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​Chapter One
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The Blumpkins

Treasure! It was the engine that drove the world in those days. Most folks had a few coppers to their name, and even a gold piece or two, but legends spoke of the great hoards that could let a man buy the world—great mountains of gold and jewels, piled higher than a man could climb in a day, more than he could decamp with in a wagon if he had a year undisturbed. Every wide-eyed crusader who set out to seek his fortune did so with the sound of gold coins clinking in his ears. Even those most noble of heroes, whose journeys turned the very direction of the world from darkness back toward light, were little more than treasure-seekers in the end. Greed was the great motivator, the equalizer that made Elves, and Dwarves, Men and Halflings the same in the eyes of their gods.

But once in a great while, heroism would rise from the most unlikely, the humblest beginnings, and the acquisition of wealth might only be a secondary concern. Keeping that in mind, it is time to meet our heroes . . .

* * *
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Paug Blumpkin was smart for an Orc, which for many people might be like saying he was smart for a tree, or smart for a lump of clay, because Orcs—like politicians—have never been thought of as a particularly intelligent race. Their skills laid along different lines, namely those involving wholesale slaughter, retail slaughter, torture, barbarism, and bureaucracy. Paug was cut from a different cloth, though. For one thing, he could read, a skill most Orcs valued about as much as Halflings did calisthenics. For another, he had big dreams. Whereas most of the piggish, green-skinned louts were content to eat their slop, swing their swords, and polish their helmets regularly, Paug could often be found walking through the quiet parts of the caves, muttering to himself. Thinking, if you can believe such a thing.

His father, Blump, didn’t approve. “It’s unnatural,” he would shout. “Why’s he got to be such a bedamned smart ass? What does he think he is, an Elf?” And Blump would spit goo onto the floor, because Elves were the sworn enemies of Orcs. Come to think of it, so were Dwarves, Halflings, and Men, and probably some races that have long since passed into legend.

Paug’s brother Milph would shrug and say, “I don’t know, Da’,” which was the one thing that made Blump proud. Milph was a good Orc. He would never be caught thinking. The chubby youngster was as dumb as a proverbial box of hair, which meant he would likely be commanding a regiment for the Horde when he was older.

Orcs never had a good reputation among the other races in the best of times, and times had been notoriously lean of late. It used to be that there was always an evil Wizard or warlock in need of an army-for-rent, or a Barbarian king that wished to overrun a neighboring nation. All one had to do was send an emissary to the Orc King with a sufficient amount of gold, and then the Horde would be mobilized—a tremendous host of the foulest warriors ever seen in the world, with their cruel blades and twisted armor. The Orcs would set out to slay at the behest of their new master, along with specialized platoons of Goblins, whose cunning built the Orcs’ great war engines, and Ogres, whose gigantic size and strength made them perfect for dragging those war engines around, and Kobolds, who nobody knew quite why they hung around but everybody agreed were delicious. It was every Orc’s honor to march in a Horde and throw himself joyfully against the spears and arrows of their enemies, to die as he had lived: hooting and hollering and making a ruckus.

Unfortunately for the die-hards of the Orcish warriors, a time of peace had come to the world. The Necromancer had been killed. The Wizards were all sequestered back in their towers, doing whatever magic-users did. Reading, snorted most of the Orc fathers in disdain. There hadn’t been a good war since Blump had been a mere tadpole, barely large enough to carry the sword they’d shoved into his hands. He would proudly show off his war wound to anyone, whether they asked to see it or not, and would get very angry when it was suggested that perhaps he’d been facing the wrong way. “I stepped on a loose stone and fell,” he would yell. “Arrows come from above. Of course I got shot in the ass. I wasn’t running away, like a coward.” And then, to illustrate his point, he’d punch whoever was closest to him.

Paug had learned long ago not to be sitting near his father when the question of bravery in battle came up. Milph never quite figured that part out, and as a result, his nose was permanently squished instead of protruding like most Orcs’ did, and Blump said it looked positively regal. “You’ll be a great leader of Orcs someday, my son,” he would say.

“Lead from the rear,” was Paug’s suggestion, whose ideas about the difference between bravery and foolhardiness were at best unpopular. “The warriors at the front die first.”

“So, uh, that’s good, right, Da’?” asked Milph. “Because that’s honorable, right?”

Blump slapped Milph’s shoulder. “Indeed it is, my son! Indeed it is.”

“Da’,” began Paug. “Who would the Horde even fight? There hasn’t been a war in twenty years.”

Blump’s piggish eyes narrowed into slits. “Who’s counting?”

“Well, you got wounded in the last battle, right? And you were younger than we are now. Which means we hadn’t been spawned yet. And twenty is as high as most Orcs can count, anyway.”

“Twenty-one,” said Milph. “Who’s the smart one now, Paug?”

“Don’t be a know-it-all, Milph.” Blump shook his finger at his younger son’s face.

“You’re only saying that because you forgot your trousers this morning,” said Paug. “And that’s pretty bad, even for you.”

Milph looked down at his bits and pieces. “Oh. Whoops. I can’t recall where I left them last.”

“Why don’t you try your pallet?” suggested Paug.

Milph grinned a gap-toothed smile, his lower fangs flashing in the torchlight of the family’s cave. “Thanks, Paug.”

“You know, my father could count to twenty-two,” said Blump thoughtfully, watching his younger son root around his bed in search of the elusive trousers. “Of course, he took a funny wound in the Seventh Elf War.”

“I’m sure it was funny, Da’.” Paug tried not to roll his eyes.

“He was a smart one, like you. I suppose smarts skips a generation. Believe me, son, I try not to hold that against you.”

“I can’t help it, Da’. Why do we even have brains if we don’t use them?”

“Now, you hush right up with that line of thought. You sound like a bloody Elf when you ask questions.” Blump wandered over to the cooking pot and raised the lid, filling the cave with the stink of the morning glop, made from freshly-caught cave fish, cave mushrooms, cave water, and a handful of oats leftover from the last raid.

“Da’, just because they’re Elves doesn’t mean that they’re useless.”

Blump spat phlegm of disappointment into the fire, which hissed and crackled. “There you go again, saying Elves are this and Humans are that and Dwarves are something else too. You’re an Orc, Paug. Your destiny is to die gloriously in battle on the spears of our enemies, not to—to bloody daydream.”

“I found my trousers!” crowed Milph. He held them up, one hand jammed into each leg and his head stuck in the midst of the crotch.

“Milph . . . they go on your legs,” said Paug.

“Paug! He’d figure it out eventually on his own,” said Blump. “We’re not Kobolds. Orcs have a proud tradition of solving problems the most effective way.”

With a tearing sound, Milph forced his head through the seam of his trousers and grinned at his father and brother.

“I’m just so damned proud,” said Blump, a paternal tear in his eye.

* * *
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After Paug took a few minutes to get Milph’s trousers straightened out and mended with some rough needlework, the two young Orcs departed for their daily training regimen with the rest of the Mid Central Battalion.

“I wish you and Da’ wouldn’t fight,” said Milph. “It always makes me feel like I should punch both of you.”

“He doesn’t understand me,” said Paug. “Just because we’re Orcs doesn’t mean we have to be slaves to blind traditions.”

Milph laughed. “No, silly. We ain’t slaves. We don’t have chains on, see?” He raised his hands to show his brother. “Kobolds are slaves. Did you mistake us for Kobolds, Paug?”

Paug stopped in the rough-hewn corridor. Orcs had never been much in the way of diggers and excavators, but they were superb when it came to stealing others’ work. The Orcish Kingdom had been established in a Dwarven stronghold many generations before. Paug sometimes stopped in his travels to admire the work left behind by the stout craftsmen’s hammers. After difficulties with larger Orcs, he’d long since learned to tell them he was just staring at the walls. He felt like he could only really be honest with Milph, as they’d been inseparable since they were mere tadpoles. He didn’t know what it meant to love something, as that was as foreign a feeling to Orcs as kindness or charity. He didn’t even know the word for it. What he did know was that it would bother him if Milph were to tumble down one of the numerous open shafts that plagued the Dwarven tunnels. “Milph, listen. There are chains on us. They’re unseen, but they’re there. They’re what keep us hiding in these caves and training for battle, when that battle might never come again. All we do is practice fighting and killing each other while the rest of the world goes on without us. Nobody will ever remember us when we’re gone. We never make anything. We never do anything. We’re useless.”

“But we make swords . . .” Milph held up his smudged blade, unevenly-sharpened with a notch out of it near the tip.

“Goblins make swords,” said Paug. “All we do is practice swinging them.”

“Like this!” Milph swung his around in an admirably fast arc, making Paug leap back to avoid being cut in half. The whistling blade struck a thick rope that passed through holes in the floor and ceiling. The ancient fibers, soaked with oil and mold, parted without so much as a complaint. The severed ends shot both up into the ceiling and down into the floor, the latter with a crashing, clattering sound that suggested to Paug that it had been supporting a large amount of weight.

“I think we should leave,” said Paug. “Otherwise we’re going to be in trouble.”

“It was a good cut, huh?”

“Yes, Milph.”

“Would you stop fightin’ with Da’?”

“Probably not. Come on, we’re going to be late for regimen.”

The two Orcs hurried through the corridors until they reached the Training Hall, which had long ago been a central marketplace for the Dwarves. The Orcs had long since cleared away all the useless colorful tents and replaced them with various training stations where they could better themselves as warriors. There were wooden dummies that they could hack at with swords, terrified Kobolds that they could hack at with swords, and one overlarge Troll that they could pretend to hack at with swords but mostly run away from. Hacking at things with swords tended to be the most in-depth regimen that typical Orcs could handle. They were pretty much incompetent with bows, although Human-style crossbows were hardy enough that some Orcs were learning how to shoot “Just like Elves,” they proclaimed. “Except without all the leafy nature shit.”

“Blumpkins!” growled Sergeant Sluggo. “You’re late.” Sluggo was a veteran of the last war, like Blump, and in fact had served in the same unit as Blump. He even had a similar wound in his own hindquarters, as well as a scar across his kneecap from what he’d described as a vicious Halfling with a knife. He glared at the two young Orcs, his heavy brows bristling.

“That was my fault,” said Paug. “I was, uh, staring at the walls again.”

“I should put the two of you on Ogre work today, but it seems that we’ve had a bit of an emergency. A rope split and dumped about twenty tons of rock on the entrance to the Royal Chambers. All the Ogres are busy clearing the way for the King.”

“Oh, uh, gee, that’s too bad,” said Paug, realizing it had probably been Milph’s fault. “So, training dummies, then?”

Sluggo squinted at them. “What are you up to, Blumpkin?”

“I was wearin’ my trousers on my head this mornin’,” said Milph, pride spread across his porcine face like Kobold glue. “It was really dark.”

Sluggo slapped his face, the Dwarven gesture one of his peculiar affectations. “All right, you two. Get out of my sight and go beat a dummy into splinters. And no, I don’t care if it’s a Kobold or not.”

Paug and Milph attached themselves to a group of fellows from Up South Hall and they took turns beating apart tree trunks hauled in by Kobold attendants. Every once in a while, one of the Up South Hall Orcs would swing at the attendants, who yelped and squealed as they felt the touch of cold steel. The other Orcs laughed at the barely sentient slaves, but not Paug. He didn’t care about the Kobolds; that wasn’t in his nature. But he thought it was stupid to waste effort upon a creature so pathetic that it couldn’t rightly be said to be an enemy even at its best.

Eventually, the Sergeants called a break to the morning regimen for the midday meal, and the Orcs slipped their weapons back into their scabbards. Paug and Milph sprawled out on the training floor along with the Up South Hall Battalion to await their basket of sandwiches, made by Kobolds—and quite possibly of Kobolds—and delivered by the tiny dog-like men as they labored under the weight of meals almost as big as they were.

“So there we were,” one of the Up South Hallers was saying. “Me and Blount. We had the farmer up against the wall and his wife making us soup. A Human, making soup for Orcs.”

Raucous laughter echoed around the group.

“What’s a wife?” asked an Orc. “Is it like a Kobold?”

“Can you eat them?” asked another.

“Was it good soup?” asked Milph, always practical when it came to his stomach.

“A wife is a Human, but softer. Smoother. And smells like flowers,” said the storyteller.

“I heard that they don’t have helmets to polish,” said another.

“They have babies. They don’t spawn proper like. My uncle said he saw one once and it durn near made him ill.”

“But was it good soup?” insisted Milph. “If so, maybe we should get a wife. Kobolds are lousy cooks.”

“It was good,” said the storyteller.

“Why don’t Orcs have wives?” asked Paug, which stopped all conversation. “I mean, have any of you ever even seen a female Orc?”

“There ain’t no such thing,” said the Orc with the uncle. “My uncle said they’re nothin’ but trouble.”

“If there aren’t any female Orcs, then where do we come from?” asked Paug. “Don’t we have mothers?”

The storyteller leaped to his feet. “I don’t have a mother, you fatherless smartypants! And neither do you!” He dragged his sword free from its sheath. “You take that back.”

Paug jumped up and drew his own sword. Just because he was smart didn’t mean he’d slacked off in his training, and he wasn’t going to suffer insults from an idiot. The other Orcs scrambled to get out of the way as the Up South Hall Orc howled and charged at Paug.

Cheers arose around the Training Hall as steel met steel in a resounding crash. Duels between trainees weren’t uncommon, and the sergeants encouraged such behavior, looking for officer candidates.

Paug raised his sword and caught his opponent’s blade upon it. With his free hand, he smashed the other Orc in the face. The Up South Hall Orc yelped and dropped his sword, his hands flying to his ruined snout. If Paug had been feeling cruel, he would have slain the other Orc for his insult. The problem with that was that dead soldiers rarely learned from their mistakes, whereas the memory of pain—especially when delivered in a humiliating fashion—left a lasting impression. So Paug left a lasting impression on the other Orc’s crotch with his steel-toed boots.

The Up South Hall Orc made an “Eeep” sound like a frightened Kobold and collapsed into a puddle of his own regurgitated lunch. The watching Orcs cheered at the sound of defeat, hurling insults and leftovers and blowing their noses at the loser.

Paug waved his sword in challenge, addressing the onlookers. “Anybody else here not got a mother?”

Nobody spoke up. Most of them had, at some point or other, had their grapes crushed into wine, and nobody was eager to have it happen again anytime soon.

Paug sat down and picked up his sandwich. “Fine, then.”

Milph leaned over and whispered, “What’s a mother?”

“I’m not sure,” admitted Paug. “But I’m going to ask Da’ about it tonight after the regimen is done.”

* * *
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“Da’,” said Paug over a bowl of thick, spicy newt stew. “Where do Orcs come from?”

Blump spit out an entire mouthful of stew in surprise. “What?”

“Orcs. Where do we come from? I know we grow from tadpoles, but where do they come from? Do we have, uh, mothers?”

Blump flew across the room in a fury, his fist raised high to chastise his son. “What kind of nonsense are they teaching you in that useless regimen? I ought to beat you unconscious and then slap you awake so I can do it again!”

Paug steeled himself for the blow he knew was coming. “I want to know, Da’. It’s important.”

“Da’, don’t hit Paug. He didn’t do nothin’,” said Milph. “He just ain’t right in the head.”

Blump stopped, his hard fist still raised on high. “You really want to know.”

“Yes, Da’. You’re our father. How does that happen, anyway? I mean, Humans have wives. They have women. They have mothers. Don’t Orcs have mothers too?”

Blump sat down and started to pick bits of newt meat off his chest. “I suppose I should have expected you to ask at some point. Most Orcs never bother. They accept what they’re told and when the time comes, they father their own tadpoles. But you’re so damned curious. I don’t know what god cursed me to give me a son like you.”

Paug shrugged. “I can’t help it, Da’.”

“I ain’t curious, Da’. I don’t need to know where Orcs come from.” Milph paused and ate a piece of bread. “Where do they come from?”

Blump leaned back and sopped gravy off his chest with some bread. “You boys, like me, like all Orcs, we’re magic, we are. We come from magic, and that makes us more special than any other creature in this world. Humans? Elves and Dwarves? Those Halfling squabs? They’re mundane. Bland. They have to breed with each other, like animals do. Orcs don’t bother with any of that ridiculous messiness. We all come from a place deep in the mountains. When you’re of age, you’ll each make your journey to the Tad Pool. You’ll spill your wine into it and if you are worthy, it will reward you with a tadpole or two of your very own.”

Milph looked at his leather flagon with suspicion. “Why do we gotta spill our wine? Wine’s hard to come by. Only Elves make it. Couldn’t we spill somethin’ else? Like, uh, tentacle broth?” Milph’s dislike of tentacle broth was well known in the Blumpkin household.

“It’s not wine, Milph, you lump,” said Blump. “Not like Elven wine. It’s . . . you know, it comes from your, uh, grapes.”

Milph giggled. “You said grapes. Paug kicked a feller from Up South Hall in the grapes today at regimen. He . . .” He stopped as the dim candle flame of realization illuminated in the lump of overcooked oats that passed for his brain. “You mean we have to . . .”

“Da’, they said in regimen that we’re not supposed to do that. Ever. They said it makes Orcs go blind and grow hair on their palms so they can’t hold a sword,” said Paug. “So which is it?”

“Don’t do it!” shouted Blump. “No son of mine will spill his wine before his time!” He lowered his voice. “You haven’t, have you? I mean it, you’ve been good boys, right?”

“Of course, Da’,” said Paug.

“Well, there was this one time—” began Milph.

Paug threw a fistful of stew at Milph’s face, splattering him with newt guts and gravy. “Food fight!” he yelled.

Milph cheered and charged at his brother, waving his bread like a dagger.
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​Chapter Two
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Through the East Gate

Paug stared into the dark. Well, it was always dark in the cave, but the evening torches were doused and the fire had cooled to mere embers. The talk about mothers and Humans and the raids outside had gotten him thinking, which usually led him into trouble. He recalled his conversation with Milph on the way to regimen, and how nobody would ever remember the Orcs because they had made nothing lasting, done nothing that would stand the test of time. The Dwarves had dug the Kingdom under the Mountain over a thousand years, and it would probably stand until the end of the world. Elves had brought language and culture to the world when Humans were still crouching in trees and flinging shit at each other. All the great heroic poems Paug had read in the books he managed to find told of Human heroes and Elf heroes and even Halfling heroes.

Nobody had ever written a poem about an Orc hero.

Maybe there weren’t any, he thought. Orcs didn’t think in terms of the big picture, of grandiose adventure, of legendary epics. All they did was train to die and wait to fight a war for someone else. Paug didn’t want to do that. He wanted more than to just grow fat and lazy like his father, then to die of disappointment because nothing of note had ever happened in his life. He wanted to be part of a big picture. He wanted to have a grandiose adventure. He wanted someone to write a poem about his own legendary epic.

One thing was for sure; none of those things would happen so long as he was just another warm body in the Mid Central Battalion.

Blump made mighty snores on his pallet, grumbling in his sleep. Milph’s higher-pitched whistle made an odd counterpoint. Many times, the sound had lulled Paug to sleep when his brain otherwise wouldn’t let him rest due to the plethora of ideas that seemed to constantly plague him. He laid awake on his own pallet and listened, making himself remember the sound of his brother and father as they slept.

He figured he probably wouldn’t ever hear it again.

After a few minutes of lying awake, Paug rolled off his pallet onto the floor, careful not to let the dry straw rustle. He packed a backpack with all his possessions in the entire world: an extra pair of socks for when the ones inside his boots got too wet; a bottle of oil and rag for polishing his sword—they constantly harped on the trainees in their regimen that a rusty sword was more likely to break against a breastplate than to cut through it. He’d packed away his helmet as well, because it could be used to cook in, to drink from, and if it wasn’t too greasy, it would still do a decent job of protecting his head. He tucked a dagger into his belt, picked up his sword and boots, and started to tiptoe toward the curtain over the cave entrance.

“Paug,” came the whisper from Milph’s pallet, making Paug freeze where he stood. “Where are you going?”

“Away,” said Paug. “Go back to sleep.” He took another step.

“Why do you have your sword?”

“What if there are bears?”

“I ain’t never seen a bear.”

“Milph, go back to sleep. If Da’ wakes up, I’m done for.”

“Why are you leavin’?”

“Because I . . . Darn it, Milph, I don’t have time to explain this to you. And you wouldn’t understand it anyway. You’re denser than most Orcs.” Paug reached the curtain.

“Can I go with you?”

“Oh, Milph. No.”

“I wanna see a bear.”

“There aren’t any bears, Milph. That was just a figure of speech.”

“You said there was bears.”

“I said there might be.” Paug raised his voice and stamped his foot before he remembered he was supposed to be sneaking.

Blump rolled over on his pallet. “Run away, run away,” he mumbled, his face pressed into the straw. Gas trumpeted out of his raised rear end, making the fire embers glow brighter for a moment. 

Paug held his breath, not wanting to waken his father. What he was about to do would be considered desertion by the Horde bureaucracy, and an act of cowardice. They would never understand that he wasn’t running away because of fear; he was leaving to seek a better life. There had to be more to it than daily regimen, newt stew, and lurking beneath the roots of the mountains, waiting for a war to erupt on the surface world where the Orcs could find gainful employment of their services.

“You’re not coming back, are you?” asked Milph.

It was unusual insight for his idiot brother, and Paug felt guilty about leaving him behind. “No. I’m going to go be a legendary hero. I don’t belong here, and everyone knows it.”

“Paug, even if there aren’t any bears, I wanna come. I don’t wanna be here all by myself.”

A funny feeling took hold of Paug, like a weasel trying to crawl down his throat and it was too big for him to swallow down. “You have Da’ to look after you.”

“But who’ll look after you? Don’t you need someone to watch your back while you take a leak?”

“Darn it, Milph. No, you can’t come.” Paug turned and pushed through the curtain into the hewn stone corridor. One torch burned at a distant intersection—the only one that would be lit until morning when the Kobolds came through with their firebrands to light the tunnels again.

Milph tumbled out through the curtain after him. “I ain’t comin’,” he said. “I’m just headin’ the same direction as you at the same time as you. That ain’t comin’ with you. I’m just walkin’ that way too.” He had the same look on his face that Kobolds got when they were watching Orcs eat.

“Milph . . .”

“Nope.”

“Milph, you—”

“Nope!” Milph folded his arms.

“Milph, you forgot your trousers again.”

Milph looked down. “Aw, dang.”

Paug sighed. “All right, you can come along.”

Milph threw his arms around his brother. “I knew you’d say yes, Paug! I just knew it!”

“Ugh! Get off, you slug!”

Milph trotted back to the entrance to the Blumpkin cave home, his flat bare feet slapping against the rough stone. “Promise me you ain’t gonna leave while I’m packin’.”

“I promise. Pack light. We’ll find what we need along the way.”

“Bears,” said Milph from behind the curtain.

Somehow, despite his intentions to the contrary, Paug’s idiot brother had managed to wrangle his way into Paug’s plans. At least it meant he wouldn’t be caught in the wilderness with his pants down. And there were always worse traveling companions than family. He could have gotten stuck with one of those dumbasses from Up South Hall.

Milph swung the curtain aside and came back out with a pack bulging with whatever he’d grabbed. His helmet sat askew on his head and his sword was strapped to his back the way he’d been taught to do in regimen so it would be out of the way when on the march. Paug was pleased that some of those lessons had taken with his brother. Perhaps it wouldn’t be too terrible a journey. And then . . . “Milph?”

“Yeah, Paug?”

“You’re still not wearing any trousers.”

Milph snapped his fingers. “Dang it!”

* * *
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One good thing about the bureaucracy of the Orc Kingdom was that bypassing rules wasn’t all that difficult if you weren’t above a little skullduggery. Paug and Milph made their way up through the great corridors of the mountains. They passed by the Training Hall and then there were regular checkpoints. Every checkpoint they came to was staffed by old and infirm Orcs that made Blump look not only brilliant but athletic as well. They were all starved for news. “What’s going on down below? Nobody’s been by this way in a week,” said one Orc. “I been eating cave spiders. Their legs keep getting stuck in my teeth, see?” He pointed to his two remaining teeth and the fuzzy legs wedged into the narrow gap between them.

“Maybe you ought to go ask for relief,” said Paug.

“And abandon my post? You must be joking!” The Orc drew himself up proudly. “I take my job seriously.”

“And a fine job of it you’re doing,” said Paug. “Keep up the good work. I’ll make a note of it in my report.”

“Your . . .” The guard’s face screwed up in confusion.

“My report,” said Paug. “I’m reporting back to headquarters on the condition and readiness of the checkpoints along this exit route. Just in case, you know.”

“In case of what?” asked the Orc.

“Bears,” said Milph.

The rest of the checkpoints were manned occasionally by Orcs, more frequently by Goblins, and once by nobody except a sign scrawled on a piece of bark that said gon fishin bak n a foo dayz. Paug grinned at that. It meant that they were close to the exit. 

They entered a long stone boulevard, lined on both sides with columns that stretched higher into the smoky darkness than either Orc could see. The torches that burned on iron braziers along either side seemed minuscule in comparison. High overhead, they could hear the squeaks of bats as they hunted cave moths. The path was no longer rough-hewn, but carefully-laid cobblestones instead, polished smooth by centuries of travelers. The road rose in a gentle hill toward a blocky fortress known as the East Gate to those who lived beneath the mountains and the West Gate to those who lived without, which showed that non-Orcs could be just as idiotic about the world as their toad-like neighbors.

The stone fortress had been carved from a single granite boulder. Paug was no engineer, but he guessed it had probably taken a hundred years of work, and was probably one of the strongest emplacements in the entire world. How the Dwarves had ever let the Orcs get past it all those generations ago was difficult to understand. The great walls rose around them as he and Milph reached the top of the road and crossed the ironshod bridge made from tree trunks hewn by Ogres, smoothed by Kobolds, and mounted by clever Goblins. Without that bridge, the Orc Kingdom would be cut off from the East Gate.

It was defended by two Goblins playing cards.

“Red,” said one.

“No, black,” said the other, and showed his card.

“Aw, spit.” The first slid a coin across the stone block they were using as a table. “Uh, red.”

The second looked at his card and grinned. “No, black. Pay up, ye bastard.”

The first Goblin noticed Paug and Milph. “Oi, visitors. Wotcher doin’, squires?”

Paug looked around, the picture of innocence. “Us? Oh, we’re just, you know. Out for a stroll. A bit of a look-around.”

“Bears,” said Milph. “Seen any?”

“No,” said the first Goblin. “Papers, please.”

“Well, see, that’s the funny part. We, uh, we had them when we left,” said Paug.

“We did? Ow!” Milph yelped as his brother stepped on his foot.

“We did,” said Paug. “But as we were coming over the span just now, an, um, a bat mistook them for a moth and took them right out of my brother’s hand.”

“It did?” asked Milph.

“Bear!” said Paug.

“Where?” Milph looked around, wide-eyed and eager.

“Ain’t no bears here, mate. Look, no papers, we can’t let you out,” said the Goblin. “That’s the rules, see, and it’s our job to follow them rules.”

“Aye,” said the other Goblin. “We’d lose our bloody jobs. And like as not our heads. Sorry, mate.”

Paug thought about simply killing the two Goblins. They weren’t wearing their armor, for it was tossed into a haphazard pile in the corner of the antechamber. And why would they need it? The East Gate was proof against any invasion force, and they’d have ample time to dress out in the event of trouble. Their scrawny bodies would be no match for Paug and Milph’s steel, but even though it had been drilled into their heads time and time again during regimen, somehow Paug didn’t feel like killing the sorry bastards just for doing their jobs. He reached into his pack and pulled out a delicacy he’d been saving for a snack. Goblins were notoriously weak when it came to quality food. “I’ve got a fried salamander on a stick here. You boys can have it if you’ll just let us through. I promise we won’t tell anyone.”

The Goblins fell all over themselves to obey, arguing about who would get the first bite. One scampered up a long ladder to the lookout post high above the Gate to make certain there wasn’t an army sitting outside waiting. The other pulled on a series of iron levers that emerged from the floor of the antechamber in a specific order. Great counterbalance weights raised and lowered, released from their locked state by the levers. Chains rattled as everything around the East Gate shifted.

“Oi, clear?” shouted the Goblin manning the levers.

“Aye,” responded the other from above. “You eat that salamander before I get down and I’ll bust your nose.”

The Goblin threw the last lever and the giant stone blocks that made the East Gate swung open several feet, wide enough to admit a wagon or a good-sized Troll, but an army would have found it difficult to get more than a couple warriors through the opening at a time. Fresh air, scented with pine and mountain flowers poured in through the open Gate. Sunlight lit a sparkling blue sky above, although Paug couldn’t see anything but the narrow crevice that he knew led down the side of the mountain to a forested valley below. The Goblin from above slid down the ladder with his hands and feet pressed around the outside edge. He rejoined his companion at the base, squinting into the sunlight.

“All right, make with the salamander already,” said the first Goblin.

Paug broke the fried critter in half and handed one to each of the Goblins, who promptly made each piece disappear.

“Oi, nice to see a bloke who follows through,” said one around a full mouth, chomping through crisped bones with his face twisted into joy.

“Delish,” said the other after swallowing. “Now ye get on before someone comes and asks why the bloody doors are open.”

“Bears!” shouted Milph, and ran out through the doors into the narrow cleft.

Paug shrugged and followed after him, out into the world for the very first time, wondering what he was going to do now that he was there.

* * *
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The two Orcs traveled down the road with tall, unscalable walls rising on either side. The sun didn’t shine directly into the ravine so they had to walk in shadow. Lichen and moss spread up and down the walls, and mushrooms sprouted along the edges. Milph was hungry and asked if he could eat some, but Paug said it probably wasn’t a good idea. After all, if they were delicious, the Goblins would have already harvested them. Better that they should hunt once they reached the forest below.

After a few hours of their descent, the rock walls fell away as the brothers emerged from the face of a tall escarpment. The road led down into a long glacial valley, framed by mountains on three sides with a forest spreading out below them. Paug knew that Elves lived in the forest, and further down the road, beyond the edge of the trees, was a city where he knew he and Milph could seek their fortunes.

“Come on, Milph, let’s go find something to eat.”

“Can we eat a bear?”

“If we find one, we’ll try.”

They didn’t find a bear, hunting in the forest that first day with the sun at their backs, but they did bring down a stag with their crossbow and by nightfall had steaks cooking on the coals of their firepit. Paug tended to the cooking, as Milph had no sense of the difference between raw and burnt when it came to meat. Stag, as it turned out, was quite delicious and the brothers couldn’t understand why more of it didn’t make it into the Kobold kitchens.

“Probably because the Orcs who bring them down eat them all themselves,” said Paug as he sliced off another piece of steaming hot meat. “I would.”

“I could eat this whole stag by myself,” said Milph. “Course, it might take me a couple of days. I’m so full, Paug. I don’t think I could even lift my sword to fight off a bear.”

“Then I guess we better hope no bears come to bother us tonight.”

“I still wanna see one.”

“I’m sure we will sooner or later.”

Milph yawned. “What are we gonna do now that we’re here? I kinda miss regimen.”

“You miss being yelled at all the time and having sergeants beating you up for forgetting your drills?”

“Well, maybe a little. It’s just . . . we’re out here in the forest, you know? And it’s gettin’ dark, and there’s no cave walls around us. What if Elves come and kill us in our sleep?”

“There’s no Elves around here. They live deeper in the forest.”

“What about giant spiders?”

“Too cold for them this high up. But let’s not talk about that.” Paug shuddered. Spiders. He hated the little pale ones that were always crawling along the corridors and stretching webs across spaces where one least expected to walk through one.

“Or those creepy-crawly things that get under your skin and lay eggs there,” said Milph.

“Shut up, Milph,” said Paug.

“Ticks!”

“I said shut up, Milph!”

“Sorry, Paug.”

“Tomorrow we’ll start heading towards the city. We’ll find a way to make our fortune there. Maybe we’re not an entire Horde, but you know there’s got to be people who could use a couple of strong, savvy warriors for hire.” Paug smiled, having just thought of it himself.

“That’s a good idea,” said Milph. “We could use a couple fellers like that.”

“I meant us, stupid!” Paug cut some more steaks from the stag and wrapped them up in a leather bag from his pack for the next day. “Drag that carcass away from camp so we don’t get any unwelcome visitors overnight.”

“Like bears?”

“No, definitely not bears,” said Paug. He knew that if he said anything to the contrary, Milph would stay up all night hoping to catch a bear in the act. Poor Milph probably wouldn’t know a bear if he saw one.

At last, the two Orcs bedded down for the night. Paug lay awake for a long time, listening to the pop of the logs in their dying fire, staring up into the stars overhead and wondering what secrets they held that he could learn. Somewhere, somehow, he was going to find his way into the greatness he’d always known he could achieve.

* * *
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By the second day in the forest, Milph was already bored with the journey. He’d taken to complaining about everything, whether it was his feet hurting or the sun was too bright or the leaves that he’d used in his morning constitutional had made his ass itch. Paug was disappointed that the world hadn’t seen fit to provide him with clear directions to vast sums of wealth and success, and he’d been particularly snippy with his brother. The result of it was that the two of them tussled in a clearing until both were nursing bruised knuckles and bloodied snouts.

“You didn’t have to kick me,” said Milph, sniffling through his swollen nose.

“I didn’t kick you. I lightly tapped you with my foot. And you shouldn’t have bit.”

“I didn’t bite you. It just kinda, you know, happened.”

Paug held out something in his hand.

“What’s that?” asked Milph.

“I’m pretty sure it’s one of your teeth.”

“Oh, good. I was missin’ one and wondered where it had got to. You think if I push it back into the hole it’ll stick?”

Paug spit out a mouthful of reddish-black blood. He’d lost a tooth himself and was feeling a little queasy at the idea that he’d probably swallowed it. “Nope.”

They heard the neigh of an approaching horse.

“What was that?” asked Milph.

“Someone’s coming. Quick, hide under those bushes,” said Paug, and the two brothers scrambled off the road to crawl beneath the brambles that lined one shoulder.

A minute later, a bay-colored horse came along, bearing a wizened old man with a long white beard, wearing robes the color of a sky with high clouds. He had a crooked wooden staff resting across his saddle and bags bulging with who-knows-what hanging behind him. His head lolled back and forth and his eyes were shut. “He’s asleep,” Paug whispered.

“Like Da’ at night?” asked Milph. “We oughtta be quiet, then.”

“Look at him, Milph,” whispered Paug. “Those are fine robes. That’s a nice horse. He’s got bags of stuff . . . and he’s all by himself.”

“Hey, yeah,” said Milph. “I wonder if he wants to hire us, like you were talkin’ about last night.”

“Maybe,” said Paug. “But here’s the thing. No. Let’s roll him and see what’s in those bags.”

“Oh, okay.” Milph started to get up.

“Not yet, stupid! Wait until he stops. He could be a Wizard. He’s got a staff.”

“Old Fapkin has a staff too. He ain’t a Wizard, is he?” asked Milph. Old Fapkin was a rarity among Orcs; he appeared to be attempting to be the first one of his kind to die from old age. He was, according to local legend, well over a hundred and nearly bent in half with his weakened back. He needed a heavy carved staff to get around and wouldn’t admit that he’d lost all his hearing decades previously.

“No, Old Fapkin isn’t a Wizard. He’s just an old fool.” Paug stared out at the old man, trying to think of the best way they could take him out if he was, in fact, a Wizard. Orcs weren’t magic-users as a rule, except for a limited few of the most intelligent of the race. Paug had considered taking on magical studies. Indeed, the somewhat laughable Orkish Collage of Magiks, complete with misspellings and missed spells, had recruited him heavily, offering such perks as a private cave, a private latrine, and his own Kobold. Paug had considered it briefly except that Orc Shamans tended to be one-trick ponies, whose abilities were largely used as party tricks in the King’s Royal Court, and Paug didn’t want to be anybody’s Kobold.

Besides, he kind of liked hitting other people with swords. And sticks. And fists. So he’d studied on his own, teaching himself to read, to imagine, to think.

While he was busy thinking about how to take down the old man, the human made his decision easier by stopping his horse and sliding off the saddle. “Oh-h-h,” he groaned. “Shouldn’t have eaten those dried dinkleberries.” He clutched at his stomach as he staggered off the road towards the bushes.

An odor worthy of an Orc midden arose from the bushes, strong enough even to make Milph’s nose twitch. “I thought they smelled bad on the outside,” he whispered.

“You’ve never smelled a human before,” said Paug. “But yeah. I’ve smelled Ogres that weren’t as bad as that. We should put him out of his misery.” He crawled out from beneath the brambles and hefted a thick branch.

“Are you going to kill him?” asked Milph.

Paug shrugged. “Depends on how fragile he is.”

The old man had his robes hiked up to his waist as he squatted over an unfortunate clump of wildflowers. He had his eyes closed and a slight smile on his face. A fart like an Ogrish War Horn blasted forth from his rear end, making Paug’s eyes water.

Milph actually gagged deep in his throat and the human’s eyes opened. “What in the Nine Layers of—”

Paug clocked him across the face with his branch and raised it to repeat the blow if needed, but the robed human tumbled ass-over-teakettle down the slope, winding up in an undignified upside-down position with his robes puddled around his narrow chest and shoulders.

Milph jumped up and down. “Oh, that was fine, Paug! You see how he went flyin’? I wish Da’ had seen that. I guess everybody poops. Even Wizards.” He grinned. “Now what?”

Paug dropped his branch. “Now we loot his horse.”

“And pillage. Don’t forget pillage. They always taught us in regimen that we have to loot and pillage,” said Milph, bouncing in excitement. “What’s pillage, anyway?”
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​Chapter Three
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The Wicked Garden

The Blumpkins rode their newly acquired stolen horse for a good hour after leaving the old man behind, either unconscious or dead where he’d fallen. Paug didn’t want to risk checking. He’d heard stories about the ways some Wizards used their magic to defend themselves even in death. He wasn’t entirely sure what the words retributive strike meant, but he was certain that he didn’t want to find out firsthand.

After putting an hour on the road, the horse was tired of carrying the two stocky Orc warriors, and Paug was tired of Milph’s breath in his ear. “Off,” he said. “Let’s see what kind of booty we have.”

“We got a horse already,” said Milph. “Now we got somethin’ for dinner.”

“We’re not going to eat the horse, dummy,” said Paug. “That would be like eating a Cave Troll.”

“Hard on your teeth?” asked Milph.

“No. Well, yes, but that’s not the main reason. If you ate a Cave Troll, who would pull the siege engines?”

Milph grinned. “I know this one. Another Cave Troll. That’s why we have extras.”

“You need to stop arguing with me, Milph. You’re terrible at it.” Paug shoved Milph off the horse’s ass and swung his own leg over to jump off.

“Sorry, Paug. Hey, how long are we gonna have to ride this horse? My behind parts are sore.” Milph rubbed his ass and winced.

Paug ignored the complaint. “Let’s see what we got.”

The first saddlebag yielded some extra robes and a cloak, unnecessary for such fine weather. Milph took a shine to the robes’ color and held them up across his body. “Hey, lookit me! I’m Milph the Wizard! Be feared of my magic!”

Paug chuckled. “You can keep those, Milph. They suit you.”

“Hot diggity!” Milph tried to yank a robe over his head, but the neck hole was too small for his oversized melon, and only with so much tugging that he split it halfway down the middle did he succeed in poking his head out of it. After that, he decided not to bother with the arms at all, so the robe hung from his neck like a giant, tattered bib.

Paug kept digging through the saddlebags. The second one’s contents were far more interesting than simple clothing. The first thing he removed was a small bag containing rather a lot of coins. “Milph, look at this,” he said. “Elven arrows. That’s coin of the realm. We can use these anywhere.”

Milph crowded in to look. “I ain’t never seen Elf money before. Is it gold?”

“No, silver. Gold is yellow.”

“But what’s it good for?”

“You give it to people and they give you stuff back for it.”

Milph’s eyes widened and he burst out laughing. “Go on.”

“I’m serious, Milph. Say you want a . . . a loaf of bread. You go to a baker—that’s someone who makes bread—and give him a coin or two, and he gives you some bread.”

Milph snorted. “If I want bread, I’ll go kick a Kobold till he makes me some. Coins are stupid. Uh, how many are there?”

Paug untied the bag’s drawstring and spread out the coins on the leather. “Quite a lot, actually,” he said to cover up the fact that there were more than he could count easily or quickly, which meant over twenty-one. “We can take this to town and use it. We can get a room to stay in so we don’t have to sleep in the forest. Pallets. Good food, like the kind you don’t have to hunt and kill yourself.”

“I like huntin’ and killin’ stuff myself.”

“You’ll like having other people do it for you. It’s like having Kobolds.”

The next thing Paug removed from the saddlebag was a glass bottle with a filigreed label glued onto it, filled with a viscous liquid.

“Hey, is that wine? Elven wine?” asked Milph, suddenly much more interested in the saddlebag contents.

Paug popped the cork and inhaled. A heady blend of floral scents and alcohols made his head swim and gave him almost immediate heartburn. “Ugh.” He looked at the label and sounded out the unfamiliar Elven word. “Cham . . . pee axe.”

“Pee axe?” Milph giggled. “Elves are stupid. Give it here, Paug. I wanna drink it.” He licked his lips.

“Cham pox? Champeaux?” Paug muttered as he handed the bottle to his brother. The word seemed almost familiar to him.

Milph glugged the thick liquid down. “Mmmm . . . fruity!” he said, and then turned a little greener than normal. A syrupy burp escaped from his throat, heralded by a large multicolored bubble that floated off into the forest. Both Orcs stared at it as it wobbled out of sight. “Did I—” began Milph, but stopped as another bubble came out of his mouth. “Hey, lookit what I can do, Paug.” He laughed and a full stream of bubbles sprayed out.

Paug grabbed away the empty bottle from Milph and looked at the label more closely. “For cleans . . . cleanings of hair and be . . . ards, uh, beards.” He looked up at Milph. “I’ve heard of this. It’s called soap.”

Milph belched again, emitting a bubble the size of his head and a matching smaller set from his nostrils. “It’s not very good. I think it might’ve been spoiled. I don’t think this is supposed to . . . urp!” He started to blow another bubble, hiccuped in the middle of it and sucked it right back in, which set him off coughing and spraying bubbles everywhere.

Paug turned his attention back to the saddlebag. There was a chamois bag filled with powder, tied off with a ribbon with a card attached to it that had a picture of a skull with candle flames in its eyes drawn upon it. He had no idea what that meant, but the bag looked expensive, and the powder was finely-ground and all the same color, which was something that Orcs didn’t often see in their grubby, rough homeland. He tied it shut and slipped the bag into one of his pockets. Maybe someone in town would know what it was.

The next item was a long, thin carved piece of wood, lacquered with care and blackened at its tip. “Milph, here,” said Paug. “Every Wizard needs a wand, right? Here’s one to go with your robe.”

Milph grinned, froth bubbling out around his fangs. “A magic wand! I’m gonna be a Wizard from now on, Paug.”

“You can sure make bubbles appear out of nowhere. That’s magic, isn’t it?” Paug smiled as Milph blew another one the size of his head.

“Kind of a stupid magic if you ask me,” said Milph. He pointed the wand at a nearby tree and shouted “Kablooie!”

Paug held his breath, halfway expecting something devastating to happen, given Milph’s propensity for calamity. Nothing happened to the tree, no blast of fire or lightning or stream of hungry termites. Milph didn’t care. He cavorted and capered around, casting imaginary death at the harmless denizens of the forest with glee. Paug smiled. His brother was happy in a way that he might never be and for the first time, Paug understood how sophistication and intelligence could be a curse.

And then he took the next item out of the saddlebag and forgot what he was thinking about.

It was a slender book with a cover of paper instead of bound wood or hard leather like most tomes Paug had seen. He traced the words on the cover. The Wicked Garden. Below the flowing Elvish script was a drawing of an Elven woman wearing an unusual outfit that was frilly, lacy, and left far more of her skin exposed than protected. She was kneeling in a bed with her hands clasping at her breasts, her eyes half open, and her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth.

“Kapow! Whoosh!” shouted Milph as he pretended to lay waste to the surroundings.

Paug ignored his brother and stared at the picture on the cover of The Wicked Garden. For the first time in his life, he saw something he thought beautiful. He understood the concept. He knew why Humans and Elves and all the other races had wives.

He wanted one.

With shaking fingers, Paug opened the slim volume to the first page.

It showed another picture of the Elfess from the cover in a provocative pose. Mademoiselle Fortune welcomes you to her garden, where roots grow thick and reach deep, and seeds blossom into flowers, he read. Come into the garden and see what delights are contained within. Paug read the words, then stared at the picture for a long time, and then, with lips as dry as sand, he turned the next page.

What followed was a blur of time passing. Paug was dimly aware of Milph wandering around, still pretending to be a Wizard, but he only had eyes for the images contained in the pages of The Wicked Garden. Each one had been drawn with a firm, careful hand, and painted with bright colors that would have been unrealistic anywhere else. Each image had a title like Mademoiselle Fortune has an Insatiable Appetite (insatiable gave Paug a lot of problems, and he still wasn’t sure what it meant), Mademoiselle Fortune’s Lover Dines at the Temple of Mingus (Paug thought Mingus might be crotch fungus, but he’d never heard of any that was worth eating), or Mademoiselle Fortune Pleasures Newlyweds at the Same Time (Paug flat out didn’t understand that one at all). But the picture that he looked at longest was one with a rough-looking Human, rife with muscles, powering into Mademoiselle Fortune from behind, titled Mademoiselle Fortune gives the Barbarian his Pillage.

Pillage. He snapped his fingers. Of course, that was it. That was what he wanted out of his life. He wanted an Elfess to pillage. One who would dote upon him, the way Mademoiselle Fortune doted on her lovers, no matter that he was a lowly Orc and she would be a gorgeous Elf. Somewhere in the world was a Mademoiselle Fortune for him, and he was going to find her.

“Zoom! Whoosh!” shouted Milph, still engaged in imaginary deforestation. “Kabob!”

A blast of flame shot out from the end of the wand and incinerated a hapless juniper.

Paug and Milph both shrieked and threw themselves to the ground as burning splinters tumbled down all around them. Black smoke poured out of the ruined stump. The fire had burned so hot and so fast that it had blown itself out before it could do more damage beyond the one tree. “What did you do, Milph?” shouted Paug into the sudden silence. All the birds of the forest seemed to have forgotten their songs from the shock. Not even the insects could be bothered to strum their legs together.

“I didn’t do anythin’!” Milph yelled back. “I was just pretendin’ and it got all blasty on me.”

“But how did you do it?”

Milph crawled across the road and picked up the wand where he’d thrown it in surprise. “I just pointed it and said—”

“Don’t say it again!” Paug cried. “What if that’s the magic word?”

“What is?”

“What you said.”

“What did I say?”

Paug slapped his hand over his eyes. “You don’t remember?”

“It was . . . uh . . . oh . . . hold on, I’ll think of it in a minute . . . uh . . .”

“Look, never mind,” said Paug. “We’ll figure it out on the way.”

“On the way where? Kablooie? Kapow?”

“Stop trying to figure it out!” Paug yelled again. He took a deep breath. “Just put it away for now, Milph. That fire’s going to attract trouble. What if that Wizard sees it?”

“Oh. I guess that would be bad.” Milph looked at the wand, trying to decide where to keep it, and then decided that his head was the thing he’d mind losing the least, and tucked it behind one ear. “What’s that?”

“Uh, this?” Paug shoved the slightly singed copy of The Wicked Garden inside his breastplate. “Nothing.” He didn’t want Milph to see the pictures of Mademoiselle Fortune. His idiot brother would certainly be stricken mad by her charms. He didn’t have any idea about men and wives, and how they could enjoy the Pleasures of the Flesh the way Mademoiselle Fortune and her Barbarian lover did on page seven.

“Oh. Well, what’s that, then?” Milph pointed at a piece of paper on the ground between Paug’s feet.

Paug looked down. “It must have fallen out of the, uh, the thing that’s nothing.” He reached down to pick it up. “It’s, uh . . . hold on, this is different.” He looked at the scrap of paper. It had drawing on it, but instead of a provocatively-posed Mademoiselle Fortune, it looked more like a map of some kind. There were arrow-shaped hashmarks on it that could have been mountains, which meant that perhaps the circles were forest, and that line might be a river. There was writing upon it too, but Paug couldn’t read it. None of the letters looked like any he’d ever seen before, but that didn’t mean much. Calling the Orc Kingdom’s library sparse would have been generous.

But there was one thing that stood out. In one corner was a picture of a tower, and there was an arrow pointing to it with more of the mysterious writing. Below that writing was a sword with lines coming off it like it was glowing. It must have been magic. This was a treasure map, leading to a magical sword.

And Paug was going to find it.

* * *
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“Paug?” Milph asked as they laid beside their campfire, digesting the questionable remains of their day-old steaks. “You think I’m really a Wizard?”

“I really don’t know, Milph. I always thought Wizards were supposed to be, uh . . .” He stopped, feeling odd and ashamed of what he’d been thinking.

“It’s all right. You can say it. Smart. I know I ain’t smart, Paug. I never will be. But maybe you don’t have to be smart to be a Wizard. Maybe you just need a wand and a magic word like, uh, kerplunk!” He shouted the last and then cowered, just in case something else shot out of the wand tip.

“Darn it, Milph, cut it out. You’re going to get us both killed if you keep trying to set off that wand again. Know why there aren’t any young Wizards?”

“No.”

The truth was that Paug didn’t know either, but Milph wouldn’t know that he didn’t know. “Because they’re always trying to set off spells when they’re not prepared for them. Nobody’s ever seen anything but an old Wizard, because they’re the ones who don’t make stupid mistakes.”

“But I’m stupid, Paug. Everybody’s been saying that for years. Da’ especially was proud of me for it. He said I’d go far in the Horde command structure, whatever that is.”

“Look, Milph, you’re not especially bright. But you mean well. Your heart’s in the right place.”

Milph pounded his sternum. “Right between the fifth and sixth rib. I remember the day we learned that in regimen.”

“That’s not what I . . . Never mind.” Paug pulled out the treasure map and looked at it again by the glow of the fire, as if he could will the letters upon it to rearrange themselves into something more legible.

“What do you think that is?” asked Milph.

“It’s a treasure map,” said Paug, hoping that was actually the case. “It leads to a tower that holds a magic sword.”

“What do you want with a magic sword? Yours is plenty sharp, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but it’s not just how sharp a sword is. There are great swords of legend, with special powers that the wielder can use to his advantage.”

“So what does that sword do?”

“I don’t know. I can’t read the words on this map.”

“I thought you could read.”

“I can read Elvish and some Human and a little Dwarf.”

“All Dwarves are little,” said Milph, and promptly burst into laughter.

It was a good joke, and Paug laughed as well. “We’ll have to find someone who can read it, and then we’ll see.”

“What do we do after we go get the sword?”

Paug appreciated how Milph took all the tough parts out of the quest for treasure. Surely there would be traps, monsters, other treasure hunters, and dangers unimaginable between them and the booty. In Milph’s simplistic mind, he assumed they would get by those obstacles without issue, and wanted to know the end result.

Paug’s mind was simplistic in a lot of ways too, especially once he’d seen The Wicked Garden. “I think we should get married.”

“To each other?” Milph snorted.

“No, stupid. To wives.”

“Where are we gonna find wives? We’re Orcs, Paug. Did you forget that?”

“No. But I bet when we’re powerful Barbarian warriors with our magic sword, they’ll come to us.”

Milph snorted and turned away from the fire so it would warm his hindquarters. “You’re ridiculous, Paug. You know that?”

Paug pulled The Wicked Garden from under his breastplate so he could look at it again. “Yeah, perhaps I am, Milph. Perhaps I am.”
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​Chapter Four
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Wilmasnatch

When Humans first came from the East, spreading across the continent like a bad case of Gnothian Crotch Rot, they built towns up wherever they stopped for more than a week or two. Human towns were immediately recognizable as such by their slapdash architecture, pirated from a hundred different styles. They stole the sweeping gossamer towers of the Elves, although theirs tended to be far thicker and more phallic in presentation than the delicate Elven spires. The squat brick-and-rock utilitarian construction of the Dwarves figured prominently in their less specialized buildings. Even the round-windowed Halfling warrens had been co-opted into Human residences.

The nearest Human town to the Orc Kingdom was a sprawling, filthy metropolis that covered several hundred acres of writhing, disease-ridden poor climbing all over each other like blind maggots on a corpse, all in the hope that one of them finds the perfect piece of rotten meat that lets them hatch into a fly so they can escape, never mind that they’ll probably get their guts splattered across the landscape the first time they meet someone with a big enough swatter. Paug and Milph stood on a bluff overlooking the chancre on the landscape that was Wilmasnatch.

“Makes me miss home, Paug,” said Milph, looking at the brown stain spreading downstream in the river from Wilmasnatch and the perpetual cloud of smoke that gave the town a fuzzy, indistinct appearance. The outlying farms were sunny gold and emerald green, making the town seem more like a clot of greasy navel fluff than it might have otherwise. Just across the river were the slaughterhouses for the local ranches, dumping a constant torrent of animal sewage and entrails into the current. Paug grimaced. He knew Orcs were hardly the cleanest people in the world—that would have been Halflings, from what he’d read—but Humans had achieved a special kind of filth, almost as if they reveled in it. Sure, Elf cities were beautiful on the surface, with their ornate architecture and sculptured gardens, but Elves themselves tended to prefer perfume to bathing, and had an unfortunate tendency to relieve themselves against convenient walls instead of using middens like civilized folks. Dwarves had invented plumbing, but hadn’t ever made the connection between running water and cleanliness. To eat Dwarf food was to invite death by any number of fascinating and uncomfortable diseases. Humans, on the other hand, were just dirty. They didn’t clean their domiciles, didn’t clean their cities, didn’t clean themselves. They befouled every area in which they resided, and when it became too filthy for them, they relocated. At least Orcs had their annual Spring Cleaning and Baths, whether they needed them or not. It was their celebration of Not Dying In The Winter and traditionally the last hurrah before the Horde went off to war, although there hadn’t been a war to fight in a generation.

“Maybe after a bad winter,” said Paug. “It looks like a pustule down there.”

“I dunno. There’s bound to be folks willin’ to help us,” said Milph with a cheerful smile.

Paug wasn’t so sure. Orcs tended to keep themselves inside their kingdom for the most part, and that meant that a lot of folks outside of the mountains had never seen one before. The problem was that Orcs had a reputation that spanned centuries. They were the fearsome warmongers who came from the mountains, who’d driven the Dwarves away from their ancestral homeland, who overran the Halfling Provinces and who sacked the Elvish capital of Gayparee no less than six times over a thousand years. Even if people hadn’t had any direct contact with Orcs, they surely knew of them, and Paug suspected that they wouldn’t be welcomed with open arms. “You still have that extra robe we took from the Wizard?”

“Right here.” Milph unwrapped it from around the last of the four-day-old steaks. He brushed away the maggots and took a bite, chewing with gusto.

Paug took his knife to the robe, cutting away the worst of the bloodstained cloth and turning the rest into some long sky-blue strips.

“Whatcha doin’?” asked Milph.

“Trying to invent a disguise for us,” said Paug. “Hold still.”

Milph stood still while Paug wrapped a strip around his brother’s head like a bandage. He stopped and started a few times until he hit upon a good combination of wrapping and crossing. When he was finished, Milph had blue cloth wrapped across his head, covering his ears and his nose and leaving his eyes and mouth free. “How does that feel?”

“It’s not bad.” Milph’s voice sounded funny from his snout being muffled. “And it smells like meat. I’m hungry, and we’re about out of food.”

“We’ll find plenty to eat in Wilmasnatch,” said Paug. He cut strips from his spare tunic, which was a rough black sackcloth. One strip he fashioned into a ring that sat atop Milph’s wrapped head like a cloth crown. He tucked a second piece around the strip across Milph’s snout so it hung down in front of Milph’s face like a veil. It hid his brother’s protruding fangs and helped to disguise his lantern-shaped jaw. It didn’t help with the natural Orcish skin tone, somewhere between mahogany and olive, but it did give him a somewhat exotic look that didn’t resemble anything Paug had seen in any book before. “There. Now instead of an Orc, you’re a Barbarian from beyond the mountains.”

“A Barbarian Wizard,” Milph said. “Remember? Kabowabo! Kasablanca!”

“Darn it, Milph, cut it out before you burn us both to ashes. Now help me wrap up my own head.”

“Why are we doing this?” Milph may have been dumb as a post, but he had clever fingers and managed to match the way Paug had wrapped up his head in only a few minutes.

“So we can find someone who can read the writing on our treasure map,” said Paug. “And if they hate or fear Orcs, they don’t have to know that’s what we are.”

“We’re Barbers!” shouted Milph. “From the mountains!”

“No, we’re Barbarians, from beyond the mountains.” Paug tried to be patient with his brother. “Nobody lives in the mountains but Orcs.”

“Right, we’re not mountain Orcs.”

“I think maybe it would be best if you let me do all the talking when we’re down in town.”

“So what do you want me to do?”

“Guard my back. You never know when we’ll run across trouble.”

“It’s a Human town. How much trouble could there be?”

* * *
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Local legend was that Wilmasnatch had been named for the Human kingdom’s first queen, but Paug wasn’t clear if that was an honor or an insult, as Queen Wilma hadn’t been well liked by her people. The road into Wilmasnatch was filled with all manner of travelers, and the two Orc brothers found that they fit in without any problems. Vendors and merchants traveled in heavy wagons and caravans, laden with goods, occasionally transacting business with each other. Paug and Milph stopped to watch one business deal gone sour, and hooted and whistled at the two elderly Humans who beat upon each other with sticks, fists, and feet. The bloodied winner, stood up over his unconscious opponent, spat a contemptuous tooth down upon the other man’s face, and said “You’ll take eighteen arrows per bag and that’s my final offer, bitch.”

Paug guided his brother away from the merchant before Milph’s curiosity about what was in the bags got him into further trouble. A group of Elves passed by them, riding their magnificent horses bareback, a reek of perfume and body odor in their wake that made Paug’s eyes water. As they reached the outskirts of town, the odor of Wilmasnatch hit them like being punched in the face with a wet bag full of raw sewage. Paug grimaced beneath his veil and soldiered on. After all, he’d been in the lower depths of the Orc Kingdom as part of regimen.

Others didn’t take the bouquet quite so well. A party of four curly-headed barefoot Halflings dressed in matching forest green cloaks fell to the road, heaving up their first and second breakfasts. A Dwarf and his wife both smeared fragrant lime paste across their mustaches to try to mask the scent. A Human rider had to dismount and pull his recalcitrant horse closer to the town. Paug and Milph’s stolen horse wasn’t having any of it, and planted his feet firmly against rocks on the road and wouldn’t be budged another inch.

Paug threatened to turn the animal into steaks, but the horse made it clear that was a preferable fate to getting any closer to Wilmasnatch. At last, Paug stripped the bags off the saddle and slapped the horse’s haunch. The animal broke into a gallop off toward the clean farm meadows. “I suppose we can walk from here,” said Paug. “Gives us time to get used to the smell.”

“It ain’t so bad as that,” said Milph. “When we have mushrooms and rat cheese, Da’ has farts worse than this. You think he misses us?”

“I’m sure he misses you,” said Paug. “I’m a disappointment to him. Too smart for my own good.”

“I don’t think it’s so bad that you’re smart, Paug. You’re good at solvin’ problems when nobody else can. You found my true callin’ when you gave me that wand. I’d never have thought of that. Krakatoa! Karnak!”

“Will you stop already?”

“Sorry, Paug. I forgot.”

“Let me tell you something. You ever seen anyone light a fart back home?”

“Sure. Lots of guys would do that at regimen during lunch. It was fun. I remember one time when Spoje set his ass on fire. We were all laughin’ so hard while he was runnin’ around tryin’ to sit in everybody’s soup.”

“Well, the air around here’s so bad, if you set off that wand even by accident, you might burn up the whole town.”

A passing Elf said, “Sacre bleu, I wish someone would wipe zis ‘orrible place off ze map. C’est terrible.”

And then they were to the town. It was surrounded by a grimy stone wall eight feet high, with sporadic crenellations around the edges. Even if it hadn’t been falling down in several places that Paug could see from the road, the shoddy construction wouldn’t have kept out a contingent of Kobolds, never mind a full-scale Horde. People had taken blocks from where the wall had fallen to build their own huts and shacks outside the city proper. The gates hung open, one falling off its hinges. No guard manned the entrance, and traffic flowed in and out of the town unimpeded.

Nobody took the slightest notice of Paug and Milph as they pushed their way into the city, boots splattering through mud of questionable origins. The smoke from a thousand cooking and industrial fires gave the town a perpetual sense of grim darkness, even with the sun shining brightly overhead in a vain attempt to cleanse the world. Everywhere Paug looked, he saw people. More Humans than he’d known existed in the entire world seemed to be crowding the single main thoroughfare. The press of Humanity pushed in on him from all sides. People wearing outlandish styles of clothing from the drab to the pretentious crowded through the streets, carrying their wares, selling and buying, stealing and begging. Urchins and Halflings wandered among the sea of legs, seeking unattended purses and pouches. Humans haggled over foodstuffs, ingredients, and non-edible items. The sounds of industry clanked and rang beneath the constant drone of voices and animal cries. Blacksmiths worked their forges, sending black smoke pouring into the sky. Stonecutters spun their saws. Workers pounded nails into scaffolding outside a rickety-looking tower shaped like a magnificent cock.

“This is crazy,” shouted Paug over the din to Milph right beside him. “We’re never going to find anybody to help us in this mess.”

“I’m hungry,” said Milph. “Can we get somethin’ to eat? Those fried birds look delicious.”

Paug looked to where his brother was pointing at a rack of blackened carcasses so thick with flies that at first he thought they were seasoning, except that they were moving. “Not so much,” he said. “Let’s get off the main road and find an inn or tavern or something.” Something in his mind was the kind of place where he might meet an Elfess like Mademoiselle Fortune, but he wasn’t even sure where to look for someplace like that.

Taverns and inns were consistent everywhere in the world, and it didn’t take long for the Orcs to find their way into one called Boulder’s, run by a Dwarfess of the same name. They pushed their way through the heavy leather curtain outside the squat stone building and paused, letting their eyes adjust to the familiar darkness therein. Dwarves preferred their buildings to be mostly windowless, with firelight replacing sunlight and a cunning system of overhead tubes to provide ventilation and fresh air while removing the smoke from numerous lanterns and torches. The tables were thick-cut wood, scarred with numerous spills of blood and ale and notches from axes and swords laid to rest against them. Several unsavory types occupied the tables, drinking in the morning as was their wont. Most were Humans but one table of Dwarves had a rousing game of dice going on that seemed to involve a lot of quaffing of ale and punching of faces from what Paug could see.

“Welcome to Boulder’s, chaps,” called the Dwarfess behind the bar. She smoothed her mustaches and beard. “Sit anywhere. What’ll ye have?”

“Uh,” said Paug. “Ale?”

The Dwarfess snorted. “I believe I can accommodate ye for that. Shale, get yer worthless behind out here and serve the bloody customers.”

A young Dwarf staggered out of the back room, weighed down by a cask nearly as large as he was. His beard was barely down to his chest, suggesting he was still a child. “Sorry, Ma.” He set the cask up on the bar and pounded a tap into it while his mother looked on with her arms crossed.

“You gents don’t mind first crack at this one, eh?” said Boulder.
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