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Introduction




I wrote this story during a time when I couldn't make progress with my "scheduled" stories. It happens, Writer Brain does not like having to write something – pressure is detrimental to my creativity. 

So I deliberately chose a tale that was far from what I was writing at the time (can't quite remember what it was, to be honest, it's been a while). Which means that while it's still fantasy, it's a little different from my usual stories, mostly because it has a large cast. And it hits a lot of the tropes of epic fantasy, because I wanted to have fun. And so you get to have fun, as well.

All. The. Tropes.

The Tavern. The full quest party of heroes. The Hedge Wizard who doesn't know his power. The aged Fighter going on a quest after all. The blond Lesbian Bard. Unrequited love. The young, slim Assassin. The cute Goblin. The Evil Mage. A Lot of Monsters. Fighting in a cave.

Want to see how many more you can discover? (My email is in the back of the book, if you want to let me know.)

Enjoy!



PS: Many, many thanks go to Gerardo Cisneros who – once again – came through brilliantly with his error list after reading an ARC for me. Any typos you still find are mine – and proof that this book was written by a human and not AI.








  
  
1. The Baker and the Goblin




Orren stretched, arching his back, and gave a happy sigh. All rolls and loaves of bread were in the oven now, and he had some minutes to himself. He settled into his armchair which really didn't see enough use and put his feet up on the stool that he had bought to go with it. 

Baking and cooking were the most satisfying tasks he could imagine. Turning flour, vegetables and other produce into food that made people happy was the best work in the world. Yes, it was a lot of work running his bakery along with the tavern, but he didn't mind.

He closed his eyes and just rested for a moment. His nights were always short, but he didn't dare fall asleep. The rolls would have to come out of the oven first, and very soon.

Soft footsteps approached, and he knew a child was coming up to him, probably drawn by the scent of baking bread. One of the best scents in the world, even if he thought so himself.

Smiling, he opened his eyes.

He had never seen a child quite like this, but he recognized the hungry look in its eyes.

“Hello,” he said, still smiling. “I will have a roll for you soon, but it's too early to take them out yet.”

The strange child frowned and cocked its head.

Orren felt certain it hadn't quite understood what he said. Maybe it was a foreign child.

“Bread is there,” he said, and pointed to the oven. “Still baking.”

The child's eyes followed his gesture, and understanding dawned in its dark brown eyes. “You… give?” it asked haltingly, its voice lower than Orren expected.

“Yes.” He smiled again. “Just wait.”

The child nodded and simply sat down in the dirt where it stood.

Orren studied it. There was no way to tell whether it was a boy or a girl. The clothes it wore consisted of tattered leather and fur, with no particular style. And its skin was a peculiar grey-brown that did look a little unhealthy. Not a surprise if it was that hungry. Its unruly black hair also held no clue.

“What's your name?” he finally said, giving in to his curiosity.

The child looked up with a frown. Was it mute or did it just not speak their language?

Orren maintained his smile, determined to keep a conversation going. He pointed to himself with his thumb.

“Orren”, he said. Then he pointed to the child.

A smile lit up its face, displaying sharper teeth than a human would possess.

“Grix,” it answered quite clearly.

“Welcome to Oxbridge,” Orren answered, spreading his arms. The bridge that had given their village its name had fallen apart over twenty years ago, but nobody had bothered coming up with a new name. Once in a while, there was talk about rebuilding that bridge, but the ford was quite passable during most months and certainly all summer, and so nothing had ever been done about it. Orren didn't mind.

He sniffed the scents coming from the oven and decided that the rolls were done.

He pushed himself up out of the armchair and got his oven paddle ready. Grabbing a thick cloth, he threw open the hot, metal oven door, dodging the blast of hot, humid air wafting out of it.

With practice movements, he removed the rolls from the oven and laid them out on a wooden board to cool.

The child dashed up to the board, but Orren caught it with one hand and shook his head. He widened his eyes to indicate danger.

“No! Hot! You have to wait some more.”

The child gingerly stretched out one hand, almost touching a roll, then pulling it back. It had understood the warning.

With a sigh of relief, Orren turned back to his oven, removed the few remaining rolls and closed the door again. The loaves of bread would take longer.

He settled back in his armchair, once again trying to build a conversation with Grix.

“You know, I have no idea what you are, but I think you're not exactly human.”

The child looked up at him with the same little frown. Orren smiled some more. Then he pointed with this thumb at his chest again. “Human,” he said.

The child kept frowning.

Orren pointed at Tishk, the dog who had attached himself to the tavern. “Dog.”

Cocking his own head to indicate he had a question, he pointed at the child, but Grix just shook its head.

Orren thought about this. Then he put his fingers over his ears to indicate points. “Elf,” he said.

Suddenly Grix laughed, a rasping sound. “Goblin,” it said.

Orren stared. Maybe this wasn't a child at all. He quickly recovered and smiled again. He had heard of goblins, but never encountered one until now.

“Oh,” he managed to say.

As far as he knew, goblins lived inside mountains and rarely ventured into human villages. And now, one of them was standing right here, in the yard of his tavern.

Grix's smile disappeared and it seemed to shrink a little.

Orren smiled again. “Man,” he said and pointed to himself. Then he cupped imaginary breasts. “Woman.”

Once again, he pointed at Grix. The goblin perked up. “Wommmm,” it said, and Orren understood. The child was a girl. Or maybe a woman. It took a bit of an effort to shift his mental view of the creature in front of him.

Grix was rubbing her belly and looked longingly at the rolls cooling on the board.

Orren got up and carefully held a hand above one. He took his heavy cloth, grabbed one with it and brought it back to the armchair. With his belt knife, he cut it open, showing the steam coming out of it to Grix.

The goblin nodded understanding. It was still too hot to eat.

Orren put the roll on one of the armrests, got up again and went to the tavern, to bring out the pot of butter. When he returned to the armchair, however, both his heavy cloth and five rolls were gone. As was the goblin.

He heaved a long sigh. He didn't mind losing the rolls, but that kind of heavily quilted cloth was difficult to get, and it had been his favorite, made by his sister.

Yet he really didn't like to think that the goblin was a nasty thief. She had been too open for that, too eager to communicate.

He sat in his armchair and scratched his head.

What did all of this mean?








  
  
2. The Village Council




Terna pushed a strand of her still mostly brown hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear. It was nice to be able to wear her hair long, but at times it was annoying. Maybe she should get it cut short again. 

“This must be stopped!” Freyden was saying, and for emphasis, he banged his fist on the table.

Terna was long used to such displays and thus not at all impressed with it.

“How many chicken do you usually lose in a month, Freyden?” she asked casually.

The heavy-set farmer glared at her. “A few, to foxes and hawks. But this is different. They are stolen right from the coop.”

That was different, Terna had to admit. “Have you set someone to watch the coop at night? Just for a few nights?”

He looked visibly taken aback. “I have not.”

“Do so. Maybe you'll catch the thief. Or scare them away.”

He nodded, quite obviously not happy.

“I've lost a goat kid,” the miller Wirgal chimed in. “One morning, it was gone, and the mother goat was upset and afraid.”

Terna sighed. “It happened at night, as well?”

“Must have. Was gone at the morning milking. A buckling, so we're only out a meal, but still.”

“I understand. Still, it's a loss you don't want to have.”

The miller wasn't known for feeding his animals well so they liked to break out of their pasture and roam around. But a small buckling wouldn't stray from its mother.

“Agreed.”

“But your chicken have been spared?” Terna managed to hide her grin.

“They have.”

That was an interesting bit of information. “You put them into a coop at night, as well, though?

“Yes.”

“I will take a look at it.” Terna did like a puzzle, and finding out why the miller's coop wasn't getting raided might lead to clues about the thief.

“There's a lot of thievery going on,” Shentay said. “Not just livestock, but also food and clothing.”

“How do you know?” Terna hadn't expected the Sun Priestess to chime into this particular litany.

“People are asking me to pray to Holy Melinga for protection. It's never much that is taken, but they are noticing and not liking it.”

Terna rubbed her chin. “Why don't they report to me?”

Shentay shrugged. “I think they believe it's too little to bother you with. A shirt here, a roll there, a few cookies. Some think it's fairies.”

Orren shook his head. “Not fairies,” he said quietly in his deep voice.

“How do you know?” Terna frowned at him. “And why didn't you tell me?”

The baker and tavern owner took a deep breath. “Because like the others, I didn't think much of it. And because I didn't get a vile or greedy sense from the little goblin that visited me yesterday.”

“A goblin?” Freyden sat up straight. “We don't need those gray vermin around!”

“They are not vermin,” Orren said quietly. “They are people, just different.”

“They are thieves, and we need to get rid of them!” Even Wirgal sounded angry.

“But what if they have a reason to steal? They aren’t taking valuables, right? Just food. And a shirt or two.” Orren wasn't easily intimidated, either, which Terna had always liked about him.

“Goblins are not natural thieves,” Terna added. “And they don't usually come into villages.”

“These ones have! And they have been taking my chicken!” Freyden banged the table again.

“The one that came to me looked quite hungry,” Orren said thoughtfully. “But she only took five rolls. I would have given them to her, but she ran when I was fetching something.”

“She?” Terna was intrigued. “How do you know?”

The tavern owner smiled a little, reminding Terna of his big heart. “We talked. She told me she was a goblin woman, and even gave me her name.”

“Her name?” Shentay looked impressed. “You really had a good talk. I didn't know you even spoke Goblin.”

“I don't. But we managed.” Orren smiled his gentle smile. 

Of all the people she knew, Orren would be able to do that, Terna thought.

“Well, if your goblin friend comes back, ask her what's wrong. Because this is not normal.”

“We just need to kick them out of here.” Freyden looked belligerent.

Terna took a deep breath. “Set someone to watch your coop. And I'll check Wirgal's to find out what makes his goblin-safe. But there must be a reason these goblins are hungry, and away from their home.”

“I don't care about them,” Wirgal grumbled. “I just want them gone.”

Terna nodded. “I understand that. But you see, that's not how it works. Yes, we can probably make it difficult for them to get food here. But then they'll just go elsewhere, maybe Beach Haven or Little Ford. And they have even more to loose.”

“Pah. Let them sort it out,” Freyden growled.

“Do you wish misfortune on them?” Shentay gave him a scathing look.

“Of course not,” Freyden mumbled, casting down his eyes. “Holy Melinga, forgive me.”

Shentay nodded gracefully. “We have to find out what's going on. I will pray for enlightenment and clarity. And of course, I'll ask around and bring the news to you, Terna.”

“Well, if anyone can handle it, it's our Sheriff,” Freyden said, still grumbling a little.

Terna gave Shentay a grateful look. “That will help. And I hope Orren can talk to his new friend.”

“I will, Terna, I will. We need to get to the bottom of this. She looked awfully hungry, you know.” His eyes were serious, and concerned.

“Just make that thieving stop,” Freyden demanded. “Or we'll go hungry this winter, too.”

“Freyden, you have the biggest farm around here,” Terna said, her eyes hard. “I very much doubt you and your family will go hungry, even if you lose a few chicken every month.”

He cleared his throat but couldn't meet her eyes.

Terna exchanged a glance with Shentay. The Priestess gave a minimal nod.

“I think we're agreed,” Shentay said. “Something must be done about the goblins, and we'll do our best to find out what is driving them here. Then we can look for a solution.”

All three men nodded.

“Then I would like to end this council meeting,” Shentay continued. “We'll convene again when Terna has something to act on. Until then, we'll do our best to protect our animals and property. And I'll add my prayers.”

Freyden heaved a sigh. “All right. But when they get another chicken, I'll be ready to pound a goblin into the ground!”

Orren smiled a little but said nothing. Instead, he dug out the pouch with his pipe and started stuffing it.

“Just observe anything unusual and tell me.” Terna rose to her feet. “And Wirgal, take me to your chicken coop.”








  
  
3. The Sheriff Investigates




Terna grabbed the bolt that locked Wirgal's chicken coop and slid it back to open the door. It was fairly high up and tight. She smiled to herself. It was easy to see why his chicken were safe from any goblin. They were simply unable to move that bolt with enough force. 

“Well done. Your chicken are safe.”

Wirgal looked at her as if she were daft. Terna grinned and pointed at the bolt. “Not easy for a goblin to handle. They are short.”

The miller suddenly laughed. “Well, it seems that those egg-thieving days of my son were useful, after all.”

Terna frowned at him.

“When he was a little kid, he loved eggs. So he went in and grabbed those he could, breaking more than he got home. That's why I set up the bolt so high. After that, he could only get in when a grown-up went with him.”

That made sense to Terna, and she nodded. “Even so, if you have any left-overs you can spare, you could set them out and observe. Maybe talk, like Orren did.”

“Really? I wonder what Orren sees in them. I think they are disgusting, and I certainly won't leave any food for them. No need to get them into the habit of coming here.”

“They already are in the habit, Wirgal. And your sharing might avoid trouble for someone else who has less to spare.” 

The miller gave a heavy sigh. “I'll think about it.”

Terna managed not to smile when she said, “I'm sure Holy Melinga would approve of some charity.”

Wirgal's resistance evaporated. “She might, at that.”


      [image: ]With the new information, Terna walked through the village to get to Freyden's farm. Maybe they could modify the bolt on the farmer's coop to keep the goblins out. It should be easy to move it higher up the door.

But that only helped in the short run. They needed a better plan.

Just as she passed Orren's tavern, she heard some screaming and ran towards it. And as always, she wondered why she did that. Of course, that was what had made her Sheriff.

She found a man behind the tavern who was dragging a goblin towards Orren.

The goblin was squealing and struggling, but the man was holding it firmly on one arm. When Terna got closer, she recognized Freyden.

“Orren,” the farmer growled. “I caught this one sucking the blood out of one of my chicken. Don't tell me they aren't vermin!”

“Calm down, Freyden.” Orren sounded annoyed.

“I don't want to calm down. I want this to stop. I will kill the next one I catch, and don't you doubt me.”

The goblin stopped struggling, staring at the farmer with wide, shocked eyes. Obviously, it had understood what Freyden was saying.

“Freyden, we won't be able to stop it until we find out what's driving the goblins to do this.”

“Orren is right.” Terna had finally reached them.

“And in order to find out, we'll have to talk to them.”

“Talk to vermin?” Freyden shouted. “They need a good thrashing and maybe a dead one or two hung in the village square.”

The goblin squealed just a little at that.

“Give it to me,” Terna demanded, and Freyden shoved the Goblin roughly towards her. She took its arm in a firm grip just as the farmer let go of it.

The goblin pulled against Terna's grip once, testing her strength, and then gave up, head ducked low, shoulders sagging. A familiar ache filled Terna's heart. She knelt down to look it into the eyes.

“I am the Sheriff of this village,” she said quietly. “And I need to protect my people. Do you understand?”

The goblin nodded, without looking up.

“But I'm not cruel. And I don't think you're vermin, either.”

At that, the goblin did look at her, blinking a few times.

“I think that maybe you have a problem you can't handle alone, and that drives you to steal food here. Is that right?”

The goblin's mouth fell open.

“I want to help, too,” Orren said. “But we need to talk before we can.”

“Understand,” the goblin said unexpectedly.

“Good.” Terna took a deep breath. “Can you take a message to your leaders?”

The goblin nodded.

“I would like to meet them and talk. I will bring Orren as witness.”

“I will come, too,” Freyden growled. “You need someone to keep you from giving away my farm.”

Terna closed her eyes for a long moment. “Only if you promise to behave.”

The farmer straightened his shoulders. “I want that vermin off my farm. I don't care how you do it. I will come and listen.”

“Fine.”

With an effort, Terna focused on the goblin again. It was studying her, the long ears pointed forward.

“Where meet?”

Terna exchanged a look with Orren as she made a decision. “At the broken bridge, tomorrow at sunset. No need to come into the village.”

“Will say.” The goblin looked hopeful.

“And please, no more stealing until then,” Orren said. “Wait here for a moment.” Orren ran into his tavern and returned just a little later with a large bag, obviously stuffed full. “This is leftover bread from today. Take it home. I'll bring more tomorrow.”

Now the goblin openly stared. It took the bag and staggered a little under the weight.

“Can you carry this?” Orren looked concerned.

“Yes, yes. Thank. Thank much.” The goblin nodded so emphatically that its ears flopped.

Terna hid a grin. Well, the path to a creature's heart often went through its stomach.

They all watched the goblin stagger off, carrying the bag that was larger than it.

“And I cannot believe you gave food to that vermin,” Freyden growled.

“Simple, my friend.” Orren grinned a little. “They won't come for your chicken if they have something to eat.”

Freyden opened his mouth, then closed it again for a moment. “I suppose you're right. I also guess I should thank you.”

“You should.” Orren was still grinning when the farmer turned around and left.

The moment Freyden was gone, Orren's face shifted. “If I catch that man abusing a little goblin again, I will smack him in the face.”

Terna patted his shoulder. “You did well. And now we have our meeting. Let's just hope we can report something useful to the council afterwards.”

Orren sighed.








  
  
4. The Meeting




Orren packed another large bag with leftover bread. Well, technically, it wasn't quite left over, he could still hand it out in the tavern, but it would go to a better purpose, feeding the truly hungry. 

He put some more salve on the burn he had given himself this morning, opening the oven door with his replacement cloth that didn't work nearly as well as the quilt his sister had made for the job.

Maybe he could ask for it to be returned at the meeting, but he didn't have much hope.

Waving to his niece who would hold down the tavern for him while he was gone, he shouldered the bag, grabbed his staff and walked out.

Terna was already in the street, wearing her leather armor and her sword, and as they reached the end of the street, Freyden stood there, waiting for them. He had armed himself with a pitchfork.

Orren hid a sigh. He had come to dislike the heavy-set farmer more and more. It didn't matter at the moment, though, they had to find out what was driving the goblins to stealing, and so he pushed his dislike down.

They walked to the remains of the bridge in silence. Brush had grown over the old road and vines were covering the remaining pieces of the structure. Soon, only the village name would remind people that there had been a bridge once.

A part of Orren still wished they could rebuild it.

The sun was setting just as they reached the place where the old railings still stood. Orren dropped his bag and stretched. Without the sun, it was getting colder rapidly, and he reminded himself that it was fall already.

“We could build a fire,” he said, only half suggesting it.

Terna nodded. “Let's do that. We're here for a talk, not a fight.”

Orren always had a knack for lighting a fire, and soon, flames were dancing over the stack of old wood they had collected quickly. He didn't like burning bits and pieces of the old bridge, but they were too rotten to reuse anyway. They used other parts to sit on, and that felt better to him.

He got out his pipe, stuffed it and happily puffed while they waited. Sunset was almost here.

A magpie sailed down from the trees and settled on Orren's bag, peeking at him with shiny black eyes.

Freyden got up to shoo it away, but Orren shook his head. “Now, what are you doing here?” he asked, not really expecting an answer. It was a magpie, after all.

“We're here to warn you,” a voice said, coming up from behind. Orren turned and saw a young woman walking up to them. Her long, black hair floated in the light breeze, while her face looked pale enough to worry him.

“That's nice of you,” Terna said, not bothering to hide her scorn. “What danger are you seeing and walking into?”

The young woman shrugged one shoulder. “They are no danger to me, but you are surrounded by goblins.”

“We're here to meet them,” Orren said, making his voice sound as relaxed as he could. He noticed Freyden holding his pitchfork in a tight grip.

“Oh.” The young woman shook back her hair and turned away from them. “Well, I'll leave you to it, then,” she said over her shoulder, as she turned to leave.

“Not so fast, young woman.” Terna straightened to her full height. “First, I'd like to thank you for your trouble, and second, I'd like to know your name.”

“Oh, I'm Lynnis. I live out beyond there.”

“It's good to meet you,” Orren replied and quickly introduced them all. “And who is your magpie?”

Lynnis stared at him. “How do you know?”

He smiled a little. “She's rather bold for a wild bird. I like her.”

Something in the young woman's stance eased. “She's Shak, and a friend of mine.”

Orren heard what she didn't say. Familiar. Which meant she had some power. It would be good to get to know her better. “Feel free to visit my tavern at any time. I make fresh bread every day.”

While Lynnis had looked unhappy with the idea of visiting a tavern, her eyes brightened at the mention of bread. “I might. Fresh bread sounds nice, and it's one thing I don't get very often.”

“I make it in the mornings, if that's a better time for you.”

“I'm not promising, but you might see me then.” With that, the young woman turned and disappeared among the bushes. The magpie gave Orren a nod, cawed and flew after her.

“Well, that was interesting,” Terna said and sat back down on her piece of wood. “Now I just hope we can talk to our goblin friends.”

“Friends. Pah.” Freyden was still gripping his pitchfork.

Something rustled in the bushes, and then two, no, three goblins marched towards them. Orren thought that one of them might be Grix. He smiled but left it to Terna to greet them.

“Good evening,” Terna said, sounding as much at ease as if she were sitting in her Sheriff's office.

“Good… evening,” the largest of them repeated.

“Sit.” Terna gestured to more remains of the bridge, inviting the goblins into their circle.

To Orren's surprise, they did so. A sense of calm descended to their group, and even Freyden relaxed his grip on the pitchfork.

“Let's talk,” Terna said in a friendly voice.

“Talk is good.” The big one nodded. “Better than fight.”

Freyden opened his mouth, but Orren quelled him with a stare.

Orren introduced them to the goblins, simply pointing and telling them their names.

One of them grinned and pointed to itself. “Grix.”

Orren grinned right back.

Grix then pointed to the other one. “Herk.”

The goblin nodded at Orren, ears up.

With another grin, Grix pointed to the big one. “Zippek. Chief.”

“It's good to meet you, Grix, Herk and especially Chief Zippek,” Terna said politely, and all goblins smiled.

Even Freyden managed to twist the corners of his mouth into something resembling a tiny smile.

“Now, we do have a problem,” Terna said and took a deep breath. “We humans are unhappy you're raiding our village.”

All three of the Goblins nodded. “We not happy, too,” Zippek said, and his ears pointed down. “Bad times.”

Orren sighed with them.

“Very hungry,” Grix said. “Very sorry. Very sad.”

“Why are you even here?” Freyden growled. “Don't you have a home?”

All three of them looked heartbroken.

“Home not home now.” Grix looked down and shrugged.

Orren stared. “You lost your home?”

“Beautiful home,” Grix whispered. “Very many caves. Many food. Big home.” Her large eyes filled with tears.

“So why did you leave?” Freyden sounded unmoved by the tears.

“Bad beasts at home.” The Chief Goblin looked angry for a moment. “We fight. We lose. We leave.”

“Let's make sure I understand you correctly,” Terna said. “You have a home that you love and want to live in, but something came and drove you away?”

All three nodded. Grix' ears perked up a bit. “Want go home. Love home.”

“Except there's the monster,” Orren sighed. “And it's too big for goblins to handle.”

Terna met his eyes.

Freyden stood up. “Are you seriously thinking of helping those… those… goblins?”

Orren knew the farmer had replaced his favorite expression for the goblins at the last moment.

“Actually, I am,” Terna said. “I may have to call on some friends of mine, but if we help the goblins and make it possible for them to go home, they won't have to raid our village anymore.”

Freyden sat down again, snorting his disgust.

“You help? Really?” Grix was clutching her hands, her eyes wide and staring.

“Really.” Orren smiled. “Although there is one thing…”

“What thing?” Grix's eyes were sagging again.

“When you took those rolls, you also took my oven cloth. The thick one I use to handle the hot doors with.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Yes. Know cloth.”

“I would like it back. I know it's a little singed but my sister made it for me, and I haven't found anything quite as good.”

“Will bring.” Grix nodded, but she looked sad. 

“What's wrong?” Orren didn't like that sad look.

“It is good bed.”

For a long moment, he closed his eyes, seeing the little Goblin sleeping, curled up on his oven cloth. He swallowed. “Keep it until you get home.”

She shook her head. “No. Will bring. You promise, I promise.”

Terna nodded approvingly. “That is a good deal. Thank you, Grix.”

Freyden glared. “That's all very cute. But I'm not risking my life for a bunch of… goblins.”

“Nobody is asking you to.” Terna was clearly reaching the end of her patience. “Go home and let us fighters do the job. And shut your loud mouth.”

“And expect to pay your share of the fighters' fees,” Orren said quietly.

The large farmer glared at him. “Why should I? We could just get rid of… of those…”

“Let's talk about this later.” Terna gave Freyden an even stronger glare. “Wrong place, wrong time.”

Grix' ears drooped.

Terna turned to the three goblins. “You have my word. I will fight that monster in your home.” She patted her sword.

“I will, too.” Orren turned his back on the enraged farmer.

“Well, I won't.” Freyden shook his pitchfork.

“Nobody asked you!” Terna and Orren spoke in unison.

“Deal?” Grix asked in a small voice.

“Deal.” Terna held out her hand, and after a bit of hesitation, the Goblin took it.

“Deal.” Orren did the same, and this time, Grix grinned as she shook his hand.

“I think we might call this meeting successful.” Terna straightened and quelled Freyden with another stare.

“And to seal the deal, I brought some food.” Orren pointed to the bag he had brought.”

All three goblins perked up. A moment later, Chief Zippek and taciturn Herk also shook hands with Terna and Orren.

“Thank. Many, big thank,” Chief Zippek said, bowing and smiling.

“You can come and get food from me,” Orren said. “Do not steal.”

“Understood.” Chief Zippek nodded. “Deal.”

Grix looked a little worried, but Orren decided to talk to her later. For now, they had a deal.

He met Terna's eyes and could see the satisfaction in them. And then he noticed a glint of excitement, as well, and had to hide a smile.
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