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Chapter One - Orca
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The journey back to Bechley was entirely uneventful, and I'm happy about that. We aren't hounded by dragons, chased by spiders, or plagued by thieves. I feel pretty content as I drive through the city gates and return to the familiar stench of piss and liquor. Ahh... life in a big city. Isn't it great?

I ask Edward, “Do you ever wonder why people choose to live in tiny boxes in compact places?”

He answers my question with a question, which has always been a pet peeve of mine. “What do you mean?”

“I mean... cities.” I take a deep breath before attempting to explain myself. “There's a whole world out there! Why do we live in crowded cities? Why don't more people just piss off and live in the woods where the air is fresher and you don't have to deal with arsehole neighbors?”

“You hate camping,” Edward reminds me.

“True... that's true.” I accept the truth with a lazy nod. “Still, I can see the appeal of not seeing people all the time.”

After a few seconds of silence, Ed finally gives me a proper reply. He says, “I think people choose to live in cities because of the convenience of it. Life-sustaining goods are easier to obtain. We rely on others more than we'd like to believe we do.”

“I guess that's true as well,” I reply. “Still, it'd be nice to have to rely on no one but myself.”

I identify the lie in my words, blatant as it is. I've come to rely on Edward, and I want him to rely on me. For the last two days, I've been dreading our return to Bechley because it means we'll be parting ways. I quite like having Ed's constant company. I like to wake up and see his pretty blond curls in the morning. I enjoy our chats, even the inane ones. I don't even mind our moments of silence, because his presence is all I need. His closeness stamps a smile onto my heart.

I've got feelings for this man, and I hate myself for that. I told myself a long time ago that I'd never fall for anyone. When you look like me, it's not worth it. Love won't find me. It's not wise to set my heart on a pretty boy like him, because pretty boys don't get with ugly girls. It doesn't happen. Every once in awhile, you'll see a pretty lady with an ugly man, but you never see it in reverse. I've got to detach myself from Ed, or I'm doomed.

Even though I know this, I've been thinking of ways to keep him with me for a little while longer. He does owe me a favor, after all.

When I get back to my pub, there are two teenage boys relieving themselves on its front door. Suddenly, I'm a little less happy to be home.

“Hey!” I holler at the lads. “Put your little peckers away and do that somewhere else! I'm not having this!”

The taller boy shakes himself off and pulls up his trousers. Turning in my direction, he says, “Are you the orc lady who owns this pub?”

“I am! And I'm asking you to leave. Now.”

“I don't got to listen to you,” says the tall loudmouth. “My mum says half-breeds shouldn't be allowed in the city. You make it uglier just by being here.”

“And smellier,” adds his runty little friend.

I take a deep breath and pray for a shred of patience. In truth, I'd like to give both brats a smack from my cudgel, but they look about fifteen, and I don't make a habit of beating up little boys. “I'll ask you again. Kindly. Please leave.”

Suddenly, the runty lad picks up a rock and chucks it at me. I put up an arm and let it smack my wrist, because I'd rather have a nicked wrist than a nicked head. I'm about to scream at the kid when he suddenly floats into the air and hovers a few feet from the ground. When I glance back at Edward, he has his staff in his hand and fire in his eyes.

“Apologize to the lady,” Edward demands.

“I won't!” cries the floating boy. “You can't make me!”

Edward doesn't accept that answer. With a wave of his staff, he makes the boy twirl and twirl, like a spinning top. His friend, the tall boy, is cackling as he screams, “Put me doooooown!”

“Apologize first!” Edward yells. It's nice to see him using magic again. I don't know why he ever stopped. If I had his powers, I'd be using them all day. I'd love to make my enemies flail like a rag doll.

“I'm sorry!” cries the boy. “I'm sorry, lady, I'm sorry!”

Edward sets the boy down, and he isn't gentle. The kid slams into the ground and falls on his arse.

“Don't throw rocks at people, especially not adults,” Edward says. “Have some respect!”

Having learned nothing from his recent punishment, the runt replies, “But she's an orc! She—”

Edward points his staff at the lad and repeats very slowly, “Have... some... respect. Now, get out of my face.”

The boys flee immediately. The one who twirled and hit the ground is holding onto his arse as he runs. I think he might have shat himself. After he chucked the rock at me, it's hard to have pity for him.

As soon as they're gone, I say to Ed, “Thanks for coming to my defense.”

“Is it always like that?” he asks. “The racism?”

“Pretty much. I've been reviled all my life, no matter where I go. It was a little better when Deep was here and we could face the prejudice together. Now that he's gone, I'm pretty sure I'm the only half-orc in the city.”

Maybe I should have stayed with Deep? Maybe I could have begged for a place in the demonica town, like he did.

“I'm sorry that happens to you, Orca. Truly,” Edward says. “If it happens again, let me know. It would make me happy to punish your foes.”

“You'd have to punish the entire city then.” My reply, sad as it is, makes me chortle. “Anyway, Ed, you owe me a favor.”

“I do!” he agrees, sounding surprisingly jovial about it. “What do you wish of me, my lady?”

After what he did to the boy, I should probably ask Edward to be my bodyguard. That would be the smart thing to do. Instead, I reply, “I've been thinking of ways to attract more business to the pub.”

“Oh?” One of his eyebrows jumps at the thought. “And you think I could help you with that?”

“Maaaybe.” I hitch a shoulder. “I haven't ironed out a plan yet, but I'll need you to come back tomorrow. You got a week of my life at no cost, so I get a week of yours.”

“That sounds reasonable enough,” Ed says.

“For the next week, I own you.” With a snort of laughter, I quickly add, “That's not really true, I just wanted to say that to be dramatic.”

“No, you absolutely do own me,” Ed says, which makes my mind go to unwanted places. Damn me and this damn crush of mine. It'll go nowhere.

“So... you'll come back tomorrow then?” I ask.

“Absolutely.”

“And you're willing to participate in anything I have planned?”

“Unless your plan involves running naked through the city streets, then... yes, I'll participate,” Ed says. “I'll participate in anything within reason.”

He cracks a rare smile as he finishes his reply. I wish he'd never smile, because he's got a gorgeous smile and it's a lot to resist.

“Until tomorrow, then.” I stick out my hand, hoping he'll shake on it. Some people don't like to touch half-orcs, let alone, shake a hand.

But Ed grasps my hand without hesitation. The bastard even kisses my knuckles, making my heart skip a beat.

Damn me, and damn him too. He should have never charmed this half-orc girl. He should know better. I should know better.
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Chapter Two - Orca
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It's three hours past opening time, and we haven't had a single bloody customer. I rarely had customers in my pub before—now I have none. Closing up the pub for a week might have been detrimental to my business.

“Have you thought about advertising?” asks Edward, the room's only other occupant.

“I put a sign outside!” I exclaim. “Didn't you see it when you came in? It said I was offering the healing services of a mage, for one week only!”

“That might not be good enough. Half the people in this city can't read,” Edward says, and it's a good point. I'm a rarity. A peasant who can read, let alone, a half-orc who can read is a rare breed indeed.

“What would you suggest instead?” I ask.

“Hire a town crier. That's the only way to get word out to the illiterate masses.”

His answer sounds a bit snide and pompous, but his advice is sound. “Where the hell do you find a town crier?” I ask.

“I don't know. You're the one who owns a business. I figured you would know.”

“Well, I don't.” I crash into the chair across from Ed and stare at the clock. My lips drop into a frown as I watch the second hand go around and around. “I thought people would be lining up to have you heal them! I thought my little clinic would be a good idea.”

“Some people are full of doubt. They've never seen a mage's skill in action,” Edward says. “Also, was your sign absolutely clear about what you were offering? Did you intend to charge them for my services, or were my services going to be offered for free?”

“I... s'pose I didn't make it clear,” I admit. “Still, I thought we'd have a few curious people trickling in by now!”

If the entire week is as dire as this, I might have to close up shop... for good. Humans don't want to visit a half-orc's pub. That's the truth of it.

“I'm sorry, Ed. This is really, really boring!” I complain. “What do you want to do to pass the time?”

“Why don't we get besotted?” Ed suggests.

I raise a bushy eyebrow and lean across the table. “Are you tryin' to say you want to fall in love with me, Ed?”

“No, I mean... besotted as in drunk,” he corrects me. “I only meant I wouldn't mind a bit of rum or whiskey.”

I knew what he meant, but still, it's sad to hear him correct my mistake so quickly, as if falling in love with me would be a bit absurd. I collect a pair of bottles from the bar and return to Edward's table. If he's going to get drunk, so am I.

“I miss Deep,” I confess as I pour my first shot of the day. “The lovable dummy made the time pass faster.”

Edward claims the bottle of darker liquor and pours a much larger glass. I guess he really wants to get drunk—but he better not get too drunk to cast his magic. I wouldn't be too happy if he did.

“You should hire another employee,” Ed suggests—as if I haven't thought of that already!
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