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Chapter one

The Dead Wizard





TRIGGER WARNING: Profanity, violence, racism, slavery, denialism, sex, perversity, prostitution, regicide, fratricide, light sadomasochism, murder, greed, corruption, claustrophobia, excrement horror, vampirism, necromancy, kobolds, backstabbing, profound stupidity, Oxford commas, goblin abuse, and an appalling lack of mushrooms. 




      ***How I became a hero was, someone murdered Morloc Lassiter Blue, and I was ordered to clean up the shit. I would never have guessed that Morloc would change my life. Then again, I’m no soothsayer.

For one thing, he was a wizard and counselor to the duke, and I was Castle Halfsock’s lowliest latrine slave. Our worlds didn’t overlap much. The man died having never spoken a word in my direction.

Also, he was a racist asshole. He believed in his own superiority with every fiber of his prejudiced heart. My enslavement, if he thought of it at all, simply reflected the natural order of things. So, you know . . . Bon voyage, motherfucker.

When I think of everything that happened afterward, I guess I should thank him for croaking when he did. Since he was murdered, maybe I should credit the assassin.

I learned of Morloc’s timely demise when Matron kicked me, in a friendly sort of way, as I was scouring the large cauldron she used to boil diapers.

“Get up to the east tower. The captain needs a privy slave.” She was a large, broad-shouldered human who oversaw most of Castle Halfsock’s downstairs operations. You wouldn’t say she was kind, but you always felt she was hitting you with the minimum force necessary, and for a purpose.

I nodded and slid myself out of the foul iron pot.

“Take a bucket.”

I hated that cauldron. I couldn’t breathe inside it, and no matter how hard I scrubbed, the thing still reeked of baby shit. The smell clung to my hair all day or until something stronger muscled it aside. I was happy to escape.

I should have known better.

Matron’s laundry room was a rough-hewn place located right beside the kitchen. The builders had put their money and effort—such as it was—into the castle’s upper halls. The servants and slaves worked below ground, and what the rooms lacked in ventilation, they made up for in claustrophobia.

The stove and fires cast pools of heat and light between damp, slippery gray stone and poorly finished cabinets. Behind the kitchen, a series of closets housed larger pots and plates and, at the farthest and dankest end of the hall, cleaning supplies. My wooden bucket was perpetually sodden. In Halfsock, the latrine cleaners’ work was never done. It weighed a good ten pounds before I filled it. The thing didn’t leak so much as ooze.

You can call me Shelly. My proper name’s Shelliac of the Gorod, but even goblins give up our clan names when we’re enslaved. At that point, anything formal sounds idiotic.

The Gorod weren’t much to be proud of, anyway. My elders raised me to believe we goblins had lost out on the great genetic lottery, and that was that. Small, not particularly martial, we have a long history of being smashed on the head and carted away to clean other people’s toilets.

I’ve been trying to shake the inferiority complex my whole life.

My master at the time was His Grace Lutimer of Halfsock. Old, fat, and feeble, the duke was a petty tyrant atop a pedestrian throne in a run-down little fiefdom known for mud, bigotry, and low-quality iron. The endless damp and abundant cow shit gave some hope for a prosperous trade in mushrooms, but the locals were too stupid to cultivate them commercially.

They couldn’t even manage mushrooms.

Nothing fuels the white-hot furnace of shame like being conquered by complete fuckwits.

I took my bucket and headed through the servants’ passageways to Morloc’s quarters in the east tower. The walk took me from the basement up through a circular servants’ staircase that climbed through the back of the east tower. This was how slaves and undesirables navigated the castle without being seen. Halfsock owned something like a hundred goblins, gnomes, and half-caste slaves, with many dozens more trapped in indentured servitude. We were meant to be invisible. I found it comforting to travel those passageways. I was safe there. As soon as I exited into the fourth-level hallway, where nobles and courtiers walked regularly, a profound sense of vulnerability came over me.

I’d never been in a wizard’s study before. It was large, well-organized, and deeply unsettling. Books and scrolls jammed shelves along the south wall. The north wall held a mortar and pestle, flasks, a small cauldron, and an alembic.

A large stone fireplace generously heated the whole setup. The cubbyhole where I slept, by contrast, was cold, wet, and furnished with moldy straw repurposed from the duke’s kennels. Taking in the other contents of Morloc’s shelves, I wished I was back there with all my heart.

Alongside the alembic sat a row of jars, presumably alchemical reagents. Feathers, herbs, and a small creature with seven eyes floated in brine. Beside it was an unborn fetus, possibly a baby kobold. Seven glass beakers held a rainbow of fingernails. There were also teeth, dissected eyeballs, and various cross-sections of entrails, which I preferred not to examine in detail.

Morloc had been into some seriously weird magic. I wondered, fearfully, if his experiments left an invisible residue, a magic aura that I might be breathing or absorbing through my fingertips. Forget my damp cubbyhole. I’d have taken Matron’s cauldron of boiled excrement in a heartbeat.

If I’d had a choice.

I didn’t.

Morloc was lying face down just inside the study as if he’d entered from his sleeping quarters. He was wearing an expensive ruby-red robe and soiled underwear—not a dignified look. I smelled the problem a half-second before I saw it. The wizard had shit himself when he died. Humans often do this in their last moments, as if to remind you from beyond the grave that they can get away with anything.

The only live person in the room was Roderick, the captain of the guard. He was a beefy older human, about forty, broad-shouldered, and possessed of a certain sure-footed athleticism. He wore the uniform of a castle officer: black pants, a white shirt of imported spun cotton, and a leather jerkin. His prominent forehead and thick jaw suggested a robust minority of orcish blood. It would have disqualified him from higher office in a better dukedom. Here, he was an essential member of the court.

Roderick wasn’t a bad guy. Less cruel than most. Promoted to captain for his unthinking loyalty to the duke, he was also dumb as fractured granite.

Putting down my bucket and mop, I turned away from Morloc’s shelf of horrors, pulled out a cloth, and went to work. I immediately noticed a sweet, almost floral aroma augmenting the stench that otherwise filled the room. Though hard to believe, the wizard was wearing perfume.

“Captain, may I roll him over?”

I had to ask. Touching even a dead member of the court without permission would earn me a beating. Roderick shuffled papers at the desk. When I snuck a glance, he clearly wasn’t reading them. That seemed about right. He wasn’t there to investigate so much as oversee the cleanup and put on the appearance of an inquiry. As if mysteriously compelled to follow the template for how things ought to work without the responsibility of actually doing anything. This seemed somehow symbolic of Halfsock in general.

“Anything to remove the stink. Do the floor after.”

If you’re a slave, it’s often best not to think too much. I flopped Morloc’s arm across his back for leverage and turned him over.

As I commenced cleaning, I noticed two things: Shit wasn’t the only thing staining Morloc’s underwear, and there was a small, bloodless puncture wound just below his left nipple. You might not even see it unless you were cleaning the body and worried about corporal punishment.

I was pondering the wound when the study door flew open with a bang and Efelfred Halfsock stormed into the room. He was a tall man, muscular though trending toward thickness. He looked like he’d come fresh from a hunt, with a dark cloak over a heavy green tunic and fine leather pants. At thirty, he was the duke’s oldest son. He was known throughout the land for his relentless energy, which he sometimes expended torturing prisoners and, yes, slaves. I dropped my eyes and focused on my job. By the time Efelfred stopped talking, Morloc’s ass was cleaner in death than it had ever been in life.

Though I didn’t risk looking up, I heard everything.

“Murdered.”

This took Roderick aback. “Milord?”

“It’s obvious, you mule.” I felt Efelfred approach, his footsteps menacing, his breath hot on my back as he leaned over the body.

I scoured harder.

“Poison, I’d say.”

Poison? The puncture wound, which seconds before had seemed tiny, loomed like a gaping chasm. From the direction of his breath, I knew Efelfred was staring right at it. I refused—refused—to draw conclusions. That way lay mortal peril. I dug in with my fingernails and kept my mouth shut.

“If you say so, milord.” Roderick adopted his most deferential tone. I guess he wasn’t that stupid.

“I do say so. Make a search, Roderick. Find the poison, you’ll find the killer.”

“Shall I inform the duke?”

“Don’t be a clot. The duke is drunk and will stay thus until he passes out. Search the castle and find me a poison vial or your head can keep the assassin’s company on the portcullis spikes.”

“We don’t know for certain—”

Leather creaked as Efelfred grabbed the captain’s vest. He had ten years and twenty-five pounds on Roderick. Also, striking a member of the duke’s family carried an immediate death sentence. So, Efelfred had the edge in an argument.

“Murdered. You will find the killer.”

“Yes, milord.”

Having achieved his purpose, Efelfred stormed out. After a pause, I dared to look up again.

Roderick was shaken but not disturbed. It wasn’t the first time he’d been bullied, and now it was over.

He straightened his jerkin and set his shoulders. “Don’t forget the floor.”

Then he strode from the room to carry out his orders. He had a clear task; this was all his simple mind required. Connecting dots, reading between the lines, deduction . . . The captain’s minimalist mental arsenal held no such weapons.

In contrast, my resistance to connecting the dots crumbled like week-old cake in the sun. I couldn’t stop myself. It just happened, like walking into a door or contracting a virus. Worse, the picture they formed seeped into my gut and refused to leave. Call it a creeping dread, heavier than anything I’d felt since Halfsock’s men raided my village.

Efelfred had looked right at the lethal wound and declared the murder poison. That was simply wrong. The bloodless wound suggested a treated blade, likely wielded by a professional. Yet here was the marquess and heir deliberately going the other way.

By this point, Morloc was clean, and I was alone. I kept scrubbing, as I needed time to think.

Efelfred had gone out of his way to misdirect the investigation. Well, so what? Perhaps he was the killer. Or had commissioned the crime. Did I mention that Morloc was a racist asshole? Even if I cared, what could I possibly do about it?

I could have—should have—mopped the floor and returned to Matron’s hateful, putrid, comparatively safe cauldron.

Except.

The next dot screamed that this was more than a simple murder. Someone had used a magical weapon custom-built to facilitate a cover-up. How else could you stab a man in the heart without massive blood loss?

Which was weird because if you wanted to cover up the crime, why leave the body sprawled over the study floor? Why not tuck the body into bed and let everyone assume Morloc had died of natural causes?

Conclusion: The magic weapon wasn’t there to cover up the murder. Its purpose was to misdirect the investigation. Or, maybe, to use the misdirected investigation to frame someone.

A powerful fear came over me. I was no longer connecting dots so much as smashing them together in a mad panic. Efelfred was the culprit; he had to be. He intended to blame his younger brother, Alastair.

This probably seems like a stretch. I admit I was new to this kind of thing. Slaves don’t often investigate murders. We do, however, sometimes clean our masters’ toenails. It may seem ridiculous, but this put me in a position to see the whole picture.

You need to know two things at this juncture. First, the Halfsock family enjoyed a rich tradition of killing and maiming one another in the pursuit of power.

Lutimer had gained the dukedom by hiring a half-ogre prostitute to smother his father, the late Duke Aelsop Halfsock, in the act, as it were. To ensure his claim, His Grace pushed his younger brother down a flight of stairs, shattering his spine. Later, two cousins died in a mysterious hunting accident involving a moose in heat and a suspiciously large number of misfiring crossbows. Murderous conspiracy was part of Efelfred’s legacy.

Even the lowliest servants in the castle—i.e., me—knew that he hated his brother Alastair. The only surprising thing about the whole scheme was the level of subterfuge. I’d have expected Efelfred to club his rival to death in his sleep, then claim he’d slipped in the dark.

Sometimes people surprise you.

This brings me to point number two: Efelfred and Alastair were locked in a debate about the Skeleton Queen of Mudbank, and if Alastair lost, I would likely be eaten alive. Not metaphorically. I mean, some foul creature of darkness was going to pin me down and consume my flesh while I watched and, presumably, screamed in agony.

The prospect had a way of focusing my attention.

The Skeleton Queen and her army were a children’s nightmare sprung to life. Or to undeath. Necromancy plays havoc with grammar. A massive horde of zombified orcs, wights, rotting reanimated ogres, and half-dead trolls, they had already pillaged settlements along the Wasteland Marches and thoroughly obliterated a keep near Felder Downs. It didn’t take a genius to see they were gearing up for tastier targets.

The duke was barely conscious most days, so responding to the threat fell to his sons. Their approaches differed dramatically.

I knew this because of the duke’s toenails, which I was scraping with a toothpick when Alastair had made his case to the Council of Councillors some weeks earlier. Alastair was a pious man, severe in dress and attitude. He didn’t drink, eat to excess, or flaunt his wealth. He took pains to project himself in all ways as a serious individual.

Most of the court despised him.

“Friends. Councillors. Nobles of Halfsock. Today, we face the greatest threat to Halfsock since the empire withdrew across the mountains. The Skeleton Queen marches. She will not stop until we stop her. We must act as one. Every able-bodied man must serve and be trained, and equipped, to make a wall of steel at our borders.”

From my position under the table, I couldn’t see Alastair; I could only hear him. He sounded like an actor playing the part of the well-loved leader. From the dead silence that greeted him, I guessed his performance wasn’t received well.

“Taxes must be levied. Alliances formed. We must settle this meaningless feud with Waterford. We must stand together, lest we fall separately.”

I stopped my scraping and waited. Rumors of the undead had run rampant among the servants and slaves for weeks. But raising an army answerable to the duke, or even his son, constituted a kind of radical idea for Halfsock. Traditionally, each member of the council levied his own soldiers, bringing them to the duke at a moment of crisis or, more likely, an opportunity for plunder.

This gave the men around the table considerable leverage and went a long way to explaining their reluctance to embark on an expensive crusade against a distant but possibly very dangerous enemy.

Here was Alastair not only proposing that they relinquish their greatest source of power, but then also pay the taxes necessary to finance a replacement army answerable only to him. All he had by way of justification was that the old way of doing things would almost certainly lead to the dukedom’s utter destruction and the hideous death of everyone in the room.

His argument didn’t seem to be making a dent. Not that the council would oppose him directly. That wasn’t how politics was practiced in Halfsock.

“Inspiring words, my lord. Worthy of your station.” A thin, elderly voice. I guessed it belonged to Fillson, high father of the cult of Baylor. Slaves weren’t allowed in his religion, so I didn’t know how the cult worked exactly. Far as I could tell, it existed to legitimize whatever the duke felt like doing.

“The followers of Baylor stand with you. Few horrors haunt us more than the undead. No one knows this better than the adepts of Baylor. I have sent our best scholars to seek knowledge from the great libraries of Albeth. I have ordered our most devout monks to pray for guidance and salvation.

“I would only caution that in our concern, we do not act too hastily. Wait for our scholars to return with what they have learned. Allow Great Baylor to speak to us.”

In return for legitimacy on demand, the high father of Baylor tithed his followers and paid no tax to the duke. It’s also worth noting that Albeth, a provincial capital in the Currian Empire, was on the other side of the Bearshear Mountains, a good six months away under the best of conditions.

“While we’re waiting, let the guildmasters and the landlords have a word too.” This sounded like Ser Kingston Greer. The enormously fat man’s voice rumbled as if arriving from the depths. “Noble and necessary as this is, I fear the people won’t take the strain. You know them types. You put a tax on them, they’ll have to pass it down the line. Peat prices will go straight up. Families won’t be able to buy eggs. Your farmers will starve.”

Greer had risen to the council from the trades. Rumor had it he held on to his seat by lending money at favorable rates to every petty noble and layabout in the duchy. I imagine he didn’t want them all to go bankrupt. Or to even just gain an excuse not to repay him.

“Oh, bugger your money, Greer.” This voice carried the unmistakable snark of a born nobleman. My bet was on Lord Rostik, the current duke’s strongest ally.

“Thank you, Lord Rostik,” said Alastair, confirming my guess.

“Don’t thank me, young man. Your idea’s pure folly, and hopelessly naive besides. You would go against all tradition. You’d ask men who have served the lords around this table for years, decades even, to abandon their loyalties and flock to you instead?”

“They are the duke’s subjects, Lord Rostik.” I caught a certain waver in his voice, but without looking at the man, I couldn’t tell if it was doubt or anger. The baron, for his part, did not seem intimidated.

“They are. As are we all. You would ask these men around me, after decades of faithful service, to turn their best levies over to you? What battles have you won? What raids have you led?

“Morale would plummet. Deserters would fly like birds from the camps. And for what? If we take your premise that the Skeleton Queen is raising an army and looking for targets, the last thing we should do is openly arm ourselves. We’d be pegging ourselves as hostile. It would guarantee that we are the target.”

A murmur rippled through the room. Even the duke shifted his legs with a certain nervous energy. When you consider the man had gout in both feet and, at that moment, a wooden splinter under his left big toenail, this constituted a significant signal of displeasure.

“We are already their target!” Alastair cried. “They will not pick and choose between the living. They mean to scourge the entire countryside. With all respect, Lord Rostik, we cannot choose weakness just because some at this table might find the necessary strength uncomfortable.”

Bang. The table shook over my head, and I imagined Alastair must have hammered it with a fist. “This will be hard. It will require sacrifice. There is no other way. The Skeleton Queen will not wait for our traditions.” I could feel his anger drip from the word tradition. “We must be ready to pay with blood, sweat, toil, and treasure.”

A surreal thought struck me: Alastair had written the speech beforehand or practiced it in a mirror, and now he couldn’t move off his prepared remarks, even after the council had rebuffed him.

“We must end this threat,” he said loudly, “before it consumes us all.” Without looking at him, I couldn’t tell if he was incredibly stubborn or just thick-headed.

The collective feet under the table rustled and shifted.

“What horseshit.” Unmistakably Efelfred, making even less effort than Rostik to conceal his scorn.

The collective of legs under the table steadied.

“I’m not afraid of that bitch queen. Nobody is. Except you, brother.” He pounded the table, striking an even more jarring note than Alastair. I suspected he was using the hilt of a knife. I imagined it was long, with barbs, and designed to make a point.

“Who says she’s even coming our way? She might just as well go north. Or east. Maybe she’ll sit in her swamps and rot, as the undead have done for decades. You’ve no way of knowing. Nobody does.

“You want our friends’ and neighbors’ money. To what, build a pet army? One that answers to you? Well. A real man doesn’t steal from his friends.”

He paused for dramatic effect. “He steals from other people. Like Waterford. Like Fordsburg.”

More knife hilts joined Efelfred in pounding on the table. I felt a headache forming under the blows. None of those men would back Alastair. The status quo served them well. Why let merciless death upset the applecart?

The duke kicked me under the table, signaling my work had ended. Then he joined in the pounding knives with what I assumed was a goblet of wine on the oak immediately above my head.

“Enough.” His Grace sounded like he was gargling his wine rather than drinking it. I wondered what prolonged immersion in alcohol did to a human’s vocal cords.

He kicked me again, finding a soft spot just below my ribs.

“Morloc, prepare a report. Send out your spies.”

“In the meantime?” This from Alastair.

“We wait.” A short pause while the duke emptied his goblet. “I wish to wait.”

That had been two weeks back. Now, kneeling over Morloc’s dead body, the implications hit me like a mallet. If Efelfred framed Alastair and seized the throne, no effective defense would be forthcoming, and zombies would use my splintered ribs for toothpicks.

If I wanted to live, I would have to do something.








  
  

Chapter two

The Green Vial





The bards love phrases like “Take charge of your destiny.” When you’re three feet tall and a slave, you might as well plan a trip to the moon. 

And yet, facing extinction by flesh-eating zombies, what choice did I have?

If I’m honest, there might also have been a tiny fragment of ego at play. A small spark of self-esteem had survived years of slavery and mountains of shit, waiting for just the right moment to burst into flame and blow up everything.

I could see the dots that Roderick was missing. Morloc wasn’t just a dead wizard awash in mystery, he was a piece in a larger political puzzle. A bishop just removed from a chessboard, likely to clear the way for an attack on Alastair. Which would be easier now that the castle’s sole expert on poison was face down on the floor in front of me.

I also had questions. Lines of curiosity. I looked again at the killing wound on Morloc’s chest. The single, precise blow suggested a professional. And Efelfred was more of a blunt-force trauma sort of guy.

What of the orange-scented perfume? Was it a bad attempt to fake the scent of poison? If so, why had Efelfred not made the point to Roderick?

When you get right down to it, the truth is I couldn’t help myself. A part of me, immune to self-preservation or even common sense, wanted to get involved. Wanted to prove myself.

I wondered at this desire and named it pride. Or perhaps merely an ache for pride. A longing for it after years of scraping up the excrement of undeserving bastards blessed only with height, steel, and a dull-witted instinct to march in formation.

Sand was falling through the hourglass. The Skeleton Queen would consume me and my flickering pride if I didn’t get moving. I wouldn’t be safe until the right marquess was running the dukedom.

Which meant learning what had really happened and finding a way to reveal it to the court without getting lynched. In a castle this racist, a slave couldn’t accuse anyone of anything.

I’d noted already that the wizard’s study was organized and tidy. The only disarray was a tilted wooden stand near the alembic, just down from a huge jar of decapitated snake heads in oil. The heads, along with every other jar, amphora, and sealed ceramic pot, were neatly in line. Morloc had an anal streak. The crooked rack stood out a mile.

I pried myself off the floor, dropped the soiled rag in my bucket, and walked to the shelf.

The rack was little more than an oak rectangle, some six by eight inches, with five small holes drilled in the top. Perfect for holding magically treated stilettos.

I forced myself to check behind the jars and couldn’t help seeing what was in each of them. I’m no expert on magic, but it looked to me like Morloc was operating well outside the bounds of acceptable spellcasting. What status he must have had to leave reagents as horrific as these where anybody could see them.

I wondered idly if they were there to make the point that he was untouchable. Or maybe just to scare the shit out of casual observers. They certainly had that effect on me.

I found the knives under a stack of nearby scrolls. Four of them were buried haphazardly. Four knives and a rack with five holes.

So Morloc had created the murder weapon himself. That was a form of justice, at least. The question was, who had he built them for?

Efelfred was the most murderous resident of the castle. In sending Roderick after poison vials, he’d diverted the captain from Morloc’s desk, where it had taken me only minutes to find the knives. That could not be a coincidence.

I painted a picture in my head. Efelfred commissioned the knives, perhaps to kill Alastair, perhaps the duke himself. He and Morloc quarreled over money or the morality of stabbing beloved relatives to death. A fight ensued, Morloc lost, and now Efelfred was killing all the remaining birds with a single stone.

There was a beauty to it, a symmetry that gave me a warm feeling inside. I was the keeper of secret knowledge, and that felt like a kind of power. Like all drugs, I discovered later that it was highly addictive.

I might have left right then. Except Morloc’s perfume bothered me. It didn’t fit.

I wanted it to fit.

One of goblins’ few strengths is our sense of smell. I stepped over the body, following the scent back to Morloc’s sleeping quarters. This room, too, featured a large fireplace. Also an oversized bed with a thick cotton mattress and sheets made of an unimaginably soft fabric I’d never seen before. I ran my fingers over them several times for the sheer, alien sensation of it.

The luxuriousness of the sheets distracted me, so it was a full minute before I realized they didn’t smell right. The perfume was present. So too the funk of a pale-skinned, older human male: a thick smell of dying hair and congealed fat. But there was a third aroma. Something fresh, clean, altogether younger, and unmistakably female. A half-elf, if I knew anything. The mage had had a girl in his bed, and there were no half-elven slaves in the castle.

A witness. I revised my picture. Now Morloc was abed with some girl he’d hired from the town. Efelfred storms in. Morloc greets him in the study, not wanting to share the taboos he’s breaking in the bedroom.

They quarrel as before, and Efelfred stabs Morloc with his own knife. The girl hides beneath the covers.

I briefly interrupted my internal monologue to search for signs of violence. There was nothing to suggest the killer had noticed or attacked the girl.

If I was clever, I could arrange for her to tell Alastair what she’d seen without revealing my hand in the investigation.

I sat heavily on the bed. Was I clever? I’d been telling myself so, whispering it like a prayer, for years. But was it true? Self-doubt washed over me. I was a goblin and a slave, and not even a skilled slave. The world and virtually everything in it deemed me worthless. Who was I to argue differently? It seemed insane, or a myth my subconscious had cooked up to keep me from throwing myself down a staircase.

This affair would put it to the test. The thought frightened me more even than Efelfred did. And yet. My pride flickered gamely, trying to stay alight in the damp and cold.

Slaves have no time for self-doubt. You do what you must and avoid the whip when you can. With no one to do it for me, I slapped myself and sprang to my feet.

Roderick had begun his search, and it was anyone’s guess how long Efelfred’s patience would last before he simply kicked down Alastair’s door and “found” the incriminating evidence.

Imbued with a sense of purpose, I hurried back to Matron, rehearsing as I went the one excuse I had for moving about the castle. “Lord Alastair’s toilet is backing up again. May I—”

“The day doesn’t end without those nappies cleaned. Don’t think you’re only for the nobility or something.” She was already waving me away. Nobody in their right mind volunteered to fix a blocked sewer.

I snatched a clean mop and a rope and headed for Alastair’s quarters. If Efelfred intended to plant evidence on his brother, I felt certain he would do so there. I’d cleaned a blockage in the bedchamber once before and tried hard to remember the rooms and especially nooks where one might convincingly hide a used poison vial.

When I arrived at Alastair’s door, I was startled to hear voices on the other side. Shit. I’d just assumed he’d be out training troops or praying for inspiration or whatever self-righteous nobles did all day.

Now what? I couldn’t linger in the hallway or risk waiting for the room to be unoccupied. I had to improvise. I put on the meekest look I could manage, knocked, and claimed through the oak that Matron had sent me. This was the kind of lie you could get away with in Castle Halfsock. The social distance between Matron and Lord Alastair was so great there was virtually no chance of anyone cross-referencing my story.

What struck me about Alastair’s chamber wasn’t its monk-like austerity. That was fully in keeping with his courtly persona. Rather, it was Betticia Flowers, wife of the duke’s late tax collector, Ser John Flowers, reclining on Alastair’s firm and spartan mattress. She was naked and lay in a way that was the opposite of austere.

Lord Alastair did not seem pleased at the interruption. So lowly was I that Betticia Flowers could remain naked and generously inclined while Alastair waved me irritably toward his bathroom.

“Hurry up, by the gods. We don’t have time for this.”

How would I find Efelfred’s planted vial with Betticia Flowers lounging in bed? I realized that her posture was directed at him and constituted a kind of conversation. I dared not even slow down as I crossed the room. My heart began to pound. Sweat found crevices down my back. I frequently told myself I was clever. I’d never once ventured that I was brave.

I forced myself to focus. I could hardly dig through the sheets or check the closets. I was covering the ground fast. Hurry. I had only two facts to work with: the bedroom was so spartan that it offered few places to plant evidence, and Efelfred was lazy and stupid.

I had to gamble.

I hate gambling, mainly because my fellow goblins are addicted to it. Leaping before we look is practically a racial characteristic. It’s one reason we keep losing wars. Sometimes circumstances demand.

I dropped my bucket just in front of my feet and kicked it so that it rolled under the bed. A crisp, knife-like pain shot up my foot as my big toe cracked upon impact with the rough wooden edge. I dropped to a knee, crying with more authentic pain than I’d intended.

“Apologies, my lord.” My voice broke as I scrambled to retrieve the thing before Alastair could object. It paid off. A small, malodorous glass tube stained with a thick green substance lay beside one of the bed’s heavy feet.

Wincing, I realized I hadn’t planned past my initial success. Which is another failing common to goblins. What to do with the damn thing now? I had to presume the poison was real, so stuffing it in my rags was out of the question. Nor could I just point it out to Alastair.

There was only one way for a slave to start a conversation with a noble. I rolled my bucket over the glass, cracking it. Then I wept in fear and begged loudly for forgiveness.

Alastair dragged me from under the bed and cuffed me hard behind my ear. It gave me a perfect chance to drop the evidence in plain sight. My eyes watered from the punch, and my toe throbbed. At least I wasn’t bleeding on his floor. I braced for the follow-up blow.

Alastair was already reaching for the vial.

“Mercy, my lord. I’m so clumsy. It was an accident. Mercy, mercy.” And so on. This was how goblins were expected to speak to their masters. It got old quickly.

Alastair relieved me from further groveling by holding up a hand. “Where did this come from?”

“Under your bed. My bucket rolled over it.”

“Show me.”

We bent down, which led my gaze over Betticia Flowers once again. She had not bothered to pull up the sheets. Instead, she was watching me now with what can only be described as curiosity. Her look caused me to stir in unfamiliar ways. Young goblins rarely have an opportunity to mate, and I had little practical familiarity with lust.

Alastair looked at the hiding place before carefully examining the vial. He sniffed it. For a heart-stopping second, I thought he might taste it. Though his sense of smell didn’t rival mine, it was keen enough to pick up the warning. He held the vial away from himself and pulled down his sleeve to keep the broken glass from his skin.

He looked me over carefully, and I did my best to appear meek and powerless. I had a broken toe and stars behind my eyes to aid my performance.

“Get out.”

I felt a primal pull toward taking one last look at Betticia. For once, common sense held strong, and I scuttled from the room.

Even with my toe screaming at me as I limped down the stone hallway, I felt better than I had since my last adolescent days of freedom. For one moment, I had seized control of one small part of my destiny.








  
  

Chapter three

Blockages





Riding this unfamiliar burst of pride, I limped toward the laundry and Matron’s pile of dirty diapers. I leaned on the mop like a crutch, fearful of the uneven stones on the servants’ staircase. The steps grew progressively damper and more slippery as I reached the lower levels. 

Suddenly, the familiar corridors felt foreign, as alien and strange as when I’d arrived four years earlier. I had visited the world above, and the tiny taste of self-worth I’d found there made me crave to return.

Not so much physically—that world was heavily populated with dangerous humans—but spiritually. I wanted to act, investigate, discover, and alter the course of events, even the course of my own life.

Talk about a dangerous drug. Selfishness was a foreign country, and yet I longed to travel there. To set up a home and make it ordinary.

The mop handle rubbed my armpit raw, and as more familiar rooms loomed in front of me, I swung it over my shoulder. Yes, that was better. A small thing, but one more way I could control my destiny. I pondered Alastair’s situation, and for some reason, my thoughts jumped sideways to Betticia Flowers. It was a moment’s distraction at most, but enough. I stubbed my bad toe hard on an uneven flagstone in front of the laundry room door. Lightning shot from my foot to my eyes. I yelped, stumbled, and fell sideways. The stone floor hurtled upward to meet my forehead.

The jarring blow and wet stone snapped me from my delusions. I returned to Matron with renewed humility and tears once more clouding my vision.

She simply nodded and threw me a fresh rag. A slave in pain required no comment. She’d piled the diapers beside the unscrubbed cauldron. Here lay my actual day’s work: a stinking, fetid antidote to daydreams.

I had to scour the cauldron, though it could never be completely clean, then fill it with soiled diapers and rinse them one by one. After that, naturally, the pot would require washing again.

Unless the children of the castle unilaterally stopped shitting themselves, this would be my fate for years, possibly decades to come. Neither duchy nor duke had a history of freeing slaves. Ever. For any reason.

I slid inside the foul vessel, as much for refuge from my reality as anything. There was no question of seeking help for my toe or the growing welt above my right eye.

For a moment, in that dark and claustrophobic space, my confidence collapsed. Perhaps defeating the Skeleton Queen was misplaced. Let her come and end it all. I don’t know if every goblin is predisposed to depression. I certainly was. Maybe the trait arises from slavery rather than race. I had no way of separating the two.

I scrubbed lethargically, my depressive voices shouting down my addicted, prideful self. Chastising me for even trying. Who did I think I was kidding? It was pathetic. I was pathetic. I belonged in this cauldron. It was more my home than any other place in the world. I resolved, like a stubborn child, to stay there forever.

It was such a stupid thought that some third part of me stepped to the side in my head, marveling at the two Shellys bickering in my mind. Do all creatures do this? Maybe this tendency toward silent, internal criticism explained why goblins lost battles so frequently.

My interactions with humans thus far suggested that they did not toss themselves so. They were often quite stupid and frequently violent, but my masters and conquerors rarely seemed conflicted.

I kept scrubbing mindlessly at the cauldron’s rough iron surface. The repetitive action somehow freed my thoughts. Suppose others questioned themselves as I did. Perhaps I could exploit that somehow.

What was the half-elven girl thinking? She had to be afraid. I needed her story. Maybe her inner shouting match would help me.

Some depressives drink. I scrubbed cauldrons.

It wasn’t that I overcame my insecurities. As I worked and my mind wandered, the negative voice simply dimmed in volume while my curiosity remained at its baseline volume.

First, I had to find her. She hadn’t come in through the front gate. Humans hated half-breed elves almost as much as goblins. I doubted that the court openly embraced prostitution either. Which meant she must have entered over the same uneven stones that I walked every day.

If I were sneaking in a hooker and didn’t want any comebacks, I’d have recruited a scullery maid.

So, as the dinner hour approached and with two hundred and forty-two nappies now hanging from a line in the courtyard, I went to find Rose.

We’d met on the chain gang march to Halfsock. It was a kind of bond.

She cleaned bedding and laundry. Though she had no formal training, she could fold a bed corner so tight you might think she was preparing to lock a prisoner under it. I found her in the eastern supply vestibule, stacking sheets newly recovered from a breezy courtyard upwind from the stables. She wore a simple slave’s dress. Somehow, the light in her eye made her drab, gray outfit feel brighter than everyone else’s. She kept it clean and, miraculously, ironed. My rags, by comparison, were threadbare and tattered. She had an easy, open manner, giving the impression that she was happy to see you.

“You’re out of your fucking mind, Shelly. They’ll kill you.”

She snapped each sheet firmly before folding it. Her slender fingers moved in strong and precise rituals, yielding impressive results. Each finished package was identical in size and tight as a drum cover. I admired her craftsmanship, as rare in goblins as anything I was attempting.

“You’ve always been too big for your boots. It’s downright delusional.”

I was starting to think maybe she liked me.

“I don’t have boots. I’ve never had boots. And my delusions won’t matter if the Skeleton Queen’s army burns the place down and eats us for breakfast. I refuse to die at the hands of someone else’s stupidity.”

“Yes, why bother when your own will do the job?”

Nobody ever hit Rose. It wasn’t just me. Everybody liked her—even her masters.

My toe throbbed. “I won’t be a latrine slave my whole life. I can’t.”

She dropped her sheet and stepped up to me so fast I almost fell over. Her finger, light green and precise as ever, stopped a bare inch from my nose.

“Yes, you can. You can, and you will.” Her eyes glowed with anger. Out of nowhere, the thought occurred to me that if she’d been running my village, I might never have become a slave. “You will find a way to be happy, and you will keep your head down until something better comes along.”

“Nothing better will ever come along.” I allowed my voice to rise. “Not ever.”

She stepped back as if I’d slapped her. I knew why. The unwritten code was that we never directly acknowledged our enslavement. Not because the humans forbade it. It was a self-created taboo, like reminding someone they were dying. So I knew I was crossing a line. Screw it. I was already a slave. Why be a prisoner to decorum too?

“What do I have to lose?”

She scooped up the fallen sheet. As she returned to folding, I feared for the fabric. I could see it stretching in her grasp.

A single tear dropped onto the sheet. I wondered what internal voices were arguing in her head.

Somewhere in my gut, I felt a weight building, a secret suspicion that I was handling Rose all wrong. That there were other topics to discuss. The light in the corner of her eye when she smiled, for instance, or my admiration of her precision. It didn’t seem like the right time. Lacking any better insight, I waited her out and noted the lesson in it. Sometimes, if you simply stood still long enough, people would tell you what you wanted.

“Her name’s Aerin. We smuggle her in with the vegetables.”

“She lives in town?”

“Behind the stables.” Rose’s voice steadied. “What good does it do you? You can’t go to town. Even if you could, why would she talk to you? And even if she does, what would you do with her story?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have a plan. Not yet. I just know I have to try.”

“You’re an idiot, Shelly.”

“Thank you, Rose.” I touched her shoulder. It was an instinct, a desire of sorts. Like it was the natural thing to do next. Her palm arced toward my face. She turned her hips in to the slap as if she’d been training for years. The impact was as impressive as her folding, and I staggered backward. My eyes watered as surprise and the sting of it radiated down my spine. Somewhere in the recesses of my gut, a part of me also enjoyed her touch. It was weird but no less conflicted than the rest of my emotions.

“An idiot.”

Then she stacked her folded sheets one atop the other, hauled the pile onto one arm, turned on her heel, and stomped back toward the laundry rooms.

Aerin, the half-elven prostitute. Behind the stables in town. It was something, and it was easier to decipher than Rosamund of the Gnuts.


      ***Slaves don’t get days off. Nor can we just wander into town. My toe was broken, but we don’t get doctors either.

Religion was similarly useless. The cult of Baylor hated goblins. Still pondering this problem, I walked back inside, heading for the anteroom off the kitchen where slaves were served dinner.

I took my gruel and retreated to my cubbyhole behind the kennels. My bed of straw was almost dry. I pulled my knees up to my chest, sipped my dinner, and considered ways to achieve the impossible.

It came to me in the middle of the night. The cold woke me as the moon was setting. My blanket was so moth-eaten and torn I had to choose which parts of my body to leave exposed. Something was always cold and woke me when the night chill reached its dampest point.

I possessed one area of specialized knowledge: the castle latrines. They’d been built by dwarves hundreds of years earlier and were clever in their engineering. Which is to say that nobody currently running the castle understood them.

The plumbing ran through small connecting tunnels that sloped downward and outward, under the castle walls and thence into the bogs beyond. Gravity and a pail of water did most of the work. Every once in a while, they clogged up. The drains were too narrow and disgusting for human cleaners.

You can see where I’m going.

It didn’t need to be an elaborate operation. Who besides me would go down to check?

All I needed was the convincing semblance of a problem. Sometime earlier, I had found an abandoned broom closet off the servants’ hallway on the second floor. It played no part in Matron’s schedule of chores other than as storage for broken implements nobody wanted to throw out. I found several fragments of a splintered broom handle and headed for the courtiers’ latrine.

It was well used and predictably revolting. Hooking my feet over the seat, I took a deep breath, reached down as far as I dared, and jammed the fragments into the crumbling masonry. It was simple and quick; also claustrophobic and unspeakably disgusting.

I found Matron outside the pantry. Proximity to the castle’s food supply helped my argument.

“It’s blocked, Matron. I can’t fix it on my own.”

“Have you lost your mind? Out, out of this kitchen. Come down here smelling like that again, and I’ll boil you along with the diapers.”

“The blockage is at an intersection. If we delay, it will back up, and I fear that by day’s end no dwarf will touch it.” I was dripping on her floor. Once you launch a plan, you might as well go all in.

“Oh, by the gods. Go. Get yourself a bath and explain yourself to an engineer. If plumbing problems cross the threshold of my kitchen one more time, I’ll flay every inch of skin off your back. Do you understand?”

I hadn’t had a hot bath in six months. I had no time to enjoy it. Once presentable, I had to find a qualified repairman, interrogate Aerin the prostitute, and get back to the castle before anyone noticed what I was up to.

It was a short walk, a mile at most. I was barefoot, with a broken toe, and still damp from the bath. Though I cursed every step, I regretted none of them.









