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      The texture is of fresh-cut grass. Not at all what I expected.

      The whole experience, if eyes were closed, might be confused for rolling down a steep hill.

      Beneath me, below this invisible grass, I can see the countless lights of the universe. The swirling, infinite expanse stands in stark contrast to the rest of my surroundings.

      With each rotation in my spinning descent around the perimeter of time and space I am forced to look out into the darkness.

      The darkness outside creation. The darkness that creeps into the spaces between things, between worlds. Hiding within that never-ending nothing is all that God has rejected.

      When He saw the Light and called it good, He rejected this space. Or perhaps He just hasn’t seen it yet. Maybe it has escaped His notice, and now hides here, at the end of infinity, outside any realms of light.

      It is sobering, to find yourself on this precipice between life and the absence of living. To have, on one side, the infinite, lonely beauty of stars and suns and life, and on the other to have an absolute nothing.

      Darkness that cannot even rightly be called darkness. Because to call it darkness, you have to first accept that at some point there was, or will be, light.

      I roll further down the hill that is life, until, after what feels a million lifetimes-and maybe it is-the bottom comes into view.

      Beneath the invisible structure that separates everything from nothing is the Great Plain.

      As far as my eyes can see is the dull brown-green of rough grass. Here and there small hills break the endless expanse.

      One half of the plain is lit by the dim light of countless, distant stars. The other seems to be an endless expanse of darkest night. In the lack of light, no grass grows, and the dirt glows with an inner light, somehow making it seem that much more barren.

      The more I consider this place, the more I think that maybe this dead or dying world that spreads beneath the infinite and the nonexistent is Hell.

      I think, when the stories are told of the fallen being cast down, this is where they went. I think it’s from this place that war is waged against any righteous that might exist out there.

      I don’t know, though. Honestly, in this moment, all I do know is that for a little while, I had been a god.

      But right now, as I end my descent around the needlepoint of the universe, where it stabs into pale, red dirt, I know that life is over.

      Sound rushes in. The gentle rustle of stale wind through dead grass. After so long in the complete silence of my fall, it is loud enough that I must cover my ears.

      The countless rotations of my descent make themselves known.

      I fall to my knees and empty anything my stomach has. It isn’t much, and the thirsty dirt drinks greedily.

      I push myself up, and spare a glance at the dual skies above.

      I roar with a voice known for its volume, “I’m coming back for you, you son of a bitch!”

      Neither of the skies bothers to answer. Just as well. I probably wouldn’t like any answer given.

      And now, you want to know everything. You want to know who I am, and how I came to this place.

      The answer can be given simply. I lived. I fought and killed. I loved a woman. I became a hero. Then a god. I was betrayed and sent here in place of another.

      But you want the full story. You want specifics.

      Fine. I’ll tell you.
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      From the outside the building looks like any of the other skyscrapers in the city.

      Maybe a little more modern, definitely more expensive. But still, the world headquarters of the Dongli Conglomerate mostly just looks like any other office building belonging to a billion-dollar company.

      Because that’s what it is. It houses the offices of some of the most powerful people on the planet.

      What it also has, that very few other building in New York have, are cells.

      Cells containing some of the most dangerous men and women in this world and others.

      About halfway up the generous floor count, the cells start.

      In one of these cells a man is kneeling. The spartan chamber holds him, a cot, a stainless steel toilet, and a camera that watches his every movement.

      This is where, for the purposes of this story, we start.

      His name is Arthur Shield. A long time ago, in a whole other world, he was a high-ranking servant to a very powerful deity.

      You might not believe it now, looking at him. A thick unkempt beard scrapes the worn concrete floor of his cell as he bows his body in prayer to his god.

      He has done this almost everyday since being put in this cell.

      He is a dangerous man, but without the blessings given him by his god, he is only as dangerous as any well-trained mortal can be.

      That is why he prays. He has faith that if his prayers are long and loud enough, his lord Saban will hear him, and grant him the power he needs to escape his prison and seek revenge on those responsible for his crisis.

      It turns out, that all you really need to get something you want is to pray for twenty years straight.

      The camera that watches the small, round chamber catches everything.

      The guards on duty watch the video feed, slightly confused at Shield’s sudden change in behavior.

      The man stands up, a grateful smile on his usually menacing face. They are more concerned, however, with the glowing eyes.

      “Thank you,” Arthur Shield says as he raises an open palm to the ceiling.

      For an instant the same ethereal light that comes from his eyes glows around his upraised hand.

      The camera dies and every alarm in the building begins to scream.

      On every floor that houses prisoners, there is a room full of guards. Mostly they just play pool and watch whichever sporting event they can find on the TV that hangs above their mini fridge, but they are all trained killers.

      Some of them used to reside in the very cells they now guard, but good behavior has its rewards.

      Now, as alarms blare and radios scream out the floor and cell number, they all rush to arm themselves.

      “It’s Shield,” a floor commander yells as he strap a vest and slings a rifle over his shoulder.

      “He’s a norm, right?” One of his men ask. There has been no precedent for them to expect anything from Shield.

      “Thought so. Either way, shoot to kill.”

      There is a chorus of agreement right before they all march out of the combined break room/armory and into the hallway.

      The lights of this floor have gone out. One florescent bulb flickers, trying to cling to life, before dropping the hall into darkness.

      The guards click on lights attached to their vests and make their way to the cell of Arthur Shield.

      There are no windows on the cells inside the Dongli Conglomerate building. There are prisoners in there that can kill with a look.

      These prisoners are not even given cameras. It’s just assumed they are alive. Or they’re not. No one really seems to care enough to even consider Schrodinger or his cat.

      The guard captain approaches the door, holding a hand up for silence. He places an ear to the thick steel door, in the vain hope that maybe he can hear something.

      There is a snicker from one of his fellows and he casts a baleful eye toward the sound.

      “Guns ready,” he says.

      There is the quiet clatter of rifles being shouldered.

      He sidles over to the console next to the door, his rifle held with one hand, aiming with the rest of them.

      There is the beep of a code being entered into a touch screen, then he scans a card that hangs on a lanyard from his neck.

      The door slides open, the sound of well-oiled gears moving in the walls.

      Their lights reveal nothing but the settling of dust from the destroyed ceiling. There is also a steady dripping sound.

      A curious guard aims his light toward the sound. Hanging from the hole in the ceiling is a hand, the body attached to the hand still hidden in darkness.

      Blood travels the length of the arm, dripping off one of the fingers.

      The captain, at this sight, grabs at the radio on his shoulder.

      This is when Arthur Shield attacks.

      He drops from the hole in the ceiling, his body engulfed in a blue fire. The occupant of the cell above held firmly in burning fists.

      None of the guards wait for orders. They open fire.

      The bullets tear through the dead man Arthur is using as his defense, but none seem to hit him.

      The corpse in his hands erupts in flame and he throws the burning figure into the nearest guard.

      They all leap back, recovering quickly and raising guns again to fire on Shield.

      He moves faster than any looking at him would expect. His speed and strength seem too much for a man of his age.

      The first guard he touches begins to scream in pain as the fire around Arthur’s hands spreads. Soon the guard lies on the floor, the dancing blue of fire his only movement.

      The other guards stand in shocked silence, though only for a moment. They are trained for these contingencies. For many of them, this is not the first time they have seen something like this.

      Again, rifles are shouldered and the hallway erupts with the sound of gunfire.

      The air around the prisoner shimmers with the same blue that fills his eyes and fuels the flames that cover him.

      The bullets bounce of the shield of light that surrounds him, and the walls crack and shatter at the countless impacts.

      Shield does not wait for the magazines to empty. He doesn’t need to.

      His eyes burn brighter as he jumps forward, the around him alive with the fire of his god’s power and the sparks of ricocheting led.

      His hand darts toward the nearest guard. He grabs the forearm and wrenches the rifle from the man’s grasp.

      He spins, leg flashing out, kicking the man in the chest.

      The guard flies across the hallway, crumpling into a useless pile after connecting with a wall.

      Shield faces the remaining guards and holds up his new weapon.

      The guard captain has time to consider that maybe they shouldn’t have trained this man to use a gun

      A small area in the air in front of Arthur opens, allowing him to fire his rifle through his shield.

      The rounds tear through the standing guards, painting the floor and walls with a handful of lives.

      In the end, only the captain is alive. He sits on the floor, his back against the broken, blood-stained wall, gasping for breath.

      “Stop,” he wheezes, aiming his empty weapon with a shaky hand.

      Arthur Shield turns to consider the man.

      “No. If I stay, I’ll be forced to kill more of you. It’s really for the best that I leave.” His voice is deep, commanding. It is the voice of a man that knows power.

      “They’ll stop you,” the guard says.

      “No, they won’t.” The prisoner steps back to the guard and places a blazing hand to his vest.

      The guard manages a pained whine as the flames engulf his body.

      Arthur does not stay to watch the man burn down to ash.

      He walks calmly down the length of the corridor to where he knows elevators wait.

      He flicks the security card he has stolen from a fallen guard over a security console.

      The doors slide open with a soft “ding,” and gentle, nondescript piano music filters into the silent hallway.

      Arthur reaches inside the elevator, without stepping inside, and touches the card to a second security console.

      After it acknowledges the card with another electronic tone he pushes the button for the top floor.

      He steps back into the hallway and waits patiently as the doors close and the elevator rises.

      The power to the elevator is cut before it gets more than three floors up, but that is more than enough for Shield.

      He works his fingers between the closed doors and pries them open.

      Before him is a fifty-foot drop through darkness. With another prayer on his lips he steps into air.

      The lobby of the building is filled with guards now. Any guests have either been asked to leave, or locked in one of the many panic rooms the company has prepared for just such an occasion.

      More security personnel are positioned outside the building to discourage anyone from wandering inside.

      Several of the company’s more specialized guards wait in the lobby as well, men and women trained to either use magics of some kind, or to disable the gifts of others.

      They stand, dispersed around the lobby, some with artifacts of their various arts held at the ready. Others hold hands open, or closed, or in fighting stances.

      They all hear the sound from above them: The crash of glass as the windows of the story above them burst and rain down into the plaza below.

      Their prey sails through the air, landing squarely on the upturned face of a suit-wearing guard.

      The Italian silk of the suit bursts into flames along with its owner.

      The flash is bright enough that all watching cover their eyes.

      Many of them recover quickly, but the brief moment of distraction is all the escapee needs. Arthur Shield is gone.

      For the rest of that day, and the following, they hunt him.

      They do not find him. He hides in alleys and in stolen cars, walks through crowds that will never recognize him because his captors cannot afford to let the world know he exists.

      He has no fear of them finding him. His god has returned to him. From a different world, with infinite chasms between them, Saban has found him and given him his power again.

      Arthur Shield accepts this power and the mission that comes with it.

      When he came to this world, he came seeking relics stolen from his temple. He will find them, and those that took them.

      He will find the monsters, and he will kill them. Every. Last. One.
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      Now, the thing about goblin food is that it’s greasy. I mean, shit-through-a-screen-door-at-thirty-paces greasy.

      It pays to have family in the food service business. Free food, no matter how quickly it goes through me, is not something I would ever turn down.

      And, for those in the know, goblin fry cooks are in very high demand. They mastered the American dining experience long before they ever set foot in the country.

      It’s an amazing heritage, let me tell you.

      Luckily, if nothing else, it’s a heritage that comes with a hole-in-the-wall diner.

      Jack’s Place is not named after me. The restaurant and I share a namesake. As do a couple dozen of my cousins, on both sides.

      Our namesake, Jackson Smith, is a pretty popular guy. Comes with the territory, I suppose. He’s a powerful wizard who also happens to be the savior of two large tribes. Every orc and goblin on the planet owes him their lives.

      So, as a result, Jackson—and every variation of that name—will be the first choice every time a goblin or orc is born.

      I know what you’re thinking. What kind of wizard is named Jackson? Well, my understanding is that he was born in the Midwest United States somewhere, so Radagast probably wasn’t a likely choice.

      My real name is actually Garack. Good strong orc name. I did mention I was an orc right? No, I’m sure you caught that.

      Garack was my father’s name. He was the one responsible for uniting the tribes.

      The one to blame for us having to move to Summervale, Virginia.

      I was born in the old country, so when we came to the States my name was changed. Less likely to draw attention to the fact that we were not human, I guess.

      Since the family settled, none of my cousins have even bothered with traditional names. All Jacks and Jills.

      It’s actually pretty amazing how quickly people can adapt to a new culture.

      Sorry, probably too much info up front for you. Let me start over.

      My name is Jack Bloodfist, and I’m an orc. Well, half-orc. Mom was a goblin. Love is blind, right?

      I inherited more of the orcish looks, though, so I just say I’m an orc.

      And despite what you might be picturing, I’m not some hideous, malformed mutant.

      I’d be lying if I said there were websites dedicated to my beauty, but I’m definitely not the ugliest in the family. Not by human standards, at least. And those are the only ones that really count in this world.

      Thanks to the small, slender frame of the goblin I’m not as much of a hulking brute as some of my full-blooded orc cousins. In fact, my size is pretty close to within the normal range for most humans.

      There are other things I have to deal with that might give me away. The tusks, for one.

      Like most of the other orcs in the area, I trim those. They grow back pretty fast, but a good grinding every two days or so keeps them from sticking up over the top lip.

      I also grow a decent beard, which I let grow as much as possible to hopefully hide my fairly noticeable underbite.

      My ears also point a little bit, but less than some of the elves I’ve met over the years. And not really enough that anyone’s ever actually commented.

      Hair? Well, unfortunately I inherited my mother’s hair. Goblin hair is almost as greasy as their food, so I keep that dome bald.

      Mostly I do everything I can to move around unnoticed.

      I had to for my job back then.

      As you might imagine, when you suddenly transplant a large horde of goblins and a decent-sized orc fist into suburban Virginia, problems arise.

      Someone needs to play the part of middle-man. Fix any issues that may pop up. Smooth over that good old-fashioned tribal violence with the local PD. All that fun stuff.

      That’s what I did. My father did it until his death five years ago, then I took over.

      At the time I felt pretty proud of it. Even had cards made. I thought I was an essential part of the community.

      I even took my responsibilities pretty seriously. I had an old ratty suit I threw on anytime I had official business to take care of.

      This usually led to an interrogation from my mother and her father, who ran Jack’s Place.

      The fact that I also wore the suit on any dates I happened to have, as rare as they were, meant they got excited.

      Most goblins don’t live to see their grandkids be born, so Ma wanted that, and Gramps wanted to be the first goblin to meet his great-grandkids.

      Honestly, I felt no regret in disappointing them.

      “Meeting lady friend tonight?” Gramps asked me in his broken English from behind the counter. He stood on a custom ledge that ran the length of it so he almost stood eye level with me as I sat there.

      I focused on the massive plate of greasy potatoes, meat, and eggs, mostly gone.

      I had only one errand for the day. Just one of those little things the family liked me to take care of so they didn’t have to.

      “Maybe later,” I answered truthfully. I never knew when the lady friend in question might be up for something, though I never had actually told Gramps there was only one. He assumed I was the town lady-killer. Which was ridiculous.

      “Work then?” he asked.

      It wasn’t hard to hear the curiosity in his voice. My work always had the possibility of being a gold mine for gossip. Goblins love gossip.

      “You remember Devin?” I asked.

      He gave me a blank stare in response.

      “Snaga?” I said, taking a minute to recall his name before the move.

      “Ah, Shakill’s oldest?”

      “Karen, yeah.” My father’s sister had also changed her name. Gramps was really the only one in the families that had any problem remembering that we had to fit in.

      None of us really tried to correct him. It’s not that orcs or goblins have a traditional respect-your-elders philosophy. It’s all about strength. As a result, most didn’t live very long.

      Gramps was almost eighty. That was practically unheard of for anyone that had grown up in the homeland. My generation might expect that to be almost normal, but not those that came before us. We didn’t have to deal with any of the shit this old man had lived through.

      So everyone in the community respected the old bastard. They also like his cooking. That helps.

      “Yes, yes, Karen.” He waved an annoyed hand at my correction. “What about the boy?”

      I shoveled a pile of greasy potatoes into my mouth and spoke around the food. “Moving back into town, bringing his fiancée with.”

      Devin had been a few years older than me, so I had never known him very well.

      Being a little more orc than me, he’d also taken up with the local street toughs, though Summervale didn’t really have anything worthy of his time, so when he was older he moved to New York.

      If I’m being honest, I think he just moved out there to become an actor. I mean, seriously, why else does anyone move to New York? Stand-up?

      “So you, what? Set up house for them?” Gramps asked.

      I nodded as I pulled some egg out of my beard. “Got a trailer ready for them, just need to hand them the keys.”

      This was something I did a lot. Whenever someone decided to move back home they had a place to stay until they got their feet underneath them.

      My landlady always kept two or three of her units vacant for me. She’s a nice lady, for a gnome.

      “This fiancée,” Gramps asked, “she pretty?”

      “No idea. Never met her.”

      “If she pretty, you should steal her. He doesn’t need a wife. You do.”

      “I’ll take that into consideration.”

      “Good. How’s the food today?” he asked.

      “Good as always, sir.” I shoveled more grease into my mouth.

      “Damn right it’s good. Fresh-laid eggs, boy. Much better than store-bought shit.”

      I nodded my somber agreement as I finished the last of the plate.

      “So, I make lunch for the orc and your future wife?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll send them by.”

      “When they arrive?”

      “I’m meeting them at my place in…” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked the time. “Shit, ten minutes. I’d better go.”

      I wiped egg yolk and grease out of my beard and tossed the napkin on my plate.

      “Tell Ma I said hi,” I shouted over my shoulder.

      The old goblin waved a dismissive hand as he started to clean up my breakfast.

      Once outside, the humid summer air hit me and I regretted my commitment to the suit.

      Jack’s Place is on the outskirts of Summervale, right off the freeway.

      On one side is the main road that runs into town, lined with gas stations and run-down apartment buildings. Another is the rarely busy aforementioned freeway, and every other side is flanked by thick groves of Virginia pine. At least I think that’s what they are. Could be maple. You know what, let’s just say trees.

      I crossed the parking lot, the sun-baked asphalt hot under the thin soles of my worn shoes, and unlocked my old Cadillac.

      It wasn’t the greatest car in the world, probably very far from it, but I loved it.

      My phone vibrated as I climbed behind the wheel.

      “Jack,” I said as I answered without looking at the caller info.

      “Bloodfist,” a terse voice said, “got a body at the morgue. Need you to ID the bastard.”

      “Well, good morning to you too, Denny,” I said to the woman on the other end.

      “What did I say about that?” Her voice carried its normal aggression.

      “Sorry. Good morning, Detective Halldorson.” I tried my best to oversell the formality,

      “When can you come in?” she asked, tone just as angry despite my etiquette. “Fresh orc corpse in the morgue.”

      “Ah, shit. Who is it? One of the Jacks?” I was more annoyed than anything.

      I’m basically related to every orc on the planet. Not directly. There are three different clans in our fist, but they’re all basically family.

      All that really means is that anytime one of us bites it, it’s a death in the family. Which would suck if we were more sentimental.

      Still, it’s kind of sad if you think about it too much. In just a few generations there won’t be any real orcs left. That alone makes each death hurt a little more. Well, it should, anyway.

      It also makes our natural tendencies to look for trouble seem a whole lot dumber than they might have in the homeland.

      “If I knew who he was I wouldn’t ask you to ID him. I’d ask you to find their next of kin. You do remember how this works, right?”

      “So, no ID then?”

      She let out a long sigh, “No. No ID. Farmer found the body in his field this morning. When can you come in?”

      I checked the time on my car’s clock. “I have an appointment in a few minutes. Shouldn’t take more than half an hour. That okay?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine. I’ll keep him cold for you.” She hung up before I could say anything else.

      Denelle Halldorson is not the friendliest individual. I do still consider her a friend, even if she doesn’t always share the opinion.

      She’s always been really good about keeping us informed about any situations that should probably be kept away from the general population. She’s even willing to help if you need to cover something up. Really good at it too.

      She’s had plenty of practice. Living in the same city for two hundred years without anyone noticing takes some skill. I was just happy she was willing to use those skills to help me do my job.

      I returned my phone to my pocket as I pulled into the trailer park.

      I know. You were expecting me to have some smoky office downtown. I wish. I can barely afford the rent for my trailer. The families would never spring for an office.

      An old sedan was parked in front of my trailer. I pulled into my tiny driveway and studied the woman standing on my front porch.

      Tall, slender, and blond. Just missing the red dress.

      I couldn’t see her face, because her hands were cupped over it as she tried to see through the dirty window on my door.
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      “Can I help you?” I asked, slamming my car door.

      She spun at the sudden sound, leaf-green eyes open wide in surprise.

      “Are you Jack?” she asked. Her accent was European. Nordic, if I knew anything. Which, honestly, I don’t.

      “I am. You must be Devin’s fiancée. Keelee, right?” I walked up the steps and extended my hand.

      She accepted it and nodded shyly as her free hand pushed her bright hair behind her ear. Her pointed ear.

      “You’re an elf,” I blurted out without thinking.

      Her hand was still trapped in my grip, and my sudden grin must have scared her. It took two pulls before I realized she was trying to free her hand.

      She spoke when I finally released her. “Half. My father’s elven. Or was. I really don’t know.”

      “Ah, sorry. Not really any of my business.” I continued to be a creep and stared at her ear.

      She moved her hair back over the ear and blushed slightly. Somehow the embarrassment made her more attractive.

      I realized how much of an ass I probably looked and gave myself a quick lecture. I’d seen elves before. Detective Halldorson is an elf. Well, drow, but still. Elf.

      The thing was, there are even fewer elves in the world than there are orcs. So you really don’t see them often.

      And I’ve always had a thing for elf chicks. Don’t judge me.

      “So, uh, where’s Devin?” I asked after the awkward silence had grown to an unbearable volume.

      “He had some business to take care of outside of town. He said I should come in ahead and get settled. He should be in tonight sometime.”

      “Alright. Well, let me just grab the keys and I’ll show you the place.”

      She moved out of my way, quickly shuffling sideways, arms folded across her slender chest.

      I pulled out my keys and unlocked the trailer.

      The closest thing to the smoky office I could hope for at the time was the living room of that trailer.

      It was definitely dingy enough. A messy desk sat directly across the narrow living room from the door.

      I’d placed the keys for Devin and Keelee’s trailer where I knew I’d remember to look. They sat on top of a pile of books I’d ordered online the week before, the latest rule books for a popular tabletop RPG. I don’t play. Seriously, I don’t. But I like to study the different mythologies that surround my heritage.

      I’m occasionally pleased to find that they get stuff right. Sometimes.

      Keelee stood in the doorway and anxiously studied the room.

      It wasn’t messy. It was never really messy. More of an organized clutter

      I grabbed the keys and turned back to her.

      She had stepped inside the trailer and was studying a shelf I had hanging next to the door.

      “What are these?” she asked, indicating the rows of figurines that lined the shelf.

      “Just some stuff I’ve collected over the years.” I walked up to the shelf and readjusted a small brass camel so it was facing the same direction as the jade elephant next to it.

      Those two were accompanied by a whole menagerie of animals. There were almost as many materials as there were animals.

      The other half of the shelf was my orc army—figurines from different games and hobby shops.

      I swear, I don’t play with them. Anymore…

      “This one looks different.” Her finger gently probed my prize piece.

      It was a small eagle, carved from a strange blue and white layered stone. Its wingspan was almost as wide as my palm.

      It was the only one of its kind in the world, in any world, as far I knew.

      “That belonged to my Pops,” I said.

      He had given it to me the day he died. It was a trophy from his last raid before Jackson had brought us to Summervale.

      “I see.” She seemed to sense my tone and offered me a consoling smile, though her eyes lingered on the shelf.

      “Well,” I jangled the keys, “let me show you your new place.”

      I led her outside and began to explain some of the rules of the park.

      “Most of the residents are non-human,” I said, “so you don’t have to be too careful about hiding things, but common sense is always appreciated. I don’t know if Devin told you, but Summervale actually has one of the highest non-human populations in the eastern United States.”

      She nodded her head and feigned interest as I played tour guide.

      “The city was founded by gnomes, you know.”

      “Gnomes?” That apparently surprised her.

      “Oh yeah. The history books will tell you it was the Irish. I guess they may have been Irish, but the point is, gnomes. They’ve got their fingers in just about every pie in town. Your new landlady is a gnome. Moira’s a nice lady. I’ll introduce you later.”

      I realized I was off topic and returned to the rules, “So there’s a rule about loud noises after ten. And, let’s see… no rituals, rites of passage, or sacrifices in the park. Since some of those can get pretty messy, we’re all asked to keep those to whichever church, synagogue, or grove is meant for each activity.”

      She gave me a look that I had seen almost every time I brought up that rule, the half-disgusted, all-curious kind of look.

      “The rule wouldn’t exist if someone hadn’t made it necessary,” I said with a shrug. “I honestly don’t know what happened, but Moira reminds me to emphasize that one every time. Other than that, it’s mostly a do-whatever-you-want kind of place.”

      “Are there other elves in town?” she asked.

      “I know of one. Denny. She’s a drow.”

      Keelee’s face twisted for just an instant before returning to normal.

      “Elves are about the only race not really represented much. Though I guess that to be expected, huh?”

      She nodded, her face sad.

      “Everyone else is here though. About a dozen little communities like the park throughout town. Some a little more, ah, specialized? Than others. I’m sure you’ll see Orc Town when Devin takes you to meet his family.”

      “Orc Town?” She asked.

      I laughed. “It’s not really orc town. More humans than orcs. But enough of us live there that I just call it that. Goblin Burrows? Now that’s a real thing. Two whole apartment buildings on the edge of town. Every apartment stuffed with goblins. You’d really think people would notice a building full of little green men, but no one seems to have caught on yet.”

      “Humans are very good at not seeing what they don’t want to,” Keelee said, voice bitter.

      “True,” I agreed. “I don’t mind. Keeps me employed. If they were more keen on seeing, I probably wouldn’t be very successful, and would probably have to find a real job. Here we are.” I stopped in front of the trailer I had reserved for her and Devin.

      I unlocked the front door and pushed it open, then I stepped aside and handed Keelee the keys.

      She walked past me and inspected the bare living room.

      An old couch sat against one wall and an old, boxy television set sat on the floor in front of it. A stamp on the side of the ancient picture box proudly declared it the property of the Sunside Motel.

      “This is…” She paused to consider her next word, and finally settled on, “nice.”

      She did not sound like she believed that one bit.

      “No it’s not,” I said, “but it’s free. First month’s rent is paid and you have at least that long to find somewhere less…” I indicated the room with a wave of my hand, letting that be my adjective.

      “Shitty?” she asked, looking at me over her shoulder.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, pretty much. Sorry. Look I’ve gotta to run. I have another appointment this morning.”

      I fished around in my suit’s breast pocket and pulled out a faded business card.

      It was thin card stock, with my name in blocky letters on the top—“Jack Bloodfist”—and in slightly smaller letters below that, these in a charming blood red, the word “Fixer.”

      I’d ordered a couple hundred of the things years before, when I’d taken over for my father.

      I rarely, if ever, had a reason to give them to people. Anyone that ever actually needed my help usually had me saved in their phones already. It wasn’t really a business that demanded clients. I kinda just did crap for the same people.

      So it always made me feel pretty great whenever I got to give one away.

      “My number’s on the back. Call me if you need anything.”

      I paused for a second, remembering something else. I dug around in another suit pocket and pulled out another slip of paper. It was a coupon for Jack’s Place. In big letters on the front it read, “Free fries with any purchase.”

      I handed her the crumbled coupon. “I can show you the way later, if you like. Devin probably knows the way. My grandfather owns the place. Tell him I sent you.”

      “Thank you.” She accepted the card and coupon, her voice not quite matching the gratitude of her words.

      “And you know where I live if you can’t reach me on the phone. My job is to make sure you and Devin are taken care of until you’re settled.

      She offered me an impatient smile as I backed out of the door. I turned my back on her and walked down the steps. It was not my most awkward visit with a woman. At least it was over.

      I locked my own trailer and climbed inside my car.

      It started with a cough and spewed out a column of black. I guided it out of the park and toward town.

      It was time to see which of my cousins had gotten themselves killed.
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      It was Devin. I mean, of course it was. Why wouldn’t it be?

      “Know him?” Detective Halldorson asked.

      I rolled my eyes at her. Of course I knew him. She knew I knew him. Hell, I know every orc on the planet. Maybe not by name, but I could probably figure it out in a few guesses.

      “I actually need you to confirm that you know him, Bloodfist.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, I know him. His name’s Devin Goretusk.”

      Denelle’s dark face grew darker. “Karen’s eldest?”

      Denny and my aunt Karen were close. As close as either of them were capable of being with someone. They were both what some might call “bitches.”

      I like to think of it more as aloof and independent, but I may just be a bad judge of character.

      “Do you know what happened?” I asked.

      She shook her head; a strand of black hair fell over her face and she swept it away. Turns out drow do not have silver hair. You have no idea how upset I was to learn that.

      “Nothing specific. Medical examiner has some preliminary stuff, but nothing solid. There was fire, we know that much.”

      I looked at Devin and grimaced. One look would have been enough to tell me that, but I just had to look again.

      The right side of the orc’s face was almost completely burned away. One shortened tusk stuck out at an odd angle through the charred skin.

      A fear I couldn’t explain chewed at the back of my mind. This wasn’t the first time I’d been called in to identify a dead orc. Usually it’s orc-on-orc violence. We’re about the only ones dumb enough to mess with each other. We also have been known to have anger issues.

      I’d never seen something like this though. It almost looked like someone had held Devin’s face on a hotplate until it melted through the skin.

      “So, is that what killed him?” I asked, indicating my own face with a waving finger.

      “No.” She flipped the sheet that covered his chest back.

      Well, it covered most of his chest. There was a fist-sized hole where his heart would have been. The sides of the gaping hole showed more evidence of burning.

      I made an embarrassing sound in my throat and Denny gave me a blank expression, one I’d learned meant she was laughing at me. On the inside.

      “We’re pretty sure he was dumped in the field. No blood, and no evidence of the heat source.”

      “What were you doing, you idiot?” I whispered to the body.

      “You know if he’s pissed anyone off lately?”

      I shrugged. “He’s been out of town for the past six or seven years. He was supposed to be moving back today. I just showed his fiancée their place.”

      “Fiancée?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Where has he been living before today?”

      “New York.”

      She pulled a notepad out of her SVPD blazer and scribbled my answers down.

      “What do you think of the fiancée?”

      “Seems nice enough.”

      “Think she might have a reason to do this?”

      I considered carefully as I studied the dead orc. “No,” I said finally. “I remember him being an asshole, but never really the kind that might convince a woman to kill him. Besides, why would she kill him here? Wouldn’t it be just as easy to take care of him before leaving New York?”

      She looked at me like I was an idiot. She does that a lot. “You really think leaving a body in New York is easier than on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Okay, but why bother coming into town then? Telling everyone he’s on his way?”

      “They’re called alibis, Bloodfist.”

      “Alright. I just don’t think she did it.” I looked at the gaping hole in Devin’s chest again. I had a hard time seeing the slender elf do something like that.

      I was pretty ignorant back then. Really had no idea what an elf was actually capable of, but no one has ever told me I’m a genius. Not without some sarcasm in there, at least.

      She shrugged. “You’re probably right. Still, she’s our best lead at the moment. Will anyone take issue with us bringing her in for questioning?”

      My father had convinced Denny years before that allowing the fist to govern itself was the best course of action. She always respected that.

      In the twenty years since we’d settled in the city we’d slowly allowed her and the rest of the local police to play a more active role. But they still asked, which I always appreciated.

      “No, go for it. God, that’s gotta be a fun conversation, huh?”

      She shrugged again. She’d seen enough dead bodies and grieving loved ones that I’d honestly be surprised if anything fazed her anymore.

      “Can I get the address?” she asked.

      “Sure. Or just follow me?”

      Her lip curled in distaste. “I’d rather not get anywhere near that piece of shit you call a car. I’m always afraid something’s going to fall off and hit me.”

      “Fine.” I feigned offense as I gave her the trailer’s lot number. “Should I let her know you’re coming?”

      “Nah. She might run.” She turned her attention back to the dead orc.

      “Do you know what he was doing in New York?” she asked.

      “Acting?”

      She gave me an emotionless glare.

      “I don’t know. We weren’t that close before he left home.”

      “I thought you were really close with Karen’s boys.”

      “Just the one.” Devin’s brother Luke, born Lukil, was the same age as me. The two of us had grown up together. Practically our entire childhoods took place sitting next to each other in front of one cheap TV or another.

      Devin, on the other hand, hadn’t been around much for those early years. Even before his move to New York he’d been largely absent from his family’s home.

      I told the detective as much.

      She nodded her head, accepting the answer. “Alright, you can go, Bloodfist. Keep your phone handy though. There’ll be legal stuff to take care of.”

      “Should I—?” I started.

      “No, I’ll tell Karen. Go home. Change out of that suit. You look like an encyclopedia salesman.”

      “Gee, thanks. Unfortunately I probably need to keep the monkey suit on. Gotta look professional for all that shit about to hit the fan today.”

      “If you say so. Can you do me a favor, if you have to wear it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Just ask around for me. See if you can dig anything up on Devin here. I’m sure your cousins will be more likely to open up to you than me. I know how you orcs feel about your vigilante justice. But I’d really like to do this one the right way. For Karen.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” I didn’t say that Karen would probably prefer the vigilante justice, but I had a feeling Denny wanted me to keep her in the loop so she could dish it out herself.

      I said goodbye and was rewarded with an absent head nod as the detective pulled out her phone, I assumed to call Karen.

      I was halfway to my car, considering everything I had to do now, when my phone rang again. Busy day.

      “Hey, Ma,” I said.

      “Jack boy, you need to get here. Quickly.” She’d called me from her home phone—she doesn’t own a cell, so the two options are her apartment or Jack’s Place, so I knew “here” was Goblin Burrows.

      “What’s happening?” I asked. I was not in the mood to deal with goblin drama.

      “Mr. Peck is threatening to evict us.” She said the gnome’s name like a curse.

      Mr. Peck was the brother of my own landlady, Moira. The Peck family was an institution in Summervale. They did settle the town. And still owned most of it. Almost everyone I knew rented from, or relied on, someone in the Peck family.

      The young Mr. Peck was not a fan of my mother’s family.

      I can’t even blame him. Several hundred goblins crammed inside two apartment buildings? Even considering how small they are, it’s not sanitary, or safe.

      But they were my family. I’d have to help out.

      “I’ll be right there,” I said with a sigh.

      Maybe I could ask a few goblins about Devin while I was there. Goblins are almost as mean as orcs, and a helluva lot more vindictive. Always possible one of them did it.

      It took a few coaxing tries before my car sputtered to life. I pulled onto the road and made my way to the city block that was home to every goblin in the world.
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