CHAPTER 1

Sarlight sparkled in silver mortar as Tymalous Autumnstar ran his fingers over the wall of his
temple. The black stone was warm to the touch, constantly changing to record the prayers and
gifts of hisfollowers.

Every image and tribute ever created in his honor was here, preserved in the rock. To hisright,
the blood paintings of the Xantock Warrior Elves shonein the light, still wet after thousands of
years. Overhead, the intricate carvings of the Undermountain Dwarf Clan spelled out their
long-winded prayers.

The temple had gotten uncomfortably large over the years.

Tiny bellsjingled on Autumnstar’ s sleeve as he touched a starburst a child had drawn in the mud.
The ebony stone mimicked her painting so perfectly he could even discern the tiny whorls and
loops where her fingertips had pressed the mud. Clumsy hieroglyphs below the picture read Tdl
grammal miss her and please send me a puppy.

The painting was two centuries old, and the girl had long since followed her gramma.
Autumnstar’ s forehead wrinkled. He had forgotten to take care of the puppy. That had been right
around the start of the war, so he could probably be forgiven an oversight or two, but it still
bothered him.

The temple shuddered, as if someone had taken the moon itself and smashed it against
Autumnstar’ s roof.

Autumnstar’ s movements were slow, almost absent-minded as he raised a silver shield overhead.
The second blow crumbled the ceiling to reveal the deeper darkness beyond. Mortar fell in
glittering clouds as cracks spread through the walls. Siones shattered against Autumnstar’s
shield, centuries of worship and idolatry reduced to rubble.

Overhead, the Autumn Star burned red, casting a bloody glow over the remains of the temple. By
the time the attack slowed and the dust began to clear, the remnants of the walls came no higher
than Autumnstar’ s knees. He lowered his shield and used one foot to sweep some of the debristo
one side. He preferred his home tidy.

The light of the Autumn Star vanished, blocked by the looming form of another god. Noc, a newly
empower ed death god, bent to touch a fallen shard of rock. The rock dissolved into smoke at his
touch.

“* Show-off,”” Autumnstar muttered.

Noc stepped over the broken wall and drew a sword of white light.

““You know,”” Autumnstar said sowly. ‘* My temple had a door.’”’

Goblin war drumswouldn’t be so bad, Jig decided, if the drummerswould only stick to a consistent
best.

He squeezed between aclump of pine trees. Snow spilled from the branches, most of it diding down the
back of hiscloak. Therest landed in Jig' s|eft ear.

Jg yelped and poked a claw into his ear, digging out the worst of the snow.

““We should stay quiet,”” Relkasaid behind him.

With great effort, Jig restrained himsdf from stabbing hisfellow goblin. He wiped hisnose on hisdeeve
and tried to ignore her.

Relka brushed snow from hisback. **Don’t you like the cloak | gave you? Why don’t you usethe
hood?’ She grabbed the hood before Jig could warn her. A moment later, she was cursing and shoving
her snged fingersinto the snow.

“*Because that’ swhere Smudgerides,” Jig said, his annoyance vanishing as quickly asit had come. He
grinned as he reached back to stroke his pet fire-spider. Smudge was still warm, but he settled down at
Jg'stouch.

“‘But you do like the cloak, don’t you? | got it from an adventurer last month.”” Relka sucked nervoudy
on her lower lip, tugging it between the curved fangs of her lower jaw. She did that alot around Jg.
Between that and the bitter cold, her lips were always cracked and bleeding.



Relkawas one of the younger goblins, akitchen drudge who worked with Golaka the chef. Her fangs
were small for agoblin, and her face tended to be sweaty and streaked with soot from the cook fires.
She had used an old tunnel cat bone to pin ablanket over her clothes for warmth.

Jg fingered the hole in the front of his cloak. Old blood had turned the frayed edges the color of rust
where agoblin had gotten in alucky blow with his spear. Still, even with the hole, at least the cloak was
warm. Lavender wasn't exactly Jg's color, and he could have done without the embroidered flowers and
vines running aong the edges, but he wasn't about to complain. It was warm, and even better, the
materia was highly flame-ressant. Eveniif it did smell faintly of blood.

““You hateit, don't you? ' Relkadumped. Even her wide, pointed ears sagged.

“It'snot bad,” Jgsaid grudgingly. ‘‘1 like the pockets.”’

Relka beamed. Before she could speak, Jig quickly asked, * Shouldn’t you be taking me to Grdll instead
of fussing about acloak?’

Relka squeezed past him, close enough for her necklace to tanglein Jg'sdeeve. Shetried to tug it free,
but only managed to jab Jg' sarm.

“*Sorry,” she mumbled, her face turning a brighter shade of blue.

Her necklace was supposed to symbolize her devotion to Jig's god, Tymaous Shadowstar. Rat bones
were lashed together to form a crude starburst. Pieces of abroken kitchen knife formed alightning bolt,
the lower tip of which was currently poking Jg' sforearm.

Relka' s obsession with Jig and Shadowstar had begun when shetried to stab Jig in the back. Instead, Jig
had run her through, leaving her with anasty belly wound while he led the other goblins off to fight pixies.
Relka had crawled away to hide, terrified that Jg would return to finish her off.

Which he might have done, if Tymalous Shadowstar hadn’t had this strange obsession with mercy and
forgiveness. Also Relkamade redly good snake egg omel ettes.

Jg clenched hisjaw, driving hisfangsinto his cheeks as he waited for Relkato free her necklace. What
was Grdl doing outside in thefirst place, anyway? During atime of battle, agoblin leader traditionaly
stayed back where it was safe. Especidly when it cameto enemieslikethis.

The attack had begun this morning, and from what Jg had heard from the few goblinswho limped back
to thelair, thiswas no smple adventuring party.

“Grel?’ Hetried to speak loudly enough for the aging chief to hear, while at the same time keeping his
voice low to avoid attracting any human attention. What emerged could best be described as

" quavering.”’

“*She said she was going to take care of the drummers,”” Relkasaid.

Oh. Jg felt amoment’ s sympathy for the goblin drummers. If they had caused Gréll to miss her
after-lunch nap, she would be even crankier than usud.

The areaimmediately around the goblin cave wasflat, covered in smal pinetrees. If you walked directly
away from thelair, you could go about fifteen paces before tumbling off a steep, rock-strewn drop-off.
The drummers would have taken the left path, which led dong the cliffsde and up toward the lake. The
higher they climbed, the more people they could annoy with their drums.

The trees were denser as they approached theriver. Their branches seemed determined to drop snow
and needles down the back of his cloak. Trampled snow showed where goblin warriors had stormed
through in search of humansto fight.

Pools of blue blood showed exactly where the humans had ambushed them. The bulk of the humans
were gill farther down the mountainsde. They must have sent scouts ahead. It wasasmart idea. The
scouts could watch to see where the goblins were going, then report back to whoever wasin charge. If
they got the chance to surprise afew goblins, so much the better.

Jg didn't bother searching for the injured goblins. There were no bodies, which meant they had probably
followed typicd practice and fled like frightened rats. If Jig were smarter, he would be doing the same.
But where had the humans gone?

Relka hurried past before Jig could stop her. He crouched down, waiting for her to be shot or stabbed.
Nothing happened. Shewas aready climbing up dong the riverbank, usng the shrubs and small treesto
pull hersdlf along therocks. Jig held his bresth and crept after her.



“*It sounds like they’re near the lake,” Relkasaid. She drew along, wickedly sharp knife. A cooking
knife, from the look of it. Hopefully Golaka didn’'t know Relka had swipediit.

The drums grew louder asthey followed theriver back to thelake. Jig started to draw his sword, then
thought better of it. Given the rocky, snow-covered terrain, he' d only end up tripping over arock and
impeling himsdf.

They scrambled on hands and kneesto the top of arise bordering the lake. As Jig pulled himsdlf up, he
heard the ripping sound of adying drum, followed by the squealing sound of a dying goblin. He covered
his eyes against the sun’s glare. Only the edges of the lake were frozen, and the till water at the center
crested a second sun, reflecting thelight into Jg' s eyes and blinding him doubly. The amethyst lenses of
his spectacles helped, but any relief they brought was baanced by splotches of melted snow. Hewiped
his deeve over the lenses, but that only smeared hisvison worse.

A short distance ahead, ahuman in leather and stedl armor stood on the edge of the lake, surrounded by
falen goblins. He wore a green tabard with a picture of agiant four-legged boar standing in front of a
tower. The anima appeared Amost aslarge asthe tower itself, and it held an enormous sword in one
paw.

Humans wore strange clothes.

A dent in the human’s helmet suggested the goblins had landed at least one good blow before they fell.
Of the four goblin bodies scattered across the snow, only one was still moving.

“*Oh, no,” Jig whispered. The surviving goblin had fallen onto theice at the lake' s edge. She struggled to
push herself up on twin canes of yellow-dyed wood. One cane punched through theice. Shefell back
with acurse, losing her grip on the cane.

“*Comeon,” said Relka She started to rise, but Jig dragged her back.

“*Humans have weird rules about killing unarmed old women,”” Jig said. ‘* Some of them do, at least.
Grdl will befine.”’

This human appeared to be one of the **honorable’” ones. He kept his sword ready, but didn’'t try to
stop Grell from crawling to the edge of the lake.

“* At least you put astop to that blasted drumming,”” Grell said. Shetook another step and her remaining
cane dipped.

The human laughed.

*Oh, think thisisfunny, doyou?’ Grdl rolled over and dammed her caneinto the human’sleg.

The cane broke. The human laughed even harder.

Jg shook hishead. “‘It'snot agood ideato laugh a Grell.”’

Grell stabbed the broken end of her cane into the human’ sthigh, right through the bottom corner of his
tabard.

The human staggered back. He reached down with hisfree hand to rip Grdll’ s cane from hisleg.

““We ve got to save her!”’ Relkagrabbed Jig' s hand and pulled him over theridge.

They weren't going to makeit. With only one cane to support her hunched body, Grell could barely even
walk. The human was going to kill her, which would leave the goblinswithout achief.

The last time that had happened was close to ayear ago, when a hobgoblin named Slash killed the
previous chief. The goblins had chosen Jig to take her place.

Jg il had nightmares about his short time as chief. Half of thelair had expected him to solve al of their
problems. The other haf had been busy plotting to kill him and take his place. Jig wasn't about to |et that
happen again.

He yanked his sword from its sheath. In the songs and stories, warriors sometimes threw their weapons
asalast resort to kill distant enemies. As Relkaran ahead, Jig steadied himself, drew back, and flung his
sword as hard as he could.

Either Jig was no warrior, or thiswasn't the right kind of weapon for throwing. Probably both. The
sword nearly cut off Relka s ear asit spun end over end. She dove into the snow.

The sword curved to the right and bounced harmlesdy off atree, hafway between Jg and the human. A
bit of snow sprinkled down from the branches.

Everyoneturned to look at Jg . . . who had now thrown away his only weapon.



Relkawas busy digging through the snow. She must have dropped her knife when shetried to avoid Jg's
sword. Wonderful. With asingle throw, Jig had managed to disarm both himself and his companion.
Relkawaved at him. ** Don't worry! Shadowstar will guide you to victory!””’

Jg dared at the limping human. Jig was unarmed, but the human carried enough weapons for three
goblins. He switched his sword to hisleft hand and drew aknife with hisright. He flipped the knife,
catching it by the blade, and threw.

The knife spun past Jg's head, close enough for him to hear the whirring sound of its passage. With a
loud thunk, the knife buried itslf in atree trunk.

Right. Warriors could throw their wegpons. Goblins were better off running away.

Jg turned to run. He legped over theridge, skidding and flailing hisarmsfor baance. He managed to run
awhole three steps before tripping over atree root. Rocks scraped his knees and hands, and the impact
stole his breath. He pushed himsdlf up. Snow smeared his spectacles, rendering them dl but usdess. He
peered over thetop of the frames at the blurry figure of the approaching human, who now carried swords
in both hands.

That was smply unfair. Two swords againgt none? Jg squinted. Wasthat—? It was! The human was
carrying Jg'sown sword in hisoff hand.

“‘For Shadowstar!”” Relkawaved her knife as she charged to Jig’' s defense. It was atypical goblin tactic,
with typical results. The human stepped to one side. Relkawas running too fast to change direction, but
shetried anyway, saving her lifein the process. She ssumbled, dropping her knife again as she fought to
recover her balance. The human’ sfollow-up attack missed, and then Relkawas face-first in the snow.
““There' sno placeto run, goblin,”’ the human said. He had faced four goblins, and he wasn't even
breathing hard! ** Turn around and dielikeaman.”’

Now there was a stupid suggestion if Jig had ever heard one. Jg pulled himsdf to hisfeet and searched
his pockets for weapons. There were at least twenty pockets sewn into the cloak, enough for Jig to carry
most of hisbeongings.

Unfortunately, that was far too many pocketsto remember exactly where everything was. He found an
old smoked bat wing, an extrapair of socks, some dead wasps he was saving for Smudge. . . hadn’t he
tucked aknifein here somewhere?

The human twirled both swords. The blades hissed through the air. His hands moved so fast Jig could
bardly follow, and his swordswere dl but invisble asthey crested aweb of whirling sted. Onelimping
step at atime the human advanced, bringing those blades closer and closer to Jig.

Jg reached into his hood and grabbed Smudge. For amoment Jig smply stood there, letting the
fire-gpider’ swarmth thaw his numb fingers. Then Jig threw him at the human.

Smudge landed on the human’ s chest and clung there, ablurry spot of black and red in the middle of the
human’ s tabard. He had landed near the head of the beast embroidered on the tabard, like atiny
smoldering hat.

Unfortunately, the tabard gave no indication of burgting into flames. Either Smudge wasn't asfrightened
as Jig, or esethe poor fire-spider was too cold to generate enough hedt.

WEéll, on the bright side, Jig wouldn’t have to worry about the other goblinstrying to make him chief
agan.

The human’ s scream was so unexpected—and so terrifying—that Jig found himsdf screaming in
response.

Both swordsféell to the ground as the human grabbed the edges of histabard and tugged it away from his
body. He shook the tabard faster and faster, trying to shake Smudge free. Jg could have told him not to
bother. Each of the fire-spider’ slegshad tiny hairs, like burrs, that let him cling to dmost anything.

The human changed tactics. Still screaming, he dropped to his knees and tried to yank the tabard over his
head. Unfortunately, he forgot to remove hishemet fird.

Sowly Jg waked over to retrieve hissword. The human was till trying to rip the tabard off his helmet
when Jig stabbed him.

Hewiped his sword as he waited for Smudge to cool. Apparently all that flapping had been enough to
wake Smudge up. The poor spider struggled to climb down off the human. The meandering path of



smoldering spider footprints on the tabard was proof of Smudge' s dizziness.

Jg stared at the dead human, trying to understand his reaction. Y ou’ d think he' d never seen afire-spider
before. Smudge wasn't even the biggest specimen Jig had encountered, being only alittle larger than Jg's
hand.

Humans were weird.

More shouts made Jig jump. He might have killed one human, but there were plenty more running abot,
and Jg didn’t have enough fire-spidersto fight them al. He cocked his head and twitched his good ear.
The other ear had been torn in afight with another goblin, long ago. Still, asingle goblin ear let him hear
better than any two-eared human.

From the sound of it, the humans were getting closer.

Jg plucked Smudge from the human and stroked the spider’ s still-warm thorax before returning him to
his hood.

“*1 knew Shadowstar would bring usvictory,” Relka said. Blood dripped down her cheek. Her fang had
broken the skin when shefell.

“Right,” said Jig. ‘" Maybe next time Shadowstar can kill the human, and I’ll Say inthelair whereit's
wam.”’

Grell appeared to be uninjured, judging by the volume of her cursing as she yanked her remaining cane
from theice. Jig grabbed the human’s sword and gave it to her asa substitute. Thetip sank deep into the
earth, so Jig went back to retrieve the scabbard.

Grell took another step, resting her weight on the sheathed sword. With agrunt of approval, she hobbled
over to the human and whacked him with her remaining cane.

“‘Blasted humans,”” shesaid. ** Don’'t they know the dragon’s dead? Treasure' sal gone.”’

““What were you doing so far fromthelair?’ Relkaasked.

Jg was more interested in knowing how Grell had madeit so far. Grell wasthe oldest goblininthelair,
with the possible exception of Golaka the chef. But where Golaka had gotten stronger and meaner with
age, Grel got smaller and wrinklier, likefruit left out in the sun. Sometimes Jg thought the only thing
keeping her going was sheer stubbornness.

Grel began walking toward thelair, wheezing and grunting with each step. *‘ There are too many humans
for them to be adventurers. Adventurers are like tunnd cats. A few of them might be able to live and hunt
together, but if you add more, they al start biting and clawing and hissing at one another.”’

Relka cocked her head. ** They’ re not exactly the same, though. When you eat tunndl cats you spend half
the time picking fur out of your meal. Y ou don’t have that trouble with adventurers. Except dwarves.”
Grell jabbed her cane at the human Jig had killed. ** There could be ahundred of them. Far too many for
usto fight. And afew of thewarriors are saying they saw elves.”’

““That’ swhy you wanted to stop the drumming.”” Goblins didn’t have formaized signasfor battle. So
long as the drums kept begting, the goblins kept fighting. If the drummersdied or ran away, that wasthe
sgnal for everyone e seto do the same.

Jg perked his ears. He only heard one drum now, off to the other side of thelair.

“*I sent Trok out to shut that one up.”” Grell scowled. ‘* Probably should have been more specific about
how to shut him up.”’

Jg s skin twitched with every shout and scream. He reached for Grell’ s elbow to hurry her dong, but a
rheumy glare made him back down.

““Maybe they’re hunting,”” Relka suggested. ‘* For food, | mean. There hasn’t been as much to eat since
the snow came. Humans have to egt t00."”’

““Humansdon’t eat goblins,’” Jig said. His stomach clenched at the thought of the thingsthey did est.
Dried fruit and porridge and bread. What little meat they ate had dl the flavor cooked out of it. Jig had
been a prisoner of human adventurersfor only afew days, but it had taken close to amonth for his
stomach to recover.

Thelast drumfell silent. After alingering scream, so did the drummer. Shouts echoed up and down the
mountain as the goblins began to retreat.



Jg squeezed through aclump of pine trees and waited, holding the branches out of Grell’ sway. He could
seethelair from here. How bad would it be to |et the branches dap Grdl to the ground so he could
scamper to safety? Smudge was aready getting restlessin hishood. The cloak was relatively fireproof,
but the wisps of Jg's hair weren't.

A trio of limping goblins scurried into the lair up ahead. A fourth followed, hopping on onefoot. His other
leg bled from the thigh, leaving abright blue path in the muddy snow.

The cave was partidly hidden by afdlen pine. A heavy gate had once blocked the way, but that gate had
disappeared afew months back. The hobgoblins had stolen it to build abigger cage for their trained
tunnd cats.

The pinetree didn’t block anyone out, but it did hide the lair from casud view. The only drawbacks were
the brown needles that tangled into your hair, and the sticky sap that covered your clothes, not to
mention the overpowering pine smell. The smdll had faded with time, but the tree seemed to have an
endless supply of brittle needles with which to torment innocent goblins.

Two more warriors disgppeared into the lair before Jig and his companions reached the tree. Jig played
with one fang and tried not to let hisimpatience show as Grell hunched to step insde. Her joints popped,
and she wheezed with every step.

Jg could hear the humans shouting asthey closed in. Grell wasright. There were an awful ot of humans
out there.

Trok ran past, knocking Jig into the snow as hetried to get into thelair. He didn't makeit. Ashe
sgueezed past Grell, she dropped her cane and twisted her clawsinto Trok’ s ear. With her other hand,
she shook her borrowed sword until the scabbard fell free. ** Relka, do you know any good recipes for
goblinear?’

“Four,”” Rekasad. ‘* Do you want something spicy?’

“*Spicy food puts mein the privy al night.”” Grell gave up trying to draw the sword. She clubbed Trok’s
foot with the partly sheathed weapon. ** Of course, | could put him on privy duty as part of his
punishment.”’

Trok was abig goblin. Hewore severa layers of fur to make himsalf ook even bigger, despite the fact
that al of those furs made him sweat something awful. Trok’ s glistening face twisted into a sneer.

Grel pinched her claws deeper into his ear, drawing spots of blood. Trok yelped and backed down. He
rubbed his ear as he waited for Grell to pass benesth the pine tree.

Neither Jig nor Relkareceived the same courtesy.

Theobsdian walls of the tunnel muted the sounds of battle somewhat as Jg findly scurried into the
darkness of the mountain. His eyes struggled to adjust. Thewarmer air had aready painted afilm of mist
onto his spectacles. But no goblin who survived through childhood relied on vision done. Jig could hear
Grdl grumbling and stcomping her feet for warmth up ahead. A quick sniff assured him that Trok wasn't
waiting nearby to take his annoyance out on Jg.

Grell’ s cane and sword tapped the rock as she moved on. From the sound of it, she was limping even
worse than usua. The cold had been hard on her, and she had asked Jig and Braf for hedling almost
every night for the past month. Jig and Braf were the only two goblins*‘ gifted’” with Shadowstar’s
healing magic. That gift meant they both spent much of their time hedling everything from cold-dead toes
to rock serpent bitesto that nasty case of ear-mold Trok had gotten afew months back.

Thelast glimmers of sunlight faded behind them, replaced by the comforting ye low-green glow of muck
lanterns burning in the distance. Jig splashed through puddles of half-melted snow as he followed Relka
and Grell through the main tunnel toward the rounded entryway into the temple of Tyma ous Shadowstar.
Glasstiles on the celling portrayed the pae god looking down at the goblins. Asaways, Jg' s gaze went
to the eyes. Sparkling light burned in the center of those black sockets. No matter where you stood,
those eyes always seemed to be watching you.

Once, Jig had painted a blindfold over Shadowstar’ s face. The god had not been pleased.

The temple wasthefirgt cave anyone saw after entering the mountainside. Looking back, Jig probably
should have put it somewhere a bit more out of the way. Mud and dush covered the floor where goblin
warriors had stcomped their boots and brushed themselves off as they passed through. Other warriors



stood dripping by the smdl dtar in the corner, where poor Braf struggled to heal them as quickly ashe
could.

Relkatouched her necklace. *‘Make way for Jig Dragondayer!’’

Grdl coughed.

“And Grell,’ Relkaadded hadtily.

The announcement of Jig’sarrival didn’t have the effect Relkawas hoping for. Instead of spreading out
to make room for Jig, the goblins split into two smdler swarms, one of which immediately surrounded Jig,
the same as they had done with Braf.

““Why should Jig Dragondayer provide the healing power of Shadowstar to nonbelievers?’ Relka
demanded. She wrapped both hands around her bone-and-knife pendant. **How many of you have
donned the symbol of—Ouch.”” She stuck her finger in her mouth. Apparently the knife blades on her
necklace were till sharp.

“‘Everyone back tothelair,”” Grel snapped. **Y ou think those humans are going to stop once they reach
the entrance? Go on.”’

Sowly the crowd dispersed through the three tunnels on the far side of the temple. All three merged a bit
farther on. No doubt there would be further injuriesto heal once the goblins reached that junction and
fought to gofird.

Grell grabbed one goblin as he turned to leave. A bloody gash crossed hisscalp. ** Y ou don’t have pine
needlesin your hair. How did you manage to get yoursdlf injured without leaving the tunnels?’

“Ba’

“*A bat did that to you?"’

““No.”” He pointed to another goblin. ** Ruk wastrying to hit the bat with his sword, and—"

‘| would have got him, too,”” interrupted Ruk. ** But then he flew away.”’

Grell rubbed her forehead. ** Ruk, go up the tunnel and wait by the entrance. Humansdon't seewell in
the dark. They’ll be disoriented. Stay there and kill anything that comesin. Anything that’ s not agoblin,
thatis.”’

She smacked him with a cane for good measure.

Ruk Ieft, grinning and jabbing imaginary humanswith his sword. Jg watched him go. ** Do you redly think
he'll be ableto dow down the humans?’

““Nope,”’ said Grell. **But any idiot who' d dice hisown partner isone | won't miss. When he screams,
we Il know they’ ve entered the mountain.’”’

Despite theimminent attack from the humans, Jg found himself relaxing as he followed Grell degper into
the dark tunnels. The closer he got to home, the more the smell of muck smoke and Golaka sfried
honey-mushrooms overpowered the scent of pine. His boots clopped against the hard stone. He ran one
hand over the reddish brown wall, smiling a the familiar rippled fed of the obsidian. Thewarm air drifting
from deep within the mountain hel ped drive the worst of the numbness from hisfingers. Of course, that
ar dso carried the faint smell of hobgoblin cooking, but at least it waswarm.

A group of armed goblin warriors crowded near the entrance of the cavern, joking and boasting about
what they would do to the humans. These were the same goblinswho had shoved past Jig and Gréll in
their eagernessto flee back to thelair. But now that they were here, every last one shouted tales of
triumph and victory, trying to top the rest.

Jig had seen it before. The worst part was that every goblin started to believe what the others were
saying. Before long they would be charging back out of the mountain to prove themselves.

Grell solved the problem by jabbing the closest warriorswith acane. ‘Y ou three go wait in the temple.
Ambush anyone who comesin.”’

Relka shoved past Jig, clearing a path through the remaining warriors. She raised her voice, o her words
echoed through the tunndls. ** The high priest of Tyma ous Shadowstar has returned!”’

From the direction of the hobgoblin lair, afaint voice shouted back, ** Shut up, you stupid rat esters!””’
“*Stupid hobgoblins,”” Relkamuttered. **Why aren't they out there fighting the humanstoo?’

“‘Because | sent Braf to ask them for help when the humansfirst arrived,” Grell said.



Relka shook her head. *‘1 don’t understand.”” ** The fool went and told them the truth about how many
humans and elves we were fighting. The hobgoblin chief told him. .. ."” Grel shook her heed. **Well, it
does't matter. Braf’ snot flexible enough to do it, at any rate.”

Jg hunched his shoulders and followed them into the deep cavern the goblins claimed astheir home.
Inside, goblins scampered about like rats with their tailson fire. A group off to the right traded wagers as
to how many goblinswould diein the fighting. Others squabbled over the belongings of the dead and the
amogt-dead. Jig' s attention went to a skinny goblin girl near the edge of the cavern. She kept her heed
bowed as she moved, carefully refilling the muck pitsand lighting those that had gone out.

A few years ago, that had been Jig’ sjob. The caustic muck could blister skin, the fumes made the whole
cavern spin, and woe unto the careless goblin who let aspark land in hismuck pot. Still, as smelly and
humiliating as muck duty had been, & least it hadn’t involved running out into the snow inthe middie of a
battle. Or fighting dragons and pixies and ogres. Or trying to avoid Relkaand her band of fanatics.
Jgwondered if the muckworker would be willing to trade.

Severd of Relka sfriendswere aready crowding around Jig. Like Relka, they wore makeshift necklaces
to show their devotion to Tymalous Shadowstar. M ost were goblins who had been hedled by Jig or Braf
in the past. Given how the rest of the lair reacted to their endless praise of Jig and Shadowstar, they
tended to need hedling fairly often.

“*Jig, comewithme,”’ Grel snapped. She hobbled through the crowd to one of the few doorsinthe
cavern. Fixing wood to rock wastricky, but Golaka the chef made a paste that could be spread on the
walls. The mold that grew on the paste clung equaly well to stone and wood, enabling the goblinsto
erect afew crude doors. The chief’ s cave was the only one with alock.

Grell grabbed the door with both hands. Goblins everywhere cringed as the wood screeched over the
stonefloor. Jig reached out to help, but aglare from Grell stopped him.

“*I can open my own door, thank you.” Eventualy she managed to dide the door wide enough to dip
ingde

A singlemuck pit cast aweak green glow over the cluttered space within. A handful of weapons sat
beside abatskin mattressfilled with dried grasses. Grell wheezed as she lowered hersdlf onto the bed, a
complicated process that involved much grunting and repositioning of her canes. Finally she sat back and
pulled ablanket of tunnel cat fur over her body.

“* Perhaps Jg Dragondayer should lead the goblinswhile you rest?’ Relkasuggested as she dragged the
door shut behind her.

Grell opened her eyes. ** And perhaps you' d like me to find anew place to store my cane.”” She reached
to the other side of her mattress and grabbed aclay pot. Jg' s nosewrinkled at the smell of stale klak
beer. ** The dragon take thiswind and snow. Every timethere sastorm, my joints swell up like leeches
on an ogre’ shackside. And | think | did something to my knee out there on theriver.”

Jg sat beside the bed. He shoved the blanket back and put one hand on her knee. He could fedl thejoint
grinding as Grell sraightened her leg, and her kneecap popped benegth hisfingers.

No matter how often Jg healed Grell of one ailment or another, nothing seemed to last. Was
Shadowstar’ s magic failing? The other goblins stayed hedled. Wdll, except for Relka sfriends. But when
you interrupted awarrior’ s dinner to sing the praises of Tymalous Shadowstar, you had to expect a
plate-size bruise on your face.

The warmth of Shadowstar’ s magic flowed through Jig’ sfingers, driving away the last of the snow’spain
asJig heded Grel’ sknee.

| can help you fix the damage she did on the ice, but it won’t last. Tymalous Shadowstar, forgotten
God of the Autumn Star, sounded strange. His voice was softer than usud.

Why not?

Because she'sold, Jig.

But what’ s doing thisto her? Jig glanced around, frowning as he spotted the klak beer. 1s someone
poisoning her?

No, she'sjust old.

| know. Everyoneknew Grell was old. That' swhy her skinwas dl wrinkly, and she had to run to the



privy four timesanight. But why is she—

Thisis what happens when people get old. Their bodies begin to give out. Don’t goblins ever die
of old age?

Jg shook hishead.

Oh. Right.

The tendons twitched beneath Jg' s hand, and Grell gasped. She bent her leg, and thistime the kneecap
stayed whereit was.

“That'salittle better,”” Grell said with asigh.

“*Praise Shadowstar.”’

Jg glanced up a Relka, then bit back a groan. She had taken off her blanket. Her shirt wastornin the
middle, revealing the scar where Jig had stabbed and healed her.

In the old days, you would have had hundreds of followers like Relka and her friends, Shadowstar
sad. Well, not exactly like her. But it’s only natural for them to look up to you and Braf.

Can't they look up to us from a distance? Jig asked.

Shadowstar laughed, a sound that dways reminded Jig of tiny bells. Be thankful I’m not asking you
and the others to perform the solstice dance.

What' s the sol stice dance?

Anather jingling laugh. On the first night of autumn, when my star is highest in the sky, you and the
others spread your yearly offerings on a great bonfire. The idea was that the smoke would carry
your prayersto the stars. Then you dance from sundown to sunrise to celebrate another year of
life.

Jig wasn't much of adancer, but that didn’t sound too bad.

Did I mention that the high priest dances naked? added Shadowstar.

Goblin war cries erupted from the tunndls. Jig twisted around, his ears perked high. The door muffled the
noise somewhat, but it sounded like the humans had reached the temple. He hoped Braf had made it
away before the humans arrived.

“Thatidiot Ruk.”” Grel crawled off the mattress and rummaged through her pile of wegpons. ‘‘Hewas
supposed to scream before they killed him.”

Smudge was squirming about in Jig’ s hood. Now that they were insde, the cold didn’'t suppressthe
fire-spider’ s heat. Jig grabbed Smudge and dropped him into a pocket in his cloak, one he had lined with
leather. Then he stuck hisfingersin his mouth. Smudge wasn't hot enough to blister skin, but he was
close

** Shadowstar will protect us,’” said Relka. ‘1 am not afraid.”

Another scream punctuated her words.

“*Like he protected that poor fool 7" Grell asked.

“*If those goblins had truly believed, Shadowstar would have saved them.’”’

“I missVeka,'' Jg mumbled. Vekawas adigtillery worker with delusons of heroism. She had followed
Jgaround for awnhile, just like Relka. Veka had dreamed of learning the secrets of magic in order to
become a sorceress and a hero.

Jg thought she was mad, but at least VVeka had been useful in afight. Unfortunately, she had |eft shortly
after the battle with the pixies and the ogres, going out into theworld to ** pursue her destiny.”

Jg had never worried about pursuing his destiny. Generally, destiny pursued him. Then it knocked him
down and kicked him afew timesfor good measure.

Thistimeit sounded like destiny planned to bully the entire lair. The humans had dready reached themain
cavern.

In the past, the goblinswould have charged into the tunnelstwo or three a atime, to bekilled &t the
humans' leisure. These days, they had learned to wait and alow intrudersto chargeinto thelair, where
they would be surrounded and outnumbered.

The twang of bowstrings and the shrieks of goblinstold Jig how well that tactic was working.

““We should have covered the muck pits,”” Jg whispered. Humans didn’'t do well in the dark.
Extinguishing the firesmight have given the goblins more of an advantage.



““Comeon.” Relkagrabbed Jg'sarm and tugged him toward the door. She had her knifeready. ** The
goblins need their champion!’”’

““What am | supposed to do? " He pressed his ear to the door. The clank of armor and the clash of
weapons had aready spread. He heard shouts from the back of the cavern, where goblins were no
doubt fighting one another in their eagerness to escape down the garbage crack that led to the lower
tunnds.

““What do you think you're doing?’ From the opposite side of the cavern, Golaka s outraged shriek
was loud enough to make Jig flinch back from the door. A loud clank followed, asif an enormous stirring
spoon had dented asoldier’ shelmet.

“‘Focusyour effortson that one!l”” A human’ svoice. Mae, with adightly nasd tonetoit. “‘Formaline
and drive the rest of these vermin back!”’

“*Clear room for the archerd”” Thisvoice wasfemale. At least Jig thought it was. With humans, it could
be hard to tell. They dl sounded alot aike, probably because of those tiny mouths and teeth.

An arrow punched through the door in front of Jig’s nose. He legped back so fast his head hit the wall.
“*Jig, open the door.”

“What?’ Jg stared at Grell. How much klak beer had she drunk since they returned?

Grell pulled her blanket up to her chin and settled back. **We face them now and find out what they
want, or dsewewait until they’ ve daughtered every last goblininthelair.”

“I likewaiting,” Jig mumbled.

“*Open the door, or €lse when we get out of this, I'll tell Golakayou’ ve been stedling her fried rat tails.””’
“*Soyou'retheone!’”’ Relkawhispered.

““No!"’ Jg stoescurled in his boots at the thought of the last goblin Golaka had caught stealing her
treats. Golaka had turned his earsinto a spice pouch. ‘I mean, it was only afew. Smudge likes them,
and—"’

The loudest crash yet made the door shiver. Golakamust have flung one of her cauldrons at the
attackers.

Grell bared her yelow teeth. **Enough of this. Relka, go tel Golaka—""

Jg shoved the door open acrack. Then another shout from the humans pushed any thought of Golaka
fromhismind.

“*We have the spoon!’”’

“*Ohno,”” Jig whispered. He peeked past the edge of the door.

The humans stood in ahdf circlein front of the main entrance. Another group battled Golaka and the
other goblins near the kitchen. A ring of humanslay groaning at her feet. Skewers, forks, and other
utensl|s protruded from their bodies.

One of the humans ran back toward the entrance, waving an oversize stirring spoon above his head.
Severd others shot arrows to stop the goblins from pursuing. One arrow rang asit ricocheted off theiron
lid Golaka held in one hand. Another hit her in the arm. More arrows drove her back into the kitchen.
Humans with spears pursued, keeping their weapons extended to break any counterattack.
“Whereisyour chief?’ That wasthe femae voice. She stood near the entrance. A tight ring of soldiers
blocked her from sight.

The goblins backed away. Seeing Golaka driven to retreat had taken much of the fight out of them.
Severd pointed toward Jg.

““Him?’ The human sounded skeptical.

““No!’” Jig yelped. ‘‘Not me, her!”’ He shoved the door wider and pointed to Grell.

Whatever the woman tried to say was overpowered by screams from the kitchen. Spears clattered to the
ground as the humans stumbled out, covered in steaming lizard-fish pudding.

“‘Forget the chef,”” the woman shouted. She and about twenty soldiers shoved their way toward Grell’s
cave.

Jg scurried out of the way as soldiers stepped into the room. One of them smirked as he studied the
goblins. **Nothing to worry about, Highness. A runt, agirl, and an old woman.”’

The woman entered next. She was shorter than the others. Her tabard was black, as wasthe



embroidered crest of that odd beast. Jig could barely see the shine of the thread. The hardened |eather of
her armor was black aswell, reminding Jig of the shine of the lake deeper in the tunnéls.

Her sword was thin and sharp, with a blackened guard like ametal basket that covered her entire hand.
Even the gem that shone in its pommel was black. Her boots, her belt, her gloves, even her hair . . . it
was asif someone had spilled nighttime al over her.

A round helmet—black, of course—Ieft her pale face bare, and something about that swesty expression
seemed familiar.

She glanced at Jig and Relka, then turned to Grell. *“1’m supposed to believe one of you leads these
mongters?’

“That'sright,” said Grdl. “* And you'rein charge of thismob?”’

““My brother and I, yes. | am Genevieve, daughter of—""

“I don't care”” Grell tossed her blanket to one side. In her hands she held a small, cocked crossbow.
Before anyone could react, she pulled the trigger. The balt flew into thewoman'sneck . . .

... and dropped to the ground. A small drop of blood welled up on Genevieve s neck where the point
had—barel y—penetrated the skin. The blood was surprisingly colorful against her pae skin.

Grell flung the crossbow to the ground. ** Stupid, worthless piece of hobgoblin garbage.”

One of the soldiers|eaped to the bed and pressed aknife to Grell’ sthroat. Another kicked Jig to the
ground for good measure. Relka got the same treatment on the other side of the cave.

“‘Easy there,”” said Grell. ** Cut my throat and you' |l never find the antidote.”

“* Antidote?* Genevieve touched her neck and stared at the smear of blood on her glove.

| kegp that little toy by my bed to discourage younger goblinswho think they should be chief,”” Grell
sad.

The soldiers stepped aside as Genevieve approached the bed. One dipped out of the cave and ran back
toward the tunnels.

Genevieveleveled her blade at Grell’ schedt. ** Giveit to me, goblin.”’

“Tdl your peopleto retreat and leave usadone,”’ Grdl said.

Jg glanced at the floor where Grél’ s crosshow bolt had fallen. With everyon€e s attention on Grell, he
could snatch that bolt and plunge it into Genevieve s back.

And then what? Killing agoblin chief led to chaos. Half of the goblins turned on one ancther, eager to
take the chief’ s place, while the rest fled to avoid getting drawn into the brawl. But humansweren't like
that. They had things like discipline and loydty, not to mention enough weaponsto kill every goblin ill in
thelarr. Killing their leader wouldn't stop them; it would only make them angrier.

“Theantidote,” Genevievesaid. **Or I'll cut off your ears.”

“Don’'tgiveitto her!’” shouted Relka, earning another kick.

Grell sghed and pointed to asmdll box.

Genevieve grabbed it and wiped crumbs from the top. Inside was awooden tube, plugged with wax.
Jg had never seen Grell give up that easily. Actualy, he had never seen Grell giveup at dl. He stared at
Grdll, but her face was pure, wrinkly innocence.

Genevieve uncapped the tube and poured the cloudy liquid down her throat. She coughed and wiped her
lipson her wrigt. “*What afoul concoction.””

““Sol'vebeentold,” Grell said. **I thought about mixing blackberry juice to mask the taste of the
poison, but—""’

“Thetaste of thewhat?’ Genevieve stared at the empty tube.

“*Poison. That'samix of rock serpent venom and lizard-fish blood.”

Relka snickered.

“*Y ou said that was an antidote to the poisoned bolt,”” Genevieve said.

“‘Poisoned bolt.”” Grell rolled her eyes. Y ou think I’ d risk poisoned weaponswith thislot?’ Shelay
back and adjusted her blanket. *“ Call off your army.”

“I’ll not bargain with goblins.”

Grell shrugged. ‘*What about awager? I’ m betting the rock serpent venom will paralyze you before the
lizard-fish blood starts to burn holesin your ssomach.’”



“I"l bet aweek’ sworth of dessert thet the lizard-fish blood hitsfirst,”” Relkasaid brightly.

“‘Fetch my brother,”” Genevievesaid. *‘ Tel him |’ ve been poisoned, and—"’

““Not toworry.”” The other human leader was dready pushing hisway into the cave, followed by apair
of df archers.

Unlike Genevieve, thishuman wore even armor: thin scales of magicaly hardened wood, each one
polished until it gleamed like metd. *“What' sthe trouble, Genevieve? Did the goblins turn out to be too
much for you? Y ou' re not trained for such things, Siter. It'sas| wastdling Father.”’

Genevieve sounded bored. “* If you'll recall, goblin treachery got the best of Barius, too. And he used to
thrash you with ease. Tell me, Theodore, how many times did you run to Mother, crying because Barius
had made you clean out the stables with your bare hands, or—""’

““Enough,”” snapped Theodore. His face was bright red, and he looked like he had completely forgotten
about the goblins.

Jgwas barely listening. He should have learned by now. No matter how dark and dire the Situation,
things could always get worse. And they usualy did.

No wonder they had known about Golaka s spoon. Prince Barius Wendelson had been one of the
adventurers who came to the mountain two years ago in search of the Rod of Creation. He and his
fellows had killed the rest of Jg' s patrol and dragged Jig deep into the mountain as an unwilling guide.
“*Aye, enough indeed.”” A hefty, black-haired dwarf stepped into the cave. *‘ Let’s be getting that
garbage out of your sister’ sblood before | have to go back and tell her folks how a goblin finished off
their only daughter.”

Jg pressed himsdf back againgt the cavewall. | don’t suppose your magic can make meinvisible? he
prayed.

The dwarf glanced at the goblins as he moved toward Genevieve. He whirled back around, his mouth
round with shock. ** Jig?’

I’m afraid not, said Shadowdtar.

Jg sshoulders dumped. ‘‘Hello, Darnak.”

CHAPTER 2

How many of Autumnstar’s companions still fought? Blind Ama had been thefirst to fall after
Noc's betrayal. Whose idea had it been to let a blind god charge into battle, anyway? The old fool
had raced straight into Noc’s lightning.

And now Noc had come for Autumnstar.

““You’ ve gotten stronger,”’ Autumnstar commented.

Noc' stactics were simple but effective. Lightning struck Tymalous Autumnstar’s shield over and
over until it glowed from the heat.

The bells on Tymalous Autumnstar’ s sleeves began to melt. Molten silver dripped over hisfree
hand to splash upon the floor. He winced and raised his hand to his mouth, sucking the singed
flesh.

“*The two have pronounced sentence upon you and your fellows,”” Noc said. His voice had gotten
deeper, too.

“*The two gods of the beginning couldn’t even pronounce my name,”’ Autumnstar answered.
““They re mindless, so caught up in their own struggles they never even noticed us.”’ The lightning
made it difficult to see, but Autumnstar thought he saw Noc shrug.

“*The upper gods have pronounced sentence in their stead,”” Noc admitted. ‘* Now stop
interrupting. Entire civilizations once looked to you for guidance and comfort, and you betrayed
them. In punishment—"

““Wetried to protect them!”” Autumnstar dropped to his knees.

The lightning grew brighter. The edges of Autumnstar’s shield began to smoke, the god-forged
metal boiling away under Noc's assault. Vision was useless in such an onslaught. Closing his eyes,
Autumnstar felt the floor for anything he could use to protect himself. His weapon had been lost in
the last battle, but surely there was something. . . .

His fingers brushed one of the fallen stones. He traced the familiar impression of the child’s



starburst.

“* As punishment, you and all who turned against our forefathers shall be erased from history.
Civilizations shall fall, and civilizations shall rise, but none shall remember your existence. None
shall ever again speak their praise to the Autumn Sar. None shall whisper your name, begging for
comfort in their final hours. You are forgotten, Tymalous Autumnstar.’’

“* And you talk too much.”” Autumnstar threw the stone as hard as he could. It caught Noc in the
chest, knocking him right out of the temple.

In that moment, Tymal ous Autumnstar turned and fled like a frightened mortal.

So thiswas how arat fdt right before Golaka skewered it for lunch.

Everyone was staring at Jig. For the most part, they appeared confused. Except for the elves, who
looked bored, and Darnak, who had begun to gnaw his knuckles.

“Sorry,”" Darnak said, yanking his hand from hismouth. **Bird habit.”’

Jig hadn’t seen Darnak since he had used the Rod of Creation to transform the dwarf into an oversized,
ugly bird. Asabird, Darnak had gtill been ableto talk.

Darnak had known the rod was disguised as Golaka' s stirring spoon, unknown to anyoneinthelair
except Jig. He must have ingtructed Theodoreinits use.

Darnak appeared no worse for histime asabird. Hisdark hair and beard were atangled mess, coming
well past histhighs. He kept one hand on thewall for balance. Unfortunately, Darnak had aready started
to chew his other hand again, which meant he had no way to close the oversized blanket which was his
only item of dothing.

Apparently Darnak had forgotten to instruct Theodore to creste clothes.

““Doyoumind?’ asked Genevieve.

“*Right. Sorry about that.”” Darnak yanked the blanket tight, so that only the tips of histoes peeked out.
Darnak studied Jig just as closdly, taking in the cloak, the spectacles, even Smudge, who had crawled
out from Jig’' s pocket to perch upon his shoulder. **1 see you found yourself another spider.’”’

“*Not exactly,” Jgsad. * Smudge was—"’

“*Y ou know this creature, Darnak?’ asked Theodore. He held Golaka s stirring spoon with both hands.
Jg looked longingly at the door, wondering who would kill him first if hetried to flee. Probably one of the
elves. Or maybe Grell.

“* Jg led us down through the tunnelstwo years ago. He even saved our lives once or twice.”” Darnak
forced agrin. ** Those oversized white worms were abit of fun, en?’

Dwarves clearly had adifferent concept of fun than goblins.

“Thiswasyour guide?’ Theodore whispered.

Memory was afunny thing. In that moment, Jg remembered Barius and Rydind so clearly they could
have been standing before him. If Grell’sroom hadn’t been so crowded, at any rate.

It was dmost funny how Theodore got exactly the same cold, angry expression on his face when hewas
getting ready to kill you.

Jg braced himsdlf, wondering if he had time to swipe some of Grdll’ sklak beer first.

“*Jg ran away when we got to the dragon’scave,”” Darnak continued. ‘* Never thought to see him
agan.”

“Typicd goblin cowardice.”” Theodore' s attention wandered back to Grell. Hetried to givetherod a
quick twirl, and accidentally thumped one of his guards with the spoon. The guard scrambled back,
tripping in his eagernessto get away.

Jg stared at Darnak, who blinked and turned his head. Darnak knew Jig had killed the princes. Why was
he—

“That'salie’ Relkasad.

Jg'schest went cold. Relkawastoo far away for him to stab, so he searched for something to throw at
her.

“*Jgisnocoward,” Relkacontinued. **He killed Straum himsdlf, and then—""

“* A goblin killed the dragon?’ Theodore |ooked genuinely amused. ‘* And how exactly did he



accomplish such afeat?’

Relkafolded her arms, apose familiar to most goblins who had endured one of her lectures. ** According
to‘TheSong of Jg,” he—""

Jg findly found something to throw. Grdl’s**poisoned’” crossbow bolt bounced off Relka s forehead.
She blinked and turned to Jig, her mouth compressed into a pouit.

Genevieve coughed and rubbed her neck. ‘*Much as|’d love to spend the afternoon listening to goblin
songs, do you think we could cleanse the poison from my body first? If nobody has anything better to do,
| mean.”’

“*Right. Poison.”” Darnak rubbed his hands together, which had the unfortunate effect of loosening his
blanket again. He stepped toward Genevieve, moving in aclumsy waddle. No doubt he was il
adjusting to being adwarf again.

““What were you thinking, coming in here before the area was secured? Are you really so eager to make
your brother an only child?’ Darnak squeezed between the goblins and soldiers until he was close
enough to touch Genevieve s hand.

“‘There were only three goblins.”” Genevieve' s cheekswerered. ‘' Hardly athreat.”’

“That' sthe kind of thinking that got your brotherskilled,” Darnak said. He dug through hisbeard to
retrieve aslver amulet. Either Theodore had restored the tiny silver hammer, or e se it had somehow
survived Darnak’ stransformation. ** Don't you worry, lass. Poison can be nasty stuff, but it's no match
for Earthmaker’ smagic.”

“* So can we execute thisone now?’ Theodore asked, pointing the spoon at Grell.

Genevieve waited for Darnak to finish, then turned to her brother. *“Idiot.”” She took a deep breath.

** She' sthe leader of the goblins. Kill her, and who' s going to surrender to us?’

Theodore dammed the spoon onto the edge of Grell’ s mattress, raising asmal puff of dirt. ** Asleader of
these goblins, you will surrender yourselvesto us. If you continueto resist, we will kill every last goblinin
these awful caves. Y our blood will seep into the earth, and your bodieswill be |ft to rot. Not one goblin
will beleft to—"

“*Shegetsthe point,” said Genevieve.

| il say we should kill them dl,”” Theodore muttered. ‘* Father never meant for you to—""

“*Father’ snot here. He charged me with Avery’ s defense, not you, remember?’

From the fury on Theodore sface, he most certainly did. *‘ Father only alowed you to take command of
that ill-gotten town because no self-respecting army would bother to attack it, even if—""

Grell groaned and lay back in her bed. **Would you mind going outside while you argue? | could usea
nap. Y ou’ re welcometo fight your way back in when you're finished.”

Genevieve and Theodore glared at one another awhilelonger. Eventually Theodore huffed and ssormed
out of the cave, followed by the elves.

““Y our strongest goblinswill comewith us”” Genevieve said, turning back to Grdll. ** The rest will remain
here, sedled within the mountain by the power of therod.”

“Why?’ Jig asked before he could stop himself. He wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry. He had sealed
the mountain himsalf, back when he first found the rod. Then, on Shadowstar’ s advice, he had opened
the cave again to keep the goblins from stagnating and dying in their isolation. Had he known what would
happen, he could have left the cave sealed off and saved everyone agreat dedl of trouble.

“*Part of their orders from the king was to make sure the goblinswouldn’t be athreat,”” Darnak said.
“*Only two ways to make that happen, and only one way that lets you keep breathing.”

Relka cocked her head. ** So you came onto our mountain, daughtered our warriors, broke into our lair,
attacked our chef, and ssomped into the chief’ s cave because we were athresat to you?’

Darnak shrugged.

“*Gather your strongest goblins,’” Genevieve said. ** Except for that chef. | get the sense she wouldn't be
quite as easy to control.”’

That was quite the understatement. When nobody responded, Genevieve shrugged. ** If you prefer, | can
let my brother give the order to kill you all.”

“*Can’'t you take the hobgoblinsinstead?’ Jig asked.



““Notime,’’ said Darnak. * Besides, hobgoblins are anasty lot. We were thinking you goblinswould be
easer to manage.”’

“* A difficult choice, we know,”” said Genevieve. ** For aleader to willingly surrender those under her
protection, or to—"’

‘*Make sure you take Trok. That sorry excuse for awarrior kegps trying to poison my beer. Better yet,
shove hisarse over acliff.”” Grdl cocked her head. *“Will you be passing any cliffs, do you think?’

They took Jig too, even though he was no more awarrior than he was an ogre. As Genevieve and the
others were tying up the biggest and the strongest goblins, Theodore seized Jg'sarm and tugged him
aong aswdll. **We should bring this one. He killed adragon, after dl. Surely he'sthe mightiest of
goblins.”’

““You aresuch achild,” Genevieve said, even though to Jig' s eye she was significantly younger than her
brother.

One of the eveslooped athin rope around Jig's neck and twisted atight knot, adding him to aline of
amog forty bound goblins. Jig found himsdlf at the end of theline, directly behind Trok. Hetried not to
breathe through his nose, but it didn’t help. The stench of Trok’ s sweat-soaked garments was so potent
Jg could tagteiit.

Maybeif hetold Genevieve and Theodore the truth about their brothers' deeths, they would kill him
quickly and get it over with.

Near the front, Braf leaned out and waved at Jg. Whatever he started to say turned into aloud squawk
asapassng df tugged the rope, yanking him back into line.

“Wait!"” Relkahurried out of the cave. She clutched her pendant with one hand. **Where Jig
Dragondayer goes, | go.”’

The ef glanced at Theodore, who shrugged. Soon Relka was bound behind Jig, close enough for himto
smell her breath. Relka had been dipping into Golaka s honey wineagain . . . which might explain why
shehad ingsted on following Jg.

The ef took her knife, then grabbed the pendant.

““No!"" Relkaclawed the ef’ swrigts, to no avail. A sharp tug to the side choked off Relka s protests,
and aquick flick of the knife severed the |leather thong.

“You'reanidiot,” Jgwhispered.

“Benot afraid,”’ Relkasaid. Sheraised her voice. ** Fellow goblins, thisis but atria of our strength.
Bdievein Shadowdtar, and he shall set usfree!”

Trok snarled and tugged the rope with both hands, pulling Jig off-baance. Jig lurched into Trok’ sfurs,
and then Relka crashed into Jig. Trok reached over Jg' s head to punch Relkain the middle of her
forehead. *“Last | checked, both of Shadowstar’ s mighty priests were right here tied up with the rest of
Us”’

Jg squirmed out from between them and spat in the snow. Trok’ s furs were shedding.
“They'regoingto eat us,’” Trok muttered. ** That’ swhy they wanted the mestiest goblins.”

Jg shook hishead. **Humans don't eat goblins.”’

Whatever they were going to do, Jig hoped it happened soon. Anything had to be better than Trok’s
amel and Relka s babbling.

Asif to prove him wrong, Relkabegan to sing.

‘*My Shadowstar isa glorious star.
He shines upon us day and night.
We are but worms before him.

He guides his goblins from afar,
Forgiving us our every slight.

We are but dung beneath him.”’

With asnarl, Trok shoved past Jig, looped the rope around Relka sthroat, and hauled her off the



ground. Relkakicked and squirmed, then dammed her head back into Trok’ schin.
Therewaslittle dack in the rope between goblinsto begin with, which meant Jg found himsdf pulled tight
againg Relkaand Trok asthey struggled. Relka s hed kept hitting Jg' s gut, and every time Trok shifted
hisweight, his elbow smashed Jg's spectacles againg hisface.

Where were the guards? Several of the humans were watching, hands on their wegpons, but they made
no move to intervene. The elves were looking up and down the line, bows ready. Asfor the other
goblins, they mostly appeared relieved. Not that Jig could blame them. Relka s hymnswere, in aword,
awful. Jg had heard this one severa times, and it only got worse, comparing goblinsto rotting mest,
vomit, and in the penultimate verse, hobgoblins.

Stll, shewas one of Shadowstar’ s worshipers, and the god had funny ideas about protecting Jg' sfellow
goblins. *“Trok, put her down.”

““You think just because these idiots worship you, that means you can run around giving me orders?’
Watery blue blood trickled down Trok’ s chin when he spoke.

“No.” Jg swallowed and pulled back asfar as his bondswould allow. He managed to twist far enough
that Trok’selbow hit himin the ear instead of the eye. ** Y ou think they’ re going to cut her body free
after you kill her? They think thisisatrick, adistraction so the others can escape. Look at the way

they’ re watching the rest of the goblins. Mogt likely, they’ Il leave Relkatied up, and we' Il haveto drag
her body aong to wherever it iswe regoing. Y ou might not mind hauling her weight, but | doubt the
other goblinswill appreciateit.”

Low mutters spread through the line, but Trok didn’t let go. Relka had turned a deep shade of blue,
amost purple, and her kicks were weaker.

“*Besdes, what do you think Golakawill do when we get back and she finds out you murdered one of
her kitchen drudges?’ Jig added.

That did it. Trok dropped Relkaasif she had sprouted lizard-fish spines.

“* Shadowstar’ swrath—'" Relka coughed and clutched her throat, then tried again. ** Hiswrath will smite
you like—"

“*Shut up, Relka,” said Jig. Thewind picked up, spitting snow at the goblins, and Jig shivered. He could
fed Smudge burrowing in his pocket.

What did the humans want? Darnak had said they were supposed to make sure the goblinsweren’'t a
threat. But if that was all they wanted, why drag the strongest warriors—and Jg—away before sealing
thelar?

Whatever it was, Jg was certain hewouldn't likeit.

They marched throughout the day, until the sun was little more than a scattering of red-orange light
through the trees. At first they had made their way through the trees, crossing back and forth down the
rocky, uneven ground of the mountain until the musclesin Jg' slegsfdt asthough they were onfire.

The most tortuous spot so far was a steep dide of loose stone, conveniently hidden by a blanket of snow.
Braf had been thefirst to stumble, but hisweight pulled the next goblin off-balance, and soon the entire
linewas tumbling down the hillside.

Hobgoblins could learn afew things abouit traps from this place.

Jg had taken some satisfaction in knocking the legs from benesth afew humans as he fell. Unfortunately,
they hadn’t stopped long enough for him to hedl his scrapes. The blood seeping from his ebow kept
dickingto hisdeeve.

The goblins stayed close to one another asthey walked, in part to keep from choking, but also for
warmth and reassurance. Jig had never explored more than an hour beyond the lair, and that had been
years ago, when he was fleeing from a bully named Porak. Most goblins spent aslittle time as possible on
the surface.

“‘| hate the outdoors,”” Jig muttered, shoving his handsinto his deevesfor warmth. The sound of the
branches humming in the wind conjured images of dragons and worse. The trees here were skeletd, their
dead leaves covering the ground to turn it even more treacherous. The clouds drifting overhead made him
fed asthough the ground were shifting beneath hisfeet.



Theworld was smply too big. Back homeinthelair, there were only so many caves and tunnelsto
explore. Out here, they could be going anywhere.

Eventudly they |eft the tree-covered stone of the mountainside for aroad of frozen mud. Even more
armed humans waited here. Most were tending to their horses.

Jg stared at the closest horse. He had never actually seen one before. Oh, adventurers would
occasiondly have an image of a horse painted on their shield or armor, and once the hunters had brought
back most of ahorsefor dinner. But living, breathing horses were very different.

For onething, they were alot bigger. And scarier. The closest had gray fur with white spots. Itseyes
were huge, and it bared arow of enormousflat teeth as the goblins limped forth from the trees. It pawed
theroad, and Jig redlized it wore aheavy piece of curved iron on itsfeet. No doubt to help it crush goblin
skulls

Most of the humans were aready climbing onto the horses. Theodore jabbed his hedsinto hishorse's
sdes, and the horse trotted to the front of the line. The elvesfollowed. They remained on foot, but
seemed to have no problem keeping up with the horse.

The goblins were dragged into the middle of the road. Soldiers rode on either Side, tugging thereinsto
keep their horses under control. Those horses were even bigger than tunnedl cats! A single one could
probably kill and eat half the goblins here.

Now, instead of tripping over treeroots and icy rock, Jig found himsdf tripping over rutsin the road and
frozen horse tracks. The horses also left other less savory signs of their passage. Some of those piles
must have been from the journey here, asthey were frozen hard as rocks.

Trok had dready thrown one at Relka s head.

Jg twitched hisears, trying to restore feding to the tips. He could hear Theodore joking with one of the
elves up ahead, though the wind kept him from making out their words. Genevieve rode behind, along
with another group of humans.

A low hooting sound made Jg jump.

““They’'regoing to feed usto the mongters,”” said one of the goblins.

“*I"'m doubting the owl would be interested in making amed of you.”” Darnak chuckled as hejogged to
catch up with the goblins. Thankfully, he had managed to find clothes. His trousers bagged out of the tops
of hisboots, and his shirttails hung down to his knees. He had twisted his beard into arope and tied a
knot in the end to keep it out of theway. Staring a Jig, he said, “* Keep your mouth shut and do what
you'retold, and you'll bedl right.”

Jg nodded. *‘But why did you tell them—""

““Mouth shut | said.”” Darnak shook his head and stopped walking, allowing the goblinsto draw away.
“‘Earsthe sze of saucers, and they ill don't listen.””

The sky was dark by the time Prince Theodore ordered ahalt. A yank on the rope punctuated hiscry.
“We'reherel

By now Jig had lost any sense of distance or direction. Even if he were to escape, he would never be
ableto find hisway back to thelair. Jg pulled to one side, trying to see past the other goblins, but it was
no use.

Genevieverodeto join her brother. Her horse was black, naturaly, al except aspot of white aboveits
front foot. Itstail flicked like awhip as she passed.

Jg cringed away from that tail, then turned around, trying to get a sense of their surroundings.

Black shadowsrose in the distance to either side. The road appeared to run through awide valey. Jg
sniffed, hoping the smell of the air would tell him more. All it told him was that Trok had worked up a
good, sour swegt over the course of the day.

The land immediately to either Sde of the road wasflat and clear of trees. Jg squinted at abulky shape
to the left. Could that be abuilding of some sort? Tdl, bulky animals stood in atight group to one side of
the building, letting out an occasiona moaning cry.

“*Get those goblins out of here,’” someoneyelled. ** They’ re scaring the cows!™’

“Welcometo Avery,” Darnak said astheline of goblins began to move again. He had made the entire



journey on foot, and he kept muttering about how it would have been so much faster with wings.

Up ahead, flickering torchesilluminated awooden wall that rose four times as high asagoblin. There had
to be some sort of platform near the top, supporting the soldiers who stood with spears and crossbows.
Thelight of the torchesturned them into flickering, ghostly figures. The platform waslow enough that only
the soldiers upper torsos could be seen. It was a bit disconcerting, watching al those half-soldiers
moving around to point their wespons down at the goblins.

Guards on the ground dragged open adoor that was nearly astal asthe entire wall. Theodore and
Genevieve were the first through. From where Jig stood, it looked as though they were steering their
horses into one another, each one trying to shove the other aside so they could be first into the city.
“What' s going to happen to us, Darnak?’ Jig asked, wiping his eyes. Hisvison kept blurring, and his
nose wouldn’t stop running. The cold had been making hisface leak al day, but the problem was even
worse here.

“*Genevieve meansto put you to work,”” Darnak said. **You' |l be hel ping fortify the town. Be careful.
Folks around these parts aren’t too fond of goblins.”

““Nobody’ sfond of goblins,’’ Jg said.

“Trueenough.” Darnak’ s arms twitched as he walked, and he kept shaking his backside. Was he sick?
It was only when he shook his head, fluffing out hisblack hair, that Jg recognized the movements. He
had seen birds do the same thing, twitching their wings and shaking their tailfesthers when they were
nervous. Darnak had spent far too long asabird.

But why would he be nervous? Darnak wasn't afraid of anything!

““What about food?’ Relka asked.

Farther up theline, Braf twisted around to add, ** And aprivy?’

“* Some blanketswould be nice,”” said another goblin.

“*“What about anice hot cup of lichen tea?’

“* And maybe some wood for afire?’

“I'll need anew pair of trousersif you don’t give usthat privy soon!’’

“That'senough,”’ bellowed one of the humans. He pointed his crossbow ét the line, and the goblinsfell
glent.

Jg blinked, trying to focus on the wal. Rather than thelogs or planks Jig had expected, the wall
appeared to be made of individua trees, growing so closely together that there was hardly afinger-width
of light between them. The branches had been cut away, except for the very top, where they grew
together into the bushy platform where the guards watched. And the bark appeared to be moving,
rustling likeaswarm of rats.

Jig sneezed, spraying the back of Trok’sfursin the process. Not that anyone would notice.

Asthey walked closer, Jg redlized it wasn't the tree bark that was moving. The trees were covered in
drooping ydlow flowers. Even the smdlest was aslarge as Jig' s hand. He sneezed again asthe sickly
sweet scent of the flowers overpowered even Trok.

“What isthisplace?’ Relkawhispered.

““Used to be an df town,”” said Darnak. ** There was a bit of a disagreement between the elves and the
humans about sixteen or so years back. They eventualy hammered out atreaty that gave thisvaley to
King Wenddl. It'snot al that comfortable for humans, but theland is great for farming. Unnaturd, the
way eves and plants get along. One of them pisses on arock, and the next day you' ve got a sapling.
Avery produces twice as many crops as any other town itssize. Of coursg, if you wander into the poison
ivy on the south side, you'll pray for aquick death. Vines asthick asyour finger. | suspect the elves
planted it ddliberately, as agoing-away present.

“*For the most part, the elves stay on their side of the border. But every oncein awhile, they try to
‘recruit’ ahuman to their way of thinking.”” Darnak scowled at Theodore as he spoke. **Humans are
suckersfor al that grace and so-caled wisdom. Not to mention the hair. Asif one of those pointy-eared
tree-lovers could grow a proper beard.”’

Darnak stepped aside as the goblins passed through the opening. The ground was softer here, covered in
rotting flower petas. The walls were two trees deep. Thick branches grew together overhead, and anest



of birds squawked angrily from behind the flowers.

Insde, awide path of snow-crusted wood chipsled through more living buildings. Everywhere Jg
looked, he saw vines and leaves and flowers of all colors and shapes. He wiped his nose again and
blinked to clear hisvison.

Genevieve dismounted from her horse. ** Take them to the stables for now. Bring food and water.
Blanketsaswadll. | didn’t drag thesefilthy creatures down here only to have them freeze.”

““What about that privy?’ Braf stood with hislegstightly crossed, and hisvoice was higher than usud.
Genevieveturned away. ‘‘ Bring a bucket.””

Jg had ahard timefaling adeep that night. Maybe it was the fact that nobody had bothered to untie
them, so every time Trok or Relka shifted in their deep, Jg choked. Or maybe it was the human food
they had been forced to edt.

The humans had brought two barrels. Thefirst contained hard, green, smelly things cdled pickles. He
had tried to feed some to Smudge, and the fire-spider grew so hot he nearly burned Jig's hand. The
dimy, hard vegetables smelled a bit like Trok. Hardly an appetizing aroma.

The other barrel contained grungy brown bulbs with white shoots sprouting from them like tentacles. The
humans cdled them potatoes, and they were cold, hard, and tastel ess.

Stll, after trying apickle, “‘tasteless” was a ggnificant improvement.

One of the horses snorted and shifted position. That was the redl reason Jg hadn’t dept. The goblins
shared the stables with at least thirty horses. Sure, the horses were penned in their stdls, but Jig doubted
those flimsy gates would stop them.

Thedry air coated Jig's mouth and nose, though at |east there were no flowersin here. He and the rest of
the goblins huddled together at the far end of the narrow wooden building.

Do you know why we're here? Jig asked.

Shadowstar’ s answer was anything but helpful. Probably because it’ s the only place in town big
enough to hold forty goblins.

“Jg?" Relka swhisper interrupted Jig' sretort.

“What isit?’

““Do you think they' re going to kill us?’

Jg closed hiseyes. ** Probably.”’

““Doyou think I'll get to meet Tyma ous Shadowstar when | die?’

Hedidn't answer. If he said no, Relkawould spend the rest of the night praying and sSinging, trying to
prove hersdf worthy. And if Jg said yes, he had no doubt that Relkawould immediately provoke Trok
into killing her, just to hurry thingsadong.

Eventudly exhaustion overpowered fear. Jig didn’t deep comfortably, not with Trok’ s elbow wedged
into hisgut and Relka s kneesin his back, but he dept.

The clang of bellsripped him from adream in which elveslegped from the walls to shoot pickle-tipped
arrows at Jg and hisfellow goblins. Trok legped to hisfeet, nearly breaking Jg's neck in the process.
‘“‘Everyoneout!’’ The stable door swung open to revea the shapes of Genevieve and severd of her
soldiers. The bright sunlight made it impossible to discern anything more.

The horsesin their pens bared their huge teeth as the goblins passed. Those round eyes seemed to bore
right through Jg' s skin. Maybe that was the redl reason Genevieve had brought goblinsto Avery. They
had run out of horse food, and the horses were too smart to settle for pickles or potatoes.

““How are we going to fight them?’ Trok whispered.

Jg looked around, trying to see who Trok wastalking to. A tug of the rope yanked his attention back to
Trok. “*Me?’

Y ou're the dragondayer, right? Y ou’ re the one who fought al those pixies.”” Trok glanced at
Genevieve. ** So how areyou going to kill thislot?”

Technicdly, Jg hadn't redly killed the dragon. And while he had fought pixies, most of the goblinswho
had accompanied him in that battle hadn’t come back.

“Notaking,” Genevieve said, saving him from having to come up with aresponse. She waked aong



the line, studying each goblin. Behind her, severa men handed out more potatoes. Another dipped water
from abarrel, offering each goblin adrink. These were no soldiers. They were unarmed, and their wide
eyes barely blinked as they watched the goblins.

Other humans watched from windows and doorways. Those who passed walked faster, either staring at
the goblinsor averting ther eyes.

Theroads dl seemed to stretch out from the center of town, with smaler paths between them. They
reminded Jig abit of branches growing from atree. Buildings and trees crowded together between the
roads. For the most part, the buildings appeared far younger than the trees. Many were wood and stone,
though afew seemed to be built into the base of the trees themselves. Those looked like miniature
versons of thewal surrounding the town.

A pair of children whispered and pointed from high up in one of the trees. An older man stood in his
doorway holding an ax. They were afraid. Were goblins so terrifying? The rope around Jig’ s neck was
clearly visbleto anyone.

A rough-shaven man dapped apotato into Jig’ s hand, and his sscomach clenched. He forced himself to
take a bite. He picked one of the bitter sprouts from between histeeth. The white sprouts were the only
part of the potato with any flavor, but Darnak had mentioned that they were aso toxic. It figured.
Genevieve kicked her horse, yanking thereinsto lead it back toward the gate. The goblins gagged down
therest of their food as armed guards escorted them out of the city after Genevieve.

There she did down and drew aknife. Before she could speak, the horse butted its head into her
shoulder, knocking her into the wall. Then it stepped past her and began to chew one of the flowers.
““Stop that.”” Genevieve reached up to tug the reins, then swore as the horse nipped her arm.

Theodore laughed as he rode his own horse dongside hers. Most of the elves rode behind him. Like the
elves, Theodore rode bareback, though he till used reins. *‘ If Windstorm istoo much to handle, I'm sure
we could find you amore suitable mount. | believe | saw an old mulein one of the farmhouses.””

‘I believe | see oneriding horseback with the elves,”” Genevieve shot back.

Even their insults brought back memories of Barius and Rydind.

Genevieve handed thereinsto Darnak and stepped to thewall.

“Thisisstedthorn. It'san ef tree”” She wrapped her fingers around the base of aflower, pulling the
petas out to expose the brown stem. She placed her knife at thetip of the stem. The flowers must have
been tougher than they appeared, because it took severa hard tugsto cut through.

She dropped the petals and wiped her hand on her trousers. ** Each of you will be given aknife” She
tossed hersto the nearest goblin, who immediatdly tried to cut himsdlf free. When the rope wouldn’t
budge, he shrugged and lunged at the princess.

An arrow pinned hisrear foot to the ground. He screamed as he fell, and the knife dropped into the
Sow.

Genevieve picked it up. ** Use your knife on anything but these flowers, and one of my brother’ s pet
elveswill put an arrow through your throat.”” She pointed to the top of the wall, where adender figure
waved hisbow in saute.

“*So you captured goblin warriorsto fight flowers?”’ Trok asked.

Genevieve shrugged. *“If you prefer, | can find other usesfor you. Y our bodies could fertilize thefidds.”
Jg sudied the stem where Genevieve had cut away the flower. Thin, reddish-brown leaves had dready
begun to curl tightly around the sem. Smdller thorns covered the outside of the leaves.

“Every flower must be cut,”” said Genevieve,

Jg dared a the wdl. The flowersin front of him were too many to count, and the wall stretched onto
surround an entire town. Not to mention how high they grew.

“* A waste of time,”” Theodore shouted as he rode his horse to the gate. He pulled the Rod of Creation
from hisbelt and held it overhead. He till hadn’t bothered to take the metal bowl off the end of the
spoon. “‘| take my leave of you, dear Sister. While you play with your pet goblins, Father and | shall
protect our kingdom once and for al.”’

“* And while you play with your rod, dear Brother, | shall restorethiscity.”

Severa of the goblins snickered. Theodore pointed therod at the nearest, but that only caused the goblin



to laugh louder.

“‘That’senough you two.”” Darnak walked right past the prince’ s horse, completely unafraid of those
enormous hooves. *“ Teddy, you need to be getting yoursdlf to Skysdale. Y our father’ s expecting you.
Genevieve, stop posturing for the goblins and put them to work aready.”’

Y ou overstep your bounds, dwarf,”” Theodore said, wrenching at the reinswith one hand. Jig watched
him closdly. If he dropped therod, Jig could try to grab it, and . . . his shoulders dumped. Therod could
only affect one person a atime. He could transform the prince into aworm, and then Genevieve and the
humans and eveswould dl take turnsdicing Jg into worm food.

Darnak pulled adightly wrinkled red fruit from his pocket and held it up for Genevieve' shorse. My
oathisto your father, boy.”” Hewaved thefruit in the air, and the horse camed enough to pluck it from
Darnak’ s hand. Darnak chuckled and grabbed a silver flask from another pocket. He took a deep
swalow. ** Get on with you. EIf steeds or no, you' ve along ride ahead of you.”’

“*The dwarf speaksthetruth,”” Theodore shouted. He turned his horse around so he faced the smdll
crowd. *‘I shal return, good people, with tidings of victory. Saillienth é traseth!””’

Darnak choked on hisdrink. ‘*Begging Y our Highness' pardon, but are you sure you don’t mean
Aillienth é trathess?‘ Victory and honor’ isthetraditiona elvish battle cry. Not thet there' sanything
wrong with *Victory and bacon,” mind you.”’

““Comemy friends,’” Theodore said, hisfacered. *‘Alléal’”’

Jig doubted human ears would have picked up Genevieve' s muttered, *“ [l1éa, you twit.”’

By the time the sun reached the top of the sky, Jig was ready to collapse. He and the other goblins had
spent the entire morning cutting flowersfrom thewall. As he had guessed, the flowers were tough as
leather near the base. His hands were cramped and blistered, and sweat kept dripping onto his
spectacles. His nose was too stuffed up to breathe, and he sneezed every time he cut another steelthorn
flower.

Their only break from harvesting flowers had come when humans passed out rakes, ordering them to
drag the flowers off toward one of the farmhouses. There, some of the petals had been fed to fat,
lumbering beasts the men called cows.

Jig paused to wipe his nose and study thewall. They had begun to the left of the gate, and had cleared an
arearoughly thirty paces wide and one goblin high. Where flowers had grown, shiny thorned spikes now
covered the trees. Jig reached out to test one. It was surprisingly hard, considering how the leaves had
curled so easlly around the stlems.

‘*Have you figured out how to escape yet?’ Trok asked.

Jig shook hishead. ** This used to be an df town.”” He touched another of the spikes. “* These are the
same color asthe armor they wear. I’ m betting they’ Il be hard as metal by tomorrow. And asdeadly.”
“Let’sfind out.”” Before Jg could respond, Trok grabbed the goblin to his right and shoved him into the
wadl.

The goblin, awarrior named Rakell, screamed and stumbled back. Only afew of the spikes were hard
enough to pierce his skin. Puncture woundsin his chest and leg dripped blue. Several more of the spikes
had broken away from the tree, leaving 00zing wounds in the bark. Jig touched the sap, which was dick
asoil. Anyonewho tried to climb the wall would either impale themselves, or e se the thorns would bresk
away. The sgp would causethemto dip and fall.

“What'sdl thisruckus?’ Darnak asked. He and some of the humans were rolling anow-familiar barrel
through the snow.

Trok snarled at the sight. *‘If they try to give me one more pickle, I'm going to beat them dl to deasth with
it

Jg turned back to thewadll. A smdll beetle crawled out of the bark. Jig smashed it with histhumb, then
dropped the bug into his pocket for Smudge. At least one of them would eat a decent medl today.
Rakdl finaly recovered enough to punch Trok in the face. Trok snarled and grabbed Rakell by the
throat. Goblinsto either sde sumbled, their ropes pulling them into the fight. Jg found himsdlf pressed
againg Trok’ sfurs, close enough to redlize that what |ooked like a degth-bite on Rakell’ sthroat was



actualy Trok whispering to the other goblin.

With ashout, Trok shoved Rakell away, toward Darnak. Rakell raised hisknife.

The human who had been helping Darnak with the barrel leaped away. Darnak smply waited.

An arrow buzzed from the top of the wall and punched through Rakel’ sthroat. Darnak plucked the knife
from Rakell’shand ashefdl. A second goblin flung himsdf a Darnak, who caught him by thearm. A
quick punch sent the goblin staggering back with one fang missing.

The goblins stopped moving. Darnak tucked Rakel’ sknifeinto hisbdlt. ** Anyone eager to join this poor
wretch?’ He nudged Rakdll with hisfoot.

Nobody moved.

“Right,”’ said Darnak. He turned his attention back to the barrel. *‘ Then it’s pickles and cheese for
lunch.””

““What about Rakell?’ Relka asked.

““I don't imagine he' Il be having much of an appetite,”’ said Darnak. ** Or did you mean the ropes? You'll
have to wait for the @f to untie him. It takes a specid touch to unknot an elven rope.””

““No,” said Relka. **What are you going to do with the meat?’

Darnak shook his head and muttered, ** Goblins.””

He and the human passed out the food. The morning’ s hard work had given Jig enough of an appetite
that pickles sounded almost palatable. Almost. Jig accepted a pickle and arock-hard lump of white
cheese.

“‘Darnak, what is everyone afraid of 7’ he asked.

The dwarf shook hishead. ** Earthmaker willing, nothing at dl.”’

Trok crunched into hispickle. “* Y our princess wouldn't be worried about preparing thiswall unless she
expected to need it. She's planning for an attack.”’

Jg turned to stare a the bigger goblin. That was moreinsghtful than he expected, coming from Trok.
Darnak took asted flask fromingde hiscloak. ** His mgesty the king sent Genevieve here a her own
request. Restoring Avery isone of her pet projects. There' snot alot for a princess to do around the
palace, you understand.”’

The dwarf’ s breath a one was enough to make Jig fed tipsy. He didn’t remember Darnak drinking so
much before. Thisdidn’t smell like dwarven ae, though. Morelike. . . old leaves.

“*Theodore talked about tidings of victory,”” said Jig. ** Victory agains who?’

“*Orcs,”’ said Relka. Everyone turned to stare. *When you dragged usfrom the lair, | heard Theodore
boasting about how many he'dkill.””

““Idiot boy,” Darnak muttered, too low for human ears.

Jgand Trok stared a one another. How had Jig not heard about the orcs? Oh, wait, that would have
been when Jig had been clutching his ears, wondering if the pain of ripping them off would be better than
the pain of Relka shymns.

“Aye’”’ sad Darnak at last. “*Not only orcs. Billathe Bloody has got goblins, too. Goblins and orcs and
worse. Thousands of mongters, dl marching thisway. All of them after killing everyonein their path.”

“*Is Genevieve going to make us fight Billa sarmy?’ Jig asked.

“Avery’sapoor target.”” Darnak took another drink, then waved hisflask at the distant rise. **We're
right on the border of the king’ slands, and there’ sno real strategic advantage to taking the town. The
early snowfdl would only make things messier for an attacking army. Wendel’ s men would sweep down
from the valley to crush her. Billa stoo smart to lead her forcesinto such adaughter.”” He Stared at the
ground. *‘In part, Wended sent his daughter here because it’ slikely safer than the palace itself. Not that
the paaceisin any true danger, mind you.”’

He had barely looked at Jig at all. How odd. Goblins never took their eyes off each other. Theinstant
you stopped paying attention, that was when you' d take aknife to the gut.

“Darnak, what' s going to happen to uswhen wefinish thewall?* Jig asked, his voice soft.

“‘Don’t you worry about that.”” Darnak took another drink, then stood to go.

Jg grabbed hisarm. It was like grabbing rock. Two yearsasabird hadn’t softened Darnak at dl. ** Tdll
me”



Darnak sighed and tugged the end of his beard. He glanced back at the town, then nodded. ** Aye,
you've earned asmuch.”” Hedug into his shirt and pulled out histiny silver hammer. He twisted free of
Jg'sgrip, and hisown fingers clamped around Jg' sarm. Before Jig could break free, Darnak rapped the
hammer on hisforehead.

Jgyeped. It was asif his skull were abdll that wouldn’t stop clanging. He pressed his ears, but the
sound came from within.

“* Earthmaker’s Hammer,”” Darnak said. He tucked the necklace away, then nodded toward the other
goblins. Every last one of them was scowling at Jg, earsflattened againgt their heads. *“ 1t saminor spell,
but useful when you prefer abit of privacy. They’ll hear nothing but the blows of his mighty hammer.”
Relka s mouth moved, but Jg couldn’t make out the words. Trok said something aswell. He started to
reach for Darnak, and then Relka pointed back toward the town. Probably reminding Trok of the elf and
his bow.

“*Y ou have to understand, Jig. King Wendd lost two sonsto you goblins”’ Darnak pulled atin cup from
apouch at hiswaist and poured adrink for Jig. **He would have marched hiswhole army into your
tunnelstwo years ago, but we couldn’t find the entrance.”’

Jig fdt amoment’s smugness as he sipped hisdrink. He had been right to sedl the entrance after all.

And then he felt nothing but a burning sensation on his tongue. He doubled over, dropping the cup ashe
coughed and scooped snow into his mouth.

“‘Elf beer,” said Darnak. *‘ Potent stuff, but it tasteslike the trees’ own piss.”’

Jg shuddered. Histonguefelt asif it had grown alayer of mold. **What' s going to happen to us?’
““Wende decreed that any goblins found anywhere in the kingdom were to be executed on the spot.
Genevieve managed to get around that law because she needed the extramuscle, but once thework is
finished...”

Earthmaker’ s hammer pounded away as Jig stood there, staring. He wasn't surprised, exactly. Rather, he
was more surprised the humans hadn'’t killed him and the other goblinsdready. ** So if we comeinto their
kingdom, they have permission to hunt and kill uslike we re nothing but animals?’

“Wdl, no.”” Darnak took another drink. ** The king has laws limiting the hunting of animalsto certain
places and times, and protecting—"’

“But we didn't want to come into your stupid kingdom! Y ou tied us up and dragged us. Y ou can’t kill
usfor being somewhere we never wanted to be. That’s—"’

“‘Easy, Jg.”” Darnak glanced at the other goblins. By now they had figured out that Darnak and Jig were
the source of that awful noise. If it continued much longer, afew arrows wouldn’t be enough to stop them
from ripping the dwarf gpart. ** 1t wouldn’t have mattered anyway, lad. That mountain you cal homeisa
part of Wendd'’ s kingdom too.”’

“*Our mountain?’ Jig Stared.

““Wendd'’s, according to the treaty he signed with the elves.”” Darnak pointed to the other side of the
vdley. ‘‘Herules everything up to the top of those hills”

That was too much. ** No matter where we go, they’ Il kill us.”’

“‘That' s about the Size of it. The story of Barius and Rydind has spread. Everyone knowsthey were
killed by goblins, and they’ re none to happy about having you on their lands.”” Darnak pressed the flask
into Jig’'shand. It was surprisingly heavy. *‘ Forged that flask myself, with Earthmaker’ s help. Y ou need it
morethan | do.”

Jg nodded.

““You killed Barius and Rydind, but you aso saved our lives. Y ou spared me, and I’ ve not forgotten
that. I’ ve done my best to convince Genevieve to be merciful. Theredl trick is persuading her father. The
royd children have skulls of granite, it’ strue, but they come by that honestly.”

““Can'tyou let usgo?’

Darnak shook his head. **I’m sworn to obey. Besides, there' s no place to go. Theodore used the rod to
sed your lair.”

Jg could have wept. Without the rod, he could never go home again. And Theodore had taken the rod
deep into the human kingdom, where everyone would kill Jg as soon aslook at him. Though that redly



wasn't anything new. Hewas agohblin, after dl.

“*Grant me time to work on Genevieve,’ Darnak said. *‘ She' sabit odd, that one, but she's got more
control over her passonsthan her father. A bit too much control, redlly. Takes after her mother that way.
If I can convince her it’sin her best interest to keep you goblinsaive—""

“Why would it bein her best interest?’ Jig asked.

Darnak snorted. *“If | knew, I’ d be halfway there.”” He clapped his hands, and the ringing of
Earthmaker’ sHammer faded, to be replaced by the cursing of angry goblins.

“*—with hisown beard,”” Trok was saying.

““What about Jig?’ asked another.

“*Jig doesn't have abeard,” said Braf. Trok and the other goblin both shook their heads.

Darnak raised hisvoice. **May the gods watch over you, Jg.”’

““They do,” Jig whispered. *‘But it never seemsto help.”’

| resent that, said Shadowstar.

Jg didn’'t answer. He turned around, studying the scattered farms, and the woods beyond.

So you plan to run away, do you?

Running away is a proud goblin tradition, Jg said.

So is getting shot by elves.

Jg glanced at Rakell’ s body, then looked back at the wall. Only one df, but there were other humans
there. Not to mention the soldiers and their spears and swords. The knife he had been given to cut
flowers was better than the old kitchen knife he used to carry, but it still wouldn’t do much against trained
warriors.

““What did the dwarf say?’ asked Relka. Trok and the other goblins crowded around him, curiosity
overpowering their annoyance.

Jig took adrink from Darnak’ sflask and forced himsdlf to swalow. “*‘Hesaid we'redl| goingto die.”
CHAPTERS3

Fleeing to the realm of the mortals was a desperate move, but it almost worked.

Almost.

Tymalous Autumnstar had made it halfway across the world before Noc’ s attack struck him from
behind, driving himto the ground. How long ago had it been? The black streaks of lightning that
racked his body made it difficult to track the passage of time.

Surely when even the victim had grown bored of the torture, it was time to move on.

The desert sands where Autumnstar lay helpless had been transformed into irregular spikes and
blobs of hot glass. Noc could have followed him and finished the job long ago, but to manifest in
the real world would make him vulnerable, just asit had with Autumnstar. Noc was being
cautious, mindful of another trick. Autumnstar approved, even though he was far too weak for
tricks. Every time another streak of blackness shot down upon him, he grew weaker.

Noc was a boring killer. There was no banter, no gloating, nothing but lightning. Was it so much
to ask that he at least vary his attacks? Pillars of fire would be a nice change, or maybe the sand
could whirl in a blinding storm, each grain ripping at his skin. For a god of death, Noc showed
very little imagination.

Between blasts, something tickled Autumnstar’ s awareness. A sand lizard, one of the tiny
ancestors of the dragons, stood at the edge of the glass crater. The lizard’ s crest and wings were
raised aggressively. He was probably hoping for a precooked meal.

Autumnstar and his fellow gods had often contemplated whether they were truly immortal, but
not once had they stopped to consider whether or not they were edible.

Pressure built in the air as Noc readied another assault. Autumnstar closed his eyes and dropped
his defenses, gathering what little power he had.

Jagged blackness cracked the sky, and then all that remained was the burned, lifeless body that
had been Tymalous Autumnstar . . . and a lone sand lizard that scurried away as quickly asits
squat little legs would take him.



Another goblin died by the time Jg finished his pickle. This one had managed to loop the rope around a
human’ sthroat.

The human leaned againgt the pickle barrdl, shaking and touching his ear, asif to assure himsdlf it was il
there. Jig dmodt felt sorry for him. First agoblin had nearly killed him, and then an elf had shot an arrow
past hisfaceinto that goblin’ sthroat.

On the other hand, this was the human who had hel ped Darnak inflict another round of pickles on the
goblins, which did away with Jg’'s sympathy.

Jg hooked afinger through the rope, tugging it away from hiswindpipe. The ropewasthin and light, but
not even Trok was strong enough to bresk it. Their knives did nothing. Trying to loosen the knot only
resulted in broken claws. The eves could work the rope asif it were nothing but string. But Jig would
have to cut off his own head to escape the bonds.

He had kept that last thought to himself, not wanting to give the othersidess.

“What'syour fire-spider doing?’ Relka asked.

Jg stared. Smudge despised the snow, but he had crept out of Jig’'s pocket and crawled down to the
ground, climbing onto the edge of the cup Jig had dropped, the one with the elf beer. Apparently the
dwarf had forgotten about it.

Six of Smudge' slegs clung to the rim and handle. Smudge’ s head and forelegs disappeared into the cup.
““Maybe he' sthirsty?’

Back at the lair, fire-spiders would sometimes drink the muck the goblins used to fuel their lanterns and
fire pits. The only problem was if an unwary goblin happened to startle one of the spidersin midfeast. On
the other hand, Golaka never complained about precooked mest.

Smudge was il drinking. Compared to muck, éf beer might be dmost palatable. Better than pickles, at
any rate.

“‘Back towork,”” shouted one of the humans. He waved his spear at the goblins, then grabbed the end
of the rope from the snow. Severa of the goblins snarled, but nobody tried to fight.

Jg grabbed the cup and reached in to brush the bristly hair on Smudge' s back.

A puff of blue flame shot from the cup, singeing Jg' sfingers. Smudge tried to turn around to see who had
touched him, and ended up faling headfirgt into the cup. Jig squatted long enough to stick his burned
hand into the snow.

Smudge looked as sheepish as it was possible for a spider to look. He climbed dowly out of the cup and
onto Jig'swrist. There, al eight eyes stared up at Jig. Smudge continued to stare, even as he toppled
dowly into the snow. Jg hastily scooped him up with the cup. *“ How much of that ef beer did you
drink?’

Smudge curled hislegsto hisbody. Steam rose from his back.

The humans swapped their knivesfor rakes, and Jg joined the other goblinsin dragging another pile of
flowers away from the wall. He carefully returned Smudge to one of the larger pocketsin his cloak,
tossing the empty cup away.

Jg worked with the other goblins, faling into an easy rhythm. Rake, then sneeze. Another sweep of the
rake, then wipe his nose on his shoulder. If he stayed much longer, these flowers would be the end of
him.

The humans directed them to a different farmhouse on the opposite side of the road. From here, Jig could
see other humans working on the wall beyond the gate.

Jg dowed his efforts as they neared the farm, raking with one hand.

““No dacking, runt,”” Trok snarled. To his other sde, Relka gave him a curious glance, but said nothing.
With his other hand, Jg reached in to retrieve Darnak’ s flask. Before he could do anything, Trok
snatched it away and unscrewed the top. ** Y ou’ ve been holding out on us!™”

Jg Sarted to protest, then changed his mind.

“Paugh!’”’ Trok spat. ** Tastes like something that came from the wrong end of a carrion-worm!”’

Jg fought agrin as he took the flask from Trok, then poured abit of elf beer onto the rope. He did the
same on his other side, then put the flask away and grabbed Smudge.

“*Hey, what are you doing?’ Trok grabbed Jg'sarm. His claws poked right through Jg' s deeve, until it



fet asif they were gouging the bone beneath. *“ If you' re going to escape, you' re taking me with you.”’
“I can’'t,” Jg sad. Freeing himsdf would dso free Relka, since she wastied to the rope behind him. But
that couldn’t be helped. And the longer he stayed, the more likely someone would notice. Already the
human farmer was walking out with his pitchfork, either to help move the flowers or to protect himself
from the goblins, Jgwas't sure.

““Youwon't get far with abroken arm, either,’” said Trok.

Jgtriedtotug free, but it wasno use. *‘Fine,”’ hesaid. ** Give me your rope.”’

There was a choked squawk from the next goblin as Trok pulled his own ropeinto Jg' sreach. Jg
poured a bit more beer over the rope, then grabbed Smudge. He wasn't even certain this would work.
He placed Smudge on the rope.

Smudge listed to one Side, faster and faster, until he swung down to dangle upside down from the rope.
One pair after another, hislegs gave way, and he dropped into the snow.

Jg picked him up again. Smudge promptly scrambled up Jg' sdeeve and set it onfire.

“*Stop that,”” Jg hissed. He patted himsalf out, and Smudge fell again. **No more df beer for you,”” Jg
muttered.

By now, the other goblins had dowed in their efforts so they could watch Jig. They didn't redize what Jg
wastrying to do, but a drunken fire-spider was more entertaining than anything else they had seen since
leaving thelair.

““Make himfdl off theropeagan,” sad Braf, grinning.

Jg wrapped his hand in the edge of his cloak and grabbed Smudge from the snow. He took the
beer-soaked rope and yanked it down, choking Trok in the process. When he lifted the rope again, it
burned with amerry blue flame.

“*Smdlslike burned hair,”” Trok complained.

Jig said nothing. Next to Trok’s own stench, the burning rope was almost pleasant.

Trok grabbed the rope on either sde and pulled. The rope snapped. With atriumphant snarl, he flung his
rake into the snow.

“Wait,”” Jig shouted. **We're il tied together!™”

Trok began to run, dragging Jg and Relka behind him. Jg barely managed to get Smudge back into his
hood. He hoped Smudge didn’t set it on fire.

If any of the humans had missed Jig' s attempted escape, the cheering of the other goblinstook care of
that.

“*Get past the farmhouse,”’ Jig shouted.

Trok veered away from the farmer and his pitchfork. The farmer did the same, fleeing in the opposite
direction. Jig grinned as he struggled to keep up with Trok and Relka.

He craned his head to look behind. Severa humans were running after them. The lead human tripped as
arakeflew into hislegs. Braf turned to Jig and waved.

The farmer was running back toward the town, shouting. Shouting to the elf onthewall. Jig squinted,
trying to see through the smeared lenses of his spectacles.

The df only needed to shoot one of them. Dragging the dead weight of a dead goblin would dow the
other two enough for the humansto catch them. Jg watched asthe ef drew an arrow from hisquiver.
Jg grabbed the rope on ether side of his neck, then lifted both legs from the ground. Hefell, and hisfull
weight yanked the rope, choking Relkaand Trok. They collapsed on top of him.

Trok swore. **What are you—7?"’

An arrow thumped into the snow just ahead of them.

“*Praise be unto Shadowstar,” Relkawhispered.

“*| don't see Shadowstar down here, dodging elf arrows,”” Jig muttered. He crawled toward the
farmhouse, craning his head to watch the distant figure on thewall. The ef would be mad now. They
didn’'t liketo miss. Jig waited, trying to hear over the shouting and his own gasping breeth. Thereit was,
the sharp twang of another shot.

Jg pulled out Darnak’ sflask and turned it over, gripping it in front of histhroat with both hands.
Theimpact flung him back into the snow, but by now they were dmost to the farmhouse. Trok and Relka



hauled him the rest of the way, ducking behind the corner of the building as another arrow buzzed past.
““How did you dothat?’ Relkaasked. She plucked the dented flask from Jg'shands. *‘It’ slike you
knew exactly where the arrow was going to hit. Did Shadowstar bless your vision so you could seethe
future?’

Jg shook hishead. He was till gagging from being dragged through the snow. **No sdf-respecting df is
going to shoot someonein the chest, not if they can make aharder shot to the neck.”” He glanced at the
dented flask and shivered. Darnak made agood flask. This thing was thicker than armor.

“Atleast | grabbed thearrow,”” Trok said, grinning. Thetip was bent from the impact.

“*Good,”’” said Jig. Hetugged Trok around. ** Y ou can useit to fight the humans with their swords and
axes.”

Trok’ sgrin disappeared. Goblins weren't the smartest warriors, but even he knew better than to take on
armed humans with nothing but asharp stick. He handed the arrow to Jig.

As soon as Jig recovered enough to stand, they were off again. They made for the trees, keeping the
farmhouse between themsdves and the dif.

It didn’t stop the df. Arrows continued to arch over the roof, landing disturbingly close. **Unfair,” Jg
complained as another arrow hissed past hisear.

And then they were shoving past branches and sumbling over roots and low-growing plants. A branch
sngpped into Jg' sface, making him yelp.

Trok grinned. Ddliberately, he reached out to bend another branch. Jig ducked, and this one hit Relka
instead. Then Trok ran face-first into atree.

“*Concentrate on running away,”’” Jig said. Trok grunted his agreement as he rubbed his jaw.

One of their pursuers shouted, ‘‘ Their tracks go thisway!”’

“Tracks?’ Relkaasked.

Jig looked back. The snow was thinner here, little more than awhite crust sprinkled with falen leaves and
pine needles. But even Jg could see where he and his companions had gouged the snow with every step.
He kicked the snow, trying tofill in afootprint, but only made thingsworse.

“*Go deeper into thewoods,”” Jig said. ** There are more trees, so there' sless snow.”’

According to what Darnak had told him, thiswas the human side of the valley, which meant he didn’t
have to worry about crossing someinvisible boundary into df lands. For once, luck waswith him.

On the other hand, fleeing through ef-infested woods would at least have resulted in aquick desth.

Jg tugged the rope, leading Trok and Relkato along cluster of thorn plants. He tore his cloak and
scraped his hands on the way through, but hopefully the thorns would s ow the humans, too.

““Don’'t let them escape!’” That was Genevieve. Jig cocked his head, aiming his good ear at the sound.
He heard hoofbests, but he guessed shewas till at the edge of the woods. He sill had trouble judging
distances and sounds out here in the open, though.

** She never should have brought those mongtersinto our town to begin with.”’

Jg swore under his breath. That voice wasfar closer than Genevieve' s. Jig was dlill thinking like he was
back in the lair, assuming the humans would have to follow the same route the goblins had taken. But
there were no tunnd walls here, and the humans had spread out. They could send an entire line sweeping
through the woods to make sure they didn’t missthe runaway goblins. They had probably even avoided
those stupid thorns.

He didn't know how many of the humanswere soldiers, but it was agood bet they al had better
wegponsthan Jig'slone arrow.

He could hear two sets of footsteps closing in from the left. ** Under here,”” Jig whispered, hurrying
toward asmal stream. The water was frozen save for athin tricklein the center. There were fewer trees
here, but one was afat pine with branches sagging to the ground. Jig crawled beneath the branches, then
waited while Trok and Relka crowded in behind him. Jig reached out with one hand to smooth the pine
needles the best he could.

““Where' d you go, Samuel?’ shouted one of the humans,

‘* Stopped for arest.’”’

Jg gripped the arrow with both hands. He could see the second human, Samudl. Hislegs, at least.



Samue had stopped |ess than astone' s throw from their hiding spot. He rested hisweight on alarge,
double-headed ax.

Trok pressed something cold and scaly into Jg's hand.

“What' sthat?’ Jg whispered, once he regained control of his breathing.

“*Finecone. | thought you could pour more of that elf pisson it and set it on fire, then maybe throw it at
the humans.”’

Y ou want me to use flaming pinecones againgt humans and their axes?’ Jig barely stopped himslf from
shoving the pineconein Trok’ s ear. Only the knowledge that Trok would probably est Jg'sarmin return
stopped him.

‘| got theideafrom astory. Apparently there was this great wizard, and—"’

“* And the best he could do was set pineconeson fire?” Jig bit hislip as the humans moved closer.
“*Think they took to the stream to hide their tracks?’ asked one.

Jg grinned. That was aclever idea. Though knowing hisluck, he' d dip on the ice and break hisknee.
“*“Who cares?’ said the other, Samudl. ** If you ask me, we should cut them all loose. Better yet, take the
axesto them. My little girl had nightmares al through the night after seeing those mongters.”’

““| hear they eat their young.”” Thefirst human tromped closer.

“Only if they can't get ours,”” Samue answered. ** And you' d better mind your wife, Virgil. Y ou know
how goblinslugt after human women.”’

Jg glanced at Trok, who grimaced. How could any self-respecting goblin be attracted to a human femae
and her tiny ears? Not to mention their flat teeth and pasty skin.

“*Genevieve' smad, bringing them here. Who knows what kind of diseasethey’ re carrying? My cousin
Frederik knew a man whose sister’ s husband got his arm scratched by a goblin. The wound spread, and
they had to take hisarm at the shoulder.”’

Diseases? Well, there was that toenail fungus Jig had been fighting. Shadowstar’ s magic hel ped, but the
yellow gunk kept coming back. He didn’t think the humans could catch that, though.

‘I hear if they bite you, you turn into one of them.”’

Samue smacked his companion on thearm. ** That’ swolfmen, you idiot.”

“‘Doesn’t matter. I’m not losing my arm to some stinking goblin.”’

Jg hoped that was merely afigure of speech. If the humans could smell Trok from there, the goblinswere
as good as dead.

“‘Forget this”” Samue cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, ** No sign of the goblins. We're
heading back.”’

Jg couldn’t believeit. Even as the humans turned and hurried back through the woods, he kept peeking
around, waiting for an df to pop out of atree and shoot them.

“Why arethey leaving? ' Relkawhispered.

Jg thought back to what Darnak had said. ** They’re afraid of us.’”” These weren't heroes or adventurers.
They were ordinary humans, and they had probably never seen agoblinin their lives before Genevieve
dragged them all to Avery.

It was like the tories the goblins used to tell about the Necromancer. Even though no goblin before Jig
had seen the Necromancer and survived, they il told tales frightening enough to make children cry.

In the Necromancer’ s case, most of those tales had turned out to be true, but that was beside the point.
The humanswere afraid of them!

““What do we do now?’ Relkaasked. ‘* Go back to thelair and rescue Grell and the others?”
“Wecan't,” Jigsaid. *‘ Theodore used the rod to sedl thelair.”” Not to mention he wasn’t sure how to
find hisway back. The woods and mountainswere al so big. Could you lead usto the lair?

Probably, said Tymaous Shadowstar. Where you'll be killed by whatever guards Theodore | eft
behind. Or if he left the lair unguarded, you can sit around and starve to death.

“What' swrong with him?’ Trok poked Jg in the neck.

“*Stop that,”” said Relka. ** He stalking to Tymalous Shadowstar. Y ou can tell, because hiseyes crossa
little, and sometimes he drools.”

You'll need help to save your people, Jig Dragonslayer.



Jgwiped hismouth. You mean Billa and her army of orcs and goblins. They could help usfight the
humans.

Shadowstar hesitated. This goes beyond the humans, Jig. Not once in my memory have orcs and
goblins come together like this. An army of monsters. . . something iswrong. Do you remember
when | warned you about the pixies?

| remember that you nearly got me killed!

Thisisworse.

Maybe this was why gods stayed on another plane of existence. If they stayed here in the mortal world,
their followers would be too tempted to punch themin theface. Of courseitis. | don’t suppose you' d
be willing to tell me exactly what you’ re worried about?

| would if | knew, said Shadowstar.

| hate you, you know.

Shadowstar didn’t answer.

Jg waited to make sure he could no longer hear the humans' voices, then crawled out from benegth the
tree. **Comeon,” he muttered. ** We can follow the stream, and—""’

Jg stopped. Far downstream, Genevieve sat on her horse, staring at them. She looked as startled as he
felt. Even as Jig watched, she kicked her horse into motion. So much for humans being scared of goblins.
He handed the arrow back to Trok, then pulled out Darnak’ s haf-empty flask. With shaking hands, he
poured the remaining beer over the pinecone.

“*| thought you said that was astupid idea,”” Trok said.

“Itis’’ Jgdropped the flask, twisted around, and snatched Smudge from his hood. He poked Smudge
with thetip of the pinecone.

Nothing happened. Smudge had falen adeep.

Genevieve had her sword pointed toward them as she charged. Toward Jig in particular.

“*“Wake up, you stupid spider!”” Jig blew in Smudge’ sface. Thefire-spider stirred. He took severa
tentative steps, then fell off the edge of Jg'shand. He dropped dowly, suspended by aslken linethat ran
from hisbacksdeto Jg'spam.

Jg thrust the pinecone into Smudge' sface. The pinecone burgt into flames. So did the line of web.
Smudge plopped into the snow, and Jig threw the pinecone as hard as he could.

Hewas aiming for Genevieve s cloak, but he had thrown too low. The pinecone was going to hit the
horse instead.

The horse reared back on hishind legs, and Genevieve tumbled to the ground.

Jg sucked on hishand. Smudge’ sweb had burned swiftly, like any fire-spider web. Jig could dready see
anasty blister wherethe line had stuck to hisskin.

Genevievetried to stand, then yelled and clutched her knee. She toppled onto her side, one hand holding
her knee, the other reaching for her sword.

Trok was dready dragging Jig and Relka toward the princess. He extended hisarrow like alance. Jg
wondered if he had learned the tactic from watching Genevieve s peoplekill goblinsthe sameway.
Genevieve reached her sword. A single swipe of her blade snapped the arrow in hdf, and then Jig was
wondering whether Trok’ s body was bulky enough to stop the backswing from hitting Jig, too.

Trok leaped back. Genevieve stretched far enough to dice hisarm, but the effort overbalanced her. She
ydled again, and tumbled dowly into the snow. Thistime she didn’t get back up.

Trok studied the broken arrow. Genevieve' s sword had cut cleanly through the wood, leaving anasty
point. With ashrug, Trok raised it overhead like aknife.

Jg grabbed the rope and pulled him back.

““What are you doing? " Trok said, gasping for air. He turned the broken arrow toward Jig.

** She'sfaking to lure you close enough to kill.”” Jig pointed to her hand. ** See? She' s till holding her
sword. And shefdl with her good leg bent, so she could push off and run you through.”’

““How did you know?’ asked Relka.

Genevieveturned her head. *“ Y es, how did you know?’

“| fdl downalot,” sad Jg. ‘I’ ve never landed as softly or comfortably asyou did.”



Trok grinned. ** Grest. Jg, help methrow Relkaat her.”

“What?’ Relkayeped.

“* Genevieve will stab her, but by the time she gets her sword free of Relka' sbody, | can kill her with my
fangsand arrow.”’

To hisshock, Relkamerdly nodded. ‘I it helpsto protect Shadowstar’ s chosen.”” She closed her eyes.
““May Shadowstar guide your fangs.”’

““Who?’ Genevieve sat back, shaking her head. **Never mind. Kill me, and every goblin a Avery will
be executed.”

Trok grinned, showing off hisfangs. ‘*But wewon't beat Avery.”’” He started to shove Relka at
Genevieve.

“Wait.”” Jg braced himsdf, yanking her back by therope. ** Princess, we can ether kill each other, or
elseyou can let us go and limp back to town. Darnak can fix your leg.”’

““If my brother were here, he would sooner die than bargain with agoblin.”

““Your brother isanidiot,” Jg snapped.

Genevievetilted her head. ** True enough.”’

“* And what would your parents say if they lost another child to the goblins?’

“*My mother would weep. Father would probably say something dong thelinesof ‘1 told you so.” And
then he' d spend the next month in mourning, wearing nothing but black and talking more about his dead
daughter than hedidin dl thetimeshewasdive.’” Still, Genevieve nodded, conceding the point. Goblins
paid no attention to parentage, but such things were important to humans and other surface dwellers.
““He hatesblack.”

““You wear black,”” Relka pointed ouit.

Genevieve dmogt smiled. *‘ It annoys my father.”’

“*Give usyour dagger,”’ said Jg. He glanced at Relkaand Trok, then added, ** And tell uswhereto find
Billasamy.”

Genevieve switched her sword to her Ieft hand, pulling her knife with her right. A flick of her wrist sent
the knifeinto the ground at Jg' sfest.

Jg clenched histeeth, hoping nobody had heard his frightened squeak. He grabbed the knife and diced
back and forth on the rope.

“*Did you redlly guide my brothers through the mountain?’

The knife dipped. Genevieve kept a sharp blade. Not sharp enough to cut ef rope, but more than
enough to dice deep into goblin flesh. Jig could barely fed the cut on his hand, despite the blood. * They
didn’'t give me much of achoice.”

““No, they wouldn't.”” Genevieve shook her head. “* To get so close. . . to actudly find the Rod of
Cresgtion, only to fall to goblins.”

“Wadll, therewerealot of goblins.” Jg glared a Relka, sllently begging her to keep her mouth shit.
““Did they fight wdll?’

“*Sure. Dead goblins everywhere. It took monthsto clean up themess.”” Jg cut himsdlf again, in dmost
exactly the same spot. A few moretries, and he should be able to completely sever his own thumb.

“Elf ropes,’” Genevievesad. ** The knifewill never get through them.”

“*It doesn’t matter. Smudge can do it once he' s sober.”” Jig pointed to the sheath on Genevieve s belt.
“*Could I have that, too? It' sawfully hard to carry aknife otherwise.”’

Genevieve shook her head as she tossed him the sheath. “* Billais on her way to Pottersville. Follow the
road to the west for five days, keeping to the base of the mountains.”” She studied the goblins. **Make
that aweek.”’

“*We'retaking your horse, too,”” said Trok.

“What?’ Jgdidn't know who said it firgt, him or Genevieve. He stared at the horse, which had
wandered a short distance away to munch asad, haf-frozen fern. Wasit hisimagination, or wasthe
horse watching him? The horse' stail twitched like awhip. ‘*We' d be safer on foot.”
““Horsesarefaster,’” Trok argued. *‘It' sbig enough to carry usdl. We could ridein comfort, like the
humans.”” He stared off into the distance. ** An ax in one hand, a spear in the other, cutting down anyone



who dared stand in my way. Anyone | missed, my warhorse would trample into the earth.”’

“Warhorse? ' Genevieve glanced a the horse. **Windstorm?’ Her face tightened. It dmost looked like
shewastrying not to laugh. **Only if you swesar to take proper care of him.”’

“Wedon't need ahorse,”’ Jig said. **We can—"

Trok grabbed the rope around Jig' s neck, choking Jig and Relkawith onetug. ‘* Come on. Y ou two go
around and distract him. I’ll sneak up and grab thereins.’”’

Genevieve grinned and moved out of theway. ‘* Windstorm can be alittle stubborn. If hewon’t run, al
you haveto do isdig those clawsinto hisear and twist.”’

Trok wasright about at least one thing. Windstorm did speed their progress. Not in theway Trok had
imagined, perhaps. . . .

“*He srunning back to theroad,” Relka caled. Jg groaned. His stomach had aready begun to cramp
fromadl of therunning.

“*Don't let him turn back toward thetown.”” Trok threw arock at Windstorm’'s head. He missed, but the
horse snorted and veered away. They were actualy making better time than Jig had hoped, running after
the horse.

Windstorm had crossed into afarmer’ s abandoned field, which was overgrown with dry, withered vines.
Dead, haf-frozen orange gourds the size of Trok’s head were scattered about like hobgoblin traps. No
matter how closaly Jig watched, he kept tripping over the rotting things. The toe of his boot was stained
orange from the last one he had kicked. Why would the humans work so hard to grow these things, only
to abandon them?

Cold flakestickled hisface, spotting hisvison. He glanced at the sky, remembering what he had heard
back at Avery. Snow had come early thisyear. Maybe they hadn’t meant to leave their plantsto die.
“Try togetinfront of him!"’ Trok crossed Jig' s path, trying to get behind the horse. *‘Keep him
distracted while | sneak up and grab thereins.”

Windstorm stopped to munch the plants at the edge of thefield. Either that or he was playing with them,
giving them the chance to catch up before darting off again. Just as he had waited for Jig to finish burning
through their ropes before running away. Jg was starting to think horses were even smarter than he had
redized. Thisone clearly intended to defeat his goblin foes by running until they passed out, at which
point Windstorm could consume their unconscious bodies at hisleisure.

Relka stepped into the road and raised her hands. ** In the name of Jig Dragondayer and his glorious god
Tymalous Shadowstar, | command you to halt!”’

Windstorm flicked histail and began to rdieve himself.

Trok crept up behind the horse. As Windstorm finished, Trok lunged. Hisfingers closed around the reins.
“1 caught him!”’

Jgwinced, waiting for Windstorm to bite Trok’ s nose off or smash his skull with one of those huge,
iron-shod hooves. But Windstorm only snorted.

“*“Help meinto the seat,’” Trok said.

Sowly Jg moved closer to the horse. Maybe Windstorm was waiting until al three goblinswere close
enoughtoKkill.

| think the humans called it asaddle,” Relkasaid.

Humans climbed into the saddles by putting one foot in the metal loop on the Sde and swinging their
bodies up onto the horses' backs. But humans had longer legs than goblins.

Trok solved the problem by punching Relkain the gut with hisfree hand. She dropped to her hands and
knees, and Trok put one foot on her back. Pushing himsalf up, he managed to swing his other foot into
the meta loop.

Windstorm trotted afew more stepsto eat another bit of snow-covered plant. Trok tried valiantly to hold
on, but therewas only so far hislegs could stretch. He squedled and fell onto the ground, still clutching
the reins with both hands.

Relka sfury dowly eased, giving way to amusement as they watched Trok dragged through the snow,
flopping about like a broken toy.



Trok tried to pull himself up and punch Windstorm in the head. But he had to release the reinsto swing.
In thetime it took to recover his balance, Windstorm trotted easily out of reach.

“*Stupid horse,”” Trok shouted.

Relkaglanced a Jig. *‘I'm Sarting to see why the princesslet ustake him.”’

Thistime, Trok threw himsdlf onto the saddle before Windstorm could move away. Trok scrambled to
hold on, kicking hisleg around and gripping the saddle with both hands. He straightened, and his
triumphant grin faded. In his haste, he had managed to seat himself backward.

“Aw, pixiefarts’” Trok said.

Before he could straighten himself out, Windstorm reared back on hishind legs. Trok tumbled into the
snow and dirt.

Windstorm’ swhinny sounded alot like laughter.

Goblinslike Trok lived by making sure everyone else was afraid of them. When that fear faded, he did
whatever it took to restore it. Apparently that went for horsestoo. Trok snarled and grabbed the front of
Windstorm’ s saddle. With his other hand, he stretched up to grab the horse' s ear.

“Wait,” said Jig. *‘| don’t know if you should—""

Windstorm squesl ed.

“*Hal Think you can best agoblin warrior, do you?’

The horse dammed hishead into Trok’ s chest. Given the size of Windstorm’s head, Trok flew back asif
he had been punched by an ogre. Windstorm snorted, then reached down to nip Trok’ s ear.
“Makehimlet go!’” Trok screamed, but Windstorm had dready released him. Jg didn’t blame him. If
Trok tasted asfoul as he smelled, Jig would have rather eaten plantstoo.

Trok grabbed his bloody ear with one hand. His other clenched into afigt.

“Trok, wait.”’

“What isit, runt?’ Trok pulled out his broken arrow. **Y ou think you get to give the orders, just
because you got lucky with those pixies?’

“*Andthedragon,” Relkasaid. ‘‘ And the Necromancer. Don't forget the old chief, Kralk. And the
hobgoblins. Also, he' sthe one who saved you from taking Genevieve s sword through the belly.
Persondly, if Jg Dragondayer told metowait, I'd ligten.”

Jg stepped back. From the look on Trok’ sface, the only thing stopping Trok from killing them all was
that he couldn’t make up hismind who to kill firgt.

“‘There are probably gtill some humans out looking for us,”’ Jig said. He was tempted to let Trok and
Windstorm work things out. But Trok would be more useful as an angry goblin warrior than asablue
smear of dushin somefarmer’ sfidd. *“We |l need your help if we re going to makeit to Billa sarmy.”’
“Why?’ asked Relka

“*Because there are alot more humans out there.”” Jig took a deep breath, never taking his eyes off of
Trok’sweapon. ‘‘ Look, even if you do manage to ride him, we—""’

Trok snarled.

““I mean when! When you ride him. Well, it' s gill going to take afew daysto get to Billa sarmy, right?’
‘| suppose,’’ said Trok. ‘*What does that have to do with anything?’

““Wdl, none of us brought any food.”’

Sowly both Trok and Relka turned toward Windstorm....

CHAPTER 4

Autumnstar stretched his wings on the broad stone, basking in the sun’s warmith. It had taken a
few years to adjust to his new body, but all in all, being a sand lizard wasn’t too bad. Though he
doubted he'd ever get used to eating bugs.

After seven days of smoked horse meat, Relkaand Trok were beginning to look tasty. Jg was certain
they were having Smilar thoughts about him.

He was dmost sure Relkawouldn't murder him in his deep, and Trok seemed more annoyed by Relka
than Jg, so hewould probably kill her first. That would give Jg timeto flee. And Relkawasthe only one
who knew how to cook, which was likely the reason Trok hadn't aready strangled her. If Trok’s



frustration ever outweighed his need for agood meal, Relkawasin trouble.

For the past few nights, Jg had taken to degping with Smudge in his hand. Hopefully hisburning fingers
would wake him up if the humans found them, or if either of the other goblinstried anything. He debated
again whether he would be better off running away. He couldn’t decide whether the protection of having
two additional goblins around was worth the threat of having two additiona goblins around.

| il say we should have killed the human,” Trok said asthey crossed another bridge. Thefirst time Jig
saw ahuman bridge, he had been convinced it was magical. How else could an arch of stone hold
together with nothing benegth it?

Now he merely groaned. Another bridge meant another treacherous crossing over icy wooden planks
sretched between those unnaturad arches. Therewas no railing or wal, only arow of taler sonesto
either Sde. The stoneswere gray and white, with dying grass and moss growing in the cracks. Benegth
them, mud turned the thread of flowing water a strange reddish-brown color.

“*She attacked our lair, and you just let her go. Besides, the human lied to us,”” Trok continued. **We ve
crossed haf theworld, and I’ ve seen no sign of Pottersville or any army.”’

“Well findit,” Relkasaid. She coughed and spat to clear her throat, then sang:

“*1 walk through darkness and through cold.
Tym gives me strength. He walks beside me.
When | was hungry and alone.

Tym gave us food. Windstorm was yummy!
Trok wiped himself with toxic leaves.
Jig'smagic caused theitch to flee.”

Jig had been trying so hard to forget the leaves incident, too.

A hard-packed ball of snow and ice hit Relkain theface. **Next timeit’ll bearock,” Trok said. From
the expression on Trok’ sface, he would definitdy bekilling Relkafirg.

“*If we had killed Genevieve, the rest of the humanswould still be chasing us,”” Jg said. Though he
understood Trok’ sfedlings, not to mention his hunger. How many times did they have to fight humans
and pixies and everything e se until they dl just left the goblins done?

He glanced down at theiicy river as he crossed the bridge. Glinting yellow eyes stared up at him.

““Who areyou?’

The voice sounded more femae than male, if you could get past the growling and the snapping of her
jaws. Jg had never seen such acreature. She was dightly shorter than a goblin, with along face that
reminded him of awolf or dog.

Her armor was. . . unique. She appeared to have taken a heavy blanket and cut holesfor her head and
arms. Scraps of metal were fastened to every part of the blanket. Rusty meta rings decorated the hem,
jingling when she moved. Bits of twine secured enormous iron hingesto her shoulders. A rusted key, abit
of old chain, and several of those crescent-shaped bars Windstorm had worn on his hooves al clanked
together on her chest.

Bristly brown fur covered her exposed skin. She carried ashort spear, which shejabbed in Jig's
direction. The gesture was lessintimidating than it might have been, thanksto the fish till flopping on the
end of the spear.

Trok wasthefirg to react. He grabbed Jig by the arm and flung him off the bridge &t the creature.

Jg twisted, trying to avoid the spear. The creature did the same, presumably to protect her fish.

His shoulder hit first, damming into her chest and stamping akey-shaped bruiseinto his shoulder. They
crashed to the ground together, and then the creature’ s feet shoved Jig back into the stream. Jig ducked
as the creature swung her spear back and forth. She scrambled back to the riverbank, where she threw
back her head and yipped.

Trok jumped down and tried to grab the spear. She dodged and smashed the shaft againgt his knuckles.
As Trok howled, she swung the other end, smacking him in the face with her fish.

““Takethat, smelly goblin!’’ She did atriumphant dance, never taking her eyesfrom thegoblins. Inthe



distance, Jig could hear other yips and howls. Whatever thisthing was, she wasn't done.

“Wait,”” Jg sad. ‘' Darnak said Billahad put together an army of monsters. Goblins and orcs and worse.
Thisthing is probably from that army.”’

Trok scowled. ** Thisthing is supposed to be worse than agoblin?’

At the same time, the creature growled and bared an impressive number of sharp teeth. ** Kobold! Stupid
goblins.”’

“*Canyou take usto Billa?’ Jig asked.

The dog-woman—the kobol d—tilted her head to one side. ** First you pay me. Then | let you go find
Billasamy.”

“What?’ Trok ydled. *“Why should we pay amangy dog likeyou?’

Relkatapped hisarm and pointed. Jig counted eight more kobolds—with elght more spears—running
toward the bridge.

““What kind of payment?’ Jig asked.

“Metd.”” Asher companions arrived, she Sraightened and said, ** Metd for everyone.”

The rest of the kobolds jangled to a halt, pointing their weapons at the goblins. One wore ahelmet made
from an old pot. Another had armor made entirely of tarnished copper coins with square holesin the
centers. A third wore asuit of arrowheads, with the metal points sticking out like anima spines. His
fellow kobolds gave him awide berth.

““What' sgoing on, Hessafa? " asked the spiny one.

Hessafa pointed her spear and said, ** Smelly goblinswon't pay.”’

Jg could fed Smudge stirring in hishood. Thefire-gpider was't giving off the searing hegt of imminent
degth, but that could be because of the cold.

Nine armed kobolds againgt three goblins. Jg gtill had the knife he had taken from Genevieve, and Trok
had his stick. But the kobolds were all armed and wearing armor . . . such asit was.

Jg made hisway to the edge of theice. *‘ That’ s not true!”’

“*Sothesmdly goblins will pay?’ Hessafa asked.

““Wedid pay.” Jig stepped to the side, out of reach of her spear. **We paid her lots of metal. Coins and
nails and adwarf shield. She didn’t want to share!”” He pointed back at theroad. ** She buried it in the
snow so she could keep it dl for hersdf!””

“‘Lies!”” Hessafa shouted. But the other kobolds had begun to mutter to one another.

“‘Lotsof shiny metal,” Jig said. **Iron and copper and sted and brass.”’

“Where?’ demanded afat male. The butt of his spear was studded with rusty metal fishhooks.

“*Back on the other side of the bridge. She made us close our eyes, so | don't know exactly where she
buriedit.”

““Hessafa knows,”” said akobold who wore a shovel blade for a breastplate.

“That'sright,” said Jig, trying to look surprised. ‘* Hessafa does know. She could show you.””’

““No!"" Hessafa shouted. ** Smelly goblinslie!”

But it was too late. Hessafa yipped and snarled as the other kobolds dragged her across the stream.
““Comeon,”’” Jig said. The kobolds had to have been nearby to respond so quickly. He glanced over his
shoul der, wondering what they would do to Hessafa. Would they believe her when she couldn’t lead
them to her stolen metd, or would they try to pound the truth out of her?

And then he crested alow hill, and al thought of Hessafa vanished. They had reached Pottersville.
Pottersville was built on the intersection of severd roads, aswell asthat annoying river. Oneroad led off
toward the mountains to the north. Another bridged the stream and disappeared up into what Darnak
had said were df lands.

Aswith the town of Avery, Pottersville was surrounded by alow wall. From the look of things, it hadn’t
done much to protect the town.

Whole sections were ripped down, with figures moving in and out like bugs. Big bugs, with swords and
axes and spears. To theright of the smashed gate where the road passed through the wall, goblins
swarmed over abandoned farmhouses. There had to be hundreds of goblins down there. Some worked
to load barrels and other bundles onto wagons. Others chased after agroup of fluffy gray animalswho



had apparently escaped from inside a battered wooden fence.

The kobolds had taken over the other sde of the road. Small groups of kobolds crept adong the edge of
the woods. Hunting for food? Or perhaps they were guarding against human survivors who might come
back for revenge.

““What arethose?’ Relka pointed to where huge, long-limbed creatures with rubbery green skin
chopped afdlen section of wall into individua logs.

“Trolls” said Jg. He hadn’t seen one since hisinvoluntary quest afew years ago. There had been afew
trollsliving down in the lower cavernswith Straum the dragon back then. Asfar as Jg could tdll, they had
been eaten by the ogres.

Being uneaten, these trolls were better off than the ones back home, but not by much. Asfar asJig could
tell, they were prisoners. They were chained together by metdl collars, abit like the goblins had been
back at Avery.

“* And those mongters guarding them must be orcs,’” Relkasaid.

The orcswore dingy metal breastplates and shields, al painted adull black. Or maybe they were just
dirty. Either way, Genevieve would have appreciated their sense of style.

“*Look at them,”” Trok whispered, histone very smilar to Relka s when she talked about Tymalous
Shadowdtar. ** They’ re so tough, the cold doesn’t even bother them!””

Mogt of the orcs kept their muscular arms bare. Though when Jg squinted through his spectacles, he
could see afew shivering as they marched through the broken gate. And they did march quite close
together, presumably for warmth. It was ill animpressve sght.

Jgwondered if the grayish tinge of their skin wastheir natura coloring or an effect of the cold.

His breath caught as he glimpsed more orcs within the town walls. Between the kobolds and the goblins
and the orcs, there had to be thousands of monsters gathered here. Strong monsters. Warriors and
fighters who would have no problem defeating Genevieve' slittle band of soldiers. All Jg had to do was
persuade them to help.

As he watched, one of the goblins snuck away from the othersto relieve himsdlf on arather out-of-place
tree with thick, bare branches. The tree shivered, sprinkling snow. Then, before the goblin could react,
the tree somped him into the earth.

“Frgrule’’ Jgsad, histhroat dry. ‘*Don’t pee on the trees.””’

“Right.”” For once, Trok spoke without his usud bluster.

Jgwatched asthetreewipedits. . . foot in the mud, then wrapped severd branches around the remains
of the goblin. It lifted the goblin, bent back until the body nearly touched the ground behind it, and then
snapped straight. From the trgjectory, the goblin landed somewhere near the back wall of the town.
Maybe this hadn’t been such agresat idea. For goblins, safety lay in numbers. Billa sarmy had sounded
like the safest placeto hide.

Back at thelair, Jig had always been able to disappear into the background. Well, up until everyone
found out about that healing trick. But nobody here knew he could do that.

He glanced at Relkaand sighed. Even if he asked Trok to cut out Relka s tongue right now, he would
never blend in here. He was scrawnier than any goblinin sight. A part of him wanted nothing more than
tofleeand hide.

One of the goblins broke away from the others and jogged up the road. Toward them. Waving a sword
intheair. *“What are you worms doing away from your regiment? If Oakbottom catchesyou, he'll toss
you dl! He sl convinced he can clear thefar wall if hefindsalight enough goblin.”

““Who areyou calling worms?’ Trok still carried his sharpened stick, and hejabbed it at the
approaching goblin.

Jg and Relkaglanced at each other and took a quiet step back, leaving Trok to hisfate.

“Threatening asuperior officer isgrounds for summary execution.”” The gpproaching goblin was smaller
than Trok, but his sword made up for any differencein size. Hisleft ear was gone, diced off at the scalp,
and he was missing two fingers on hisleft hand. He wore asmple helmet of hammered meta, shaped like
abowl with large crescents cut on either sdefor the ears. Given thisgoblin’s handicap, hishelmet listed a
bit to one side.



He pulled out aflattened stack of stained, rat-chewed pages and waved them under Trok’ s nose.

“* Regulations a so give the condemned soldier a choice. Would you rather | force feed you your own
weagpon or toss you to the trolls?’

““We'renot soldiers,”” Jig squeaked. ** The humans attacked our lair, but we escaped, and—"’

“*You mean you're hereto enlis?’ The goblin’s entire demeanor changed in an ingtant, asif theword
“enlig’” wereamagica spell. ** A wonderful choice. You won't regret it, | can promiseyou that. I'm
Gratz. Corpord inthe army of Billathe Bloody.”’

He sheathed his sword and hurried over to clap Trok’ s shoulder. The move was so unexpected that
Trok didn’'t even stab Gratz. ** Joining Billawas the best choice | ever made. Changed my life. Come on,
I'll take you to Siverfang.”’

“Siverfang?’ asked Relka

““Oneof Billd slieutenants,” said Gratz. **He sin charge of the whole goblin regiment. HE Il be the one
to decide whether you'refittojoinus.”’

““What if he decideswe renot?’ asked Jig. He doubted Trok had much to worry about, and even
Relkawas bigger and stronger than Jig. But the more Jg saw of thisarmy, the more out of place he felt.
Gratz studied Jig closdly, and hisforehead wrinkled. **Don’t you worry,”” he said, though his cheerful
confidence had disappeared. ** Silverfang will find ause for you, oneway or another.”’

Somehow Jig wasn't reassured. He glanced behind, wondering if it wastoo late to flee.

The angry yaps of the returning kobolds answered that question.

“Right,” said Jig. *‘ The sooner we get to Silverfang, the better!””’

Growing up, Jig had learned to avoid the warriors whenever possible. The warriors were the goblins
most eager to prove themsalves. For some reason, proving themselves dways seemed to involve
tormenting Jig. Whether it was dropping ratsin hismuck pail or locking him in the garbage pit, they al
took their frustrations out on Jig.

So he had learned to watch for the Sgns. If aband of adventurers daughtered some goblinsin passing,
Jgwould hidein the nursery or the distillery for afew days. If Golaka blackened awarrior’seyefor
trying to stedl atoad dumpling from her kitchen, Jig would do his best to stay on the opposite side of the
lair, dong with the rest of the weaker goblins.

Herein Billa sarmy, there were no weaker goblins. Only Jig. Hetried not to make eye contact, but he
could fed them staring as he followed Gratz toward the walls of Pottersville. Sitted eyes peered out from
crude tents. Mud-covered goblins working down by the river paused to look. Farther on, aline of
goblins stopped stabbing stacks of hay to watch Jig. Why they were attacking hay was beyond Jg's
comprehension, but better hay than him.

Besde him, Trok was grinning and pointing and babbling likeachild. **When can | get an ax likethat?’
he asked. ** And that shield with the big spikes on the edge. | want one of those, too. And that helmet
with theanima hornson the sides.”

““Onething a atime,” said Gratz. ** Recruits Sart off with standard arms and armor. Regulations give
you the right to claim better equipment from the enemy. Or from the bodies of your fellow goblins. Just
make sure they’ redead first.”” He pointed toward the wall, where severa wide planks of wood had been
lashed together and propped up to creaste amakeshift cave. **First you talk to Silverfang.”

They passed asmdl cook fire, where two goblins were roasting one of the fluffy gray animas.

Relka stopped. ** That’ s not right.””’

““What do you mean?’ asked Gratz.

“*They’re not even saving the blood. How are they supposed to make the gravy?’

Gratz laughed. ** Gravy? With thislot, you' re lucky to know where the meat ends and the bones begin.””’
Asif to prove his point, the it holding the animal broke and fdll into the fire. Both goblinsimmediately
began to shout at one another. Neither bothered to try to get the mesat out of the fire. The smell of burned
fur made Jig' seyeswater.

““That'senough!’’ Both of the would-be chefs jumped. Neither one made a sound as the biggest,
meanest-looking goblin Jig had ever seen ducked out of the wooden cave.



“*Lieutenant Silverfang, ar,”” Gratz sngpped, hisbody stiffening.

A scar ontheleft 9de of Siverfang' sface twisted hismouth into agrimace. Hisleft fang had been
replaced with around sted spike, apparently held in place by the three smal pins protruding from his
jaw. Hewore black plates of meta for armor, like the orcs Jig had seen in the town, and on hisback he
carried acurved sword that was dmost aslong as Jig wastall.

Siverfang' s heavy boots crunched through frozen mud. His sword did free, and both chefs closed their
eyes. Slverfang thrugt his sword into the burning anima. With agrunt, he hauled it into the air and flung it
to one side, nearly hitting another goblin. He turned to jab athick finger at the nearer of the two chefs.

“* Fetch another goat. Ruin thisone and I'll make you eat the coals.””’

He beckoned the other chef closer, then grabbed him by the shirt. A whimper dipped from the goblin’s
lips

Turning that huge sword with one hand, Silverfang wiped the blade on the goblin’s collar. When helet
go, the poor goblinfell on hisbackside in his eagernessto scramble away.

Silverfang turned to Gratz. ** Fresh meat?’

“They wanttoenligt,”’” said Gratz.

Silverfang came closer. Hisleft eye was cloudy and oozed blue-black crud from the corner. Hefixed the
right on Trok. He grunted, then turned to study Relka. Thistime, his grunt sounded amused. He poked
Relka s shoulder hard enough to knock her back a step.

Findly heturned to Jg.

““You want to join Billa sarmy?’ He chuckled. ** Y ou're not even worth feeding to the kobolds.”’

Relka had done nothing when Silverfang poked her. But now she stepped in front of Jig, standing so
close she could have bitten Silverfang’ s nose.

““That's Jg Dragondayer. HE s smarter and stronger than any warrior in your—'’

Siverfang punched her in the jaw. She landed on the ground, spitting blood.

“* Stronger than me?’ Silverfang asked.

Jg thought about the knife tucked through hisbelt. Should hekill himsdf and get it over with, or would it
be better to stab Relka first?

Silverfang stabbed his sword into the ground. With one claw, he traced the scar on hisface. ** A dwarf’s
ax did that. Took my tooth and my eye with one swing, and till | bested him. He forged this tooth before
| tossed him to thewolves.”” Heraised hisvoice. ** Gather round, men. Let the little dragondayer show
off his battle scars.”’

“My what?’ Jig tried to back away. He bumped into another goblin who had come up behind him. Jg
turned to find himsdlf ringed by goblin warriors, most of whom shared Silverfang' s disdainful smirk.
“Your scars,”’ said Gratz. *‘ To prove your experience and worth asawarrior. It's how we measure the
experience of new recruits. Regulations even dlow you to enlist a ahigher rank, if your scars meet
certain criteria’”’

Siverfang rolled hiseyes.

“Jgisawarior.” Rekadtill sat on the ground where she had fallen.

“*But wouldn’t the best warrior be the one who didn’t get stabbed?’ Jg asked.

Utter silence told him exactly how big a mistake those words had been. He cringed as he turned back to
Silverfang, who was rubbing the huge scar on hisface. **I didn’t mean you're not agood warrior. |
only—"’

“*Show usyour scars, or I'll giveyou some,”’ said Silverfang.

Scars. Right. Jig's hand shook as he pushed back hisdeeve. *‘ That'sa sword cut from afew years
ago,”’ hesaid, pointing to anasty gash on hisforearm. He didn’t think anyone needed to know it was
sdf-inflicted.

He pulled off hiscloak. The cold wind made him shiver even harder. Tugging down the shoulder of his
shirt, he pointed to asmall hard circle of pale skin. ** That'sfrom awizard' sarrow.”” He turned around to
show them the matching spot on his back, beside the shoulder blade.

By now the goblins had stopped laughing.

Jgtugged hisshirt up. *“1 can't reach it, but there' s another stab wound in my back, below theribs.”” He



reached to touch the wrinkled scar on hisear. **1 torethat in afight with another goblin, yearsago.”’
Hewondered if he should include the various burns Smudge had inflicted over the years.

““How did arunt likeyou survive all that?’ Gratz asked. Silverfang scowled, and Gratz' sface went pae.
“*Sorry, Sr. Didn’'t mean to speak out of turn. Won't happen again. My apologies. I’ [l make sure—""
“*Gratz talkstoo much,”” Slverfang said. **But he hasapoint.”” He grabbed Jig by the shoulder and spun
him around, poking the arrow scar. **Mogt of thislot would have curled up and died from awound like
this””’

“That'snothing!"* Trok shouted. ** A tunndl cat clawed half my leg off once.”” He yanked histrousers
down to his knees, reveding arow of scarscrossing histhigh. **I dtill killed that beast with my bare
hands.”’

Relka snickered. ‘| wasin the kitchen when you brought that *beast’ in for Golaka. It was so old there
was barely any meat. It was missing most of itsteeth, not to mention aleg.”” She sat up on the ground
and pulled up her shirt, reveding the scar in the middle of her bly. **My wound was given to me by Jg
Dragondayer himsdlf, for daring to challenge him. Not by some crippled old beast who gummed my leg a
fewtimes”

““You shut up!”’ Trok drew back hisleg to kick her.

Silverfang wasfaster. He punched Trok in the side of the head, knocking him to the ground beside
Relka Silverfang flexed hisfingers. **Next one of you who acts up getsthe sword. Got it?’ He turned
back to Jig. “‘ If the best warrior isthe one who doesn't get stabbed, | guess you' re one lousy warrior.”’
“Definitdy,” Jgsad.

“*And | suppose you expect me to believe her nonsense about you daying adragon?’ Silverfang asked.
For once, Jig managed to keep his mouth shut. He doubted there was anything he could say that
wouldn't infuriete Siverfang even further.

“*So does he qudify for enlissment at ahigher rank?’ Gratz asked.

Silverfang closed hiseyes. Hisfingerstightened around the hilt of his sword, and every goblin backed
away.

“Firgt they ought to prove themsdlves, don’t you think?’ Slverfang turned to Gratz. ** Take them to the

wolf pens.”’

The sound of goblinswagering on their surviva did nothing to calm Jg as hefollowed Gratz through the
camp. Nor did Trok’ s babbling about Silverfang and the army.

“*Canyou imagineif we had achief likehim?’ Trok was saying. **We d chase those hobgoblins right out
of our mountain! The humans and elveswouldn’t dare set foot in our territory.”” He paused to spit. His
blood was bright blue against the snow. ‘* Did you see how fast he hit me?”’

““Do you think we could get himto do it again?* Relkamuttered.

Gratz grinned. **| was the same way when Billacameto our lair. All those goblins and orcs, and even the
kobolds. We had been living near adwarven copper mine. They mostly left us done unless we ventured
near their tunnels. Those tunnels used to be ours, but the dwarvesran usoff.”” He punched the air with
both hands. ** The dwarves didn’t stand a chance againgt Billathe Bloody. They’ |l never set foot in our
territory again!”

Relkagrinned a Jig. ** Ask him about our lair.”

““Me? Why can’'t you—Oh, never mind.”’ Jig turned to Gratz. ** The humans attacked our lair. They used
magic to sedl the entrance. Do you think Billacould best them?”

“*Nothing can stop Billathe Bloody,”” Gratz said. He sounded as earnest as Relkawhen she talked
about Shadowstar. ** Armies, magic, even the gods.””’

Cocky little goblin, isn’t he? Shadowstar asked.

““Unfortunatdly,”” Gratz went on, ‘‘ regulations prohibit me from sharing our marching orders until
Silverfang accepts you into hisregiment.”’

““What regulations?’ Trok asked. ** What are you talking about?’

Gratz beamed and pulled out the folded pages he had shown them before. *‘ I’ ve written down everything
Billaand her lieutenants have ordered since | joined up with her. Rules, punishments, every order from



how to use your shield in combat to the best way to clean your fangs. These pages right here are what
turn usinto the most dangerous army in theworld.”

“Wherearewe going? ' asked Relka.

“*Y ou get to clean up after thewolves.”” Gratz pointed. Up ahead, the walking tree they had seen before
waslifting logsinto place to reinforce what appeared to be along, roofless building outside the wall.
Oakbottom, Gratz had called him. Thetree' s branches creaked loudly as he worked. He had no joints,
but the branches appeared to bend more where they forked into smaller branches. Jig saw no sign of
eyes or amouth, but the tree could clearly see what he was doing.

“‘That’ s enough, Oakbottom,”” Gratz shouted. ** Silverfang wants these three to feed the wolvestoday.”’
Heturned to Trok. **Normally Oakbottom cleans the pens. He' s strong enough to take care of himsdlf,
and the wolves don't like the taste of wood. Oakbottom tends to the wolves, and in exchange, Billalets
him toss as many humans as he likes when we go to war. Goblins and koboldstoo, if anyonefalsout of
formation. It' sthe one thing he actudly seemsto enjoy.”

The tree tromped off, his roots digging deep, muddy groovesin the earth.

Gratz gathered up shovels and buckets from the base of the wall. ** Say, did you redly face adragon?”’
“Sort of,”” Jg said. ‘1 faced him, and then he smashed meinto awall. How big are these wolves?’
“*Compared to adragon, they’re not so bad,”” Gratz said. **1I’ ve been riding for close to ayear now, you
know. A goblin warrior on one of these wolves can take out a human on horseback.”’

Jg glanced at Trok, who was practicaly drooling at theidea. Actudly, he was drooling, but that was
mostly dueto hisswallenlip.

“* And Silverfang wants usto clean up after them?’ Relka asked.

Jg could hear snarls and the snapping of jaws coming from behind thewalls. The nearest wall shook as
something huge dammed into it. Snow and dirt sprinkled from the top of the wall.

“*Does Silverfang make everyone do this before they canjoin?’ Jig asked.

“*Only the oneshe doesn’'t like.”” Gratz frowned as he led them around to an iron-clad door. It looked
like the door and wall had been ripped out of another building, then carried here. Probably by that
walking tree. Ropes and planks secured the mismatched sections of wall. ‘*He made me do it, actudly.”’
Thewalls shook again, making Jig jump. Smudge was dready uncomfortably warmin his pocket. **How
did you survive?’

““Don’t know that | should say.”” Gratz scratched his ear, then shrugged. ** But there’ s nothing in the
regulations againg it. There were three of us, just likeyou lot. | stabbed the othersin the back, pushed
them in, and then shoveled out the pens while the wolves were egting.”’

A typicd goblin solution. Jig could see Trok nodding his approva. Both Jig and Relkamoved away from
him.

Gratz pressed hisface to the crack at the edge of the door. ** They’ re beautiful animals. Take alook.”
Trok practically shoved him to the ground in hishaste to see. ** They’ re enormous! Those things could
tossatunnel cat about like atoy! Do we get to choose which one we ride? When can we take them into
battle?’

Jg moved to another corner of the pen. The wals were tightly secured with loops of thick rope, but a bit
of light still shone through. He pressed one eye to the gap.

He had to grab the ropes to keep from fdling. Hislegs had smply gone numb. Which was the only thing
preventing him from running away asfast ashe could.

The beasts ingde the pen were the size of small ponies. Jig counted fourteenin al. To these creatures, a
goblin would be little more than arat to atunnel cat. Their teeth were the size of histhumbs, and they had
an awful lot of them. Bristly brown fur covered their bodies. The fur stood straight up on their necks and
backs, except where it was covered by heavy leather harnesses.

Oneturned to snarl a Jig. Long tufts of fur dangled from the tips of the wolf’ s ears, an effect that might
have been comical on another cregture. Like one that wasn't currently gnawing on an arm.

Any snow or plants here had long since been trampled into the mud. Red-brown earth was caked onto
their legs and fur. Looking at the dick mess of mud and worse, Jig doubted he would be able to take two
Sepswithout dipping.



“*Thebig oneisnamed Bastard,”” Gratz shouted. ‘* He sthe pack leader.”’

Jig had no trouble picking Bastard out of the pack. He would be the one who had wandered over to
casualy lock hisjaws around the throat of the one with the arm. The arm dropped to the mud, and
Bastard snatched it up.

Wolf discipline had alot in common with the goblin kind.

““Theoneralling around in the back is Smdlly,”” Gratz continued. ** Nobody rides him unlessall the other
wolves are taken. The one with the patchy fur is Fungus. Ugly isthe girl whose food Bastard just swiped.
The one with the scarred muzzle and missing eye. Shetried to steal Bastard’ sfood once. Not smart.””’
Jg bardly listened as Gratz named the other wolves. You' re one of the forgotten gods, right? he asked
Slently.

That'sright. We were cursed after—

And now Braf and | are your only real followers? Jg continued.

What can | say? Anyone's standards will slip a bit after a few thousand years of solitude.

It wasn't easy to shout inside your own mind, but Jg managed. So if we goblins are all you have, why
aren’'t you working harder to keep us from being eaten by wolves?

I’ma little busy here, Jig. Fight your own wolves.

The abruptness of Shadowstar’ s response left Jig too stunned to reply, and then Gratz was dumping
shovelsand bucketsin front of the gate. * Make sure they don’t get out of the pen. Silverfang getsredly
mad when the wolves escape. They gorge themsalves on whoever’ s closest, and then they’ re too stuffed
to fight for at least three days.”

Relkawasthefirst to move, picking up abattered shovel and walking toward the gate. **I’m not afraid.
Shadowstar watches over me.”’

And laughs, Jig added.

Only sometimes.

““They do their business near theback,” Gratz said. ** That spot where Smelly keepsralling.”” He
handed shovelsto Jig and Trok.

Jig took the shovel with both hands and dammed it into the back of Gratz' s head, knocking him face-first
into the door. He bounced back and collapsed in the snow, groaning and holding his nose.

““Hal”’ said Trok. ** Good thinking, Jig!"’ He grabbed the bar holding the door shut. ** Come here,
wolves. Snack timel™”

“*Tyma ous Shadowstar frowns upon the murder of our fellow goblins.”’ Relkatried to push Trok aside,
but he barely noticed.

““I"'m not the onekilling him,”” Trok said. ** Shadowstar can talk it out with thewolves.”

“*Maybe we could feed them one of those goatsinstead.”” Relkaturned to Jig. *‘ Does Shadowstar say
anything about killing goats?’

““| don't think s0.”” Jig grabbed Gratz's sword and glanced around. A few other goblins were watching
them, but nobody tried to interfere.

“*Hey, that’ sright! He told uswe were dlowed to loot the dead,”” said Trok, seizing Gratz' s helmet.
““What else does he have worth taking?’

““I don't think he' sdead yet, but. . . .’ Relka shrugged and started tugging at Gratz' s boots.

““Wait,”” said Jig. Relka backed away. ‘* Trok, stop.”’

“Why, did you want the belt?’ Trok glanced a Jig. *‘I don't think it will fit you.”

Jg shook hishead. If Slverfang were like other goblin leaders, thiswouldn't be thelast time hetried to
feed Jg to thewolves. Next time Jg might not have the chance to whack his captor with ashovel.
There had to be a better way to control the wolves. The goblins couldn’t feed someone to the wolves
every time they mounted up for battle. Wdll, they could, but it would be awfully messy, and it probably
wasn't agood ideato keep feeding them goblins. Not if you didn’t want them to start seeing goblinsas
mesalsinstead of riders.

Jg knelt beside Gratz and poked him afew times until he groaned. ‘Y ou' re one of their riders. How do
you keep them from egting you?’

Gratz reached up to touch hisfang, which wasloose from his collison with the gate. ** According to the



manua, asaprisoner I’ m required to give you only my name and rank. Y ou dready know dl that, so |
don't haveto tell you anything.”

“Fine”” Jgsood. ““‘I'll open thedoor. Trok, you throw him through.”

“*Of course, the manud also saysthat asvictors, you' re entitled to any spoils,’” Gratz said hadtily. ‘‘Like
that blue sack dangling from my belt.”

Trok held the belt while Jig did the sack free. The smell of old meet and blood made his eyeswater. He
reached in and pulled out what fdlt like arock wrapped in leather. Something sharp jabbed his pdm. He
turned the object over to see athick, yellow-green toenail.

“Troll toes” Gratz said, struggling to st up. ‘* The wolves|ove them. And trollsheal quick. Y ou can get
ten toes aweek from the healthy ones.’”

There had to be thirty or forty toesin there. Jig stepped toward the pen and tossed one over the wall.
Snarling broke out even before the toe hit the ground. Jig peeked through the crack in the doorframe as
the wolves lunged for the toe. Bastard bit another wolf on the rump, and suddenly he was alone. He
dropped to the ground and began to gnaw the toe.

“‘Order themto git,”’ Gratz said. ‘* Now that they know you’ ve got toes, they should obey. Make sure to
reward them &l when you' re done. They’ll remember if you don't.”

Before Jig could move, Trok shoved him out of the way and yanked open the door. Bastard leaped to
hisfeet and snarled.

“*Sit!"” Trok shouted. The wolves obeyed, and Trok laughed. *“1t works!™”’

Gratz sat up and rubbed his head. ** Go on, then. The sooner you start shoveling, the sooner you'll be
done.”

Relkawas dready following Trok into the pen. Jig stared at his shovel. How did he know the wolves
weren't just waiting until al three goblinswere within reach?

“*I told you Shadowstar would protect hisfollowers,”” Relkasaid. **And Trok, too.”” Shedidn’t sound
as happy about that part.

Jgtucked Gratz' s sword through his belt, gritted his teeth, and stepped through the doorway.
Shadowstar was't the one walking past hungry wolvesto clean up six varieties of filth. No, he was busy
with more important matters.

Maybe | just trusted you to take care of this one on your own, Jig.

Jg reached the back and stabbed his shove into the nearest pile. A crunching sound startled him, and his
feet dipped. Helanded on his side, looking back at the wolves. Bastard had gone back to playing with
histroll toe, cracking thetiny bonesin hisjaw.

Relkabegan to sing as she shoveled.

“*The wolves of war are drawing near.
They want only to eat him.

He shovelstheir filth with no fear.
Hetrusts his god to guard him.

Their furious howls he will not hear.
He trusts his god to save him.
Hefallsand gets scat in his ear.

He trusts his god to wash him.”’

Jg threw the contents of his shove at her. He missed, but it was enough to shut her up. He heard divine
chucklingin hismind.

| like her, Shadowstar said.

Eventualy they shoveled the entire messinto buckets, to be dragged into the woods and dumped. It il
wasn't as bad as privy duty back at the lair on those nights when Golaka made extra-spicy bat skewers.
Jg made sureto feed troll toesto dl of the wolves. He dropped afew into his pocket, thinking they might
make agood snack for Smudge. He shut and barred the door behind him just as Silverfang arrived.
Silverfang stared. **What are al three of you doing still dive? Haven't you cleaned those pensyet?’



Trok pointed to the buckets.

Silverfang went so far asto sniff the contents. He turned back to Jig. ** Y ou just cost me one of my good
knives, runt. | had a bet with Gratz that there’ d be nothing left of you but afew bones and scraps of that
ef-ugly cloak.”” He bent to pull aknife from his boot, then dapped it into Gratz' s hand.

*So now are we part of your army?’ Jig asked.

Silverfang’ sface twisted asif he had choked on atroll toe, but he nodded. ‘* Gratz, take them to get
weapons and armor. And take your sword back from the runt. The orcs want us to send out afew more
hunting partiesto find those blasted dvesthat have been harassng our flanks.””

“Elves?’ Gratz |looked surprised. *“What are they doing in human lands, Sir?’

““Who cares? They’ ve been snooping and killing Billa s officersfor the last day or so with their damned
bows. She wants them dedlt with.”’

They were going to hunt eves? Jig wondered if Silverfang would let him stay here with the wolves
instead.

“*“What about our lair?’ Relkaasked. ** Our warriors are imprisoned at Avery, and—"’

Silverfang grabbed the front of her gpron with one hand. He twisted the materia so tight she could barely
breathe, then lifted her off the ground. ** Y ou’re a part of Billa sarmy now. | said to get wegpons and
armor. The next time you run your mouth instead of obeying, I'll et your face.”” He opened his mouth,
and thetip of his steel fang dented the skin beneeth her jaw. All he had to do waslet go, and Relka
would beimpaed.

Hetossed Relkato the ground and walked away. Jig prayed she wouldn’t say anything stupid, but for
once she kept her mouth shut.

Gratz had pulled out his parchment and an ink-stained quill. ** Running your mouth instead of obeying,”’
he mumbled. ** Punishable by having your face eaten.”” He tucked the regulations back into his shirt.
“*Comeon, let’ sget your equipment. And don’t worry too much about Silverfang. He'smuch more
likely to just turn you over to Oakbottom. | think he' slost histaste for goblin, to tell you thetruth.””
Jgwasn't worried about Slverfang. He and the others were being sent to hunt elves. Jig suspected he
would be dead long before either Silverfang or Oakbottom had the chance to kill him.

CHAPTERS

Autumnstar watched from behind a clay pot of pickled rattlesnake eggs as a wrinkled woman
with spider silk hair set a trap for him.

“‘Blasted sand lizards,”” she muttered, scooping a pile of dumplingsinto a clay bowl. *‘I was
cooking that rabbit for my daughter’s birthday feast.”” She set the bowl on a mat of woven |leaves.
Furniture was a luxury in the desert, where trees were scarce. Benches, shelves, and even beds
wer e carved from the sandstone of the great cliff city . . . which probably explained the woman’s
leathery skin.

Autumnstar belched softly, wrinkling his snout at the aftertaste of overcooked rabbit. He crept
closer to the edge of the shelf, watching as the woman slipped a string noose in among the
dumplings. Her name was Anisah, and her traps had kept Autumnstar’ s life interesting for many
years now. His followers had long forgotten him, and Anisah was the closest thing he had to a
companion . . . even if she was always trying to lure himinto a basin of sticky resin or brain him
with a rock.

He felt no guilt about the rabbit. He had seen Anisah’s daughter, and she could afford to missa
few meals.

Autumnstar crossed his front legs and settled his chin on his feet, staring out the open window.
Even his enemies had forgotten him. He had sensed nothing from Noc since their battle in the
desert, and Noc was not a patient god. If Noc thought Autumnstar had survived, he would have
hunted him down years ago.

Wet coughs drew Autumnstar’ s attention back to Anisah. She was on her knees, doubled over as
she hacked and struggled for breath. Flecks of blood and saliva sprayed the dumplings. A single
look told him she wouldn’t survive. Anisah’ s time was nearly over. She would be frightened and
hurting.



Autumnstar climbed over the edge of the shelf, his claws finding easy purchase in the sandstone.
Clinging to the edge, he spread hiswings for balance and prepared to jump.

Noc may have taken away his followers, but he was still the God of the Autumn Star. For
thousands of years he had brought comfort to the elderly and the infirm as their lives faded into
darkness. Noc would have to send him back to the void before Autumnstar would give that up.
Anisah'’s coughs were growing weaker. Her hands pressed the floor, and her arms trembled.
Autumnstar glided to the ground, then scurried past spilled dumplings until he reached her side.
He hadn’t dared use his powers since fleeing Noc, for fear of being noticed. But he couldn’t turn
his back on suffering. He might not be powerful enough to stop death, but he could ease its sting.
He spread hiswings and reached out to touch her armwith his claws.

Nothing happened.

Rather, something did happen, but it wasn’t what he had intended. Withered fingers clamped
around Autumnstar’ s long neck.

“*Got you at last,”” Anisah wheezed. For a dying old woman, she had a very strong grip. ‘‘ This
must be the gods' reward for a piouslife.”’

Her last act before dying was to smash Tymalous Autumnstar’s small body into the floor.

The town walls—what was left of them—attled in the wind as Gratz led the goblins through ajagged
gap. Jg wasn't sure what he had expected. Smoldering ruins, perhaps. A mob of orcs scrounging
through theremains.

Instead, for the most part, the buildingsinsde were undamaged. Most were various shades of red,
brown, and orange. Asthey passed, Jig saw that mud had been layered onto the wooden structuresto
givethem their coloration. He half-expected to see humans peeking out the doors, as they had done back
inAvery.

Gratz noticed him staring, and grinned. ** Most of the humans had dready fled by the time we arrived.
They're scared of us, Jig. We haven't fought atrue battle in over amonth. Though Billasayswe |l see
real combat soon enough.””’

Jg and his companionswere the only goblinsin sght. Only orcslived inddethewalls. Everywhere Jig
looked, he saw orcs hurrying between the thatch-roofed buildings or working to repair a broken wagon
or hauling bundles of chopped wood.

Thiswas Jg sfird time seeing orcs up close. Their gray skin was bumpy, with agreenishtinge. Their
flattened noses reminded Jig alittle of boar snouts. Many of the orcs had scarred faces, though the scars
were too precise to be battle wounds. The one carrying pots out of ahome had three short lines running
up the cheeks. Another who was hauling awagon full of blankets had abroken line over her eyebrow.
They al seemed to have asingle scar benegth their nosesaswell.

“Triba scars,’’ Gratz said. ** Each tribe of orcs hasits own pattern. But they’ll al have that scar on the
nose. That'sBilla'sscar. All the orcswear it to mark their loyalty.”

“They let Billacut their faces?’ Jig asked.

Gratz shook hishead. “‘ They're orcs. They doit themsalves.”” He gestured to another orc who was
carrying abundle of spears. Most of the orc’ snose was missing. ** Sometimes they get alittle carried
avay.”

““Wedon't haveto do that, do we?’ Jig asked, trying not to stare.

““No scars until you become an officer. Even then, only the orcs of Billa stribe recelve extrafacial scars
to mark their ranks. Therest of us get different marks, on our aams.”” Gratz actualy sounded
disappointed. He pointed to apair of orcs standing guard in front of a building with swirls of darker mud
blended onto the walls. Pot shards hung from one corner of the roof, clinking in the wind.

The orcs watched them approach. Neither said aword. Jig wondered how close the goblins could come
before being cut down by those huge, double-headed axes.

“*I need weapons and armor for thesethree,’” Gratz said. ‘* Lieutenant Silverfang’ s orders.”’

One of the orcs grunted and disappeared into the building. Jg stared in wonder. Back home the guards
would have been playing agame of Roaches or drinking stolen klak beer. Here they were actudly



guarding. Theremaining orc was like a statue, bardly blinking as she stared at the goblins. Though a
statue wouldn’t have had pimpled skin on her arms from the cold.

“*How many of them freeze to death?’ Jig whispered, staring a the muscles on those bare arms.

“* A handful each week,”” said Gratz. He didn’t bother to lower hisvoice. *‘ They believe an orc who isn't
strong enough to survive doesn't deserveto survive.”

Jg could only imagine what they thought of him. Of dl the goblins and kobolds, actualy. How did they
fed, traveling with so many *‘weaker’” mongers?

Thefirgt orc returned carrying an armload of leather and stedl, which he dumped into the snow.
“What'sthis?’ Trok said, picking up one of the swords. If it could even be called asword. The blade
was asmplelength of rusty stedl, sharpened on one sde. There was no crossguard. Twine held abit of
padding around the end for ahandle. “*“Why can’t | get an ax like yours?’

Relka grabbed a suit of armor. Heavy pads of |eather were sawn together to form a crude breastplate.
She stared at the various straps which connected it to smaller pads. ** Could | get asuit without an arrow
hole? One that doesn’'t smell like blood?”

The orcsignored her.

Jg picked up ahemet, asmple bowl of metal like Gratz wore. He placed it on his head, then yanked it
off. ** They'refreezing!”’

“Putiton,” Gratz snapped. ‘‘ That helmet isyour best friend. Not only can it save your life, but it dso
serves asastool, apillow, and abowl for your meds. | know one fellow who usesit as abackup
chamber pot, but | wouldn’t recommend that.”’

Judging from the smdll, this one had been used to serve astew of mold and fetid meet. The edge of the
helmet pressed down on the earpieces of Jg's spectacles.

Jg grabbed another suit of armor. Relkawas having little luck with hers. Jig turned the armor about, then
glanced at Gratz, trying to guess how everything fit together. If he put his head through the sirgps at the
top, then those heavy padswould fall across hisshoulders. . . .

The shoulder pads came nearly to hisebows, and the bottom of the breastplate brushed his thighs when
he tried to walk. He pulled out the hood of his cloak, transferring Smudge there so the armor wouldn't
squish the poor spider. No matter how tightly he tied the armor’ s straps, he till felt like adried seed
rattling around in a pod.

““A littlelarge, but it should do,” said Gratz.

““Why do they bother guarding this garbage?’ Trok asked.

Gratz drew his own sword, which was far nicer than Trok’s. Without aword, he swung the edge of the
bladeinto Jg's omach.

Jg staggered back. Why hadn’t he taken a sword, too? He tried to grab his knife, but he had donned the
armor over hiscloak and belt, so thisinvolved sticking his hand inside the breastplate.

“That'swhy,” Gratz said. ‘Y ou wear your armor at al times, follow orders, and you might actualy
surviveyour firs bettle”’

Before Jig could respond, a second blow dammed into his back. This one knocked him face-firgt into the
snow by the orcs' feet. Herolled over to see Trok grinning down at him.

““Hey, thisisfun!”’ Trok raised his sword again, and then Relka dammed her own sword into hisside.
“Watchit,”” Trok snapped. ‘* Y ou dmogt hit my arm.”” He thrust the blunt tip of hiswegpon into Relka's
gut, and she doubled over.

“That'senough,” Gratz shouted. ‘‘ One of thefirst rules satesthat if you strike afellow soldier, Billa
gets her choice of your ear, your eye, or your hand.”” He reached up to rub hisown missing ear. *‘It’'s
how she keeps discipline. And believe me, you don’t want to be drawing her attention.”

“*Doesthat mean Silverfang can't redly kill me?” Jig asked hopefully.

“*Oh, it' sdifferent when it’ san officer doing thekilling,” Gratz said. ** Silverfang could kill every last one
of us, if hefdt the urge. But then who would clean the wolf pens?’ He laughed loud and hard at hislittle
joke as he grabbed Jig' swrist and hauled him from the ground. ** Now come on. We ve got elvesto
hunt.”’

Jg picked up the remaining sword. The weapon was horribly balanced, like someone had strapped



heavy rocksto the end of astick. Testing the edge on his cloak, he decided rocks on a stick might
actualy be abetter weapon.

Oncethey were away from the orcs, Gratz glanced around and said, ** Billa brought along some orc
smiths who make those swords. | think they deliberately blunt the edge. It' s harder for new recruitsto
rebel when they’ re spending dl their free time trying to hone their wegpons.”’

That made sense. Unfortunatdly, it also meant Jig would be hunting e ves with nothing more than ameta
stick for aweapon.

Relka stopped so abruptly Jg bumped into her. **What' sthat?’

The building she pointed to was covered in large tiles. The doors had been ripped away, reveding an
enormous brick oven at the rear of the building. The mouth glowed orange, and Jig could fed the heat
from here. He moved closer, raising his hands to the warmth.

“Humanscdl it akiln,” Gratz said. *‘ They useit to make pots and such. I'm told thistown’ sfamous for
it. | think the orc smithstried using it asaforge, but they couldn’t get it hot enough.”” He kicked abroken
shard near the doorway. ** The walls broke almost as easily asthe pottery. | don't understand why Billa
chosethis place asatarget. No red fighting, and no tactica vauethat | can see. But that' swhy I'm only
acorpord, eh?’

Relkadidn’t appear to have heard aword of it. **| could bake two bodies at atime. Threeif they were
dwarves. Golaka sovenisfull of cracks, but thisone. . . do you redize how much faster | could cook?
We haveto get onefor thelair, Jg!”’

“*Maybe we should figure out how to get into our lair first,” Jg pointed out.

Trok stomped another bit of pottery. “‘ It doesn’t sound like Siverfang’ sinterested in helping us.”

Y ou' rewdcometo complain,”’ Graiz said. **Y ou wouldn't be the first. Back when Billafirst brought
the orc tribes together, they didn’'t get dong at dl. They were stabbing each other every time you turned
around. So Billa ordered that anyone who couldn’t resolve their own problems should cometo see her.”
“* And that worked?’ Jig asked.

““They say that first day there had to be thirty orcslined up at her tent. Billamarched out, took one |ook,
and ordered them al butchered for breakfast. Things have been alot calmer ever since. Still, if you catch
her in agood mood, she might listen.”” Gratz continued toward the walls, leaving the goblinslittle choice
but to follow. Jig didn’t want to know what the punishment would be for fresh recruits found wandering
through the town.

Gratz waved to asmall group gathered by the gate. ** Oh, good, they’ re ready for us.”’

The shabby weapons and armor were smilar to Jig'sown, but it was the kobold who caught his
attention.

“‘Hessafa?’

“*Koboldsaren’t worth much in afight,” Gratz said. ** But they' re fast little things, and the best trackers
inthisgoblin'sarmy. They’ re not too fond of goblins, though. Being assigned to help usis punishment
among the kobolds. | wonder what this one did to get hersdlf into trouble.”

Hessafa slips pulled back, showing off her teeth. Her yellow eyes never blinked. Jig wasn't sure how to
read kobold expressions, but he suspected it was avery good thing that Billa slaw prohibited her
soldiersfrom killing each other.

‘“*Kobold, make sure you stay at least ten paces ahead of us, as spelled out in procedures,”” Gratz
shouted. He turned to check the other goblins. ** The rest of you spread out far enough that your
weapons can't touch if you start swinging. Keep your ears up and your eyeswide. Elves aretricky
bastards, but we'll find them.”’

“Only onedf,” said Hessafa. ** Thisway.”’

Jg kept his arms spread for balance. Hessafa had insisted on taking them over the frozen swamp. Dead
trees and brown weeds jutted through the ice dl around them, like an enormous version of the spiked pits
the hobgohblins built back home.

Jg' s boots were soaked from breaking through the thin ice, and most of the goblins had dipped and
falen at least once. Hessafa seemed determined to lead them through every pool of mud, filth, and



foul-smeling dime she could find, while somehow avoiding them al hersdif.

““You can redly track the ef through the swamps?’ Jig asked.

““Hard to track ef over smdly goblin, but f stink ishere. Alwaystrust scent, goblin.”” She sniffed theair
and bared her teeth. ** Scent goesthisway.”’

“*Up thoseicy, bramble-covered rocks? ' asked Trok.

Hessafa syips sounded suspicioudy like laughter. ** Goblin skin isso fragile. Try not to bleed too much.
Spoilsthe scent.”’

The sun waslow, nearly touching the horizon. Jg's somach gurgled. They had aready missed dinner.
How much longer did Gratz plan to hunt thisdf?‘*Why would an elf be sneaking around here anyway?’
“Hardtosay.”” Gratz scratched the scarred nub of hisear. ‘*Normaly, eves stick to themsalves. They
look at humans like short-lived savages. Kind of how humans see us, actualy.””

““No, I meanwhy here?’ Jig asked. ‘“What good can afew elvesdo againg an entirearmy?’

They're scouts,”” Gratz said. “* They shot afew arrows, killed an officer or two here and there, but
mostly they're spying. It takestime to move an army. They want to know what we re doing and when
wedo it. If you can anticipate your enemy’ s actions, you can crush them.”’

““What are we doing?’ Trok asked.

““We re changing things.”” GratZ' s voice was oft, but his eyeswere &fire. ** Y ou said those humans
attacked your lair. Wdll, Billathe Bloody is going to make sure no surface-dweller ever threatens us
agan!”

He drew his sword and shook it overhead. ‘* It started afew years back, when Billaled her tribe against
thetrolls. She drovethosetrollsright out of their mountains. The trolls had nowhere eseto go, so they
gtarted lurking about human villages, raiding their farmsfor food.

““Naturadly, the humans didn’t take kindly to this. Tralls, orcs, goblins, it'sdl the sameto them. They
began hiring adventurers to come into the mountains. They paid gold for every orc ear or troll head. So
Billa summoned the other orc tribes, dew those who wouldn’t follow her, and led the rest into battle.””
He picked up a handful of snow. ‘‘ They say the gods themselves were on her side that day. Snow
blinded their soldiers. The wind fouled their arrows. Billathe Bloody sent those surface-dwellersflesing
for their lives. Everywhere she goes, she draws new mongtersinto her army. She plansto conquer every
lagt inch of thisland.”

He crunched the snow into aball and ateit. ** At least, that wasthe plan. Turnsout thisland isabit bigger
than anyoneredized.”

Jig studied the other goblins. Trok wasin heaven, beaming as he jabbed his sword at imaginary humans.
Relkawas fingering her necklace—when had she found time to make anew one?—and smiling to
hersdlf. Even Jg had to admit Billa s plan was appedling. Drive the surface dwellers back once and for
al. No more adventurers snesking in to the mountain to kill goblins and hunt treasure. No more humans
and elves dragging goblins off as daves. After dl these years, they would be safe.

Was that why Shadowstar had sent him here? So Billa could protect them once and for all?

Not exactly, Shadowstar said. The danger isn’t from the humans and elves.

Billa and her orcs? Jg guessed.

No. Something else.

Jgtugged hisears, usng the pain to distract him from hisfrustration. Isit too late for me to start

wor shiping a different god? One who isn’t so vague with his warnings? Maybe one who will tell
me to stay in the lair whereit’'s safe, and eat hot rat stew and drink warm klak beer all day?

You want Rionisus Yelloweyes, God of Revelry. But | don't think he'd be interested in goblin
worshipers. Shadowstar paused. Jig, you and the other goblins are my window to your world. In
my prime, with wor shipers throughout the world, | probably would have been strong enough to
sense exactly what threat you faced. But now . . . I’'msorry.

“*How much farther?’ Trok asked. ‘| want to kill an ef!”’

“Quiet, smelly goblin.”” Hessafa dropped to al fours, pressing her noseto the rock. They had finaly left
the swamps, climbing into arocky, lightly wooded area. Now if they could only |eave the stench of the
swamp aswell. Unfortunately, Jg and every other goblin was caked in the Stuff.



“Itiselves?’ Trok asked.

“*Quiet meansno talking.”” She crept forward, sniffing hard. A clump of snow balanced atop her nose
when she next looked up. She sneezed and spat. ** EIf scent. Smdllslike fruit and flowers. Better than
goblin gink, though.”

“*So what do your regulations say about stabbing our tracker in the back?’ Relka asked.
“They'revague,’ Gratz sad.

Hessafa continued to mutter to herself as she scrambled up the rocky earth. *“ First goblins lie to kobolds,
saying Hessafa stole meta . Then kobol ds punish me by making me track for stupid gobling Elf this
way.”

“Where?’ asked one of the other goblins. Aninstant later he lurched back, damming into the goblin
behind him. An even arrow pinned the two goblins together.

““Therel”’ Hessafadoveto the ground. ** Hessafatracked df. Goblins go kill it now!””’

Jg could seethe df standing hadfway up a snow-covered tree. He balanced easily on abranch, not even
disturbing the snow as he nocked another arrow.

““Down!’’ Gratz shouted. He needn’t have bothered. The other goblins were dready scrambling for
cover, hiding behind trees and rocks and each other. There wasn't much cover on the rough hillsde. The
trees were sparse and thin.

The df’s second shot pinned agoblin's exposed ear to the earth.

Gratz was actualy smiling as he glanced at the other goblins. His voice was loud enough to carry over the
frightened screams. ** Regul ations say the best attack formation for asmall group like oursisthe
Grab-and-Squeeze. Spread out like agiant hand, then everyone closesin a once. As commander, I'm
the middlefinger, so I'll charge up the center.””

He jabbed his sword at the other goblins. ** Y ou three are the thumb and pointer. To my left. Jig, you and
the kobold are the little finger. Y ou head to the right. Now go!”’

The goblins spread apart, obeying without thinking. Had they been thinking, Jig was sure they would have
run the other way. But even he had jolted into motion at Gratz' s sharp tone.

Hessafathrew her short spear as sheran. The df twisted easily out of theway, but at least he couldn’t
shoot anyone and dodge at the sametime. Trok stooped to grab arock, then threw it without breaking
gride.

The f caught it. With acrooked smile, he threw it back.

Trok ducked hishead. The rock that would have crushed hisface instead rang off of hishelmet. Trok
staggered and toppled into the snow. Even from here Jig could see the dent in the top of his helmet.

By now the remaining goblins had amost reached the df. Still amiling, the elf stepped back from his
branch, dropping lightly into the snow. He used his bow to parry the nearest goblin’ s attack, then
whirled, putting himself behind the goblin. A kick to the backside launched the goblin straight into the
tree. The sound of skull hitting wood reminded Jig of the war drums back home.

Gratz and Relka reached the elf next, and both attacked at once. The elf tossed hisbow into the air,
where it hooked negtly over one of the branches. He caught Relka' swrist and twisted her arm so her
sword pressed her neck. Had the blade been sharper, it would have cut her throat. The ef pressed
harder, then grimaced in disgust. He dammed his elbow into Relka' stemple, knocking her to the ground,
and then Gratz swung his sword down onto the ef’ sbare wrist.

Nothing happened. Gratz tried again, and thistime the f caught the blade and yanked it from his hand.
Jg stopped running. He looked at Hessafa, who had started to follow him up the hill. Both took a
tentative step back.

Another goblin screamed as he charged the df, sword swinging. Jg wasn't sureif he was screaming to
try to intimidate the ef, or because he ill had an arrow dangling from his ear. Either way, the elf barely
blinked as he parried the attack with hisarm, then used Gratz' s sword to run the goblin through. The
body tumbled down the hill toward Jg' sfest.

Dull or not, that blow should have shattered the ef’ sarm. And Gratz' s weapon was certainly better than
anything the others carried. Y et the ef hadn’t even flinched as he grabbed Gratz' sblade.

“Elf magic?’ Hessafawhispered.



““No, thismagicisworse.”” He recognized thiself now. Thiswas one of Theodore' s companions.
Theodore must have used the Rod of Cregtion to strengthen the df’ s skin, turning it tough asarmor. The
elf flexed hisarms, stretching as though he had just awakened from a pleasant nap, then retrieved hisbow
from the branches.

“Run?’ Hessafa asked.

Jgdidn't move. They couldn’t run fast enough to escape an elven archer. Isthis the part where we all
die?

No, said Shadowstar. Well, it’s not the danger I’ ve been sensing, at any rate. That danger is
magical and widespread. This one should be quick and efficient.

Jg lay flat, hiding behind atree and the dead goblin with the arrow in hisear. The upper edge of his
armor pressed into histhroat, cutting off his breath, but it didn’t matter. He was too scared to breathe
anywey.

Hessafa crouched beside him. He could see the elf gpproaching.

Why didn't goblins ever get the magica armor and the enchanted weapons and the—Wait. Jg reached
out to yank the elf’ sarrow from the dead goblin’s ear. If Theodore had used the rod to strengthen the
elves, would he have done the same to their weapons? Jig brushed afinger over the arrowhead, grinning
asadot of blood appeared. Thetip was so sharp he hadn’t even felt the cut.

| don’t suppose you could distract him for me? Jig asked.

There’ sonething | could try, said Shadowstar. | haven't doneit in several thousand years, and it
probably wouldn’t work, but—

Jgwould have laughed if histhroat hadn’t been so tight. A magic elf is about to snap mein half. Try
it!

Sand up.

Jg cradled the arrow in both hands. What?

Warmth rushed through Jg' s body. The sensation was similar to what he experienced when he used his
hedling magic. But where the heding magic was concentrated in his hands, this bubbled up from his chest
and spread outward. And while hedling magic usualy warmed his hands, thisfelt asthough he had
swalowed afire-spider.

Rise, Jig Dragondayer. Rise, and tell your kobold friend to close her eyes.

Why?

Shadowstar sighed. Because if you don't, the elf is going to kill you.

“*Cover your eyes, Hessafa,” Jig said. Hessafa buried her face in the snow. Jig wasn't sureif shewas
obeying hisingructions, or if shejust didn’'t want to seethe df kill her. Not that it mattered.

Smudge scurried out of Jg'shood and legped off of his shoulder, asingleline of slk dowing hisfdl.
Snow melted beneath the spider’ s body, and he disappeared as he scrambled toward the shelter of the
tree. Smart spider.

Jg stood. The ef was dmost within reach. Would he shoot Jig with his bow and arrow? Break Jg's
neck with one hand? Use Jig as a club to beat Hessafa to death? There were so many possibilities.

The ef hestated. His skin and armor had areddish tinge. So did the snow. Jig glanced behind, but the
sky had only begun to take on the orange hue of the sunset.

Thered light grew brighter and brighter. Blinking didn’t help. In fact, it made the glare worse. Thelight
was coming from Jg' sown skin, including theingde of hiseydlids.

The light didn’t bother Jig too much, but the elf was squinting. Jig raised hisarrow. If he could attack
whilethe df was distracted—

Wait.

Jig stared at his hands. Red fire danced over hisfingers. Curls of flame danced out from his skin, spitting
wispsof fireintotheair. You're turning meinto a fire-spider?

Afire-spider? Thisisthe Light of the Autumn Star! The divine mark of my champions! Well, a
mild version of it, anyway. Still, the universe hasn’'t seen this aura of power in thousands of years!
The light brightened faster now, painting everything the color of human blood.

Hessafawhimpered. The ef moved quick asthought. An arrow buried itself in the tree in front of the



kobold.

The df had missed. Thelight must have blinded him. Already the €lf had begun to retreat.

Jg stepped closer.

An arrow tore through Jig’'sarmor. And through Jig. He could see the hole where it had entered the
armor. He could feed amatching hole in the back, though this one was wet with blood.

It cut your side and grazed a rib. You'll live. Shadowstar hesitated. Unless he shoots you again, |
mean.

Jg clamped hisjaw, trying not to whimper. Even blind, elves were dangerous archers. There were no
fancy throat shots here. The elf was shooting for Jg's chest. A handspan to the left, and he would have
taken Jg in the heart.

Stupid snow. Jg couldn’t move without his boot crunching loud enough for even ahuman to hear. Tears
streamed down his cheek from the pain. He held his breath. The ef had to redize Jig hadn’t fallen. He
should have fallen down and pretended to die. Then when the elf came closer, Jig could have stabbed
him.

Either that, or the elf would have put afew more arrowsinto him to be safe. | don’t suppose you can do
anything about his hearing?

Sorry. | wasn't even sure | could still do the Light of the Autumn Star anymore. What did you
think? Pretty impressive, isn't it?

The creak of wood drew Jig' s attention back to the ef and hisbow. He held the string steady at the side
of hisface, listening. Jig’s chest hurt from holding his breath, but he didn’t dare exhde. He could throw
the arrow to digtract the f, but throwing away hisonly decent wegpon wasn't much of aplan.

Behind him Hessafa craned her head and howled. Jig flinched and flattened his ears against the sound.
Another arrow buried itself in thetree, but Jig could barely hear the impact over the echo of Hessafa's
cry.

He stared at the arrow. If he couldn’t hear . . . Jig legped forward and stabbed his own stolen arrow into
theelf’ schedt.

The ef dropped his bow. Both hands touched the arrow. He squinted at Jig, and his expression was one
of mild puzzlement. Sowly he toppled back into the snow.

Jg swhole body sagged with relief. Terror must have helped block the pain, but now that histerror was
fading, the hole in hissde fdt asthough it were on fire. Jig reacted by screaming and clutching the wound
with both hands.

Hessafa scurried out from behind her tree. She retrieved her spear and prodded the df. **Killed by noisy
goblin. How?’ Her fur bristled as she turned to point her spear a Jig. **More magic?’

““No, it—"" Jg clenched hisjaw. His breath hissed past hisfangs. Would you mind helping me?
What? Oh, sorry.

Jg gasped with relief asthe skin dong his side began to hed. Eventudly he managed to stand. He
grabbed the hem of his cloak from beneath hisarmor and tried to wipe the snow from his spectacles, but
between the snow, swamp muck, and various colors of blood, his cloak was a complete disaster. Albeit
acolorful one. He ended up cleaning the lenses on the deeve of the df’ s shirt instead.

He checked Relka next. She would have anasty bruise on her head, but she should live. Trok was
snoring, so Jig figured he was okay. So was Gratz. His arm was broken from when the elf had tossed
him aside, but that could wait until Jg checked the others. Of the two goblins who had been pinned by
the same arrow, the one in back still lived. Bardly. Jg managed to keep him aive as he pulled the arrow
free, then did hisbest to heal the wounds.

By thetime hefinished, Jg was exhausted and covered in goblin blood. But only two of his companions
had died.

“First you catch on fire, then you kill the magic elf. Now you heal stupid goblins”’ Hessafawas il
staring, her fur making her head appear comically large. Her teeth were bared, and her eyeswide.
““What areyou, goblin?’

Don't tell her, Shadowstar said.

| don’t want to. Can you imagine what it would sound like if she and Relka started singing



together? But how am | supposed to explain catching on fire in the middle of a battle, not to
mention—

Jig, you're not going to like this.

Jg closed hiseyes. If Shadowstar was bothering to warn him, the news had to be truly unpleasant.
When | placed the mantle of my star upon you, something noticed.

The mantle of your star? Oh, you mean the light. Jig stiffened asthe rest of that sank in. What
noticed? Are there other elves out here?

They didn’t notice you, Jig. They noticed me.

From Shadowstar’ stone, thiswas abad thing. Yet Jig couldn’t help feeling relieved. For once, the
unimaginably scary mongter waan't after him!

That’ s true, but anything searching for meis going to find you aswell. Don't tell her anything,
Jig. Don't tell anyone until | learn more.

So much for relief.

““What areyou?’ Hessafaasked again.

Jg glanced at the other goblins. Gratz was groaning, and Relka had begun to stir. * Hessafa, | didn’t kill
thedf.”

‘*Kobolds not stupid. | saw!”’

Jgshook hishead. *“You killed her.”’

“*Elf attacked stupid goblins. Hessafa hid. Then you—""

““Think what the stupid goblinswill say when you explain how you saved them,” Jg said. **How you
snuck up and stabbed that ef with his own arrow. The kobolds sent you with us because they’ re mad at
you. Imagine how they’ll react when you tdll them you killed the df.”

Hessafa hesitated, glancing at the €f, then back at Jig. She Sraightened. ** Hessafa killed df!’’

“Did | hear that mutt right? A kobold killed an éf scout?’ Gratz' s voice was hoarse but firm. He sat up
and rotated hisarm. **Huh. | could have sworn | heard bone crack.”

Jg glanced around, searching the hillsde and the trees. Shadows had begun to stretch as the sun sank
lower.

Trok wasthe next to recover. He groaned and climbed to hisfeet, brushing snow from hisfurs. Hisears
perked when he saw the body. *‘Hey, fresh ef!”’

““Noeating.”” Gratz rubbed hisarm again. *‘ Thelast thing we need isfor an entire squadron to come
down with the runsfrom raw df.”’

“*“Who said anything about eating him raw?* Trok asked. Hejabbed afinger at Relka “* She' sacook!”’
Their brief argument ended when Trok redlized hisknifewouldn't pierce the df’ s skin. They might be
able to cook the éf, but they had no way to eat him.

Even though Jig’' s somach gurgled at the thought of roast €lf, he was just as happy to move on. Cooking
the ef meant more time aone in the woods, with wild animas and magicaly armored elves and whatever
was hunting Tymalous Shadowstar.

What could possibly hunt agod?

Generally, nothing but another god, said Shadowstar. As Jig followed Gratz and the others back
toward Billa sarmy, hetried very hard not to think about that. He failed.

Do you remember what Darnak said, back when he first told you about me? Shadowstar asked as
they crossed through the swamp.

Jg could fed Smudge rustling in hishood. Was he sensing Jg' s nervousness, or was Shadowstar’ s
hunter dready closing in onthem?

They had been degp in the tunndls of the mountain. Jg had seen Darnak’ s own hedling powers and had
asked about the gods. Darnak had been delighted to have an audience, and he had talked until Jg' sears
wereliterdly numb. He mentioned you were one of the fifteen Forgotten Gods, and said something
about a war .

The War of Shadows. Béellsrang sharply, which Jg had come to recognize as a sound of annoyance.
Supid name, | know. I’ d bet anything Noc was the one who thought it up. It suits his sense of
melodrama. Still, it's simpler than ** The Folly of Fifteen Gods Who Thought They Could



Challenge the Two.””’

That would be difficult to work into a song, Jg agreed.

The realm of the gods is a convoluted place, Jig. At the end of the war, vast stretches of that
realm were cast into shadow and darkness. The fifteen rebellious gods were destroyed, their
homes eradicated.

All fifteen? Jig repeated. Including Tymalous Shadowstar. They thought you were dead.

| nearly was. I’ ve kept quiet since then. None of the magic I’ ve used should have drawn the
attention of another god. Not unless they were already searching for me.

Jg shivered. The evening had grown colder, and his breath clouded in the air. | thought gods were
supposed to be immortal.

Some of us are more immortal than others.

Jg glanced at Relka. What would she say if she knew? For most of ayear, she had praised Tymalous
Shadowstar to anyone who would listen, and many who wouldn’t. She sang about his strength and
wisdom. But what Shadowstar had revea ed made him sound less like an al-powerful god and more like
... wdll, likeagoblin. A goblin among gods, hiding and afraid.

| resent that. I’'mfar better looking than any goblin.

Jgignored that. Do you know which god is hunting you? And, more importantly, would that god
bother with Shadowstar’ s goblin followers?

| have my suspicions. Noc ascended to the role of death god during the war. He earned the name
God-dayer. | trust you can figure out why?

““Wespons ready, men,”’ Gratz barked, drawing Jig's attention back to thisworld. ** Jg, Hessafa, spread
out to either sde. Stay out of sight. Flanking formation.”

“*“What doesthat mean?’ Jig asked.

““It means you get your scrawny arse out of sight and wait for orders. If thisis another €f trick, you and
Hessafa attack from either side.”

Jg hurried away, crouching down in the swamp and barely noticing the sench. A part of him wanted to
keep on running. Nobody would bother to follow alone goblin runt.

But wherewould he run? Even if he managed to avoid elf scouts and Billa swarriors, he didn’t know
how to hide from a vindictive death god. Though he would probably freeze to death long before that
became a problem. He squatted in the snow and tried to keep histeeth from chattering too loudly.
“‘Gratz, isthat you?’ The voice was Silverfang's. What was he doing out here? Jig peeked through the
trees.

Silverfang sat astride Bastard, clutching the wolf’ sropesin both hands. Bastard snarled and tugged his
head. Silverfang leaned down and punched him in the head, after which Bastard settled down. Two other
wolf-riderswaited to either sde.

““We were on our way back,” Gratz said. ‘*We found and killed an elf scout.”

““| seeyou lost therunt.”” Silverfang looked pleased.

“*No, gr. Jig, Hessafa, get back herel””’

Jg stomped hisfeet as he walked. Histoes were starting to go numb. That couldn’t be good.

“*Stupid goblins,’” Hessafamuittered. ** First go hide. Then come back. Can’'t make up their minds.”’
“*Corpord Gratz, report,” Silverfang said, hisvoice strange. Hewasn't yelling, exactly. He sounded like
he was't sure whether or not to be angry. * Exactly what happened when you fought thiself?”’

“*He had some kind of magicd protection,” Gratz said. He hesitated, then grudgingly added, ** The
kobold finished him off.””

“That' sright!"” Hessafaraised her spear. *‘ Hessafa killed him. Goblinsjust fell down alot.”

“Isthat 07’ Silverfang scowled a Gratz. There wasthe anger. *“Y ou let auseess kobold fight your
battle?’

“*We used the Grab-and-Squeeze formation,”” Gratz said. ** Just like regulations say. We goblins did the
bulk of the fighting, wearing the ef down so the kobold could—""

“Saveit.”” Slverfang smiled. *“ Y ou can explainit to the orcs. It seems Billa hersdf would like to ask you
afew questions about your little battle.””



CHAPTER6

Tymalous Autumnstar dug his front claws into the sandstone and slid his broken body across the
floor. Hisrear legs and tail were limp and lifeless. From the feel—rather, the lack of feeling past
his wings—Anisah had snapped his spine. Fortunately, it was difficult to truly kill a god.

Not so difficult to smash one senseless, asit turned out.

Finally he reached the wall, where various pots and sacks provided shadows and shelter. He
squeezed behind a stack of fleshy cactus leaves. Hopefully nobody would need the pungent,
needle-covered leaves for tonight’s meal. Anyone who found Autumnstar here would either toss
him into the pot for dinner or break his neck to put him out of his misery.

His tongue flicked out, smelling the cool night air. He rested his head against the barrel and
looked out at Anisah’s body.

Well, at least she had died smiling. Even if Autumnstar hadn’t planned to comfort her in quite that
fashion.

What had gone wrong? Healing a mortal body needed only the tiniest pinch of magic. He should
have had no trouble easing Anisah’s pain. Or fixing his own crushed spine, for that matter.

He closed his eyes, fighting off fear as he peered beyond the stone walls of the city. Surely the
gods weren't still hunting him after all thistime. A quick peek into the realm of the divine
shouldn’t draw any notice. Priests did it all the time, using purely mortal magic. And sometimes a
particular type of mushroom.

He braced himself as his surroundings appeared to fade, but nothing more happened. Autumnstar
rested his head on a cactus leaf and tried to relax.

It was strange to see the stars from down here. The constellations were recognizable, but altered.
Tarvha the Trapper was much skinnier from this angle. The Three-Headed Dragon appeared to
have his leftmost head wedged in a very improbable location. Then again, dragons were quite
flexible.

He turned, trying to orient himself. A half-moon hovered over the eastern horizon, which meant
The Guardian should be to hisright. The Guardian looked like a potbellied dwarf from here.
Autumnstar followed the tip of The Guardian’s nose, toward—

“It'sgone,”” he whispered. He searched again, making sure the oddly distorted constellations
hadn’t tricked him, but there was no mistake. Before, a lone star had burned red in the sky
between The Guardian and Elsa the Drunk. Now there was nothing.

No, not nothing. He squinted, trying to make out a spot of darkness that was somehow blacker
than the surrounding space. A point in the sky that seemed to absorb the light of nearby stars.

He should have guessed. Noc was nothing if not dramatic. No doubt the death of the Autumn Star
had been a great spectacle, seen by gods and mortals throughout the universe.

‘1 hope you burned your eyebrows off,”” Autumnstar muttered.

A circle of orcswaited at the edge of the swamps. Jg counted at least eight, though there could have
been more in back.

They stood with swords and axes ready. How much time did they spend polishing their blades, to get
them to shinelike that? And had they deliberately positioned themselves so their wegpons would best
reflect the moonlight?

Intentional or not, it worked. Jg didn’t even redlize he had d owed down until one of the other goblins
bumped into him.

“*Say nothing unless Billataksto you,” Gratz whispered. ** Don’'t make any sudden moves, either. If one
of those orcs decides you're athrest, you'll be dead before you can spit.”’

Jg pulled his cloak tight, tucking his handsinto hisarmpits. Hisfingersfelt numb, asif the blood had
frozen. Even theinsde of hisnogrilsfelt like they were coated in athin layer of ice. He stared longingly at
Trok’ sfurs, then gave atentative sniff. Cold asit was, theicy breeze couldn’'t completdly kill Trok’s
gench.

Siverfang pulled Bastard to a halt afew paces away from the lead orcs. The wolf snarled, but the orcs



didn’'t so much ashlink.

Billawas awfully confident, to come with so few guards. Sure, any one of those orcs could probably kill
every goblin here, but with enough goblins and wolves, there was aways the chance one would get
lucky. Most of the goblins were new recruits. How did Billaknow there wouldn't be trouble?
“Generd,”’ Slverfang said, bowing hisheed.

The frontmost orcs stepped to ether Sde, reveding Billathe Bloody.

Jg sfirs thought was that Billalooked awfully skinny for an orc. Her skin was paler, too. Her hair was a
dirty white, pulled into athick, snarled rope at the top of her head. Despite the white hair, she appeared
quite young. Her face was unwrinkled, marred only by thetriba scar on her nose and a sprinkling of
pimples on her forehead.

She wore a cape of white horsehair over her armor. Like the rest of the orcs, her arms were bare, but
shedidn’t gppear to notice the cold. Her skin wasn't pimpled like the others, nor did her face have the
same flushed appearance.

She chewed her thumbnail as she contemplated the goblins. Therest of her nails were bitten raw.
Jgwould have sworn the air got colder when she turned to look at him. Even the wolves backed away
as her gaze swept them. She spat abit of nail into the snow. One hand brushed the hilt of her sword.
“*“What happened tonight?’ Her voice was softer than Jig expected.

Gratz cleared histhroat. ‘*Wefound and killed one éf, ar.”’

“*Good. Who killed it?’

Gratz made aface like he had bitten into afried rat, only to haveit bite him back. ‘‘Her,” he said,
pointing to Hessafa. One of the orcs snickered.

Billachewed her lower lip as she studied the kobold. ** Y ou killed an elf scout?’

Hessafaglanced at Jg, then grinned. ** Goblinsfight stupid. Hessafakilled €f.”

“*Nothing stupid about the Grab-and-Squeeze formation,” Gratz muttered.

Billadrew her sword. Gratz squeaked once and was silent.

No wonder Billahadn't worried about afew goblins and their wolves. With asword like that, she could
kill—

A god, said Shadowdtar.

Mogt of the blade was acloudy gray, rippled like sand on the shore of the underground lake back home.
The edges were clear as glass. Fog rose from the surface, and frost soon covered the blade from hilt to
tip. Cold spread from the sword like stink from Trok, so powerful Jg might aswell have been standing
naked in the snow.

Soitisn’'t Noc after all, Shadowstar said absently. This could be bad.

Jg snorted, then tensed, hoping nobody had noticed. What' s wor se than a god of death hunting us?
“*So I’'mto believe akobold summoned the power of Tymalous Autumnstar to help her overcomethis
ef?’ Billaasked, her voice ill mild.

For an ingtant, Jg felt hope. You' re Tymalous Shadowstar . Maybe she' s confused you with some
other god?

Isa, Shadowstar whispered. | thought she was dead.

“Tymalouswho? ' Hessafaglanced a Jig again before asking, *‘ Isthat another stupid goblin?’

So who isIsa? Jig demanded.

Another goddess. She created that sword during the war. For Billato carry it means Isa has taken
her as her champion.

Billagtepped toward Jg. ** Tell mewhat you know of Tymaous Autumngtar, little goblin. Lieto me, and
I’1l cut out your tongue.”’

Relka stepped forward. ** Jigis—"’

Silverfang punched her in the head. ** No speaking out of turn!”’

Jg gavedlent thanksfor Slverfang and histemper. Relkawould get them dl killed if she didn’t keep her
mouth shut. * ‘I’ ve never heard that name before,” Jig said.

Too late he wondered if Billa could read histhoughts. No . . . if she could, Jg would aready be dead.
Hetried to imagine how an innocent goblin would act. Terrified, most likely. Jg could do thet.



** She probably means Tymalous Shadowstar,”” Trok said.

Silverfang drew back afig, but Billaheld up her hand, and he hesitated.

“Tymaous Shadowstar?’ Billa stepped toward him, leaving Jig to shiver uncontrollably from cold and
fear. ' Tell mewhere you heard that name.”

Trok folded hisarms. *“If | do, will you make me awolf-rider?’

Gratz started to say something about regulations and orders, but Silverfang was faster. He reached for
Trok, bellowing, *‘I’'m going to rip off your arm and—""

“Yes' sadBilla “* Tell mewhat | want to know, and Silverfang will make you one of hiswolf-riders.”
Silverfang's scowl wrinkled hisface so badly his metal tooth pricked the skin beneath hiseye. A drop of
blue blood trailed down his cheek like atear. But hesaid only, *‘Yes, Sr.”’

Evenif Jg could have stopped shaking, there was nowhere to run. The wolveswould beonhimina
singlelegp, assuming Billadidn’'t smply run him through with that sword. He stared a Trok, waiting for
him to condemn Jg to death.

““Youwant her,”” Trok said. He nudged Relka with hisfoot, then reached down to grab the new pendant
she had made.

Relka groaned and tried to take it back.

“*Shewon't shut up about Tymalous Shadowstar,”” said Trok. **Y ou should hear the hymns.”’

Hisferd grin made his motivation obvious. He might not know why Billawas asking about Shadowdtar,
but anything that rid him of Relka's presence was agood thing. Asabonus, hewould get to bea
wolf-rider and keep Jig around to heal whatever injuries he might suffer . . . up until Relka opened her
mouth and told Billathe truth.

“*She'snot—"" Jig swallowed and tried again. ** Relka s not the one you want.”’

““Isthat 0?7’ asked Billa, turning that frigid glare on him once more. Trok looked angry too, but he was
aminor worry compared to Billa

Y ou want Shadowstar’ spriest.”” He blurted it out quickly, before his sense of self-preservation could
render him mute. ** A goblin named Braf. Relkamight have prayed to Shadowstar while we were fighting
the df, but Braf ishisoneand only true priest.”

Cometo think of it, Relka probably had prayed to Shadowstar during the fighting. Jig wouldn't be
surprised if she prayed for Shadowstar’ s blessing every time she washed a pot or cooked an omelette.
She does. Why do you think they taste so good?

“Goon,” Billasad.

“*Braf cast gpdlsfor hisfollowers. He put them on those necklaces. But he' s not very good with magic.”’
That lagt part wastrue, if nothing else. Braf had trouble concentrating on what he was doing. Jg il
remembered the time Braf tried to heal one of the kitchen workers Golaka had stabbed for swiping
fire-spider eggs. Braf had pressed two fingersinto the wound, guiding Shadowstar’ s magic deep into the
goblin’sbody. Jg found him there hours later, having healed the wound with hisfingers till insgde.

With agrimace, Jig sad, ‘' Relkamust have used that magic to try to help her during thefight.”” He
shrugged. ‘1 didn’t notice anything. Shadowstar never struck me as being avery hepful god.”
Billatook the necklace from Trok and studied it closdly. *“What happened to Braf?’

““Hedied,” Jgsad quickly. **When Princess Genevieve attacked our lair.”’

“*Champions of agod aren't so easy to kill.”” Billawaved a Relka. ** Take her.”” Two of her orcs hauled
Relkaupright. ** Prepare your goblins, Silverfang. We march tonight.”’

“Tonight?" Slverfang cleared histhroat. ** Begging your pardon, but I’ ve got two squads out with boot
rot, and we haven't finished—"’

“‘Leavethem.” Billaglanced at another of the orcs. ** Spread the word. We march through the night.”’
Relka sfeet dragged through the mud and snow asthe orcs hauled her away. She watched Jig the whole
time, hardly even blinking.

Billasheathed her sword. ** And give thisgoblin awolf,”” she added, waving ahand at Trok.

Now what? asked Shadowstar.

Jg sshouldersdumped. | was hoping you would tell me.



Goblin drums begt out a steady rhythm as Billa s army marched up the road. At first Jig had been
ddighted to hear drums actualy pounding in unison. Such anice change from the cacophony of battle
back at thelair. Row after row of goblins, al marching in step. Not one knew where they were going, but
that didn’t seem to matter. What mattered was staying in line and not drawing Oakbottom’ s attention.
The walking tree wandered through the ranks, his bare branches lashing out like whips a anyone who
fatered. Asfar asJig could tell, he never actualy stepped on anyone. The base of histrunk split into four
““legs,’’ each one ending in along mess of gnarled roots. He waked dowly, but with hissize, he could
take one step for every five of Jg'sand still keep up. And his branches were long enough to strike seven
lines ahead or behind, asthe goblin next to Jig had learned earlier. The poor fellow was ill limping.
Asone of the newest, and presumably one of the most expendable recruits, Jg found himself near the
front line. A group of orcs on horseback led the way, followed closdly by the goblin wolf-riders. Trok
rode Smdlly, which seemed a perfect match. To either side of the main column, small groups of kobolds
jogged dong, presumably searching the woods for ambushes.

He glanced behind, gtill amazed at the sheer sze of Billa sarmy. They filled the road and much of the
land to either side. Billaand most of her orcs were toward the rear, followed by troll-drawn wagons.
Presumably Relkawas back there aswell, assuming Billahadn't killed her.

She'salive, said Shadowstar. Frightened and exhausted, but alive.

She hadn'’t told Billa about Jg, ether, judging from the fact that Jig was dso il dive. What does Isa
want with you? Who is she? What happened to Noc?

|sa was Goddess of the Winter Winds.

That would explain the cold. If Jig had to face another god, couldn’t it have been agod of warm, comfy
breezes?

She was also my wife.

Jg stopped walking. Goblins behind him cursed and swore as they collided with one another. Jig
hunched his shoulders againgt a punch to the back that sent him staggering. He hurried to catch up with
therest of hisline, hoping Oakbottom hadn’t noticed.

Your wife? he repeated. Goblinsdidn’t mate for life, but he knew surface-dwellers had different habits.
Habits apparently shared by the gods. | don’t understand. Shouldn’t you be happy to see her then?
I’m glad she’ s alive, Shadowstar said, though he sounded less than certain. I’ |l be happier when |
know why she' s hunting me.

Another goblin crashed into Jig asasmal brawl erupted behind him. Hetried to hurry away, but the
formation was too tight. He had no place to go.

That didn’t stop Oakbottom. He kicked goblins aside like pebblesin atunnd. Branches shot out, hauling
goblinsinto theair. Jig counted eight goblins, dl squirming and kicking and helplessasbugsina
spiderweb.

““Most of you are new to Billa'sarmy,”” Oakbottom said. He had no mouth or face that Jig could see,
though the thick branches conceadled much of histrunk. Many of hiswords were punctuated by a sound
like boards clapping together. ** So most of you probably don’t know the punishment for brawling on
duty.”

More branches wrapped around one of the goblins, and the greet tree spunin aquick circle. The goblin
flew inalong arc over therest of the formation and into the darkness beyond. His scream faded with
distance, then cut off doruptly.

““Now you know,”” Oakbottom shouted. He tossed the rest of the goblins to the ground, where they
scrambled back into line.

A short distance ahead, Gratz chuckled. ** That ought to keep things quiet for afew days.”” He glanced
back at Jig and lowered hisvoice. ** Oakbottom’ savery angry tree. Doesn't like anyone, but he's
especidly mad a humans. Makes him agreat asset during battle, and he'sgood for discipline.”’

““Why would atree hate humans?’ Jig asked.

Gratz winced. **Not so loud.”’

It was too late. Oakbottom was already stepping toward Jig. Despite the lack of visible ears, Oakbottom
could hear aswell asany goblin.



“*Y ou think you blood-sacks are the only ones to be abused by the humans?’ Oakbottom asked.
““Herehegoesagain,”’ one of the other goblins whispered.

““When | waslittle more than a sapling, there was alittle boy who used to visit me,”” Oakbottom said.
“*Every day he came. He would swing from my branches. He dept in the shade against my trunk.
Sometimes he shot stones at squirrels and birdswith hislittle ding. | loved that little boy. We were
happy.”’

“*“What happened?’ Jig asked.

“* Time passed, and the boy grew older. He stopped visiting as often. But one day he returned. He had
fdleninlove, and he wanted to make hisgirl agift. So | told him, ‘ Take my leaves and branches and
weave a beautiful headband.” And so hedid.

“*He came back ayear later. He and this girl were to marry, and he wished to build a great bonfire to
celebrate. So | said, * Cut more of my branches and dry them for your bonfire.” And so hedid. Soon |
saw smoke in the distance as they celebrated and danced.

“* Seasons passed, and | thought the boy had forgotten me. Then one day he returned, carrying an ax. He
said to me, ‘Old friend, my wifeis pregnant, and there isno space in my father’s homefor ababy. Give
me your wood so | can build ahouse.” ™

Oakbottom shuddered as he walked. ** He dammed that ax into my trunk. Y ou can still see the scar. And
s0 | did what any sdlf-respecting tree would have done. | ripped the ax out of his handsand gavehim a
taste of hisown blade.”’

“*He sbeen killing humans ever snce,”’ Gratz said. ** Naturdly Billamade him an officer. He doesn't like
to becdled sr, though.”

“*Trees don’'t concern themsalves with ranks and titles,’” Oakbottom said. ** Give me the sun on my
leaves, damp earth beneath my roots, and humansto throw, and | will be happy.”’

““Hear, hear!’” Gratz shouted. The other goblinsjoined in.

Lovely company you' re keeping these days, Shadowstar commented.

Jgdidn’'t answer. He would have gladly listened to a hundred such stories. Marching was dull, mindless
activity, which meant he had far too much time to worry.

Where was Billataking them? What would happen if Relkatold the truth about Jig? Were the goblins
back at Avery ill alive? When would they stop to pee?

Thewind blew harder, freezing thetips of Jg' sears. He pulled up hishood and transferred Smudge into
asmal pouch a hiswaist. If Isais a goddess of winter and snow and cold, does that mean it’s not
likely to warm up any time soon?

No, said Shadowstar. And the stronger she gets, the colder you'll be.

It figured.

Three dayslater, Jig barely even heard the beating of the drums. The quick double-best that sgnaled a
hat hardly registered. He bumped into another goblin, then mumbled an apology.

Every part of him dumped. For the past three days, he had trudged along, staring at the boots of the
goblinin front of him. He knew every blemish of the wet |eather, every loose gtitch, even thefrayed
threads hanging from the bottom of the goblin’ strousers.

He rubbed the front of his thighs and hissed from the pain. Hislegs had banged the hard lower edge of
hisarmor so many times he fdt like histhighs would be permanently dented.

“* Sleep with your weaponsready,”’ Gratz shouted. ‘“We' re getting close.”

Other goblins had dready begun to drop, curling up in the middle of the road and shoving one another for
gpace. Gratz and Oakbottom walked through the ranks, kicking them awake.

“*Y ou know thedrill, you lazy bastards,” Gratz said. ** Seep in your armor and you' Il be too stiff to
move, come dawn. Any goblin who' stoo sore to keep up getstossed.”’

Jg dropped his helmet onto the road, flexed hisfingers, and fumbled with the straps of hisarmor. His
hands were little more than blocks of ice. The buckles refused to move, and the straps dipped through
hisfingers. After four tries, he was ready to draw hisknife and cut away the armor. He would have done
it, but he suspected that would violate one of Gratz' s precious regulations.



Finaly helay down on his stomach and pointed his arms overhead. Fedling like afool, he wriggled
backward.

Helost ahit of skinfrom his ears and nose, but he managed to squeeze out of the oversize armor.
Pressing his back against the armor, he drew his kneesto his chest and rested his head on the road. He
kept one hand on his sword and closed hiseyes.

He heard voicesin the distance. Silverfang was shouting at the wolf-ridersto take care of their mounts.
Poor Trok. How long would he be awake, caring for Smelly?

Elsawhere, Oakbottom lashed a group of kobolds awake, sending them out to keep watch.

Therest of Gratz' s squadron fell adeep fagt, al of them exhausted. Jig soon found himsdlf squeezed into
amass of snoring, squirming, farting goblins. It reminded him abit of home. And at least he waswarm.
Jg giggled quietly, asure sgn of exhaustion or terror. Maybe both. But the more he thought about it, the
funnier his Stuation became. If it weren't for aforgotten goddess who was hunting for him, thiswould
have been the safest Jig had ever been. Surrounded by goblin warriors, he was well-protected from
adventurers and armies and anything else. . . short of the gods, of course. And Billa srules protected
him from those same goblin warriors.

No wonder Billahad amassed such afollowing. Her army provided security. Security and hope.
Shadowstar didn’t even know why Isawas hunting him. Maybe she just missed her husband.

And maybe Braf will stop picking his nose with his fangs, but | wouldn’t put money on it.
Jgrolled onto hisback. Smudge scurried out from benesth his neck, climbing onto his chest. Jig absently
rubbed the spider with one finger as he stared up at the night sky. The sight of the clouds drifting past the
gars gave him vertigo, and he clenched his eyes shut. How do you know? Not about Braf, but that Isa
is dangerous?

It would be easier to show you, said Shadowdtar.

That'sall right, Jg said hadtily. | don’'t need to see—

The ground beneath him seemed to give way, asif Jig had plunged into an endless pit. He squealed and
flailed about.

Open your eyes, Jig.

Brilliant sunlight made him squint. Momentslater he was legping out of the way as a sea of dwarves
charged past, waving axes and hammers and shouting in alanguage he didn’t recognize. Though the
dwarves didn’t appear to notice him, he somehow managed to avoid being trampled into the grass.
When the footfalls had faded into the distance, he opened his eyes and squinted to block the worst of the
un.

““We have not logst!”’

Heturned around to see.. . . Jig wasn't sure how to describe her. She reminded him of adwarf, only
tdler. A giant dwarf? Clearly hismind was Hill delusond from fatigue.

Shewastaller than most humans, but her broad shoulders and stocky build reminded him of Darnak
without the beard. Her armor and helmet shone like glass, and in one hand she held asword of ice. The
same sword Jig had seenin Billa' s hand that evening.

“lsa?’ Jg guessed.

““Haveyou lost your witsaswell asyour courage?’ Isaspat in disgust. Even though it fdlt like late
summer or early autumn, the spittle froze before it touched the ground.

Thejingle of tiny bellswarned him Shadowstar was near. He turned, but saw no sign of the forgotten
god. Slver hair drifted in front of hiseyes, and—

Jg stopped moving. He had never had hair this long, even before Smudge came adong. Jig reached to
touch his scalp, and the bellsjingled again. He wore aloose shirt of cool black materid, striped with
slver bells. Tymaous Shadowstar’ s shirt. And Shadowstar’ s hair on his head. He reached for hisears,
and tried to bite back hisdismay at the puny, misshapen things he found there.

“It'syouwho'velost your mind, 1sa,”” Jig said. His chest tightened with fear. Had hejust insulted a
goddess?*‘Wait, | didn’'t mean to say that!”’

Relax. This happened thousands of years before you were born. Nothing you say or do can change
the outcome.



Ah. Thiswas a stupid god trick. Couldn’t you just tell me how it happened?

Thisis more effective. It’s also more fun to watch. Now relax and enjoy being me.

Isapointed. Across afield, the dwarves were attacking men mounted on giant serpents. ** Old Sethina
sided with the two over us. Perhaps she'll reconsider when her precious snake lovers have been wiped
out.”’

The snake lovers were putting up quite afight. The serpents scales were strong enough to turn most
blows, and like the rock serpents Jig knew from back home, they struck too fast to dodge. Unlike those
serpents, these were large enough to take an entire dwarf in their jaws.

Jg wondered briefly how the men remained in their saddles. Or how they stopped the saddlesfrom
diding down the snakes scaly bodies, for that matter. Magic, he guessed. Probably the same magic that
kept the riders from throwing up as the snakes dithered and struck.

Twenty dwarvesfel for every snakethat died, but there were enough dwarvesto defeat twicethis
number. The dwarves fought without fear, driven by Isa smagic.

And how did Jig know that?

““Amaisdead,”’ Jg said. He had no clue who Amamight be, but the words continued to pour forth.
““Noc has betrayed us. Even now, |psep fleesto histemple in the black lake, and Tallathe Merciful
weeps over the loss of her sster. We'velog, Isa’”

“*Then wewill makethem pay for their victory.”” Isapointed her sword over the field, to where the last
of the snakeswerefaling. ** Beginning with Noc. My dwarveswill march into the very halls of death, and
there they will—"

“Die”” Jginterrupted. Histerror had begun to fade. He still wasn't completely sure what was
happening, but 1sahadn’t killed him yet, and that was agood sign. But now hefet himsdf growing angry.
Not the loud, frightened anger of agoblin, but the deep fury of agod. Anger powerful enough to wipe
out every dwarf on that field, if he choseto unleash it. Instead, he—or Shadowstar—turned to face Isa.
““You'reserious. Y ou're going to send mortalsto face agod in hishome. Every last one of your
followerswill die, Isa”’

Isashrugged. ** They’ Il take some of Noc's protectors with them. Degth isinevitable, dear Autumngtar.
Y ou of al beings should know that.”’

Jgfet himsdf grinning. ** And you of al gods should know better than to pushme.”” Hisvision flashed.
Isashielded her face from the red light pouring from Jig’' seyes. Acrossthefidld, those dwarveswho
survived began to age. From this distance, the dwarves appeared no larger than his thumbnail, but Jig
could seethem dl clearly ashismagic took effect. Tough, sunbesten skin wrinkled. Gray spread through
hair and beards. Joints grew stiff, and old injuries began to ache.

“Stop!”’

Isa s scream made Jig want to disappear, but instead he shook his head.

Y ou would kill them yourself?”’ 1sa shouted

“They'renot dead, just old,” Jig said. ** Too old to fight. They’ d make it three stepsinto Noc' stemple
before haf of them lost bladder control. But they’ re dwarves. They should live at least another century.
Longer than they would if they continued to follow you.”

Isadrew back her sword. Jig whimpered, even as heraised hisleft arm. A silver disk appeared on his
forearm, absorbing Isa’ s attack with ease. Isastruck twice more, ringing the bellson Jig’' s deeve but
doing no red harm.

“Wherecan | get ashidd likethis?’ Jig whispered.

Noc melted it a few years after this battle, when he came to kill me. Sorry.

Isabacked away. “* You'reacoward,”” shewhispered. *‘ You're afraid to face Noc.”” Her next blow
came so suddenly that Jg barely raised his shield in time to deflect it. The force knocked him to the
ground, but Isadidn’t bother to follow up her advantage.

Moments |ater, Jg was done, grimacing as he rubbed hisarm.

Now do you under stand why she makes me nervous?

His chest burned. Was this another of 1sa s attacks? Fire seemed out of character for her. Jig opened his
eyesjust as Smudge raced over hisface, jJumping down into his hood.



There was an orc staring down at him. Scars split the orc’ s eyebrows, and his breath smelled like
kobold. The orc grabbed Jg’' sfang.

With asquawk, Jg was yanked to hisfeet. The orc kicked hisway through the groaning, snoring goblins,
dragging Jig to the edge of the group. Jig was dmost positive he recognized this orc as one of the guards
who had been with Billa

“*Billawants to know exactly what we' |l be facing when wereach your lair,” said theorc. *“What' sthe
size and makeup of thisforce that attacked you?’

“Wdl, Darnak’ sadwarf, so he' spretty small,’” Jg sad, rubbing hiseyes. ** Genevieve is average height
for ahuman, but she sskinny.”” He sared. ** Wait, did you say we were going to our lair?’

“What numberswill we facewhen we ariveat your lair?’ The orc spoke dowly, like Jig was an
addle-brained child.

““I don’'t know.”” Jig rubbed his eyes and adjusted his spectacles. ** The humans seded the entrance. The
only way inisto get the Rod of Creation back from—""’

“*Never question the power of Billathe Bloody or 1saof the Winter Winds.”” A hafhearted punch to the
chest drove the orc’s point home and knocked Jig onto hisback. ‘* How many goblins did they leavein
thelair?’

“*A few hundred,”” Jig guessed. He started to Sit up, then thought better of it. If he stayed on the ground,
the orc couldn’t reach to hit him. ** All but the strongest warriors were sedled insde. The rest were taken
away to Avery.”

“*So what are you doing here?’ The orc snorted and shook his head. ** What elselivesin thismountain
of yours?’

“*Hobgoblins, mostly,’” Jig said. *‘ There used to be ogres and a dragon, but we killed the dragon and
then the pixies came and wiped out the ogres. We killed the pixiestoo, and—""

The orc leaned down. “* Pixies? Goblins killing adragon? Didn’t your commander tell you there was no
drinkingin Billasarmy?’

Jg sad nothing. The orc hauled him upright and shoved him back toward the other goblins. Jig picked his
way back, trying not to step on hisfellow soldiers. The orc headed to the front, presumably to interrogate
Trok.

Jg settled back down on the cold earth, but thistime, he was unable to deep. In the moonlight, he could
just make out the shape of the mountains. Billawas bringing him home,

Why?

Billa sarmy believed she would lead them to victory, protecting them from the surface-dwellers once and
for al. Jig remembered how Isa had been ready to send her dwarvesto their degth, al so she would
have the chance to day her enemy.

Now Isahad anew army.

Jgjust hoped he and Shadowstar weren't her new enemy.

CHAPTER 7

The worst part about losing the power to heal was that he couldn’t heal himself either.
Fortunately, Anisah’s daughter Hana found his broken body. After cooing over Autumnstar for
close to an hour, she had decided he was the reincarnation of her mother’s spirit.

Hana had never struck Autumnstar as being overly bright.

Without his star, Tymalous Autumnstar’ s power was almost as limited as a mortal’s. Even more
than his temple, the Autumn Star had been both the symbol and the source of his power. But he
was still a god. His willpower alone was enough to keep the sand lizard alive, and over time, this
body would heal.

For more than a year, Hana carried him around in a woven sing, feeding him beetles and ants
and whatever other insects she could catch. His bones knit, the torn membrane of his wings sealed
itself, and he regained the use of histail and rear legs. . . though Hana still insisted on wrapping
tiny diapers around his backside.

There was something profoundly wrong about a god being forced to wear a diaper. Had
Autumnstar been a vengeful sort, he would have conserved his power for some serious smiting.



Instead he found himself dlipping into lethargy. It would be so easy to let go, to allow his
awareness to dissipate into this body and truly become a sand lizard. His star was gone, and he
would be killed if he ever tried to retake his place among the gods. Here he was warm and
comfortable and safe.

But one day Hana would grow sick or old. He might have enough strength to help her, but then
what? Wait another ten years until he was powerful enough to help another person? Turn his
back on the rest of the sick and the dying, the old and the weak, and all those who needed his
protection?

Hetested hislegs, digging histiny clawsinto his sling and stretching. His back arched, and his
wings fluttered. He jumped free, spreading his wings as he glided toward the floor. He fell faster
than expected. Hana' s incessant feeding had left him a bit heavier than before.

Before he could recover his balance, Hana snatched him by the neck. Autumnstar coughed and
squirmed as she dropped him back into his dling. She held himin place as she hurried back to her
room, where she looped a length of goat wool around his neck.

‘1 have to take care of you, Mother,”” Hana said. She started to tie the leash to the strap of her
dling. “*Don’'t you remember what happened last time? If | let you go, you'll get yourself crushed
or eaten or lost, and you' Il never find your way back to me.”’

Autumnstar bit her thumb.

He scurried out the door and raced up the wall, hiding atop the overhang of the roof. Hana
followed, her shouts muffled as she sucked her bleeding thumb.

Autumstar snorted. Served her right for trying to leash a god.

They marched for two more days. Sheer exhaustion numbed Jg' sfear. By thistime, hewould have
happily cut Trok’ sthroat for the chance to ride awolf. Terrifying asthe wolveswere, Jg was dmost
willing to risk being eaten if it meant he wouldn't have to walk anymore. His feet were so blistered he
was amazed his boots hadn’t burst at the seams. Hislegs were numb, and hisill-fitting armor had rubbed
bloody streaks dong his neck and shoulders.

Then on the morning of the fifth day, as Jig was scarfing down abreskfast of goat meat and warm milk,
he spotted Trok hobbling into the woods to water the trees. He walked bow-legged, and even from here
Jg could hear him yelp when he adjusted histrousers. On second thought, maybe marching on foot
wasn't so0 bad. Painful as Jig' s blisters and sores were, others had injuries that were far worse. All Jig
knew was that he wasn't about to heal those wounds.

“Hurry it up,” Silverfang shouted. He gill rode Bastard, and he held Trok’ swolf by the ropes. Trok ran
back, hisface tight with pain. Silverfang tossed Trok the ropes and turned to face the goblins. “*We
march double time today!”’

Jg gulped down the lagt of his meat, dropping abit into his hood for Smudge. He turned to Gratz.
“What'sdouble time?’

Graz grinned. ““You'll see.””

The drums began to pound a quick, sharp rhythm. Apparently *‘doubletime’” meant hurrying ong a an
awkward pace that was too quick to be aproper walk, but not quite fast enough to be ajog.

It was certainly amore efficient pace. Normally it took Jg most of the morning before his ssomach began
to cramp and the musclesin his thighs knotted. Marching at double time, he reached that same leve of
pain before they were even out of Sight of last night’s camp. By the time the sun was overhead, he was
about ready to cut out his ssomach with his sword. He probably would have doneit too, if his stupid
armor hadn’t been in theway.

The ground was steeper today. Roots and saplings fought to reclaim the edges of the road. Those
soldiers unfortunate enough to be at the edges of the formation were congtantly stumbling and cursing as
they fought to keep up.

Three thunderous drumbesats signaded a halt. Jig turned around, standing on histoesto see past the other
goblins. A group of orcs rode through the trees, toward the front of the lines. He recognized Billa by her
white cape. Relkarode with her. Her eyes were squeezed shut, and her hands weretied. Shelooked like



achild, squeezed onto the front of the saddle with Billa.

“Thetempleisnearby,” Billashouted. ** Slverfang, bring your goblins.”’

Jg blinked. He had thought they were going back to the lair. What temple—?

Mine, said Shadowstar. She must have sensed it.

What would happen when she redlized she couldn’t get into the mountain to reach the temple? Jg stared
longingly up the mountainside, wondering how the remaining goblins had fared snce heleft. They had
survived for over ayear thefirst time Jig sedled the entrance. They should be fine. Why, even now
Golakawas probably preparing stuffed snakeskins and lizard-fish pudding.

Jg smouth watered, and a bit of drool dipped past one of hisfangs.

Silverfang turned Bastard in atight circle. * Gratz, your squadron’ swith me. Therest of you tekea
break, but anyone who fals adeep had better pray | feed you to the wolves. At least they’ Il be quick!””’
Jg and therest of Gratz' s squadron groaned. Behind them, goblins collapsed to the ground, leaning
againgt one another for support.

Silverfang tugged Bastard’ s ropes and shouted, ‘*March!’’ Bastard trotted after the orcs, and the rest of
the wolf-ridersfdl in behind him.

Trok cursed as Smelly lunged away from the pack, teeth bared as he charged the closest of the horses.
Trok yanked the ropes, fighting to get hiswolf under control, but Smelly ignored him.

Silverfang threw arock. No, not arock. One of thosetroll toes. It flew past Smelly, who skidded to a
halt. Hisfront paws shoveled snow as he dug after thetoe. ** Next time you lose control of your mount,
it syour toesI'll befeeding him,”” Silverfang said as he rode past.

Jg adjusted his hdmet as he and the other goblins jogged up the mountainside after the wolves. His
armor bounced with every step, degpening aready-painful bruises.

They kept up that pace for what seemed like years, until Jig began to worry that hisfeet and legswould
samply snap away from hisbody like twigs. Finally the horses and wolves dowed near a half-frozen
Sream.

“*Gratz, take your men up the mountainsde and scout around.”” Silverfang grinned. ** If you find anything,
scream redlly loud before they kill you.”

Jg glanced behind, surprised at how far they had climbed. When he turned back, he redlized he knew
this place. Farther upstream was where he and Relka had come to rescue Grell from ahuman soldier a
few weeks back. He was home!

“*Spread out,”” said Gratz. ‘*Weapons ready.”’

Jg tugged his sword free. The leather wrapping on the hilt did little to protect him from the cold metd,
and he switched the sword from one hand to the other as he walked. His other hand he shoved into his
cloak pocket, petting Smudge for warmth.

The snow had hidden most evidence of battle, but here and there Jig till saw sgns of the humans' attack.
A spear stood point-firgt in the snow. At firgt, Jg mistook it for asgpling. Farther dong, abluebird
perched on an arrow embedded in atree. The bird chirped and fluffed its chest, apparently trying to mate
with the bright-colored fletching.

What Jig didn’t seewas any hint of humans or elves. Genevieve had taken her goblin daves down to
Avery, while Theodore and hiselvesran off to join the king and await Billa' sarmy. How long would it
take them to discover Billahad chosen an dternate path? An army of monsters was hardly subtle.
“Jg!"’ Gratz s sharp whisper made Jg jump. “* Y ou're on point. Take ustothislar of yours.”
Jg'schest tightened as he crept past the others toward the small clearing up ahead.

“‘Everyone else hold back,”” Gratz said. *‘ Regulations say the best way to spring traps and ambushesis
with asingle scout. Beready.”’

That made sense. One goblin would spring the trap, and then the rest could rush in. It was agreat
srategy for everyone except the poor scout. But Smudge was till relatively cool, and Jig heard nothing
but the eager whigpers of hisfellow goblins. He crept forward, ears held high, until he reached the
entrance. What remained of the entrance, at any rate.

Before, afdlen pine had sheltered the entrance, blocking the wind and hiding the cave from casua view.
Theodore must have used the Rod of Cregtion on the tree. The flat, brown needles now stretched in all



directions, even into therock of the cave. They were aswide as Jig's claws, and the edges appeared
sharper than Jig's own sword. Smudge might be able to creep through the cracks between those
tight-woven needles, but no goblin would fit. Not without first being chopped into spider-size pieces.

He decided to keep that last thought to himsdlf, lest Gratz or Silverfang start to get ideas.

Hewould have given anything to be able to crawl through the tree and retregt to hislair. He wanted to be
home, not stuck in the cold, waiting for Billaand her goddess to discover who he was.

Thisisyour fault, he muttered. Shadowstar didn’t argue.

“Isthelair secure?’ Gratz cdled.

““Yes’ It was more than secure. He rapped his sword against one of the needles. The needles bent
dightly, like good stedl, but when he tried to push them further, they sorang back.

Gratz shouted down the mountainsde, then waved for the other goblinsto join Jg. The orcsand
wolf-riders had | eft their mounts a short distance below. Jig stepped as far to the Side as he could to
make way for Billaand her orcs. And Relka Relka s bound hands clutched her pendant tight.
Billascowled a thetree. **Cut it away,”” shesaid.

Orcsraced to obey. Goblins raced to get out of the way of the orcs. Swords and axes crashed against
thetree, to no avail. Like the ef scout Jig had fought, the tree was hardened by the Rod of Cresation.
Indestructible, save for magic.

Billa shoved Relkainto the snow and drew her sword. *“1 know you' re here, Autumngtar. You can't hide
frommeforever.”

Billachopped her sword onto the branches. The magically strengthened branches snapped as though
they were dead and rotted. A few more swings, and Billahad cleared away enough of the tree for her to
dipingde. She grabbed Relka by thearm.

““Nobody comesinto this cave, friend or foe,” said Billa. Her orcs grunted and took up positionsto
ether sde of the cave.

Relka had time for one frightened look at Jig, and then Billadragged her into the darkness.

“Thisisboring,” Trok muttered, not for thefirst time. Siverfang had taken severd of the goblins down
to tend the wolves. The rest were supposed to help the orcs guard the cave, aduty made more difficult
by the orcs determination to kill anyone who cametoo close.

Trok was sitting beneath atree, rubbing astone over theflat tip of his sword to sharpen it. Heraised the
sword high, holding it by the blade so the tip pointed down at his boots. He let go, and the sword buried
itsdlf in the snow and dirt, afinger’ swidth from hisright foot. **1t'snot right, leaving us out hereto freeze.
Thisisour lair. Why should Billaget it dl to hersdf?’

Jgdidn't answer. Billahad opened thelair! All he had to do waswait until everyone left, and he could
return home. He stared at the orcs guarding the cave. Would anyone notice if Jig dipped away to hide?
An angry scream echoed from inside the tunnéls.

*On second thought,”” Trok said, ‘* Billa seemsto know what she' sdoing.”’

“That wasReka,”” Jig said.

““Was being theimportant word.”” Trok yanked his sword from the ground and began diding the stone
aong the edge. ** With the warriors gone, who do you think will end up eating the rest of the goblins?
Tunnel cats or the hobgoblins? My bet’ s on the hobgoblins. The yelow-skinned sneaks are probably
raiding the kitchens even now.”’

““I doubt it,” Jig said. ** They’ d have to get past Golakato do that.”’

Jig, you haveto gointhere.

What? Jg glanced at the cave. Didn’t you hear that scream? And what about all of those orcs
guarding the cave?

Billaisin the temple, Shadowstar said. She's going to kill Relka unless | manifest before her.

So manifest!

Therewasalong silence. Billa carries|sa’s sword. That weapon could kill even me, Jig.

Then I'm pretty sure it would kill me, too!

Trok punched him in the shoulder. **Y ou’ re doing that thing where you stare and mumble to yourself



again. It' screepy.”

Jg bit hislip to keep from mumbling. She’ s your wife, not mine.

Jig, now that Billa has entered my temple, | can hear 1sa whispering to her. She meansto kill meif
| don’t help her. I’'m not strong enough to fight another god.

S0 help her! Jig sat in the snow as he redlized what Shadowstar was saying. You're afraid.

So are you, said Shadowdtar.

Wl yes. I'magoblin.

Relka screamed again. She sounded more angry than afraid.

Wait, | thought Isa wanted to kill you. Now she wants your help? Jig asked.

She wants me to help her kill Noc.

Jg'shead was garting to ache. Didn’'t you say Noc was the one who betrayed you? If she has a way
to kill him, why wouldn’t you help?

It's more complicated than that.

Jgwasn't surprised in the least. Gods were supremely talented when it came to complicating things.
Most of the non-goblin raceswere, cometo think of it.

He's my son.

But why can’t you help Isa kill him?

Shadowstar’ ssigh rang through Jg' s skull. Why did it have to be goblins? Without waiting for an
answer, he said, Imagine if Billa told you she would destroy you unless you helped her to kill
Smudge.

Jg scooped Smudge out of his pocket and shielded him in both hands. Why would Billa want to hurt
my fire-spider?

Don’t make me smite you. Another divine sigh, and then, | don’t expect you to understand, Jig. But |
can't let Isa kill my son.

Wouldn't he be Isa’ s son too? Jig asked.

Shadowstar paused. No. That’s another reason Isa isn’'t too happy with me. Jig, whether you
understand or not, | need you to do this. | can’t help her kill Noc, and | can’t let her sacrifice one
of my followersin my own temple.

Save Relka. From an orc and agod. Tymaous Shadowstar was afraid to go into that cave, but he
expected Jgtogoin?

You swore an oath to me, Jig Dragonslayer. There was no room for argument in histone. Thiswas
Shadowstar at hismost serious. Relka believesin me. She believes in you. You can do this.

Jg stared at the orcs standing around the cave. He closed his eyes as another shout tore out of the
darkness. No.

The answering silence spooked him more than anything Shadowstar could have said.

If I gointhere, Billawill kill two of your followersinstead of only one. How is that better?

Stll Shadowstar said nothing.

Noc is a death god, Jig said. Why does he need our help against Isa, anyway?

Noc doesn’t know we survived. Even a goblin can kill a larger foe if that foe doesn’t realize the
goblinisthere.

Jg shook hishead. Isa and Billa know I’m here. So do those orcs guarding the cave.

Be not afraid, Shadowstar whispered.

And like that, Jig wasn't. The knot in his gut relaxed. The tension in his shoulders |oosened. He stopped
cringing every time Relkashouted. What did you do?

“You'retill mumbling, runt,”” Trok said. He grabbed Jg'sarm. **1t' sweird.”

Jg punched Trok inthe jaw.

Trok stumbled back, eyeswide. The bigger goblin looked more stunned than anything. That wouldn’t
last, though. As soon as Trok recovered, hewould snap Jig like astick.

Jg knew what Trok would do to him, and he didn’t care. He didn’t want to die, but he wasn't afraid,
either. He stared at Trok and said, *‘1 don't like being cdled runt.”’

Trok didn’t move. **What happened to you?’



“*Shadowstar.”” Jig rubbed his hand. Next time he would have to remember to punch something softer.
Jawsweretoo solid. You took my fear away.

It's one of my gifts.

Had Tymal ous Shadowstar been present, Jg would have punched him, too. Fear was what kept goblins
divel It didn’t dways stop them from running into stupid Stuations, but it helped. Which was presumably
why Shadowstar had done this. To make Jig chargein like anidiot to rescue Relka.

What if | don’'t? Jig asked.

Then I'll hit you with the Light of the Autumn Star again. How long do you think it will take for
Isato sense that and send Billa out to get you. At least if you sneak in, you get the element of
surprise.

True enough. Jig turned to Trok, who was till staring at him. Jg knew he should be afraid, but even
knowing Trok was angry enough to kill him did nothing. It didn’t help mattersthat Trok looked so goofy
when he got mad. Hiseyeswere dl squinty, and his nostrils flapped with every breath. Jg fought the urge
to reach up and pinch hisnose,

“‘If agod ever decidesto talk to you, the best thing you can do is pretend you don’t hear him.”” Jig
grabbed Trok’s arm and tugged him toward the orcs. ** We have to save Relka.”’

Trok’s anger disappeared, replaced by laughter. **Why would we do that?’

“‘Becauseif youdon't, I'll pull out my sword and cut your throat.”” Jig reconsdered the state of his
weapon. ** Or I'll bludgeon you to death with it.”

Trok laughed even harder, until he started to cough. *“ Try it, runt.”’

Jgdidn’t bother to draw hiswegpon. He smply spun, smashing the sheathed blade into Trok’ s knee.
Trok yelped and fell. A few other goblins glanced their way, then went back to whatever they were
doing.

“*I told you not to call methat,”” Jgsad. ‘*Now one of two thingsis going to happen. Either | kill you, in
which caseyou're dead. Or eseI'll try and fail, and you'll kill me.”

“Let’'sfind out,” Trok snarled.

Jg pointed to where Gratz and Silverfang were yelling at another goblin who had been so cardlessasto
get himsdlf bitten by one of thewolves. **Kill another soldier in Billa sarmy, and they’ll feed you to the
wolves. Either way, you die.”’

Of course, the same wastruefor Jig. But Trok hadn’t had hisfear sucked out of his ears by acowardly
god.

Trok nodded dowly. *“I'll help you.”’

Jg turned around. He suspected he would be dead very soon, but in the meantime, living without fear
was kind of fun. Hetook asingle step, only to have Trok yank him back by his cloak.

“If you support me as goblin chief oncethisisover,” Trok finished.

Jg gared. ** Grell ischief. She' d have usboth for dinner if | tried to make you chief in her place.”

“Grdl won't liveforever.” Trok spun hissword inalazy circle. ** The goblinslook up to you. They listen
toyou. If you tel them | should be the next chief, they’ll believeyou.”

There had been atime, years ago, when Jg would have thought Trok was the perfect choice to be chief.
Thejob had always gone to the biggest, meanest goblin, the one who could kill al chalengers. And then
Jg had helped kill the previous chief, and suddenly anearsighted runt wasin charge of the entire lair. Jg
wasn't crazy, so he had surrendered power as soon as he possibly could, turning the job over to Grell . .
. who had turned out to be the best chief Jig could remember.

She wasn't strong. She wasn't loud. Sherarely bothered to kill anyone. People obeyed her not because
she threatened them, but because she was Grell. She kept her enemies busy killing one another instead
of tryingtokill her. It wasatrick Jg really wanted to learn someday.

Trok wasn't stupid, but he was awarrior. What kind of chief would he be? More importantly, what
would he do to Jig once he took power? If Jig helped make Trok chief, it followed that Jg could take
that away aswell. The smart thing would befor Trok to immediately dit Jg' sthroat.

On the other hand, since both of them would probably die trying to save Relka, none of it made any
difference anyway. ‘‘Fine. You'll be chief. Now go distract those orcs.”



““How am | supposed to do that?’

Jgtugged Trok’s sword from his hand. To hisamazement, Trok didn’t try to fight him. How had Jig ever
been scared of him? Jig marched over to the orcs, stopping just out of reach of their wegpons. ** Do any
of you know how to play Toe Stub?’

The orcs sared. Jg could see their eagerness. Just afew more steps, and they would have an excuse to
kill agoblin.

Jig turned back to Trok. ** See?| told you they’ d be too afraid to play.”’

That got one orc s attention. ** Afraid of agoblin game?’

Jg dapped the sword back into Trok’ s hand. ** Trok here was the best Toe Stub player in our whole
lair.”” That wasn't saying much, considering Jig had just made up the game. **But | made abet that he
couldn’t beat aredl orc warrior.”’

By now severa other goblins had approached. They whispered and pointed, and Jig heard at least one
wager being made.

Trok leaned down to Jig and said, * Toe Stub?’

“Watch,” said Jg. ‘‘ Trok holds the sword by the blade and drops it. The winner iswhoever getsthe
blade the closest to their foot without cutting off atoe. If you get scared and yank your foot away, you
lose””

“*Givemethat,’ said the orc. He grabbed Trok’s sword.

Trok started to smile. **Y ou haveto hold it so thetipisat least as high asyour face.”’

The orc dropped the sword. It plunged into the dirt, agood distance from hisfoot. He cursed and
clutched hishand.

A typical beginner’smistake,”” Trok said, chuckling as he eased into the deception. He picked up his
sword and said, ‘Y ou have to yank your hand back quickly, or eseyou'll diceyour fingers.””

Jg grinned and backed away. Hisluck appeared to be changing. Neither the orcs nor the goblins paid
him any attention.

Of course, snce his gpparent good fortune was giving him the meansto dip into the tunnelsto confront
an orc and her god-forged sword, perhaps his luck hadn’'t changed after all.

Jg crept through the darkness with one hand on the tunnel wall. Frost coated the obsidian, numbing his
fingers. Up ahead, he heard a sound like smashing glass, followed by another angry shouit.

“I"Il kill you!”” Relka svoicewas hoarse. **I'll puree your earsfor the toddlers. I'll use your bonesto
make soup! I'll—""

““Will you please shut up?’ Billasnapped. ** How does your god put up with al of this babbling?’
Orangelight told Jg he was close, as did the steadily increasing warmth coming from Smudge. Jg
reached back to rub Smudge sthorax. Smudge clung to Jig' sfinger with hisforelegs until Jg tugged free.
Jg might not be ableto fed fear, but hisfire-spider certainly could.

He stepped to the end of the tunndl and peered into the temple. What was left of it. Thelittle stone dtar
had been shattered. Of the glass mosaic on the ceiling, only afew tiles still clung to therock. Therest lay
scattered on the floor.

Relka sat amid the remains of the dtar, her knees hugged to her chest. Billa stood beside her, alit torch
in her left hand. In her right she clutched I1sa’ s sword.

Wasit Jg simagination, or did the torch’ sflames actualy bend away from the sword? Even fire feared
the touch of that blade.

** Shadowstar will crush you for this”” Relka et at Billa sfeet. ‘*He |l destroy you. Y ou think hefears
your littlearmy?’

From Jg sangle, he could see Billarall her eyes. ** Please can | kill her?’ Jig didn’t hear an answer, but
he saw Billa' s shouldersdump. *“What if | just cut out her tongue?’

Relkalaughed. ** Go ahead and kill me. | would be honored to die amartyr for Tymalous Shadowstar.”’
Go now, Jig.

Jgdidn't move. Hewasn't afraid, but he saw no need to charge out and die on that sword, either. |
don’'t want to be a martyr.



Isa will sense your presence soon anyway.

Jg gritted his teeth and stepped into the temple. He didn’t bother to draw his sword. What good would it
do?He cleared histhroat and said, ** Shadowstar saysif you kill her—or mel—he'll collapse the entire
templeand crush usal.”” Actudly that wasn’t abad plan.

““What are you doing here, goblin? " Billa snapped.

Relka s grin shone with triumph. *“ That' s Jig Dragondayer, high priest of Tymalous Shadowstar. HE's
heretokill you, orc.”

“You?Yourethepriet?’ Billagtared. * Serioudy?’

““We can't al have magic swordsand armies.”” Jg glanced around. Three other tunnels led away from
thefar Sde of thetemple. A pair of goblinslay dead in the rightmost tunnel. They appeared to be two of
Golaka skitchen workers. They must have been sent to investigate all the shouting and destruction. Each
one had been stabbed through the torso, but there was hardly any blood.

Jg crept closer, keeping Billain hissight as he knelt to study the bodies. Blueice crusted the wounds on
the two goblins. Billa's blade had frozen their blood. 1t made for amuch cleaner corpse than Jig was
used to. Mogt nights he had to wipe up the blood of the wounded before heading back to thelair. If al
goblinswould do him the courtesy of getting stabbed with magicaly cold weapons, he could cut his
ceaning timein half.

“*Does your god speak to you?’ Billaasked.

Jg groaned. **Usudly at theworst times.””’

“*Isawas s0 excited when shefirgt redlized Autumnstar—I| mean, Shadowstar—was dtill dive.”” Billasat
down and jabbed her sword at Relka. ** She was as bad as this one. Gave me a headache like you
wouldn't believe. Whenever she' sriled, it' slike my whole skull freezes””

Jg nodded in sympathy. * Shadowstar wearstiny bellsal over his clothes. Sometimesit takes daysfor
my earsto stop ringing.”’

Billachuckled. ** After wefirst conquered thetrolls, the orcs held afeast to celebrate. | overindulged on
thewine, and had to retreat into the snow. There| am, in the middle of spewing an entire bottle back to
the earth, and Isa pipes up to talk about tactics for the next battle.”

“* Shadowstar once made me heal ahobgoblin’sbackside,” Jig said, hisvoice mild.

Billashuddered. “* Youwin.”

“* Do the other orcs sing hymns about you?’ Jig asked, glancing at Relka. He knew he was supposed to
be saving Relka, and maybe killing Billatoo, but thiswasthe firgt time he had ever found someone who
understood what it was like having agod in your head. There was Braf, of course, but Braf wasn't much
of aconversationdis.

“They usedto,” sad Billa. **Growing up, | had horribly dry skin, and my nose was dways bleeding.
That’ swhere they came up with the name Billathe Bloody.”” She glanced around, then sang,

‘*Billa the bloody-nosed orc,
armed with Isa’s magic blade,
led her people to battle.

Soon the trolls were sore afraid.

Billa the bloody-nosed orc
triumphed over every foe.

None may stand against her.
Forever shall her nostrilsflow!’’

Billacoughed to clear her throat. She actualy appeared to be blushing. *‘1 cut out the tongue of thefirst
orc to sing that song within earshot. They don't sng it anymore.”” She rubbed afinger beneath her nose.
“This cold wesather makesit even worse.”

“My hymns are better,” Relkamuttered.

Billastraightened. ** So has Tymalous Shadowstar agreed to help us? Imagine their power—our



power—once they’ re free of Noc's curse. With Shadowstar and | sa working together, we can summon
Noc and destroy him.”” She jabbed her sword into the air, then cocked her head. ** | wonder what god
tasteslike.”

“*“Noc’sagod of death. He' s probably poisonous.”” Jig stepped away from the bodies. They were
beyond his help anyway. *“How will you summon him?’

“Death,” Billasaid smply. “* Thegodsaren't like us, Jg.”” Strange to hear Billathe Bloody addressing
himasanequa. ** They can’t act againg their natures. | sa summons the winds because she mugt. Just like
Noc must attend when the death is widespread enough to warrant his attention.””

Jg glanced at the entrance. ‘| don’t see why you need me or Shadowstar.’”’

“‘Even gods can grow londy,”’ Billasad. *‘| think Isamisses him. And Autumnstar—sorry. Shadowstar
has the power to calm and comfort. He can lull Noc' s suspicions, dulling hisreflexes and giving me the
chanceto strike. He can do the same with the rest of the gods, easing their wrath. It' s one of his gifts, to
cam peopl€ spassons.”’

Or their fear. ** He wants you to free Relkafirst.”

Billaturned around. A touch of her blade severed Relka s bonds.

“‘Let me haveyour torch,” Jig said. ** Shadowstar’ s magic should be able to heal your nose so it doesn't
bleed anymore.”’

The orc’seyeswidened. ** Y ou can do that?’

“It wouldn't bethefirst noseI’'ve hedled.”” Jg took thetorch and circled Billa, studying her nose and
positioning himsalf closer to Relka. He smelled burning cloth—right, that would be Smudge searing the
hood of Jig'scloak. If Shadowstar hadn’t worked his magic on Jig, he would probably be just asterrified
asthe spider.

With hisfree hand, Jig reached up to touch Billa s nose. Her skin was cool to the touch, especidly the
rough, pale scar. Old blood crusted the edges of her nostrils.

I’mwilling to help you heal her, Shadowstar said. But | won't join Isa. | can't.

Shut up. Shadowstar had taken Jig’ sfear, but that only left more room for anger. Showdowstar
wouldn’'t dlow them to kill Noc, but he was perfectly willing to let Jgrisk hisown life. After dl, Jgwas
only agoblin.

That’s not—

| said shut up. Jg shoved the flaming torch into Billa sface.

Billa screamed and staggered back. She swung wildly with her sword, but Jig had dready |eaped away.
As hard as he could, he hurled the torch down the right-hand tunndl.

The temple went dark.

Jig dropped to his hands and knees and grabbed Relka' s leg. He dragged her away from the dtar,
toward the central tunnel. **Comeon,”” Jig said, loud enough for Billato hear. He tried to make himsdlf
sound afraid. All hislife, he had fought to keep his voice from squesking. Now thanks to Shadowstar, he
had to forceit. ** If we can makeit to thelake, we' |l be safe.’”

Hetook afew stepsinto the tunnel, then shoved Relka against the wall and pressed a hand over her
mouth. One of her fangs dug into the fleshy part of hispam, but he bardly fdt it.

Hetwisted his good ear back toward the temple and Billa s pained whimpering. Her footsteps crunched
on stone and glass. Would she run after the torch? Or would shetry to follow Jg and Relkainto the
darkness? If so, she had a one-in-three chance of bumping right into them.

The smart thing for her to do wasto retreat. She could bring her koboldsto track Jig, and orcsto finish
them off. But Billawas angry and hurting, and if Jig wasn't mistaken, hitting her in the face had caused her
noseto start bleeding. Shewouldn’t be thinking clearly.

““Run away, little goblin,”” Billawhispered. She grunted as she tripped over the two dead goblins. She
was going after thetorch. *“I'll feed your eyesto thewolveswhen | find you.”’

Jgwaited until her footsteps faded, then hurried back through the temple, pulling Relkaaong behind him.
He hoped Billadid find her way to the lake. Maybe the poisonous lizard-fish would take care of things
for him.

““I knew you'd saveme,”” Relka whispered.



‘| didn’'t have much of achoice.”’ Jig dragged her toward the entrance. He hoped Trok was till there. If
the orcs had gone back to watching the cave, Jg was dead.

He squinted as they neared the light of the outside world. The crack of steel on stone made him jump.
One of the orcs howled.

““Hal’’ Trok shouted. *‘A haf-saver. | winagan!’’

Jig peeked out to see orcs and goblins gathered in acircle. Trok picked up hissword. ‘1 can best that
with my off-hand. Double or nothing.”” His sword scraped the edge of his boot when it landed.

“It'snot fair,” complained the orc who was sitting in the snow, clutching hisbloody foot. ** Goblinsare
closer to the ground than we are.”’

“Noweshing,” Trok shouted. *‘Play or forfeit.”” The other goblinsjoined in, taunting and jeering.
“*Comeon,” Jgwhispered. Hetook Relka s hand and led her out of the cave. One of the orcs glanced
up and spotted them, but he didn’t say anything. He probably thought they were just another pair of
goblin soldiers come to watch the game.

Jig and Relka had just reached the cover of the trees when another orc screamed. Jig glanced back to
see him tugging his sword from hisfoot while the goblinslaughed.

“Iwinagan,”’ Trok cried. ‘*Pay up, orc.”

I am not running naked to theriver and back,”’ the wounded orc protested.

““We went double or nothing,”” Trok said. *“You'regoing twice!”’

““Hurry,” Jg said. Before he had to add the sight of anaked orc to hislist of nightmares.

“I'mnot afraid,” said Relka ** Shadowstar watches over us.”’

Jg'sjaw tightened, but he said nothing.

CHAPTER8

Autumnstar traveled with no real destination. With his star gone and his temple destroyed, he was
forced to hoard his power like a mortal wizard.

Everywhere he went, he felt people calling. The pain, the fear of death, they whispered to him,
begging for comfort and solace. He couldn’t do much to help them, but neither could heignore
them. He wandered from a battlefield to the collapsed tunnels of a gnomish silver mine, froma
village buried by early winter stormsto a flooded town on the other side of the world. Always he
watched for signs of Noc or the other gods. It would be safer to do nothing, but Autumnstar could
no more turn his back on suffering than he could steal back his star.

One day he found himself drawn to an old man curled in a ball near a small pond, a day’ s march
fromthe nearest village. He had been cast forth to die. This time Autumnstar needed no magic.
The man was not afraid, nor did he appear to be in excessive pain. The village had too little food,
and this man had accepted death in order to ease his family’'s burden.

Autumnstar folded his wings and rested his head on the man’ s thigh. The rough scales startled the
man at first, but slowly he relaxed. His fingers scratched Autumnstar’s neck, tentatively at first.
‘1 hope you mean to wait until after | dieto eat me,”’ he said, hisvoice hoarse. His smilerevealed
a few yellow teeth. ** Sorry there' s not much meat on these old bones.””’

A black scavenger bird circled low, landing in the grass nearby. Autumnstar raised his head and
spread hiswings. With a screech, the bird flew away.

“‘Thanks.”

Autumnstar’ s tail quivered. He hopped away from the old man and sniffed the air. He smelled
pond scum and goose crap, a dead fish rotting in the mud . . . and another god.

Autumnstar hissed and turned to flee, but then his reason caught up with hisinstincts. If Noc had
found him, he would already be dead.

He crept toward the water. Was this what had drawn him here? The power was familiar, though it
had been ages since Autumnstar had encountered another god. Weak and frightened, the presence
reminded Autumnstar a little of himself.

His wings fluttered with excitement. Could one of his companions have survived? Noc was
powerful, but he was also arrogant and more than a little lazy. Autumnstar had escaped. Why not
others?



Water lapped his toes. He stretched his neck, squinting to see past the reflected sunlight on the
surface.

Black-shelled fingers clamped around his neck and dragged him down.

And that’ s what he got for trusting reason over instinct.

Gut-twisting nausea combined with the damp swest breaking out over Jig' s body told him Shadowstar’s
magic had worn off.

““Wherearewe going?’ Relkaasked once they were out of sight of the orcs.

““I don’'t know.”” He hadn’t redlly planned that far ahead. Running was good, so he did that. He hadn’t
figured out how to get past the rest of the goblins. Nor had he thought about how to avoid the rest of
Billa sarmy, waiting farther down the mountain.

But he had thought about whet Billawould do if she caught up with him. Given the choice, Jig would
rather face the army.

The sound of Billa' svoice helped him run even faster. *“1 ordered you to stand guard,” Billayelled.
“*Not to play gameswith goblins.”’

A strangled scream made Jig whimper. He kind of hoped Trok wasn't the one Billa had chosen to make
an exampleof.

“‘Did anyone e se come out of thiscave?’ Billaydled. Jg tensed, but whatever answer she received
only added to her frudiration. ** Tell Silverfang to send these useless goblins out to form a perimeter
around thelair. Don't let anyone past. Y ou, fetch ateam of kobolds and send them in after me.”

Kobolds tracked by scent. They would quickly redlize Jg and Relka hadn’t gone down any of the
tunnds.

Jg shoved through another pine tree and emerged onto awide ledge of stone. This spot was acommon
mesting point for hunters. From here, he could see much of the land doping out below. An animdl trail led
higher into the mountain, toward a pond which was probably frozen over by now.

He turned back as another thought struck. Widespread degth . . . what if Billasimply daughtered the rest
of the goblinsin thelair to summon Noc?

Not likely, said Shadowstar. The goblins know their lair. Most would escape into the lower tunnels.
To summon Noc, she’ll need something much bigger.

Something like another army. King Wendd’ sarmy. She didn’t want to defeaet Wendd. She wanted to
cause as much death to both sides as she possibly could.

“Avery,” Jgwhispered. *‘Darnak said Billawastoo smart to lead her forcesinto such adaughter.”
Well, that settled that. Jig turned to climb higher into the mountain, asfar from Avery ashe could possibly
get.

You have to warn them, Jig.

Jg sfigdstightened. You mean | have to protect your son. Eveniif it kills me.

If you're afraid, | could—

“No!"” Jig flushed.

““What' swrong?’ Relkaasked.

“* Shadowstar wants us to go back to Avery and stop Billa.™’

Relkatouched her necklace. **1 warned her that Shadowstar’ s wrath would beterrible.”” She grabbed
Jg' s hand and tugged him toward the edge of the ledge. Her fingers were rough and calused from
working in the kitchens. *“We' |l get therefagter if we go thisway.”

Jg peered at the dope of falen stone, made al the more treacherous by the snow. *“We' |l diefaster,
too.”

‘Y ou said Shadowstar wanted usto go to Avery.”” Relkareeased Jg' s hand and stepped off of the
ledge.

Jg watched her struggle to control her fall. For the most part, she kept hersdlf in aSitting position, diding
down therocks. **I’m not healing those scrapes,”” he muttered.

““Comeon!”” Relkasaid.

Jg shook his head. She didn’t even question why they had to go to Avery. Jig could have said



Shadowstar wanted her to march back to the lair and kick Billain the backside, and she would have
doneit.

Hm. . .it would dow Billadown.

“Hey!'”

Jg spunto seeapair of goblins running up thetrail, weapons drawn. Right. Jg sat on the edge, moved
Smudge into one of the front cloak pockets, and hopped down after Relka.

Hedid on hisback, legsflaling in the air. His armor absorbed the worst of the damage, but his helmet
clattered away after the second bounce.

Hisleg hit a pine sgpling, spinning him around. He glimpsed the goblins standing at the ledge, laughing and
pointing. Then Relka caught him by the wrigt, presumably to dow him down.

Instead she overbalanced and fell across hislegs. The goblins above laughed harder as Jg and Relkadid
ashort distance farther before thudding into aboulder. Then their laughter stopped. Presumably they had
remembered they were supposed to chase after Jig and Relka.

Jg grinned and hauled Relkato her feet. ** Comeon.”

““What arewe doing?’ Relka asked.

“Trust me.”’

The guards shouted a challenge, and then Jig heard curses and the clatter of stone. Jig kept fleeing, letting
the downhill dope of the mountainsde add speed to his steps, until hefdt like he wasn't running so much
asfdling.

His cloak snagged on atree branch. The branch snapped, but the tug threw him off-balance. He twisted
as hefdl, hitting the snow hard with one shoulder and diding agood distance. Relka skidded to ahalt
and grabbed hisarm. She pulled him up and started to run.

“‘Don’t bother,”” Jig said. The delay had cost them their lead. The goblin guards waved their swordsin
theair asthey charged.

Jg folded hisarmsand tried to catch his breath. Thiswould never work if he was panting too hard to
gpeak. He thought about Silverfang, remembering the loud, angry bark of hisvoice, like hewasjust dying
for an excuse to eat you. Which was probably true.

The guards spread to either side. What had Gratz cdled it? Flanking. It was agood maneuver, making
sure Jig couldn’t focus on one of the guards without exposing his back to the other.

“* Off for aromp in the snow? " asked the guard on theright.

“Thisrunt'sabit small, girl,” said hispartner. **How about | show you what ared goblin—""

“*A real goblin?’ Jig snapped. **You?’ He straightened his back and brushed snow from his cloak,
trying to remember what it had been liketo fedl nofear. ** Y ou' re adisgrace. What' swrong with you
two?’

The goblins glanced at one another, clearly confused. Jig hadn’t drawn his sword, and hewasn't trying to
run away. ‘‘ Us? What' swrong with you?’

““What were your orders?’ Jig raised hisvoice. ** Y our orders, goblins.”’

“*To guard the perimeter of thelair.”

Jg pointed up the mountaingde. * That lair? That perimeter? The one missing two of its guards, so that
any ef who felt like assassinating Billathe Bloody could dip right through the gap you left when you came
charging after us?Is that the perimeter you' re supposed to be guarding?’

The goblins glanced at each other. ““Wdl—"'

“Wdl, ar!"’ Jig snapped. ‘*What if | was adecoy for an ambush?’ He stepped toward the closer of the
two goblins, shoving the guard' s sword to one side with his bare hand. His gritted histeeth and clenched
his hand. Just hisluck, to run into one of the goblins who kept hisblade sharp. **What if the humans had
paid meto lead you here so that their archers could kill you?’ He pointed to arandom tree, and both
goblinsleaped back in darm.

“*But you were running away, and—"’

“*And you followed,” said Jig. Helowered hisvoice. *‘ Save your excusesfor Silverfang. I'm sure he'll
be very interested to hear how you were busy propositioning thisgirl instead of obeying hisorders.”

He tugged the guard' s sword out of his hand, then rapped the flat of the blade against the second guard’s



skull. *“If you're lucky, he'll feed only one of you to the wolves. Knowing Silverfang, he'll choose
whoever is dowest to get back.”’

The goblinsfled. Jg waited until they were gone from sight, then turned to Relka. He meant to pass her
the extra sword, but he was shaking so hard he dropped it in the snow.

“That wasincredible,” Relkawhispered.

“Thanks,” said Jig. Then hethrew up on her boots.

Jig finished shoving hisarmor beneath a bush, then stretched his arms overhead. Without the weight of al
that leather, hefet asif he could legp as high asthe tregtops. Better ill, he could wak without the armor
rubbing hislimbsto the bones.

Hetightened his belt and repositioned the sword back over his hip. He had given Relka his own sword,
keeping the one he had taken from the goblin guard for himself. It was till junk, but at least it was sharp
junk.

“Why didn’t you stay to fight Billa?’ Relka asked asthey resumed walking.

“‘Because my god didn’t give meamagic sword,”” Jig said. *‘ The only weapon | had isthat svord in
your hand, and it' s not sharp enough to cut wind.”’

“*Shewasinyour temple,’”’ Relkasaid. She jogged alongside him, staying just out of sight of the road
below. *“ Y ou'rethe high priest of Tymaous Shadowstar. Y ou’ re stronger than sheis.”’

Shemade it sound like such asmplefact, like she was telling him snow was cold or dragons were
dangerous or hobgoblin cooking tasted like rat droppings.

The howl of wolvesinterrupted them before Jig could tell her exactly what he thought of Tymaous
Shadowstar. Jig dowed, wondering if he should go back for hisarmor. Not that the leather would do
much againg angry wolves.

““Havefaith.”” Relkaturned around and raised her sword. ‘*We are servants of agreat god.”’

“*So let him fight thewolves,” Jig muttered as he searched for shelter. A cave, acdliff they could climb,
anyplace the wolves might not be able to follow. But thisfar down from the lair, the ground was
disgustingly gentle. He glanced at atree. He doubted wolves could climb, but they could surround the
tree and wait for him to come down. More likely, the goblinswould pelt him with rocks, or maybe just
cut down thetreewith Jig and Relkainit.

Jig pulled out hissword just asthefirst of the wolves cameinto view. Siverfang yanked the ropes, pulling
Bagtard to ahdlt asthe rest of the wolf-ridersjoined him. It looked like Billahad sent al fourteen of
Siverfang’ swolf-riders after Jig, including Trok, who struggled to keep Smelly under control.

I knew you weretrouble,”” Silverfang shouted.

His sword was much larger than Jg's. When he charged, the wolf’ s speed would probably give him the
strength to cut clean through Jig and Relka both. At least it would be aquick degth.

“Theruntismine.”” Silverfang grinned and kicked Bastard in the sides. The wolf began to trot toward
Jg.

Jig backed away. He fumbled with his cloak. Which pocket had Smudge crawled into? Bad enough Jig
was about to be wolf food. Smudge didn’t need to die too. He didn’t know how long Smudge would
survive outside in the cold, but it had to be longer than he would with Jg. Where was the stupid spider
hiding?

He plunged his hand into another pocket, and his breath caught.

“What isit?’ Relkaasked.

Jg handed his sword to her.

He couldn’t tell who howled first, Silverfang or Bastard. The two of them harmonized quite well together,
actudly. Thewolf’s huge paws flung dirt and snow into the air behind him. They ran likeasingle cresture,
half wolf, haf angry goblin, and the only question was whether the wolf’ s teeth or the goblin’s sword
would kill Jgfird.

Relkalegped in front of Jg, waving both swordsin theair. It might have been an impressve sight, if she
hadn’t managed to clank the blades together, knocking one of the swords from her hand. Undeterred,
she gripped the other with both hands and shouted, ** Prepare to face the wrath of Tymalous



Shadowstar!™

Jg kicked her in the back of the knees, knocking her down. Bastard and Silverfang were dmost on top
of him. He pulled the large troll toe from his pocket and waved it overhead. He saw Silverfang’ s eyes
widen as he redized what Jig held.

““Basgtard,”’” Jig shouted. **Sit!"” Hethrew the toe at Bastard' sface.

The giant wolf tried to obey. He reared and twisted, snapping at the toe even as hetried to settle his
hindquarters. He might have managed, if not for Silverfang roped to his back. Jig had seen tunnel cats
manage Smilar midair twists to snatch abat or bird from the air. But with an armed, armored goblin tied
to his back, Bastard had no chance.

Jg pulled Relkaout of theway as Slverfang’ sweight dragged Bastard off-ba ance. The wolf twisted
sdewaysintheair, hislegsflailing and kicking. Hisjaws closed around the toe, and then Siverfang's
shoulder struck the ground. Bastard dammed down on his side, bounced, and barely missed diding into a
tree. The giant wolf staggered to hisfeet and shook, spraying snow and mud and goblin blood in dl
directions. He took a single step, then spun and tried to bite Silverfang'sleg.

“‘Behold thefate of dl who chdlenge Jig Dragondayer,”” Relka shouted.

The other goblins appeared unimpressed. They spread out in aformation Jig didn’t recognize. He
decided to cdll it the ** Make sure every wolf getsabite of Jg'’ formation.

Sowly it dawned on Jg that Silverfang wasn't moving. At least not under his own power. Bastard
continued to snarl and snap at Siverfang’ sleft arm. Silverfang dumped more and moreto the sde. His
right hand was tangled in the reins, and hisweight caused them to dig crudly into Bastard' sjaws, driving
himin tighter and tighter circles

One of the goblinslaughed. Jg wasfairly certain it was Trok.

Bastard appeared to have forgotten dl about the troll toe. His eyes were wide, and foam sprayed from
hisjaws. Jig could see where the rope harness cut into his mouth and throat. His teeth clacked together,
but he couldn’t quite reach Slverfang.

One of the goblinsthrew achunk of ice a Bastard' s nose, spurring him into even faster circles.
““Noneof that!"” Gratz pointed his sword at the other goblin. ** A named wolf isas much asoldier in
Billa'sarmy asyou. We came out hereto do ajob. Let’ skill these two and be donewithit.”’

“Wait!"” Jig squesked. ** Silverfang ordered you to let him kill me!”’

“*Siverfang' sdead.”

“*Areyou sure?’ Jig glanced behind. Bastard had planted his front paws together, swiveing the rest of
hisbody around in circles. Slverfang’ s arm dragged through the snow, his battered body showing no sgn
of life. **What if he’ sjust unconscious? If you kill me, you' re disobeying an order. What' s the pendty for
that?’

Pain seared Jig'sbelly. Oh, there was Smudge. Jig tried to grab Smudge from his pocket, but he was
too late. Theterrified fire-spider burned completely through the fabric and dropped into the snow. He
tunnel ed beneath the surface, leaving aline of melted snow to mark his progresstoward a cluster of tree
roots.

“‘Fair enough,’” Gratz said. He pointed hissword & Jig. ** Closein. Drive him toward Bastard and
Siverfang. They'll finish him off oneway or another.””

The goblins spurred their wolves forward. Turning around, Jg shouted, ‘‘ Bastard, sit!””’

Bagtard ignored him, spraying snow and dirt in Jg' sface as he spun. The other goblins moved closer. Jg
could seethem fighting to keep their wolves under control. Severa were actualy drooling &t the prospect
of sinking their teeth into Jg. So were the wolves, for that matter.

Bagtard stall flicked Jg' sleg in passng. Stupid wolf. Bastard’ s tongue flopped from the sde of his
mouth, and his mouth sprayed spit and blood.

Relkawaved her sword at the nearest goblins, who laughed. Onewolf lunged at her. She backed away,
bumping into Jg and knocking him off-baance, directly into Bastard' s path.

Jg plunged his handsinto his pockets, searching for moretroll toes, and then the full weight of Bastard' s
rump collided with Jg’'ship. It wasn't as bad as being hit by adragon’ stail, but it was close. Huge paws
trampled Jg' s side. Why had he thrown away hisarmor? He covered his head as Silverfang’ s body



bounced past.

Jg grabbed Silverfang’ sarm with both hands and clung with dl his strength. His added weight barely
even dowed Bastard down.

Theworld spun past. If Jig hadn’t dready thrown up once today, the whirling would have cost him the
contents of his stomach for certain. Hetried to pull himsalf up onto Bastard’ s back, but it was dl he
could do to hang on. The goblins were laughing even louder, and Relka. . . was she singing again?

Jg did one hand onto Siiverfang’ sbdlt, trying to get to the front of the wolf. Silverfang tilted even further,
spurring Bastard to increase his speed. Jig braced hisfoot benesth Slverfang’s chin and tried to push
himsdlf up onto Bastard’ s back. Something tugged him back. Turning his head, Jig saw his cloak caught
on Slverfang' s sed tooth.

He pulled harder, and the cloth tore. Jg swung his other foot over Bastard' s back. Hisfingers twisted
into the swesat-matted fur.

Help me heal Bastard’s mouth, Jgsad. If | can calm him down, maybe he won't eat me.

That might not be a good idea, Shadowstar said. We don’'t know whether Isa can sense that kind of
magic.

If Bastard eats me, you' Il have to rely on Braf to stop Billa the Bloody.

Jg' sfingerswarmed. He reached out, hisfingers brushing the edge of Bastard' s jaws. Snapping teeth
nearly took Jg' sfingers. Hetried again, directing Shadowstar’ s magic into Bastard' storn skin.
Gradudly the wolf dowed. Histongue lolled, and he stopped trying to eet Jg's hand. Those hugeribs
bellowed beneath Jig as Bastard gasped for breath. Jig reached down to draw his knife. He stretched
forward, using the knife left-handed to saw Silverfang free of the harness. Both Jig and Silverfang did to
the ground.

Bastard moaned, a sound that reminded Jig of the wind back home asit passed over the entrance to the
lair. Hetried to walk, but his head kept twitching, and he staggered like a drunken goblin. He managed
one sSdeways step before toppling over onto Jig and Silverfang.

Silverfang' s body protected Jig from the worst of Bastard’ sweight. He continued to hed Bastard's
mouth and neck. The sooner Bastard recovered, the sooner he might get off of Jig. Bloody bristles of fur
tickled his pam. Bastard panted, dripping warm drool over Jg' swrist.

Eventualy Bastard climbed to hisfeet, took afew tentative steps, then sneezed three times. Relka hurried
overtograb Jg'sam.

““Good. . . wolf,”” Jig gasped.

Relka hauled him upright, then turned to glare a the other goblins. **Who will be next to challenge the
champion of Tymalous Shadowstar?’

The so-cdled champion of Tyma ous Shadowstar promptly fell down again, where he clutched hishead
with both hands and waited for the woods to stop spinning.

‘| told you he'd survive,”” Trok said to another of the wolf-riders. ** Come on, pay up.”’ Jig looked over
to see Trok trading his old wegpon for a gleaming two-handed broadsword.

“*He Il be dead by sundown,”” the other goblin muttered with aglare at Jig.

“‘Want to wager on that, too?’ Trok asked. ** Those are some nice boots you' re wearing.”’

Bastard walked back to Jig. He still wobbled a bit, but he seemed to have recovered from the dizziness
faster than Jig. Or maybe thiswas just an advantage to having four feet. Not that it made any difference.
Evenif Jg could have stood, he wasn't fast enough to outrun awolf.

Bastard shoved his head into Jig's Side and licked his hand.

Gratz cleared histhroat. ** With Silverfang dead, | hereby assume command of this unit. Seize the
prisoners.”’

Severa goblins hopped down from their wolves and advanced, weapons reedly.

Gratz jabbed afinger at one goblin after another. ** Trok, you and Dimak tie Silverfang’ s body onto
Bastard' s back. We'll—"

Bastard' s snarl cut off the rest of Gratz' s orders. The goblins who had moved toward Jig leaped away.
“* Even the wolves recognize the greatness of Jig Dragondayer and Tymal ous Shadowstar,”” Relkasaid.
Gratz dug into a pouch and pulled out awrinkled troll toe. Hetossed it into the air.



Bastard bounded up to catch it, knocking Jig back into the snow.

“*Good wolf,”” Gratz said. He pointed at Jig. “*Kill!’”’

Bastard lay down and crunched histoe. Gratz squirmed on hiswolf. Trok chuckled.

“‘Look out!"” Relka pointed to Dimak, who was struggling to cock asmall crossbow.

Jg put his hands on Bastard’ s damp fur. Slowly he swung one leg over the wolf’ sback. Helay down,
flattening his body against Bastard' s, then looked over at Dimak. ** Be careful. If you shoot Bastard by
migtake, you might make himangry.”’

“*Shoot him,”” Gratz shouted. ** That’ san order!”

Dimak stared at Bastard, then tossed his crossbow to Gratz. *“Y ou shoot him.””’

Gratz sfaceturned adarker shade of blue. *‘ Thisismutiny! Billathe Bloody will crush your skull with
her bare handsfor this. It sright herein the regulations.’”

Jg had no doubt that was true. But Billathe Bloody wasn't here right now. Bastard was. And Bastard
was bigger than any other wolf in the pack. Jg cleared histhroat. *‘ Billathe Bloody can only punish you
for crimes she knows about.””

Sowly, Dimak and the other goblinsturned toward Gratz.

Gratz backed hiswolf away. He pointed the crossbow at one goblin, then another. ** Stay back. I'm a
corpord inthe army of Billathe Bloody, and acting commander of thisunit!’’

“*And that’sabig, angry waolf,”” Trok said, pointing at Bastard.

Gratz pulled the trigger. The bolt dammed into the Sde of the nearest goblin. Instead of intimidating the
rest of the goblins, the attack only seemed to solidify their rebellion. In part, no doubt, because Gratz
didn’t have another crossbow bolt. He tossed the crossbow down and pulled out his sword.

“Wait,” Jgsad. To hissurprise, they obeyed.

““What are you doing?’ Relkawhispered.

“I havenoidea’ Jig started to speak, then dug hisfingersinto Bastard' s fur as the wolf stood. Jg had
never redlized how tal the wolveswere. Relka s head was now level with hiswaist. He swallowed and
said, “* Corpord Gratz, what do regulations say about surrendering to an enemy?”’

Gratz frowned. **I don't think that particular Stuation has ever come up.”

“*Then there’ s nothing in the regul ations to stop you from surrendering to me before Bastard eats you?”’
Jig asked.

Shaking hishead, Gratz said, ** Any soldier who quitsfighting isto be executed on the pot by his
commanding officer.”

Y ou mean that commanding officer?’ Jg pointed to Slverfang' sbody. **1t'syour choice, Gratz.
Surrender, or | order Bastard to eat you.”’

Gratz slips moved as he turned around. He gppeared to be counting the other goblins. *‘Right. | hereby
surrender command of thissquadronto Jig,” Gratz said. Helowered hisvoice. ** According to
regulations, this means you receive afield promotion to the rank of lieutenant, with al theinherent
respongbilitiesand—"’

“Fing”” Jig said. **Now put your sword away before Bastard decides you' re athreat.”’

Gratz flung his sword into the snow. His hand barely trembled as he snapped a quick saute. ** Orders,
ar?’

Jg glanced around. Trok was laughing a him. The other goblins appeared skeptica a best. Asde from
Relka, naturdly. She was beaming and mumbling to hersdlf, no doubt compaosing another hymn. Jg
dreaded to think what she would rhymewith **lieutenant.””

Gratz cleared histhroat. ** Sir?’

Jg wastempted to order them dl to return to Billa'sarmy. But with Jig gone, Gratz would probably
resume command and come after him again.

Stdling for time, he turned to Relka. “* Thisis my second-in-command.”” Since Relkawas probably the
only one here who wouldn’t happily murder Jig to take his place, she was the safest choice.
Relkagrinned. ** So they have to obey me now, right?’

“That'sright, 5r,”’ sad Gratz.

Relka s claw stabbed at Trok like aspear. **Sing.””’



“What?’

Relka ssmilewas pureevil. ‘1 liketo ligento music. Sing ‘ The Song of Jg' for me, soldier.”

Trok started to draw his sword.

“* Areyou disobeying an order, goblin?’ Gratz shouted. He hopped down from hiswolf and grabbed his
own wegpon. * Shdl | cut out histongue, Sir?’

Jig shook hishead in disbelief. Gratz was serious. Moments before he had been determined to kill Jig
himsdlf. Now he was ready to kill anyone who disobeyed him. Or Relka. If Jig had ordered him to eat his
own leg, Gratz would even now be marching over to Relkato borrow afork.

Jg tucked that ideaaway for later. For now . .. “* Tie up thewolves. Relka, they’ |l probably be hungry,
so why don’'t you feed Silverfang to them? Gratz, hel p them make anew harnessfor Bastard.”’

The goblins scurried to obey. Jig rubbed hisfang nervoudy as he watched them work. How long could
he keep up this charade? He was no leader. Sooner or later the discipline Billaand Silverfang had
pounded into them would wear off, and they would go back to being goblins. He wondered if that would
happen before or after Billasent her orcsto find out what had happened to Silverfang.

Jg sgood ear twitched, following Relka s footsteps as she approached. He had done the same thing a
year ago, back in thelair. He remembered the sound of her footsteps, the cold of his own swest dripping
down hissdes ashe waited for Relkato try to kill him.

If Jg had known where he would end up, he probably would have et Relka go ahead and stab himin the
back.

“Thewolvesarefed,” Relkasaid. She sounded amost perky. Jg wanted to punch her. **We had
leftover Silverfang, but | wasn't sure whether you' d want to take the time to prepare the mest properly.”
Jg shook his head. Back home, the tunnels and caves restricted the flow of smoke. Out herein the open,
it would be aclear sgnd to anyone searching for him. And since pretty much everyone wanted him deed,
afirewasavery bad idea. So was eating Silverfang raw, of course, but Jg would rather risk knotted
bowel s than whatever death Billa had planned for him.

“*Billawas supposed to drive the surface dwellers away forever.” Jig' sthroat tightened. No more
adventurers daughtering their way through the lair. No more princes and princesses dragging goblins
away to build their supid walls. No more quests and fighting and fleeing for hislife.

Insteed, Billawasjust using them. At least when Princess Genevieve used the goblins, she was honest
about it. She didn’t pretend she was trying to help anyone. She smply tied them up and dragged them to
Avery. Nor did she pretend she wouldn't kill every last goblin if they gave her areason.

“I believed in her.”” He stared at Relka s pendant. Jig had been every bit as much of anidiot as Relka.
“*Shadowstar isafraid of 1sa”’ he said. Hewasn't sure why he had blurted it out.

Rekagtiffened. **What do you mean?’

“*He could have manifested in histempleto protect you, but he knows Billacould kill him. So he sent me
instead. He' d rather let me die than risk himself. He used me. Just like everyone dse’” Jg waited,
watching to see how shewould react.

Suddenly Relka sface brokeinto asmile. “* Thisisatest, isn't it? Y ou want to know how strong my faith
IS, S0 you know whether or not you can rely on mefor thetrials ahead.”

Jgwondered if Shadowstar’ s magic could hed whatever waswrong with Relka sbrain. ** Trias?
Shadowstar wants me to go to Avery and stop Billathe Bloody!’”’

“Thelife of achampionisnot an easy one’”’ Relkasad.

““Not easy?1 just shoved atorch into Billa sface. She’ sgoing to send her entire army after me, and
when they catch me, they’re going to—"’

“You'vegot anamy too,” Relkasaid, pointing back at the wolf-riders.

Jg smouth stayed open, but he had run out of words. Nothing he could say would shake Relka sfaith.
Shefully expected him to save Avery, defeat Billaand her goddess, and save dl goblinkind.

Jg stood and brushed snow from hislegs and backside. Why couldn’t you have chosen Relka? She
would love to be a priest of Shadowstar, running around fighting pixies and orcs and doing all of
your dirty work.



If I remember correctly, you sought me out, said Shadowstar.

Jg didn't have an answer to that, ether.

If it' swhat you truly want, I’ll leave you alone, Jig. Do this thing for me, and I’ll never disturb you
again.

Wait, Jg sad quickly. Losethe ahility to hed himsalf and the other goblins? Jg shuddered, remembering
thelong list of war scars he had displayed for Silverfang. Without Shadowstar, most of thoseinjuries
would havekilled him. That’s not what | meant.

Of course. Shadowstar sounded amused.

Right. Billawas probably starting to wonder about her wolf-riders. Soon she would send more troops
out to find them. Jg turned around . . . which way was Avery, from here?

Follow the road to the east.

To Avery, then.

““We need to warn Princess Genevieve what she’ sfacing,”” Jg sad. ** The humansthink they’refighting a
regular army of monsters, an army that wantsto win. Billadoesn't care about beating humans. She wants
her army to die, and she wants to take as many humans with them asthey can.”’

“I'll tell the othersto get the wolvesready.”” With that, Relkaturned to go.

“Thanks’’ sad Jg.

Relka hegtated. ** Do you think the humanswill listen to you?’

Theking had ordered dl goblinskilled on sght. Jg'slast encounter with Genevieve wouldn't have
encouraged her to change that order. **Not redly, no.”’

CHAPTER9

Tymalous Autumstar squirmed to break free as the black-shelled arm dragged him deeper into the
water. He twisted hislong neck about until he saw his attacker.

““1psep? Isthat you?"”

The former sea god looked awful. Pale cracks lined his shell, most of which was covered in algae
and mussels. Histhick green hair had fallen out or wilted; what remained was little more than
brown tufts of seaweed stuck to his scalp.

““You betrayed us, Autumnstar,”’” said Ipsep. ‘* You abandoned us.’”’

‘““Noc betrayed us.”” He bit down on Ipsep’ s finger. Autumnstar’ s teeth were useless against the
armor of Ipsep’s shell. All he got for his trouble was a mouthful of seaweed and one angry snail.
““You were thefirst to give up when Noc turned against us. You're a coward.”’ |psep tightened
both hands around Autumnstar’ s neck and shoved him deeper into the water. ** You left us to be
killed, or worse, to be forgotten.’”’

Autumnstar didn’t argue. Even if he hadn’t been drowning, there was nothing he could say. Ipsep
was right. He had turned his back on the war.

I psep stumbled, and his grip loosened. Instantly, Autumnstar twisted free. Hiswings thrust himto
the surface, where he gasped for breath.

The old man Autumnstar had comforted stood knee-deep in the pond. As Autumnstar watched, he
threw another stone at | psep.

Thefirst attack had startled the god. This time I psep hardly appeared to notice as the rock
bounced off his shell.

Autumnstar threw himself on Ipsep’ s back, digging his claws into the cracks of his shell, but it
wasn'’t enough. Ipsep’ s fingers clacked together. The old man shouted in fear as he was drawn
deeper into the pond.

I psep turned his attention back to Autumnstar. Clawed fingers reached around to sever the tip of
Autumnstar’ stail. Ipsep’s other hand caught him by the wing. Autumnstar’ s claws broke as he
was pulled away from I psep’ s back.

Autumnstar stopped fighting. He had never been much of a warrior anyway. Even during the war,
in the midst of battle, he had barely been able to stop himself from throwing down his weapons
and comforting the wounded and the dying.

| psep was both, and he didn’t even know it. Only rage kept his despair at bay, and even in a god,



rage couldn’t last forever. Especially once Tymalous Autumnstar began to soothe that rage.
““They' ve forgotten us, Autumnstar,”’ said Ipsep. Already his voice was softer. ‘* The mortals don’t
even remember our names.”’

“‘Redt, old friend,”” Autumnstar whispered. ‘‘Be at peace.”’

““Peace.”’ |psep waded deeper into the water, pulling Autumnstar with him. ** An eternity of
cowering in the shadows, waiting for themto find us. What kind of peace isthat?"’

Autumnstar clung tighter, pouring what little power he had into the other god. Most gods would
barely have noticed his feeble efforts, but |psep was as weak as Autumnstar.

Soon | psep sank beneath the surface and disappeared. Sumbering or dead, Autumnstar couldn’t
say.

He struggled to swimto his would-be rescuer. How long had the old man been submerged?
Autumnstar’ s left wing was crushed and useless. His blood flowed into the pond with every
desperate stroke.

By the time he touched the body, he knew it was too late. Autumnstar had spent most of his
hoarded power in hisfight with Ipsep. Even had he been strong enough to heal the body, the soul
had already fled.

““Thank you,”’ he whispered.

Moments later, Tymalous Autumnstar climbed out of the pond, took a single step, and fell flat on
his face. He rolled over, examining his new body and wondering how long it would take to get
used to having only two legs again.

Jg should have known better. Gratz was agoblin, and goblins didn’t take kindly to losing their
commands. Especidly not to an upstart runt like Jig. But Jg had been so busy being afraid of humansand
gods and everything else that he had forgotten to be afraid of hisfellow goblins.

Theknifein Gratz' s hand was short and straight. Barely long enough to pierce Jig' s heart, though if Gratz
was smart, he'd go for the throat instead.

Gratz had intercepted him after Relka went back to ready the wolves. The other goblinswere too far
away to help. Nor would Jig have expected them to. Thiswas his own fault. He should have killed Gratz.
Failing that, he should have made sure Gratz was disarmed and bound. Gratz had snuck up on him as
though he were adeaf human.

Jg backed away, one hand reaching for his sword. Could he draw it before Gratz pounced? Probably
not. ** Don'’t regulations say anything about drawing aknife on asuperior officer?’

Gratz blinked. **What, this? Oh, no, sr. | was only going to offer to cut your officer’ sscar.”’
“Officer’sscar?’ Jg stared, trying to understand.

““Now that you're alieutenant and al that, you' Il be wanting the scar of rank to show everyone. Six cuts
to theright forearm.” He frowned as he studied Jig more closdly. ** Y ou're skinny, so I'll have to cut
gmdl....”

“No.”

“‘But you're an officer now.”” Gratz smiled wistfully as helooked at the knife. **‘| remember the day old
Silverfang gave me my first scar of rank. Couldn't use that arm for amonth.”

“No!”’

Gratz looked hurt. *“It’ snot that bad, sir. The actua designs are sort of pretty.”” He yanked down part of
his shirt to reved apatch of dark blue scars below the shoulder. A single zigzag, with two diagond lines
cut through the center. Tiny angular cuts dotted the right side of the mark. ** General’ s scars are even
better. There' sadouble circle around the whole thing.”’

Jig! Shadowstar sounded shaken. You can’t let him carve that mark on you.

I’m not the smartest goblin in the world, but | had figured that much out on my own.

You don’t understand, said Shadowstar. Those scars are how Billa plansto kill everyone.

Jg waited along time before following Gratz back to the group. He sat for so long that Smudge crawled
out and nipped him on the ear, just to make sure he was il dive. Jg winced and tugged the fire-spider



from hisear.

“They'respdls,’”’ Jgwhispered to Smudge. Every officer in Billa sarmy carried aspdl upon hisor her
shoulder. Shadowstar was't sure exactly what the spell would do, but he thought it powerful enough to
kill everyone within ten paces. If Billawaited until her army waslocked in battle with the humans and
elves, she could destroy them all with asingle command.

You have to go back, Shadowstar said.

With anumbness only partly due to the cold, Jg pushed himself up and trudged toward the rest of his
“army.”” Ashereturned to the group, they stared a him with the same expression the wolves wore when
they saw fresh meet. They al had to know it was only amatter of time before Billacaught up with him.
Jgwasawaking corpse.

What they didn’t realize was that the same wastruefor them al. And if Jg told them what Billatruly
planned, one of two things would happen. Either they wouldn't believe him, and Gratz would quote some
regulation againgt | etting madmen command the troops.

Or dsethey would believe him. Jig suspected that would be even worse. Whatever self-control and
discipline Billa had trained into them would shatter, turning them back into an unruly mob. A very angry
mob.

Jg had never donewell with maobs.

““We have achoiceto make,”” Jig said. Hisvoice cracked, and several goblins smirked. He cleared his
throat. **We can return to Billa s army and regjoin the others. Go back to being soldiersin Billa swar.”’
He began to pace, more to keep his feet warm than for dramatic effect. ** Billa's army. Billa’'s war. Do
you think anyonewill remember the goblins, oncethiswar isover?’

Thesmirksfaded dightly.

““Billasent you to captureme,”” Jig said. * But where sthe glory in dragging ahaf-blind goblin runt back
to be killed?Y ou think anyone will sing songs about that? How fourteen wolf-riders triumphed over a
pair of runaways?’

He saw Trok nodding. Hopefully the other goblins were of smilar minds.

Y ou know what' s going to happento me,”” Jig said. *‘ Billawants me deed, right?’

The goblins shifted uncomfortably. Honesty was an unfamiliar tactic to most of them.

“Wadl, that'sfine,” Jigsaid, raising hisvoice. *‘But first | say we show her what goblins can do. We'll
show Billaand her orcs. We' Il show the humans. We Il show them al—"

The goblins cheered. What was the matter with them? Jig hadn’t finished yet. Were they so eager to
prove themselves? They didn’'t even know what they were cheering for!

He pointed down toward the road. ** There’ s a human town up that road. They’ ve taken—"’

A whisper from Shadowstar broke his rhythm. He sighed and pointed in the other direction. ** They’ ve
taken the warriorsfrom our lair. | say we freethem al and capture another town for Billathe Bloody! By
the time we re through, everyone will be singing about our triumph at the Battle of Avery!””’

More cheers. Were dl goblins mad?

Fromwhat I’ ve seen— Shadowstar began.

Shut up.

Gratz stepped forward. It was dl Jig could do to stop himsalf from flinching away. If Billasuspected Jg
was here, adl she had to do wastrigger that spell on Gratz’ sarm.

“‘Begging your pardon, sir,’” said Gratz. *‘ But it’' sagaingt regulations for usto engage an enemy force
without orders, unlessthat force attacksfirst or—'"

“Trok,” Jgydled. ‘* The next time Gratz contradicts my orders, you have permission to feed him to the
wolves”

Trok grinned. **Yes, Sr!”’

Jg pointed to afew random goblins. ** Clean up thismess. Therest of you, finish getting the wolves
ready.”’

He watched in amazement asthey obeyed. Couldn’t they see how desperate Jig was? That he was
making this up as he went, and that every last one of them would likely dieif they actually attacked

Avery?



They're goblins, said Shadowstar. I’ ve grown rather fond of you as a race, but you’ re not so good
at thinking things through.

You'reright, said Jg. Otherwise | would have known better than to get involved with gods.

““I"'ve changed my mind,”” Jig said, staring at Bastard. They had rigged anew harness, mostly by tying
extraknotsinthe old one. ** Therest of you go ahead and capture Avery. I'll catch up.”’

“Don't beafraid.”” Trok yanked Smelly’ sropes, and the wolf padded over to stand beside Jig and
Bastard. ‘* These beasts are magnificent!””’

Bastard lowered his head and butted Jg onto the ground.

“*See?’ Trok said. ‘*Helikesyou.”

““Hedill hasabit of Slverfang stuck in histeeth,”” Jig mumbled. Bad enough the wolf could sngp himin
haf with one chomp, but now every time helooked at Bastard, he saw Silverfang. A single stumble, and
Jgwould end up the same way. Silverfang’ s remains hadn’t been pretty. ‘*Well tenderized’” wasthe
phrase Relka had used.

Whose stupid idea had it been to put goblins on wolfback, anyway? The hobgoblins trained their tunnel
cats, but no hobgoblin was mad enough to try to ride one.

“*He sdefinitey fixated on you,” Gratz said. **Y ou’ d best mount him soon, to show him who' s boss,
Otherwise, you're small enough he might decide to carry you like apup instead.”

““What doesthat mean?’ Jig asked.

“*“Whenever the pups wander too far away, the adult goes and picks them up by the scruff of the neck.”
Gratz grabbed his own neck to demondtrate. ** The pups have loose, thick skin at the neck to protect
them. Youand me, well. ...’

Jg reached out to touch the leather-and-rope harness circling Bastard' s chest and neck. Holding the
harness with both hands, he dipped one foot into the smal noose on the side.

““Not that way,” Trok said. ‘*Not unless you want to ride to Avery with your face in Bastard' s—"
“Thanks.” Jig switched feet. The wolf was so tdl that smply diding hisfoot into the rope stretched Jig's
thighs uncomfortably far. He bounced on histoes, trying to get enough of ajump to throw his other leg
over thewolf’ sback. Findly he managed to haul himsdf up.

“Wadl, | guessyou'll learn,” Gratz said. **Right. Your turn.”” He gestured to Relka.

“What?' Jg asked.

“*The commander’ smate rideswith him.”

“*The commander’ swhat?’ Jg yelled.

Trok was laughing so hard he sprayed spit over Smelly’ s back.

Gratz sface, by contrast, was expressionless. ‘| thought, with the way she looks up to you and talks
about you. . ..”

Jg started to argue, but it wasn’'t like he had much choice. Relka had to ride with someone, and Bastard
wasthe biggest wolf.

Jg cenched hisjaw and waited as Relka scrambled up behind him. Gratz tied extraropes around her
legsand wait, cinching her tight againgt Jig' s back.

Smudge scrambled out of Jig'shood barely in timeto avoid being squished. He settled down in
Bastard' s neck fur.

Relka sarmstightened around Jg'schest. **I'm ready.”’

Jgglared a Gratz. If the other goblin so much as smirked, Jg was going to order Bastard to eat him. But
Gratz only grunted and returned to his own wolf. He climbed up, tightened his harness, and waited.

Oh, right. They were waiting for Jg. Bastard was the pack leader, and Jig wasin command. Jig leaned
down. ‘*Come on, Bastard.”’

Trok chuckled again.

“*Kick himinthe sidesto start him moving,”” Gratz said. ** Tug the ropes to one side or the other and
squeeze with your kneesto turn. Pull back to dow him down or stop. If you want him angry, you can
reach out and pluck hiswhiskers. Rileshiminto afrenzy.”’

“Kick him,” Jg repeated. Gratz was crazy. Jg had survived thislong precisely because he didn’t run
around kicking huge wolvesthat could egt hishead in one bite.



Trok kicked Smelly, then tugged hisropesto guidethewolf in atight circle. “*Nothing to it.”’

Jg grabbed the ropes with both hands and gave them alight pull. Bastard pulled back, ripping the ropes
from hisfingers. Jg tried again, hisface hot.

““Don’t forget to kick,”” Relka said. Before Jig could answer, she dammed her hedsinto Bastard' sribs.
Bastard went from astandstill to asprint so fast Jg' s head snapped backward into Relka sjaw. The
other wolves raced after them. Jig glanced back to see Trok waving one hand in the air and laughing like
anidiot. Trok’shand hit alow branch, dropping snow onto the next wolf-rider.

“ToAvery!” Relkashouted.

To Avery. Now dl Jig had to do was figure out what to do once they arrived . . .

By the time Jig spotted the outlying farms of Avery, he was sarting to wish he had let Billakill him.
Theinsides of hislegs were damp with swesat. Bastard’ s sweet or his own, he wasn't sure. But swesaty
trousers were the least of his problems. These oversize wolves dso had oversize backbones, and their
gait was more than alittle bumpy. He wouldn’t be able to St down again for days.

His back, and presumably Relka' s front, were also soaked with sweat. Her necklace jabbed him
between the shoulder blades, and she kept trying to rest her chin on his shoulder, which meant her hair
tickled hisear.

The only one who seemed to be enjoying the ride was Smudge. He had climbed up onto Bastard' s head,
where he stood astdl as he could, the wind brushing hisbristly fur.

“We'redmod there,”” Relkasaid.

“I know.”” Jig tugged the ropes and tried to squeeze with hislegs. Bastard turned. ‘*Wrong knee,”” Jig
muttered, pressing hard with the other leg. Slowly he steered Bastard toward the trees and tried to
remember how to stop. He glanced at Trok, who wastugging Smelly’ sreins. That' sright. Jg pulled
hard, and Bastard came to agrudging hdlt.

Faling snow had stregked Jig' s spectacles, but when he looked through the trees, he could still make out
thewadl surrounding Avery.

Jig fumbled with the harness, trying to escape. Relkafreed hersdlf first, diding easly over Bastard's
rump. Jig stared at the mess of ropes and knots. Which ones held him in place, and which were part of
the hasty repairsto the harness?

Eventually Jig gave up and drew hisknife. He freed himsdlf in short order, though he ended up with a
loop of rope still tied around one leg. Ignoring it for now, he turned to study his. . . histroops.

The wolves weren't even breathing very hard. For the most part, the goblins appeared eager to charge
the town. Their weapons were ready, and they were joking and bantering the way goblinsawaysdid
before they ran into battle and got killed.

Gratz was the exception. He had aready dismounted and now sat on the ground, tugging off his boots.
““What areyou doing?’ Jig asked, his other problems momentarily forgotten.

“Reg...regulations, gr.”” Gratz shivered hard asthefirst boot did free. ** After any sustained ride,
soldiers are advised to dry off. Prevents fungus and other . . . nasty things.”’

To Jg shorror, once Gratz was barefoot, he then began to unbuckle his belt.

“Notime’’ Jgsad quickly. ““We Il dry ourselvesin Avery, infront of awarmfire.””

That earned afew quiet cheers. Jig turned back to the town. The gate was closed. The df atop the wall
would pick off haf his goblins before they even reached the gate. ** What do regulations say about
attacking atown like this?’

““With alarge force, you can cut them off from supplies and reinforcements and wait for them to
surrender,’” Gratz said.

Jg glanced at hisgoblins. **What about smdler forces?’

“‘Try to gain thewadlls, or break down the gate,’” Gratz said as he rubbed histoes. ** Either way, for an
attack against awalled town, you' relooking at about aten-to-one casudty ratio. That meansfor every
one of themwekill, they’ Il probably kill ten of us.”’

“Wait, what wasthat?’ Jig turned back to Gratz. ‘*We have fifteen goblins. Y ou' re saying we d kill one
or two humans before they wipe usal out?’



Gratz beamed. ‘Y ou catch on quick! Of coursethat elf on the wall bumps the numbers closer to
fifteen-to-one.”

The other goblins had grown quiet.

“* And our attacking forceis made up of goblins’’ Gratz added. ‘* That makesit morelike
twenty-to-one.”’

“‘But we have Jig Dragondayer,” Relkasaid. ** Champion of Tyma ous Shadowstar. Slayer of Straum
the dragon and the Necromancer. Vanquisher of the pixie queen. Rider of Bastard. Companion of
Smudge. Y our regulaions know nothing of Jg.”’

“*Unless he' saso the Deflector of Arrows and the Breaker of Gates, we' re ill going to die before we
kill agngle human,” Trok said.

“*“No back talk,” snapped Gratz. ‘I’ m sure our commander hasaplan.”’

Trok smirked asheturned to Jig. **Wdll, sir? What’ s your plan?’

Right. A plan. Jg covered his eyes againgt the sun, studying the goblins working near the gate. They had
cleared the flowers from the lower section of the wall, and now they worked on laddersto reach the
higher flowers. A single ef watched from above, bow in one hand. It looked like the same ef who had
shot at them before. A few armed humans stood by the gate. They mostly appeared to be watching the
goblins.

“‘ Princess Genevieveisthe key to taking Avery,” Jgsad. “*We need to capture her dlive”’ If shewas
anything like the rest of her family, she would die before she surrendered to goblins, but they didn't know
that. Jig only needed afew minutesto talk to her, to force her to listen.

Though if shewas anything like the rest of her family, she probably was't very big on listening, ether.
““We need more troops,”” Jig decided. ** Genevieve dragged at least forty goblin warriors away to
Avery. Itlookslike at least twenty of them are il dive.”

““How do we free them without getting killed? " another goblin asked.

Jg closed hiseyes. Tell Braf we're here.

He waited while Shadowstar relayed the message. Moments later, one of the goblins on the ladders
turned around and cupped his hands over his eyes. Jig squinted through his spectacles, trying to be
certain that was Braf. Then the goblin waved and nearly fell off hisladder.

““How did you do that?’ whispered Gratz.

Jg sghed. Shadowstar, would you please smite Braf before he alerts the elf and everyone else that
we're here?

Braf jumped like he had been stabbed, then quickly turned back to the wall.

Thank you. Jig stepped closer to the edge of the woods. Braf, we need to capture Princess
Genevieve. We need her help to stop Billa the Bloody.

Why do we want to stop Billa? Shadowstar did adecent job of conveying the dow, deceptively stupid
tone of Braf’ svoice. Jig wondered what Braf heard. Was Shadowstar mimicking Jg' s voice aswell?
Because she plansto kill everyone, said Jg. Goblins, humans, it doesn’t matter. She wants us all
dead. Also because Shadowstar said so. Jg studied the goblin prisoners. They would still betied
together, which limited what they could do. They had their knives, but the human weapons were far
better. Not to mention that ef on the wall. How often does Genevieve |eave the city?

A few times each day, Braf said. She's always there when they drag usin and out of town.
Mornings are the worst. It s still dark and cold, and nobody wants to come out and work. Nights
are bad too. Also midmorning, when you’ ve been working a while and have to use the privy, but
you know it’s a long time until lunch. Afternoons are pretty lousy. There aren’t any good times,
really.

Genevieve? Jig prodded.

Oh. Right. She and Darnak go for walks in the evenings sometimes, too.

“*You're planning to use bound prisonersto help usfight?’ Trok asked.

Asif the unbound goblins Jig had brought were much of athreat. ** They’ re going to be our distraction.”
Herased hisvoice. ‘“Wewalit until evening. Genevieve will be outsde thewalls. The prisonerswill draw
the attention of the guards. When that happens, we attack. No matter what €l se happens, we haveto



capture Genevieve.”’

“Brilliant,” said Relka

No, brilliant would have been running deeper into the tunnels when Genevievefirg attacked their lair, and
gtaying there until thiswhole thing was over. Or minding his own businesswhen Billadragged Relkainto
the temple. Redlly, could anyone but agoblin have managed to pick afight with both sides inawar?
Jig?

What isit? Jig couldn’t quite tell whether it was Braf or Shadowstar talking.

Holdon. ..l just got athorninmy ear.

Braf, then. Jig peered out of the woods, trying to pick Braf out of the group. There hewas, clawing at his
left ear. How had he managed to . . . on second thought, Jig didn’t want to know.

Jig, it would be a lot easier to distract the guardsif we weren't tied up.

I’msure it would. Jig stared at thewadlls. It would also be easier if Genevieve ordered her warriors
to cook themselves for dinner. But | don’t know how to make that happen, do you?

WEell, we're about ready to haul another load of flowers out to the farms, Braf said. The guards are
watching for goblins who try to escape. But they probably wouldn’t notice someone who joined

us. Then you could use Smudge to burn through some of our ropes while we worked.

Jg forgot sometimesthat Braf only pretended to be stupid. Probably because he did such an amazing job
of pretending.

Sowly Jg started to smile. The best part of Braf’ s plan was that it would save him from having to ride
Bastard again. He turned to the other goblins. **Relka, I'm leaving you in charge. Y ou'll know when to
attack. Try to be as quiet asyou can. The closer you can get before they notice you, the lesstimethey’ |
have to react. Remember, we have to capture Genevieve dive.”

“I won'tfail you.” Relkasauted with every bit as much sincerity and stiffness as Gratz.

Jgtried not to laugh. She wasworried about failing him? He was the one sending goblinsinto battle
againg humans.

Theloop of rope from Bastard' s harness findlly dipped down from Jg’'sankle. Hekicked it to Trok.

“* Someone needsto fix Bastard' sharnessagain,”” he said.

“What will you be doing?’ Trok asked, his voice gruff with suspicion.

Jg stared a the mounds of flowers. ** Trying not to sneeze.””

Brown stalkstickled Jig' sface as he crept through the field. He squinted, wiping hisface as he watched
the goblins climbing down from their ladders. Behind him, sunlight turned the snow-covered hillsand
mountains afiery orange. He saw no sign of hiswaolf-riders, which was good. Hopefully, the elf couldn’t
seethem ather.

Hejogged the rest of the way to the edge of the field, then stopped. Not only could he see the flower
petas piled up beside the farmhouse, he could smell them. Hisvision blurred, and his nose began to drip.
He covered the lower part of hisface with his cloak. Smudge crept around Jig's neck and perched on his
shoulder.

Holding his breath, Jig ran to the pile and lay down behind it, out of sght of thewall. If anyone had seen
him, he was dead. Though at |east then he wouldn’t have to keep inhaling flower perfume. He pulled his
hood over his head and tried to breathe aslittle as possible.

A tiny spider crept out from beneath the flowers, drawn by the warmth of Jg’ s body.

Smudge pounced. A quick burst of heat cooked the tiny spider, and then Smudge was retreating back to
the warmth of Jig’'shood, carrying hismed in hisforeegs. Jg felt strangely sympathetic for the smdler
ider.

His ear twitched asthe goblins|eft the wall, trudging toward the farmhouse. Jig rubbed hiseyesand
peered around the side of the pile. That ef was watching the goblins closaly now. Thiswas the best
opportunity for them to run off, so he would have an arrow ready to discourage them. After Jg' s escape,
he doubted the f’ s pride would alow anyone €l se to take a single suspicious step.

Asif the goblins would have cooperated long enough to escape. They had no way to cut the rope around
their necks, which meant they would have to run together. Goblinsrarely did anything together.



No, that wasn't true. Billa's goblinsworked together. They marched as one, fought asone, and if Billa
and Isahad their way, they would die as one.

The scritch of rakes sgnded the arriva of the prisoners. Jig waited until they had al reached the pile, then
darted into line behind Braf.

“Jg!"”’ Braf grinned. So did the other goblins, to Jg' ssurprise.

“*Braf told us he wastaking to you,” said one. He shrugged. *‘1 figured al that human food had rotted
hisbrain.””

“*So, how are you going to get us out of here?’ asked another.

“*Wait, before you free us, can you do something about these blisters on my hands?’

“And my feet arekillingme!””’

“Quiet,” Jg snapped. He glanced a the wdll. The df was still watching them. Had he noticed anything?
Probably not, since Jg was gill arrow-free. He concentrated on looking like another miserable prisoner.
Keeping hisvoice low, he said, **Once | cut everyone free, you' re going to distract the guards.”

“*Us?’ Thegoblins grinsbegan to fade. ** We re supposed to fight armed humans?”’

“Andandf,’ Braf sad, ever helpful.

“Only until my . .. my army attacks.”” Jg braced himsdlf, but the other goblinsdidn’t even smirk. To his
shock, they actually sounded reassured.

Jg sniffled and sneezed and did his best to hel p with the flowers. By the time they started back, he was
about ready to cut off his own noseto stop it from dripping.

Jg bit therope asthey waked, clutching it in hisfangs so that, from a distance, he might appear to be
tied up with the rest. When they reached the wall, he climbed up the ladder after Braf. The goblin tied
behind him crowded uncomfortably close, but hopefully he wouldn't have to stay here for long.

The goblin below climbed up another rung. His breath heated Jig's neck. Jig tried not to think about the
fact that every one of these goblins carried aknife.

They wouldn’t stab him in the back now. Not whilethey still needed him to cut them free.

After that, well, anyone who turned his back on another goblin deserved what he got.

Jg st Smudge on therope. Thistime, unaffected by df beer, Smudge clung easily to the thin rope. He
turned around and stared up at Jig.

““Goon,” Jgsad. He poked afinger a Smudge sface, driving him back afew steps.
““What'swrong?’ asked Braf.

“*He s not scared enough.”’

Jig cringed as soon as the words escaped his mouth. But before he could take them back, Braf shrugged
and tried to stab Smudge with hisknife.

He missed, but the knife jabbed Jg' s cloak in passing. Smudge scurried back toward Jig, the rope
smoldering where he walked. But then he jumped onto Jig’ s throat.

““Wadl, he/ shot enough to burn,”” Jig said through gritted teeth. He tried to catch Smudge, but the
fire-gpider had already darted toward one of his pockets.

Holding the ladder with one hand, he reached into his cloak, trying to figure out which pocket—'* Oh,
no.
“What' swrong?’ asked the goblin below him.

Jg tried to stop the explosive sneeze building in his skull. He failed. The sneeze shook the ladder. He
gasped for breath, which only earned him another mouthful of flower smell. He sneezed again, and his
hand dipped from the rung.

The next thing he knew, he was on the ground, sandwiched between Braf and the other goblins. From
the pained shouts, afew of those goblins had fallen on their knives.

“*Hey, what’ sgoing on down there?”’ Atop thewall, the elf gestured with hislongbow.

Jig tried to burrow deeper into the pile of goblins, but they were dready sorting themsalves out.
Where was the rope? He had lost it when he fell. One of hisfangs was loose. No doubt the rope had
tugged it before snapping out of his mouth. Could the df seethat hewas't tied up?
““Youinthelavender cloak. What are you doing?’

“‘Purple, not lavender,”” Jig muttered. One of the humans near the gate was hurrying away, presumably



to fetch more guards.

Jgdidn’t move. He didn't have to. The other goblins had dready backed asfar from Jig astheir ropes
would alow.

““Where did you come from?’ the ef asked. *‘How did—""

A rock hit the df in the middle of the forehead. He grunted, staggered forward, then dowly toppled over
the edge of thewall. Apparently Prince Theodore hadn’t remembered to strengthen this elf before he and
the othersleft.

Jg turned around. *‘ Thanks, Braf."”’

Braf picked up another rock. ‘I’ ve wanted to do that for days!’” Hisvicious grin was areminder that
Braf had been awarrior long before he was a priest.

Jig ran toward the df. He kicked the bow asfar away as he could. The éf wasn't moving, but Jg didn’t
mean to take any chances. He kndlt and grabbed the knife from the e’ s belt.

Forged from asingle curved piece of gray metd, the knifewaslight asar. The unstained wooden handle
was warm to the touch. He tested the edge on the f, then grinned. ** Braf, come herel”’

Braf hurried toward Jg, dragging goblins behind him. A single swipe with the df’ sknife cut Braf free.

Jg managed to free four more goblins before the first of the guards arrived.

““Useyour rakes,”” Jig shouted. ** Knives are no good against swords and spears.”’

A crossbow bolt buried itself in the ground beside Jig. Atop thewall, severa more humans leaned over
the edge, searching for targets.

Jg Sarted to flee, then changed his mind and ran to the base of thewall. He couldn’t get too close
without impaling himsdlf on the spikes growing from the trees, but the humans would have to lean out
awfully far to shoot him. They were shouting for reinforcement, and he could hear horses thundering out
through the gate. ** Stay closeto thewal,”” heydled. ** Make them chase ug!™’

The farther the goblinsfled, the longer the gates would stay open. If the wolf-riders were fast enough,
they might still manage to get into the city and capture Genevieve.

Jgtried to follow the other goblins, but tripped over the ef. The goblins, being goblins, kept right on
going, leaving him to be killed. He started to rise, but there was no way he could catch up with the
others.

Jg snagged a broken crossbow bolt from the ground and clenched it in hisarmpit. Hopefully, anyone
who passed would assume he was dead. If they didn’t, he would be soon enough.

Heturned his head dightly as movement from the woods caught his eye. He had never realized how
quickly those wolves could move. Already the lead goblins were halfway to Avery. Asfar ashe could
tell, the humans hadn’t yet noticed.

Severa horses pounded pagt, the thudding of their hooves a startling contrast to the silence of the wolves.
Jig held his breath, but nobody paid him any attention. Humans on foot followed. Some appeared to be
guards, while others were ordinary men with axes and spears. No doubt everyone who had resented the
intrusion of goblinsinto their town was taking this opportunity to express their unhappiness.

“It'san ambush!”’ Thevoice wasfamiliar, and far closer than Jig preferred. Genevieve stood with her
sword drawn, pointing toward the wolves. Jig held his breath and hoped she wouldn’t notice him.

An arrow or crossbow bolt arched from the wall, hitting one of the wolves. Wolf and goblin tumbled into
the snow, and neither one got up again.

“*Everyone back indde,’”’ Genevieve shouted. ‘* Forget the prisoners! Archers, concentrate on those
wolves’”’

Jg clenched hisjaw. Genevieve had spotted them too soon. They wouldn’t reach her before she got her
people back inside the gate. Humans rushed past, their rage turned to panic at the sight of the wolves.
“*That goesfor you too, Ginny!"” Darnak’ s voice, closer to the gate. *“We can pick them off from atop
thewadls.””

So much for Jg and hisarmy. Hisfirst attempt at tactics and strategy had falen gpart before his goblins
even had the chance to draw their weapons. Genevieve would reach safety, and then they would kill
every one of the goblins at their leisure.

Unless someone stopped her.



““| hatethis,”” Jig said as he got up and ran after Genevieve. She moved a ardatively dow pace, al of
her attention on the wolves.

Standing at the gate, Darnak wasthe first to notice Jig. ** Princess, 'ware the goblin!™’

Hewastoo late and too far away. Genevieve started to turn, and then Jig pounced. He landed on
Genevieve sback and clung with one hand. With his other, he pressed his stolen knifeto Genevieve's
neck.

““Tell your peopleto stop fighting, Princess!’’ He had doneit! He had captured—

Genevieve grabbed hiswrist and twisted the knife away from her neck. Her elbow thudded into Jg's
sde. The knifefdl. Genevieve sfree hand snaked up to grab Jig’ s ear, and then he was flying over her
shoulder to dam into the ground.

Genevieve' sown knife appeared in her hand. *“1 know you. Y ou're the runt who helped steal my
horsel”” She knelt and placed thetip of her knifeon Jig’'s chest. ** Jig, wasn't it?’

Oh, dung.

Darnak ran toward them, his heavy boots clomping through the snow. “* Princess, forget the goblin and
getingde!’™’

Jg held hisbreath, waiting for Genevieveto kill him.

A snarling wall of fur shot over Jig, and Genevieve disappeared.

“Ginny!"’ Darnak raised hiswar club overhead and charged.

Ignoring the pounding in hishead, Jig rolled onto hisside. Genevieve lay pinned beneath Bastard' sfront
paws, her knife lost. Bastard |ooked from Darnak to the princess and back, asif he couldn’t decide
whether to eat her before he killed Darnak or after.

“‘Bastard, down!”” Jig yelled. Bastard turned, his head cocked in confusion.

Jglay back down, fumbling through his pockets. He had only asingletroll toeleft. He threw it to the
wolf. ** Sit!”’

Bastard obeyed. Genevieve had time for one panicked squeal before disappearing beneath Bastard' s
backsde. Only her legs il protruded, kicking furioudy.

“‘Let her go, Jg.”” Darnak stopped between Jig and Bastard. ** 1’ ve no mind to fight you.”

Bastard growled again. The other wolf-riders soread around Jig and Darnak, forming aring of teeth and
claws and swords. Darnak didn’t seem to notice.

Jig glanced at thewall. Several humans stood with crossbows ready. They were watching Darnak,
waiting for hisorder.

“I can'tlet youkill her,”” Darnak said. **Not Ginny."”

“I don't want tokill her,”” said Jig.

“*Sowhat isit you' rewanting, then?’ Darnak lowered hisclub. *‘If you' ve cometo free your goblins, so
beit. Take them and be gone.”

Jg waved the other goblins back. They obeyed, though Trok had to tug Smelly’ sreins several timesto
get thewolf to turn away.

He couldn’t tell Darnak the truth. Not here. No matter how softly Jig spoke, goblin earswould hear. ** If
she surrenders, wewon't kill anyonedse.”’

Darnak turned in adow circle. Most of the guards had retreated through the gates, following
Genevieve sorders. Darnak was aone, surrounded by goblins. Normaly, Jg still would have given
Darnak the advantage, but even Darnak couldn’t fight all of those wolves.

Y ou planned this, did you? ' Darnak asked.

“Wadll, thisian't exactly what | planned.”’

Darnak actudly laughed. ‘ Every fidd commander knowsthat feding.”

Jg kept hiseye on that club. Darnak might not be able to fight everyone, but he could certainly kill Jig
before the wolves got him.

“‘Let Genevievego.”” Darnak tossed hiswar club to the ground in front of Jig. He turned and waved
both hands at the men on thewall. *‘ Lower your wegpons, men.”’

Goblinswould have shot anyway, out of spite. But the humans obeyed.

“Bastard—"" Jig hesitated. Was there acommand to make awolf get up off of ahuman?



Gratz cleared histhroat. ** Perhapsa‘Ready’ command, Sir?’

“‘Bastard, ready!”’

Bastard stood and bared hisfangs, head low. Genevieve coughed and crawled out from beneath him.
Her normally bored expression was twisted into one of utter horror. When she spotted Jig, her hands
clenched into fists. She spat fur and searched the ground for awespon.

“‘Easy, lass,”’ Darnak said.

““That wolf,”” Genevieve gasped. ‘‘He sat on me!”’

Darnak chuckled, then coughed to cover the sound. *“ It sover.”’

If only Darnak wereright. Jig looked around, confused. **What happened to Relka?’

Trok pointed toward the woods. Jig spotted Relka limping through the snow, her sword dragging from
one hand.

“*“What happened to her?’

“*Sheingsted on riding Bastard in your place. When Bastard saw you werein trouble, he took off likea
tunnel cat with histail on fire. Relkatumbled right off.”” Trok gave an innocent shrug. ** Seemslike
someone missed afew ropes when he mended Bastard’ s harness.””’

CHAPTER 10

Tymalous Autumnstar upended the clay mug, finishing off the last few swallows of . . . he wasn’t
sure, actually. Fromthe taste, it could have been anything from gnomish beer to fermented
leopard urine. He belched and ordered another.

‘“*Haven’t you had enough, Grandfather?’’ The middle-aged man behind the bar sounded
simultaneously impressed and annoyed. Amber earrings dangled from his ears, marking himas an
acolyte of Rionisus Yelloweyes. For theright price, he could arrange all manner of mortal
pleasures. So long as he contributed a good portion of his profits to the temple, the emperor’s men
couldn’t touch him.

‘“*Have | had enough?’’ Autumnstar repeated, adding the empty mug to the collection in front of
him. ‘* My followers are long gone. My star has disappeared from the night sky. Most of my
companions are dead. Any who survive seem determined to kill me. And not one of you
remembers my name. Do you think I’ ve had enough?’”’

“*More than enough. | think it’stime—"

“*My name is Tymalous Autumnstar.”” He leaned back, settling into one of the enormous pillows
that littered the floor like giant colored animal droppings. There were no chairsin Yelloweyes
taverns. The bar was formed from overlapping slabs of green shale, running along the walls at
knee height. ** Repeat it back to me, and I’ll pay you ten times the value of these drinks. If not, you
pour me another and leave the bottle.”’

The bartender sat down and clapped Autumnstar’ s back, not unkindly. ‘* Can you hear yourself?
Followers and stolen stars? Go home and sleep it off.”’

Autumnstar smiled. ‘*My name.”” Though he hadn’t raised his voice, the few patronsin the tavern
fell silent. ** Repeat it.”’

“*Qurething, grandfather,”’ the bartender said, humoring him. And then he frowned. ‘* Could you
say that name again?"’

“*Tymalous Autumnstar.”” He waited while the bartender stammered a second time. In the edge of
his vision, he saw one person raise his hand in the sign of the alligator, warding off evil magic.
Eventually the bartender turned and reached for a bottle.

Asit turned out, conquering atown was the easy part. Controlling it was another matter altogether.
Thirty-five goblins and fourteen wolves couldn’t hope to hold atown of thissize for long. Both Genevieve
and Jig knew it. Which would explain that smdl smile on Genevieve sface as she sared at him.

Or maybe she was smply imagining al of theways she could kill Jig once she escaped. Even though he
had her weapons and shewastied up, Jg gtill felt asthough he were stlanding before adragon, waiting to
be eaten.

“Weneedtotalk,” Jgsad.



Genevieve kept on amiling.

“Aye’’ sad Darnak. ‘‘ Preferably somewhere other than the middle of the street.”

Jg agreed completely, but so far, he hadn’t managed to go more than three steps without someone
accosting him for orders. Speaking of which. . . .

“Thewolvesare hungry, dr,” Gratz said asheran upto Jg. A few of the wolf-riders came with him.
“*They made short work of that dead €f, but they’ re till growling. Areyou surewe can't feed them a
prisoner? There are SO many humans, they won't notice just one. I'll make sureit’s awounded one,
and—"

““No,” said Jig. ** Tak to Braf. The humans must have food stored somewhere. Wait . . . where did you
put the wolves, anyway?’

““That big building down the road. The onewith the treeswith red leaves.’”

“‘Blood oaks,”” said Genevieve. She snickered. ** Y ou put those beastsin the mayor’ s house.”
“Itwasthe sturdiest place | could find,”” said Gratz. **Last | saw, the wolveswere ripping up the
tapestriesfor bedding.”’

“‘Poor Detwiler,” said Genevieve, anasty edgeto her tone. * Serves him right for fleeing like a coward
when he heard about Billasarmy.”’

“Wadll, if he comes back, he'll want to wash out his closet before he usesit again. I’ d throw out the
bed-covers, too.”” Gratz glanced at Jig and added, ** Smelly’ sbeen rolling again.”’

Trok and a handful of warriorsjogged down theroad. *“We vefinished locking up the soldiers,”” Trok
said, shoving past Gratz. He grinned and added, ‘* We put them in the stables. The doors are barred, and
we' ve got goblins watching the windows.”’

“*What about the townspeople?’ Jig asked.

“* So far they’ ve kept to themselves. Mogt of them retreated into that big church and locked the doors.”
Trok glanced at Gratz. ** They' re afraid we' re going to feed them to the wolves.”

Good enough. Jig started to turn back to Genevieve and Darnak.

“*So when do we burn the stable?’ Trok asked. ‘* Relka saysif we throw the right kind of wood into the
fire, the smoke will flavor the mesat, and—""

Jg groaned. ‘‘Nobody isalowed to kill anyone!”” he shouted. ** Any goblin who disobeyswill be
executed.”’

Gratz' sforehead wrinkled. *“Wouldn't whoever carried out the execution be disobeying your order to
not kill anyone, then?’

“If welet them live, they’ re only going to escape,”” Trok said. **Y ou know how humans are.’”

“I'll dedl with thet later,”” Jig snapped.

“Tothink that he defeated us,” Genevieve whispered.

Darnak chuckled. **Y our mother would say it' sthe gods way of teaching us humility.”

““What do we do now, Sir?’ Gratz asked. ‘*Now that we' ve taken the town, | mean. This should be
enough to earn Billa sforgiveness. Would you like me to send amessenger back—""

““No!"” Jig swallowed and tried again. **No.”” That was better. He sounded more like agoblin again,
and lesslikeapanicked bird. “‘Firdt . . . first | haveto interrogeate the prisoners.’”’

“*Billawould at least let us eat the dwarf,”” someone said. Jig searched the crowd, but he couldn’t
identify the speaker.

““Wedon't haveto kill anyone,”” Trok added. ‘*We could take an arm here, aleg there. Humans can
survivethat, can't they?’

““We re not eating the prisoners”” Jig said. Not if he wanted to convince Genevieveto listen. He started
to say more, then broke off as Relkaran up and whispered in hisear. Jig Sghed. **We re not egting any
more prisoners.”’

From thelooks on their faces, thiswas not how agoblin leader kept control of his men. They had fought
and won, and now Jig was denying them the chance to celebrate. How long could he keep it up before
he went from leader to lunch?

“*All of the goblin prisoners are hereby recruited into our army!’’ he announced. That earned even more
muttering, which he had expected. None of the former prisonerswould know what this meant, and his



wolf-riderslooked annoyed that these strangers were now a part of their army. But Jig wasn't finished
yet.
“* Everyone who rode with metoday is hereby promoted to—'" His mind went blank. What was a good
rank? Gratz was a corporal, and he had said Jig was alieutenant. ** To . . . to captain?’

That earned cheers and shouts, so Jig assumed it was agood rank. But Gratz was shaking his head.

Y ou can’'t promote everyone. That’ stoo many captains. Y ou have to work your way up through the
ranks, and—""’

“* Areyou saying you don’t want your promotion, Captain Gratz?’

Gratz licked hislips. ** Actudly, regulations say that acommander away from Billa sarmy does havethe
right to issuefidd promotions.”’

“*Good.”” Jig grinned. ** Captain Trok, you' re responsible for keeping the new recruitsin line. Nobody
eatsthe prisoners.”’

Trok scowled. He knew what Jig had done, but he wasn't protesting. Good enough.

Jgwiped hisnose and eyes on hisdeeve. His head felt like one of Golaka s stuffed rats. Stupid elves
and their flowers and trees. So many roads and buildings and aleyways. . . how did humansfind their
way around this place? He turned to Genevieve and asked, *‘Where can we go to talk? | mean, so | can
interrogate you.”’

She pointed to athick grove of ivy-covered treesto the left of the gate. The dark, knifelike leaves of the
vinesturned the trees purple. ** How about there? It’ s as peaceful aspot asany.”

Jig hestated. **What isit?’

Genevieve sfacewas hard to read. ** A graveyard.”” She stepped off of the road, into the snow. *‘I
thought you might like to seewhere I’ ll beleaving you when thisisover.”

Gratz drew hissword. *‘ Threatening an officer of Billa sarmy isgroundsfor—"’

“* Shut up and come with me, Gratz. Relka, go fetch Braf and bring him to the grove.”” Braf and Relka
were the only two goblinsin Avery who might be able to hear the truth without immediately killing him.
Jgwaked toward the trees. *“Wdl? Are you coming or not?’

As soon as Jig stepped past thefirst trees, the air grew warmer. Not warm enough to thaw his nose and
fingers, but the snow underfoot changed to mud and earth, and the air was till.

“*Every one of these treeswas planted in the body of afalen ef,”” Genevieve commented, grabbing a
branch and swinging back and forth. ** Some of them are centuriesold.”’

“The evesfeed their dead to the trees?’ Relkaasked, staring up at the branches.

“* Oakbottom would loveit,” said Gratz.

““Who?’ Braf stared, confused.

Jg sat downinthedirt, trying to find a spot where hislegs didn’t touch the roots of the f trees.
““Would you like to be buried there?’ Genevieve asked. *‘I'll do it mysdlf, once my father arrives.”’
“Wait,” Jgsad. “‘ Your father’ sarmy iscoming here?’

Genevieverolled her eyes, triggering flashbacksto Jig’ stime with her brother. **Weknow Billasarmy is
headed thisway. If not for this cursed weather, my father would have intercepted her aready. But the
passes are blocked. Hewon't arrive for several days. But we will retake Avery, and when we do—""’
Jglowered hisvoice. *‘Billadoesn't want thistown.”’

Whatever Genevieve had been expecting, that wasn't it. Shelooked amogt offended. * Why wouldn’'t
shewant Avery?’

That list could have kept Jig talking for the rest of the night. Instead Jig turned to Darnak. **If you don't
help me, everyoneis going to die. Humans and goblins both.””’

““What are you saying, lad?’ Darnak asked.

Jg scooted to the left, trying to watch everyone a once. The goblins appeared puzzled. Genevieve
looked annoyed.

**So you captured Avery so that we could help you?’ she asked.

Darnak shook hishead. *‘ Easy, Princess. Jig’'sno fool. He saved our lives, mine and your brothers’,
when weféll into ahobgoblin trap.”



“*No doubt to save hisown worthless skin,”” Genevieve said.

““No doubt,”” Darnak agreed. *‘ But that doesn’t make the saving any lessreal.”” He glanced at the other
goblins, then back at Jg. Clearly he had noticed Jig'sown wariness. *‘ It snot like we' |l be any worse off
for listening to what he hasto say.”’

“*Unless he plansto torture usfor information,” Genevieve muttered.

Gratz brightened, and he reached into his cloak to grab hisregulations. ** | wrote down lots of different
techniques. Um .. . . we don’t have a catapult, so that one won't work. We' d need Oakbottom’s help for
thisone.”” He blinked and looked around. *‘ Does anyone have a horseshoe?’

Jg took adeep breath. He didn’'t have timefor this. ** Captain Gratz, give me your sword.”’

“Yes, dr.”” Gratz grinned as he handed the weapon to Jig. Genevieve and Darnak tensed, like they were
preparing to leap up and wrest the weapon away. Which was what usually happened when goblins took
prisoners. Taking prisoners was the easy part. Keeping them was much trickier. Far better to tossthem
in the cookpot and be done with it. No prisoner had ever escaped after being eaten.

“Your knifetoo.”” Jig waited while Gratz obeyed. He took the knife and handed it off to Braf. **Now
take off your shirt.”’

““Huh?’ Gratz blinked. ‘1 mean, huh, sr?’

“Your shirt.”” Jg glanced at the princess. She gill reminded him of atunnel cat about to pounce, but her
curiogty had been piqued.

Gratz stripped off hisarmor, then pulled off his shirt. He shivered in the cold.

Genevieve made aface like she had easten something sour. ** So thisis your plan? To overwhelm uswith
the horror of goblin nudity?’ She touched her fingersto her forehead. *‘1 salute you. A devious plan, and
onewhich has certainly sgpped my morde.”

“‘Darnak, look at the scar on Gratz’ sarm,”’ Jig said.

Darnak glanced at Gratz. * If you're asking meto heal him, those cuts are far too old to—""

I could heal him,”” Jig snapped. ‘* Just look at the marks. They’ remagic.”’

““What do you mean, you could hea him?’ Darnak asked.

“‘Darnak, please.”” Jg pointed to Gratz’sarm.

‘| don't undergtand, sir.”” Gratz turned around. ** Silverfang marked me himsdlf, when he promoted
me.”” He rubbed hisarm.

With ashrug, Darnak grabbed Gratz. Caterpillar brows scrunched together. ** These dmost look like
runes.”” Heyanked Gratz closer, nearly didocating the goblin’s shoulder. ** Come over here by thelight
S0 | can see better.’”

Jgfollowed, asdid Genevieve.

“*The penmanship is pretty doppy,”’ Darnak muttered. ** Could be acoincidence, | suppose. People are
aways claming to see mystic runes and holy imagesin everything from cloudsto sticky buns. Now that |
think on it, Princess, wasn't it one of your brothers who came running out of the privy, screaming how
TdlisVan' svisage had gppeared in—""

““Isit magic or not?’ Genevieve snapped.

“*Could be, though how a goblin wound up with magic runeson hisarmisbeyond me,”’ Darnak said. He
pinched the outer edge of the scar, and Gratz yelped. ** The skin is cold to the touch.”’

“*He shaf-naked in the middle of winter,”” Genevieve pointed out. ** What is this magic supposed to do,
anyway?’

“I'mnot sure,”” Jig admitted. ** Something bad. Something powerful enough to kill everyoneinthis
grove, including Gratz.”’

“*Some sort of suicide spell?” Darnak asked. *“ To prevent a captured soldier from giving away vita
information? There' san assassn’ s cult that does something similar, but | wouldn't have thought goblins
would have the courage to use such magic.”’

Gratz was |ooking more and more confused. He yanked free of Darnak’ sgrip and turned to Jig. *“Why
areyou telling themthis, Sr? Silverfang was no wizard. Thisismy scar of rank. All the officers have
them.”

““How many?’ Jig asked.



Gratz tilted hishead. ** Well, you need a least two officersfor every squadron. So at least fifty onthe
goblin sde. Probably even more among the kobolds and orcs.”

Jig turned his attention to Genevieve. ** Imagine what will happen when your father’ sarmy arrives. Billa's
forceswill dready be here, positioned in the valey. Hismen will drive through our lines, fighting deeper
and deeper toward the heart of Billa sarmy.”’

““Hey now,”’ Gratz said. ** Don’'t underestimate Billa sforces, sr. We can—"

““Shut up, Gratz,” Jig said. ** Whatever magic Billa carved into her soldiers, I’ m betting she can trigger it
al at once. Hundreds of spells, killing men and mongters both.”’

“Ridiculous,”’” said Darnak. ** Such a strategy would still kill more of her own troops than her enemies.
She might be victorious, but she’ d find hersdf standing in afield of death.”

“That'swhat shewants.”” Jig glanced at the other goblins. Relkawasrapt, drinking in Jig' s every word.
Not that Relka s attention meant much. Jg could have been discussing various colors of toe fungus, and
shewould have listened just as hard.

Braf was nodding to himsalf. Shadowstar was probably filling himin. Gratz |ooked angry. Jig took a
cautious step away from him, then said, ** That’ sthe only way Billacan summon Noc.”’

Silence. Eventualy Darnak coughed and said, ** The death god?’

Jg nodded so hard his spectacles dipped down his nose. ‘* Everything she' s done has been part of aplan
to summon and kill Noc. The only reason she gathered her army is s0 she could sacrifice them to—""
“That'saliel’” Gratz shouted. A flare of heat from Smudge gave Jig amoment’ swarning as Gratz
attacked.

He made it asingle step before Darnak grabbed him by the back of the trousers, hating himin place.
Gratz spun and struck Darnak in the chin.

Darnak frowned. Gratz clutched hisfist. And then Darnak tossed Gratz headfirst into one of the trees,
hard enough that snow drifted from the branches.

He rubbed hisjaw. ‘**Not bad, for agoblin. So what were you saying about Noc, then?’

“When Billakills everyone, the deeth will summon Noc to the valey. She' sgoing to use Isa’ s sword
to—"’

“Isa?’ Genevieveinterrupted.

“*Goddess of the Winter Winds,'” Jg said.

“Winter winds, en?’ Darnak twirled afinger through hisbeard. ** That might account for the nasty
weather we' ve had lately. And what would this goddess name be?’

Jg stared. *‘1sa. Shewas one of the Forgotten Gods of the War of Shadows. Like Tymalous
Shadowstar.”’

“*Likewho?’ Darnak asked.

Jig didn’'t answer. Darnak was the one who had first told him about Shadowstar. What was wrong with
him?

“I"'m moreinterested in this so-called goddess Billameansto free,” Genevievesad. **What's her
name?’

“lsal’” Jg sad.

The princess nodded. Darnak cocked hishead. *‘1I’m sorry, but I'm having abit of trouble here. Could
you say that name one moretime?’

Braf snickered. ‘I think you broke them.”’

You could stay here all day, and they’ || never remember, Shadowstar said. Our names dlip from
their minds the instant they’ re spoken. You could carve my name into his skin and he'd still forget.
Jg shook his head. Darnak was the one who told me about you, back in the tunnels. How could
he—

| nudged his mind a bit. Shadowstar gave Jig no timeto processthat revelation and itsimplications. It's
the curse Noc laid upon us.

So that nobody could ever remember your names?

Shadowstar chuckled. Nobody civilized.

Oh. Civilized. Like humans and dwarves and elves. What a peculiar curse.



Noc was trying to sound haughty and profound, Shadowstar said. | didn’t discover the loophole in
his phrasing for centuries. Apparently Isa found it sooner, since she’'s had time to build up an
entire army.

Jg turned his attention back to his captives. ** Cdl her Winter.”’

““Winter, en?’ Darnak frowned. ‘| thought you said her namewas. . . . Well, smell my socks. It' sright
on thetip of my tongue.”

“‘The gods have many names,”’ Jig said loftily. ** Asyou of al people should know.”’

“Trueenough,” said Darnak. ‘*Why, Earthmaker alone has well over twenty names. To the dwarves up
north, he' sknown as Old Ironbdls, from the time when he was bathing in—""

“Therewill betimefor taes of Earthmaker later,”” Genevieve said quickly. *‘ Darnak, isthe goblintelling
the truth?”

Darnak touched the silver hammer pendant hanging from his neck. * Truth magic istricky stuff, but Jig
believeswhat he'ssaying.”’

“Coulditwork?’ sheasked. *‘If Billadaughtered her own army aswell as ours, could she summon a
deeth god?’

“Possibly.”” Darnak clenched afist around his hammer. *Noc isacold, distant god, but the gods are
bound by laws, just like us. More than us, really. Laws of men can be broken, but the laws of the
universe. . .. If Billathe Bloody does thisright, Noc will have no choice but to gppear. | wouldn't want
to be standing nearby, but if Billahas someway tokill agod. . . .”

Braf stopped in the middle of picking hisnose. *‘ If Noc is adeath god, why doesn’t he stop Billabefore
ghe can summon him?’

Relkareached over and gently plucked Braf’ s hand away from hisface.

Shadowstar’ s laughter rang softly in Jg'smind. It turns out that Noc and his fellow gods consider
themselves civilized.

Jg snorted as he realized what that meant. Noc cur sed himself into forgetting you?

Really poor phrasing on his part. Of course, it’s not like | could run into Ux s fiery domain and
kick himin one of his asses. They can remember us, but it's a distant memory. For mortals, it
would be like your very first memories: broken and vague.

Jg' sfirs memory was of one of the other toddlers sinking sharp baby fangsinto hisleg. Therewas
nothing vague about that one. **Billais. . . hidden,”” he said. He wasn't abouit to try to explain the curse
of the Forgotten Gods to people who wouldn’t remember half of what he said.

‘“*Hidden,”” Genevieve repeated. ‘* From the gods.”’

“That'sright.”

“*So how exactly do you plan to stop her, goblin?’

““I hadn’t redlly planned that far ahead.”” Jig plucked Smudge out of his hood and ran afingertip over the
spider’ sfuzzy back. **Maybe your brother could use the Rod of Creation to transform her into arock or
something.”’

“Orafish,”” Relkasuggested.

Genevieve sface had gone dtill. “*Evenif | believed you, my father would sooner die than accept the help
of agoblin.”

“* Aye, but your father’ s not the one charged with protecting this town and these people,” Darnak said.
“That'strue,’ said Genevieve. **Which iswhy he'll send Theodore, just asthe goblin suggests. And
then he'll disown me.””

Darnak chuckled. ** Lass, if hedidn’t disown you for setting histhrone onfire, he' Il not disown you for
this””’

Angry shouts from outside the grove made the other goblinsjump. Not Jig, though. To be honest, hewas
abit surprised it had taken so long.

“What'sgoing on?’ Relkaasked.

“*That would bethe humans,”’ Jig said. ** The soldiers are breaking out of their prison and wrestling
wegpons away from the goblin guards. Therest of the humans have probably joined them. They’ll be
running about with their shovels and axes and pitchforks to overthrow their goblin oppressors.”



“*We ve only been oppressing them for an hour,”” Braf protested.

Jgignored him. Every monster knew better than to try to imprison surface-dwellers. They dways
escaped. That was smply the way these things worked. No sooner had you thrown them in a cave than
they were burgting free, carrying dead goblins as shields and daying everyonein their path with stolen
Wegpons.

“*Send word to your father,” Jig said. ** Y ou don't have to tell him theidea camefrom agoblin. Isn't
saving everyon€e slives more important than your father’ spride?’ He bit hislip. King Wendd wasthe
father of Barius and Rydind, which made that avery stupid question.

Genevieve didn’t answer. The shouts outside were drawing closer.

Braf glanced around. ** Should we do something?’

“Probably.”” Jgleaned againgt atree, fill holding Smudge. He stiffened and moved away an instant
later, remembering what those trees were.

“‘Darnak said you werethelr guide,”” Genevieve said, her voice oddly soft. Shelooked at Jginaway
that made him want to squirm into the dirt and hide. **Y ou escaped. Just like you escaped from me
before. Tdl me, did you humiliate my brothersthe way you’ ve humiliated me?’

Jgdug hisclawsinto his paimsto keegp himsdlf from shouting. **I’ m trying to save you! And us. Mostly
us, redly.”

“Takeit easy, lass’’ said Darnek. ** Thisis hardly thetimefor—’

“*My father gave Avery to me because it wasworthless,”” said Genevieve. ** Too close to the elves. Poor
srategic location. An incompetent coward of amayor. Now, thanksto thisgoblin, he'll take it away and
giveit to my equaly incompetent brother.”

“*Theodore and hiseves are nothing to laugh at,”” Darnak said. *‘ I’ ve never understood his fixation with
the tree-lovers, but they’ ve turned himinto quite thewarrior.”

“Bariuswasawarior,” Genevievesaid. *‘ AswasRydlind, in hisway. Y et they fell to the goblins, just
as| did. And both times, thisgoblin wasthere.”” She stared up at thetrees. ** Tell me, Jig. Did you lead
that ambush aswell, or did you smply lure my brothersinto the trap?’

Didtracted by shouting from the streets, Jig didn’t realize what she was saying until it wastoo late. He
wastoo far away to stop Braf from blurting out—

“What trap?’ asked Braf, turning to Jg. *‘1 thought you killed them with therod.””

Darnak closed his eyes. Relkawalked over and punched Braf in the gut.

““Thanks, Relka,”’ Jig whispered.

“Youdid, didn't you?’ Genevieve shook her head. ‘1 didn’t redlly believeit. How did thoseidiots |t
you get your hands on the rod?”’

Jg sfingerscrept to his sword, but so far, Genevieve wasn't making any hostile moves. She actudly
looked more amused than anything ese. Amused and tired.

“You lied to me, Darnak.”” Genevieve shook. Her face was wet, and she made no sound, but it most
looked like she was laughing.

Relkaglanced over her shoulder. ** Y ou definitely broke her.””

““No, hedidn't.”” Genevieve hugged her kneesto her chest. Darnak moved toward her, but she waved
him away. ‘* Everyone talks about how my brotherswere killed by goblinwarriors,”” she said, wiping her
face. **But him? He defeated Barius and Rydind both? He' s the one who turned Darnak into that
hideous bird?’

She stared at Jig. ** Y ou had the rod, and you gave it back to your chef. Why?’

Jg shrugged. “‘If | kept it, the other goblinswould just kill me and takeit. | have ahard enough time
holding on to my boots.”” Sowly Jig released hisgrip on his sword. He set Smudge on his shoulder. The
fire-spider waswarm, but not hot enough to burn.

“Why didn’t you tell usthetruth, Darnak?’ Genevieve asked.

Darnak shrugged. **Knowing you lot, you' d have dl killed yoursel ves from shame, and then I’ d be out of
ajob.”

Hearing that made Jig wish Darnak had told them. It would have saved Jg agreat ded of trouble.
Darnak clapped a hand on Genevieve' s shoulder. *“Y our brothers died because they were crud,



short-sighted, petty men. I’d not say as much to your father, but it’ sthe truth. | loved them like my own
sons, but had they been mine, I’ d have boxed some senseinto their skulls.”’

Braf tapped Jig’' sshoulder. ** Is she going to try to kill you or not?’

““I| don’'t know,” said Jg.

““If Barius or Rydind were here, they’ d stab this goblin, daughter the rest, and charge into battle against
Billa)’ Darnak said. “* And if Jg'sright, they’ d get themsalves and everyone e sekilled in the process.”
“*My father would—"’

“*Your father’ sthe one who raised his sonsto be jackasses,”” Darnak interrupted. **What would your
mother do, were she here?’

Genevieve smouth quirked. *“Y ou mean before or after shelit your beard on firefor lying to us?’

““I just got thisbeard back,”” Darnak said, grabbing his beard in both hands. ** Anyone comes neer it,
and they’ |l betasting Earthmaker’ swrath.”’

“* Shewould work to savelives,”” Genevieve said.

Darnak nodded. ‘* The king left your upbringing to your mother, which meansyou actudly had achance
to learn alittle common sense. Whether or not you choose to useit is another matter. But | swore an
oath to Earthmaker himsdlf that I’ d serve your family, and that means not |etting you wipe yoursel ves out
through your own bloody stubbornness.”” Darnak hesitated, then added, ** With al due respect, Y our
Highness™

“*Of course,’” Genevieve said dryly. She stood and looked at Jig for alongtime. **He' sso smal.”
“‘Begging Y our Highness' pardon,” Darnak said. ** But some of usview our smal stature as an asset.
There s an advantage to presenting less of atarget.”’

“*Darnak, order our people to stand down,”” Genevieve said. ** Tell the soldiersto fall back and wait for
orders. Everyonedse. . . should leave Avery tonight. They can take the northwest road toward Jasper
Vdley. If thegoblinisright, Billashouldn’t bother to pursue them.”

Jgwastoo stunned that she hadn't killed him yet to redlly understand what was happening. ‘* Does that
mean we can leave too?’

“*Oh no, little goblin.”” Genevieve s grin was enough to make Smudge sear black spots onto the shoulder
of Jig'scloak. ‘Y ou conquered Avery. Asruler of thistown, it'syour duty to stay and defend it. To the
death, if necessary.”

CHAPTER 11

The sloped paving stones around the temple were designed to draw people toward the entrance,
where a woman in dark red robes stood waiting. The outline of her silver-trimmed mask
suggested a skull.

The domed temple was taller than the surrounding buildings. The arched entryway made those
who passed through look like children. Bits of metal had been mixed into the mortar between the
stones, causing them to sparkle in the sunlight. ‘* He stole that from me,”” Autumnstar muttered.
A marble path inside descended to a blazing fire in the middle of the building. Black smoke rose
from the top of the temple, the deathpath of whoever’s funeral they celebrated today. The smoke
was said to guide the soul to the star of Noc.

“My star,” Autumnstar muttered. He had stood outside since before the ceremony, watching,
trying to decide what to do. Finally, he turned to the priestess. ‘* The masks are a bit much, don’t
you think?"’

““*My mask?’ She touched one bony cheek.

‘*Robes the color of blood. Skull masks.”” Upon closer inspection, the masks appeared to be
painted clay. Heavy, hot, and uncomfortable.

“*Our garments are a sign of respect. The masks are a reminder that death walks among us.”” Her
voice held the certainty of youth.

The fire turned those within the temple to shadows. Autumnstar could see several acolytes tossing
damp straw onto the fire, sending up new plumes of black smoke. Those nearest the fire did their
best to smother their coughs. ‘Do you think Noc would mind if you wore trousers? A loose shawl,
maybe? With a nice hat to protect you fromthe sun.”



She drew a deep breath, visibly trying to compose herself, then extended a hand in a
well-practiced gesture of welcome. ‘* Most people come to worship in the twilight of their years.
Perhaps you’ ve felt the breath of Noc, heard his whispered call? Many choose to donate to the
temple, in the hope of turning Noc’ s eye from their—’

Autumnstar dug a square coin from his purse and pressed it into her palm. *‘1 hate to break it to
you, but the breath of Noc always smelled of fish. He spent too much time eating seafood with
lpsep.”’

Even through the mask, Autumnstar could see the priestess struggling with his words. He grinned
and stepped closer to the entrance. Being careful not to cross the threshold, he pointed to a series
of carvings on the inside of the arch. ** Tell me, who isthis poor creature here? The one writhing
in agony beneath Noc's lightning.”’

“* Ah, the challenges.’”” The priestess straightened her robes, clearly relieved to be discussing
something familiar. ** During the War of Shadows, Noc faced fifteen challenges before conquering
death itself. Here he throws down one of the demons sent to—"’

““War of Shadows?’’ Autumnstar shook his head in disbelief. *‘ Is that what they're calling it?"’
‘“*Named after the demons who attacked from the darkness.’’

“*Demons, eh?”’ Autumnstar ran hisfingers over the carving. ** Awfully handsome, for a demon.
The nose is a bit off, though. Does anyone know the poor creature’s name?’’

“*When Noc slew the demons, he erased their names from the scrolls of—"

‘“He dew themall, did he?’ Autumnstar grimaced. ‘*Whoever carved this got Noc wrong. His
ears stick out like paddles from a boat. You'll see when you look upon him.”’

Autumnstar stared at the fire. A part of him wanted nothing more than to pass through that
archway, to take the single step that would place him within Noc's domain. Revealing himself to
Noc would put an end to centuries of weariness and solitude. Not to mention giving the priests
and wor shipers quite the show. But now that he was here, he couldn’t bring himself to take that
final step.

Other acolytes lurked around the edge of the temple, rushing to and fro without a sound.
Autumnstar leaned in to watch as one collected a donation from a little girl and her mother, then
disappeared into the shadows by the wall.

““Benot afraid.”” In what was clearly meant to be a helpful gesture, one intended to aid an old
man in conquering his fear, the priestess took Autumnstar’s arm and pulled him toward the arch.
Autumnstar twisted, but his aged body wasn't fast enough. He was already off-balance, and the
priestess was strong and determined.

Autumnstar stumbled into Noc's temple.

They found the goblins trapped behind what Jig guessed was a bakery, judging from the foul smell of
bread. Jig couldn’t see his goblins through the humans, but he could hear their cries, both frightened and
defiant.

The closest humans were armed with shovels, pitchforks, axes, and other makeshift wegpons. They
followed ayoung man in aleather gpron, holding an enormous hammer in each hand.

It sawaysthe blacksmiths,” Genevieve said, shaking her head. ** Something about working at the
forge dl day metsther brains, makes them dream about being heroes.”’

Darnak stood in the middle of the crowd, bellowing, ‘* Stand down, al of you!™’

The blacksmith wasthe first to respond. ** Let usfinish them!”’

Y ou want to prove yourself, you' re welcometo try that hammer against me.”’ Darnak folded hisarms
and waited. The others backed away to give him space. ** Otherwise, you' d best be obeying the orders
of your princess.”’

The smith lowered his hammer. One of the goblins prompitly attacked, and the smith smashed hisarm.
“*Lower your weapons,”” Jig yelled, hisvoice pitifully weak compared to Darnak’s. Now that the
humans had spread out, he could see aline of soldiers on the other side of the goblins. The blacksmith
must have sent someone to free them from the stables.



“*Those of you who wish to stay can do 0, Genevieve said. The humansfell sllent when they realized
who was speaking. ** Y ou can join me on the walls of Avery, to defend thistown againgt Billa the Bloody
and her army. Given the thousands of mongters Billacommands, | will need every last man willing to bear
armsto help protect our fair town. Y ou there, you hold your shovel like awarrior. Clearly you would be
an aset to—"’

The man in question dropped his shovd. “* Sorry, Highness. I’ ve got the gout.”” He limped afew steps
and shrugged.

A goblin warrior grinned and started to lunge a him, only to fal squealing when Trok stabbed himin the
leg. Trok stepped on the other goblin’s ear, pinning him to the ground for good measure. **Y our
commander said to lower your weapons.”’

““| don't understand,’” said the goblin, struggling in vain to pull hisear out from beneath Trok’ sboot. This
was Dimak, one of the wolf-riders. **I thought we were taking this town for Billal Now we re working
with the humans?’

Tell Braf to bring Gratz out. Jig turned to Genevieve and whispered, *‘If they don’t believe me, order
your peopletokill them.”’

““Y ouwould kill your own warriors?”’ Genevieve asked.

** Better than letting them kill me.”’

Gratz shivered and squirmed as Braf and Relka dragged him up the road. He was il bare-chested. His
face was bruised and bloody from being thrown into atree.

Jg took adeep breeth. He wasfairly sure the goblinsfrom hislair would listen to him, even if they didn’t
believe what he said. The wolf-ridersfrom Billa sarmy could be harder to convince. But thiswasthe
best chance he waslikely to get. * Billathe Bloody plansto betray us.”

““Don't ligen to that traitorous runt,”” Gratz yelled. ** Follow him, and you' Il be every bit as guilty of
mutiny asheidl Billawill have your heads on spears. She'll egt your livers, every last one of you!™’
“That'salot of liver,” Braf said. He tugged Gratz around.

“Anddon't cal Jgarunt,’ Relkaadded, smacking Gratz's head.

Jg pointed to the scar on Gratz'sarm. ** Those are runes. They're part of alarger spell. Billameansto
use magic to kill the goblins. The kobolds too, probably.”

“Why would Billakill her own soldiers?’ To Jg' s surprise, the question came from one of the humans,
not agoblin.

“‘Because she' san orc, and we' reonly goblins.”’ Jig’swords sounded harsh and bitter, even to hisown
ears. ‘' Do you redly believe Billa careswhat happensto us?’

Low, angry muttering spread through the goblins. Angry at Billa, or at Jg? He couldn’t tell.
“*Billahasled usto onevictory after another,” Gratz said.

“‘Her victories,”” shouted Relka. “* And who does she send to take the brunt of those battles?’
“Gobling’™’

Jg thought about the marching formation on the road. Any attack would have decimated the front
lines—the goblins—leaving most of the orcs well-protected. *‘I’'mtired of being used,” Jig said. He
hoped Shadowstar was listening too. ‘* Anyone who wants to keep fighting for Billathe Bloody, pick up
your wegpons and have at it. Therest of you, put away your swords.”’

Nobody made any move to attack the humans. More importantly, nobody tried to attack Jg.

““They believed you,” Genevieve said, her voice quiet. **What did you do to earn such trust from
goblins?’

Jg shook hishead. *‘ Trust had nothing to do with it. They’ re outnumbered and surrounded. Goblins will
believe just about anything if it kegpsthem dive.”

Jg hunched his shoulders and tried not to look at anyone as he followed Genevieve and Darnak deeper
into Avery. Humans glared at him from the windows. Other humans were dready hurrying through town,
their belongings bundled on their backs or dragging behind on crude deds.

They cameto an intersection of roads and paths, coming together like threadsin the middie of aspider’s
web. Triangular gardensfilled the spaces between theroads. A singletree grew in each garden, the



branches twining together overhead to provide abit of shelter from the snow. Even with most of the
leavesfdlen from the branches, the trees were large enough to provide a makeshift roof.

Unfortunatdly, the treeswere aso full of birds. Instead of being crusted with snow, the ground was now
layered infdlen leaves and bird droppings.

“Elfhawks,’” Darnak said. ** Back when Avery belonged to the eves, they raised their messenger birds
here. When the eves|lft, the birds remained. They’ re none too fond of humans, for the most part. A lot
like dves, redly. Over the years, they’ ve gotten a bit out of control.”

The hawks were as blue as the sky. Black markings a ong the chest and face made them look as though
they were wearing tiny masks, or maybe spectacles. As Jig watched, two hawks hopped from the
branches and swooped toward afamily dragging their ded adong the road. They snatched acardessy
bound rabbit from the ded. By the time the family reacted, the hawks had already carried their prize back
to thetree.

“They'rebrilliant hunters,”” Genevieve sad. *‘ But they’ re even better thieves. They' re dso the fastest
thingsin the sky, short of adragon. Smart, too, which meansthey’ re the perfect messenger.”

Darnak sat down in the middle of the road and pulled out a sheet of parchment. He dug through his pack
until he found a pot of ink and a quill. He uncapped the quill and penned a quick message, then handed
quill and parchment to Genevieve, who signed it.

Genevieverolled the message into atube. She glanced at Jig. *‘1 need astrip of your cloak.”’

“What?’ Jig stepped back.

“The birdsaretrained by color. Different ribbons sgnify different destinations. My father’ scolor is
purple. Normadly we use silk ribbons, but the birds got in through awindow and stolethem dl last
week.”” She pointed toward the top of one tree, where the most colorful nest Jig had ever seen sat amid
the branches.

Darnak was aready dicing astrip from the bottom of Jig's cloak. He gaveit to Genevieve, who tied a
tight loop around the parchment, then knotted alarger loop in the rest of the material.

“*How do the hawks carry—'" Jig began.

Genevieve hed out the message so the loop hung down. Instantly, four of the closest hawks doveinto the
air. Three veered away, and the fourth shot past. His head fit neatly through the loop, ripping the message
from Genevieve sgrasp.

Jg could fed Smudge burrowing deeper into his pocket

The hawk was dready shrinking in the distance, the message hanging from its makeshift necklace.
““Hewon'’t stop until he reaches my father,”” Genevieve said.

“*Good,” said Jig. Relief made him dizzy. Prince Theodore would bring the rod and stop Billa, Noc
would be safe, and Jig would findly be able to go home again.

Genevieveturned to Darnak. ‘* Close the east and west gates. Post double guards on the north and
south. | want men on thewallsaswell.”’

“What?’ Jg stepped back. ‘I thought Theodore was going to come stop her.’”’

“Billaistoo closg, lad,” said Darnak. He unstrapped his pack and pulled out along leather tube. “* It will
be easier to show you with some maps.”’

With that, he unhooked his cloak and laid it on the road. He then began spreading out sheet after sheet of
parchment, weighing the corners with falen sticks, theink pot, adagger, and anything else he could find.
Each map wasawork of art. Darnak’ s own art, judging from the way he puffed up as he unrolled each
one. It wasamiraclehedidn’t burst his shirt.

““Hey, that lookslikeagoblin,” Jig said, pointing to atiny blue figure painted among the mountains. Jg
squinted through his spectacles, trying to comprehend the mess of colors and lines and tiny notes, dl
written in Darnak’ s paingtakingly perfect handwriting.

“Your lar,” Genevievesad.

Once the map was secure, Darnak pulled awooden box from his pack. He opened it to reved a
collection of tiny meta figures. He plucked out a blue-painted goblin, which he set down by astar
marked AVERY . He set two armored soldiers beside the blue goblin. The three figures completely
blocked out Avery. “* Call it about ahundred or so fighters, all told.””



“Isthisredly the best time to be playing with toys?’ Jig asked.

Genevieve amirked. Darnak looked indignant. * They’ re not toys. They’retools. Markers. Very vauable
for visuaizing tactics and Strategy.”’

Jg picked up the goblin figurine. *“Why did you paint blood on hisfangs?’

“*Givemethat.”” Darnak snatched the goblin back and dammed it into place. **Now therest of Billa's
army followed you up to thelair, right?’ He pulled out severa thin stone blocks, each with the number
1,000 carved into the top. The sides were painted with various mongters. Darnak stacked four of them
by thelair.

“*King Wendd and Theodore will be coming from the capital.”” More blocks went down on the other
sde of the mountains, dong with two more tiny meta figures. One wore agold-painted crown, the other
adlver crown. ‘*He should be about here when he recelves our message.””’

To Jg seye, thearmieslooked equally matched, and equaly distant from thetiny force at Avery.
“*Even in good wegther, it would take an extra day for Theodore' s men to get through the pass,”’
Darnak said, pointing to the mountains.

“* Assuming he bdievesme.”” Genevieve Sared at the map. ‘' Knowing my father, he'll toss my warning
asde asthe frightened nonsense of anaive child.”

“Well minethat vein when we cometoit,”’ said Darnak. ** Jg, do you have any guess when Billawould
haveleft thelair?’

Jig shook his head. ** She might not even know | escaped yet.”’

She knows, said Shadowdtar. Isa knows. They' re hunting us even now, Jig. I’ ve done my best to
protect you, but she's stronger than | am.

Jg swallowed and said, ** But she' s probably on her way.

Darnak tugged hisbeard. ** She'll have an easy march up theroad.”” He moved Billa s blocks toward
Avery. Hisjostling knocked the goblin figurine onto its back. Jig hoped that wasn't an omen. ** Billa.could
be here as soon astonight.”’

Darnak moved the slver-crowned figure through the mountains, muttering to himsdlf. ** Teddy’ sfast, no
question. And his elves can run over the snow likeit'sgood, solid earth, even if they look like
fancy-prance twitswhen they do it.”’

““We can hold Avery,”” Genevieve whispered. ** Billahas no heavy siege equipment, from our last
reports. Avery’ swalls are strong. The gates are reinforced with elf magic. We only need to stop her for a
day, maybetwo.”’

““You couldn’'t even stop me.”’ Jig glanced at Genevieve' sface, then scooted out of reach of her sword.
““What about the southern side of the valley? Won't the elves—"’

Genevieve shook her head. ** The dveswill do nothing unless Billaviolates their borders. My mother
negotiated atreaty with them years ago. No ef can set foot in human lands without permission.””’

Jg dared a the map. ** So give them permission!”’

““Frgt you' d haveto convince my father,” said Genevieve. ‘‘He dready thinksthey' retrying to stedl his
son.”’

She et the two human figurinesin front of Avery. *“WEe Il post our men onthewadlls.”” Shereached for
the goblin. **Y our goblinswill need to work on the walls, cutting the last of the stedlthorn. We should be
ableto finis—What isit now?’

““I don't understand.”” Jig studied the map more closdly. **What goblins?’

““Your goblins’’ Darnak said. ** They’ re not much, but they’ ve done anice job preparing thewall. We
won't be tying them up thistime, of course.”’

“*Wait, you think they're dill here?’ Darnak and Genevieve had been standing right there when Jg told
the goblins about Billa s betrayd. They heard him tell everyone what was coming, but they sill expected
the goblinsto be here?** They’ re probably in the woods by now, running away asfast asthey can.”
Genevievefrowned a Jg. *“ You're dill here”

Jg sad nothing. Where could he go to hide from a goddess?

““What about that one?’ Darnak asked, pointing up theroad. ** She didn't flee either.”’

Jig didn’t even bother to look. He knew who it had to be. The one goblin he would prefer had



abandoned him.

““I brought thisfor you,” Relka said, handing him ahard, brown roll with bits of burned leaves on top.
“They say it' san ef biscuit. I'd have made you ared df biscuit, but they wouldn't let me near their
stoves. Also, we don’'t have any fresh df.”

Jgtook aquick bite of the biscuit, which tasted about how he would have expected. If thiswas what
elves ate, no wonder they were so skinny.

Darnak sighed. ** Without the rest of those blue-skinned nuisances, we' || need to spread our men even
thinner to watch thewadlls.”

““Where are the goblins going to go?’ asked Relka, staring at the map.

Jg, Darnak, and Genevieve dl turned to stare.

“They haven't run away yet?’ Jg asked.

““Most of them areresting in the stables.”” Relkashrugged. *‘1 guessthey got used toit. The straw is
warmer than the caves back home, and—""

“They'reresting?’

““Wadll, you didn’t order them to do anything else,”’ Relka pointed out.

Jg searched for something to say, but the words wouldn’t come. The wolf-riders had spent enough time
in Billa sarmy that they might have lost their sense of sdf-preservation, but why would the goblinsfrom
thelair sill be here? Unlesstheir minds had been dulled by eating too many pickles.

““Comeon,” said Darnak, rolling up hismaps. **We d best be getting back. Leaving your soldierswith
nothing to do isarecipe for bloodshed, as any commander should know.”’

Asif goblins ever needed an excuse for more bloodshed.

Genevieve wasthe first to spot the smoke. She broke into arun, leaving the others struggling to catch up.
They arrived to find the goblins gathered around asmall fire in the middle of the road. Several humans
stood nearby, looking . . . nauseated.

Trok turned around when he heard them gpproaching. ** Generd Jig!’”’

The other goblins cheered. The humans tensed and reached for their weapons. In the distance, the
wolves broke into howls.

““Dimak,”” Trok snapped. *‘1 thought | ordered you to feed those beasts.”’

Dimak hunched his shoulders. ** Sorry, sr.”” He grabbed something from the fire, then turned and fled
toward the source of the howling.

““What' s he going to feed them?’ Jig asked. He glanced at the uneaten df biscuit in his hand, but trying
to feed such athing to wolves would only enrage them further.

“*Grappok and | had a bit of trouble deciding who should be in charge, with you and Relka both gone.™
Trok flexed hisarm, and Jg saw two bloody fang marks at the shoulder. **1 won.”’

““| don't undergtand,”” Jig said. Despite his nervousness, he found himself edging closer to the cook fire.
Thear had grown colder, until hisfingers seemed to burn from thewind. **Wait, why did you call me
generd? And what are you still doing here? | thought you' d have left the city by now.”

“*It seemed only right to promoteyou,”” said Trok. ** Seeing how thisis officidly your army, not Billa's.”’
““We re going to teach Billathe Bloody alesson about goblins,’” somebody said. The others cheered.
“*But she hasthousands of mongters,”” Jgsaid. ** She'll daughter every one of you.”’

“See?’ saidthesamegoblin. **Generd Jig, hetellsit likeitisl No liesfrom thisone.”

They cheered yet again, idiotsto the last.

Jg grabbed Trok’ sarm and dragged him away from the others. ** Thisismadness.”” Jg kept hisvoice
low, pitched so nobody else would overhear. ** Y ou’ ve seen Billa sarmy. | can understand humans
making asuicidd stand. They're stupid that way. But we' re goblins. We survive by running away when
we' re outnumbered. Or when we ' re evenly matched. Or anytime we don’t have atwenty-to-one
advantage, redly.”

““You stayed,”” Trok said.

“I'm stupid too. And | can’t run away, because Isawould—""’

““You'renot stupid,” Trok said, shaking hishead. **Y ou' reawhiny, puny, irritating little runt. But you're



not stupid.”’

“*Oh, no?’ Jig pointed in the generd direction of the gate. *“Weren't you therewhen | led everyone
againg Genevieve ssoldiers? A handful of wolf-riders against an entire city?’

“*Shut up, gir.”” Trok glanced at the other goblins. *“Y ou think we haven’t been talking about you? How
any one of us could break you with our bare hands? How Porak used to dangle you over the garbage
crack by your legs, or dip bat guano into your drink when you weren't looking?’

““Wait. Porak did what?’ And here Jg hadn’t thought anything could ruin his gppetite more than that elf
biscuit.

“*| was there the day you came back from daying Straum,”” said Trok. *‘1 remember how those
adventurersfollowed you. Y ou led them away from thelair and beat them dl by yoursdlf. | remember
how you hel ped everyone fight off those pixies and their ogre daves, too. | was one of the goblinsyou
sent to help the hobgoblinsfight the ogres. | figured we were dl dead, and I’ d rather die quickly,
smashed by an ogre' s club, than face the nastiness those pixies were deding out. Blasted bugs and their
magic. But you, you went down there and killed every last one of them.”’

He grabbed the biscuit from Jg’'s hand and tossed it into the snow. ** Y ou'’ re the one who helped me and
Relkaescapefrom thislot,” he said, pointing toward Genevieve. **Y ou got us away and found Billa.
Then, when she turned out to be a conniving, backstabbing orc, you escaped again. Y ou killed
Silverfang, and then you came back here and took an entire town away from the humans.”’

“They took it back,” Jig said.

“‘Doesn’'t matter.”” Trok spat. *‘I’m not as smart asyou, and | know it. But | liketo fight. We al do.
We'rewarriors, Jg. It swhat we do. And we like to win. That doesn’t happen too often when you'rea
goblin.”

That was true enough.

Y ou' reapathetic excuse for awarrior, hardly worth killing, even for the food. But you're clever. If
you're staying, so arewe. Evenif welose, it should beagreat fight.”” Trok grinned. ** Besides, if you stay
here dl done and get yoursdf killed, who' s going to make me chief when Grell dies?’

Hedug hisclawsinto Jg'sarm and dragged him back toward thefire. **Now hurry up and get your
share of Grappok.”’

Jig shivered in the darkness of the stables. He pulled his blanket tighter over his head, tucking hisearsin
for warmth. Even if he hadn’t been too scared to deep, the snoring of the other goblins would have kept
him awake. How many hours had he lain here staring into the darkness and trying not to think about what
was to come? He was dmost grateful when Darnak opened the door and whispered, ** Jig? Genevieve' s
wanting to seeyou.”’

Jig'steeth chattered. *“1t'sabout Billa, isn't it? She' scoming.”

Darnak was little more than a silhouette, but Jg could see him tilting his head to one side like abird.
““Now, how would you be knowing that?’

“Thecold. It'sgetting worse.”’

“* Aye. Something unnatural in that wind.”” Darnak waited while Jig gathered his blanket and retrieved
Smudge from the tiny web he had woven at the base of thewall.

Outside, lanternsflickered by the gate. Even as Jig watched, one of the lanterns died, extinguished by the
wind. *“Where are we going?’

Darnak pointed.

“*Oh, no.”” Whereas the outer wall was covered in thorns and a few scattered flowers, the interior was
formed of adifferent kind of tree, covered in smooth, dippery bark. But the tree Darnak indicated was
wider than the rest, with some sort of lichen growing on it. The brown disks were spaced evenly to the
ground, each one large enough for aman’ sfoot.

““Don’'t worry about it,” Darnak said. He planted aboot on the lowest shelf of lichen, grabbed a higher
one, and pulled himsalf up. ** Took me weeksto get used to thisplace.”” He shook hishead. ** Sticking a
dwarf up atreeisaviolation of nature, like expecting fish to fly and build nests.”

Fear dried Jg's mouth and throat. Though that was better than his nose, which was frozen on theinside



from the cold. If thelichen could support Darnak’ sweight, with dl hisarmor and everything he carried in
that pack, surdly it would hold Jg.

Unless Darnak’ s weight weakened it. Jig looked back at the stables. ** Are you sure Genevieve doesn't
want to come down hereinstead?’

““Don’'t make mecarry you,’ said Darnak.

Gritting histeeth, Jg grabbed thelowest lichen and hauled himsdlf after the dwarf.

The wind was even stronger atop thewall than it was below. Jg would have been blown clear off if
Darnak hadn't seized hiswrigt.

Genevieve stood nearby, blankets and furs protecting her from the cold. There were no lights.

“‘Did you enjoy your rest, goblin?’* Genevieve asked.

““No.” Jig clung to Darnak’ s hand as he took hisfirst step. The platform was nothing but sticks and
leaves, woven tightly together. There were enough gapsto alow the snow to dip through, but the
brancheswere till wet and dippery. They creaked and moved under hisweight. ‘1 missmy lair.”’
Darnak chuckled.

Thetop of the wall was wide enough for two people to stand side by side, though it required both people
to stand closer to the edgesthan Jg liked. Waist-high railings ran dong either side of the platform. Jg
crouched againgt the inner railing. The branches and leaves were woven tightly enough to block the worst
of thewind. A thick vine ran horizontally dong thetop, arailing of sorts. Jig gripped it with both hands
and tried not to move.

His ears perked. He could just make out the sound of drumsin the distance.

“* Arethe gates sedled?’ Genevieve asked.

Darnak nodded. ‘*We didn’t have time to finish preparing the steelthorn, but the lower portionisclear.
Nobody’ s going to be after climbing these walls. The trees might not be as strong as dwarf stone, but
they’ll do.”

Genevieve glanced back at Jg. **Billa sarmy iscoming.”

““Heknows,’’ said Darnak.

Jig took a deep bregth, then lurched across the platform to the outer railing. Staring out at Billal sarmy,
he wondered if it would be better to smply fling himself off thewall and be donewith it.

Torches and lanterns burned like tiny fireflies, stretching back aong the road asfar as Jig could see. Was
it hisimagination, or had Billa'sarmy grown since Jig fled? Maybe it just seemed larger compared to the
paltry numbers here insde the town walls. His ears twitched with each beet of the war drums.
Genevieve pressed awooden tubeto her eye. ** Goblins march in the front of the column. She has
kobolds scouting ahead and to either side.”

“What isthat?’ Jig asked, pointing to the tube.

““The lenses provide acloser view of our foe,”” said Genevieve. She barely even blinked as she stared
out at the approaching army. * Goblin, how will your men react in the face of thisthreat? Do you trust
them to obey orders and do their duty?’

Jg stared a her. ** They’ re goblins, remember?’

Genevieve sighed. ‘‘ Billa seemsto have no problem controlling her troops. Perhaps the goblinsneed a
stronger leader.”’

Jg agreed completely, but the disdain in her voice made his hands clench. ** Do you know how Billa
rased such alarge army, Princess?’ Jig asked. ** Shetold them . . . shetold us that if we joined her,
we' d never have to worry about people like you or your brothersagain.”

Genevieve garted to say something, then bit her lip and turned back toward the approaching monsters.
“We Il haveto hold them for at least aday. Darnak, get every available archer to the walls. Nobody
attacks until 1 give the order. Our arrows and quarrels are too limited. Goblin, rouse your men. Position
them dong thewdl in pairs.”’

Jgdidn't move. ** And what will you do with uswhen thisisover?’

“I"ll figureit out then. Assuming any of ussurvive.”” Sheraised the scopeto her eye again. ** None of the
reports said anything about winged creaturesin Billa sarmy.”’

Jg rubbed his spectacles on his cloak. Given the condition of his cloak, that wasn't much of an



improvement. But by the time he hooked the frames back over his ears, he could make out dark shapes
againg the moonlit clouds.

“‘Dragons?’ Darnak guessed. Jig edged closer to the ladder.

““Thewings arethe wrong shape,’” Genevieve said. ** And the tails are more birdlike than serpentine.’”’
““They’ re coming from the north,”” Darnak said. ** If Billasent aforce through the mountains, our scouts
would have known.”’

“Those are dfhawks,’’ Genevieve said softly. The hand holding the scope dropped to her side. ** They
carry men upon their backs.””

““Theodore.”

Genevieve' slipstwisted into asour expression. ‘*He must have used the rod on those birds.”’

Asbad asit had been riding Bastard, the mereidea of riding agiant elfhawk made Jg dizzy. He grabbed
therailing for balance as he watched the birds approach. He could see the shapes of the riders, each one
bent low againgt bird's neck.

Thefirst rider drew asword that burned with orange fire. Why didn’t goblins ever get the magica
weapons? Therider raised hisweapon in salute as he circled toward thewall. Prince Theodore, Jg
guessed. He couldn’t discern the rider’ sfeatures, but he doubted the prince' s pride would allow anyone
esetolead.

“* "Warethe goblin!’’ Theodore shouted. His hawk swooped toward the wall.

No, not toward the wall. Toward Jig. Talonsthe size of Jig'sfoot reached out.

Jg screamed and legped away, barely avoiding the prince s magica sword.

Unfortunately, Jig's desperate leagp took him to the gap in theralling. Hetried to twist around, to catch
the lichen ladder and stop hisfall.

He missed.

CHAPTER 12

The priest in the middle of the temple missed a beat as Tymal ous Autumnstar fell. He lay sprawled
on the worn tile floor, waiting for Noc’s response. Would it be the lightning again, or had Noc
developed new skills since their last battle? Autumnstar was betting on the lightning. Noc had
never been the most creative of the gods. Hopefully Noc wouldn'’t incinerate too many of his
followersin the process.

“*Areyou hurt?'” The young priestess knelt beside him and touched his arm. She had stripped off
her mask, and her brown face revealed both her youth and her terror. No doubt there were rules
against assaulting the elderly. ** Forgive me. | only wanted to help you face your fear.’”’
Autumnstar peeked around the temple as the chanting resumed. Noc was present, as much as any
god ever wasin a temple. But Autumnstar couldn’t sense any change in the death god’ s attention.
““lsn’t that why you came?’’ the priestess asked. ‘* To prepare yourself for death?’”’

Autumnstar pushed himself to hisfeet. ‘1 came because . . . because I'mtired.”” Tired of being
alone. Tired of living as a mortal. Tired of being afraid.

Giddiness knotted his chest. For himto step into this temple was like walking up to Noc and
punching him in the nose. Yet Autumnstar sensed nothing. ‘*Noc doesn’t see me.”’

“*All cometo Noc’'sdomain,”’ the priestess said, her voice stern. ‘* Your time iswritten on the
scrolls.”’

““Noc erased my name fromthe scrolls,”” Autumnstar whispered, remembering what the priestess
had said before. He started to laugh. **He cursed us, sentenced us to be forgotten . . . and now he
doesn’t remember me.”’

People turned to stare. The priest in the center of the temple stopped again. The priestesstried to
take Autumnstar’s arm and pull him back outside, but he tugged free.

“I'mright here, Noc!"” Centuries of hiding, all for nothing. He was invisible. Tears and laughter
mixed, until he was gasping for breath.

The shadows shifted as the acolytes ran toward him. Autumnstar hadn’t even noticed them
lurking in the dark corners. He raced down the aisle, past rows of stunned wor shipers, until he
reached the center of the temple. He dodged the high priest and climbed onto the edge of the fire



pit. ** Tymalous Autumnstar lives!”

Thefire flared higher, even asthe air chilled.

““Whoops.”” Autumnstar bit hislip. Perhaps that last defiant shout had been a little too much. He
gingerly lowered himself from the pit and allowed the acolytes to grab hisarms.

Halfway out of the temple, he turned to the priestess. ‘* This body has served me for more than a
hundred years. Take care of it. The coinsin my pouch should make up for any disturbance I’ ve
caused.”’

The acolytes caught his body asit fell, but Tymalous Autumnstar was already gone. He would
have to remember not to flaunt his survival. Noc’s curse hadn’t blinded him completely. Like
Noc’s own acolytes, Tymalous Autumnstar would have to keep to the shadows.

The sound of bells was muted as he stepped through the broken doorway of his ruined temple.
Tymal ous Autumnstar—Tymal ous Shadowstar—was home!

Jg'sleft nogtril wasonfire.

Thefirst thing he saw when he opened his eyes was Smudge’ s fuzzy backside. Four of the spider’slegs
clung to the edges of Jig’ s spectacles. Smudge reached out again, searing Jg' s nose with one of his
fordegs

“*Stop that,”” Jig mumbled. Smudge backed away. Had he been trying to rouse Jig, or smply checking to
seeif hewas safeto eat?

‘g

Hetilted his head to see Darnak and Genevieve climbing down the wall. Prince Theodore was dready on
the ground.

Why wasit that every time Jig faced a prince, he ended up flat on his back? He started to Sit up, then
gasped. Hiskneefdt like someone had smashed it with arock.

“Easy, lad,” Darnak said. ** Y ou're lucky you didn’'t land on your head! A fal like that can befata.”’
“*Goblins havethick skulls,” Jig said. He reached down to touch his knee. All he learned wasthat his
shoulder wasin equaly bad shape. He lay back, grabbing his shoulder with his other hand and drawing
on Shadowstar’ s healing magic. His jaw clenched. The pain of rebuilding ajoint was bad enough, but
couldn’t Shadowstar do something about the popping sounds coming from his shoulder?

“*Stand aside, Darnak,”’” Theodore demanded, waving that burning sword in the air. He strode toward
Jg, and hiseyeswidened. *‘ By the First Oak, there are more!’”’

Jg sear swiveed, tracking the footsteps of gpproaching goblins. *“What did you doto Jg?’ Relka
ydled.

“*Everyone cam down,” Darnak shouted. His voice made Jig think of amountain cracking. Darnak
hurried to put himsaf between Jig and the prince. ** They’ re not your enemy, Theodore.”’
““They'regoblins,’’ Theodore said.

““They're desertersfrom Billa sarmy.”” Genevieve moved to stand beside Darnak. ** Jig risked hislifeto
bring warning of Billa splans. Plansthat your scoutsfailed to uncover.”

“* And you believed them?’

Genevieve hesitated only briefly. ** Darnak’ s magic showed him to betelling the truth. And Billa is coming
to Avery. Redly, Theodore. Haven't you more important things to do than wag your even blade at our
dlies?’

Jg tested his arm, wondering when he had been promoted to ally.

“‘But they'regoblins,”” Theodore said again, asif Genevieve had somehow overlooked the blue skin and
big earsand fangs.

“Forgive the interruption, Prince, but you' re looking a bit changed from the last time we spoke,”” said
Darnak.

Jg blinked. He hadn’t noticed before. Atop the wall, he had been more concerned with avoiding the
bird' s claws and the prince' s sword. He squinted through his snow-flecked spectacles.

““The Rod of Cregtion isagift,”” Theodore said. He pointed to the top of the wall, where huge elfhawks
perched. ‘‘How ese could | have reached Avery intimeto save you dl from Billa swrath?’

“*And the ears?’ Darnak asked.



Theodore tossed his hair—which wasfar longer and lighter than before—back over his shoulder. Heran
hisfingertips over the sharp lines of his pointed ears and smiled. ** The rod has helped me to become my
truesdf.”

“*Eighteen years| helped raisethewhelp,”” Darnak muttered. ** Changed his digpers, forged hisfirst
sword, even called upon the power of Earthmaker to clear up those pimples. Four years of pimples.
And heturnshimsdf into an elf.”

The princeignored him and patted his belt. Thetip of awooden stick protruded from a purple scabbard.
He sheathed his sword on his opposite hip. **I strengthened our armor, our wegpons, even the skin of
our bodies.’”’

Theodore combed hisfingersthrough hisflowing hair. ** Even even hair is superior to our own. I’ ve flown
nonstop since we received your message, and look! Nary atangle!”” He grimaced and said, ** Though it
doestend toflick in one' seyes. I’ll haveto braid it before we attack. So tell me, dear Sister, would you
like me to do something about that nose of yours?’

‘| have abetter idea,”” Genevieve said, perfectly cam. **Why don't you take that rod and—"’

“* All that power, and you couldn’t even give yoursdlf adecent beard,” Darnak snapped.

Before Theodore could respond, Genevieve asked, ‘*Wheat did the king say about all this? Our father
isn't terribly fond of magic these days. Or of eves, for that matter.”’

Theodore flushed. ‘| haven't exactly told him. But, Sster, look at me! I’'m stronger than before.
Faster.”” He drew the Rod of Creation and raised it overhead. Jig tried to scoot away, but the effort
made hiskneefed liketiny dwarves were pounding it with greet big hammers. ** The goblinshad dl this
within their grasp. They too could have transformed themsalves into something greset, had they only
known what it wasthey had.”’

“*But then we wouldn’t have been goblins” Jig said.

Theodore turned and stared. Jig got the impression he had completely forgotten about the goblin's
presence. * Such shortsightedness will be the downfall of your race, goblin.”’

Hewhigtled, and two of the giant efhawks swooped down to land beside him. The rest of Theodore's
elves smply jumped from thewall. They landed easily in the snow, showing no sign of strain or worry
about adrop that had nearly killed Jig. Stupid elves.

The two dfhawks were heavily laden with wegpons and armor. One of the elves began distributing
wooden shields and hemetsto the rest.

““Billaisabloody fool.”” Theodore grinned at hisown wit. *‘My dvesand | shall soar down and destroy
her. When our father’ sarmy arrives, they will find Billa sforcesin chaos.”’

“*There samite bit more to this battle than meetsthe eye, lad,”” said Darnak. ** Billahas magic of her
own, and—"’

“Billaisanorc,”” Theodoresad. ‘*Bardly better than agoblin.”

“*She'san orcwho hasraised an army,”” Genevieve said. ** An orc who has marched fredly through our
land, terrorizing our people and—""

Y ou worry too much, Sister.”” Theodore grinned. **Y ou did well to summon me, but now your worries
are over. Run along and prepare a suitable meal for me and my friends. A victory breskfadt, to celebrate
our triumph. Something hot.”” He dapped his scomach.

Genevieve sfingerstwitched over her sword, but she stopped herself. *‘ Father charged me with the
protection of Avery. | should—""

“*And amarvelous job you' ve done,’” Theodore said. **Y our people are fled, and your town isinfested
with goblins. Father will bethrilled.””

Genevieve sface turned a degper shade of red. Darnak placed a hand on her forearm.

“*Have your men gather food for our hawksaswell,”” Theodore said, turning away. ** Perhaps you could
feed the goblins to them and solve two problems at once.”’

Genevieve waited until they were out of earshot, then turned to Relka. ** Someone said you were some
sort of chef.”

Relka nodded.

“* And what meal would you recommend for aprince, goblin?’



Relkarubbed her chin. **My favoriteis charred rat with klak sauce, garnished in black-edge mushrooms.
Thetalsare especidly good.”

Genevieve slipstightened into asmile. **What are you waiting for? Prince Theodore has requested a
medl. | imagineyou'll find plenty of ratsraiding the granary.”

Jg and the other goblins stood by the edge of the road, watching Theodore and his eves mount their
hawks. Many of the hawks had perched on the rooftops, forcing their elvesto scae the buildings. Not
that this dowed the elvesdown at dl.

““If they fall, I've got dibs on the dark meat,”” Trok said softly.

Jgignored him. Theodore had the Rod of Creation. All he had to do was reach Billaand transform her
into something harmless. Billawas the only one who could set off the pdlls carved into her goblin and
kobold officers. With her dead. . . .

His shoulders dumped. With Billadead, the humanswould have an easy time of it. Wendd’sarmy would
arrivein aday or so to drive the monsters back into the caves and tunnels. For those who survived,
everything would return to theway it had been.

Billa had the support of a goddess, but she was no goddess herself. Jig had seen the power of that rod.
Prince Theodore wouldn't have to come within range of Billa' s magica sword. He could swoop down,
transforming Billaand her friends at will, or at least until he got tired. Therod could take alot out of
whoever wielded it.

Asfar as Jig knew, Billahad no flying mongters. Arrows and stones would do little against Theodore's
magicaly hardened armor. Jg sill remembered the way ordinary wegpons had bounced away from that
elf scout in the woods.

So why was Jig still here when he should be getting asfar from Avery as he could?

He couldn’'t concentrate. He flattened his ears against the sound of the wolves. Ever since the hawks had
swooped in, the blasted things hadn’t stopped yowling. And then there was Billa s army. Thousands of
mongters, dl shouting and jeering and beating their armor asthey approached Avery.

It's part of their strategy. They' re trying to unnerve you, Shadowstar said.

“It'sworking!"* Jig pulled up the hood of hiscloak. Thewind promptly blew it from hishead. Y anking it
back, Jg turned to scowl at the hawks. Theodore had climbed onto his hawk, tucking hislegs benegath
the wings and waving to the human soldiers. He made an impressive figure, illuminated by therising sun.
“*Circleafew timesto gain some height,”” Darnak was saying. ‘* The higher you fly, the faster your dive.
Don’t spend alot of time hovering before you attack. Hovering takes too much energy, and you don’t
want to tire the hawks. And—""’

The hawk spread its wings and shrieked loudly enough to overpower even the wolves. It took afew
quick steps, then dammed itswings, launching itsdf into the air. The other hawks followed, hopping from
the rooftops and causing goblins to scream and dive out of the way.

Darnak hurried after them, still shouting bird advice as he climbed thewall.

Jg continued to pace as he watched the hawks fly away. Something squished beneath hisfoot. His boot
did out from benesth him, and he waved hisarmsto keep from faling. His knee twinged with pain.
Apparently he hadn’t done a perfect job of hedling thejoint.

He glanced down to see another of the*“ gifts’ Theodore' s efhawks had deposited throughout Avery.
Giant birds meant giant droppings. Jig groaned and hobbled over to scrape the boot on anearby house.
““It could beworse,”’ said Relka as she hurried toward him. She pointed to one of the goblins who had
thrown himsdlf to the ground.

Jg grimaced. ** Somebody get him arag. And weren't you supposed to be preparing amea for Prince
Theodore?’

“lwas’’ Relkasad. ‘' That'swhy | came.”” She held out ablackened rat. ** I thought you might likea
tagte.”’

Jig snatched the rat from her hand. The mesat was till warm, and he gobbled it down, surprised at how
hungry he was. When had he last eaten? He forced himsdlf to dow down, ripping off abit of tail for
Smudge.

Smudge flattened himsdlf to Jig' s cloak, clinging with Six legswhile he reached for the meat with his



forelegs. Jg turned hisback to thewind, blocking the worst of it. Even with all those extralegs, thewind
could dill rip Smudge from his shoulder and fling the poor fire-spider—

“*Oh, no.”” Jig's stomach knotted. He shoved both Smudge and the rat into a pocket and spun toward
thewall. The efhawks were dready gone. Humans cheered them on from atop the wall.
“What'swrong?’ Relkaasked.

Jig ran toward thewall. ** Darnak! Genevievel Y ou haveto stop the prince!”” The wind swept hiswords
away.

Cursing, Jig scrambled up the lichen shelves of thewall asfast as he could. The wakway was crowded
with humans, dl staring out at Billa sarmy. Jg shoved past them until he spotted Darnak. The dwarf
stood atop his backpack, still watching the hawks. Genevieve was with him, her face stone. She held one
of those elven scopesto her eye, watching Theodore' s progress.

“*Darnak, you haveto call them back!”” Jg shouted.

Genevieve snorted. * Even if he were close enough to hear, my brothers have never been fond of others
telling them what to do. And | certainly can’t imagine Theodore would take orders from agoblin.”’

Jg squeezed hisway between them and stood up on histoes. The front edge of Billa' sarmy had reached
the distant fields. Goblins and kobolds spread to either side. Some loosed arrows and threw spears, but
their attacks had no effect on Theodore’ s hawks. A few of the humans cheered as those same missiles
fell back down upon the monsters' heads.

Severd of the eves drew swords that glowed like Theodore's. Jig had half expected them to start firing
arrows back at the monsters, but gpparently not even an elf could aim alongbow and steer agiant hawk
a thesametime.

“Billa’sgoing to kill your brother if he doesn't turn back,”” said Jig.

Suddenly Jig had everyonge s attention.

““What did you say?’ asked Genevieve.

“It'slsa’”” Jgsad.

Darnak frowned. **Who?’

Jg wanted to punch him. ** The goddess Billaworships. Goddess of the Winter Winds.”

Darnak was thefirgt to understand. He spun, nearly faling off his backpack. ** Every last man into the
fidd now! We haveto—"’

“Toolate,” Genevievesad.

Jg clung to therailing with both hands as aburst of frigid air fought to throw him down. Inthe valey, the
elfhawks were flung to the ground asif they had been struck by agiant. They landed near the front of the
orc lines. Some of the elvesleaped down to fight. Otherstried to urge their hawksinto the air.

Besde Jg, Darnak leaned into the wind, his arms quivering as though he too werefighting to fly. Jg
squatted to retrieve Genevieve' s scope.

“*It doesn’t work,”” he complained.

Darnak reached over, swapped ends, and pressed the scope back into Jg's hand, al without looking
away from the hawks.

Thistime when Jg looked through the scope, it was asif he stood on one of the farmhouse roofs, close
enough to reach over and touch Theodore and his battered elves. That they had survived the crash at dll
was amazing, but none looked ready for battle.

The orcs cleared acircle as Billa strode toward them. The closest eves drew their glowing swords. The
hammering of the wind robbed the elves of their usud grace. Billa, on the other hand, seemed untouched
by the wind, which was completely unfair. And her sword had no trouble cutting through the eves
magica amor.

“*Usetherod, you daft boy,”” Darnak shouted. ** Use the bloody rod, damn you!”’

Asif he could hear Darnak’ svoice, Theodore pulled the Rod of Crestion from its sheath and pointed it
a Billa

Billaswung her sword.

“* Earthmaker preserve us,”’ Darnak whispered.

The Rod of Creation was the most powerful magica artifact Jg had ever seen. Which admittedly wasn't



saying alot. But Jg had seen what the rod could do. Created by Ellnorein, one of the greatest wizardsin
history, the rod had the power to create dragons and destroy mountains. For thousands of years, songs
had praised its godlike magic.

Billa s sword sheared it in two asif it were nothing more than arotted stick. A second blow, and
Theodorefell. Billastepped back, alowing her orcsto swarm over Theodore and his elves. Blue feathers
astal asaman swirled inthewind. A few of the efhawks fought their way free, wings pounding hard
enough to knock their attackers back.

““Theodore,”” Genevieve whispered.

Billaturned toward the wall, seeming to look right at Jg.

Jg ydped and flung the scope away. He started to shove hisway back to the ladder, but agust of wind
drove him to hisknees.

He pressed his back to therailing for protection. Those nearest Jig crouched low, battered by the wind.
Most of them were still pressed againgt the other railing, watching the prince sfailed attack. So Jig was
thefirgt to notice as the snow swirled together, flakes clinging to one another until the shape before him
began to resemble atal, fluffy woman.

Get out of there, Jig.

How? Jig asked. It’s between me and the ladder!

That’snot an it, said Shadowstar. That's Isa.

Jig had dready recognized her from the vision Shadowstar had shared. The snow packed tighter and
tighter, forming ever-finer details. 1sal s exposed skin turned clear as any stream. Icy fingersflexed and
stretched. She appeared to wear atight gown of snow, far too low-cut for thisweeather. The snow clung
to her bulky form like silk.

““Hédlo, Jg.”” She glanced a Darnak, then turned her head to take in the rest of the humans gathered on
thewall. Flakes of snow fell from her hair, reminding him alittle of Braf. Braf had developed anasty
scap condition lately, and even Shadowstar’ s magic was having trouble curing him.

Jig scooted to the side and tugged Darnak’ s jacket.

““Not now,” Darnak said softly. The wind whipped his beard as he stared out at thefield. Hisface was
wet with tears.

Jg grabbed his beard and tugged hard.

“Eh?What's—'" Darnak spun. ‘*What in the name of Earthmaker’s singed beard isthat?’

Isaspread her arms, and the temperature dropped till further, until Jig had to close his mouth to keep his
it from freezing. He flattened his ears, then reached into his cloak to check on Smudge. Thefire-spider
was curled into atight, fuzzy bal, and he was't moving. Jig cupped him in both hands and held him close
to hischest.

‘| am Isaof the Winter Winds. | am the Frost Maiden. It was | who first summoned the snows of the
north, and it was | who banished them again at the end of winter.”’

““What did she say her namewas?’ Genevieve asked.

Isasighed, sending apuff of frost from her mouth. **Never mind.”’

She's crazy, Shadowstar whispered. Even a limited manifestation like this uses a great deal of
magic. She could draw Noc's attention before she' sready.

“*| wanted to give you and your god one more chanceto joinme.”” Isasmiled a Jig, though the effect of
those gleaming icy teeth wasless than reassuring. She crouched beside Jig. **Billawould prefer | freeze
the blood in your veins and bring you to her as afrozen dessert, naturdly.”

Darnak thrust Jig to the floor and gripped hiswar club with both hands. ‘* For Theodore!”” he shouted,
and swung hisclub at Isa’ s head.

The metal-studded wood shattered. | sareached up to brush a bit of snow and wood from her shoulder.
An arrow ricocheted from Isa s neck. She waved her hand, and the wind flung three of Genevieve' s
archersfrom thewall.

Between the fallen humans and Darnak’ s broken club, only an idiot would continue to attack. Jig turned
expectantly to Genevieve. But the princess was smarter than her brothers. Though she had her sword
drawn, shedidn’t try to useit. With her other hand, she gripped theinner railing. **| am Genevieve



Wende son, Princess of Adenkar. | presume you' re the goddess who murdered my brother.””’
“Billamurdered your brother,” Isasaid. *‘I just gave her thewegponto do it.”’

Isaturned her back on the princess and bent toward Jig. Her breath frosted the lenses of his spectacles.
““Wouldn't you like to be on the winning side thistime, Tymaous? Y ou could be atrue god once again.
Y our name would be sung throughout the world.”’

Until the rest of the gods showed up to destroy us, Shadowstar muttered. He sounded wistful.
““Whatever our differences, we belong together, Tymaous. Don't tell me you haven't thought about
me.” She reached up to stroke Jig' s ear.

Jg didn’t know whether Isawas going to kill him or kisshim. Nor did he know which frightened him
more. Kissing agoddessof ice. . . he remembered what had happened after the first snowfall, amonth
or S0 back. One of the goblins had dared Braf to lick asted shield that had been |ft out in the cold.
Even after Shadowstar hedled histongue, Braf had talked with alisp for severd days. Jig had no desire
to freeze hislipsto agoddess.

Actually it'skind of fun, said Shadowstar. Thetrick isto—

| don’t want to know!

Jg cracked hisfingersto check on Smudge. Thefire-spider cringed at the cold, tightening his mandibles.
Faint flares sparked from his bristles as he struggled to warm himself. The poor spider couldn’t take
much more of this. Neither could Jg, for that matter.

Genevieve s cloak dropped over Isa’ shead. ** Darnak, now!”’

Darnak legped to help the princess. They yanked Genevieve' s cloak, trying to drag Isaover the edge of
thewdl.

It was agood plan. Being formed of ice and snow, Isa should have did easily acrossthe platform.
Maybe her feet had frozen to the branches beneath. Or maybe she was just heavy. Either way, shedidn’t
budge. One hand ripped the cloak away and tossed it to the wind. The other shot out, grasping
Genevieve by thethroat.

Even as she choked Genevieve, she continued to talk to Jig in that gentle, terrifying voice. “* Y ou could be
God of the Autumn Star once again, bringing comfort and peace to your worshipers. It swhat you are.’”’
She stood, hauling Genevieveinto the air. Darnak picked up Genevieve s dropped sword and dammed it
into Isa’sarm, with no effect.

Tyma ous Shadowstar Sghed. She doesn’t miss me. She needs me. Once Noc is dead and his curse
ended, the other gods will remember her. She can’t hope to fight them all. Her only chance isto
plead for peace. My power could influence thingsin her favor.

To Jg, he amost sounded disappointed.

“Wdl?’ Isaasked.

Tel her . .. Shadowstar paused. Tell her that what | am requires me to protect my son. Just as
what she isrequires her to be a heartless, frigid—

““Hesayshe'll think about it,” Jgsaid.

Fog snorted from her nodirils. *“Indeed.’”” Faster than Jig could follow, she grabbed him by the throat.
Smudge grew hot enough to singe Jg'spams. ** Perhaps | can encourage him to make up hismind.”’
Darnak dammed his shoulder into Isa’s Side. She scowled, but fortunately for Darnak, she was out of
arms. Otherwise she probably would have tossed him off thewall.

“*Sorry about this, Smudge,’” Jig whispered. While Isa s attention was on Darnak, Jig closed hishand
around Smudge and reached out until the fire-spider was directly over 1sa's head.

In that instant, as Smudge figured out what Jg was about to do, the fire-spider burned hotter than Jg had
ever known. With ahiss of pain, Jig dropped Smudge into Isa s hair.

Steam shot from the top of 1sa's head. Her eyeswidened. She tossed Jig and Genevieve aside. She
reached up to swat her hair, but Smudge had aready melted down into her head. Isa’ s eyes crossed as
Smudge sank behind her face. Jg could see Smudge scrambling to climb out, but al he accomplished
wasto widen theicy pitin Isa s head.

“*Cursed goblins” Isasaid. Water dripped from the corners of her mouth. “* Billawill—""

At that point, Smudge reached the neck, and Isa collapsed. The wind died down, and the biting chill



began to ease a hit.

|s she dead? Jig asked.

It takes a ot more than a frightened fire-spider to kill a god.

Isatoppled over, nearly smashing Darnak’ stoes. Darnak was hel ping Genevieveto her feet. Jg
crouched over 1A s body, watching as Smudge dug hisway out of the back of her neck. Still steaming,
he scurried up Jg'sleg, where he sank hismandiblesright through Jg' strousers, biting histhigh.

Jg clenched histeeth and tried not to scream.

With that, Smudge crawled back into his pocket on theinsde of Jg's cloak.

When Jg climbed down from thewall, he found agroup of goblinswaiting for him. Trok, Relka, and
Braf stood near the front.

“"Waretheice!’” Darnak shouted from thewall.

Jg leaped away as Darnak and one of the humanstossed the remains of Isa s manifestation onto the
dreet. She shattered like glass, scattering shards of icein dl directions.

““What wasthat?’ Trok asked.

““Nothing,” Jgsaid. Thelast thing he wanted to do was admit that Billa the Bloody redlly had a goddess
on her sde.

Sure, but so do you, Shadowstar said.

Can you control the weather and manifest in Billa’s army and start throwing her people around
like toys?

Braf shifted his spear to hisleft hand. With hisright, he picked up aglistening ice finger and sucked on the
end. ‘Isit al over? What did the prince turn Billainto?”’

A broken shriek made Jig jump. One of the efhawks flew overhead, blood trailing from its chest.
Another perched atop the wall, where an ef was climbing down from its back. Falling from its back,
redly.

Thefirst hawk flew straight for the huge treesin the center of town. Jig could hear squawks of protest
fromthe smaller birds.

““Hedidn’'t turn her into anything, did he?’ Relka asked.

“Billakilled the prince,”” Genevieve said as she descended the ladder. She rubbed her throat, then
turned to stare at Jig. **How does an orc come to command such power?’

** She' sthe champion of agod,”” Jig said. ** A mean, scary god.”” He watched as a stray dog darted from
the ssde of the road to snatch achunk of ice. The dog trotted away, crunching merrily on abare foot.
“*You fought Billabefore.”” Genevievetilted her head as she studied Jig. Red marks circled her neck
where |sahad squeezed. ** And now you' ve stopped . . . what was her name again? No matter. Y ou
saved my life”

‘| saved my life)”’ Jig said. ** Smudge did the hard part.”’

Genevieve actualy smiled at that. ** Perhaps | should send your spider out to fight Billa.”’

From thewall, Darnak leaned out to yell, ** Princess! W€ ve got ahawk from your father and akobold
fromBilla”’

Genevieve waved him back. ** Goblin, you—""

“Jg,” Rekasad. ‘*HisnameisJg Dragondayer.”

Genevieve sjaw tightened, but she nodded. *‘ Jig. | didn’t believe your companion when he said you
killed my brothers. Now | do.”

Jg stepped back, one hand moving toward his dagger. Genevieve s amile was adangerous one. Her
expression reminded him of Grell. Grell aways smiled like that right before she gave Jg aparticularly
nesty duty.

“‘My father has decreed that al goblinsbekilled on sight,”” Genevieve said. ** For murdering Prince
Barius and Prince Rydlind, you are to be drawn and quartered.”

“*Drawn and quartered?’ Jig glanced at the other goblins, who looked as confused as hefelt. A few had
drawn wegpons, sensing the threat even if they didn’t understand it. Shadowstar whispered briefly inJig's
mind, explaining the phrasein graphic detail. Jg'slegswent soft, and he sat down in the snow. *“Oh.”



“I will spareyour life;” Genevieve continued. *‘If you day Billathe Bloody for me.”’

Relkalaughed. **Y ou think Jig Dragondayer fears your threats, human?’

Jg said nothing. Genevieve wasn't asfrightening as Billaor 1sa, but Genevieve was much closer. Hewas
fairly certain his goblins could overpower her. But what would that accomplish, other than to turn the rest
of the humans againgt him? Billaand Isawere ill out there, and 1sawas probably quite annoyed a Jig
for melting her head.

“Why me?’ Jig asked.

“Billaand her goddesswant you.” Genevieve nudged abit of Isawith her foot. 'Y ou could get closeto
her.””

““Surel could,” Jig agreed. ‘' Billahasto get close to me so she can feed my eyesto thewolves!™’

Tell her to spare all of the goblins, Shadowstar said.

What?

Tell her you'll face Billa, but only if she convinces her father to let your people live in peace.
What about letting me live? Jig asked. In peace or otherwise?

I’1l be with you.

Why does that not make me feel any better?

Stll, g wasn't exactly in aposition to argue. *“If | fight Billa, you humans have to leave us done.
Forever.”

“That choiceismy father’s, not mine,”” Genevievesaid. **But I'll dowhat | can.”

Jg blinked. Where was the angry pride, the humiliation a having to ded with alowly goblin? She had
agreed far too eadily. **And | want anew sword,”’ Jg sad.

“Done.”

“* And maybe something to eat that is't pickled?’

Genevieve slip quirked. “* Anything ese, gob—7?" Sheglanced at Relka. “* Jig.”

“I"ll think about it and et you know.’”’

“Very well.” Genevieve turned toward thewadl. “*I'll return shortly. | look forward to hearing your
plan.” With that, she hurried back to the ladder and climbed up to talk to Darnak.

Jg stood and tested hislegs. The knees till felt abit wobbly, and histhigh throbbed where Smudge had
bitten him, but he didn’t collapse.

“*So now what?’ asked Braf.

Jg rubbed histhigh. ** That’sagood question.”” All he wanted wasto run away, but there was no place
to run. The gates were likely to be guarded, and if he climbed over thewalls, he would have to dedl with
that blasted stedlthorn on the way down. Not to mention that Billawould never stop hunting him.
Between Isa sniffing after Shadowstar and the kobolds following Jg' strail, there was no place he could
go where he would be safe.

That’s not quite true, Shadowstar said.

What do you mean?

It's time for you to become a champion of Tymalous Shadowstar.

Wait, you mean you were serious? Jig sat back down. You really want me to fight Billa?

You fought her before, and you won.

| ran away before she could kill me, Jig said. It s not the same thing. And | don’t think she's going
to let me shove another torch in her face.

I’1l help you.

How? By making me stupid again? Jig shook hishead. No, thanks. | can get myself killed without
your help.

| didn’t make you stupid, Shadowstar said. | made you unafraid.

Same thing, Jig muttered.

Very well, Jig. | hoped it wouldn’t come to this.

Come to what?

Shadowdtar’ s Sllence was far more unnerving than anything the god might have said.

““He& smumbling to himsdf again,” Trok said.



The only response came from Braf, who asked, ** Are you sure?’

“Yes I'msure’”’ Trok said. ** Can't you see hislips moving?’

“*Oh. Wdll, if you say s0.”” Braf blinked, and it dowly occurred to Jig that he hadn’t actualy been talking
to Trok. Hisbleary eyesfocused on Jig. *‘I'm sorry about this, Jg.”’

“*Sorry about what?’

A burst of heat from Smudge was Jg' s only warning. And then Braf dammed the butt of his spear into
Jg'shead.

CHAPTER 13

Even to a god, the universe was a place of mystery. The realm of the gods was an extension of the
gods themselves, a universe built on grudging consensus, constantly evolving with the whims of its
inhabitants.

Tymalous Shadowstar stared up at Noc's star, burning black in the sky. The dark flames
swallowed thelight . . . even light from within. Certainly Noc would never think to search inside
his own star. Even if he did, the odds of discovering the second, smaller star burning inside his
own were slim at best.

Shadowstar’ s temple was equally well-hidden, built within the black realm of Xapthlux, the
Seeping God. Shadowstar would have to |eave before Xapthlux awakened, but since that wasn’t
ordained to happen for another fifty thousand years, he didn’t let it worry him too much.

He didn’t worry about anything, really. Over the centuries, his power began to return. Fromtime
to time he reached out, spreading what little comfort he could without drawing the attention of
the gods. Beyond that, he mostly slept. And cleaned. Xapthlux' s domain was a dusty place.

He wasn’t sure what had awakened him this time. Looking around, he sighed and plucked a rag
from the nothingness.

A distant voice tore through his chest like a sword. The bells of his garments betrayed his nerves
as hetried to calm himself. The call had been so weak. A stammering, lisping excuse for a prayer,
but after so many years of silence. . . .

“*1 think it says Tymalous Autumnstar.”” The speaker was a spindly blue creature with crooked
fangs—a goblin, fromthe look of him. He sat in a hot cave, squinting at a yellowed tome. *‘It's
hard to read. That human bled all over the cover.”

“*That book was supposed to go to the chief.”” A much larger goblin waddled over, brandishing a
huge stirring spoon. Her other hand clutched her swollen belly. ** Though why he can’t use lichen
when he visits the privy is beyond me.”’

Thefirst goblin peered out of the cave. ‘*He' Il need half the book, the way he’ s gobbling down
that adventurer.”” He laughed. ‘‘ Golaka, look at how—'"

“*Get up!’” Golaka knocked the book from his hand. ‘* Bad enough you did thisto me,”’ she said,
touching her belly. *‘If you're going to stay here, you' re going to help! Otherwise you can go back
to the distillery and play in your muck.”’

‘] carved that adventurer and served himto the warriors, didn’'t I? Besides, | want to know how
they made it all the way to Sraunt s lair and survived. Can you imagine if we had magic like
that? This one would have escaped too if he hadn’t succumbed to those lizard-fish stingsin his
leg. Imagineit, Golaka. If we could get their weapons and their magic, we could drive the
hobgoblins back. We could fight off the adventurers. We could—"

Golaka dropped her spoon. *“Did you say lizard-fish stings?”’ She grabbed the smaller goblin by
the arms and hauled him upright.

1t looked like lizard-fish stings. A row of bloody holes that wouldn’t scab over. But I’ m not sure.
| don’t see too well, remember?’”’

““You mean you fed poisoned meat to the chief and hiswarriors!’’ Golaka shouted.

The smaller goblin paled. Outside, someone shouted, ‘*Whereisthat miserable runt Jarik? His
food’ s making the chief sick!”’

Eyeswide, Jarik twisted free of Golaka’'s grip. He spun, reaching for a bread knife that lay next
to a jug. Then he changed his mind and grabbed the jug instead.



‘“*Klak beer for everyone!’’ he shouted. Asthe first angry goblin burst into the cave, Jarik shoved
thejug into his hands. ‘* Golaka’ s finest beer for our finest warriors!™

It was a good attempt, and it almost worked. By the time the lizard-fish poison killed the chief,
most of the warriors were too drunk to care.

Unfortunately, drunken goblins were violent goblins, and when poor Jarik ran out of klak beer,
the results weren't pretty.

Shadowstar sighed as he watched Golaka carry the bloodstained book to the privy. *‘ Tymalous
Autumnstar, huh?"’ she muttered. ** Supid name.””’

Shadowstar sat down on the edge of his temple, hislegs dangling in nothingness.

They remembered him!

These weak, violent, undivilized goblins could remember his name. Not that most of them seemed
the type to care about the gods. Who could blame them? Autumnstar couldn’t think of a single
god who would lower himself to take goblins as followers.

And the one goblin who might have cared, who might have actually made a connection with
Tymal ous Shadowstar, was now roasting over Golaka’s kitchen fires.

But perhaps hischild. . . .

““Niceto seeyou again, Jig Dragondayer.”’

Starsfilled the sky. The air was dry and dusty, though at least Jig had escaped the eye-watering smell of
all those leaves and flowers. He sat up and touched hisface. His spectacles were gone, but he could see
perfectly well. The only time that had ever happened was in the temple of Tymaous Shadowstar. His
real temple, not the little cave back at the goblin lair.

Jg turned toward the voice.

The god stood leaning against abroken wall, hisarmsfolded over his chest. He was unchanged from the
last time Jig had seen him. Still short. Still skinny. The wispy siver hair was il thin on the top. He could
have passed for human, aside from those freakish eyes. Where eyeballs should have been, Shadowstar’ s
face held two spots of perfect blackness, each one broken by the twinkling of aminiature Sar.

Jg backed away. ** Y ou told Braf to kill me!””’

Shadowstar gave a sheepish shrug. ‘1 told him to knock you unconscious. That’s not as easy asit
sounds, you know. And . . . well, he s Braf. Don’t worry, Darnak is doing his best to fix your skull. If it's
any consolation, Braf broke his spear in the process.”’

Oddly, that did make Jig fed alittle better. ** Doesit give you a headache?’ he asked. ‘*Having starsfor
eyes, | mean.”

Shadowstar shrugged. ‘| can seeinthe dark, whichisfun.”” He wore the same loose-fitting clothes of
black sk, with tiny slver bells down the deeves and trousers. Those bellsjingled as he rubbed his eyes.
““Though my vison isdtill abit fuzzy from seeing the Rod of Creation explode. | may haveto borrow
your spectacles.’”

Jig frowned. “* It didn't explode.””

““That much pent-up magical energy, released with no spellsto contain it? It was like watching atiny
universe form and implode in asingle heartbeat. Just be grateful you don’'t have agod' ssight,”’
Shadowstar said, chuckling.

“What did it look like?’

“Mostly purple.”” Shadowstar rubbed hiseyes. ** Jig, there are things you have to understand. Starting
with the reason the Forgotten Gods went to war all those years ago. Haven't you ever asked yourself
why | fought dongside Isaand the others?’

Jig shook his head.

“‘The namd esstwins, the two gods of the beginning, they’redl but mindless. Vastly powerful, but dumb
as gob—Well, they're dumb.”

“*So you went to war because they’re stupid?’ If Jig followed that sort of thinking, he'd have to declare
war on hdf thelair.

“*Somedid,” Shadowstar said. *‘ They thought such power should be given to those wise enough to use



it

““Themselves, you mean?’

“*Of course.”” Shadowstar picked up afist-size chunk of stone and turned it over in hishands. *‘Isawas
one such goddess.’”’

“Why did you help her?’ Jig asked, honestly curious. Also, the longer he kept Shadowstar talking, the
longer he could stay here. Broken and depressing as Shadowstar’ s temple was, it was the one place Jig
felt safe. Plushe kind of liked being able to see without his spectacles.

“*To understand that, you need to understand how the universeworks.”” He ran one hand over his head,
flipping Slver hair back from hisface. “* Theuniverse. . . it haslayers.”

““Likeogres?’ Jg asked.

Shadowstar stopped with his mouth haf open. ** Excuse me?’

“* After we fought the ogres last year, we had lots and | ots of |eftovers. Golaka made up a dessert that
has alayer of ogre meat, mushroom gravy, ret liver, and another layer of ogre. Y ou sprinkle blue fungus
flakes on thetop, to giveit that sweet aftertaste’”’ His mouth watered at the memory.

“Theuniverseis not like ogres,”” Shadowstar said, his voice stern. He set the stone on the floor between
them and brushed hisfingers over the rough surface. **Y ou mortas see only the upper layer. It srare that
any of you notice the depth between you. Rarer till for one to reach down and touch those depths.”
*So you're saying we' re like the blue fungus on the top of Golaka s dessert?’ Jig asked.

Starburst pupilsrolled skyward. ** Sure, why not. And we gods can be the mushrooms. The important
thing isto redize that you fungusflakes—'’ Hegrinned. ** I think | like this metaphor.”’

“*Do you have anything to eat here?’ Jig asked, glancing around.

“*Nothing that would be safe for you. Sorry.”’

Jg checked his cloak, but the pockets were empty. Smudge hadn’t accompanied him, not that Jig had
expected him to. But the |eftover rat he had saved was gone too.

“The point is, you fungusflakes live in auniverse supported by mushrooms. | mean, by gods. Y ou may
not see what happensin the realm of the gods, but what we do affects your world.”’

““Likeif the panislopsided and dl of the mushrooms dideto oneside?’ Jig licked hislips. ** Then the
top layer of meat sinks, and somebody gets stuck eating al mushrooms and no mest.”’

“*If you don't stop obsessing about food, I'm going to throw you into thevoid,” Shadowstar said, his
voicelight.

Jg swallowed, then nodded.

““Thetwo gods of the beginning have fought one another since the universe began. Imagineliving things
struggling at the base of your dessert. Think of what that would eventualy do to the surface.””’
Jgnodded. ** Sometimes Golaka adds—"

“*| don’t want to know!”” Shadowstar said quickly. ** The point is, their battle will one day consume the
universe. Y our world, ours, dl of it will be destroyed.”” Thelight in hiseyesfaded dightly. **I thought . . .
| believed we could stop them. That we could save the universe from destruction.”’

Jg glanced at the sky. **How long do you think it will be before—""

““Nobody knows. The universeisvast and deep. It could survivefor millions of years. Billions, even.”’
“*Good.”” Jig still kept one eye on the stars, though.

“What | learned isthat I'm really bad a being awarrior.”” Shadowstar gave a sheepish shrug. *‘I’'mthe
God of the Autumn Star. | help maintain the progress of time, the changing of seasons. | easetheterror
of desth, and | creste the opportunity for new life. I'maminor god, Jig, but I'm no fighter.”” He stood
and folded hisarms. ** That’ swhy | need you to be my champion.”’

Jg gestured a himsdlf. *“Have you forgotten I'm agoblin?’

“But you'remortd. I'magod. What | wasiswhat | am. What | amiswhat | will forever be.”’

“Huh?’

Shadowstar sighed. **Mortals can change. Gods can't. | can help you move beyond your fear, Jig. You
have the opportunity to become more than just agoblin.”

Jig shook hishead. *‘1 don’t want to be more than agoblin.”’

Y our people need you,” Shadowstar said. **Y ou have the chance to protect them, both from Billaand



from the humans. Stop Billaand you save them dl. The goblins, my son, everyone.”

Jig shook hishead. The Rod of Creation was destroyed. If Theodore hadn’t been able to stop Billa, how
was Jig supposed to?

Shadowstar grabbed Jig by the arms and lifted him into the air. For one terrifying moment, Jig thought he
was about to be flung out into the darkness beyond Shadowstar’ stemple. But the god set Jig down ever
S0 gently by the archway. **Isais stronger than me, but | have strength of my own, Jig Dragondayer. For
thousands of years| rested, gathering my strength. Rebuilding mysdlf. Rebuilding this place.””

Jig glanced at the edge of the floor, where the stone seemed on the verge of crumbling into nothingness.
‘I never claimed to be avery good builder,”” Shadowstar admitted. ** But what strength | haveisyours. |
can't fight Billafor you, but | can protect you.”’

Jg sears perked up. Heliked the sound of that. But Shadowstar had already said |sawas stronger.
“What if | say no?’

“You'remortd,”’ Shadowstar said. **Y our fateis yoursto choose.”’

“*Good. | choose—""

“*Though I’'m not sure you'’ d appreciate the consequences.”” Shadowstar patted Jig’ s shoulder and
stepped away, dragging hisfingers over the broken walls and humming ** The Song of Jg.”’

“*“What consequences?’ Jig asked. He knew he shouldn’t ask, but he couldn’t help it.

““Reect me, and you rgect dl I'vegiven you.”” Shadowstar till didn’'t look at him. *“1t would be as
though you had never felt my power. Including al of that nice hedling magic.”

Sowly, Jg redized wha Shadowstar was saying. Without that magic, any number of hiswoundswould
have killed him. The worst was when another goblin stabbed him in the back last year, during their battle
with thefairies. And that didn’t begin to count al of the scrapes and cuts and burns—

“You'relying,”” Jgsad. ‘*You just told meyou' reagod of comfort and protection. Y ou can't kill your
own follower!””’

Shadowstar shrugged, ringing the bells on hisdeeves. **Y ou wouldn’t be my follower anymore, would
you?’

Jg shook hishead. *‘But you till can't—""

““Maybenot.”” Shadowstar turned around, and Jig could see him struggling to keep from laughing. His
lower lip twitched, and hiseyesliteraly sparkled. *‘ But that’ s one of the wonderful things about you
goblins. You're cowards. | don't mean that as an insult. Cowardice isafar better survival trait than
heroism. But it meanseven if you' reamost certain I’ m bluffing, you' re ftill not going torisk it.”

Jg stared a him for alongtime. **Please don’t do thisto me.”” Strange, to be so afraid of losing hisfear.
But fear kept goblinsdive.

“I'msorry, Jg.”” Shadowstar’ s amusement had vanished. He actually sounded like he meant it. He
reached out to press one hand over Jig's chest. ** Y our people need you. | need you.”’

Jgtried to St up and immediately regretted it. Shadowstar might have taken away hisfear, but Jig would
have preferred to lose his nausea. His head throbbed like a drum, and when he touched his scalp, his
hand came away bloody.

““He'sdivel’”” That was Trok, hisvoice sending new cracks through Jg's skull. Other goblinsformed a
loosecirclein the road.

“*Of course he' sdive. Earthmaker’ snot failled meyet.”” Darnak’ s meaty hand pushed Jig flat. ** Thiswas
astubborn wound, but I'll have him up and about in no time.”’

“*Good.”” That was Princess Genevieve, standing beside Trok and looking annoyed.

Jg squinted at the sky. Hadn't the sun been on the other side of town? And why was Darnak the one
hedling him?**Where sBraf?’

“I"ll be hedling him next, so we can ask him afew questions,”” Darnak said.

Heding Braf? Jg tried a second time to push himsdlf up, but Darnak held him in place. Jg might aswell
have tried to move amountain. He settled for twisting his head and squinting. His spectacles were
covered in snow and blood, but he could still make out Braf sprawled in the snow a short distance away.
““What happened?’



Trok started to snicker. ** Relka nearly killed him. Big, bad Braf, knocked senseless by alittle kitchen
drudge.”’

Y ou should have let mekill that coward!’” Relka shouted. Severa other goblinsheld her by thearmsas
she kicked and struggled. Her face was wet. Had she falen in the snow while she was fighting with Braf?
And why had she attacked Braf in the first place?

You goblins are truly dense, you know that?

Fortunately, Jg had long ago learned to ignore his god’ s snider comments.

“Therewego,” Darnak said. The pounding in Jg's head eased. Darnak hauled him upright. “* Any idea
what led him to try to split your skull likethat? I’ m thinking he’ sone of Billa smen, myself.”

“Youmean aspy?Braf?’ Jg grinned despite hispain. ‘‘Hewasjust confused, that'sdl. It happensa
lot. Relka, you don't haveto kill him.”

“‘But he—'"" She squirmed and wiped her nose. She was calmer now, but the other goblins il kept firm
hold of her upper arms. Twisting to face Darnak, she sad, ‘‘He' sredlly going to be dl right?’

“*Good asnew,”” Darnak said. He patted Jg' s head hard enough to knock him down again. ** So tell me,
Jg, when have you been finding the time to get yoursdlf anew cloak?’

“A new what?’ Jg tugged his cloak out so he could see. The material was il torn and stained, with the
same ugly vines dong the edges. Only there was anew design over the chest, right where Shadowstar
had touched him. A starburst and lightning bolt were embroidered in black and silver thread.
“*Looksahit like her pendant,” Darnak said, cocking athumb at Relka

“*It does, does't it?’ Jig ran hisfingers over the design.

| like her work, Shadowstar said.

Jg turned to Genevieve. **Why are you here? | thought you were busy reading that message from your
father.”

“‘That was six hoursago,”’ she said.

Darnak tugged his beard. *‘ Fixing your skull was easy enough, but waking you was abit of atrick.”

Six hours. That would explain the sun’s movement. Jig shivered. The air dwaysfelt colder in the evening.
Genevieve rubbed her forehead and said, ** There' sbeen alot of snowfdl inthe mountains. My father’s
army won'’t arrive until late tomorrow. When he does.. . . he meansto attack.”’

“What?’ Therevdation didn’t frighten him one bit, thanks to Shadowstar’ s power. But thelossof Jg's
fear meant there was plenty of room for other emotions. Dismay, anger, even abit of despair. **Didn't
you tell him about Billd s plan? That’ swhat shewantd””’

“Hedidn't believeme,”” Genevieve sad. ** He' s ordered me to secure Avery and do nothing until he
arrives. I’ve sent a second hawk to my mother, hoping she'll be able to talk some senseinto him. But
evenif shecould reach himintime, | doubt he'd listen.”

““Wendd'’ s astubborn one, even for aking. HE |l hear nothing of any plan that allows Billa’'sarmy to
live”” Darnak shook hishead. *‘I’'m sorry, Jg. | never should have told him of Theodore' s death. He
might have listened had | not—""

“My father? Listen?’ Genevieve laughed. ‘Y ou’ ve been abird too long, Darnak. He' s never listened to
me, and your counsd has been less than wel come since you returned bearing news of Rydind and
Barius.”’

““What about Billa?’ Jig asked. ‘Y ou said one of her kobolds had come with amessage. Why would
shedo that?’

“* She offered to let me and my soldiersgo free,”” Genevieve said. Shetook adeep breath. **All | haveto
doisturnyou over to her.”

That made sense. Why waste her own soldiers coming after Jg when she could get the humansto do it
for her? Jig checked to seeif hewas armed. He gtill had the knife he had taken from that dlf, but
Shadowstar hadn’t given him any divine weapons.

I’m not that good at weapons, Shadowstar said.

Naturally. Embroidery he could do. Weapons, no. Resting one hand on hisknife, Jig asked, **What did
youtel her?’

Genevieveraised an eyebrow and touched her own sword, asif daring him to attack her. ** That you



were a sneaky, conniving little coward who had managed to escape. | asked that she give us until
tomorrow night to capture you, a which time | would hand you over.”’

“*And Billaagreed to this?’

“*Aye.’ Darnak had wound his handsinto his beard, presumably for warmth. It made him look like he
was wearing snarly black mittens. ** From what you said, Billadoesn't care about Avery. She'd rather
preserve her forcesfor King Wendel. She'll want as much death as possible. Taking the town would cost
her afew hundred soldiers, and every monster she loses is one less death to attract Noc’ s attention.””’
Before Jig could ask anything more, Relka shouted, ** Watch out!”’

Jg spun. A single goblin leaped from behind one of the houses and ran toward him. Jig squinted and
lowered his head, trying to find aclear spot on hislenses. Through the smeared blood and snow, he
thought he recognized Gratz.

“Traitor!”’ Gratz shouted. He pointed a crossbow at Jig as heran. ‘* Regulations require me to arrest you
for treason. You are ordered to—"" Gratz dipped on a patch of ice, and the crossbow discharged.

The impact asthe bolt thudded into Jig’ s shoulder wasn't as bad as, say, being struck by adragon. But it
was enough to knock Jig backward several steps. He waved hisarmsto keep from faling.

Gratz was dready drawing asword from his belt. Where had he gotten al of these weapons? He was
supposed to be locked up, not—

“Why am| till ganding?’ Jig whispered. Helooked down. The crossbow bolt lay in the snow afew
steps away. His cloak was unmarked, though Jig could fed abruiseforming on hischest . . . right below
the symbol Shadowstar had created on his cloak.

| do make good armor, though, Shadowstar said smugly.

That won’t do me much good if he stabs me in the face. Jig drew hisknife and started toward Gratz.
Maybe Gratz would ssumble again and impae himsdlf, but Jig doubted it. Gratz was atrained soldier. As
trained asgoblins got, at any rate.

Jg glanced around. The other goblins were aready making wagers and grinning with anticipation, as
goblinsdid. But these were supposed to be soldierstoo. Jig's soldiers.

He sheathed his knife and stopped walking. **Why are you al standing about, you lazy bastards?”’
Hedid his best to mimic Silverfang’ s disgusted anger. From the shocked expressions on the goblins
faces, it worked. Before they could respond, Jig pointed at Gratz and ydlled, ** Get him!™’

The goblinsroared asthey charged. Soldier or not, Gratz was till agoblin at heart. He threw down his
sword and fled.

Jgsmiled. Hekind of liked being agenerd.

Thedining hall in the barracks had the largest tables, which made them the idedl choice for spreading out
al Darnak’ smaps. Unfortunately, the barracks was aso one of the original df buildings, and the table
wasin dire need of atrimming. Budding twigs sprouted from the edges, tickling Jig' swrists as he leaned
in to study the maps. He wiped his eyes and tried not to sneeze.

Candles burned in holdersformed of living vines. Thetoo-sweet smell of perfumed beeswax did nothing
to help Jg' snose.

Darnak had placed the bulk of hisfigurines on one side of Avery to represent Billa sarmy. Otherswere
scattered through the woods to either side. **Billa's sent scouts through the woods, probably to make
sureyou don’'t try toflee”

He set another group of blocks at the top of the valey. ** Once Wendd arrives, he'll send his cavary
down, hoping to ride right over Billa smongters.”

A third line marked the elves on the opposite Sde of thevaley. ** If we could somehow drive Billa's
forces across the border, the elveswould help—"

“Billd smongterswon't retreat,” Jig said. *‘It’ s probably againgt regulations.”’

“*It doesn't matter,” said Genevieve. ‘*We have to stop Billabefore my father arrives.”’

““Wende ordered you to St tight,”” Darnak said.

“I know.”” She picked up severd of the figurines from within Avery, setting them in aline outsde the
wdls.



Jg studied the map. Darnak didn’t appear to have afigurine for Billa, so he had used alarge gray pebble
instead. That pebble was currently guarded by severa thousand monsters, most represented by larger
metal blocks.

Jg frowned and looked closer. Thefigurines Genevieve had moved outside thewall were dl goblins,
though there was something odd about the frontmaost one. He picked it up and peered more closdly.
Darnak had painted amethyst spectacles onto the goblin’ sface.

““You promised to kill Billafor me, remember?’ asked Genevieve.

““Y our goblinswill pretend you'reaprisoner.” Darnak split apath through Billa sforces, then moved the
goblinsthrough. ** Once you' re within range, you charge. It's adesperate plan, but you'll have the
advantage of surprise. Theodore' s mistake wasto attack in plain sght. Might aswell have sent anote
telling Billaexactly when he' d be dropping by.””

“One of hismigtakes, anyway,” Genevieve said.

“*“Hewas overconfident, and it killed him.”” Darnak’ s voice wastight.

Jg studied the map. Overconfidence wouldn't be a problem for goblins. He moved the figurinesinto the
center of the army, near the pebble that was Billa. ** Say we somehow manage to catch Billaby surprise
and kill her. What happensthen?’

Darnak fiddled with his quill. Genevieve Sared at the map.

Jg reached out and pushed the blocks of Billa'sarmy until they surrounded the goblins. *“We' re dl going
todie”

‘| told you thisonewas clever,” Darnak said quietly.

Thiswas the point where any reasonable goblin would have fled for hismiserablelife. Yet Jg didn't
move.

“Theorcswill beclosest,”” hesaid. ** They’ Il probably be the onesto kill us. And then they’ll turn
toward Avery.”

““Not necessarily,” said Genevieve. ** For those who do, thewallswill hold until my father arrives.”
“*We re hoping there will be some squabbling,”” Darnak added. ** The death of their leader will be an
enormous blow to morale. Not to mention they’ | have to sort out who'sin charge, with Billagone.™”

Jg tried to imagine the chaos. Whenever agoblin chief died, the smarter goblins made themselves scarce
for the next few days, emerging to see who had survived long enough to seize control. Given the Sze of
Billa sarmy, Jg wouldn’t want to be anywhere near that power struggle. Though that likely wouldn't be
aproblem, since he would be dead before it began.

Genevieve plucked the blocks from Darnak’ s map. ‘* With luck, they’ Il give up and go home. Canyou
imagine my father’ sface? Him and hisarmy arriving to an empty fid.”” Her expression waswistful. She
frowned as she studied the map. **What if Jg' s goblins betray him? If he’' s smart enough to redize what
could happen, maybe they will, too. They’ll rgoin Billato save themsalves™

““Not Relka,’ Darnak said. ‘| get the sense that one would walk into adragon’s maw for him. A few of
the others, too. Asfor therest, well, Jg' saready told them what Billahasin mind.”’

““We should do thissoon.”” Jig turned the tiny, spectacled goblin over in his hand. He wondered if
Darnak could sculpt alittle spider to go with it. ** Before they have timeto think about it.”
“*Sunrisewould be best,” Genevievesaid. *‘ The sun risesamost directly behind Avery. It will work in
your favor.”’

Jg nodded. There were afew things he needed to take care of, if he wasto lead the goblinsinto battle.
He stood to go.

“*Jg, wait.’” Genevieve hesitated, then reached down to grab along, cloth-wrapped bundle from the
floor. **1 promised you asword.”’

Jg took the bundle. It waslighter than he had expected.

““Thiswas my brother’ s short sword,”” she said. ** Companion to the blade he carried when hefell. The
elves gavethem to him asagift, the first time he snuck into their woods.”

““You redly think he'd want you giving that to agoblin?’ Darnak asked.

Genevievegrinned. “*‘No.”” Shereached out to grab Jig'sarm. ** My father passed the law ordering usto
kill goblins on sight. The worst thing you could do to him isto succeed where hisson failed.”



Jg’ sanswering smile made his jaw ache. He had been clenching it so long it hurt to do anything else.
Whatever flaws Genevieve might possess, she certainly knew how to motivate agoblin.

CHAPTER 14

The son was born a twisted blue runt with comically oversized ears.

‘* Are you sure that thing came from Golaka?'* One of the nursery workers hobbled over. She was
a hunched, wrinkled thing, leaning heavily on a yellow cane. * ‘1’ ve seen rats with more meat.’”’
The goblin holding the baby jabbed her claw into his belly. He batted weakly at her finger. ‘‘He's
a pasty little mouse. He hasn't even cried.”

“*Nothing wrong with a bit of quiet.”” The older goblin tucked a bit of hard candy into her cheek.
‘“*Maybe he can teach you how to keep your mouth shut.”’

“*Careful, Grell.”” The younger worker balanced the baby in one hand and drew a short sword
with her other. She jabbed the sword in Grell’ s direction. The baby turned his head, eyes wide as
he followed the tarnished steel. He was an observant thing, and if that goblin wasn’t careful, she
was going to drop him on his head. If that happened, Shadowstar intended to give her a smiting
like the world had never seen.

“*Put that away,”” Grell said, rapping the sword with her cane. **Kill me, and you’'re on your own
come diaper-changing time.”” She grinned. ** Remember those dried fruits | swiped from that last
group of adventurers? Well, a few of the brats found them. It’ s going to make diaper duty pretty
exciting for the next few days. But by all means, run me through with your little sword and wipe
their arsesall by yourself.”

The other goblin stared at her sword. She looked as though she was half tempted to fall on it.
With a sigh, she rammed it back into her sheath. ‘*Why don’t you check diapers, and I'll take the
runt outside for the wolves.”’

Tymalous Shadowstar shook his head. That runt had potential, for a goblin. Besides, it was kind
of cute the way those ears kept flopping down into his eyes. Shadowstar couldn’t simply let him
die.

He concentrated on Grell, but she mentally swatted him away like a bug. So he turned to the
younger goblin. Aggressive and angry, she was a true goblin, willing to do anything to get her
way.

““Wait,”’ shesaid. *'| have a better idea.””

““You have an idea?’ Grell snorted. ** And here | thought I’ d seen everything.””’

Shadowstar whispered, and the goblin said, “*I’ll bet you a week’ s worth of diaper-changing duty
that you can’'t keep the runt alive long enough to see hisfirst full moon.’’

Grell’s cane clicked against the obsidian floor as she limped over to take the baby. ** A month,”’
shesaid.

““Amonthitis’’ The other goblin touched the hilt of her sword.

“Tryit, and I’ll make you eat those diapers.’”’

Shadowstar grinned. He was starting to like these goblins.

Jg scowled at hisnew sword. The blade waslight asair, and stronger than any human stedl. Had any
goblin ever possessed so fine aweapon?

If they had, Jg suspected they would have soon thrown it away. For Jig had learned the true nature of
the elves magical wegpons. In addition to being so strong and sharp and light, the sword glowed orange
in the presence of orcsand ogres . . . and goblins. Every time Jig looked at his own sword, it burned an
imege of itsdlf onto hiseydlids.

“*Stupid elves,”” Jig muttered. He turned to Darnak. ** Can't you turn it off?”

Darnak chuckled. ** The sted remembersthe light of the forge. Be thankful it doesn’t recall the heat as
well.”” He closed the box of figurinesand crammed it into his pack.

Actudly, aheated sword would have been nice. At least he would have been ableto fed hisfingers.
Genevieve had dready gone off to prepare her soldiers, leaving Jig and Darnak aonein the barracks. Jg
bent to pick up the goblin figurine, which had falen onto the floor benegth the table.



“Keepit,” Darnak said. ** Asfor the sword, the magic will wear off intime. Mogt even blades |ose their
power after athousand years or so. Two thousand at the most.””’

The sword cast about as much light asamuck lantern or torch. Still, it wasafar cry better than theold
kitchen knife he used to carry. Not that he expected it to make much difference. Sure, Jig’'s sword could
help him avoid stubbing histoe in the darkness. Billa s could kill agod.

A tugging on his cloak drew Jig' s atention. Smudge crept dowly up the hem, toward Jig’' s neck. He took
dow, careful steps, as he did when he was hunting. Just beneath Jg's chin, the fire-spider stopped. One
leg at atime, he turned to face the sword.

“*Odd petsyou goblins keep,”” Darnak said.

Smudge pounced. The move was so sudden Jig nearly dropped the sword. Smudge landed on the blade,
dipped, and fdl into the snow.

Ingtantly, Smudge was scrambling for Jig’ sleg. He climbed up again and crouched, waiting.

Jg started to smile. Smudge probably thought he had discovered the world’ s largest glow-fly. He waited
until Smudge pounced, then flicked the blade out of the way.

Next time, Smudge was smarter. He smply ran down Jg's arm and onto the blade. He steadied himself
on the crossguard and tried to take a bite out of the edge. After afew such attempts, he turned around,
dl eght eyesglaringup at Jg.

“Don’'t get mad & me. | never said you could eat it.”” Jg ran afinger over the bristly fur on Smudge' s
back. **Darnak, | haveto ask you for something.”

“*Genevieve'sin charge,’’ Darnak said. **Not me.”’

Jg shook hishead. **No, it's nothing like that. Will you take care of Smudge for me?’

Darnak cocked hishead. ** That's Smudge? | thought that little guy got himself squished back when you
and Bariusfought.”’

““He. .. hesurvived.” Had he ever thanked Shadowstar for that miracle?

No.

Jg sheathed his sword and held Smudge out to Darnak. ‘*He doesn’'t deserve to die out there.””

Sowly Darnak opened his hand. Jg poked Smudge, gently at first, then harder. Smudge lowered his
body, hisfeet heating Jg’'s pdm. Finadly Jg grabbed him with his other hand and pulled him free. ** Don't
let him get near your beard unless you want to loseit. And try to keep him out of the cold, if you can.
When thisisal over you can take him back to our lair. There' safire-spider nest in the tunnels below our
cavern. If you put him into the garbage crevasse, he should remember how to find it.”’

Darnak held the fire-spider a arm’ slength. *“Wouldn't it be making more senseto give this beastie to
another goblin?’

Jg shook hishead. **Most goblinsdon’t like them very much. Fire-spiders sneak into the distillery and
the muck pits. They like to eat the muck. When | was young, adistillery worker startled afire-spider that
was hiding in one of the pans. The explosion killed four goblins and deafened nine more.”’

From thelook on Darnak’ sface, Jg might aswell have given him apile of wolf scat. With hisfree hand,
Darnak twisted his beard into arope and tucked it down the front of hisshirt. **Y ou sureit' smeyou're
wanting to look after him?”’

“If you say you'll protect him, you will. You'relikethat.” Jig glanced at the map. ** And he’ s safer with
youthanwithme.”’

Slowly Darnak nodded. *‘ True enough. I’ ll do my best to care for the beast—for Smudge—and to get
him back home where he belongs. My word onit.”

Jg searched his pockets for something to give to Smudge. He found onetiny troll toe, covered in purple
lint, but Smudge wasn't interested.

Jg' sthroat fet asthough he had tried to swallow atoe. A big one. He blinked and turned toward the
door.

“Jg!"’ Trok burstinsde and ssomped snow from his boots. ‘*We caught Gratz. He' s outside. Nobody
knew where you had gotten to.”’

“*Oh.”” That was good. Maybe he could give pieces of Gratz to Smudge asafina present.

“Wdl?’ Trok said. *“ Aren’'t you going to comekill him?”



Jgblinked. ‘*He sHill dive?’

“*He sad that as an officer, regulations required usto turn him over to our superior for questioning.”’
“*Trok, those are Billa’s regulations.”” Jig heard Darnak chuckling behind him. With asigh, Jg pulled up
his hood and adjusted his sheath. This sword waswider than hislast, and the end kept catching on his
cloak. *‘Forget it. I'll ded with Gratz. There's something else | need you to take care of.”’
““What'sthat?’ Trok sounded wary.

“I"'m down to asingletrall toe, and | doubt the other goblins have enough to control the wolves when we
attack.”” Jig pointed to Trok’s sword. **Why don't you take some of the goblins and introduce them to
Toe Stub?’

Sowly Trok grinned. **Yes, ar!”’

““What's Toe Stub?* Darnak asked after helft.

“*Y ou probably don’t want to know.”’ Jig pushed open the door and stepped into the cold.

About half the goblins followed Trok to learn about Toe Stub. The rest surrounded Gratz, who was
bloody and bruised, but till dive. That he had convinced them not to kill him was quite the trick,
particularly given the way Relka kept playing with her torch. Jig got the feding she would happily cook
him right herein the street if Jg gave theword.

Braf stood on the opposite side of the mob, keeping awary eye on Gratz. Or maybe he was watching
Relka. His clothes were il torn and bloody from the beating Relka had given him.

The goblins quieted as Jig approached. Gratz straightened. ** As aprisoner of war, regulations require me
to—"’

Relkacleared her throat. Gratz glanced at her, and his mouth snapped shut.

“*How did you escape?’ Jig asked.

“*The humans don’t have a proper dungeon,”’” Gratz said. ‘* So they tied me up in the bakery, surrounded
by stale bread.”’

Jg grimaced at the thought.

“*1 tried to bite through the ropes. These weren't those blasted elf ropes you told me about, but they
were dill too tough to chew. | thought | was done for. And then | remembered Billa sregulations.”

Jg groaned. He wasn't the only one.

“* Regulations say you' re supposed to didocate your own thumbs to escape the bonds of the enemy.”’
Jig studied him with abit more respect. ** Y ou did that?’

Gratz shook hishead. ‘1 tried. Screamed and passed out from the pain. When | cameto, one of the
humans was staring down at me, so | kicked him in the giblets and took hiswesgpons. That’sin theregs
too, you know.”’

Jg really needed to read those regulations. He gestured at the other goblins. ** And then you attacked me
infront of everyone. What do your regulations say about that?’

“It'sabit unclear,” Gratz admitted. ‘* Audacity is one of the keysto victory. But it also tendsto get you
killed.””

Audacity. So beit. Jig stepped back and raised hisvoice so al the goblinswould hear. *“We re going to
attack Billainthemorning.”” Severa of the goblins cheered. The smarter oneslooked worried. Jig tried
toignorethemdl. ** And you' re going to lead that attack,” he said to Gratz.

That took care of the cheering.

“* Areyou sure Darnak finished hedling your head?’ Braf asked. ‘| hit you pretty hard.”’

Jig turned and walked toward the wall. ** Bring Gratz. Therest of you get somedeep.” Heswiveled his
ear, tracking their footstepsin the snow and waiting for one of them to try to kill him. It' swhat he would
have done, had someone told him he had to attack Billa sarmy. But apparently the goblinswere too
stunned to act.

Jg climbed to the top of thewall, stepping onto the walkway without any hesitation. He found Genevieve
and Darnak standing there, watching Billa'sarmy.

“Bring Gratz,”” Jig shouted.

Relkasank her clawsinto Gratz’sarm and dragged him to the ladder. Jig waited until they reached the
top. There were no lanterns or torches, probably so that Billa s monsters would have a harder time



targeting anyone.

“What are you doing?’ Genevieve asked, lowering her elf scope.

“*Planning tomorrow’ s attack.”’

Gratz clung to the railing as he stepped onto the wall. Jig didn’t bother. He had no fear of faling. He had
no fear of anything. That was the only reason he could walk up to Gratz and grab him by hislone ear.
Hetugged Gratz to the opposite railing, yanking his head around so he waslooking out at Billa sarmy.
““Y ou mean to attack that?’ Gratz shook his head. ‘Y ou should have let mekill you. It would have
been faster.”

““What do Billa s regulations say about attacking atown?’ Jig asked. Scattered campfires burned as far
back as Jg could see. They had taken over the farmhouses too. At least one was on fire, though Jig
wasn't sure that had been ddliberate. Goblins swarmed around the burning building in apanic. **Billahas
thousands of monsters. We have—"

“* Eighty-seven soldiers and twenty-nine goblins,”” Genevieve said.

“*And one dwarf,” added Darnak.

“*Given the westher, Billa s best choice would beto strike hard and fast,”” Gratz said. ** Audacity, like |
said. Surround the town and hit it from all sidesat once. Use ladders and siege towersto—""

“*“What ladders?’ Jig pointed. ** Do you see any ladders? Or sSiegetowers?’ Not that he knew what a
Siege tower was.

“*We | eft the Sege equipment back in Pottersville,” Gratz said. ** It got pretty beat up in the attack,
and—"’

“*Sowhy aren’t they building more?’ Jig asked. *“ All those trees, but they’ re just Sitting there. Waiting.
Billagave Genevieve until tomorrow to surrender.”’

Gratz shook hisheed. ** That doesn’'t make sense. Giving humanstimeisawaysamistake. They'll find a
Secret way out of the city, or some unassuming farm boy will snesk away to summon help, then before
you know it awizard shows up out of nowhere with reinforcements, and everything goes straight into the
privy.”’

Jg shrugged and leaned againgt therailing, hisback to Billa sarmy. ** So this must be some sort of
trick,”” hesaid. **Billa s secretly moving her forcesinto an attack formation.”’

Gratz shook hishead. ** That’s no formation |’ ve ever seen. Most of them seem to be deeping!”’

Y ou said the casudlty ratio against awalled town wasten-to-one,”” Jig said.

“*Billahas goblinsand kobolds out in front,” Gratz mumbled. ‘* Make it fifteen-to-one.”’

“* She has plenty of mongters;’” Jg said. ** She could take Avery by noon tomorrow if she wanted. Then
her forces would be safe behind the walls. Does't that make sense?”’

Slowly Gratz nodded. **1 don’t understand it. No Siege equipment. No sappers.”’

“*That wouldn't work anyway,”” said Genevieve. ** Stedthorn roots spread wide and deep.”’

Jg frowned, trying to understand what sap had to do with anything. He knew sap came from trees, and
the wallswere made of steelthorn trees, but why—?1t didn’t matter. He could see Gratz' s confusion.
Now it was only amatter of pushing.

“*Her formation does make sense,’” Jig said. ‘' Her lines are pread to face the north. She' swaiting for
Wendd’sarmy to arrive.”’

““Why would shedo that?’ Gratz' sfingersdug into therailing.

“‘Because | wastelling you the truth before. She doesn't want to beeat the humans. She wantsto kill
them. Themand us, dl a once.”

“No!”’

Relka started forward, but Jig waved her away.

Gratz turned to Jg. Histonewas pleading ** That' s not possible. Billathe Bloody isaliberator.”” He
rubbed his arm, the one with the scar of rank.

That gave Jg anidea *‘If you' re still not convinced, | could try to trigger the spell she carved onto your
am.”’

Gratz stared at hisarm.

“*We should probably lower you down outside thewall, first,” Jig said. ** Genevieve, do you have



ropes? | don’'t know exactly how much damagethisisgoingto do.”

““No!"” Gratz blinked, and cocked his head, asif he wasn't sure who had shouted. In a softer voice, he
sad, ‘‘No.”

Genevieve was garing a Jig just asintently asthe goblins. **Y ou could do that? Trigger the spell? That
could destroy Billa sarmy!’”’

It wouldn’t work, Shadowstar said. Every spell includes a rune binding the magic to Isa. You'd
have to rip each one away from her, and neither of us are strong enough to wrest control from
Isa. | doubt you could even trigger Gratz s spell.

| don’'t have to. Out loud, he said, **No, | can't,” Jig said. **Billa created those spells. She’ sthe only
onewho can usethem.”

Gratz' sface turned a darker shade of blue. He grabbed the front of Jig's cloak. **But you said—""
Jgkicked himinthe shin. ** And you believed me! Deep down, you know that scar isn't just asign of
rank.” He bit Gratz sarm until helet go of Jg'scloak. And then Relkadammed into Gratz from the
sde, knocking him down hard enough to make the branches tremble beneath them.

Jg knelt and grabbed the sheaf of paper sticking out from Gratz' s shirt. The corners were wrinkled and
filthy, speckled with dirt and Gratz' s blood. He waved them in Gratz' sface. ** Doesn't Billa s plan to kil
everyone qualify astreason?’

“Technicdly, Snceit’sher army, she can’t commit treason,”’ Gratz said.

Jig fought the urge to try out his brand new ef sword. ** At sunrise the other goblins are going to pretend
to take me prisoner. WEe re going to get as close aswe possibly can, and then I’m going to kill Billa™ At
least that wasthe plan. So far, his plans had been falling gpart with annoying regularity. ‘1t would be
much more believableif you were the one leading that group. Billaknows you. Everyone knowsyou.
Even the kobolds said you were a stuck-up, rule-bound arse-kisser.”’

“That'strue”’ Gratz muttered. Then, to Jg's confusion, he began to laugh. He hugged himself, shaking
s0 hard Jig worried hewould fall down. Tears dripped from his cheeks.

“*Goblins have the strangest sense of humor,”” Genevieve said.

“*She could have doneit,” Gratz said, gasping for breath. He wiped hisface on hisdeeve. **Billaraised
an army. She could have beaten the humans. She could havewon, Jg.”’

Somewhere toward the middle of town, a goblin screamed. Genevieve had her sword drawn in an
instant, her eyeswide. Her men raised crossbows, searching for atarget.

“‘That's probably just Trok,”” Jig said. He turned his head, perking his ears. Asthe screaming quieted, he
could hear other goblinsjeering. Hopefully he would have timeto hedl the losers beforeit wastimeto
leave. He reached out to grab Gratz' sarm. ** The princess gave me her word. If | stop Billa, she'll make
sure the humansleave usdone.””

Gratz grabbed therailing with one hand and pulled himsdlf up. *“Billaplayed usal for fools, Jg.”” His
hand shook as he pulled out his battered regulations. ‘* Always wash between your toes,”” he whispered.
“What?’ Jig asked.

“Fird regulation | ever learned.”” Gratz stared out at Billa sarmy. **If you don’t keep clean, you get
fungus and rot and dl sorts of nagtiness.””

“*Good advice,” Darnak agreed. ** And it’s not just toes, either. My cousin Dinla spent too much timein
the mines one summer and got hersdf the worst case of armpit mold you'll ever see.””

Behind him, Genevieve looked faintly nauseated.

“You ll want to hide that sword,”” Gratz said. ** Regulationsrequire al prisonersto be disarmed. If
anyone seesit, they’ll know something’ swrong.”” He stretched his arms, then laced his fingers together
to crack thejointsin hishands. ‘I never liked those stinking orcs anyway. Always strutting about like
they’ re better than us.”

“Soyou'll hep us?’ Jg asked.

Gratz nodded.

To Darnak, Jg asked, *‘Ishetdling the truth?”’

“What'sthat?’

“When [ firg told you about Billa, Genevieve had you cast aspell to figureout if | waslying.” Jg



pointed at Gratz. *‘Is hetdling the truth? If he meansto turn me over to Billa, we should throw him off
thewal and I’'ll have Trok lead usinstead.”’

“* Betraying your commanding officer gives your superiorstherightto. . . hold on.’” Gratz flipped through
hispages. ‘* Ah. Theright to use your skin asablanket.”” He shoved the manua back into his shirt.

Y ou're my commanding officer, Generd Jg. | have no interest in becoming a blanket.””
““Hemeansit,”’” Darnak said, shaking his head. He looked both surprised and sad.

Jgwasn't surprised. Gratz was as bad as Relka. Without Billato believein, Gratz had latched onto Jig
instead. Relkawould have him wearing his very own starburst if he was't careful. Goblins were fools.
Their faith gives them courage, said Shadowstar. Neither of them needed divine intervention to
help them overcome their fear. They' |l stand beside you and die with you.

Jig nodded. Exactly.

Jg didn’'t degp much that night. Maybe being a champion of Tyma ous Shadowstar meant he didn’t need
as much deep. Or maybe the idea of leading an attack againgt Billa the Bloody was enough to keep him
awake, even without hisfear. He kept thinking about al the things that could go wrong, and wondering
which would be the oneto kill him. Falling off of hiswolf and bresking his neck would be embarrassing,
but at least it would be quick. Sipping in the snow right as he reached Billawould be worse,

When he could lie there no longer, he got up and tiptoed out of the stables, past a hegp of snoring
goblins. Wrapping an extra blanket tight around his body, he hurried to thewall.

To hissurprise, Genevieve was till there, staring out at the campfires of Billa sarmy.

Jg announced hisarriva with awet sneeze. At least tomorrow would see him free of dl these plants.
Severd of her guards moved toward him, but Genevieve waved them back. She started to speak, then
wrinkled her nose. **What isthat smell?”

““What smell? Oh, wait.”” Jig tugged a pouch from one of his cloak pockets and handed it to her.
Genevieve sface went pale as she opened the bag.

“Wewere amost out of troll toes,”” Jig said. ** Trok says the hardest part was convincing everyoneto
take off their shoes. | guessthat makesit easier to score afull sever. | heded them the best | could. The
wolf-riderswill till be abletoride, andtherest . . . well, they can limp aong behind us.”’

“*Goblins.”” Shetossed the sack at Jig'sfeet. Onetoerolled free and disappeared into the cracks of the
woven walkway. ‘* For years, my brothers fought to earn our father’ s attention and respect. All they
accomplished wasto get themsalveskilled.”” She sighed and rested her aams on therailing. ‘1 never
blamed the goblinsfor killing Bariusand Rydind. | blamed him.”

““Your father didn’t kill them. I’m the one who turned them into trout.”” And that was why goblins
needed their fear. Fear would have stopped him from saying something so incredibly stupid. He braced
himself for Genevieve sresponse. At the very least, he expected a quick punch to theface. If hewas
unlucky, Genevieve would just run him through.

Shedid nether. “* My mother says |’ m too harsh. He' sfought for thiskingdom hiswholelife. | remember
watching him teach my brothers how to fight. Hewas laughing.” She shook her head. ** He never laughs
when he wears that stupid crown.”

“*Maybe he should giveit to someoneese,’” Jg sad.

“*My mother has said the same thing, in private. She even used to joke about changing the law so that the
youngest daughter could inherit the crown. Then she and my father could retireto Silver Lake and spend
their time fishing and watching the griffins on the cliffs. When | told her I’ d use that crown to bludgeon the
first person who tried to put it on my head, she smiled and said that only proved | was smarter than my
brothers.”

““That’snot saying much.”” There he went again. But Genevieve only smiled.

“*This coming from the goblin who tried to attack an entire city.”’

“Wewon!”’ Jg said, trying not to sound defensive.

“*Only because | wasn't smart enough to come inside the wallswhen Darnak told meto.”” She yawned
again, then fumbled through her cloak until she found along wooden pipe. She walked to the closest
lantern and lit ataper, which she used to start the tobacco burning. * Dwarven tobacco. It helps my



nerves, and it’ s nice to be able to breathe without feding like my lungs are about to freeze. Please don’t
tell my father, though. HE d kill me.”’

Jg managed to keep fromralling hiseyes. **I'll try to keep it to mysdlf.”

She blew a puff of smoke, which quickly disappeared into the cold wind. **Y ou deserve better than this,
you know.”’

“Tell that to Tymaous Shadowstar.”

“Who?’

Jg sighed. *“Never mind.”” Hetried to count the campfires, but quickly gave up.

““| can’t imagine what my father would say if he saw me up here talking to agoblin.”” Her grin appeared
srained. Shetugged aleaf from therailing and pulled it gpart. *“1 don’t blame you for hating us, you
know.”’

Jg shook hishead. **We don't hate you. At least not any more than we hate the lizard-fish and the tunnel
cats and the hobgoblins and everything dse that killsus.””’

“Oh.”

Jg had ahard time reading her expression.

““You should try to deep,”” Genevieve said. ** Nobody diesfaster than atired soldier.”

““What about agoblin?’ Jig asked.

That earned a soft chuckle. She blew another stream of smoke into the wind and stared up at the moon.
Jg turned to go, then hesitated. ** Aren’t you going to get some deep too?’

“‘Eventualy.”” She sucked another breath through the pipe. ** Darnak used to tell us stories about the
great dwarf commanders, and how they would walk among their men the night before the battle.’”” She
ducked her head and added, **Besides, | get nightmares.’”’

Jg sarted down the ladder. He had just lowered himsdlf down so his hands clutched the top disk of
lichen when Genevieve said, * For what it sworth, I'm sorry, Jg.”’

She sounded dmost drunk, but her bregth didn’t have the stink of acohol. Humans were weird.

It'stime, Jig.

Shadowstar’ s voice yanked Jg from adream in which Billaand her orcs had been pelting him with
potatoes. He blinked and rubbed his eyes, then hooked his spectacles over hisears. The sight of dl those
snoring, drooling goblins was anything but pretty .

The stable door did open, and Gratz peeked inside.

“You'reawake.”” Gratz sounded surprised.

““What areyou doing?’ Theideaof Gratz out and moving around on his own made Jg nervous.
“*Checking on thewolves, sir. | thought it best to make sure they were fed before we attack. Not too
much, of course. Hunger givesawolf hisedge, right?’

“*Sure.” Jg staggered toward the door. He stopped long enough to nudge Trok awake. ** Get the
wolf-ridersready,” Jig sad, fighting ayawn.

“* Get them yourself, you scrawny little—'" Trok rubbed hiseyes. **Er. Sorry.”” He leaned over and
punched the closest goblinin the gut. ** Get everyone awake, and be quick about it.”’

That wasn't exactly what Jig had intended, but it worked. Soon his entire command was gathered outside
the stables, shivering in thewind. The sky overhead was adark blue color. Most of the stars had faded,
and the moon was gone from sight. Over the far wall, Jig could see afaint trace of red.

“*Beautiful morning, eh?’ Darnak shouted as he jogged toward them, followed by Genevieve and severd
other humans. **Nothing like the chill of the pre-dawn air to get the blood pumping.”’

Darnak wasthe closest thing Jig had to afriend here, but if the dwarf kept grinning like that, Jig was
going to tab him.

Dark smudges beneath Genevieve' s eyes made her ook a bit like araccoon. Her expression was one of
complete understanding. *“ 1t could beworse,’” she muttered. *“When he woke me up, he was singing.”’
Jg grinned and checked his sword. Orange light spilled from the end of the scabbard. Jg hurried back
into the stable and grabbed a blanket. He pulled it over himsalf, wrapping one corner around the sword
to hideit. ** Gratz, Trok, take some of the goblins and go get the wolves.”



“*What about food?’ Relka asked.

“*Billa stroopswill be breaking their fast soon,”” Darnak said. ** Attack now, and we catch themin the
middle of their meal. They’ll be reluctant to abandon their food, and that gives you the advantage.”’
““Here,’ said Relka. She handed Jig astrip of meat so dry it crunched. *‘1 swiped it from the humans last
night.”’

“What isit?’ Jgasked warily.

““They called it bacon.”” Relkaglared at Darnak. *‘It' s quick, and we can edt it while we prepare. No
goblin should die hungry.”’

Jgtook ahite, and the smoky, spicy taste caused his mouth to fill with drool. He stuffed the rest into his
mouth and grinned. **Y ou’ re sure thisis human food? It's good!”’

Relka handed him another greasy strip of bacon, then turned to the other goblins. Soon all of Jig' stroops
were wiping greasy fingerson their clothes, their hair, and each other.

Snarls and growls signaled the arriva of the wolves. Gratz, Trok, and afew other goblins strained &t the
ropes. Thewolves tugged and fought, but Gratz and Trok had tied them well. The ropes circling the
wolves neckswere knotted in front of the throat. The more the wolves pulled, the deeper that knot
pressed into their windpipes.

Of coursg, if you were Bastard, you could smply double back and bite the arm of the goblin holding your
leash. With blue blood dripping from his jaws, Bastard bounded down the road toward Jig, hisrope
bouncing dong the road behind him.

Darnak drew his club and stepped in front of Genevieve, shoving her out of Bastard' s path. Severa of
the humans fumbled with thelir wegpons. The goblins, being smarter, fought to get out of theway. Jg
grabbed the sack Trok had given him. By thetime his cold fingers closed around atoe, Bastard was
amogt ontop of him.

“‘Bastard, down!’’ Jg squealed, throwing the toe.

Bastard twisted, snapped the toe out of the air, and crashed into Jig. Still chewing, Bastard bent down to
aniff Jg' sface.

“Argh,” Jig gasped. ‘‘ Toe breath!™

Relka grabbed Bastard' s leash and tugged. Bastard barely noticed, but then Darnak added hisweight to
Relka s, dragging thewolf back enough for Jg to wiggle free.

Thirteen wolvesin tota, including Bastard. Fourteen if you counted Fungus, who was dlill limping from an
arrow wound. Jig had aready tried to get close enough to heal Fungus wound. The attempt had dmost
cost himahand.

He stood and brushed wolf fur from his cloak. Amazing how much these animals could shed.

““Do you haveriders picked out?’ Genevieve asked.

Jg nodded. Keeping hisvoicelow, hesaid, ** A mix of our goblins and the onesfrom Billa sarmy.
Mostly goblinswho are too dumb to redlize what’ s going to happen to them. Gratz and | will be on
Bagtard.”

It was agood thing Shadowstar was still muffling Jg' sfear. Bad enough he would be riding with the
goblin who had tried to kill him yesterday. Without Shadowstar’ s help, the idea of riding Bastard again
would have sent Jg running from town.

Jg handed out the toes Trok had collected and watched as his goblins climbed onto the wolves. Seeing
them knot themsdlves into place made him think about theway Silverfang had died. * Everyone make
sureyou have aknife aswell asasword. If something happens, you' Il want to cut yourselves free before
your wolf falsonyou.”

Darnak cleared histhroat. **Not that I'm oneto tell goblins how to ride awolf, but I’ m thinking you
might want to use adipknot for those harnesses.”

“Awhat?’ Gratz asked.

Darnak walked up to one of the wolves, gpparently unworried by the huge, growling jaws. Maybe his
god took away hisfear, too. Or maybe dwarves just didn’t know how to be afraid. He twisted and
tugged the rope, forming asmdll loop. A few more twists gave him a second, larger loop.

“Thiswill hold you tight asababe,’” Darnak said, tugging the loop. He switched his grip and grabbed



one of the ends. ** Something goeswrong, pull here’”” A swift jerk, and the loop fell gpart.

Jg waited while the other goblins climbed onto their wolves. Trok wasriding Smelly again, and looked as
happy as Jig had ever seen him. Relkawas on Ugly, and Braf was feeding Fungus afew extratoes,
digtracting the wolf long enough to hedl hisleg.

“Sr?’ Gratzsad. ‘I ... 1 don't think Bastard will let me ride him without you.”’

Jg nodded and stepped past Gratz. Bastard licked hisface, nearly knocking him into the snow. Jig
shoved the wolf’ s muzzle aside and climbed onto his back. Hislegs and groin were dready aching from
the memory of hislast ride.

He raised his hands while Darnak tied him into place. A second dipknot secured Jg' swrists. Anyone
looking would assume he was a hel pless prisoner. He pulled his cloak and blanket so they covered his
sword.

Gratz climbed up behind him and reached around to grab Bastard’ sreins.

“Wait!"" Jg shouted suddenly. He yanked the rel ease ropes and hopped down.

“What isit, Sr?’ Gratz asked. **What' swrong?’

Relkalegped from her own wolf. *‘Isit an omen from Shadowstar?’

““Not exactly.”” Jg sfacewasburning. “‘I just . . . if I'm going to ride Bastard, | redlly need to usethe
privy fird.”

CHAPTER 15

Jig was marvelous! Selfish and cowardly and completely untrustworthy, but also clever and
resourceful and desperate to be something more than he was. Unfortunately, he was also so busy
staying alive that he rarely thought about things beyond his little world in the caves. . . until now.

Did the adventurers who had captured him realize how Jig was studying them, how he drank in
every word, every action, trying to learn how he too could be such a hero?

And did Jig realize what he had already accomplished? He had survived the ambush of his patrol
and single-handedly helped the adventurers survive a hobgoblin trap. He had even played a part
in overcoming the various surprises the Necromancer had scattered through his tunnels. They
were currently resting, having explored much of those tunnels to no avail.

This was Shadowstar’ s chance. He had seen how keenly Jig watched the dwarf, fascinated by
Darnak’ s healing abilities. Shadowstar reached out, subtly nudging Jig until the goblin’s curiosity
overpowered his fear.

““Tell me of thegods,”’ Jig said.

Shadowstar gathered his power. With no worshipers, he had to forge and maintain his own
connection to the mortal realm. He would have to wait for the perfect moment.

Darnak started talking. And talking. The other adventurers retreated to the far side of the room.
Jig's eyes began to glaze. Sll the dwarf talked.

Was he even stopping long enough to breathe? Jig hadn’t asked for a lecture on the romantic
preferences of Olin Birch, one of the woodland gods, et alone the resulting diseases that had
followed him through succeeding centuries.

Shadowstar grinned at the memories. Old Olin Knottytwig, they had called him.

On and on the dwarf talked. Despite himself, Shadowstar was impressed. Darnak knew the gods
histories better than most gods.

Finally, Darnak paused for a drink. Shadowstar reached out, channeling his power into a single
seed of thought and praying it would take root in the dwarf’s mind.

He chuckled when he realized Darnak’s earlier tale had gotten him thinking in tree metaphors.
Darnak belched. ‘* Then you had the Forgotten Gods.”” He frowned, apparently confused, and
took another sip of wine.

Jig stared, hardly hearing a word of it. A bit of drool trickled from one side of his mouth. He was
exhausted and bored out of his mind. Shadowstar gathered himself and poked Jig as hard as he
could.

““What was that?"’ Jig asked.



Shadowstar turned his power back onto Darnak, who blinked. ** Eh? Oh, the Fifteen Forgotten
Gods of the War of Shadows?"’

“*Who were they?"”’

Shadowstar could already feel his connection to the dwarf fading. ‘* Remember,”’ he begged. The
curse had been laid by a god, so a god should be strong enough to break it, even if only for a brief
time. ** Remember, blast you!”’

‘*Take the Shadowstar,”” Darnak said. ‘* They stripped his mind, flayed his body with blades of
lightning, and cast himloose in the desert.”’

Shadowstar’ s grip on the dwarf sipped. Had it been enough?

Darnak babbled a few moments longer, and then his voice trailed off. He glanced about in
confusion. ‘*What was | saying just then?"’

It didn’t matter. Shadowstar could already feel Jig reaching out, searching.

For thefirst time in thousands of years, Tymalous Shadowstar had a follower.

Jg kept one hand on hisrope, ready to loosen hisbonds at the first hint of trouble. The fingers of his
other hand twisted into his cloak, holding it shut to hide his sword. He grimaced and hunched his head.
He wished he could have put up his hood, but they needed his face to be visible so everyone would see
he was a prisoner. But that meant Gratz' s breath kept tickling his neck asthey rode.

The gates of Avery swung shut behind them. Given the size of the gates, he expected aloud clang, or at
least aheavy thud. Anything to mark the drama of the moment as the small goblin force set out to get
themsdlveskilled. The only sound the f-grown doors made was an annoying squesk.

Jgwouldn’'t have thought it possible, but Billal s army appeared even bigger from the ground. Goblins
and kobolds huddled around fegbly burning campfires. The monsters had camped on the road aswell as
inthefields, so therewas no clear path to Billa.

Gratz guided Bastard toward the goblin ranks, avoiding the kobolds. Hopefully the goblinswould be less
suspicious of their own kind. Even so, goblins everywhere stopped what they were doing to stare.
Gratz tugged the reins as they passed thefirst few goblins, trying to keep the wolf from investigating the
rabbit turning over afire, or the particularly smelly goblin who scampered past.

Familiar odors surrounded them. Smoke from the damp wood of the campfires. Burning mest. Filthy
soldiers. Sheep droppings. Jig hadn’t redlized how accustomed he had grown to the smdllsin his short
time with Billa. Then the wind shifted, and the stench of Smelly the wolf overpowered it dl.

An armored goblin approached, a spear clutched in his hands. *“ Gratz, isthat you? What happened to
Sivafang?’

Jg hdd hisbreath. It wasn’t that he was afraid of GratZ' s response. Fear had nothing to do with it. The
amplefact wasthat Gratz was agoblin, and this was the best chance he would have to betray Jg.
“Therunt killed him.”” Gratz dapped the back of Jig’shead. **Billahas plansfor thisone.”” He leaned
his head down and whispered, ** Sorry, Sir. | know regulations say I’ m not alowed to hit asuperior
officer, but if | act like you're my superior officer, nobody’ s going to believe—""

“Shut up,” Jgsad.

The guard grinned at Jig. *“ Try not to scream too loudly when she kills you. Some of the troops are il
deeping.”

Jgdid hisbest to look afraid. Strange, to have to force hisfeatures into an expression of terror. He
hoped it wasn't too fake.

Goblins whispered and pointed as they rode, but none moved to stop them. Word spread quickly in the
army. Jg could hear Gratz muttering, sounding more and more annoyed with every step.

“* Regulations require them to chalenge everyone who passes. They should have stopped us before we
ever reached the perimeter.”” He glared back at the goblin with the spear. ** He doesn’t even have his
Spear in aproper grip. With thirteen wolves, he should have brought reinforcements. He should have
ingsted on searching the prisoner, to make sure you' re not smuggling anythingin.”

“lam,” Jgsad. “‘I’'m smuggling asword, remember?’

I know. That doesn't makeit any less shameful. Silverfang would have—"



The creaking of branchesinterrupted whatever Gratz was saying. Snow shivered from Oakbottom’s
branches as he waded through the goblin camp, moving to intercept the wolf-riders. Severd of the
drowsy goblins were too dow to move out of hisway. Their screams made Jig wince.

“What' sthis?’ Oakbottom asked, stopping directly in front of Jig.

“That'smorelikeit,’ Gratz said. ** Though by rights, he never should have dlowed usthis deep into—"’
Jig jabbed an elbow into hisribs.

Gratz coughed, then said, ** The humans decided to surrender Jig to Billathe Bloody, and to let usgo
freg”

As planned, the other wolf-riders cheered and waved their wegponsin the air. Jg studied Oakbottom,
waiting to see whether he believed their story. How was Jig supposed to read the facid expressons of a
tree?

How did Oakbottom even see? He had no eyes, asfar as Jig could tell. It had to be even worse during
the summer, when dl hisleavesgrew in. Did he have someone trim his branches?

“Billawill beinterested in hearing what took you so long,” Oakbottom said.

“I"ll give her my full report when | turn over the prisoner,” Gratz answered, snapping off aquick saute.
“*Bring your wolvesto the pen.”” Oakbottom pointed his branches toward asmall farmhouse. **Billasaid
| wasto take the prisoner, if they turned him over. Apparently this one' stricky, for agoblin.”’

Jgwaited, but Gratz didn’'t answer. Oakbottom stood unmoving, like. . . well, like atree.

“Gratz?’ Jg whispered. Hopefully Oakbottom'’ s hearing wasn't as acute asagoblin's.

“Yes, 9r?’ Gratz svoice was equaly low.

“Answer thetree!”’

“What do | say?’

Jg groaned. Of course Gratz didn’t know what to do. Regulations didn’t say how to handle it when your
plan fell gpart and your superior officer couldn’t bark out new orders because he was pretending to be a
prisoner.

Jg glanced around. They were roughly halfway through the goblins. Too far to turn back, but not close
enough to have any hope of reaching Billa

Jgwas used to his plans not working. All goblins were. But he had hoped to make a bit more progress
before everything fell apart.

“*Isthereaproblem, goblin?’

Wasit Jg'simagination, or did Oakbottom sound hopeful ? Maybe he hadn’t been able to tossagoblin
inafew days.

Before Jig or Gratz could respond, another wolf bounded past. Relka pointed her sword at Oakbottom
and shouted, ** For Jig and Shadowstar!™”’

Why had Jig inssted on bringing the stupid goblins along? He tugged the release rope, freeing his hands
and giving himsdlf anasty rope burn on hiswrigts. ** Split into two lines,”” he shouted. ‘* Run past him and
makefor Billal™’

Gratz was dready tugging Bastard' sreins, leading him to the right. The other wolves began to charge,
likeariver flowing around arock. Or around abig, angry tree who liked to throw goblins. Nobody
wanted to come within reach of those branches.

Nobody except Relka. She and Ugly rode straight for Oakbottom. He reached out, and she dammed
her sword into his branch.

The blade stuck. Oakbottom rai sed the branch. Relkatugged her rope, dipping free of the wolf as she
roseinto the air. Oakbottom plucked her free with another branch and grabbed her wolf with athird. He
spuninacircle and threw both Relkaand Ugly at Jig.

“Fagter!’”” Jig yelled, kicking Bastard in the sides. He ducked as Relka passed overhead. With Ugly,
Oakbottom actualy did them afavor. The yelping wolf crashed into the charging goblins, knocking them
back and clearing abit of space for Bastard.

Jg drew hissword and waved it overhead. With this many goblins around, the elven blade shonelikea
beacon. Hopefully it would help the other wolf-ridersto follow him through the chaos.

The goblinsin front of them legped away. Bastard’ s snapping jaws probably had more to do with their



fear than Jg' s sword, but he liked to think the glowing blade hel ped.

“‘For Jg and Shadowstar!”’ Gratz shouted, all but deafening him.

Jg sface burned asthe other goblins picked up the cry.

“Theorcsarefearless,’ Gratz warned him. ** They won't budge.”” Up ahead, the orcs were aready
racing into formation, raisng shields and spearsto bresk Jg's charge.

Yes, they will, said Shadowdtar.

A wash of heat was Jg’ sonly warning before red light flashed from his body. When he fought the elf
scout days before, he had lit up like alittle goblin bonfire. Now it was asif the Autumn Star rode Bastard
into battle. Though the sun wasn't fully risen, theland around him was bright as daylight. Red-tinged
daylight, sure. But daylight nonetheless. The orcs staggered back, raising their hands and shidldsto
protect their eyes.

Jgtwigted to look at hisriders. They seemed unaffected by the light, but Billa'sarmy fell away asthough
they wereblind.

One of the perks of being a champion of Tymalous Shadowstar. There’s a chance Noc or another
god will notice, but it’s a bit late for worrying about that, eh? Shadowstar sounded ridiculoudy
cheerful, not to mention smug.

Jg grinned and clung to Bastard' s fur asthe wolf legped past thefirst line of orcs. Jig kept hisearsflat.
Thetipswereice cold from thewind. | don’t suppose you could provide the heat of the Autumn Sar
aswell asthelight?

Only if you want to be burned to ashes before your wolf takes another step, said Shadowstar.
Where was Billa? Tents and wagons marked the orc camp. Billahad to be here, probably near the
center, but which tent was hers?

Gratz waved hissword intheair. ** Spearpoint formation!””’

Mogt of the wolves closed into asingle line with Bastard &t the head. Two of the goblins—Braf and
another warrior from Jg' slair—looked at one another in confusion then went back to laying about with
their wegpons. They had no ideawhat a spearpoint formation was, but the chaos and confusion they
caused helped protect the main line.

With Billa stroops blind and confused, it was easy for the wolf-ridersto hit goblins, kobolds, and anyone
elsewho got in the way. But that led to anew danger, as Jg' s goblins grew intoxicated by their
momentary advantage. The formation wavered asindividud riders laid about with their wegpons. One
goblin even swerved to attack agoat that had wandered too close. The blow killed the goat and
didocated the goblin’s shoulder when hetried to hold on to hisweapon, which had lodged in the goat’ s
back.

Jg groaned as he counted hiswolves. He was down to eight, counting Bastard.

“Therel”” Trok pulled dongside, grinning as he pointed his sword at one of the tents.

Billastood barefoot in aheavy nightgown, her sword strapped over her shoulder. Shelooked asif she
had just climbed out of bed. Did she deep with that sword?

“*Everyone, follow me!”” Gratz shouted. *“ Sorry. | mean, follow Jg!™”

Jg and Gratz both tugged Bastard’ s harness, guiding him toward Billa. Billaand the crowd of heavily
armed and armored orcs who stood before her.

Why aren’t they blind like the rest of her troops? Jig asked.

Isa is protecting them, just as I’ m protecting your goblins and your wolves.

Trok kicked hiswolf into thelead. ** Left flank, help me hit the ugly one there!”

““Which oneisthe ugly one?’ Braf yelled.

And then they were crashing through orcs. Jg saw one goblin go down, but the weight of the charging
wolf gtill knocked the orc to the ground. Trok ducked and hamstrung a second.

Bastard trampled a third, which dowed them down enough for more orcsto closein. Jg gripped his
sword with both hands, holding it at arm’ slength to block amuch bigger sword that would have taken his
head clean off and probably killed Gratz aswell. The impact knocked Jig's sword back and numbed his
ams.

“Parry at anangle,”’ Gratz yelled. ** Y ou don't have to stop the weapon. Just knock it out of the way.””’



Blood trickled down Jg' sface. Apparently he had cut his scalp with the back edge of his own sword.
Hehadn't evenfelt it.

A glancing blow bruised hisribs but failed to penetrate his cloak. He would definitely have to remember
to thank Shadowstar for that.

Jg gave up trying to follow everything that was happening. The noise was worse than the lair back home
on the nights Golaka brewed up afresh batch of klak beer. The bloodshed was about the same, though.
Up ahead, Billawas waving her sword and shouting orders. Only afew orcs still stood between her and
the goblins.

They werewinning! The redization nearly made Jg drop his sword. Gratz had been right. Audacity was
thekey to victory.

“*Get theleader,”” Billashouted.

One of the orcs hesitated. **Which oneisthat?’

Jig stabbed that orcin the leg as he rode past. His sword cut through the orc’ s heavy furs and armor asif
they were cobwebs.

Maybe df swordsweren't so bad after all.

Billashook her head. ** The one who'sglowing, you idiot!”’

There was only one more orc between Jig and Billa. Jig reached into his cloak and pulled out one of his
last goblin toes. He threw it to the orc, who automatically reached to catch it with hisfree hand.

Bastard snapped up both the toe and the hand in one bite.

Billa sprang forward and swung her sword with both hands. Bastard yelped and staggered to the Side,
oneleg cleanly severed.

Jg barely managed to yank the rlease line as Bastard fell. The world tilted, and Jig found himself Sitting
in the snow with a sore rump.

Gratz wasn't 0 lucky. He covered his head with both hands, trying to protect himsdlf from Bastard's
flailing. The poor wolf was completely panicked. He wasn't bleeding, thanksto the cold of Billa s sword.
Not yet, anyway. But he was biting and snarling a everything that moved, including Gratz.

The remaining goblins and wolves circled around Billa, who took a cautious step back. Her face was il
blistered and scabbed from Jig’' storch, back inthelair.

With Bastard down, Jig had five wolves, one of which was carrying adead goblin. Braf was holding a
bloody gash in hisside, and Jig could sense the pulsing warmth of Shadowstar’ s magic as he hedled
himself. Convenient, that magic. Trok’s sword was broken and his leg was soaked in blood, but he was
grinning like amadman.

Most of the orcs lay dead or wounded in the snow. For goblins, they had done exceptiondly well.
“*Orders, general?’ Trok asked.

Jg pointed a Billa. There was probably an appropriate formation for something like this, but Jg had no
ideawhat it might be. ** Get her!”’

Jg managed two steps before the wind dammed him to hisknees. His cloak flapped behind him, tugging
him onto his back. That would be just hisluck, to choke to death on his own cloak. He fumbled at the
clasp, but his numb fingerswere dl but usdless.

At least Jg's spectacles provided some smal protection. He could see the other goblins covering their
faces asthey huddled in the snow.

Severd wolvestoppled over, trapping ther riders. The surviving orcs bent into the wind, but they were
ashelplessas Jg. Only Billathe Bloody appeared untouched by thefrigid wind. Her gown fluttered
about her legs, and her hair danced in al directions. Her expression reminded him of atunnel cat toying
withitsprey.

Help? Jig asked.

I’'mtrying. Isaisstronger than | am.

Jg lifted his sword into aguard position. The wind caught the flat of hisblade, and he nearly cut off his
own arm before he managed to turn the sword so the edge pointed into the wind. Hetried to climb to his
feet, but the instant he stood, the wind tossed him onto his back. He actudly did ashort distance.

“*For Shadowstar!”” The wind nearly swallowed Relka s defiant cry as she limped into the wind, using



her sword asawalking stick to pull hersdf dong. Apparently the wind lost strength the farther you were
from Billa Which meant the smart thing wasto get asfar from Billaaspossible.

Relka stepped closer. One of the orcs near Jig turned around and took a cautious step toward her. With
his second step, the wind pushed him into an uncontrolled run. He raised his ax and bellowed, his great
legps quickly closing the distance between him and Relka

Relkaraised her weapon, lost her balance, and fell over. She would never get up in timeto protect
hersdlf. Evenif shedid. . ..

Jg switched hissword to hisleft hand, nearly losing it to the wind. More carefully, he pulled out his
dagger to throw, then hesitated.

Warriors could throw their weapons. The last few times Jig had tried, the results had been laughable. He
could imagine himsalf stretching hisarm back to throw, only to have the wind rip the knife from his hand.
Knowing hisluck, the blade would jab him in his own backside.

Instead, Jig gently tossed the knifeinto the air.

Billa swind caught the knife, flinging it with far greater force than he could ever have managed. It flipped
through the air, buzzing like an angry insect. The hilt smashed into the orc’ s skull. He tripped over Relka
and skidded face-first in the snow. Jig grinned and turned back around to face Billa

Well done, said Shadowdtar.

You told me once that when | die, I'll come before you, Jg said, watching as Billaadvanced. Is that
true?

Itis.

Good. Because any minute now, | plan to walk right up to you and bite you in the—

Have faith, Jig Dragonslayer. Shadowstar’ svoice was firm. Hold your strike until | give the word.
What strike? Did Shadowstar actudly think Jig would get the chance to attack before Billaran him
through?

| can’t blind the orcs and protect you from the wind at the same time. Be ready.

“*Isagpent centuries preparing for this,” Billashouted. ** Do you believe she'd dlow agoblinto
interfere?’

“Not redly,” Jgsad.

Now.

Theblinding red faded, returning the world to its dreary paate of snow and mud. At the sametime, the
wind seemed to vanish. Jig could till hear it roaring past, but he couldn’t fed athing. It was like when he
had turned his sword Sdeways, so the blade cut through the wind instead of fighting it.

Less introspection and more attacking!

What' s introspection? Oh—right. Jg legped forward, thrusting thetip of hissword at Billa s ssomach.
Billa s sword wasin the wrong position to parry, but she managed to twist out of theway. Jg's sword
grazed aline on her nightgown, but nothing more. Off balance, Jig had to jump aside as Billa spun around
and tried to decapitate him.

Jg tumbled into the snow. He glanced down to see along section of cloak hanging down around hisfest.
Any closer, and she would have taken hisleg aswell.

Billa stepped back. She scowled as she studied Jig. * “ 1sawants you dead, goblin. I've never heard her
so angry. What did you do?’

‘| melted her head with my fire-spider,”” Jg sad.

Billasnorted. For a heartbest, genuine mirth peeked through Billa s anger. She wiped her nose on the
deeve of her nightgown, then raised her sword so the blade angled up across her body.

Jg stepped sdeways, searching for an opening. Billa' s sword was longer than his. So were her arms, for
that matter. By the time he got close enough to strike, Billa.could run him through.

Hewould have to be quick. A feint to distract her, causing her to overextend in one direction, and then
he could dash around and stab her in the belly. Once he was close, Billa slarger weapon could be a
disadvantage. She wouldn't have room for agreat, sweeping blow. Though with that sword, even atiny
cut might be enough to kill.

Jig cocked hishead. **Y our noseisbleeding again.”



Billareached up to touch her nostrils. As she did, her sword dipped lower. Jig screamed, doing his best
to mimic the panicked fury of agoblin war cry, and stabbed at her foot.

Even asBillalurched to parry, Jg pushed off hard, bringing his sword up to her somach and—
Billajumped back, sucking in her gut. Once again Jg scored asmall cut, and then Billa sfist caught him
inthe ssde of the head.

His sword flew away. Jig hit the ground, then rolled away from Billa s huge feet as she tried to somp on
hisface. He spat snow and blood. You should have given me a helmet too.

Sorry.

The light from his sword made it easy to spot. Unfortunately, Billaspotted it too. She kicked it out of
Jg sreach.

Jg glanced around. The surviving goblins and wolves were ringed by orcs. And Oakbottom. The orcs
gppeared to be waiting for Billato finish him off. Letting her prove how tough and scary shewas, no
doulbt.

Jg started to grab his dagger, then remembered he had thrown it away to protect Relka. Relka, who had
once again begun to sing.

“*1 looked upon the glory of the glowing blade of Jig. He fought the ugly orc who had a nose just
like a fig. And though hislight has faded and the orcs are drawing near,
With him | have no fear.”’

Billashook her head. “*Isshe dwayslike this?’

“Pretty much,”” said Jig as he struggled to stand.

“*Sorry.”” Heknew it couldn’t be fear making hislegstremble. Therefore it must be an aftereffect of
Billa's punch.

I’'msorry, hesaid sllently. Did you really believe | could beat Billa?

Would hefed the blow that killed him? Billawasfast, and her sword was magicdly sharp. Any pain
would be over inthe blink of an eye. Unless she ddliberately tried to prolong his suffering.

Billathrust the point of her sword Straight at Jig’ sthroat.

The impact was lower than he expected, like a punch to the chest. He flew back, hitting the ground hard
enough to make hisearsring.

Thewind died. Nobody spoke. Unnerved by the silence, Jig reached down to touch his stomach.

The shirt was whole. But Shadowstar’ s cloak wasn't strong enough to block |sal s weapon. And why
could he dtill hear ringing?

Jg jumped to hisfeet and stared.

Tyma ous Shadowstar stood facing him, his hands still extended. He must have pushed Jig out of the
way. The bells on Shadowstar’ s deeves shivered as he reached down to touch the icy blade protruding
from hisstomach.

“*Doesn't that hurt?’ Jig asked.

Shadowstar nodded. *‘Very much, yes.”” Hetightened his fingers around the blade and grunted as Billa
tried to pull it free.

“You saved me.”’

“It'swhat | am.”” Hewinced. **I kind of hoped it wouldn’t cometo this, though.”’

There was no blood. Did gods even have blood? But as Jig watched, water began to drip from between
Shadowstar’ s fingers where he held the sword.

““No!"’ Billashouted. She grabbed the hilt with both hands, but it wouldn’t budge. Rivulets of water
dripped down to the tip to splash into the snow.

““Would you mind?’ Shadowstar asked. He turned his head, and the starburstsin his eyesflitted toward
Billa

Jg moved toward his sword. Two orcs stepped in front of him, brandishing a club and an ax. Before Jig
could react, they raised their own weapons. . . and then toppled over, adeep.

Jg glanced back at Shadowstar, who winked. *‘1 am agod of protection, of peace and rest,” he said.



Hisvoice wastight with pain. ** They looked like they could useanap.”’

“*Stop him!”’ Billashrieked. With agrunt, she sumbled back, nearly falling. She sill held 1sal s sword,
but the blade was broken a short distance from the hilt. Shadowstar’ s grip had melted right through it.
The broken blade continued to shrink away, dripping water over her hands. Sheflung it away and ran
toward Jig' s sword.

Jg didn’'t bother. He bent down, picked up a club one of the orcs had dropped, and dammed it into
Billa sleg. She dropped and clutched her knee.

As Jig struggled to get the oversize wegpon into position for a second blow, another goblin shoved him
adde.

Gratz' s clothes were a bloody mess. Shallow wolf bites covered hisforearms. He clutched his sword
with both hands. The blade trembled as he pointed it &t Billa.

He and Billa stared at one another for severa breaths, and then Gratz said, ** The pendty for treasonis
death.”” He rammed his sword into her chest, and added, *“ Sir.”’

Nobody spoke as Billatoppled backward, Gratz' s sword still protruding from her chest. Only the heavy
snores of two deegping orcs disturbed the silence.

“Islsa s sword destroyed?’ Shadowstar asked.

Jg picked up the hilt. It was cold to the touch, but not unbearably so. The blade was completely gone.
He brought it over to Shadowstar, who turned it over in his hands. A few drops of water fell to the
ground.

Shadowstar smiled and sat down in the snow, one hand holding the hilt, the other clutching his ssomach.
There was no visible wound, but Shadowstar was clearly in pain. Without thinking, Jg reached out and
put his hand over Shadowstar’ s, trying to heal the damage, but nothing happened.

“You'redrawing—'"" Shadowstar coughed. You're drawing on my power to heal me. It doesn’t
work that way.

The monsters crowded around had begun to whisper. Very soon now the shock would pass, and then
things would get messy indeed. Already the goblins were backing away from the orcs. The orcswere
eyeing the goblins. Thefew kobolds who had come were still jumping up and down to try to see what
was going on.

The only one who didn’t appear to notice the tension was Relka. She seemed to see nothing but
Shadowstar as she limped closer.

“Who isthat?’ she whispered. Her voice shook. She clutched her amulet so tightly her hands bled.
‘*He sthe onewho got meinto thismess,”” Jig said.

Shadowstar chuckled. *“1t' sone of my gifts.”

Relka stopped just beyond arm’ s reach. For thefirst timethat Jig could remember, she gppeared unsure.
She glanced at Jig, then back at Shadowstar, like arat trying to decide which way to flee. **You'rehim,
aren't you? Tymaous Shadowdtar.”’

Shadowstar bowed his head.

“Billawasgoing to kill me;’” Jig said. **'Y ou pushed me out of the way. Why?’

Because you didn’t think to duck. And because it was the only way to get my hands on Isa’s sword
long enough to destroy it. His bellsrang as he coughed again, an odd combination of sounds. | did say
I’d try to protect you.

“Therunt killed Billal”" shouted one of the orcs.

Good job, said Jig. He drew adeep bregath, pointed at Gratz, and said, **He did the actud killing.”’
Braf frowned. ** Does that mean he' sin charge of Billa sarmy now?’

Before Jig could answer, another orc snarled and raised an ax. *‘1’m not taking orders from some
scrawny goblin.”’

The goblins began readying their own wegpons. ** Better than following another stinking orc!’” someone
shouted.

One of the kobolds chimed in, saying, ‘* Orcs and goblins both stink.””

Jg guessed it would be the orcswho killed him. They were closest, and they had the best weapons and
armor. But instead of sheer, skin-chilling terror, Jg mostly felt sad. All of Billa' swork was melting away



with her death. The monsters would turn on one another, decimating their own ranks. The survivors
would scatter, to be hunted by humans and other adventurers.

| never thought I'd say thisto you, but | think you' re being optimistic.

Jg turned to look at Shadowstar, who pointed to the northern side of the valley.

Maybe Shadowstar’ s wounds had sapped too much of his strength for him to continue stedling Jg' sfear.
Or maybe there was only so much terror agod could take away.

Regardless, the cloud of arrows arching from the upper edge of the valley was enough to shatter Jig’'s
divine courage.

“*Oh, dung.”” Hisvoice waslittle more than awhisper.

“What isit?’ Relkaasked.

“Wendd’sarmy.”

CHAPTER 16

The manifestation of Tymalous Shadowstar, currently resting in the snow as Jig panicked, showed
no wound from Billa’ s attack. Unfortunately, thingsin his temple were quite different.

All that blood, dripping onto his temple floor. How messy.

“*You' ve looked better.”’ Isa stood in the doorway. Show swirled around her white gown, and her
breath turned to frost. ‘* Really, Tymalous. Sacrificing yourself for a goblin?”’

He coughed and said, ‘‘I like that goblin.”’

‘*He’ s going to die anyway. If my orcsdon’'t kill him, the humanswill.”” Isa ran one hand through
her windswept hair, almost as if she were checking for spiders. *‘ Thisisn’t what | wanted, you
know.”’

Shadowstar pushed himself higher, propping his back against the wall. **1 know.’’

She stomped across the temple. * What were you thinking, throwing yourself between Billa and
that goblin? Aren’t you taking this whole protection thing a bit too far?"’

“It'swhat | am.”” Shadowstar smiled. Her eyes were the color of the northern glaciers, and they
shone when she was angry.

“*1 would have spared your pet goblin,”’” she said. **If you' d—"

“1f I'd helped you kill my son?”’

Isa spun away, and Shadowstar chuckled. For thousands of years, mortal poets had associated
passion and rage with the element of fire. That might have changed, if Noc's curse hadn’t robbed
their memories of Isa and her temper.

“* Shortsighted as always, Tymalous.”” She kept her back turned, but Shadowstar could hear the
painin her voice. **Who will stop me next time? I'll raise a new army, recreate my sword—"
““That sword took yearsto make.”’

Isa laughed. ‘‘ That’ s the beauty of Noc's curse, love. They’ ve forgotten us. | have all thetimein
the universe.’”

Shadowstar closed his eyes, remembering the last time Isa had spoken to him of the inevitability
of victory. That war had almost destroyed them, but I1sa had learned nothing. She couldn’t. She
was the winter wind, returning each year without fail. Unstoppable and inevitable.

“*1sa, what do you think will happen when this wound kills me?’”’

Isa turned to face him. *‘I’'msorry, Tymalous. | would save you if | could, but healing has never
been my strength.””’

“*That’s not what | meant.”” He coughed, then grimaced as more blood seeped through hisfingers.
“*Who comes to over see the death of the gods?”’

Isa went till. *“ There are several gods of death,”’ she whispered. ** It might not be—"’

“*He’smy son, Isa. He will come for me, and he will remember.”

““You planned this.”” She stepped toward him, hands balled into fists, then caught herself.
Throttling him would only speed Noc’'s arrival. * ‘1’ m not ready! Without my sword—"

“*You should leave now,” Shadowstar said. ‘* Get a head start. If you elude himlong enough, he
might even forget you again. But I'mtold it’s very difficult to escape death once he adds your
nameto hislist.”’



““You let Billa kill you, all so you could destroy my sword and send your traitor son after me.”’

‘1 was hoping to avoid the part where Billa killed me, but otherwise, yes.”” Shadowstar shrugged
and spread hishands. **He' s my son.””’

Show blinded him, and then Isa was gone. Frost covered the stones.

“I"'m sorry about your orc!”’ Shadowstar called out. He chuckled to himself. ** Maybe you should
have gotten yourself a goblin instead.’”’

Thearrowsfdl likerain, landing mostly among the kobolds—either deliberately or because that was the
limit of their range. The attack sent the koboldsinto a panic. Theinjured howled and yipped. The hedthy
trampled the injured.

“*| thought the humans weren’t supposed to arrive for another day or so,”” Trok said.

“*Brilliant tactica move ontheir part,” said Gratz. ** Using Jg to take out Billathe Bloody, throwing our
forcesinto chaos.”

Except that if Jg had failed, Wende’ s srategy would have gotten his entire army killed when Billa
triggered her spell.

“*The goblins betrayed us to the humans,”” shouted an enormous, bare-chested orc with muscleslike a
mountain range. A scar on hisarm showed him to be one of Billa s high-ranking orcs. Either that, or a
wolf had gnawed on his shoulder for awhile.

“*No, the humans betrayed us to the other humans,”” Braf argued.

Theorcsdidn't listen. *“Kill them al,”” said another, a cry which quickly spread through the ranks. The
bare-chested orc snarled and stomped toward Trok and the goblins, waving an enormous ax overhead.
Halfway there, aball of snow and mud exploded against the side of his head.

Everyone turned to look at Jig. Jig wiped his hand on his cloak to dry it. He wasn’t sure what surprised
him more, that he had thrown the muddy snow &t the orc, or that he had actualy hit what he was aiming
a. Did you take away my fear again?

Not this time, said Shadowstar. You did that all by yourself.

Right. Jg wouldn't be shaking so hard if Shadowstar was till stedling hisfear.

The orc pointed hisax. ** Pound that one into the mud.”’

“‘Pound meyoursdf,” Jg ydled. He hugged himsdf to hide histrembling. You said you’ d have to wrest
control from Billa and Isain order to use the spellsin those scars. Are you strong enough—
Shadowstar smiled and leaned back, closing hiseyes. Billaisdead, and Isais. . . busy. | can guide
you, but you'll have to trigger the spell.

The orc was laughing as he readied himsdlf, but at |east the others had drawn back to see what
happened. He siwung his ax through the air, stretching the musclesin hisarms. He managed to kill a
goblin on the backswing. He blinked in surprise, then shrugged and wiped the edge of hisax on his
trousers.

“Wait,”” Jg squeaked. *‘Let me get my sword.”” He scrambled away from the orc. Ten paces ought to
be enough distance.

Make it twenty.

Jg kept backing away. Behind the orc, Jig saw Braf tugging the other goblins and dragging them back.
Shadowstar must have warned him what Jig was about to do.

““Hey, you forgot your sword!"” Another orc grabbed Jig’' s weapon and tossed it.

Jig dove out of theway, bardly avoiding being impaed by his own weapon.

Focus on the scar, said Shadowstar.

Jg began to shiver. His skin pimpled from cold that seemed to come from within, asif the blood had
frozenin hisveins. Hisfangswere theworst. This cold had come on so quickly that they actudly frozeto
hislips.

Concentrate, Shadowstar snapped.

Jg nodded and turned toward the orc. Even at this distance, he could fedl the scar on the orc’ s shoulder,
the bitter cold that threatened to freeze Jg' s eyebdlsin his skull. Those spots of cold were everywhere,
scattered throughout Billa'sarmy, but Jig concentrated on the orc.



Imagine yourself melting the ice within that scar to release the spell.

Jg closed hiseyes. He could till seethe scar, ablur of blue cold jostling about in the darkness. All he
had to do was—

Limping footsteps crunched through the snow. Jig stepped back, his eyes snapping open. Relkastood
between Jg and the orc, holding abloody sword in both hands. “*I’ll kill you dl beforel let you hurt Jg
Dragondayer.”

“‘Fair enough,’” said the orc.

Now, Jig. Melt theice.

Jg hdd hisbreath and imagined afire-spider in hishand. He could dmost fed Smudge sterror burning
his palm. Praying Shadowstar knew what he was doing, Jg visudized himsdf throwing the spider.
Hisimagination was ahit too trueto life. In hismind, Smudge flew wide and landed in the snow, where
he turned to glare back at Jig.

The spider isin your mind, Jig! Shadowstar shouted. How could you possibly miss?

Jg concentrated, imagining anest of whiteworms on the orc’sarm. Plump, delicious whiteworms, one of
Smudge sfavorites.,

Hisvision blurred. Was the cold freezing his eyebals? He hoped Shadowstar would be able to hed
them. He closed his eyes and concentrated on Smudge.

In hismind, Smudge raced up the orc’s body and settled directly onto the scar to feast.

Hurry, Jig.

Jg could hear the orc gpproaching. Clenching hisfigts, he imagined Golakathe chef coming up to
Smudge with a pot and spoon. Jig wasn't terribly fond of fire-spider soup, but many of the goblinsloved
it. Therisk of biting down on aflame gland and burning through your lip was part of the fun.
Theimaginary Smudge looked up from his whiteworms and reacted with the same terror anyone would
fedl when faced with ahungry Golaka. Hest seared the scar on the orc’sarm, and Jig cried out asawind
colder than any Jig had known passed through his body.

Thewind passed in an ingant. Jig didn’t know how much wasin hismind, but the cold had been red
enough to freeze Jig’' sfangs to his cheeks. He wrenched his lower jaw, tearing hisfangs free as he looked
around.

The lenses of his spectacles had fogged over, so he lowered his head and peered over the top of the
frames.

A group of orcslay unmoving in the snow. Jig’ swoul d-be executioner stood in the center, his ax ill
raised overhead.

A kobold ran up to kick the closest orc. The orc’s hand snapped off.

With atriumphant howl, the kobold snatched up the hand and raced back to hisfellows.

In the distance, arrows continued to pour into the far edge of Billa sarmy, but the screams seemed far
away, like echoesfrom adistant tunndl. Jig sheathed his sword and hugged himself to try to control his
shivering.

“*“Who did that?’ asked an orc.

Trok wasthefirgt to respond. * Jig Dragondayer.”” He pointed to Jg. ** The new commander of Billa's
amy.”

“*Unless anyone ese wantsto end up like thislot?* Relka added. She folded her arms and contemplated
thefrozen orcs. **| wonder how long the mesat will keep, frozen likethat.”’

“Orders, Sr?’ asked Gratz. Billa' sblood till covered his sword. The orcs kept staring at Jig and
muttering to themsdves.

How long before they decided to try again? Between Shadowstar’ s weakness and the horrible chill of the
magic, Jg doubted he could freeze another orc if hetried. He needed to take control before they dl
killed one another and saved the humansthe trouble.

“‘Tell the koboldsto pull back out of range,”” he said.

“Why?’ One of the orcslaughed. ** So they kill afew dogs. Why should we care?’

“*Stupid orc!”” A kobold darted past two of the orcs and plunged aknife into the taunter’ sleg.

“No!"” How had Billadoneit? All the monsters wanted to do was kill one another, even with an entire



army ready to ride down and destroy them.

Relkatugged hisarm and pointed. Sowly Jg started to amile.

““What' s the pendty for brawling on duty?’ he shouted. He wasn't loud enough for the orc or the
kobold to hear him over their angry cries. If they had, they might have heard Oakbottom’ s approach.
The orc grabbed the kobold, and then Oakbottom grabbed them both. Moments later both the orc and
the kobold were soaring over the fields.

“*Oakbottom, you have permission to toss anyone else who disobeys,”’ Jig said.

““Hey, you'renot—"" That was asfar asthe orc got before Oakbottom launched her after the others.
Oakbottom didn’t care about rank or loyalty, so long as he had the chance to throw people. Jig wouldn't
be able to keep control for long, but he doubted anyone would survive long enough for that to matter.
“*They’re going to chargeright over us.”” Jig stood on histoes, trying to see. The orcs blocked hisview
of Billa'sarmy, but he could see movement atop the far Sde of the valey as the human archers advanced
through the trees.

Gratz shook hishead. ** The valley’ stoo steep and snowy for atrue charge. Horses can’t handleit, and
the men will haveto march dow and careful. But they’ Il be thorough. The king will probably send hunting
parties out with dogs once he' s broken our forces.”

And the king wouldn’t stop with the valey. They knew where the goblin lair was, and they knew it was
once again open to the world. Wendd had lost yet another son. He wouldn't rest until every last goblin
was dead.

“*Billathe Bloody would have marched thisarmy to victory.”’

Even Jg' sears couldn't pick out the spesker. **Billa’sdead.”” He turned to Gratz. ** How many wolves
do we have?’

“Only afew of ours survived that attack,”” Gratz said. ‘* The other goblin regiments have afew more
squads of wolf-riders, though. We ve probably got about eighty or so al totd.”

Good. *“ Trok, go get everyone mounted up and ready to retreat.”’

“Typica goblin,”” muttered one of the orcs. ** Running away like acoward.”

Jg nodded to himsalf. That described goblins pretty well. He thought about the tunnels and caves back
home, the smell of the muck lanterns, the firm fedl of obsidian beneath hisfeet, thetaste of Golaka's
cooking. . . .

Angry roars shook Jig free of his stupor.

““Thetrolls have gotten loose,” Relka commented. Jig couldn’t see the former daves, but he could hear
them rampaging through the ranks. From the screams, it sounded as though they were moreinterested in
escape than revenge.

If he was going to do anything, it had to be now, before things got any more out of control. He turned to
theorcs. ** Y ou're going to take Avery for us.”

““How?’ asked Gratz. ** We have no siege equipment, remember?’

“*Surewedo,”’ Jig said, grinning. He pointed toward Oakbottom. **We ve got him. Oakbottom, how
would you like to toss an entire army of orcs?”’

Oakbottom’ s branches quivered. Presumably that was agood thing, asign of anticipation. Or maybe it
wasthewind.

“*Do you think you’ re good enough to land them on top of thewal?’ Jig asked.

“Let’sfind out.”” Oakbottom reached for the nearest orc.

“*Not from here!l”” Jig shouted.

The orcs backed away. ‘I’ m not about to let some walking tree throw me about,”” said one.

Jgfolded hisarms. *‘| understand if you're afraid. | jumped from the top of that wall and survived, but it
wasalittlefrightening. If you don't think you' re tough enough—"

You jumped? Shadowstar asked.

Jumped. Fell. What' s the difference?

The difference is that you had Darnak there to fix you.

The orcs were dready charging toward Avery. Oakbottom scooped up afew orcsfor practice, flinging
them toward the walls as he followed. Jig tried to imagine what it would be like to be a human atop the



wall, to see orc after orc hurtling through the air, screaming and waving their weapons. Even if most of
the orcs died from the impact, Oakbottom would still be able to knock the humans off thewall. And it
only took afew survivorsto open the gatesfrom inside.

He turned to the goblins and kobolds. The kobolds had aready drawn back past the road, safely out of
range for now. They really were quick.

““When Wendel’ sforces see what we' re doing, they’ Il speed up the attack, sending more men to defend
Avery.”” Jgwished he had thought to swipe afew of Darnak’s maps. Thiswould be much easier to plan
if he could see everything.

“*Isthat when we attack? * asked Gratz.

Jig shook hishead. ‘*We re goblins. That'swhen we run away.”’

Goblin drums were bad enough. Combined with the braying of orcish horns and the shrill yowlsthe
kobolds used to relay commands, the noise was enough to set Jig’ steeth grinding. He flattened hisears
and tugged the cloak off afallen orc. The materia was bloody, but tough. He wrapped it around two
spears, tying the deevesin atight knot. He did the same with the bottom corners. *‘Help me.””

Braf and Relka gently lifted Tymalous Shadowstar onto Jig's cloak. Each grabbed the spears and started
to lift. Then Braf cursed and dropped his end.

Jig tried not to weep. ‘* Maybe you should grab the spears behind the points.”’

“*Sorry.”” Braf tried asecond time. ** Shouldn't gods be heavier?’

Loud howls made Jig jump, even though he had been expecting it. He turned to see Trok leading the
wolf-riders past Avery. The kobolds fled in the opposite direction, scampering at top speed in the
generd direction of Pottersville. Just let Wendel’ sarmy try to caich them all.

Promise me something, Jig.

“What?’

Shadowstar managed asmile. Don't let them eat me.

Jg stared at Tyma ous Shadowstar. There was no blood, but he looked like. . . well, like someone who
had been run through with abig sword. His face was even paer than usua, and his eyes had dimmed.
Despite everything he had seen, Jig ill couldn’t accept the idea of agod dying. Gods didn’t do that.
Humans and orcs and kobolds and goblins, sure. Especially goblins. But not gods. Part of being agod
wasthat you didn't die.

You could run away faster if you weren’t carrying me, Shadowstar pointed out.

That’swhy | had Braf and Relka carry you instead of doing it myself, Jig answered. **We need to
get to the edge of the woods. Make sure nobody crosses the boundary into df lands.’”’

““How will weknow?’ asked Bréf.

“*If everyone starts getting shot with arrows, we' ve gonetoo far.”’

The sharp scream of an elfhawk nearly made them drop Shadowstar. Everyone turned to Stare at the two
enormous birds flying from Avery. Jg squinted through his spectacles, trying to discern whether the
hawks carried riders.

Asthe birds reached the edge of the army, afew goblins and kobolds hurled spears. Most missed, and
those that hit didn’t appear to do any damage. Prince Theodore must have hardened his hawks' skins
againgt attack, the same as he had done to his men.

One of the goblinslegped and swung his sword. The hawk swerved, and itstadons dug into the goblin's
arm. Powerful wings pounded the air. The goblin screamed and kicked as the hawk hauled him higher,
then dropped him.

To abird that Sze, Jig was nothing more than arat. A scrawny rat. So hopefully the hawkswould go
after plumper prey.

Asusud, luck was not on Jig'sside. The lead hawk banked sharply, then dove.

“They look likethey'recoming right at us,”’ said Braf.

Jig dropped to the ground and crawled beneath Shadowstar. Braf and Relka promptly dropped the god
on top of Jig and pulled out their weapons.

None of it made any difference. The hawk drew up sharply, and one of the enormous wings knocked



Braf backward. The other batted Relkato the ground. Huge talons curled around Jig' s neck and chest.
“Jg"" Relkapushed to her feet and leaped. Wrapping one arm around the hawk’ s other leg, shetried to
drive her knifeinto the chest. And then they were airborne.

“*Easy down there.”” Windswept black hair al but obscured Darnak’ s face as he peered down from
atop the hawk. ** Ahal No wonder she’ s having trouble climbing. If your friend was so eager to come
along, she should have grabbed Genevieve shird.”

Jg tried to answer, but whatever faint squeak he might have managed was |ogt in the beeting of wings.
They were dready far above the treetops. He could see Braf till standing there, aconfused look on his
tiny face. Behind them, Genevieve clung tightly to her hawk. Her black cloak flapped behind her.
“Letusgo!l”’ Relkashouted. She clung with her arm and both legs as shetried to stab the bird in the
foot.

“*Hey there, none of that. What are you planning to do if you actually hurt the beast, en? Last | knew,
you goblins couldn’t exactly sprout wings.”” Darnak had abandoned his bulky pack, aswell ashisarmor.
He carried nothing more than hiswar club, no doubt to minimize the burden on his mount.

““What do you want?’ Jig shouted.

Genevieve guided her hawk dongside. ** My father sent orders to my men to confine mefor

‘ collaborating with the enemy.” He lied about when he would arrive, because he didn’t want to spur me
into doing anything rash.”

“* Like breaking out and escaping on your brother’ s elfhawks?’ Darnak asked, chuckling.

“Why areyou here?’ Jig asked. *‘| mean, why am | here?’

‘| gavemy word I’ d try to protect you,”” said Genevieve. ‘‘ There s nothing we can do to help your
army, but we can at least get you back to your lair. I'm sorry, Jg. It sthe best | can do for you.”’
Darnak leaned out to rub the hawk’ s neck, ruffling the wide blue feathers. Thisclose, Jig could seethe
leather harness and stirrups Darnak used to ride the hawk. If he leaned any farther, he would tumble right
off.

“Becareful!”” Jgydled.

“*Nothing to worry about, lad,”” said Darnak. **Y ou know, if you’ d told me two years ago that I'd miss
this, I'd have called you mad. Flying through the air, not acarein the world. There snothing likeit.”’

Jg craned his head, trying to pick out Braf and Shadowstar, but he wastoo high. The goblinswerelittle
more than panicked blue dots on the ground.

He hoped the wind wouldn't knock off his spectacles. The frames hooked pretty securely around his
ears, but ill. . . .

Therewas Wendd’ sarmy, moving out of the trees. Lines of foot soldiers marched in unison, their shields
and spearheads gleaming in the sun. Behind them, archers continued to loose their arrows. There were
horses aswell, but as Gratz had predicted, they weren’t galloping after the mongters.

Wendd’sarmy had broken into two distinct groups. One attacked the orcs, who were busy assaulting
Avery. The other spread out to pursue the retreating goblins and kobolds.

From up here, it reminded him of atunnel-sweep, where goblinswould line up and march through the
caverns and tunnels to drive out the rats and other pests. Usually a second row of goblinswaited in front
to catch the rats for Golaka s stewpot. In this case, the elves at the top of the valley would provide the
second line, killing anyone who retreated astep too far.

Trying to move aslittle as possible, Jg turned to look up at Darnak. ‘I’ m not very good at directions,
but isn't our lair that way?’

“Er.”” Darnak scowled. The hawk was flying them to the opposite side of the valley, directly toward
King Wendd’sarmy. ‘* Like any intelligent beast, they sometimes get ideasinto their heads.”

Without warning, Darnak threw hisweight to the right. The hawk tilted.

Jg cosed hiseyes, but that only made thingsworse. He could fed his bacon from this morning fighting to
escape. Thankfully, the hawk soon leveled back out. Once again it flew stiraight toward the humans.
“Your cloak!”” Genevieve swore. ** Jig, get rid of your cloak!”’

“*Oh, no.”” The hawksweretrained by color. Genevieve had used a strip of his cloak to send one of the
gmaller hawksto her father. Jig tried to squirm free, but the hawk’ s claws circling his body made it



impossible.

“* Does this mean we' re going to your father’ s palace?’ Relka asked.

“*They’re not trained to deliver messagesto the palace,”” said Darnak. *‘ They’retrained to fly to the
king. Elfhawks have senses that go beyond ours. They know exactly where Wendd is, and once they’ ve
accepted amessage, nothing short of death will divert them.”

Killing the hawk was hardly an option, even if Jig had awesgpon that would penetrate the bird' s skin.
“I'mnot afraid,” Relkasaid. ** Shadowstar will—'"

“* Shadowstar isdying, Relka’” 1t came out far angrier than Jig had intended. For al he knew,
Shadowstar might aready be dead. The thought made his sscomach hurt.

I’m not dead yet, said Shadowstar. Thisisn’t how I’ d choose to spend my last momentsin this
realm, though. Bouncing through the snow, staring up at Braf' s backside. You' d think he could at
least pull me headfirst.

“* Father’ sgoing to kill me;’” Genevieve said.

““He sgoingtokill you?’ Jg yeled. Asthey reached the top of the valley, Jig saw bright green circles
scattered throughout the woods. Tents, he redized. From the look of things, most of the camp’s
inhabitants were off chasing orcs and goblins and kobolds.

The hawk circled lower, giving Jg a better view. The humans had made their camp along afrozen
stream. The tents appeared to be arranged in rings with the largest, fanciest tents near the center.

Jig spotted any number of horses, aswell as other animals. Squat gray things, like miniature horses.
Larger, dark-furred animals with curved horns, tied next to oversize carts. They reminded him of goats,
only fluffier. Heavy tarps hid the contents of the carts, though Jig could see men unloading barrelsfrom
one. Closer to the middle of the camp, men and women melted pots of snow over thefires.

Darnak’ s hawk appeared to be flying toward one of the largest tents, near the center of camp. Genevieve
followed, even though she probably could have flown e sewhere. Her hawk wasn't carrying a
““message,”’ after dl.

A green and white banner hung limply from the center pole of the tent. The horses and other animals
gpooked and pulled away as the hawks swooped down. Jig did his best to keep from throwing up.
With aloud flapping, the hawk hovered lightly in theair, so Jig was roughly level with the top of the tents.
The clawsrelaxed, and Jig dropped into the snow. Relkalanded beside him.

By the time the hawks landed, Jg and Relkawere surrounded by humans with spears. The king had kept
at least some of his soldiers here. Why they needed so many weapons to capture two goblins was
beyond Jg. After that ride, he could hardly stand, let alonefight.

“*Sorry about this,”” Darnak muttered, dropping to the ground. He kept one hand on hiswar club.
Genevieve went a step farther, drawing her own sword and stepping in front of Jg. **We ve cometo
speak with my father,” shesaid. ** Y ou're welcometo try to stop us.”

Darnak clucked histongue. **1 wouldn’t envy you the job of explaining why you had to stick Wendel’s
daughter with your spears.”’

One of the guards|owered his spear. ** But Y our Highness, the goblins—""

“‘Have cometo beg for mercy.”” Genevieve glanced at Jig, an apologetic expression on her face.

“*The champion of Tymalous Shadowstar doesn't beg,”” said Relka

Jg cleared histhroat. ** Actualy—"

““Hefought Billathe Bloody and single-handedly saved your father’ sarmy.” Relkafolded her arms.

“*Y our king should be on hiskneesto thank Jig.”’

Genevieveralled her eyes. *“When you beg, don't let her say anything.”’

“*The goblinswill have to surrender their wegpons,”” said another of the guards.

Jig handed his sword over to Darnak. Relka did the same with her own weapons.

“*Darnak, what happened to Smudge?’ Jig whispered.

The dwarf turned to show ameta box hanging from the sde of hisbelt. Darnak had fashioned alight
wire cage with ahinged top. Insde, Smudge sat happily munching the charred remains of an enormous
moth.

‘| used abit of Earthmaker’smagic to forgethe bars,”” Darnak said. ** Y our pet’ s not the prettiest beast



intheworld, but he grows on you after awhile. | imagine you could hang his cage by alantern a night,
and he'd do anice job of clearing the insects from your tent.”’

Jg smiled and poked afinger through the barsto scratch Smudge’ s back. He squeezed his thumb against
one of the bars, testing its strength. The cage was sturdier than it ppeared. Not that this should have
come asasurprise, given its creator. Dwarves probably even made their socks from plates of reinforced
iron.

““You'd better hold onto him,”” Jig said.

“Aye.”” Darnak clapped Jg'sshoulder. *“‘Don’t be giving up hopejust yet, though.”

Jg cocked his head, trying to hear the sounds of battle. By now Wendd’sarmy had to be most of the
way acrossthe valey. The monsters would be fleeing in both directions, pinned between the elven forest
and the charging soldiers. Which meant that any moment now—

The goblin drums changed from the panicked chaos of retreet to an even, three-beat rhythm. At the same
time, the kobolds howled as one. Thewolvesjoined in, their cries deegper and louder than the kobolds .
“*Sounds like they’ re radlying for one last attack,”” said one of the guards.

Darnak frowned and turned to Jig. Before he could say anything, Genevieve grabbed Jg by thearm and
shoved himinto the tent. ** Say nothing until | sgnal,” shewhispered.

Large asthetent was, it felt as crowded as the goblin dining tables ayear or so back, when Golakawas
making ogre chitterlings. King Wende practicaly had hisown army crammed within these flapping walls.
Jg could barely move without bumping into angry-looking men with big swords and heavy armor.
Grudgingly, the guards stepped back to clear apath.

The canvas walls turned the sun to twilight. In the center of the room, along table sat to one Sde of a
crackling fire. Smoke rose through aholein the top of the tent.

Jig recognized more of Darnak’ s maps spread acrossthe table. A heavyset man with short gray hair and
aheavy cloak of black fur sat studying the maps. He wore agold crown around his forehead. It looked
terribly uncomfortable. The weight pushed his ears outward, making him look abit like agoblin child.
Genevieve and Darnak pulled Jg toward the fire. He sumbled, nearly toppling headfirst into the flames
before regaining his balance.

Genevieve sighed and said, ‘* Father, | present to you the goblin who dew Billathe Bloody.”

Where your son failed. The words were unspoken, but Jig suspected everyone heard them just the
same.

King Wendd'’s pde, leathery face tightened. Jig heard unhappy mutters from the guards aswell.

“*He comes now to beg for mercy in exchange for that boon,”” Genevieve continued. *‘ To throw himsalf
before you, abroken and—"’

“Can | surrender yet?’ Jig asked. He perked his ears, straining to follow the sounds of battle in the
valley. He glanced over his shoulder, but the guards had closed their circle, blocking any escape.
“*Cowards, dl of them,”” the king muttered. His voice was like arusty sword being drawn from atoo
tight sheath. He stood, resting his hands on the edge of the table as he stared down at Jig. ** What would
you have me do, goblin? Allow thousands of monstersto roam fredly through my land, daughtering and
eating my people? Turn Avery over to the orcs who even now assault itswalls?”’

“Your [and?’ Relka stepped up to stand beside Jig. One blue finger jabbed in Genevieve' sdirection.
“*She and her brother cameinto our mountain, killing our warriors and dragging the rest off to serve as
daved You'relucky Jg doesn't day you dl!””

Genevieve grabbed Relka s ear and yanked her back. Darnak sighed and shook his head.

The king' sface turned dark. Jig remembered Barius face doing the same thing, generaly right before he
punched Jg. Would the king punch the goblins himself, or did kings order othersto do their punching?
““We owe him, Father,” Genevieve said. The corner of her mouth quirked up. ** Besides, he'skind of
cute, with those big spectacles and—""

“Cute?’ Theking stared at Jig, asif he wanted nothing more than to shove the table out of the way and
snap Jg's neck with his bare hands.

“*Oh, Genevieve”’ Darnak murmured. ** Always having to tug the griffin’ stail.”’

“*They murdered your brothers,”” the king said.



“* And they saved your daughter,” Genevieve snapped. ‘* Isthat worth nothing to you?’

Onthe bright side, at least Wendd’ s fury was no longer directed at Jig. Were kings dlowed to punch
their own daughters? If they were anything like goblin leaders, they could probably do whatever they
liked. Though Genevieve looked fully prepared to strike him in return.

“Tell me, Father,”” said Genevieve. *“What do you think Mother will do if shelearnsyou ordered her
only daughter arrested?’

The king glanced away. ‘| meant only to keep you safe.”’

“Safe? If | hadn’t escaped, | would be locked away in Avery, acity currently under siege by orcs.”
Genevieve hit her lip, and when she spoke again, her voice was cool. Y ou meant to keep me from
interfering with your littlewar.”’

What were the chances of Jig sneaking away in the confusion, he wondered.

Outside the tent someone shouted, ‘* The mongters are attacking!”’

So much for snesking away.

The guards moved aside as a panting soldier shoved through the door flaps. ** Sire, the goblins charge
through the valey, toward our camp.”’

“* A move of desperation,”’ said the king. He glanced at the map, adjusting several blocks with one hand.
“*Order the lancersto intercept.”’

“They’re past the lancers.”’

Theking froze. **How?’

Before anyone could answer, a second guard followed the firgt. ** The kobolds. They’ ve circled around
our lines, and they’ re running thisway.”’

Jg shrunk back. He knew exactly how it had happened. The wolf-riders had fled around to the far sde
of Avery before turning back. Wolves were fagter than anything in Wendd’sarmy. They would have
raced past the lines, never dowing asthey charged the camp. Then, as Wende’sarmy tried to pursue,
the kobolds would have done the same from the opposite end of the monster line. Kobolds weren't as
fast aswolves, but they were quick, and none of the monsters were stopping to fight Wende’ s soldiers.
No doubt some would be cut down by human archers, but most should reach the camp. A perfect
flanking maneuver. Gratz should bethrilled.

Genevieveturned to stare at Jg. Her father followed her gaze.

The king’ sface got even wrinklier when he was angry. He drew agleaming sword and stepped around
thetable. ** Treachery! Y ou beg for mercy in order to buy timefor your army.”’

“I didn't meanto!”’ Jig squeaked.

“*And you! Y ou helped these creatures?’ He pointed his sword at Genevieve. ‘* Arrest my daughter.
Darnak aswell. And kill the gobling!”’

Clearly stunned, Darnak didn’t react fast enough as Relka snatched her sword from him. She legped
toward the king. ** For Shadowstar!’”’

She made it only asingle step before a crossbow bolt knocked her to the ground. The king walked
forward and shoved his sword through her belly.

It happened so fast. Jig ran toward Relka, barely noticing the other guards closing in around him. The
crossbow bolt had struck Relkain the shoulder. She could survive that wound. But as the king yanked
his sword free, blood spurted from her somach.

Jg covered the wound with both hands. Help me.

| don’t have a lot of power to spareright now, Jig. I’'msorry.

Jg tightened hisfingers, trying to hold the wound shut to dow the bleeding. The king’s sword had pierced
Relka s stomach just below the scar left by Jig's own blade the year before. She' s dying because she
believed in you. Because she wanted to protect the goblins, like you told us to do. Now help her!
Sowly, magic filled Jg sfingers. Always before, Shadowstar’ s power had heated Jg' s handslike afire.
Now only hisfingertipsfet anything at al.

“*Father, no!™

Jg glanced back, then yel ped and dove out of the way. The king's sword tore through his cloak and
diced ashdlow gash along hisback. Jg rolled and crawled asfast as he could, nearly burning hishand in



thefire

He reached back to touch the cut, and his fingers came away bloody. Shadowstar must not be strong
enough to keep Jig's cloak swordproof. That wasn't agood sign.

The king followed, stabbing at Jg' slegs. At least none of the guards appeared willing to shoot their
crosshows, not with theking so closeto Jig. So all Jig had to do was stay close to the king without
getting killed. Also, he had to finish heding Relka. And find away out of here.

The guards moved to block his escape. Everywhere he looked, boots crowded together like trees.

Jig tried to crawl beneath the table, but Wendel stabbed his sword through the end of Jig's cloak, pinning
himin place. Jig gagged and rolled over. A sharp tug tore the cloak free, but Wendel was aready
ganding over him.

“Wait!” Jgsad. **If you want to fight me, do it with honor. A dud.”

The king was going to kill Jig anyway. At least thisway he wouldn’t have to worry about the guards
interfering. If Wendel was as stupid about honor as his sonshad been . . .

“* Stabbing an unarmed prisoner isthe sort of treacherous, dishonorable thing agoblin would do,” Jig
added.

Wendd'’sjaw clenched. *“ True.”’

Darnak grabbed the king'sarm. **Wendel, don’t bean—'" He clenched hisjaw. ** Sorry, sire. What |
was meaning to say is, that’ san ill-advised choice. We need you leading our defense againgt thelr
counterattack, not wasting your timewith thisgoblin.”

Wendd’ s sword shook. It was alarge weapon, with ornate engravings dl aong the blade. The pommel
held aring of emeralds and diamonds, surrounding a carved animal head. ** They murdered my boys,
Darnak.”

“* And we ve killed more goblin sonsthan | can count,” Darnak said. ** Both before and after they killed
the princes. Y our daughter promised to put an end to the daughter in exchange for thisgoblin’shelp
agang Billa™

“*Genevieve exceeded her authority.”

“Aye’’ said Darnak. ** And you' d have done the same thing in your youth.”’

“*Enough, Darnak.”” Wendel picked up Relka s sword and threw it to Jig. Jig barely managed to grab
the hilt, and then Wende swung.

Jgrolled out of theway. Unfortunately, herolled right into the fire pit. The searing pain in his hand was
annoying, but his years with Smudge had accustomed him to such things. He scrambled back, brushing
embersfrom his skin. The edges of his cloak began to burn. Some of the guards snickered.

He patted himself out, and something jabbed him in the sde. He checked his pocket as he backed away.
Perhaps Shadowstar had dipped an extraweapon into the cloak.

Hisfingersfound the tiny goblin figurine Darnak had given him. Having no better idess, heflungit & the
king.

The metd goblin bounced off of the king' s forehead, right benesth the crown. Wendel stepped back. A
dot of blood formed on his skin, then dripped down over his nose.

Jglunged.

Wendd was faster than he looked. He parried Jig' s thrust down and to one side. The blade barely
scratched the Sde of hisleg. Then the king punched Jg' s face with his other hand.

The sword dipped away, and Jig found himsdlf on the dirt, staring up at the top of the tent. His mouth
tasted like blood. Wendel punched hard. Jg tried to St up, but movement made him want to vomit.
King Wendd filled hisvision. Two of them, actudly. Two Wendd s and two big swords. Asif onewasn't
enough. Jig blinked, trying to clear his eyes and reconcile the two kings. Which sword should Jig try to
avoid?

Wende swung. Jg's panicked scream amost blocked out the s multaneous thud and clang that followed.
A dender sword blade crossed with a battered war club over Jig's head. Both weapons held theking's
sword away from Jig. ** Y ou dare to raise arms against your king?’ Wendel asked.

‘1 raise arms to support your daughter,” Darnak said. “‘ To support the future queen of Adenkar.””’

Y ou swore an oath to me.”’



““Toyou and Jeneve, aye,”” Darnak said, showing no sign of strain as he held the king's sword at bay.
None of the guards so much as breathed. ** She' sthe onewho'll be curang my shadeif | let the two of
you get killed, and she' d have theright of it. I ve been helping to raise your children from the time they
werein digpers, and I ve watched too many of them die. I'll not see Ginny lost to the same foolishness.
WEe re about to be overrun. They’ ve dready reached the edge of our encampment. That goblin you're
about to murder isthe only one who might be able to stop them from daughtering every last one of us.”
Wendd turned toward Genevieve, who used her own sword to shove the king' s weapon to the side.
“‘Beddes,’” shesad, her voicelight, “*if you kill him, you'll never find out what poison he used.”
Heblinked. ** Poison?’

Genevieve pointed to the cut on the king' sleg. **When we attacked the goblin lair, | learned that goblins
poison their blades.”

“*Pah. Darnak can heal thewound.”” Wende shoved Genevieve back, then raised his sword again.
“‘Begging Y our Mgesty’ s pardon, but goblins have been known to use some nasty toxins,”” Darnak
sad. **Without knowing the actua poison, well, I might be able to save your life, but the Sde effects
could be unpleasant.”

Jg stared from Darnak to Genevieve and back, trying to understand. They both knew perfectly well that
goblins didn’t use poison on their wegpons. Given the number of self-inflicted injuries Jg had hedled over
the years, poison would have wiped out haf thelair.

They were bluffing. Like Grell had done. Only they were doing it to protect him.

Wendd spun to face Jig. ‘*Was the blade poisoned?’

Jg managed to st up without losing hislast med. **Well, | am agoblin.”’

“Tell Darnak what toxin you used, or—"’

“You'll kill me?’ Jg glanced & Relka. Shewas pae, but il breathing. ** Y ou'll do that anyway. And
how many goblins can die knowing they killed aking?’

Sowly Wendd lowered hissword. ** What do you want, goblin?’

“Atreaty,’ Jgsad. ‘‘Likeyou havewith thedves.’ Hislip was puffy and split, making his voice sound
funny. **I want you to stop killing us.””

Which was stronger, Jig wondered, the king' s hatred of goblins or his desire to survive? From the fury on
hisface, it wasaclosething.

More and more guards were glancing around, their expressions tense. Even Darnak jumped as awolf
howled nearby.

“*Asif these beastswould listen to you,” Wendel said.

“They’ll ligento him.”” Relka svoice wasweak asachild’'s, and she drooled blood as she spoke.
“*“He'sJg Dragondayer.”’

Jg prayed shewasright. Have Braf get to the drummers and the orcs. Tell themto order a halt.
Don't retreat, but wait for my signal.

There was no answer. Shadowstar? Jg's chest tightened.

Then in the distance, the drumbests changed to adow, steady rhythm, like a heartbeat. The hornsblew a
moment |ater.

Jg was dready moving toward Relka. He could barely fed Shadowstar’s magic anymore, but he
pressed what power he could into her wound.

“*Sire, the goblins—'’ One of the guards stood in the open flap of the tent, gasping for breath. *‘ They’ve
stopped.”’

““How?’ For thefirst time, the hatred had faded dightly from Wendel’ s voice, replaced by genuine
curiogity.

“*The power of Tymalous Shadowstar,” Relka said, holding her necklace.

“*“Who?’ asked Wenddl.

Shadowstar, god of idiot goblins. Jg pinched the skin together, trying to physicaly force the wound to
sedl. What had Relka been thinking? Every time Jig thought he had seen the limits of her madness,
she proved himwrong. Leaping onto a hawk, attacking a king, all in the name of a god who—
Shadowstar’ s laughter, soft and strained, made Jig jump. You think she did that for me?



Ever since | stabbed her, she hasn’t been able to shut up about the glory of Tymalous Shadowstar.

You're a smart one, Jig. For a goblin. Silence followed, long enough that Jg started to wonder if
something had happened. Then Shadowstar said, She could have stayed behind with her dying god.
Instead she went with you. Why do you think she did that?

Because she's crazy!

Another quiet chuckle. Probably.

“*Order the men to withdraw, Father,”” said Genevieve. ** Sign the goblin’ streaty.”

“Your sonsaregone,”’ Darnak said softly. ** Thiswon't bring them back. And losing you and Genevieve
will destroy the queen.”’

Wenddl’ s shoulders dumped. He wiped blood from hisface and nodded. * The cure, goblin.”

What cure? Oh, right. The poison.

““You do have an antidote, don’t you?’ Genevieve sglarerivded Grdl’s.

Keeping one hand on Relka swound, Jig used his other to fish through his cloak. ** Swallow this, and you
should befine”

Theking backed away. Rarely had Jig seen such an expression of horror from anyone, goblin or human.
“It'satoe.”’

““It'sbeen snaked in lizard-fish blood,”” Jig lied. ** Something about their blood countersthe poison.”’
“It'satoe,”” Wendel repeated.

Darnak handed aflask to the king. ** Drink deep, sire. Dwarven a€ s strong enough to mask most any
taste.”’

Jig ignored them. He could fed Relka's muscle repairing itsalf one stirand at atime as Shadowstar’'s
magic trickled from Jig’ sfingertips. He hadn’t even tried to pull the crossbow bolt from her shoulder yet,
but if he could hedl theworst of the damage to her somach, she should survive.

Angry voices outsde the tent made him cringe. At least one belonged to agoblin. What were they doing
here? Hadn't they heard the drums? If they attacked now, everything would fall apart.

Severd of the humans readied their weapons. Both Genevieve and Darnak looked at Jig. He shook his
head. Thiswasn't anything of his planning.

The voices drew closer, and then the tent flgp was flung open. Two figures stood in the blinding sunlight.
“Jg?’ Trok'svoice.

The smdler figure shoved him aside. ** See? Hessafatold you smelly goblin was here! Alwaystrust
scent!”’

CHAPTER 17

Jg had never redized how many people could fit onto the mountainside. He tried not to shiver ashe
glanced around. Kobolds and afew orcs covered the rocky ground. Many of the kobolds watched from
the branches, shoved aside by asmall delegation of orcs. Most of the orcs had aready |eft, claiming the
colder, tredessland higher up the mountainsde. Apparently they liked the snow and wind. It gave them
more opportunity to prove how tough they were. Rumor had it that afew of them had even taken to
diving naked into theicy lake.

Orcswereweird. Or maybe the cold helped with the itching. During the attack at Avery, some of the
orcs had circled around the town, searching for another way in that didn’t involve being flung by atree. In
the process they had trampled through the vines the humans caled poison ivy. They said regular poison
ivy was bad enough, but these vinesgrew on even salil. . . .

The hobgoblins were aready discussing how best to bring the vines back and incorporate them into their
traps.

Goblins crowded by the cave, packed together like picklesin abarrd. Jig grimaced and tried to force
that image from hismind.

A smdler group of hobgoblins stood nearby, scowling and testing their wegpons. Apparently, with Jig
gone and the goblin warriors al dragged away to Avery, the hobgoblins had run wild, looting the lair and
daughtering anyone who dared to chdlenge them. They had tried to do the same thing to Jig and his
companionswhen they findly returned.



Oakbottom had tossed nine hobgoblins down the mountainside before the rest retreated. They retdiated
by loosing some of their tunnel cats.

Bastard and the other wolves had solved that problem. Fortunately, Braf had managed to heal the stump
of Bastard' sleg, and the three-legged wolf was still as mean as ever. Jig just hoped they hadn't
developed ataste for tunnel cats.

For now, the wolves were being kept at asmaler cave farther up the mountain. Jg still needed to figure
out how to feed the beasts. Maybe the hobgoblin chief would donate afew of the warriorswho had
mocked Jig in the past.

Jg cocked hishead, automaticaly silencing histhoughts while he waited for Tyma ous Shadowstar to
rebuke him for such avindictive, goblinlike thought. There was no response. Jig had heard nothing from
hisgod since leaving the king' stent four days ago.

With asigh, he reached down to stroke Smudge, who sat happily in his cage on Jg'sbelt. At least the
wegther had improved since the battle the humanswere cdling **Billa s Fal.”” The snow was gone, and
Jg could stand outside without shivering. Without shivering from the cold, at any rate. He pulled his cloak
tighter, trying not to think about what was about to happen.

“They' recoming,” said Relka

Directly ahead, Princess Genevieve gpproached on foot, followed by Darnak and her retinue of human
soldiers. Her face was flushed from the hike, but she was grinning.

Besde Relka, Gratz was frantically paging through his notes. Dark blue scabs covered hisface and arms
from being trapped benesth Bastard. He was lucky the wolf hadn’t killed him. Jig had worried that Gratz
would try to punish Bastard for hisinjuries, but Gratz had been ddighted. These days, thetrick wasto
get him to stop showing off his*‘war scars.”’

‘Do you remember your lines, sir?’ Gratz asked. ** Protocol dictates that you speak first.”’

Jig glanced at Trok, who made a half-hearted grab for hissword, asif offering to shut Gratz up. Jg
shook his head, then turned his attention to Genevieve and Darnak.

The princesswore anew black tabard, this one trimmed with gold. A thin silver band circled her
forehead. Jig could hear some of the kobolds admiring the crown.

Darnak had brushed hisbeard into twin braids. He carried anew war club of gleaming black wood. If
the kobolds liked Genevieve s crown, they were practicaly faling out of the trees a the sight of

Darnak’ sarmor. Gleaming stedl covered his chest, thighs, and shoulders. Heavy links of mail protected
hisarms and legs. Combined with the bulging pack on his back, Jg was amazed the dwarf could walk at
dl.

Genevieve stopped. Goblins, orcs, and kobolds al began to whisper.

Oh, right. Jig took a step forward. **Welcome, Princess Genevieve, to—'' He swallowed. The other
monstersweren't going to likethis. ** To Goblinshire.”’

Behind him, Braf whispered, *‘ To where?’

There was a sharp thud, like awooden cane smacking agoblin skull. Jig relaxed dightly. He had worried
Grdl wouldn't be ableto makeit.

“Wdl met, goblin,” said Genevieve. With one hand, she dowly pulled her sword from its shezath.

Every monster went silent. Jig could see them reaching for their own weapons. Others searched the
mountainsde. Genevieve hadn't brought enough soldiersto fight, unless thiswas some sort of trap.
Indeed, looking at the stern expression on the princess' face, Jig was hdf tempted to draw hisown
wegpon, even though they had warned him that thiswas coming.

Now was the part where Jig was supposed to knedl and let Genevieve finish abrief ceremony to seal the
treaty. A ceremony that involved Genevieve resting her sword on Jig's shoulder. Right beside his neck.
Where adight tug would dit histhroat.

Gratz coughed and waved his hand, urging Jig forward.

Jg stared at the sword. ** Grell’ sthe chief. Maybe she should be the oneto—""

“*Finish that sentence, and I’ ll have Golakafeed you to your wolves,”” Grell snapped.

Right. Jig dropped to one knee and held his breath. Genevieve had saved hislife, back in the king' stent.
Shewouldn't kill him now.



Theflat of the sword landed on his shoulder, hard enough to bruise.

““In the name of Wendd, King of Adenkar, in recognition for your—'* Genevieve coughed. Her mouth
was quivering, asif sheweretrying not to laugh. ** Y our service to thethrone, | hereby grant thee thetitle
of baron, Lord of Goblinshire and al who dwell in that land. Rise, Baron Jg of Goblinshire.”’

Jgwaited until her sword was back in its scabbard to stand. As he did, Darnak stepped forward,
holding a green ribbon with asilver meddlion. As many times as he had mocked Relka s necklace, this
onewasworse. The medallion had the same ridiculous crest as Genevieve sarmor. Darnak looped it
over Jg'shead like anoose.

In the silence that followed, everyone heard Grell’ s muttered, ** If he thinks he can take my room, Il
grangle him with hisown ribbon.”

Jg turned the medallion over in his hand, studying the boar on the crest. Well, it had nice fangs, if nothing
dse

A few of the human guards clapped their hands together. The noise startled the closest mongtersinto
drawing wesgpons.

““They were applauding,”” Darnak said hadtily. ** To congratulate you. Genevieve ordered them to
applaud, or else she' d be leaving them hereto serveyou.”

From the ook on the humans' faces, they were as unhappy about the whole process as Jig. In order for
thistreaty to be valid, apparently there had to be a baron to oversee the goblins' lands. Jig didn’t know
who had been more horrified, himself or the king. But according to the humans' laws, thiswasthe only
way.

Even now, Jig suspected the king was hard at work rewriting those laws. Just as, from the sound of it, the
other goblinswere hard at work fighting not to laugh.

Darnak unrolled a heavy scroll of lambskin. Wax seals and ribbons decorated the bottom beside the
king' ssignature. Darnak pulled out ablue quill and dipped it into the pot of ink lashed to the strap of his
backpack, then handed the quill to Jig.

Ink splattered the bottom of the treaty as Jig scrawled his name. He returned the quill to Darnak, then
turned to face the other monsters.

“That'sit?’ Braf asked.

““I think s0,”” Jig said. He glanced a Genevieve, then added, ‘‘ They’ ve officidly given us our own
mountain.”’

Genevieve was clearly losing her struggleto avoid laughing in Jg' sface. ** I’ ve convinced my father to
forgo your firgt tax payment, so you won't have to worry about that until midsummer.”

And Jg had thought his stomach couldn’t hurt any worse. ** Tax payment?’

“I'll let you explain that one to the hobgoblin chief,”” Grell said. Shedidn’t bother to hide her
amusement.

““You're aso responsiblefor maintaining order herein . . . Goblinshire,” Genevieve continued. *‘Inthe
case of war, you can be summoned to lead your warriorsto assst in the protection of Adenkar. A
representative of my father’ s court will be by in the next few daysto review your other obligations and
duties”

From her wicked grin, she was aready selecting which human to punish with goblin duty.

Darnak squeezed Jg' sarm. ** Good luck to you, Jig. Goblinshire has afine protector. An unusua one, to
be certain. But you' ve proven yourself aresourceful lad. Don't let your newfound title worry you. Having
lived among goblins and their backstabbing, treacherous ways, you' re far better prepared for politics
than mogt.”’

Apparently that was the end of it. Genevieve pulled out her pipe as she turned to go.

Wheezing laughter turned to coughs behind him. Poor Gréll was laughing so hard her canes barely
supported her. Before Jig could say anything, Trok tugged his deeve.

“*Grell doesn't sound so good,”’ he said, his voice eager. He sounded like a child about to get hisfirst
taste of Golaka sdf soufflé. ** Remember what you promised me.”’

““I remember,”’ Jig snapped. Already other monsters were closing in. Goblins, mostly. But there were
hobgoblins, kobolds, even an orc, dl shoving to be thefirst to talk to him. Jig had asinking feding that



thiswould be hislife for sometimeto come.

“Cratz!”

Gratz snapped to attention. *‘ Yes, Lord Generd, Sr?’

Jgrolled hiseyes. *‘ Ded with them.”” Before Gratz could answer, Jig scurried after Genevieve and
Darnak. ** Princess, wait!”’

Genevieve stopped a short distance down thetrail.

Jg moved uncomfortably close to the human and lowered hisvoice. Y ou haven't told your father the
truth about Barius and Rydind, have you?’

Genevieve shook her head. **What truth? That they were idiots who never should have come here? Even
if | wanted to tdl him, it'sgoing to be along time before he' swilling to ligen to me again.””’

“*Don’t worry yoursdlf too much,” said Darnak. ‘* Once your mother goesto work, she'll bring him
around. She got him to rescind my banishment, didn’'t she? Theway | spoketo him, | half expected he'd
be declaring war on al dwarfkind.”’

“*There are those who would say yourswas a harsher punishment,”” Genevieve said, pulling out her pipe.
“*Removed from the king' s service and given to his daughter.”’

“A crud sentence, to be sure,”” Darnak said, grinning.

Sheturned her attention back to Jig and smiled. ** Besides, aslong as |’ m the only human who knows the
truth, it means | haveyou asafriend.”

“*“What do you mean?’ Jig asked.

“*My brothers are dead. That puts me directly in linefor the throne, once my father passeson.”” Her
fingerstightened. ** If the people learn that the Baron of Goblinshire murdered two human princes, they’ ||
go right back to hunting you goblins down. And that meansyou and | are going to be friendsfor along
time”” Sheflashed agmile. **My family isn't terribly popular these days. I'll need afew friends.”

That was reasoning agoblin could understand. Jg smiled back. *‘ Thanks!™’

Sure, she was manipulating him. But if she wanted to keep manipulating him, she dso had to help keep
him dive. What more could Jig ask?

Heturned to Darnak and said, ** Thanks for healing my tooth.””

““Thank Earthmaker,”” Darnak said, touching hisamulet.

Jg had tried and failed to hedl the broken tooth himsdlf, following hisfight with the king. Hewas ill
adjusting to the everyday scrapes and cuts of life in the mountain. He hadn’t redlized how spoiled he had
become over the past few years.

Darnak poked afinger through Smudge' s cage. ** Y ou take care of your master now, you hear?’
Genevieve shuddered. Apparently humans simply couldn’t appreciate agood spider. ** Come, Darnak.
We vealong ride home.”

Jig waited among the trees and watched them leave. Partly he wanted to make sure none of the mongters
tried to ambush them asthey |eft. Mostly he smply wasn't ready to go back and be abaron. Thiswas
worse than being chief.

““You arranged dl of this, didn't you?’ he asked, staring at the sky. He took off his spectacles and
wiped them on hisshirt. **1 don’t know how, but thisisdl your fault.””

“*Ishe speaking to you again?’

Jgydled and fumbled for hissword. ** Relka?’

She bent to retrieve his spectacles from the mud. **He' s not dead, you know.”’

“*Billathe Bloody stabbed him with agod-killing sword,”” Jg snapped, grabbing his spectacles. ** And
unlike you, Shadowdtar didn’t have adwarf priest around to finish hedling him.”’

According to Braf, Shadowstar had smply . . . disappeared. Braf wasn't sure, but he thought
Shadowstar had said something like *‘1t's good to see you again,”” before he died. Whatever that meant.
Between the drums and the horns and the shouts, Jig suspected Braf had smply misheard.

“*Tymal ous Shadowstar was one of the Forgotten Gods,’” said Relka. 'Y ou saw how the humans and
elves and other *civilized' races couldn’t even remember hisname.”

“Sowhat?’

Relka pointed back toward the lair. * Kobolds and hobgoblins and orcs and goblins, dl living together



without killing each other. Not much, at any rate. A treaty with the humans. A goblin baron.”” She spread
her ams. ** Jg, Shadowstar was civilizing us. That’ swhy he stopped talking to you. It’s not enough that
we ve forgotten him. Not yet, anyway. But it’s enough that we can’t see or hear him anymore.”’

That was the dumbest theory Jig had ever heard. Though it did sound like something Shadowstar might
do.

Could Shadowstar have somehow survived being run through with Isa ssword?** Y ou redlly believe
that?’

“I know it.”’

Relkawasanidiot. Yet the knotsin Jig's ssomach eased alittle. Shadowstar was agod, after al. Jigwas
only agoblin. Who was heto say what could or couldn’t have happened?

“*Relka, when Shadowstar was dying . . . or not dying. When he was back therein the valey. Y ou could
have stayed with him. Instead you came with me. Why—7?" He hesitated, then decided he would need a
few mugs of klak beer before he was ready to ask that question. **Never mind.”’

Jg sared a the meddlion Genevieve had given him. Strange, to think that such an ugly little thing could
stop the humans from killing them. From doing it openly, at least. Thisand his name on a piece of paper
weredl| it took.

“Whereisthis so-called baron?’ That sounded like the hobgoblin chief. Jg turned to see him making his
way down the path, followed by aclearly agitated Gratz. ** Y our idiot goblins have ruined three of our
hunting trgps!™’

“I’'msorry, Lord,” Gratz shouted. **He didn’t want to stand in line, and—""

The hobgoblin drew his sword, and Gratz shut up.

““What did they do to your traps?’ Jig asked.

The hobgoblin's scarred, wrinkled face was a deep yellow, flushed with anger. **Wdll, one of them fell
into our pit and broke hisleg. Another tripped arockdide Charak had been working on. Thethird . . .
well, that wasn't atrap, exactly. By that time, my hobgoblins were abit annoyed. Y our goblin kind of
stumbled onto Renlok’ s spear. Eleven times.””

Before Jig could figure out how to respond, Trok came running down to join them. A hobgoblin with a
scar dong hisface waswith him. Jig recognized Charak, atrgpmaker better known to the goblinsby his
nickname, Slash.

Trok stepped so close to the hobgoblin chief that their chests nearly touched. ** One of your tunndl cats
got into thewolf pensagain! Killed two of my goblinsin the process.””

Gratz cleared histhroat.

“Right.”” Trok jabbed athumb at Jg. ‘* Two of his goblins.”’

Jg groaned. His stomach was bad enough, but now his head was beginning to hurt aswell. If therewas
one thing the hobgoblinswouldn't tolerate, it was an attack against their trained tunndl cats. *“Wasthere
anything left of the cat?’

Sash grinned. *“What makes you think they werefighting?’

Oh. Could tunnel cats and wolves interbreed? That was just what Jig needed, alitter of cross-breeds
running loose in the mountain, eating anyone who got too close.

Jg grabbed Trok by the arm and shoved him toward Sash. ** Go help the hobgoblins retrieve their tunnel
cat.”’ If hewaslucky, maybe the wolf would eat Trok, and he would have one less problem to worry
about. ** Gratz, 9t down with the hobgoblin chief and come up with some regul ations about hunting and
traps.”’

As Jig had hoped, the goblins and hobgoblinsimmediately began to argue with one another, instead of
with him. Only after they had gone did heredize the rest of the monsters had disappeared. The
mountaing de was actudly quiet! Heturned back to Relka. **Where did everybody go?’

“*Golakaand | were working in the kitchens earlier, preparing afew roast hobgoblins. | guess they must
havefinished roasting.”’

Jg'sstomach rumbled at the thought. The hobgoblins might not be too happy about their dead warriors,
but even they couldn’t turn down Golaka’ s cooking. He wondered if barons were entitled to extra

helpings



He turned to head back, then hesitated.

“What isit?’

Jg perked his ears. The trees were empty. He heard nothing but the wind in the branches and the very
distant sound of Trok and the hobgoblin chief shouting a one ancther.

““Nothing,”” hesaid. *‘1 thought . . . nothing.” He must have imagined the faint sound of bellsin the
distance.

He shook hishead. ** Come on, Relka. Let’ s go eat some hobgoblins.”’

Civilized, indeed.



