of people did.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Scars shook his head. “Hardly anyone stood a chance. We barely got out alive. I don’t know if anyone else made it, but I doubt it.” 
 
    The hobgoblin sighed. “Well, fuck,” he muttered. 
 
    “Bummer, Stev,” said another. 
 
    “Knew that was a bad job when they came around,” a third piped up. 
 
    “Hey, they needed the work, y’know?” Stev shrugged. 
 
    Behind Scars, Teryn’s jaw dropped. “I thought they’d take it harder than that,” she whispered to DigDig. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “They’re talking about their own children. Most people would be crushed.” 
 
    “Most humans,” DigDig corrected. “Told you. Goblin folk don’t deal the same as you. This is what grief looks like.” 
 
    “We might be discreet with the details of our escape,” Yargol suggested in a whisper. “That may not garner such a peaceful reaction.” 
 
    Conversation at the front continued throughout the quiet discussion at the back. “Bounty hunters grabbed us out in the woods southwest of here, toward Eastford,” said Fregg. “This crew put down most of ‘em and drove the others off. Killed a magic freak with the hunters, too.” 
 
    “Ruck, they need to talk to Karana,” Zana repeated. “It’s important. Where is she?” 
 
    Ruck hesitated, looking the crew over again with a thoughtful frown. He tilted his head back to guide the way. “She’s in her hut. I sent someone to make sure she knew about this. Doubt I’m the only one. Let ‘em through, everyone,” he instructed, then walked beside Scars as the crew continued on. 
 
    Though some of the mob drifted away, most of the bugbears walked along with the crew. No harsh words or even dirty looks came from the escorts, but their presence was impossible to ignore. Ruck glanced back more than once at the newcomers, looking them over with a wary eye, but said little more. 
 
    Teryn leaned close to Shady Tooth, whispering, “So is he…?” 
 
    “Trying to impress someone? Yes. I’m not sure who yet.” 
 
    “No, I mean is he hot?” She shrugged under Shady Tooth’s renewed scowl. “You know, for a bugbear.” 
 
    “You know he can probably hear you, right?” 
 
    Teryn swallowed hard. Ruck walked on as if he hadn’t heard anything, but his ears were turned to listen behind him. Then it was Shady Tooth’s turn to lean in. “I can find out if he likes humans,” she offered. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking for myself,” Teryn hissed. 
 
    “We all have the same basic parts,” Shady Tooth continued in quiet, mocking reassurance. “Everything’s in the same places. It’s only a matter of size and shape. And strength. And stamina, and—” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m ready for all that,” said Teryn. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    Tents slowly became larger and better-established as they passed through the camp. Here and there the crew found crude workbenches and little garden plots with the first sprouting signs of the season. A few tents were reinforced with stronger wooden supports and animal skins over their walls. The residents had been here long enough to scrounge and build. 
 
    A round wooden hut turned out to be the most elaborate building. Though lacking for artistic flourish, the hut rose a couple steps above ground on a foundation of stone and clay. Candlelight flickered through its one open window. Nothing marked it as anything special or official apart from the obvious distinction of stability. 
 
    The door flew open with the sudden egress of two goblins, followed by a pair of orcs and a bugbear, all not quite to adulthood. They ducked and covered their heads in a vain attempt to escape the swatting hand of one more figure to emerge: a hobgoblin in a simple white tunic and blue vest, with black and grey locks of hair reaching past her shoulders. Grey-green muscles were evident under her short sleeves, but the only other hint of any martial inclination was the long dagger on her belt—and the sharp aim of her hand. 
 
    “Stop trying to strip the barn!” she snapped. The bugbear would have been a full head taller than her if he wasn’t trying so hard to duck. It didn’t do him any good. He winced as she caught the top of his skull again. “It’s not cheap lumber. We need at least one sturdy roof around here. It’s for the sick and for dry storage. Quit stealing nails and shingles!” 
 
    She didn’t chase them beyond the steps to her door. The youths escaped into the night with apologetic noises, leaving her at her stoop. She sighed as her eyes fell on the new arrivals. 
 
    “Karana,” said Ruck, bringing the crew and their escorts to a halt. “I’m out here with the newcomers.” 
 
    “You hardly need to announce it, Ruck. I’d have finished with those kids minutes ago if not for everyone running up to interrupt me with news about newcomers.” She walked forward, fixing the half-orc with a raised eyebrow. “You’re Scars? Come down from the wizard’s mountain? I hear you saved Fregg and Zana here from a pack of bounty hunters.” 
 
    “All true,” said Scars. He noted Ruck quietly fuming off to his side, but the bugbear said nothing. “Are you in charge?” 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that. I’m Karana. Came out with one of the first groups to stop here. I saw what needed doing and made it happen. After a while most folk got used to it.” 
 
    “It’s one thing to lead a raid or run some guards,” said Ruck. “Keeping a camp together is a different kind of job.” 
 
    “He knows, Ruck,” said Karana in a patient tone. “You don’t have to justify anything.” 
 
    “Hrm. Alright.” Ruck folded his arms across his chest, falling silent. 
 
    “So are you passing through or are you looking for someplace to be? We don’t have any tents to pass out and food is scarce. Other than that, you’re welcome to stay as long as you follow the rules. Even the human.” 
 
    “Even the human?” Teryn repeated. 
 
    “Welcome to my world,” Yargol muttered under his breath. 
 
    Karana shrugged. “You don’t look like a prisoner. I’m sure you’re all together for one reason or another. 
 
    “What rules?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “The obvious things: don’t kill or maim anybody, don’t steal, and clean up after yourself. No demons and no necromancy,” she said, glancing toward Yargol. “If a dispute is going to lead to a real fight, bring it to me. Oh, and no ‘salvaging’ the barn or stripping it for materials, obviously. You caught the tail end of that. Most other things sort themselves out. The big problem we’ve got to enforce is no raiding against human villages. If you’ve been up to that already, you need to tell us right now.” 
 
    “Turns out they did the opposite,” Zana spoke up, shaking her head. “They helped Eastford get rid of bandits earlier tonight.” 
 
    “Bandits?” Karana asked. 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re still in the area,” said Scars. “There are a couple hundred in the main group. It’s why we came out here. We didn’t know about Zition until the job in Eastford was done. They never said a word before that.” 
 
    Karana laughed bitterly, resting her hands on her hips. “They played you, huh? Let me guess: your crew came into town with weapons and armor right when they needed help, so Mayor Dunning gave you a sob story about how defenseless they were.” 
 
    “Not like we did it for free,” muttered DigDig. “Weren’t totally suckered.” 
 
    “They paid us shit wages considering all we did,” said Scars. 
 
    “Aw, really?” DigDig asked. “Damn. Why didn’t you say?” 
 
    “We thought they needed help,” Teryn answered. “And we needed a place to stay.” 
 
    “So they all kept their mouths shut about running Eastford’s goblins out of town?” Karana asked. 
 
    “They claimed King Dostin ordered everyone out, and not that long ago,” said Scars. “We hadn’t heard of any such order, but we didn’t get much news in the wizard’s stronghold over the winter. The mountains were choked with snow. Whatever news Zuck learned through his magic, he didn’t share it. Last we’d heard, the king’s original order stood: no goblin folk of any kind in the southlands, but nothing about lands north of the Snowcaps.” 
 
    “He didn’t have to speak of us directly to hurt us,” said Karana. “Orcs and goblin folk came north as the order was enforced. Most lost everything. That left the north with thousands of poor souls with nothing to offer in trade and no coin for buying anything. Mercy ran out quickly. And it’s not like everything was warmth and hugs for everyone out here to begin with. 
 
    “People got sick of the new faces. At first it was humans saying they wanted to ‘take care of their own.’ After that they even took out their frustrations on orcs and goblins who’d lived here all their lives. Cold words, shitty deals in the market, catching the blame for everything. It only got worse. Any humans who stood up for us only got their own trouble. Beatings. Couple homes burned, from what I heard. Hell, I don’t even know if the worst rumors around the north are true, but it sure put a limit on how many friends we had. Lots of the humans who spoke up for us or tried to help got the same shit, and they had their own families to worry about. 
 
    “Last autumn, riders came with word from the king. They accused goblins of stealing and raiding throughout the north. From then on, orcs and goblin folk would only be allowed in towns and villages at the sufferance of the local human leaders. Hell, Cedar Falls and Arding had hobgoblin mayors, and both of them were run out right then and there. Some villages moved fast to throw out their goblin folk. Dunning waited until the first threat of snows in Eastford. 
 
    “They hardly let anyone pack their things. They took our homes, our goods, they wouldn’t even let us take the food we had harvested and stored for ourselves. Thank the gods the winter wasn’t a harsh one, but it was still hard enough. Many died. Others fell sick. 
 
    “Plenty of us want revenge. We want to take back what was stolen. But if we raid, the army will come. We’ve already got survivors from other camps that were scattered for exactly that reason. Naturally, that only makes everyone angrier. It’s a struggle to control the young. There’s a horde of gnolls to the northeast who’ve done some raiding, so we’ve kept the bugbears and the hotheads focused on that as best we can, but it isn’t the gnolls who took everything from us and left us huddled in the woods.” 
 
    “Damn,” War Cloud muttered. “We never heard a thing about all this in the stronghold.” 
 
    “No, but we might’ve known,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Some did know, or at least expected this,” said Teryn. She stood with her head turned low and away. “Why would he stop with only the southlands? Why would he leave anyone alone up here?” 
 
    “It always seemed like only a matter of time to us, too,” said Karana. She watched Teryn closely. “What’s your story?” 
 
    “Political insurgency.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “I used a knife to express my disagreements with the king and his policies.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, welcome to Zition,” said Karana. “Like I said, we can offer space and company. Food and shelter are scarce, but we’re happy to share our problems.” 
 
    “What about magical trouble?” asked Yargol. “Have you had anything like that? Unnatural sickness or madness? Freak occurrences?” 
 
    “Can’t say that we have. Plenty of normal sickness. Hunger and rough living do that. We have a couple shamans here and they haven’t warned of anything. Why?” 
 
    “Something we ran into on the way here. It could be nothing to do with the camp.” 
 
    Karana shrugged. “You’re welcome to look around. We’ve got—” 
 
    “Trouble,” Shady Tooth interrupted. She straightened to her full height, turning away with her ears up. The other bugbears followed with much the same reaction. Noise drifted in over the tops of the tents, first an indistinct tremor in the air, followed by shouts. “Shit. They’re here.” She took off running. 
 
    The rest of the crew followed, along with Ruck and his toughs. Longer legs and sheer power soon put Ruck’s companions in the lead, with only War Cloud and Scars staying close. None of them caught up to Shady Tooth. She lost no momentum as she darted through crooked lanes between tents and blew through small crowds. More than once, she hurdled clear over goblins who hadn’t seen her coming. 
 
    Scars gave up trying to keep track of her, relying instead on the people between them to serve as a trail. This wasn’t the way they’d come into camp. He knew none of the landmarks or terrain. Screams and shouts up ahead served as a beacon, along with the sudden flashes of light as fire caught outside his vision. Arrows arced in from overhead, coming to ground and piercing tents seemingly at random. Goblin folk cried out all around. Parents ran with children in their arms. Flames rose as tents caught fire. 
 
    Aware of the few companions outpacing him, Scars looked over his shoulder to check on the rest. Most of the bugbear and hobgoblin toughs paced or closely followed him. Teryn was only a few steps behind. Running on shorter legs, DigDig and Yargol trailed along with a few armed goblins—until DigDig stopped at the sight of a goblin woman carrying a child. 
 
    “Mama?” he blurted. 
 
    She was almost past him, but whirled at the sound of his voice. Her eyes went wide with shock. “Dag? What—what are you—?” 
 
    “No time!” Scars called back. 
 
    She gasped with a sudden thought. “Oh gods, you didn’t get fired, did you?” 
 
    “What? No,” DigDig protested. “No, I didn’t… wasn’t fired…” 
 
    Scars continued on. No one could blame family for taking care of their own. Virtually everyone here had that in mind in one way or another. 
 
    Human voices and the clang of metal up ahead guided him toward the fight. From behind the next tent came a horrified yelp and a crash, along with the neigh of a horse. “Bugbear!” another human shouted. “Get that bugbear! Get—urk!” 
 
    The rush of hooves warned Scars of approaching danger to the left. A hobgoblin scrambled for her life, trying to get out of the way. Another hobgoblin came flying back from impact with a horse Scars only now saw. Its rider wielded a blazing torch instead of a blade. 
 
    War Cloud rushed for the horse shoulder-first, colliding with the side of its chest to push it off its path. Though he fairly bounced off again, his rash move saved both hobgoblins from being trampled. The rider grabbed for the horse’s mane with his free hand, as much to steady himself in the saddle as to get the horse under control. The torch fell from his grip. 
 
    It was more of an opening than Scars needed. The dagger at his belt came out faster than his sword would, and he didn’t need extra reach when he had such momentum. Scars leaped the final step to attack the rider, tearing into him over the hip with his blade. He caught the collar of the man’s leather armor with his other hand, pulling him down as much by weight as strength. The horse shrieked, but soon broke free to tear off running on its own. The rider lay bleeding in the mud. 
 
    Scars spun around, abandoning the dagger in his foe for greater concerns. They were at the edge of camp. Tents burned, bodies laid in the dirt, and the injured crawled away while others ran. He didn’t see many horses. The bandits had the time and numbers to drive deep into the camp, but they didn’t. Ruck and his bugbears were only the vanguard of help; others would surely follow. 
 
    The bandits had well over a hundred riders. They could have gone deeper into the camp to do far more harm by now if they’d wanted. “Spread out, watch for a trap!” Scars bellowed. “They want to draw us out! Don’t fall for it!” 
 
    On his feet again, War Cloud grabbed the nearest bugbears to slow them down. “That way,” he said, pointing left instead of forward. “Circle around. Protect first, smash second. Watch for archers. Go.” 
 
    Scars expected an argument. Instead, the camp toughs took off precisely as War Cloud told them. “How am I the one in charge?” Scars asked. “They listen to you.” 
 
    “You’re the tactician. Quicker on your feet. I’m just good at shouting.” 
 
    They were among the last of the tents now. Torchlight reflected off the leaves of tall trees looming ahead. Together, Scars and War Cloud prevented a headlong rush out into the open, yet plenty of fighting remained. Arrows and crossbow bolts whistled through the air. Some pierced tents and others drew screams. None struck among the defenders as they rounded the last tents. 
 
    Bandits on horseback crisscrossed the short stretch of open ground between the edge of the camp and the thicker tree line not far away. Only a handful of goblin folk with weapons came out to fight. Largely unarmed, the rest fled. 
 
    One horseman in the foreground leaned back with a torch as if to hurl it into the camp, only to be yanked from his saddle by strong arms covered in dark fur. “Scars,” Shady Tooth called. “We have dead goblins here.” 
 
    He understood her meaning. “Then no more patience,” he shouted back. As much as he wanted to rush out into the fight, Scars had one of the few ranged weapons available. He brought his dwarven crossbow to his shoulder to find a target among the archers farther away. 
 
    Others pitched in at the front. Ruck came off his feet in a wild swing at the nearest horseman. His blade smashed right through the bandit’s attempt to parry, taking the man clear out of his saddle in an ugly fall. The victor of the clash landed with little grace, but also without injury. 
 
    “Agnad!” shrieked a goblin voice to the right. A horseman burst from the edge of the tents, dragging a goblin by a rope. Another goblin tried to chase after him, clutching a limp and bloody arm to his side. “He’s got Agnad!” 
 
    War Cloud rushed out to intercept before the goblin finished his plea. His sword glowed once more with the blessing of his goddess. Running at full speed, War Cloud hurled his blade through the rope dragging the helpless goblin. Agnad tumbled to an abrupt stop. The horseman continued on, looking back in shock as War Cloud caught up to the wounded victim. 
 
    Scars focused on his aim. He couldn’t pick targets at this range, but the horsemen were close enough together at the other side of the field to give him plenty to shoot at. His bolt sent one mounted archer tumbling from his horse. Another fell beside him, struck by an arrow from Teryn now right at his side. She’d only just caught up and already taken out one of the enemy. Scars was a proficient marksman; Teryn had far more talent. She had another arrow nocked and flying by the time he realized what she’d done. He pulled back the crank on his dwarven crossbow, readying another bolt, but he didn’t get it to his shoulder. Sudden thunder at his side warned of bigger concerns. 
 
    “Look out!” he shouted, yanking Teryn out of danger by her hood. 
 
    The save proved disastrous for the horseman. Determined to make the kill, he leaned too far out as Scars pulled Teryn away. He fell from his saddle, tumbling to the ground in a loud and embarrassing mess. 
 
    “How many are there?” asked a new voice beside Scars. Karana was at his other side now, out of breath but holding a mace and shield. 
 
    “Plenty,” he grunted. “We need archers. Anything that shoots. Right away.” 
 
    “And I just dropped my bow,” Teryn fumed, back on her feet. “Where could it—?” 
 
    “By your foot, on your left,” said Karana. “Here, I’ll watch your flank.” 
 
    “What the—how are you here?” blurted a human voice. The fallen rider shouted at the top of his lungs, “Barret! It’s her! I’ve found Pri—!” 
 
    Teryn tore her sword from its scabbard and lunged at the bandit in a single motion. Her blade found his throat before he could mount any defense or even make it to his feet. Even after he fell, she jammed her blade into him a second time. Assured he wouldn’t rise again, Teryn turned back to get her bow. She glanced only once at the hobgoblin mayor with wide, urgent eyes. “What?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m watching your back,” said Karana, looking Teryn over again. “You shoot. I’ll take care of anything close.” 
 
    “Right,” Teryn grunted. She picked up her bow. 
 
     Ignoring the exchange at his side, Scars assessed the battlefield. Shady Tooth, Ruck, and a couple other bugbears had the remnants of the bandits’ vanguard more or less handled. Several were already on their way back across the field to their own lines. Arrows from the main force continued in a sporadic rain, bringing down a couple of the armed goblins at the front and one of Ruck’s bugbears. More arrows fell close to War Cloud as he gathered up the wounded goblin in his now glowing hands for a desperate run back to his line. 
 
    The blast of a horn rose out among the bandits: one note, then two, then another long note. Most of the horses moved forward, spears and blades evident amid the light of scattered torches. It seemed only the archers would stay behind. 
 
    “Yargol!” Scars called out. He dearly hoped the magician had caught up. Muscle and steel were not enough to turn this back. Yargol’s shorter legs and smaller frame weren’t built to keep up with the likes of bugbears, nor was he made for racing, but magic could make all the difference. Scars needed him badly. 
 
    Something rushed past him, low and solid and faster than Scars could track. “We’re here,” Yargol panted, still several steps away. His staff glowed, pouring out a powerful wind that rushed past Scars and Teryn to carry along the last of their crew to take the field. 
 
    DigDig crossed the foreground with unnatural speed. Sorcerous winds pushed him beyond his own pace, bending grass and kicking up dust in his wake. He passed Shady Tooth and the other bugbears, intercepting and passing even War Cloud at the farthest point of the battle. 
 
    Nothing stood between him and the charge of bandits. Spears and swords descended while thundering hooves threatened to trample him without so much as slowing down. Clear of War Cloud, the lone goblin came to a halt all alone in the killing ground. 
 
    Roaring with his little voice, DigDig stabbed his shovel into the ground with all his might, stomped on the back of the shovelhead, and pulled. 
 
    Earth and rock exploded before him in a wave, rippling up and out along a line to DigDig’s left and right. Charging horses and their riders disappeared behind the torrent of soil. Cries of shock and confusion rang out from behind the curtain of earth as it came to ground. A second later, horses burst through the cloud, some riderless and others carrying shocked and confused men—all of whom collapsed at DigDig’s feet. Still others broke left and right on the other side of the cloud, carrying their riders away. 
 
    “Come on!” Ruck yelled. “Get ‘em! Let’s go!” He rushed forward, drawing along many of his toughs beside and behind him. Shady Tooth joined the mob, though she angled for DigDig’s position rather than making a straight dash for the enemy. 
 
    At the camp’s edge, Yargol leaned heavily on his staff beside Scars. The magician gasped for breath. “He didn’t explain. He only asked…if I could…make him fast. I had no idea.” 
 
    “Can you manage anything more?” Scars held Yargol up by the shoulder. “Even a little flash or fire could add to their worries, but if it’s too much…?” 
 
    “It’s necessary,” Yargol agreed. Though still leaning on his staff, he straightened. Willpower fought back fatigue. He reached back with one hand to conjure flaming shards of ice, hurling them two by two across the field. At a glance, the missiles struck nothing of consequence, but that wasn’t his goal. No one wanted to be on the wrong end of magical flames. 
 
    The brief flashes of light from his magic revealed the sudden change to the battlefield. Where open ground had stretched out before the trees thickened on the other side, DigDig now stood all alone. From his sides, a trench now ran in either direction. Displaced earth created a sharp rise in the ground before him to parallel the trench. 
 
    A handful of riders climbed out of the trench, some still on their horses, others abandoning theirs. On the other side, horses without riders fled while unsaddled bandits tried to recover. A few among those still on horseback shouted orders in an attempt to recover and reorganize. Arrows flew in from the remaining body of bandits farther back, striking down a pair of Ruck’s toughs and forcing DigDig to dive into the trench for cover. None of the bandits tried to cross the rise or the trench itself. 
 
    The horn from the remaining riders blew with a single note repeated three times, sounding a full retreat. Shouts of triumph rose from Ruck’s toughs. At the edge of camp, Scars found his relief short-lived. One look at the bodies and burning tents behind him provided plenty more challenges for the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Survival is a full-time job. Not everyone made it through the winter. Nobody came out here prepared to build anew. We had only what little we could carry while everything else was taken by our former neighbors. Most of the tents you see come from an orc family of sailmakers who got thrown out of the southlands with the rest of us, and they fought like hell to take the last shipment of canvas out with their wagon. Lost everything else from their business.” Karana leaned back in her chair, casting her gaze down to the small table that served as her desk. Holes and stains marred the wood. “Even this was salvaged from an old campsite near here. Nobody got to go back home for their furniture.” 
 
    Other pieces of salvage decorated her small hut: a wagon wheel repurposed as a shelf against one wall, an oil lamp that hadn’t held glass in decades, even an oar put to service as a brace for the roof. Karana’s hut didn’t display any extravagance. Her cot was no larger than any others seen in the camp. Someone went to considerable effort to clean and straighten the salvage as much as possible, which spoke to pride if nothing else. 
 
    Karana sat behind scraps of paper and a crude map of the area. Ruck loomed behind her, arms folded across his chest. A couple of other camp leaders crammed into the space behind her desk in an assertion of their prominence, but didn’t speak. They seemed to be present mostly for the sake of being seen. On other side of the table, the newcomers crowded together, making the hut feel even smaller. 
 
    “We need the obvious things: food, blankets, medicine, clothes, and tools. Some of us have decent weapons, but most folk have nothing more than clubs and sharp sticks. As a village, we’re defenseless. And we obviously have plenty of threats. But that’s all just to stay alive until tomorrow and hopefully the next week. 
 
    “This farm never recovered from the blight that drove out the owners a couple decades ago. We could figure out what might grow and get it producing again if we had seed, but that takes time. Until then, we’ve got cleared space and the barn is still intact, at least. We’ve got plenty of wood. Plenty of clay. The river has us set for water. Add all that up and you might think we’ve got a chance for something out here. The truth is building anything feels pointless, and that might be the worst part of all this. 
 
    “We’ve all been kicked out of at least one home already, and some have been through it more than once. Almost half this camp came all the way from the southlands. I’ve got whelps about to become adults who’ve been on the move their whole lives. The king will keep pushing, or his people will do it for him. We can’t stay here and we’ve got nowhere else to go.” 
 
    “Eastford has everything we need,” Ruck added sullenly. “We also know what will happen if we go take it.” 
 
    “This place isn’t far from either of the borders. Are they still closed?” asked Scars. 
 
    “Oh, they aren’t closed,” Karana scoffed. “Go west and you’ll find Velic asking the same of us as they’d ask of any human immigrant: an oath of fealty to their queen and a flat tax of about enough gold to buy a nice home in the capital. Not too many goblin folk have that kind of coin lying around. But if you can cough it up, they’ll accept you. To the north in Nivoen, they ask only a mere four years’ indenture for citizenship—if you’re healthy enough to suit the border captain. It’s a fair guarantee your indenture will be spent in their army, or hard labor at least. An awful lot of goblin folk have bowed to it. Orcs, too. My sense of it is Velic offers a fairer deal. They only gouge you once and it’s over.” 
 
    “I’d turn the other way if it’s between those two,” said Teryn. She stood a step behind Scars, largely quiet through the conversation. “Dostin is working hard to build close ties with Velic. They’ve hardly batted an eye at what he’s done to your people. Nivoen hasn’t done much more than lodge some diplomatic complaints, but at least they aren’t thrilled by all this.” 
 
    “Is that so?” The mayor eyed Teryn thoughtfully. “Either way, one still needs to live through that indenture to see if they honor the bargain. Like I said, nobody has the kind of coin Velic demands. The borders are all heavily patrolled, too. A few of us might sneak across, but not a group this large. And the elves sure as hell aren’t taking us in, even if we took the journey all the way across northern Theralda to get there. So we’re all stuck here—for as long as ‘here’ lasts.” 
 
    Scars looked over his companions. Their sentiments were clear on their faces. “We’ll help with what we can,” he said. “This crew has some resources your camp probably hasn’t seen lately.” 
 
    “You’ve got a magician and a healer. We’re shy on magic of any stripe here. And there’s whatever you did to conjure up that trench,” Karana added. She looked past the companions in the front to DigDig. “Can you put that shovel to constructive use?” 
 
    “Planned on it,” he replied, straightening proudly. 
 
    “We need to talk on our own,” said Scars. 
 
    “And rest?” Teryn asked. “Sorry, but I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “I can’t offer anything more than space, but you won’t have to worry about wild animals or bandits sneaking up on you,” Karana replied. Then she frowned. “I can’t offer much in the way of money for your help, either.” 
 
    “This comes down to survival for all our people,” said War Cloud. “I think we’re a bit past demanding payment for pitching in.” Behind him, Shady Tooth let out a quiet grunt of disgust, but she said nothing. 
 
    “That’s more or less the same line I used to get this camp going. Still use it every day.” She gave a curt nod of gratitude. “Rest up. Glad you were here tonight.” Karana held her peace while her guests emptied out of her hut, but spoke up again once fewer people would hear: “Scars, wait a minute?” 
 
    He lingered at the door, closing it behind himself once they were alone. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got questions for days.” She nodded at the door. “I’ll settle for this tonight: Who’s the girl and what’s her story?” 
 
    “Is it so strange for humans to help us?” 
 
    “We’ve had help from some. Might all be dead by now if it hadn’t been for some old human neighbors slipping us food and supplies through the winter. But even that’s a step shy of taking up arms for us. Only seen that a handful of times. It stands out. Also makes you wonder. 
 
    “That girl, though: the bandits knew her. The one who fell in front of us recognized her. He shouted out to the leader like he would know her, too, and she gutted him fast. I’ve got a camp to protect here. What should I know about her?” 
 
    “She thinks what’s happening to us is bullshit, and she feels strongly enough about that to put her life on the line and shed blood over it.” Scars gave a shrug. “That’s put her in company with some sketchy sorts along the way. A rebel to one person is an ordinary criminal to another. She’s wanted for banditry. That’s how we found her in the first place.” 
 
    “Her name is Teryn. Same as a certain missing princess,” Karana observed. 
 
    “People name their kids after royalty all the time.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Have you seen the posters?” 
 
    “I have. I also know any of them out here are probably several steps from the original.” 
 
    “So? Let’s say it is her. If you turn her over to the king’s men, do you think he’ll go easy on this camp? Maybe rescind his whole ban?” 
 
    Karana looked him up and down. “You don’t sound like the type to let that happen.” 
 
    “I’m not. She’s in my crew. Anyone who wants her goes through me, and the rest of us. But I imagine most would take that for granted. If the threats are already implied, why not skip straight to the calmer answers? 
 
    “She could’ve disappeared into the woods. Instead, she stepped up to help your people. I saw the same actions in Zuck’s dungeon. Teryn risked her life to help my crew again and again. What more is there to say?” 
 
    “Plenty, and you know it,” Karana huffed. She shook her head. “You know, I don’t think most of the humans around here wanted us thrown out. It wasn’t even half of Eastford that turned to insults and threats and pushed for the ban. Same for some others. But not too many stood up for us, either. The people who hate us never would’ve gotten so far without all the people who didn’t want to get involved. Standing aside still hurt us. Guess I can cut a little slack for a human who’d pick up a bow or a blade to help,” she sighed. “But if she’s a complication or a danger all by herself, I want to know. Understand?” 
 
    “I’ve got a gnoll paladin and a sorcerer stitched together from the parts of a dozen dead goblin folk. We’re all dangerous complications here.” 
 
    Karana snorted. “Fair enough. I’ll talk to you later, then. Thanks for the help.” 
 
    The crew stood waiting for Scars outside her hut. Other goblin folk milled about not far off, including more than a few bugbears with their ears perked up in his direction. He felt an urge to lead the crew away for someplace more discreet to talk, but couldn’t imagine finding one. Not when the flimsy boards of Karana’s hut were already the height of privacy around here. 
 
    He noted Teryn’s downcast frown. Shady Tooth stood with her arms folded across her chest, ears up like the neighbors’. It only confirmed his thoughts about privacy. “Heard all that?” he asked. 
 
    “Enough of it,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m a problem,” Teryn muttered. 
 
    “No,” said DigDig. 
 
    “You’re not,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Little bit,” Shady Tooth grunted. DigDig nudged her with his elbow. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Scars. “Nothing more to be done on that score, regardless.” 
 
    “So what are your thoughts on the rest of this?” asked Yargol. “I note you didn’t suggest any particular plans.” 
 
    “I wanted to talk with you before I committed us to anything specific.”  
 
    “Other than working for free,” Shady Tooth grumbled, eyeing War Cloud. 
 
    “I’m sure some form of reward will turn up,” War Cloud grinned. “Perhaps not in coin.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what someone says before you get paid in unwanted hugs and shitty children’s crafts,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “I was talking about looting the bodies of our enemies, but we might end up dealing with that stuff, too,” War Cloud conceded. 
 
    “So. Plans?” Yargol interrupted. 
 
    Scars grimaced. “My other thought was that we might get some rest before discussing plans. We’re all tired. A couple of you look like you’re about to fall over. Is there anything we need to take care of right away, or can we get settled?” 
 
    “Yargol and I spoke to one of the shamans as we came out,” said War Cloud. “There are only a few folk with magical ability here, and none of them great. They give all they have every night just to keep the sick and injured alive. Even that is a losing game. What little we can manage will go a long way.” 
 
    “Both of us have some strength left,” Yargol agreed. “Presumably we won’t have another battle before tomorrow. We would also like to look around a bit more before we rest. Matters in the forest still weigh upon War Cloud and I.” 
 
    “Let me try to run down a map of the area and some way to copy it,” said Shady Tooth. “Karana might have one if Ruck doesn’t. We need to get oriented if we’re going to be here for a while.” 
 
    “You all plan to work through the night?” Teryn asked. “What can I do?” 
 
    “Rest. You said yourself you’re exhausted, and you look it, too,” said Scars. 
 
    “I still need to pull my own weight.” 
 
    “Nobody says you aren’t. You’ve kept up with us this far and you still aren’t used to being up all night. It’s not a problem.” 
 
    “You’re no good to us if you pass out, either,” said Shady Tooth. “Everyone’s got limits. It’s not a princess treatment.” 
 
    Scars winced. “Maybe not so much with the princess references here?” 
 
    “Fine. At least give me your packs before you go,” she said to the others. “I can take care of that much for you.” 
 
    “Us,” Scars corrected. “Give us your packs. I’m about ready to fall over, too. We’ll set up a spot for everyone.” 
 
    “Gotta do one thing before I go anywhere,” said DigDig. “Go ahead. Catch up later.” 
 
    “What is it?” Scars asked—and then followed his friend’s gaze. A pair of goblins stood not far away, watching the group. He didn’t recognize the man, but he remembered the woman beside him from the fight. She held the hand of the same whelp, though this time the little one hid behind her breeches. “Ah,” he grunted. “Right. Take your time.” 
 
    “Not how it’s supposed to work. Not yet, anyway,” DigDig grumbled. He shuffled away from his crew to face his parents. 
 
    The sight of them filled DigDig with a swirl of emotions. Libri wore only a ragged, tan tunic over her breeches, all of them marred with stains and crude stitches from repairs. She’d been in a printer’s apron when DigDig said goodbye years ago, with her grey face marked by flecks of fake gold leaf and genuine hope and pride. Now he saw only pensive dread. The girl holding her hand seemed to feel it, too, keeping her largely behind her mother’s legs. 
 
    Beside her, Ebrim wore his classic black vest, but the ink pens and instruments were gone from his pockets. The smudges of ink that used to always mar his father’s trousers seemed replaced now by mud. Like Libri, Ebrim awaited DigDig with a frown. 
 
    “Pop. Mama,” said their son. “Glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “Same,” said Ebrim. “Libri told me about the fight. Was on the other end of camp at the time. They’re calling you DigDig now?” 
 
    “Yeah. Kinda got a deed name working for the wizard,” DigDig explained. 
 
    “Oh. That’s good.” His father nodded in approval. 
 
    DigDig held his tongue. His parents didn’t need to know it wasn’t a name of praise. 
 
    “You ran off to the fight without explanations,” said Libri. “Then you rushed here and there with your friends. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Wizard’s job kinda fell apart a couple weeks ago,” DigDig began. He bit his lip. “You know about sis, right? And the cousins?” He noted the depression at the corner of his father’s mouth. Libri sighed, nodding. “Don’t think anyone else from Bak’Nor made it out of the dungeon. Pretty sure nobody did but us.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” said Ebrim. Then he shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah,” Libri agreed, nodding again. 
 
    DigDig winced at their outpouring of grief. He knew his parents would be crushed. 
 
    “What happened? You still haven’t told us,” Libri pressed. 
 
    “Adventurers. Adventurers happened. Snuck into the dungeon, took everybody down. Had to guide my crew out through the bottom. Kinda crazy.” 
 
    “You guided them?” asked Ebrim. His eyes strayed from DigDig, brows rising with interest. “Even the bugbear?” 
 
    “Ugh,” Libri grumbled. “Typical.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re one to talk,” Ebrim retorted. 
 
    “Never mind that,” she pressed. “So you’re not fired? But you’re still out of a job?” 
 
    “Got a crew now,” her son answered. “It’s like having a job.” 
 
    “Jobs pay. Crews don’t.” 
 
    “Oh, for—!” DigDig shoved a hand into his pouch and pulled out a fistful of gold and silver coins. “Here. Got paid. Been getting paid. We’re a crew, not bums. Wanted to share with you, anyway.” 
 
    “We’re not asking for your money, Dag—er, DigDig,” said Ebrim. “It’s never about that.” 
 
    “We love you. We want to know you’re alright on your own,” agreed Libri. 
 
    “Oh,” DigDig blinked. He withdrew his hand. 
 
    “Nonono, wait, we’ll take the money,” his father objected, simultaneously as his mother said, “What’re you, crazy? Obviously we’ll take it!” 
 
    DigDig sighed, not with consternation but relief. He poured the coins from his hand into his father’s. “Crew’s gotta find a place to sleep here,” he said. “Maybe for a couple days, too. Can you point the way?” 
 
    Libri’s eyes narrowed. “Only a couple days?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Long enough to help. Haven’t made plans past that.” Reluctantly, he added, “Didn’t know you’d be here. Glad to find you, though. Glad to know you’re alive.” 
 
    At that, Libri let go of the girl’s hand to throw her arms around him, holding him close. “We are, too…DigDig.” She sniffled once. Then she stepped back again, her hand finding the girl’s once more without the need to look. “Go to the southeast side of the camp. Look for the big pine with tent lines coming off it like the center of a spider web. Can’t miss it. That’s where we are. Neighbors are quiet enough.” 
 
    Ebrim coughed. Libri stopped herself from throwing him a glare. 
 
    Sensing more awkwardness, DigDig looked to change the subject. “Who’s this?” he asked, his eyes falling to the girl. 
 
    “Oh! This is Cambri,” said Libri. “She’s your sister.” 
 
    “Hi, Cambri,” DigDig said brightly. 
 
    In a tiny, matter-of-fact voice, Cambri replied, “Technically I’m your half-sister.” She put her index finger in her mouth. 
 
    “Um. Oh.” 
 
    “At least we don’t have to dance around that,” grumbled Ebrim. 
 
    “We never did,” Libri replied. 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” Ebrim conceded, though that sounded like another complaint. 
 
    “Uh…” DigDig tried for words, but failed. 
 
    “We’ve been north of the mountains a couple years now,” his mother explained. “And we’ve been in this camp since it started. Work to stay alive is one thing, but other than that, there isn’t much to do, so…we found a way to have some fun.” 
 
    “We were all supposed to be careful,” Ebrim muttered. 
 
    “And your father has been very understanding,” she asserted, “especially since he was all for it at the time. So. Cambri and I have some chores to do. We’ll see you at home soon, alright?” She looked her son up and down again. “Glad you’re well.” She paused. “Hopefully you can find work again soon.” With a gentle tug, she led Cambri away. 
 
    Ebrim sighed. “Proud of you, son.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” His brow knit with a thought. “You’re not going into document doctoring, are you?” 
 
    “No! Pop, come on!” 
 
    “Only asking, only asking. Yes. Proud of you.” 
 
    “Hey. On that: Karana said Velic lets goblins buy citizenship. That true?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s true, but it’s a life’s savings of gold for most people.” 
 
    “So there’d be papers, right? A document? You can’t forge those for goblins who sneak over the border?” 
 
    Ebrim’s pride in his son shined through more in his smile than his earlier words, but it was a sad smile. “Not without the tools and paper. We’ve lost almost everything. Only got what kit we could put into a couple small boxes. Maybe we could steal the rest if it came down to it. The real problem is, a trick like that works only so many times. For this many goblins?” Ebrim shook his head. “It would get too obvious. Someone would get caught, and then everyone would be in trouble. Besides, Velic smells like a scam to me.” 
 
    “Huh. Heard that from my human friend, too.” 
 
    “There you go,” said Ebrim. His eyes lifted to the empty spot where DigDig’s friends had been—and then to the receding forms of Libri and Cambri. Ebrim leaned in, his voice dropping: “Between you and me: did your friend really have to save Agnad? You don’t suppose he’d, you know, eat him, maybe?” 
 
    DigDig looked back to his mother and new half-sister with a sigh. Older goblins had always told him going home again was just too weird. Now he understood. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I can set you on the path to full recovery, but I cannot heal this entirely tonight,” War Cloud told the goblin on the pallet. Her ankle was braced with simple sticks and wrapped with tattered, mismatched cloth. Her foot was badly swollen, awkwardly bent, and discolored. “Most of my power has been spent already. I could make only one or two people whole, or I can be careful and at least save more lives in the long term.” 
 
    “Whatever you can do, I’m glad,” said his patient. She seemed less nervous about his bestial figure looming so closely over her now. He had to crouch tightly to fit into her small tent. A tiny, tarnished brass bowl served as a brazier for dying coals to provide them with their only light. “Better than hurting and dragging on a crutch forever. Been months now. Can’t work, can’t fight. Can’t even run from a fight like you had tonight.” 
 
    “Would’ve helped you,” said another goblin, huddled in the back corner so she could watch. “Not leaving my sister, limping or not. Even if it means going to get this guy.” 
 
    War Cloud’s lip curled back along his snout in a grin. “I suppose talking to some strangers takes its own form of courage. You haven’t survived this long and come this far out of weakness. Dastia favors the strength of your family. I’m sure she will help you now.” 
 
    “Isn’t she a human goddess?” his patient asked hesitantly. 
 
    “She is goddess of the hearth and all who defend it. A goblin hearth is worth no less than one of any other race or breed. Hold to yours, and she will hold it with you.” 
 
    War Cloud’s hands hovered over the injured ankle. A faint, golden glow arose between his fingers. His patient inhaled sharply as her foot straightened on its own. Her swelling receded, though it didn’t vanish. 
 
    “Treat it as you have for a few days at least, but it will heal properly now,” he told them. “I can’t say how long. You should see a difference soon.” 
 
    “Can see the difference now,” she said. “Thanks! You, uh, said we don’t have to pay?” 
 
    “Not in coin or service. Only an answer, if you can: have you seen anything you thought was strange magic in the camp? Like a haunting presence, or a fear you can’t name?” 
 
    “Been scared ever since we were run off from home,” said the patient’s sister. “Lots to be afraid of around here. Can’t say I couldn’t name it, though. No magic except from the shamans.” 
 
    “Same,” said his patient. 
 
    “Does any place in the camp make you feel uneasy? Is there anywhere you’re afraid to go?” 
 
    “We steer clear of the orc areas, because orcs. Also the bugbears. Also the hobs.” The sister shrugged. “Guess that might sound silly to you, huh?” 
 
    “No. Thank you for your honesty. Remember Dastia watched over you. That’s all I ask.” He shifted carefully to crawl out of the tent, knowing he would collapse it if he stood to his full height. Then he stopped and reached into his pouch. More light appeared, this time brighter and centered on a rock among a few coins. “This is a glowstone. Keep it covered when you aren’t using it. The magic won’t fade in your lifetimes. At least you won’t have to scrounge for anything to burn for light.” 
 
    “That helps us a lot,” said the other goblin. “Can’t do everything in the dark. Thank you!” 
 
    Emerging from the tent, War Cloud found Yargol waiting outside at a table that no longer looked as makeshift as when they arrived. Though hardly a work of artistry, the wood seemed renewed and strong. The table’s goblin owners ran their hands over it in wonder. Yargol gave War Cloud a shrug, his face hidden under the hood of his robes. “I suppose I could do this sort of work all night.” 
 
    “Would it help?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Somewhat. Most everything around here is crude and flimsy. Crude and sturdy might make a difference. Such improvements will only go so far, though. I can’t create anything new or make adjustments.” 
 
    “You doing all that for free, too?” asked a voice behind them. She stood no taller than Yargol except for the height of her inexplicably orange hair. Her eyes were oddly colored for a goblin, too, with one matching her hair and the other an emerald green. Her rugged leather tunic held more soot than natural color. She looked to the pair with a cranky frown and her hands on her hips. “Just running all over camp giving away everything that makes you special?” 
 
    “We’re trying to help,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Helping one hand hurts the other,” she replied. 
 
    War Cloud’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think I know that saying?” 
 
    She waved it off. “I’m Ikri the Firestarter. Heard who you are already. Wouldn’t come across camp to meet you except how you’re undercutting my business.” 
 
    “A firestarter, you say?” asked Yargol. “I assume you have a unique talent for it?” 
 
    “Yeah!” She clapped her hands together, producing a large puff of flame between them that died out before her hands were back at her hips. “Big ones, little ones. Even light without heat or heat without light. Keep ‘em going long even with only a little bit of fuel to burn, too. Or snuff ‘em out fast. But I don’t do it for free.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with making a living on your skills.” War Cloud shrugged. 
 
    “Damn right! So why are you two going around with all the freebies? Makin’ me look bad!” 
 
    “We want to help the camp,” said Yargol. 
 
    “That’s where we started this conversation. Can’t fool me with your circular logic,” said Ikri. 
 
    “Are you a wizard, or anointed with power by one of the gods?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “Don’t need no anointing. That sounds perverted. And no, I’m not some wizard type, either. Don’t need all that book learnin’ to be smart or know magic. Some things you can figure out on your own if you try hard.” 
 
    “Then how long have you had this talent for fire?” 
 
    “All my life. Burned down my first hut before I was a year old. Dad was pissed, but Momma knew I had a gift. Showed me how to use it to get by as I grew up.” 
 
    “So you didn’t pick it up here in Zition?” Yargol asked. 
 
    “Hell, no. Been doing it since I was small, like I said. Practiced all my life.” 
 
    “Ah. It’s not unheard of for some individuals to manifest a talent for a narrow few magical effects. An inborn ability, not the ongoing gift of a god or long study.” 
 
    “Who says it wasn’t a god who gave it to me?” asked Ikri. “Don’t want any worship for it, though. Work’s enough. Did great until we got thrown out of the south. Still helps up here—but not if everyone feels entitled to my skills, see?” 
 
    “I think healing the sick and injured may be a little different,” said War Cloud. He tilted his head in thought. “Are you why the fires went out so soon after the attack?” 
 
    “Yeah. Too far away to help with the fight before it was over, but I came running. Doesn’t do me any good if the whole camp burns down. I live here.” 
 
    “We feel the same way about sickness. Disease spreads and affects us all.” 
 
    “Are old tables sickness?” She pointed to Yargol’s work. 
 
    The magician rolled his eyes beneath his hood. “I will make clear my aid is a matter of my own choice and not something to be expected of others.” 
 
    “Huh. That’s something. Still gonna hear all kinds of grief from everyone who wants free magic. Don’t mind helping out where it’s needed but everyone’s gotta make a living.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Survival and aid for the suffering are our first concern.” War Cloud gave her a slight bow. “We’ll think twice before overstepping our boundaries.” 
 
    “Good.” Ikri gestured to someone behind the pair. “Might want to tell that to them, too.” 
 
    A small crowd of mixed races gathered behind them, most keeping a respectful distance from three individuals in the lead. A hobgoblin woman in a tattered dress and bone jewelry stomped up toward them along with the first bugbear War Cloud or Yargol had ever seen in robes—and an orc in black trousers, a black coat over a ragged white shirt, and a black tie. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted the orc. “We heard you’re leading our flocks astray with sin and free magic!” 
 
    “We—wait, what?” War Cloud blinked. “That’s a sin?” 
 
    “Have they sacrificed for it?” the orc pressed. “Have they dug deep into their coin purses and prayed for salvation?” 
 
    “It’s a refugee camp. Everyone’s broke.” 
 
    “The faithful prosper in any circumstance, and prosperity shows!” 
 
    Yargol looked around at the tents and meager belongings. “It shows in their coinpurses?” 
 
    “Yes, and in their—” He stopped short, blinking. “Are you a goblin or a half-hob, or... what the hell are you?” 
 
    Yargol already had a patient hand up at War Cloud’s arm. “I am one seeking refuge, much like yourself. I have magic to offer to improve the camp. Can you say the same?” 
 
    “Never mind Reverend Ostiin,” grumbled the hobgoblin in bones. “What’s your goal here? Are you starting a religion of your own?” 
 
    “We’re helping the sick and wounded. Who are you?” 
 
    “Sharl of Woodlock, Midnight Guide.” 
 
    War Cloud gave her a slight bow. “Good to know the camp has a Midnight Guide to see to the fallen. I am War Cloud, a paladin of Dastia. My friend Yargol is a wizard rather than a servant of faith.” 
 
    “Does the paladin of Dastia challenge the primacy of Ooglan VharBorl?” the bugbear asked in a loud baritone. He stepped in close to look War Cloud eye to eye. 
 
    “Never heard of him,” War Cloud replied without blinking. “Sounds like you made that up by mashing mouth-noises together.” 
 
    “You have never heard of him because he has only manifested himself in this world through my dark powers!” 
 
    “Which are?” 
 
    The robed bugbear threw his arms out wide. Clouds of inky shadow fell from his hands, fading like vapors before they touched the ground. “I am Dusklord! I can turn the day to night.” 
 
    War Cloud glanced to Yargol. “I don’t sense anything from him. This effect doesn’t look the same, either.” 
 
    “He likely conjures shadows drawn from natural sources,” said Yargol. “It happens. Never mind him.” 
 
    “What? No, I don’t! I bring them from the realm of the darkest god!” 
 
    “You have a minor magical talent and a naturally loud voice. That doesn’t make you a dark emissary,” Yargol sighed. “Find a tutor and you might make a decent wizard someday.” 
 
    “Wait, really?” asked Dusklord. 
 
    “Is this all of the magicians and clerics in Zition here?” War Cloud asked, looking around. He peered past Dusklord and Reverend Ostiin to find a couple of goblins hidden behind the larger folk. Both looked just odd enough to suggest magical inclination, religious stature, or a loud pretense of either. 
 
    Yet another glowering form pushed through the crowd, this one a hobgoblin with his hair cut close to the scalp with runic scars dug into his skin. Well-used leather armor and an axe painted with tiny skulls finished his appearance. “Who’s going around preaching now?” he demanded. “This is a goblin folk camp! Ravaj holds primacy here!” 
 
    “Oh, put a sock in it, Ardnar,” muttered Sharl. 
 
    War Cloud rolled his eyes, looking back to Yargol. “There had to be one.” 
 
    “Presumably,” said Yargol. “I don’t see anyone else coming.” 
 
    “Good. Hold on,” War Cloud said to the newcomer and the others. He stepped back, closed his eyes, and inhaled deeply. His bestial head rolled across his shoulders as if stretching out his muscles, but his ears stayed perked up and the rest of his body tensed. Then he relaxed and looked to Yargol. “Nothing. None of them.” 
 
    “We can take that with relief,” said the magician. 
 
    “You think? It would hide from my senses, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Anyone with magical talent would leverage it to their advantage in these circumstances,” said Yargol. “If there is someone else with such talent in Zition, we’ll hear of them soon enough, and we’ll know it isn’t any of these folk.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Sharl. 
 
    “We encountered a power from beyond this world in the woods,” Yargol explained. “Shadow tentacles and a possessed human. Cracks in the very air. Have you seen anything of the sort in the camp?” 
 
    “Nothing like that,” Sharl answered. 
 
    Dusklord stepped back nervously. War Cloud rolled his eyes. “No, not you.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard an answer to my questions, paladin of Dastia,” said Ostiin. “Are you here to find worshippers for your god? To lead others astray?” 
 
    “You mean is he here to threaten your paltry income?” muttered Sharl. 
 
    “It’s a fair question,” Ostiin shot back. “Offerings to the gods demonstrate piety and assure continued prosperity.” 
 
    “Your prosperity, maybe.” 
 
    “No,” said War Cloud. “It’s not that I don’t care, but we’ve got bigger problems to deal with. All of you, listen: that mess of shadow tentacles may have been a coincidence, but it could be a sign of something more. They came from a possessed human who had to have been out here looking for something. If you see magical plagues or signs of madness, it has to be dealt with right away. We can’t let that shit spread. If it’s here, we need to find the source. All I can say for sure right now is it isn’t any of you.” 
 
    “Wait, hold on,” said Ardnar. “Did you go throwing your magic around just to draw us in so you could sniff us all for possession?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, we did,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Gotta admit, that’s kind of clever,” said Sharl. 
 
    “As long as we’re all here, we can explain ourselves once and be done with it,” said War Cloud. “We’re here to help the camp however we can. We’re not here to start a holy war or steal anyone else’s followers. I don’t care if you’re the true priest of a god or if half of your divine power comes from cheap card tricks,” he said, throwing a look at Ostiin. “Preach. Pray. Sell your magic for profit. Follow the dictates of your gods or make up your own, I don’t care. We’re not here to bend this camp to our will.” He looked to Ostiin again and to the priest of Ravaj. “We are all on the same side here. We will heal the wounded and tend to the sick. Get in our way and I will cleave your skull in two.” 
 
    Ardnar gave War Cloud his fiercest snarl before turning to stomp away. Ostiin puffed out his chest and said, “Fine. I’m glad we had this talk.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The map came without fuss or favors owed in return. Shady Tooth carried her own simple brush and ink in her pouch, though the former was worn out and the latter running low. The first obstacle to her task came from the lack of paper or parchment in the camp, a need resolved with the back side of one of the wanted posters Teryn had collected in her travels. 
 
    Only one other difficulty remained as Shady Tooth copied the map of the area. He loomed over her with a torch in hand to provide light, watching as she worked on a flat rock between several tents. “You copy fast,” said Ruck. 
 
    She grunted without looking up. 
 
    “Words, too.” The brawny bugbear tilted his head when she didn’t respond. “You can read?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hm. You fight well. Better than my crew.” 
 
    “Yes.” She was almost done. The map was only a simple matter of landmarks. 
 
    “Do you want me?” asked Ruck. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He grunted. Pursed his lips. Thought. “Should I ask again later?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Another grunt. A nod. “My boys will want to know the same.” 
 
    “None of them. No conditions. Here.” She handed back the original map. “Thanks.” 
 
    He let out a final grunt. Creases in the map let Ruck fold it easily with one hand. “I’ll let them know,” he said, and walked off into the night. 
 
    A rustle of canvas drew Shady Tooth’s attention to the closest tent. Teryn poked her head out from the open flap, having risen only to her hands and knees with a frown. “It’s that simple for you?” she hissed. “For bugbears?” 
 
    “What?” Shady Tooth blinked. 
 
    “Romance. Men. Mating.” She waved her hand in Ruck’s direction. “That.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They just ask if you’re interested and you say no and they go away?” Teryn pressed. 
 
    Shady Tooth shrugged. “Yes.” 
 
    “And he doesn’t throw a tantrum or start rumors about you or get sullen and pissy whenever you’re around?” 
 
    “That’s what it’s like for humans? How do you even stand each other long enough to breed?” 
 
    At a loss for words, Teryn let out a far more emotive grunt than any of Ruck’s as she pulled back inside the tent. Silhouetted by the light of a glowstone inside the tent, Shady Tooth saw Teryn fling herself into her bedroll. 
 
    Another silhouette rose as Yargol sat up. “Didn’t you grow up sheltered and—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Teryn complained into her makeshift pillow. 
 
    “Do you need us to hunt someone down and extract vengeance from them?” 
 
    “…maybe,” came her muffled reply. “Several.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The topic stayed with her as she drifted off to sleep. It returned along with waking thoughts. The memories were about as unpleasant as the light on the other side of her eyelids, but at least the tent and the camp were quiet. 
 
    As one thought on the subject of men and break-ups and rejection led to another, Teryn snapped fully awake. She sat upright in her bedroll to look around the tent. Yargol’s bedroll lay empty behind hers. War Cloud sat on top of his simple fur blanket, polishing the symbol of Dastia he wore around his neck. He looked at her with an unspoken question. 
 
    “They should have lost more horses,” she said. 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Yes. They were in a full charge, all in good form—at night—and then the ground exploded. Only a few of them completely lost their horses. Hardly any of the others panicked. Some even came out of that trench uninjured. And they came all the way here from outside Eastford in the first place, ready to fight.” 
 
    “I don’t have much experience with horses,” War Cloud admitted. “What do you suspect?” 
 
    “Bandits take whatever horses they can find. Young, old, barely trained or not. Most of those horses last night were healthy and trained. Almost uniformly.” She threw off her small blanket and reached for her boots. “Do you know if the others are up? Wait, what time is it?” 
 
    “The sun has been up a couple hours. We thought you’d be out well into the day. Scars came to grab Yargol to get food only a little while ago. A couple of the cooks started serving again. They wanted to get in line. Shady Tooth is out cold in the other tent. I guess DigDig wandered off already.” 
 
    “The cooks are still working after the sun came up?” 
 
    “You’ve seen us live in the sun,” War Cloud chuckled. “We’re no more limited to the night than humans are limited to the day.” 
 
    “It had to be three in the morning when we went to bed. You’re all up again already? After a night like last night?” 
 
    “We don’t need that much sleep. Even Yargol. Lucky thing for a magician.” 
 
    “And goblins know how to fight from birth. Gnolls, too, I’m sure? And orcs? How have your peoples not conquered the world?” 
 
    War Cloud rolled his eyes. “Somebody’s people keep coughing up heroes to go on incredible quests favored by the gods.” 
 
    “Whatever. How did things go? Did you and Yargol find what you were looking for?” 
 
    “No sign of anything suspicious. We met with the shamans here and walked back and forth across the camp twice. That hardly covers the whole area, but I detected nothing. Either there’s no such evil here, or it’s hidden well. Nothing more frustrating than searching for what may not even exist.” 
 
    “Do you know where to go for food?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was waiting for you.” 
 
    With her clothes and weapons collected, Teryn stopped before she crawled out of the tent. “Waited, or stayed behind to protect?” 
 
    “I’m a paladin of the hearth goddess. If I’m in a tent, I’m protecting it.” 
 
    Out of the tent, Teryn and War Cloud took in the sight of the camp in daylight. The morning haze hadn’t burned off yet. The camp struck Teryn as much quieter now than when she’d turned in for what remained of the night. She heard fewer voices and saw fewer bodies moving in the gaps between tents. Still, as War Cloud noted, the camp hadn’t gone to sleep. 
 
    “And yes,” he said quietly, walking beside her with one arm out to guide the way, “we thought our sole human friend shouldn’t be alone in a camp of exiled goblin folk we’ve only just met.” 
 
    Teryn and War Cloud emerged from the maze of tents into a small clearing, where several tree trunks lay lined up in front of a single, open-faced tent. Smoke rose from a large campfire beside the canvass shelter, heating a series of large pots on a rack. A pair of goblin cooks worked the pots and the table covered by the tent, where crude wooden bowls and plates were stacked up after the meal. Only a handful of diners sat on the tree trunks, mostly goblins with a scattering of hobgoblins. Each largely kept to their own kind. 
 
    She felt eyes on her as she walked with War Cloud to the tent. The cooks seemed indifferent. “Anything left?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Rabbit stew,” said the one at the fire. “Normally we’d be scraping the pots by now, but not this time.” 
 
    “Did you cook up the fallen horses from the battle already?” Teryn thought out loud. “The one deer we brought in couldn’t have made that much difference.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was you?” asked the other goblin. “Next time you bring in so much meat, try bringin’ it to us first. That was downright unfair taking it to the first cook on the edge of camp.” 
 
    “Sorry. We’ll keep it in mind,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Anyway, yeah, the horses that didn’t make it have already been doled out. Can’t let ‘em go to waste when we’re all—” 
 
    “Whoa, are they eating here?” called a deep, gravelly voice from the makeshift benches. “Is she eating here?” 
 
    “Is she paying?” asked one goblin cook. He looked directly at Teryn. 
 
    “Of course,” she answered. 
 
    “Then yeah,” the goblin called back. “I’ll take any customer who pays.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” protested the voice. 
 
    She knew it was one of the hobgoblins before she glanced over her shoulder—and, in fact, regretted the glance, and also regretted the sudden return to facing forward when the hobgoblin and his friends stood up. She probably looked weak now. “This is why you came with me, isn’t it?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s best if you handle it yourself,” War Cloud replied. 
 
    “Alright.” She accepted the challenge with a deep breath. “How far does this have to go to win their respect? Weapons? No weapons?” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “This isn’t a challenge? A demonstration of strength or something?” 
 
    “No! I mean, maybe, but you don’t have to take it like that.” 
 
    “You all went on about goblin folk being a warrior race!” 
 
    “Damn right, we are,” grunted the goblin cook in front of her. 
 
    The approaching hobgoblin growled, “I been kicked out of too many places by too many fuckin’ humans in the last year to put up with a human here.” 
 
    “See, that sounds like a threat,” Teryn hissed without turning around. “Don’t I have to put him down to win respect from the others?” 
 
    “No!” War Cloud hissed back, also facing forward with his shoulder beside hers. “This is a camp full of poor exiles, not a prison! You could always just acknowledge his plight!” 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods,” she exhaled. 
 
    “Hey! I’m talkin’ about you! The watchdog doesn’t scare me, neither!” 
 
    Teryn spun on her heels, sharply enough to stop the hobgoblins short of her. She never put a hand to her blade. Her mouth spread in a warm smile. “Hello, I’m Teryn, and I’m so sorry if I’ve been rude here in any way. It wasn’t my intent, but I know I have much to learn. Would you let me pay for your meals by way of apology?” She looked from one blinking face to the next, feeling oddly sympathetic to their awkward hesitation. “And perhaps the next?” she added. 
 
    The apparent leader glanced to the others, feeling them out either for agreement or to ensure he would lose no respect if he accepted. “How long do you lot plan to stay?” 
 
    “Long enough to help the camp. Or do you mean right here? Only long enough to eat.” 
 
    “Huh. Fair enough. Not like it’s crowded today, anyway.” 
 
    “So I noticed.” Teryn kept smiling as warmly as she could. Raised as royalty or not, this sort of poise came only with effort. “I expected it would be busier. Say, did you see our friends? We thought they’d be here.” 
 
    “What, the stitched-up freak and the half-orc?” asked one hobgoblin. 
 
    “Which half?” muttered the other. 
 
    “I will tear off your feet and decorate my boots with your bones,” War Cloud snarled. 
 
    Teryn’s eyes went wide. She wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “Uh. Yeah,” stammered the leader. “That joke’s older than the hills, Rog.” 
 
    “Yeah, Rog,” mumbled another. 
 
    “However this does confirm we’re speaking of the same people, yes,” Teryn ventured. “Have you seen them?” 
 
    “Sure. Edge of camp, along with half—” the leader winced at War Cloud “—er, half of everyone else in Zition. We’re only takin’ a break from the works to get a bite to eat.” 
 
    Sharing a curious frown with War Cloud, Teryn dropped some coins on the cooks’ table and left to investigate. Away from the encounter, Teryn asked, “Are you not one to follow your own advice?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tearing off someone’s feet for an insult?” 
 
    “Oh. Scars and Yargol weren’t there to defend themselves.” 
 
    “But I was? You told me to be nice to them.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I was there for you in case it went wrong. The others weren’t there. Those guys wanted to see if there are divisions between us. You can’t let that kind of shit slide.” 
 
    “…huh.” 
 
    Walking for only a minute, the pair had little trouble finding their friends—and, as warned, apparently half of Zition’s populace, all outside the edge of the camp. The sudden appearance of a long earthen berm explained it all, running a somewhat unsteady curve around Zition at a good twenty or thirty yards from the nearest tents. It stood twice the height of a bugbear, and indeed many bugbears and others worked with anything from shovels and buckets to simple flat boards in a concerted effort to pack the berm into a solid shape. To Teryn and War Cloud’s left, the berm disappeared into the woods. To their right, it ran only a short distance, where its origins were plain to see. 
 
    DigDig emerged at the freestanding edge of the berm as if he’d climbed out of a hole on the other side. “We ready?” he called to someone on the other side and out of sight. Calls of assent muffled by the berm drifted through the air. 
 
    The little goblin turned to put the berm and the hole behind him and sank his shovel into the ground. Pausing for a couple of light tugs to test the tension, DigDig pulled back hard on the handle. Grass and earth rippled up out of the ground before him in a slight curve, virtually rolling up and over in line with the great berm for yard after yard. In the blink of an eye, DigDig could no longer be seen, hidden now behind the rough wall of rocks and soil. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” War Cloud breathed in awe. 
 
    Teryn looked to the other end of the berm and back again. “I can’t believe…there,” she said, nudging War Cloud’s arm. She pointed to a pair of figures at the edge of the work crew. Scars and Yargol stood out of the way, watching with similar surprise. “Hey,” she called, jogging over with War Cloud to join them. “When did this start?” 
 
    “Last night,” said Scars. “I don’t think he ever went to sleep. After talking to his parents, he came out here and started all this.” 
 
    “The trench on the other side of the berm is deep enough to swallow a man on a horse,” said Yargol. “Wide enough for one to lay down, too. It reaches all the way around the camp to the edge of the river. Altogether, I’d say it’s enough to stop any charge of riders, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Teryn put her hand over her mouth. “He started this all himself while we all slept?” 
 
    “Yes. We just talked to him. He thought about the horses and saw something he could do about it.” Yargol shrugged. “He has family here.” 
 
    “Soon as the locals saw what he was doing, they pitched in,” said Scars. “His shovel clears and moves a dozen yards at a time. The rest is all packing and stabilizing. He makes that happen faster, too. They’ll have the whole arc from one end of camp to the other done by noon, with the river bordering the other side.” He shook his head. “Never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “That shovel is no mere enchanted tool,” said Yargol. “Surely there is some lore to it.” 
 
    “Does Karana know about this?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “She’s out there directing workers. She saw how fast he was going and figured, why not?” 
 
    “So overnight we go from an open camp to defensive earthworks.” War Cloud folded his arms across his chest. “Can’t complain there.” 
 
    “They’d thought about it before, but they didn’t know whether it was worth the effort given how they’ve been pushed so many times already,” said Yargol. 
 
    Scars nodded. “This may settle it. The people here have to decide, but they’ve nowhere else to go. The borders are closed to them. They’re cornered up here.” 
 
    “I think that was deliberate, Scars,” Teryn spoke up. “Barret’s men, his horses—I don’t think any of them are what they seem. The notion that Barret had run afoul of the king and been exiled was believable, but with all those men? Riding at night, using military horn calls? They’re all too well-trained and too organized. This wasn’t common raiding. I think Barret is still working for the king and banditry is a ruse. 
 
    “Diplomacy with Nivoen keeps the regular army south of the mountains, but the crown can disavow bandits. There’s just enough sympathy for goblin folk in the south to stop the king from going on a rampage, but if it looks like it wasn’t anyone acting on his orders? He may get away with that. I think all the banditry in Eastford may have been for show.” 
 
    “It did seem a bit too easy to run them out of town,” War Cloud sighed. 
 
    “Shit. That does make sense,” Scars agreed. He took in the scene of hard-working goblin folk and their new defenses, his mouth turning to a frown. “This is only one fix. One defense. It’s not their worst problem, either. The real danger is the lack of food sources. They barely made it through the winter. Even with the spring, hunting and picking nuts in the woods isn’t enough. They don’t know what will grow safely here and can’t raise crops fast enough to feed everyone even if they figure that out. Not even with the camp’s magicians and priests to help.” 
 
    “Half of them are charlatans,” said Yargol. “The legitimate ones haven’t the sort of abilities necessary.” He looked up to Scars, his mismatched eyes squinting in the daylight. “I didn’t want to bring it up, but Zuck knew of a circle not far from here.” 
 
    “A circle?” Teryn asked, noting as Scars winced. “A circle of what? Sorcerers?” 
 
    “No. Druids,” said Scars. 
 
    “I’ve never met a druid,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Neither have I,” said Teryn. “My tutors said they’re reclusive.” 
 
    “They’re eccentric,” said Yargol. 
 
    “They’re obnoxious,” Scars grumbled. 
 
    “In truth, I’ve only met one in passing. Most of my knowledge is from Zuck’s comments and from books,” Yargol elaborated. “But they could help us, if they can be persuaded.” 
 
    “Gods, let’s just fight the king’s armies today and get it over with,” sighed Scars. “It’ll be easier than getting a druid to do anything. Safer for your sanity, too.” 
 
    “You continue to surprise me with the breadth of your knowledge and experience,” Yargol said with a smirk. 
 
    “Like I said in the dungeon, I know adventurers. Some of them are druids. And they make the least sense of all of them.” 
 
    “They could also decide the survival of this entire camp,” Yargol replied. 
 
    Scars sighed. “Yeah, they could.” 
 
    “You think we can find them?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “I have some of Zuck’s maps and notes among our haul from the dungeon,” said Yargol. “Between the six of us, it shouldn’t be too hard. They aren’t known to be hostile as long as one approaches without hostile intent.” 
 
    “Hey!” called a familiar voice. Shady Tooth approached from the camp, her arms out wide. “What the fuck is all this shit?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Scars grunted. “This crew specializes in diplomacy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “This will be annoying,” Scars warned. His eyes never stopped searching the woods, even with the bright sun shining through the leaves. A second night and morning to rest and recover gave him the energy for vigilance, but his stride didn’t suggest any particular wariness. His blade remained sheathed, his crossbow and shield both slung over his back. “You may end up wanting to hit someone, but it’s counterproductive. You might wind up questioning your sanity, too. I promise, the problem isn’t you, it’s them.” 
 
    “I’ll try to keep an open mind,” said War Cloud, walking to his right. 
 
    “Don’t try too hard. That’s how you wind up feeling like you’ll go mad. They’ll use it against you.” 
 
    “And here I’ve always valued your open mind,” War Cloud teased. 
 
    “An open mind is only an advantage until you find yourself open to jumping off a cliff.” 
 
    “How much experience have you had with druids?” asked Yargol, walking to the left. 
 
    “Only one at length, but through him I met others,” Scars grumbled. “It was enough to learn what to expect, not that they’d admit it. They’re proud of their ways, even if it drives others to rage or drink. Or both.” 
 
    “I hadn’t realized my suggestion would cause you such discomfort,” said Yargol. “Or that this would be so daunting. My apologies, Scars. If this is a waste of time, should we turn back?” 
 
    “What? No.” Scars turned to his smaller companion, his grumpy demeanor fading in a rare reminder of his youth. “If I sound angry, I’m the one who owes an apology. I don’t like this, but it isn’t about you. This problem is bigger than us. You came up with the best solution. I’m not angry at you for being right.” 
 
    They walked. Yargol tilted his head. “That means more to me than I can say.” 
 
    “What, hearing an apology?” asked Scars. 
 
    “Yes. And appreciation.” 
 
    “You’re the smartest of us and you’re as brave as anyone I’ve ever met. Maybe your magic conveniences don’t take much energy, but you’re always looking for ways to help all of us. And we owe you our lives from the moment you decided to protect War Cloud and I in the library. Hell, you’re the one who tapped us to work in there with you in the first place. If feeling appreciated is unusual, that’s something else the rest of us need to work on.” 
 
    “I meant no complaint,” said Yargol. “My life is immeasurably better with this crew than it was before.” 
 
    “Good. But if there’s something still wrong, say so. We’ve all got a lot to unlearn. Best to face it head-on. Dragging it out and hiding doesn’t help anyone.” Turning forward again, Scars caught a glimpse of War Cloud’s teeth out of the corner of his eye. The gnoll’s lips were curled back from his snout in a grin. “What?” 
 
    “You’re good at confronting these things,” said War Cloud. “Honesty with one’s feelings and a willingness to express them are rare talents.” 
 
    “Less of a talent and more of a skill. It only came with a lot of work.” His words still came out as a grumble. He still frowned. “And you’re one to talk.” 
 
    “I was born among cannibal demon-spawn and raised by the priest of a hearth goddess. Either I learned to use words or I could eat the only person to ever show me mercy and warmth. Only one choice offered any real future.” 
 
    “Suppose that’s why we can relate,” muttered Scars. “Maybe things weren’t so extreme for me, though.” Yargol’s laughter drew his attention once more. “What’s funny?” 
 
    “I suppose it’s best we split from the others,” said Yargol. “Teryn will be sorry she missed this conversation, but Shady Tooth would’ve slit our throats to shut us up.” 
 
    “It isn’t our throats I was worried about, though you’re probably right,” said Scars. 
 
    “Splitting up made sense,” said War Cloud. “The enemy came away the other night with a bloody nose and nothing to show for it. The camp has defenders and now it has earthworks, too. We’d be fools not to use the time to our advantage.” 
 
    “Sure. But I have to wonder if we won’t wish Teryn were here to do the talking.” 
 
    “You’re doing fine with talking so far,” War Cloud chuckled. 
 
    “Being honest about my feelings isn’t going to help with druids. Probably the opposite.” 
 
    “Are we sure they’re still out here?” War Cloud wondered, looking to Yargol. “We’re all but wandering now. If they’re masters of their environment like you say, they know about Zition. Goblins have ranged out this way in search of food for months, but nobody from the camp has seen these druids. If they were inclined to speak to the likes of us, why wouldn’t they have made contact with Zition already?” 
 
    “Precisely because no one came out looking for them,” Yargol replied. “Druids generally try to go unnoticed. They would rather not disturb others or get involved in their affairs. I’ve only met a druid once, and only as Zuck spoke with her. She knew full well who he was, yet she did not let that get in the way of their business.” 
 
    “What business was that?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Oh, contamination of the waters coming off the mountain. Early on when he moved into the stronghold, Zuck had his minions throw the slain undead into the river in case any rose again. The druids objected.” 
 
    “He threw them into the river?” Scars blinked. “Why the hell didn’t he have them burned?” 
 
    “Zuck hated the scent of burning flesh. He claimed it lingered for weeks. As it happened, he had to learn to live with it. The druids threatened to run him out if he didn’t stop. They were an enemy he didn’t need, so he learned to adjust.” 
 
    War Cloud scowled. “They knew an evil wizard was setting up in the mountain and they had enough strength to threaten him, but they didn’t do anything about him?” 
 
    “She said they respect all life, even life such as his,” said Yargol. “The undead were another matter, I suppose. Apparently they felt Zuck’s presence in the mountain would lead to fewer undead, which they considered a net benefit. They had other issues, too, and wanted to pursue further discussion on it all. He brushed it off and they never pressed the point. 
 
    “Zuck was not entirely diplomatic about it, but the druid was unfailingly polite and endlessly patient.” 
 
    “That endless patience is the problem with druids,” grumbled Scars. 
 
    “How’s that a problem?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    Scars answered only with a grimace before looking back to Yargol. “We have no other landmarks to go on?” 
 
    “She said to look northwest of the mountains, where the pines are joined by elm trees.” He shrugged. “I heard nothing else. Presumably they’ll find us. It’s their territory.” 
 
    “Yeah. It is.” Scars took a deep breath, tilted his head up, and bellowed, “Druids! We’ve come to talk. Peacefully.” 
 
    Yargol stepped back in surprise. War Cloud’s shoulders tensed, his hand clenching as if wanting a weapon. Yet it was with the final word the first reactions came: birds rustled through the trees all around to take to the sky. 
 
    “That will carry for miles,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “That’s the idea,” Scars said with a shrug. “Relax. It’s druid territory. By now they know we’re here. At this point they’re probably only wondering about our business and trying to decide if they should make contact or leave us to wander.” 
 
    “A decision you have now settled,” said a voice from the trees above. 
 
    War Cloud spun, pulling his sword halfway from his shoulder. The moment caught up with him before he had it fully extended. He stopped, head tilting with uncertainty, then doubt, as his eyes sought out the speaker. 
 
    “Yes. You’ve spotted me,” said the porcupine in the branches. “I hope your friend was serious about this being peaceful.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She hoped the mission would bring more time to talk with her companions. With half as many voices, she reasoned, they might have more to say. They drew the job by virtue of being the quiet half of the crew, but stealth wouldn’t be necessary for miles. Surely she might draw something out of them before they had to go silent. 
 
    Yet as soon as they hit the tree line outside Zition’s new wall and trench, Shady Tooth looked back to DigDig and Teryn with only a wordless grunt before she broke into a jog. DigDig let out a sigh before taking off after her. Teryn bit back her disappointment and followed. 
 
    Their sudden pace and Shady Tooth’s lead brought up a second disappointment, too: Teryn hadn’t yet shown her companions her skill in tracking. Though she didn’t doubt her inclusion in the crew, she still felt the need to show her worth. As it happened, a small child could follow the path blazed by Barret’s raiders and their horses. 
 
    Shady Tooth ran along their trail only until the crest of the first rise before breaking off onto a close parallel course. Teryn saw the wisdom of it—if Barret had anyone watching the trail, the woods would provide cover—but it also dashed any remaining hope of conversation. A little after the first mile, Shady Tooth held up long enough to signal a slower pace. Then she disappeared into the woods again. 
 
    As it turned out, Teryn got to do a little tracking after all. She had to track her friend. At least DigDig got to see her skill. 
 
    They covered a second hill, and then a third. Occasionally they bent back to the bandits’ trail to check and correct their course. Teryn kept track of her surroundings and landmarks as any good ranger would. They hiked in silence for several more miles. Following Shady Tooth’s trail on another turn back toward the horses’ tracks, Teryn grew annoyed wondering how far the bandits had gone before making camp. 
 
    That was when she and DigDig came across the first body. They hadn’t yet made it back to the bandits’ trail. The man’s leather and chain had done him no good, nor had his bow, and his blade remained in its scabbard on his hip. He’d died without a drop of blood shed, either. The bandit laid sprawled across the roots of a thick oak tree, face-down and belly-up at the same time. 
 
    Though she’d seen death many times and even dealt it herself, alarm seized up Teryn’s throat at the unnatural sight. Her hand came to her mouth. She tore her eyes away to reassert her self-control. 
 
    “Hey, loot.” DigDig moved over to the body with hardly a care in the world. 
 
    Forcing down the bile in her throat, Teryn looked left and right to ensure the scene was clear. Obviously DigDig felt safe enough. He knelt over the corpse, patting the man down before poking into his pouches and pockets. Wary enough to look for trouble above as well as at eye-level, Teryn found the killer up in the branches of the very same tree. Without looking back, the killer gestured for Teryn to join her. 
 
    The value of Shady Tooth’s vantage point was clear before Teryn found a perch beside her. The land rose up ahead, providing a natural position for the camp occupying its ridgeline. No one in the surrounding area would see it through the forest without climbing this high. Teryn saw a small spread of tents, with only a couple of men casually patrolling the perimeter. 
 
    “Other sentries?” Teryn whispered, looking closer to their position. 
 
    “None that I’ve found,” replied Shady Tooth. “No sounds, no signs. They’re probably spread farther out than they realize.” She indicated the base of their tree with a tilt of her head. “The scent of this one carried on the breeze. He was sitting up here when I found him.” 
 
    “Ah. Something more to add to my nightmares,” Teryn muttered. 
 
    “What? Him?” 
 
    “Yes. This tree is an easy climb except for how I’m still cringing.” 
 
    The bugbear frowned. “You’re my friend. I would never do that to you. Quit being weird.” She turned her attention back to the camp with no acknowledgment of Teryn’s stunned expression. “Two pairs walk the edge of the camp on patrol, but I haven’t seen any other sentries. They have enough discipline to put their fires out before sunrise. I can smell the barest trace of smoke.” 
 
    “We’re really friends?” Teryn asked. 
 
    Shady Tooth made a face. “I also said quit being weird.” 
 
    “I’ve been afraid to bring it up because I worried you would think it weird.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. That was a good instinct, but here we are anyway,” Shady Tooth grumbled. 
 
    “No, I don’t—I won’t belabor the point, but it means something to hear that. I left behind a lot of friends when I left home. Many who were probably never truly my friends at all,” Teryn added with a frown. “Or friends I wouldn’t have made if I’d known how they really thought of others.” 
 
    “That’s the problem with friendship, isn’t it? People don’t always show who they are when you first meet. They wait until it screws you.” 
 
    “True,” said Teryn. “It means a lot to me. I wanted you to know.” 
 
    “You dove off a bridge to save a goblin you’d only just met,” said Shady Tooth. “And you stabbed your way out of life in a palace. I know who you are. You want to be a good friend to me for life?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Teryn, her eyes brightening. 
 
    “Then don’t start any long talks with me about friendship and feelings.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her glow diminished, but a resilient smile still played at her lips. “So. Two patrols?" 
 
    “From the look of it, yes.” Shady Tooth nodded in satisfaction, or perhaps appreciation. Teryn told herself not to analyze. “They feel safe out here. I can’t say I blame them. Zition isn’t strong enough to hit back. Obviously they know it. I can hear and smell horses and there’s enough chatter to make me think the camp is full, but I can’t see through the tents any better than you can. They must be keeping the horses inside the ring of tents.” 
 
    “Eastford is only a couple miles that way,” Teryn noted. “They had to have set up this camp before Barret rolled into town. Maybe they were still setting up. It’s not like he brought the main body into Eastford with him. They must have planned to lean on Eastford for supplies while moving against Zition.” 
 
    Shady Tooth agreed with a grunt. “I didn’t think they could believe they’d take the whole camp with the force they had the other night. Not once every goblin turned to fighting for their lives. I thought maybe they expected we’d run. Hearing you talk, I wonder if they planned to bleed the camp to death with raids instead.” 
 
    “They’re cavalry, and light cavalry in particular. Mobility is their strength. They can’t afford to get stuck in a camp without anyone to back them up and hold the ground behind them, but they can make life hell at the edges. Or they could until DigDig’s wall, anyway. I don’t know how they’ll react when they find that. They likely don’t have the tools or supplies for any kind of siege.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about soldiers and armies,” said Shady Tooth. “Is this what you learn as a princess?” 
 
    “Sometimes. I was interested. It made up a big portion of the adult conversation around me. The older I got, the less my father humored my interest. He planned on marrying me off to a foreign prince, so he didn’t want my head full of military secrets. I went behind his back on that little issue, too.” She frowned. “And on a lot of things.” 
 
    Shady Tooth raised an eyebrow. “Like I said, friends don’t always show who they are before it’s too late. Family, too. Don’t hold it against yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you. Though to be honest, I’m thinking more of politics right now. I know that better than cavalry tactics. If this is a secret mission for the crown, the real goal of the raids is probably to stir up a retaliation. That would give the king a pretext for sending the army north of the Stonebeards. He can’t do it on a whim. But if the goblin folk hit back at Eastford, no one would question it.” 
 
    “What choice do we have? They’re raiding us. Goblin folk are dying.” 
 
    “Agreed. It’s not about falling into a trap. Nobody’s being fooled here except the human populace. No one will tell the truth about who started it. They’ll think it is the first strike. And feelings will harden with bloodshed regardless.” 
 
    Shady Tooth looked off into the distance to the right of the camp. “He really needs to go to all this trouble to justify marching his army north? In his own realm? Nobody stopped him in the southlands.” 
 
    “That didn’t happen overnight, either. He spent time spreading lies and hardening hearts. Some people will go against those they hate for any reason at all, but many others want to believe they’re in the right. That kind of support takes time to build. But relations with Nivoen are a bigger complication. Neither land wants to fortify their borders. It’s expensive and it has led to tension in the past. That’s why Barret is running his bandit charade. 
 
    “All this is speculation, though,” Teryn added. “We can’t see what’s going on and we can’t hear them talking.” 
 
    “Not from here, no. But unless something changes, a quiet runner could make it through the gap between their sentry patrols easily enough,” said Shady Tooth. “Or a couple quiet runners.” 
 
    “I thought about that, but I didn’t want you to think I’m crazy.” 
 
    Shady Tooth cracked a grin. “What did I say about people showing you who they are?” 
 
    A soft thunk from below drew their eyes downward. DigDig stood just beyond the roots of their tree with his shovel plunged into the ground. With a subtle shift of his shoulders to the left and then right, he pulled back on the handle to wrench a large mound of dirt up and over the surface, creating a pile on one side and a hole several feet deep on the other. 
 
    “Hsst! What are you doing?” Shady Tooth whispered. 
 
    “Taking care of the body,” DigDig answered, mindfully keeping his voice down to match hers. “Done looting him.” 
 
     “That won’t hide him. You can’t put the grass back the way it was. Don’t you think the bare dirt will be a clue for his friends?” 
 
    “You plan on hiding him in some bushes? Still gonna stink soon. Bushes don’t cover that. Dirt does. Besides, they’ll see the dirt, but they gotta dig him up to find him.” 
 
    “Gods,” Shady Tooth grumbled, looking away again. With no further objection, DigDig took up the bandit’s legs and dragged him to the hole. 
 
    “He’s got a point,” said Teryn. 
 
    “He’s got a magic shovel and he’s looking for every excuse to use it.” 
 
    Teryn shrugged. “I suppose if I suddenly had a magic…” She stared at her friend. “Shady Tooth. You have one of the magic packs we took from the adventurers.” 
 
    “Yeah? So?” She rolled her eyes. “It’s too late now. DigDig already made a mess. And putting a body in there is gross even for me.” 
 
    “No. Not the body. You have the pack from the dwarf, and I have the cleric’s, right?” 
 
    “And DigDig has the cleric’s belt pouch,” Shady Tooth confirmed. “Why?” 
 
    “We sold some of the loot in Eastford and ditched the junk, but we still don’t know how full those bags are.” Teryn tilted her head toward the camp. “Zition needs weapons and supplies. Want to see how much those bags can carry?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “If anyone is not yet here, I am sure they will arrive soon,” said Willowbark. She led the way at a casual pace. Having returned to her natural elven form, she stood almost as tall as Scars in breeches and a vest made of buckskin. Brambles and tangled branches pulled out of her path all on their own. Even thinner tree trunks bent to the side. It all slowly returned to a natural state once the druid and her company passed. Not a trace of their trail remained. 
 
    War Cloud didn’t seem sure if he appreciated that point. If it bothered Yargol, he held to his silence. Scars expected it. 
 
    “Hiking into the forest and shouting, ‘Hey, Druids,’ works that easily?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Presumably not if the forest lacks druids, but we are not exclusive to woodlands,” said their guide. “The birds did not fly out in fear of your friend’s voice. They flew to convey my interest.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t been there watching us, what then? Would we have gone ignored?” wondered Yargol. 
 
    “They’ve ignored the others so far,” said Scars. 
 
    Willowbark looked back over her shoulder at him, holding a pleasant tone. “We have hardly ignored. We know what goes on in these lands. To be more accurate, we have not interfered.” 
 
    “Not interfered, or not helped?” 
 
    “Couldn’t one easily be the other?” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured,” he muttered. 
 
    The thickness of the forest diminished sharply as they came upon the sounds of trickling water. Willowbark brought her visitors into a clearing along the banks of a stream thin enough to jump. Large rocks along the banks served as seats for a handful of humans and elves. 
 
    “Ah. Good. We’re nearly assembled already,” said Willowbark. “Scars, War Cloud, Yargol, please allow me to introduce my friends.” She slowly swept her hand from right to left. The first were a human man and woman, the next an elven man, another human woman, and finally a man seated against a rock who looked like perhaps a dwarf, but rather tall for it. “This is Brookwater, Treeleaf, Windbreeze, Dewfrost, and Snowflake.” 
 
    “Greetings,” and, “Hello,” said most, except the last. “Huh,” he grunted. 
 
    Scars nodded. “Thanks for meeting us.” 
 
    “Wait,” War Cloud thought out loud. 
 
    “Don’t,” Scars warned, but it was too late. 
 
    “Are these chosen names? You don’t look like you’re from the same places,” he asked. 
 
    “Correct on both counts,” said Brookwater. “We dedicate ourselves to the natural world, and so we take on new names in honor of that commitment.” 
 
    “Deed names?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” said Dewfrost. “Others are a reflection of character.” 
 
    War Cloud looked to the bearded druid against the rock. “Fuck off,” grumbled Snowflake. 
 
    “Is your name not similar, War Cloud?” asked Willowbark. 
 
    “It is, but it was given. It’s a mix of ideas. A memory of an event.” 
 
    “You sound dubious about ours,” Brookwater noted with obvious curiosity. 
 
    “They’re kind of redundant,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Tactful,” Yargol sighed. 
 
    “What? They’re all two related nature words smashed together.” 
 
    “No offense is taken. I asked, and you are correct,” Brookwater conceded. He looked to the others. 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Windbreeze. 
 
    “He’s right, though,” said Brookwater. 
 
    “Brookwater is a lovely name,” countered Treeleaf. 
 
    “I fear you both may be biased.” Brookwater folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “Like they said, they name themselves after nature,” Scars explained. “They all want unique names, but sooner or later they ran out of words. Nobody wants to be Yelm the Second.” 
 
    “I would think you of all people would have some sympathy,” said a new voice. A man approached from downstream, walking with a quarterstaff he didn’t seem to need for balance. The contrast of his youthful, sandy face and his mature voice spoke of a mixed heritage. Pointed ears were visible under his long brown hair, though not quite as sharply shaped in comparison to the elves. Like Willowbark, he wore mostly leather clothes under a green cloak, but his were thick enough to serve as armor. 
 
    “Glendale,” said Scars. 
 
    The half-elven man flashed a kind smile. “It’s good to see you, Scars. Or can I still call you Scott?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Your name is Scott?” asked War Cloud and Yargol. 
 
    “I will literally drown you both.” 
 
    “Right. Scars,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Correction noted,” said Yargol. 
 
    “It’s been too long. I’m so glad to see you’re alright,” said Glendale. 
 
    Yargol’s hooded head tilted curiously. “I’ve heard of you. They say you ended the Ice Blight in the southlands twenty years ago. You fought against the Horde of Gaznik and sealed the gate from the demon lands. How do you know Scars?” 
 
    “Oh gods,” Scars grumbled. 
 
    Glendale never lost his kind smile, or the patience in his eyes. Somehow that annoyed Scars even more. “His parents were dear friends. I’m deeply sorry for their loss.” 
 
    “Really? You weren’t sorry enough to show up when it happened. None of you were.” 
 
    “Scott, I—” 
 
    “The name is Scars,” he snapped. “It’s been Scars for three years now. Not that anyone who’d care is still around.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. We all went our separate ways on good terms. It was time. We were all too far away. Do you think we wouldn’t have come to your aid if we had known?” 
 
    “Far as I can tell, nobody ever went looking for Scott,” said Scars. “Nobody ever came to avenge their dear friends, either. It was just me running from a burning home and a mob out into the night.” 
 
    “Oh, Scott.” Glendale winced. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah, great. Me, too. Now we’ve both had a chance to say it. Whatever.” He turned around to leave, but the path behind him had returned to thick brush. Stomping directly away from the druid led Scars a few steps up along the stream. He wasn’t sure where else to go. 
 
    The bearded druid bumped his fist against the stone serving as his backrest. Scars took the offer without a word, sinking down against it to mirror the man’s folded arms and skyward gaze. “Fucking hell,” muttered both Scars and Snowflake. 
 
    “You’re still so young,” said Glendale. 
 
    Everyone else looked on. 
 
    “Uh,” War Cloud began eloquently. 
 
    “Yeah,” Brookwater agreed. 
 
    “Did I misinterpret your intentions?” asked Willowbark. “Is this all a personal matter?” 
 
    “We didn’t know Glendale would be here, nor did War Cloud or I know of him before now,” Yargol explained. “Our concern is Zition, the goblin camp, but...” He looked back to Scars with a wordless question. The warrior only gave a fuming wave of his hand. Yargol turned back to the half-elven druid. “How did you know Scars and his family?” 
 
    Glendale looked to Scars as if for permission. Scars rolled his eyes again and looked away. “You’re gonna tell them anyway.” 
 
    The druid turned back to Yargol and War Cloud. “Years ago—decades now—at the beginning of my life as a druid, I fell in with a young band of adventurers. We were idealistic and witty and brave, so naturally one of our very first quests left us captured by a renegade orc band. Traditionalists, they called themselves. They were bandits. Crude, simple bandits, and yet they had us tied to posts in a cave, so that should say something about our own magnificence. 
 
    “One of the orc warriors, Kyerva, took a shine to our bard. Mitchell laid on the charm. He had a talent for that. We all thought he was looking for some advantage to get us out, but we made two mistakes: Kyerva was smarter than any of us realized, and Mitchell really did like her. When she cut us loose and helped us escape, she came with us. She joined our band. 
 
    “We traveled and fought together for many years. They were heroes by any definition. Amid a career of risk and reward, Kyerva became pregnant. She and Mitchell married and pulled off one of the greatest accomplishments of any of our peers: they settled down and retired while still young and whole. They bought a tavern and raised a son.” 
 
    Awestruck, Yargol and War Cloud turned back to their friend. “Your parents were Kyerva the Slayer and Mitchell Brightsong? The Heroes of Darkest Dawning?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “Your dad was a bard?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re both dead,” Scars growled. “You caught that part, right? Things were fine until Dostin took the throne. Maybe not warm and fuzzy but people were willing to live and let live. Then the rumors started. Shitty deals from merchants we relied on. People starting fights in the tavern. One night half the town got spun up and came at us as an angry mob. The assholes accused my parents of everything from treason and demon worship to cheating the town drunk on his bar tab. Mom and Dad didn’t want things to get ugly. They held back and tried to talk everyone down. 
 
    “Someone in the crowd knew magic. Someone else used poison. And lots more carried torches. We could’ve taken the whole lot of them by ourselves if we’d faced them as a threat from the beginning. Instead my parents are gone, the tavern is gone, and all I could do was run off into the night on my own.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Scars.” Glendale bowed his head. “I am so sorry. Where did you go?” 
 
    “I wandered and I hid. I searched for anyone who’d help an orc kid out. Eventually I heard of a wizard hiring goblin folk as guards and I came north to work for Olen Zuck. Now he’s dead, too. That’s for the best, but we’re out of a job, and now we’re here.” 
 
    When Glendale didn’t speak, Willowbark stepped forward. “You have our condolences for your loss, Scars. I can see this is a painful subject—and I suspect not the reason you came to us. Should we address that?” 
 
    “We came to talk about Zition, the goblin folk camp a few leagues from here,” answered War Cloud. “They’ve got a few thousand people holed up in tents and under trees with almost nothing and nowhere else to go.” 
 
    “They take every fish from the river and they hunt down every animal they can find in the forest,” said Windbreeze. “They cut down trees, burn the brush, and pluck every berry in sight. I hardly call that nothing.” 
 
    The response stopped War Cloud short. He saw no contradiction or objection from the other druids. “We hoped you would help them.” 
 
    “How?” asked Dewfrost. 
 
    “Why?” Windbreeze frowned. 
 
    “Because without more help, many will die,” said Yargol. “Many already have. Not all of the goblins in the camp survived the winter.” 
 
    “They have also come under attack from humans out of Eastford,” noted Willowbark. “We are aware of this.” 
 
    “Not out of Eastford,” corrected War Cloud. “That town threw out all their goblin folk and stole their belongings, but the attack was bandits who only went through the town—and we’re not even sure they’re really bandits. They may be Dostin’s forces in disguise.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, we cannot get involved in such conflict,” said Willowbark. 
 
    “Why not?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “We are guardians of the natural world and its cycles,” Glendale explained. “The conflicts of humans, elves, goblin folk, and the rest are apart from that. It is no business of the animals or the trees except for how such conflicts can bring harm. As Windbreeze points out, the movements of the goblin folk have already done harm.” 
 
    “We cannot take sides in a war,” said Dewfrost. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I figured,” muttered Scars. 
 
    “Can you take sides against starvation?” asked Yargol. “You say yourselves the camp takes too much in their hunting and gathering. They would be happy to farm, but the land is long blighted. Druidic magic could cure that blight and accelerate first growth. With your help, their crops would greatly ease the burden on the rest of the land.” 
 
    “And encourage them to stay where they are?” Windbreeze scoffed. “Eastford was one town, but it was not enough for everyone. How long before the camp becomes a town? How many will settle in and have children? How large does the new town grow?” 
 
    “You could take that up with the people of Zition yourself,” said Yargol. “If you have issues and concerns, they will listen. Especially if you offer aid.” 
 
    “Meaning their decisions will be tainted by concern for their bellies,” grumbled Dewfrost. 
 
    “It’s a fair point,” said Willowbark. “Perhaps we should study the matter. It’s the fair and honest thing to do.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so,” said Glendale. 
 
    “You’ll have to recuse yourself from the matter, however,” Willowbark told him. “You have a conflict of interests here, Glendale. I’m glad you held back from the discussion after disclosing your personal relationship, but I’m afraid you’ll have to maintain that dissociation.”  
 
    “Wait, he has to what?” asked Scars. 
 
    “To recuse means—” 
 
    “I know what it means. My dad was a fucking bard. I understand words. We’re not talking about me here. I can take care of myself. We’re talking about Zition.” 
 
    “Yes, but you bring us this request, and Glendale clearly feels some guilt for your losses and a sense of familial loyalty.” 
 
    “It’s a camp full of refugees! They need food! Who gives a shit about my feelings? This is an easy matter of right and wrong.” 
 
    “Hrm. A moral argument,” Dewfrost observed with a frown. 
 
    “Oh no,” Glendale sighed. 
 
    “Glendale, you’ve never done well with the morality issue,” said Willowbark. 
 
    “What?” asked War Cloud. “What morality issue?” 
 
    “We try to avoid questions of morality whenever possible,” said Windbreeze. “Morality is subjective. Squishy. And it compels one to take sides.” 
 
    War Cloud’s bestial jaw dropped. “How...? If you ignore right and wrong, how do you decide what to do about anything?” 
 
    “When faced with a complex decision such as this, we form a committee to study the matter and come up with recommendations for the entire circle,” Willowbark explained. 
 
    “Committee? There are seven of you,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Yes. Dividing the circle into a committee for study and a panel for hearing allows for proper peer review and oversight. Such practices prevent rash actions in violation of our neutrality.” 
 
    “It prevents us from getting fuck-all done, is what,” grumbled Snowflake. 
 
    “Then I suppose you won’t be on the committee, Snowflake. Once again.” 
 
    “Willowbark. My friends. Scars isn’t wrong,” said Glendale. “We have people starving in the forest, and in trying to alleviate their hunger they drain the forest itself. We can help them.” 
 
    “And helping them takes a side and violates our neutrality,” countered Windbreeze. 
 
    “What good is neutrality if—” 
 
    “Good? See, there you go again.” 
 
    “We cannot re-litigate the goals of neutrality!” Willowbark snapped. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “Because we talked about goals for two years straight last time and we got fuck-all done,” said Snowflake. “Neutrality was the best we could agree on.” 
 
    “And it has served us well ever since,” said Willowbark. 
 
    “How?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Because it allows us to focus on the protection and care of nature above all,” she answered. 
 
    “And it guides us from entanglements and distractions,” said Brookwater. 
 
    “And it prevents us from judging or pre-judging others,” said Dewfrost. 
 
    “And it keeps us from falling into conflict amongst ourselves,” said Windbreeze. 
 
    “And it excuses us from ever making a fucking decision,” grumbled Snowflake. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Teryn expected more noise once they made it to the edge of the camp. After watching the sentries for half an hour, the trio knew when to make their move, but there were still plenty of variables at risk. Chief among them had been the possibility of stumbling into someone right inside the edge of the camp. Instead, Teryn found herself closing in on still and silent tents with Shady Tooth and DigDig close behind. Conversation and the sounds of labor sounded far off. Only the breeze and her own footsteps made any noise here. 
 
    A mild jab of irritation came with that thought. Before meeting the crew, Teryn thought herself skilled at stealth. Compared to the others, she now felt like an amateur. She wondered if the goblin folk simply had a better knack for sneaking than humans, or if that was merely a cheap excuse. 
 
    Lessons from her great-grandfather had left her feeling much the same way. In fairness, he’d never said anything to encourage such feelings. Creeping up behind her, Shady Tooth and DigDig were likewise without complaints, though at the moment they had a dangerous task to focus on. Teryn told herself to suck it up and do better, and more importantly, to focus. 
 
    She listened intently at the back of the tent and heard nothing. A glance back at Shady Tooth drew a nod of confirmation. Naturally stealthier than humans or not, the bugbear clearly had sharper senses. Teryn moved in between tents, looking for a path without witnesses before turning to the nearest loose tent flap. DigDig and Shady Tooth followed only a few steps behind her. None of them wanted to be out in the open any longer than absolutely necessary. 
 
    The first tent they chose turned out to be unoccupied—and laid out exactly as Teryn expected. She didn’t waste her time or energy on the anger of seeing her suspicions confirmed. Shady Tooth pulled the flap down behind her. Concealed from any passersby, Teryn pointed from one neatly-arranged burlap bundle to the next. “Food, cooking tools, field tools, kit for the horses.” She plucked up the last pack and handed it to DigDig. “This is for maintaining weapons and armor. We’ll find fletching tools inside, too.” 
 
    The goblin was already kneeling at the bows and full quivers of arrows collected in one corner with his backpack open. He stuffed the bundle inside his backpack, letting it fall through the hole inside before dropping a bow in after it. Both items disappeared as if a hole had been cut through the bottom of his pack. 
 
    Shady Tooth grimaced. “Is it all supposed to be this tidy? Even the bedding is rolled back up and tied with twine.” 
 
    “Theraldan cavalry scouts are expected to pack their gear up once they’re finished using it,” Teryn explained quietly. “Everything but the tents. It lets them pick up and move quickly. No one ever has to wonder where things are. It’s a way to maintain discipline, too.” She looked around again. “The pouches by the bedrolls will have personal belongings. It might include a little loot, but I wouldn’t bother.” 
 
    “Bows and arrows are better loot right now,” muttered DigDig. He dropped the last quiver of arrows into his pack. Overcome with curiosity, he reached inside until he had his whole arm in the backpack all the way to his shoulder. “Got lots of room for more,” he reported. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    A sharp, sustained whistle froze all three of them in place until they noticed its distance only a heartbeat later. The clang and rustle of metal against metal followed. “Drill,” said Teryn. “We’re here just in time for weapon practice. This is good. Most of the camp will be there and the noise will cover us.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that also mean they’ll all be armed and in armor?” Shady Tooth pointed out. “We came to steal that stuff.” 
 
    “Also means they’ll all be suited up if they find us,” said DigDig. 
 
    “They won’t have everything. The other tents will have bows and arrows like this one. We’ll find at least one tent full of spare blades and other weapons they won’t carry around all the time. Whatever we take means less for them and more for Zition.” 
 
    Shady Tooth nodded. She looked to DigDig as she unslung her backpack. “Take the bedding, too,” she told him. “They did us the favor of packing it all up. There aren’t enough blankets back at the camp. Teryn, how do you know all this? You didn’t say anything about being with the army.” 
 
    “I snuck out of the castle a lot as I got older.” Teryn shrugged. “Hunting and tutoring only teaches you so much about how to fight.” 
 
    As her companions stripped the tent of anything useful that would fit through the mouths of their packs, Teryn knelt at the flap to peer outside. For all the rigid discipline on display inside the tent, the campsite lacked the usual layout of Theraldan cavalry. The terrain didn’t dictate any particular deviation from the norm. The tents themselves were hardly uniform, either. She wondered if they were at least mindful enough not to look like Theraldan cavalry to outsiders. It fit with their guise as brigands, at least, though one might have expected at least a little trash or disarray. 
 
    Between tents, cooking pots hung from their stands over fires extinguished long before morning. Enough firewood for at least another evening sat stacked near each. Through the gaps and uneven lanes between tents, Teryn saw no sign of traffic. The clang and clatter of drills continued across the camp. Aside from that, the area lay quiet. 
 
    “Where are all the horses?” asked DigDig. 
 
    “They’ll be kept close by,” said Teryn. “Most are likely grazing near one side of the camp or another. We’ll find a few near the center. I don’t recommend you get your hopes up about riding out of here. After a night like last, most of them will still be tired. We won’t know which ones are rested at a simple glance. It also takes time for a horse to get used to a rider. They can get rather loyal.” 
 
    “We’ve got a forest to cover our escape. We’re better off with stealth, not speed,” said Shady Tooth. She glanced around to double-check the now virtually bare tent. Her mouth opened with a thought or a comment, only to snap shut again. She raised her hands in warning but said nothing. The footsteps and the other voices said more than enough. 
 
    “Fifteen lashes is a little much, is all I’m saying,” grumbled a low, human voice. “We’re all supposed to look and talk like bandits, but never act like them?” 
 
    “It was ten for the theft and five for talking back,” pointed out another voice, softer while equally quiet. 
 
    “That’s also a bit much,” came the sour reply. “The guy just got ten lashes for stealing from a dead man. He doesn’t get to have any feelings about that?” 
 
    The woman seemed unimpressed. “How long have you been with Barret’s riders?” 
 
    “Long enough to know complaining is part of the life. It shouldn’t be a whipping offense.” 
 
    “He has to keep the men under a tight leash. And he has to do that because of the bandit disguise,” she explained. Her footsteps carried her within arm’s reach of the back of the tent. The crew could see her shadow against the fabric, along with her partner’s. “He can’t have everyone playing bandit so hard they commit actual crimes. And looting from a fellow rider has always been a crime. You know that.” 
 
    “The guy was grabbing a little gear, not coin or a wedding ring,” muttered the man. They continued on past the tent. “Bad enough the raid turned out like it did. This looks like the captain’s taking it out on us.” 
 
    “It looks like respect for the dead,” she held firm, her voice falling farther away. “Plenty of loot to be had from the gobbos once we’re done.” 
 
    The voices faded. The anger on two faces in the tent only grew. “Gobbos?” hissed DigDig. 
 
    “Everyone in Zition was run out of their villages,” Shady Tooth fumed. “What loot do they think they’re going to find?” 
 
    Teryn swallowed hard. She wanted to answer without sounding like she agreed or sticking her foot in her mouth. She also feared her friends would see only another human in front of them no matter what she said... and felt dumb for all those fears. She’d come this far with them already. She would go farther. It still left her feeling like dirt. “I don’t know,” she whispered. 
 
    “They all that stupid?” asked DigDig. 
 
    Biting her lip, Teryn nodded vigorously. “Yes. Lots of them. The ones pushing all this pain, anyway.” 
 
    “This makes no sense,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “I don’t think it has to make sense to them,” said Teryn. “They’re not looking for anything that makes sense. They’re looking for an excuse.” She held up her hands, wanting to apologize yet knowing how silly that would be. “Let’s rob ‘em blind?” 
 
    They moved out carefully, watching and listening closely before crossing to the next tent. Its interior was nearly identical to the previous. As Teryn explained, the disciplined practices of the scouts made it easy to find everything. It also made looting that much faster. While Shady Tooth and DigDig shoved weapons and supplies into their magic bags, Teryn played lookout and chose their next target—and the next, and the next. 
 
    Judging for direction as best they could by the noises of weapons drills, the trio stayed on the outer ring of tents. Sticking to the edge made for an easier escape if spotted. The loot was still good. Then they spotted a larger tent not far from the tree line and moved to investigate. Teryn’s memories proved true: behind the entrance flap, they found bundles of spears and other spare weapons neatly arranged for transport. 
 
    “No guards for all this?” hissed Shady Tooth. DigDig wasted no words. He opened his pack and began dropping blades through its mouth. 
 
    “They’re all on the same side. If a single blade goes missing, they’ll search their own for the theft,” said Teryn. “Thieves like us are supposed to be stopped by the perimeter patrols.” 
 
    “And why carry all this?” Shady Tooth wondered. “How?” 
 
    “They keep a couple of wagons trailing the main body when they move like this. It’s mostly food and other supplies, but spares help. On the borderlands, the scouts are meant to conscript locals if they find a large threat. The wagons won’t be far.” A loud whistle carried over the distant sounds of training exercises. “They’ll be finished soon. We have time for this tent but we should flee when we’re finished.” 
 
    Shady Tooth got to work alongside DigDig. Teryn crept to the other end of the tent for a look through the exit. Another large tent stood nearby. Though she saw no banner or decoration, she knew it for what it was. 
 
    “Ssh,” Teryn warned her friends. “There’s a sentry at the next tent. He isn’t facing this way, but we need to be careful.” 
 
    “Only need time,” DigDig murmured. He dropped a couple more spears down the maw of his bottomless pouch. “Can only fit so much at once.” Shady Tooth nodded, finding the same limit to her work. 
 
    “That has to be the command tent. I’m going to check it out,” said Teryn. Her companions looked up with frowns. She shook her head. “It’s too important to ignore. I’ll go in from the back. If I hear voices, I’ll only listen.” 
 
    “We can take the guard,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Someone will see he’s gone. We only have time for this tent and the other if we split up. I’ll be quick.” She read her friends’ discomfort, but neither of them said no. They kept working. Teryn looked twice and slipped outside. 
 
    The sentry never saw her before she was around the corner and on the opposite side. The tent was more substantial than the others, staked and tied down tight. The clang of weapons and calls of training weren’t so close as to cover every noise. Teryn listened for voices or any sort of activity within, but none came. 
 
    Then she heard the crunch of leaves as footsteps approached around the other side. Oh hell, you’ve got to be joking, she thought. Now they have sentries make rounds? Now? Mindful to avoid the same noisy mistakes in her footsteps, Teryn rounded the opposite corner to stay out of sight. She moved toward the next corner out of caution lest she be seen if the sentry kept coming—which, of course, he did. 
 
    She could take him down, but doing so silently was a gamble. The sentry’s absence wouldn’t go unnoticed. Her only other option took her around to the front of the tent after a heart-stopping look for a clear path. She saw men and women out walking around, but no one looked her way. 
 
    Her game of hide-and-seek would end in victory or stabbings. To avoid the latter, Teryn came around the front of the tent. Men farther down the lane turned her way, forcing her to take the only remaining path of concealment. She ducked inside the command tent with a hand on her blade, dreading a violent end to her run. 
 
    No one awaited her within. Teryn stepped past the tiny fabric vestibule of the tent’s entrance. She found tables and chairs built for quick disassembly, a locked chest for valuables and pay, a tiny writing desk, and scrolls and maps everywhere. 
 
    Teryn searched and read quickly. Inventories and rosters had value, but they were hardly the most important matters here. A half-finished letter recorded the raid on the camp, along with a list of the fallen. Another note bore the seal of the king’s mint, promising funds held in trust for “loyal vassals far from home in His Majesty’s service.” 
 
    The letter with the small, simple illustration of the surrounding area forced her to look closer. Mountains in black dominated the little drawing, mirroring the Stonebeard range on the large and elaborate map of northwest Theralda laid out across the table. A line in red ink hooked between the mountains. Between the greetings and the drawing, the letter read, “Greyfalls Pass remains the only practical option for a force of any significant size. Trade routes and hunting trails can be found elsewhere, but none will fit more than a single wagon or two horses abreast. Fortunately the snows have fully melted. The garrison south of Greyfalls is in excellent condition and ready to march at any order, and the fort is prepared to support larger movements from the south.” 
 
    A stone sank into her stomach. Teryn had taken one of those hunting trails through the mountains in her flight northward specifically to avoid Fort Greyfalls. She didn’t like the tone of this letter. It didn’t sound like routine inspections on patrol. This was all part of preparations to move. 
 
    Relations with Nivoen were fine as far as Teryn knew. Aevethiel was clear on the other side of the kingdom from here, but Dostin couldn’t possibly plan anything ambitious against the elves. Velic bordered Theralda on the west from the coast on up beyond the mountain range. Dostin couldn’t be planning war against them, either, even if his daughter had stabbed the crown prince. The only reasonable target north of the Stonebeards was the obvious. 
 
    “Hello, Teryn.” The voice snapped her from strategic fears and into more immediate danger. Barret stood in the entrance with a smirk. At his side stood a tanned, bald man in leather armor. Like Barret, she had never wanted to see him again, either. Timothy stepped past Barret with his empty hands raised and a malevolent gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “Bastards!” Teryn barked. Her hand went to her blade. Sparkling white frost shot from Timothy’s fingers to coat both her fingers and the handle of her sword. Her blade held fast in its sheath, and now her hand was stuck to the grip. Teryn followed through on her advance, anyway. She planted her foot in Timothy’s gut to send him stumbling backward onto his ass. She also saw her only chance to warn her friends of the threat. “You’ll rot in hell, wizard!” she shouted. 
 
    “Enough of that,” Barret growled. He wrapped his strong arms around Teryn’s shoulders and lifted her off her feet. With her right hand stuck at her left hip, her options to fight back where limited. Barret slammed her hard against the table. Legs built for quick disassembly buckled upon the impact to leave her crashing into the floor. 
 
    He loomed over her as she rolled off her belly and her face. The chill from the frost around her hand grew painful. It didn’t annoy her nearly as much as his voice. “I always wondered if you might come back to me, but I didn’t think it would be like—oof!” Her heel didn’t quite catch his knee, but the blow sent him staggering backward anyway. 
 
    “You’re out here scouting for the king’s army,” she shouted. “He’s bringing troops up here to attack the camp!” 
 
    “We’ve accomplished more than that now,” said Barret. 
 
    Up off his back, Timothy returned to Barret’s side with his hands weaving another spell. He opened both palms toward Teryn right before her vision darkened. Her thoughts slowed. Her body moved slower. Everything was harder. 
 
    “How the hell did she come out here alone?” asked Timothy. 
 
    “She probably didn’t. I have plenty of questions, but we don’t have time for them now. We can send her south with our dispatches if we get her to Eastford right away. Sentry!” Barret called back. “Alert the others. This likely isn’t the only one.” 
 
    Teryn opened her mouth to call out, but nothing escaped her throat. Her head slumped back as she fell into a sudden, deep slumber. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The fabric of tents hardly covered the noise. Shady Tooth and DigDig abandoned their theft to listen from hiding. More people converged on the command tent in mere seconds. From a tiny split in the lining of the supply tent, Shady Tooth saw Teryn hauled away. Two men handled her limp body. Others joined them quickly. Too many others. 
 
    Footsteps rushed past the tent. Someone called out warnings and instructions. Their presence would be discovered soon. At their first chance, DigDig and Shady Tooth darted for the trees at the camp’s edge. Without needing to discuss it, one watched left while the other looked out to the right. 
 
    Their luck held long enough to make it to cover. Safely behind trees and shade, they watched the camp for more signs of movement and threats—and for their friend. Above the din, someone called out for a wagon. 
 
    “You heard all of that before? You understood?” Shady Tooth asked DigDig. He nodded. “Then go. Take my pack and get out of here.” 
 
    “Not leaving you. Not either of you,” he hissed back. 
 
    She pushed her backpack into his arms. “These are too important, DigDig. It’s more weapons for our people and fewer for them, and Zition needs to know about their plans.” 
 
    “Need to look out for my crew,” said DigDig. 
 
    “A crew has to rely on each other. I’m relying on you to get back to Zition. You rely on me to take care of this.” She pointed back to the camp. “We can’t rescue her here. They’re moving her. I’ll have a better chance away from the camp and I’ll move faster on my own. You have your job. I’ve got mine.” 
 
    “Sergeant! Sergeant!” called out an alarmed voice in the supply tent. “Someone’s been in here! All the weapons are gone!”  
 
    Scowling, DigDig strapped his pack to his back and took up the other one in his arms. “Don’t die,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “Same. Let’s not get mushy.” 
 
    DigDig plunged into the woods. Shady Tooth split off to work her way along the tree line in hopes of circling the camp. Men emerged from the outer tents with weapons drawn to search for the burglars. She doubted they could see any signs of her escape with DigDig to the trees, or they would surely have pursued. The shadows and brush were enough to cover her movement. 
 
    The rapid thump of hooves soon overcame rushing footsteps and shouts. Riders burst from the line of tents, only to turn sharply left in what had to be a survey of the camp’s perimeter. Frustrated by the noise, Shady Tooth leaped into the boughs of the nearest tree. After a fast climb, she stilled herself to watch and listen. 
 
    It wasn’t a huge camp. Hundreds of humans, but not thousands. Most of them scattered out to the edges and searched their tents. She had to see or hear something. 
 
    “She’s tied tight. You want her legs tied, too?” someone asked. He wasn’t far. 
 
    “No. You may need to make her walk before long. Stay close to her in the wagon, though. She’ll wake up soon and kick you to death if you give her the chance.” 
 
    “So it’s true what they say? She’s a real lunatic, huh?” 
 
    “She’s the king’s daughter. The only people who get to call her that are the royals. You had best keep that talk out of your mouth unless you want the lash. Now go!” 
 
    More hooves hit the ground, louder and likely more numerous than the patrol she’d just seen. She also heard the creak of wagon wheels. Shady Tooth had her mark, if only by sound. As soon as she saw the dust cloud and tracked their direction, she dropped from her tree and broke into a run. Stealth no longer mattered so much. She stuck to the trees as long as they curved around the camp, catching sight of the band only once. 
 
    The riders and the wagon held to a trail. Their path followed her memory of the area and her sense of direction. Six mounted warriors and the handful more riding the wagon were perhaps more than she could take all at once, but she wouldn’t likely catch up with them anyway. A little luck and the ability to cut across bends in the trail would make up for that. 
 
    She didn’t think about the rest. Shady Tooth ran. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How long would you estimate your committee study to take?” asked Yargol. Scars remained behind him at the rock. War Cloud stayed by Yargol’s side, but let the magician take the lead. He seemed able to at least speak the same language. 
 
    Brookwater frowned. “We do not like estimates. They are prone to result only in unforeseen and unnecessary restrictions, much like morality.” 
 
    “Can you tell me the parameters?” Yargol continued on undaunted. 
 
    “Only as a matter of preliminary conjecture,” said Windbreeze. 
 
    “Which is an estimate,” noted Brookwater. 
 
    “Humor me, please.” 
 
    Druids looked to one another with sighs and discomfort. Treeleaf explained, “We would need a survey of the issue to understand its size and scope. This would require an understanding of the lands around the camp, an accounting of its people, and a sense of its growth over time so that we might understand not only its current population but also its likely development. Perhaps also a similar survey of comparable settlements to establish a baseline understanding.” 
 
    “You are a circle of druids devoted to the protection and care of this region,” said Yargol. “Don’t you have an intimate understanding of these lands already?” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course,” said Windbreeze. “A review of changes wrought by the presence of the camp is in order. But that is the easiest task ahead.” She folded her arms across her chest. “We are masters of the natural world, after all.” 
 
    “Masters in understanding and connection,” Dewfrost corrected promptly. “Not in a context of ownership.” 
 
    “Of course,” Windbreeze conceded. 
 
    “So it would take days, you think? Or perhaps less, given your mastery?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “Not days,” Brookwater scoffed. 
 
    “Then you could work with the mayor of Zition to understand its growth and its needs. She has been there from the beginning and has managed the population daily. She can tell you all you need to know on that matter. As for a comparable settlement, you won’t find one in this region. At best, there may be other refugees gathered elsewhere, but they will have different settings and different needs. Thus your baseline is unlikely to provide any useful perspective.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Treeleaf. “Are you asking for understanding, or in an effort to cut our studies short in hopes of a swift decision?” 
 
    “People will starve and grow sick while you study,” said War Cloud. “People are starving and sick now.” 
 
    “Zition has no wish to poison the forest or the streams. They have no desire to purge the area of game and set themselves up for worse starvation later,” said Yargol. “The settlement is young. Now is the time to guide them. Tell them your concerns and show them how to live in harmony with the environment and they will make foundational practices of it.” 
 
    “You mean take sides in the current struggle between humans and goblin folk,” said Willowbark. 
 
    “Go ahead and tell the humans in Eastford your advice, too,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “We have. Many times. They usually don’t listen,” said Dewfrost. 
 
    “Then why should you hold that against Zition?” 
 
    “Because we don’t want to take sides,” Willowbark answered. “Don’t you understand? We are neutral in this.” 
 
    “Neutrality is important enough to let children starve?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “No,” said Yargol. “No, they already have taken one side. Dewfrost says they have tried to guide Eastford. They won’t try the same with Zition. The difference is clear.” 
 
    “How dare you,” Willowbark snapped. “We are guardians of the natural world!” 
 
    “Yes, and goblin folk are not natural to you, are they?” Yargol pulled down his hood to reveal his mismatched features. “I am not natural. Tell me my life is worth less than yours. Say it to my face. Then tell it to the people of Zition, who are surely more natural than I.” 
 
    “Natural enough to settle amid ancient corruption?” Windbreeze stepped beside Willowbark, looking down on Yargol with her cordiality gone. 
 
    “Not something we want to discuss,” warned Brookwater. 
 
    “He knows. Look at him,” said Windbreeze. 
 
    “No, enlighten us,” said Yargol. “We discovered an abomination on the way to Zition. A human sorcerer possessed by some otherworldly power. He lashed out with shadows before we destroyed him.” 
 
    “We searched for others in the camp in case he was part of something more, but we found nothing,” added War Cloud. “No hint of possession, no sign of corruption.” 
 
    “How hard did you search, gnoll?” Windbreeze shot back. 
 
    His lip curled. “I am a paladin of Dastia. Do you doubt it? This is my role. If I discover such corruption, I end it.” 
 
    “Can you sense what is buried deep?” spoke up Glendale. Heads turned to face him. “What little we know suggests the corruption is indeed ancient. Winds and streams carry sediment. New plants grow over the old and dead.” 
 
    “Then can you help us find it?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “No,” Willowbark answered firmly. 
 
    “This is your role, too,” said Yargol. 
 
    “That corruption has been buried long enough to let it stay that way,” she replied. “We cannot get involved.” 
 
    “No. You choose not to get involved. You leave whatever lies beneath Zition as an excuse to ignore all the rest. If you came too close, you might see the people there. If you stay out here and claim neutrality, it’s easier to ignore their suffering.” Yargol turned to Scars. “I see why you were reluctant to come. This is a waste of time. I am sorry. We should go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Her neck hurt like hell as she awoke. Other pains announced their presence, too, but her neck hurt even when she tried to lift her head to correct it. Then she realized she shouldn’t be sleeping with her head bowed—or sitting upright, or with her hands tied behind her back and crammed between her waist and a chair. A rope wound around her abdomen held her upright against the chair. 
 
    Daylight spilled through the window opposite her seat, dimmed either by clouds or a late hour. She recognized the upstairs room of the tavern in Eastford. She recognized her captors, too. “Aw hell,” Teryn muttered. 
 
    Barret sat on the end of the bed admiring her sword, drawn halfway from its sheath. Timothy stood near doorway to her left, arms folded across his chest and his beady dark eyes fixed on her. Two more of Barret’s men stood nearby, one by the window and another along the wall to her right. 
 
    “This is a nice sword. The scabbard doesn’t match, obviously, but the blade is as fine as any I have ever seen. Another gift from your great-grandfather?” asked Barret. 
 
    “No. I took it from some asshole,” Teryn answered. Her throat was raw. “Where’s my bow?” 
 
    “I used to think you weren’t so materialistic,” Barret laughed. “You thought so of yourself, at least.” 
 
    “It’s for shooting people. I’ve got priorities.” 
 
    “Your precious heirloom is here. I would not part you from it any more than I would harm you, self-defense aside.” He grinned. “The one is a matter of diplomacy. The other is a matter of your father strangling me even as I give him what he longs for most in the world.” 
 
    “He doesn’t want me. He wants a bargaining chip.” 
 
    “If he sees his princess as a bargaining chip, that’s up to him. It’s no sweat off my back. You were never going to stay with me, anyway. You never intended it.” 
 
    Teryn stared back at him. “Do you want to talk about that in front of your friends? Are you worried they don’t believe you slept with a princess? I’m not afraid to admit my mistakes. I was too young and looking for ways to rebel. You should be more worried I’ll tell them what you’re like in bed.” 
 
    “Intimacy leaves both parties vulnerable, princess,” said Barret. 
 
    “I couldn’t care less what a murdering bigot has to say about me. If I’d known that about you in the first place I’d never have come anywhere near you. Live and learn, I guess.” 
 
    “You know, the best part of returning you to your father is he’ll never believe you if you tell him about us. He’ll assume it’s all lies for the sake of revenge. It was a risk when it happened, but now I’ll be in the clear. Rewarded for my service, even. Anyway, I expected you would put up a tough front. Never show weakness. I taught you everything you know.” 
 
    “Keep giving yourself credit. You’ve earned none from me. Maybe that’s why you changed the topic from your other inadequacies.” 
 
    The man by the window snorted out a laugh. “Even my best fighters can spend the day shoveling horseshit, Carl,” Barret warned him. 
 
    “They know. Their commander does it every time he opens his mouth,” said Teryn. The men to her either side managed to stifle their snickers before much noise escaped, but Barret’s fuming expression was reward enough. “You brought along three men and your pet wizard to keep me tied to a chair. The embarrassment is your own fault.” 
 
    “Returning you to your father is too important to take lightly. Nor is it my only concern. You were here with that crew of monsters the other night, and then at the battle at the camp. I didn’t recognize you before, but I know now.” 
 
    “And here we are again,” said Teryn. “Did you turn back around and terrorize Eastford into submission after we kicked your ass at the camp? Or did you tell Mayor Dunning the truth and hand him an order bearing the seal of the king to demand his cooperation?” 
 
    Barret flashed her a tight smile. “The latter. You guessed it word for word. He is far more cooperative now that he knows the real threat.” 
 
    “That being the king,” said Teryn. 
 
    “Read it as you will. I care not. He’s much warmer toward us now, although I suppose our promise not to loot made some difference. That’s all details. I’m much more interested in that battle and the magic your friends displayed. Your shaman friend didn’t turn the ground itself against us. That was some other little goblin. How?” 
 
    “Like you said, magic.” 
 
    “We all know that was no ordinary magic,” Timothy spoke up gravely. 
 
    “Is ‘ordinary magic’ a thing?” Teryn smirked. “Like your ordinary creepiness?” 
 
    “You run with beasts and you find me creepy?” asked Timothy. 
 
    “Not in a good way. Don’t flatter yourself.” 
 
    “Your shaman employed common spells I am familiar with,” Timothy explained. “A goblin ran out into an open field with a shovel and caused a massive eruption of earth. He did not bear the look of a shaman. That was something else.” 
 
    Teryn shrugged as best she could. “You say shaman like it’s an insult.” 
 
    “It is. And you deflect like someone who has something to hide.” 
 
    “I suppose you’ve got me. Your creepiness isn’t your only awful quality, Timothy. I didn’t want so say anything about your looks, but now you’ve forced the issue. Your ugliness is quiet and yet still unsettling. There’s nothing specifically misshapen about you but your facial features are all just wrong when put together. Like each of the gods took a turn trying to fix you but eventually gave up. Probably your mother did, too, and I can’t even blame her.” 
 
    “Stop,” said Barret. 
 
    “Also your armor might be issued by the cavalry, but everything you wear under it is—” 
 
    “Stop,” Barret repeated. “Your banter doesn’t hide your fear.” 
 
    “It’s not fear, Barret,” Teryn sighed. “I resigned myself to dying rather than serving your king long ago. All I have left for him and his loyal servants is contempt. I know a monster when I see one.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Henry, Talbot,” Barret said to the men at Teryn’s sides, “bring him in.” The pair stepped out of the room without a word. While the door was open, Teryn noted yet another man at the door as a sentry. 
 
    “How badly did that battle frighten you?” Teryn wondered out loud. “This is a lot of trouble for only one prisoner.” 
 
    “But you’re not only one prisoner. You’re the princess, as we’ve discussed. You’re also the first real source of information we’ve had fall into our lap since the battle. We have questions. We’d be fools to send you off to your father before asking them.” 
 
    Heavy footsteps and indistinct thumping approached in the hallway. Teryn thought she heard a groan or a whimper. When the door opened again, Henry returned with a small chair that he put on the floor facing Teryn. Talbot wrenched along a young hobgoblin, bound and gagged and bearing more than a few bruises. Henry took up his spot between Teryn and the door. Talbot planted the hobgoblin in the chair and then stood behind to hold him in place. The youth looked from one face to another with open terror. 
 
    “This is Ralgo,” said Barret. “He’s not quite of age yet, as hobgoblins determine it. We caught him fishing out at one of the streams. The goblin folk know they are unwelcome in these lands and yet they’re still everywhere. No respect for the law. Ralgo doesn’t know much of use to us, but he can help us out in other ways.” 
 
    Barret launched a brutal punch at Ralgo’s head, knocking the prisoner halfway out of his seat but for Talbot’s strong grip. 
 
    “No!” Teryn shouted. “Stop this! Leave him alone. You said yourself, he was only looking for food.” 
 
    “He was stealing food from lands where he doesn’t belong,” said Barret. He slammed his fist into Ralgo’s side. The hobgoblin’s eyes bulged as he wheezed for breath through his gag. 
 
    “The king’s edict—” 
 
    “Your father,” Barret corrected. “Funny how you keep referring to him otherwise.” 
 
    “The edict did not banish anyone north of the mountains. No one here has anywhere else to go regardless. You want to punish him for being alive?” 
 
    “No. I want answers from you. I know you too well to think you’ll give them freely. It’s clear you hold me in contempt, so a friendly approach won’t work. You’re tough enough to reject any comforts and privileges I might offer. We lack magic that might pry the answers from your mind. And we all know I can’t hurt the princess of Theralda. But Ralgo here? Ralgo is someone I can hurt, and that’s something you don’t want.” 
 
    He punched Ralgo again. 
 
    “What good does this do?” Teryn shouted. 
 
    “That depends on the answers you give, princess. Tell us what we want to know and we can stop hurting him.” 
 
    “You can stop hurting him anytime you choose. No one is forcing you to do this. Don’t put your cruelty on me. Let him go.” 
 
    “Cruelty? Cruelty is leaving these monsters to raid and steal whatever they want. Cruelty is leaving the people of this town undefended from these brutes. Cruelty is forcing decent people to live among filth.” 
 
    “So what, you think this is protection? You think this makes you a hero?” 
 
    “I am protecting my people. If that makes me a hero, fine.” Barret drew his dagger. “I’m ready to make hard choices. That’s what heroes do.” 
 
    “No!” she shouted again. Teryn’s mind raced for a solution. She needed a palatable lie that might buy time. “I’ll tell you. Put the knife down.” 
 
    “Too easy,” Barret decided. “You need to know I’ll do it.” He looked back to Timothy and Carl standing behind Ralgo at the window. “Help Talbot hold him tight.” Then he paused, staring into the window. The others hesitated in uncertainty. 
 
    A furry brown fist slammed through the window and past Timothy’s neck—holding a knife. The wizard’s eyes snapped wide as the blade tore through his flesh. The hand turned and yanked backward, plunging the knife under his collarbone and yanking him through the remaining glass and out into the night. 
 
    Carl spun and got his hand on his sword before Timothy was gone. He didn’t draw in time to ward off the next attack. Shady Tooth heaved herself through the window in a tackle led by her bloody knife. They landed on the floor together, but only one suffered a fatal stab. 
 
    “Ralgo, get down!” Teryn shouted. She threw a kick at the back of Barret’s leg that barely connected, but it disrupted his normally fast reactions. Heeding her words, Ralgo hurled himself to the floor and curled up by the foot of the bed. 
 
    It was all enough time for Shady Tooth to recover with her other knife drawn. Everyone else had their weapons out, too. Talbot attacked first. The bugbear parried his downward swing as she rose to her full height. Her other hand came up at Talbot’s gut. Though his leathers were enough to stop her blade, they didn’t protect him from the power of her fist. The blow lifted him inches off his feet. 
 
    In such close quarters, Talbot’s plight created yet another obstruction for Barret. He wasn’t the only one blocked from a clear blow, but he held his priorities. “Get her out!” he barked. 
 
    His remaining subordinate gave up an open path of attack to follow orders. Cursing, Henry grabbed the back of Teryn’s chair and hauled her the few steps to the door with urgent strength. She took a cue from Ralgo and threw her weight to one side. It was enough to wrench the chair from Henry’s grip and put herself on the floor. 
 
    The door flew open. Shady Tooth launched Henry into the hallway with a forceful kick that sent him and the sentry outside sprawling on the floor. It left her with a moment to focus on the leader. “What did I tell you, Barret?” she roared. 
 
    He had his sword out now along with his dagger. To his credit, he knew how to work with both in close quarters. Barret came at Shady Tooth with a lunge meant to clear the way for his dagger, landing a cut across her arm while she parried away the longer blade. The single hit didn’t undermine her greater size and strength. She slammed him hard with her wounded arm to knock him back onto the bed. He rolled off in time to avoid the downward stab of one knife and the follow-up slash of the next. 
 
    Talbot took up a fighting stance again, giving Barret a chance to regain his footing and take up a spot on her opposite side. One threat was faster and more skilled than the other. Shady Tooth wrenched her knife from the bed in a twisting motion that carried the blanket along in a sweep toward Barret. 
 
    An opponent of flesh and blood was one thing. A formless mass of fabric was another. Barret tried instinctively to swat it away with one blade, but it only got him caught up in the mess. His opponent had bigger plans. With his back to the window and his view obstructed, Shady Tooth rushed into the mess elbow-first to shove Barret halfway out the window. 
 
    “No!” Talbot blurted. He lunged in with his blade, but wasn’t fast enough to catch her. His momentum carried him too close for his own good. One of Shady Tooth’s blades dug into his side. The force of her stab shoved him off again and onto the bed in a gasping mess. 
 
    Fully turned around again, Shady Tooth faced the biggest threat. With his blade still tangled in the torn blanket, Barret could defend and parry against only so much. He saved himself from the first blade, but not her second—or her thick shoulder as she rushed in. Shady Tooth jabbed him once in the side, feeling far more hardened leather armor than flesh against her knife, but she nonetheless ended their match as she shoved him out the shattered window at his back. Barret fell into the night with an angry cry. 
 
    The fight wasn’t over. Henry had Teryn and her chair halfway upright again, ready to drag her out, with the two sentries from outside ready to guard him—until Shady Tooth spun around again. 
 
    Henry dropped Teryn and her chair. Her head bounced against the floor painfully amid the roar of a bugbear and the screams of grown men. Shady Tooth leaped over Teryn to get at her remaining foes. Amid the crash and howls of pain, Teryn winced. “Ow,” she complained. 
 
    “Nooo! Oh gods, aargh!” came a scream. 
 
    “Mercy! Merc—ack!” yelped another. 
 
    “Mmph?” Ralgo tried from behind his gag. 
 
    “It’s going to be alright, Ralgo,” Teryn assured him. “Ow.” 
 
    A single footstep hit the floor behind her. The rope around her abdomen tugged and released. “We need to move fast,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Yeah. I doubt that fall killed Barret.” Teryn sighed with relief once Shady Tooth cut the bonds around her wrists. Her savior moved on to cut Ralgo free while Teryn picked herself up off the floor. “Where are the others?” 
 
    “It’s only me. I sent DigDig back with the weapons and followed you on my own. Eight men on horseback seemed like a little much even for me. This was my best chance. Ralgo, can you move?” 
 
    “If it gets me out of here, yes,” he answered. His voice wavered. “Though I may not be as fast as you.” 
 
    “Then we take one of their wagons. Pick up a weapon. The townsfolk are armed, but I don’t think they want a fight if they can avoid it. We might scare them off.” 
 
    “Armed?” asked Teryn. She claimed her sword and belt from the floor, strapping it on with unsure fingers still numb from her bonds. “More than when we were first here?” 
 
    “Barret had men outside training them when they got here with you. Big group drills. Amateur stuff, but they’re planning something.” 
 
    “Oh gods, he must have given the mayor a levy order from the crown,” Teryn realized. “He’s conscripting people from the town. Gods, are they not even waiting for the Greyfalls garrison?” 
 
    “The garrison? For what?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Another attack, I think. A bigger one.” Picking up her bow, Teryn straightened and looked around the shattered room. Bodies and blood marred the floor. Shady Tooth bled, too. “You came after me yourself?” 
 
    Shady Tooth almost gritted her teeth to get the words out. “You’re my friend.” 
 
    “I—” Teryn began. She stopped herself. They’d discussed this. She shook her head. “Don’t make it weird.” She snatched the tattered and tangled bottom sheet from the bed and tucked it under one arm. “We’ll need to bind your wounds. Let’s go.” 
 
    The hallway presented almost as much carnage as the bedroom. They stepped over bodies and weapons on their way to the stairs, with doors slamming shut along the way as guests thought better of peeking at the noise. No one challenged them at the stairs. 
 
    Only a scattering of customers were on the tavern floor along with the barkeep. Most kept their distance with wide and fearful eyes. A couple at the bar in cloaks worn rugged from travel turned to their drinks as if to cede the floor. The barkeep looked ready to jump out the window. Shady Tooth pushed the door open for a wary look before walking out. She found the first resistance waiting in the road. 
 
    “Arms up! Charge!” shouted another of Barret’s riders, rushing at Shady Tooth with a spear. She parried with one knife and slashed upward with the other as his momentum carried him into her reach. Without a second look, she cast him aside to face the next. 
 
    It didn’t come. The townsfolk he seemed to expect to follow him stood arrayed at the front step armed with spears and axes, but wearing no armor. They glanced to one another with uncertain eyes as Shady Tooth stared them down. “Now you pick up weapons,” she said. “You hid behind us when bandits threatened, but now you’re willing to stand. Great. And where is Barret now?” 
 
    “Where you won’t get him,” said Mayor Dunning at the center of the assembly. His tight grip made his spear shake. “Drop your blades. You’re not leaving.” 
 
    “So he’s hurt? Good,” said Shady Tooth. “Get out of the way or get hurt with him. I doubt you lot will handle it as well.” 
 
    “Things have changed. We have been served with a militia levy.” 
 
    “Is that a rallying cry or an excuse?” Shady Tooth scowled. 
 
    “Move out of the way, you idiot,” Teryn snapped at him. She walked past Shady Tooth to come face to face with the mayor. “Do you know what Barret plans? He’s going to lead you all against the goblin camp. You’re all farmers and trappers, not a militia. Every one of those goblins is born ready to fight. Barret has no use for you on the field except as fodder. You’ll be slaughtered.” 
 
    “We lived here for decades,” said Ralgo. “I lived here all my life. We never hurt anyone. Now even leaving isn’t good enough for you?” 
 
    “We have no choice.” Dunning’s eyes wavered, looking to his townsfolk as he spoke. “We have an order of conscription from the king.” 
 
    “So either you go to war and die fighting people who never hurt you, or you refuse and your own leaders throw you in jail or worse. Yeah, I can see why you’re so loyal to your flag and your country. Inspires patriotism, doesn’t it?” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Get out of the way, Mayor,” said Teryn. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “We can’t...” He wavered. He wasn’t the only one. “I...” 
 
    “Last I looked, most of you have families—just like the neighbors you banished,” said Teryn. “Move and live another day.” 
 
    “If you need me to cut and punch some of you up to make it look good, I’m fine with it,” said Shady Tooth. “If you actually fight it’s going to get ugly fast.” The mayor went white. More than one of his fellows took a step back. Wordlessly, the rest followed suit. 
 
    Teryn started walking. “Good. If we’re lucky, we can find a way out of all this for the goblin folk and for your stupid town.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They carried him into the tavern on a stiff board from the carpenter’s shop next door. Barret didn’t catch their names. Given the pain of his broken left arm and his leg, he hardly would have remembered such details, anyway. He survived the fall by rolling hard with the landing. It also cost him any chance of rejoining the fight. 
 
    The mayor awaited him inside the tavern along with a handful of other townsfolk. Barret saw spears and axes among them, and not one bearing a drop of blood. “Did you even try to fight?” he asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Your man tried to lead us against them, yes,” said Dunning. “The bugbear slew him before he took a second breath. We were told not to harm the woman, either, but she clearly meant to fight to the death. I chose not to waste lives attempting the impossible. 
 
    “We have a healer of some small magical talent living and working on the edge of town. I’ve sent for her already, though she may have expended her powers already today helping others.” 
 
    “Fine,” Barret seethed. “She can stay here until she’s ready to heal again. What of the rest of my men?” 
 
    “All dead,” said the tavernkeeper. “It’s... horrible.” 
 
    “It’s battle, old man. It always looks like that.” 
 
    “These people don’t have the stomach for battle,” said a woman from over at the bar. “You can put a weapon in their hands and show them how to use it, but most will freeze or run rather than stick it where it goes. The goblins won’t have that problem. Even the runts are killers. Best these lot will do is soak up some arrows meant for your soldiers.” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Barret looked her way, wincing with pain. Simply turning his head hurt. “Did I ask for your advice?” 
 
    “No, but you’ll ask for her help. And mine.” Her bearded companion turned from the bar, looking as rough as the woman and twice as brawny. “We’ve fought that crew who tore through you just now. Used to be more of us, but now we’re all that’s left. Just like you.” 
 
    “I have plenty more ready to fight with me and many more on the way,” said Barret. 
 
    “Do you have another wizard to replace the dead one lying out in the yard?” 
 
    Barret looked them over with open disdain. They wore armor, but it was worn and filthy. The pair hardly seemed like road-weary travelers. He doubted they had a home to call their own, nor a lick of magic between them. “Do you?” 
 
    They came off their stools and walked forward without as much as a shared glance. “I am Brok,” said the man. “This is Rosile.” 
 
    Their eyes dimmed with the same unnatural shadow, but it was Rosile who reached for Barret’s shoulder. He inhaled sharply, feeling a wave of cold rush through him, overcoming his pain. When the cold vanished, his pain left with it. Barret blinked. His arm worked fine. His leg moved without complaint. 
 
    “We have the magic you need,” said Brok. “We’re willing to make a deal.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    DigDig hated himself for leaving Teryn captured and abandoning Shady Tooth to deal with it alone. His day got steadily worse from there. 
 
    “We’re pole arm specialists! Give us the spears!” bellowed the hobgoblin towering over him on the right. 
 
    “No, we’re the pole arm specialists!” argued the equally-too-close orc on the left. DigDig felt their breath on his face. He smelled it, too, but in company like this he took such discomfort for granted. “You need size and strength to break a charge. That’s us.” 
 
    “You can’t have a decent phalanx without shields to go with it. You got shields?” 
 
    “No, and neither do you.” 
 
    “We’ll carve our own shields and have ‘em ready by daybreak. We’ll march in good order, too, ‘cause we’re hobgoblins. You lot need a whole week to learn your right from your left.” 
 
    The orc knocked the hobgoblin back with a jab. “That’s my right!” he shouted. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” DigDig sighed, but the fight was already on. The hobgoblin tackled the orc out of sheer rage, leaving the pair tussling in the dirt. At least it got them both out of DigDig’s face, but the break didn’t last long. They were only a momentary block on the larger crowd gathering around him with shouts and outstretched hands. All too many of the goblin folk were much taller than DigDig. He couldn’t see past the front of the crowd. For all he knew, most of the camp was here. 
 
    He’d never seen greater desperation than a crowd of orcs and goblin folk completely ignoring a good brawl right in front of them. Many pressed forward, threatening to pin DigDig against the tree at his back. 
 
    “Give me a sword, I’m good with those,” said an orc. 
 
    “Ran out of swords already,” DigDig told her. He handed her a mace. 
 
    “What about bows?” asked a goblin who climbed halfway over an orc to be seen. 
 
    “Get to bows and arrows when the big stuff runs out.” 
 
    “This is taking too long, can’t you dump it out and let us sort through?” asked someone else. 
 
    “No. Bags will explode. Seen it happen. You don’t want that. What’s your weapon?” 
 
    “Axe!” 
 
    The weapon came to DigDig’s hand the instant he put his hand in the bag. He pulled it out with care, his fingers hooked under the head of the axe. His customer took the weapon by the top of its haft and stepped back with joy. 
 
    “Damn it all, just give me a spear already,” someone else shouted. An orc shoved his hand into the bag without warning and jerked it back out just as quickly, shrieking and trailing blood. “Aagh! It bit me! Get back, the bag bites!” The front of the crowd lurched back in shock. 
 
    “Asshole!” DigDig snapped. “Don’t stick your hand in a bag full of blades! Gotta be careful with this stuff! It’s magic!” 
 
    “Hey! Hey, DigDig!” hissed a voice at his side. DigDig rolled his eyes before turning to yet another goblin who somehow managed to slip through the crowd and around the tree—and then blinked at the sight of his face. “You got a couple short ones, maybe? One for me and one for your mom?” 
 
    “You’re not my dad!” DigDig fumed at Agnad. “I don’t even know you!” 
 
    “Uh, sure, but...” 
 
    “Take care of Mom myself. And Dad. Get in line like everyone else.” DigDig turned back to a mob that looked nothing at all like a line. 
 
    He was lucky no one had tried to take the bags from him yet. It was safer when he started this whole process. Ruck was there beside him to make sure no one got stupid, all at the low price of the best battle axe DigDig had to offer. Then he had to go off on even more pressing business. DigDig really didn’t want to think about that part. 
 
    “Sword?” asked an orc. 
 
    “Out of swords,” DigDig repeated. “Take an axe.” 
 
    “Got another?” asked the next orc. One waited for him in the bag. He walked away happy. 
 
    “Hammer?” asked a hobgoblin. DigDig gave him a mace. It was as close as he could get. 
 
    “Swords?” asked a bugbear. “I’m a dual-wielder.” 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake,” the little goblin muttered. 
 
    “DigDig!” the shout broke through the crowd just ahead of its owner. War Cloud lead the way, pushing his way to the front with Scars and Yargol close behind. “You’re alright? Where are the others?” 
 
    “Hey, get back in line,” growled an orc. Others joined in until no one could be heard. 
 
    “Hold on,” said DigDig. He set the pack down on the ground, reached in with both hands and pulled out a bundle of spears. “Help with these.” 
 
    War Cloud caught on. Larger hands and greater height made for easier work. He took up the bundle to pull them the rest of the way out and then tossed the spears over his head into the crowd. “Grab your own!” 
 
    Orcs and hobgoblins instantly struggled for the collection of spears. Goblins scurried out of the crowd to escape falling bodies and trampling feet. The distraction bought the companions but a moment to speak. 
 
    “Stuff went bad at the camp,” DigDig explained. His voice cracked. “Stole all these weapons, but Teryn got caught. Shady Tooth told me to bring back the goods, said she’d get Teryn. I’m sorry. Wanted to stay and help. Shady said this is too important.” 
 
    “It’s alright, DigDig,” said Scars. “If it’s what she wanted, you did the right thing. We’ve got bad news, too.” 
 
    DigDig shook his head. “More to tell. Teryn was right. Those aren’t bandits. Soldiers, all of them. Got a wizard with them, too. Think they’re setting up for a bigger attack.” 
 
    “Then it’s as we expected, though not as bad as our revelation, I think,” said Yargol. 
 
    “We didn’t get any aid from the druids,” Scars explained. “All we got is a warning about a bigger problem here in Zition.” 
 
    “Oh, did they already know?” DigDig asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “Scars! DigDig!” called out another voice. The shift in the crowd allowed a brief line of sight before fading again. Shady Tooth elbowed and shoved her way through with the last of their companions. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Yes!” DigDig nearly yelped. He shot past his friends to throw his arms around Teryn. 
 
    Standing with his shoulders only just above her waist, DigDig made for an awkward embrace but Teryn went with it. “Oh, we’re doing hugs now?” 
 
    “Didn’t want to leave you. Shady Tooth said,” DigDig confessed. 
 
    “It’s alright. You did the right thing.” 
 
    DigDig released her and turned to Shady Tooth. She frowned down at him. “Don’t hug me.” 
 
    “Right.” DigDig nodded. “Glad to see you.” 
 
    “Don’t make it any mushier than that. Scars, we’ve got bad news,” Shady Tooth told him. 
 
    “Plenty of that to go around,” he agreed. 
 
    “Gets worse,” DigDig warned. 
 
    “Barret and his jerks are only scouting ahead of a larger attack,” said Teryn. “The garrison is coming up the pass. I saw copies of the orders. The trench and the berm won’t be enough.” 
 
    “Big problem inside the camp, too,” said DigDig. 
 
    “What’s wrong in the camp?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “We were right about that abomination out in the woods,” said War Cloud. He lowered his voice, wary of others hearing. The distraction caused by the spears had nearly played itself out. “He was drawn out here by something in the camp. Something ancient and evil is buried here.” 
 
    “The druids claim they won’t help us because of it, but they also don’t want us to mess with it,” said Scars. “Which tells me we need to take care of it ourselves.” 
 
    “That’s bad, but not the worst,” said DigDig. 
 
    Scars looked down to the goblin. “You keep saying there’s more. What is it?” 
 
    DigDig winced as he looked to Shady Tooth. “You’re gonna hate this more than any of us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’m not saying you’re a bad mayor. I’m saying it’s unfair to cling to a monopoly on power in a changing situation when new alternatives arise. The people should have a choice.” 
 
    “You got here half an hour ago,” said Karana. “We are not holding some new contest of leadership just because you turned up.” 
 
    “Why? Because I’m male, or because I’m a troll?” He barely fit under Karana’s roof, keeping his head ducked down to avoid bumping the makeshift rafters. It gave him an excuse to loom directly over her desk. Big yellow eyes stared down at her from a drawn and thin blue face marked with pustules and boils. “Which is it?” 
 
    Karana stood from her chair, staring back and refusing to be intimidated. “You’re welcome to stay. You will not be in charge.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer. Why are you stonewalling? Are you afraid to engage because you don’t have a decent argument?” 
 
    “I don’t need an argument.” 
 
    “Typical. Won’t even debate on it. Can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “The position of mayor is not up for challenge.” 
 
    “Oh, appealing to authority, huh? You know that’s a logical fallacy.” 
 
    “Is it?” asked Ruck, standing beside Karana’s desk with one hand leaning on his new axe. 
 
    “That’s not how logical fallacies work,” she snapped. 
 
    “Getting emotional about it, aren’t you?” the troll asked. He looked to Ruck. “Maybe the job is more than she can handle. Don’t you think she looks—?” 
 
    The door flew open behind him, drawing everyone’s attention. Scars entered with his shield on his arm and blood in his eyes. He wasn’t alone.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Chatter growled. The troll looked from one face to the next, finding the whole crew in the doorway or just outside it. “I hoped I’d find you lot alive someday so I could kill you all myself.” 
 
    “Karana, we need to talk.” Scars stepped around Chatter to approach Karana’s desk, but kept his gaze on the newcomer all along. “Right away.” 
 
    “Too bad. Dying time now,” said Chatter. 
 
    “You’re not in the wizard’s dungeon with allies to help. This battleground won’t favor you,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “You will not fight in my hut,” Karana warned. 
 
    “Won’t be much of a fight,” said Chatter. 
 
    “You would be mistaken,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Let’s find out.” 
 
    “No. I’ll have you burned from this camp, troll,” Karana pressed. 
 
    He turned back to her with a scowl. “Oh, what’s that supposed to mean? ‘Troll?’ Like I don’t have a name?” 
 
    “Honestly I’d already forgotten it under all your other bullshit,” she sighed. 
 
    “That’s how he works,” said Shady Tooth, her hands at the knives on her belt. “He badgers and floods the air with garbage until you can’t stand him anymore and then pretends it’s a failure on your part.” 
 
    “It’s not my problem if you can’t handle what you hear,” said Chatter. He cracked his knuckles. “And we’re way beyond words now.” 
 
    “Not here,” said Karana. “You will not fight here.” 
 
    “Do you know what they did to me?” asked Chatter. 
 
    “This is urgent,” Scars cut him off. “It’s about Zition’s safety. We need to talk privately.” 
 
    “You’ve more than earned my time. Chatter hasn’t,” said Karana. She looked at the troll. “You can go now.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not leaving,” said Chatter. “I’m staying right here.” 
 
    “The mayor asked for privacy,” said Ruck. 
 
    “No, this backstabbing shit wants privacy, and I’m not letting him have it. What’s your plan, Scars? You going to piss in the mayor’s ear and tell her nasty things about me until she throws me out of the camp?” 
 
    “We’re not going to talk about you at all,” said Scars. 
 
    “Preposterous,” the troll scoffed. “Of course you’re here to talk about me. I’m not going anywhere. You can’t make me, and you know it.” 
 
    “Chatter,” said Shady Tooth. The troll turned at the sound of his name. Without a word, Shady Tooth jammed both of her knives into his ears. The troll’s eyes bulged as he screamed in agony, but he jerked and froze in place rather than retaliating. Shady Tooth twisted the blades in his skull, drawing out further yelps and gurgles. 
 
    Chatter’s arms hung limply at his sides. He fell to his knees staring blankly at her. “Ooogh!” the troll moaned. 
 
    “Now you can talk,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Haaaaarrrrg,” Chatter warbled. 
 
    “What’d you do, scramble his brains?” Karana asked. 
 
     “He’s a troll. He’ll get over it,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Sssso racist,” the troll hissed mindlessly. 
 
    “Gods, it’s like he doesn’t even need his brain to speak,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    War Cloud drew a dagger and jammed it into Chatter’s throat. The troll gurgled, but his yelps and howls were silenced. 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Scars turned from the scene to Karana, who looked on with disdain. “We’ll clean up the blood on our way out.” 
 
    “I should hope so,” Karana muttered. “What’s your urgent news? I heard someone’s handing out new weapons. Figured that had to be you.” 
 
    “It is. Some of my crew scouted the bandit camp and raided their stores. Turns out those riders aren’t bandits at all. They’re scout cavalry in advance of a bigger attack on its way from the southern garrison. That’ll be hundreds more soldiers. They’ve conscripted people in Eastford for support. We could get hit in another day, maybe two at the most.” 
 
    “Shit. Guess we knew it was bound to happen sooner or later after the other night. I don’t suppose you stole enough weapons to arm the whole camp?” 
 
    “No, and that’s not the worst of it.” Scars glanced over his shoulder to make sure Chatter still couldn’t hear. “Keep this quiet: the druids said my guys here were right about a corrupt power in Zition, except it’s under the camp. That’s bound to cause bigger problems. They refused to help even if we dealt with that corruption, but it’s still a threat. We need to deal with it fast.” 
 
    “You got a plan for that?” asked Karana. 
 
    “Working on it. We didn’t think we should push on without your knowledge.” 
 
    “Whatever you think you can do, get on with it. I’ll have to trust you. Magical corruption is outside my skills. I’ve got a siege to prepare for, which is also outside my experience but I figure I can at least wing it. Anything else?” 
 
    Scars looked back to the troll. “He’s an asshole.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know. Trolls may not be goblin folk, but they’re close enough. We take in anyone. It’s not like we have a morality standard for residence. Half the camp has at least some raiding or banditry in their pasts. Hell, we’ve got a priest of Ravaj and we let him give his sermons all he wants. I can’t throw someone out for being a loudmouth asshole.” She looked to Shady Tooth and War Cloud. “Can you get the blades out of him now? You’re all blocking the doorway. If he wants to fight, take it outside.” 
 
    Exchanging a wary look, the pair jerked their blades free. Chatter sank lower, hands hitting the floor to hold his torso partly upright. Shady Tooth and War Cloud stepped back, one holding her knives tight while the other put away his dagger and made ready to draw his sword. Yargol remained in the doorway with Teryn and DigDig just outside. Scars made ready to jump Chatter from behind. 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long, but his attack wasn’t physical. “Did they tell you...about the dungeon?” he rasped. “About how they escaped?” 
 
    “I don’t concern myself with anyone’s past,” said Karana. “I don’t have the luxury.” 
 
    “You should concern yourself with traitors. I ran the prison for the wizard. These fuckers let a bunch of hellhounds loose on us and killed all my guards. Orc guards, all dead now. And then they set loose all the wizard’s ghouls. Dozens of them, ready to attack anything that moved. I had two goblins guarding the front of the prison, too. Couldn’t find them later. What happened to them, Scars?” 
 
    “Kind of hard to believe you give a damn considering how you treated them,” said Scars. 
 
    “Don’t try to change the subject. This isn’t about my mistakes. It’s yours. Backstabbing, treacherous murder.” Chatter rose to his full height, no longer bleeding. He towered over even Shady Tooth and War Cloud, but he turned his attention back to Scars and the mayor. “I hid while I healed up from your prank with the hounds. The adventurers passed me by. After that I found Gutspike and his guys. That didn’t look like the work of adventurers. You kill them, too, Scars? Shady Tooth? Lots of knife wounds on those bodies. 
 
    “How many goblin folk in Zition had friends and family working for Olen Zuck? How do you think they’ll feel when they hear you left everyone for dead—or killed them yourselves? How do you feel about that, Mayor?” 
 
    The seething troll turned to face the door. He paused to glare at War Cloud. “You’re right on one point. I don’t have allies here. Not yet. Give me five fucking minutes.” 
 
    The crew gave way to allow him to leave without a fight. Chatter stalked away into the camp, plunging Karana’s hut into a palpable silence. 
 
    “The dungeon was hostile to everyone,” said Scars. “The wizard and Mierrek wanted to keep us all divided.” 
 
    “We’ve got a problem only you can deal with. I have to trust you on that.” Karana sat back down at her desk without looking at him. “I don’t have any other options and I’ve got too many other things to deal with now. Ruck,” she said, turning away. “We need to get organized. I need to meet with the clan heads and family leaders—oh, and I guess we’ll have to strip the barn after all...” 
 
    He didn’t need another hint. Scars left her hut with his crew to find somewhere to regroup. The task proved to be less about finding space than giving enough glares and challenging words to get all the eavesdroppers to back off. Even with that, there was no way to be sure every bugbear was out of earshot. 
 
    “Should’ve known he’d come back to haunt us,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “We may prove to be haunted more by our escape,” said Yargol. 
 
    “We talked about this on the way out,” she fumed. “None of us had anyone to rescue. That place was full of scumbags and assholes. Like she said, most of this camp has worked that sort of job. They know.” 
 
    “I’m not sure anyone will be comforted to hear we abandoned their sons and daughters only because they were assholes,” muttered War Cloud. 
 
    “It’s not like we left behind family,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Neighbors,” said DigDig. “Couple neighbors came out with my sister and me.” 
 
    “Oh gods, I’m sorry, DigDig,” said Teryn. 
 
    He threw up his hands in exasperation. “They were assholes, too!” 
 
    “Other than a couple feuds, we didn’t take action against anyone,” said Scars. “We did what we had to for survival. Anyone who doesn’t accept that isn’t going to care what else we have to say, so don’t bother arguing it. We need to focus on the bigger problems. Karana said she’ll take care of the defense against the army. She’s relying on us to handle the other thing.” 
 
    “Do you even know where to begin with that?” Teryn looked to Yargol and War Cloud. “You couldn’t sense anything before, right? Has that changed?” 
 
    “Only in knowing where to direct our efforts,” said Yargol. “The danger lies beneath us. It is buried. We have the perfect tool for uncovering it, but there is still the matter of knowing where to start.” 
 
    “Haven’t found anything by digging for it yet.” DigDig frowned skeptically at his shovel. “Think it finds stuff?” 
 
    “I suspect if it had such an ability, you would feel it. You have discovered the shovel’s abilities intuitively all along.” 
 
    “I what? How?” 
 
    “You have followed your hunches,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Good at that. Don’t feel a hunch now.” 
 
    “Then we’re back to active searching. Our danger is a form of magical corruption. The druids described it as unnatural and say it is buried. Surely it must have some effect on the natural world. We are looking for sickness and decay, perhaps a stand of sickly trees or some bare patch of ground. Those living closest to the corruption may suffer disease and ill luck—or possibly unnatural fortune if they give in to its corruption. It need not exercise active magic to influence the world.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be hard to find,” said Teryn. “All we need to do is ask around, maybe spread a little coin. It’s better than trying to scour the whole camp ourselves. Someone has to have some sense of where to start.” 
 
    “We’ll see better in the morning,” said Scars. “Most of us are more comfortable at night, but if we’re looking for discolored and sick plants they’ll be more recognizable in the day. We’re all worn out and I don’t want anyone exhausted before a fight comes. It might be better to bed down until dawn.” 
 
    “That gives Chatter more time to work against us,” noted Shady Tooth, though she hardly sounded like she wanted to argue. No one was more fatigued than her. 
 
    “We took the lead in turning back an attack and we brought in weapons. He’s a complete asshole. You think he’ll turn people against us?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “He’ll find some fools who want to hide behind a bigger and scarier leader. There are always a few of them around. It’s almost inevitable. We’ll deal with it when it comes,” said Scars. 
 
    “War Cloud?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “I don’t know.” The paladin shook his head. “I didn’t know what to say to the druids. I don’t know what to do about Chatter. We know the king’s army will attack, we know this evil is buried somewhere beneath us, and...” His thick shoulders sagged. “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Goblin folk worked, talked, and even played through the night. Aromas from what little food they could share drifted through the air along with voices and the clatter of tools. Someone practiced fighting sticks with their children. Someone else blew a goblin tune on crude pipes. 
 
    Yargol worked a little magic to diminish the noise around the tents to help the crew sleep. No one slumbered deeply, but it was enough to at least rest. Life in the camp carried on around them. Robbed of belongings and their homes and exiled into the woods, the goblin folk of Zition lived and prospered as best they could. 
 
    That thought woke War Cloud at the twilight of dawn. He sat bolt upright on his bedroll. “I know where to go,” he said. 
 
    Teryn grumbled, rolled over, and pulled the bundle serving as a pillow over her head. “The waking up with revelations bit is cuter when I do it,” she complained. 
 
    Sitting cross-legged on his own bedroll, Yargol looked up from meditation. “Has your goddess spoken to you?” 
 
    “No. Not in some vision, anyway. I don’t get those.” War Cloud threw off his ragged blanket and started strapping on his armor. “I thought about the problem until I had an idea.” 
 
    “How oddly inspiring,” said Yargol. 
 
    “We’re going somewhere?” Teryn yawned. “Hold on, I’m coming.” 
 
    “You have time to wake and get caught up. I need to go. Don’t want to miss the sermon.” 
 
    “Huh?” she murmured. 
 
    War Cloud grabbed the coinpurse from his backpack before he ducked out of the tent. 
 
    Yargol paused only long enough to make sure Teryn was on the way to full waking before he followed. He was the only member of the crew who didn’t need to suit up before trouble. The only difficulty came in keeping up with War Cloud’s long legs and purposeful stride. “Do you plan to buy the answers we need?” Yargol asked, jogging along to keep up. 
 
    “Something like that,” War Cloud replied. 
 
    Already, the pair found Zition stepping up its preparations for defense. Most of the camp had only the trees and rocks to work with, but clubs and slings weren’t so hard to fashion. Orcs and goblins practiced in small clutches wherever more pressing work wasn’t done. 
 
    Only as they came to another end of the camp did the populace thin out. Tents stood silently with their flaps tied down tight. Unlike other areas, few belongings sat out in plain sight. The silence accompanying the deserted lanes broke with a single voice: a loud, orc voice. 
 
    “They say we face another attack from the humans. The bandits of the last attack were the king’s soldiers in disguise, and more are on the way to wipe us out. Our backs are to the wall, but we will fight!” 
 
    A roar answered the orc’s call. There had to be dozens. Maybe even hundreds. War Cloud and Yargol emerged from the tents into the bank of a stream branching off from the river on Zition’s border. The audience was gathered along the shore, focused on one orc standing on a large rock amid the water. Ostiin still wore his black and white garb, only now he brandished a well-polished shield and a shiny sword. 
 
    “When they come, the fittest will be the faithful and the faithful will be the fittest,” he said. “Battle is dangerous for all. Survival is a mark of favor from the gods. You will know the faithful by their victories in war as you know them by their wealth in peace. 
 
    “We have all fallen on hard times because we have incurred the wrath of our gods. We have disappointed them. We have not shown them proper respect and sacrifice. I come as a messenger of the gods, and I say to you on the eve of battle: those who show their devotion now will be rewarded. Are you the faithful?” Another roar answered him. “Will you survive?” They roared again. “Show me your sacrifice!” 
 
    Hands rose all around. Many held up coins in their fingers, most bearing little value but significant in such numbers. A few offered up jewelry. Others held up whatever belongings they still had, ranging from tools to hats. 
 
    Ostiin’s sword took on a greater shine. He raised it above his head, showing a light that didn’t come from reflection off the sun still not over the horizon. “The gods look with favor on those who sacrifice the greatest in value. Is that you?” he asked, pointing to one orc. His finger turned to a goblin. “Or you?” 
 
    “Ah. Hardly divine magic, as I expected,” said Yargol. He rolled his eyes beneath his hood. “He knows how to make a sword glow. It’s merely a spell, not a miracle.” 
 
    “Lucky for me. I can do that, too.” War Cloud strode forward as Ostiin continued his sermon, ignored by the preacher and his crowd until he reached the stream. He pulled the greatsword off his back and imbued it with the golden glow of his patron’s favor. “Ostiin!” he shouted. “I come to you with a question, one servant of a god to another.” 
 
    The orc turned and wanted to step back, but he had nowhere to go on his rock. “You come with a blade out and glowing with magic.” 
 
    “Only as a sign of fellowship.” War Cloud grinned, knowing it likely sent the wrong message given the bestial shape of his mouth. “Your god protects you, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Ostiin looked to the crowd. The hands had all come down now, as did the voices. Everyone watched in silence. Ostiin pointed to them. “The protection of my god stands before you. These are the faithful. They know the favor the gods will show them for protecting me!” 
 
    War Cloud looked to them once. He shrugged. “Great. You’ve got nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “We already know you betrayed your own kind in the wizard’s dungeon,” said Ostiin. “Your crew are nothing but backstabbing thieves. No one here wants to listen to you.” 
 
    “That got around fast,” muttered Yargol. 
 
    War Cloud was undeterred. “That’s fine. I’m not here to steal your followers. I only have a question.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You say these are the faithful.” War Cloud gestured with his blade to the audience along the bank of the stream. “Who are the faithless? Surely you’ve got an example. Who in this camp do these people fear becoming?” 
 
    Ostiin’s eyes narrowed. He sensed a trap, but didn’t see it until he glanced to his followers. The crowd watched and waited. “The goblin wretches in the willow grove on the south edge of camp,” he answered. “We all endure hardship. Some of us rise above. They sink in squalor. We’ve tried to show them the way, but they refuse us every time. Go see for yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks. I will.” His blade lost its glow as he returned it to its harness on his back. War Cloud turned to the audience. “Apologies for the interruption. Your priest is full of shit and he has no god but greed. Good day.” 
 
    With that, War Cloud trudged out of the stream on his way south. Yargol stuck close to his side. “We’re bringing an audience,” said the magician. “Ostiin and many of his followers aren’t far behind.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t there to steal his followers?” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m a paladin, not a priest. It’s not my place to lead a congregation. Setting others free is another matter. Also, fuck that guy and that stupid strip of cloth hanging from his neck. If that catches on as a style I’ll never forgive him.” 
 
    The small crowd never caught up to them, nor did they show any such desire. Most seemed only to want to watch. War Cloud and Yargol passed through the camp without any other incident until they came to the right place. 
 
    A slight drop along a gentle ridge explained how they could miss the section of camp in the night. Geography’s influence on the placement of tents guided traffic right past it. Leaves on the overhanging branches grew as thick as the rest, but darker and wilted. Thorny vines and dried-out underbrush carpeted the top of the ridge to make for an added deterrent. An unwelcoming stench hung in the air as if to form a curtain of odor from garbage, rot, and bodily waste. 
 
    If the rest of Zition showed poverty and improvisation, this small cluster of tents held abject squalor. Every shelter bore holes. Every path worn in the ground held puddles. Goblins sitting on rocks, stumps, and barely-dry ground looked emaciated and despondent. Some were plagued with an ugly wet cough. A few wore rusty armor or ragged leather aprons over threadbare rags. They had one another for company and seemingly little else. Faces looked up from their meager campfires and menial tasks. Few of them bothered to mask their suspicion and fear, but even those who put up a brave front seemed more taken by resignation. 
 
    “How did we miss this?” Yargol murmured. 
 
    “It’s hiding from us,” said War Cloud. He took in a deep breath, scanning the scene from one side to the other. “It’s still hiding. But it’s here.” 
 
    A goblin in an oversized cloak stood from one of the campfires. He was thin and weary like the rest, but the image didn’t feel natural. This one was meant to be robust. He had a leader’s posture even if he couldn’t stand his full height. “What do you want?” he croaked bravely. 
 
    “To help, mostly,” said War Cloud. “What’s your name, and might we enter?” 
 
    “Not if you’re looking for a meal, gnoll. Might look like easy prey, but we’ll put up a fight.” 
 
    War Cloud dismissed the insult with a shake of his head. “We’re here to help,” he repeated. “What’s your name, and can we talk?” 
 
    “Girvig,” he replied. His eyes narrowed. “Everyone offering to help us has only swindled us. Like your friend back there.” He spat on the ground. 
 
    War Cloud glanced back once at Ostiin. The preacher and his followers lingered only a few yards behind, doing nothing to hide themselves. “He’s no friend. He’s wondering how I’m a threat to him.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Maybe. Not a violent one. I’m a paladin of Dastia. My friend Yargol here is a magician.” War Cloud walked forward slowly with Yargol sticking to his side. “You all look farther down on your luck than the rest of the camp.” 
 
    “Someone always gets the shit end of it,” said Girvig. “Even when everything is shitty, some part of it is worse than the rest. Guess we’re the ones that got it.” 
 
    “I suspect it’s no fault of your own. I’d like to help turn your fortunes around.” 
 
    “Yeah? How?” Girvig asked with open suspicion. 
 
    “We are both capable of healing magic. We’ll see to your sick and injured as best we can, free of charge. It’s best to have as many of us healthy as possible. War is coming.” 
 
    “Free of charge? You don’t want anything for that help?” 
 
    “I do, but not in coin. How attached are you to this side of the camp?” 
 
    Girvig looked around skeptically. “We’re here ‘cause this is where we were allowed to settle. Most other good spots were taken. Might be nice to get closer to the river or one of the streams, but Karana says we need something to offer first. We don’t have that, so here we are.” 
 
    “We can work with Karana,” said Yargol. “Are you willing to relocate?” 
 
    “Why?” asked Girvig. 
 
    War Cloud glanced back once to their entourage and held back a grin. He reached into the large pouch on his belt to pull out the fat sack that nearly filled it. Curved bulges in the fabric and the distinct jingle of coin left a distinct enough impression to draw gasps from Ostiin’s followers. “This patch of ground is cursed with ancient evil. I’ll give you this whole sack of gold for it.” 
 
    Girvig stared at the bag. “Shit, you could’ve just skipped straight to that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “You paid them to leave this place that’s making them sick?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And then you paid others to help them move?” 
 
    “Yargol kicked in for that,” War Cloud admitted. 
 
    Shady Tooth stared at him with her mouth agape, absently stepping aside for a pair of goblins carrying a bundled tent out of the foul grove. Much of the clan cleared out as the sun set, though they left more than a little refuse behind. “Why in the hell would you pay someone to do the only thing that’s good for them?” 
 
    “Because they didn’t have anything to work with in the first place.” 
 
    “You think everything is gonna change for them now that they have money? That doesn’t fix their other problems.” 
 
    “Sure. That’s why we saw to their health needs, too,” said War Cloud. “Now they can work and take care of themselves even after the money runs out.” 
 
    “If they don’t get robbed of it all first! This is a goblin camp. You think everyone here plays by the same rules of civility?” 
 
    “They’ve got a few of Ruck’s toughs looking out for them while they get set up,” said Scars. He came up from behind them at a casual stride, looking over the last goblins to leave. “I hired ‘em to keep watch.” 
 
    Her jaw fell even lower. “With your own gold?” 
 
    “Sure, unless you want me to use yours?” 
 
    “No! I want to know my crew isn’t crazy! Are you all in a rush to throw your money away?” 
 
    “Where the hell else are we going to spend it?” asked Scars. “You want to go back to Eastford and shop in their stores? Or maybe invest it in a bank in the capital? What good does coin do us? It’s not like we need to save it up in the thousands to buy magical weapons at some enchanted treasure shop.” 
 
    “Aw, that would be great, though,” said War Cloud. “Wish there was a place like that.” 
 
    “What? No, that’s a terrible idea,” said Yargol. “It’s magic. You don’t go buy it in a store.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it a few times in larger cities,” said Teryn. “Apothecaries sell potions. More than a few temples will provide magic for a ‘gift’ to their god. It’s hardly different from paying a merchant.” 
 
    “Some gods are decent enough to heal the sick for free,” grumbled War Cloud. “It’s cruel to expect people to pay for their lives.” 
 
    “A tonic to cure sickness or a magical trinket for a domestic convenience is all fine and good, and even a temple selling services has to answer to their god,” said Yargol. “Why would you want common stores selling dangerous magical power to whoever coughs up enough gold? Then you have random idiots walking around with deadly weapons far out of proportion to their intelligence or maturity. That’s a recipe for disaster.” 
 
    “You also wind up putting even more power in the hands of the wealthy like that,” said Scars. “It’s a terrible business idea, anyway. You’d have to sink every drop of profit into security. Putting magical treasures on display is like begging for some stupid adventurers to come rob the place. There’s no deterring that. The danger is a draw in itself. Even if your security holds firm you’re still cleaning out bodies of morons who come to try their luck every night. And can you imagine the overhead costs? Ugh.” 
 
    War Cloud frowned. “You mean the roof would be expensive?” 
 
    “No. Well, literally the roof would be part of it I suppose, but overhead is what you pay to run a business. Rent, maintenance, employee wages...replacing the roof every time some idiot from the thieves’ guild tries to break in might count. It’d be a nightmare. 
 
    "Plus how often would you even make a sale? You'd sit around in an empty shop all day, or you'd be up to your neck in window shoppers who can't afford anything. Spend half your time tolerating every jerk who thinks he can bargain you down on a sword that can cut through stone like it shouldn't cost any more than a cheap imported knock-off. Or then maybe you really do have customers who can afford to buy magic hammers and magic coats right off the rack. They'd be fucking insufferable. You know who has that kind of money?” 
 
    “Royalty and nobles?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Not as often as you might think,” said Teryn. 
 
    “That’s right,” Scars agreed. “Nobles might buy something once in a blue moon, but that’s not your regular clientele. It’d be adventurers all the time. You’d have swordsmen trying to intimidate you by sharpening their swords in front of you while asking how much you want for the obviously better sword right there on your shelf. Or bards trying to ‘charm’ you. And gods, what about all the fucking idiots who practice ‘sleight of hand?’ Or some moron with his magical bartering hat and his bargaining spell trying to magic himself up a discount. What do you do with that? Throw him out? 
 
    “’Surely you must need favors from time to time,’ they’d say, hoping for some stupid quest. Fuck no, I don’t need favors. You think someone’s gonna harass my family or threaten my business? I’ve got a box full of magical fireball wands. Nobody’s gonna fuck with me—except fucking adventurers.” 
 
    His friends stared. Yargol shook his head. “Sometimes I forget you’re the only one among us who has ever held a real job other than mercenary work.” 
 
    Shady Tooth folded her arms across her chest. “At least in a treasure shop you’d be able to get what you want. Half the stuff I loot turns out to be junk that doesn’t even fit, anyway.” She looked away, eyes drifting to the grove now empty but for the trash, and snapped back to her original point. “But you’re still throwing money away in a camp full of refugees. Where are they going to spend it?” 
 
    “They don’t have any coin at all unless it comes in from the outside,” said War Cloud. “If I spread some money around, they spend it on each other, and maybe start building the place up?” 
 
    “Pretty sure it’s more complicated than that,” said Scars. 
 
    “Yeah, like what good is it if they’re all passing around the same set amount of coins?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Pretty sure it’s more complicated than that, too,” Scars replied. 
 
    “I see people in need and I’m of a mind to help,” said War Cloud. “That isn’t complicated for me. It’s what I do with my gold, and with my time.” 
 
    “I’m not challenging your right to do what you want, just the sensibility of it,” said Shady Tooth. “I figured you’d at least save your coin to spend on something worth buying. Or maybe to live off of when we can’t run around doing all this anymore. Maybe not some silly pipe dream like a nice retirement, but something.” 
 
    Scars let out a grumbling sigh. He stalked off into the sickly grove. 
 
    Shady Tooth lifted one eyebrow as she looked to the others in an unspoken question. Yargol answered quietly, “We learned of his parents from the druids. One of them knew his mother and father well. They were—” 
 
    “Not a big secret, but are we going to get on with this?” Scars interrupted without turning around. “Last I heard, this is some otherworldly nightmare waiting to devour us all.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” Yargol finished. 
 
    “To be honest, I was hoping anyone in camp already given over to the corruption would come try to stop us by now,” War Cloud confessed. “It might have given us something to go on once we stomped them. Guess we’re on our own. DigDig?” 
 
    The goblin leaned on his shovel nearby, largely silent through the conversation. He looked out into the dank and dreary scene. “You tell me. Want me to pull up the whole grove?” 
 
    “Can you do that?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Maybe. Don’t know.” 
 
    “Where would you put it?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Don’t know that, either.” 
 
    “Maybe start smaller, then,” Teryn suggested. 
 
    “Fine.” The goblin turned to War Cloud. “Up to you.” 
 
    War Cloud walked into the grove, looking for anything that might hold a sign. The scenery was hardly pleasant, but nothing looked particularly abnormal. He didn’t feel the sense of foreboding that warned of the undead. In truth, he’d never sensed the sort of corruption shown by the bounty hunters. He felt sure this would be the place, but had little to go on beyond the squalor of both its former residents and the plant life around him. 
 
    Dastia was a hearth goddess. He’d just cleared out every tent and shelter that anyone here called a home. No one remained. Not even bugs or birds. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. He’d seen a similar absence of life in the depths of Olen Zuck’s dungeon. Doubts faded while ideas grew. “A forest should hold some sort of life,” he murmured. War Cloud looked to the trees but heard and saw no birds. Not even in the largest willow. He strode to the dark, sagging tree with one hand reaching for his blade. 
 
    “Do you sense something?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “Not yet,” he admitted. 
 
    Then the tree trunk twisted and its boughs swept in to slam War Cloud to the ground. “Found it!” he growled in pain. 
 
    “Shit,” grunted Scars. He tore his sword from its scabbard, thinking fast enough as he swung to go for a thinner target before ruining his blade. Rather than snapping free, the bough half-broke and half-bent in a display of putrid resilience. Only then did he notice the sudden stench all around him, too, threatening to turn his stomach. The bough snapped back at Scars to send him stumbling away, but at least War Cloud was free. “We don’t have the tools for this. We need axes!” 
 
    “Damn,” Teryn fumed. She already had an arrow nocked in her bow out of sheer reflex, but she caught up with his thinking instantly. 
 
    So did Shady Tooth. Knives would do little good against thick wood. She barreled into the grove, rushing straight to War Cloud and hooking her arms under his in time to rescue him from the next boughs to slam down at him. 
 
    Forceful winds attacked the tree, blasting leaves and smaller branches from the boughs. Yargol stepped into the clearing with his staff high and torrents of air rushing past. The tree’s motion slowed as it fought against new resistance. 
 
    “Wouldn’t fire be better?” Teryn shouted over the sudden wind. 
 
    “Fire might spread into the camp. We can’t risk it,” Yargol answered. 
 
    “Back me up!” shouted DigDig. He charged in, shovel up and ready to swing. Scars and War Cloud closed in to cover him as he crossed the short distance to the tree. Each hacked into swinging boughs and strained to give the goblin a clear run. 
 
    DigDig leaped into the air for the final few steps, shovel raised for a downward thrust into the trunk at its base. He let out his mightiest shout as he made contact. 
 
    The shovel chipped off a small strip of bark. A thick root snapped out of the ground in a curling motion to swat him aside. He tumbled away with a grunt. 
 
    Scars and War Cloud kept fighting with the boughs. Yargol continued his assault of wind, steadily stripping all but the strongest wood. With nothing better to do, Teryn darted in under the tree’s reach to help DigDig up and out of harm’s way. “Are you alright?” she asked, but he stood well enough that she didn’t need an answer. He had other things on his mind. 
 
    “What the hell? Why didn’t it work?” DigDig frowned at his shovel. 
 
    “You already knew it doesn’t hurt people any more than an ordinary shovel,” she said. “Maybe it doesn’t hurt anything living?”  
 
    “That’s stupid! Digs up grass and roots just fine. Grass is alive. Magic is stupid. Ought’a find a shop and sell this stupid thing.” 
 
    “We just went over that,” shouted Shady Tooth. She stayed at Yargol’s side in case any new danger came his way. Like Teryn, she wasn’t equipped for fighting big targets of living wood. None of them were except Yargol. Scars and War Cloud looked ready to back off. Thankfully, the tree didn’t move out of place. Its reach was limited. Away from the fight, Teryn saw it clearer than the rest of her friends. 
 
    “No, DigDig, you’re right,” Teryn realized. “Go after the base of the tree. Dig up the ground around the roots. It’s not like it has legs. We can’t hack it down like this but maybe you can uproot it. Scars, War Cloud, keep fighting!” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Scars grunted. He’d been about to give up, but at her call he stayed in, swatting at the boughs with his sword and trying to deflect them with his shield. Every near-miss still left him scraped up by branches. War Cloud suffered the same predicament. “Can’t your goddess do anything to help?” 
 
    “This could get worse. I don’t want to waste her power on shots in the dark,” War Cloud answered. He took a heavy blow against the shoulder, but stayed on his feet. “Give me a weak spot and I’ll try for it.” 
 
    DigDig rushed through the clear space between them, charging in with his shovel up like a spear. Rather than leaping again, he chose the same distance to plunge his shovel into the damp ground. As in the battle, the earth rippled from the point of impact, but this time it drove straight forward and up. Grass and earth exploded in a trench to the base of the tree, exposing deep roots and an unnaturally dark color to the bared ground. 
 
    Roots bent and reached for deeper earth. Like the ground, they seemed dark and strange. DigDig thrust and pulled with his shovel to tear up more earth around the tree. Writhing roots grasped for shelter now out of reach. Most were thinner than they should be, flexible and oily—like tentacles. 
 
    “Scars,” Teryn called out. She came in closer, risking the reach of the boughs but her friends had the tree well-occupied. “It needs to anchor.” 
 
    “I see,” he replied. He looked to War Cloud and nodded before waving Shady Tooth in. If nothing else, the crew boasted an abundance of physical strength. Together they waded into the pit left in DigDig’s wake to hack and tear at every exposed root. The appendages severed easier than the boughs. Teryn joined in, finding her sword up to the task. 
 
    DigDig kept working. Yargol continued his spell to weaken the tree’s counterattacks. Only a short minute of trudging labor and fighting later, more than half the tree was exposed and cut short of its roots. 
 
    Scars waved Yargol in to cover DigDig as the goblin worked his way around the opposite side.  “It’s got nothing to grab onto here,” Scars explained. “Soon as it’s free on the other side, we knock this thing over. Ready?” 
 
    The pit left by DigDig didn’t have much of a slope at the base of the tree. Only a couple of the crew could fit. The others chose sides, ready to move when DigDig plunged his shovel into the ground for the final tear. Earth burst into the air on the other side of the tree, leaving roots grasping for support. The rest of the crew rushed in hard, practically tackling the tree trunk from below and pushing with all their collective might to tear it free. 
 
    Sickly lurching sounds rewarded their efforts as more roots lost their grip. Motion from the tree itself followed. With a collective heave of effort, the warriors sent the tree tumbling over onto the ground, roots and boughs flailing alike as it came down. Mud flew up from beneath the trunk to splatter all four companions. 
 
    “Ugh! Gross!” Teryn exclaimed. “This smells awful.” 
 
    “The soil is corrupted,” said War Cloud. He held one arm out to his side to push Teryn and Scars away. “Back. Back!” 
 
    They moved. War Cloud pulled the greatsword off his back, bringing on the golden glow of Dastia’s power. By its light, the others saw what he saw: a sickly, fleshy underside to the base of the tree trunk, utterly unnatural and pulsating rapidly. War Cloud didn’t hesitate. He leveled his blade and drove it in with a furious roar. 
 
    The whole tree thrashed wildly as if in pain. That golden glow from his blade spread over the base of the trunk, burning away its interior. Within heartbeats, the motion stopped. The tree stiffened and lay as still as any other. The glow faded away. War Cloud jerked his sword free as ashes spilled from the interior of the trunk. 
 
    He stepped back and stared at the pit. Dark and wet soil surrounded them all. “I think we’ve found the spot. Let’s clear it out.” 
 
    “The digging is easy, but we’ll need help clearing the tree,” said Scars. He looked around the rest of the grove with a wary eye. “We should probably check some of the other trees, too. Might not be only one problem here. At least we know how to deal with ‘em now.” 
 
    “Do not,” Shady Tooth huffed. “Do not say you’re going to hire someone.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine,” said Teryn. “Scars doesn’t have to do it. I’ll pay for this one.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three more trees carried the same unnatural taint. Every one of them put up a fight. 
 
    Extra help and proper tools made the going easier. Ruck complained about losing fighters from practice, but every orc and bugbear with an axe answered the call to make a quick coin. DigDig and War Cloud did the critical work of detection, uprooting, and purging, but between and after all that came plenty of chopping. Without the axes stolen from Barret’s camp, it could not have been done at all. 
 
    Everyone went home with some extra firewood along with their pay. It was gross firewood corrupted by otherworldly powers, but it had to be burned, anyway. 
 
    DigDig excavated the cleared ground with ease. His shovel revealed carved and shaped grey stone beneath the first tree, spreading out to reach the rest in a broad platform covered in runes in between spiraling arms reaching from the center. Yargol used magic to cleanse the first runes of dirt, but then thought better of touching the platform with more spells. 
 
    More help soon arrived, this time in the form of any goblin folk with a decent broom or even a branch still bearing leaves. Some worked with their hands. Some simply blew away the dirt the same way Yargol’s staff might have cleared the whole platform. 
 
    Shady Tooth stood back from the fine work in disgust until it was nearly finished. “You’re all going to be broke by the time this is over.” 
 
    “It’s not like we’re paying gold for everything,” said Teryn. “This is an hour’s labor at most. Easy work. We need it done and we don’t have time to do it all ourselves. Besides, is all the silver we picked up really worth the weight?” 
 
    “In magic bags that never get heavy?” Shady Tooth asked. She let out a sigh. “You’re out of gold already, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No! No. Nah. I’ve still got gold. Some jewels. Stuff.” Teryn looked away nervously. “War Cloud might be running out, though.” 
 
    Shady Tooth shook her head. “Fucking paladins.” 
 
    “Did you have some plan for the money?” Teryn asked. “You seem bothered by all this. Is it more than a difference of opinion?” 
 
    The answer didn’t come easily. It had to escape her frown along with a rumbling sigh. “Don’t tell anyone? I had thoughts about finding a ship somewhere.” 
 
    “A ship?” Teryn blinked. 
 
    “Theralda hates us. None of the neighboring lands are much better. All this nonsense could spread. Even if Dostin falls and whoever comes next condemns all his bullshit and exposes his crimes, all that hate is still there. All those feelings that drove it won’t go away. Who’s to say whoever comes after Dostin will be an improvement? It’s not like our people are always better, either. You saw it in the dungeon. Morons set themselves up as petty warlords all the time among the goblin folk just like humans. 
 
    “I thought we might leave these lands altogether. Find somewhere else that doesn’t hate us.” 
 
    “You want to buy a ship?” 
 
    “What? No.” Shady Tooth scowled. “Don’t be ridiculous. I figured we’d find some assholes with a ship and steal it from them. Something nice and big. Still need sailors for that, though. You have to pay sailors.” 
 
    Though Teryn wanted to laugh at Shady Tooth’s manpower solution, the concerns that drove her to it were too real and too sad. She listened. 
 
    “DigDig isn’t wrong about goblin folk moving on. Why not go all the way? Someplace warm where the trees and the food and the weather are all different. Like one of those islands or maybe a mild desert across the sea. I’ve never been, but I’ve heard stories and seen pictures in books. It sounds good to me. And it’s far from here.” 
 
    Her words hung in the air. Dew slid from the leaf of a nearby tree, oily and grey like so much of the rest of the grove. “You and DigDig are both from Bak’Nor, aren’t you?” Teryn ventured. 
 
    “Yeah. Not really anything to go back to there.” 
 
    “His parents are here.” Teryn risked a glance at her friend. “You haven’t looked for yours.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Teryn nodded. She said nothing more.  
 
    “Don’t tell anyone about the ship,” Shady Tooth repeated. 
 
    Teryn shook her head. “Not a soul.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Shady Tooth stomped back into the broad pit with its rune-covered platform muttering, “Friendship is weird.” Her departure allowed Teryn to release the tension in a heavy sigh before she followed, eyes downcast. 
 
    “Scars, are we almost done with this?” asked Shady Tooth. She looked skeptically at their work crew. “I think some of these guys are milking this job.” 
 
    “Joke’s on them, then. We paid up front,” he answered. 
 
    “Who buried all this in the first place, though? And why?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Flood channel from the river,” said DigDig. He gestured to the ridge along the edge of the grove and a more or less parallel rise on the other side. “Water used to come through here. Might spill over some years when the river is high enough. Probably did it again and again.” 
 
    “They built it in a flood channel?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Maybe not intentionally,” said Scars. “Maybe they thought it was safe. Maybe someone saw an opportunity and dug a cut in the river to wash through here to screw with them. A cult can fight its enemies but fighting a flood is a different problem. Seems smart to me.” 
 
    “Then years pass and floods bring in sediment, plants take hold and here we are,” Teryn finished, thinking it through. “It makes some sense. It also means Zition had goblins settled in a flood channel.” 
 
    “Someone always gets the short end of the stick,” said DigDig. “Usually goblins.” 
 
    “Orcs and goblin folk hardly enjoy the gentlest of societies,” Scars agreed. “Dostin’s attacks are an external problem. We have plenty of issues all on our own.” 
 
    “Like this nonsense here?” Shady Tooth reminded him. “What are we doing?” 
 
    Scars pointed to Yargol and War Cloud at the center of the platform. “It’s up to those two. I don’t know any more about what we’re dealing with here than you do.” 
 
    “Not sure that’s true,” said Shady Tooth. “Yargol told us about you and the druids. Sounds like you’d know a lot about this sort of nonsense.” 
 
    “I know Dad’s stories,” he sighed. “Mom’s, too, but she usually cut to the funny parts. Didn’t try to use stories to teach as often as he did.” 
 
    “Think I like her better.” 
 
    “I dunno, you might have liked my dad. He was a charming guy. Got an orc warrior to fall for him, after all.” 
 
    “We’re not gonna give that a lot of thought,” said Shady Tooth. “Anyway, what did he have to say about stuff like this?” 
 
    “Not much. Only that it always goes bad and it’s always the worst. You’ve got your undead, your dragons, your evil wizards, your personal feuds...and he said any of it is better than this sort of extradimensional tentacle shit. You can’t always hack and slash your way through it. There’s always another tentacle. The worst part is, sometimes these things offer crazy magic powers to anyone dumb enough to accept. It always knows how to find the one idiot in the party who can’t leave bad candy on the table even when it’s got a label and it’s covered in mold and everyone else around the table is dead.” 
 
    “Candy’s still candy,” said DigDig. 
 
    Scars slapped his hand over his own face. “Damn it. DigDig, no.” 
 
    “Could just brush it off. Maybe wash it.” 
 
    “The candy is made of lies.” 
 
    “Usually is. Still candy.” 
 
    “This candy eats you and all of your friends and when you die everyone hates you.” 
 
    DigDig frowned. “Think you’ve got the wrong idea about candy. Were your parents mean?” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of...” 
 
    “Scars, I think we are ready,” said Yargol. He waved the others over to join him with War Cloud. “The platform is clear enough to see consistency in the runes and the design. This is dedicated to a being whose name I will not say out loud. I think its purpose is clear.” 
 
    “Is it a portal?” asked Scars. 
 
    Yargol hesitated. He looked to War Cloud, then back again. “How did you know?” 
 
    “It’s always a portal.” 
 
    The magician’s hooded head turned downward to his feet. “I studied all my life. I memorized ancient languages unspoken by any living society. This took hours. I did so much math.” 
 
    “Then we’ve got more to go on than the crazy stories my dad told me.” Scars patted Yargol on the back. “I’m assuming there’s some reason we can’t just destroy it, right? There usually is.” 
 
    “Oh no, we can absolutely destroy all of this. The question is whether to do it now or wait for first light.” Yargol gestured to the runes all around. “The runes tell of a ravenous Devourer in Shadow. An endless reign of darkness, all who oppose shall be consumed, that sort of thing. This whole stanza here is about swallowing the sun and moon. Mortal enemies or some such. I can’t detect any active magic, but clearly something is getting through given the effect it has had on the grove. 
 
    “Destroying the portal will sever the gateway, but it may also unleash whatever part of this Devourer and its power are closest to our world. We may have a magical trap on our hands, or a fight against another shadow entity. It seems to me whatever is released will be at its weakest in the light of the sun. Conversely, it may be strongest in the sun because it will be in direct view of a mortal enemy.” 
 
    Scars nodded, sighing. “Could be weakened. Could get extra pissed off.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Yargol admitted. “Sometimes these things are a coin toss.” 
 
    “I’m guessing this thing sat here for some time without devouring the sun and moon before it was buried,” said War Cloud. “Otherwise history might have noted it.” 
 
    “So, what?” Shady Tooth grunted. “This is a portal to some terrifying nightmare realm and we just stand around talking about nothing until it’s time to destroy it?” 
 
    Scars looked up to the dark horizon. “If we wait ‘til sunrise, yeah.” 
 
    “And if not?” she pressed. 
 
    The crew’s ostensible leader fished a gold coin from his pouch. “Castle says we do it now, crown says we wait ‘til dawn.” He looked to War Cloud and then Yargol, but saw only shrugs. Scars sent the coin into the air with a flick of his thumb. 
 
    Something tugged at his foot as he reached for the coin again. He thought it no more than an exposed root by the toe of his boot, but he missed the coin on its way down. It bounced twice against the masonry, then spun along its edge until it came to rest over a crack in the grey stone with its castle side showing. 
 
    Then it popped over onto its other side. A shadowy tendril jerked back into the crack in the masonry where the coin had first lain. 
 
    “I didn’t imagine that,” said Teryn. 
 
    “No,” Yargol breathed. 
 
    “DigDig, now,” ordered Scars. “Do it now!” 
 
    He’d already been waiting for his cue. DigDig stabbed his shovel into the platform, splitting the masonry at his feet. A shockwave ran through the platform and the ground beyond in every direction. The crack widened, revealing nothing but darkness and stronger tremors. The runes took on an eerie green glow. 
 
    An unearthly noise gurgled from beneath the ground, wet and hollow and deep, seeming to provide its own echo from beneath the soil. More cracks split the masonry. Shadowy tendrils rose from each opening, twisting and turning as if probing the air. Every worker who hadn’t left already abandoned the site with haste. 
 
    “Damn,” muttered Yargol. “Maybe this wasn’t the best time.” 
 
    “Maybe there isn’t a good time,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    The gurgle diminished, replaced by a louder and clearer note: horns blew out warning notes not far away. A light shot into the sky over the camp, orange flames trailing burning oil and twine from a flaming arrow. 
 
    “Shit. The army is here. The camp is under attack!” shouted someone just outside the grove. 
 
    “The wall!” yelled another. The hired hands quickly scattered. “We have to get to the wall!” 
 
    “Now?” asked Shady Tooth. “Seriously? Now?” 
 
    “They were bound to attack at dawn, but I didn’t think it would be today,” said Teryn. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this now,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “We don’t have time for anything else!” War Cloud countered. 
 
    A thicker tentacle reached for Scars. Yargol blasted it with one of his fiery ice daggers.  
 
    Horns blared their warning again. Shouts and cries rang out in every direction around the camp as the broken masonry seethed. 
 
    “We can’t leave this unfinished,” said War Cloud. “We’ve only just started. This will get worse fast.” 
 
    “They need us on the line,” said Teryn. 
 
    “You’re both right,” said Yargol. “Scars, this is a matter of magic and other worlds. Blades without enchantment will do little good here, anyway.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving you alone,” said Scars. Another warning note sounded. He winced. “Who do you need?” 
 
    “This is still a demolition job. I need War Cloud and DigDig,” the magician replied. “I don’t know if the rest of you can help, anyway.” 
 
    “Damn it.” Scars winced. At a questioning look from War Cloud, he came out with it: “This isn’t a fight, it’s a battle. It’s war. You’re the one who should be out there rallying people.” 
 
    “These are goblin folk with their backs to the wall. There’s nowhere to run. It’s fight or die. Nobody needs to be rallied. That’s a problem for the other side.” War Cloud’s eyes flared with a sudden thought. “But I can tell you what to do about that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    War Cloud’s words didn’t carry to the shadowed bushes and trees at the edge of the grove. The call of the horns did. “We gotta go,” grunted an orc. 
 
    “Prag is right. They need everyone at the wall,” agreed a hobgoblin. 
 
    “No, hold on,” counseled the larger figure. He kept his voice down and crouched low to go unseen beyond the bushes, but he took up more room than any of his followers. “There’s only the handful of us. Hardly enough to make a difference. We don’t even know what’s going on out there.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do. It’s an alarm.” 
 
    Chatter sighed. “You think I want to get killed off by some human army, Jolko? Prag? Any of you?” Only a pair each of hobgoblins and orcs lurked behind the tree line with him, all quiet and on edge from the alarm. “If it’s a battle, we’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    “We’ll be missed on the wall by our people,” Prag hissed. “Everyone is supposed to go.” 
 
    Chatter tilted his head toward the crew across the grove. “They’re not. Something important is going on here. Something worth spending all that money. Gotta be something powerful.” He looked to his collection of malcontents with a toothy grin. “Listen to that little voice whispering in your ears, boys. Don’t you hear? It’s asking, ‘Do you want to trust them with the power they’ve uncovered? Or do you want it for yourselves?’” His eyes narrowed and darkened. “I know my answer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “This will start with arrows. At least we know where they’re coming from. Get the young to cover behind the trees at the far end of camp.” Karana barked out orders as she stomped through orcs and goblins rushing to and fro. A dark grey helmet rested atop her head with scale mail hanging from its brim at the back and sides of her neck. The rest of her armor was mostly leather and worse for wear, but it helped her stand out. “Spread the word. Stay on the far side and don’t try to be clever. People will look there for their kids when this is over.” 
 
    The goblins near her side split off in different directions to carry her message. She spotted a particular orc on her way to the wall with an axe in hand. “Hey! Brinduth! Tell all your friends we’re not hurling severed heads or any of that terror bullshit.” 
 
    “What? You want us to play nice?” 
 
    “I want you to win the fight, not show off for your friends. No human trophies. You got me?” 
 
    “Ah, fine.” The orc waved Karana off and continued on her way. 
 
    “Karana,” Scars called as he caught up with Teryn and Shady Tooth at his side. Fear and preparation made for heavy traffic throughout the camp. Thankfully, he hadn’t seen any sign of panic. “We’re here. Where do you want us?” 
 
    “Near me and out in front where everyone can see you,” she answered. “The whole camp knows who did all the heavy lifting on the last attack. Hold on.” Karana looked around. “Where are the rest of you?” 
 
    “It’s just us. We uncovered an old shrine to whatever dark power is active under the camp. The others are dealing with it now. Can’t leave it alone or it’ll get worse fast.” 
 
    “How much worse? We’ve got an army bearing down on us.” 
 
    “Shadow tentacles and devouring the sun worse,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    Karana scowled. “Hell of a time for that nonsense.” 
 
    “If we’d known the attack was coming we might have rescheduled,” Scars grumbled. “What do we know?” 
 
    “They have lots more cavalry and infantry, but not a lumbering siege force.” Karana trudged on toward the berm. “Sentries in the woods saw the main body and came running. No trebuchets or any of that big stuff, at least. I guess the garrison was already on their way through the pass when you found out about them. They’ll be here any minute.” 
 
    “I’m surprised we got any warning at all,” said Teryn. “Barret’s riders are trained to catch any sentries ahead of the larger force.” 
 
    “Yeah, that checks out,” said Karana. “Not all of our sentries made it back.” 
 
    Orcs and goblin folk swarmed at the foot of the berm with whatever weapons and gear they had. Some called out orders and got organized. Others worked to get supplies into place or clear other material out of the way. More than one goblin hurriedly carved sharp ends out of sturdy branches and passed them off to waiting hands. The crowd was thick enough that Scars couldn’t see everything going on. 
 
    The berm had grown more complicated overnight, too. Tall wooden platforms leaned against the inside, reaching from the base to near the top. He wasn’t sure if they were meant to brace it or hold the dirt steady, nor where the flat wood even came from. Above it, the wall boasted a long walkway along the top that could cover a goblin to the shoulders. A handful of such goblins and hobgoblins watched from there, most of them armed with spears and shields. 
 
     “So what’s the plan?” asked Shady Tooth. “We stay out of sight until they’re at the trench? It’s not like we’ve had much time to prepare.” 
 
    “We’ve had a night’s warning to work on this.” Karana threw them a grim smile before she got to the foot of the berm. The slope allowed for an easy climb on this side. Movement up and down had created many stable footholds. “You don’t think we sat on our asses, did you?” 
 
    The companions saw what she meant from the top of the berm. Sharpened stakes jutted out of the mound from bottom to top. A scattering of goblins waited in the trench below, huddled in hiding with little in the way of arms and armor but some apparent plan. Scars spotted Zana among them by virtue of a red band tied around her dark hair to keep it back. Fregg stood with her. Out beyond, nothing seemed different about the meadow between the wall and the forest except for the remaining detritus from the previous battle. Most of the good loot had been scavenged already, leaving only trash and blood stains. Then Scars noted small bumps in the grass hiding little flags of colored scraps that could only be seen from this side of the meadow. “Why the flags?” 
 
    “They’re range markers,” answered Karana. “We’re shy on bows and arrows. We need to make every shot count.” 
 
    “And the goblins in the trench? Aren’t they exposed and vulnerable?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “They’ve got a couple of tunnels running under the wall that they can collapse on their way back in if the enemy reaches the trench.” 
 
    “What’re they doing down there at all?” Shady Tooth wondered. 
 
    “What’s with all the extra work at the base of the wall?” added Scars. 
 
    Warning shouts rose up from along the top of the berm before Karana answered. Others called out orders to make ready. Noise from the camp fell, an emptiness soon filled by the low but steady tones of hooves and boots not far away. 
 
    Men on horseback and on foot emerged from the shadows under the trees across the field. Banners in the colors of Theralda, the king’s house, and Fort Greyfalls flew on standards raised by leading horsemen as they came out into the open. The force emerged with slow and orderly purpose to assemble not far from the edge of the trees. Archers and crossbowmen came forward along with the riders as the groups sorted out their lines, with more in the back likely made of common foot soldiers. 
 
    “Their bows can clear this distance,” said Karana. “So can the bows you stole for us. We’ve more in the way of hunting bows, but not many, and they don’t shoot as far.” 
 
    “The rest of their numbers are a bigger problem,” Scars thought out loud. “The trench and the berm prevent a cavalry charge, but they had to have known one way or another. They’ll have a plan. This ends in hand-to-hand.” 
 
    “It seems likely,” Karana agreed. “Would’ve been nice to strike before they got assembled, but it’s too much for little gain. Too late now, anyway. I’m more worried about flaming arrows again.” 
 
    “They won’t try that if they plan to push in,” said Teryn. “Barret’s riders might handle it but many of the footmen won’t manage as well. Same for the garrison horses. They won’t want to rush into all that fire and smoke. Barret will be here, but he’s surely outranked. I’m trying to make out the other standards...” She hesitated, then muttered under a sigh, “Oh gods, it’s cousin Chad.” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Karana. 
 
    “Sorry. It’s that standard there. Fort Greyfalls is led by Earl Chadwalt,” she grumbled. “He’ll be the one in charge.” 
 
    “What do you know about him?” asked Karana. 
 
    “He holds rank by virtue of patronage, not ability. Chadwalt is a cousin of the royal family and a general ass. Not as dumb or incompetent as his personality makes one want to believe, though. Barret will keep all that in check, anyway. Scars is right. They’ve got a plan.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Karana murmured. 
 
    Across the meadow, a handful of riders emerged from the front of the others. They didn’t come out far—except one, calmly holding up a white banner. 
 
    “They really want to talk before we fight?” wondered Shady Tooth. “I thought that was for old stories.” 
 
    “It’s usually to avoid fighting at all,” said Teryn. “If one side can talk the other down before the fighting starts, everyone can go home alive.” 
 
    “They came out all this way to murder everyone. I don’t see how they talk back from that,” Shady Tooth grumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re probably still out of range for anything but a perfect bow shot,” Karana decided, squinting in the morning light. “Too bad.” 
 
    “Talking might buy us some time,” Scars suggested. “We’d get a better look at their lines. It could tell us something we don’t already know.” 
 
    “Or get all the negotiators killed,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “I’ll go,” said Scars. 
 
    Karana looked back at the camp, then scanned the assembling force again. “Sure, why not? Ruck!” she called. The bugbear stood out among the crowd of goblin folk waiting to fight. “I’m going out to talk. If they kill me, you’re in charge.” 
 
    His already big eyes went wider with shock. “Really?” 
 
    “Sure. Won’t be anything left to do but murder at that point. What’s it matter?” 
 
    His posture straightened with pride. “I won’t let you down!” 
 
    “That guy,” she muttered, shaking her head. “Alright. Let’s go.” 
 
    Scars handed his crossbow and quiver off to Shady Tooth. The range on his weapon would not hit the enemy, but he wasn’t sure about Teryn’s. “You can shoot that distance if they try anything, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure.” She looked on with some doubt. “Might still want to run for your life, though.” 
 
    He followed Karana down the berm with care for the sharpened stakes decorating the slope. Few were anything more than thick boughs and branches with a pointy end. Most had bends or knots to make them less suited as weapons, and coverage was hardly thick. Zition had already used up the easier pickings to be found in the forest. 
 
    The thought brought his eyes to the treetops beyond the meadow as they reached the bottom of the climb. Birds flew over the forest canopy as if unbothered by all the activity below. Surely every other critter in the woods had fled or gone to ground. He could hardly blame them. A lone hawk glided in a long arc high above the field as if curious, but only at a safe distance. “Hope you can hear as well as you see,” muttered Scars. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Karana. 
 
    “Nothing. Wishful thinking. Probably ought to grow out of it by now.” 
 
    “Never anything wrong with wishes as long as you still face reality, kid. Sometimes it takes both to keep you going.” 
 
    They crossed the trench over a single board kept in place by the goblins still hiding in silence below. If Karana acknowledged them in any way, Scars didn’t see it. Zana made eye contact and gave a sort of saluting gesture with the pale white dagger in her hand. It had to have been made of bone. He returned the gesture with a muted nod and followed the mayor’s lead. Nothing remained but distance and the enemy—and a warning. “Watch your step out here,” said Karana. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Told you. We had at least one night to work with.” 
 
    Heeding her warnings, Scars walked a step behind and to the side of the mayor. Whatever lay in the field as a trap for their enemies, he didn’t want to draw attention to it. The pair crossed the meadow marked only by mounds of dirt from the initial explosion caused by DigDig’s shovel and the few remaining bits of trash and blood from the last fight. All of that thinned out amid lush green grass as they came to the small party now dismounting from their horses to speak. 
 
    He saw Barret among them, as expected. He didn’t expect the others. The mustachioed man in heavy armor and the king’s colors was likely some noble or man-at-arms. The hooded man in old furs and rags was more familiar, but he kept back and lurked behind the horses. One other less expected man stepped forward with the rest. 
 
    “Mayor Dunning,” said Karana. “Didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” 
 
    “I could say the same,” Dunning sniffed. He glanced awkwardly at Barret, but tried to hide it. “Circumstances have changed.” 
 
    “That armor doesn’t fit you,” she said. “Might want to consider what that means.” 
 
    “Mayor Dunning, who is this...individual?” asked the better-armored stranger at his side. 
 
    “Captain Chadwalt, this is Karana. She once lived in Eastford. Something of a speaker for the goblin folk. Karana, the captain here is leader of the South Garrison you see before you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she said. 
 
    “I think the rest of us have all met her companion,” said Barret. “Scars, was it? Scars of No-Clan?” 
 
    “Yeah. And you’re Barret the Bandit,” said Scars. 
 
    “Quite,” came his smug grunt. “A necessary subterfuge.” 
 
    “I dunno, you ride around attacking defenseless villages. Sounds pretty bandit-like to me.” 
 
    “Hardly defenseless with a wall like that,” said Chadwalt. 
 
    “Wasn’t here before Barret arrived. He could tell you that. Wasn’t necessary,” said Scars. He kept a wary eye out for the fourth member of the negotiating party, but that one stayed obscured by the mounts. 
 
    “Then let’s discuss that,” said Barret. “You have erected a settlement in Theralda without any charter or authority from the king or his vassals, and it is an armed and fortified camp at that. By order of the king, you are to disarm and disperse immediately or suffer the wrath of his forces.” 
 
    “Where are we supposed to disperse to?” Karana asked as if she might yawn or roll her eyes. “We’re banished in the south. Dunning and the other towns in the north have run us out of every home we had this side of the mountains. The neighboring countries won’t take us. Where do we go?” 
 
    “That is your problem, not ours,” Chadwalt sniffed. 
 
    “What’s the point of making an impossible demand?” Karana asked. “Do you go home and say you tried to avoid the fight but we forced your hand? You know you want this fight, so your demands aren’t honest. What’s the point of making them? When you go home you’ll still be lying to your families about what you did to us one way or the other.” 
 
    “So you refuse?” asked Chadwalt. 
 
    “You already came at us with flaming arrows and a cavalry charge when we’d done nothing at all except try to get by. Why would that change if we disperse?” 
 
    “This camp houses thieves and fugitives,” said Chadwalt. “Mayor Dunning reports many crimes and disturbances from the past few months.” 
 
    “You normally go looking for thieves by setting homes on fire?” asked Scars. “Or only when they’re goblin homes? Masquerading as bandits no less?” 
 
    “We owe you no answers, half-breed,” Chadwalt replied. 
 
    “Did you tell them that, Dunning?” Karana frowned. “Did you send letters south complaining about us out here after you’d already run us out of our homes and taken our belongings?” 
 
    “I—w-well,” he began. “There have been thefts. Things have gone missing.” 
 
    “Right. Sure, summon the army to burn the goblins out because someone lost a pitchfork.” She shook her head. “You know we have nowhere else to go. We can’t meet your demands, so I guess it’s a fight no matter what we say.” 
 
    “Then let’s talk about how you can avoid this fight,” said Barret. “You have more to bargain with than you may realize.” 
 
    Her brow rose skeptically. “Does this still end with us dispersing?” 
 
    “Perhaps not. Give the king something in exchange for his leniency and he may tolerate your settlement here beyond the mountains. Within reason.” 
 
    “What? No,” spoke up the last of the delegation. He stomped out from his shelter among the horses. “You told me—” 
 
    “Enough,” Barret snapped at him. 
 
    “We had a deal.” 
 
    “A deal we will not discuss in front of the enemy. Enough.” 
 
    “Is it creepy tentacle stuff?” asked Scars. The hooded face snapped around to glare at him. Scars saw little more than shadow despite the growing light. “Brok here was with some possessed freak playing with dark powers in the woods a couple nights ago. His friend died, but now you can barely see Brok’s face. You might want to reconsider whatever deal you’ve got. It won’t go well for anyone.” 
 
    “As if anything you say can be trusted,” Brok seethed. 
 
    “Perhaps if your associate hadn’t murdered my only source of arcane aid, I might take your warning under advisement,” said Barret. He threw a glance to Brok. “We will take up our deal in private when we are finished here.” 
 
    “So let’s hear it,” said Karana. “What do you want and what do we get for it?” 
 
    “Two things.” Barret gestured at Scars. “Your new friends bear a powerful tool of magic. That mound of dirt and the trench beneath it could only have been built so quickly by the same shovel used in battle the other night.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good reason to hang onto it, not trade it away,” said Karana. 
 
    “It’s one artifact against your whole camp. Hardly worth so many lives.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Except how you’ll bring all these soldiers to a fight for it.” 
 
    “The soldiers would come anyway. Your camp is illegal, but you might earn pardon with this concession and one more.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “The fugitive princess, of course,” said Barret. He watched Karana’s frown tighten. “Did she tell you who she was? What about you, Scars? Did you know?” 
 
    Scars recognized the attempt at division for what it was. He saw nothing else to do about it now. “Sure.” 
 
    “That’s Princess Teryn running around with his crew,” Barret told Karana. “She’s been in hiding for some time after committing high crimes.” 
 
    “Huh. I heard something about that,” said Karana. “So we hand over her and the shovel and you take your little army and go?” 
 
    “Little?” Chadwalt huffed. 
 
    “Yes,” said Barret. 
 
    “Well, we’re not in the business of harboring fugitives,” Karana sniffed. “What’d she do?” 
 
    “She’s wanted for treason and attempted murder. She stabbed the king.” 
 
    “No, I mean did she do something bad?” asked Karana. 
 
    Scars managed to swallow a laugh. Chadwalt turned red with anger. “How dare you!” the captain snarled. 
 
    “You bring an army here after all my people have been through and ask me that?” Karana replied. “I’ve worked my ass off to keep the hotheads and the zealots from retaliating and making our lot worse. Now here you are all lined up pretty with blood in your eyes. You even did us the favor of leaving behind your children and elderly so we don’t have any tragic victims caught in the middle for you to whine about later. After all we’ve suffered, after all our anger, you think we want to buy our way out of this fight?” She spat at their feet. “Let’s go. This will be downright healthy for us.” 
 
    “A healthy death, perhaps,” Chadwalt growled. He stormed back to his horse. 
 
    “Barret,” said Scars. He gestured to Brok. “This one is a danger to your people, too. It’s your funeral. I warned you.” 
 
    “Our pact is made,” Brok hissed. He turned back along with Barret. Scars thought he saw a faint wisp of smoke or shadow trail from his hood as he turned, but it faded instantly. 
 
    Eastford’s mayor was the slowest to turn back, as if searching for words but finding none. Scars had plenty. “Dunning, I see your townsfolk here. I know Barret conscripted you all into service. The goblin folk here never did anything to you. They aren’t your enemy.” 
 
    “What?” Barret fumed, slowly turning around. 
 
    “I...what?” Dunning blinked. 
 
    “Your town is full of shitheels and cowards, but there’s no need to kill you and you don’t want to die. Stay out of this. We won’t give chase when you leave.” 
 
    “Dunning, don’t listen to him,” said Barret. He rested his hand on the pommel of his sword. “Walk away. Now.” 
 
    “You’re not soldiers, Dunning,” Scars carried on steadily. “Ask yourself who decided to put your people in danger.” 
 
    “Mayor Dunning!” Barret snapped. 
 
    Startled, Dunning stepped back. He looked from one face to the next, catching only a nod of agreement from Karana, but said nothing. He turned back to his horse and joined the others. 
 
    “We should go,” Karana murmured. Instead, Scars moved aside to get clear of the small party of negotiators to look at the assembled troops. 
 
    “Soldiers!” Scars shouted. “Many of you may want this fight. Some of you do not. We don’t want it, either. Whatever they tell you, whatever speeches and lies they give, we here fight only for our lives. If you turn and go, we will not follow. Leave the battle and we will not chase you down. We wish only to live. 
 
    “These assholes will tell you some garbage about glory and honor,” he said, pointing to their leaders. “Maybe they tell you about the tales this day will bring. I am the son of a bard. I know the tales. I know the songs. All anyone will remember of this day is how badly we fuck you up. Fight and die for lies or go home alive. It’s up to you.” 
 
    He turned to leave, but then stopped and pointed to Brok. “Oh, and this creepy fucker here is filthy with ancient evil. Don’t get too close if you value your soul.” 
 
    Scars didn’t linger for long stares. He and Karana walked back across the meadow without a look over their shoulders. Scars spotted Teryn and Shady Tooth along the wall and kept his eyes on them for any necessary warning signs. Only a dozen or so orcs and goblin folk stood at the top of the berm. The much greater portion remained below. 
 
    “Liked your speech, kid,” said Karana. 
 
    “It should’ve been War Cloud,” Scars muttered. “He told me what to tell them, but not how to say it. I’m not a public speaker. It lacked eloquence.” 
 
    “Heh. Yeah, you’re a bard’s son. Don’t worry about it. You got the point across. Better than a lot of rhetorical bullshit, anyway. At least you didn’t keep them waiting for the point like their bosses will.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you about Teryn.” 
 
    “I asked if there was anything I needed to know. This shit would’ve come down on all of us, anyway, so I guess it wouldn’t have made any difference.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be here if they didn’t have some plan for getting over the wall,” he warned. “Cavalry can’t make it, but they’re all mounted up anyway. They have something ready.” 
 
    “Sure. We’ve all been thinking that. Guess we’re about to find out how.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Warriors of the realm! You know me well. We marched and rode from the garrison over the pass to come here without rest for the fight ahead. I don’t need to tell you to ignore that wretch when he questions who your enemies are.” Chadwalt thought it a clever line before it came out of his mouth. Why say anything more on the subject? 
 
    Then he noted the glances shared among his soldiers. He saw frowns. Snorts. Even laughter. 
 
    “But you should ignore him! Don’t listen to anything he said!” 
 
    “That goes double for you, Dunning,” Barret warned as the captain went on. “As mayor, you are responsible for the conduct of our auxiliaries. They’d better not go anywhere.” 
 
    “He wasn’t wrong about my people,” Dunning hissed. “We aren’t soldiers.” 
 
    “And thus you’re guarding the left flank and not joining in the charge. I don’t want you in the way, either. But if called forward, you will move or you will all suffer the consequences. Now get them ready.” 
 
    Sullen but silent, Dunning withdrew. Barret looked to his other unsure ally. “That parlay was all to feel out our enemies and their plans, Brok. Our bargain still holds. Your magic had better deliver as you promised.” 
 
    “Just get me in close,” came Brok’s raspy reply. More wisps of shadow escaped his hood to evaporate in the morning light. He joined his companion without a word, taking their place among the back lines of the cavalry. 
 
    Horsemen to their sides gave them both a wide berth. Wider now, after hearing the half-orc. 
 
    “And after this day, the tales...er...the tales of your courage will spread far and wide,” their captain carried on, despite the enemy’s preemptive rebuttal. “You will be remembered. You will be honored. Now onward, to glory! Which is real! No matter what that scum said!” 
 
    “Chadwalt,” Barret called helpfully. “They are back to their lines.” 
 
    The captain took the hint. He turned his horse around to face the enemy like the rest of his troops. Chadwalt pulled his sword from its scabbard and raised it to signal his orders to the ranks of bowmen at his side. “Archers, ready! Loose!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Shady Tooth, Teryn,” Scars said as they reached the top of the wall. “We’ve got priorities.” 
 
    “I take it things didn’t go well?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Not so much,” said Karana. 
 
    “Shit, they’re shooting already,” warned Shady Tooth. They’d only just made it back up the wall, but the enemy had their bows raised. 
 
    Others reacted fast, too: “Walls up!” called orcs and hobgoblins along the top of the wall. “Walls up now!” 
 
    Everyone at the top scrambled under the cover of goblin folk bearing the largest of the few shields in the camp. With arrows in flight, Scars looked back down the slope of the berm at the defenders massed not far below. Everyone moved fast, ducking behind trees beyond the first line of tents or coming together in clusters at the foot of the berm. The latter seemed foolish to Scars until he saw defenses he did not expect. 
 
    Bugbears and burly orcs tugged at ropes tied to the tops of the wooden slab laid across the back of the berm. Strong hands held them in place, tilted back but upright enough to provide a shelter for all beneath. Scars recognized iron handles and mountings still attached to the slab closest to him, smaller than the rest. He remembered Karana’s orders to strip the barn. Now he knew its purpose. 
 
    Arrows arced downward, clattering against shields and puncturing through some along the top of the wall, but far more came in just beyond it. The archers were good. Most shots fell just inside the wall, right where they’d intended. None of the archers likely wanted to hit the broad side of a barn, but a great many did. 
 
    The wood held firm. A few arrows punched all the way through. Many stopped only an inch or two deep. Others caught at the feathers. 
 
    Even with the defenses, a few arrows took their toll. Cries and growls of pain assured of that. At the top of the wall, one orc yelled out a curse to the gods. “Frathek, you alright?” Karana asked from behind a shield. 
 
    “It’s only my leg. I’ve got two of them,” the burly orc shouted back. 
 
    A second shower of arrows fell between them, bringing out all the same noise: the ping and scrape of metal against metal, the crack of wood, and shouts from the unlucky few. Most still escaped harm. 
 
    “Be nice to shoot back,” Shady Tooth growled from behind a pair of shields provided by two hobgoblins. 
 
    “Too far to be accurate,” Teryn replied. While Shady Tooth ducked behind the shields, Teryn ducked behind her—or almost beneath her. “It’s a waste of arrows.” 
 
    “They’re only giving us more arrows to shoot back at them,” said Karana. “I’ve got a salvage detail organized. They’ll feed our archers fast as soon as this rain stops. They aren’t softening us up as much as they hope.” 
 
    “The barrage is also meant to cover the cavalry,” Teryn warned. She risked a peek around the shields as soon as the next hail of arrows ended. “They’re moving now.” 
 
    The cavalry started out in good order, with flags and horns scattered across the lines to hold them all together. None of the riders held lances or spears ahead of the mounts to lay anyone low. They had obstacles to cover before the real bloodletting began. Arrows passed over them at a constant flow, thinner now but ceaseless as the archers fired at will. The horses would be at the wall in moments. 
 
    “They can’t clear the obstacles. This is crazy,” said Teryn. 
 
    Scars watched with gritted teeth. “They’ve got a plan for this,” he seethed. 
 
    “So do we,” said Karana. “Watch.” 
 
    He risked another look, ducking reflexively when an arrow bounced against the shield over his head. The cavalry kept coming, more than halfway now, but then he saw the first horse tumble and fall with a shriek. Not every horseman behind the fallen managed to get around or jump over in time to avoid the same fate. Others suffered the same, some at the front, more in the back. The cavalry thinned rapidly. 
 
    Greater misfortune followed an instant later, explaining every tumble along the way. Goblins burst out of the ground amid the fallen, hidden by clever foliage and the debris of the previous battle. Every abandoned cloak or bloodstained stretch of bare grass turned out to hide a goblin hole, and every goblin held an axe or a dagger. Zana’s red band made her easy to pick out of the mess as she leaped out and jammed her bone dagger in a fallen horseman’s throat. He outweighed and would have likely outclassed her in any other match-up and surely enjoyed far better gear, but it didn’t take much to finish off a foe in the seconds after a fall from a horse. 
 
    Riders screamed and their mounts wailed. Goblins finished the riders off in a rush of anger and blood. Every one of them stayed up only long enough to grab a weapon or a shield from their victims before diving back down into their holes. 
 
    Scars glanced down to the trench and understood the rest. The goblins he’d seen before were no longer there, but now he saw the tunnels dug into the walls of the trench. This was more than a trap. It was a relay. 
 
    “Now they’re close enough,” declared Teryn. She darted out from behind the shields with her bow ready and let an arrow fly in a snap shot. The incoming missiles were still too steady and numerous to stay out to watch her results. 
 
    “Good. Archers!” Karana shouted back to her people. “Red markers! Red markers! Shoot!” 
 
    Hobgoblins and orcs jumped out from behind their barn-siding shelters with arrows nocked and ready. They shot up and over the wall at generally the same angle, nocked and shot again. The rain of enemy arrows brought down a couple archers, but not many. Defending arrows flew into the rapidly-approaching cavalry to bring further disruption to the charge. 
 
    Though shaken and thinned, more horsemen survived the obstacles than not. Despite all that had happened, it wasn’t as if the distance required more than a sprint for the horses. 
 
    The trench remained. The wall stood, complete with its spread of sharpened stakes. “What the hell are they planning?” Scars murmured. His eyes searched for an answer and found it amid the oncoming charge. 
 
    Brok rode only a few loose ranks back amid the horsemen, his arms out to his sides. Faint tendrils of shadow stretched from his hands to the fallen horsemen back along the field. In another heartbeat, Scars realized the shadows flowed from the victims to his grasp. Brok wasn’t alone, either: Rosile, the woman who’d escaped the same fight, rode near him with the same effect. 
 
    The shadows were faint. He only spotted them by virtue of looking for such magic amid the rush, and he found it a moment too late. “The furs! Shoot for the ones in the furs!” Scars called out. He brought up his crossbow around the shield held by the orcs beside him and Karana and aimed. “Teryn, you see? There! Bring them—” 
 
    Sharp, forceful pain knocked his arm low. The arrow punched through his hardened leather bracer and his wrist. Most of the shaft stuck out the top, with the bloody head poking all the way through the underside. Another arrow hit harder in his left shoulder. The impact and the sheer pain forced his face into the dirt on top of his weapon. 
 
    “Scars!” he heard Teryn shout. It was all he could do to lift his head and look to the enemy. 
 
    The forefront of the cavalry were only a breath away from the trench. Near the center of their charge, tentacles of shadow thicker than fir trees lashed up and out from Brok and Rosile’s arms. Their ends split into broad tendrils, each multiplying into more, like huge hands whipping out from the field to the top of the berm. 
 
    They landed, clutched at the top, and pulled. 
 
    Earth and stone crumbled forward in a sudden rush. Everything under the shadow’s reach fell into the trench. The collapse dug a great gap in the center of the wall. Orcs and hobgoblins at the top shouted as they fell while the goblins in the trench howled in terror under the avalanche. 
 
    At the edge of the collapse, Scars felt the mound give way beneath him. The sun rose in the horizon as he fell into darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Burning ice slashed into another tendril of shadow reaching through the masonry cracks. The shot was hardly a challenge. Every such shadow rose into the world from a fixed point in the ground. Yargol’s spell severed the tendril at its base, leaving the rest to dissipate into the air. 
 
    The Icefire Dagger spell required about as much of his magical energy as the physical drain of the required throwing gesture. He could do this all morning if necessary. Stronger spells would cause more of a strain. With dual crises at hand, he had to pace himself. He didn’t know if he had the strength for everything. 
 
    His greater fear came from the whispers he heard as each tendril arose. “We will keep you safe,” said the last one before he smote it. Now he heard another: “We will make you strong.” 
 
    Yargol threw another Icefire Dagger. The shadow vanished, but its companion kept rising. “You will never want for money again.” 
 
    He smote that one like the rest. With no more in sight, Yargol turned his eyes back to the runes. There had to be an answer here, or at least an overlooked clue. 
 
    “Do I keep smashing or not?” asked DigDig. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Shadows gotta be coming from something beneath us.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Will it stop if I smash all this?”’ 
 
    “I don’t know!” Yargol snapped. 
 
    “DigDig, let him think,” counseled War Cloud. He stood over the large breach the shovel had cut into the platform, his great sword in one hand at the ready. His eyes didn’t come off the black pit at his feet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” DigDig asked. 
 
    “Praying.” 
 
    DigDig made a face. “That’s gonna help?” 
 
    “It’s all I’ve got to work with right now,” War Cloud admitted. 
 
    “We have every answer you need,” whispered a voice. Yargol spun, searching for its source. The culprit arose near War Cloud’s feet. Yargol ended it the same way as the others. Only the snap of ice and the scent of smoke drew War Cloud’s attention once it was gone. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Do you hear them?” asked Yargol. “Hear the whispers? You didn’t react.” 
 
    “Whispers?” War Cloud wondered. His brow wrinkled with thought. The expression pulled back the fur along his snout, creating a frown. “I’ve heard a hissing sound, but no words. It’s all gibberish at best. You hear words?” 
 
    “Yes. Offers.” 
 
    “You, too?” asked DigDig. “Thought someone is fucking with us. Nobody wants to make a god out of a goblin. Can’t just give me a girl. Doesn’t work like that.” 
 
    “It offered you godhood or a lover?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “Yeah, not you?” 
 
    “No. Security, wealth, power.” 
 
    “If you seek lovers—” 
 
    “Shut up!” Yargol interrupted the whisper with another Icefire Dagger, following it with a second out of sheer frustration. 
 
    “Don’t like it talking about girls like that, either,” said DigDig. “Disrespectful. And creepy.” 
 
    Yargol’s bright, mismatched eyes narrowed. “It’s all so generic. Natural wants. And all phrased so as to fulfill them by the absence of want.” 
 
    “Huh?” asked DigDig. 
 
    “You no longer hunger if you’re dead,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Every answer you seek...” began another whisper, but Yargol blasted the tendril like all the rest. Again, the shadow vanished. 
 
    “We might finish this if we destroy the right rune or cut through the right inscriptions,” Yargol explained. He searched feverishly for exactly such a target. “But I can’t tell which one it might be. I cannot read all of these runes, and some of what I can decipher reads like nonsense. Or madness.” He hurled another burning shard. “And I’ve been catastrophically wrong once already.” 
 
    “Nah, that’s not a catastrophe. I know that word,” DigDig said proudly. “We’re all still alive. Camp’s still here. Not a catastrophe yet. Now, if this breaks free and eats the sun, that’s probably a catastrophe.” 
 
    Yargol let out a frustrated breath. “Thank you, DigDig.” 
 
    Horns no longer blared across the camp. Voices beyond the grove quieted as everyone got to the wall or wherever else they were needed. Yargol tried to put it out of his head, looking over an increasingly maddening pattern of runes and glyphs. The added pressure of impending battle countered any benefit from the relative silence. 
 
    “The cracks should have severed the gateway,” said Yargol. “The lines are all broken. Runes of power are missing. The gateway shouldn’t work at all...unless it’s not a gateway?” 
 
    “What else would it be?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s a seal?” 
 
    “Then the Devourer is under the ground? Why couldn’t it slip out around the seal?” 
 
    “It may have, given what we’ve seen elsewhere,” Yargol considered. “I almost take for granted this is the source of the blight on the farm. But the cult wanted to serve the Devourer, and the Devourer wanted to consume the sun. Why create a seal?” 
 
    “Maybe they didn’t want it to eat the sun yet?” DigDig offered. He shrugged when Yargol looked back to him. “Humans kinda need the sun. Maybe they wanted to put off the end of the world ‘til they were done living in it?” 
 
    “Possibly. That makes as much sense as anything else.” Yargol turned back, pondering the suggestion. War Cloud still stood watch over the crack left by DigDig’s shovel. “Do you see anything new?” Yargol asked. 
 
    “Roiling shadows and nothing else,” said War Cloud. “I sense dark power beneath us. More than I’ve ever faced. But I don’t see anything. Have the probes stopped?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re right,” Yargol murmured. No more tendrils emerged from the smaller cracks in the masonry. “If it’s a seal rather than a portal, it’s surely broken now, so...?” 
 
    Grey stonework bulged upward around the cracks, causing further crumbling. Chunks of masonry fell off—and vanished instantly, as if falling not into a hole but rather a black liquid just beneath the surface. War Cloud stepped back to catch his balance with his huge blade up and at the ready. A second impact hit the masonry, widening the gap more. A third sent stonework flying back as a single pitch-black tentacle thicker than any tree erupted from the gap. 
 
    War Cloud brought his blade against the black form with all he had, the golden glow of his goddess joining with the blood curdling roar of his heritage. The bitter end of the tentacle curled into a thick mass it hurled back downward at him, but he moved faster and had less space to cover. 
 
    As before, his sword met physical resistance when it hit the shadow, but not enough to stop him. Steel blessed by Dastia cleaved through the massive tentacle. Golden light spread through the black shadows much like DigDig’s shovel shattered the stone. Rather than falling back into the pit, the inky black fragments crumbled into nothing. By the time the dark fist reached War Cloud, it turned away—and flew off to the edge of the grove. 
 
    “That can’t be good,” muttered DigDig. 
 
    “We can’t chase it now,” said War Cloud. He turned his attention back to the pit with Yargol. DigDig kept watch as if the shadow might return. 
 
    Nothing remained except more roiling shadows below. Even now, they looked thinner. “Light, we need light,” Yargol decided. He drew a glowstone from his pouch and tossed it into the widened crack. 
 
    This time, the shadows didn’t swallow everything. Light from the glowstone chased the darkness back, revealing walls of shaped stone in a curve that matched the edges of the platform on the surface. More runes decorated each wall, along with a floor of white marble and bubbling shadows at its center. The edges of the chamber hosted altars, statues, and candelabras. 
 
    “The portal is down there,” Yargol realized. “We are standing on a seal. We need to get down there and break all of this.” 
 
    “Gonna get dark in there fast. Shadow’s already coming back,” DigDig warned. 
 
    “So open it up to more light,” said War Cloud. 
 
    A grin flashed across DigDig’s face before it turned to a fierce growl of physical effort. He jammed his shovel into the masonry again, splitting solid stone before heaving it to the side and pitching it away. He moved onto the next stretch of stone without a word. More tangible shadow emerged from sinuous patterns carved into the floor of the chamber, spreading out like black water across the portal. 
 
    “Can we dig down outside the edge of the platform and crush it from the sides?” War Cloud asked while DigDig worked. 
 
    “That may only broaden the exit. We need to examine and understand before we act,” said Yargol. “I’ll have to work faster than before.” 
 
    “We don’t want to stand in the shadow down there, but I can’t stab it from here.” 
 
    “No, and the winds of my staff do no good,” said Yargol. “My only other option is draining.” He steeled himself with a deep breath, reached out in a grand gesture with one hand holding his staff and the other empty, and then brought them back together again before making a hurling motion. Flames fell from his open hand, spreading out into a humanoid form in a sudden flash—and an ear-piercing shriek. The image of an elf maiden took form in the blink of an eye and then exploded across the floor of the chamber, burning out the shadows below. 
 
    “Olen Zuck’s fire maiden spell? Really?” War Cloud winced. 
 
    “It’s what I know,” Yargol confessed. 
 
    “You can’t give her some clothes?” 
 
    “I don’t know any other way to cast it.” 
 
    “Maybe with something covering her ass?” 
 
    “Don’t you think I’d prefer that, too? She isn’t real. It’s not like I’m exploiting anyone.” 
 
    “It’s still embarrassing. Teryn’s with us. She has elf heritage.” 
 
    “I know,” Yargol sighed. 
 
    “...do you think you could make a gnoll instead?” 
 
    Yargol looked up at him with blinking mismatched eyes. War Cloud shrugged. 
 
    “Hey, think this is enough?” grunted DigDig. He leaned on his shovel slightly jabbing against the remaining stonework. Slightly more than half the seal was gone now, allowing the growing light of day to reach in over the lip of the pit. 
 
    “We should remove it all,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Shadows are already pouring through the carvings again,” said Yargol. He threw an Icefire Dagger at the tendrils, then another. The spell didn’t accomplish as much in the chamber as it did on the surface. “We must resolve this fast.” 
 
    DigDig didn’t wait for more debate. Rather than hurling the chunks away, he split much of the remaining stone with a few forceful jabs from his shovel and let gravity do the rest. Masonry tumbled into the chamber to shatter against the floor. Where Yargol’s magic at least split and diminished the spreading darkness, the stone had no visible effect at all. 
 
    “Is that a door there?” War Cloud pointed to a deeper line carved into the chamber wall along one side, arcing up from the floor to human height and down again. Thick shadows spilled from the gap, joining the shadows emerging along the floor. 
 
    “Possibly.” Yargol stepped around for a better angle. “I can’t tell from here, and I see no handle. We have to get in there.” He shook back the sleeve of his robe over his open hand to cast another spell, hissing out the words to a simpler invocation than the elf maiden. Flames poured from his hand in an arc across the chamber floor and the sealed doorway to burn away the shadows. 
 
    “Shit. Problem up here first,” warned DigDig. He’d been looking away from his friends, but now he brought his shovel up with both hands at the ready...facing the same direction the greater shadow had fled. 
 
    Chatter crossed the grove, flanked by a pair of hobgoblins and orcs to each side. Only one of the orcs held a weapon with metal, and that was merely a hatchet. The others wielded crude clubs. None wore any armor. Yet they were all fit and grim, and all looking on with dark expressions. So did their apparent leader. “What are you lot up to now?” asked Chatter. “Why aren’t you at the wall with the rest?” 
 
    “Why aren’t you?” War Cloud replied. 
 
    “I asked you first. You’re the ones digging things up. And hiding it from the rest of us.” 
 
    “We’ve hired dozens of hands to clear this place out!” 
 
    “Didn’t hire us. Didn’t come to me,” said Chatter. 
 
    “You’re an asshole,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Personal insults aren’t how you win arguments or show you’re right. If you were smarter, you’d know that.” 
 
    “They’ve got it open now,” said one of the orcs at Chatter’s side. He gestured with his hatchet to the pit behind the crew. “We can get in.” 
 
    “Don’t try it,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “No, Prag’s right,” said Chatter. Then he tilted his head. “My orc friends here are Prag and Murg. The hobgoblins are Tengi and Jolko. Guess where their family worked.” 
 
    “You get that axe from our raid on the humans?” asked DigDig. 
 
    “Yeah, and you stole all you carry from the wizard—and his workers,” said Jolko. “We know all about you now.” 
 
    “None of this matters,” hissed Prag. “They’re in the way.” 
 
    “Dealing with that,” grunted Chatter. 
 
    Yargol spoke only once he knew for certain: “War Cloud,” he murmured. “Look at Prag’s eyes. They’ve gone black.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can feel it on him. The hobgoblins, too,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Feel what?” asked Murg. 
 
    “But not on Chatter?” wondered Yargol. 
 
    “No. Maybe he’s too much of a pain in the ass even for the Devourer.” 
 
    “What are they saying?” Murg asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” answered one of the hobgoblins. 
 
    “The treasure is in there,” agreed Prag. “They’re in the way. Don’t you want revenge?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Chatter. He crouched for a leap. 
 
    “Hell,” War Cloud spat. 
 
    They moved with a unity the crew didn’t expect, but their banter gave plenty of warning. Chatter went straight for War Cloud with long and sickly blue-green arms ending in taloned fingers. The two orcs bore down on DigDig as the hobgoblins came at Yargol by default. 
 
    The little magician stopped most of them with a sweep of his staff and a forceful blast of wind. Both of the hobgoblins tumbled back, as did Murg at Chatter’s side. The other orc didn’t go down. Neither did Chatter. 
 
    War Cloud met the charge with a thrust of his greatsword that dug deep into Chatter’s hip, but didn’t bring him down. Those nasty talons clawed at his shoulders, scraping through gaps and weak points in War Cloud’s leather and chain. DigDig blocked the swing of Prag’s hatchet with his shovel, but like War Cloud, he faced a much larger and stronger opponent. Both fights fell into struggles of strength against desperation. The smaller combatant in each fight still had one ally free to aid them. 
 
    He wasn’t immediately threatened. He had plenty of energy. It wasn’t the situation that made him hesitate, nor the targets, but rather the sharp, sudden chill running up Yargol’s leg—and the whisper that followed. “We can kill Chatter. You’ll never have to deal with him again.” 
 
    The offer made Yargol doubt. The chill in his leg reminded him of the danger. War Cloud’s shout of pain as Chatter’s talons dug into his shoulder erased it all. Yargol snapped off another Icefire Dagger into Chatter’s side, if only to distract and pick an easy target, but it made enough of a difference for his friend. War Cloud shoved Chatter back and tore his blade free. He had another shot at this. DigDig held firm in his fight, too. 
 
    Yargol spun back, wanting to cut off the tendril that surely had his leg, but he saw only black forms undulating and reaching across his entire field of vision. Inky tentacles swiftly battered and pummeled everyone to the ground. Still more hooked around limbs and bodies. Yargol felt a violent tug on his feet as he was dragged across bare dirt and rock until his head hit something hard and unyielding. 
 
    He felt himself falling as the world went black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We can make you whole, Yargol,” came the whisper. Louder this time. Soft, but clearer. 
 
    His eyes opened to darkness, but not the impenetrable sort. Traces of natural light filtered into the chamber, probably reflecting off walls leading outside. His eyes were not from the same pair, not even the same breed, but they could both work easily in deeper darkness than this. The walls and ceiling matched the stonework in the pit, all of it covered in runes and sinuous lines reaching to the same direction. There he found a darkness his eyes could not penetrate. He suspected no mortal eyes could. 
 
    The inky black shadow reached from floor to ceiling in the center of the chamber, filling a circular border at each like a frame or perhaps a channel. More runes covered the blocks making up each border. Yargol recognized some as the same he’d deciphered on the surface, giving praise and supplication to the Devourer. He wasn’t sure of the rest. He wondered if they might restrain it somehow. 
 
    Thinner and weaker tendrils of shadow reached out everywhere from the black mass. Some withdrew from his hands and feet. His body felt cold, but not as cold as before. 
 
    They’d learned what they wanted to know. 
 
    “We can mend you, Yargol,” whispered the shadow. “You will be whole. You will belong.” 
 
    He pushed himself upright and looked around again. Bodies littered the dark floor. DigDig and War Cloud were nearby. The other orcs and hobgoblins were there, too. Of them all, only Chatter was upright, kneeling and slouched, with more tendrils in contact with his outstretched hands. 
 
    “It is what you want. All you want. We can give you all you want.” 
 
    “For what?” asked Yargol. His voice shook as he looked at his friends. They didn’t move. 
 
    “Your power. We need your power. We need you to act for us, to set us free. Help us, and all you desires shall be fulfilled. You will learn every secret that matters. Your power will grow. You will be safe. 
 
    “You will be whole. You will belong. You will be appreciated. Even loved.” 
 
    His bright eyes narrowed. The Devourer no longer promised generic rewards. Its words grew specific once the shadow touched him. It knew his real desires, but not the rest of his thoughts and feelings about them. It couldn’t read his mind, or its language would be different already, as would its tactics. 
 
    “You dragged us down here,” said Yargol. “You already have power.” 
 
    “Not the power of this world,” replied the shadows. “We are limited here. We need the help of this world to aid our crossing. We need magic. You have it. The others do not. The souls we have taken are not enough.” 
 
    “No.” His voice cracked. He looked to the bodies beside him. “Not my friends.” 
 
    “With us, you will have friends. You will be whole. You will belong.” 
 
    “I already belong.” 
 
    “You doubt.” 
 
    “So what if I doubt? I’ve had a life of reasons for it!” Yargol snapped. 
 
    He heard a tiny groan. His breath caught. DigDig’s head rolled to one side against the floor, his horned helmet falling loose. “They’re alive?” Yargol asked. 
 
    “The orcs and the hobgoblins have joined with us. The troll is difficult. Those with you may yet join if they are of use. We require power. Yours is greatest. Yours is the power we seek the most.” 
 
    “You mean magic,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Yes. Power. It sets you apart like so much else,” whispered the shadows. “With us, you will know greater power. You will be whole. You will belong.” 
 
    He looked over the portal again, his mind racing. The floor was cold, bare, and utterly normal stonework like the seal up above. The walls looked much the same. He didn’t know the shadow’s true power down here, but he knew what he had to work with. DigDig’s shovel lay at his side. 
 
    “Not without my friends,” said Yargol. 
 
    More tendrils emerged. DigDig snapped awake as they touched his boots. He crawled up to his hands and knees, looking to the black form with his yellow eyes wide. His first word came through a choking throat: “Dachi?” 
 
    “What do you see?” asked Yargol. 
 
    He kept staring. A tear ran down his face. “My sister.” 
 
    “It’s the Devourer,” said Yargol. 
 
    DigDig nodded. “Says he can give her back.” 
 
    “He can’t be trusted, DigDig. It’s no different than the rest. You know this.” 
 
    The goblin sobbed. Yargol wasn’t sure if he saw a nod. “There’s so much candy.” 
 
    “DigDig, no,” Yargol hissed at him. “You can’t.” 
 
    Whatever else DigDig saw and heard, Yargol couldn’t tell. The magician’s heart pounded as he could only hope his instincts about DigDig’s sensibilities were right. Then the choked-up goblin shook his head and pointed to the unconscious gnoll at his side. “What about my other friend? What does he want?” 
 
    Shadowy tendrils reached out again. The tiny, grim satisfaction on DigDig’s face gave Yargol all the assurance he needed. At a single touch of shadow against his ankle, War Cloud sat bolt upright with an angry growl and blood in his eyes.  
 
    “That is so offensive,” the shadows whispered out loud. 
 
    “Fucking wretch!” War Cloud roared, snatching up his blade. 
 
    He didn’t get far. Orcs and hobgoblins tackled him and fought to keep his hand from his sword. DigDig rolled over for it, too, only to be grabbed by stronger shadow tendrils. 
 
    The scrum presented too many bodies and too much movement for any of Yargol’s battle magic. He couldn’t risk hurting one of his friends. He dove in, spotting another opportunity to help, if only he could reach it.  
 
    “If you want power, it’s in that shovel,” spoke up another voice. Chatter rose up from behind the others, his eyes not yet black but his voice as cold and careless as ever. The chamber barely allowed him to stand his full height. He only needed to take a couple of steps to reach for the shovel lying on the floor beside its restrained owner. DigDig couldn’t do anything about his outstretched hand. 
 
    A hatchet chopped through Chatter’s fingers, severing them against the floor. Chatter howled in pain and shock as Yargol stepped in to follow through on his blow. Shorter even than DigDig, Yargol wielded the hatchet more like a full-sized battle axe, but he swung the weapon as if born to it. His backswing crashed into the bridge of Chatter’s nose, knocking the troll’s face back and blinding him for a critical second. Yargol brought the axe down again, this time landing it solidly over the troll’s knee. Chatter fell back clutching his wounds with more screams of pain. 
 
    Yargol spun to face the shadows. “I am goblin folk. I already belong, and I am whole.” 
 
    The shadows seethed, but cries of pain drowned out every other noise. War Cloud’s hyena-like jaws clamped down hard on Prag’s arm, instantly creating a bloody mess. The gnoll surged up despite the bodies trying to hold him down. With one orc wounded and panicked, War Cloud managed to knock the other one away. Thick tentacles of shadow burst from the portal and lunged at him as others abandoned their efforts at DigDig to focus on the greater threat. 
 
    It was all the space Yargol needed. Chatter was a good target for Yargol’s magic, but the troll wasn’t the greatest threat and the hatchet had warded him off well enough. Yargol dropped the weapon in favor of a spell, pouring his will and his energy into a stream of flames that shot from his hands into the writhing black mass. 
 
    Whispers turned to shrieks. Tentacles crumbled under the flames or retracted in pain. Yargol could hardly purge the greater shadows on his own, but it bought his friends more breathing room. “DigDig!” he shouted. “Can you move?” 
 
    “Yeah!” The goblin rolled off the floor and snatched up his preferred weapon. Shadows still loomed large, but War Cloud was closer. DigDig leaped up off his feet to slam his shovel down hard on the head of one hobgoblin grappling with War Cloud. His target slumped over in a heap on the floor, allowing War Cloud to get a better grip on the other. War Cloud released Prag from his jaws, leaving the orc to collapse and clutch at his gory and wounded arm. He grabbed and flung the other hobgoblin across the room and into the wall. 
 
    Free of enemies and clear for a wind-up, Yargol hurled his most powerful spell at the mass of shadow. The elf maiden’s shriek split the air and flames trailed her as she flew at the portal, but the main body proved far more resilient than the tentacles. Shadows muffled her usual explosive end—or rather, something else did, Yargol realized. “The portal diminishes power from both sides,” he warned. “Its reach isn’t as strong on this side, but my spells are also weakened when they cross the circle.” 
 
    “Good to know.” War Cloud pulled his great blade off the floor. “I may have something more piercing than fire, anyway. DigDig. We hit it together. Go for the portal.” 
 
    “Got it,” said the goblin. 
 
    “No,” whispered the shadows. 
 
    Yargol snapped off another blast of fire. “No one asked you.” 
 
    His friends rushed in after the tail end of the flames. War Cloud’s blade lit up the room in bright contrast to the shadows. DigDig made a spearman’s rush at the raised border around the portal. Stonework at the portal’s base cracked and burst upward as the rest of the floor rippled backward. 
 
    War Cloud swung his glowing blade in over DigDig’s head. As before, the sword cut into the shadow against tangible resistance. It couldn’t withstand his rage or his faith. 
 
    Embedded in the formless shadows, the light of Dastia dimmed, but the shadows weakened as well. Instead of an opaque black mass, Yargol could now see through the shadow to its source. Rather than an endless void, Yargol saw more concrete on the floor, inscribed with runes and gemstones with a function he could recognize. “Keep digging!” he urged. “Break it up!” 
 
    DigDig stabbed, pried, and pulled. Light and shadow flickered with each move, but the glow of War Cloud’s sword grew steadily brighter. With the fourth shattering thrust of the shovel, the remaining shadows evaporated. War Cloud’s blade lit up the room in furious triumph before the glow faded out again. 
 
    They stopped. Breathed. Listened. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we run?” asked DigDig. “This place gonna collapse?” 
 
    “Pretty sure that only happens in stories,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Ask Scars.” 
 
    “Right. Scars,” said Yargol. “We don’t know what’s happening out there. We should go.” 
 
    They turned to leave, their path strewn with bodies and debris...and a troll down on one knee, clutching a horrible wound over the other. Spit flew from Chatter’s every breath through gritted teeth. “You idiots pissed away unlimited power.” 
 
    “That power wants to consume all of our souls and destroy the sun,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a bunch of extremist fearmongering bullshit,” Chatter spat. “You have to listen to both sides.” 
 
    “Chatter,” said Yargol. “I still have power left.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that matter to—?” He stopped. Blinked. As Yargol drew back his hands, the troll forced himself up onto both feet regardless of his injuries. 
 
    Yargol hurled a spell of fire at him, elven and slender in origin, but this time with modest clothes and a coherent word sounded out through her shriek: “Asshole!” 
 
    The elf maiden’s fist slammed into Chatter’s face in a burst of flame that engulfed them both. Howling in pain, Chatter scrambled out of the chamber and ran until he hit the wall of the pit beyond. As if knocked out of the worst of his panic, he had the sense to roll on the stone floor to extinguish the flames. 
 
    Yargol shrugged. “I was wrong. The spell is easier to modify than I thought.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    No more arrows rained from the sky. Teryn could shoot unimpeded at enemies now close enough to pick her targets. 
 
    She didn’t see any of it as an improvement. 
 
    Fighters shouted on both sides of the wall while those at the top screamed out warnings and calls for aid. The sudden collapse of the barrier took down archers, leaders, and friends. It also filled a portion of the trench every bit as wide as the breach above it. Rather than spilling out to either side, the fill held firm as if instantly packed in by the shadow tentacles that moved it. The plan seemed obvious. 
 
    “Put them down!” yelled Shady Tooth. She took over for the shield-bearer covering herself and Teryn as he pulled another orc back from the edge of the breach. The gap ended only a few feet away from their position. “There! Put them down!” 
 
    “I’m trying!” Teryn reached for another arrow as soon as the one in her bow flew. The most important targets weren’t hard to make out now. Even with all the rising dust from the collapse in the wall, she could easily trace the dark tentacles back to their sources. Two riders wrought all the destruction, both dressed in furs and hoods rather than armor like the rest of the cavalry. 
 
    Most of the riders halted at the trench while those closest funneled across the narrow passage and toward the wall. Teryn could already hear the clash of steel and bodies as defenders met them at the breach. She couldn’t give it any more attention. Her last arrow missed one of the shadowy riders. This one hit, but to no clear effect. The rider completely ignored it, along with others from archers who recognized the same priority threat. With her hand already in her quiver, Teryn’s fingers took up a markedly different arrow than the rest. 
 
    She had only a handful of the silver-tipped elven shafts left from the depths of the dungeon. If these did no good, she wasn’t sure she could hurt the shadowy riders at all. “Where is Scars?” she asked as she drew back. 
 
    “I can’t see him or Karana,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    Teryn let her arrow go. This time she was sure of her aim—until one of the rider’s black tentacles snapped up and took the arrow before it struck. The hooded head turned up toward them in recognition of the threat. 
 
    “Fuck,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    Teryn pulled another arrow. “We have to distract her.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m the one shooting!” 
 
    With a frustrated growl, Shady Tooth slammed the edge of their shield down hard enough to leave it embedded in the berm and stood her full height. The bugbear pointed directly at the shadowy rider with wide eyes. “You! You and me! Right now!” 
 
    The rider’s head tilted up. In the blink of an eye, a silver-tipped arrow pierced the rider’s head and knocked her from her saddle. Her horse turned and bolted away as if broken out of a trance, dragging the fur-clad rider still caught by one stirrup. 
 
    “That worked out better than I’d hoped,” said Teryn. She spared her first glance past Shady Tooth to the bigger struggle erupting at the breach in the wall, where cavalry tried to run down and breach a mass of orcs and bugbears fighting desperately to hold their line. She had no more time than one look. “There’s still one more. We have to find—look out!” 
 
    She had only enough time to shove Shady Tooth out of the way. Thick black tentacles flew up at her from the ground beyond the trench. Teryn felt her arms and her bow crushed against her chest by their strength. The bonds yanked her from her feet and into the air. Wind rushed past her ears as she crossed the foreground of the battle. Then her breath was knocked from her lungs as she hit the ground. The shadows left her on her back. 
 
    “Is that her?” asked a loud, hollow voice. 
 
    “Yes. Excellent work,” said another man. 
 
    She recognized the second with a groan as she rolled to her side. “Fucking hell, not again.” 
 
    “Princess, we don’t want to hurt you,” blurted out one of the men suddenly surrounding her. Teryn clutched at her bow they grabbed for it and her, lifting her off her feet once more. This time, she could kick. The one who tried to plead with her staggered away clutching his jaw after discovering her strength. 
 
    “Then my part of our bargain is complete,” said the hollow voice. Teryn saw the speaker slip off his horse, black vapor trailing off of him from his hood to his boots. The animal instantly bolted like the other one, pushing past the rest of the horses to get away. She recognized Brok only once the horse was clear, and even then more by his clothing and his tattooed muscles than the darkened face under his hood. 
 
    Another man dismounted after him, though he didn’t follow. Instead, Barret turned to Teryn with a satisfied grin. “I was afraid this would be messier before it was over,” he said. “Turns out I have—” 
 
    “Barret!” roared a voice from amid the din of the main battle. Barret and many of his men looked back, surprised at the noise. Struggling against a bear hug and with her view blocked by so many other men and horses, Teryn had only the slightest glance in that direction. A large, dark figure slid down the berm unimpeded by the remaining sharp wooden shafts that decorated its face. Teryn didn’t need a better look than that to recognize her. 
 
    “Brok, before you go, could you take care of that one last little issue?” asked Barret. 
 
    The hooded head didn’t even look back. “No,” said Brok. He stalked away from the clutch of soldiers and toward the larger battle. 
 
    “Oh damn,” Barret sighed. 
 
    “Sir, what about the prin—oof!” cried another soldier. Teryn knocked her away, too. 
 
    “Get hold of her, will you?” Barret ordered. “We’re about to have a bigger problem.” 
 
    “Keep thinking that, jackass,” Teryn shot back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Most of the riders kept to their saddles as they waited to follow others into the breach. Some dismounted to go after the goblins that remained in the trench. Few of the latter remained, with most either returning from their run to the murder pits in the field or already retreating back through tunnels under the wall. Those caught in the middle stood little chance of survival. 
 
    “Dismount! Get after them!” shouted one cavalryman already on foot. A gold sash over his shoulder marked him as a leader. He sent a bolt from his crossbow into the trench, striking down an unarmored goblin wielding only a wooden club. “You there! Dismount and get at them!” 
 
    Many obeyed. Some could reach into the pit with their spears. Others dropped into the trench to get in close. He meant to rally more to the fight. 
 
    It made him a worthwhile target. 
 
    Shady Tooth knew she couldn’t make the jump. She could clear a good distance, especially for someone of her size, but the trench was exactly enough to be out of her reach. She knew she could climb out, though, and had no choice regardless. 
 
    Skidding down the berm, snapping wooden stakes along her way, Shady Tooth focused on the sergeant or captain or whatever he was. His focus on his subordinates and their targets in the trench left him unaware until she took the two steps leading into her leap. 
 
    She was right about the distance. It was too much for her to clear. Her feet came down in the trench, along with the rest of her body, but she got close enough to touch the other side. So close. 
 
    Close enough to catch the sergeant’s foot with her knife. He let out a blood-curdling scream as her blade pinned him in place. 
 
    “Sergeant!” yelled another soldier close to her. The warrior turned, sword and shield up to guard against the foes in front of him, but he wasn’t ready for Shady Tooth. She jammed her other blade behind his shinbone and yanked him back into the trench where the goblins could finish him. That same bloody knife went into the sergeant’s gut along her way. 
 
    He had enough allies at his side to make Shady Tooth vulnerable. She had one knee over the ledge and her knives entangled in a bloody victim as a woman came at her with an axe and shield. Only a spear stabbing up from the trench saved Shady Tooth. She glanced back down to find a familiar goblin straining with the effort of a weapon too large for him. 
 
    “Owed you one,” grunted Fregg. He said no more, already reaching for the axe dropped into the trench by his target. 
 
    It was all the distraction she could spare. Up over the ledge, Shady Tooth slashed and shoved her way through enemies on foot before she was amid mounted cavalry unaware of her presence. Her knives kept going as she ran, slashing across legs and hands and sometimes up over hips. Her real goal was somewhere beyond the crowd, but she couldn’t ignore the battle. 
 
    The chaos served more than one purpose. Everyone she wounded let out screams and turned heads, took horses off course and disrupted the movement of others. It also let her friend know she wasn’t abandoned, and hopefully drew the attention of one particular enemy. “Barret!” shouted Shady Tooth. Horses neighed and bucked away while she weaved and slashed through the mob. “Barret!” 
 
    The crowd thinned and soon parted. Plenty of horses and riders remained all around her, but she broke free into a small gap—and then saw the reason for it. 
 
    Brok strode across the field on foot trailing black mist. He headed for the gap in the wall but turned his head as Shady Tooth came into view. Her gaze met his, though she saw mostly dark swirls around his face leading to pitch-black pits rather than eyes. 
 
    He turned away and kept going. So did she. 
 
    Her goal appeared directly ahead, behind only a handful more riders dismounted and wielding swords, shields, and spears. Barret had perhaps a small squad around him, some in front and others in back, and the latter struggled with one more problem. 
 
    The last time Shady Tooth came after her friend, Teryn couldn’t fight. This time Teryn had a man’s arms wrapped around her and two other humans on the ground clutching their faces in pain. Arrows spilled out of the quiver over her shoulder as they wrestled. 
 
    Beyond the scene, lines of footmen began their march across the field. Shady Tooth kept her focus on the task at hand. They didn’t have much time to get out of this mess. 
 
    “No windows or blankets for cheap tricks here, beast,” said Barret. He pulled his shield off his back. “You’re on a real battlefield now.” 
 
    Between them, his allies moved in closer, weapons at the ready, each tensing for a lunge. Shady Tooth stood straight, lowering her blades while her scowl darkened. “Are any of you idiots better fighters than your boss?” 
 
    Their hesitant advance stopped. 
 
    “Why are you out in front if he’s the best? What possible sense does that make? How in the hell does that help you get through this alive?” 
 
    Eyes glanced left and right in shared doubt. One of them even looked back. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her, get her!” Barret snapped. 
 
    “Teryn, drop and stomp!” Shady Tooth shouted. 
 
    Still struggling against the bear hug from behind, Teryn acted on her advice. She spread her legs out and bent at the hips as best she could, dropping her weight within her attacker’s arms. Before he could get his balance, she stomped hard on his foot and kicked back at his knee. He wore thick leather boots and greaves, but not enough to cover either spot. The few arrows still in her quiver bounced up and down, their feathered ends jabbing at the man’s face. He grunted with pain as his task only grew harder. 
 
    “Shit,” Barret fumed, glancing back only once at the wrestling match. 
 
    Shady Tooth sprang forward at the opening. She came in through four warriors, staying just out of reach from the pair on her right while grazing past the two on her left. Though she could have gutted at least one along her way, she made no move at any of them in hopes her questions would keep them out of the fight. 
 
    Barret got his shield up to protect himself from her blades, but her weight and power were another matter. He staggered back to keep his footing. His reflexes were as sharp as in their first fight. Though Shady Tooth was quick to press her attack with thrusts and swipes of her knives, he blocked and parried away her first assault. 
 
    Momentum shifted in a heartbeat. Barret stepped back farther and faster to spin around, using the space to whirl back with a broad stroke of his longsword at gut level. Even parrying the blade still left her wrist caught by the edge of the blade as it moved away. Then his shield swept in. She couldn’t parry that at all. Broad impact against her shoulder and upper arm kept her from making a counterattack. 
 
    “Help me, damn you!” Barret snapped at his subordinates. “Help both of us!” 
 
    Behind him, the other fight continued unabated. Smart enough to keep hold of her, Teryn’s attacker let them both fall to the ground where his size was still an advantage. “Princess, please, you can’t win this,” he shouted—and then winced when she threw her head back against his jaw. 
 
    Their tumble and shift allowed Teryn to get her wrist against the man’s hands clutched tightly together under her chest. She wrapped her other hand over one of his and pulled with all her strength until she broke his grip. He didn’t recover fast enough to catch her, snatching only the back of her shirt—but she was now free enough to pluck her dagger from her belt. 
 
    Gauntlets and bracers protected his forearm. The inside of his upper arm wasn’t so defended. He jerked back with a shriek and a bloody wound as the other warriors came to his aid. Whirling around, Teryn caught the first to reach her with a vicious stab straight up into his neck. She let the dagger go, taking advantage of the space to put her free hand on her sword. Her foot came down on her bow lying in the dirt. 
 
    The rest of the soldiers hesitated. Teryn saw something much different than the fear and doubt Shady Tooth’s challenge had put in them. They looked on at what she’d done in horror. Their comrade staggered away, clutching at his neck until he fell to his knees. One of the others rushed to his side. 
 
    “Princess,” another gasped. “How could you?” 
 
    Instead of her sword, Teryn jerked a metal vial from her belt and tossed it at their feet. “This may heal him. Get it in his mouth and get out of my way,” she ordered bitterly. 
 
    Beyond them, metal clashed against metal. With his shield and the reach of his sword, Barret was an even harder target than in their first fight. Shady Tooth had fought plenty of opponents with the same armament. Barret was better than any of them. She dodged and slashed, caught him with a kick beneath his shield and a deflection at the wrist, but his armor kept him from real harm in each case. 
 
    She could wear him down with a little more time. She didn’t have that. 
 
    “Not as good as you thought, are you?” Barret taunted. 
 
    “This isn’t about pride,” she answered. 
 
    “Shady Tooth!” Teryn shouted. 
 
    It was the break she needed. She didn’t even look. Tone conveyed it all. Barret’s eyes went wide as if he understood it, too. Shady Tooth swept around to one side and struck hard with both knives. The blows forced him to defend with his shield. 
 
    An arrow shot straight through him beneath his ribs. Barret gasped in pain and fell to his knees. Shady Tooth slashed over his shield at his head without hesitation. Her knife left a vicious gouge across his forehead and left him on his side in the dirt. 
 
    The other warriors tended to their wounded friends, looking over their shoulders with wary eyes—especially at the princess. Teryn walked away from them while nocking another arrow, holding the bow horizontally across her body. 
 
    Shady Tooth pointed down at Barret. “Is this personal?” 
 
    He coughed and crawled, looking up at her but unable to speak. 
 
    “No,” said Teryn. “This is about everything else.” She put the arrow through his head. 
 
    Her bow held another arrow in the blink of an eye. Teryn scowled darkly at the other warriors. Shady Tooth stood back-to-back with her, watching the bulk of the action at the trench up ahead. 
 
    “You have any ideas for getting back to our side?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Other than stabbing our way through that mob and climbing the wall?” 
 
    “Might not be our best bet.” 
 
    Shady Tooth grunted. “Working on it.” 
 
    “You murdered him,” seethed one of the warriors. He took up a spear and charged. “You murdered—!” The rest never came out. He collapsed in the dirt with an arrow in his lungs. 
 
    Teryn nocked another in her bow. She only had a couple left. “Might want to work fast.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Scars? Scars! Still breathing. Still alive. Gotta get up. Scars!” 
 
    Her voice and the urgent nudge of her hands roused him into a world of noise and pain. His whole body hurt, but no other part more than his right arm and left shoulder. Too much shouting, thudding, and banging rang through his ears to make sense of anything else. He only heard her voice because she spoke right in his ear. 
 
    He was on his back on some slant with his head lower than his feet. It sure wasn’t any kind of a bed. Scars forced his eyes open, wincing at the light of day. A goblin’s head came between his eyes and the rising sun. 
 
    No. Not sun. That was the glare of the sun off of metal. He recognized Zana’s face in front of him, but above and behind her it was all humans in arms and armor. He and Zana were at the bottom of a pit with a war above them. 
 
    “Hey! You with me?” asked Zana. “How bad are you hurt?” 
 
    He growled before he could form words. Testing his body invited more pain, but he sucked it up. “I can move. How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Seconds. Slide was still settling as I came out of the tunnel.” Zana jerked her thumb over her shoulder to indicate the passage leading out to the field. A longsword and shield sat at the edge of the tunnel. Another like it awaited on the opposite side of the trench, allowing passage under the wall. 
 
    Bodies littered the trench. The closest lay face-down and buried to her waist. “Karana,” said Scars. “Is she alive?” 
 
    “Yeah, but worse off than you.” 
 
    “We’ve got to get her out of here.” 
 
    “Hoping you can help me with that.” 
 
    Scars glanced up at the top of the landslide. He could hear horses, but saw mostly warriors on foot. The cavalry had to have been ordered to dismount to spare their animals from fighting their way through. A couple of dead horses in the trench and another at the edge of the bridge suggested the cavalry had already tried a different way. Bodies pressed in, shouting and shoving. 
 
    “Hold!” roared a voice in the din. “Hold the—” A grunt, a crash, and a scream interrupted. Ruck emerged at the closest corner of the breach in the wall, smashing through an armored man with his axe. “Push them back!” 
 
    “Break through!” demanded another voice from the other side. “Send every beast to hell and give no quarter!” The voice shifted as if the speaker turned his head. “Signal flags, where are you? Come forth!” 
 
    Scars sat up with narrowed eyes. He recognized that pompous tone, and now he had a sense of where he was. “You’ve gotta—nngh,” he grunted. He could hardly flex his right hand. His left arm was worse. “Get the arrow out of my shoulder.” 
 
    “It’s in deep. Pretty ugly,” Zana warned. 
 
    A sharp scream preceded the crash of an unarmored bugbear by their sides. The wound in his gut was surely fatal. The fall and the hit to his head likely spared him from lingering pain. Many others were not so fortunate as more screams followed. The army likely had its footing now. 
 
    It would only get worse. 
 
    “Do it,” said Scars. “Pull it out hard as you have to—aaargh, fuck that hurts!” 
 
    “You said!” Zana complained. 
 
    “I didn’t say I wouldn’t scream.” His eyes opened again, immediately locking with those of a crossbowman at the edge of the trench. 
 
    “Goblins below us!” the man warned. Standing on the outside of the mob, he had freedom to move that no one else did. He’d surely been sent out to shoot along the sides of the fight, but now he had an easier target. The crossbow came up to his shoulder. 
 
    “Roll back,” warned Zana. She had her stolen shield up in time to block the bolt before the man shot. As soon as it thunked against the shield, she reached up and over to hurl a dagger at his groin. His armor didn’t protect the inner thighs. The man screamed and fell backward into the crowd where he would not likely be helped. 
 
    Once upright, Scars looked only once at the other arrow stuck through his wrist. Most of the shaft had broken off in his fall. There was still enough in his forearm to hold it in place. The bloody arrowhead jutted two inches from his bracer, now covered in more dirt than blood. At least the shaft blocked most of the bleeding, or so he told himself. 
 
     Zana crossed behind him to get to Karana while he checked his wound. The mayor’s helmet still covered her head, but the tiny billowing of dust and sand near her mouth gave away her breath. She had no visible wounds, nor blood pooling under her body. Scars kicked away some of the dirt and rubble covering her back before getting his hands around her shoulders. The task was tough enough without all the pain in his shoulder and wrist. 
 
    “Watch for more trouble,” Scars grunted. He mustered another surge and pulled again. 
 
    The goblin paid little heed. She only looked up once or twice while pulling away rubble. It was mostly dirt clods and loose soil, but plenty more slid off the mound to fill the void. “Think they’re all about the fight up top anyway.” 
 
    “They’re hardly more than a spear’s length above us.” He strained harder. Karana was almost free beneath the waist. A groan from her throat seemed like a good sign. 
 
    Zana glanced to the tunnel under the wall. “Why isn’t anyone coming out here to help? It’s an angle to shoot from, at least.” 
 
    “Probably still disorganized from the breach,” huffed Scars. He rallied and dragged Karana out by her ankles. Another groan from the mayor gave him more hope.  
 
    A sharp whistle past his head nearly undid it all. The crossbow bolt missed him, but it came from a woman who had plenty of comrades. They were only a short distance away and rushing along the trench with their weapons out to take even closer shots from straight down. 
 
    Zana’s shield still lay beside him. Scars picked it up with his left arm and hooked his other hand under Karana’s collar. He tried to channel his pain into rage and strength like his mother had taught him. Karana came up off the ground as Scars hauled her backward to the escape tunnel. “Go! Go!” he roared, shield up and already blocking a second crossbow bolt. 
 
    “There!” he heard Chadwalt shout from above. “Those are their leaders! Crossbows, shoot them down!” 
 
    Another bolt hit the shield. The impact nearly knocked him off his feet, but he held his stance and kept going. Zana scrambled into the tunnel first. Scars nearly threw Karana backward as he reached the edge, shield still up and blocking shots. He could practically feel blood pumping out and running down his wrist with the effort. 
 
    His burden settled only part way into the tunnel. Scars released her collar and grabbed at her belt. Another bolt plunged into the ground at his feet. “Grab her head,” he shouted, lifting her at the waist as Zana kept the rest of Karana off the ground. He couldn’t get her far this way. The tunnel wasn’t built for someone larger than a goblin to stand their full height. Another impact against the shield threatened to wrench it from his arm. “Take her and go!” 
 
    Zana let out a loud grunt as she hauled Karana farther inside. Only her boots stuck out from the lip of the tunnel. “We’re good, get in!” Zana shouted. 
 
    Scars couldn’t risk a look over his shield. He didn’t know how many enemies waited above for a shot only yards away and staring straight down. The tunnel wasn’t big enough for him to turn and run. His mind raced for an escape without carrying half a dozen crossbow bolts inside the hard way. 
 
    Black tendrils hooked past his shield and wrapped around his arm to remove that problem. The solid shadows jerked him up and out of the trench. Scars howled at the strain on his already injured shoulder before his body slammed into others. He landed in a pile of shields and bodies in chain mail. 
 
    Pain is rage, and rage is strength, his mother had told him. 
 
    At the moment, pain just hurt. 
 
    “Ah. Thank you, Brok,” said Chadwalt. He stood right over Scars, looking as if he’d been spared from the impact by mere inches. 
 
    “It’s not for you,” hissed the bounty hunter. Black wisps of shadow cascaded off of him from his hooded head to his boots. “This one knows too much.” 
 
    “And he insulted me,” said Chadwalt. He drew his longsword as the others in the pile picked themselves up or crawled away. “His blood is mine.” 
 
    Scars pushed himself back from a seated position to gain ground. The mob of troops made room rather than holding him down, all likely from the same threat Scars recognized. Though the captain in armor clearly intended to kill, the dark figure still behind him promised far worse. 
 
    One was a human danger. The other was not. Scars needed magic to hurt Brok, but had only a shield and two wounded arms. 
 
    “I regret that I couldn’t fight you in fairer circumstances, monster,” said Chadwalt—loudly enough to be heard by the surrounding troops. 
 
    “No you don’t, you effete fuck,” growled Scars. “You’d hide behind someone else if I wasn’t already hurt.” 
 
    Chadwalt turned red as his face twisted up in fury. He came in with a competent thrust and then lunge, knowing full well Scars would block both. The captain intended to lock shields and swing his blade around and catch Scars in the back. It would have been a good plan against someone else. 
 
    Wounded or not, one proved far stronger than the other. Scars caught his foe’s shield against his own and wrenched both to the side. Turned and overextended, Chadwalt had no defense as Scars slammed his impaled wrist hard into the captain’s neck. Chadwalt gasped and jerked a second time as Scars wrenched his arm free, leaving the broken arrow behind. 
 
    Voices cried out in shock. The battle raged at the bridge only a couple dozen yards away, but those closer had already formed a circle like children watching a scuffle in the road. Scars had been there before. It usually didn’t involve magic. 
 
    Brok reached out to the dead captain with an open hand. Dark vapors burst from Chadwalt and flew to their summoner.  
 
    “No!” cried out another of the warriors. She rushed in with sword and shield, followed by a second brandishing a spear. A cloud of darkness enveloped the first, dragging her down before she could reach her target. The spear struck home but seemed to have little effect. For all its power and penetration, no blood erupted from the wound. The warrior who drove it home let go and backed up in fear as Brok pulled the spear from his side with contemptible ease. 
 
    Scars used the distraction to full effect. He snatched up the gleaming longsword fallen from the dead captain’s hand. It was exquisitely crafted. Polished. Shiny. Chadwalt was clearly an aristocrat. Maybe he’d been wealthy enough to buy a magical weapon somewhere. He seemed like the type. 
 
    Shadowy tentacles extended from both of Brok’s arms, each splitting into several tendrils. He reached back and whipped forward with both. Scars dove in rather than waiting, raising up his shield to the left and swinging the blade to cut down the tendrils on the right. 
 
    The blade passed through without effect. Shadows lashed Scars from both directions, passing through him with all the pain of whips cutting deep into his skin. He collapsed at Brok’s feet gasping for breath. 
 
    Past his enemy’s boot, the fight at the breach raged on. Ruck shoved a pair of warriors off the dirt bridge with his axe. He led at the very edge, spurring on a rush of bugbears and orcs pushing back against the attackers. The cavalry’s strength at the bridge waned. The infantry hadn’t caught up yet. Their leader was down. No signals came. Everyone on this side of the breach was distracted. Goblin folk claimed weapons from the fallen and pushed back as the enemy faltered. 
 
    The fight wasn’t over. He forced himself off his belly, looking up. That same hawk wheeled in the sky directly above, but his vision rapidly darkened. 
 
    Brok reached down for Scars, a shadowy hand closing at his neck. 
 
    Scars rolled and slashed upward with his blade. He caught something with his weapon but he couldn’t be sure as he scrambled back up. Brok hissed and jerked back. Without even a breath left in his lungs, Scars got his feet under himself and thrust his longsword forward in a desperate stab. This time he caught his foe squarely in the chest. 
 
    Brok only stared back from under a black hood. The blade turned painfully cold, but it did no visible harm. 
 
    Shiny. Fancy. Not magical. Stupid business model. 
 
    He let go of the blade before any more harm came to his hand. Brok silently grabbed the handle to pull it from his chest, staring at Scars like he knew the intimidation value of every second. Scars knew it, too—so he kept fighting. 
 
    The trench was only a few feet behind Brok. Scars put everything he had into a solid kick. It was better than nothing. He planted his foot in Brok’s gut and drove both fighters back from one another. Scars had no plan for what came next, whether Brok fell back in the trench or not, but at least it opened up some space. 
 
    The world exploded in front of him. 
 
    Thunder filled his ears as he fell back. A white light filled his vision, first all-encompassing, then a single jagged line against the back of his eyelids. His head buzzed fiercely as if to confirm he was still alive while the rest of his body sorted itself out. He moved only with effort, but pushed himself off his back and looked around. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one knocked on his ass. Most of the warriors around him were getting up, too, with some still on the ground. No one made a sound that could penetrate the ringing in his ears. Not the shouts, not the panicked horses and their riders trying to control them, not the din of goblins pushing humans back from the breach. 
 
    Not even the familiar figure standing in front of Scars where Brok had been. The ground at his feet was scorched, but the man was untouched. Scars knew exactly why. 
 
    “NOW YOU SHOW UP?” Scars shouted. “WAS THAT LIGHTNING?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Glendale, or at least his lips moved that way. The rest was harder to read. 
 
    “WHAT?” 
 
    He replied. Apparently. 
 
    “I CAN’T FUCKING HEAR YOU. A BOLT OF LIGHTNING CRASHED DOWN RIGHT IN FRONT OF ME. ON A CLEAR DAY. HOW DO YOU SUPPOSE THAT HAPPENED?” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Glendale reached out to touch Scars on the cheek. The ringing diminished into sounds of battle. Scars felt the pain of his other wounds recede, too. “Thanks,” he sighed. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Glendale. 
 
    “What the hell? You jump in now?” Scars waved his hands to his sides. The warriors around him were still largely disoriented, while others shouted and struggled to regroup and help at the breach. Orcs, bugbears, goblins, and hobgoblins poured out to push the fight farther back. Scars looked over his shoulder only once to find the remaining infantry now rushing across the field to join the fight. 
 
    “I had to wait for a gap between you,” Glendale explained. “No other magic at my command would have destroyed him. I thought you had it handled.” 
 
    The younger man’s shoulders sank in exasperation. “I’m talking about the rest of this!” 
 
    “Ah. Tensions within my circle grew after you left. I could only intervene if and when the greater darkness beneath the camp was extinguished.” 
 
    With his wits returning, Scars looked around more at the battle than at Glendale. He didn’t want to die like an idiot having a conversation in the middle of a siege. “Was it?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Glendale. “I saw your friends coming out of the buried ruins.” 
 
    “You did?” Scars blinked. 
 
    A familiar shriek split the air over the bridge. Flames soared over the heads of the goblin folk in a slender elven form before exploding amid beleaguered human warriors. From the thick of the defenders pushing forward, War Cloud emerged with a bloodthirsty roar and a brutal slash of his greatsword. He led from the front alongside Ruck, clearing the last steps across the bridge to the other side. 
 
    “So what about the others?” asked Scars. “Are they here? Can they help? People are dying.” 
 
    “It’s only myself and Snowflake,” said Glendale. He shrugged. “We’ve at least saved most of the horses from serious injury. They should recover.” 
 
    Scars shook his head, turning to face the battle yet to come. “Good for them.” 
 
    “Hold back. I’ve got this now,” Glendale counseled. He raised both hands in clenched fists that slowly released seeds into the breeze. Across the field between goblin folk and human troops, green vines grew from the ground, thickening to knee height in a single breath. Gruesome thorns emerged as the vines quickly tangled and swelled ever larger. 
 
    The approaching infantry reacted with confusion. Some rushed forward in hopes of crossing the overgrowth before it was too late. Others hesitated, causing the rest to stall. Still others found a way through. “You left a gap over there,” noted Scars. 
 
    “Yes. No need to trap those on this side. They’re already breaking,” said Glendale. 
 
    It was true enough. Calls of retreat rang out amid the dismounted cavalry. Some turned and ran immediately. Others tried to collect their horses, while everyone who hadn’t dismounted yet seized upon the better part of valor. 
 
    The defenders looked ready to charge until the paladin now at the fore held his arms and his blade out to block others. “Let them go!” shouted War Cloud. “Let ‘em run!” 
 
    “To hell with that!” snapped a bugbear, only to feel the tap of War Cloud’s blade against her chest before she took another step. 
 
    “We’ve lost enough today and so have they,” War Cloud bellowed. “They’ll remember this.” 
 
    “Your friend is a noble soul,” said Glendale. 
 
    “Uh-huh. Wait for it,” said Scars. 
 
    “They’ll only regroup on the other side,” argued another hobgoblin. “They’ll cut through all that mess, whatever it is.” 
 
    “I think not,” said War Cloud. He looked into the mob. “Yargol?” 
 
    The hobgoblin’s point was sensible enough. Already the infantry on the other side of the bramble barrier regrouped and called encouragement to the retreating cavalry. The battle stalled, but had not ended. 
 
    Then a smaller form in dark robes emerged from the defenders. Yargol raised his staff and his mismatched arms, his hood falling back to reveal a patchwork face. Sparks erupted from his fingers to coalesce into another elven form, but this time the magic of his staff aided her flight. 
 
    Vanquished leaders, broken cavalry, and sudden barriers shook the army enough. A third display of flashy magic was enough to break the enemy’s morale. Warriors turned and fled. Riders with and without mounts followed as fast as they could. Any conflicting interests in pursuit among the defenders were drowned out by victorious cheers. 
 
    Aimless and nervous horses wandered the field. Most grouped up among themselves while some followed the retreat. Others struggled through injuries, with only a single white-haired dwarf going from one to the next to provide aid. Snowflake and the horses were all that moved on a field littered with bodies and discarded gear—aside from two other forms. Shady Tooth knelt with Teryn on the other side of the battlefield. Scars felt a wave of relief at the sight. He turned back to the defenders, hoping for one last lucky break. 
 
    Goblin folk spread out everywhere amid the fallen. Looting had already begun. War Cloud hustled over to a knife-wielding orc kneeling over one body to deliver a harsh kick. “None of that!” the paladin snapped. “No executions. None of you!” he went on, looking to the others. “We aren’t doing that shit. You hear me?” 
 
    “He’s right!” Ruck bellowed, moving off to the other direction. “Mayor’s orders. Leave the wounded alone.” 
 
    “Is there some plan for the wounded?” Glendale asked, keeping pace with Scars. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s called mercy,” grunted Scars. “It has its virtues.” 
 
    “Then I should get to work,” said Glendale. 
 
    “Might want to see to the worst off among the goblin folk first. Let’s not get crazy.” Scars led him over, meeting Yargol in the middle on their way to War Cloud. “Hey. Glad you’re alright. Where’s DigDig?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” said the little mage. “He went back around the wall when someone mentioned Karana. He had a potion.” 
 
    “I need to stay with Glendale here so nobody hassles him. Can you look in on the others?” Scars gestured back across the field. 
 
    “Already on my way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Pardon. Sorry. ‘scuse me. Gotta get through.” 
 
    “Back off, runt. Mayor’s hurt,” said a burly orc. Goblin folk of every kind crowded behind the wall, but few spoke or did anything useful. Most only gawked and held their breath. The orc seemed as tense as the rest. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” said DigDig. “I’ve got a potion for her.” 
 
    “None of that tonic nonsense here!” snapped a hobgoblin. Others looked back from amid the crowd along with him. No one seemed pleased. “Faith healer bullshit. Piss off.” 
 
    “No, it’s real magic,” DigDig spoke up. 
 
    “Nobody’s got healing magic here ‘cept that crew who just came in,” said another hobgoblin. “And where the hell are they?” 
 
    “Out at the front,” someone answered. “Doin’ the job. Real heroes, that lot.” 
 
    “Piss. Heroes would be more about savin’ lives than endin’ ‘em.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” said DigDig. “I’m one of...” He sighed. None of them looked back. DigDig stuck his shovel in the ground, tugged once, and sent half the crowd stumbling back and out of his way. “Got a healing potion for her,” he said with his hand already in his pocket. 
 
    Zana sat on the ground cradling Karana’s head in her lap. She looked distraught—but also suddenly impressed. DigDig blinked away his surprise at her presence and knelt to provide the potion. “She awake?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here,” Karana croaked. “Don’t know for how long.” 
 
    “Drink.” He uncorked the vial and brought it to her mouth. “Should fix the worst of it.” 
 
    Pale and weak, Karana struggled to accept the potion, but her first sip gave her the strength for a swallow, and then a gulp. Her face quickly returned to its natural gray. She sucked in a deep breath and let it out with relief. “You’ve had that all along?” 
 
    “Loot from the dungeon, yeah,” said DigDig. “Saved it for an emergency.” 
 
    “Glad I count.” 
 
    “Camp needs you. We didn’t all die. Better figure out what comes next. Need a mayor.” 
 
    “How bad was the battle?” 
 
    DigDig opened his mouth, glanced at Zana, and closed it. “Don’t know. Missed it all ‘cause of the demon thing in the pit. Took care of that, though. Didn’t make it to the battle.” 
 
    Karana patted him on the knee. “We needed that done, too. Good job.” Then she sat up. “Guess I’m not all better, but I can walk and give instructions. Gotta get to work.” 
 
    That left him with Zana. She stared up at him. “Demon pit?” 
 
    “Yeah. Stupid. Wasn’t fun. You fought?” 
 
    “Yeah. Wasn’t fun.” 
 
    DigDig nodded. “Brave, though.” When her expression didn’t change, he shrugged. “Should go find my friends.” 
 
    Her hand caught his. “Other friends.” She tugged herself up. “You ever have sex?” 
 
    He blinked at her, wide-eyed. “No.” 
 
    “Me neither. Want to?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah. Other friends can wait.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Confused infantry regrouped near the tree line. Frightened, haggard cavalry came in with even less order, some overtaking those on foot while others showed enough nerve to wait for their fellows amid the brambles. The overgrowth halted at waist height, but it remained green and lush and unlikely to burn easily given its magical nature. 
 
    Most of the cavalry remained on the other side of the field and wouldn’t come back. 
 
    “Well. I think we’ve had about enough of this,” sighed Mayor Dunning. He tightened his grip on the reins of his mount and guided her forward. Before the battle, it was easier to pick out leaders and organization what with all the flags they carried. Now things were a mess. 
 
    A mess, he thought, and a bit of a relief. 
 
    “Sergeant? You there, sergeant,” Dunning beckoned. The footman stood out among the rest mostly by virtue of shouting orders and waving his arms, but the sash and the plume on his helmet suggested at least something. “You’re in charge here, yes?” 
 
    “I—ah, of a sort, sir,” said the other man. He was already looking around for someone else to speak up. “If you’re looking for—?” 
 
    “No matter. You can pass this on when the rest get organized,” said Dunning. “It’s clear Lord Chadwalt and Barret aren’t coming back. Whenever someone takes charge, please inform them I have led my auxiliaries back to town where they will return to their homes.” 
 
    “Yes, sir—ah, sir?” the sergeant stammered. “You’re leaving?” 
 
    “Sergeant, I am the mayor in these parts. The only men with authority over me lie dead on that field after consorting with dark magic. This battle is over. It seems our neighbors aren’t going anywhere. I therefore have no interest in antagonizing them further. 
 
    “Stay and fight on if you wish. My people are leaving. We may as well get a move on so we don’t clog up the road once the rest of you get sorted. Good day.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He walked on short, weary legs, but his friends weren’t that far from the trench. Though his magical energy neared exhaustion, he could manage at least one healing spell. 
 
    Yargol arrived beside them to find need of a different kind of strength. 
 
    They looked largely unharmed. Both were scraped up and filthy, but neither bled from open wounds. Teryn knelt at a corpse and sobbed. Shady Tooth loomed over her with knives sheathed and her brow furrowed in silence. 
 
    He looked up to the bugbear with an unspoken question on his patchwork face. She shook her head. “We got dragged out here by magic and held our own until the retreat began. As soon as the fight ended, she just...” Shady Tooth gestured at her. “I don’t know how to do this.” 
 
    “You don’t know how to cry?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “I don’t know how to help.” 
 
    “It’s not you,” Teryn sniffed, only to sob again. “There’s nothing wrong with you.” 
 
    Yargol put a hand on Teryn’s shoulder. The man in front of her lay dead. He seemed young. The magician spotted Barret among the dead, too, but Teryn didn’t seem to mourn over him. “Did you know this one?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know any of them.” She wiped her nose with her wrist. The tears kept falling. “I recognized some of Barret’s men before. Not any of these.” 
 
    He waited. Shady Tooth took his cue. She crouched at Teryn’s other side, mirroring his reassuring hand on her opposite shoulder. Eventually, the sobs gave way to words. 
 
    “They called me princess and I cut them down. Others saw me do it.” 
 
    “It was a battle,” said Shady Tooth. “Us or them. All of us. And you didn’t want that life.” 
 
    Teryn shook her head. “It’s not about the title. It’s about what I could do with it.” She looked up at the field. “I wanted to end all this. Bring down the king and turn it all around. But now? How do we come back from this? Why would anyone want to go back to living together? And I fought here, too. Who’s going to listen to me now? 
 
    “I don’t belong anywhere.” 
 
    Yargol’s grip softly tightened around her shoulder. He stepped around to face her, one yellow and one red eye meeting hers. “You belong with us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “We can’t stay. We’ll have to keep moving.” 
 
    His words broke a patient silence among his companions. Gentle sunlight streamed through the leaves overhead, with birdsong and a soft breeze adding to their relative physical comfort. Trees and bushes kept them concealed on the rise, going all the way to the sharp end to the foliage at the edge of the wide road. Grey rock rose up sharply on the other side of the passage, far higher than any of the trees. To the other side of their spot, the mountain sloped downward just as sharply. 
 
    They sat close together, with most oriented toward the downhill run of the road as it curved back down toward the lowlands. Yargol’s staff lay across his legs as he meditated. War Cloud and DigDig relaxed with their backs to the same tree trunk. Teryn’s arms were wrapped around her knees as she stared into the distance. Only Shady Tooth was out of sight, but close by. 
 
    Scars stepped close to put a hand on Teryn’s shoulder. She nodded in agreement. “They’ll try even harder to run me down after this. They know I’m involved. I’m a threat.” 
 
    “They’ll be after more than you,” said Yargol. “They want DigDig’s shovel, too.” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em,” said DigDig. “Can’t have it. Finders keepers.” 
 
    “Seems likely Dostin would win the backing of the dwarf clans if he can return their relic,” said War Cloud. “Not just in Theralda but probably others beyond, too.” 
 
    “And it is a powerful relic at that. One that must not fall into the wrong hands,” said Yargol. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say dwarven hands are wrong,” War Cloud mused. “But it’s all complicated with the whole ‘persecute the goblin folk’ thing.” 
 
    “Exactly. And they’ll keep coming at Zition if they think the shovel and their princess are there,” said Scars. “We have to lead them away. Head in some new direction and make some noise. Lead them on a chase. Give our people a shot at building up something they can defend. Are you all good with that?” 
 
    War Cloud nodded. Yargol, too. DigDig sighed, looking back up to Scars. “Got time to head back and tell Zana goodbye? And my parents?” 
 
    “Can’t argue with your priorities,” War Cloud chuckled. 
 
    “Told me she didn’t expect more than what was. Hadn’t thought it through. Me neither.” The goblin shrugged. “Not supposed to settle down with your parents, anyway.” 
 
    “No, but we might ask a favor of them before we move on,” Yargol considered. “I have some scribe’s supplies, at least. It may be enough to work their trade.” 
 
    Scars felt Teryn’s hand close around his at her shoulder. She looked up at him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No less than you’ve already done.” 
 
    She tilted her head, then squinted up at the trees. “We might consider someplace warm. Maybe even tropical?” 
 
    As if summoned by her voice, leaves rustled up above. A dark form descended fast, landing in the middle of the group on her feet. “They’re coming,” announced Shady Tooth. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Supplies, camp wagons, and siege equipment could move through the foothills and into the mountains with only so much speed. Even without the need to breach an entire fortified castle, the objective required more than simple arms and armor. All of that gear required transport, and the transporters required even more supplies, and people to carry those. 
 
    King Dostin knew the complexity and expense of such logistics. His wrath and urgency compelled his forces to muster and march within a week of the news, cost and inconvenience be damned. Reaction had to be swift and decisive. 
 
    Several of his counselors advised against it. He left them at home. Others were happy to join him on the march. 
 
    The king rode near the front of the column as a king should, wearing the crest of his rule on a surcoat. Flecks of grey marked his dark beard in recent years, but he was still fit and strong. Dostin took pride in his service as a knight of the realm as a youth. He never left the lifestyle far behind. It gave him strength to deal with all the challenges of ruling. 
 
    Despite his air of independence, he rode surrounded by bodyguards, knights, and more than a few courtiers. Naturally many saw their chance to curry favor. He could hardly blame them. He recognized the same opportunities. 
 
    “Legend has it we ruled every one of these mountains once,” said the dwarf beside him. “A clan under every mountain, a family in every hill, and a stonehold in the center to bind them together.” 
 
    His dark beard covered much of his surcoat, with the gold cords of office hanging from his shoulders crossed over it. Ortun Barnard Gareth Hammerheart served as Advocate of the Clans, reducing the voices of a dozen dwarven factions into a single voice at Dostin’s court—not that the other clans preferred it that way. Yet as far as Dostin was concerned, Ortun went on enough for twelve dwarves. 
 
    “It’s not possible, you know,” Ortun went on. He always went on. “Not every mountain and hill is suitable for tunneling and inhabiting. At least, not naturally.” 
 
    “Not without the tools of the gods, I assume?” asked Dostin. 
 
    “Tunnels and strongholds were built, of course,” said Ortun. “Many of them ancient, and thus tied to legends as all ancient things are. I’ve seen enchanted hammers and picks and even shovels in my time, but none with more than a little extra strength or shine. 
 
    “I’m not saying this shovel is a myth. Yes, the legends speak of tools given by the gods. You have listened to your advisors and I’m flattered by it.” Ortun threw him a look that reminded the king of how much the dwarf still hid with his words—and how he was still here on the march despite any spoken skepticism. “Such a relic would bring together every clan in this kingdom and no small interest from those beyond. We’ll all have you to thank for that...assuming it exists in this world.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt it exists, Ortun,” said Dostin. “No less than I doubt the presence of the rebel goblin folk on the other side of the pass. Reports from before and after the goblin rebellion are consistent.” 
 
    “And your wayward daughter?” asked Ortun. “What happens when...?” 
 
    The question faltered under Dostin’s withering glare. “Rebellion and treason are crimes, dear emissary. The goblin folk were given a measure of tolerance in the north and they squandered it. Now they will face the consequences. Teryn is no different. I mean to keep my realm safe and united. Theralda will remain whole.” 
 
    Wisely, Ortun let the conversation drop. He was a diplomat by profession, after all. 
 
    Dostin turned away, seething in silence, his eyes turning up toward the mountain. The pass was now in sight: a fortunately wide road curving around a mountain slope, the only viable route for traffic this heavy short of traveling all the way out to the eastern coast or crossing the border on the west. Only small caravans and travelers could trickle through the other passes. 
 
    Dostin planned to remedy that one day. Another large pass through the mountains would cost dearly. Perhaps the dwarf clans would be happier to help if a relic was returned to them. Perhaps Dostin might squeeze enough money for it from other sources. After this errand was done, he would have options. 
 
    Plans for the future fell from his mind as a pair of outriders came rushing back from around the edge of the pass up ahead...on foot, waving their arms, and shouting. 
 
    Though he rode near the front of the column, even the king did not take the literal lead. The knights and cavalry ahead of him reacted with predictable concern, taking up arms and shields and calling a halt to the procession. Signal flags rose up to spread the word farther and faster down the column than voices could carry. Bodyguards drew closer to the king’s side with spells on their lips and bows in hand. 
 
    “How many outriders were sent up ahead?” asked the king. 
 
    “Eight, my lord,” came the answer. “Fully armed and with a skilled magician.” 
 
    The outriders closed the gap. Dostin could not make out their words, but others at the front of the column could at least communicate with them now. Everyone expected an ambush of some sort. If it came, they were ready. 
 
    A collection of figures walked out into the open around the curve of the pass along the slope of the mountain. He saw a brown-skinned warrior who might as easily have been human or orc, a goblin in robes and a hood carrying a staff, another in piecemeal armor, a gnoll, a bugbear, and a human woman in leathers and flowing brown hair. 
 
    His heart stopped. He knew her at a glance, even at this distance. His knuckles turned white with the reins in his hand. 
 
    The little one in robes made some gesture, but it was the half-orc who shouted. His words carried down the pass at a volume possible only through magic: “Theraldans! King Dostin has banished the goblin folk from the south, and yet he still attacks us in the north. He has no reason for bloodshed besides his own hatred and greed. 
 
    “Turn back. Go home. We are not here to play his game.” 
 
    “Sorcerers, archers,” Dostin growled, “silence that—” 
 
    Dostin never finished the order. The goblin in the horned helmet stepped forward, pulling a shovel off his shoulder. He sank it into the ground at the center of the road, stepped on its head to push it deeper, and pulled. 
 
    The entire pass rippled away from the shovel like a blanket caught by a strong wind. 
 
    Earth and rock flowed up in a thunderous rumble from the side of the mountain to the edge of the path. Horses whined and cavalry shouted, all turning away and running from the landslide. Everyone farther back from the narrow pass bolted left and right, including Dostin himself. The road crashed in and threatened to bury them all. 
 
    Dostin looked back over his shoulder only as the wave of earth passed behind him. Riders and wagons were pelted and even half-buried, but the king escaped the worst of it. A glance up at the source of the destruction stopped his heart yet again. 
 
    Where the pass once curved around the mountain, Dostin now saw only a sheer cliff face and a steep gap. The path from the foothills to the pass was effectively gone. 
 
    “It’s real,” shouted a frightened Ortun trying to control his horse beside Dostin’s. “Gods save us, it’s real!” 
 
    Knights and cavalry fled. Wagons broke and the horses pulling them tore free. Perhaps only a few men were lost in the collapse of the road, but panic still reigned. Dostin had to flee with them. 
 
    At the edge of the cliff that was a road only moments ago, the goblin shouted two words: 
 
    “Keep running.” 
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