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The time had come, Will decided, to reveal certain truths to Quirk. “Mattrax,” he said, “the dragon who governs this northern tip of the Kondorra valley, which we are oh so lucky to be in right now, is fifty yards from snout to tail and considered runty for his kind. It gives him a shitty attitude, but it’s hard to pick out because all the dragons in the Consortium have shitty attitudes. They live in vast fortresses, surrounded by guards picked from the arse-end of humanity, who love nothing more than to go around beating their arbitrary rules into the people who live near them. And then every year they send out tax collectors to steal as much of your coin as they can simply so they can sit on it and feel fucking pretty. The only time they drag their sagging guts out of their caves is so they can steal a few cattle for a midafternoon snack, and literally shit on the people whom they govern. That is, in fact, a little game for Mattrax. To see how many people he can hit with a single bowel movement. As a species they are so comfortable with the idea of being evil overlords that they actually hold gatherings from time to time in the core of an active volcano. That is who you study. Tyrants. Arseholes with wings.”
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“Oh, for a muse of fire.”


—Henry V


William Shakespeare




PART 1:


A JOB DONE RIGHT
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1


Will


It was a confrontation as old as time. A tale begun back when the Pantheon of old first breathed life into the clay mold of man and set him down upon the earth. It was the tale of the untamable pitted against the master. Of the wild tearing at the walls of the civilized. It was man versus the beast.


Will placed each foot carefully, held his balance low. He circled slowly. Cold mud pulled at his feet. Sweat trickled down the crease between his eyebrows. Inch by inch he closed the distance.


The pig Bessie grunted at him.


“Five shek says she tips him on his arse,” said Albor, one of Will’s two farmhands. A strip of hairy gut was visible where he rested it upon the sty’s rickety old fence. It was, Will had noted, significantly hairier in fact than his chin, which he scratched at constantly. Albor’s wife had just departed the nearby village for a monthlong trip to help look after her sister’s new baby, and Albor was three days into growing the beard she hated.


“I say it’s face first, he lands,” said Dunstan, Will’s other farmhand. The two men were a study in contrasts. Where Albor’s stomach swayed heavily over his gut, Dunstan’s broad leather belt was wrapped twice around his waist and still flapped loose beyond the buckle. His narrow face was barely visible behind a thick cloud of facial hair, which his wife loved to excess. She had a tendency to braid sections of it and line it with bows.


“You’re on,” said Albor, spitting in his muddy palm and holding it out to Dunstan.


Will gave a damn about neither beards nor wives. All he cared about was his father’s thrice-cursed prize sow, Bessie. She had been his dancing partner in this sty for almost half an hour now. He was so coated in mud that if he lay upon the sty’s floor, he would have been virtually invisible. He briefly considered this as a possible angle of attack, but the pig was as likely to shit on him and call it a good day’s work as anything else. There was an uncanny intelligence in her eyes. Still, she was old and he was young. Brute force would win the day.


He closed the distance down by another inch.


Bessie narrowed her eyes.


Another inch.


Bessie squealed and charged. Will lunged, met the charge head-on. His hands slammed down hard against her sides.


Bessie flew through his mud-slick palms and crashed all of her considerable weight into his legs. The world performed a sprawling flip around Will’s head, then hit him in the face.


He came up spluttering mud, and was just in time to hear Dunstan say, “That’s five shek you owe me then.”


Bessie was standing nonchalantly behind him, with an air of almost studied calm.


Will found his resolve hardening. Bessie had to die. With a roar, he launched himself at the pig. She bucked wildly. And yet still one of his hands snagged a bony trotter. He heaved upon it with all his might.


Bessie, however, had lived upon the farm longer than Will. She had survived lean winters, breeched piglets, and several virulent diseases, and was determined to survive him. She did not allow her limb to collapse under Will’s weight, advanced years or no. Instead she simply pulled him skidding through the mud. After several laps, he appeared to be done. With her free hoof, she kicked him in the forehead to emphasize the lesson, then walked away.


“I think you almost got her that time,” Albor called in what might be generously described as an encouraging tone.


Will did not respond. Personal honor was at stake at this point in the proceedings. Still, there was only so much mud a man could swallow. He clambered to his feet and retreated to consider his options.


Dunstan patted him on the shoulder as he collapsed against the fence. Bessie regarded him balefully.


“She’s too strong for me,” Will said when he’d gotten his breath back.


“To be fair, you say that about most girls,” Albor told him.


“I have to outsmart her.”


“That too,” Dunstan chipped in.


“Don’t usually work, though.” Albor chewed a strand of straw sagely.


“This,” said Will, his temper fraying, “is not so much helpful advice as much as it is shit swilling in a blocked ditch. That pig has to become crispy rashers and if you have nothing helpful to add you can go back to picking apples in the orchard.”


For a short while the only sound was Bessie farting noisily in her corner of the sty.


Above the men, thin clouds swept across a pale blue sky. The distant mountains were a misty purple, almost translucent.


Will softened. None of this was Albor’s or Dunstan’s fault, even if they did not want to see old Bessie taken to the butcher’s block. Deep down—deeper perhaps now than at the start of his ordeal—neither did he. Bessie had been part of this farm as long as he could remember. His father had sat him upon her back and had him ride around the sty, whooping and hollering, while his mother stood clucking her tongue. Dunstan and Albor had been there, cheering him on. Even old Firkin had been there.


But now Will’s parents were gone to an early grave, and Firkin had lost his mind. Bessie was old and would not sow anymore. And Will was the unwilling owner of a farm on the brink of ruin.


“Look,” he said, voice calmer, “I want Bessie dead no more than you do, but I am out of options. The Consortium increased taxes again, and paying them has left my coffers bare. If I am to have a hope of surviving another year, I need to put her to the knife and sell her pieces for as much as I can get. Next winter she’ll be blind and hobbled and it will be a kindness.”


Another silence.


“You can’t wait a little, Will?” said Albor, straw drooping in the corner of his mouth. “Give her one last good year?”


Will sighed. “If I do, then there won’t be anyone to slaughter her. This whole place will be gone to the Consortium and I’ll be in a debtors’ jail, and you two will be in old Cornwall’s tavern without any sheks to pay for his ale.”


At that threat, the two farmhands looked at each other. Finally Dunstan shrugged. “I never liked that fucking pig anyway.”


Albor echoed his sad smile.


“That’s more like it,” said Will. “Now let’s see if together three grown men can’t outwit one decrepit pig.”


Slowly, painfully, Will, Albor, and Dunstan hobbled back toward the farmhouse. Albor rubbed at a badly bruised hip. Dunstan was wringing muddy water out of his sodden, matted beard.


“It’s all right,” said Will, “we’ll get her tomorrow.”


Later, the farm’s other animals locked away for the night, straw fresh on the barn’s floor, Will stood in the farmhouse, heating a heavy iron pot full of stew over the hearth. A few strips of chicken roiled fretfully among vegetable chunks.


He never bothered naming the chickens. It was easier that way.


He sighed as he watched the stew slowly simmer. He should be checking the cheese presses, or scooping butter out of the churn and into pots before it spoiled, or possibly even attempting to tally his books so he could work out exactly how much money he owed folk. Instead he stood and stared.


The nights were long out on the farm. It was five miles through the fields and woods down to The Village. The distance had never seemed far when he was a child. But that was when his parents were alive, and when Dunstan and Albor, and even Firkin, would all have stayed to share the supper, with laughter, and jokes, and fiddle music lilting late into the night. That was when performing the chores around the house had never seemed exactly like work, and when stoking the fire so it warmed the whole room had never felt like an extravagance.


The firelight cast the heavy wooden cabinets and thick oak table and chairs in guttering light. Will tried to focus on that, not the shadows of the day. Maybe Bessie did have one more litter in her. Maybe he could give her one more year. A good litter would bring in enough coin. Or near enough, if the taxes didn’t go up again. And he could scrimp and save in a few places. Maybe sell a few of the chairs. It wasn’t like he needed more than one.


Yes. Yes, of course that would work. And Lawl or some other member of the Pantheon would manifest in the run-down old temple in the village below and shower them all with gold. That was what would happen …


His slow-bubbling thoughts were interrupted abruptly by a sharp rap at his door. He snapped his head to look at the thick oak slats. Outside, rain had begun to fall, tapping a complex undulating rhythm against the thatch roof above his head. It was over an hour’s walk from The Village. Who would bother dragging themselves out here at this hour?


He had half-dismissed the sound as a loose branch blowing across the yard when it came again. A hard, precise rap that rattled the door latch. If it was a branch, it was a persistent one.


Removing the stew pot from the fire, he crossed the room quickly, unlatched the door, and opened it onto a cold and blustery night.


Four soldiers stood upon his doorstep. Their narrowed eyes stared out from beneath the shadows of their helms, which dripped rainwater down onto their long noses. Swords hung heavily on their large belts, each pommel embossed with an image of two batlike wings—the mark of the Dragon Consortium. Sodden leather jerkins with the same insignia were pulled over their heavy chain-mail shirts.


They were not small men. Their expressions were not kind. Will could not tell for sure, but they bore a striking resemblance to the four soldiers who had carried off most of the coin he’d been relying on to get through the winter.


“Can I help you?” asked Will, as politely as he was able. If there was anything at which he could fail to help them, he wanted to know about it.


“You can get the piss out of my way so me and my men can come out of this Hallows-cursed rain,” said the lead soldier. He was taller than the others, with a large blunt nose that appeared to have been used to stop a frying pan, repeatedly, for most of his childhood. Air whistled in and out of it as he spoke.


“Of course.” Will stepped aside. While he bore the guards of the Dragon Consortium no love, he bore even less for the idea of receiving a sound thrashing at their hands.


The four soldiers tramped laboriously in, sagging under the weight of their wet armor. “Obliged,” said the last of the men, nodding. He had a kinder face than the others. Will saw the lead soldier roll his eyes.


They stood around Will’s small fire and surveyed his house with expressions that looked a lot like disdain. Large brown footprints tracked their path from the door. The fourth guard looked at them, then shrugged at Will apologetically.


For a moment they all stood still. Will refused to leave the door, clinging to the solidity of it. Grounding himself in the wood his father had cut and hewn before he was born. As he watched the soldiers by the fire, his stomach tied more knots than an obsessive-compulsive fisherman.


Finally he crossed to them, the table, and his stew. He began to ladle it into a large if poorly made bowl. He wasn’t hungry anymore, but it gave him something to do. These soldiers would get to their business with or without his help.


As he ladled, the lead soldier fiddled with a leather pouch at his waist.


“Nice place this,” said the fourth, seeming to feel more awkward in the silence than the others.


“Thank you,” Will said, as evenly as he was able. “My parents built it.”


“Keep saying to the missus we should get a place like this,” the guard continued, “but she doesn’t like the idea of farm living. Likes to be close to the center of things. By which she really means the alchemist. Gets a lot of things from the alchemist, she does. Very healthy woman. Always adding supplements to my diet.” He patted his stomach, metal gauntleted hand clanking against the chain mail. “Doesn’t ever seem to do any good.” He looked off into the middle distance. “Of course my brother says I’m cuckolded by a drug-addled harpy, but he’s always been a bit negative.”


The guard seemed to notice that everyone was staring at him.


“Oh,” he said. “Sorry. Obviously none of that is related to why we’re officially here. Just wanted to, well, you know …” He withered under his commanding officer’s stare.


The lead soldier looked away from him, down to a piece of browning parchment paper that he had retrieved from his pouch. Then he turned the gaze he had used to dominate his subordinate upon Will.


“You are Willett Altior Fallows, son of Mickel Betterra Fallows, son of Theorn Pentauk Fallows, owner and title holder of this farmstead?” he asked. He was not a natural public speaker, stumbling over most of the words. But he kept his sneer firmly in place as he read.


Will nodded. “That’s what my mother always told me,” he said. The fourth soldier let out a snort of laughter, then at the looks from the others, murdered his mirth like a child tossed down a well.


The lead soldier’s expression, by contrast, did not flicker for an instant. Will thought he might even have seen a small flame as the joke died against his stony wall of indifference. The soldier had the air of a man who had risen through the ranks on the strength of having no imagination whatsoever. The sort of man who followed orders, blindly and doggedly, and without remorse.


“The dragon Mattrax and by extension the Dragon Consortium as a whole,” the officer continued in his same stilted way, reading from the parchment, “find your lack of compliance with this year’s taxes a great affront to their nobility, their honor, and their deified status. You are therefore—”


“Wait a minute.” Will stood, ladle in his hand, knuckles white about its handle, staring at the man. “My lack of what?”


For a moment, as the soldier had begun to speak, Will had felt his stomach plunge in some suicidal swan dive, abandoning ship entirely. And then, as the next words came, there had been a sort of pure calm. An empty space in his emotions, as if they had all been swept away by some great and terrible wind that had scoured the landscape clean and sent cows flying like siege weaponry.


But by the time the soldier finished, there was a fury in him he could barely fathom. He had always thought of himself as a peaceable man. In twenty-eight years he had been in exactly three fights, had started only one of them, and had thrown no more than one punch in each. But, as if summoned by some great yet abdominally restrained wizard, an inferno of rage had appeared out of nowhere in his gut.


“My taxes?” he managed to splutter. He was fighting against an increasing urge to take his soup ladle and ram it so far down the soldier’s throat he could scoop out his balls. “Your great and grand fucking dragon Mattrax took me for almost every penny I had. He has laid waste to the potential for this farm with his greed. And there was not a single complaint from me. Not as I gave you every inherited copper shek, silver drach, and golden bull I had.”


He stood, almost frothing with rage, staring down the lean, unimpressed commander.


“Actually,” said the fourth soldier, almost forgotten at the periphery of events, “it was probably a clerical error. There’s an absolutely vast number of people who fall under Mattrax’s purview, and every year there’s just a few people whose names don’t get ticked. It’s an inevitability of bureaucracy, I suppose.”


Both Will and the commanding officer turned hate-filled eyes on the soldier.


“So,” said Will, voice crackling with fire, “tick my fucking name then.”


“Oh.” The soldier looked profoundly uncomfortable. “Actually that’s not something we can do. Not our department at all. I mean you can appeal, but first you have to pay the tax a second time, and then appeal.”


“Pay the tax?” Will said, the room losing focus for him, a strange sense of unreality descending. “I can’t pay the fucking tax a second time. Nobody here could afford that. That’s insane.”


“Yes,” said the guard sadly. “It’s not a very fair system.”


Will felt as if the edges of the room had become untethered from reality, as if the whole scene might fold up around him, wither away to nothingness, leaving him alone in a black void of insanity.


“Willett Altior Fallows,” intoned the lead soldier, with a degree of blandness only achievable through years of honing his callousness to the bluntest of edges, “I hereby strip you of your title to this land in recompense for taxes not paid. You shall be taken from here directly to debtors’ jail.”


“Oh debtors’ jail,” said the fourth guard, slapping a palm to his forehead. “I totally forgot about debtors’ jail. Because,” he added, nodding to himself, “it’s not as if you can appeal the ruling while you’re in the jail. Nobody’s going to come down and listen to you down there. But when you get out, you can totally appeal. I think the queue is only four or five years long at that point. Though, honestly, I would have expected it to be shorter given the fairly high mortality rate among inmates in debtors’ jail …” he trailed off. “Don’t suppose that’s very helpful, is it?” he said to the room at large.


Will could barely hear him. This could not be happening. Every careful financial plan he had put together. Every future course he had plotted. Each one of them ruined, ground beneath the twin heels of incompetence and greed, became nothing more than kindling for his fury. Rage roared around him, filled his ears with noise, his vision with red.


He tried to say something, opened his mouth. Only an inarticulate gurgle of rage emerged.


“Chain his hands,” said the lead soldier.


Something snapped in Will. Suddenly the bowl of stew was in his hand. He flung it hard and fast at the lead soldier’s face. It crashed into his nose with a satisfying crunch, shattered. Pottery shards scored lines across the man’s face. He’d made that bowl as a boy, he remembered now. A simple pinch pot; a gift for his mother. He’d meant it as a vase but hadn’t been old enough to know what a vase had actually looked like. He’d flown into a temper tantrum when he first saw her eating from it. And now it was gone. Along with everything else.


The soldier reeled back, bellowed. Will was barely paying attention. He was already lunging for the larger pot, iron sides still scalding from the heat of the fire.


A guard beat him, steel-encased fist slamming into the pot, sending the contents flying.


Will could hear steel scraping against leather. Swords leaving their hilts.


He brought the ladle round in a tight arc, smashed it into the lunging guard’s cheek. The man staggered sideways. Will came up, was face-to-face with the fourth soldier. The soldier’s eyes were wide, panicked. Will stabbed straight forward, the spoon of the ladle crashing into the guard’s throat. The guard dropped to the floor choking, a look of surprise and hurt on his face.


And then the last guard’s sword smashed the ladle from Will’s hands and sent it skittering across the floor.


Out of daily kitchenware, Will reconsidered his options. The lead guard was recovering, snarling, red blistering skin bleeding openly. The fourth guard was still gasping, but the other two both had their swords up. They advanced.


As most other options seem to lead to rapid and fatal perforation, Will backed up fast.


“Not sure you’re going to make it to jail,” said one guard. He was smiling.


The other just stalked forward, weight held low, eyes narrowed beneath dark brows.


Will glanced about. But his mother had always been strict about leaving the farm outside of the house and that habit had died hard. There was no handy scythe, no gutting knife, not even a shovel. His foot slipped in one of the muddy footprints the guards had left on the tile floor. The grinning guard closed the gap another yard.


“Stop fucking about and kill the little shit stain already,” snarled the soldier with the blistered face.


The words were the catalyst. Will unfroze as the guards leapt forward. He tore out of the kitchen door, heard the swish of steel through the air, waited for pain, and found it hadn’t come by the time his feet carried him through the threshold and into the darkness.


He abandoned the spill of yellow light and tore toward the barn as fast as his feet would carry him. There was a way to fight back there. A way to stop this. There had to be.


“After the little fucker!” The rasping rage of the burned guard chased after him.


“He hit me.” The bewildered burble of the fourth guard.


“I’ll fucking hit you if you don’t bring me his spleen.”


The other guards were hard on his heels. Rain slashed at him. Will hit the door of the barn, bounced off, felt the sting of it in his shoulder, his palms. He scrabbled at the door, flung it open. A sword blade embedded itself in the frame as he darted through. A guard grunted in frustration.


Everything was shadows and the smell of damp straw. He could hear the cows, Ethel and Beatrinne, stamping and huffing. The soft lumbering snores of the two sheep, Atta and Petra. It felt like home. Except the guards behind him were some awful violation. Some tearing wound in everything he held dear.


He looked around, desperate, panic making the place unfamiliar. A blade. He needed a blade. The scythe—


“Torch it.” The words barely penetrated his consciousness. But then he heard the strike of a flint, the whispered roar of flame igniting. Yellow light blazed in the doorway. He watched the torch as it flipped end over end to land in the straw.


He rushed toward it. Flames raced toward him. He stamped desperately at them.


The second torch hit him heavily in the chest. He staggered backward, slapped desperately at the flame that started to lick at the front of his jacket. In the handful of seconds it took to extinguish, two more torches had arced into the barn. One landed in the hay pile. It flared like kindling. By the time Will was halfway to the pile, the smoke already had him hacking and coughing.


The cows were awake now, starting to realize they should panic. The guards shouted to each other outside the door.


This was his home. This couldn’t be.


But it clearly was.


He stopped, stood still, fire and smoke swirling about him, the cries of panicking animals filling the air. He was frozen between the future that he had held and the shattered pieces of the present at his feet.


Something splintered. He looked up, fearful of a falling beam. Then the sound of skittering hooves made him realize it was the gate of the pen that he’d been meaning to fix for more than a month now. And then Ethel’s shoulder checked him as she scrambled out of the door.


Cursed cow, said some part of his mind. When she comes back tomorrow she’ll be full of rage that she hasn’t been milked and her udders are heavy.


But there wouldn’t be a tomorrow. Not if he didn’t get out.


He started to move again, to look for a way out that was not blocked by soldiers and swords.


For the first time ever, he was glad that the farm overwhelmed him. That there were rotten boards up in the hayloft that he hadn’t got round to fixing.


He dashed to the ladder, threw open the door to the sheep pen as he went past it. The rungs were rough, slightly spongy with rot. He climbed upward into clouds of smoke that drove him to his knees, hacking, coughing.


He scrambled forward, elbows and knees supporting his weight. He thumped his head against the barn roof, felt his way along the wall, until the wood bowed beneath the pressure. His lungs burned. Bracing himself, he kicked once, twice. The boards gave way on the third heavy kick. He cleared a wider space with the fourth and fifth, shoved through the gap, grabbed the edge with his fingertips.


He hung in the darkness for a moment, smoke pouring out around him, obscuring his vision. How close had he put the vegetable cart to the back wall? The last thing he needed now was to break his neck on its edge. But there was no time to dredge for the memory.


He kicked off blindly, flailed through space.


He landed on the cart’s wooden boards with a crash that jarred him from head to heels. His teeth clacked shut so hard he thought he heard his gums groaning. Spots of light danced in the night sky.


A shout crashed into his swampy thoughts. A guard had circled around the barn, seen him jump. He didn’t have time to get his bearings, only to run. So he put his head down and did just that.


A fence lurched at him out of nowhere. The rain was coming down hard now, and the wood was slick as he tumbled over into a field. Wheat slapped at him, tall enough to get lost in.


He tumbled forward, barely thinking, just putting one foot in front of the other, simply getting away, and leaving all his hope behind.


In the end, a tree put paid to his flight. Not one to suffer fools or hysterical men lightly, it hit him forcefully with its trunk. Will took the opportunity to sit down heavily and not think about much at all for a while.


Eventually he came back to himself. Not fully. Not enough to totally take in the events of the evening. But enough to know that he was lost, that it was raining, and that home was not an option.


A moment of confused and painful thinking followed. His home was gone. Irretrievably, irreconcilably. The culmination of the bad luck that had begun with Firkin losing his mind, and moved on with the death of his parents. His future was gone. His dreams too. He would not find a way to make the farm profitable. He would not find a good Village girl to bring back. There would be no one to fill the old farmhouse with light, and love, and song. He had failed his father and his mother both in a single night. The chance to achieve their dreams for him had been stolen from him.


As for the future … That was beyond him. Instead he aimed for something less ambitious. Like where in the Hallows he had ended up. When he solved the problem, he did not arrive at a particularly reassuring answer.


He’d headed into the Breccan Woods—the vast tangle of untamed forest that lay to the north of his farm. It was a hard enough place to navigate in the bright of day, with a known trail beneath his feet. It was a downright foolish place to be at night. The shadows were not safe—every mother told her child so. Goblins, ogres, and worse called this place home. And yet, he had apparently decided that a headlong dash for the hills superseded anything resembling common sense.


He shivered. He needed shelter. He needed rest. He needed time to come to terms with a torched home and a warrant for his death. Because that was what it would be. Gentle and understanding were not the words one usually used when describing the soldiers employed by the dragon Mattrax. If you resisted their edicts, they would not simply sit you down with a warm cup of mead to gently explain the misunderstanding. They were generally recruited more from the stick-a-sword-in-your-guts-and-kick-you-into-a-ditch mold. On a good day, at least, your friends would find you before the rats did.


This did not feel like a good day.


His body ached, but—given the trouble he’d been through to keep it in one piece that evening—Will decided to stumble forward, and look for a place where he could avoid freezing to death.


The going was slow. Trees hid most of the moonlight, and what came through seemed reluctant to show him where any obstacles might lie. Stones stubbed his toes, tangles of roots and vines tripped his heels. Rain dripped onto him, seeking out the gap between his collar and his neck with unerring accuracy.


He was shivering hard when he came upon the rock face. A ragged wall of granite twenty yards in height, where the land stepped up toward the mountains at the valley’s edge. Such diminutive cliffs were a common enough feature of the landscape, often forming natural boundaries between farmsteads. More to Will’s purpose, they tended to contain caves.


All he had to do was find one that didn’t contain a bear.


Lawl—father of the Pantheon Above, lord of law and life, he prayed silently as he felt his way along the rock, I don’t know what I did to make you piss in my stew tonight, but I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me.


No sooner was the prayer uttered than the rock gave way beneath his hand. He stumbled forward, almost cursing, before he realized that the opening was in fact a cave entrance. Well, that’s service for you, he thought. Thank you, kindly.


He stepped under the lip of the cave’s entrance, the relief from the rain instant. He sighed, heavily, inhaled—


—and then rather wished he hadn’t.


He’d never smelled anything quite like it. If a bear lived in this cave then it had died here. After a rather violent bout of diarrhea. Possibly brought on by the excess consumption of skunks. Who had also died of excess diarrhea. Several weeks prior.


He gagged slightly, and hesitated. But then, who was he to question divine providence? And while the smell of rot might normally attract predators, this was rancid enough that even a crow might decide it had too much self-esteem to stoop to the cave’s contents. And it wasn’t as if the world was overabundant with options for him at this moment.


Pulling a mostly dry rag from his pocket, he covered his nose and pushed deeper. Despite the rag, the stench grew with each step. When he could take it no longer—his revulsion a physical wall he could not push past—he backed up a step toward the cave entrance and simply lay down. The rock beneath him was cold and hard, but thankfully lacking in murderous intent. He looked back toward the cave entrance, the world outside. He could just make out the forest, a dark blue smudge in a field of black. He looked away, and rolled over, searching for a more comfortable way to lie—


—and collided with something small, furry, and warm.


Will shrieked.


He had always hoped that in a situation like this he would be able to describe the sound as a bellow, but it was definitely a shriek.


Fortunately, from his ego’s point of view, whatever he had collided with let out an equally shrill noise. Less fortunately, something else echoed the sound. And then something else. And then ten more voices took up the cry. And ten more. A rippling wave of tremulous, unmanly sound, rushing back through the cavern.


And then, in response, a wave of light came flooding back. Torches flaring brightly in the dark. The light reached Will just as he made it to his feet.


He looked out onto a cavern packed from wall to wall with small, green figures. Feral faces with pointed snouts and pointier ears. Little black eyes screwed tight in anger. Teeth bared.


The shadows of Breccan Woods were not safe, he reminded himself. This one particularly so it seemed, housing as it did an entire fucking horde of goblins.


Lawl above, Will thought, you’re an absolute bastard.
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Lette and Balur


The problem with adventuring, Lette reflected, was that it was a crap way to make money.


She wiped sweat from her brow. Gods-hexed mountain pass. Weren’t mountains supposed to be cold and snowy? What was she doing sweating her ass off this high up?


But she knew the answer to that question, and she didn’t like it. Instead she turned again to the more nebulous arena of finance. Specifically, how it intersected with her chosen career path.


Adventuring had seemed such a good idea when she’d started out. Punching monsters for a living. Receiving riches and glory in return. And there really was glory. She knew at least three people who had had songs composed about their endeavors. Four if you counted “The Ballad of Fairthroat the Man-Whore” but that one didn’t end with Fairthroat in possession of all of his anatomy, so the glory thing was questionable there.


And yet, even assuming you got a song, and that then someone managed to reconcile the sweaty, bloodstained social deviant in front of them with the shining idealized figure they’d heard songs about, you were still left with the fact that any riches coming your way would be the result of a significant amount of violence and personal harm. And violence and personal harm had a way of spiraling out of control. Very far out of control. Lette refused to look back over her shoulder. Instead she concentrated on the fact that she was ready for a steadier lifestyle.


“What about a bakery?” she said out loud.


Her traveling companion looked at her for a very long time.


Balur was approximately eight feet tall, lacked any body fat whatsoever, and owned a tail. He was an Analesian, one of the lizard men from the Western deserts. His yellow eyes regarded her narrowly from a broad, elongated face. They peered out from between large brown scales, thick and knobbly like fist-size stones.


“No,” he said after a pause. His voice sounded like rocks grinding. He shook his head slowly. “No,” he said again.


The Analesians were a hard people. Lette had heard a rumor that their language had forty onomatopoeias for the noise a man’s head made when it was crushed beneath your war hammer. She had never quite managed to find the right time to ask Balur if this was true.


“You just say ‘No’ automatically now,” Lette objected. “You didn’t even think about it.” So far Balur had rejected swordsmithing, blacksmithing, farming, horsebreaking, and exotic dancing as potential career changes. To be fair, Balur’s skill set was largely limited to hitting things very hard with a hammer, but that’s why the smithing ideas had been so promising. To Lette’s mind he was simply being obstinate.


“Look,” she said, pointing ahead, “see that?” The crest of the mountain pass was finally approaching. Beyond it lay the Kondorra valley, vibrant and fertile. “That’s a fresh start. That’s a new page in the story of our lives. We can be anything we want to be once we cross that line. Anything.”


Balur nodded. “Yes,” he said.


Lette’s face lit up. Finally progress. Finally the thick-skulled oaf—


“I am wanting to be a mercenary,” Balur finished.


Lette groaned. “Oh yes,” she said. “Because that’s working out so well.”


The wind shifted briefly, blowing up the mountain rather than down. For a moment, the smell of smoke and carrion filled her nostrils. She groaned again.


Eyes forward. A fresh start. A new beginning.


Balur strode on. Then on the crest, the liminal point, the start of something new, he paused. He held out a thick, four-fingered hand toward Lette. “I am not having the hands for baking,” he said. “I am having no nimble fingers.”


“You could just knead the dough,” Lette suggested. Balur required a more solution-oriented outlook in her view.


Then she was on the crest of the past beside him, and the whole of her future was spread out before and below her. The Kondorra valley.


The sun was low, on this early edge of autumn. Its glare was still partly occluded by the mountain peaks around her. It sent flat shafts of light streaking across the trees that flowed down the mountainside below them. Distant, at the valley’s floor, the forest broke open into fields, a patchwork of farmland that stitched its way up the valley’s far slope, until rock and scree took over at the hill’s summit. In this light, the slow, sluggish river Kon marking the valley’s base was transformed into a line of white fire.


It was a world to itself, the valley. A microcosm. She could see castles, like children’s toys, lakes, a swamp, and even something that could conceivably be a volcano. It was all small and perfect from this distance, like a picture painted into a book. Nothing spoiled by the proximity of reality.


“Look at that,” Lette said again. She pointed. “We can be anything we like down there.”


Balur shrugged. “I am liking being a mercenary.”


“What about a butcher?” Lette suggested, a momentary flash of inspiration striking her. “You could still kill things if you were a butcher. Cattle. You’d be perfect for it. A swift blow to the skull, each one.”


Balur cocked his head to one side. “Butchery is being mostly knife work,” he said.


“I do knife work,” Lette said. Her fingers flickered, and a knife appeared there, skittered away, appeared in her other hand. “You just slaughter cattle.”


Balur thought about it more. The slow gearwork of inhuman thinking. “Would the cattle be fighting back?” he asked eventually.


Lette had to take a moment for that one. “Cattle?” she asked, double checking.


Balur nodded. “Would they be being much of a challenge?” he said. “I am not wanting to go soft, being a butcher.”


Lette blinked, once, twice. The question did not go away. “Cattle is fucking cows, Balur.” Lette clarified for him. “They do not fight back. They eat grass, get their heads caved in, and then become delicious meaty snacks.”


Balur weighed this. “I am thinking I still prefer being a mercenary,” he said after a while.


Lette resisted the urge to grab Balur and shake him. Though in fairness that was mostly because she couldn’t really reach his shoulders. Or shake him even if she could reach them. Instead she pulled the heavy bag of gold coins off her waist and thrust it at him. It was the only half-decent thing to come out of the disaster that lay behind them.


“Look at this, Balur,” she said. “This is anything we want it to be. New lives. Better lives.”


Balur’s eyes narrowed. “Is it also being wine and whores?” he asked.


Lette shook her head. “You are a foreigner from a far-flung land. You are meant to be exotic and interesting.”


Balur shrugged. “I am being eight foot tall and am possessing odd syntax. That is being interesting.”


Lette considered whether to stab him in the crotch or the eye.


She was saved from the agony of indecision by a small, screaming figure abruptly launching itself from a hiding place behind a rock and flinging itself at her. A goblin, she realized. It flew through the air and seized the purse from her hand.


“Mine! Mine! Mine!” it screamed as it landed and tore off down the path away from them, short legs pumping furiously. “I gots it! I gots it! It’s mine!”


The goblin got exactly one additional step farther before Lette’s dagger caught it in the back of its neck, neatly slipping between two vertebrae and making a mess of its cerebellum. The goblin was dead before it hit the ground.


“See,” said Balur. “You are being good mercenary. You should be playing to your talents.”


“My talents have caused a lot of human misery,” Lette said, walking over to the goblin and plucking the knife from its back. The body resisted giving it up. She disliked killing goblins. They were weirdly sticky creatures. She always had to spend forever afterward cleaning bits of them off her blades.


She bent to pick up the purse—


—only to have it snatched from before her, as another goblin hurtled out of its hiding place and took off across the path.


“Barph’s hairy ball sack,” she cursed. “How many of these bastards are there?”


Perhaps learning from his slowly cooling companion, this goblin did not scream. He just legged it. Unfortunately, any attempt to leg it when you are only four foot tall is significantly limited by stride length. Balur was not similarly restricted.


His war hammer descended. The goblin stopped being a small, ugly humanoid and instead became a small, ugly bloodstain.


“Gods’ spit, Balur, careful of the damned purse!”


“It is being fine.” The lizard man rolled yellow eyes behind nictitating membranes.


Lette sighed heavily. She might as well berate a rock. Instead she turned her attention to their surroundings. Woods had arisen almost as soon as the pass started to descend. A thick tangle of trunks and underscrub. It smelled damp and loamy. Too many hiding places.


“I hope you spot a pattern developing!” she yelled to however many other goblins were left lurking around them. “You take the purse, you die messily.” Even goblins should be able to understand that sort of equation.


Apparently not.


A bush rustled. Then the goblin appeared, shrieking like a kettle on the boil. It grabbed the purse and hurtled off, still screaming, all flailing, gangly limbs.


Lette sighed. This one was faster than the others. Its torso was a tiny round ball suspended between long knobbly legs and arms. Still, it was not faster than her dagger. The blade appeared again in her palm. She took aim.


And then goblins fell like rain.


They were in the trees. Ten, twenty, maybe more of them. All screaming. All leaping. All armed with jagged rusting knives.


Lette loosed her dagger. It never made it to the one with her purse. Instead it caught a goblin in the neck as it leapt into the blade’s path. The screaming creature was pinned to a tree, went still.


“Gods’ spit on all of them.”


Then her sword was out. She cut the legs out from beneath another goblin even as it tried to land on hers.


Balur’s war hammer whirled. Bodies impacted against its broad head fast enough that the sounds blurred together. Lette leapt into the space he’d opened.


A goblin lunged at her. She turned the blade, slit its throat, but another had circled behind her, lunged for her hamstrings. Balur brought down his war hammer in a hard vertical arc. A goblin disappeared beneath its head. Lette wondered if the Analesians would describe the sound as more of a squish or a splat.


She caught sight of the goblin running off with her purse. It was twenty yards away now, the distance increasing rapidly. An ugly little head bobbed about on its undersize body. Not a large target. Another dagger appeared in her hand. She breathed slow. Cocked her arm.


Something hard and sharp impacted against the spiked pauldron protecting her right shoulder. Her arm jerked sideways. The knife flew wide. Cursing, she whipped round. Her sword blade buried itself in a goblin’s neck. Blood sprayed, it kicked, died.


Lette tried to yank the sword free. It did not come. She shook the blade. The goblin flopped and spasmed but refused to come loose. He was a corpse puppet on the end of a single, very sharp string. She cursed again. Why in all of the Hallows were goblins always so damn sticky?


Two goblins, sensing her slowness with the overburdened blade, circled to either side of her, closed in.


Her sword shook. The corpse flopped. She cursed.


Then at the same moment, the goblins leapt. They struck identical poses: great bounding arcs, knives clutched in both hands behind their heads.


Lette wondered where they learned the move. It had to have been learned. The symmetry was too perfect. Did goblins run combat drills? If so, they shouldn’t. The move told her everything that was about to happen. It took half the fun out of combat.


She pivoted on one heel, brought the other up and round in a short sharp circle. She caught one of the goblins in its midriff as it flew through the air. Its ribs cracked, the angle of its flight changing, becoming shorter and more terminal. It slammed into a nearby tree. The contents of its skull became a red smear.


Lette had already moved on, using the momentum of her kick to whip her goblin-encased sword around. The second goblin slammed into its dead compatriot, sheathed the protruding sword tip in its gut. It screamed, jerked, and remained firmly lodged on the blade.


“Oh gods’ piss on it!” The sword, now effectively a club made of small dying creatures, was too heavy to be practical. Four more goblins were closing fast.


Balur’s hammer descended, one, two, three times. This time it was definitely more of a “squelch” sound, Lette thought. Balur caught the fourth goblin around the neck with his free hand. He held it aloft. It kicked futilely at the air.


Lette looked around. The goblin with the purse was gone. She was surrounded by dead and dying bodies. She looked up, to the Pantheon Above. What had she done to piss them off? She said her prayers, paid her dues at temples. What sort of divine comedy had they devised for her? Assholes, all of them.


She turned on the dangling goblin, another of her daggers in her hand. The blade was short and bright, catching the sun as she advanced. The goblin was momentarily distracted from Balur’s fist on its neck.


“You,” she said, pointing at the spasming creature. “You are going to literally spill your guts. And as you do, you are going to tell me everything. Where in the Hallows is my purse?”


“Thrasher,” the goblin gasped. “Thrasher took it. Ran with it.” The goblin was a potbellied thing. Its skin the same dirty greenish brown she associated with the gastrointestinal aftermath of one of Balur’s Analesian curries. Its eyes were large, round, and dark. Although there was the chance that Balur’s squeezing was altering their natural shape.


“I don’t need his god’s-hexed name.” Lette advanced with the dagger. “I need his location.”


“Needed the money,” the goblin continued gabbling. “For the down payment. Had to have it.”


Lette closed her eyes. She didn’t want to know. She just wanted to know where the cursed creature with her purse had gone to. But …


“Down payment?” Balur rumbled.


The goblin twisted to look up at his captor. “For bakery,” he squeaked.


A divine pissing comedy.


“Bakery?” Balur repeated. He look at Lette. She refused to meet his eye.


“Oh yes.” The goblin nodded, trying to smile through his evident pain. “We think there is a big market for goblin pastries. Very delicate. Melt in your mouth. We have very nimble fingers.” The goblin took a break from vainly trying to peel Balur’s fist open to wiggle a hand at him. The fingers were indeed long and slender.


Balur nodded sagely. “That is being a good point, that,” he said. “Nimble fingers are being important for baking.” He looked at Lette significantly.


“Oh give it a fucking rest.”


“Yes,” the goblin jabbered, too preoccupied with its own survival to pick up on basic social cues. “You see. You see. But money, you see? Money is the problem. Need to have money to buy a bakery. For the down payment. High start-up costs for bakeries. Very high. And the Merchants Guild. They won’t lend us the money. Goblins have shitty credit record, they say. Cultural and historical activities not conducive to large-scale financial loans, they say. But we need money to make money. Financial trap, we say. Plutocratic bullshit, we say. Racist fucks, we call the Merchants Guild. And so they kick us out. And now we are here. Engaging in cultural and historical activities not conducive to large-scale financial loans. For your purse. For our bakery.”


He stared at them wildly. Trying to stretch his squished face into a toothy, pitiful smile.


Lette closed her eyes. “Why the hell do I still not know where this whoreson Thrasher is? Why do I not know where my fucking purse is?”


She was shouting. This was her new start, gods piss on it. Her new beginning.


The goblin swallowed. “He is,” he stuttered. “He is …” He started again.


“Oh just get rid of it,” Lette snapped, her patience finally reaching its breaking point. “I’ll track the other one down and find our purse myself.” She could see the trail of broken branches and matted-down grass leading away from the skirmish. It would be an easy enough trail to follow.


Balur gave a satisfied nod, and the muscles in its arm bunched. The goblin screamed.


“Gods, Balur! Not like that!” He’d been about to crush the goblin’s skull. Lette pulled at her hair. “We are trying to be better people, remember?”


“You are trying.” Balur was belligerent.


“Just throw it away, and I will track this arsehole, Thrasher. You can kill him instead, all right?”


Balur sighed heavily. “Fine.” With a casual sweep of his arm he flung the goblin away.


Unfortunately, the parabolic flight of the goblin intersected directly with a tree trunk five yards away. There was an ugly cracking sound. What was left of the goblin slumped to the ground.


Lette just looked at Balur.


He opted for indignance. “What? What?” He rolled his eyes. “That was being a genuine mistake.”


Lette sighed as she looked around her. Dead bodies. Blood and carrion. Crows already circling in the air above, their calls long and mocking.


Her new start.


As she stalked deeper into the woods, one word seemed to sum it all up.


“Shit.”
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Ill-Met by Moonlight


Will stood, momentarily paralyzed by the vision of a cave full of goblins.


Run! screamed a small and eminently sensible part of his mind, but for some reason his legs weren’t paying attention. They, it seemed, were more fatalistic. They would only carry him from so many attempts on his life in one day before simply giving up and accepting the fate as inevitable.


“Sorry,” he heard himself. “Wrong cave. My one’s a few entrances down.”


He went to take a step away from the goblins but his cowardly legs were still not on the same page as the rest of him.


A low growl seemed to rise from every small mouth in the room, a whisper brought to the volume of a roar by the sheer density of the bodies packed into the space before him.


“I’ll be off then,” he said, more to his own anatomy than to the crowd. His knees shivered in response, but he thought the movement boded collapse more than any sort of horizontal traction.


Suddenly a bloodcurdling howl rose through the night. It hollowed out all of Will’s resolve, left him a quivering shell.


He found himself thinking of the Pantheon. Of Lawl, father of the gods. Of Lawl’s wife, Betra, mother to all. Of their children, Klink, Toil, and Knole—gods and goddesses of money, labor, and wisdom. Of Lawl’s daughter-wife Cois, goddess of lust and desire. Of Betra’s husband-son Barph, god of revelry. Who could he pray to? Who might, against all the odds, send him aid?


Fuck it, he thought. I’ll slaughter a whole damn army of pigs to the first one of you lot who helps me out here.


Apparently the Pantheon had about as much faith in him as he had in them.


His arms, more cooperative than his legs, rose up over his head. His spirits almost rallied as he felt movement in his petrified legs, but it was only him sinking to his knees.


Wait, said the small voice inside him, the one that had advised retreat, that howl came from behind you …


Shut up! yelled the panicking component of his mind. I don’t have time for your shit. I’m busy dying, gods curse it.


Something massive bowled past Will. He felt the wind of it as it passed him, the bass growl of its roar in his chest, the pounding of its feet through the rock beneath him.


Then silence. A moment of absolute silence.


Then wind. A violent swishing noise.


And then the sound of death.


Will had grown up on a farm. He had raised enough livestock to know that sound. The sound of flesh tearing, bones breaking.


But it wasn’t coming from him.


He dared to open one eye.


Divine intervention. At first, that was the only explanation that came to his mind. That somehow his prayers had worked. That Lawl had really stepped down from the heavens and come to intercede on his part. That a divinity had finally come back to Kondorra. Just for him.


And then, he got a look at the creature, and while there were stories of Lawl, and Betra, and Barph, and the rest of the Pantheon taking on some odd forms over the years, nothing he’d ever read was quite like this.


It was a creature perhaps eight feet tall, made entirely out of vast slabs of muscle, and spackled with cobblestone-size scales that glistened bronze in the firelight. It wielded a massive war hammer, the head of which scythed through the pressed ranks like a blade through wheat. Small bodies flew, anatomy distorted, fluids flying in great spraying arcs. The scent of blood and shit filled the air.


The goblins screamed, panicked, tried to flee back into the dull dead end of the cavern. A few brave souls leaked around the edge of the creature’s arc of death, fled toward the entrance. They raced past Will, and he tracked them as they hurtled toward the night.


And that was when he saw her. The angel to pair with the demon deeper in the cave. She was etched in moonlight, sweat-slick hair pulled back into a haphazard ponytail, mouth set in a grimace of rage. She held a sword in one hand, a dagger in the other. She slit the throat of the first goblin that tried to get past her, cut the legs out from beneath the next. It collapsed on severed knees, screamed so hard it retched.


The vast lizard demon waded into the cave, splashing death upon the walls and floor, and the woman followed, ending the lives of those initial survivors one by one with sharp, careful precision. Like a surgeon following in a butcher’s wake.


Could they be demigods? When the gods manifested, they usually had just one thing on their mind. Anyone unfortunate enough to fall under their glamour and be impregnated was rarely allowed to go full term, though. The Pantheon’s offspring—demigods—simply sowed too much chaos in the world. They were too powerful, too unpredictable. The balance of nations could be knocked askew.


This butchery, though. Its scale. Its efficiency. It still felt almost divine to Will. The pair were quiet in their work. After the initial howl of the charge, there were no more battle cries, no more declarations of righteousness. All around them the goblins screamed, but the pair worked with a grim set to their jaws.


But as he watched, Will decided, no. Not divine. While the scale and the proficiency of this slaughter was a new vista for him, this was still quotidian butchery. There were no lightning bolts, no quakes of telekinetic power. Just blade, and blood, and bone.


So who in the Hallows were they?


Eventually the slaughter was done. All about them were the dead and dying. The pair stood, panting, looked at each other, sighed, and shrugged.


“See,” said the lizard monster in a voice that sounded like rocks grinding together, “that is being more fun than baking.”


“Shut up and start looking for the purse,” said the woman. She wheeled round suddenly, stabbed a finger out at Will. “You,” she said. “Have you seen a purse?”


Will stared at her. His life did not make sense to him anymore. He remembered a metaphor his father’s old lost farmhand Firkin had said to him, in one of his increasingly rare sober moments. He said it was as if the narrator of his fate had needed to step away for a moment and handed the reins to an angry toddler—a god’s hand sweeping through the bricks of his life and knocking everything to the floor.


“Me?” Will said, to the woman pointing to his chest.


“No,” said the woman, shaking her head, “the other helpful bystander standing just behind you.”


Caught off guard, Will looked over his shoulder. There was no one there. Then his mind processed. He looked back to the woman embarrassed.


He could see her better now. The goblins’ torches littered the floor. Her face was angular, hard, flat planes coming to abrupt angles at her cheekbones and jaw. She was dressed in boiled leathers studded with steel. A hodgepodge of plate mail was strapped to her shoulders, arms, and shins. The sharpness of her features carried through to her eyes, bright and alive in this field of death.


Behind her, the massive lizard man was holding two dead goblins aloft by their ankles and shaking them. A few scraps of leather and dirt fell from them, along with a fairly large quantity of blood. There was no purse, though. The lizard man grunted and slung both bodies toward one corner of the cave. They landed with a crack of breaking bone that made Will wince.


A hint of sympathy entered the woman’s face. “Not how you spend your typical evening?” she asked.


Will shrugged helplessly. “Not even a typical day.”


The woman cracked a smile at that. The hard planes of her face transformed, curves appearing out of nowhere at her cheeks, and even a small dimple revealing its presence.


“I’m Lette,” she said. “That’s Balur.”


Will stared at the lizard man. Balur. The word sounded foreign. He had the feeling that this was a moment when curiosity might equate to a feline fatality, but he couldn’t quite help himself. “What is he?” he asked.


“An obstinate idiot,” Lette said without a pause.


Balur shook out two more goblins and flung them at the corner. “You being flirting is not helping us find our purse any faster,” he said without looking up.


“At least,” she spat back, “my version of flirting is a little more sophisticated than whipping my britches off and proffering some coin.” Without pausing for breath she turned to Will and said, “Get any ideas and I shall feed you your own testicles.”


Will was still watching events through a thin haze of confusion. His head still hurt from running into the tree. He wanted to sit down and ignore everything in the hopes that it would go away. Except Lette. He thought Lette could stay.


He realized he had not introduced himself. “I’m Will,” he said. “I’m a farmer.”


Lette nodded. She looked back at Balur. “How about farming?” she asked the lizard man, apropos—as far as Will could tell—of nothing. “Working with your hands. Very physically demanding, farmwork can be.”


Balur grunted. “Bad for reflexes. Ruin muscle memory,” he said, leaving Will none the wiser.


Lette sighed, sank to her knees, and started rummaging through the possessions of the nearest corpse. Behind her, Balur had moved on to a different part of the cave. He shook out two more goblins, then, disappointed, flung them away to start a new pile.


As they landed there was a muffled yell.


Balur hesitated, arm still outstretched from his throw. “Got a live one,” he said.


Will’s stomach tightened, a sharp knot lodging near his kidneys. He looked back at the entrance to the cave. He could slip away. They wouldn’t notice. He could …


He could what? Run into more trouble? It was unlikely he would come across any other well-armed strangers to brutally slaughter all of his problems. Given the many and various ways the world had tried to screw him over this night, staying with Lette and Balur actually seemed the safer option.


Lette had her short sword out once more and was advancing on the source of the sound, Balur by her side. They slowed as they came close. Then with a speed that surprised Will, Balur darted forward and grabbed something. It wriggled and writhed in the lizard man’s massive hand as he held it aloft.


It was bigger than the goblin corpses littering the ground. And it was wrapped in ropes. Balur had it by its ankles, but it still took Will a moment to realize the massive scruff of hair at the bottom was a man’s hair and beard.


“That’s not a goblin,” Will said, just in case stating the obvious would help.


“Might be in league with them,” Balur said, eyes narrowed at the struggling form. Grunts and squeaks emerged, and Will realized that one of the ropes had firmly gagged the man. “Maybe be killing it just in case.”


“In league?” Will said incredulously. “He’s tied hand and foot.”


Lette nodded. “Farm boy makes a compelling case.”


“I am still thinking I should perhaps be squishing it. Just in—”


“I’m still thinking about spaying you,” Lette cut in. “Put the poor bugger down.”


Grudgingly, Balur lowered the man to the ground. Lette’s knife appeared in her hand, apparently without having traveled through the intervening space between it and the sheath at her waist. The knife flashed in a single stroke, and the bonds fell away.


A dirty, disheveled man emerged from the looping mass of rope, shouting as he came. He was naked except for a pair of discolored undershorts, and a fairly thick coating of mud. He was rail thin, but with a small potbelly sticking out, as if he had at some point in the past swallowed a child’s ball and it had obstinately stuck in his system. His arms too were more muscular than his frame might suggest, and his hands were disproportionately large. His face was almost entirely lost in a shock of hair and beard, long, tightly curled bristles standing out in wild clumps.


“Varmagants!” he was screaming. “Barph-cursed wotsits! Menagerie! Cursed and hexed vermin! Thy cannot prevent me. I am the inevitable! I am the word of the future that shall come! I am the inescapable odor!”


Both Lette and Balur took a step away from the man. Lette’s sword was up once more.


It was rather a shock to Will that he recognized the man.


“Firkin?” he said.


Lette glanced at Will, quick and darting. “You know him?” she said fixing her attention back on the raving, half-naked man.


Will took a step toward him. And, yes. Yes he did. It was indeed his father’s old farmhand, Firkin.


Memories flooded Will. Sitting with his father and the farmhands on a summer’s day, all of them laughing at Firkin’s tall tale. Up on Firkin’s shoulders, his mouth full of stolen apple flesh, racing across a field, his father chasing and cursing. Watching Firkin tell jokes as his father branded the pigs. Passing bread out of a kitchen window while his mother’s back was turned, Firkin gathering the rolls up in a fold of his shirt. Sitting and talking about dragons and dreaming of revolution. Watching Firkin tickle the cow’s backside with a porcupine quill and then watching as the cow’s kick sent him halfway across the yard. Laughing so hard he thought some part of him might rupture. Firkin and his father standing in the yard, yelling at each other, red-faced. Will and Firkin sitting slouched beneath a tree, daydreaming about stealing a dragon’s gold from beneath his nose. Firkin drinking so much he fell off the table, and his father, not far behind him, laughing so hard he joined him on the floor. His mother slapping Firkin full across the face, the red handprint standing out stark on his pale skin. Firkin telling him that he didn’t want company right now, and the first feeling of utter rejection in his life. Then riding a cow, madcap down a hill, Firkin running behind full tilt, switching its behind. His mother holding him, sobbing and shouting at the same time. Asking his father where Firkin was. Days spent listless and wandering. Then a meal interrupted by a knock at the door, his father rising, words exchanged with an unseen man, voices rising, the scuffle of violence, and then Firkin framed in the doorway, his father on the floor, lip bloody, horror in Firkin’s eyes. Then Firkin from a distance, a shadow shape that haunted distant fences. Riding with his father into town and seeing a man shouting at people who weren’t there—he only recognized him as Firkin as they passed him on the way home. The moment when he realized he was used to that sight, not bothered by it anymore. His father’s funeral—seeing that familiar shadow that used to haunt the fences. Watching Firkin being thrown out of the tavern again. Again. Again.


And now here. Firkin. The village drunk. The village crazy. A man who seemed to be waiting for everyone to forget why they gave him the dregs from their plates, the spare copper sheks they couldn’t spare.


Firkin chose that moment to vomit noisily and messily over the floor. It was a practiced movement—tip and pour. He straightened, wiping his mouth. “Darn varmints,” he said. “Gone went fed me some of the pootin’.”


Nobody seemed up to the task of asking him what “pootin’ ” was.


Balur regarded the filthy, scrawny man and then shrugged. “Is looking goblin-y to me.” He hefted his hammer.


“No!” Will yelled, darting toward the old farmhand. “No, he’s not. He’s a friend.”


Firkin narrowed his eyes at Will. “I don’t like you and your bunk,” he said with surprising clarity.


“I am saving you from poor taste in friends,” Balur said, not relaxing his grip on the hammer.


Firkin assessed the massive lizard man, stuck out his lower lip, and squinted with one eye. “You’s a biggun,” he said. “I like the bigguns. Carry more of the ale for me. Down to the merry lands, and we all drown happy like.” He smacked his lips twice.


“We can’t kill him, Balur,” said Lette from behind Will and Firkin, sounding slightly exasperated. Will felt a wave of gratitude flood through him.


“We can be,” said Balur matter-of-factly, causing the wave to break. “Be being simple. I be bringing down this hammer with speed of a certain amount. His head is going crump, and we are having a dead man there.”


“Well, I know literally you can kill him …”


“Thank you,” said Balur, readying himself once more.


“No!” Will shouted again. “He’s my friend. He helped raise me.”


Balur gave Will a skeptical look. “Maybe I should be killing him to be saving you from your poor taste in friends, then I should be killing you to be saving Lette from her poor taste in men. Everybody be being happier then.”


“No!” Will said, starting to feel repetitive, but not sure what other words might save him from a homicidal lizard man at this point in the proceedings.


“If we’re saving me from my taste in friends,” said Lette to Balur, “maybe I should be killing you then.”


The hammer blow continued to fail to fall.


“Look,” said Will, reaching out to Balur, imploring, “he’s just an old drunk, who the goblins found and tied up. Who knows how long he’s been captive? He needs some kindness, not death threats.” That, at least, seemed obvious to him. A little piece of the world he could have make sense.


“Was all part of my plan,” said Firkin, tapping the side of his nose. “Right where I wanted them.”


“You’re not being where I want you,” Balur groused, but he finally put down the hammer. The head rung as it struck the stone ground, a sonorous bass note. Will had no idea how he’d been able to hold the weight of it for so long.


“Let Firkin just stay for the night,” Will said, turning to Lette, now that yet another threat had been averted. “He’ll catch his death out in the rain, and you only just saved his life from the goblins.”


Lette nodded. “Be a shame to put good work to waste. He sleeps downwind of me and there’ll be no complaints.”


Balur grunted. Possibly in agreement.


“Hey,” Lette said as if struck by a sudden thought, putting a hand on Firkin’s shoulder. “Don’t happen to have seen a purse, have you?”


“I seen the world,” said Firkin, eyes fixing on some far-off point. “I seen the plans. I seen the writing on a turtle’s back. I seen the insides of a cow.” He nodded, self-satisfied. “It was warm in there,” he added.


“Right,” said Lette. “I’ll just look over here then.”


As the search continued, Firkin drifted away toward the cave entrance. Will was worried he might wander into the rain, but he stayed standing there, half-sketched in moonlight, staring out into the night, muttering obscenities to himself.


Behind him, Lette and Balur seemed to be losing what little good temper they’d had.


“Where in the name of Cois’s cursed cock is it?” Lette spat. “Where did that little fucker put it?”


“Maybe you were tracking him wrong. Maybe this is being the wrong cave.”


“Oh, it’s insulting my professional skill set is it now? That’s how you’re going to fix this situation? By pissing me off so much that I gut and skin you and sell your hide. Except, oh wait.” She struck the side of her head with the heel of her palm. “It’s fucking worthless. If I just hung a ball sack from a stick and carried it about with me it would be very little different from having you around.”


Balur shrugged. “Be being a better conversation starter too.”


Joining the conversation, Will realized, would be a little bit like holding his hand in a flame to see how it felt. Lette captivated him, but the piles of corpses around the room were a useful reminder that she could back up her threats if she wanted to. And then, despite all this sensible thinking, he found his jaw starting to move


“Could he be right?” he said, pointing to Balur. “Could there be another cave?”


Lette rolled her eyes and set her jaw. “Look around you,” she said. “There are sixty-four corpses here. We left eighteen others back up at the mountain pass. That means they need to scavenge enough wildlife to support eighty-two souls. That means a range of twenty or more miles in any direction from here. That means that if any other tribe came within that distance they’d fight until the others were dead and their eyes boiled down to surprisingly tasty after-dinner snacks. Which means that unless I’m a complete fucking idiot who couldn’t track her own grandmother from the bedroom to the privy, then this is the only fucking place the goblin that stole my purse could have gone. And yet that fucking purse is not fucking here.”


Another dagger appeared as if by magic in her hand, and she flung it at one of the piles of corpses. It buried itself up to the hilt in a dead goblin’s back. She spat after it.


There was, Will thought, something very sexy about Lette’s competence. The area of expertise was utterly terrifying, but, on the other hand, it was significantly more exciting than butter churning, or animal husbandry, or any of the other interests the Village girls usually pursued.


“Could the thief have dropped it?” he said somewhat against his better judgment. He was trying to keep in mind that the moth tended to come out of confrontations with the flame rather the worse for wear, but it wasn’t helping much.


Lette closed her eyes.


Balur grunted again. “Running pretty hard, it was,” he said. “And it was being focused on not dying more than it was on being rich.”


Lette groaned.


“It was being easy enough for us to miss,” Balur continued. “We were being focused on the beast instead.”


Lette clawed her hands down her face.


“Might be a drop even,” Balur went on. “Someplace special hidden like. Be dumping the stuff there and be returning for it later when the coast has been cleared. Be throwing it up in a tree even. Makeshift drop.”


“Shut up,” said Lette. “Just shut up.” She sank to her knees. “Gods’ hex on it all.”


Will almost reached out to her, to put a hand on her shoulder, but he saw Balur shaking his head.


“I had a coin once,” Firkin commented from the front of the room. “But she left me. Cantankerous bitch.”


It happened so fast, Will almost missed it. A roar of rage from Lette. The blur of her limbs. And then she was across the room, knife in hand, holding Firkin’s collar by the other, pressing him up against the wall.


“You fucking—” she started to snarl.


“Excuse me?”


A new voice—the tone deep but feminine—brought Lette to an abrupt halt.


They all stared at the newcomer standing in the entrance of the cave. She wore a gray traveling robe, hood pulled up to obscure her features. Dark-skinned, long-fingered hands were clasped in front of her. Looking at them, Will found himself thinking of small blackbirds.


For a moment everything was very still.


“By Barph’s ball sack,” Lette said, not letting go of the squirming Firkin. “How many people are going to wander into this cursed cave tonight? Is there some gods-hexed sign I missed?”


“Like you were missing a goblin tossing all our gold,” Balur murmured.


Lette whirled, pointed the dagger. “Don’t you even fucking start.”


“You know,” said the figure, “I think this is the wrong cave after all.” There was a tone of refinement to her voice that made Will straighten up a little, and run his hands down his shirt to smooth it. The action mostly served to spread the bloodstains out.


“I’ll j-just be going,” said the robed woman, and stepped away, back toward the sheets of rain that blanketed the night.


The tremor in her voice caught Will’s attention, though. He saw water dripping from the front of her hood in an almost steady stream. Her robe swung heavily. She was soaked to the bone.


“Wait,” he said. “You can’t go out.”


The others looked at him. Even Firkin, still pressed up against the wall.


“She’s soaked to the bone.” He pointed out to the room at large. “She’ll catch her death.”


“You be saying that a lot, I think,” Balur said. “Unhealthy obsession.”


Will stared around at the sixty-four goblin corpses. But, yes, of course, he was the one with an unhealthy obsession. Though, given the size difference between him and Balur, he decided to keep that opinion quiet.


Instead he just said, “It’s been that sort of night.”


Lette let out a small huff of laughter. She let Firkin go. The disheveled man collapsed away from her. “Come in then,” she said to the woman in the cave’s entrance. “Let’s get a fire going and try to salvage what’s left of this shit show of a day.”




4


Quirk


Lette studied the woman in the cave’s entrance. The way she held her weight on her feet. The position of her hands as they hung at her sides. The way her eyes moved.


Lette relaxed. Whoever this woman was, she was not someone who carved her way through life with steel. She had taken Lette’s words of invitation at face value, rather than as an invitation to remain somewhere Lette could keep an eye on her. She was another one like the farm boy, Will.


Well … not exactly like him.


There was something to the farm boy. She could not put her finger on it exactly. Though she thought perhaps she would like to. He was not thick in the chest and arms the way she had liked in some of the mercenaries she had known. But there was none of their preening pride in him either. And he was lean, and had the hard, flat muscles of a man who worked with his hands for long days and nights. She had known a boy like that once, a long time ago. He had been sweet. And when she had left him he had borne the same utterly idiotic expression as well. As if her kicking him in the balls was the first time he’d realized he had them.


And still, despite her assessment, when the woman in the cave entrance finally started to move, Lette instinctively dropped a blade into her palm. Then, grimacing, she slipped it back into its sheath.


Maybe Balur was right. Maybe the only thing she was suited to was death and mayhem. It would be hard to explain away the maim-first-and-use-torture-to-ask-questions-later instinct if she was trying to live the life of a seamstress.


She was not the only one watching the newcomer. Balur had narrowed his eyes. “Why were you hesitating before you were coming in?” he growled.


The woman froze once more. Lette could just make out her eyes beneath her hood, large and brown. There was a fright in them, yes, but it was not alone. Curiosity lingered there as well. Not exactly what Lette expected.


She could feel the weight of the blade in her sleeve.


“Had it crossed your mind,” Will said stepping forward, utterly oblivious to danger, “that she might be intimidated by the large lizard man covered with other people’s blood?”


Balur shrugged. “Goblin blood. Goblins are not being people.”


“Well actually—” the woman in the cloak said, then hesitated. Her gaze flicked out from beneath her hood, nervous and quick.


Could it be a ruse? It was difficult to mask the signs of readiness, but it was possible. Lette was doing it herself now. Long days of practice and punishment let her hold her shoulders loose, keep her fingers curled slightly.


Yet with one flick of her wrist …


She found herself thinking of Will. The look of horror that would be on his witless face if a blade buried itself in the woman’s throat. That shouldn’t bother her, but it did. A bit. Well, a very little bit. But even that infinitesimal hesitation was new.


Maybe it was change. Maybe she was changing.


She risked giving the farm boy an appraising look.


Balur’s attention hadn’t wavered. “Actually what?” he growled at the woman.


“Well,” she said again. Lette saw her lick her lips. “All I really meant was that there was an interesting treatise written in the previous century by Friar-Abbot Matteson about whether goblins were intelligent enough to be qualified as people, or whether they were a lower life-form more akin to animals. He, you’ll probably be glad to know, agreed with you. That their personhood was negligible. But on the other hand, he was also a big proponent of using broccoli as a siege engine. That’s pushed a lot of the current academics in the other direction. The current wave of thinking is that if goblins were treated civilly they would behave in a more civilized way. The trouble is, of course”—she laughed slightly, a nervous chuckle—“finding a town that wants to make that gamble should we prove to be wrong.”


Considerable silence met this statement. Firkin seemed to have no patience for it.


“Knew a goblin once,” he said. “Called himself Marvin.” He nodded a few times. “Lots of bones in him,” he added after a moment’s thought.


The silence decided to hang around a little longer.


“You are talking a lot,” Balur said eventually. His eyes were still suspicious slits.


“Yes,” the woman agreed. “As the young man pointed out, I’m rather nervous. And I do tend to ramble when I feel that way.” And then with absolutely no segue whatsoever, “You’re an Analesian, aren’t you?”


Lette noticed that Balur’s hammer’s head had left the ground. Not by more than half an inch, barely enough to be noticeable, but enough to make the mask of nonchalance that much harder to maintain.


“How are you knowing that?” Balur sounded belligerent. Lette knew he could get terribly precious about his exotic mystique.


“Well,” the woman coughed twice, “the Analesians are pretty much the only race of eight-foot-tall sentient lizards, which does narrow it down a bit.”


“She’s got them smarts,” said Firkin, still lingering by the wall where Lette had pinned him. “All in her head and coming out her mouth.” He nodded. “Like when you squish them ants’ heads.”


“Look.” Will tried to step between Balur and the woman. Lette couldn’t decide if he was brave or stupid. Or possibly a dangerous mix of both. “I don’t think we need to threaten violence to anyone just because they read a book once in their life. Can’t we just make a fire, and all dry out so we make it to the morning?”


For a moment, Lette allowed herself to step away from herself. Step away from her frustration, the tired ache in her bones, the girlish intrigue in Will and what he could do with those heavy callused hands. For a moment she was nothing but steel. A blade.


Firkin was at the cave entrance. He was slow, but unpredictable. He should be the first to go. The knife in her hand loosed at his neck. Will was the next threat, young and strong as he was. But Balur would move before Will did. The farmer would be stuck staring at the blood fountaining from Firkin’s neck, aghast. Balur would turn him into a stain on the ground before he figured out what he wanted to do. That left the woman. Also unpredictable, but off-balance now. Lette could close the distance, sweep a knife blade across her eyes, slow her down, then she and Balur could deal with whatever she threw at them. It would all be over in seconds. And then …


No.


Lette stepped back into herself. Away from the cold analysis of murder. That was not who she was going to be here. There was, she was beginning to realize, a point when paranoia stopped being a helpful survival tool, and became more of a social impediment.


“Yes,” she said to Will, forcibly ungritting her teeth. “A fire. That sounds lovely.”


Balur looked at her perplexed. She tried to look at him with the daggers she was restraining herself from throwing.


Several of the goblins’ torches were still burning. She started to pick them up, pile them together in the center of the room. Will, though, stepped toward the woman.


“I’m Will,” he said. “Pleased to meet you.”


Lette hesitated, watched the woman’s hand snake out to meet Will’s. She could throw the torch, strike the woman in the face …


The woman’s grip looked frail in Will’s big hand. “My name is Quirkelle Bal Tehrin,” she said. She had a slight accent. Southern, and unless Lette missed her mark, Western as well. “People in this part of the world tend to call me Quirk. Very nice to meet you.”


They shook hands. Lette watched their palms. But Will didn’t convulse. Didn’t pull his hand away with a cry. Didn’t start to choke on his tongue or grab his arm in sudden agony.


Lette gently set down the torch she was gripping.


“I’m a farmer,” Will continued. “That’s Lette”—he pointed toward her—“and that’s Balur. They’re …” He hesitated. “Very nice but violent strangers.” He shrugged nervously. Lette found she could live with the description. “And that’s Firkin,” he said, and hesitated, “he’s … erm …”
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