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CHAPTER ONE
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GIDEON MAXIMILIAN SCARBOROUGH, Duke of Fefferley, twelfth in line for the throne of Varwick, leaned back in his chair and declared, “Well, the good news is... you're ugly.”

“Howizzat good news?” mumbled the orc sitting across from him.

Gideon pointed at the wooden sign that dangled directly above his head. Ugly Monster Matchmaker LLC. He was one of two wizards who owned and operated the company. It was his pride and joy, his satisfaction and sport, and it gave his life purpose. There was nothing he enjoyed more than turning dreck into beauty. “It's good news because you can officially become one of my clients, Groop! That's why you've come to me, isn't it?”

“I s'pose,” Groop slurred, his shoulders deflating.

If his current customer was offended, Gideon couldn't understand why. Groop's visage was obviously gruesome. There was no such thing as a handsome orc. Gideon met a few half-orcs that looked decent, assuming one could overlook their green skin and predisposition to facial warts. As a full-blooded orc, Groop had it worse. His body was a gelatinous blob, he had a pig's nose, and his downturned fangs did him no favors. 

“Don't stress, Groop. It's not bad to be ugly,” Gideon claimed. “But... alas, we live in a society where one's physical shell often determines their social standing. Frankly, it's just as much of a burden to be comely and rich. As a rich, titled, handsome young gentleman, I'll never know who my true friends are.”

Groop's forked tongue slid from his mouth when he gaped at the man sitting across from him. “That's kind of arrogant, innit?”

Gideon's long, brown eyelashes fluttered at the orc's remark. “Pardon? How is that arrogant, Groop?”

“Well, ya just admitted you're handsome and rich. Ain't that a little arrogant?”

“First of all...” Gideon leaned forward and faked a grin, “arrogant is a big word for an orc! I'm impressed. Secondly, there's a massive difference between acknowledging the truth and boasting. If I was boasting about my good looks, then it would be arrogant. However, mentioning my good looks is merely stating a fact.”

Gideon was handsome. Everyone always told him so. He had windblown brown hair, slightly curly, and blue-green eyes that put oceans to shame. He was dressed like a dandy, in a bright white jacket with blinding silver buttons. His magenta scarf, puffy and patterned, was wrapped around his neck two times. He would have described himself as “dashing,” but handsome worked too. 

Before he was tempted to compliment himself again, Gideon said, “Enough about me, Groop! Can you explain why you've come to me?”

“Innit obvious?” Groop slurred, because his fangs made it difficult to speak. Human language wasn't fit for an orc's toothy mouth. “I'm 'ere 'cause I need somebody special. I'm lonely. And I don't want to be a virgin no more.”

“A virgin?” Gideon's throat squeaked at the thought. It was difficult to guess an orc's age, but Groop was past pubescence. “That's... depressing. How might I help you?”

Groop replied, “I heard you can turn people from ugly to pretty, and that you got potions to make people love you.” 

“All of that is true, of course. However, I'll need to know more about your goal before I can start citing prices.” Seeing a glimpse of a distant blonde pigtail, Gideon snapped his fingers and cried, “Becky! Becky, dear, don't think I didn't see you! Becky... could you fetch us some tea?”

Becky grumbled a few curses as she shuffled to their table. “Can't you get it yourself, sir?” she asked.

“The last time I checked, you still worked for me,” Gideon said. “Or... has our arrangement suddenly changed?”

Becky was one of his customers, though she was barely unattractive enough to qualify for his services. In fact, in proper lighting, Gideon almost thought she was pretty. Nevertheless, she was unhappy about her nose. Though bulbous, it was a common enough nose for a dwarf. She had a slight overhanging forehead and buck teeth, but she was far from hideous. 

Becky never told him why she needed his services, nor did she possess the coin to pay for them. She had agreed to work for Gideon for three months, and at the end of the allotted time, he would grant whatever wish she made. 

Her lips made a sputter as she replied, “Alright. I'll get your damn tea.”

“Ohhh, Becky.” Gideon's forehead landed in the palm of his hand. “Do we need to have another talk about your attitude?”

“No. My attitude is exactly what you need!” As she sashayed away, she muttered to herself, “Someone needs to put that duke in his place...”

Gideon raked a hand through his fluffy brown hair. Had the orc not called him arrogant, he might have checked his reflection in a mirror while they awaited Becky's return. He needed to know his hair wasn't too disheveled by the wind.

Groop broke a lengthy pause to ask, “Can we talk about prices?”

“Yes, of course.” Despite his affirmative answer, Gideon didn't continue until Becky returned with their tea. Tipping the hot pot over his cup, he said, “I charge three gold an hour. I also have a discount rate of sixty gold per day. If it's a love potion you want, I can mix one up for two hundred gold.”

The orc squawked, “Two hundred gold?” 

“I know it sounds like a lot, but bear in mind, the ingredients are rare, and they are not easy to obtain. Furthermore, no one but the Ugly Monster Matchmaker Company has been able to mix an effective love potion. If you want the best, you have to pay for the best. I can get you results beyond your wildest dreams.”

Groop lamented, “I ain't got that kind of money.”

“I know. Few people do. It's probably cruel to charge such a high price. It isn't as if I need more money.” 

Becky, having excused herself a moment ago, returned with a plate of powdery cakes. Gideon was raising an eyebrow, so she explained, “Spice cakes. My mum's recipe. I made them earlier today.”

Gideon's fingers fluttered as he studied Becky's cakes. He didn't want to risk a sticky hand. “They look messy. Do you have a napkin?” 

“No. Why do you need one? Are you afraid of getting a little powdered sugar on your lips, Your Grace?” she teased him. “Use your sleeve.”

Gideon scoffed at the thought. “What? I would never do that! A sleeve is no substitute. Who taught you such manners, Becky?”

“I learned about manners from the same lady who taught me how to make those cakes. My mum.” Turning her back to their table, she added, “And if you don't want to eat them, it's your loss...”

As Becky sauntered away, Gideon lowered his voice and whispered to Groop, “Is it really so outlandish to ask for a napkin? After all, she is supposed to work for me!” 

Groop shrugged his meaty shoulders and sampled one of the cakes. Satisfied by the taste, he shoved the entire crumbly confection into his mouth. 

“Anyway...” Gideon continued their negotiations as he sipped his tea. “I know our prices seem high, but I promise you, it will be worth it. Also, transformation magic isn't easy to perform, and sustaining such a spell is even harder. It will take a great toll on my energy level. That's why I charge so much.”

“But you said you were rich,” Groop pointed out. “If you don't need the money, why you gotta price so high?”

“Because, Groop, I'm not running a charity service!” Gideon exclaimed. “If I started performing favors for everyone, I would be bankrupt and too tired to stand! No... my prices are fair. I won't change them.”

“You said three gold can get me one hour?” Groop frowned at his teacup. Teatime was for humans, not orcs. He preferred bog water. 

“Indeed. Three gold will buy you one hour as a very handsome man,” Gideon said. “I'll even let you choose some of his features, if you'd like.”

“I guess I can afford three gold,” Groop surrendered. “It might not sound like a lot to you, but it's a heckuva lot to me.”

“Are you sure a mere hour is enough time to accomplish your goal?” Gideon asked. “If you want to get a woman to bed you, you may need more time than that.”

“I'll try real hard.” Groop dipped a hand into the pocket of his sack-like brown breeches. Pulling out the few coins he had, he said, “Besides... I'll be handsome. How hard could it be?” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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HAVING FAILED TO TIE a cravat for a third and final time, Becky ripped the strip of cloth from Gideon's neck and flung it across the room.

“Bloody hell!” she cried. “I can't get it right! Why don't you hire a proper valet like a normal duke?”

Gideon popped up from his stool and collected the silk necktie from the floor. “Because, Becky, I so enjoy your company. How could I ever find a valet who makes me smile as you do?”

Becky's straight lips said she wasn't amused. “Is that supposed to be sarcasm, m'lord?”

“Absolutely.” Gideon spun toward the nearest looking glass—there were three in his room—and tied his own cravat. “You're such a sourpuss, Becky. You're more likely to put me in a bad mood than a good mood.”

Becky snorted at his remark. There were a few good comebacks brewing in her head, but she kept them all to herself. 

“So, how do I look?” Gideon asked. “Do you think I'm handsome?”

Becky's face was twisted by a sneer as she studied his reflection. “Nah.”

“Really?” Gideon squeaked. “You're not even a teensy, weensy bit attracted to me?”

“Nah.”

“If I sprinkled a bit of truth potion on your head, would that change your answer?”

“Nah,” she answered again—but she hated to lie, even if the truth would provide unnecessary sustenance for the duke's overfed ego. Sighing, she capsized, “Actually, Your Grace, I guess you're not so bad.”

“Meager as your compliment may be, I'll take it!” Gideon exclaimed. “Now... where did I put my pocket watch? Aha!” He snatched the polished timepiece from his dresser and stowed it in the pocket of his waistcoat. 

Becky grimaced at the golden pocket watch. If it was her possession, her entire family could feast on fine foods for a year—and it was only one of Gideon's many baubles. He wouldn't even miss it. The duke was such a wealthy man, she was suffocated by daily envy. Becky salivated at the thought of robbing him, but she needed his services. For at least three months, she had to stay on his good side.

Gideon said, “Unless I'm mistaken, we should be coasting into Babbage soon. Do you think it'll be alright if I leave the airship on autopilot?”

“Aye,” Becky said. “It's probably a better pilot than you. Also, Babbage is a stupid name for a town.”

“You're very cranky today, Becky,” Gideon made the observation in a singsong voice. “Is there anything I can do to brighten your mood?”

“Aye. Ale. Lots of it,” Becky replied. “Fortunately, our destination is a pub, so I'm in luck.”

It was a big day for Groop, the orc who had recently purchased one of Gideon's spells. He had only paid for one hour, so once the spell was cast, they had to make haste.

“I think you should give 'im an extra hour,” Becky suggested as they climbed to the airship's deck. “Consider it... a buy one get one free sort of deal?” 

“And why would I do that? The man paid for one hour, so he should get one hour. It wouldn't be fair to the rest of my clients if I started handing out freebies, would it?”

“Do you really think he can woo a lady and shag her in the span of an hour?” Becky asked. “That'd be a miracle.”

“Not if you go to the right pub. There are plenty of lightskirts in Babbage... you just need to know where to look.”

Becky groaned at Gideon's remark. Groans were constantly pouring out of her when she was subjected to the dandified duke's company.

They reunited with Groop on the deck's port side, where Gideon exclaimed, “Ah, there's the man of the hour... a literal hour. Are you nervous, Groop?”

“Not nervous. Excited,” the orc corrected him. “You promise I'll be handsome, right?”

Clapping a hand on Groop's green, meaty arm, Gideon said, “You'll be the handsomest in all the world.”

“Does that mean I'll be even handsomer than you?”

“Well, I wouldn't go that far.” Gideon heard another groan from Becky, so he quickly added, “I'm kidding, I'm kidding! Goodness, I'm not that vain. Groop... you will be a handsomer man than me, I swear. How should I make you look? Do you have any preferences?”

“Not really.” Groop hitched a warty shoulder. “I just wanna look handsome, that's all.”

Gideon leaned over Becky's ear and whispered, “It's a shame I can't make him smarter as well. He's a bit of a slowtop, wouldn't you say?” 

Becky's reply won her a chortle from Gideon. “Not any more than you, sir.”

“Ah, Becky. You're such a delight, I swear,” Gideon said. “Anyway... I can see the town now. Should I cast the spell now, or when we get to the pub?”

“Do it,” Groop said. “Now.” 

“So eager! Are you sure, Groop?” Gideon asked. “You may need those few extra minutes to—”

The orc repeated, “Do it. I don't wanna wait.”

“Very well.” Gideon's wand, sheathed at his hip like a sword, was in his hand in a flash. In truth, he needed no wand, but he liked to make a show of his magic. Grayish light poured from the oaken rod as he tapped its tip against Groop's piggish snout. The light grew brighter until Groop's entire body was encased in it.

“Feels funny,” the orc mumbled as light encompassed him. “Kinda tingly too.”

“Good. That means it's working,” Gideon said. “Just give it a moment, and—”

The transformation was complete before Gideon finished speaking. In the orc's place, there was a staggeringly handsome man. He was tall and muscular, with light brown skin, high cheekbones, and flowing ebony locks.

Becky spoke first. “You were right, sir. He is handsomer than you.”

“Thank you for that, Becky. I can always count on you for a dose of brutal honesty. I must say, though, I really outdid myself this time! I wouldn't be surprised if ladies started chucking their smallclothes at him as soon as we're off the airship!” 

Gideon presented a hand mirror to his client, who gasped at the sight of himself.

“Wow,” Groop mumbled—unfortunately, his sluggish inflection hadn't changed. “I look good.”

“Indeed you do, Groop, indeed you do,” Gideon agreed. “Now, as a bonus, I'm going to present you with a small booklet of pick-up lines, concocted and tested by yours truly.” 

Groop opened the booklet and chose a random line. Words were challenging for him, so he read slowly, “I must be turning into a monster, because I'm head ogre heels for you.”

“Yeah, don't use that one,” Gideon advised him. “It's not one of my favorites. Besides, we wouldn't want your chosen lady to get suspicious, would we?” 

Groop grumbled and read another pick-up line. “I should give you a tour of my airship. I think you're my rudder half.”

“That one's clever, if I do say so myself,” Gideon said. He nearly lost his footing when the airship made a hard landing in Babbage's port. He put a hand on Becky's head to steady himself. Short as she was, she was roughly the height of his favorite walking stick. “Well, it looks like we've arrived. Let's go, everyone! It should be a riot. I'm rooting for you, Groop, I really am.”

Becky enjoyed the temporary silence as they marched down the gangplank. Unfortunately, it was short-lived, because Gideon chimed in again, “By the way, Groop is a terrible name. You need a better name... a more human-sounding name. Do you have any ideas?”

“Pargle?” Groop suggested.

“Are you even trying, Groop? That doesn't sound like a human name in the least!” Gideon complained. “Might I suggest... Brian? Everyone knows a Brian or two, and they're usually likable fellows. We should change the spelling of it, though. B-R-I-A-N is too common. Tossing in a y or an o will make it stand out.”

Becky tugged on the sleeve of Groop's shirt, which was at least two sizes too large after his transformation. She wanted to whisper a few words in his ear, but he had to lean down before she could share them.

“You don't have to listen to him,” Becky said. “His Lordship means well, but he's not always right. You can call yourself whatever you want.”

Groop responded with a slurry, “Awright.”

“Also, you do not have to use his pickup lines,” Becky continued. “In fact, it's probably better if you don't. It would be better if you spoke from the heart.”

Clasping a hand to his chest, Groop asked, “Do human hearts talk?”

“N-No, that's not what I meant.” Becky meant to sigh, but the noise that came out of her was closer to a growl. “Just... be yourself, Groop. That's what I mean. You won't get anywhere if you try to be someone you're not.”

“I'm already tryin' to be someone I'm not!” Groop pinched his cheek and pointed out the obvious. “This ain't my face.”

Conversation ceased until they reached the nearest pub, where Gideon yanked open the door and declared, “Get ready to have the best day of your life, Groop! Or... the best hour, I suppose.”

Becky ducked under Gideon's arm as he held the door. “I still think you should've given him some extra time,” she muttered.

“With a face like his, he won't need more time,” Gideon said, turning toward the altered orc. “His perfect lady is out there and ready to fall into his arms. We just need to find her. Preferably with haste.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER THREE




[image: image]


GIDEON DUMPED A SPLASH of brandy down his throat and asked, “So, Groop, which of the lovely ladies in this fine establishment are you going to disarm with that fiendishly handsome face of yours? I suggest you choose quickly. We haven't got all day.”

Groop's smoldering dark eyes—which were once small and yellow—floated around the room in search of a target. “I dunno. They all look like nice ladies to me. Any of 'em will do.”

“Well, you have to choose someone. Do you want me to choose for you?” Gideon asked. 

“No.”

“What's your preference? Do you have a preference?”

“I like nice girls,” Groop said. “I like girls who ain't afraid of monsters.”

“That's great, but... you can't tell if a girl is kind and monster-friendly just by looking at her, can you?”

Becky was sitting at their table, half-drunk and frequently hiccuping. She had been contentedly woolgathering until Gideon's remark inspired her to chime in. “Actually, you're wrong. I've known quite a few heinous bitches. You'd be surprised by how often the face matches the temperament.” 

Gideon pinched the bridge of his noise and groaned. “You two are entirely missing the point! When a man approaches a woman, he usually does so for superficial reasons, such as the color of her hair or the daring cut of her dress. Rarely does a man approach a woman because he thinks she looks kind and caring. That's not to say a good heart isn't important, of course. When it comes to long term relationships, it's inarguably the most important thing of all. But looks are important... obviously. If they weren't, I wouldn't have such a thriving business.” 

“My god, you can ramble,” Becky said.

“Indeed I can. There is barely a filter between the words that pop into my head and the ones that fly from my mouth. The result is scathing honesty and banal chatter, I admit. Now... we need to help Groop, and quickly. If he sits here much longer, he'll revert back to the wartier version of himself before he's even said hello to a lady.”

Gideon stroked his chin as he surveyed the room for beauties. There were quite a few of them, but he needed to find one whose attire suggested she was as licentious as him. 

“How about that redhead over there?” Gideon asked, directing his client's attention to the sole ginger in the room.

“She's real purdy,” Groop said. “I like her hair.”

“As do I. Why don't you go over there and tell her she's pretty? Pretty, not purdy. Try to enunciate, Groop.”

“Awright. I'll try.” 

Gideon winced when Groop rose from his chair and his posture was stooped, just as it was in his old body. “Keep your head up and your back straight,” Gideon coached him. “And once again... enunciate. I cannot stress that enough.” 

Becky's face dove into the palm of her hand as the orc sauntered away. “He's going to make a mess of this, you know.”

“Oh, I know,” agreed a sighing Gideon. “If he can carry a conversation for more than a minute, I'll be surprised. Fortunately, I made him so handsome, I doubt it will matter.”

“But it will! Ladies don't look for the same thing in a mate. We like handsome faces, sure... but intelligence and wit matters more to us than it does to you!”

“First of all... that isn't true,” Gideon disagreed. “Secondly, the lovely redhead doesn't strike me as the sort of woman who's looking for an intelligent conversation. Her dress is cut so low, I think I can see a—”

Gideon was interrupted by a slurry, drunk gentleman in a dusty bowler hat. “Hello there. You're looking gorgeous today.”

“Thank you.” Gideon accepted the compliment with a smile. Ladies were his preference, but compliments from gentlemen were hardly a rarity. In fact, he had a collection of love letters from smitten men. “You look well yourself, sir. You—”

“I wasn't talking to you,” the man interrupted again. “I was talking to her.” 

The stranger tugged on one of Becky's blonde braids, bringing the sneer back to her nose.

“I'm Brae,” he introduced himself. “That poncy fellow ain't your boyfriend, is he? 'Cause if he is, you need to upgrade to a real man.”

“Tug on my braid again and I'll box your ears.” Becky casually made the threat as she poured herself another shot of rum. 

Brae stuck out his blistered bottom lip and whined, “That's not very nice, is it? I figured you'd jump at the chance to be with me. Not many men would be interested in a dwarf. Me hittin' on you... well, it's practically charity!”

“I know. I feel so blessed,” Becky sarcastically countered. “Why don't you take your charity elsewhere, eh? I'm sure there are loads of women who would love to benefit from your generosity.”

“Is it true that dwarven women can grow beards?” Brae asked.

“Oh, it's absolutely true. We can grow them big and woolly too, just as well as any man,” Becky said, stroking her smooth chin. “Now... would you kindly piss off? I can't even enjoy my drink while you're hovering over me. It's a tragedy.”

Gideon brought his hands together in silent applause as Brae shuffled away. “You handled him well, Becky! I'm always impressed by your prickliness.” 

“Thank... you?” Becky reluctantly accepted his compliment and searched the room for Groop. He was still chatting with the voluptuous redhead, who wore a promising smile on her lips. “So... Groop seems to be doing well for himself.”

“I would love to be a fly on the wall during that conversation,” Gideon said. “Groop is hardly the world's best conversationalist, but you would really be surprised by how far a handsome face will take you.”

“You would know, I suppose.”

“I... would.” A protest might have sounded less vain, but Gideon couldn't bring himself to deny the truth. “So, are you going to tell me why you need my transformation magic yet?”

“No.”

“Can you give me a hint?”

“Nope.”

“Please?” Gideon whined. “You're hardly hideous, Becky. I don't understand why someone as decent-looking as you would spend three months on an airship for a chance to turn into someone else!”

“Decent-looking,” Becky repeated with a snort. “That's a really great compliment, my lord. You really know how to make a woman feel—”

Her voice trailed off when she saw Groop walking hand-in-hand with his red-haired target. She led him up the stairs, to the private rooms above the pub.

“And there he goes,” Becky noted. “Groop must have really turned on the charm.”

“I'm not sure Groop and charm belong in the same sentence, but... either way, I'm happy for the lad.” 

Gideon ordered another round of drinks for their table of two. A few shots later, they were so deep in their cups, their ability to track time was compromised. They had no idea how much time had passed until they heard a sobering scream from the second floor. 

“I don't like the sound of that,” Becky slurred. “Do ya think that means Groop's changed back into a—”

Becky's question was answered before she could finish. The shirtless orc, girthy and panting, was stomping down the stairs. 

“I told you an hour wouldn't be enough,” Becky said. “Poor Groop.”

Gideon added, “Personally, I feel sorry for the redhead as well. Girls typically like stories where the beast turns into a prince, not the other way around.”

A pair of drunk, wannabe heroes jumped from their chairs with brandished swords. When they targeted Groop, Becky asked, “Good lord, what are they doing?” 

“I suspect they mean to kill him... or at the very least, maim him,” Gideon matter-of-factly stated. “I can't say I'm surprised. Many are still prejudiced against his kind, and orcs don't exactly have a sterling reputation.” 

Gideon leaned over his briefcase and pulled out a crossbow that was barely larger than the palm of his hand. With a heavy sigh and a disgusted roll of his eyes, he crossed the room to rescue Groop from his sneering assailants.

“Pardon me,” Gideon interrupted the burgeoning melee as politely as he could. “Pardon me, but...  do you think you could back away from my friend?”

“Friend?” One of Groop's attackers, a tall man with a face full of scars, spat on Gideon's boots. “How could this be a friend of yours?”

“Friend isn't the right word. He's more of a... client, I suppose.” Gideon raised and aimed his crossbow at the man's scarred face. “Let him exit the pub in peace, or I'll put a bolt through your eye. Those are your options.”

“You think you can stop us with that little toy?” He tapped on Gideon's crossbow with the flat of his sword. “It looks like a weapon you'd give to a baby!”

“First of all, why are you giving weapons to a baby?” Gideon's finger hovered over the tiny weapon's trigger. “Secondly... are you sure you want to test it out? Is your thirst for my friend's blood really worth it?”

Both men simultaneously lowered their swords and whispered curses, as if their capitulation was rehearsed.

“You chose wisely, for what it's worth. From the looks of you, I doubt you make wise choices too often, so consider me proud.” Gideon grabbed Groop's arm and pushed him to the door. “Farewell, gents.”

Becky—drunk, stumbling and smiling—joined them at the exit. She ran into the wall two times before she finally found the doorway. Unfazed by her clumsiness, she asked, “Why'd you do it? Why'd you save him? That seems like a selfless thing to do.”

“I wish I could say my heroics were motivated by chivalry, Becky. I really do. But alas... it isn't so.” Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, Gideon explained, “I can't have my clients dying on me, can I? It would be bad for business.”
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THE AIRSHIP, PILOTED by Becky, shot straight into a mass of fiery orange clouds. They needed to leave Babbage before the entire town decided to grab their pitchforks and skewer an orc. 

Groop was sitting on a stool that wobbled under his weight. He sighed about a dozen times before Gideon asked, “So... what did you say her name was?”

“Madish-on,” Groop replied.

The orc's endearing lisp brought a smile to Gideon's lips. “Did you make any headway with Madison before you transformed?”

Groop's double chin wagged as he shook his head. “No.”

“You didn't get to see her... take off her dress, perhaps?” Gideon asked.

“No.”

“You saw nothing of interest, not even a flash of a petticoat?”

“Nuh-uh.” 

Gideon was so desperate for better news, his throat squeaked. “Did you at least get a kiss?” 

“Kind of. I mean, she almost gave me a peck on the cheek. It would've been nice to have a pretty girl's lips on my skin for a sec.”

Gideon threw back his head and groaned into the palm of his hand. “Groop... you had thirty minutes with the girl! How did you squander such a length of time? What did you do?” 

“We sat,” Groop said. “I was nervous. She saw your book of pick-up lines and asked what it was, so I showed her. We had a good laugh about a few of them.”

“Groooop,” Gideon whined the orc's name. “Those were supposed to be for your eyes, not hers!”

“I know. But she seemed to think they was funny, so I let her keep reading them. We was getting along, laughing and talking, and before I knew it, I was an orc again. Madish-on screamed, I got spooked, and then I ran downstairs.”

“So, basically... you still have absolutely no experience when it comes to women?”

“Yup. Pretty much.” 

“Where does this leave us? Are you going to pay for a second chance?” After a pause, Gideon asked, “I'm assuming you do want a second chance?”

“A second chance would be great,” Groop said. “I dunno if I can pay for it, though. I'm pretty broke.”  

Gideon circled Groop's stool and rubbed his chiseled chin. He pretended to be in deep thought, despite having already made up his mind. “Perhaps... we could work out some sort of arrangement? It would be the same sort of arrangement I made with Becky. You could work for me for a week or so, and at the end of the week, I could give you back your handsome face. Such an arrangement would be beneficial to both of us. If you haven't noticed, the airship is a bit short-staffed.”

Groop's mouth gaped as he scanned the empty deck. A normal airship was bustling with a full crew of intrepid men and women. By comparison, Gideon's vessel was a ghost ship. 

Becky's voice suddenly joined the conversation. “It's short-staffed because everyone went on strike. His Grace wasn't paying them enough, so they bolted. Instead of paying them a proper wage or hiring a new crew, he's trying to find desperate folks like us who'll work for free.”

“Th-That's only part of the story, Becky!” Gideon defended himself. “I could have been paying them more, I suppose, but they were getting free room and board!”

In a deadpan voice, Becky told him, “Every crew on every ship gets free room and board, numbskull.”

“But the food they were getting was very good, if I do say so myself!” Gideon said. “We had an excellent chef... who is also on strike, by the way. Such a shame.”

“Right. And now I'm doing the cooking. For free,” Becky griped. “I do the cooking, the cleaning, the piloting, the laundry, the—”

Gideon interrupted, “You know, it really depends on your definition of free. You will be getting your wish at the end of all this. If anyone is getting a free ride, it's you.”

Groop groaned until they both stopped talking. He was tired of their bickering, and he wanted them to know it. As an orc, he had reduced patience for nonstop chatter. “I just wanna be human again!” he cried. “I'm awright with working for you for a month, Giddy-own. Can I have my own room, though? I'd like to have my own room.”

“Of course you will have your own quarters, Groop! Most of the airship is as empty as Becky's head, so feel free to choose whatever room you'd like.”

Gideon's remark earned him a double jab from Becky's elbow, because hitting him once wasn't satisfying enough.

“Now that that's settled, we should plot a course for Gilmesh Forest,” Gideon said. “We're meeting our next client there... and I expect it to be a good one.”

*          *          *
[image: image]


GIDEON MET HIS LATEST client in the middle of a withered forest, amid twisted oaks and shimmering cobwebs. There was a fetid bog nearby, and he could smell its stench with every breath he drew. It reeked of decay and flesh of fish. 

His client, Gia, was a bashful, quiet creature. She hid behind a tree, peeking at Becky and Gideon as she spoke.

“I... I-I-I'm really glad you came,” Gia stuttered. “I wasn't sure you would. I live in the middle of nowhere, after all.”

“Lucky for you, I like the middle of nowhere,” Gideon said. “Would you mind stepping out of your hiding place? I need to know what I'll be working with.”

Gia softly replied, “I would mind.” 

“Please, do come out!” Becky encouraged her. “If Gideon's going to work his magic on you, he needs to know what you look like.”

“I'm a wood sprite!” Gia cried. “That should be all he needs to know. I'm hideous!”

Gideon said, “I'm sure you don't look as terrible as you think, Gia! I've met a few wood sprites, and they're actually quite cute... in their own sort of way. You needn't be afraid of us. Becky and I won't judge you.”

“You will judge me!” Gia whined. “You'll judge me because that's what humans do. They're mean!”

Becky said, “But I'm not a human. I'm a dwarf.”

“And that's basically the same thing!” Gia insisted. “If I come out... will you promise not to laugh at me?”

“I wouldn't dream of it!” Gideon exclaimed. “Becky and I are friendly, I swear. We only want to help you.”

Gia kept her head down as she left the safety of her hiding place. Though she was far from ghastly, Gideon could understand why she needed his magic. Gia had the body of a prepubescent girl. She was roughly the same height as Becky, but while Becky was stout, Gia was slender and devoid of curves. She had a deer's black nose, floppy ears, and horns protruding from her forehead. She was mostly bald, apart from the thatch of yellow-green hair on her head. For some reason, both of her knees were skinned, and her mouth was noticeably crooked. 

“As I suspected... you're cute,” Gideon reassured her. 

Gia said, “Not according to the teenage boys who bully me! They cut through my woods every day and heckle me 'til I cry.” The thought of her tormenters had her wiping her eyes. “They make me cry a lot!”

“And what exactly did you want me to do?” Gideon asked. “You contacted me directly, so I assume you know what sort of services I provide.”

“I want a new body, a love potion... all of it,” Gia said. “I want you to
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