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CHAPTER ONE
THE CATALYST
 
Jon was walking into trouble. 
Big trouble.
He knew it. 
It had been a hot, humid summer. The birch trees of the surrounding forests helped to provide some shade, but there was no respite from the humidity. A single trickle of sweat inched its way down Jon’s forehead and beaded into a glistening droplet right at the tip of his nose. He raised and shook his head, watching out of the corner of his eye as the droplet flew away, sparkling in the amber light. He and his best friend, Saul, trudged under the westering sun with their heads down, weighted by guilt. They carried a pole, burdened with the carcass of a wild goat, heading home from their hunting trip. 
A trip they hadn’t told their parents about. 
Jon worried his upper lip as he studied Saul’s back. Tall, blond, and muscled, Saul already had more than his fair share of admirers among the girls at the Outpost. 
Maybe we can talk one of those girls into covering for us.
Jon had a sudden visual of his mother’s stormy brows and his father’s disappointed face. He slowed his pace before stopping altogether, heart heavy with the prospect of his impending punishment. He had a sinking feeling there’d be no reprieve.
“Saul, exactly how much trouble do you think we’re gonna be in?”
Saul tugged his end of the pole. “Can’t you walk and talk? I think the grumps will be less mad at us if we make it home before sunset.” 
They resumed their trudging pace.
“We were supposed to be home before sunset three days ago. We told the grumps we’d only be out for a few hours. Do you really think coming home a few minutes early will make that much of a difference?” 
“So we’re a little late.” Saul paused a moment to adjust the strap holding the ax to his back before resuming his pace. “What’s the big deal? We’re trying to make up for it now, aren’t we? That should count for something. And besides, you’ll talk our way out of it. You always do.”
“We meant well.” Jon rehearsed their excuse aloud while fiddling with the nocks of his bow. “We went to the lake to maybe catch some fish. To add to the stew for dinner. But then there were those ducks. And you thought they’d taste better than plain fish in the stew. While stalking the ducks, I spotted the goat tracks. And well, there’s obviously a lot more meat on a goat than even the fattest duck. I mean, I didn’t know goats could run so fast. Or for so long. Did you?” 
Saul shook his head. 
Jon craned his neck to take a better look at the goat, and wondered if it would make an adequate peace offering. The goat seemed so much bigger when he and Saul were chasing it. Jon snuffed the air and frowned. Wait, that’s not how a goat smells. That’s… 
Jon stopped in his tracks again. The frown on his dusky, sweat and dirt-streaked brow deepened.
“Jon, come on! Home is just over the hill. You’re not a bird. Things won’t magically become better if you brood on them.” 
“Do you smell something?” Jon tilted his head, wrinkling his nose and scanning the tree-lined horizon. “Smoke?” 
Saul laughed. “Only you. You need a bath.”
“Like you don’t? You stink as much as I do!” Jon pointed to a slender grey ribbon dancing in a gold-tinged sky. “But really, doesn’t that look like smoke? Over there?” 
“The Outpost!” 
They dropped the goat and ran toward the slim tendrils of smoke. 
* * * *
Two days prior…
 
Logan sat, enjoying the quiet. The pinewood interior of his inn and tavern, with its crisp citrus aroma of wood polish, glowed in the early morning light. The leaves of the twin dogwoods outside made a pleasing lace-like pattern of the sunlight shining through his sparkling windows. His regulars were out in the fields, and the only sounds were the music of bird song and children laughing as they played in the Outpost square just outside. 
He winced at the sound of a heavy thump from the kitchen. 
Oh yes. There is also that. 
The spicy scent of fresh ginger wafting from the open doorway to the kitchen mingled with sharp citrus, tickling his nose.
Logan listened to Arti take her frustrations out on the pulverized shreds of ginger on her cutting board. “I’m going to skin the boy alive.”
THUMP.
“If he dares
to come home with as much as one scratch, just one—”
THUMP.
He winced again. Perhaps it is time for an intervention. He took one last, loving look around his comfortable inn and tavern before heading back to the kitchen to placate his wife. 
“Arti, my love, we want him to come home.”
“The whole night,” Arti said. “He didn’t come home the whole night. He’s fourteen, not twenty. I swear, I’ll skin him alive.” 
Her hand shook, knuckles white around the handle as she swung the cleaver down. 
She’s really scared. 
THUMP.
Logan spared a glance at the shredded leeks and mangled walleye fish beside his wife’s cutting board. Jon loved baked walleye in leek and ginger sauce. Logan decided to change his tactics. 
“You stocked his pack?”
“Yes.” Arti wiped her head with her other hand. “A week’s iron rations, as per Watcher regulations.”
“He’ll be fine. He’s had some Watcher training, and he has supplies. Now put the cleaver down and let me hold you.”
Logan enveloped his diminutive wife in his arms, pulling her close. She leaned against him, but he knew the cleaver remained in her white-knuckled grip. Her heart beat fast against his chest. Logan bent his head to the crown of Arti’s head, trying to draw some of her fear into himself. 
He inhaled the cleansing fragrance of fresh, crushed ginger, mingled with the mild onion scent of leeks perfuming her dark hair. Pulling away when her heartbeat slowed and some of the tension flowed out of her frame, Logan picked stray fragments of ginger and leek from her curls, a rueful smile on his rotund face. He was about to bring up the fact Jon was with Saul when he recalled the two of them tended to get in worse trouble together than when they were apart. 
The couple jumped as the kitchen door leading from the herb garden slammed open. A burly older man with the thick arms of a blacksmith stood outside, his bushy eyebrows beetled in a scowl.
Logan took a step towards him. “Geoff, what’s–?”
“Goblins!” Geoff said in his baritone.
Goblins? But they haven’t been south of the border in over a thousand years!
“Karin’s out there.” Geoff’s wide nostrils flared. “She can’t stall them for long, they’ve got the children!” 
“The boys–?” Arti said.
Both men glanced at their discreetly tattooed Watcher marks. “They’re fine. Come quick.”
Arti’s cleaver clattered to the cutting board as the trio took off. Logan grabbed and tossed Arti a stout piece from the woodpile as they dashed past. She caught the stick in a single, graceful motion, without breaking her stride. Logan knew Arti wished she equipped herself with her twin daggers this morning. 
They turned the corner, and ran towards the square. Fourteen years of nothing, and now this? He shared a glance with his wife. Thank God, the boys are gone. A surge of relief mingled with a growing sense of bloodlust.
A curious combination. 
They stopped short when they neared the Outpost square. Dark figures gathered in a ragged row before the Outpost well, grunting and squealing with twisted glee. From behind the front line came a muffled squeak as Talitha, one of the children, tried to cry out, only to be cut off by a gnarled paw over her mouth. 
He felt an incongruous a touch of amusement at Talitha’s spirited attempt to kick her goblin captor’s knee. Fearless, that child. 
Arti brushed against his forearm, glanced at the small overturned terracotta flowerpot, and stepped away. Logan nodded his assent. Arti’s right. They didn’t want Jon or Saul mixed up with this. They’d handle it.
After a short scuffle, six goblins shuffled through, each dragging a wriggling, frightened child. With one hand, they held their charges across the chest. Their other hand clutched long, serrated daggers to the children’s throats. 
“Men on left. Women on right,” a goblin trooper said. 
Logan took a quick headcount while he shuffled into the line. Thirty goblins, including the officer.
Keeping his head down, he flicked his gaze at the troopers. Lightly armed, leather armor. Their officer’s probably the taller, bigger built one. The one with better armor. Might be a bit more problematic than the average trooper. Against four Watchers. His eyes narrowed. Tough odds, but not impossible. Although they’d likely lose some civilians. 
He risked an inquiring glance at Geoff. He gave a barely discernible shake. No. No civilian casualties. Not if they could help it. Arti dropped her wooden stick to the dust, breath hissing between clenched teeth. Logan forced his own breathing to slow, to rein in the bloodlust. A familiar coldness washed through his mind as he regained control. Discipline learned through years of being a Field Watcher.
“She’s not here, Captain,” a goblin trooper said.
She? So they weren’t the real target. 
The goblin captain jerked his head at them. Four goblin troopers approached, bearing iron shackles that clanked with their every step. They put Logan, Geoff and the rest of the men in chains. 
“Some humes missing, sir.” The trooper sniffed the air. “Two immature males, about a day away. Pursue?”
“No. Let them be bait,” the goblin captain said. “Burn this place.” 
“Shall we pull that down?” The trooper indicated the stone-built smithy. 
The goblin captain shook his head. “Takes too long. Everything else goes.” He took one last glance at the Outpost. “Put the immature humes on the wagon. Then move out.”
Burn down his inn? Logan snorted. I’d like to see them try. 
* * * *
As he reached the top of the small hill overlooking their home, Jon heard none of the usual noise and chaos that came with a group of people working at cross-purposes to put out a fire. Quelling the surge of fear in his belly, he raced down the hill.
Jon skidded to a stop once he reached the bottom. “Where is everybody?” His stomach gave another sickening lurch.
He studied the deserted, smoldering Outpost. Everything but the inn and smithy was gone. While the roof of was smoking, the tavern itself was still intact. Jon approached his father’s inn with slow, measured pace. The roof was thatch just like all the other cottages. So why is it still standing?
“What should we do now? What happened here? Why has everything burned?” Saul wandered around the Outpost square. 
Jon stood still and watched the slender tendrils of smoke from the inn roof dwindle, before dying altogether. 
It shouldn’t do that. 
His eyes drifted down from the roof and rested on an upside down, moss-covered, terracotta flowerpot in front of the inn. Jon hurried to the pot, a knot of fear in his heart. Breathing hard, he crouched down and turned it over. Three smooth pebbles of rose-veined quartz, arranged at the corners of an equilateral triangle. 
Their special code. The grumps were fine, and didn’t want him to pursue this. But where were they? And what happened? 
“Jon! Come look at this.” 
Looking up, Jon spotted Saul examining the ground by the well at the other side of the dusty square.
Just then, the sky turned dark. The refreshing splattering of raindrops on his hot, sweaty head was pure bliss. Jon rose from his haunches and jogged across the square. He was thoroughly soaked within moments, as the light sprinkling turned into a deluge. 
Saul growled with frustration as Jon reached his side. “This stupid rain! Jon, I swear there were some weird tracks here. I’ve never seen tracks like these before.”
Jon sank to the ground and sat back to back with Saul by the well, watching the summer downpour drown the last of the smoking, ruined heaps. The rain washed away the acrid stench of burned wood, replacing the odor with the pleasing, clean scent of the wilderness and green and growing things. He breathed in the cooled summer air, savoring it. Even the mud that soaked into his leggings was wonderfully refreshing. 
“Jon, you don’t think this could be one of the grumps’ little pranks, do you?” 
“You mean like when my Dad lowered us into the well and then took away the ladder?” 
Saul tapped his chin with his forefinger. “Or when we went on that camping trip after our Nameday celebrations.” He paused a moment and shook his head. “But the grumps stayed at the top of the well as we were climbing back up. And after the camping trip, we found out that they had been watching us the whole way home, even though we thought they left.” 
Jon bit his upper lip. “I know what you mean. This doesn’t feel like a joke. But,” his voice dropped to a whisper. “I also feel someone watching us. Do you?” 
Saul nodded. “Okay, if this is one of their little pranks, what would they expect us to do next?” 
“Maybe we should look around and see what we can find?” 
Jon got up and brushed the worst of the mud from his sopping clothes the best he could, just in case the grumps really were watching. Then he and Saul split up and searched the Outpost, calling out the names of their family, friends, and neighbors. Theirs was a small settlement, comprised mainly of the smithy, the inn, and a few simple cottages the other settlers built for shelter. They returned to the well in short order. 
“No signs of anything as far as I can tell,” Jon said, his voice thoughtful and his face expressionless. “Well, aside from the smoke earlier. But then, that rain washed everything away.”
“I couldn’t find anything either.” Saul paced back and forth, his eyes darting to random points at the ruined Outpost. “My dad’s smithy is neat, like usual.”
“I checked the flowerpot. Seems like they want me to stay put. Did yours say the same thing?”
Saul stopped, studied his face for a moment, and nodded. 
“And the other people’s cottages are all burned flat.” Brows furrowed, Jon scanned the ruined Outpost. “This definitely doesn’t seem like one of the grumps little jokes.”
“What happened here?” Saul resumed pacing. “We weren’t gone that long.”
Jon’s stomach growled. Saul’s stomach replied by growling in sympathy. 
“We need to get some food.” Jon rubbed his belly.
“How could you think of food at a time like this?”
“Let’s see.” Jon ticked the points off with his fingers. “We’re hungry, it’s getting dark, the grumps want us to stay put and there’s nothing we could do for now. So why not get something to eat?” 
“Okay. Got it. Well,” Saul sighed, “we still have our rations.” 
Tasteless peanuts, crackers, and raisins. They’d been living on iron rations for the past three days. Jon surveyed the Outpost, hoping to find an alternative, any alternative, to yet more peanuts, crackers, and raisins. Their settlement was more a trading Outpost than a farming community, so most people grew mainly herbs and aromatics in their garden plots. While a few settlers did try to grow some crops, they’ve mostly been burned to ash. I was so hoping for goat stew. Wait, the goat –
“Well, there is the fat goat we left back there.” Jon grunted as he stretched to ease his aching muscles. “Come on, either we get moving or we starve to death.”
“‘Starve to death’? Oh, you’re always sooo dramatic.” Saul rolled his eyes. “Do you even know how to cut and cook the meat? Because I don’t. I mean, that’s a whole goat back there.” 
“Well, you know how to start a fire, and I have my dagger. How hard can it be?” Jon said with an optimistic smile.
 



CHAPTER TWO
A CHANCE ENCOUNTER
 
It was fully dark by the time they trudged their way back over the top of the hill. The rain stopped and Jon was, once again, hot and sweaty. A half-moon peeked over the forest canopy in the clear, star-strewn sky, bathing the landscape in her pearly light. The night was too quiet, absent of the usual hoots of the owls, the song of the cicadas, or rustlings of nocturnal animals in the flowering blackberry bushes lining the path. 
Jon was thinking about the missing grumps, pitying himself for his rumbling stomach and his muddied leggings were chaffing when he heard a low, menacing growl underscore the unnatural silence of the night. 
A pack of wolves blocked their path. The moonlight glinted gold in their eyes as they moved to flank the boys. Jon unslung his bow and nocked an arrow with sweaty hands, wondering how useful his weapon would be in such close quarters. Saul waved his axe to and fro as he assumed the fighter’s stance. The boys stood back to back along the path so they could watch each other’s blind spots, as their fathers taught them.
“Jon, I think we’re seriously outnumbered here. I see five of them.”
“Really?” Jon detected the faintest note of fear in Saul’s voice. “I see seven. You missed those two in the bushes.” 
Jon flicked his attention over the shadowy forest, exhaustion falling away like a discarded cloak as adrenaline surged, refreshing his limbs. A familiar coldness washed over his mind, while the sound of his heartbeat echoed in his ears. Stay calm. Panic will kill us. He was weighing the relative benefits of fighting or running away when he caught a slight movement in from the corner of his eyes.
“Actually, there are nine of us,” a high, piping voice said from the darkness. “You both miscounted.” The stranger snorted. “I thought boys are supposed to be good
hunters.” 
Saul jumped. “Who’re you?” 
“Since I’m with the pack of ferocious wolves, I think I should ask the questions.” A slight, hooded figure, no taller than they were, stepped out of the shadows and into a pool of moonlight. Jon’s eyes narrowed as he calculated their odds. Fight or flight?
“You’re outnumbered,” the stranger said. 
Her voice sounds like a girl’s. 
“And my friends will hurt you if you try to fight. Don’t bother to run. You can’t outrun a pack of wolves. Especially a pack of wolves guided by me. Answer my question. Do you mean to hurt us?”
She’s got us surrounded, and she wants to know if we plan to hurt her? 
“Umm,” Saul said. “We don’t mean anyone any harm.”
Jon nodded down the trail. “We left our kill when we spotted the smoke at the Outpost.” 
“You mean the goat back up the path? I’m sorry. The pack already ate most of it.”
“What? We took two days to track down that goat,” Saul said.
“Well, it was just lying there! It’s not like you put your names on it.” 
“The goat could’ve fed us for a week, at least,” Saul said. 
“So, to be clear,” her treble voice shook. “You aren’t with the band of goblins who burned down the Outpost?”
“No,” Jon said. We can’t agitate her. He took deep breath to calm his racing heart. Her shoulders were tense and hunched close to her face; her fists clenched at her side. Who is she? What is she? I should keep her talking. Maybe we’ll learn something.
“A band of goblins?” Saul smacked Jon’s arm with his hand. “I told you those tracks were weird.” He turned to the cloaked figure. “But I thought they were extinct. Or mythical. Or…what was it Master Bobbits said about goblins in class?” 
Jon ground his teeth at Saul’s babble. He’s starting to panic. Even more reason for me to keep cool. Keeping his eyes trained on the hooded figure, Jon returned his arrow to his quiver with slow deliberation, before putting a reassuring hand on Saul’s arm.
A snow-white wolf emerged from the shadows and padded boldly up to the boys. The moonlight turned its luxurious coat into molten silver. Both he and Saul froze in place as it sniffed them and then returned to the side of the cloaked figure. It lifted its head, showing the characteristic pink eyes of an albino. 
The stranger reached down to pet the wolf, her hand small with slender, ringless, nail-bitten fingers.
A child, then? But what kind of kid hangs out with wolves?
One of the wolves growled. Saul jumped back in alarm. Jon tightened his grip. Saul needed to stay calm.
“My friend says you smell like you’re telling the truth.” She cocked her head. “You really mean us no harm.” She unclenched her fists. The stiff set of her shoulders relaxed. “I was being rude, wasn’t I? Mother said I mustn’t be rude. I’m sorry. My name is Anya, what are—” 
Saul adjusted his grip on his axe. “Did you see what happened to any of the villagers? The Outpost was completely deserted.”
“The goblins took them along as prisoners.” 
Saul shook Jon’s hand off his arm. “Which way did they go? How long ago? Was everyone all right? Did anyone get hurt?” Saul turned to Jon. “We have to hurry and rescue them before their trail gets cold!” 
“Wait, you guys look dead on your feet. How about we rest for the night? I can ask my friends to hunt you some dinner, and we can start fresh tomorrow.” Anya nodded to the pack. One of the wolves padded into the darkness. 
“But the trail—” Saul said.
Her tone grew sharp. “How won-der-ful a tracker do you think you’d be when you faint from exhaustion?” Anya waved her hand in dismissal. “Anyway, a few of us followed the goblins after they left your Outpost. They don’t seem to be in much of a hurry, at least according to the Howl. So we should have no problems catching up to them in a day or two.” 
She paused and tilted her head Saul. “That is unless somebody insists on playing the hero and falls sick or something, and slows everybody down.” Anya spun away from them both and walked into the darkness. “Come on, then. We can’t stay gabbing here all night.”
The wolves herded the reluctant boys along, with Anya and the albino wolf in the lead. She led them to an animal trail hidden from the main path by a small copse of trees. 
“The Howl?” Jon said.
“It’s how we talk when we have to split up.” 
“We?” Saul said. He looked at the wolves, before tightening his grip on his axe.
Anya’s small frame, only erratically limned in moonlight, weaved, ducked, and bobbed as she charged on ahead. Jon cussed the night air blue whenever he walked into blackberry bushes, stumbled over various exposed tree roots, and found his face whipped by errant birch branches, teeming with insect life. Suppressed giggles occasionally floated back to his ears at each utterance of a particularly colorful oath. 
“You know you live in some really weird buildings?” Anya’s small frame bobbed. 
“Huh? Aaah, scat,” Jon said. His foot landed in yet another hole.
“Was there scat in that hole too?” Anya asked, innocence personified. 
Jon glowered in furious silence, albeit uselessly since Anya hadn’t even bothered to turn around. He imagined shooting tiny little pinpricks in her direction. That never worked before, but this time, given the strength of his current resentment, it just might. Girls are so annoying! Wait, I mustn’t lose my temper. Jon smoothed his brows. He ran his fingers over his abused shin, to make sure he wasn’t scrapped too badly, before continuing on his way.
“That last building? Wouldn’t have burned down,” Anya said, her vague form ducking.
Having learned his lesson, Jon bent his knees as far down as they would go. He stretched his arms out directly in front of him for balance, and then waddled on in a half-squat. Might look a bit silly, but he thought it was much too dark for anyone to notice anything anyway. Especially under all these trees.
A familiar giggle floated from in front of him.
“Why not? Pthwah—” Saul said as he spat out leaves, twigs, and various insects that a birch branch stuffed into his mouth. 
Jon straightened from his crouch in the darkness, grinning. His grin faded when he realized Anya did that on purpose. He knew she did. She could’ve really hurt them, but all she did was let them walk into a few holes and bushes, and let branches hit their faces. Just because she obviously thought it was be funny. Whatever she might be, Jon started to think she might not be so dangerous. Irritating? Yes. Like all the girls at the Outpost. But dangerous? Maybe not.
“Well,” Anya said. “The inn’s protected by magic wards against fire, even magical fire. Also against floods and earthquakes. Quite a nifty bit of magic. Expensive. The combination is tricky to get right.”
Jon increased his pace, making sure to stay out of range as he listened to Saul spit what he guessed was local vegetation and insect life out of his mouth. “What?” 
“I know,” Anya said. “I thought the wards were a bit paranoid too. This isn’t flood or earthquake country. Surprised the inn wasn’t dragon-proofed though.”
“Dragon-proofed?” Jon said, a note of disbelief in his voice. Okay, first goblins, now dragons? What have we gotten ourselves into?

“Ah! Here we are,” Anya said. 
They reached a small clearing at the end of the trail. She walked with perfect confidence across the clearing to the pile of firewood, neatly ringed by stones, and knelt down to start a fire. The boys stopped at the very edge of the campsite. A wolf padded toward them from the opposite side, dropped a few dead rabbits at their feet, went over to Anya, and laid down next to her. Anya scratched the wolf’s head. The animal licked her hand and then settled down to doze in front of the campfire. 
“Sorry, boys. My friends can help with the hunting, but not with the cleaning or the skinning. At least, not unless you don’t mind lupine drool all over your dinner. And they definitely don’t cook. They lack opposable thumbs, among other things. But hey, I started the fire for you.” Anya smiled. 
Her eyeteeth glinted in the firelight as she shrugged, spread her cloak over the ground, and sat down. Anya seemed no older than he was. Her blank eyes shimmered silver by the reddish-golden light of the campfire. 
Anya was blind.
 



CHAPTER THREE
PLAYING WITH GYPSIES IN THE WOOD
 
Saul grabbed Jon’s shoulder and, turning both their backs on Anya, scooted as far away from the fire as the wolf pack allowed. “Grandma, what big teeth you have.” 
“So a werewolf, you think?” Jon pulled his lower lip with his fingers. “Makes sense. She said ‘we’. Those wolves seem awfully tame around her, and far too comfortable this close to a fire. Definitely not normal wolf behavior.” He scanned the clearing. She’s right.
The odds are stacked too high against us. We can’t fight them all and hope to win. Should we run? He pulled his lip again.
“Maybe a witch, with those eyes. Or a vampire.”
“Who’s ever heard of a blind vampire?” Jon said, snapped out of his reverie by Saul’s last comment.
Saul shrugged. “Aren’t bats blind? Don’t vampires turn into bats? And what about the dragon proofing? Also, did you notice her eyes?” He shook Jon’s arm. “How come she knows where to go if she is blind? Actually, how come she sees even better than we do when she is blind? And why are you so calm? And quiet?”
“Saul, you’re babbling.” Jon worried his lip again. No, too dark. And they can see better than we can. So now what?
“You know,” Anya said, her eyebrow arched, “aside from the eyes and teeth, I also happen to not be deaf. Did your mothers never teach you that in polite society, it’s considered rude to stare? And to gossip about your hostess?” She shook her head in seeming disbelief. “Now, how about you put down those weapons and fix your dinner? Then we can sit and talk like civilized people. I can even offer you some salt.” A smile lit her face.
Jon hesitated for a moment. What does she want? Perhaps if we can get her to relax, she’ll talk. He sighed, bent to pick up the rabbits, and walked toward the campfire. 
“What’re you doing?” Saul said, running to catch up. 
What can I safely say aloud?
“Well, what’re our options?” Jon said. “Might be different for you, but I’m tired and hungry. And you heard her. We can’t fight or outrun them.” Jon unslung his pack and began rooting around. “So we might as well eat. Even if she does decide to kill us later, at least our bellies will be full.” 
“And you believe what she said? You think we can trust her?”
“Actually,” Jon said after a moment’s pause. “Yes. Yes, I do.” 
If she wanted to, she’d have killed us by now. 
“Trust me,” Jon said looking straight into Saul’s blue-grey eyes. Saul took a deep breath and then nodded, absolute trust on every line of his face. 
It had been that way between them for as long as Jon could remember. 
“Wonderful. So glad you’ve decided to stop talking about me as if I’m not here.” There was an odd, flat note in her voice.
Jon’s face warmed with shame, and he caught Saul also flushing with embarrassment. She was right. Their parents had taught them better manners. He sat and took a small dagger out of his pack. The dagger and his bow were his pride and joy. Jon received them as presents from his parents on his last Nameday. While he couldn’t think of a name for his bow, he christened his blade The Annihilator. His father dubbed it The Squirrel Slayer. After his howls of protest, they compromised by calling it The Slayer. His smile at the fond memory faded. What did the goblins want with Dad? Or with the rest of the villagers, for that matter? 
“You know,” Anya’s voice derailed his train of thought, “your dagger stinks of magic.” 
“Huh?” Jon looked up from the rabbits, confused.
She was picking twigs out of her frizzy dark hair. The albino wolf looked up at her with its pink eyes in adoration. Or at least, Jon thought so. “Your axe too, by the way.” Anya paused and looked at them in turn. “Your people are not spell casters, are they? Or Watchers?” 
“No. What’re Watchers? My dad runs the tavern and the inn.”
“And my dad is the blacksmith,” Saul said, studying his axe intently by the light of the campfire.
“Maybe your mothers are Watchers? Or spell casters?”
“My mum cooks for my Dad’s inn,” Jon said.
“My mum knits. What are Watchers?”
“Even in summer?” Anya said, a note of disbelief in her piping voice. 
“She likes to knit,” Saul said, finally sitting down next to Jon by the fire. “And what are Watchers?”
“Huh. Anyway, as long as you keep those weapons close, they’ll tell somebody if you’ve been hurt.”
The boys looked at the multitude of minor scratches and bruises decorating their arms and legs.
“Well, if you’re seriously hurt.”
“Tell who?” Jon said. 
“How should I know?” 
“And what are Watchers?” Saul said, a mulish cast on his face.
“If you don’t know,” Anya shrugged, “then you don’t need to know.” She returned to grooming her hair.
Jon rolled his eyes, sighed, and proceeded to skin and clean the rabbits.
“You’re cooking?” Saul said. “Have you ever cooked anything before?”
“Nope. But the last time you decided to cook, the eggs exploded and we were grounded for a month,” Jon said. “So yes, I am cooking.”
“Eggs exploding?” Anya’s blank eyes widened in bewilderment. “How?”
“Look,” Saul said. “Like I tried to explain to the grumps, it wasn’t entirely my fault. I was conducting an experiment.” 
Anya’s lips twitched into an expectant smile. “Grumps?”
“Grown-ups,” Jon answered in unison with Saul.
“We were supposed to cook lunch for all the fathers in the Outpost.” He turned to Saul. “You remember? Our mums wanted no part of the lunch we fixed. I wonder if they had an inkling of how things would turn out.” He shook his head as he skewered the cleaned rabbits before putting them on the fire. 
Anya leaned back on her elbows, legs outstretched. “Well?” She canted her head to a side as the smile on her lips widened. “Don’t tease. Tell the story. Please?”
Jon concentrated on the roasting rabbits. Good, she’s relaxing.
“We were running late,” Saul said, “so I came up with an idea to cook and serve as many eggs as possible in a very short time.”
Jon smiled. “His idea was to stick all two dozen eggs, shells and all, into his father’s forge. We pulled them out when we thought they were done. Then, before you know it… Ka-blooey! Molten egg goo and shell shrapnel everywhere.” 
“It took us all week to scrub everything down,” Saul said. “And how we stank! Ooh…The stench lingered for days and days and days. Sleeping in the shed was not fun.”
“So, now that dinner is cooking and you probably know more about us than you really want to, let’s be properly introduced. My name is Jon, and this is Saul.” He gave Anya an expectant look. “We are humans.” 
“I suppose that’s my cue.” Anya sat up. “I am Anya, and these are my friends.” She nodded at the wolves lounging in the clearing, basking in the warmth of the campfire. She hesitated for a moment, chewing on her lower lip. “I am a cyrion.” 
“Huh?” Saul said, leaning forward, confusion on his face, and his hands, nowhere close to his axe. 
Oh no! Saul’s letting his guard down. Jon’s eyes widened in alarm. The aroma of roasting meat filled the night air. He poked at the rabbits while racking his brain on how to get Saul attention without attracting Anya’s. 
She heaved a sigh and lolled her head back. “A cyrion, a wai ren? A shapeshifter? A forastero? Just stop me when something sounds familiar.”
“Anya,” Saul said, “in plain Common Tongue. Please.” Jon tried to give Saul a warning glance, which he failed to notice.
“Do you guys learn history in school? You do go to school, right?” Anya said. 
“Yes, we go to school! We learn reading and writing and math,” Saul said.
“Also hunting, brewing, fishing, and smithing, but not cooking,” Jon said while turning the rabbits on their spits. He arched his eyebrows and shot a warning glance at his friend. 
Saul finally noticed. He pressed his lips together and then stared at the ground, an almost imperceptible frown on his face. 
Anya nodded her head. “And not history. Okay, I understand.” 
“We just want to ask,” Saul said, still studying the ground, “if you are likely to perhaps…drink our blood later tonight? Or snack on us, or turn us into frogs, even. I think I can speak for both of us when I say that we…we like our current shape and…and species. I’m not a fan of reptiles or amphibians or insects, unless I eat them, not that I eat insects. I mean I did eat some earlier. But you know, not intentionally or…err… Anyway, you know what? I’m a big fan of being human and—”
“Saul, you’re babbling again.” 
Anya pursed her lips. “Well, I can probably do the first two, but I can only shift myself into a frog.” 
Jon scooted back in alarm and tightened his grip on the Slayer. 
“But I wouldn’t do any of those things to you. You’re both fun. I don’t want to hurt either of you.”
Jon relaxed. I was right. She might be irritating. But not dangerous.
“Being a cyrion, I can take on the shapes of a lot of things, but mostly animals. I prefer wolves,” Anya scratched the silvery head of the albino wolf lying next to her. “I can also…reach…into their minds and make certain…suggestions.”
He nodded his head in understanding. “Like hunting—but not eating—a few rabbits.” The beginnings of an idea emerged in his head.
“Or gathering firewood,” added Saul. 
“Exactly. There are limits on what I can suggest, of course. For instance, I can’t suggest they’ve suddenly developed the ability to fly, and should therefore fling themselves off the nearest high cliff. I’d never do such a thing. I’d never hurt my friends.” She nuzzled her closest lupine friend. “I can also borrow their sense of smell or their sight, which makes my blindness almost a non-issue.”
“Back there, on the trail,” Jon said, “you let us trip and fall on purpose, didn’t you? That really hurt.”
“Don’t be such a baby. You ducked the last branch,” Anya said, a puckish smile on her face. “Besides, I thought you were funny.” 
“I wonder how many shapeshifters are hiding in plain sight?” Saul said.
“I prefer the term cyrion, and actually, there aren’t very many of us. Your rabbits are burning.”
Jon pulled his smoldering stick of half-burned rabbit from the fire in dismay. Lips twitching into an involuntary smile, he watched Saul bite into the first, still-smoking morsel of meat. 
A split second before he did the very same thing. 
Wait!
Too late. 
All thoughts fled from Jon’s mind as what felt like a swarm of raging bees was unleashed in his mouth. Blinking back tears of pain, he spat the morsel out and dug frantically into his pack for a water skin. Or raisins. Or peanuts. Even disgusting stale crackers.
Anything to calm his firestorm of agony. 
Jon pulled off the stopper and upended the water skin over his face, his jaws wide open. He barely noticed a bag bouncing off his head, of it splitting open, and the brief shower of raisins that followed. All Jon cared about was that the fire inside his mouth had been put out. 
He sat back on his haunches, water skin depleted. 
Saul was still tossing his pack, looking for his water skin, inarticulate with pain. 
Anya sighed. “Well, at least one part of you is clean.” She tossed Saul her water skin. 
Still hissing with pain, Saul uncapped it before upending the canister into his mouth. 
“Better?”
Both boys nodded. Saul made some effort to brush off the odd leaf and twig that clung to his skewer. They returned to their dinner.
“About reaching,” Jon said. “Does this mean that you can get inside our minds and make us do things?” His eyes narrowed with curiosity. “Are you doing so right now?”
“No, of course not! You’re talking about mind control and that’s immoral!” 
Jon pursed his lips and stared into the campfire for a few moments. “But you could?” 
“Yes. But Mother always said it ‘displays an appalling lack of respect for our fellow living beings’. I’m not sure what she meant exactly, but I think mind control is rude. No.” Anya shook her head. “I suggest and advise. I never command nor coerce. That is wrong.”
“Well,” Jon said, his eyebrow arching, “do you feel the same way about, say… goblins?” 
Anya leaned back and tilted her head up to the star-strewn sky. “No. I’ve tried. Didn’t work. The books I’ve read warned against trying to reach goblins. But I did it anyway. When I was trying to reach into a goblin’s mind…I felt like I was lost in an endless, fog-bound labyrinth. I almost couldn’t find my way back out.” 
“Well.” Jon sighed. “Then there is no way you’re doing that again. Back to square one.” 
“If you knew it was dangerous,” Saul leaned forward, his voice rising, “why’d you even try it? That was reckless even by my standards!” 
“It was the only thing I could think to do! They were putting people in chains and torching whole villages at a time! You think your little Outpost was the first? Not by a long shot!”
Anya rose from the ground in a single fluid movement. “We’re tracking a relatively small band of goblins. They’re lightly armored and armed with nothing worse than daggers and clubs.” She ticked off the points with her fingers as she paced.
“There are many other, bigger, better-armed, and armored bands roaming the North. In fact, there’s a much larger band just a little further up North, transporting an even larger group of human prisoners past the Wolf-rider settlements in the Northern Reaches for God only knows what unholy reason!” 
The albino wolf sat up and whined. 
“So, when you both are done with your dinner, I suggest we turn in and get an early start tomorrow. If you’re serious about rescuing your family, we have to do it before they reach the main group, because once they do,” she shook her head with ominous gravity, “we’d have no chance at all of succeeding.”
* * * *
Anya turned her head toward the snap and crackle of their dying campfire as heat exploded pockets of sap trapped within the wood. Must remember to add more before I turn in. In silence, she watched the human boys sleep by the light of the moon. 
The large blond one, named Saul, snored. He lay spread-eagled on his back, with the camp blanket tangled around his legs. The dark-skinned smaller one called Jon was on his side, one hand tucked under his cheek and the other resting on the hilt of his enchanted dagger. Anya didn’t tire of watching them because their humanity reminded her of Mother.
Well, maybe not in terms of manners. At least, not Saul. Although Jon was entirely too controlled for her liking.
He needed to loosen up more, in her opinion. Maybe she could teach him that. And in return, he can teach me about controlling myself.
She drew her knees to her chest and hunched her shoulders. Eyes squeezed shut, she summoned memories of the last place she could truly call home. To the casual observer, home was a small limestone cave set on the side of large hill, deep in the forests, beyond the reach
of most game trails. The narrow cave entrance was half-hidden by masses of trailing vines and curtains of moss. 
Only she and her parents knew of the false wall at the back of the cave. Past the false wall and through a twisting rock-lined passage that smelled of fertile earth, was the real main chamber. A familiar wave of homesickness washed through her. Her father’s enchanted mirrors made the natural light skip and dance throughout the cave, as though it was something truly alive. The kitchen and dining room were to the right of the entrance passageway, while the sleeping and cleansing quarters were across, on the other side of the central chamber. 
To the left was her mother’s marvelous study, with its numerous dusty tomes, written in a babble of languages. Anya could almost hear her mother’s chiding voice when she balked at reading yet more books. Knowledge is power you can use. The more you read, the more you know. And the more you know, the more you can use. Keep reading, lovely one.
When that inevitably failed, her mother would bribe her to keep reading for “just another hour” with sweet treats. From raspberry-laced sweetened iced creams, to syrup-glazed sour cherry tarts. Her mother’s sure-fire bribe was cake made with her precious hoard of cane sugar, covered by a paste made of roasted almonds, finely ground and mixed with honey, and studded with candied quince. Anya’s eyes burned with unshed tears. Her mother passed away over a century ago. She still missed her every day. 
Mother, look. I’ve made friends. Human friends. Just like you. You’ll like them. I did exactly like you taught me. Although I haven’t met another cyrion in all my years of wandering. We cyrions are cursed with long lifespans. You were right about that. Especially if I truly am the last of my kind. 
I offered these human boys hospitality and a safe place to rest their heads. Their families must be nice also. You always said children reflect their upbringing. I’m sure their families are proud of them. I’ve kept control and tried to conduct myself well. Have I made you proud? I think I have. 
Anya’s brows furrowed and her eyes snapped open. The boys’ families! So many human settlements burned to charred husks by the goblins and then left populated by naught but ghosts. The goblins’ targets were always isolated, always with no one left behind to report to the kings or barons. Or whoever is currently in charge. Even nosy Watchers. 
She bit her upper lip. What are the goblins up to? What made them finally leave their stronghold in the frozen north? And why do they need so many captives? 
Her head jerked up—someone was watching. She reached into members of her pack on guard duty, inquiring if anyone was around. 
No, no one is. 
The wolves smelled nothing but the usual forest fauna. Well, they also scented the goblins. Not unusual. The whole place stinks of goblin. 
The albino wolf beside her woofed. Anya guided its lupine eyes upward and realized how low the moon was in the night sky. Getting late. It’s only a few hours until dawn and I need to get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be a very busy day. She laid down on the ground, cuddled the wolf, and dropped off into a deep, restful sleep.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
THE CHASE. A PLAN EMERGES
 
The wolves’ howls unnerved Jon at first. Then he learned to tune out the lupine version of jungle drums as the day wore on. They spent most of the following day trying to keep up with Anya and her pack. Ten paces of brisk walking, followed by ten paces at a jog, then ten paces at a dead run, over and over until Anya called for a halt. During their breaks, they grabbed a few bites of cold leftover rabbit and a few swallows of water before setting off yet again. The pack loped ahead and alongside them, teeth flashing as their tongues lolled. 
Jon had the distinct sense they were laughing at him. 
Despite her petite size and delicate frame, Anya not only kept up with them, she found the breath to tell them what she knew about goblins. Goblins had a good sense of smell, even better than wolves. They also spoke the Common Tongue, in addition to being deceptively strong and fast. 
Anya called for a halt before moonrise. Jon collapsed, panting on the grass. The expression on Saul’s red, sweat-streaked face mirrored his own gratitude for the respite. 
“We can rest here for a bit,” Anya said in a terse voice. “I need to…do something. Whatever happens, please don’t panic. Actually, just don’t make a sound.” 
Her lupine shadow, the albino wolf Jon privately called Minari, settled down next to her. Anya sank onto the dry, brittle summer grass; cross-legged, and her back ramrod straight. She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing until it seemed to stop completely. 
Saul tilted his head at Jon, a puzzled frown on his face. Jon shrugged. He licked his forefinger, silently apologized to Anya for the state of his breath, and placed it just under her nose for a few minutes. Faint, warm exhalations cooled his damp finger. He nodded at Saul. Still breathing. Saul sagged with obvious relief. The boys quietly moved to either side of her, bracing themselves to catch her in case she fell. Jon’s arms and legs were beginning to cramp when Anya finally relaxed and came out of her trance.
She jerked her head back, and Minari studied both of them in turn. “What do you think you’re doing?” She flicked her hands with impatience as Jon started to explain. “Shush and follow us.”
With Minari in the lead, they went to a hole by the side of a small mound, made invisible by the surrounding vast expanse of blackberry bushes. They dropped to all fours and crawled through a cramped, earth-lined tunnel, which opened into a small cavern. The rugged, eroded natural opening in its roof allowed enough moonlight to see. 
The cavern’s irregular walls resembled the sides of a half-melted candle. The scent of molding leaves and earth sprinkling the ground, mingled with the faint fragrance of blackberry blossoms, grew stronger as the trio sat down in a circle underneath the opening, facing each other, on the cool, knobby limestone cavern floor. Minari laid down next to her. A pair of amber lupine eyes stayed trained on both Saul and he.
“No fire tonight. We’re still about half a day away, but I don’t want to risk them scenting the smoke.” 
Saul huffed, his sweat-streaked face still flushed a bright cherry red. “I thought we’d have caught up to them by now.” 
“Sorry, I forgot how slow humans are. You did your best. My fault. I forgot neither of you can shift.”
Jon’s stomach had been rumbling for the past hour. “What’re we going to do about dinner?” 
Anya reached into her pack and tossed the two of them a green apple each. Jon sighed with resignation and crunched into his. At least I’m not eating crackers and raisins.
“There are about thirty—well, twenty-five goblins now,” Anya said, a feral glint in her eyes. “The children are locked in what seems like a covered, barred wagon. The men are chained. But the women aren’t.”
“How’d you know?” Jon said. “Did this have anything to do with…what happened? Just then?” 
“I…persuaded some bats to lend me their ears. Then I persuaded some adders to lend me their fangs and venom sacs. So what was thirty, is now twenty-five.” Her voice grew much colder, more vicious. “They never even saw me coming. At night, those goblins are almost as blind as I am.”
Jon started to smile, then stopped, his lips frozen in a grimace that quickly faded. He glanced at Saul, and spotted guilt written all over his face. 
“Oh stop. It’s all right if I
make the joke.”
“Still doesn’t seem right to me,” Jon said.
“Me neither,” Saul said.
“Okay, no more blind jokes. So,” Anya said before munching on her own apple, “how should we do this?” 
The boys exchanged a look.
“You don’t have to do this,” Jon said. “We appreciate your help, but—”
“Oh, stop it. I know I don’t have to, but I want to. Mother used to say I should help people. So I am.”
Saul shook his head. “But you’ve already helped us. A lot. And this could get dangerous.”
“Yeah, I mean, we’re not even your people. It’d be better if you stay here.”
There was a pause. Anya looked down at the ground, tangled locks of hair hiding her face. Back slumped, she drew her knees up to her scrawny chest and held her arms stiff on both sides of her slight frame. Her right foot moved back and forth rhythmically, as if trying to dig a hole into the limestone floor.
“I know you don’t want me around,” she said in a small voice. “I thought we could be friends because I thought we had a lot of fun. Well, I had a lot of fun.” 
Minari whined. 
Jon thought he heard a soft sniffle. He shook his head. “That’s not what we meant at all.”
Anya’s foot moved a little faster, her calf muscles visibly tensing. “But I…But you really do need my help. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“That’s our point, Anya,” Saul said. “We don’t want you to get hurt.” 
“You’re our friend,” Jon said. 
Saul bobbed his head. 
“We don’t want you in danger,” Jon said. “If you come along, you will be. That’s why I said you should stay here.” He shook his head. “Which part of this don’t you get?” 
“Well, I’m coming and you can’t stop me. So we better come up with a good plan.” She drew her sleeve against her face, and then glared at the boys with red-rimmed, silvered eyes, as if daring them to object further.
Minari growled a low warning. 
Jon huffed in exasperation. “It’s pointless arguing with you.” 
“Exactly.” Anya lowered her legs, returning to her original cross-legged posture, an unmistakable expression of stubborn determination on her face. “So stop wasting time.” 
The trio fell silent as they all tried to think of something. Minari rested his head on his paws, and continued watching them. 
Saul’s head snapped up, his eyes sparkling in excitement. “Our mums aren’t even chained or anything. So can’t we unchain the men, free the children, and then run for it?”
Jon thought for a few minutes, shook his head, and turned to Anya. “Something’s not right. Why’re the women free?” 
“Maybe because the children are very heavily guarded?”
“That’s the key. The grumps wouldn’t want to try anything if there’s a chance the children would get hurt.” 
Anya shook her tangled dark curls away from her face. “It won’t be hard to convince the oxen to bolt. They don’t like the goblins very much. Or at all, really.” She wrinkled her nose. “Something about how they smell.”
“Okay.” Saul nodded at Anya. “You convince the oxen to bolt with the wagon somewhere safe. Meanwhile, Jon and I free the men, before we all run for it!” 
“A few problems with that.” Jon’s brows furrowed. “How do we stop them from chasing and recapturing us? Or what happens if, instead of chasing us, they report to the main camp?”
Saul’s eyes widened with realization. “They might return with an even bigger force.” 
Jon nodded. “Also, we need time. Time to stockpile food, to build some kind of wall, or something to defend the Outpost. And we also need to send for help.” There was an odd, flat note in his voice. “We can’t let even one of them escape and report to whoever’s in charge of this thing.”
Saul’s turned to Jon. “What’re you saying?” 
“Isn’t it obvious?” Anya bent her head at Saul, frowning. “They all have to die.”
“How’re we going to do that?” Saul’s face shone with absolute faith. 
“I may have an idea or two,” Jon said with his trademark optimism. 



CHAPTER FIVE
LAYING THE GROUNDWORK
 
Logan shuffled his feet, the chains clanking along the forest floor. Faking a fall, he collapsed into the leaves lining the ground. As he took his time getting back on his feet, he contemplated the likelihood he was losing his mind. While Jon would be distraught, Arti would probably do what she always did—somehow find a way to adapt and thrive. 
This morning, before dawn and when the light was trickiest, he thought he saw an albino wolf pad toward the camp in perfect silence from the shadows of the forest, a hill mynah riding on its head. 
A mynah with a set of blank, silvered eyes. 
The sight of the bird brought him back to his days at the Watcher Academy, in the tropical Achillean Archipelago. Mynahs are tropical birds. These forests are anything but tropical. And I was still half-asleep. Also, what self-respecting wolf would give a bird, especially one as puny, annoying, and famously incontinent as a mynah, a ride on its head? I must’ve been dreaming.
Lost in thought, Logan paused for a moment, earning himself a poke in the back from one of the goblin guards. He bowed his head in apparent submission and continued walking.
Unless it’s a…cyrion? No, can’t be…. 
That morning, before dawn, a bird told him to slow the goblins down. 
In his dream—a dream, nothing but a dream—the bird hopped off the wolf’s head onto his shoulders, and spoke in Jon’s voice. 
“Slow them down, Dad. We’re coming, but we need more time. Hope this helps.” 
The wolf dropped the small dagger from its jaws into Logan’s lap. The mynah hopped back onto the wolf’s head, and rode off into the forest, slipping in silence through the trees, before disappearing altogether. 
If not for the inconveniently real dagger, Logan would have dismissed it as a dream without any hesitation—just one of the many results of a highly stressful last few days.
However, the dagger was real. Geoff forged and enchanted the Squirrel Slayer for Jon. He’d recognize the weapon anywhere. Logan glanced at his Watcher’s mark, a tattooed compass rose on the webbed area between his middle and ring finger. The tattoo would change color if Jon was seriously hurt, but worked only if Jon was close enough to wield the Slayer.
I told Jon to keep the Squirrel Slayer close. And we told him to stay put. 
Logan’s pride in his son’s courage battled with his frustration at Jon’s disobedience. But if the dagger was real, so were the talking bird and all the rest. Which meant he wasn’t following the orders of a completely imaginary bird. 
I’m following the advice of a real bird…which spoke in Jon’s voice…and which only I can see or hear. 
No matter which way he rearranged the words in his head, Logan kept coming to the conclusion that he’d lost his marbles. 
There is one last alternative… The impossible alternative. 
A cyrion. 
But I thought we’d killed every last one of them. 
Fourteen years ago, he and Geoff oversaw the squads of Watchers who searched the forests surrounding the proposed site. Logan made certain they eliminated anything unusually dangerous to the babies. There was no way they could’ve missed a cyrion. They requested this posting precisely because they needed a safe place to raise the children. Like Arti said, the Outpost was located where two goat tracks intersected at the back end of nowhere. He had to admit neither he nor Geoff conducted similar searches recently. The job became harder as both boys grew older. Over the years, the children had gotten into all kinds of trouble. He spent more time than he ever anticipated keeping up with them. 
Logan pretended to stumble, misjudged the distance and his knee landed on an exposed tree root. A startled small, furry creature darted into the bushes. Logan hissed with pain. 
No. That can’t be a cyrion. Between the four of us, there was no way we could’ve missed a creature as dangerous as that. So I’m back to the first two options.
“Are you all right?” Arti’s delicate brows furrowed with concern. 
Should I tell her? Would she think I’m crazy? He decided to keep quiet. I don’t want to worry her. Bad enough I might actually be crazy. 
Logan nodded, and gave her a reassuring smile. 
As he got back on his feet, Logan resumed contemplating the likelihood he was losing his mind. 
* * * *
“Thank you,” Jon said as Anya emerged from behind some bushes, back in her human form. She nodded with an absent smile. “And thanks for the eggs, too.” He patted his pack, filled with assorted rotten birds’ eggs, well wrapped in dried leaves. 
“Why did you want them?” Saul asked. 
“Remember how smelly the exploded eggs were? Well, I bet these’d smell much worse. How would you react if I was to smash one of these on you?”
Saul’s face lit up with equal parts understanding and mischievous delight. 
Anya clapped her hands. “And goblins have a better sense of smell than even wolves. So if one of those lands right on their faces, they might get hurt.” Her grin widened. “Really hurt.”
“That would be great,” Jon said. “I’d be happy if they’re stunned for a moment, long enough for us to…do more serious damage.” He bit his lip and looked away. 
Saul studied Jon’s face, a frown on his own. “Jon, do you think we can do this? I mean, really do this?” 
Jon kept silent, focusing on the forest floor. A lone black ant was bravely attempting to lift a crumb, a remnant of their meal, many times larger than itself. Feeling a strange sense of kinship to that ant, Jon nudged the crumb onto the ant’s head and thorax. The ant made its wobbly way back to the scraggly line of other black ants that, he presumed, were returning to their nest somewhere else in the forest. 
There’s my good deed for the day. I only wish someone else would give us a similar nudge. 
“Jon?” Saul said with growing concern.
Jon looked up to Saul, and noticed an uncharacteristic gravity and concern in his friend’s blue-grey eyes. 
Saul shrugged. “I mean, we’ve hunted rabbits and ducks, sure. But the biggest thing we’ve ever killed was that goat. And these goblins…” he paused, as if searching for the right words. “They walk on two legs, like we do. They speak the Common Tongue, like we do. They probably have friends and family, like we do.”
“No, no parents,” Anya said. “The books I read in Mother’s library said that goblins are ‘neither born nor hatched’”.
“Well, some kind of family, or friends or something. Anyway, my point is…” Saul threw up his arms in frustration, unable to find the words. 
Jon bent his head again, this time studying his boots. His father bought the animal skin from a hunter passing through the Outpost. He taught Jon how to scrape clean and cure the skin, to turn it into leather. For once, his mother did not complain about the unavoidable stink of the tanning process. Logan then taught Jon to turn the newly cured leather into the boots he now wore. It occurred to Jon his father knew a surprising number of things for someone whose professed occupation was the tavern keeper of a small pub, attached to an even smaller inn, located at the back end of nowhere. 
He missed his grumps.
“I can’t think of another way,” came Jon’s mumbled reply. “I’ve thought and thought, and I don’t…I just can’t see how…” 
Jon lifted his eyes, grasped his friends’ shoulders, and looked into their eyes. “It has to be us, don’t you understand? There is no one else. We have no time to ask for help. And who could we ask, when everyone we know are the very people we need to help? Whatever the consequences, however we feel when the time comes, we’ll just have to deal with later. Because if we don’t act now, there will be no later. Do you understand?” 
Jon pulled away from them and hunkered down, his back hunched. He folded his arms around his knees and hung his head low, as though trying to shield himself from the inevitable. “There never was a question of whether we could do this. The question was always when. Because we have no choice. We have to try.”
From the corner of his eye, Jon saw his friends exchange worried glances.
Anya bent and rested her hand on Jon’s tense shoulders. “Why don’t we just rest for now? I think we’re all over-tired, and it’s going to be a long night,” she said, her voice like a soothing balm. She laid down and wrapped her cloak more securely around herself to prepare for a nap. 
“Should we set a watch, just in case?” Saul asked as he also settled into a more comfortable position.
“No need. My friends will keep watch.”
Despite the silence that followed, not one of them was able to sleep. 



CHAPTER SIX
THE COUNTDOWN BEGINS
 
In the hour before dawn, Saul finally grasped that he was truly on his own. Anya was counting down in the forest, while Jon was getting into position. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his arms alternately flexing and relaxing, as though he was physically fighting the hollow sickness at the pit of his stomach. 
I can’t be scared. I can’t fail. I’ll show Dad I can do a man’s job. I’m not only a stupid little kid. No, I’m not scared at all. Not even a teeny, tiny, little bit. I’m not going to fail. 
The pair of wolves Anya left with him made reassuring rumbles. They could sense his fraying nerves. He tried to pull himself together, lowering his axe and relaxing his arms. No sense tiring myself out for no reason.

Soon. Very soon now.

From a distance came a loud ghruugh, followed by screams and the thunderous sounds of crashing as over three thousand pounds of bovine muscle stampeded, snapping the trunks of unfortunate saplings, and trampling the undergrowth into the ground. Saul realized he could see almost nothing. Would he have time to jump out of the way or would oxen hooves snap his spine like just another sapling?

Why didn’t Jon think of this? 
He found one of the wolves and positioned himself behind it. Well, if the oxen were headed this way, the wolf would surely know and would run out of the way. So there’d be time to jump out of their path. Makes sense. Also, there is no time to think of another plan. 
The sounds of snapping saplings came closer and closer, and then a pair of oxen crashed through the blackberry bushes. Saul let his instincts take over and leapt to the side. Before he knew it, he found himself halfway up the nearest tree. The wolves looked up at him in what he’d swear was utter bewilderment. 
 Hoping the darkness would cover his embarrassment, Saul scrambled down the tree trunk, ripping part of his leggings in the process, and raced towards the barred wagon. Oddly enough, the oxen, nostrils still flaring and their eyes wild, stood quiet. Saul raised his axe to the padlocked door. 
“Stand back,” he said. 
The pale-faced children, eyeing his axe, stood as far away from the door as possible, their backs pressed against the bars. Saul swung his axe against the padlock, and missed. Cussing in frustration, he tried again. 
He barely made a dent. 
He was taking too long. Much too long.
What if they ran into serious trouble at the goblin camp? Saul started to panic. His breathing shortened, his chest felt tight. Like a steel vise was squeezing his lungs. One of the wolves made another reassuring rumble. 
I can’t fail. I won’t fail. They need me. They all do. 
He took a deep breath and tried again, and again, and again. 
Hold on guys.
Hold on. I’m coming.
* * * *
After he left Anya near a gnarled old oak tree, Jon made his way towards the goblins camp. He licked his thumb and held it up to check the check the direction of prevailing air currents. Jon took special care to stay downwind from where the goblin troopers lay asleep, given what Anya said about their sense of smell. Trying to stay in pools of shadow, he headed toward where his father and the other men were chained. 
Anya took down the goblin sentries a few minutes ago, and gave him the daggers she “liberated” from “those who no longer need them.” She refused to elaborate further. The blades clinked together in his arms and Jon wondered if the sound would give him away. He tried to remember if Anya mentioned whether goblins have excellent or poor hearing. 
Too late now. 
“Dad,” Jon said to his dozing father. 
Logan jerked awake.
“Jon! Oh, thank God you’re all right. It is you, isn’t it? Am I dreaming?” 
“It’s really me. I’m sorry, Dad, I thought we’d get you the keys, but—”
“These puny things?” Logan snorted with derision at his shackles. He raised up his arms and the chains fell clinking to the ground. 
Jon widened his eyes in surprise. 
“Remind me to explain the other ways you can use the Slayer. I’ve freed the other men too.” 
“Speaking of daggers.” Jon handed the weapons he had to his father. 
“Thank you, lad. Here, take yours back.” Logan returned the Slayer to her rightful owner. “And don’t you dare let it out of your sight. You’re to have this with you at all times, is that understood?” He passed out the blades to the rest of the men. 
Jon watched Logan give the last of the weapons away. “What about you, Dad?” 
“I always was a better brawler. Not much use with daggers. Your mother though, a whole other story.” He winked, smiling with evident pride. “So what’s the plan?”
“Just be ready to attack when the time comes.” Jon scanned the camp, his anxiety level rising. 
“Is there a signal?” 
“Not exactly. But you’ll know.” Jon searched for a target while he reached into his pack. His sweaty fingers curled around the topmost egg, safely nestled in its cocoon of dried leaves. He found what he was looking for—the goblin standing guard over the sleeping women. That would be his first target. 
Come on Anya. All up to you now. Come on, before it gets too light…
* * * *
Anya began to slowly count to five hundred under her breath after the boys left, wishing she had the comfort and reassurance of her lupine pack. But we all have our tasks to perform. She was more nervous and exhausted than she let on, but saw no sense in worrying her new human friends. Not when there was nothing they could do to help. 
Besides, they already had enough on their plates. 
She did not tell them she never tried to reach more than two or three animals already bonded to her in friendship at any one time. Reaching the un-bonded adders two days in a row tired her more than she expected. Soon she would have to reach into two un-bonded oxen and convince them to bolt to where Saul was, hopefully, in place. Then she would have to reach simultaneously into all of her lupine friends. Two to guide the children, and the rest to help with the main fight at the goblin camp. She would need to continue her reaching for as long as they need to win the fight. 
Four hundred and ninety-eight. Four hundred and ninety-nine. Five hundred.
Anya straightened her back, made sure she was as well hidden as possible, and then concentrated on slowing her breathing. 
It had begun.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
THE FIRST RESCUE
 
Pandemonium. 
The oxen bellowed, bolted, and broke free from their tethers. Heads lowered, they snorted and charged across the goblin camp. They ran through the campfire, towing the wagon of screaming children behind them. Glowing, red-gold embers that scattered around the campsite left their mark in form of small smoky fires when they scorched the dried summer grass and the goblins’ light woolen cloaks. Bones crunched and ragged bodies flew as the oxen gored, trampled, or ran over any trooper too slow to get out of their way. The pre-dawn air was thick with the screams of dying goblins and the scent of spilled blood, singed wool and burned grass.
“Now, Dad!” Jon hurled the egg. 
The men leapt, blades flashing, and slashed the throats of goblins wounded by the pair of stampeding oxen. Jon’s egg smashed against another goblin’s front tusks. The trooper dropped his dagger, gagging, before falling to his knees, clawing at his face and throat. Logan ran up to him, gripped his head, and then twisted. 
CRACK.
It worked! He threw his remaining eggs in quick succession.
Thwap! Thwap! Thwap! Arti dashed to the gagging goblins bent on the ground, snatched two of their daggers and stabbed them, one after another. 
Jon unslung his bow, nocked his arrow, and took aim. 
No good. The light was chancy, and everyone was moving too fast. 
Geoff swung his manacles over his head, turning them into a makeshift flail. The improvised weapon made a sickening thud as it caved in a skull. The goblin dropped like a felled tree. 
Teeth bared in a feral grin and a dagger in each hand, Arti circled a lone goblin, moonlight glinting off the edge of her blades. She darted and feinted in a deadly duel.
Jon dropped his bow onto the trampled grass as two goblins approached, trying to flank him. Without warning, a snarling flash of silver leapt from the forest. Minari. She landed on the back of one of the goblins, knocking him to the ground, her teeth at his neck. Jon heard a wet crunch. The goblin lay limp. Minari jumped off the carcass and lunged at another goblin approaching Geoff. Her chops dripped orange with goblin blood. 
“Logan! Wolves!” Geoff shouted as he turned, his makeshift flail making an ominous whir. 
“No! They’re with us!” Jon said, distracted for a moment. He was afraid for the pack as it swarmed the campsite, snapping and lunging at every goblin in reach. As the words left his lips, the other goblin rushed at him. Jon hurled the Slayer. The goblin dodged. The Slayer thudded harmlessly on the trampled summer grass. 
Jon froze, watching the goblin raise his blade for a killing stroke, his mind a complete blank when the goblin stopped in his tracks, an expression of shock on its bestial face. He swayed, and then fell face-forward. A dagger hilt jutted from the back of his neck. Jon looked up, open-mouthed, at his mother.
“Jon, focus!” Arti said. “And what did we tell you about that knife?” She danced with practiced ease away from her opponent’s dagger thrusts.
Jon darted forward and retrieved the Slayer. 
A pair of snarling wolves dragged Arti’s opponent down. She slit his throat with professional efficiency.
Breathing hard, Jon scanned the scene, counting as quickly as he could. Thirteen goblin and eight human corpses. So there should be seven goblins left alive. 
So why can I only spot six? Jon’s stomach felt like it had dropped down to the ground. He was sickened with panic. 
Did Anya miscount?
Did I?
Wiping the sweat from his eyes with impatience and trying to quell a rapidly growing sense of panic, Jon counted again.
* * * *
Captain D’hibuk watched the trio from his perch up in the trees. His silhouette perfectly blended with the shadows of the forest at night. Ah! He could always count on the arrogance of the young. While he took the time to sniff out their every move, they did not even bother to check if he was still at camp. 
Aside from their arrogance, he also found humans gullible and greedy. Manipulating them required only intimidation, trickery or, his personal favorite, a certain amount of gold. A human mud slogger could be tempted to betray his superiors for gold. Not so for goblin-kind. He smiled when the immature human males left the MataPerak without even so much as a token wolf to guard her. 
Not that it would have made any difference. 
Captain D’hibuk remained motionless and silent, even as metal crashed and the dying cries of his troopers shattered the forest’s customary pre-dawn chorus. He ordered his troopers to keep the humans occupied for as long as possible, whatever the cost. They were chattel. Expendable. The mission was crucial. And the mission was never about rounding up humans. The mission, his mission, was always about obtaining the MataPerak at all costs.
MataPerak. Silver Eyes. 
He did not know why General D’horek wanted her so badly. He did not need to know. He only knew he spent months laying this trap, ever since he heard a few rumored sightings of the MataPerak. He reveled in the warm glow of a job well done when he reflected on how all his hard work would soon come to fruition. D’hibuk took a lot of personal pride in the fact he found his work deeply satisfying. 
His smile widened when lupine snarls mingled with the screams of his troopers. A little longer…He wondered how General D’horek would reward him for his work.
Now.

D’hibuk jumped from his perch, landing on the forest floor like a single leaf on a still pond. He crept in perfect silence behind the MataPerak, a crude oak club in hand. 
In truth, D’hibuk did not really care for any reward. The most important thing—no, the only thing—was that he would make his General proud. 
A goblin soldier’s absolute, unquestioning loyalty to his superior was legendary.
D’hibuk raised his club. 
* * * *
Crack!
The padlock finally shattered. 
Saul briefly considered putting Talitha in charge. Although very young, she was fearless. Unfortunately, she also tended to disappear into the bushes chasing an interesting beetle. 
Sighing, Saul turned to the girl next to Talitha. 
“Erin, you’re in charge.” Saul slapped one of Anya’s “liberated” daggers into her hand. He knew her well. After all, they had grown up together. She had a good head on her shoulders and was reasonably adept with weapons. And significantly less likely to disappear into the bushes, chasing a beetle. 
“Take the oxen and follow the wolves. Stay quiet. Go. Now!”
“But what if they eat us?” Erin asked.
Saul sighed. But also a bit of a scaredy-cat. Oh well.
“They won’t. Trust me. I don’t have time to explain, just do it!” Saul shook his finger for emphasis. “Stay quiet, stay together, and don’t get lost!” 
Saul raced to the goblin camp, praying all had gone as they planned. He burst through the undergrowth with his axe raised high and a fearsome war cry on his lips. Saul skidded to a halt, war cry dying in his throat. 
The wolves…what’s wrong with them?
“Jon!” Saul cried. 
* * * *
The children had not gone very far at all when the wolves started rolling and thrashing on the ground. All the children huddled together, terrified. 
All, that is, save one. 
Talitha frowned. “What’s wrong with them?”
Erin pushed the other children behind her, placing herself between them and the wolves. 
“I don’t know.” Erin caught Talitha in her arms, stroking the crown of her head. “But I think Saul’s right. They’re not going to hurt us. I don’t even think they can.”
“Tali!” Erin cried as the smaller child broke free then darted to one of the thrashing wolves. 
She crouched beside it and stretched out her hand while Erin and the other children watched in silent fear.
“It’s okay,” Talitha said, her fingers rhythmically stroking the wolf’s silver-grey fur. “No one is going to hurt you.” 
* * * *
The officer! Where is the goblin officer? Jon finally realized.
Without warning, all the wolves dropped to the ground, whining and crying as if in pain. They thrashed on their backs and sides, exposing their necks and vulnerable bellies. 
Anya!
The fighting ceased for a split second. A goblin, deciding to take advantage of the situation, turned and charged at a thrashing albino wolf.
Minari!
Her mind is melded with theirs. If something happens to them—
Jon raised Slayer and charged, screaming, intercepting the goblin’s path. He barreled into his side, knocked the trooper off his feet, and stabbed blindly. 
“Jon!” Arti’s voice rang with terror. 
“Arti, no!” Logan said. “We cover the wolves. Trust me.”
Arti slashed at the closest goblin as she turned. Logan sidestepped his opponent, grabbed its outstretched arm, and twisted. 
The goblin howled in pain.
“Jon!”
Jon looked up and saw Saul on the other side of the camp. 
“Saul! It’s Anya! Go!” 
Saul turned and ran crashing back into the forest.
Jon kept on blindly stabbing until the goblin stopped moving. He got up and charged at the next one, determined to keep on going until he knew Anya was safe. 
Or until a goblin brought him down. 
Whichever comes first. 
* * * *
Saul crashed through the undergrowth. The goblin officer was bent over Anya, tying the last knots on the ropes that bound her. 
“Let her go!” Saul swung his axe. 
The goblin officer dodged easily. 
“This is not your fight, boy. I am Captain D’hibuk of the Unified Goblin Forces, and I order you to stand down.” D’hibuk rose and picked up his club. 
“No! She’s my friend, let her go.” Saul swung his axe again. 
D’hibuk leapt to the side. The boy and the goblin circled each other.
“I have no quarrel with you. Just turn around and walk away. Your family is safe, and you will never see my kind ever again. Everything can go back to normal, just the way it was. I only want the MataPerak, the female. What is she to you anyway? Just someone you met a few days ago.”
Saul stopped in his tracks. He found himself between the goblin officer and Anya. An unfamiliar coldness washed through his mind. He risked a quick glance at Anya’s still form. Still breathing.
“How did you know we met just a few days ago?” 
“Because I’ve spent years tracking the MataPerak and the last few months laying this trap to catch her.” D’hibuk lifted his chin, chest thrust forward, shoulders back and feet apart. He was glowing with obvious pride. 
Saul studied his opponent. The goblin was not much bigger than he was, and armed only with an oak club. 
Anya said they were deceptively fast and strong.
So, not good odds. What else is new? Well, he sounds arrogant. There is that in my favor.
“Why is she so important to you?” Saul asked. Have to keep him talking. Get him to underestimate me. Maybe I can find a weakness. Saul lowered his axe all the way down, and let his left arm hang limp at his side and his jaw slacken. 
“I can pay you any amount of gold to secure the female.”
Got you. “Any amount?” Saul bent his head towards the goblin, an apparent gleam of avarice and speculation in his eyes. 
“Any amount,” D’hibuk said, a wheedling note in his voice. “Think of what this kind of money can do for your family.” 
The goblin officer lowered his club slightly. Saul watched D’hibuk run his yellow eyes over his homespun shirt and torn leggings. He scratched his armpit and tried to look tempted by the goblin’s offer of gold. 
“But…she’s my friend.” 
“You are young. You’ll make other, better, less dangerous friends.” D’hibuk lowered his club, and guard, even further. 
“It’s important to stay loyal to friends…”
“But far
more important to stay loyal to your family. You’ve only been friends for a few days. How much loyalty, if any, do you owe her?” D’hibuk rested his club on the ground. 
Saul studied the goblin, his brows furrowed in concentration. As if considering what the goblin officer said and trying to come up with a price.
Light leather armor, unhardened. My axe can cut through that like butter.
“How much?” Saul asked as he walked towards the goblin, casually dragging his axe on the ground behind him. The weapon left a shallow groove as it cut across the leaf laden forest floor.
“Well,” D’hibuk said. He reached for his pouches, a satisfied smile on his tusked face.
Must wait. Need to be closer. Catch him off-guard. 
D’hibuk took his eyes off Saul for a split-second.
Now!
Saul swung his axe with as much force as he could muster in his right arm. The axe sliced through the goblin’s light armor and stuck in his ribcage at an upward angle. 
D’hibuk shrieked in pain and surprise. He swung his club at Saul. 
Too late. 
Saul raised his left arm to block the blow while shaking his axe free from D’hibuk’s ribs. D’hibuk screamed in renewed agony. Saul’s left arm turned numb from the slam of the club, useless. 
But his axe was free. 
Saul hacked again, one-handed. The axe bit deeply into D’hibuk’s shoulder, close to the neck. D’hibuk dropped his club, fruitlessly trying to stanch the flow of blood from his wounds with his hands. 
A red mist crept across Saul’s eyes. He raised his axe and swung down again, and again, and again. 
“Son, you can stop now. It’s over.”
Saul felt a warm, familiar hand grip his shoulder. The red mist receded from his vision. Saul gladly dropped his bloodied axe and, weeping, buried his face in the warm, comforting expanse of his father’s broad chest. 
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
TO LINWOOD
 
Geoff surveyed the ruins of the goblins’ camp, careful to keep his face expressionless. Logan was patting down the last clump of dirt over the last grave. Karin ducked into what used to be the goblin captain’s tent to check on the children. And to check on the cyrion. Let’s not forget her. Arti was stirring a pot of who-knows-what, made with ingredients salvaged from who-knows-where, over the resurrected remains of the goblins’ campfire. Not very many Outpost civilians survived the rescue attempt at dawn. Not the adults, at any rate. 
Geoff focused on his son, Saul. They shouldn’t have meddled. Jon gathered more fuel, as per his mother’s directions. True to form, instead of helping in some way, Saul was gamboling around and chattering to Jon like a demented loon. Geoff forced himself to turn away, lips pressed tight in a bitter smile of disappointment. Too hard? Karin always said I was too hard on the boy. If only this were true. I fear I’m not hard enough. Geoff rubbed his hand, calloused from fourteen years of smithing, over his stubbled face and heaved a sigh of frustration. 
Assigned duties completed and the meal cooked to Arti’s satisfaction, they all gathered around the resurrected campfire. Arti spooned pottage into chipped bowls. Logan distributed the steaming bowls and gave Arti a peck, oblivious to the streaks of dried goblin blood on her cheek. His own bowl in hand, Logan joined the rest of them. He sat cross-legged beside the fire to eat. Geoff’s eyes rested briefly on his son. Saul had grabbed the bowl handed to him and slurped without even waiting for a spoon. 
Foolish, ill-mannered boy. 
After a while, Logan put his spoon into his empty bowl. “We’ve let you down. You boys shouldn’t have been forced to mount a rescue.” He set his emptied bowl aside. “We tried to keep you out. We told you to stay put.” 
Saul turned to Karin. “Mum, will Anya be all right?”
“Is that her name?” Karin picked twigs off Saul’s hair. “She has a small bump on her head, but she seems fine. Only tired. Like you two little cubs.” 
Arti smiled and tweaked her son’s cheek.
“Mum…” Jon frowned and twisted away from Arti in protest. 
The cyrion again. Geoff put his emptied bowl on the trampled summer grass. No sense wasting time on her. We all know how this must end. I need to redirect this. “Time is short. Ask your questions now.”
Saul glared at them with accusation. “If you could fight so well, why did you let the goblins take you? How did you even learn to fight?” 
“Yeah.” Jon hurried to set down his still half-full bowl. “And how come the inn didn’t burn? Also, why did Anya say our weapons are magic? And you said The Slayer can do other things. Things like what?”
Geoff studied Saul, keeping his face impassive and trying hard to fight the bitter disappointment welling inside. A foolish boy, asking foolish questions.
“We’re going to have to tell them at some point.” Karin tousled Saul’s sun-lit blond hair. “I can hear Naeem bellowing for a report already. Plus, our cover’s completely blown.”
“But make them work for it.” Arti leaned back on her elbows and stretched out her legs, amused expectation on her face. “Make this fun, Geoff. Give them something to start with, and see how far they can go.”
Geoff spotted the twinkle of pride in Arti’s coffee-brown eyes as she watched Jon. He glanced at Saul with a twinge of doubt. Perhaps I expect too much of him, too fast? He cleared his throat. “Tell me lads, have you ever heard of the Watchers?”
“Anya asked us if you were Watchers.” Saul paused for a moment, studying the grumps’ faces. “You are, aren’t you?” He turned to his mother. “Mum, what are Watchers?”
Geoff bit his lip and stifled the urge to sigh. Karin had asked him to be easier on Saul, and he could never deny his wife anything. “This is as far as you can go?” Geoff kept his voice flat and the expression on his face inscrutable.
“You said your cover is blown.” Jon nodded at Karin. “Which must mean regular people don’t realize you’re Watchers. And you said someone’s going to be bellowing for a report? Which means there are others. Superiors?”
“Go on,” Logan said. “Try using those deductions to answer your own questions.”
“This must be why you can fight so well,” Saul said. “But why did you let the goblins take you?”
Geoff glanced at his squad. They kept silent, expectant expressions wreathed on their faces.
Saul’s eyes widened in horrified realization. “You didn’t want to risk the others. Or you wanted to find out where they’d take you, and figure out what their plans were. We messed up your plan, didn’t we? I’m sorry.” 
“No, lad,” Logan said, his voice somber. “I think we found out what they wanted. As things turned out, we couldn’t keep most of the civilians safe anyway.” Regret crossed Logan’s face as he turned to the row of freshly made graves, which lined one side of the campsite. 
“Oh,” Saul said. “So that’s why you made us do all those crazy things.”
Karin smiled and straightened Saul’s collar. “What crazy things?” 
“Like dropping us down the well,” Saul said, his eyebrow arched.
Arti snorted. “Dropped? We let you use the ladder.”
“And left us in the middle of the forest.” Jon’s voice rose with accusation.
Logan flapped his hand in dismissal. “Hardly right in the middle. You were within a day’s hike of the Outpost.” 
“But we took two days to even get to the campsite,” Saul said.
Geoff shot an amused look at Logan. “We took the scenic route.” 
“It took us three days to find our way back,” Jon said.
“You took an even more scenic route?” Logan arched his eyebrows.
“All the magic we’ve encountered,” Jon said. “The wards on the Inn and on our weapons. You were responsible, weren’t you?” He paused and studied each Watcher in turn. “No spell caster has gone through the Outpost, so it’s got to be one of you. Who is it?”
Geoff rose from the ground, made a quick graceful bow, and then sank back down again.
Saul’s mouth fell open in utter shock.
“We’re Watchers, lads,” Logan said, an expansive smile on his face. “We must be ready to pull up stakes at any time and start over somewhere else. Knowing at least two trades is part of the deal.”
“Wait a minute. Mastering a trade takes years,” Jon said.
“No one is talking about mastery,” Karin said. “We can get by and fool the casual observer. Anyone else is either another Watcher, or someone who needs watching. But let’s return to your other questions. We need to go soon.”
“My dagger,” Jon said. “You used it to unlock your chains, right?” He unsheathed the Slayer and examined the blade. “Squirrel Slayer. I should’ve known. Squirrels are small, and can get almost anywhere. That’s why you suggested the name for my dagger.”
Logan’s smile grew wider. 
“Dad, can the Slayer open any kind of lock?” Jon asked.
“No, lad,” Logan said, suddenly somber. “Your dagger can’t open magical locks. There’s usually a very good reason for something to be magically sealed.”
“But what do Watchers do? Aside from watching, I mean,” Saul said.
Geoff favored his son with an approving smile. Saul blushed. 
“There hasn’t been a major war in this continent for over a thousand years. Thanks to our work, mostly.” Finally. The boy asks an intelligent question. Took him long enough.
“So Watchers are in every part of the continent?” Jon asked.
“Yes,” Arti said. “Well, except the frozen Northern wastes. And the only creatures who live there are …” She shrugged and gestured at the pile of goblin corpses. 
“We have to wrap this up and get on the road.” Geoff glanced at the sky. 
Already almost noon.

He regretted not taking the time to ensure there were no other goblin bands in the area. The boys said that according to the cyrion’s wolf pack, there were bigger bands to the North, but none in the immediate environs of the campsite. 
But which fool would take the word of a cyrion?

“Can we take Anya home with us? She’s hurt,” Saul said.
“No, we’re not going home. We’re going to Linwood.” Arti turned to Jon. “You’re going to meet your Grampa Naeem.” 
“I have a Grampa?” Jon frowned. “How come you’ve never mentioned him before? What’s he like?” 
There was a fleeting expression of guilt on Arti’s face as she turned away. An expression Jon missed completely. 
Jon shrugged. “Can Anya still come?” 
The adults exchanged a knowing glance. 
“Of course. Get the other children ready. Time to go,” Logan said.
The boys jumped up and scampered into the goblin captain’s tent. The adults stood around the remains of the campfire in silence, their backs turned to the tent, and waited until both boys were out of earshot.
“The female,” Geoff said in his soft baritone. “She is definitely a cyrion?” 
“Yes,” Logan nodded. “The goblins were after her. We can’t eliminate her yet, though.” He turned over his shoulder and glanced at the tent. “Not with our boys and the other children here.”
“But, when we do this…” Karin set her pleading blue-grey eyes on Geoff. Eyes like Saul’s. “The boys…she’s their friend. How would we explain—?” 
Arti studied the ground. “Well, they’re of Watcher blood. They’ll manage. Or they’ll learn to.” She sounded unconvinced.
Logan shook his head, frowning. “And their main camp, up North?”
“We send the military division after them,” Geoff said. “This is a job for the Knights, not Field Watchers like us.” He sighed. “We have to go to Linwood and report this in person. This situation’s too complex for a written report. Also, I say we ask the Knights to bring at least one goblin to Linwood alive, to see if they’re planning anything more.” Geoff turned to his squad. “Are we agreed?” 
They all gave their assent. 
“And we’ll have to use the portal to get to Linwood.” Logan said.
“I can already hear Dad chewing us out for using the portal,” Arti said. “But we need to get everyone to Linwood quickly. We also don’t have enough food or medicine for a long trek.”
“Mum, Dad! Come on. Let’s go!” Saul said. 
Geoff rolled his eyes. And the boy still hasn’t learned any basic manners.
“Coming,” Karin said. Her slender hand rested on his arm for a brief moment, as if telling him to be patient. She turned away and hurried to ready all the children for the journey to Linwood.
* * * *
Jon stood in the shadows of the elm trees lining the trail to the Free City of Linwood. They crossed the Linwood/Outpost portal and the grumps decided to stop for the night as the sun began to set. He watched the other children, mostly orphans now, play in the clearing beside the track. He no longer felt like he was one of them. He’d been marked both by the sacrifices he forced them to endure— the loss of their parents—and by the killings he made earlier in the day. 
Blood stained his hands. His soul was tainted.
Jon sank on his haunches and bent his head, fingers trailing over the debris covering the roots of the elm. He had no choice. It was them or us. He winced and squinched his eyes shut as he replayed the scene in his mind. 
The whoofing sound when he made the fatal embrace, knocking the wind from the first goblin. The warm splash drenching his arm after he made his first stab. The shock of bright-orange goblin blood dripping from his arm. The shudders of a living creature’s final breath. The look of terror on the next goblin’s face. No one ever gave him a look like that before. 
The look of utter fear. 
It was all his fault. The grumps would’ve been fine. If not for his stupid plan, Anya would never be in danger. And I wouldn’t need to—
 A warm, moist tongue lashed his cheek. He looked up to Minari’s laughing lupine face. 
“Found him.” Jon heard a familiar piping voice say. 
His face broke out in a smile at the sight of Anya’s slight figure and the sound of Saul, crashing through the underbrush.
 Anya sank to the ground and sat cross-legged beside him. “You were right, Saul. He’s brooding.” 
Her hand snaked out and petted the ruff of Minari’s neck. 
Saul stood before the two of them for a moment, his head cocked. Light from the setting sun cast his features in shadow. 
“I told you he’s a brooder.” He joined Anya on the ground. “So, what are you worrying about now?”
The smile drained from his face. Jon bit his lip, hunched his shoulders, and returned to studying the ground.
“Let me guess.” Saul said. 
Jon glanced up to his best friend. Back ramrod straight and eyes closed, Saul placed the tips of his thumbs under his cheekbones and the tips of his forefinger on his forehead. 
Anya smiled as Saul hummed then said, “You’re worried that we’re going to have even more pottage for dinner?”
Anya giggled. “Pottage isn’t bad. Wait until you try acorn and willow bark soup.”
Saul hummed louder, shaking his head. “No, that’s not it. You’re worried about me telling everyone you wear pink undergarments.”
“I do not,” Jon said over hoots of Anya’s laughter. He turned to her, his face beet red. “I swear I don’t wear pink undergarments.”
Saul put down his hands, and grinned at Jon, his grey-blue eyes snapping with mirth. “I dare you to show her your undergarments as proof.” 
He scooted away, shouting in mock pain as Jon pelted him with leaves and twigs. “If you want me to stop guessing what’s on your mind, start talking.” 
Jon sighed, before looking at each of them in turn. “I’ve been thinking about, you know, what happened earlier today.”
Saul turned away, his face somber. “Yeah, me too.” 
Jon sank back to the ground, pulled his knees to his chest, and locked his arms around them. “I can’t help but wonder if only we listened to the grumps and stayed put. Or if only I planned things out better and kept an eye on that blasted captain, then maybe…” He looked up. Saul’s haunted eyes reflected his own guilt. 
“Maybe there wouldn’t be as many people, or even goblins, dead?” Saul’s face twisted in a bitter smile. “It’s not your fault, you know. It’s mine. It was my idea to go after the goblins and rescue the grumps. Your plan was good. I just wasted too much time breaking the stupid padlock.” Saul’s face grew colder, more accusatory. “My fault. I can see it on my dad’s face.”
Jon hated the self-loathing in his friend’s voice. 
“I could have done better. I should have been better.”
“No, Saul,” Jon said. “You didn’t mess up. I did. It was my plan. So I messed up.”
Anya sighed and shook her head. “You are both silly.” She turned to Jon. “If you stayed put, then I would try to rescue them on my own. Then more people would’ve probably died, including me.” She turned to Saul “If you had not suggested going after the grumps, I still would’ve tried rescuing them on my own. Do either of you regret not letting me risk my life, not to mention the lives of my pack?”
Jon shook his head. 
 Anya rose from the ground, brushed the dried leaves and twigs clinging to her skirt, and then paced the ground. “I’ve been around a long time. A very long time. And I can tell you this much.” She stopped and spun to Jon. “Your plan was a good one. The best anyone could have come up with, given what we knew and the circumstances.” 
She bowed her head. “If anyone messed up, it was me. I was supposed to be spying on them and I didn’t notice that blasted captain was gone. I am sorry for that.” She lifted her head, pausing for a moment before turning to Saul. “If you hadn’t come when you did, I don’t know what would’ve happened.” Her bright silver eyes locked onto Saul’s flushed face. “Thank you.” 
She resumed her pacing for a moment, before stopping yet again. “Come to think of it, I owe you both my life. I shall have to repay that debt someday.” She nodded her head, as if making a pact, and then continued. “Those goblins would have died regardless. It was them or us. Does it really matter whose hand dealt the final blow?”
“I suppose not,” Saul said, reluctance on every line of his sun-lit face.
Jon stared at the ground, compulsively rubbing his hands on his leggings. “That all makes sense. But then, why do I feel different?” He tilted his head up at her. “Tainted?”
Anya shook her head. “Not tainted. Marked.”
“And how is that better?” Saul asked. 
“You’re marked as people who will always do what needs to be done, regardless.” She knelt back down and looked at them in turn. “I’ve been taught it’s a mark of valor and courage. Something to be proud of.” She jerked her head at the other children playing in the clearing. “Could any of them have done what you did?” She shrugged. “I don’t know. With you two, I do.”
Jon huffed and laid down on his back. “That may be. At least now we won’t have to worry about that kind of stuff anymore.”
Saul leaned forward, his brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”
Jon watched the elm branches rustling in the warm summer breeze. “Well, the grumps are here now. They can worry about all the big, important stuff. And we can go back to having fun.”
Anya looked away. “What about me?” She bit her lip. “I could go back to the forest, I guess.”
Jon pulled himself up in a single fluid motion. “That’s silly, Anya.” He shared a glance with an equally amused Saul. “You’re staying with us, of course. Right, Saul?” 
Saul nodded with enthusiasm, unruly hair flopping all over his high forehead. “Yeah, Anya. Now that I know Dad can do magic, I’ll just ask him to magic a room up for you. Or something.”
Jon returned to lying on his back and resumed studying the play of elm leaves. “Yeah. It’ll be fun. You’ll see. And you’ll be staying with us in Grampa’s house, in Linwood.”
 Saul snorted. “Mum said it’s a Watcher town. Nice, safe, predictable.” He smiled, the tip of his tongue sticking out of his mouth. “Wonder what the three of us can do to change that? What do you all say? Let’s bring some life to the place. Sound like fun?”
Jon rolled on his side and studied his friends. “Yes. That definitely sounds like fun.”
The radiant smile that lit up Anya’s face was answer enough. 
 



CHAPTER NINE
THE GRAMPS
 
Jon scrubbed his foot with sullen determination. After all that happened, all he accomplished, he still found himself thrust into the absolute worst thing in existence. 
A bath.
A rose and lilac scented bath.
A girly, rose and lilac-scented bath.
With extra bubbles.
Ugh.
Even his Grampa Naeem couldn’t get him out of that one. Granted, they all stank of mud, sweat, and rotten eggs. 
But still. 
He and Grampa recognized each other as kindred souls the moment they met. Naeem answered all Jon’s questions and indulged Jon’s peculiar interest in geology. Together, they spent hours poring over Naeem’s samples of strange-shaped quartz, local limestone, and glassy volcanic rocks. He also took the time to show off his extensive collection of books as well as curious mathematical and alchemical instruments. 
Thwarting Arti’s numerous requests for anonymity, Grampa Naeem showed Jon all his favorite spots in Linwood. 
Jon loved his Grampa. And he knew Grampa loved him. 
Linwood was a neat little town. Grampa said it was a known Watcher town. 
When Jon asked what the term meant, Grampa Naeem said people know there are Watchers in Linwood. They just don’t know which Linwood residents were the real Watchers, with genuine Watcher tattoos, and who were only pretending to be Watchers. 
The bad times were finally over. Jon felt he could relax and return to being a simple boy. 
Unfortunately, being a simple boy also meant taking not-so-simple baths. 
Jon lowered his mouth into the warm water and blew frustrated bubbles as he studied the doors on opposite sides of the mudroom. One door led to the backyard and the other, to the kitchen. He considered making a run for the backyard, but decided against it. 
Mum might make him take another bath for the sheer fun of it. 
Besides, he didn’t have the key to the locked side gate that led to freedom. So he’d only trap himself in the backyard. With chickens for company. He studied at the kitchen door where his mother and Greta were currently preparing a meal of some kind. From the smell of it, something that involved garlic and ginger. 
“Jon, come on! You’ve got to be done by now,” Saul said from the kitchen side of the mudroom door. 
Grinning, Jon got out of the tub and dripped all over the stone floor as he searched for the towel and his clothes.
“Mum, where are my clothes?” 
“Mine were gone too,” Saul said. “Put on whatever’s there so we can go explore.” 
Jon found a set of clothes neatly folded on the wooden bench sitting along one side of the wall. As he pulled the tunic over his head, he heard a croaky voice.
“I tole you. You have to slice them garlic fin. Fin enough to almost see through. Wot you trying to do with them chunks, scare away vampires or somefin’?”
“I’ve missed you too, Greta,” came his mother’s reply. 
Jon pushed open the mudroom door and saw Saul’s grinning face. 
“And you two, throw out the dirty water before you go. Can’t be expectin’ me to do it all. Not at my age,” said Greta, a tall, elderly woman towering beside Arti by the cutting board. 
Greta had a voice like a bullfrog with laryngitis, and a face like she spent most of her considerable lifetime sucking lemons.
They turned around and went back into the mudroom. Jon took one handle and Saul the other handle of the tub. They lifted it on the count of three and headed towards the backyard. Jon had just opened the door to the backyard when he heard Greta say from the kitchen:
“Them boys need a haircut. Where’s me scissors, then?”
The boys threw the water out, dropped the wooden tub clattering on the mudroom floor, before running through the kitchen to the front room, determined to get out of Greta’s reach before she found her scissors. They ran past Naeem in the front room, his nose buried deep in a book.
“Slow down there, lads,” Naeem said, putting his book aside. 
He sat on a comfortable upholstered couch of carved rosewood with mother-of-pearl inlays. The front room was flooded with the light that streamed in through generous windows, fitted with panes of clear glass.
“Don’t worry about the scissors,” Naeem said. “She won’t be cutting hair today, boys. I’d be bald myself if I left them in the house. I buried them by the chicken coop in the backyard. No chance of her getting them. Chickens terrify her.” He paused, as if to re-consider his last statement. “Well, live chickens, anyway.” 
“Wot you do with me scissors, you crazy ole fool?” Greta bellowed from the kitchen.
“Greta, you’re scaring the children,” Naeem said, a blissful smile on his lips. 
“Is she a Watcher too?” Saul asked in a soft voice.
“No, lad. Greta is…Greta. Actually, you’d better call her Grammy Greta. Yes, I think she’d like that. She might decide not to torture you as much.”
“Is she my…grandmother?” Jon tried to keep his face impassive and the horror from his voice.
Naeem laughed. “No, lad. Of course not! She’s been with the family for years. We grew up together, she and I. Your grandmother died young, so she practically raised your mother.” 
Naeem tweaked his cheeks. Jon did not mind when his grandfather tweaked his cheeks. He bore the comforting, masculine scent of sandalwood and aged tobacco, while his mother tended to smell like whatever she was cooking at the time. 
“Why does she talk so mean?” Jon asked. 
“The meaner she talks to you, the more she loves you.”
“Well, she must love us very much,” Saul said, his eyebrows arched.
“And that is Greta,” Naeem said. “Just don’t tell her I said so.” He winked. 
“But she’s really old, Grampa,” Jon said. “Shouldn’t she retire, or something?” 
Naeem laughed. “The last time I suggested she do so, she chased me with a broom and locked me out of my own house for a week.” He shook his head. “Sorry lad, I’m not trying that again. I did try to get her a helper though.”
“Where is her helper?” Jon craned his neck and looked around.
“I said ‘tried’. He was a nice enough lad, of Nomadic tribe stock, from the far South. Greta was very nice to him.” Naeem paused for a moment, frowning. “Which really should have tipped me off.”
“What happened?” Saul said.
“Greta poisoned him.”
“What?” both boys said in unison.
“Not fatally,” Naeem said, flapping his hands. “With pigeon berries. The shrub grows by the low wall in the backyard. Greta slipped them into everything the poor lad ate and drank. He didn’t even last the week.” Naeem leaned back on the couch. “You know, no one could ever prove she did it.”
“You talkin’ about me, you crazy ole fool?”
“Why yes, Greta,” Naeem said. 
“Wot you tellin’ them, then?”
“We love you,” Naeem said, a playful twinkle in his jet eyes.
“Wot you talkin’ about, you crazy ole fool?” Greta stomped into the front room, arms akimbo, smelling of olive oil and fresh garlic. 
“Good morning, Grammy Greta,” both boys greeted her in unison, shrinking back slightly from her presence. 
The thunderous scowl on her wrinkled brows softened when she spotted them.
“You lookin’ for your friend, then?”
Jon nodded. Saul stood uncharacteristically still and quiet, terror on every line of his face.
“Well, she’s visitin’ the market square, in town. If you’re going, ‘ere’s some spendin’ money.” Greta handed Saul a small pouch of coins. 
She shot a defiant glare at Naeem, as if daring him to object. Naeem closed his eyes, and emitted an obviously fake snore. 
Greta snorted in triumph. “Mind you remember to get that girl somefin’. She’s a good ‘un.” She gave Naeem another snort before stomping back to the kitchen.
“About your friend,” Naeem said, his eyes snapping open. He held his hand out to halt the boys who were about to dash off. “What do you know about her?”
“Her name is Anya. She’s a cyrion, and she can ask animals to do things,” Jon said.
“Yeah. She helped us rescue the grumps.”
“Grumps?”
“Grown-ups,” Saul said. “She and her wolf friends helped rescue the grumps. But her friends can’t come into town. And we couldn’t save everybody.” Saul looked away, shame-faced.
“I’m sure you did your best. That’s what counts.” Naeem smiled when Saul perked up.
A renewed warm flood of love for his Grampa rushed through Jon.
Naeem peered at them over his reading glasses. “But what do you lads know about cyrions?”
“Only what she told us.” Jon tried thinking back to what exactly it was she said, and realized that she had not told them very much at all. 
“Well, when you do find her, you two need to be especially protective. Cyrions are not generally well-liked.”
“Why, Grampa?” Jon said.
“Just…be wary of her,” Naeem said. “There are some books on cyrions in my study, if you’d care to look.”
Jon shot his childhood friend a quick glance and caught Saul discreetly shaking his head.
No. No books. Not if they could help it was the clear message.
Jon lowered his head, and studied the floor, biting his lips tight to hide his mirth. Saul had always hated reading. 
After a moment, Jon looked up to his grandfather’s face. “Maybe later, Grampa.”
A now-familiar stomping echoed in the hallway. 
“Think I’ll do a bit of shoppin’ myself,” Greta said to no one in particular. “Mind you boys grab a bite before you go. Got some rolls in the kitchen. Made ‘em fresh this mornin’. You’re both too fin, you are.”
Without another word, Greta left the house. 
“Notice? Even Greta’s worried about your little friend.” Naeem patted his pockets. “Oh, and before you go, take this key to the side gate.”
Jon took a small bronze key from his grandfather. 
“Don’t lose it, and don’t forget to lock the side gate up again or the chickens will get loose. If you ever want to wander outside town, you can jump over the low wall in the backyard.”
“Why not build a higher wall, Grampa Naeem?” Saul asked.
“This is a Watcher house, lad. There might come a time when we need to…disappear quickly.” Naeem rose from the couch. “Right then, off you go. Daylight’s wasting and you have a city to explore. Have fun.” 
 



CHAPTER TEN
LINWOOD (AKA THE WALLEYE)
 
Anya strolled through the streets of the Free City of Linwood with a young raven perched on her shoulder. She had coaxed the raven down from his branch outside her window earlier with a shiny button, and promised to give him more buttons if he agreed to be her eyes for the day. 
So far, she loved Linwood. She loved the jugglers and buskers at the square. She loved the colorful stalls where countless vendors offered everything from fresh fish to books to ribbons. She thought the best stall of all was the jewelry stall. 
The raven agreed with her, although he thought the fish stall, with its multitude of brilliant, delectable fishy eyes on display, was a close second. The jewelry stall held dozens of pretty, sparkling rings, necklaces and pendants, all sold at “very reasonable prices,” at least according to the vendor. She and the raven agreed that ‘shiny’ was their absolute favorite color. 
Anya was looking over the vendor’s selection of rings when it dawned on her that she would eventually have to return to the forest. When she shifted into an animal form, any trinket she bought would inevitably end up lost somewhere on the forest floor. The raven krak-ed his suggestion that she simply give him the trinket, rather than give it to an anonymous bit of forest floor. Maybe it would help him attract a mate. 
Anya shook her head with a regretful smile at the even more regretful vendor—and raven— and went on walking. 
All these people! Anya could not believe the sheer number of people in the city. She avoided talking to them. Being among so many humans made her feel…shy. She simply enjoyed being around their bustle and chatter. Why did I stay away for so long? She steered clear of human settlements since her mother passed over a century ago. She’d always loved being in human settlements and being among humans. How nice it was to belong to a people. It was so different from the forest. She was captivated. 
Enchanted. 
“Anya!” A familiar piping voice broke the spell the city had cast on her. The raven looked around and spotted tiny Talitha waving. Anya had walked all the way to the city orphanage without even realizing it. 
Talitha ran towards her, still waving, her curly, blonde hair dressed in ribbons. Blue to match her eyes and her new dress. Talitha unlatched the low garden gate, ran out, and gave Anya a hug that buried her face in Anya’s skirt. 
“I wanta say thank you. Thank you,” Talitha said with a muffled voice. 
“You’re welcome.” Anya stroked the little girl’s hair, careful not to muss a single ribbon.
“I’ve been adopted. This is from my new Mama and Papa. Pretty, huh?” Talitha twirled around to show off her new dress. 
“Yes. Very.” Anya was not surprised Talitha was adopted so quickly. When she turned on her charms, Talitha was impossible to resist. 
“Where are your woofs?”
“They can’t come in the city, so I sent them home,” Anya said.
They jumped when an unfamiliar, grating voice fell on them. “‘Oi! Wot’s this about wolves, then?” 
The raven turned and Anya saw a short, red-faced disheveled man walk up to them. His arms were cocked, his hands clenched into fists and his scrawny chest puffed up as far as it would go. Anya thought he resembled a bantam rooster preparing for a fight. She smiled when the raven krak-ed his offer to peck one of the man’s eyes out to teach him a lesson. 
“You laffin’ at me?” the man said.
“Birdie said something funny, huh?” Talitha said, a gap-toothed smile on her freckled face.
The man’s beady eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You talk to birds, then?” 
“And woofs.” 
“You talk to birds and wolves? Wot are you, some kind of a witch?”
A small crowd was gathering around them, as if preparing to watch a free street show. Anya supposed they were about to be treated to one. She tensed herself, ready to do battle, should she need to. She would prefer not to. Which animal could she conceivably reach into in a human city? Rats? Roaches?
“No. She’s a shifter.” 
“I knows about you shifty shifters. You steal babies from good ‘onest folk like us, then turn them into monsters, you do.”
“No. She’s good. You’re mean.” Arms akimbo, Talitha put her dainty, doll-like frame between Anya and the bantam fighter.
“You picking’ fights with little girls now, Jaelyn?” a voice taunted from the crowd. “Right fine hero, you are.”
Jaelyn’s sunburned face flushed an even uglier shade of red. “Get out of the way, girl! That there’s a shifter. She’d steal you away and turn you into something…evil. Or turn into a dragon and eat you right up. Or turn into a volcano and blow us all up. S’not right for her to be out here, with the rest of us regular, decent folk. Needs lockin’ up, she does.”
“No!” Talitha cried in full tantrum mode. “She’s good. You’re mean. And rude. I’ll thump you.” 
She swung her arms, tiny hands balled into fists, trying to hit a man twice her height and many more times her size. A single, blue-silk ribbon fluttered to the dust. 
Anya was touched by the little girl’s bravado. No one had ever stood up for her before. She cast her mind around in desperation, looking for some creature she could reach into, any creature, other than rats or roaches. 
Or pigeons.
I hate pigeons.
“Aim a little lower, love,” someone in the crowd suggested. 
“Oi! Whose side are you on?” Jaelyn said, turning to the crowd.
“Definitely not yours, Jaelyn Rotter! Why’re you picking’ on little girls, then?” a blessedly familiar voice said from the crowd. 
The crowd parted to make way for the wrath of Greta. It was move, or be trampled under her sturdy leather boots. She carried a woven wicker basket, with a bunch of leeks sticking out of one end and a large walleye fish sticking out of the other. 
Anya found herself relaxing. Jon and Saul trusted the grumps. So that meant she could trust them also. 
“And you lot!” Greta turned her outrage on the hapless crowd, who suddenly became professional-grade, nonchalant whistlers and shoe-starers. Her slate-grey eyes narrowed, her lips, thinned into a dangerous line. “I’ll deal with you lot later.”
“You best stop this nonsense right now, Jaelyn.” Greta blindly groped in her basket.
Her questing hand closed around the tail of the walleye. 
There was a muffled cheer from the crowd, mingled with the subtler clink of coins exchanging hands. 
Greta swung. The fish landed with a wet thump against Jaelyn’s head. He had just enough time to straighten up, wide-eyed in shock, before the next blow rocked him again. Greta punctuated each word with another swing of the fish. 
“You! Leave. Them. Girls. Alone! You hear me?”
The belly of the fish burst open from the force of Greta’s final blow, showering Jaelyn with roe and fish guts. 
The crowd scattered a little farther away.
“Leave me alone, you nutter.” Jaelyn fled, crying. 
The sun caught the iridescent flecks of walleye fish scales and stinking roe that clung to his face and hair. The crowd melted away before Greta turned her energy, and battered walleye, to them. 
“You girls all right, then?” Greta asked as she returned the fish, significantly worse for the wear, to her wicker shopping basket.
“Yeah,” Talitha said. “Can I go play? Only, Bobby asked me.” She motioned to a little boy who was waving at her from a distance. 
“Right. Go on, then,” Greta said.
“Before I go, I have a secret to tell you,” Talitha said to Anya.
Anya bent her head, so her ears reached the little girl’s lips.
“Erin told me she likes Saul,” Talitha said.
Greta kept silent, the faintest shadow of a smile hovering around the corners of her pursed lips. Anya raised her eyebrows.
“I mean like, like,” Talitha said, her eyes rounded into saucers. “Ask him what he thinks of her, okay?”
“Okay,” Anya said.
“I think he likes her too.” Talitha patted Anya’s hand. “Sorry it’s not you. Men can be so difficult.”
“It’s okay,” Anya said, a reassuring smile on her face.
Talitha frowned. “You don’t care if he likes her?” She paused a moment before gasping. “So you like, like Jon? Oooh!” 
She skipped away before Anya had time to clarify.
“She’s going to be a terror, that one,” Greta said.
“But I wasn’t…I didn’t mean…I’m not…”
“Alls I can say is that Jon boy is like kin. You best not break his heart. Or I’ll break your face.” Greta gave Anya a meaningful look. She turned, and then nodded towards the street. “Speak of the devil.”
The raven turned and Anya saw the boys approaching from a distance. 
“I’d best leave you to it, then,” Greta said, walking away.
“Anya, are you all right?” Jon said.
“Yes.”
“Did you have fun?” Saul said
‘Oooh, yes. Definitely.” 
Arm-in-arm, the three friends caught up with Greta, and talked her into showing them the rest of the town. 
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
ANYA ALMOST LOSES IT
 
“I don’t understand why we’re even debating this.” Geoff’s gentle baritone sounded strangely flat through the closed mudroom door. 
Jon placed his forefinger to his lips. Nodding, Saul crouched and listened at the crack under the door. Anya stood behind the boys, her arms laden with eggs gathered from the chicken coop in the backyard. 
Grammy Greta had promised to bake a cake for them. 
Jon pressed his eye against the keyhole. A small mouse emerged from a hole in the wall. The mouse scurried up the rafters undetected and then stood perfectly still, as though studying the kitchen. Jon surveyed the grumps, arrayed around the kitchen table. Grampa Naeem, his face uncharacteristically solemn, sat in a chair in the corner.
“We’ve all done the deed before,” Geoff said. 
“But you’ve seen how they are with her.” Karin twisted the fine linen handkerchief in her hands into tight knots. “They’re friends. The boys will be devastated.”
Arti rubbed her forehead, her eyes shut. “They’re of Watcher blood, and they’ve had some Watcher training. They’ll manage.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself.
“The regulations are crystal clear on this,” Geoff said, looking away.
Logan snorted. “Hang the regulations. That little girl risked her skin to save ours. And this is how we repay her? By taking away her life?” 
Jon glanced at Saul in alarm. Saul frowned as he tried to get his ear even closer to the gap. He ignored the sound of eggs smashing on the stone mudroom floor behind him. 
“She could have walked away,” Logan said. “If she was like any other cyrion we’ve ever heard about, she would have. Only we’d never know for sure, because we’ve killed them all!” He paced the kitchen floor, his hands clasped tight behind his back. “We do not blindly follow regulations. We’re Watchers. We’re supposed to use our judgment to do what is right.”
“I know!” Geoff slammed the kitchen table with his fist. “My son’s in this too. Don’t you think I care how he would look at me? If he would look at me,” he said in a much softer voice. He shook his head. “But the regulations are clear. The reason is also clear. We can’t risk her losing her temper and blowing up a landmass, like the other cyrion did. The risks are too great.”
Logan picked up a small, slender volume and threw it on the kitchen table. “It happened once! Over a thousand years ago. The regulations need changing.” 
“Fine. I agree. But until the changes take effect,” Geoff said, his forefinger stabbing the book in front of him, “we follow our orders as stated.” 
“Wait, if we’re,” Arti said, her lips in a mocking curl, “removing people because of what they might do, why stop at cyrions? Why not remove children who could ‘potentially’ grow up to be problematic?”
“Because she is not a person,” Geoff said, finally losing his patience. “She’s not even human. She’s a cyrion. The regulations clearly state that all cyrions are to be exterminated. Next you’ll suggest we actually listen to that low-caste goblin the Watcher Knights brought in the other day.” 
“But she hasn’t done anything wrong,” Karin said. Her voice was low and soft, but insistent. “All she’s done tells me she’s a good-hearted child.”
Geoff threw his head back in frustration. “For the last time, she’s not a child. She is nothing like our boys, or any other human children in existence. She is a cyrion. And, for all we know, they all start out seeming like ‘good-hearted’ children. Until they lose control and destroy everything in sight. I’d much rather have a resentful son than a dead son, wouldn’t you?” Geoff turned to Logan and Arti. “Wouldn’t anyone?”
The door swung open. Jon, Saul and Anya walked into the kitchen. The adults fell silent. 
A speculative expression crossed Naeem’s face.
“Saul.” Karin paled. “How much of that did you hear?” 
“We heard enough,” Jon said, his cool tone masking his profound sense of betrayal and disbelief.
“Son, we have to follow the regula—”
Saul pinned his father in place with a blazing glare.
“How many?” Anya asked.
The adults exchanged a glance in the dead silence that followed.
“Two,” Arti said. “In the last twenty years, we came across two.”
A sneer crossed Anya’s face. “You mean you’ve killed two.” 
Arti turned away, wincing. 
“Was that why you brought me here? So you could,” Anya lowered her head, a derisive smile on her lips, “deal with me?”
“No,” Karin said. “You were hurt. We wanted you to rest a while. When you’re better, we’d escort you back to the forest.”
Anya snorted in disbelief. “What’s that supposed to be? Some kind of code? Noble Watchers don’t hurt wounded animals?” She looked at Karin, bitterness on every line of her face. “And then would you have let me go?” 
Karin fell silent and ducked her head, biting her lip. She continued twisting the handkerchief in her lap.
Anya shook her head. “No, you wouldn’t. You would’ve sent your sons elsewhere and then you would’ve hunted me down and killed me.” She paused and lifted a sardonic eyebrow. “Wouldn’t you?”
Silence.
There was a tense stillness in Anya’s body. Like a spring, coiled too tight and about to snap. “Do you know how lonely I was? Do any of you have any idea?” 
A low, barely audible rumble broke the silence. 
Her hands, clenched into white-knuckled fists held stiffly at her side, betrayed Anya’s expressionless face and calm, flat voice. “Do you? Thinking I am the only one of my kind?” 
The rumbling grew louder. The day grew darker. 
She bowed her head, silvered eyes closing, clenched fists blossoming into claws with scales of iridescent green. “So I am all alone because of you.”
There was a sudden crash of breaking glass. A raven thudded on the kitchen table. Broken bits of glass clung to its battered body, catching the dying light. The raven was still alive, but only just. The rumbling grew louder, and the day, darker still. 
“If you spared none of my kind, why should I spare yours?”
The rumbling was deafening. Jon glanced out the broken kitchen window and saw something covering the sun. Not a cloud, exactly. It did not move like a cloud. It moved like something alive. 
And it was getting closer. 
“That’s quite enough, young lady,” Naeem got up from his chair. “Kindly refrain from vandalizing more of my private property.”
“Huh?” Jon turned to his grandfather, confused.
Naeem spared a kind glance to Jon before turning back to Anya. “I mean, stop breaking my stuff.”
“Anya,” Jon said. “He’s hurt. Your raven friend. That’s him, right?” He shook her arm, ignoring the monstrous claws, hoping to break that awful, alien concentration on her face. “You told me and Saul that you don’t hurt friends. Back in the forest. Remember? You need to stop and take him to the doctor. Anya, he’s hurt really bad.”
“And he won’t be the last, will he?” Naeem said. “Your little friend Talitha is out there. So is Greta.”
“Grammy Greta, Anya,” Saul was now shaking her other arm. “She promised you cake if we get her some eggs from the coop. And we got…the eggs…”
There was an abrupt pause. Jon followed Saul’s gaze and saw the mess of broken shells and yolk on the mudroom floor. They both stared at the mess for a moment longer before Saul shook his head. 
“We can get more. When you told her you haven’t had cake in years, she said she’d make you a special one tonight. Remember?”
“Did you mean what you told them in the forest?” Naeem said to Anya.
“Yes.” Her face and voice had an eerie vacancy. 
The rumbling reached a crescendo. Jon released Anya’s arm with a cry and instinctively clapped his hands over his ears, to block out the sound. To block out the pain. He fell to his knees. 
“Liar!” Naeem snapped. 
Anya turned to him, the stunned expression of a whipped child on her face. 
Naeem gestured at the dying raven on the kitchen table and at the boys. “Look at those you call your friends.” 
Anya gasped. The ominous rumbling abruptly ceased. The sun shone again. There were audible sighs of relief. 
Geoff cleared his throat. “The regulations clearly state—”
“Chapter seven, section fourteen,” Naeem said, dark eyes flashing. “‘In the event Watchers fail to come to a consensus, a temporary arrangement must be made to maintain the status quo until such a time said consensus is reached’. Page 311, just below the mustard stain.”
“Grampa?” Jon said, a frown on his face.
“Yes, Jon?”
“Huh?”
Anya stared at the raven, stunned. All the tension seemed to have flowed out of her frame. “I think it means until they all agree on what to do, they can’t do anything.” She walked toward the table, toward the dying raven, hands outstretched. 
Human hands.
“Concisely put, young lady,” Naeem said.
“Grampa, stop it.” Jon slowly got up from the floor. 
“But we can’t just let her go either,” Logan said, darting a glance at the other Watchers. “She almost leveled the whole town.” 
“May I suggest—” Naeem started. Jon glowered at him. Naeem cleared his throat and tried again. “How about this? Young lady, do you keep your promises?”
Anya nodded, silvered eyes glued on the wounded raven.
“So how about we promise not to harm you as long as you promise us two things? One, you will only use your powers when necessary. Two, you must not willingly leave the city.”
“Yes. Anything.” She held the raven with gentle hands. 
Human hands. 
She looked up at Naeem, pleading. “Now can we please get him to a doctor?” 
Ignoring her, Naeem turned to the Watchers “Is this acceptable to you?” A sad smile lurked on his bearded lips as he collected the Watchers’ assent. 
He nodded to Karin.
“Let me see.” Karin hurried to her side and examined the raven. “I’m sorry lass, it’s too late. You still have a little time to say goodbye.”
“I still owe you a button.” She sank down to the floor, cradling the dying raven to her chest, and wept. 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
THE SPAT
 
The following day, Jon stood beside Anya by the low wall in the backyard, before a small grave shaded by a pigeon berry bush. Saul stood, fidgeting, on her other side. 
“I’m sorry.” Tears slipped down Anya’s face. “Mother said I had to take care of my friends. And I didn’t take care of you.” 
The little mouse on her shoulder gave a soft squeak.
The grave, unmarked by a headstone but profusely decorated with buttons of all colors, shapes and sizes, was situated as far away from the chicken coop as possible. Anya did not want the chickens defiling her friend’s final resting place. She said this was the least she could do. 
“Stop beating yourself up,” Jon said. “In his last moments, he had no doubt you loved him.” 
“Yeah,” Saul said. “If someone did the same to my family, I’d be really mad too.”
“But I almost lost control. If I did, then—”
Jon tightened his lips for a moment. He’d been wondering the same thing. He shook his head. Irrelevant. For now. “But you didn’t. You stayed in control. Right, Saul?”
Saul nodded. “I’m not sure I could. I’d have been so mad…”
Shoulders hunched, she ducked her head and wrapped her arms around herself. “But—”
Jon shook his head. “You could have, but you didn’t. You spent his last moments holding him. I’m sure that meant a lot.”
She lifted her head to face them. “Does this mean you still want to be my friends? Even after…”
“Geez, Anya,” Saul gave her a shoulder bump. “I thought you were smart. We’re here, aren’t we?”
“And we’ll always be.” Jon put his hand on her bony shoulders. 
“D-uh.” Saul rolled his eyes. 
“Thank you.” Anya smiled and drew both of them close in an impulsive hug.
There was a discreet cough from behind. “So Greta came through with the buttons,” Naeem said.
“Yes, Grampa,” Jon said. “She said she emptied out her entire sewing box. And she promised to plant flowers later.”
“That’s good,” Naeem said. “I only wanted to pay my respects and ask you what your plans are for the rest of the day.”
“I don’t think we have anything planned,” Saul said. 
Jon and Anya nodded their confirmation. 
“Well, a little later today, I thought that we could stroll down to the city lockup and pay the goblin a visit. He’s been saying some rather interesting things. Pity no…er…grumps was it?” Naeem winked. “Pity no grumps bothered to listen.” He paused for a moment, his lips pursed, and a thoughtful look on his face. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think the little fellow is lying.”
“Why would we—” Jon started when Saul shushed him.
“Yes, we’d be delighted,” Anya said.
“You know, that copy of Watcher manual is still on the kitchen table. Would you like to take a look before Greta puts it away?”
“Yes. Yes, we would,” Saul said, his hands clamped on Jon’s mouth.
“Nuh—mmmff—” Jon glared at Saul. 
Naeem nodded, his eyes on the ground. “May I suggest you pay particular attention to chapter two, sections eight to ten?” He tugged at his beard. “Page eighty-six, I believe. I apologize for the lack of handy mustard stains.”
Naeem bent and placed a bright red button in the shape of a hexagon on the raven’s grave. 
“Well,” he said as he got up. “The dictionary is on the second shelf, the third book from the left in my study, where I will be taking a short nap.” Naeem yawned and stretched. “Try not to take too long with it. Also, Greta’ll be quite upset if you’re late for dinner. And be sure to see me before you decide…whatever you’ll decide, won’t you?” 
Naeem strolled back to the house, waving them goodbye. 
“What was all that about?”
“Jon,” Saul said in a rough voice. “I swear it’s like you switch your brain off when your Grampa’s around! He’s figured a way out for us. For Anya. He wants us to do something.”
“Well, why didn’t he just tell us?” Jon asked.
“ ‘Cause he’s a Watcher. He probably can’t or something,” Saul said.
Jon’s head tilted to the side with genuine puzzlement. “A way out of what?” 
Saul’s face turned a bright cherry red. “You were really out of it, weren’t you? Don’t you remember the terms? God knows Grampa Naeem kept it simple. Do I really have to spell it out for you?” 
“Please don’t fight,” Anya said, her voice was level, but her brows drew together in a furious scowl.
“I don’t want to. But it’s like he’s being purposely clueless!” Saul said to Anya, his voice rising in fury. “It’s like he expects the grumps to do and know everything. Like they can do no wrong. Like he can’t be bothered to even try thinking on his own when he’s around them.”
“Don’t call me clueless,” Jon said, as his own face warmed. “I really don’t understand what the problem is. The grumps can’t do anything, and Anya can stay with us for as long as she wants to.”
“Precisely my point.” Saul whirled around until he was nose-to-nose with Jon. “The grumps can’t do anything only for as long as they can’t agree on something. You know that’s only a matter of time. Grampa Naeem can slow them down, but for how long? He’s old. He might keel over any second.” 
“Don’t you say that about my Grampa!”
“Well, it’s true. He’s really old. And Anya can’t stay for as long as she wants—”
“Please, stop,” Anya said. Her breathing grew ragged. 
“She has to stay. Whether she wants to or not.” Saul poked Jon’s chest “Your problem is you think Anya’s no different from…from those chickens!”
“Chickens?” Jon shoved his friend away, sending Saul stumbling. “What? You’re crazy!”
“No, you’re stupid,” Saul’s face turned purple and cords of muscle stood out from the sides of his neck. “You’ve overtaken clueless, sped all the way past dumb, and are firmly in the land of stupid. Anya’s not a pet. She’s a person. Like you and me. She doesn’t deserve this!”
Anya gave a blood-curdling growl and then tilted her head up and let out a deafening scream at the top of her lungs.
He and Saul were startled into complete silence. 
“You,” she turned to Saul. “I can speak for myself. And you,” she whirled to Jon, her eyes narrowing. “I should smack you upside the head.”
She paused for a moment. “What did Mother say you humans do…oh, yes,” she turned back to the stunned boys. “Now, both of you shake hands and say you’re sorry. I mean it. Now.”
Jon looked at Saul, then at Anya. He quickly shook Saul’s hand, muttering his apology. 
“Now hug,” Anya said.
“Anya, boys don’t hug—” Saul said.
“I don’t care!” Anya said, stamping her foot. “You two hug, right now!” Her voice was deeper, rougher. 
Jon eyed her clenched fists, and gingerly hugged Saul.
“Pro-per-ly,” Anya said through clenched teeth. 
The boys hugged quickly, and then drew apart, twice as fast. 
“Now you,” Anya said to Saul “Come with me, get the dictionary, and we’ll get that manual sorted. And you,” she whirled to face Jon. 
Jon reared back. 
“Stay here until you’ve figured out, on your own, why I need to do this.”
With that, she turned her back on them and stomped toward the house. 
He and Saul stood rooted to the ground, mouths agape. 
About halfway back to the house, Anya stopped. “Are you coming, or am I doing this on my own?” Saul scurried to her side. Jon stood alone at the raven’s graveside, his mouth still hanging open.
* * * *
 “I think they’ve got it sorted out,” Naeem said.
Greta grunted. “They’re all good ‘uns, so I don’t see how they can’t. Precocious they are, like we was.” She nudged Naeem with her elbow. They had been watching the exchange from the kitchen window. 
“You’ve got their packs ready, then?”
“ ‘Course I did. Called me ‘Grammy’ didn’t they,” Greta said, a smile on her puckered face. “Best make ourselves scarce. They’re coming this way.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE LOOPHOLE
 
Jon walked into the pink bedroom, now Anya’s, and found his friends bent over both the slender Watcher manual and a heavy, leather-bound tome. 
“I’m sorry,” Jon said to Anya. “You’re not a chicken.” 
“I’m sorry too,” Saul said to Jon. “I shouldn’t have called you those names. 
Jon turned to Saul. “And I shouldn’t have acted like a drooling, blithering idiot.” He grinned. “So I guess we’re even?”
The mouse sitting on Anya’s shoulder scampered and stuck its nose in his ear, tickling him. Jon giggled. Duty discharged, the mouse jumped off and returned to its post. 
“I’m so glad you’re back, Jon,” Saul said. “This thing is complicated.” 
“What have we got so far?” Jon said. 
He settled down on the floor, nestled between his two friends. 
“Listen to this beast.” Saul read aloud.
“The applicant/s must undertake and complete a mission deemed impossible by senior Watchers, with no interference from any Watcher whatsoever. Senior Watchers are limited to a strictly supervisory role. Any assistance rendered by senior Watchers will, in turn, render said application null and void.”
“This is only the first bit,” Saul said.
Anya canted her head to the side. “We think it means we need to do something really hard, with no help from the grumps.”
“And this next bit,” Saul said. He cleared his throat.
“The completion of the mission must prove beyond any doubt the applicant/s posses/es the high moral caliber befitting the Watchers.”
“Finally the last bit,” Saul said, rolling his eyes.
“Upon the satisfactory completion of said mission, the applicant/s are eligible to hold the position/s of Apprentice Watchers. Apprentice Watchers possess all the rights, privileges, and obligations of Full Watchers.”

“What does all this even mean?” Jon asked.
Anya tapped the dictionary with her knuckle, a meaningful look on her face. The trio spent the next few minutes flipping through the tome and debating what they thought the words meant, before coming to an agreement. 
“Okay, so this means,” Jon said, ticking the points off with his fingers. “We need to do something good, which is also really hard, without any help, right?”
Saul flipped through the manual. “I think the word they used is ‘impossible’.” 
“But does the last bit mean I have to become a Watcher to be free? I don’t want to be forced to hurt other people just because they’re different.” 
“So argue about it,” Jon said. “Like the grumps did.” 
“Yeah,” Saul said. “We’ll join too. Jon and me. They can’t do anything if we do that. By their own rules.”
“Until they change it.” Anya bit her lower lip, her face, bitter.
“We’ll think of something else by then,” Jon said.
“I think the goblin must be our next step,” Anya said.
“What do we do? We break him out? We…‘take care’ of him?” Saul said, throwing out random ideas. 
“No, too easy,” Jon said, shaking his head. “I think we need to talk to him to figure out exactly what we need to do.” 
“Right then,” Saul said as he got up from the floor. “Let’s go see Grampa Naeem.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
G’HANJL
 
Jon trailed behind Anya and Naeem as they made their way through Linwood.
“What’s that, Grampa Naeem?” Anya gestured to Naeem’s liver-spotted hand. 
Naeem held a fine porcelain platter, covered with equally fine white linen. They were making their way to the city lock-up. The tiny dun-furred mouse peeked out from under her collar, twitching its nose in curiosity.
“Greta made cookies for the guard,” Naeem said. “I think you’ve met him. His name is Jaelyn.”
“Huh,” Anya said, jerking her head back. “I thought she didn’t like him. Is that why they stink like pigeon berries?” She wrinkled her button nose. “I noticed the bush in the backyard.”
Naeem blithely continued walking.
“I don’t smell anything bad.” Saul darted forward and sniffed at the platter. “The cookies smell good. They look good too. Can I have some?”
“No,” Jon and Anya said in unison.
“Grammy Greta is being nice. To someone Anya said she does not like,” Jon said, giving Saul a meaningful look.
“She said something about sending them by way of apology,” Naeem said under his breath. 
“Okay, that settles the question,” Saul said, a wistful expression on his face. “There’s definitely something wrong with them.”
“Pigeon berries can make you sick.” Anya nodded at the row of outhouses standing next to the guardhouse.
“Does Jaelyn know?” Jon battled his conscience. His conscience won a partial victory. “Should we warn him? How sick would those cookies make him, exactly? On a scale of one to ten?” 
“Eleven,” Anya said, her face thunderous. “Jaelyn’s not a nice person. I vote not to tell him.”
“Here we are,” Naeem said in a cheerful, singsong voice as he pulled open the door. His voice dropped to a whisper. “Don’t take too long.”
They entered the small, shabby guardhouse adjoining the lock-up and ran into Jaelyn. His face still bore traces of his most recent encounter with Greta, as well as a lingering scent of fish. Naeem motioned the trio to go on ahead while he began to engage Jaelyn. Jon heard his Grandpa’s soothing voice greet him and then make gentle apologies, while he and his best friends made their way to the annex where the cells were located. 
“Amsry! Amsry!” the goblin said in a high, squeaky voice.
“That’s him.” Jon cocked his head as he frowned and peered at the small, shabby creature clutching the bars of his cell with small, grubby hands. “I think?” 
The little mouse jumped up from under Anya’s collar to her shoulder, to get a better view. 
This goblin was shorter and much thinner than the goblins they previously encountered. One of his front tusks was broken. Underneath the dirt and grime, Jon could make out a multitude of scratches and bruises. The goblin did not seem capable of savaging a guinea pig. 
“I know he’s just a goblin,” Anya’s voice softened with pity. “But those Knights weren’t very kind to him, were they?” 
The goblin saw Anya and gasped. He then fell to his knees and stretched his arms out through the bars, pleading.
“The MataPerak. Amsry. Amsry, MataPerak,” he said. 
“Amsry? Amnesty?” Jon said, turning to Saul.
“Emissary?” Saul said, turning to Jon. 
“Yes.” The goblin nodded, his desperation, obvious. “MataPerak, Amsry.”
“MataPerak.” Saul turned to Anya. “The goblin officer called you the same thing. He didn’t talk like this one though.”
Ptuh! The goblin spat. “Him D’hibuk. Him officer. Him ptuh,” the goblin spat again.
Jon raised his eyebrows. “I guess they don’t get along.” 
“Him, officer. Him D’hibuk. Me, G’hanjl. Me no officer,” G’hanjl said, a pleading expression in yellowed eyes. “You is big fat Watchers, yes? You is to be with the MataPerak. You is to be goodings, yes? Fat, strong Watchers you is, yes?” G’hanjl said. 
“We’re not Watchers, G’hanjl. And we’re not fat,” Saul said.
“Not Watchers?” G’hanjl sounded disappointed. “But you is so fat with strongness. And you is with MataPerak. Maybe you still to be helpings G’hanjl,” G’hanjl said, a look of grim determination on his face. “G’hanjl friends and family to be very much not happy, to be very much hunger. They is to be dying. Please, MataPerak. Please to be helpings G’hanjl friends and family. Please, to be saving them.” 
“Who’s hurting them, G’hanjl?” Anya said.
“D’hibuk friends and family ptuh to be making us not happy. G’hanjl is wanting G’hanjl friends and family to be comings here. This place is to be much fatness, much eatings, much happy, yes?” 
“Still not getting the fat reference,” Saul said.
Anya pursed her lips. “I think ‘fatness’ means ‘plenty of’?” 
“Yes. But is not to be imp…improt…” G’hanjl lost patience with himself. “G’hanjl is to be dumb. G’hanjl is to be bad Amsry. Bad, bad, bad,” he said, hitting himself on the head. 
“No, stop it,” Saul said. “You’re doing fine.” He grabbed both G’hanjl’s scrawny arms through the bars. “How can we help?”
“Help get G’hanjl friends and family here.” Tears leaked from his yellow eyes. “To be getting them to where they is no longer to be hurtings by officers. Please?” 
Jon noticed the goblin did not spit that time. 
“But aren’t your officers goblins too?” Jon asked.
“Them is to be officers. We is not to be. Them is not to be us. Soon, them is to be eatings us, maybe. The goblin homeland is not to be full of fatness, like here. Homeland is not to be much eatings.”
“Is that why you took the villagers? To eat them?” Saul asked, stepping back from G’hanjl’s cell in horror. 
“G’hanjl is not to be knowings. G’hanjl is to be stupid. To be scaredings all the time. And G’hanjl is to be much, much tired-ed of things. Them officers is to be sayings to be takings G’hanjl’s sister.” G’hanjl clawed at his face.
“G’hanjl, you’re not stupid,” Anya said. “You’re very brave to come here.”
“We’ll help you.” Saul turned to his friends. “Well, we have to. They’re planning to eat his sister!”
“No one’s arguing,” Anya said. “But we have to get him past Jaelyn.” She paused for a moment, and then a delighted smile dawned on her face. “The pigeon berries…” 
“And the Slayer can get the lock on the cell door,” Jon said. 
“But,” Saul said, “how do we get from here all the way to the Northern wastes? Undetected?” 
“G’hanjl knows. G’hanjl knows way. Secret way. But is to be needings key.”
“Can this open it?” Jon showed G’hanjl the Slayer. 
G’hanjl took the dagger and peered closely at it, twisting the weapon this way and that in the dim cell. He even spat on it, and watched his spittle trail its slimy way down to the tip of the blade. G’hanjl then shook his head in sadness, and returned the blade to Jon.
“This is to be magic dagger, yes. But, to be saddings, blade is to be openings only simple locks. Secret way is to be needings magic key.”
“Well,” Jon said. “What’s the key? Perhaps we can ask Grampa. Or research it in the study.” 
“Magic key is to be stone. Is to be special stone.”
“Special how?” Saul asked. “I mean, can you describe it?” He tightened his grip on G’hanjl’s arms, in case the goblin decided to punish himself further. 
“Is to be smallings. Is to be darking green, and is to have…to have…” G’hanjl’s breathing grew harsh with frustration at his own inability to find the words. 
“G’hanjl,” Anya said. “Breathe. It’s okay. Take your time.” 
She modeled deep, slow breathing for the agitated goblin. G’hanjl tried to imitate Anya. Little by little, he gradually grew calmer. 
“Now, try again. It’s a small, green stone, and…?” Anya prompted.
“Is to be having little blood in it.”
“Real blood?” Saul asked, horrified.
Anya smacked Saul’s arm as G’hanjl started to become agitated again.
“Shh….” She glared at a shame-faced Saul. “Breathe…Okay.” She nodded at the battered goblin. “Try again.”
“Is to be lookings like to be having little blood inside.”
“So it looks like it has a little blood in it,” Jon said.
“Yes. Please, you is to be helping?”
“Yes, G’hanjl. We’ll help you,” Anya said. 
She looked to them for confirmation. He and Saul affirmed her statement without hesitation.
“Children! Ready to go?” Naeem called from the guardhouse.
“Coming, Grampa,” Jon said. “G’hanjl, we have to go now. But we will be back. Tonight.” 
He turned to his two friends. They nodded their agreement. 
“The sooner the better,” Anya said. “There’s no telling how long the grumps’ deadlock will last.”
Jon turned back to the goblin “No more hurting yourself, understand? We will be back. We’ll get you out tonight.”
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THE KIDNAPPING
 
Dinner was a sumptuous, but subdued, affair. The diners mostly picked at their meal in silence. The grumps seemed guilt-ridden, reluctant to meet the children’s eyes. The children were, at least initially, too afraid of giving themselves away to fully relax and enjoy the meal. 
Greta took their reaction to her culinary efforts rather poorly. First, she asked pointed questions about how they found the food. She escalated to grumbling about how thin they all were and how they really should eat more. The grumps exchanged discreet, horrified glances at each other when Greta finally threatened to get her rope, tie them down, and then spoon-feed everyone at the table by force. She settled back into her chair, apparently satisfied, when the grumps began to eat faster. 
After a dessert of pound cake served with fresh cream and a medley of macerated summer berries, the children helped Greta clean up. The grumps retreated to their bedrooms upstairs complaining, when safely out of Greta’s earshot, of having eaten too much. After Greta declared her satisfaction at their efforts, the trio made their way out of the spacious kitchen towards Naeem’s study.
“Are you sure she didn’t put pigeon berries in the cake?” Saul asked. 
The dun mouse on Anya’s shoulder gave a soft squeak as she scratched its ears. “Yes, I’m sure,” Anya said, rolling her eyes. 
Jon rubbed his belly. “Because, you know, my tummy feels kind of funny too.” 
“Possibly because you ate six helpings of everything between the two of you,” Anya said, a note of disgust in her voice. 
“I’m also feeling kind of sleepy.”
“Me too,” Jon said.
Anya opened the study door. “Well, I doubt we have time for a nap.” 
Naeem rose from his soft leather armchair, his customary smile lurking on his bearded face. “Ah, children.”
“Grampa, we—”
Naeem broke eye contact and glanced at the ceiling. 
Jon nodded. The grumps are upstairs. 
Naeem’s smile widened as he rubbed his left earlobe. 
And they might be listening.
Naeem pushed his reading glasses up his nose. “Did you all get enough to eat?” 
“Yes, Grampa Naeem, we did,” Anya said. “Thank you for asking.”
Saul yawned. “Yeah, I think I ate too much. Now I want to sleep.” 
“Before you turn in,” Naeem said, “I’d like you think about the terms of the agreement you made yesterday. Breaking a promise to the Watchers is serious business.” He looked at the three of them, in turn, over the reading glasses perched on his nose. “I need to impress upon you three that the consequences of you, Anya, willingly leaving the city limits are dire.” 
He walked towards an ornate wooden bureau standing next to the open study window. 
“Now Jon, I have an early Nameday present for you.” Naeem pulled open a drawer and took out a small box. “Something which used to be mine in fact.” He took out a stone pendant hanging on a slender platinum snake chain and placed it around Jon’s neck. 
“What is this, Grampa?” Jon cocked his head and examined the pendant. No bigger than his thumbnail, the pendant was heavy for its size. Jon peered closer at the gem. It was an opaque, moss green stone, shaped like a teardrop and stippled with streaks of crimson. 
“It’s a bloodstone pendant. Your grandmother had the matching stone, set in a ring. When the time comes, you can give your grandmother’s ring, if you want, to your wife.”
“Grampa…” Jon’s face flushed as he squirmed in embarrassment. 
Saul and Anya snickered. 
“I want you to promise to keep this on you. Especially if you think you’ll find yourself…out of our reach. This is important, Jon. Promise me.”
“I promise, Grampa.” 
“If or when you want my help, I need you to hold the stone like so,” Naeem held the bloodstone with the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. “Then you say: ‘Blood to blood, I need you. Blood from blood, I call you.’ Can you remember that?”
“And you’ll come, Grampa?”
“Only if you say the phrase right.” Jon heard an odd note in his voice. Jon jerked his head up, to study Grampa Naeem’s face. He saw a strange expression he could not quite place in Grampa Naeem’s eyes. He was about to ask his grandfather about it when Naeem turned away. 
“As for the two of you.” Naeem said to Saul and Anya, “The spell only works if Jon knows the words. So make sure he remembers.”
“We will,” Anya said. 
“Well, good night, children.” Naeem gave all three of them a tight hug, which lasted a little bit longer than usual. 
The trio made their way to Anya’s bedroom upstairs. Jon heard the grumps snoring through their closed bedroom doors, and wondered if the snores were genuine. Perhaps the grumps hadn’t been eavesdropping after all. Jon closed the door behind him with a gentle snick. He then sat on the floor, facing his friends. 
“So we wait?” Saul stretched and yawned.
“Yes,” Jon said.
Saul reached back to Anya’s bed and snagged a feather pillow. “So we do have time for a nap?”
Jon thought for a moment. “No.” 
He watched Saul cuddle Anya’s pillow, a pout on his friend’s face. “There is something we should do in the meantime.” 
Jon turned to Anya who was playing with the tiny dun mouse on her lap. “We’re going to need some paper, ink and a quill. Can you get them from the study without waking the grumps?”
She nodded, put the mouse on her shoulder, and left.
“What do you have in mind?” Saul sat up, setting Anya’s pillow to the side.
“Grampa said that Anya can’t leave willingly. So I thought we should leave the grumps a note, telling them that we forced her to come with us.”
Saul snorted, shook his head, and leaned back on his elbow, legs outstretched. “There’s no way they’d believe that.” 
“So not the point. The point is that the only proof they’d have of what happened is she’s been taken.”
“Taken?” Anya asked as she re-entered the room. She was carrying a sheet of paper and a small pot of ink. The mouse perched on her shoulder held a grey goose feather quill in its front paws. 
“We need to give the grumps a reason to think that we kidnapped you.” Jon smoothed the paper on the wooden bedroom floor. 
“So his plan,” Saul said, his eyebrow arched, “is to write them a note.” 
“Would they believe that?” 
“Maybe not,” Jon said. “But they’ll want to. Can anyone think of anything else we can do?” He studied each of his friends in turn. 
Saul and Anya remained silent.
“All right. Someone else needs to write this, though. My handwriting’s pretty awful.”
Saul sat up, took the quill from the mouse, and dipped it in the pot of ink. He began to write, the tip of his tongue peeking out from between his lips.
Dear Grumps and Gramps,
“Wait,” Jon said. “You can’t call them those names.”
“I’m not going to spell out everyone’s names, am I?” Saul said, frowning. The grey goose feather quill, still poised and ready, dripped fat drops of black ink from its sharpened nib onto the parchment. “I’ll run out of space.” 
“Just keep going,” Anya said. 
Like your rulebook says, me, Jon and Anya are going on a qwest to prove we can be Watchers. Grampa Naeem can tell you where it says so in the book.
“That’s going to get Grampa in trouble.” 
“What can they do to him?” Saul dipped the quill into the pot for more ink. “Anyway, we never actually told him what we’re going to do. S’not like he can read minds.”
Anya rolled her eyes. “Just go on.” 
We are going to rescue Gun-jeel’s family and friends from per percus
Saul turned to his friends. “How do you spell ‘persecution’?” 
“I don’t know,” Jon said. 
Anya growled. Saul darted a look at her face, then quickly returned to the ink-splattered parchment. 
persekewshen. We will be back as soon as possible.
Gun-jeel is the goblin.
Love,
Saul, Jon and Anya.
“Done,” Saul said, a triumphant smile on his lips. 
Jon sighed. “The most important part?”
“Oh yeah. I forgot.” Saul bent over the parchment again. 
P/S: We kidnapped Anya. We had to fight her a bit.
“Oh great. Now we hit girls?” Jon said. 
“I said only a bit.” Saul surveyed around Anya’s neat, pink bedroom. “I think maybe we should mess up the room. To make it look like we really fought.”
“Quietly though,” Anya said. “Don’t want to wake up the grumps.”
Anya pulled off the light summer duvet and left it in a crumpled heap at the foot of the bed. Saul took a small wooden stool and pulled off one of its legs. He winced at the sound it made when the wood snapped. Jon threw Anya’s pillows to random corners of the room. 
Saul surveyed the scene, arms akimbo. “I think that’s messy enough.” 
“Now, the last part,” Jon said. He picked up the pewter candleholder and blew out the candle. Darkness shrouded the little pink room. Anya placed the still damp letter on the barren bed, denuded of all its covers, where it was sure to be found. She weighed the parchment down with the candleholder.
“Anya,” Saul said, his hand on her shoulder, “consider yourself kidnapped. Now let’s go before they catch us.”
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE JAILBREAK
 
The trio made their way through the house and down the stairs. They were headed for the storeroom beside the kitchen, where Jon knew the grumps stowed their packs, when he noticed three backpacks lying on the wooden kitchen table. He grabbed Saul’s shoulders and motioned towards them. Jon walked over to the table and examined the packs. 
They were bigger than the packs he and Saul usually carried. Much bigger. Hemp ropes were coiled on each side and some kind of animal fur bundled on the top. He put the new pack on and realized that it was also heavier than his old pack. Much heavier. 
After his friends equipped their packs, he gave them a nod, and then headed for the backdoor. They tiptoed past the chicken coop, holding their breaths, so as not to wake the roosting hens. The trio made it out onto the street undetected. Jon turned the key and re-locked the side gate. 
It would not do to upset Greta. 
Click
“Jon, what if there’s a curfew?” Saul said.
Jon scanned the deserted street and surrounding houses. “I don’t know. We just have to be careful and not get caught.”
“So what’s the plan?” Saul asked. 
“We break G’hanjl out.” 
“And after that?”
“I don’t know yet.” Jon heard Saul’s sharp intake of breath. “But I’ll think of something soon.”
“Jon, hold out your hands,” Anya said.
Puzzled, Jon held out his hand.
“When I said ‘hands’, I meant both of them.”
A blush crept up his neck, and Jon was grateful it was too dark for anyone to notice. He held out both his hands. A warm, furry thing scrabbled in his left palm and Anya’s small hand rested in his right.
“When I’m done, put us in your shirt pocket. Remember not to squeeze us.” 
Jon’s ears popped, like there was as sudden change in atmospheric pressure when something relatively large suddenly became something relatively small. Anya’s pack thumped down on the cobbled city streets. Jon stepped into the moonlight and peered at the mice on the palms of his hands in speechless amazement. 
The two mice were identical, from their short, brownish-black fur, to their black-tipped tails. They even sat up on their hind legs and cocked their heads at him at the exact same time, the exact same way. The only difference was that one of the mice had a pair of blank, silvery discs for eyes. One of them was clearly blind. 
Just like Anya. 
The blind mouse gently nipped the ball of his thumb and squeaked in what Jon could swear sounded like impatience. 
“All right, all right,” he said. He placed the mice in his front shirt pocket. He felt both their heads poking out at the same time. “Stop wiggling. You’re tickling me.”
“Jon, come on.” Saul peered around in puzzlement. “Hey, where’s--?”
Jon gestured wordlessly at the mice poking out from the top of his shirt pocket. Saul’s eyes widened as his jaw fell open. 
“Wait, how…?” Saul finally managed. 
Jon shook his head and shrugged. One of the mice squeaked again. Louder, this time. 
Saul peered at Jon’s pocket, forefinger extended. “Okay, I understand. No time now. But you’ll explain this later. Right?” He turned away, nodding to himself. “Right. For now, we should go. Keep up, Jon.” He dashed off into the gloomy streets. 
Jon sighed, picked up Anya’s pack, and jogged to catch up. Everyone’s rushing me tonight.
They glided through the silent cobbled city streets like shadows on still water, easily evading the few torch-bearing guards patrolling the streets. Linwood City guards seldom expect trouble because few criminals were stupid or foolhardy enough to target a known Watcher city. 
The boys hid in the shadows of the dogwood trees outside the guardhouse across from a row of outhouses. They watched in silence as a gong farmer, pushing his creaking wheelbarrow of vats, stopped beside the outhouses. Jon gagged from the odor of humanity that poured out when the gong farmer, whistling, uncovered one of his vats. Still whistling, he went on to empty the contents of each outhouse into the open vat, highlighting the new note to an already fragrant city night. Jon concentrated on taking short, shallow breaths through his mouth until the farmer replaced the lid of his vat. 
“All done, sirs! Heard you’ve been ill. Got ‘em stalls nice and clean for you.” He trundled off with his creaking wheelbarrow, still whistling, to the next collection point. 
Jon decided the air was safe enough to breathe normally when the last echoing notes of the gong farmer’s whistling died in the deserted streets. 
Just as Saul was about to make a dash for the jailhouse door, Jon gripped his shoulder. “Wait.” 
A few moments later, Jaelyn came hurtling out of the guardhouse into an open outhouse. He was followed by another guard who rushed, retching, into the other outhouse.
“Wot was that you fed me, you rotter?” the other guard shouted through the closed outhouse door between bouts of retching.
“You took ‘em yourself, Eddie! Them was my cook—” Jaelyn interrupted himself with a loud, liquid gurk.
Thank you, Grammy Greta. 
“Now,” Jon said. 
They dashed across to the outhouses and slid the steel bolts shut, locking the guards inside. 
“Oi! Who’s that outside, then—” Jaelyn started to say, before he was cut off by another liquid gurk.
Jon glanced at Saul and recognized his own sense of mischief reflected in the smile on his friend’s face. 
They entered the deserted guardhouse and ran pell-mell to the annex where G’hanjl was locked. 
“We don’t have much time,” Jon said. “We need to leave before the others on patrol return.” He shoved Anya’s pack to Saul. “Here, you hold this.” He fumbled in his pockets for the Squirrel Slayer. 
“Don’t tell me you forgot to bring it,” Saul said, his eyes wide. 
Anya poked her head out of John’s shirt pocket. Both mice scampered down his shirt and leggings before landing on the floor. Jon was still searching his pockets when he felt a now-familiar pop in his ear.
“You put it in its sheath, in your pack.” Anya turned to Saul. “I can carry my own pack, thank you.” She shouldered her pack while the mouse climbed up her torso. “You know, you smell really nice for a boy, Jon. Like lilacs and roses.”
That bath. It seemed so long ago.
Jon slid off his backpack, dropped it on the ground, knelt on one knee, and blindly groped inside. Failing to find the Slayer, he bent to take a closer look inside his pack. His grandfather’s pendant swung out of his shirt collar. Jon heaved a sigh a relief when he found the knife. He pulled it out of his pack with one hand and tucked his pendant back into his shirt with the other. He then stood up and lightly touched the tip of the Slayer to the lock on the cell door. 
Click.
The cell door swung open. Jon expected to see a jubilant G’hanjl. Instead, the goblin stood rooted in spot, his mouth agape, staring at Jon’s chest. 
“G’hanjl? Are you all right?” Anya asked.
“Oh no,” Saul said. “Maybe he hit himself too hard on the head. We told you to stop hurting yourself. Did you listen?”
“Is to be the stone. You is to be having the key. Now we is to be using secret way.” 
Jon frowned, his hand reached for his shirt, for the telltale lump under the fabric. “Stone? You mean Grampa’s pendant? This is the key?” 
G’hanjl nodded. But they had more urgent priorities. 
Jon glanced at the darkened hallway, which led to the main guardhouse. “Okay, okay, G’hanjl. But first, we get out.”
“Where? How?” Saul asked. 
“Anya, can you shift to look like Jaelyn?”
“I suppose so,” Anya said, a distinct expression of distaste on her face. 
“What’s the plan?” Saul said.
Jon turned to his friend. “We sneak back to the house, and meet by the low wall in the backyard.” Jon felt the familiar pop in his ears. He turned around and studied the ‘Jaelyn’ standing where Anya was. Only this ‘Jaelyn’ had blank, silvery discs for eyes. The dun little mouse scampered up and sat on his shoulder. 
“This guy smells funny,” ‘Jaelyn’ said in Anya’s high piping voice.
“You pretend to be Jaelyn,” Jon said, “and take G’hanjl to Grampa’s backyard, by the pigeon berry bush. And don’t say anything, ‘cause you still sound like you. Also, keep your head down, so no one can see your eyes.”
“Just because I look like Jaelyn, doesn’t mean I’m stupid like him,” ‘Jaelyn’ said in Anya’s treble. “I’m well aware of what to do.” 
The boys slipped out first and vanished into the night. Soon after, “Jaelyn”, with a mouse perched on his shoulder, and G’hanjl left the guardhouse. They all made it back to the low wall in Naeem’s backyard without incident. 
“Now what?” Saul asked. 
“Now G’hanjl is to be leadings fat Watchers and MataPerak to secret way.”
Anya glanced up at the moonlit sky. “We’d better go before day breaks.” 
Jon turned back for one last glimpse at the darkened house as the others jumped the low wall. Thank you, Grampa. I’ll keep them all safe. I promise.
“Jon, we have to go,” Anya said.
“I’m coming,” Jon said.
He leapt over the wall. They all melted into the shadows of the surrounding forest. 
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
WATCHERS WATCHING
 
“They did what?” Arti said. 
The parchment fell from her nail-bitten hands and fluttered to the polished oak floor of the study.
Karin bent and picked up the ink-splattered note. Her long, slender fingers shook as she studied her son’s words. She crushed the parchment to her chest, blank panic in her eyes. Geoff, his face grim, put a steadying hand at the small of her back, and then rested his mouth on her bright blonde hair. His dark eyes glittered with fury. 
Arti whirled from the table. “You! You knew about this!” She jabbed her finger at Naeem’s chest. Knowing his diminutive wife’s temper, Logan scanned the sun-drenched study for sharp objects, from the shelf-lined walls, to the pair of comfortable leather armchairs and the small ornate— There! He snatched the letter opener from the small, spindly-legged side table standing between the armchairs, and hid the blade in his pocket. 
“Your own grandson! Dad, how could you?” Arti’s eyes darted around the room wildly, as if searching for something to throw. 
That was close.
“Arti, calm down.” Logan pushed the letter opener deeper in his pocket. “First, let’s hear what he has to say.”
“I don’t care what he has to say,” Geoff said in an ominous rumble. “Give her the knife, Logan. Or I’ll give her one myself.”
“Geoff, the regulations state—” Logan said.
“Hang the regulations!” said Geoff, his eyes ablaze. “Wasn’t that what you said? They’re our sons. He’s got no right—”
“Goblins.” Karin said, a note of desperate hope in her voice. “Don’t they live in the far North? If we leave now, perhaps we can catch—” 
“No, Karin. We can’t.” Naeem looked at all four of them in turn. “It’s all our fault, you know.”
Arti whirled to face her father, her dark eyes narrowing. “You’d better explain yourself, old man, or else—”
“Or else what, Arti?” Naeem snapped. “I thought you were smarter than this. I know I’ve taught you better than this. Use your brain.” 
Arti winced and then fell silent, biting her lower lip. Logan felt a surge of fury. No one speaks to my wife like that.
“It’s my fault. I should’ve fought harder to have that…genocide order rescinded when I had the chance.” Naeem bowed his head. “But I didn’t think any cyrions survived.” 
Logan snorted. “So you tried to make up for it by sending our sons to the goblin homeland?” He paced the room, shaking his head. “I am trying to understand you, old man. God knows I am trying. But if you don’t start making sense soon, I will hand Arti this knife.”
Naeem raised his head and stared into space. “You raised your sons to be good men. To be the kind of people who fight all tyrants, from classroom bullies to emperors. Which is the heart of being a Watcher.” Lips pursed, he walked to the study window and rested his hand on the ornate wooden bureau standing next to it. “Try to see things from their perspective. Anya is their friend. In their eyes, a helpless girl—”
“But she’s a cyrion—” Geoff said.
“Not to them!” Naeem roared. “To them, she is their friend. And you, the powerful Watchers, are after her life. How have you taught them to respond?” Naeem gritted his teeth, and then heaved a sigh. “And so unnecessary. She’s already imprinted on them. She’d be loyal to them unto death.”
“How can you be so sure?” Karin asked, a faint note of hope in her voice. 
Naeem gave her an icy glare. “I am sure because I read.”
Karin flinched. 
He raised a questioning eyebrow. “When you see her, do you see a human child?” 
She nodded.
“That’s how you know. If she hadn’t imprinted on them, she wouldn’t seem the least bit human.” 
Naeem turned away from the others, opened the bureau, and took out a small box covered in glossy black velvet. “Face it. You’ve handled this very poorly. All of you have.” Naeem’s voice grew soft and controlled. More damning. He shook his head and took a deep breath.
“They’re precocious, and you’ve taught them to be resourceful. I gathered as much from the few letters sent to me,” Naeem said, a bitter smile on his lips. 
There was a knock on the study door. Greta entered, bearing a large silver basin filled with water.
“I’d like to stay, if I may,” she said. Her usually gruff voice was strangely subdued. Naeem nodded his assent.
“Greta, you knew?” Hurt and betrayal threaded Arti’s soft voice. 
“You gave ‘em no choice, me girl. They’d do somefin’ rash regardless. This way, we can spot if they needs us, and jumps in when they do.” She set the basin in the middle of the circular table in the middle of the study. 
“Wait,” Karin said. “You said we can’t catch them. Why? What have you done?” Her shaking fingers pointed to the polished silver basin. “And what is that for?” 
“I gave them the safest option I could.” Naeem took a platinum ring out of the black velvet box. The ring was set with an opaque moss green stone, flecked with bright crimson streaks. 
“That’s Mum’s ring.” Arti’s glared at Naeem, her eyes narrowed with accusation. “You gave them your bloodstone.”
“So they could use the portal, yes. I didn’t want to risk them running into bandits or, God forbid, other bands of goblins. I thought it best if they go where they wouldn’t be expected.” 
Naeem dropped the ring into the silver basin. The metal clinked when it hit bottom.
“Then we can go get them,” Karin said. “Right now. Using the bloodstone.”
“No.” Naeem studied at each of them in turn. “Let’s see if any of you can work out why.”
There was a brief pause.
“Because our attempt to help would nullify this attempt. And they’ll only try again,” Logan said.
Geoff covered his eyes with his hand. “Yes, and the next time—” 
“They’ll be sure not to take the bloodstone,” Arti said, looking directly at her father. “Because they’ll realize we can stop them.”
“Good,” Naeem said with a wry smile. “Your brains are working again.” He leaned on the table, in front of the polished silver basin. “Just to be clear, we do not interfere. Not unless it’s that or they die. Are we agreed?” He looked directly into each of their eyes until they all gave reluctant nods. 
“Greta, if you please?” Naeem said.
Greta produced a gleaming obsidian dagger and gave the blade to Naeem. Twinned serpents entwined around each other, their eyes set with flawless rubies, decorated its handle. 
“Let’s use the scrying pool to see what we can see, shall we?” Naeem pricked his thumb, and squeezed a single drop of blood into the water in the silver basin. The drop of scarlet briefly formed twisting ribbons of red before diffusing, disappearing into the clear water.
“Blood to blood, I call you,” Naeem said. “Blood from blood, I see you.” 
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
SECRET WAY
 
Jon felt a surge of warmth from his grandfather’s pendant. He lifted the bloodstone from of the collar of his tunic and took a closer look at it in the morning light. Why had Grampa chosen such an ugly gem for a pendant? Instead of sparkling, the stone seemed to suck light. Perhaps he was imagining things, but the crimson flecks in the stone looked brighter this morning than they did last night. He shrugged. Probably just the light. 
“Come on, Jon,” Saul said. “Stop lollygagging.” 
Jon smiled. Saul always hurried him along, possibly from the moment he was able talk. “I’m coming.” He jogged along the forest trail, his pack bouncing on his back with each step. 
“So,” Jon said, a sardonic smile lurking on his lips. “How much trouble do you think we’re in now?” 
“Well, depends. If we succeed, I think we’d be grounded for…oh, I don’t know…the rest of our lives?”
“And if we don’t?”
Saul turned and grinned at him. “Then I think it’s a moot point.”
“I could use the bloodstone.” Jon fingered the smooth, warm stone pendant. 
“Do you truly think we should?” Saul asked, his eyebrows arching.
Jon looked at Anya and G’hanjl who were walking in front of them. They had been talking the entire night. 
“No,” Jon said. “I don’t think so. Not if we can help it. I think they deserve better. Don’t you?”
“I think so too.” Saul had a grim look on his face. “Those rules need changing.”
Jon turned his head and kept his attention fixed on the trail before them. “What about the grumps, though?” 
“Jon, Saul,” Anya said. “Come quick. We’re here.” 
Jon looked up and saw the two of them standing before a hole in the ground. 
“Watch your step,” Anya said. “G’hanjl said this place is riddled with holes. Holes that open into caves.” 
Jon walked towards the two of them, placing one foot before the other with special care. It was not a natural opening. The hole was a perfect circle, with smooth, regular, seamless edges. They dropped their packs and peered closer into the darkness within. 
Saul picked up a pebble from the leaf-strewn forest floor. He dropped it into the hole, counting aloud. Three seconds passed before the pebble hit bottom. 
“This,” Saul said, “does not seem like the portal we went through to get to Linwood.” 
“Is secret way. Also MataPerak need to say bye-bye to little friend.” G’hanjl gestured at the tiny dun mouse on Anya’s shoulder. 
“Why?” Anya asked.
“Is secret, magic way. Is very danger to little friend. Then MataPerak is much fatness of saddings.”
“But then,” Jon said, “she’ll be blind.”
Saul scratched his blonde head. “And how do we get down? Seems too far to jump.” He studied the coils of rope beside their packs. “Maybe if we use the ropes…”
“G’hanjl is sayings secret way. G’hanjl is never sayings easy way. Easy way is walkings.”
“But walking would take months,” Anya said.
“Is why G’hanjl is taking MataPerak and fat Watchers to secret way.”
Anya let her mouse friend down with gentle hands. The dun mouse scampered a little way away, then turned around and appeared to hesitate. It gave a little squeak before disappearing into the bushes. 
“Anya, use my eyes,” Jon said. “You need to see. We need you to see.”
“But—” 
“It’s all right. I’m asking you to. I trust you. You’re not going to control my mind. And you trust me, right?”
She still hesitated.
“Right?” Jon insisted.
She nodded, still obviously reluctant.
Jon squared his shoulders. “Okay, so how do I do this?” 
“Just relax, and don’t fight me.” 
“Should I close my eyes?” 
She giggled. “I think that would rather defeat the point, don’t you?”
“Sorry. Okay. Trying to relax,” Jon said, feeling more than a little foolish.
Jon looked at the forest, not resting his sight on anything in particular. The sunlight shone through the canopy in glowing spears. Following the bright shafts, his focus drifted down and roamed over the summertime grass, graced with a scattering of buttercups. Tiny gold coins on a bed of green. A buzzing betrayed a single bee circling purple towers of white-tongued foxgloves. Traces of mint in the air reminded him of his mum’s roast lamb with mint sauce. His mouth watered. 
Jon felt a little tickle in the corner of his mind, and then his eyes moved of their own volition. There was a momentary wave of choking panic as he instinctively tried to regain control. The gentle tickling faded before he could force himself to relax. 
“I’m sorry. It’s okay, Anya. Try again.” 
Frowning a little, she nodded.
Jon let his eyes roam, watching the play of shadows on the grass, as a warm summer breeze caressed the branches of trees overhead. There was the gentle tickle again. 
“It’s okay, go on.”
When his eyes moved on their own, Jon let them. Then his heart started to race, and his mouth went dry. Odd. I am relaxed and thinking of nothing more exciting than roast lamb in mint sauce. When he felt an alien surge of apprehension, he turned his head and noticed Anya worrying her lower lip, her face, tense.
She’s nervous.
“It’s okay. Go ahead. I trust you.”
The apprehension melted away, replaced by relief, tinged with wonder and delight. 
“Oh, it’s so good to see red again. It’s good to see all these colors again. Mice are color-blind, you know.”
Jon found his head wrenched to the side as Anya caught sight of a squirrel climbing up a tree.
“Owowow-please-stop-that-hurts.” He felt her control over his head and neck slip away, followed by a wave of deep regret. 
This is going to be tricky.
“It’s okay. You didn’t mean to. I understand. Next time though, a warning would be nice.”
“Okay, I’m sorry.”
Remorse continued to pulse unabated.
She has to feel I mean it.
Gripping her bony shoulders, Jon stared deep into her blank, silvery eyes. It had always been hard for him to feel anything. But this time, he really needed to. He summoned all he felt about their friendship, and put all that in the forefront of his mind, so she would understand. His gratefulness, warm camaraderie, and deep affection for a friend. 
“It’s really okay,” Jon said. 
The persistent, alien tug of remorse dissipated like early morning mist. Replaced by an overwhelming sense of relief and delight mirrored in Anya’s radiant smile. 
“Are you done? Can we go now?” Saul said. “It’s just that, you know, I think I’ve figured out how to go down the hole.”
Jon turned and spotted Saul holding one end of the rope looped around a tree trunk. The other end dangled into the cave opening. 
“G’hanjl is already down and I got all our packs down there too.”
“Nice work, Saul.” Jon turned to Anya. “You go first. G’hanjl can help you once you get down.”
“Yeah,” Saul said. “Then you. And I’ll go down last.”
“Saul,” Jon said. “You must be tired after all that. You go after Anya, and I can lower myself down.” 
Jon felt an alien surge of impatience. He turned to Anya, her head cocked, arms crossed and left foot tapping. 
“Anya, go,” Jon said. Saul pulled up the rope and Jon tied it around her slight frame. They both lowered her down, and waited for the tug to show she was done with the rope. 
“Right. You’re going next, Saul. We don’t know what could be down there. I need you to protect us while I get down.”
Saul nodded and went down without complaint. When Jon felt the tug, he pulled up the rope and tied one end around himself. He took one last look around before he began his descent. 
No turning back now.
There was a surge of warmth and comfort.
She senses what I feel.
A now familiar impatience replaced the sense of warmth and comfort.
“Jon, come on,” Saul said.
“I’m coming,” Jon said. He lowered himself into the hole. 
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
THROUGH THE PORTAL
 
Jon studied the interior of the cavern as he stowed the rope. Eldritch orbs of garish violet light, like exhibitionistic fireflies, illuminated the walls, which extended from floor to ceiling in a uniformly smooth, seamless arch. Except in one spot, where his friends stood waiting. Like its opening, this cavern was not natural. Jon crouched and trailed his fingers over the cool, dry cavern floor. 
Volcanic rock. His eyes roamed over the room. It’s all volcanic rock. But Grampa said this is limestone country.
The black glassy floor was littered with the bones of animals that fell through the opening and failed to find their way back out. 
Or else, killed by the wards in this place.
His focus returned to the opening far above his head. 
“Jon, come on,” Saul said. “I think we’ve found the way. What are you doing?” 
“He’s been looking at the floor and walls,” Anya said. 
“Why?” Saul asked.
“Wondering how we can get out later,” Jon said.
Saul sighed. “Like you usually say—We’ll think of something then. For now, let’s just go.”
Jon felt traces of Anya’s amusement, mingled with her ever-present impatience. He rose from his haunches, shouldered his pack, and made his way to his friends. They were waiting for him in front of a natural limestone opening. As they made their way through the elongated tunnel, Jon felt Anya’s growing discomfort. He realized she was sensing something unnatural at the end of the passage. Water dripped slowly from the tips of over-hanging stalactites into stagnant pools dotting the pocked and pitted floor. The floating orbs of garish violet light cast strange shadows on irregular walls. 
“G’hanjl,” Anya said, “why are your people mean to their own kind?” 
“Humans have heroes and tyrants, yes?” G’hanjl ducked his head to avoid a stalactite. “So do we. Humans have great leaders and madmen, yes?”
“Sometimes they are one and the same,” Anya said.
“So do we. Humans want peace and fatness, yes?” G’hanjl skirted a pool of water. “So do we,” he said with an emphatic nod. 
“Your common tongue is better,” Saul said. 
Jon felt the glow of Anya’s pride.
“MataPerak teached—”
“Taught,” Anya said.
“Taught me to speak better.” G’hanjl made a quick bow to Anya, and then continued ahead. 
Saul skirted a pool of water. “Don’t you have Watchers or guards or something to stop the bad people?” 
“Yes, but they no help G’hanjl clan. G’hanjl clan Ha’rani”
“Ha’rani?” Saul frowned, his tongue stumbling over the word.
G’hanjl made an impatient clucking sound. 
“You come. You see,” G’hanjl said, bobbing his head. “We is here.”
They had reached a dead end.
The blank wall they faced made a striking contrast to the knobby surface of the natural limestone passage. Like the entrance chamber of the other end of the passage, this wall was of smooth, black volcanic rock. 
Jon leaned in and peered at the wall’s mirror-like surface. “Anya?”
“Stinks of magic,” Anya said. “Worse than your weapons.”
“G’hanjl, this is the key?” Jon lifted the bloodstone pendant out of his shirt. 
G’hanjl bobbed his head. “Yes.”
With the pendant in one hand, Jon reached out and ran his other hand over the cool, smooth surface of the wall. It was dry and perfectly flat. 
So how do I use the bloodstone?
“Anya?”
“I don’t know, Jon. I can tell you the wall is made with magic, but I don’t know how to make it work.”
“G’hanjl?”
“I take to secret way, fat Watcher. I not know actual secret.”
“Saul?”
“You’re asking me?” Saul said, his eyes open wide. “I don’t know. How about we smash it open? But what if it blows up instead? Or causes a cave-in? Maybe there’s a magic word or something.” 
Anya ran her fingers over the wall. “Then Grampa Naeem would have found some way to tell us the word.”
Jon nodded his head. She’s right. Frowning, he examined the stone pendant in his hand, deep in thought.
This is a bloodstone. Wait… Jon’s lips stretched into a grin. The answer can’t possibly be so simple.
He let go of the pendant and reached for the Slayer. Jon hesitated for a moment. No way to tell what, if anything, will happen. Better be safe than sorry.
“Everyone step back.”
“Jon, what are you doing?” Saul said, grabbing his arm.
“Trying to figure things out.” Jon pricked the ball of his thumb with the Slayer’s razor point. He returned the Slayer to its sheath and squeezed his thumb, watching the tiny bead of blood slowly swell. Jon touched his bloodied thumb to the stone pendant before lightly placing the tips of his shaking, wounded hand on the chill, smooth surface of the wall. His muscles tensed, ready to spring away in a hurry, should he need to. A smear of crimson spoiled the flawless, mirror-like finish of the volcanic rock.
 
As soon as his bloodied thumb made contact with the wall, the bloodstone began to pulsate in his other hand. The chill wall grew warm under his fingertips. He pulled his hand away just before it became scorching hot. A shape emerged with glacial speed from within the glossy darkness. 
A door.
A large, battered, wooden door emerged out of the solid volcanic rock, and stopped a few inches in front of the wall, hovering above the passage floor. 
In place of the handle and keyhole was a depression, shaped exactly like his grandfather’s bloodstone pendant. 
Jon fit his pendant, still tacky with blood, into the depression. The door swung open. A cold wind blew on his face, carrying with it the unmistakable, chilly kiss of snow.
Jon looked at his companions with a triumphant grin. “I think we can go through now.”
He stepped through the door, and was nearly overcome by the heart-stopping cold. As one, they dropped their packs and wrapped themselves with the bundles of fur Gramps had the foresight to provide. 
“G’hanjl,” Anya said, “aren’t you cold?” 
Jon felt Anya’s concern for the small, thin goblin. All G’hanjl had on was a torn leather shirt and a pair of worn breeches. His head and feet were bare. Newly formed ice crystals sparkled in his scant tufts of white hair.
“If you are,” Anya said, “I can Shift into a bear or something, and you can wear these furs the Gramps packed for me.” 
“Is a bit chilly for summer,” G’hanjl said. “But no, not so cold. If G’hanjl cold, G’hanjl—” he spat on his arm.
“And that keeps you warm?” Saul said.
“Yes,” G’hanjl said, beaming. “Goblin spit thick, strong. Keep warm. Traditional goblin welcome. You want G’hanjl keep you warm too?”
“No, no,” Saul said, stepping away from the goblin as fast as he could. “I am quite cozy, thank you all the same.” 
Stamping his feet to keep warm, Jon looked around and noticed a frost-lined passage, which seemed to lead upward. “Let’s get moving. We’ll stay warmer.”
The four of them made their way through the freezing passage and out of the portal cavern.
A barren landscape of snow-covered hills greeted them as they emerged. 
“Welcome to Goblin homeland,” G’hanjl said.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
WELCOME TO GOBLIN HOMELAND
 
Jon stared at the small fire as he snuggled into Anya’s soft, white fur. Exhausted by their mad dash from Linwood and desperate for a place to rest, it was fortunate they stumbled on the small cave. Insistent that they would not turn some poor innocent creature out into the mercies of a tundra night, Anya made a careful examination of the cave before declaring it uninhabited by any local wildlife. 
At this point, all Jon wanted to do was to go inside, curl up in his furs, and drown himself with sleep. However, Anya insisted it was dangerous for humans to sleep when they were all so cold. She charged all three of them with the task of collecting firewood so they could start a small fire. By the time Jon stumbled back to the cave with his armful of unidentified vegetation, they found Anya had shifted into the form of a white snow bear. 
Jon was desperate for sleep. He was never so tired in his life. The cave was so cozy. The little fire tickled his nose with smoke, the animal pelts tucked around Saul and himself was so thick and plush, the soft warmth of Anya’s fur against his back, neck and cheek. He was just about to drop off to sleep, when he felt a little niggle tugging at the back of his mind. Something G’hanjl said which didn’t quite fit. 
“G’hanjl, how big is your family?” Saul sounded half-asleep. 
Wait a minute. Anya said goblins were neither born nor hatched. So how could he have a sister? Jon’s fatigue drained in an instant, replaced by a familiar coldness borne from his grumps’ training.
He is still a goblin. Are we in danger?
A surge of adrenaline burst through his body, leaving his mind sharp and crystal clear. He sensed Anya’s renewed alertness despite the snow bear’s deceptive languor. She was still sharing his eyes. 
How should I ask this without alerting him, if he does, indeed, mean us harm?
Jon casually pulled his pack to his chest, as though he wanted something soft to cuddle as he fell asleep. Under the shadows cast by the flickering campfire, he unsheathed and retrieved the Slayer from his pack. He felt the vibration through his back as Anya tensed and gave a low, almost inaudible, rumble.
Here goes. I’ll simply ask him.
“G’hanjl,” Jon said in what he hoped was a sleepy voice. “Anya said that goblins are neither born nor hatched. She said they are created somehow.”
“Is be silly. G’hanjl has mother and father, and sisters and brothers.”
Jon heard Saul snore beside him and felt a twinge of annoyance.
He always expects me to do these things.
His ribs vibrated again with Anya’s low rumble. 
Right. Focus on this now, yell at Saul later.
“But she said she read it in a book.”
G’hanjl looked at Jon with his large, yellowed eyes. Jon thought there was a sadness in them. 
“Books be lying.” G’hanjl sighed. “A long time ago was war between humans and goblin kind.”
“Why?”
G’hanjl shrugged. “G’hanjl is not to be knowings. G’hanjl is only to be knowings that another MataPerak on goblin side then. At first, we is to be winning. Later, we is not. Then MataPerak went boom.”
“Boom?”
G’hanjl nodded. “Boom. Much humans, much fatness of land, gone with boom. Is salty water now.”
“What’s that got to do with the books lying?”
“Books made by young of humans who went boom. They is to be hating us.”
G’hanjl frowned as he studied the flickering campfire.
“G’hanjl is not be blaming them. G’hanjl is not to be likings us very much sometimes. And G’hanjl is us.”
“Still doesn’t make it right,” Jon said, frowning. “What they did, I mean.” 
Saul gave a quick snort, turned to his other side, and went back to snoring. 
G’hanjl shrugged again.
“Is common. Goblins lose war. So goblins evil. If goblins win war, humans to be evil.” He looked at Jon dead in the eye. “Always happen.” 
Should we trust him? Jon mentally projected this as clearly as he could. 
“G’hanjl is to be knowings fat Watchers and MataPerak think all goblin bad. But G’hanjl not be bad. You come. You see. For now, G’hanjl be sleeping.” He laid down, turned his back on them and went to sleep.
Well?
The snow bear snuffed the air. Then Jon felt a sense of reassurance from the internal presence he recognized as Anya. 
Yeah. I get the sense he’s telling the truth too.
The snow bear closed her silvery eyes, and Jon felt Anya’s presence fade as she drifted into slumber.
Good night, my friend.
Jon tucked the pelts a little closer to Saul and himself, before closing his own eyes. He soon lost himself to sleep. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
THE HA’RAN QUARTER
 
 Jon could barely feel his fingers and toes, while his nose and ears hurt from the cold. He hunched his shoulders and kept his head down, hoping to conserve more body heat as he trekked along the twisting dirt trail, treacherous with random patches of black ice. Saul seemed equally miserable, with his reddened nose and cracked wind-chapped lips. Only Anya and G’hanjl were comfortable. Anya shifted into an arctic fox earlier that morning. She padded alongside them, camouflaged and warm in her plush, silver-white coat of winter fur. 
Jon would’ve spent a few moments admiring the view, if not for his state of frozen misery.
G’hanjl seemed simply pleased to be almost home. He kept pointing out what must be important landmarks. Brambly bushes with leaves of dark green, covered in patches of bright-orange salmon berries. A half-frozen lake, frequented by flocks of harlequin ducks. He even pointed out a few known willow grouse ptarmigan nesting sites, and then smacked his lips as he talked about the different ways his family prepared the delectable goblin delicacy.
Jon tuned G’hanjl out long ago. It started to snow halfway through their hike, and freezing water kept finding its way—dripping from the narrow brim of his hat into the collar of his coat, from the tops of his boots—to his skin. He just wanted to get somewhere dry and warm, to get off his feet, when something G’hanjl said cut through his haze of self-pity. 
“We is here. This be the Ha’ran Quarter.”
Jon snapped his head up and spotted…snow-speckled mounds of dirt. He sensed a similar disbelief from Anya. He rubbed his eyes and squinted to get a better look. 
Okay, so not just mounds of dirt. Smoking mounds of dirt.
He turned to Saul and saw similar expression of confusion on his face. 
“Come. Come see.” G’hanjl led them to what was presumably the center of the Quarter. 
There were about two dozen or so smoking piles of earth built along the icy, grimy dirt path they took to get to the center of the Square. The earth structures all had small openings facing out to muddy, unpaved paths. Everything was covered in icy slush, grained with dirt. A crude wooden footbridge teetered over a deep canal of stinking, slow-moving muck, which cut right through the middle of the square. 
The inhabitants of the Ha’ran Quarter seemed very much like G’hanjl. They all wore rags, seemed ill-fed and much smaller than the goblin troopers the trio had previously encountered. 
Compared to the rest of the Ha’rani, G’hanjl actually seemed dapper. More robust. He was the biggest goblin in the Quarter.
The Ha’rani scurried about their unnamed business, unwilling to meet Jon’s eyes. Or anyone’s, for that matter. They all kept their heads down, or on the tasks they were currently performing. Even the goblin children. Bands of goblin children lined both banks of the canal, holding long poles with hooks attached at the protruding end. They studied the refuse floating along the canal with a sustained intensity Jon had never seen in children. Periodically, one or more of them would reach out with the pole and snag a piece of debris as it bobbed past. 
From the corner of his eye, Jon spotted an incongruous splash of color. A tangle of fuchsia in a never-ending sea of grayish brown. The begrimed remains of a white and black Papillion pup floated along the canal, a long, jaunty pink ribbon still twined around its neck. The goblin children gave squeals of excited delight. The bands on opposite banks of the canal competed to snag the prize. Jon’s ears popped as Anya shifted back into her human form.
“G’hanjl,” Anya said. “Please tell me they are planning to give it a proper burial?” 
“That is to be shameful waste of good food.”
Saul gasped.
“Good meat on dog. Bones and marrow, good for soup and stew. The hide, mittens for little ones.” G’hanjl led them across the footbridge. “The hair, we spin to yarn. The rest we use to cure hide, for medicine, or toys for little ones.”
Jon jerked his head back in shock. Anya’s nail-bitten fingers flew to her face, covering her lips. Saul’s eyes widened as he sputtered inarticulate words. 
“Come. We here.”
The three of them ducked their heads as they entered one of the smoking mounds of earth. Jon could make out three goblins huddled in the gloomy interior of the mound. 
One of the goblins broke away from the other two, and embraced G’hanjl. She chittered and twittered in what was, presumably, goblin language. Jon looked at Saul and Anya, his sense of dismay mirrored in the expressions on their faces.
This might complicate things.
The other two goblins backed away from them, as though they were rabid animals. Their wide, yellowed eyes stayed trained on them, unblinking. G’hanjl turned to face the trio, his arm around the other goblin’s bony shoulders. 
“This be Sa’atha, my sister.” G’hanjl turned to Sa’atha and the other two goblins then chittered something. 
“What did you say to them?” Saul asked. 
“G’hanjl is to be telling them no traditional goblin welcome necessary. You is warm enough.”
“Thank you, G’hanjl,” Anya said, the epitome of courtesy. “No goblin spit is needed. We are warm.”
“MataPerak and fat Watchers is to be sitting. Come. Sit.” G’hanjl motioned to the fur-covered area around the smoking stone-lined pit. A small fire belched clouds of greasy, stinking smoke, up towards the opening at the roof of the earth-walled structure. Saul wrinkled his nose and hesitated for a split-second. Jon shot his friend a stern glance, and then gave him a nod. 
It’s G’hanjl’s home. Anya’s right—we shouldn’t be rude. 
Saul stifled a sigh and sat down. Jon took the spot beside him. 
G’hanjl said something to Sa’atha, and she hurried out of the mound. The other two goblins, still watching them with obvious fear and suspicion, sat across from them, on the other side of the fire pit. 
“This be J’hatk.” G’hanjl motioned to the older of the two goblins. The flickering flames highlighted J’hatk’s pinched, weatherworn face, lined with worry. He sat across from them, leaning forward, his elbows resting on knobby knees. J’hatk’s hunched thin shoulders almost covered his pointy ears, and his calloused hands compulsively twitched. Noting Jon’s eyes on him, J’hatk ducked his head and clasped his hands tightly together, stilling them. Jon’s eyes widened with shock when the fire illuminated welts of thick, raised scar tissue trailing down the elderly goblin’s bared neck, shoulders, and arms. 
“This to be D’huri.” G’hanjl motioned to a younger-looking goblin. He sat, leaning back against the dirt wall, away from the fire, his stubby legs outstretched. D’huri’s posture cast much of his face in shadow, with only his yellowed eyes glowing in the semi-darkness. D’huri was looking directly at Jon. There seemed to be something other than just fear and suspicion in his eyes. Jon thought he saw a hint of defiance. 
“They is to represent the Ha’ran working in the other Quarters. Please to be patient. G’hanjl is to be needings to talk with them.” G’hanjl turned away from them and conversed with the other two goblins.
The conversation had been going on for a while when Sa’atha re-entered the dwelling, bearing a tray with three mismatched bowls brimming with steaming stew. She handed a bowl to each of the children. “Please, to eat,” she said in a soft voice. She tapped her brother on the shoulder and gave him a nod. G’hanjl looked pleased and then returned to his conversation with the other two goblins.
Jon peered at his bowl and its contents. The bowl had an odd, irregular shape, and appeared to be carved from bone of some kind. He stopped his wondering mind right there. G’hanjl’s words explaining how the Ha’rani tended to waste nothing echoed in his ears. Jon preferred not to speculate what the bone—bowl, I meant bowl—came from. Unidentified morsels of meat swam in a thick, pungent broth. He turned when he heard appreciative, lip-smacking sounds, and noted that Saul already almost emptied his bowl. 
Here goes.
He placed his first spoonful into his mouth, and was pleasantly surprised at the fragrant, rich, meaty flavor that flooded his senses. G’hanjl and Sa’atha leaned forward as they waited for his reaction to the stew. 
“Is good, yes? Meat from rat, not two weeks dead. Meat hardly green at all.” 
Jon’s eyes widened.
Spit or swallow?
Sa’atha chittered. 
“Sa’atha, you should to be practicing your Common Tongue,” G’hanjl said, scolding his sister. He turned back to them. “Sa’atha is to be saying she left wiggly white worms in. Add flavor and fatness, no?”
Jon forced a smile. Saul’s face paled as he stared, wide-eyed, at his now empty bowl. 
Okay. Spit, swallow, or hurl?
Jon felt a wave of disapproval and flicked a glance at Anya. She gave him a quick frown as she continued to sip from her stew. 
Right. We’re their guests and they don’t have much. This is probably the best thing they have. Swallow it is.
Jon steeled his nerves and forced himself to swallow. 
“It’s good,” he choked.
G’hanjl patted Sa’atha’s shoulders, his wizened face brightened with evident pride, his grin stretching from one pointy ear to the other. “Sa’atha is good cook.” Then his expression turned serious. “J’hatk and D’huri say we talk to other Ha’rani in other quarters. Then we meet and make plan.” He nodded at the bowl on Jon’s lap. “You finish, then we go?”
“No, no. This is important,” Jon said, glad for the excuse. He set his bowl on the dirt floor. He felt a tickle of amusement from Anya. “Saul and Anya are done. And I’m not that hungry anyway.”
G’hanjl nodded at Sa’atha, and she left the mound again. She returned in short order with an armful of fabric. After a few minutes, three much-mended, heavy cloaks covered the trio from head to foot. The hemline of Anya’s cloak puddled at her feet.
“Is biggest ones we have. All other ones too short for MataPerak and Fat Watchers,” G’hanjl said as the trio adjusted the fit of their cloaks. Shaking his head furiously, G’hanjl rose from his seat and stopped Anya when she tried to lift the hem of her cloak to avoid stepping on it. “No, MataPerak. We is pretending to be Ha’rani, and Ha’rani no wear boots. No one must see your boots.” 
Jon felt a trace of Anya’s annoyance as she let the fabric slip through her fingers back to puddle at her feet. Just because she understands, and agrees with G’hanjl’s rationale, does not mean she likes it.
G’hanjl scrutinized the trio, to make sure every telltale sign was covered. He nodded his head with satisfaction and then headed for the door of the structure. “Come. We go.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
THE OTHER QUARTERS
 
 Jon kept his head down when they passed through a shabby side gate, littered with refuse, into the goblin Citadel proper. Huddled in their hooded cloaks, and Anya cussing when she tripped over hers, they followed D’huri into what G’hanjl called the T’hany quarter, a clearly more prosperous part of the Citadel. 
Where the Ha’ran Quarter was marked by dirt tracks and smoking mounds of dirt, the T’hany Quarter was characterized by twisting cobbled streets and neat, compact cottages. Jon observed how the goblins attempted to scratch a living by cultivating the poor, half-frozen soil. 
Still, patches of cultivated plots glowed a beautiful emerald green against the stark white, snow-covered landscape.
The Ha’rani carted and spread processed manure in irregular fields. The T’hanii, equipped with whips, stood on wooden platforms and barked orders. They would sometimes step down from the platforms to apply the whip on random laboring Ha’rani, for no reason Jon could discern. 
Not that there’s ever a good reason to whip anyone. Anya’s growing outrage roiled under her unspoken words.
He shot a glance at her. I know. But we need to be inconspicuous. Anya shrugged, and her outrage, mingled with reluctance, faded from his head. 
“Jon, come on,” Saul said. Jon hurried towards his friend. They hid in a shadowed alley and waited for D’huri’s contact to arrive. G’hanjl asked Anya to slip the hood from her head for a moment when the contact arrived. The other goblin gasped. G’hanjl asked Anya to pull her hood back on, and three goblins went into a huddle. Jon’s attention wandered as furious whispers ensued from the three. 
The T’hanii goblin children looked both better fed and dressed. They still hurried about their chores, fetching water, weeding their garden plots and feeding some hardy species of chicken. Not one of them showed the slightest interest in the canal running through their Quarter, except when they needed to throw away what looked like trash. The wooden bridge over the canal seemed solidly built and elaborately carved. 
G’hanjl’s voice broke into his reverie. “Is done. Come. We go to D’hadhu Quarter.”
“G’hanjl, is this the same canal as the one in the Ha’ran Quarter?”
“Same canal in all Quarters.” G’hanjl quickly scanned the area, as though ensuring they had not caught the notice of any T’hanii. 
“What are the T’hanii?” Jon said.
“T’hanii is to be makings and growing things.” 
They continued to hurry along twisty, shadowed alleys. 
“And the D’hadhu?” Saul asked.
G’hanjl spat into the frost-rimmed cobblestones. “D’hadhu is be D’hibuk’s caste. Officer class ptuh. We is needings to be more careful.”
Jon kept his head down when they passed through another gateway built of dressed stone with a door of solid oak.
The cobbled streets of the D’hadhu Quarter seemed to be organized in a strict grid pattern. Gone were the neat cottages. In their place stood stone buildings, which, if not for a few odd architectural touches, could have belonged along the any of the wealthier residential streets of Linwood. 
Jon took a quick peek into the canal that ran through the D’hadhu Quarter as they walked along its banks. The water was still relatively clear, free of refuse, and did not smell. Jon even spotted a few wilted flower blossoms bobbing on the water surface. The spartan bridge they crossed when making their way over the canal was constructed of slabs of polished granite and completely devoid of ornamentation.
The goblins wandering on the streets of the D’hadhu Quarter resembled the goblins Jon first encountered. They were taller, of bigger build, and dressed in what looked like variants of the same uniform. Unlike the other two Quarters, Jon could not see a single goblin child from the moment they stepped into the D’hadhu Quarter. They were approaching an ornate brass gate when G’hanjl thrust them into a side alley.
“G’hanjl, what—?” Saul said.
“Shh.” His head ducked low, G’hanjl’s gaze darted around in alarm. He hunched his scrawny shoulders and stooped his back, as if he was trying to make himself as small as possible. “Also to be keeping head down.”
Unable to contain his curiosity, Jon peeked around the corner. A Ha’rani, polishing the brass gate they were approaching, had his cleaning supplies scattered around him. A pair of D’hadhii, deep in conversation, was coming towards them and the working Ha’rani. One of the D’hadhii accidentally kicked the Ha’rani’s pot of polish, spilling its contents all over his boots. Hissing in fury, the D’hadhii pulled a steel stiletto, and casually plunged it into the Ha’rani’s exposed neck. 
The Ha’rani slumped without a sound. 
Both D’hadhii chatted and continued on their way, stepping over the goblin who was dying in a growing pool of his own blood. They clucked at the stained, still dripping stiletto, presumably for being irretrievably ruined by the blood of a Ha’rani. The D’hadhii casually tossed the blade. It clattered into the gutter, staining the pristine granite bright orange. Jon felt an alien surge of fury and outrage. He turned and noted Anya’s clenched jaws and fists. 
“He should’ve kept out of way,” G’hanjl said in a toneless voice.
“G’hanjl,” Anya said, “how could you say that?” Her silver eyes glittered with fury.
G’hanjl shrugged. “We in D’hadhu Quarter. He knew rules.” 
Despite his nonchalance, Jon thought he heard a note of bitterness in the little goblin’s voice. 
“But those are bad rules,” Jon said.
“Is why we need MataPerak and Fat Watchers. Is why we have to leave.” G’hanjl waited until the pair of D’hadhii turned the corner. “Come, we go.”
“Shouldn’t we help him?” Anya asked as they approached the dying Ha’rani.
“Is too late for him,” G’hanjl said. 
They skirted around the limp form. 
His voice grew hard. “But not too late for others.” 
G’hanjl’s face darkened as he picked up the discarded, bloodstained stiletto, glittering in the gutter. He tucked it into his belt, and then turned to the children. “Come.”
The five of them entered a cemetery, and ducked into a marble mausoleum. Various Ha’rani were inside, dusting and cleaning in the gloom. 
“G’hanjl,” Jon said, “are Ha’rani not allowed to be in this Quarter?” 
“No. Ha’rani must always do work. Ha’rani must all work in all Quarters. But Ha’rani must do work unseen and unheard.”
When D’huri’s contact came, G’hanjl asked Anya to show her face yet again. The goblins then conversed in terse voices, before leaving yet again.
“Come. Now we go to G’hur Quarter, meet J’hatk.”
According to G’hanjl, the G’hur Quarter housed the teachers and members of the religious orders in goblin society. Often, the teachers and priests were one and the same. The gateway leading to the Quarter was of flawless white marble. The door itself was constructed of solid dark mahogany. 
They entered the gate into the G’hur Quarter. 
After Anya showed her face to the contact and the goblins huddled to talk, Jon settled to observing the G’hur Quarter. The streets were also laid in a strict grid pattern, and covered with dressed paving stones. 
This section of the goblin settlement was a city of carved marble and granite. The voices of goblin children rang out of schools as they chanted aloud. Jon understood a few snatches of the Common Tongue, and made out two or three more languages he couldn’t recognize. A whispered consultation with Anya revealed she could only identify a few more, and she was not fluent enough in any of these languages to make out what the children were actually chanting. 
Well-dressed G’hurii females met and chittered in the pocket gardens that littered the Quarter. The Ha’rani, with their tattered attire and relatively smaller size, stood out even more to Jon, however hard they tried to be invisible. They swept the spotless streets and weeded the pocket gardens. They carried G’hurii females in lavish, veiled palanquins that thronged the streets. They stood on the banks and threw flower blossoms into the canal that ran through the Quarter. Jon supposed the Ha’rani couldn’t legally use the carved marble bridge, dotted with lavish statuary, which spanned the canal in this Quarter. 
Their conversation completed, G’hanjl and J’hatk led them to the P’rabh Quarter, official residence of the goblin gods. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
THROUGH THE APPLE WOOD GATE
 
Night had fallen by the time they reached the gateway to the P’rabh Quarter. The wooden door was carved with indecipherable glyphs and shone with an iridescent glow. 
“Apple wood,” Anya said. “The symbol of magic, youth, beauty, and happiness. Also, these glyphs.” 
She frowned and Jon felt Anya focusing his attention on them. “They look familiar.” 
“What do you mean?” Jon asked.
“I’m not sure, exactly. They look like elven script, but I don’t recognize the dialect. Mother was supposed to teach me all of them, but she passed before she had the chance.”
“Bet you Grampa Naeem would know,” Saul said, lips pursed. “He knows everything.” 
“Can you memorize the glyphs,” Jon said to Anya, “so you can reproduce them and we can show him later?” 
She nodded without hesitation.
“We needings to hurrying. Come. Before we is caught.” G’hanjl motioned to the gate. 
Jon ignored him for the moment, and kept his eyes trained on the elegant, flowing script. Anya’s torso stiffened as she focused on memorizing the glyphs, and then relaxed after the mysterious inscription was safe in her memory. 
“Is the door magic?” Saul trailed his hands over the smooth, fine-grained wood. 
Anya nodded. “Reeks of magic. The whole area behind the door, too.”
Jon studied the area around the gateway. All the roads in the G’hur Quarter seemed to lead to this gateway. He spotted not a single goblin. Not even a token Ha’rani sweeping or cleaning. 
“G’hanjl,” Jon said, “do the G’hurii sleep early or something? This area is completely deserted.” 
“No one wants to come here. Here is Apple Wood Gate to P’rabh Quarter. Is home of goblin gods.” G’hanjl fidgeted with the sleeves of his tunic and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He looked distinctly uncomfortable. “Come, MataPerak to put your hand on door. To opening it.”
Anya touched her fingertips to the door. It swung open, and they stepped into the P’rabh Quarter. 
Jon had gotten used to the bone-numbing cold that characterized the goblin settlement thus far. His head spun from the unexpected warmth of the P’rabh Quarter. It was as if they had walked into a temperate, balmy spring night at the Outpost. 
“This is not natural. None of this is,” Anya muttered. She was taking in their first glimpse of the Quarter through his eyes. 
The P’rabh Quarter did not resemble a city in the least. It was a tamed woodland. In place of neat cottages or imposing stone buildings were majestic trees that towered to the sky. There were no roads. Only winding trails, covered with fallen leaves of gold, and lined with blooming primroses. In place of a canal, a narrow, quick-flowing brook gurgled and chattered over water-polished pebbles that gleamed in the moonlight. Mingled scents of primroses and wild jasmine graced the very air itself. Eclipses of bioluminescent moths flitted between fragrant, long-stemmed clusters of mysterious glowing night-blooming flowers. 
“This is wrong. It’s all wrong,” Anya said.
“Who cares?” Saul threw off his pack, cloak and peeled off the layers of fur underneath. “I can feel my toes again. I am warmer now than I can remember.”
“We’ve only been here about a day or so, Saul,” Jon said. 
“Who. Cares?” Saul repeated, an exuberant smile on his face. 
Jon understood exactly what Saul meant. He was nearly overwhelmed by an almost irresistible sense of well-being ever since he stepped through the gateway. More than he had ever known his entire life, it seemed. And for no specific reason he could discern.
Shaking his head and smiling at Saul, Jon bent and dug his fingers through the spring grass, to get to the soil underneath. He peered at the clumps of dirt in his hand, and then crumbled them with his fingers. Rich, coffee-ground dark, moist, and warm. His smile faded. Why’d they bother trying to cultivate in the T’hany Quarter, when cultivating here would likely yield twice as much with half the effort? He turned to Anya in puzzlement, and sensed only outrage mingled with foreboding. Anya directed his eyes up at the star-strewn sky. Jon’s breath caught in his throat when he realized that he could not identify a single constellation—not one—despite his best efforts and the months he spent under Geoff’s tutelage, solely to memorize constellations. 
“Even the stars are wrong,” Anya said.
Meanwhile, Saul was laughing and doing cartwheels on the grass, his cloak and furs lay in an abandoned heap. Jon’s sense of unease melted away as he broke out in a smile. He almost tore off his own cloak and furs to join his childhood friend, when he sensed a flash of warning from Anya. G’hanjl and J’hatk were standing to the side, with smiles on their faces. They were calmly chatting and watching Saul’s antics. Jon was struck by how, up to this point, they had been almost paranoid about staying quiet. Staying unseen. 
“Something in the air.” Anya scowled. “Even the air is enchanted.”
“Well, what can we do?” Jon said. “We can’t stop breathing.”
“No,” Anya said. “But we can be wary of its effects.” 
Her head snapped up, eyes wide with alarm. “Grab Saul. Someone’s coming. A lot of someones.”
Jon dashed toward Saul. He bent to scoop up Saul’s discarded pack, cloak, and furs and tackled his friend in mid-cartwheel. He clapped his hand over Saul’s protests, shushing him into silence. He pulled Saul behind a clump of bushes. Anya grabbed G’hanjl and J’hatk by their elbows, steered them towards the same clump of bushes, then pushed them down. She glared them all into silence. 
In the quiet that ensued, Jon detected what Anya’s more sensitive ears picked up earlier. The muffled drumming of booted feet and faint jingling of scaled armor. Jon peeked through the bushes and watched four D’hadhii, in full military dress, escort a scraggly line of Ha’rani children. He heard a sharp intake of breath from G’hanjl and, from the corner of his eye, glimpsed G’hanjl clap his hand over his own mouth. 
These were unlike the band of Ha’rani Jon observed by the banks of the canal earlier. They giggled and kicked at the drifts of fallen leaves. The leaves scattered and fell all over in a glorious shower of gold. The children picked fragrant primroses, sniffed them, and tucked the blossoms into the holes in each other’s tattered clothes. The Ha’rani children seemed happy. They laughed, skipped and sang their merry way, paying little to no mind to their D’hadhii escorts. Each of them had a jaunty silk ribbon tied around their necks. 
Ribbons of bright fuchsia.
They waited a few moments after the band of goblins faded from view before rising from behind the bushes.
“What was that?” Saul asked. 
“They’re leading those children somewhere,” Jon said. “Where?”
“And you recognize at least one of them,” Anya said. 
G’hanjl nodded. “Is my youngest sister.” He reached into his pockets then produced a small, stoppered clay vial and several squares of tattered fabric. He opened the vial and shook a drop of evil-smelling muck onto each square of fabric.
“G’hanjl is not to be knowing where they go. D’hadhii say they offering to goblin gods.” He gave one handkerchief to each of them. “All G’hanjl know is they leave as children. They come back as bones. No one knows more than that.”
Jon felt a wave of sympathy, followed by cold fury, rush through him. Anya.
“We’ll stop this,” Anya said. “We’ll get you away and stop this.” 
Jon studied Anya’s stony face. “You suspect something, don’t you?” 
Anya waved her hands at their surroundings. “All this? All the magic required to create and sustain this…this…frivolous nonsense? Well, it requires energy. A lot of energy. Life force energy. Notice how they were all children?” Her face twisted with a combination of disgust and rage. She turned to G’hanjl. “You were right. They are going to eat your sister. To eat all of them. They will suck all the life force out of them. The way they sucked the life out of that puppy. And they will use their life force to feed this…stupid vanity!” 
Jon caught the panic on Saul’s face. They both remembered the time when she nearly lost her temper.
“Anya,” Jon said, struggling to keep his voice calm. “I understand your reaction, and I agree. But this is, perhaps, not the best time for a showdown?” 
“Yeah,” Saul said. “Let’s just get to where we are supposed to go and get the Ha’rani out. Then they’ll have to stop, right?”
“Fat Watchers to be right, MataPerak,” G’hanjl said. “We needs to be going now.” He motioned to the square of handkerchief he gave her. “Use good medicine G’hanjl gave you. After that, we go.”
“What are we supposed to do with this?” Saul held up one corner of his handkerchief with a thumb and forefinger.
“You breathe in.” G’hanjl then demonstrated its use. “Good medicine.” 
Saul started to mimic G’hanjl, and then reared away from the foul-smelling rag. 
“This smells awful,” Saul said, between bouts of gagging and dry-heaves. “What is it?” 
“Dog liver,” G’hanjl said, his voice muffled under his handkerchief. “Five months dead. At least.” 
Anya tied the fabric around her head, covering her nose and mouth. “It counteracts the spell of euphoria in the air. Stop complaining and just do it.” 
With reluctance, Jon tied the fabric around his head, as Anya did, and motioned at Saul to do the same. After the few moments it took for his sense of smell to shut down, he noted a change in himself. A marked decrease in the giddy euphoria that earlier tempted him to cartwheel alongside Saul. He glanced at Saul and saw a new sobriety in his friend’s blue-grey eyes. 
“Better?” G’hanjl said.
The boys nodded.
“See? Good medicine.” G’hanjl returned the vial to his pockets. “Come. We go.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
GENERAL D’HOREK
 
General D’horek stood up from his chair and looked out of his second floor study window to the street in front of his palatial home. His large, callused hands rested on his desk, currently littered with official correspondence and confidential reports. He sighed, unable to stop his attention drift from the street outside back to the useless stack of notarized pedigree papers. 
Yes. That.
He sighed again, and forced himself to study the scene outside his window. A Ha’rani, polishing the brass gate of the cemetery across the way, had his cleaning supplies strewn too close to the middle of the sidewalk. D’horek gave a small tch of annoyance. There’s an accident waiting to happen. He briefly considered sending a servant out to warn the Ha’rani, and then dismissed the notion as sentimental nonsense. 
They need to learn. No sense coddling them.
He returned to frowning at the piles of pedigree papers of eligible females. Giving in to the inevitable, he sat down and pulled papers toward him yet again. So close. He was so close to earning the right to breed another child. A child of the D’hadhu caste. A son. It would have been a son. He knew, in his soul, it would have been a son. A son to inherit everything. A son to carry on the name and proud traditions of his family. 
His hand clenched into a massive fist and slammed into the cherry wood desk. The fool D’hibuk. To be outwitted by a human. And an immature human, at that.
D’horek rose from his chair and paced the study. Not only did the MataPerak slip his grasp, she fell into the hands of the Watchers. Blast D’hibuk to all the hounds of Hell.
The Watchers, of all people. Our most ancient and hated enemy. They would never let her go. He would never have this chance again. 
And he would never have a son. 
Sounds came. A disturbance outside his manse. D’horek glanced out the window. Tch. A pair of D’hadhii stepped over a dying Ha’rani. See what happens when you coddle them? They forget their place, get themselves killed, and leave a mess while the work remains undone.
Annoyed, D’horek stalked to the mantle above the fireplace next to his desk and reached for an ornate silver bell. He shook it gently, twice. Hurried footsteps from behind the closed study door, muffled by the costly carpet on the stone floor. A discreet knock, followed by the entrance of a subservient Ha’rani, ready to take orders. Orders given to clean up the mess across the street and the gate. No reason D’horek had to stare at a dirty gate because some fool Ha’rani was too stupid to stay alive and do his job. 
He turned away, ready to dismiss the Ha’rani, when more urgent murmurs reached his ears. A visitor, a special visitor, awaited his pleasure. D’horek ordered the caller to be shown in after ten minutes. Murmurs of assent, then the gentle snick of the study door closing. 
Which one is he?
D’horek sat in his chair and took the time to compose himself. 
Another discreet knock, a supplicant appeared. A familiar supplicant. With a pinched face, rags for clothes, and the unmistakable stench of the Ha’ran Quarter. Subdued murmurs revealed interesting new developments. A coin tossed on the rug. Grubby hands scrabbled for the metallic glint. A corner of D’horek’s mouth lifted in a contemptuous sneer. Filth for the filthy. A curt dismissal. Obsequious apologies and farewells. The study door, gently closing.
Snick.
D’horek got up and resumed pacing. The MataPerak. Here. In the city. Within my grasp.

A smile emerged on D’horek’s bestial face. That fool D’hibuk was good for something after all. He pulled some books from the shelves that lined the study wall across from the fireplace, and threw them on his desk. He opened and pored over them, his mind, racing. 
Restart the Southern Campaign.
The avenues for clandestine infiltration into the Continent were already in place. There were many ill-guarded passes through the mountains, not to mention the warrens of secret tunnels painstakingly built over the centuries. D’hibuk and his squad had used these to enter Watcher territories, undetected, and hunt for the MataPerak. 
D’horek’s breath grew ragged in anticipation. Then there are the sea routes at our disposal. According to his sources, the Watcher fleets were downright puny in comparison to the goblin fleets. While Watcher forces had grown soft and lax in the centuries of peace, goblin military forces had grown stronger. Much stronger. They were poised and ready to resume war on the Watcher-controlled Continent. 
We’d already have the Watchers crushed under our feet and the entire world in our grasp, if not for the fool G’hurii and their bleating insistence of a guaranteed victory.

However, if he captured the MataPerak, no one could stop him from restarting, and winning, the infamous Southern Campaign.
D’horek flipped through the pages of the tome on heraldry at a frantic pace. He found the place in the book where a page had been torn out. His heart raced with excitement and eager speculation. Every existing copy of this book had this exact page torn out and burned. The Southern Campaign, which took place over a thousand years ago at the behest of the gods themselves and led by one of his ancestors, ended in ignominious defeat. 
This torn page depicted his ancestral coat of arms. 
They had the MataPerak on their side then, and they were winning. The goblin vanguard reached all the way to the Achillean Peninsula, the living, beating heart of the hated Watchers. The proud emblem on this page would have been borne on numerous fluttering pennants that fateful day, emblazoned on the chest plates of thousands of D’hadhii troopers. 
They stood on the cusp of ultimate victory over their ancient enemy, when they were stabbed in the back. The G’hurii, claiming the gods had announced their decree, called for the immediate mass retreat of all goblin forces. 
With disastrous results. 
His ancestor never abandoned the MataPerak’s side. The MataPerak, grieving at the massive loss of life rendered useless by the G’hurii’s order, lost control. 
The Achillean Archipelago, consisting of tens of thousands of islands, now stood where the Peninsula once was. There were no known survivors and D’horek’s now infamous ancestor was never heard from again. His many times great-grandfather, still a babe in arms, was left an orphan. His family’s reputation, in ruins. The proud emblem, which for centuries stood for honor, valor, and glory, struck from all records. An emblem that was his, by right of birth and rank. 
It took this long for his family to reclaim some of their lost honor. All this time to offset the stain of descending from the Battle Commander in charge of the worst military defeat in the annals of goblin history. 
Now, he had the power to turn everything back to the way things should have been. This time, when the MataPerak fell into his grasp, he’d ensure she would imprint on the D’hadhu caste. She would never come into contact with the traitorous G’hur caste. Rules be hanged. Let the G’hurii sheep bleat their protests and lodge their complaints. With the MataPerak in his hands, he could attempt anything he wanted, and still do no wrong. 
She might have already imprinted on others, but all his reports stated she was still young. No more than one hundred and fifty, maybe two hundred years old, at most. There are ways to bypass previous imprints. And D’horek would ensure the re-imprinting process would get all the resources and time it needed. 
Yes. Restart, and win, the Southern Campaign. With himself as Supreme Battle Commander. It would complete what his ancestor started, and give him all the breeding rights he could ever want. He would not just breed one son. He would breed many sons. A multitude of sons. 
D’horek leaned back in his chair, steepled hands resting on his muscled chest, pondering the question: now or later? Moving now would catch the MataPerak unaware, and therefore have the greater likelihood of success. Moving later would mean a higher risk of failure, but would net him most, if not all, of the heretic Ha’rani.
Later. Netting the Ha’rani heretics might earn him early breeding rights. His little mole would keep them under control in the meantime. 
After all, it would be nice to exercise some of those rights before he left for the Southern Campaign. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
RUMINATION
 
Naeem and the rest of the grumps pulled their heads away from the ornate silver basin at the sound of the study door swinging open. 
“Come away from that there and eat somefin’.” Greta pushed a trolley laden with food into the candle-lit study. “Geoff, get us some more chairs? There’s a love.” She pushed the basin to the side and unloaded the contents of her cart onto the circular table. “Come on then, don’t make me tell you twice.”
While Geoff left the room in search of more chairs, the rest of the grumps filled their plates with food arrayed on the table. They knew better than to argue with Greta. Only Naeem remained pensive and distant, pacing in front of the wooden bureau beside the open study window. 
“Those glyphs were elven script,” Arti said, toying with her food. 
 “Yes, but which dialect?” Geoff deposited the chairs and rushed over to the spindly table. Tapping his blunt fingertips on the table, he frowned over the odd lettering he had frantically copied down only moments ago. “And what do they mean?”
“Who cares?” Karin said, unconsciously mimicking her son’s words. “Goblins haven’t been seen in over a thousand years. Elves haven’t been seen for at least twice as long. I say we get them out now.”
“Those glyphs, they were in the dialect of the Drow. Dark elves.” Naeem stared out the window, his hands clasped behind his back. 
“Drow?” Karin’s voice rose in panic. “We truly have to get them. Right now.” 
Arti set down her plate of half-eaten food and bit her lip, her brows furrowed with indecision. Logan knew her well enough to guess the turmoil raging within—the battle between her first instinct, to protect the cubs, and keeping her solemn word not to interfere.
“But they’re not in any immediate danger now, Karin,” Logan said. “The rationale for not stepping in still holds.”
“Can you translate the elven script, Dad? You must have something which can tell us what those words mean.” She got up from her armchair and headed straight for Naeem’s wall of books. “Which references should I pull out?”
Naeem continued to stare out of the window in silence.
“Dad!” 
Naeem turned to Arti. 
“Which references should I pull out?”
“No need. I know what they mean.” Naeem sighed. “Welcome ye fortunate, ye blessed. Welcome to twilight, everlasting. Welcome to thy rest, eternal.”
Logan heard Karin gasp. 
“I don’t care what you say.” Karin rose from her armchair. “We get them and we get them now.” 
Geoff grabbed her waist and held her. “No.” He pulled her close. “We made a promise. And he’s not in immediate danger.”
Karin twisted in his arms and then pushed him away, her eyes wild. “Your fault.” She backed away from him. “This is all your fault.” 
“Karin, you’re not being fair. I don’t want this either. He’s my son too. I love him too.”
Karin advanced on him and beat her fists against his chest. “You push him too hard. You’ve always pushed him too hard.” Geoff tried to pin her arms and hold her, but she whirled away. “He’s not you, Geoff. Don’t you understand? He’s always tried so hard to please you. To make you proud. And it was never enough, was it? Never enough. Now see what you’ve driven him to do.”
“Karin—” Geoff said.
“No. No. Enough. You’ve said enough. You’ve done enough. If anything happens to him. If anything happens to my little cub…I swear, by all that is holy, I will never forgive you. And you’d better run far and fast, because I will spend the rest of my life hunting you down. Do you understand me, Geoffrey Guntherson?”
“Karin, things won’t come to that.” Naeem stepped between the couple. “My only grandson is also in this. Upon my word of honor, things will not come to that. I will see to it.”
“Are you making a solemn oath, old man?” 
Naeem stared at Karin dead in the eye. “I give you my solemn oath, as a Watcher.” 
Greta glanced at the pair and then stepped in, clucking. “Come then, my love.” She took Karin’s elbow, and sat her back down. “Now you just sit here, nice and quiet like, and Arti’ll get us a nice cuppa tea.” She waved furiously at Arti, who jumped up from her seat and ran out of the study. Greta picked up the silver basin, sat herself in the other armchair, and placed the basin next to her booted feet. “The rest of you, eat. This is what comes of not eatin’ reg’lar.”
“But the children—” Logan said.
“I’ll keep an eye them for a bit while you put somefin’ solid inside you. And you’d better get eatin’. You too, you crazy ole fool,” Greta said to Naeem. “‘Less you want me to spoon-feed you?”
* * * *
Jon kept his thoughts carefully blank while waiting for his friends, Anya in particular, to fall asleep. After meeting their contact in the P’rabh Quarter, they decided to spend the night there. G’hanjl said this was the safest possible option. The other Quarters would be crawling with guards, while no one entered the P’rabh Quarter. At least, not willingly. He said they’d be safe, as long as they kept watch. J’hatk drew first watch. Jon was to relieve him in about two hours. 
Still keeping his thoughts blank, Jon waited a little while longer. When he sensed Anya dropping off into genuine, restful sleep, he got up, nodded to J’hatk, and then walked a little way away. He had no idea if proximity played a factor in Anya’s reaching. 
But better safe than sorry.

Sitting cross-legged, his back against a tree trunk, he lifted his grandfather’s bloodstone pendant from inside his shirt and held the stone up against the moonlight. It twisted back and forth on its chain, alternately beckoning and mocking him. 
There are too many of them.
Jon cast his thoughts back to what he saw during the day. The Ha’rani easily outnumbered the other castes by as much as ten to one. If even half that number chose to go… Jon glanced at his sleeping friends. Anya curled in a fetal position, with one arm covering her head, as though protecting herself from the night itself. Saul snored on his back, spread-eagled, and taking up as much room as he could. 
They’ll expect me to come up with a plan. They always do. A trace of annoyance, mingled with pride wound their way through his heart. I always come up with the plan. If it were up to them, what would they do?
Jon imagined Anya leading a crazed, and suicidal, Ha’rani crusade against the other castes. Saul’s plan would likely be much simpler. Something along the lines of running pell-mell toward the portal cavern. 
And me? What would I do?
Jon bit his lip, drew his legs up, and laid his head on his knees.
The odds are not good. No, worse than that. The odds are horrible.
The Ha’rani were ill-equipped and ill-trained. They had been conditioned to obey since birth. Also, there were so many of them. The probability of sensitive information leaking out, and hence discovery, was astronomical. 
Despite what he told his friends, he’d relived his nightmare more than once. 
The warm splash drenching his arm after he made that first stab. The shock of bright orange goblin blood dripping from his arm. The shudder of a living creature’s final breath. And the expression of terror on the next goblin’s face. No one ever gave him a look like that before. The look of utter fear.

He studied the pendant again, wondering if he dared to consider seriously what had been simmering at the back of his mind. His gaze drifted back to his friends’ sleeping forms. This time, he wondered if the blood would be bright red. This time, if he got the plan wrong, his friends would be the ones bleeding. He wondered if he would feel the final shudders of their dying breaths. 
His vow. His plan. His responsibility. 
My promise was to keep them safe.
He never actually promised to complete the mission. Did Saul or Anya realize it though?
Probably not.
He should call for help. He knew he should. Only, if he did, would his friends ever forgive him? Which was the better option? To lose them in what was probably a suicide mission, undertaken with their blessings? Or ask for help thus breaking his promise, although they would probably never forgive him?
I lose them either way.
Jon marveled at Anya’s resilience. To be alone, for so long. He and Saul had been friends virtually since birth. Jon could not imagine life without Saul’s company. Or without Anya’s company, for that matter. 
No. Jon tucked the pendant back into his shirt. Not unless things become truly dire. And I have to make sure it never comes to that. Somehow.
Jon looked up and studied the drifts of clouds floating across the night sky, briefly obscuring the moon. An idea dawned in his mind. 
I wonder…
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
THE MEETING
 
He glanced around the room with heavy-lidded eyes. Through the gloomy interior of the mound, he was able to just about make out the heretic sitting in the middle, spouting treasonous poison for all to hear. Arrayed around the heretic were five other Ha’rani goblins, not counting himself. 
He closed his eyes, leaned back against the interior wall of the earth mound, and let the words wash over him. The MataPerak and the two immature human males sat across from him, on the other side. His nose wrinkled at the stench pervading the Ha’ran Quarter. The fragrance of roses and water lilies scented the General’s gracious home. This pigsty stank of excrement and rotted meat.
Six years. He’d worked as the General’s eyes and ears in the Ha’ran Quarter for six years now. He wasn’t the only spy the General had. Yet, he was among the most valuable. The Ha’rani go everywhere, do everything and hear everything. And whatever they hear, they tell him. 
And whatever they tell him, well….
Most times, he was paid in gold. Always useful. But his preferred currency was always advancement for his children. Over the course of six years, two of his children had escaped the living misery that came with being born into the Ha’ran caste. They had been adopted, and raised as T’hanii. Unlike the Ha’rani, they’d need to earn breeding rights. But they’d be spared scrabbling for food and shelter and the agony of watching their babies die for lack of simple medicines. At least some of his grandchildren would never have to risk entering the Apple Wood Gate. 
He opened his eyes and watched the three non-goblins. The immature human males would likely enter the Apple Wood Gate again. This time, never to leave. Tendrils of guilt twisted and bloomed inside him. These male human younglings also have parents. Parents who would grieve for them. Much like he’d grieved for the loss of his own younglings. He quickly squashed the twinges of guilt before it choked his resolve. His first loyalties lay with his family. Next, to the goblin nation. Finally, to the goblin gods. He owed the human younglings nothing. 
Someone was calling him. 
“Are you listening?” the heretic asked. Kindly. In deference of his age, he supposed. He forced a smile, and nodded.
“So we meet by the frozen lake, outside the city limits, where the harlequin ducks go. Tomorrow, at midnight. Wear as much white as possible. And bring supplies. Enough for two days, at least.” The heretic turned to the MataPerak. “MataPerak will become a thick mist, to shield us from the prying eyes of the D’hadhu and T’hany castes. Then we go to the portal cave undetected.”
He nodded his head. Tomorrow at midnight. He would need to make another secret trip to the General’s manse. Maybe with this, he could negotiate the advancement of another child. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
BETRAYED
 
They had been waiting by the lake since nightfall. The Ha’rani arrived in dribs and drabs, huddling in small, scattered groups by massive boulders at the rocky shore. Jon glanced at the moonlit sky. He fought hard to keep his face impassive. To betray none of his growing anxiety. Panic would serve none but the enemy.
Not much longer now.
His gaze flicked around the groups of goblins, and rested on Saul, chatting with G’hanjl. He crouched, and sensed a tickle of amusement from Anya, the snow-white arctic fox with silvered eyes beside him. She focused his attention on the telltale orange, salmon-berry juice stains on Saul’s cheeks and mouth. He broke into a smile. 
His first, that whole day. 
“Someone should tell him,” he said to the fox. “Don’t you think?” Anya looked into his eyes, chuffed, and then turned away. Her meaning was clear. No. Much funnier this way. 
Anya turned towards the goblin city, her ears and nose twitching. 
“What is it?” Jon rose from his haunches, suddenly alert. He peered into the gloom, but observed nothing out of the ordinary. Anya clearly heard and smelled something. She padded towards the gloom, stopped, and turned around. 
“Right. I’m coming.” Jon trotted to catch up to her. 
As they left the main group, Jon felt his eyes dart over odd silhouettes in shifting, moonlit shadows. This is how she sees. Shapes and pools of darkness that could veil threats. She stopped, sniffed the air, and growled. 
Right.
Jon took a deep breath of the chill, arctic air, striving to differentiate the subtly mingled scents of the night air. He sensed Anya’s surge of exasperation. 
Listen, I’m human. I don’t have a fox’s nose for—Then he caught it. The faintest traces of copper. 
Blood. 
Anya snorted, and trotted ahead in pursuit of the stench. Jon unsheathed the Slayer and followed. His eyes focused on an irregular lump, half-hidden by the shadows. It almost looked like another boulder, alternately wreathed in darkness and moonlight. Then it moved. 
There.
They sprinted towards the form. It was D’huri. He was supposed to escort the last groups of Ha’rani. Jon crouched and held the goblin up. D’huri’s left arm hung from his torso at an awkward angle and his right arm clasped tight around his middle. His white cloak dripped with wet, orange roses. 
“Is to be traitor,” D’huri said through his split, bleeding lips. “You is to run. Or too late.”
Jon turned to Anya. “Warn the others and get going. Now.” As he turned back to adjust his grip on D’huri’s back, his eardrums popped. He glanced up and saw Anya, in the shape of a bat, wing her way back to the others. 
“Come, D’huri. Let me help you.”
“Is too late, Fat Watcher.” D’huri let his right arm drop away. Jon’s eyes widened at the hideous gash across the goblin’s belly. Fresh rosettes of orange bloomed as D’huri struggled to wrap his cloak around his middle.
“No. I am not leaving you.” Jon struggled to lift the goblin to his feet. Ungentle in his haste, D’huri began to cough and choke. Jon froze in place, afraid of hurting the little goblin further. Liquid orange bubbled at the corners of D’huri’s mouth. Jon wiped them away with utmost gentleness, leaving orange streaks across the goblin’s lips and cheeks. Streaks that reminded him of the berry stains on Saul’s face. Jon sensed a surge of fear and foreboding. She’s still sharing my eyes. Jon’s hands flew to the bloodstone. 
“Fat Watcher, go. D’huri to slow them.”
“But you can barely—”
“Go!” D’huri roared. He somehow found the strength to pull himself up. More orange roses blossomed against the white around his waist. Picking up a rock, D’huri turned his back to Jon and assumed the fighter’s stance. 
Stumbling, Jon turned and ran back to the frozen lake, his hand clasped tight around his grandfather’s bloodstone pendant. The image of Saul’s berry-stained face haunted him the whole way.
* * * *
Jon came upon a scene of chaos. Anya stood next to Saul, who was barking orders to get all the goblins ready to go. He ran towards his friends, the bloodstone bouncing on his chest. 
“D’huri—?” Anya said.
Jon shook his head. Grief flitted briefly across Anya’s face, before hardening into fury. 
“Not the time, Anya.” Jon’s hand flew to the bloodstone pendant.
“No, Jon.” Saul slapped his friend’s hand away. “We’re not doing that. We’ve gone too far. Done too much. We don’t need the grumps. We can do this.”
Jon found himself focused on the berry stains, still on Saul’s earnest face. Anya’s fear joined his own, bleeding into him. She was still using his eyes. 
He turned to her. “Well?”
“Fat Watchers, MataPerak. We go. Now,” G’hanjl said. He was making his way to them, with a few other goblins in tow. The other goblins were making their way to the portal cavern.
Anya put her hands on her friends’ shoulders. “I swear, on my soul, I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“Fat Watchers.” G’hanjl made Saul climb on the back of one of the goblins, and they sped away.
Her hand still on Jon’s shoulder, Anya pulled him in a quick hug, her lips next to his ear. 
“If I fall, use it,” she said in a barely audible whisper. She pulled away, and Jon caught a glimpse of her haunted eyes. 
Berry stains.
He nodded.
“We go.” G’hanjl’s impatience was palpable. 
They climbed on the other goblins’ backs, before speeding away into the dark.
* * * *
The night passed in a flurry of blind panic and jumbled images. Behind them, weaker, slower goblins who had given up the mad race for the cavern dragged themselves to the middle of the trail. They would buy the other goblins time. A precious commodity they were prepared to pay for with wreaths of orange roses. Jon observed the faintest streaks of light from the east. The sun was rising. A blood-red dawn approached.
Jon fingered his grandfather’s pendant.
“Jon, no!” Saul pointed ahead. “We’re almost there.”
Jon looked up when he heard Saul’s sudden intake of breath. Standing between them and the mouth of the portal cavern were massed ranks of D’hadhii troopers. Their battle armor gleamed gold and orange in the light of the early dawn. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
THE SHOWDOWN
 
Jon climbed down from the goblin’s back, his mouth agape. 
“Who did this? Who’d do this to their own kind?” Saul said, raging. 
Jon glanced at the group of panting Ha’rani, and noted a conspicuous absence.
“J’hatk,” Anya said, her lips curling in contempt.
Eyeing the hundreds of D’hadhii in their way, Jon held the bloodstone with the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. “Blood to blood, I need you; Blood from bloo—”
Anya slapped his hand away. “I’m still here. Wait ‘till I’m dead before you do that.” She dropped her pack and turned her back on him. “Hold on to my shoulders.”
Jon put his hands on her slender shoulders. “Wha—?” 
“Tighter,” Anya snapped, stiffening her frame. “Whatever happens, don’t let go. You’ll fall off.” She turned to Saul and G’hanjl. “Tell them to back off. Get to a safe distance.” Her breathing grew labored. Jon’s eyes widened as her slight shoulders lengthened and thickened. 
“I am going to need room. A lot of room.”
* * * *
 “Dad, we get them now.” Arti pulled away from the silver basin. She adjusted the straps of her Watcher armor, before turning to her husband. “Logan, will you please hand me the Twins?”
Logan hesitated. He knew once he handed Arti her twin daggers, there’d be no holding her back. He glanced at the others for approval. Geoff nodded as he checked his pouches, filled with spell components. Karin unsheathed her scimitar in eloquent silence. 
“No,” Naeem said. His face remained expressionless as he studied the swirling depths.
“Dad, look at what they’re facing. It’s suicide.”
“You swore to me, old man,” Karin said in a soft, lethal voice. The edge of her scimitar glinted in the morning light.
“Just look,” Naeem said, head still bent over the basin. “This is why we need cyrions in our ranks.”
* * * *
Anya’s rage had built from the moment she stepped into the Ha’ran Quarter, eons ago, it now seemed. She was ready to unleash it. She barely heard her friends’ startled gasps as her legs and arms thickened. Her face and spine elongated, her teeth lengthened, while massive, iridescent-green wings sprouted from her back. Her perspective changed as she grew taller, much taller than ever before. The stink of their fear was divine perfume.
Puny creatures. Cower. Flee.
She swung her massive, spiked tail, crushing a good third of the goblins into the rock face. Their screams, exquisite symphony to her ears. Their blood and mangled bodies
brought her unparalleled joy. This was what it meant to be cyrion. 
To be the ultimate predator.
She stretched her scaled neck to the sky, screaming both her exultation in the kill and her challenge to the world. Anya lowered her head and snapped at ones she identified as ‘evil’. The ones in gold and orange. She relished the bitter copper taste in her mouth and on her tongue as their bodies burst against razor teeth. She spat their remnants out, before she breathed in, feeling the gasses combine into something lethal inside. Then she blew a vicious blue jet at the remains of the goblin army. The scent of fear vaporized, replaced by the aroma of charred meat. 
She screamed her triumph, riding high on pure adrenaline. On the kill. She hoped for more. 
This is so much fun.
 She spotted more D’hadhii troopers coming their way. Her silvered reptilian eyes glittered in savage joy. She’d slaughter them all. No surrender, no mercy. She bent her head, inhaled again, and spewed forth a longer, bigger jet of blue flame. More screams. Music to her ears. 
 There was an unexplained weakness in her left foreleg. She barely noticed the cold before, not in her dragon form. But it suddenly got colder. Much colder. She shrugged it off. She’d worry about the cold later, when she had time. She braced herself for the next round of combat, even as she fought the sluggishness sweeping through her. Shaking her massive head, she swatted more D’hadhii troopers with her tail. More blood and broken bodies littered the trail. But not enough. More were coming. She lowered her head and blew yet more blue flame. Only this time, her flame was tinged with yellow and red.
Something is wrong. 
* * * *
General D’horek studied the scene from atop a small hill near the portal cavern, a satisfied smile on his lips. They’d reacted just as he’d anticipated. A blind, panicked run, followed by the MataPerak shifting into one of her more lethal incarnations. 
The small cyrion shifted into an immature, female dragon. Her green iridescent scales flashed in the morning light as she lashed her massive tail, sweeping a full third of his forces into the rock face. He turned to his subordinate and nodded his confirmation to send in more reinforcements. They’re chattel anyway.
 He caught sight of the cyrion breathing flames on the remnants of his men, and his smile grew wider. Fire breathing demanded even greater energy expenditure. He should encourage her to do so more often. General D’horek waved his hand, impatient to summon yet more reinforcements.
He was willing to throw all the armed goblins under his command at her. It was only a matter of time before he wore her down. Although, she was going through them rather too quickly for his liking. 
He frowned, motioned at his subordinate to approach, and then told him to send out every available D’hadhii trooper from the Citadel. Immediately. The subordinate nodded, and scurried off. General D’horek turned back to enjoy the spectacle. 
* * * *
Anya swept her tail and blew her last jet of flame. The way was clear.
It’s too cold. Much too cold.
She lowered her head so her friend could get back on the ground, where he’d be safe. Safe from her. Safe from whatever came next. She swiped her tail against some trees, knocking them down to block the trail. To slow enemy reinforcements. 
She stretched her head and screamed one last time.
Then everything went dark.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
HERO
 
Jon concentrated on gripping what used to be Anya’s shoulders—two bony ridges atop an iridescent green dragon’s head. He clamped his legs around her as firmly as he could, afraid he might fly off the next time she swung to breathe fire on the D’hadhii troopers, or sweep them with her tail. He was developing a headache and nausea from both the sudden way she moved and the way she shifted his vision wherever she wanted. But he knew better than to fight her. Headache and nausea it is, he sighed. Saul was throwing up by the side of the trail. 
“Saul! When the way is clear, lead the goblins through!”
“What?” Saul wiped his mouth with his sleeve, his face, pale.
Jon knew his voice was lost amidst the high winds and clamor of battle. 
He waited for a brief lull in the battle, after Anya burned, smacked, or trampled the D’hadhii troopers, and before the arrival of fresh reinforcements. 
When the moment came, he turned to Saul. “Get them to the portal! Now!”
Saul nodded and, together with G’hanjl, herded the remnants of the Ha’rani refugees into the portal cave. 
“We can’t go through without you,” Saul said.
Jon felt his eyes focus on the distance—fresh troops. Headed their way. 
“Get there first, and be ready to go.” Jon tensed to ready himself for the next bout, when he sensed Anya’s mental presence falter. 
What’s happening?
Brows furrowed, he turned to Saul. “Go now. I’ll figure it out.”
Saul nodded, and headed inside the cavern with the others. 
Jon bent closer. “What’s wrong, my friend? What happened?”
Anya lowered her head and Jon climbed to the ground. 
“What are you doing? You still need me. More are coming!”
* * * *
General D’horek laughed aloud when he noted the red and yellow tints in the cyrion’s flame, a clear indication of her depleting energy reserves. Thoughtless younglings. There’s no way the cyrion could maintain her reptilian dragon form in the frozen tundra. Especially not while expending such vast amounts of energy. 
The cyrion lowered her head, and the immature male climbed down. She’s drained. He barked another laugh when, out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of his cohorts of D’hadhii troopers in gleaming orange and gold trotting up the trail. 
Perfect timing.
His laugh caught in his throat when he realized what the cyrion expended the last of her energy on. Massive tree trunks now blocked the trail. His reinforcements would be forced to waste precious minutes skirting the blockage. Nothing stood between his quarry and the entrance to the portal cavern. He roared, unsheathed his broadsword, and ran down the hill. 
She will not escape me again. Not this time. 
* * * *
Jon stood, paralyzed in horror, as Anya brought down the trees to block the trail, screamed, then collapsed before his eyes. Her massive dragon form shimmered, before shifting into eclipses of iridescent green butterflies that flew into the clear blue sky. Underneath all the butterflies lay Anya’s still form. 
Nausea and headache long forgotten, Jon ran to her, his heart in his throat. Her breathing was shallow and her pulse, erratic. His hand on the bloodstone, he glanced at the trail where hordes of D’hadhii troopers almost reached the mess of fallen trees. He glanced back to the mouth of the portal cave, trying to gauge the distance. To judge if he would be strong enough to get them both that far before the D’hadhii troopers made their way around the mess of splintered trunks. Jon’s brows furrowed with indecision as he gathered her into his arms. 
Then he noticed the bright orange smears on her pale lips.
Berry stains.
He dismissed all thought of calling the grumps for help. Saul was right. They had done too much and gone too far not to complete this on their own. They’d finish the mission as planned. 
He’d see to it. 
Jon dropped his pack and carried Anya’s prone, clammy form across both his shoulders, the way his father taught him. She was much lighter than he expected. That, or he had gotten stronger over the last few weeks. 
Or more desperate.
Gritting his teeth, Jon made his way to the mouth of the portal cave. 
* * * *
 “Saul!” Jon staggered into the innermost chamber of the cavern. He struggled to hand Anya to his friend. “Take her.” 
“What happened?” Saul carried Anya across both his shoulders with an ease and grace that Jon had always both admired and envied.
“I’ll explain later. No time. More coming.”
Jon whipped out the Slayer and, careless with haste, slashed his hand. He coated the pendant with the blood that dripped freely from the gash, and then pressed his wounded hand to the glassy black wall. 
Too slow, much too slow.
“Fat Watchers. I buy time.” G’hanjl pulled out a blood-crusted stiletto from his belt. Sa’atha wailed her protest. 
The stone wall warmed under Jon’s hand. 
G’hanjl turned to his sister. “Be happy.”
The portal emerged from the wall.
“Look after Sa’atha, Fat Watchers,” he said. “And tell humans not all goblins bad. Some goblins good.”
Echoes of booted feet rang from the entrance of the cavern.
“I promise,” Jon said, looking at G’hanjl straight in the eye. “And no, not just good. Some goblins are heroes.” 
G’hanjl nodded. “Thank you.”
The door swung open, and with it came a warm breeze, carrying the sweet scents of summertime.
“Go! Go! Go!” Saul pushed the Ha’rani refugees through the portal. As Jon pulled Sa’atha through, his last glimpse was of G’hanjl, his arm raised high, charging the D’hadhii troopers swarming into the innermost chamber of the cavern. The last thing he heard as the portal swung shut was of metal striking flesh.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
BUTTERFLIES ASCENDING
 
Naeem sat in front of his desk in the study, tapping his grey goose quill on the half-written report before him. He would occasionally look out the window and stare at his grandson, sitting by himself amidst the riot of flowers Greta planted by the raven’s grave. 
The mission had been hard on him. On all of them. Naeem sighed, tore his gaze away from Jon, and stared at the stack of reports on his left. At least the goblin settlement was going well. The inn and the forge brought in the much-needed income required to get the rest of the Outpost back on its feet. The Outpost should be self-sufficient by this time next year. 
Naeem’s eyes dropped back to the report he was preparing. 
There is irrefutable proof the elves are still among us. Further, they have taken the role of predator by using the lives of the Ha’rani young to power their enchantments. Based on eyewitness accounts, my squad and I conclude that the ratio of predator to prey is, and has been, out of balance and therefore, unsustainable. 
He resumed tapping his goose quill against the fine rice paper, deep in thought. 
We recommend tripling the Watcher squads patrolling the Northern border, and guarding or sealing all portals leading to the Northern Wastes to prevent further breaches into Watcher-controlled territories. Starved of a fresh source of life force to feed their enchantments, we believe it will only be a matter of time before Drow-controlled territories collapse.
My squad and I recommend that a detailed, verbal report be delivered in person to the Triumvirate at the Academy.
His attention strayed back to Jon, who seemed to be concentrating on nothing more substantial than thin air. Naeem shook his head, sighed yet again, and continued writing.
We will depart Linwood with all necessary witnesses and evidence as soon as possible.

He would give the children as much time as he possible. Hopefully, enough for all three of them to recover. Or at least, time enough for the cyrion to finally pass.
* * * *
A month had passed. Jon sat on the grass beside the raven’s grave, amidst a riot of blooming rock roses, bluebeards and butterfly bushes, the sun warming his back. Grammy Greta came through. He looked up to the second floor of his grandfather’s house. Cheerful pink curtains, caressed by the light, warm summer breeze, fluttered out of a set of open windows. He pulled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them.
Pink. Typical girl.
Back at the Linwood side of the portal cave, Jon used the pendant and his bloodied hand to unlock a way out for all of them. Saul refused to relinquish his burden and carried Anya all the way home. She did not open her eyes once. Jon periodically checked her pulse and breathing, but there was no more he could do. 
The days after they got home consisted of a maddened flurry of questions, hugs, and admonishments. Jon barely remembered half the things that happened. A settlement had been found for the goblins, he recalled hearing as much. He kept his promise. Sa’atha now ran his father’s old inn and tavern at the Outpost. I guess it’s the
Goblin Outpost, now. 
The Goblin Outpost was too far out of the way for anyone to stumble across by accident, making it a safe place for its newest inhabitants. Jon ceased caring about the other Ha’rani in the goblin city. They chose to stay slaves. They deserve their lot. The grumps said something about the Northern Wastes being beyond the scope of their authority anyway. 
The moment they returned to Linwood, refugees in tow, the three of them earned the rank of Apprentice Watchers. Jon did not care very much about that either. Not anymore. Saul had not left Anya’s room virtually the whole time they’ve been back. He and Greta took care of Anya as best they could. She could reflexively swallow when they held her up to spoon clear soup and water into her slack mouth. But otherwise, she lay like one already dead. 
The first week they were back, Saul asked, screamed, and finally begged her to wake up. Now he spent his days doing nothing more than holding her hand and looking at her with haunted, hollow eyes. Every night, he slept on the floor beside her bed, in a nest of blankets and pillows. The grumps had done everything they knew to do and Grampa had checked every tome in his study. All for nothing.
She had not opened her eyes once. 
Two weeks ago, on the verge of giving up all hope, something caught his eyes. A butterfly. A single iridescent green butterfly. He had an idea. An idea he kept to himself. Partly because he didn’t want anyone disappointed in case he was wrong. Also partly out of superstitious fear that the more people who knew about it, the lower the probability of success. 
He did not want to risk scaring away the butterflies. 
Every morning since that day, he gathered a bouquet of rock roses and bluebeards and placed them in a glass vase beside Anya’s bed. Then he spent the day keeping vigil by the raven’s grave. The first morning, he saw several iridescent green butterflies alight on the blooms by the grave, then ascend and make their way through the open window. With each successive day, more and more butterflies flew through the window. Yet there were no outcries from anyone inside. And Saul did not say a single word about them. 
Yesterday, there were so many butterflies, they blocked out the sun. So today, he waited in hope. 
He closed his eyes, then bowed and rested his head on his knees. 
Please work. I don’t know what else to do. Come home.
Then he felt a familiar tickle inside. A surge of warmth washed through his mind.
“Jon! Come quick!” he heard Saul’s voice through the window.
Jon looked up, a bright smile on his face. His first in weeks. He rose in a single graceful motion, and raced into his grandfather’s house. 
She’s awake.
 



 
About the Author
 
Abigail is fluent in three languages, grew up in Asia, studied History in the UK.  She also holds graduate degrees in International Management and Special Education. Now, she calls sunny Southern California her home. When not working with flowers (and daydreaming about what a ranunculus flower fairy looks like) she sings about Winnie the Pooh while baking treats like pineapple tarts and sand dollar cookies for her son, El Kiddo.
She has an on-going love/hate relationship with all things chocolate, although coffee will always remain her first love.
* * * *
Did you enjoy Cyrion? If so, please help us spread the word about Abigail Borders and MuseItUp Publishing. It's as easy as: 
 
•Recommend the book to your family and friends
•Post a review
•Tweet and Facebook about it
 
Thank you
MuseItUp Publishing
 



 

MuseItUp Publishing
Where Muse authors entertain readers!
https://museituppublishing.com
 
Follow us on Facebook:
http://www.facebook.com/MuseItUp
and on Twitter:
http://twitter.com/MusePublishing
—for exclusive excerpts of upcoming releases
—contests
—free and specials just for you
—author interviews
—and more!
 



Table of Contents
Fantasy by Abigail Borders
Acknowledgements
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINETEEN
CHAPTER TWENTY
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
CHAPTER THIRTY
About the Author


cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





