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​Ever do a good deed that was as hard as possible?
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Julep should have left the goblin beside the road. She saves him instead, and finds herself changing bloody bedpans until they’re rescued by his goblin henchmen.

Meanwhile, Artur’s found gold, and not the stuff hidden in the bottom of Julep’s cart. When her greedy family kidnaps her, he steals her back and brings her home to stash with his treasures. But will she thrive in the Goblin City? Or will she be a casualty of brutal goblin rivals?
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​Good Deeds Suck
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There was a dead goblin beside the road.

Julep halted her sheep cart and stared. The body was goblin green, mostly naked, and male. It didn't move. Maybe he was dead?

Her sheep took the opportunity to nibble on the roadside weeds. With short curving horns and a hairy white pelt, it stood as tall as Julep. The ewe turned her black face to the goblin and snorted, unimpressed.

Julep gripped the reins, her gloves damp from the heavy mist. It was going to rain, she already had a cold, and the early spring breeze slapped her face. The goblin was nothing to her.

The goblins lived in a moving mountain, and they conquered everything in range. They'd been a plague on these parts for years. Humans hated them, for they had already conquered many of the surrounding towns.

Anybody else would drive on.

She sighed and set the brake.

Her boots squelched in the mud as she moved cautiously closer. Big brute, wasn't he? His eyes were swollen and bloody and his nose was clearly broken. Bloody cuts and bruises covered his green skin, and he didn't seem to be breathing.

Three sneezes caught her one after the other. She wiped her nose on her glove and froze as the goblin groaned.

Oh, crap! He was breathing. Decision time.

She thought fast. She couldn't stay out there because there were bandits, and they’d probably attacked him. If she built a fire it would attract them, and he needed to get off the cold mud. Goblins were tough, but he wouldn't survive the night out here.

The inn was a mile ahead. If she could get him there she could drop him off. But she couldn't lift him and he was too huge to fit in the cart unless she folded him up, none of which she could do by herself. Would she be able to get anyone to come back for a wounded goblin in the coming storm?

No, she thought grimly. They would think she was crazy.

They weren't wrong.

A red fly landed on his cheek and she grimaced, automatically swatting at it. It should have been too cold for flies, but they were opportunistic little horrors.

Redflies liked to lay eggs in their victims' eyes. It took rinsing with medicated water to prevent blindness. She didn't have the medicine, but she did have water and salt, which was almost as good.

She hurried to grab some, and carefully rinsed his eyes, staying as far back as possible, just in case.

Good thing, too. He groaned and clumsily flung out his arm. It would have hurt if it connected.

“Easy!” she said quickly. “I'm trying to help you.”

“Who are you?” he croaked. His eye opened a slit, revealing bloodshot green. He shivered violently.

“My name is Julep. Do you want some water?” He’d be better off with a hot drink, but she wasn’t going to stop and make tea.

He propped himself up with great difficulty and sucked it down greedily, then collapsed with a groan.

Julep shivered and wiped her nose again. Her eyes were gritty and she just wanted to lay down and rest, but if she was cold, he had to be freezing. “Listen, there's an inn about a mile ahead. I can give you a ride, but you have to get yourself in the cart. I can't lift you.” This was the test. If he couldn't get himself in there...maybe she could winch him in without killing him? Except she didn't have rope, or a winch.

He breathed deeply once, and lunged up on the second breath. He braced his legs and swayed, but didn't pass out. His big knuckled hands were bruised and cut, filthy with mud, and he wrapped an arm around his ribs as if they pained him, his breathing shallow.

Hurray! He was on his feet. She hurried to lower the tailgate of the little cart. It was three by three feet and half full with her stuff.

She flung off the waterproof tarp and made some hurried arrangements. He wasn't going to be able to stand for long, and she wouldn't be able to budge him if he fell. He had to do this part on his own.

She arranged the clothes so that it would make a padded back rest and pulled out the blankets. One went on the floorboard, ready to pad his muddy body from the splintery wood.

He staggered to the cart and grabbed on with both hands, teeth gritted. He had to rest a moment, but he managed to heave himself inside. He closed his eyes and leaned back against the clothes bag. His lower legs dangled over the edge of the cart, his feet touching the mud.

She bit her lip. “Sorry, but your feet have to go in.” She picked up one filthy leg and folded it into the cart. Even with his help, it was like lifting logs. His face was tight with strain, but he didn't say anything.

She got the other foot in and closed the tailgate, wiping her muddy gloves off on the wagon. The ride would be torture for him, but it was better than dying. She covered him with the rest of the blankets and the tarp. Yep, definitely better than laying in the mud, she reassured herself.

She climbed into the driver's seat, released the brake and flicked the reins. The sooner they got on the road, the sooner she could be in front of a roaring fire with a hot drink! She wanted a roast meat sandwich so bad she could taste it.

The sheep leaned into the harness, but couldn't manage it. Julep swore and flipped the reins again. Nothing. They were too heavy.

Distant thunder rumbled. The wind picked up.

“What is it?” The goblin rasped.

“Nothing,” she grumbled, and got down from the cart. Minus her weight, it was able to move. Unfortunately, she was going to have to lead the sheep all the way to the inn.

At least it was mostly downhill from there, or the sheep might not have managed. It was a good size beast, but the cart had been quite heavy before she added a massive goblin. Add muddy roads to it, and they would be lucky to get to the inn at all.

Grumbling to herself, she plodded beside the sheep. They hadn't gone a quarter mile before it began to rain.

Of course. Because if she was going to ignore all sense and rescue a goblin, it would have to be the biggest, scariest goblin she had ever seen. It would require her to wade through mud in a rainstorm, with a cold. Why couldn't she have found a cute, fluffy dog?

At least the bandits probably had the sense to get out of the rain. If all went well, she could drop the goblin off at the inn and wash her hands of him. The thought cheered her up, and she walked a little faster.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Inn
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Artur Bloodhand lay in the cart and contemplated where it all went wrong. Each bump in the road sent stabs through his bones and rattled his skull. He'd been restless lately, and it had seemed like a good idea to take a scenic business trip to clear his head.

Ironically, he'd been waylaid by bandits and left for dead. They should have killed him, he thought vengefully, because they wouldn't enjoy it when he caught up with them.

Now here he was, saved by a damsel who was swearing as she stomped beside the cart. His savior was medium height, with curly brown hair and tan skin. She had big brown eyes and a big nose with a stubborn jaw and lots of dark freckles...quite attractive by goblin standards.

Squelched, rather. It was far too muddy for stomping. The swearing was very heartfelt, though.

He would have liked to swear too, but he was busy trying to be a man and keep his howls of pain to himself. His nose was broken, it felt like he had a cracked rib and he wouldn't be surprised if he had internal injuries. His arms and legs seemed intact, which was a minor miracle. He didn't know if he could have dragged himself into the cart if he'd had a broken leg.

He could see a little out of one eye but he closed it against the pain. There was nothing to see but scrubby trees and rocks anyway.

What he could hear and smell was more interesting. There were only two bags in the cart, which she used to prop him up. One was squishy and probably held clothes. The other smelled like iron and food and he assumed it was full of cooking gear, and he was bleeding all over her blankets.

There was a faint jingle underneath him that had nothing to do with the cart wheels. Like all goblins, he was sensitive to metals. He could smell gold. It was faint, probably well wrapped, but he was right on top of it.

So, what was a good Samaritan doing running around with a cart full of gold? He didn't think she'd stolen it, not if she were bleeding heart enough to stop for a stranger who clearly annoyed her.

Was she running from something? That seemed likely. But even if her money was concealed, why risk traveling alone? As he knew full well, the road was teeming with bandits.

A particularly ugly rut jolted him and he grit his teeth. Just a little bit longer. He was a man. He could handle a little pain.

...

“What do you mean there's no doctor?” The town was small and muddy, but big enough for a town doctor. The inn was rundown and grubby, but blissfully warm and dry.
“Sorry, Miss. There's been a major landslide. It buried half the neighboring village. The doctor and all the people we can spare are there helping. It's just me and the stable boy here now.”

Julep rubbed her temple, trying to stave off a headache. Of course the doctors had gone. She didn't blame them, but it put her in a bad spot.

She just wanted to drop this goblin off. Unfortunately, he was unconscious from the pain of the ride. The stable boy and innkeeper had managed to get him into a room, but no one was around to doctor him. “Is there a maid, farm wife...anyone...who would like to make some money to take care of this guy?”

He shook his head. “Everyone is helping with the landslide. In fact, I can rent you a room, but you're going to have to fetch your food and water from the kitchen. I'm helping to gather supplies for the rescuers.”

It hit her like a slap. No one was available. She was stuck.

Of course, she could just walk off and leave him...except, she'd been raised better than that. She swore in helpless frustration. It was going to be a long night.

She hauled a wooden bucket of hot water to the rented room. Mercifully, it was on the ground floor. That was good, because there was no way they could have hauled the goblin upstairs. Since it was next to the main fireplace, it was also toasty warm.

It was also the only room left.

The goblin was still laying on the narrow bed where the stable hands had put him, dirtying the sheets with blood and foul smelling mud. It smelled so bad, she wondered if there was dung mixed in with it. Maybe something had died there and decomposed before he conveniently fell on it. She shuddered.

She felt overwhelmed when she looked at the damage. She could wash him and put medicine on the wounds, but she didn't know how to set bones. What did one do for broken ribs?

She sighed and set the bucket down. She poured some into a wash basin and got to work while he was conveniently unconscious. Soap, water and salt could do a remarkable job setting things to rights, and she had some salve she'd made herself; very good for preventing infection.

It was weird washing another adult, but she made quick work of it. He had a lot of scars to go with the new damage. Despite being green, he wasn't slimy, once she washed the mud off, and she was grateful.

Since he was unconscious, she didn't worry about being gentle. It was much quicker that way. No point in dragging things out.

He was cold, but that was to be expected. The warm room would soon take care of that.

After most of the blood and grit was cleaned off, she asked the innkeeper about a fresh set of sheets.

“It'll cost you, the harried innkeeper said. “The laundress doesn't work for free.” He frowned and said belatedly, “We have soap, but that's also extra.”

“I brought my own, thanks,” Julep said stoically. Looking around, she could believe that this place didn't believe in free soap.

She bribed the stable hand to help her change the stinky sheets.

“He's too heavy to move. We'll never get him back on the bed,” the lanky teen complained as they assessed the situation.

Julep had thought about that as she cleaned the goblin up. “Just shift him over to the side. You know, pull the blankets until he's on that half. I'll put the sheets on this half, and then we'll shift him back over.”

“Heavy beggar,” the boy complained. “If the sheets tear, I'm not paying for them!”

“Fine. Now pull!” The rough sheets proved to be sturdy, thankfully. She didn't need to incur more expenses. She didn't have a lot of small coins left. Flashing gold in a place like this would be a bad idea.

She fetched more warm water so she could wash (the stink was embedded in her hands), and then had to get tea and food herself. She wove through the noisy, crowded front room, grateful she'd snagged the last private room. It was a busy road and the landslide had backed traffic up. The complaints were loud, but most people seemed sympathetic.

The innkeeper was determined but swamped. He threw together a wooden tray with a big bowl of lamb's head chili and cornbread for her. She might have to personally carry it to her room, but at least he didn't skimp on portions. “Just fill the teapot with some hot water and grab the tea things. Yes, those.”

“Might want to stay in your room till morning. Rough crowd tonight.”

“Thanks. Planned to,” she confirmed.

A few customers mistook her for a maid, and she was quite rude in her response. The man who slapped her butt was lucky she didn't dump her food all over him. Fortunately for him, she was starving.

The iron teapot would have made a great weapon, she thought wistfully as she kicked her door shut and barred it. Unfortunately, she didn't need to be involved in a brawl. She would lose.

The goblin was finally awake, although he looked confused. As well he should. Waking up naked and battered with a stranger would disturb even a goblin.

“Where are we?”

“We made it to the inn. Barely,” she muttered. They'd just beat the hail.

There was no furniture other than the bed, so she sat down on the rag rug before the fire and started eating. She'd done nothing but wait on him for hours, so he could wait and eat when she was done. It wouldn't take her long, she was bolting it down so quickly.

While she was at it, she brewed a medicinal tea for him. It was her personal blend, and it would blunt the pain considerably.

Lightning lit the room and a long roll of thunder rattled the walls.

“You found a doctor?” he asked, touching a bandage.

She poured the tea through the little strainer, stirred in a generous spoonful of honey, brought him a cup, and then realized she needed to prop him up.

She sighed in aggravation, set the tea on the floor and used her bag of clothes as a prop; there was only one thin pillow. Nursing was so much work!

She handed him the cup. “Unfortunately, I am the doctor. It probably means you're going to die.”

He choked on his tea.

“Sorry about that,” she said sheepishly. “Bad timing.”

“You sounded just like a goblin doctor. It was funny.” He made a face at the tea.

“It will blunt the pain,” she said.

“Good. You don't need to sweeten the medicine, though. I prefer it without.” He carefully finished the cup and thanked her for the chili she handed him, before wolfing down the remaining cornbread. He couldn't chew very well with the swollen jaw, but he got it down.

She probably could have mushed it for him, but she mentally shrugged. She couldn't think of everything.

While he made horrible gulping and masticating sounds, she contemplated the rug in front of the fire and thought about sleep. She just wanted to close her eyes and forget about the day. She'd earned it.

There was a moment of silence, and then he said bluntly, “I need to pee. Is there a chamber pot in here? I don't think I can make it outside.”

Thoughts of sleep fled. She stared at him in horror. There were new lows to experience, it seemed.

Not only could he not go outside, he could barely sit up. It was a new and horrible experience to steady someone while he peed into a chamber pot.

She didn't look, but there was no way to tune out the splashing. Or to avoid seeing the bloody pee as she put the lid on the pot. “Should that be red?” He was a goblin, after all. Maybe it came with the green skin.

“It's just a little blood, happens when you've been beaten to a pulp. It ain't the first time, and it will pass.”

She made a noncommittal noise, since he seemed to know more about this than she did. The less said about it, the better.

The experience had cured her from ever wanting to be a doctor. There seemed to be a disgusting amount of body fluid and stench involved.

He read her disgust accurately. “At least I can sit up,” he reassured her. “It's better than peeing the bed.”

She grunted, repulsed by the thought of the cleaning that would entail.

Grumbling, she settled on a makeshift bed in front of the fire. The innkeeper had scrounged up a thin straw mattress and mostly clean blankets; hers were wet and muddy. They hung from the wall pegs, dripping stinky mud. She’d try to get the blood stains out tomorrow.

She dropped instantly into sleep.

...

Morning was horrible, but that wasn't special. Mornings were always horrible, particularly before she had tea.

At least the common room had calmed down. There were fewer people, and most of them were subdued or preparing to leave.

She was itching to go. She'd stayed far too long as it was. She just had to make arrangements...

The landlord stared at her. “You can't leave your goblin here. I'm not a nursemaid!”

“He can sit up and talk...”

He cut her off. “I don't care. I don't have time.” He was curt that morning; probably wasn't a morning person, either.

“I'll pay you,” she said through a tooth clenched smile. “You like money.”

“Oh, no! I'm no fool. There's not enough money to deal with snot and blood and shit. You deal with it.” He waved his spatula at her.

She put a half gold piece on the counter. He looked at it. Looked at her. “No.”

Her nostrils flared. It was a fortune. “Easy money, mister.”

His eyes narrowed. “I'm not nursing a goblin. Get out of my kitchen!”

She grabbed her gold and breakfast tray and flounced out.

She grumbled over her pile of fried potatoes, lamb patties and leftover cornbread. The innkeeper liked money, or he wouldn't be in business. Why wouldn't he let her pay him to take care of the goblin? He must be scared.

She scowled at the goblin in question. His battered, scary face looked back. Was it her imagination, or were his eyes more bloodshot? She'd given him the redfly eyedrops first thing that morning.

It should have been done last night, but she'd been stupid tired and had forgotten.

“What?”

“Nothing.” She finished eating and brought the tray over.

The gobbling noises were the same as the night before. He managed to pee on his own this time, along with other things. She got to dump the chamber pot, though.

The innkeeper was right. Half a gold wasn't enough money, and here she was, doing this for free. Sucker.

Since she was dumping the commode, she casually glanced at the sheep cart she'd parked near the compost pile. It looked undisturbed, as expected. No one was going to mess with an empty cart in this weather, especially not one parked by a rank compost pile.

A glance at the sky revealed thick dark clouds. It was going to rain buckets at any moment. At least she had a roof over her head.

The sheep was in a corral under a shed, eating his head off. There was nothing to do, so she went back to her room. Maybe if she fed the goblin more medicine, he'd heal faster and she could leave.

.....

Artur stared at the blurry ceiling. He'd recently been rethinking his life. Being attacked by bandits was deeply ironic considering his origins. As he lay there temporarily (he hoped) blind, and dependent on a grumpy angel, he considered his transgressions.

He was a bad man. Born into a family of murderers and thieves, he'd killed on command and fought for his brutal father's approval. He'd rebelled in his early twenties, and it nearly cost him his life.

Only a twist of fate had kept him from dying, beaten to death by his brothers.

In the years since, he'd learned that trade was far more profitable than banditry...although sometimes there wasn't much difference between them.

He'd made a name for himself, started other businesses. He had a nice house now and a vault full of money, but he was still a killer.

Perhaps this was a redirect. He wasn't delusional. It's not as if he could make up for his past. But maybe he could do things differently going forward.

He heard Julep come inside and shut the door.

“What happened to your eyes?” she demanded. “They're swollen shut!” There was a clatter as she quickly ditched the chamber pot and washed her hands.

She leaned over him. “Can you open your eyes at all? I’d heard that the redfly medicine could do that, but I didn't think it happened often...unless that was a bad batch?”

She touched his cheekbone, just under the eye, and gently pried his lids open. He could barely make out her blurry outline.

The light touch surprised him. She'd been quick and rough washing him last night, and brisk ever since. The gentleness was new. It must mean she was worried she’d actually done some damage with her rough doctoring. “I'm sensitive to it. It should get better in a few hours, tomorrow at the latest.”

She made a dissatisfied noise. “I'm going
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