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Chapter One - Orca
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I pour myself another shot and glance around the pub. Even at happy hour, it's as empty as any other time of day. Opening a pub in a city overrun with pubs was a bad idea. Opening a pub as a half-orc was a worse idea. No human wants to buy their spirits from a girl who looks like me. I'm gonna have to close the place down if we don't get a lot more business real quick.

“Oi! Deep!” I shout to my one and only bartender. Our patrons are so scarce, I've only ever needed one man to help me serve the drinks. “What the hell're you doin'? Can you at least try to look busy?”

Like me, Deep is a half-orc. There aren't a lot of friendly places for folks that look like him and me. Humans think we're a hideous reminder of the snouty green warmongers who live in separate cities, and the orcs won't even let us into said cities. We're reviled by all, and we're few in number. I wouldn't wish the life of half-orc on anyone.

“There ain't no customers!” Deep exclaims. We have this conversation at least once a day. I constantly have to remind him there are other ways to keep busy. He's so thick, I think he forgets.

“Still, there's got to be something more productive you can do! Don't just stand there in the corner with your mouth hanging open. You look like you're catchin' flies!” I tell him. “Go scrub some counters or wipe down some tables. Do something!”

“But I already wiped down the tables!” Deep whines.

“Do it again.”

“I already wiped them down twice!” he claims, but I'm pretty sure that's a lie. I saw him do it once, but not twice. Since we're low on customers, it's easy to keep an eye on Deep and what he does and doesn't do.

“Clean the counter, then,” I suggest. “Clean some cups.”

“The cups is already clean, Orca!” he cries.

And there it is: Orca. My unfortunate name. The ladies at the orphanage thought it was a good idea to name me after a bloody whale. Sure, I'm a half-orc, but that's a cruel name for anyone. It doesn't help that I'm husky, hefty and six feet tall. I'm larger than most men, and I have enough blubber to live up to my name.

“I'm pretty sure I've seen smudges on some of the shot glasses,” I tell him. “I don't think you cleaned them well enough.”

“I did,” Deep insists. “You're picky and you're bored. That's a bad combination.”

I would sack him for his insolence, if I thought I could find anyone else who'd work for me. Besides myself, I've only ever known two other half-orcs, and Deep is one of them. I like to keep him close, if only because we have that in common.

In the middle of happy hour, we finally have our first guests of the day. I recognize them, because they come here a lot. There are three of them, and I think they're bandits... or something like bandits. They're always loud, always boisterous, sometimes rude, and worst of all, they frightened away a pretty barmaid who used to work for me. I haven't been able to hire another barmaid since then. Now Deep and I serve all the drinks on our own.

“Can I get something for you?” I ask the boys. I think of them as “boys,” but they're all middle-aged, or close to it. They act like children, so “boys” seems appropriate.

“A bottle of yer best rum!” exclaims the Captain. That's my nickname for him: Captain. He's white-haired, haggard, filthy and toothless, but he's always wearing a fancy hat. If he's not their leader, he should be—on the basis of his hat, if nothing else. It's velvety and black with a feather on the brim. Any man with a feather on his hat is shooting for the moon.

“I'll have whiskey, Ma'am,” says Polite Boy. I've got nicknames for all of them. Polite Boy is quiet, and he's less likely to say something rude to me. He's also the only one who says “my lady” and “ma'am.”

“A bottle or a shot?” I ask, which is pointless, because I already know his answer.

“Bottle.”

I've never known anyone who comes to the pub and asks for a single shot. Captain's crew comes here to get pissed. They can barely stand up by the time they leave the place.

“I'll have my own bottle of rum, please,” says Sticky Tooth. I call him “Sticky Tooth” because he's always sticking his tongue through the gap between his teeth. Last month, I almost changed his nickname to “Stinky Beard,” because he kept lifting his beard and sniffing it. When he trimmed it and it was too small to sniff, I went back to “Sticky Tooth.”

They're all rude, even Polite Boy, he's just the quietest of the lot. As I walk away, I hear one of them say, “Good god, she's ugly.” I think they've all said that at least once or twice.

It's true, I am ugly. I can't deny it. My skin isn't orc green, or human brown or pink. It's a mottled beige and lime green. The two colors flow into each other, like two bottles of paint dropped together but never mixed. My hair is wiry, black and bushy. I've got “eyebrows like caterpillars,” as people often say, and plucking them doesn't seem to help. I've given up on trying to tame them, frankly. As far as noses go, I'd say I fared better than Deep. His nose looks like an orc nose, or like a pig's flat snout. My nose looks human, although my nostrils are a bit wide. I'm fat, and that's okay—I've accepted it. I'll never be conventionally attractive, nor would I want to be. I had a beautiful friend once, and I never really envied the attention her face gave her. Beauty is a magnet for bastards, and all men have a disease: horniness. I'd rather be invisible to them.

I return to Captain's gang with two bottles of rum and one bottle of whiskey. They're all arseholes, and I'm pretty sure they're criminals, but as long as they're criminals with coin, I'm willing to serve them.

“What happened to the pretty barmaid who used to work here?” asks Captain.

“You scared her away.” I decide to answer honestly, because my dad always said honesty was the best policy. I think he might be wrong, though, even if he's the only orc I ever liked. Dad seemed like a good man until he handed me over to the orphanage. As for honesty, I tend to resonate more with “loose lips sink ships.” A gentle lie is usually better than a harsh truth.

“We scared her away?” Captain shrieks. He sounds affronted, which makes me wonder if I've made a mistake. Angering old Cap'n is probably a bad idea. “But we always gave 'er good tips!”

“You should hire another pretty barmaid,” Stinky Beard—or rather, Sticky Tooth—offers a piece of unsolicited advice. “Angie was our reason for coming here... that, and your prices wasn't so bad.”

“The prices are the same as ever, mate,” I inform him. “Just drink your drink and shut the fuck up.”

My foul mouth must resonate with them, because they chuckle as I walk away.
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It's a new day, but the same old arseholes are polluting my pub. Captain and his crew are back for the third night in a row. I'm starting to wonder if these blokes are bad for business. They're definitely bad for my mood.

As always, they're rude and loud—so loud, in fact, I can hear their conversation while I'm standing behind the bar, clear across the room.

Sticky Tooth asks his vile friends, “Do you think you could ever get so drunk, you'd want to shag the half-orc girl?”

“Prob'ly,” the captain slurs. “It'd be better than having a go at the half-orc boy, I s'pose.”

I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but this half-orc girl is shagging no one. I'm careful about that sort of thing. Sex makes babies, and I'd rather not curse a poor child with a face like mine. I'm too human for the orcs, and too orc for the humans. I'm attractive to no one but myself—and Deep, maybe. Actually, I don't even think my fellow half-orc thinks I'm pleasant to look at. I definitely don't think he is pleasant to look at, and besides that, he's just a kid. He's twenty-two. I'm thirty-three. I'd give him a rattle (the kind for babies) but I wouldn't give him a rattle (as in, sex).

As I deliver their rum, their poison of choice for the night, I hear Polite Boy whisper, “I don't think she's so bad.”

“Damn, son, how much have you had to drink?” asks the captain. I think he's had more, because his hand is shaking as he pours himself a shot. His liver probably looks like a shriveled mass of death.

Deep is standing behind the bar, staring at the ceiling, rubbing his flat little nose. I haven't seen him move for at least a half an hour. I often wonder if there's anything going on in that head of his. His mind is either an empty place, or a scary place.

I join him behind the bar and ask, “Why do you think they come here every day, Deep?”

He turns to me, cocks his head and squawks, “Wot?”

“Those boys. Why do you think they come here every day? Angie ain't with us anymore, so why  do they keep comin'?”

“Dunno.” Deep shrugs his meaty shoulders. “Maybe... maybe they just like the atmosphere?”

“Or the low prices,” I add with a snort. “I'm thinking about raising the prices for a day or two to see if that'll chase them away.”

“Why do you wanna chase away your only customers?” asks Deep.

“Because I don't like them,” I reply. “I don't think we'll have other patrons so long as those three are stinkin' up the place.”

Almost as soon as those words are out of my mouth, a fourth customer enters the pub... and he's a familiar face. It's Edward Muskin. I haven't seen him in almost five years. We used to be in a mercenary
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