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I’M NOT THE ONLY ONE who's ever hated their job, but a black magician's minion is the lowest form of indentured servant. Servants are hired when wealthy people don't want to be stuck doing menial housework. Magicians are no different in that respect. However, my master needed a degree of discretion above and beyond that of a regular servant. That's why minions were bound by blood oaths to serve their masters like I was to Damien Rathschild. Minion’s employment contracts are signed in blood and can only be broken by death, either the minion’s or the master’s. My first day of work was a bad one and started with the worst orientation speech imaginable:

"The only reason I've taken you back is because of your ability to hear the author's voice in anything you read. I accept the fact your intuition makes you a sensitive instrument, Shelton. However, that doesn't mean you'll escape consequences for your actions. That’s why I'm making you dispose of the body."

I gasped, "Body?"

"I had to perform a blood sacrifice while you were absent. Someone hired a thug and sent him against me, so I put him to good use for my own purposes. I doubt he'll be missed," Damien shrugged.

At least I could take comfort in the fact that my attempt to run away wasn’t entirely fruitless. I missed the actual killing of this man. However, Damien saw to it that I didn’t escape all the gory details. He directed me to the cellar. It was locked off and invulnerable to lock-picking. I discovered there was a depth I hadn’t expected to it. There was a locked room in what I thought was the only basement level in the house. It was the entrance to stairs. A musty dark room was at the bottom of it. Damien’s witchlight globes lit up as I walked down the steps. They looked like malevolent bottled lightening that fought to escape their bounds. The sinking feeling in my stomach grew worse as I got down to floor level.

There were man-sized cages. The whole left side contained cells and there were manacles on the wall. For a frightening moment I thought I saw people in the cages and manacles. Though I can’t say I actually saw anyone or anything. My intuition played tricks on my mind ever since Damien Rathschild infused me with magic. I had to fight the tendency to imagine the worst. If my intuition had its way, I’d be reduced to a hysterical wreck, but I knew I couldn’t afford to show weakness now. On the right of the room I saw an altar. There was a man’s body on it. The altar was made of stone and instead of being laid out flat there was a funnel like depression in it. The bottom of the depression had a tube that collected liquids. It drained them into a spout that came to the side. A cauldron was placed under the spot and filled with blood.

The body gave off such a bad stench I thought the man must've had bad body odor before he died. Damien had his blood draining into the cauldron. Much to his disgust it oozed out as a putrid black puss.

Damien sputtered at the sight. "No! The supplies been ruined!"

There was a cackle from what should've been a corpse. Its eyes opened, glowing with either jaundice or malice.

I started while Damien snorted, "It's a revivified corpse."

He handed me a machete to chop it up. I glanced between the machete and the corpse in distaste.

The thug zombie struggled against its bonds which creaked from the strain. I was too shocked to do anything, and it gripped one of my arms.

It wouldn't break its grip and I didn't want to touch it. My indecision gave it time to pull me down towards its chattering mouth. The fact it was intent on lowering my head broke my inertia. I swung the machete to break its hold and kept chopping. Throwing each body piece, I hacked into a waiting burlap bag.

Damien ignored me while he stoked up the incinerator. A move I resented at first but came to appreciate when the bag still moved. I threw the bag into the furnace.

Damien threw tobacco into the fire. I’d saved the zombie’s head for last, and he picked it up by its greasy black hair. "This is as close as you'll get to a proper burial," he said before he threw it into the fire.

It didn't have lungs to scream with, but its yellow teeth chattered as it tried to bite him.

The smell was awful.

Damien snorted, "My enemies are getting more vicious, but are no more adept. I shouldn't have been able to physically overpower a zombie. I thought I was fending off a common thug even if he had bad hygiene, and I've done it often enough in my time."

It was so unfair for my Master to have both magical and physical strength. Damien was an imposing figure. Though he was so distinguished, you wouldn't think he'd soil himself with common labor. Yet he could, and did, defend himself physically. I better not forget he could do this if I wanted to last long in his service.

“The next time the cauldron needs replenishing you will be present with me at the ritual, Shelton. Either as the blood sacrifice yourself or helping me with it. In time, if you prove yourself capable, I will leave the matter entirely in your hands.” He paused as I nodded understanding. I kept my face as neutral as I could as he continued his speech.

He pointed to the incinerator. “Grind the ashes into a fine powder for future magic work.”

Cleaning up after the zombie was dirty work. I had to wash down the table he'd been bound to, skim the ooze out of the kettle and clean the black ash out of the incinerator. No wonder, I felt the need to be cleansed by both a bath and tobacco smudging after this ordeal was over. No doubt this dirty work was to be expected for a black magician's minion.

It was hard to think what I hated more. The thought such occurrences were regular in Damien's precious Trade. Or the fact his enemies were stepping up hostilities. Did they mean to kill him or was he so powerful this was nothing more than petty harassment? I was ordered to keep the fire burning until it was reduced to ash and kept feeding the fire over hours. Finally, there was nothing left but ash which I pounded into a fine powder so it could be used for rituals later. I think I recognized the powder as one of the ingredients I had used in potions and felt queasy.

When it was all done Damien had me cleanse the altar and the knives for future use. "I could've reversed the spell and sent it back to the one who cast it. It's too bad we were forced to dismember and incinerate the zombie. This attack is a challenge I can't afford to let pass. It'll be your job to track them down.” Damien told me.

Then he ordered me to wash up and prepare dinner. I didn’t feel like eating that night.

***
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LUCKILY, DAMIEN THOUGHT making me dispose of the body was enough of a punishment for me. It would have been worse without the tobacco. And even then, I had to burn a whole bundle to feel human again. The immediate costs of this exercise were a loss of appetite for dinner, and a restless night in bed. I suppose it’s not to my credit that it didn’t trouble me more but I’m not a sensitive soul. The death of a vagrant didn’t shock me. There were senseless killings where Damien first found me. I’ve seen murdered men before but I have never been directly involved in their deaths.

Damien’s attitude all made it seem surreal. It was never mentioned again. He acted as if it had never happened. His civility made it seem like it was only some weird dream. The only one who acted like anything had happened was Tobias. Damien’s raven familiar watched us with his beady eyes all the while.

The next morning, I got up and made breakfast as I always did. After skipping dinner last night, I had quite an appetite. Damien drank his coffee. I ate a large portion of bacon, eggs, toast and juice. There was absolute silence. All the while Tobias watched us until he finally spoke up. “You should’ve saved me the eyes.”

“Tobias,” Damien warned.

Tobias refused to be turned aside. “If Shifty’s to learn about the proper disposal of bodies, he should learn to give me my due!”

“We don’t discuss these things during mealtimes, Tobias. You may love carrion but it ruins men’s appetites,” Damien tsked.

“However, since it has already been brought up it’s duly noted,” Damien said. He set down his paper and looked directly at me. “A familiar receives payment for its services just as an apprentice does. It’s Tobias’s due, as my familiar, to receive an adequate provision of food. Since carrion is the food, he likes the best I allow him the pick of any corpse I create.”

“Am I supposed to allow the corpse to get old and stinking, so Tobias can have it to his liking?” I asked.

“Of course not. The smell of decaying flesh would raise too much suspicion. It must be disposed of immediately. However, Tobias is allowed to peck out the eyeballs and any portion of flesh that he desires.”

I couldn’t help wrinkling my nose. “I wouldn’t take on a familiar with such gross eating habits.”

“Such scruples are why you’re a minion, and I’m a master.”

***
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MY DAILY REVIEW OF the anonymous correspondence Damien received bought his patience. The voices I heard when I read pieces of writing were distinctive to me. I’d be able to recognize the letter readers if I saw them in public. I wouldn't have been a worthwhile investment for Damien without it.

So, I was stuck looking over the latest batch of death threats. I was to see if any of them heralded an escalation of hostilities. Damien regarded them as pathetic attempts at petty harassment. Such hostility would've oppressed a more sensitive soul.

My author's voice trick meant I could hear the venom in the written words in the letter writer's voice. No young man of good family should work for you and I will see to it that you are ruined Rathschild. It was on an unsigned calling but had a black rat vigil on the back.

Damien frowned when I handed it to him. "It's from someone who wants me ostracized from Quality Society. They don't have the power to do more than wage whisper campaigns."

"The writer's voice does more than whisper when I read it. They're the angriest of the letter writers."

Damien grimaced. "They may be underwriting this campaign even if they have no magic themselves."

***
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DAMIEN SPENT THE NEXT month teaching me deportment. "It's traditional for minions to stay close to their master's residence. And only go out to procure supplies and/or manpower for him. My plans are to expose you to the Quality set. I want you to place their names and faces to the voices you hear when you read my unsigned correspondence. However, I dare not risk you being seen until your manners are improved."

I didn’t see how it would help me as a minion but after my recent misbehavior it wasn’t wise to bring this up. The deportment lessons bored me, but I dared not complain lest he assign me to something worse. It reminded me of my time taking tea with the society cats. They liked to inspect the results of their charity work. It was bad enough to spend the occasional afternoon under my best behavior. Days upon days of scrutiny had me burning tobacco each night to calm my nerves.

The end of my deportment classes came when Damien told me, “This will be your final class for now. You know enough to work in the field for me as a minion."

I'll introduce you into proper society, so you can form contacts and act as my representative. Wear your best clothes tomorrow. Pack your lesser but still decent clothing neatly into a package. We are going out of the house for an outing.”

At least my specialized skills meant I'd see the outside of this house instead of being chained to a dungeon. Damien couldn't dress me in rags if I was to place the author's voices to names in Quality society.

The trip to his tailor was unexpected, but he couldn't have me dressed in rags in front of polite society. I needed to be close enough to the high society suspects to hear their voices. That wouldn't happen if I looked like some ill-bred wretch. Damien may have made a bigger investment in me than my past employers had but it was no reason to think of him as “generous.”
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THAT NIGHT I CHOSE my best clothes. Minions are indentured servants. It's traditional to give them castoffs, so I had the wardrobe of Damien’s last apprentice. Gareth Yonge’s clothes were better than mine but too loose on me. Yet, tailoring his clothes was a stopgap measure. Damien knew he couldn't have me appear in Quality Society as anything less than a gentleman. Otherwise, I wouldn't be able to match faces to the author's voices I heard in the anonymous notes sent to him. Thus, he meant to pay for a new wardrobe for me.

I was up and ready promptly the next morning. Despite my fears about what “work in the field” entailed I found that I was looking forward to our outing. The fact that I was finally getting out of this house in human form was enough to excite me. I'd only been out once in a failed attempt to escape it by skinwalking into a cat’s shape.

Of course, Tobias pricked my bubble. While I was getting ready he told me, “You’re now entering a new phase in your service to the Master. You will be actively serving him. You’ll have more freedom but more responsibilities. I’ve seen many servants fail at this point. Most of them had far more promise than you do. “

I refused to let him get a rise out of me but found myself rattled by what he had said. I didn’t ask him how he rated my chances of success.

I was so nervous that I couldn’t eat much at breakfast. When we went to the front door, the Mastiff doorstop was reluctant to let me through. Damien told him, “Shelton will accompany me this morning.”

The Mastiff’s voice was deep but humbler. “I will honor your command, Master, and open for you two but am I to allow him free passage from now on?”

“We will see what happens in the future but for now my minion is to be let out only if he accompanies me.”

We walked down to the steps and the gate opened at Damien’s command. “In time it will heed your voice but for now it’ll only obey mine. Your behavior over the next few weeks will determine how much freedom of movement I allow you to have.”

I felt awkward carrying my bundle of clothes. It wasn’t in keeping with my new station in life. It made me look like a servant. Then again that was probably what Damien would introduce me as. He wasn’t involved in a recognized trade so openly announcing me as his minion was out of the question. Of course, I didn't understand how he carried himself in “proper society”. He often mentioned having business in town but did he pretend to be a businessman?

Damien was a gentleman in my eyes, but my standards were probably lower than high society ones. I got the impression that only men of inherited wealth were considered "gentlemen." Each generation often gets lazier and lazier until all the money is spent. I learned this in my accounting classes back at the St. Kirkton Academy. They left their major financial decisions to their business managers. I couldn’t imagine being so secure in my position that I’d let someone else tend my wealth. At an early point in my life I decided that I’d always be the one looking after my money not anyone else.

Damien didn’t give me the chance to ask questions. He hailed a hansom cab and ordered it to a shop. “Our first stop will be the barber. You will never be taken seriously as a gentleman if you go about with that haircut.” He pointed to my shaggy hair.

Other than keeping myself clean I wasn’t that big into personal grooming. Personal grooming in general was a luxury I couldn’t afford. I wouldn’t have even cared so much about cleanliness at all if not for the orphanage. They drummed the importance of it into me at an early age. Things would be different now if I had to convince people I was a gentleman. I had to admit that Damien had a point about my hair. I hadn’t seen a barber since I left the orphanage and his bowl cuts weren’t worth paying for. The orphanage’s barber donated his time as a form of alms. In order to get his chore done as soon as possible we orphans were lined up and given a bowl cut. I hated the look and changed it as soon as I was free of the orphanage. When I was on my own, I let it grow free and trimmed the bangs and the ends myself when it got too long for my liking. Needless to say, my hair always looked sloppy. I was used to it being unmanageable.

The barber’s shop was “well appointed.” Its floor was inlaid with something like marble. It looked upscale but was easy to sweep up the trimmings. The barber was happy to see Damien but shocked at the sight of my hair when he realized I was the customer. “As you can see it’s an emergency.” Damien motioned to me.

The barber ordered me to sit in a plushly cushioned but hard-backed chair. “What would you like?” he asked me.

“I know I need something better than what I have now, but I don’t know what to ask for to get it. Do whatever you want with it.” I assumed Damien would be as demanding with haircuts as he was with everything else. With him paying the price, I was sure to get something decent.

I saw more hair than I was used to falling onto the floor. For a moment I thought I’d regret my decision, but soon the barber was done and gave me a handheld mirror to see his work. It was clipped closer than I was used to seeing it and slightly spiky but looked neater than what I had before. “Longer hair is popular with young men right now but your hair was unmanageable as it was. I clipped it closer than is fashionable. You’ll find that it will grow out in an attractive and neat fashion with this cut. In future visits I’ll shape your hair to what is in style.”

The hardest critic, of course, was Damien. “It’s an improvement,” he said grudgingly when we were alone. “I don’t know what the fashion is for young men. You’ll have a better idea what to ask for after you’ve seen your peers in society.”

When we were out of the shop Damien looked at my hair dubiously. “I know what the fashions are for men my age but fashions are different for youth. It’s important that you fit in with your peers among Quality.”

Next, we stopped at a tailor’s. They took my measurements and some rapid adjustments were made to what I was already wearing. I left my parcel, and they said they would finish the adjustments on them in a few days. Damien said it was time to expand my wardrobe, and they showed me clothes on mannequins to look over. I knew I needed something better than loose fitting hand-me-downs but I didn’t know which ones would work for me. It’s not as if I was some dandy who kept track of these things. They tried to interest me in different colors but I chose dark clothes in navy blue, dark gray and black.

I preferred to look older than I was, so I patterned my clothes after Damien’s. Damien allowed me free rein but included an order for a set of black clothes suitable for mourning. In private, he told me, “You’ll need proper clothes for a funeral we will attend within the next two weeks.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Two weeks is a long time to leave a body out. Won’t they bury him sooner than that?”

Damien gave one of those smiles that made me nervous. The one that was akin to a predator baring its teeth. "I traced that letter writer you mentioned. " I shuddered at this.

“The prospective corpse is still on his deathbed, sputtering out his last moments of life even as we speak. We'll see if it stops the attacks.”

“There’s nothing quite like admiring your own handiwork. I returned his curses on his head threefold.”

I would've preferred not to hear of this outcome to my work. It figured I couldn't even perform deskwork for this man without it turning grim. "And your counter-curse wound up killing him? Isn't that harsh?"

"It saves bloodshed in the long-run. A black magician can't allow himself to be insulted, or he looks weak. My attendance to his funeral will alert my enemies that they can't insult me with impunity."

I shook my head. Shuddering as I noted that not all my social engagements would be delightful. I hoped they weren't the only ones I had.

Our last stop for the day was the cobbler, and it distracted me from thoughts of Damien’s, and now my, work. The staff showed me what was in fashion, which turned out to be uncomfortable and on the flimsy side. Their tops were pointed and pinched. I chose styles that were more practical but not too clunky looking. One purchase I made sure to make was a sturdy pair of boots. I had always wanted a pair. I chose a style they said was for hunting, but they looked like they would be good for something more practical too.
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A WEEK LATER THE TAILOR and cobbler delivered my new clothes and shoes. Damien introduced me into society after they arrived. On our way to the club Damien instructed me, "The best way to get you into the club is to introduce you as my new man of business. I need you to listen to my regular contracts. You're here because you won't be able to get to see most of them outside of business functions.

Be convincing in the role of procuring contracts for me. Not only to ferret out suspects, but to see which ones don't want to see me prosper.

Should you succeed I'll keep you in that capacity and give you a 15% commission. Fortunately, this club has a high share of self-made men. They won’t expect your manners to be impeccable but don’t embarrass me with out-and-out rudeness. Wait until you are introduced before you speak with anyone. After you’re introduced don’t speak unless you are spoken to.”

The wardrobe was expected, but the monogrammed handkerchiefs were a surprise. I was almost touched until I saw they didn't match, and the initials didn't match mine, "Huh?"

"They're from bores I wish to see humbled, but can't afford to kill. I got links through their servants. It'll be your duty to remove items for jinxing and plant them back on my chosen targets in the future. You've shown greater skill in those areas than I have after all."

I ground my teeth, and took it as a warning, as Tobias squawked with laughter. Damien caught me pickpocketing him, and I once hexed Tobias on the sly though I was discovered later. Acting out would only earn me a punishment or new duties to my already heavy workload. I couldn't win either way.

At least the title "man of business" was less humiliating than minion. I was sure it'd pay better though I doubted he'd ever allow me to buy out my indenture.
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