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Chapter 1
Tuk





 

The first scream
echoing from the mouth of the cave jerked Tuk awake.
Among the cries were the voices of tall folk—humans or elves. Tuk knew what this meant. His father, the chief, had told
him. “Someday tall folk may come for us. If you are still young, hide. Guile
has always been our greatest tool where brute force has been the tool of the
other races.”


Tuk dove under his bed. He spied his father clutching a bone
knife next to the entryway, ready for anyone to enter his family’s part of the
cave. 


A band of
lightning ripped into the room and struck Tuk’s
father. Magical lightning! His father
dropped to the ground with wide eyes that stared at Tuk
under the bed. Life evaporated from those once warm eyes until they were empty.


Tuk didn’t scream or cry. Emotions fought to gush to the
surface, but crying and getting caught would dishonor his father’s death.


Tuk struggled to remain quiet while an intruder stepped into
the room. The intruder’s arm, covered in a long blue sleeve, reached out and
snatched the pale bone knife from his father’s dead hand. Then he was gone.


The sounds of
fighting had stopped. In its place were voices in the main part of the cave.
None were goblin. 


Tuk hated it, but he needed to get out from under his bed to
see the attackers’ faces. He was only seven, but honor compelled him to see
them so he knew whom to kill. 


Goblins were good
sneaks. Tuk was the son of a chief and had to be a good sneak. He crawled out
from under the bed without making a sound. He passed by his father, but Tuk refused to dishonor himself by crying. Mourning had a
time and place; just not here. Not now. Tuk clung
close to the wall of the cave and looked out into the entrance area.


Four men stood
counting money. All goblin children were told scary stories of groups like
these. They were adventurers. They had come to kill and to take what they
wanted.


The first man was
a wizard. He wore no armor, but instead a blue robe that Tuk
recognized as the one worn by the man who had taken his father’s knife. 


The second, a
warrior, had his back to Tuk. He was the only one who
wore metal armor. His bald shaven head was uncovered, his helmet by his feet.
Sweat glazed his head.


The third man was
a priest. Like the wizard, he wore only a cloak, but his had holy symbols on it
and was spotless. There was not even blood on it.


Lastly, a
redheaded human with leather armor gave the money out. Tuk
knew he was likely a sneak, or as humans called them scouts. Sneaks wore
lighter armor so they can hide and move quickly. He had many small knives
sheathed—light weapons good for quick attacks. Sneaks hid while scouting
out areas to help their team plan out attacks.


The redheaded sneak
passed a few bits of coin between the other three. “Twenty gold coins, that’s
it. But they are…were goblins.”


Everyone laughed.


The sneak spoke
again. “Really wish you hadn’t killed them all. I wanted to ask one of them
some questions about some nearby tombs. We may have missed out on a great
amount of gold.”


The wizard sighed.
“For future reference, let’s not waste our precious sweat on drunken
post-adventure raids. We have Alquin’s head. Let’s
get back to the city and get paid.”


Tuk knew the name Alquin. He was a
powerful orc chief from miles away. If they could get Alquin’s
head, no wonder his father’s tribe had stood no chance.


But what hit Tuk hard was that this was just a ‘drunken post-adventure
raid.’ This attack had no purpose. 


“Well, that was
fun,” the redheaded sneak said.  The
rogue nodded at the bone knife the wizard held. “Those mongrels make up for
their savageness with nice weapons.” 


Tuk crawled back to his hiding place. His thoughts were flooded
with sadness and fear, but his mind was made up. He would kill those four
adventurers or die trying.



 










Chapter
2 The Adventurers





 

Tuk did not dare sleep while he waited under the bed. He gave the
adventurers a five-minute head start. He wanted to follow them and not be seen,
so giving them distance was key.


He fought the
painful feelings breaking into his mind; he forced them aside, and focused on
what he needed to do.


Crawling out from
under his bed, there was only one thing on his mind. Hunting. Hunting animals or humans had very little difference. In
fact, humans were slower. Finding them would not be an issue.


At the mouth of
the cave, the sun stood at its peak. Noon. Only a few clouds hung in the sky.
The beauty of the day mocked Tuk’s sadness. Just
before he left, he took a sword from the hand of a fallen tribe member. Tuk paused, thinking the weapon would be nothing but a
large dagger in human hands; a reminder of what little chance he had of
winning.


The adventurers’
recent foot trails were easy to find. It took only fifteen minutes to spot the
camp in the woods. The sneak’s red hair was the first thing Tuk
spied.


At ten paces away,
Tuk hid behind a large, fat tree. They were taking
down their tents and packing up, except for the redheaded sneak who snuck up to
the wizard with the decapitated head of the orc chief, Alquin,
while the wizard’s back was turned.


“Oh, Corvinus, I love you,” the sneak said with a faux female
voice, moving the orc jaw as if to make it talk.


The wizard didn’t
turn around. He only sighed and said, “Really, Seth.”


“Really,” he
cooed, still using the voice, “I loove youuu!”


Tuk stopped looking and hid himself behind the tree completely.



With them moving
about and packing up it would be hard to sneak up on them. Anger burned in his
head, destroying thoughts of anything but revenge. 


Silence. 


Tuk’s heart missed a beat. Had he been seen? He looked around the
tree to the camp. The wizard was looking out of the camp as if something had
caught his attention, but there was no sign of the sneak named Seth.


Spinning around, Tuk briefly thought of running. Just then the sneak’s
redheaded face burst in front of him, and he clamped Tuk’s
arms so he couldn’t use his sword.


“Trying to steal,
mongrel?” The sneak’s fowl breath gushed out with each word.


“What were you
doing?” asked the wizard.


“You killed my
people!”


No one spoke right
away, but the sneak named Seth dropped Tuk. “Well, I
guess you hotheads didn’t kill everyone.” Then he turned back to Tuk. “I’ve heard you goblins have a tomb with lots of gold.
Take me there.”



 










Chapter
3 Tombs





 

The adventurers
argued. They may have been greedy, but they wanted to get home and rest. Seth
decided to find the tomb on his own.


The other
adventurers saddled up and trotted off. 


Seth tied the
goblin up and yanked with the loose end of the rope. “Don’t try to run.”


That insulted Tuk. Run? What would he do tied up running through the woods?
He’d be a running snack!


“Show me the way,
goblin,” Seth said.


Tuk knew about the tombs. Once, the tombs were for humans, but
later Tuk’s tribe used them to bury their chiefs. The
goblin tribe had never desecrated the others buried there. They only used the
empty cells that remained.


Tuk began to lead the way. He had no choice.


The forest was
dense with overgrowth, so riding on horseback was problematic. Seth pulled the
horse through the woods instead.


A few minutes
later, they arrived at a jumble of rocks that now only barely formed a pale
gray building. The structure’s roof leaned to one side. A dark round window
stared out to the left side of the building’s face.


“Where is the
door?” asked the adventurer.


“Only a goblin can
reveal it,” Tuk said.


He walked to the
center of the tomb’s wall and pressed his hands against it. Then he spoke a few
words from a goblin dirge and the boulder rolled back and to the right,
revealing two hallways. One passage led to the left, and the other went forward
into darkness.


As they walked in,
Tuk knew if he was to defeat the sneak, it had to be
soon. Seth would not let him live long. But these tombs, even if they were
first built by humans, had the heart of a goblin. They were filled with tricks.
Seth would soon die.



 










Chapter
4 Entombed





 

Father had once
told Tuk, “A quick way to kill a tall folk is through
their pride and greed. Neither of these faults do the tall folk see in themselves. No, they only see it in us. That is why
these traits can kill them.”


Tuk took Seth to the one room that he’d want to see first. Tuk pressed his hand to the wooden door and whispered a few
words. 


The wooden door
swung wide revealing what lay inside. The walls of the cell magically glowed a
dull orange light. Seth’s eyes widened as he saw more treasure than he could
hope to carry. Sacks had long split open, spilling out hundreds of gold coins.
Among the shining coins, gems glittered. Even a chest and coffin were pressed
in gold. 


Tuk watched Seth, dazed with greed,
walk in without giving Tuk a care. The tomb felt
Seth’s intention and the door suddenly shut behind him. 


The sneak pounded
on the door. “Open this door at once!” 


Tuk had no time to listen. The entrance to the tomb started to
close. He didn’t expect this. The goblin scrambled to the door, but no luck.
With a thud, the door closed.


Without a chance
to escape, he decided to torment Seth from the opposite side of the door.


Tuk sang, “Go to sleep, go to sleep, you are slowly dying. Go
to sleep, go to sleep, soon they’ll be no air. Don’t worry, you’ll be in hell,
and soon your friends will be there.”


Though he’d wanted
to kill all of them, he at least got one. 


And yet, Tuk’s story was far from over.



 










Chapter
5 Chelsea & Swindle





 

Sometimes, I felt
like everyone’s mother. 


I lied to my
fellow orphans. Dirk, the head of our orphanage, wasn’t just sick—he was
dying. Since he’d been ill, I pretended to pass on his instructions, insisting
no one visit him because he needed rest. 


A priest of Marduk hovered over Dirk, feeling his forehead. “Chelsea,
how long has he been unconscious?”


“Three days,” I
said.


Dirk’s breathing
sounded painful, though he remained asleep. The priest opened Dirk’s eyes. Even
that did not wake him. 


Since coming to
inspect Dirk, the priest had been avoiding eye contact with me. He likely knew
I didn’t have much money since I was an orphan, so he didn’t want to stay long.


“How long have you
known this man?”


A
strange question. “Since we first got here. We were
four years old, I guess.”


“We?” he asked,
looking around as if trying to find someone else with me.


“My friend, Swin. He’s not here.” 


The boys had
wanted to challenge Swin to a game. Unlike most of
the orphans, who were often human or elf, Swindle was an oddity. He was half
orc and half human. 


The kids roared
outside. From the sound of it, my friend Swin was
winning, again.


“He’s not sick.”
He brushed his hand over Dirk’s forehead, magically revealing a glyph. The mark
upon Dirk’s forehead was a tiny circle of teal runes. “He’s cursed. Somehow,
he’s offended the gods—”


 “What?” 


“Your beloved
Master has helped a follower of illegal gods,” the priest said.


Dirk would not be
that stupid. Illegal gods were outside the pantheon. Those excommunicated by
the gods were normally worse to me that those in the pantheon. Worshipping or helping them just wasn’t done. Only
criminals and the desperate asked favors of the illegal gods. And Marduk and the gods in the pantheon had their priests kill
off their followers.


“Dirk would never
knowingly do that,” I said. 


“He may have unknowingly helped. In fact, I am very
sure he did not help on purpose, or else he’d be dead. The runes give me a
means to check on what Dirk did. The gods don’t make this easy.”


“There is nothing
you can do?”


“The price is
twenty gold pieces, and then I can get the things I need and prepare a cure for
your friend.”


We might have to beg, I
thought. To earn the gold, some of us could play instruments. We would all have
to eat a little less. “I don’t know how fast we can get that, but we will get
it.”


The cleric curved
a smile, “Sure you will, little girl.”


“Thank you for
your time,” I said as the priest walked out. I hated all priests.


I took one last
look at Dirk and left.


I worried about
what I was going to tell them. With all sixteen of the kids looking at me, I
fretted about how to explain the situation without scaring them. I had to tell
them how bad Dirk was because we needed to raise money to help him.


Sixteen kids sat
around the big table. That’s what we called it. We ate at the big table. Dirk
had all the meetings at the big table.


Fear dissolved my
words before I spoke. I hated talking. I worried that if I told them the truth,
they’d cry.


A little girl
asked, “Is Dirk going to die?”


Oh no, bad start.
“No,” I said.


“Okay, so what’s
wrong with him then?” asked Flick, one of the older boys who was almost my age.
“This is a meeting about Dirk, right?” 


“Yes, it is, sort
of. First, Dirk isn’t sick. He’s cursed.”


Shock filled the
faces in the room. Swin remained stoic, but he’s Swin—he’s always like that. Swin
Dei ‘El was his true name. Swindle was just a nickname that stuck. He was
honest though…too honest actually.


“Cursed? Why was
he cursed?” Flick asked.


“I do not know.
The priest said he would check.”


Flick’s brow
crinkled. “Wait, which god did it?”


“I didn’t ask. I
was more concerned—”


One of the older
girls broke in. “It doesn’t take much to figure out. Our city is named after
Inanna.”


 “No,” Flick said, “she’s the goddess of love
and status. We know Dirk isn’t interested in status, and Inanna often avenges
lovelorn girls.” Flick shook his head. “I don’t think fat, old Dirk is going to
leave any lovelorn girls in his wake.”


Flick was right.
The two domains she ruled over would not get him in trouble with her, making
her unlikely.


“Marduk!” several of the kids said.


“Maybe,” a few
said. I agreed.


“Marduk is everywhere,” Flick said, “but why? Dirk’s still
not important enough to get Marduk’s notice.”


That received nods
from the others. It was true. Dirk never spoke against the gods, though I
thought he might have wanted to. The gods weren’t nice.


This would have
been a good time for me to talk, but I took too long getting my words together.


“Can we talk to
him?” the little girl who first spoke asked.


“No, he has not
been awake for days.”


Scowls filled the
room, scowls that were fixed on me.


“What?! You told us he was giving you instructions,” Flick said.


Many of the kids
roared in agreement.


I couldn’t believe
I let that slip. “But that’s why we are here—we need to raise the money
to make him better.”


I had lost the
crowd. A bunch of the older kids scowled and called me a liar while many
younger kids cried.


Finally, Swin stood up. He seldom spoke, but when he did, the other
kids listened. Standing by me at the head of the table, he said, “Everyone calm
down. Dirk is going to get better. All Chelsea wanted to do was tell you that
we have a plan to make him better, and we are going to sort out the details and
tell you in a few minutes. So everyone go.”



 

We have an idea? What idea? Swin,
you better have a good one. “Plan?
What plan?” I asked.


Everyone had gone
but the two of us. I was sure some might have been listening by the door
though.


“Morn, at the
Adventurers’ Guild, has offered me a job. An easy one.”


“Easy? Easy? Swin be
realistic. Adventurer jobs are dangerous. The work is like, kill off a goblin
tribe that’s burning down farmland. Or, kill Alquin,
the orc chief, like those four adventurers did.”


“No, you don’t
understand. This is easy. We just have to check up on someone. The guy we are
checking on is an alchemist, so we are being paid to keep quiet about the
location of his lab. His granddaughter hired us. She gets letters from him via
carrier pigeon every other day, but she hasn’t gotten a message from him in two
weeks. Like him, she is an alchemist too, and she can’t leave her lab right now
because she has a project she can’t walk away from.”


So basically, we
had to check on why an alchemist hadn’t written to someone in a while. And we
were being paid to keep the lab location a secret. Morn trusted him, and Morn’s
trust was well placed. I had never known Swindle to lie, despite his nickname.


“No.” I didn’t
like the idea.


“No? What, we’ll
beg? Maybe starve a little and in a week, if he is still alive, pay for the
priest’s treatment? No. Tell me a better idea than that, but don’t just tell me
no.”


Though Swin did not speak much, when he did, he did it well.


I’d planned on
begging and maybe eating less for just a little while. And some of us could
have raised more money by playing music on the street and having passersby drop
coins. But twenty gold was a lot. We might not have raised it in time.


“Fine,” I said.
“We do it your way.”


It was an easy job
anyway, right?



 










Chapter
6 Adventurers’ Guild 





 

We told Flick that
he would be in charge for the next few days. He may have been annoying
sometimes, but otherwise he was a good guy. I trusted him, and so did Swin.


Our first stop
upon leaving the orphanage was the Adventurers’ Guild Inn to hear the final
details of the mission and to get a few things. 


We lived on a
quiet street, but by the time I reached the King’s Road that led to the city’s
royal gate, I could no longer hear my footsteps with the noise and bustle.


Something was on
my mind, and I had to get it out of my head. “You’ve talked with Dirk more
about theology than I have.” Actually, I never
talked about theology with Dirk, but I overheard Dirk talking with Swin several times. “What are Dirk’s beliefs?”


“Dirk is an
atheist. He believes in the nameless God.”


An atheist? The
term was more of an insult. Those who believed in the nameless God didn’t
consider themselves atheist, rather, true atheists believed in no gods. The pantheon called believers
in the nameless one atheists as an insult. Atheism was
sometimes called “the superstition.” The gods must have figured that if these
monotheists didn’t believe in them, then they may as well be atheist. Instead,
they believed in one God—a God with no name. The nameless God was also
called “the old God” because he existed before the pantheon showed up. Later,
even if the term atheist was meant as an insult, some of the believers embraced
the term. If the gods hated them, they took the insult with a bit of defiant
pride.


“Dirk’s an
atheist? Why?” I asked.


Swin leaned closer to me. “Dirk believes the gods are
pretenders. Usurpers.”


I knew the gods hated the word usurper.


Swin continued. “The gods love power, and Dirk believes whoever
loves power should never be trusted.”


Would this
nameless God of Dirk’s be any better? “Why then believe in this other nameless
god?” I asked.


“Because unlike
the other gods, this one doesn’t ask much for itself and does not respect the
powerful people like the new gods do. Instead, he sees through you to see your
true character.”


For a second, I
wondered what that meant. “He sees
through you to see your true character.” Then I realized he might be saying
that this God favors those who are kind rather than brutes. But hearing him
talk, I knew Swin well enough to understand that he
wasn’t only telling me Dirk’s opinion, but his own as well. “You subscribe to
this thinking, don’t you?”


“A better
question, Chelsea, is if you don’t like the gods, then why don’t you?”



 

***



 

The Adventurers’
Guild Inn was quiet. Two men who I assumed to be adventurers sat at a table
farthest away from the bar. Both were strong men. One had a pair of large scars
on his cheek. They spoke in low tones, keeping to themselves.


Morn greeted us.
He had silver-gray eyes and barely any hair on his head. He unveiled weapons
from under a cloth on his bar table. The man, unlike most of his patrons, was
far too fat to do any adventuring himself. His sleeveless tunic revealed a
series of scars hinting at days when he had been an adventurer too.


He gestured at the
half-dozen weapons, including short swords, a war hammer, and more exotic
weapons like punching knives. 


“There shouldn’t
be any trouble, but if there is, I recommend you take two weapons—one for
close combat, one for long range. However, since you don’t have much training,
if you can, run,” he added, looking to Swin. “You are
not real adventurers yet.” Then to me he added, “I don’t normally give out
armament, but Swin is a loyal friend. And you can
keep the two of your choosing.” 


Looking at the
weapon options, I thought about the fighting I might do. All I could think of
was how I wanted to keep the enemy away from me. “Do you have a melee spear?”
That might keep enemies away.


“Yes, I will get
it.” He left the room and returned shortly with a spear.


I took that and a
bow with twenty arrows in a quiver.


“Good choices,”
Morn said to me. “So, you know magic?”


“Not really. I
only know a few spells. Most of them have to do with light.”


“How did you
learn?”


“Our orphanage was
once a part of the monastic order that is still next door. Its library is on
the second floor. At night, I climb the tree next to the order…”


He laughed. “I
see. My kind of wizard! Some of the best were not the brightest, and the best
had little to no formal education. Smarts alone don’t make good wizards.
Passion is the heart of knowledge and mastery. How many spells do you know?”


“I know only
five…” It embarrassed me to say I knew so few. “…and they are simple spells.”


“And they are?”


“I can make a cone
of light with a wand. I can create an orb light and slowly, slowly move it with
my mind. I know a shadow spell, which I figured out myself from the two light
spells. The only two spells I know that are not light-related are the invisible
hand spell and recreate sound.”


Morn nodded
thoughtfully. “Don’t underestimate those simple spells. Yes, shooting lightning
from your hands is powerful. Yet, take your invisible hand spell for just a
minute. That spell can create a distraction, like shaking bushes, so you can
turn a guard’s attention just enough for Swin to take
them out.”


I nodded at how
true that was. I was starting to see what Swin saw in
this man.


Swin took a sickle and a boomerang.


Morn’s eyebrows raised. “Unconventional weapons, I see.”


Swin just smiled.


“One more thing
before you go.” He pulled something from his pocket and unfolded it. Morn
looked to me. “Here is a map. Burn it when the mission is done. Follow the
instructions on the map, and when you get to this point…” He pressed his finger
onto a tree stump in the middle of Morella’s Forest. “…read these words aloud.
Since you know magic, you will be best for this.” He pointed to some writing.


With that, we
thanked him and left.



 

A few minutes
later, we passed by several banners of the four heroes who beheaded the orc
chief Alquin. The royal family spared no expense with
the banners. They were put together quickly with magical help.


 The team of four took on a tribe of one
hundred orcs. Swindle looked at the hundred-foot-tall banners.


“Don’t you think
it’s strange that you look up to humans who kill your kind?”


Swindle smiled. “I
am half orc, and I’m half human too. And in any case, our hearts’ dictate what
kind of people we are.”


But would
Swindle’s role models look at him as an equal? I didn’t believe so.


 











Chapter
7 Morella’s Forest





 

By evening, we
were six hours into our journey and deep in Morella’s Forest. This was a young
wood; most trees were as wide as a strongman’s arm. In the shade, fireflies
flew. We traveled a small dirt road that wound into the heart of the forest.


“Swin, are you hungry?”


“Yes. Been so for
about an hour.”


“We should eat,” I
said. 


We stopped by the
side of the road. It was not long before we had company.


Three adventurers
trotted up to our campsite on horseback. I could tell them apart from normal
travelers, despite them not wearing armor. Their expensive weapons for warding
off trouble were visible. The first one I saw was a stout dwarf with a
clean-shaven face. A dwarf without facial hair was almost unheard of. The
wizard wore a robe. The others were in clothes meant for rough
travel—dirty, but by no means rags.


“Hello,” the dwarf
said. “Do you mind if we join you?”


“Please do,” Swin said. “We do not have much to share, but feel free to
join us.”


They did. Swin sat to my right. The dwarf sat directly across from me
on the opposite side of the fire, with the others sitting on either side of
him.


“What are you two
doing out here?” the dwarf asked Swindle.


“We are from the
guild— the Adventurers’ Guild.”


“Ah. How many
adventures have you been on?” His eyes fixed on Swindle while he pulled jerked
meat out of a bag.


“Um, this is our
first,” he said.


“Wouldn’t your
parents—”


“They’re dead.” We
both said.


He nodded as if to
absorb that information. “You know why bards sing tales of adventure?”


“Why?” Swindle
asked. 


“The same reason
we both have become adventurers.” Before he got to his point, his eyes fixed on
Swindle. “Because we want to be someone we are not.”


On some level, Swin idolized heroes because he wanted to prove something.
Though he was a half-orc, he wanted to prove that he was every bit as good as
any elf or human. But was I a friend going along with this adventure? Yes, the
reason this adventure was happening was to help Dirk, but also because Swin wanted to be
an adventurer. But should I encourage him? I had to admit, when I saw most orcs
or half-orcs, all I saw was a brute. Could others see Swin
for who he really was? I doubted it.


The dwarf
continued. “In the end, wanting to be someone you’re not isn’t wrong. It means
you have hopes and dreams. But I must tell you, there is no dishonor in being a
farmer, a blacksmith, trapper, or shoemaker. And many good people choose that
route. I warn you, in a few short months you will have wished you changed
routes in life and stayed the normal path.”


“And why is that?”
Swin asked.


“Because, when the
arrow stands in your chest, you will see your life pass before you. Then you’ll
see the moments that led you to adventuring, and you will wish you chose the
easy route. Or, if that’s not the case, the arrow will be in someone you love.
And believe me, I have gone on adventures with people I hated, but when that
arrow stands in the chest of someone I dislike, the feeling of hate is gone.”


Swin did not speak.


“Now do you want
all that?” he asked. The question didn’t sound like a joke.


“No. I just want
to get enough gold to heal my friend,” Swin said. I
knew that wasn’t the whole truth; just part of it.


“I suppose that’s
as good a reason as any. I wish you luck. And if we meet on the road ever
again, please share your stories with us. I would like to hear them.”


“We’ve haven’t
heard your stories,” I said.


“Maybe later.
We’re off to the city before nightfall.”


“If you stop by
the Guild Inn, tell Morn you saw us,” Swin said.


The dwarf smiled.
“Will do.”


And then they were
off. The other two had never spoken the whole time.



 










Chapter
8 Our First Dungeon





 

A few minutes
after the adventurers left, we continued on our way.


I opened the map
that Morn gave us. It showed Morella’s Forest. The notes in the corner said,
“Stay on the path going west. After you find a large oak tree, turn off the
path and go south. Soon you will find a large tree stump...” A picture of the
oak tree and stump were next to the instructions. 


I felt watched as
we trekked into the forest. Only a lone woodsman passed by us. Otherwise we met
no one.


“That’s the tree.”
I pointed to an oak that stood as tall as a palace, its trunk as wide as three
large men standing side by side. It looked just like the picture.


“I see it. Once we
are next to it, we turn south. It says we will find ‘…a set of four dead trees
with a large stump in the middle.’”


After fifteen
minutes, we found four dead trees, leafless and bare of bark, standing over a
stump the size of a table fit for a king and his guest.


The stump was
supposed to be the trapdoor, but I found no crack to suggest it opened.


I flipped the map
over to read the notes on the back. The granddaughter of the alchemist had
jotted down words to recite that would open the magical trapdoor. Each phrase
was meant to be said to a tree encircling the stump.


“No watchful eyes
can bind us,” I said to the first tree. Then to another, “No air of conscience
can stifle us.” To another, “All questions that lead to answers set us free.”
And to the last tree, “Of all binding of ignorance we are free.” Whoever came
up with that magical pass phrase must have been drinking the fool’s wine, as
the expression goes.


The stump’s top
parted from the bottom and opened like a trapdoor. Inside, steps led quickly
into darkness.


I looked to Swin. “I’ll go first.”


“But what if there
is a trap?” Swindle asked.


“On the slim
chance there are magical traps that the woman who hired us doesn’t know about,
I can detect them. I’ll go first,” I said. 


Swin’s shoulders sank. “Fine, but I’ll be close behind.”


I took a wand from
my pocket and closed my eyes. I wasn’t able to do these spells without giving
my full concentration. First, I thought of light really hard. I did this by
thinking of a point of light as bright as the sun but, for this spell, it had
to be only the size of a pea. Then I said the magical word for light. “Ohr.”


I opened my eyes
and my wand lit up.


Before I made a
first step, I aimed my wand’s light down the staircase. The cream-colored
stairs went twenty feet down at a steep incline. Though the stairs were wide,
each step was narrow, as if the people who built it had small feet. On the
walls were red paintings of simple icons of men and horses. Down below, my cone
of light caught upon a single desk.


I stepped down,
not speaking a word. I suspected that the old alchemist died of a heart attack,
and I believed Swin thought the same. But I also
worried that goblins or kobolds may have taken over his underground laboratory
in his absence. 


Swindle followed a
few steps behind me.


As we reached the
bottom, I spotted a shadow on the wall next to the desk. The shadow didn’t
move, rather, it was a smudge on the wall. The shape of the black mark was that
of a person shielding himself. I touched the shadow. Ash. I wondered if the alchemist blew himself up. That was the
stereotype anyway.


Swindle lit a
torch and looked around. “How did he light the place up, Chelsea?”


“Good question.” I
looked around. Everything looked to be in place, but there was no light. “Don’t
know. Let’s keep looking.”


Near the bottom of
the stairs, I saw another table. Books and finger-thin glass tubes filled the
table’s surface. I had been told these tubes were the alchemist’s tools for
elixirs. The book titles were: Commentaries
on the Cities of Purgatory, Animus:
The Nonliving and Mortal Shell, and Attachment
and the Soul.


Reading the
titles, I realized, “Swin, this is not an alchemist
lab. This man was doing necromancy.”


Swin yelped.


I spun around with
my cone of light and found Swindle stepping back from a mirror that hung on a
wall.


“Who are you?”
Swindle asked the mirror.


I stepped closer
to see why he spoke.


“I’m the one who
hired you,” said a woman in the mirror. A few steps closer I saw she was a
girl, maybe nineteen, with a pretty, pale face and short, raven-black hair cut
like a boy’s. She had a ruby clip in her hair. Behind her in the mirror I saw
her lab that was, no doubt, miles away. “Have you seen any signs of my
grandfather?” 


“No,” I said.
“Well…we might have.” It was strange seeing a young woman in the mirror. I had
heard of these things. Kings and wizards had them, and many rich did too. She
must have been waiting for us to get here. 


 “Take me off the wall so I can look around and
see what you’ve found,” the girl said. She could not leave her work, but she
could have people come into the lab and guide their search with the help of the
mirror.


 “What’s your name?” Swin
asked, putting down his torch on the stone floor.


“Mina.”


Swin took the mirror off the wall and pointed it at the smudge.


She blinked.
“That’s not enough ash to explain my grandfather’s death. If it were my
grandfather’s, I’d think there would be more. But it does appear to be his
shadow.”


“Then what is it?”
Swindle asked.


She did not answer
right away. Fear weighed down her next three words. “I don’t know.”


In a dark corner
of the room, I found a door. The door would not budge. 


“Before you go in
there, be ready,” Mina said.


“We know it’s a
necromancy lab,” I replied.


“Did you go in
there already?” she asked, confused.


“No. What clued me
in were the titles of the books.”


Swindle finally
forced the door open.


I looked in and my
heart missed a beat. It took half a second to realize what I saw. In the room
were three tables. On each were things deformed by undeath.
Their skin had shriveled up and hugged tightly to muscle and bone. Their front
teeth protruded beyond the lips a few inches. I had read about these creatures.
Ghouls.


“These were killed
by adventurers, and my grandfather paid for them. And relax. Necromancy has
been legal for three years.”


“Laws make
everything okay,” Swindle said.


“Thanks, orc.”
Mina said.


“Half-orc.”


I gestured for
Swindle to shut up.


I didn’t want to
enter the room, not with those undead creatures cut open and lying about like
that. I understood they were…um…dead-dead—well, undead-dead—but still I didn’t want to step into the room if
I didn’t need to. I needed to do another spell, a much harder one than my
wand-of-light spell. I told everyone it would get dark since I could only have
one spell working at a time and Swin’s torch was on
the floor not doing much good. 


I concentrated in
the dark for five seconds and then saw it worked when light began to shine
through my eyelids. I let my light spell float into the room and moved about
within, shedding light in all directions. Her grandfather was not inside. 


After we checked
that room, Mina said we had checked everywhere, so there was nothing left to
do. She thanked us for our help and told us not to tell anyone about this
place.


“We won’t,” I
said.



 










Chapter
9 A Wood Nymph





 

We had completed
our first mission uneventfully. 


Night was coming
and we didn’t want to spend it in the underground lab, so we went to the
surface and camped out in a place that was clear enough to lie down and rest.
 


Later that night, I
awoke hearing Swindle mumble something. I rolled over and saw under the
moonlight a strange, slender woman standing over Swin.
She appeared to be no older than us. Her skin had a soft green glow. The young
woman’s hair was the color of spinach; her complexion a light green like pond
water. She wore a dress the color of grass that appeared to be made of silk. 


Her glow made her
easy to see, yet the woods were very dark everywhere else, so I zapped my
wand’s light to see better in the dark. The woman stepped back, shielding her
eyes with her arms from the light. I reassured her. “It’s okay. It’s only
magical light.”


She seemed to calm
down. I focused the light on Swin instead. 


“Who are you?” I
asked.


“I need your
help,” the green girl said, ignoring my question.


“What do you need
us for?” I asked.


“I’ve a tomb in my
woods. And it has become…impure. I want your help.” 


“Impure?” Swin asked.


“A poor goblin
child was kidnapped by an adventurer and forced to reveal the location of their
chiefs’ burial ground. They both ended up trapped within. I unsealed the tomb,
and I found the goblin trapped inside. The adventurer was already dead, but it
didn’t stay dead. Will you please help?”


“Didn’t stay
dead?” Swin asked, confused.


“He has become
undead,” said the green girl.


“Yes, we will
help,” I said before Swin could talk. I didn’t know
if saying no was safe. “But we don’t know your name?” I asked.


She did not speak
for second. “Ash. My name is Ash.”


We got our stuff
together quickly.


“Follow me,
please,” she said. 


“What is she?”
Swindle whispered to me while we hastily gather our stuff to follow her.


“She’s a forest
nymph. Similar to how a gardener makes a garden more beautiful. Only with
forest nymphs, their life force and power are attached to the woods.”


“Are these green
people harmful?” Swindle asked.


“Only if we
threaten her or the woods. They generally tolerate
people.”


“What about the
woodsman we saw?”


“They allow
woodsmen to take down some trees so others can get more light and grow
stronger.”


I decided to ask a
few questions of our host. “You said there is an undead creature. Do you know
what kind?” I asked, trying to catch up.


She stopped,
half-turned, and shook her head. “No, but it is making me sick because it’s in
my woods.”


“Ash, will you
help us fight this thing?” I asked.


“I can’t. The tomb
is a place of death. It would be like one of you walking into a house that is
on fire.”


 “You can do nothing?” I asked.


“It’s down the
hall and locked behind a closed door,” she said. 


“What’s the goblin
name?” Swindle asked.


“Tuk.”


My wand’s light
found the tomb. It was a stone structure that looked very old. Two large yellow
eyes peered out.


My light pointed
at the eyes and found a little goblin in the tomb’s doorway.  His eyes were twice the size of a human’s.
His nose was flat as if broken, but the pictures in my books showed their noses
were always flat. The goblin stood about knee high. Tuk
might grow a bit more, but his kind never got much taller.


“So you’re the
goblin who was kidnapped?” I asked.


He nodded.


Without another
word, we entered. The floors were dark gray stone. Above, thick webs were
populated by spiders. Their bodies were the size of a fist and their legs twice
as long as a human finger. My light made them crawl deeper into thick, dusty
webs on the ceiling.


“Will the spiders
be trouble?” I asked.


Tuk looked up to me. “No. I tried eating them. Bad for
stomach.”


“Oh, um, thanks
for the tip.” Yuck.


The goblin walked
down a hall. “Be respectful. You are in a goblin tomb.”


We followed Tuk.


The stone wall had
chiseling in the language of ancient humans. I’d seen the script in some of the
magic books I read. Likely, the goblin tribe borrowed the tomb for their
chiefs.


Six strides ahead,
near the end of the hall, came a loud pounding on a wooden door. With the
beating came a sound like a dying calf’s last moans.


A chill went down
my spine. 


Fear was in
Swindle’s eyes. “Stay back when I open the door.”


I nodded, spear
ready. 


Swin held his sickle at the ready. His eyes, unblinking, fixed
on the door.


Tuk squeaked open the door. There was silence from the other
side while the door opened.


What stood in the
vault with gold coins at its feet was no longer human. Its eyes were dry and
crusted with blood. It did not blink, but rather its eyes remained open as if
in permanent shock. Every strand of white hair stood tall on its head. The rest
of its hair lay in clumps on the floor as if pulled out a fistful at a time. 


Clop, clop. Its
mouth kept opening and snapping shut.


Nothing moved
other than its mouth. 


Fear froze me.


Tuk ended the standstill by yelling, “Come and get me!” He
sounded eager still for vengeance.


The thing lunged
at Tuk but met my spear instead. I think it felt
pain, because its face twisted as if hurt and a rotting breath jetted from the undead’s mouth.


The monster leapt
back into the room, landing on all fours. With a snarl, the monster leapt at me
like deranged a frog.


This time Swin was ready, hooking his sickle into the monster’s eye.
I speared its neck, pinning it to the wall. 


The creature remained
still. 


I heard only Swin’s heavy breathing and Tuk’s
seething breath.


I pulled out my
spear and the undead plunked onto the ground.


I stabbed it
again. Nothing.


From outside the
tomb’s opening, Ash announced, “It’s dead. I can feel it.”


Tuk said, “One down, three more adventurers to go.”


“What does that
mean?” I asked Tuk.


“This was one of
the adventurers who killed my tribe.” Tuk pointed to
the undead creature. “Three more to go.”


I had no time to
worry about the goblin’s troubles with adventurers. What ran through my mind
was that we survived.


We got paid for
the uneventful search of the necromancer’s lab. This fight was hell, and the
irony was that helping the wood nymph was an unpaid mission.



 










Chapter
10 Burn





 

Outside, Ash
looked relieved. The green woman smiled. “You have done me a great service.
Could you take it out of my land and burn it?”


I sighed. “After
we rest.”


Tuk ate with us by a fire. Ash gave us berries that she guessed
we would like. “The woodsmen eat them,” she said.


“Take me to the
city, please,” Tuk said.


The poor thing had
no tribe. The city might not be good for him. All goblins in the city were
poor. Maybe if he stayed with us, he would be fine.


“You think the
adventurers are there?” Swindle asked Tuk.


Tuk did not speak for a second, and then said, “Yes.”


“They’ll kill
you,” I said. Taking him to the city was a bad idea. “Tuk,
how old are you?”


“Seven,” Tuk said. 


Ash had said he
was young.


“Why don’t you
come to the orphanage with us, and we’ll see from there?” I figured over time Tuk would come to his senses.


Tuk looked at me for a while and said, “Okay.”


Before we moved
the undead creature, I took a bottle out and let the ichor drip from its body.
I had read in some books that undead ichor had value. I’d no doubt the
necromancer’s granddaughter was a necromancer herself. Maybe I could sell it to
her. 


While I filled my
bottle, Swindle talked with Ash. I did not hear the words, but she seemed to
have asked him a question from his tone. I heard her reply, “I believe this
will help.” It seemed if she handed him something. Help with what?


We dragged out the
undead creature from the tomb and took it through the forest. 


“So, what made
this creature?” Swindle asked.


“Hate,” I said.
“It hated Tuk for trapping it. That emotion took over
when it died.”


We got sticks that
Ash gave us from dead dry trees and burned the body in a clearing. It smelled
terrible—like rot and mildew clumped together.


We returned to the
King’s Road. On the way, we told Tuk our story of how
we ended up in the forest. Tuk listened closely.


“Were any of the
ghouls half-goblin?” Tuk asked about the necromancy
lab.


“No, these where
orc, human, or maybe elfish in appearance. Why?” I asked.


“Ghouls turned a
friend of mine.”


“Horrible.” 


It wasn’t until we
were in the city that Tuk jumped up and down
excitedly and yelled, “Them, it’s them!” He did not point to any people, but to
the four banners that hung from the barracks walls—one for each of the
heroes of Ice Hills. They killed the orc chief Alquin.


“That’s the one
who became an undead.” Tuk pointed to the tapestry of
the slender one with long copper hair; their scout and rumored former pirate.
His hair was white when we saw him in the tomb. It must have paled upon
becoming undead.


 “The rest were with him before he took me to
the tombs.”


“Those were the
people?” I asked. “Don’t fight them. They’ll kill you.”


“How strong can
they be? You killed one.”


“Yes, but it took two of us to kill him, and he was
already dead,” I said. It said a lot about my life that I could say something
like that.


Tuk spat. “Like you said before, he was undead and strong.
Killing is easy. People die easily. It is fear that shields tyrants from death.
Those who are not afraid can kill the strongest man.”


His words sounded
wrong. No goblin that young, or even any
goblin, could sound that intelligent. He sounded like a cynical elf or human. I
wondered if we misunderstood the goblin people. Maybe he was an exception, but
maybe there were more like him.


 











Chapter
11 Home





 

When we got back
to the orphanage, the strangest thing happened. Dirk got better. Dirk only
said, “Swin visited me, and I woke up feeling well.”


I smiled and
prepared food for him. Later, I got Swindle alone.


“So, Dirk wakes up
better without help of a priest?” I asked.


“He’s just lucky,
I guess,” Swin said.


“You spoke to Ash
while I got ichor from the undead creature.”


Swin nodded.


“You knew she
might have something that could help Dirk.”


He nodded again.
“It was a guess actually.”


I felt there was
more to this. “You’re the reason Dirk got sick, right? The words of the priest
who came said Dirk was cursed because he ‘helped a follower of an illegal
god.’”


“Yes, I think I’m
the reason Dirk got sick.”


“But why didn’t
the gods make you sick and not him?”


“I don’t know.
Maybe they can’t.”


“But then why are
you a big deal? What did you do?”


“Nothing…I’ve done
nothing, yet.”


I stared at him.
Swindle said nothing for a while. “Has this God shown any interest in you?”


“Something came to
me one night. It told me it wanted to return to its people, but first the other
fake gods had to be taken away. Whatever it was glowed like the sun in my
room.”


“That’s not just
one of the illegal gods but the
illegal god.”


“I think the gods
are evil. This God is not.”


“So, you should
have turned it down anyway.” I sat down on the floor and chose my next words
carefully. “If something were to happen to you…”


Swin nodded. “I wanted to turn it down, but it said it saw the
good in me.”


“Good in you? I’ve
seen you pick your nose. Swin, you have to think this
through. Other people still might get hurt. And what does it want from you?” 


“To bring about
the destruction of the usurpers—the gods.”


“Get out of this
relationship.”


“I can’t do that.”


I looked in Swin’s eyes and saw he was serious, but I hoped he’d see
reason. The gods cursed Dirk, but not Swin. That I
found strange, but the gods never made full sense.


But I also had
other worries. Tuk. He’d been leaving the orphanage.
I wondered what he was up to. 


One day I saw him
sitting in Philosophers’ Square listening to the men debate one another. These
were mostly old men in their retirement years, such as generals and
logographers, with a few young students in between.


Tuk was the only goblin who sat and listened. There were other
goblins, but they were working in the square. One was selling dried fruit, and
none seemed to be paying attention to the philosophical discourse.


I sat there as I
always did, but I did not invade Tuk’s space. It was Tuk who came to me. “My father would speak like them.
Speaking is a weapon too. Speak right, speak smart, and you can make an enemy
look silly.”


“Is everything
about fighting to you?”


“With the right
word you can get everything you want. So yes, it’s a fight, especially if
you’re a goblin.”


I thought about
what he said. It seemed true the way he said it. Not for the first time, I
wondered if perhaps goblins were not a lesser race.


“I suppose you’re
right, but there are more fun things than fighting, true?” I asked.


“Yes. Like play?” 


I nodded.


“No one wants to
play with a goblin, and you are too old to play.”


True again.


Tuk’s attention turned to the philosophers who were busy debating
revenge. Tuk growled. One old man said, “Revenge is
always wrong, or most often wrong, because the one who is vengeful gives an
undue load of hurt to the one who did the harming. The punishment seldom is of
equal measure to the crime.”


“You say it’s
bad,” Tuk yelled, “yet you who live in the city know
nothing. The city constables do vengeance for
you, but a goblin knows harm and anger that goes untouched by justice.”


“An articulate
goblin,” said Purin, one of the philosophers. “Stay
here, young man, and when you are an adult, join us. I doubt with you there
will be a dull moment.”


The others laughed
and spoke on as if he hadn’t said anything.



 










Chapter
12 Tuk





 

Tuk often walked alone. While on one of these strolls, he was
thinking long and hard about what the philosophers said when he heard a laugh.
He turned his head to see who it was. Across the street he spied someone he
recognized—the wizard who attacked his tribe. The city still had his
banner hanging from the royal barracks with the others. He was talking with a
friend. The wizard glanced Tuk’s way but, to tall
folk, all goblins looked alike.


Rage burned away
all thoughts of philosophy. In its place were the final seconds of battle when
the wizard killed his father. But this was not the time to show anger, so he
covered his rage with a smile and leaned back against a lamppost trying to look
casual.


Tuk spied on the wizard from the corner of his eye. The man
opened a door to a house.


Knowing that
goblin tribes made magical traps to protect their caves, he guessed that the
wizard’s house must be no different. 


Tuk wondered if he should wait. It was already getting dark,
and the streets were empty. 


After waiting a
few minutes, Tuk went to the front door. He knew how
to check for magical traps in a manner that no human or elf would use. Father
had taught him that elves and humans put themselves at a disadvantage with
pride. 


Pride would not
hold Tuk back. He peed on the door. There was no
flicker of light or sparks, so therefore, no magical traps. 


He turned the
knob. Locked. Tuk pulled out a set of lock picks. The
goblin had traded for them with another orphan. He knew if the adventurers were
living in the city, he’d need them. Besides, lock picks were something all
goblins needed—they were all sneaks. Click.
The door unlocked, and he was in. This scared Tuk. Too easy.  But Tuk guessed it
was merely that the wizard failed to think he was in any danger. He was the
hero of the city. Surely, even if someone dared rob this hero, the wizard would
be able to defend himself.


The knife. Where is the knife? Tuk asked himself as he looked
around. He kept his eyes and ears open for the wizard. He thought he heard on
the edge of his hearing what sounded like heavy breathing. Perhaps the wizard
was sleeping.


The wizard’s place
was different from the cave Tuk grew up in. Rather
than piles of things like in a goblin warren, it was sparse. Why would a rich
man have so little? 


He found the
wizard asleep in his bed. Above the wizard’s bed was the knife Tuk’s father held when he died. It clearly was a trophy to
the wizard. But why? Why?


A plan came to the
goblin. He would take the knife and cut the human’s throat to make it look like
a robbery. They’d never guess a goblin child did it. They’d blame it on an orc
or a human. It was the perfect murder.


Tuk climbed the dresser and from there got his feet to the head
of the bed. On his tiptoes, he reached for the knife. He lifted the knife from
the hooks that cradled it above the bed.


A cold, soft hand
grabbed his leg.


“What are you
doing, you mongrel?” the wizard snarled.


Pain shot through Tuk’s body as he tumbled to the ground. The goblin tried to
gather his breath, but he could only breathe shallowly.


Minutes later, two
guards hovered over Tuk.


“You killed my
family,” Tuk said to the wizard.


“What?”


“You killed my
tribe.”


“When?”


“A week ago.”


The wizard’s
expression darkened. Could that be fear? Tuk
understood suddenly that it must have been fear, because if the goblin was
alive, Seth must not be. 


The guard clamped
a chain on Tuk and took him away.



 










Chapter
13 Chains





 

When they first
plopped Tuk into his prison cell, he cried. Later he
felt sort of happy. He, after all, did everything he could against great odds.
At least he tried to avenge his family. Many cowards would have hung their
heads low. Others might have waited until the adventurers were too old to
fight, but that would have given them more time to live.


There was a little
regret that Chelsea and Swindle might be sad, but otherwise Tuk
knew he did what he could.


The metal door to Tuk's part of the prison creaked open. Tuk
paid no notice until he saw it was the white-bearded wizard, Corvinus. Another man accompanied him. Both wore nice
clothes. Why come see me? Who is this other man?


The wizard stood
only a few feet from the prison bars.


Tuk squatted over his poop bucket. “I am busy. Come back
later.”


The wizard curved
a smile and his eyes remained hard. “Relieve yourself all you want. Seth is
missing. What have you done with him?”


“Don’t know.”


“The goblin lied,”
said the other man.


Tuk knew his tribe’s wise men could do spells to detect lies.
This other man was likely a wise man too.


“Did you kill
him?” The wizard asked.


“What if I did? He
deserved it. You attacked my tribe for no reason.”


“He spoke the
truth.” The wise man’s face turned hard at the wizard.


The wizard looked
at the wise man from the corner of his eye. “Just remember whom the royals call
heroes, and who just paid you.”


Tuk growled. The wise man blinked and looked down. The goblin
knew that the wise man realized he was being paid to do something that was
morally shady at best. Humans hated goblins, but it was understood that goblins
who minded their own business were to be left alone. But Tuk’s
tribe had not been left alone.


“You know the
right thing to do, human,” Tuk said, “When a goblin
does something wrong, we at least take pride in it. You humans puff
righteousness over yourselves like cheap perfume to hide your moral stench.” 


The wise man stood
and kicked the bars. “Shut up, goblin.”


The goblin
laughed. “Did I tell the truth? Did I
tell the truth?”


The wise man
sneered. “You people rob farmers, burn down villages, and rape our women.”


“My tribe never
did any of that. We hunted and we fished, but never did we touch something that
was not ours. Was that the truth?”


The wise man
ignored the words and just swallowed.


Tuk’s gaze stayed on the wise man. “Your philosopher folk speak
of something called a conscience.” Tuk chuckled.
“When times are good you people wear your righteousness like a jewel, yet you
discard your conscience when times are bad and call that wisdom. If something
is good, then it’s worthwhile in bad and good times. Are you a righteous man,
wise man?”


“Our title is
cleric. I’m not a tribal wise man, you goblin fool.”


“Ooh, cleric. What
is this cleric thing you are?”


The wizard spoke
next. “Tell me what happened to our rogue, or I will hurt you.”


“He did it to
himself. He dragged me to the tombs where we take our chiefs when they die, and
the tomb shut him in.”


He looked to the
wise man who nodded. “Then what happened?” the wizard asked.


“He died.” Tuk smiled. “Oh, then the hate brought him back and I heard
him pounding on the door with rage and nowhere to go.”


“I suppose Seth
and you have something in common,” the wizard said with a smile.


“Take your small
victory,” Tuk said. “It’s amazing how a little child
can get under your skin.”


“What, you’re not
a midget?”


“No, I am seven.”


“He speaks the tru—” the Cleric said until the wizard glared at him.


“You don’t sound
like you’re seven,” the wizard said.


“Life is short. We
only get to the age of sixteen if we are lucky. Few live as long as humans.”


“That everyone
knows. Is he still there?” asked the wizard.


“No, it was
noticed that something was undead in the woods, so some adventurers killed your
little friend and burned him.” Tuk grabbed the bars.
“You will join him soon, fool.”


Lightning jumped
from the wizard’s hands and hit the bars. The bolts made Tuk
squeeze the bars for a few seconds. When it was done, he stumbled back in pain,
unable to move.


“That should teach
you to mess with your betters,” the wizard said and then turned away.


Tuk knew better than to speak but said his piece anyway. “If
you’re proud to be better than a seven-year-old goblin, then you are a fool and
I will kill you soon.”


“No.” The wizard
stood. “You will hang.”


“I’m too light.”


“Someone will give
you a good yank,” said the wizard. “I’m sure of that. And oh, if you do see my
friend in hell, tell him I sent you with my complements. I’m sure the lesser
creatures in hell receive special treatment as they do here. No doubt he will
reward you for your treatment of him in this life.”



 










Chapter
14 Visitors 





 

Tuk knew he was going to hang. That did not bother him, if only
for one fact—no one would care. All those he loved were dead. And now the
happy little boy would die unloved by a world that did not want him to exist.
He told himself death was good. Living in this world did not seem right. Death
would be the end of what was terrible existence. 


A door clanked
open. Most of the time people didn’t come by unless it was to visit or give the
prisoner food scraps. Food was not due, so Tuk looked
to see who was getting a visitor, and to his surprise, the visitors were for
him.


“Tuk! Look at you.” It was Chelsea with Swindle.


“Sorry about
everything.” There was real feeling in the half-orc’s eyes, and Tuk decided he liked Swindle.


“We plan to come
to the trial,” Chelsea said.


“No.” Tuk shook his head wildly. “I have no chance.”


“Maybe not,” an
older man’s voice said, coming through the door. “But, if you let me, I might
give you a fighting chance.” 


Tuk’s eyes widened with surprise. The man who just entered was
one of the humans from the Philosophers’ Square, Purin.


“Why?” Tuk asked, confused.


“Because your case
is just, and because your case brings out a flaw that humans will hate to have
brought out.”


“And what flaw is
that?” Tuk asked.


“Pride. All human
flaws revolve around self-centeredness. Humans and elves see themselves as gods
over the other races and do not see that they are becoming as savage as the
worst orc tribe. I fear, as humans grow stronger, they grow morally weaker.
Perhaps if we make a strong enough case, I can help some listeners see this
evil.”


“And if you don’t
stop your people from killing me?”


“Then sometime
soon the city will slowly but surely become more savage. There will be, without
realizing it, a great sickness that will destroy us, and my nation will fall.”


“Fine, save me if
you can.”


“They will hate me
for trying.”


That puzzled Tuk. How could someone so smart be so stupid? Why help
people who hate you for doing the right thing? Then he decided he’d never
understand these strange people.



 










Chapter
15 Trial and Error





 

At noon, Tuk’s trial began. He was charged with trying to steal the
bone knife and attempting to kill the wizard. The wizard Corvinus
argued that Tuk reaching for the knife proved his
murderous intent. He further claimed he found the knife as loot from another
goblin warren one year ago. 


Up above, a
princess watched over the trial. Prinus said she
could overrule the court, but that had not happened in years. 


Tuk looked over his shoulder for Chelsea and Swindle. They were
not present. 


No one has my back, he
thought. 


He had told them
that he didn’t want them at the trial since the whole thing was hopeless, but
now, alone, a big part of him wished they had come. He hoped they ignored his
words and were just coming late.



 

*     *     *



 

At eleven that
morning, Mina approached Swindle and I as we swept the stone floors around the
courtyard with our fellow orphans. 


Mina shook her
head as she approached with her black robes. “You’re orphans? You’ve got to be
kidding me.”


“What?” I asked.


“When I hired help
from the Adventurers’ Guild, I expected…” she paused, considering her words.
“Well…I didn’t expect orphans.”


“I assume people
judge you to be of lowly character because you are a necromancer,” Swin said. “Maybe you should not judge us as less able
simply because we are orphans.”


Swin had a way with words; it wasn’t always the best way though.


“Morn picked us
because we are trustworthy. He knows Swin
personally,” I said.


“I suppose that’s
what I get for hiring cheap help,” she mumbled with a shrug.


“We did your job
did we not?” I asked.


She nodded.


Other children
were looking at us wondering why this young lady, Mina, who looked at least
somewhat rich was talking to us.


“Well, I have a
job for you and it needs to be kept quiet,” Mina said.


“We’d love to hear
it, but we need to keep sweeping the grounds before we go to a friend’s trial.”


The necromancer’s
eyebrow rose. Watching us sweeping the grounds must have made her think twice
about hiring us.


 “Damn it,” Mina said. “I will pay for dinner
if we go now.”


“You insulted us.
Make it a nice dinner to make up for it,” Swin said.


Shut up Swin.


Her face was
unreadable for a second. “Fine.”


Swindle and I
dropped our brooms. Morn wouldn’t mind as long as we were earning money.


I remembered the
bottle of ichor I had filled with the undead monster’s blood. In fact, the
other day I had narrowly saved a fellow orphan and would-be thief from drinking
it. They apparently thought it was some sort of magical potion. “Before we go,
miss, I have undead ichor. Are you interested?” I asked Mina.


The necromancer
looked skeptical. “Where did you get it?”


“You know the
rogue whose banner is hanging outside the palace barracks? I got it from his
undead corpse,” I said as matter-of-factly as I could.


After the shock
vanished from her face, her gaze switched from me to Swin
as if to see if this was a joke. After a long pause, she asked, “What
happened?”


We told her
everything. We did not mention the green girl since we did not know if we could
trust Mina. Necromancers tended to be a rather untrustworthy sort. All wizards,
for that matter, tended to be a slippery lot.


“I’ll buy it for a
silver piece,” she finally said. 


That was an honest
price. I ran to my room and came back.


When she gave me
the silver piece, I finally felt what it must be like to be an adventurer. The
call of money must be very strong because having that coin made me want more. This is what keeps people on the road as
adventurers, I thought.


 We sat at a table at the inn. Mina had chosen
a corner where we could be alone. Like all inns, it was smoky, with more than a
few pipes clouding the room. Others ate quietly. 


She looked around
and then whispered, “I found information on my missing grandfather.”


“And it’s
something you wish us to keep quiet,” I added.


“Yes,” she said.
“My grandfather has wound up with ghouls. I think he has been turned.”


We both gasped at
her words.


She continued.
“There is more. The ghoul pack is here, under the city.” She held up a hand
knowing what I was going to say. “I told the city guards. One, they are not
sure if they want to believe me, and two, they are more concerned about
security for a goblin trial. They fear a riot.”


“We know him,”
Swindle said.


“But why is Tuk’s trial such a big deal?” I asked.


“Because of those
in the slums near where you live. Goblins, orcs, half-orcs, and other races see
themselves in this goblin of yours. The elves and rich humans fear that if Tuk is killed, the ‘lesser races’ will spill their anger
out onto them.”


Swindle nodded.
“Several goblins and orcs have come up to me. They’ve asked me about my friend Tuk and all of them believe Tuk
will not get a fair trial. I’ve wondered if there might be a riot.” 


“If there is a
riot, the ghouls will surface. They will feed, and they will make more of their
kind.”


“How do you need
us?” I asked.


“I need a small
party to come with me.”


I stood. “We are
not veteran adventurers. Get someone else.”


“I’ve asked four
different groups already. Most have other engagements.”


“And the others
that didn’t?” Swindle asked.


“Many adventurers
don’t like fighting the undead.”


“If they don’t, we should think twice then,”
I said.


“Hear me out. I
will throw bait down into the sewer where they live.”


“What is bait for
ghouls?” The answer came to me as soon as I said it.


“I’m a
necromancer, silly, and they are ghouls. What do you think I use as bait?” She
continued, “It should distract many of them away from their den long enough for
us to go in and do what we need to do.”


“But if finding
your grandfather is the goal, wouldn’t he be with the ghouls eating the
bait—”


“He’s in the early
stages. I should be able to find him in the ghouls’ den and kill him.”


I had heard there
was no cure once you were turned by a ghoul, but I didn’t know how they did it.
Some said it was like with vampires; just a bite that turned people.


But there was
something that bothered me. Why now? Even if the ghouls came to the surface,
wouldn’t the guards handle them?


“We lack the
experience. We can’t fight ghouls. In any case, I think you shouldn’t worry.
The city guards have got this covered.”


“Look around.
There are many people of the poorer lesser races.” She looked to Swindle. “No offense. The city guard won’t protect the
lesser races who will be hurt by this riot.”


“Go on,” Swindle
said with a shrug, no doubt used to the term.


“The orcs, minotaurs, and goblins are angry because they know no
matter how hard they work or how honest they are, people see them as less than
the most dishonest human or elf.”


 “You think this is going to be a big riot if
he hangs?” I asked.


It was Swindle who
answered. “Even my people see themselves in Tuk. When
the city hangs Tuk, they’ll see someone like
themselves murdered by the so-called ‘goodly folk.’ Mina’s right. If this is as
bad as I think, there is enough anger to destroy the city.”


“But wait, goblins
and orcs are hanged all the time.”


“This is a kid,”
Mina said.


I pretended to
believe Swin and the necromancer, but I really
didn’t. The city had always been this way. It was strange to think it might be
different from one day to another—or not exist at all. Until that time, I
had never thought about it.


“No one else can
be trusted to keep the secret that my grandfather was turned.” 


I understood what
she meant. There was shame in having a family member turned into a monster. 


Mina continued.
“My plan is not for us to attack the ghouls. Most of the time, ghouls run from
a fight. They want to live as much as the rest of us. On some level, they are
reasonable—sort of. I can keep us safe. Your inexperience that you
mentioned is not an issue because I have magical scrolls and torches that will
help us to be safe.”


“We have to be at Tuk’s trial,” I said.


“He didn’t want us
there,” Swindle said.


 I thought about it. The city really needed us.
“We’ll help you,” I said, “but the second things get too dangerous, we run the
other way, together.


She nodded. “Fair.
That’s what I want too.”


“Tell us more
about what you hope to accomplish.”


“Just the ghouls’
den being discovered might cause them to scatter and maybe leave the city, or
at least think about it. I also want to speak to my grandfather before
I—”


“Kill him,” I
finished.


“Yes. It has to be
done. What has happened to him is worse than death.”



 

*     *     *



 

The philosopher
stood before the judge and the jury. Trial by jury was rare. Tuk saw them as a gaggle of human and elven idiots.  Humans did stupid well. Not that Tuk thought his own people were particularly bright.



 

*     *     *



 

Mina threw barrels
of meat down the manhole. I didn’t ask what kind. That’s a question you don’t
ask a necromancer. Each fell with a splash and floated in the dark underground
river of the city sewer. We walked a few blocks and then went down another
manhole. Mina seemed to have a good understanding of the city sewer system.


“It comes in handy
with this line of work,” she said.


I didn’t ask how.
It’s not like she did this often, or so I hoped.


We climbed twenty
feet down. Concrete walkways shouldered the sewer water rushing in the dark
tunnel. Rats scurried away from Swindle’s torchlight. Mina said the torchlight
was magical. The sewer’s smell flooded my nose with a deep, awful, pungent
odor. I tried not to heave; the others didn’t seem to be as bothered.


Inhuman cries
echoed in the stone tunnels of the sewer. They rattled my nerves, sending a frightful
chill down my body.


Mina must have
noticed my fear. “Ignore them. They are just feeding on what I had in the
barrels. Come, follow me.”



 

*    *    *



 

Prinus the philosopher stood before the court defending Tuk. “Justice—that is all we want when we are
wronged. Tuk is on trial for attempted robbery and
murder, but what he took was stolen from his father’s lifeless hand. All
creatures who live in peace have the right to live without being harmed, and if
we deny that of Tuk, we are in effect denying it for
all of us.”


While Prinus spoke, a hobgoblin tapped Tuk’s
shoulder. “Sorry bloke, but your friends from the orphanage can’t come. Dirk
and the kids are stuck outside with the rest who couldn’t fit in the room. They
just wanted me to give you that message.”


“Thanks,” Tuk said. 


When it came time
for the prosecutor to speak, he made jokes and told the people about the
wizard’s service to his people. The prosecutor spoke with a confident air, but
his confidence in himself and the case may have been misplaced. At the end,
after talking for five minutes, the jury was hung. This surprised Tuk. He was free.


“Wait!” The
princess rose from her seat. “I hold the final say, and I say guilty! I won’t
have a mongrel besmirching the integrity of this court and our heroes. The
monster must die.” She gave a cold smile down at Tuk.


Gasps and murmurs
filled the room. Seldom did the royals lower themselves to such duties of
overriding the court. 


Tuk’s anger overrode any sadness at having his life snatched from
him. Now he wished his friends were with him. 


While Tuk stood on the gallows, the executioner asked him, “Would
you like to say a few last words?”


Tuk knew he had little chance of not being killed, so his words
must be chosen well. The crowd was full of humans and elves, as well as
goblins, orcs, and even rare minotaurs.



In the distance,
he saw the princess with her armed guards. Tuk saw
the pride in her cold smile. Her eyes held an old anger at Tuk.
He figured his true crime in the princess’s eyes, even if she didn’t realize it
herself, was that he was born a goblin and she could not forgive his crime of
existing.


If I can, I will rip that smile off her pale human face, I
will!


He understood the
so-called goodly folk would not care. He needed to talk to the less noble
races. 


“The goodly folk
think they can kill an innocent goblin child and they are right. They can do
anything they want. They can insult you, and with every insult that goes
unpunished they prove to you that they are better. But if you realize that you
are strong, you can cut down the prideful humans and elves.” 


“That’s it! Enough
from you,” the executioner said, grabbing the goblin by the arm and dragging
him to the noose. Even with the black mask and veil over the executioner’s
face, Tuk felt his angry gaze. 


Suddenly a horn
burst through the executioner’s chest. The man didn’t even scream. The dead
man’s grip clamped on Tuk’s arm, and together they
rose into the air. Tuk saw that a minotaur
had impaled the executioner. With the executioner hanging from his horn and Tuk dangling in the executioner’s grip, the minotaur yelled to the crowd, “Let’s show the humans and
elves that we are not their underlings!”


The princess
retreated as a volley of stones came her way. The guard formed a roof of
shields over her head. In the sea of people, humans and elves tried to fight
for their lives, many of them poor and powerless as well, but the rioters
didn’t care.


Tuk knew hanging him wasn’t justice, but this wasn’t either.


Once Tuk pried the executioner’s dead fingers from his arm, he
dropped down to the wooden gallows floor and ran.



 










Chapter
16 Teeth and Riots





 

“Look, this is a
promising sign,” Mina said, picking up what I thought was a yellowish white stone.


“What is it?” I
asked.


“A human tooth,”
Mina said. 


I gasped.


“Wow,” Swin said. “You can tell we made all the wrong choices when
a human tooth is the good sign we are
looking for.”


“It means we are
close,” the necromancer said.


A few minutes
later, Mina spotted something. “Here,” she said. “We are getting closer to the
buried old city.”


“How did the old
city get to be in the sewer?” I asked.


“When the city was
being modernized under the rule of Hedrion the Third
he decided to use what remained of the old city that was buried underground.
What he didn’t count on was that occasionally his sewer and manmade run-off
streams would be used by people for nefarious purposes.”


“Like necromancy,”
I said.


“Exactly,” she
smirked.



 

*     *     *



 

The riot spread
like a fire, or more like the riot spread with a fire blazing in its wake.
Screams called out as goodly and lesser folk burst from burning buildings. Few
came to anyone’s rescue.


Tuk’s lungs burned as he raced to find the wizard. No one cared
who he was and even more didn’t know that he was the catalyst for the riot. An
explosion burst from a second-story glass window. It was the wizard’s place. A
goblin came flying out of the window with a trail of glass like a goblin comet.



“Stupid human,” Tuk exclaimed. The wizard had gone directly home. Tuk wasted no time. He found the door ajar and ran into the
house. Something pounded the second floor above like a rock. Tuk forgot all thoughts of stealth and darted up the
stairs. He paused halfway up, remembering surprise was his only chance at
killing the wizard. He slowed, his feet landing on the steps with care. He made
it to the top with minimal noise. 


The wizard was in
his workroom. He had his back to Tuk, cursing while
filling a bag with books, scrolls, and various statuettes. A dead goblin, his
tunic burnt in the front, lay at the wizard’s feet. Apparently, he tried to rob
or kill the wizard.


The room reminded Tuk of a goblin wise man’s laboratory. It had a workbench
with strange powders, bowls, and bottles for potions, but no feathers or bones
like a wise man would have. 


With the wizard’s
back to him, Tuk’s eyes darted all around the room
looking for a weapon. He reached for a piece of glass from a broken mirror. The
glass scraped the floor when he picked it up off the ground. Tuk took two steps without a sound, but then the wizard
spun around. Tuk buried the glass into the human’s
abdomen. A splash of blood burst forth, wetting the goblin’s green fingers.


The wizard yelped
in pain as he pulled the glass out with one hand.  He reached for the goblin with the other. 


Not knowing what
to do, Tuk scrambled on the wizard’s back.



 

*     *     *



 

“My grandfather
should be in there,” Mina said, pointing to a wooden door that looked out of place in the sewer. The door was ajar. 


We entered the
room. Swindle’s torchlight revealed it to be empty but for the carpet of blood
that caked the floor. A cage sat in the middle of the room. Inside the cage was
a man. His eyes were pale and unmoving, so I thought he might be blind.


“How did you find
me?” the man asked.


“Doesn’t matter,
Grandfather,” Mina said.


“There is
something I have to tell you,” Mina’s grandfather said.


“Be quick,
Grandfather. The bait I left for the ghouls won’t keep them distracted
forever.”


“While I have been
turning, the ghouls have used me to speak for their god, Anu.”



I knew that
illegal god’s domain was vengeance. 


“You speak for
their god?” Swindle asked.


“I am between
death and life, so my magical abilities are the strongest, making me the best
to receive a message from their god. Anu saw a tomb
with a goblin and an adventurer filled with rage for each other. The goblin
overcame the adventurer and Anu watched the goblin
come to this city. That’s why the ghouls are here. The god found this city ripe
with rage—ready for a riot. The poor are angry and the lesser races are
bursting with hate for the rich and fairer races. Anu
said he could smell the ripe hatred in the city, and in some way I suspect that
is literally true.”


“We know,
Grandfather. A trial could ignite a riot this very night.”


From the edges of Swin’s torchlight, ghouls crawled into view, revealing
their withered bodies. They looked like dried humans and elves with pale, dead
eyes. Their greedy lips parted to reveal dry, bloodstained teeth. 


The ghouls walked
on all fours and snarled with a sound like both a dog’s growl and a housecat’s
purr.


Mina whispered
words I did not know. My understanding of magic was too basic.


To my horror, one
ghoul whispered something. Was it magic? As if to answer that question, a
shadow came out of nowhere and overlapped Swindle’s torchlight. The ghoul
slowly walked onto the shadow. The creature must have been a wizard in his past
life.


“Hurry,” I said to
Mina. I readied my bow.


The torchlight
began to dim.


“Do what you came
for, Mina,” her grandfather said.


First, I loosed an
arrow that hit the whispering ghoul’s head. The other ghouls howled.


But Swindle’s
torchlight snuffed out and everything went black. I couldn’t aim for the caged
man.


“Mina!” I yelled.


Just then Mina
shouted a word I did not understand, and a green loop of light burst from her
and stretched into the darkness. The ghouls yelped in its wake.


Swindle’s
torchlight flared back up. 


I readied my
arrow. 


“Aim well,
Chelsea,” Mina said.


I did. The arrow
hit Mina’s grandfather right in the heart. 


The ghouls howled
with rage.


We ran. 



 

Tuk didn’t know what he was doing. He sat on the wizard’s
shoulders and held onto his neck, grabbing for something off the table with his
free hand. The old wizard was growing weaker as the wound in his abdomen took
its toll. To Tuk’s bad luck, he had snatched a piece
of bootlace off the table. What good was a bootlace in a fight? His first
impulse was to be mad, but then he realized how stupid he was. He wrapped it
around the wizard’s neck and leaned back, keeping a tight grip on the lace.
Then he kicked his feet at the man’s upper back, pulling the shoelace tight
against his throat.


The wizard fell
like a giant, heavy statue.



 

Swindle was a fast
runner, but he ran backwards behind us slashing at the snapping ghouls while
holding the magical torch. 


“I’ve one more
scroll.” Mina looked at it while running. It glowed and light shot from her
hand. “Swindle, I’ve one more spell. Keep them back until I fire it.”


Swindle pulled
what must have been his last throwing knife from his leather vest. He tossed
the knife straight into the eye of a ghoul. It was a lucky hit, but still, just
at the edge of the torchlight, the sound of finger and toenails ticking against
the wet floor closed in.


A shaft of light
shot up along the manhole’s ladder. Our safety was near. Just a few seconds
away. 


“Chelsea, you
first,” Swindle said. I didn’t argue.


The necromancer
shot out a bolt of light that sent the ghoul ten feet back. “That’s the last
spell I have,” Mina said, running.


We slammed the
hole shut after Swindle burst from the manhole. The necromancer and I stood on
the manhole lid while one of the ghouls tried to push it up with all its might.


And then, silence.


Swindle dripped
with sweat like he had stood in rain. His sickle dripped with undead ichor. He
had kept us safe. Right then, I knew that Swindle was no longer a dreamer. He
was an adventurer.


Fear twinged in my stomach, worried that ghouls might try
pounding out of the sewer. But they did not.


“I think we are
safe,” Mina said, looking exhausted. “That’s enough to spook many of the
ghouls. Our city should be safe.”


“Hey, something
happened.” Swindle looked around the neighborhood we were in.


Smoke hovered in the
air. The city was silent but for distant crying and yelling. My mind had been
so focused on the manhole, I had not noticed that the
city was in ruins.


 “I don’t think Tuk
got the verdict he wanted,” Swin said. “But if the
apparent riot is any indication, I think he’s alive,” he added with a slight
frown. “I hope he’s okay.”


I nodded. “This
riot leads me to think he’s okay.”


 











Epilogue





 

We spotted Tuk when we neared the Adventurers’ Guild. He stood alone
with blood splattered on his clothes and some on his hands. Oddly, the weapon
he held while looking at us expressionlessly did not have a spot of blood on
its pale bone blade.


We ran to him. I
reached him first. I had quickly lost my breath, being not long after we
escaped the ghouls. “Sorry we couldn’t come to the trial. We were…” I tried to
find my words. “It’ll sound unbelievable—”


“They were helping
me try to scare ghouls who would have eaten the population in the event of a
riot,” said Mina. Despite it being true, it was a really bad answer. Yet I was
at a loss for a better one. Tuk’s expression showed
he felt the same way.


Mina gestured to
the smoking ruins behind him where the sound of rioting could be heard a block
away. “Did you cause this?”


Tuk’s eyes widened like a child accused of mischief. He turned
around and looked at the destroyed city as if he hadn’t noticed the ruins. His
gazed dipped to his feet. “No.”


“You’re a terrible
liar, goblin. Learn to lie better. You’ll live longer,” Mina said. This was
true, especially if people wanted to kill him for being the catalyst for this
riot, but again I noted the necromancer’s lack of tact.


“Thanks, pale
face,” Tuk said.


Mina only smiled
back.


“We are glad you
survived,” I said. Swin smiled and nodded in
agreement. Then I added, “I gather the court found you guil—”
I stopped short.


“The goblin races,
orcs, and minotaurs disagreed with the princess
overriding my verdict. Who am I to override popular opinion?”


“If you weren’t a
goblin, you’d make a good person for legal defense. Proconsul would be in your
future. Too bad you’re a goblin,” said the Necromancer. 


“Thanks.” Tuk’s eyes narrowed.


“Well, we survived
a horrible day,” I said, putting my arms over Tuk’s
and Mina’s shoulders. “I don’t think we want to be out at night. I know the
part of town we are in. We are closer to the inn. If Morn is the man I think he
is, the kids and Dirk will be okay. Morn will look out for them.”


We went on our
way. As I quietly walked the ruins of my city, I knew with a fledgling
adventurer, a vindictive goblin, and a necromancer, that my life would never be
the same.



 

To be continued….
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