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      The gunmetal was getting warm against my skin as I watched the truck rolling toward us. Truth is, I always feel bad for the drivers before I shove a gun into their mouths—they didn’t do nothing, after all, just blue collar guys trying to make a living. But I figure, in this world there’s always someone getting fucked... and someone doing the fucking. And amigo, I ain’t never going to be the one to take it in the ass.

      “You ready?” I said to Skreech, all three feet of scrawny green muscle sitting next to me.

      He nudged the butt of his shotgun under the seat, itching to get at it.

      “Ready, boss! Let me cap em’!” His voice was a laughing screech, where he got his name. “I swear I’ll get em’! Right in the eyes!”

      “Calm the fuck down. We’re not making a Western here.”

      “Oh. Right, boss.”

      The truck, metal joints groaning with years of service, drove past us. I gave my Mustang some gas and rolled out of the parking lot where we’d been laying in wait. I had to focus, to stay on its tail, especially in all this traffic. At least it was easy to spot, a big white metal box lurching through the streets. We came to a stoplight. A homeless man practically jumped out of the street, holding ice cold water bottles in the LA heat. I rolled my Mustang’s black window down.

      “Water! I got water here, sir!” His voice was a great anti-smoking commercial. His hair was a shit-stained grey mop. I slipped him a five and took a water bottle, then rolled my window up.

      “But boss, you hate homeless bums!”

      “No, Skreech, I hate beggars. That man there, he was a businessman. And that—that I can respect.”

      The light gave the green and we rolled forward, tailing the truck like one of those fishes that latches onto the shark. Too bad the shark didn’t know that this little fish was about to rob him blind.

      “What are we snatching again, boss? Diamonds?”

      “Wine.”

      “But you don’t even drink wine, boss! I don’t neither! Tastes terrible! Freaking rotten grapes.”

      “It’s fermented. And we’re not going to drink it, you idiot.”

      “Thank god.”

      “It’s Domaine Leroy. Three grand a bottle. A hundred bottles on the truck.”

      “That’s three million dollars, boss!”

      “You… you let me worry about how much money it is.” I spun the wheel, turning, LA glare punching me in the face. This was a rundown industrial section of the city with an empty lot on the right side—some building that had recently been demolished—and a long abandoned factory on the left. “This is the spot. Let’s go.”

      My engine growled and we shot out past the truck, driving in the opposite lane for a second, then pulling in front of it, screeching to a stop. The truck actually gave us a good, lurching shove from behind. I lowered the visor of my cap over my eyes, tightened the gloves on my hands, and slipped out the door.

      “Hey motherfucker! You just hit my Mustang!” I yelled, long strides toward the truck’s driver door.

      “You’re the asshole! You stopped right in front—” the poor bastard didn’t finish. My piece flashed. Ain’t nothing like a gun to make even the grumpiest fuck take a good long look at the human condition—give me all the snowflake philosophy bitches in college, and I’ll teach them everything they need to know about life in thirty seconds. This driver was one of these lunch pail blue collar guys, a thick worker’s jacket with his name sewn on, was shaking so much his fat cheeks wiggled like an old lady’s ass. He musta been forty at most, too young for that shit. Then again, humans were so soft.

      “Listen, you poor fuck. you keep your hands up, do everything we say, and your brains’ll stay inside your head!” I leveled the gun at the driver, my sleeve peeling back enough to show my red hobgoblin skin.

      “Alright! Jesus man, do whatever you want.”

      “Does it look like I’m asking permission?!”

      “No! I didn’t meant that!” The driver trembled. Suddenly Skreech’s shotgun barrel dug into his back, and he practically shat himself. “Ok! Ok! I’m sorry!”

      “Heeheee!” Skreech squealed.

      “Step the fuck away from the truck!” I gestured with my piece, and it shined bright as the sun angled on it.

      “Alright…please...” The driver trembled forward, belly sagging over his loose jeans. “Let...let me at least get my wallet.”

      “What did boss say?!” BLAM!!! Shotgun blast.

      “Aaaaaargh!” The driver crumpled on the ground.

      “Why the fuck did you do that?!” I stomped over to Skreech.

      “I—I—only shot the ground, at his feet, boss!”

      “It’s a shotgun! It ricochets!”

      “Rico-what?”

      My eyes went wide as I stared down at the fat driver holding onto his shin, writhing and squealing like a pig. “Shit! Ahhh! My leg! My leg!” The poor bastard would live, but he wouldn't be using his leg for a long while.

      “Just get in the car and drive!”

      Skreech scurried off and I slipped into the truck. It’s startling, when you get into a truck and notice how tall it is to drive. But I was hell of a lot more comfortable than Skreech, who could barely see over the steering wheel of my Mustang. I just hoped he didn’t fuck up that too. My Mustang jerked forward, almost running over the truck driver who was still writhing on the ground. He’d caught some shrapnel in the shin, from what I could tell. Poor fucker.

      Driving one of these trucks is like being inside a fucking laundromat dryer. I was jerking all around, feeling all kinds of weird vibrations from the truck on my ass. Skreech made a turn, and ate a big chunk of sidewalk as he did. My Mustang made a loud bang.

      “I’m going to fucking kill you, Skreech!” I yelled out the window, for a moment not caring that we were still in the middle of a heist.

      “Sorry, boss!” I heard the faint screech come back at me.

      We wove in and out of traffic, me following what seemed to be a drunk driver in a white mustang, and finally turned into the row of warehouses where we had a spot waiting for us. Screech jumped out of the car like our lives depended on it—which they did.

      “Come on, hurry the fuck up!” I yelled, the truck engine still hot and chuggin’ under me. Skreech worked the lock, flung the garage door so that its slats started rolling together with metal clatter above him.

      I eased the truck into the warehouse and hopped out. The rolling door shut, making a storm of metal noise. Skreech ambled over to me with a guilty grin.

      “Say, boss,” Skreech eagerly began. “What do ya say to me gettin’ a little piece of this, eh? Somethin’ I can stash in my little piggy bank.”

      “You're asking me about money after you fucked up?” My hand snatched him by his ragged t-shirt collar. “What’d I tell you about no shots fired unless absolutely necessary!”

      “You're right! Sorry, boss! Sorry! Fuck-Fuck-Fuck!” He could go from cackling little devil voice to whiny Tourette's syndrome child in an instant. “I was trying to be smart! I really was!”

      “Damn it, Skreech.” I let go of the greedy little shit. “We’re just gettin’ started and you’re already tryin’ to skim a little cream for yourself. You forgettin’ that we operate under the Dragon? That we’re tryin’ to get ahead, not fill your little pockets with fuckin’ walk around money?”

      Skreech shivered a moment at the mention of the ruthless crime lord.

      “You’re right, boss. Sorry, boss.” His shoulders slumped and he stared down at the ground.

      I gave him a pat on his leathery, shiny green head. “Come on. Let's get to work.”

      Climbing up into the back of the truck, I took a quick look around. Crates, unmarked. Nice touch, I thought. Don’t want just anybody knowin’ what’s in here and helping themselves to it, do we?

      “Skreech,” I called over to the goblin. “Bring that crowbar over here and let’s pry these fuckers open. Carefully.” The goblin happily scampered over and, wielding the crowbar, shoved it into the top of the first crate and put all his little body into it. The top of the crate popped and opened with a noisy creaking of wood.

      “Come to daddy,” Skreech began to say, his eyes growing wide. Being excited myself for a sizeable score, I moved closer to the crate and peered inside. There was a black covering which I snatched and tossed aside, to reveal those big, beautiful bottles of wine. Only instead of glass bottles and golden liquid it was...What the fuck…? I reached into the crate, and yanked out the first large box.

      “Yu-Gi-Oh?!” I shouted. “What the fuck is Yu-Gi-Oh?!” I started yanking out more boxes, growing in fury as each box said the same fuckin’ thing as the first, and had some crazy looking cartoon kids all over ‘em. Definitely no wine, no champagne, nothin’. Fuckin’ collectible cards? Feeling duped and utterly disappointed with the heist, vowing bloody revenge on the driver if I ever saw his fat ass again, I looked over at Skreech.

      “Well...” Skreech stammered, himself crestfallen at not being able to seize a bottle of the imaginary wine and count his hoped-for cut. “I think we can still get a few dollars out of these if—”

      “A FEW DOLLARS?” I roared. “Let me tell you a couple of three things. One.” I stepped towards Skreech. “I don’t fuckin’ play card games, especially no Pokeman shit—”

      “But they’re Yu-Gi-ooohh!” Skreech barely got this interruption out before I snatched him up by his shirt collar and brought his ugly green little face up to mine.

      “Two,” I continued, “How the fuck are we supposed to move these things? You know anybody? We supposed to roll up to Lincoln Elementary and try selling these to little fucking Timmy and Billy?” Skreech shook his head. “I didn’t fuckin’ think so. What do you think, huh? We know dope dealers, we know whores, we know gangsters. You think they’re sittin’ around playin’ some kid’s card game in between jobs? You think the strippers are hurryin’ off the poles to go play a hand of fuckin’ Yu-Gi-Oh real quick?” I looked hard into the little goblin’s eyes for a moment. Skreech started to squirm and, his sneaky mind trying to find a way out of my harsh grasp, he looked at me as though he had just been struck by a brilliant idea.

      “We can sell ‘em on Ebay!”
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      This fuckin’ thing, I thought to myself, waiting for the computer to connect to the “world web” or some shit they called it. America Online. Yeah. I looked up at the screen, impatient for the little outline man to make his way across. This is a real hustle they got here. When it connects it sounds like a yeti tryin’ to fuck a loud-speaker, but this wide world web shit will be a gold mine to the right cat one day. I loaded up the Ebay website after the dial-up thing finally connected. I flicked through some of the offers on the web page briefly before doing some price comparisons and research on those fuckin’ Yu-Gi-Oh cards we nicked last night.

      As I’m lookin’ through, seeing if I can get anything like a good price for this miserable shwag and trying not to hear the snores of that shit-eatin’ little goblin, I heard a loud banging on the warehouse door. Startled, I jumped up and frantically grabbed the nearest gun—my modified .40 caliber Smith & Wesson—and whistled over to Skreech.

      “Skreech,” I whispered. “Grab the shotgun and follow me.”

      The goblin grabbed the black tactical shotgun, nearly as big as he is, and we both headed down the stairs. Could be cops, I thought, worried, Could be—Banging on the door again, interrupting my thoughts. I snuck over to the door, taking a quick look behind me to make sure Skreech was ready to rumble.

      “Who’s there?” I asked.

      “It’s your sister’s cunt! Open up!” A loud, rough voice I recognized. Shit, it’s J-Maxx. I could hear raucous laughter from his cronies. They must think it the pinnacle of humor to play knock-knock and pretend to be a cunt. Not much pretending necessary, though. I reached to open the door before this orc and his crew woke up the whole hood, but I froze. The fuckin’ Yu-Gi-Oh cards. I panicked. If these fucks see ‘em, I’ll never hear the fuckin’ end of it!

      “Skreech!” I spat through my teeth. “Go hide those fuckin’ cards! Quick!” Skreech scrambled up the stairs, his big ass shotgun bumping along behind him. I waited a few more moments before opening the door with a big fake smile.

      “J-Maxx, what’s the good word?”

      “Teek! How’s your rash? Haha! Let me in, me and the boys gotta chop it up with ya ‘bout a spot of business.” I took a quick glance past J-Maxx, saw he’s got an orc and some sallow-looking human with him. For a moment, I didn’t move to let them pass. I couldn’t help but think that they’re here to run my shit and lay me out. This is life, I guess. Worrying if you ever really got friends to begin with, or if those you think are your friends are gonna come rob and kill you one morning for no reason in particular!

      I opened the door, leaning back to let them in, but feeling the gun tucked into my pants just in case. “J-Maxx, hey how's it hanging you big green bastard?”

      “My balls are hanging real heavy, as always.” He strode in, his shoulders barely fitting through the doorway. He walked past me, and I caught sight of all the chiseled green muscle he let hang out for the world to see with the unbuttoned shirt he wore. The gold chain hanging from his neck must have run him three grand at least. “Teek, you remember Maurice?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded to the orc lug. He was shorter than J-Maxx but just as muscled, and even angrier looking. Had a broken tusk and another one with a gold cap on. A black wifebeater on. I was a bit of a runt, for a hobgoblin, a little under six feet compared to some hobs who grew as tall as seven sometimes, so these orcs were huge compared to me.

      “And that’s Vinny.” J-Maxx nodded toward the human that was with him. Unshaven, a bit disheveled. “A huemie, sure, but he’s real useful in places.”

      “I bet,” I said, the sarcasm well hidden. “Can I get you boys something to drink?”

      “Gimme a fuckin’ beer!” the other orc, Maurice, yelled.

      “I’ll have a Arnold Palmer!” The human squeaked, surprised at this unexpected hospitality.

      “Nah,” J-Maxx grumbled.

      “Nah it is,” I said, walking further back into the warehouse. “I don’t have any fuckin’ drinks for you bums anyway.” J-Maxx was the only one I had to be a bitch and suck up to. The other ones could go fuck themselves. “Come into my office.” I motioned for J-Maxx to follow me up the stairs.

      Once we were upstairs, the orcs got awkwardly quiet. This triggered my paranoia again, but I could tell from the look on J-Maxx’s face that he wasn’t plottin’ on me—that, in fact, he was just a dumb fuckin’ orc trying to think real hard about what he was going to say. Big fucker even flipped his bottom lip, playing with it absentmindedly. Amused but not wanting to be a dick to a guy that’s thrown some business my way before, I didn’t say anything. Just waited. After what seemed like standing around forever with our thumbs up our asses, the big orc looked me in the face.

      “Listen, Teek.” J-Maxx leaned towards me conspiratorially.  “You put in some good work for me before. I got somethin’ comin’ up, somethin’ major. You gotta keep your mouth shut though. This is on the low.”

      I got a little excited when he finished, but I took a second to consider the implications. “When you say on the low...do you mean…on the low from civilians, or on the low even from connected guys?”

      “Yea, no one can know.” J-Maxx was irritated that I might not be catching on to what he was hinting at. “The package is hot,” he continued matter-of-factly, licking his big dark lips, a bit of drool trickling down from the left tusk protruding from his mouth. “I don’t know exactly where it is, but when we get it, we’ll all be fuckin’ set. The Dragon always rewards those who bring him what he wants.”

      Great, I thought. This fuckin’ oaf wants to bring me in on some scheme where I gotta fish for gold in a river of shit. Skreech had snuck in from the other room, giving me the thumbs-up. He was hiding behind some crates. Wait a minute…

      “What’s the dragon got to do with this?” I asked, beginning to see fantasy mountains of gold before my eyes.

      The orc momentarily made a face that was both shifty and uncomfortable at the same time. “Just as I said. There’s a package that he wants.”

      “And he’s sent you to go after this package. But the thing is, you don’t know where the fuck it is…?”

      “Exactly.” The orc spoke quickly, a bit irate that this wasn’t going as easily as he thought.

      I gave the orc a hard stare and stroked the stubble on my rough chin. My eyes quickly roved over the guns stashed around that I could grab real quick in case this little meeting of the minds got ugly. A handgun isn't always enough to stop a real angry orc. I could use a shape-up, I thought. For a moment, J-Maxx hesitated in meeting my gaze. There was something off about this whole fuckin’ thing. I could smell it, and it smelled like shit.

      “So, just to get this straight,” I started, still eye-fucking J-Maxx. “There’s a hot package. The dragon wants it bad, he’s rubbin’ on his scaly balls in excitement over it.” J-Maxx and the other orc with him—the big dangerous scumbag called Maurice—scowled at this, but the human chuckled. “But he, for some reason, he doesn’t know its location, and in lieu of just sendin’ a crew of orcs to go on a happy smash and grab, he’s requested me on this job personally?” I asked this in such a way as to make it clear that I already smelled a dead fuckin’ rat and found the whole thing dubious.

      J-Maxx looked at me with utter contempt in his dark, mean eyes, and I could tell he struggled a bit to restrain himself from gettin’ into it with me there and then. “Teek,” he said, trying to keep calm. Almost good-naturedly. “What are you gettin’ crazy for? No, the Dragon didn’t ask for you, you fuckin’ nut. You’re so low on the totem he doesn’t even know you exist. And since when do you ask all these fuckin’ questions? You seem jumpy, man.” He smiled at me then, an ugly, toothy smile, and then made a quick motion to the other orc before continuing. “Are you worried? Is there somethin’ you got here that maybe you ain’t kicking up a portion to the Dragon…?” Before I realized what was happening, Maurice was already sniffin’ around me and Skreech’s private quarters, a couple of makeshift rooms we made from spare beams and plywood.

      “Hey! What the fuck is this, J-Maxx?”

      “Just havin’ a look around, makin’ sure you ain’t hiding some contraband.” The orc put a heavy, strangely muscled hand on my shoulder, keeping me right where I was. “Remember, you gotta kick up to the boss. Always.”

      “AHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” Maurice hollered. I already knew what it was. “Oh, shit! Looky what we got here.” Maurice appeared, carrying in a box with Yu-Gi-Oh! cards tumbling out of it.

      These fuckin’ cards.

      “Maurice, what do ya got there?” J-Maxx asked.

      “It’s fuckin’ Yu-Gi-Oh! cards. This fuckin’ hob is sittin’ on a load of ‘em.”

      “Well would ya look at that.” J-Maxx chuckled. “You know, my kids love this shit. These fuckin’ magic cartoons, that’s a real racket right there. Maybe I could help ‘em out, give ‘em some fresh inspirations for monsters,” He thought about this for a long minute, almost as if this asshole saw a consultancy job at Hasbro in his future. I went to slip out of his grasp but his strong orc hand gripped me tighter.

      “Say, Teek,” J-Maxx went on, forgetting briefly what he came to me for in the first place. “I got a proposition of sorts for ya.”

      “Oh Yea? Another one?” I quipped.

      “I don’t want to reach into your pockets or anything like that,” J-Maxx continued, ignoring what I said. “But since you have a hoard of these things and felt like breakin’ my balls, how ‘bout I relieve you of a few boxes of these cards, eh?” His eyes looked from me, greedily to the boxes of cards that Maurice had piled up, and then back to me again. “My kids would be grateful,” the orc added, as if the gratitude of obnoxious orc children was something I could stash in the fuckin’ safe. I can’t believe this fuckin’ shit, I thought, aggravated. First the heist is bullshit—no million dollar score of wine, but some card’s for a kids game—and now this fuckin’ orc, sweatin’ and smellin’ like a fuckin’ zoo animal, is what? Taxing me? If this is a just a bad dream, please let me wake up now…

      “Teek,” J-Maxx said again, ominously this time.

      “Yea, listen,” I growled, fuckin’ pissed, “I heard you. I was just thinkin’, though—did anyone ever mention to you that you smell like a fuckin’ mouldy fart?”

      It got reeeal quiet for a few moments after I said that. Then a sound like a vacuum sucking the air out of the room. J-Maxx’s fat, wet fish lips wobbled around his tusks, and he looked down at me in confused hatred; beside him, his blood-brother Maurice, infuriated at what he perceived was a severe insult, knitted his pronounced eyebrows together and flexed his outrageously fuckin’ large muscles, arms and chest. The sallow human with them, a dope fiend that the orcs used for testing product and running game on other humans, made a face like he just shit himself. Skreech was nowhere to be seen. The little shit ran off and hid, clearly fearing a vicious reprisal from the orcs, but I swear I heard a muffled cackle from the other room.

      J-Maxx’s big-ass hand dug into my shoulder as he drew back the other tree trunk he called an arm and smacked me hard. The fucker had me seein’ stars and sunshine spots in my eyes for a few seconds. A large, ornate ruby ring, gaudy as hell, that he must have robbed off some old rich corpse—god knows when—left a savage gash in my cheek. A violent scar that, if I was ever asked about, I’d be ashamed to admit was in connection to some boxes of fuckin’ Yu-Gi-Oh! cards that, as far as I’m concerned, were fuckin’ cursed from the moment I jacked ‘em.

      “Let me at him for a minute, brother.” Maurice ground his teeth together. “I’ll break him my way and he’ll beg for a chance to do whatever we want him to do.”

      J-Maxx looked down at me and considered this new option. “No, brother,” he finally murmured, grinning maliciously at my obvious relief. “I don’t think we need to take it there. Not just yet.” He shoved me down into a kneeling position on the floor.

      “Should I grab the little guy?” the human piped up. “I bet he's around here somewhere.”

      J-Maxx looked around the room quickly, then looked at me questioningly for a moment. “That’s right, you always run with your partner, Scratch.”

      “Skreech.”

      “What?”

      I shrugged and shook my head. He turned back to the human, seemingly annoyed that his pet dope fiend had reminded him of one more thing to think about.

      “What are you doin’, Vinny, standin’ there cluckin’ for a fuckin’ hit? You can’t keep your eyes on a walking, talking green turd?” J-Maxx glanced at me again, giving me a look that almost said, ‘Do you see what I’m dealing with?’  “Tell ya what,” the orc grumbled to the human. “If you can find the little shit and bring ‘em to me hog-tied in less than five minutes, I’ll give you a prize.” The human’s eyes flashed at this. “A nice, fat line to snort up your honker.”

      “I’m on it J, I’m on it!” The junkie jumped up, eager, sniffing rapidly in an unconscious effort to free up his nostrils, drawing out a mean looking switch blade. As he was about to head for the doorway leading into our private rooms, the sound of a shotgun being cocked froze him in his tracks and drew all eyes to the doorway. The junkie whispered “Oh, fuck!” through his teeth. I saw the faint outline of a small child holding a large gun in the shadows.

      “You’re on what, dipshit? I’m right here!” Skreech’s voice was shrill, his eyes bulging out of his little head. “And if you take one fuckin’ step closer, you’ll be snorting lead up your freaking shnoz.” The goblin aimed the muzzle of the shotgun squarely at the human’s face. Fuck, this situation just keeps gettin’ worse, I thought. If he blows away one of these fuckin’ orcs, it’ll be the death of us.

      “Skreech,” I called, sounding more meek than I meant to.

      “Teek, the hell is he doing?” J-Maxx sounded much more nervous now.

      “If that goblin...” Maurice the orc was starting to sweat profusely.

      “If that goblin what?” Skreech yelped. “What are you gonna do huh? What are you gonna do if this little goblin tells you to get down on the fuckin’ ground?! You’ll do it, that’s what! Now back the fuck up!” Skreech moved forward a few paces into the room, swinging back and forth a shotgun practically bigger than himself. The sallow human junkie pissed his pants and groaned.

      “Tell him to drop the gun Teek,” J-Maxx rumbled, regaining his confidence, “or this will get so much worse.” Then, raising his voice so Skreech could hear, he continued, “I came here for business little fella, and you forget your place. Put that heat down now and we can get back to business. Make your choice quickly, but remember that you live and earn because the Dragon lets you. The Dragon owns you like he owns me, like he owns all of Los Angeles. If you fire that gun, you’ll be signin’ your own death warrant.”

      Skreech looked at me for a moment, his eyes making a silent plea at mine for direction.

      “Put it down Skreech. Come sit your ass down over here before you get us both fuckin’ whacked.” I gave him a quick nod to show him I appreciated his loyalty. He placed the shotgun on the floor gently then scrambled over to me.

      “Look, Teek, things got a little heated. It happens between… business partners at times.” J-Maxx grabbed a stool and dragged it across the floor so he could sit on it in front of me and Skreech. “No need to be slaying each other like it’s the Dark Wars all over again. Let’s start over.” He opened his arms in a sign of peace. “I came to you ‘cause I know if anybody can do this job it’s you.” He smiled that ugly, toothy orc smile again, thinking his flattery would butter me up. “And when we pull it off, you’ll never have anything to be such a fuckin’ sour puss about again. You’ll be rich. The Dragon will give you your own crew, your own territory, your own lands...Think about it. Prestige...Rank...You’ll be a made man—untouchable.” He looked around and, spotting a greasy rag, snatched it up and began to dab at the gash his ring had made on my cheek. Almost maternally.

      Skreech looked up at the orc with the wonder of a small child.

      He’s good, I pondered. In another life this fuckin’ jerk would be some dream weaver.

      “I even got a guy. I’ll take you to him, he’ll convert the cash into gold bullion for ya, since I know you hobs love the sight of pure gold. You like to caress it, huh…?” J-Maxx was rambling on and I was struggling to pay attention to what he was saying. The truth of the matter is, he’s right. Hobgoblins fuckin’ love gold. My balls tingle at an imaginary vision I’ve often had, just me in a vault with my hoard of gold, and voluptuous girls with incredibly revealing little outfits made of gold to serve me. A hoard to make my grandsire quiver with envy. I smiled.

      “What would my cut be?” I asked the orc, cutting through his bullshit.

      “Well...your cut.” J-Maxx was caught off-guard. “That’s sort of to be determined right now.”

      “Uh…” I looked at him with some confusion. “To be determined? The fuck kinda operation are you runnin’, J-Maxx? What do you mean?”

      “Look!” J-Maxx slammed a fist down, his patience long gone. “Again you’re askin’ too many fuckin’ questions! I don’t know exactly what the fuckin’ package is, alright? Could be gold, could be jewels, could be dope. Fuck, for all I know, it could be some super dope. It could be a fuckin’ weapon.” He raised his ugly orc hand up to halt my protestations. “What I do know is it’s worth a fuckin’ lot, and the dragon wants it. He really wants it, and if we can get our fuckin’ paws on it and deliver it to ‘em, we’ll be set; no more worries. Hakuna motherfuckin’ matata.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means no more fuckin’ worries! For the rest of our days! Have you not seen the Lion King?” J-Maxx asked, sounding disgusted that I may have failed in this. He didn’t wait for an answer. “It’s a fucking masterpiece.”

      He nodded his big misshapen head and I chose not to speak for a moment. Truthfully, I was rather surprised at how this clusterfuck was turning out. This guy is a fuckin’ lunatic, I thought. But if I don’t make this happen, if I refuse, I might miss my shot. If what he’s sayin’ is true, if it’s real, this might be the chance to actually fuckin’ make something of myself. I looked over towards Skreech and met his eyes for a moment. Not only might I miss my shot, but if I say no, what does that mean? It probably means the end of the road for me. For us. I gnawed on my lower lip and noticed that J-Maxx and his crew were all looking at me with a strange intensity. I felt defeated, annoyed, powerless; I’ve lived my entire life a proud, strong hobgoblin, and I don’t take any shit for what happened long ago. After all, what is it to me what mistake some ancestor made fucking ages ago? His bones are dust, which itself is gone; his views from a thousand fucking years ago aren’t mine, yet these orc brutes feel they can condescend to me and my kind because they suckled at the tit of the “winning side”? I looked at J-Maxx, gazed into the windows of his shitty orc soul—if orcs even have fuckin’ souls—and I sighed.

      “Tell me more, my man.” I grinned, but my eyes were daggers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Even though we were all sitting down together around a coffee table with cigarette singes and knife marks all over it, friends again—allegedly—I still didn’t like what I was hearing. It was strange, having these green lugs and their accomplices crowding my private quarters in the warehouse.

      “So, what you’re tellin’ me now,” I began, trying hard to keep things professional, “is a lot different from how you started this party off.”

      “How do you mean?” J-Maxx asked, slightly confused.

      “You implied that it was hot.”

      “Nothin’ was implied,” Maurice interrupted.

      The gash from J-Maxx’s ring had really begun to hurt and produce that annoying sort of itch that one gets from a fresh cut. Fuck it, I thought, Forget about it. What’s a few more drops of my blood weighed against this orc’s imaginary score of riches?

      “You implied,” I started again, glancing quickly to see if that rude fuck Maurice would interrupt me again, “you implied that this hot package was in the grey area of things, not that it was in a Halus-Corp shipping container.” The orcs looked at each other for a moment. “Halus-Corp, while shady as fuck, is also a very public company,” I continued, “and if you’re saying we’re to, I don’t even know—hijack a Halus-Corp container, you don’t think that will draw all sorts of heat?”

      The orcs and the human kept staring at me, and while I appreciated the silence and rapt attention, I got the impression they didn’t see where I was taking this.

      “Halus-Corp is a public company, a very public company,” I said again, drawing out the words. The silence continued for quite awhile as I waited for the over-grown stool samples to catch on.

      “He’s sayin’ that you’re gonna bring the fuzz down on us and that whatever you’re tryin’ to get at is gonna have security up the ass.” Skreech was clearly happy to have grasped this before the orcs and the human junkie, all of which were much larger than him, but clearly not much smarter. “By the way,” he went on, feeling bold and revelling in the spotlight of the moment, “your human smells like fuckin’ piss, tell him to clean himself up.”

      “Go wait outside. Air yourself out,” J-Maxx spat at the human, irritated that this thing may have cost him some face in front of us goblinoids—his accomplice had pissed himself in a  confrontation, with a goblin half his size no less. As the sallow junkie slunk out without so much as a word, J-Maxx turned towards me as though he were going to speak. Instead he just sat there a moment, pulling on his fat bottom lip, which would subsequently make a small, light smacking noise as it snapped back against his tusks. I looked at Skreech on the sly and cocked my eyebrow in such a way as though I were sayin’ to him, ‘You seein’ this fuckin’ shit?’ Then I turned back to J-Maxx, who was still fingering his lip like a moron.

      “J-Maxx,” I said ignoring his odd habit, “why don’t you just take it, if you’re not worried about drawing heat? I mean, you got the muscle. Your boss has got it even more. ”

      “The thing is, I don’t know where the fuck it is. Nobody does.” He grimaced. “You can imagine how this annoys the Dragon, and of course, anyone tryin’ to locate the shwag for ‘em.”

      “Right, so...why don’t you send a crew to Halus-Corp offices and raid their computers, their records?” I was becoming exasperated and wondering how this hadn’t been mentioned, planned, and done already. “That should tell ya all you need to know. Or at least point us in the right direction.”

      J-Maxx shared a brief glance with Maurice, then shook his head. “We already did that dance. We lost a brother, and got nothin’ for it.” J-Maxx clenched his huge fist and Maurice put an equally huge hand on the other orc’s shoulder, then glared at me.

      “I’m sorry to hear.” I nervously ran a finger along the top point of my ear, not wanting to offend the dead orc or his grieving brothers, but not exactly comprehending how nothing was recovered. “But what do you mean? No clues? Nothing to go off of?”

      “I don’t like to admit it, especially not to someone like you,” J-Maxx said, though his slight was nullified by the sadness in his voice. “But we dicked it outta there with nothin’ but our balls in our hands, and even then, it was by the skin of our balls. A good brother was lost, and all we could gather was that Halus was keepin’ this shit off his books.”

      “Now that’s interesting. Very fuckin’ interesting.”

      “How is that interesting, you fuckin’ nut? You find it interesting to consider orcs runnin’ away with their balls in their one hand, helping to carry a fallen brother in the other?” Maurice raged, his grief and anger bleeding into his distaste for me.

      “No, that don’t matter, it’s—”

      “THAT DON’T MATTER?!” The orcs roared in unison, both on their feet, shaking and about to pounce on me, muscles swelling against the cotton of their shirts.

      “Hold up! Hold up! I’m sayin’ it’s interesting that this guy is keepin’ the records off the books. Why would he do that? Why’s he playin’ this so close to the chest? What’s he got in that container that he don’t even trust his own employees to know about?” I looked at both orcs, then went on. “You see what I’m sayin’? That’s pretty interesting.”

      “Oh.” J-Maxx’s shoulders relaxed. “I see what you mean. But what do you make of it?”

      “If you ever talk shit about us again…” Maurice flexed his jaw, his tusks glinting..

      I swear orcs are like fuckin’ children, I thought One moment they’re throwin’ a tantrum, the next they’ll talk civilly...if there weren’t so fuckin’ many of ‘em, I’d avoid ever dealing with another good-for-nothing orc again.

      “Well, the way I see it, if he’s runnin’ whatever he’s got in there to the point that his own people don’t know about it, then it’s gotta be somethin’ big. The guy that skippers Halus— Sentega—he’s one rich, shady prick, and if he’s goin’ out of his way to move this shit on the low, it’s probably somethin’ he shouldn’t have. Legally, that is.”

      “What do you know about Sentega, Teek? Anything that could help us?” J-Maxx asked.

      “All I know is, the guy is basically Bruce Wayne if Bruce Wayne became a cold, mean, ruthless bastard instead of throwin’ on that Batman suit.”

      “Go on,” J-Maxx said.

      As I was about to speak again, Skreech snatched my .40 caliber Smith & Wesson and promptly began to break it down and oil it next to his big ass shotgun, which I hadn’t noticed he had already started to minister to. Good boy, Skreech, I mused. Already gettin’ things ready in case shit gets heavy. We might have to put in some real work on this one.

      “Even if he’s been sneaky with the package—which he has—he still has to use a transport company to ship it. You said all that the Dragon knows about it, or what he told you at least, was that it was a large package—we’re talking ISO container here.” I kept eye contact with J-Maxx. “And there’s a bunch of companies he can use. He can even use his own. What if we get a guy, any guy? Even your ugly human who pisses himself.” I smirked at Maurice real quick “And we put him in there, you know, a regular Joe who needs a job, and he—”

      “The dragon already has people in at Halus-Corp Trucking,” J-Maxx said, interrupting me, “and they’ve shaken loose no fruits. All they’ve turned up is routine shit, nothin’ out of the ordinary.”

      I considered this nugget of information, rubbing my pointy red chin. “Then he’s not usin’ his own house company to move it. That’s fine.” I was irritated that this was already getting overly complicated. “But the thing is, he’s movin’ this shit on the ground somehow. He ain’t having it shipped by plane, that’d be far too much a headache. And the questions, especially after what went down with the terrorists…” I started to pace. How the fuck am I supposed to find this thing?

      Maurice looked at me and smiled maliciously. The prick could tell I was struggling with how to solve this koboldian knot. I looked over and watched Skreech lovingly caress each little piece of metal, each little innocuous instrument that, when assembled together, formed a deadly whole. All those little mechanisms...The guts of the gun…

      “I got it,” I said suddenly. “Halus-Corp hires all sorts of contractors— private contractors, sub-contractors. Sentega can hide and obscure info as much as he wants, but those contractors still have to fill out that government paperwork.” I stopped pacing and snapped my fingers, making sure the orcs were still paying attention. “If we can get our hands on that paperwork, we can find out who was hired by Halus-Corp and what they were hired for, when and how long the commission is for, all that.”

      “How are we supposed to go about gettin’ those papers?” J-Maxx asked. “Uncle Sam ain’t gonna open his books up for us. That’s a boss who keeps his family tight as any.”

      “Let me work that out.”

      “So...You’re in, then? You’ll take the job?” J-Maxx questioned.

      “Yea, I’m in. I’ll take the fuckin’ job.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      The next day, me and Skreech pulled up to this fuckin’ tiki bar at Venice Beach. Real tropical vibe. I know everyone says this, but I love Venice Beach: bunch of suckers walkin’ around in the sun, great view of the ocean, tons of babes, any flavor ya like. I had set up a meet with an old pal of mine, cat by the name of Elmer Higgins, though friends call ‘em Ray—we went to Magic College back in the day together. He’s alright as far as humans go. A big Irish guy you sort of feel sorry for ‘cause he tries so desperately to look young. Fucker still wears logo T-shirts and spikes his hair even though his hairline is running away from his freckly face. More importantly, my old buddy Ray turned out to be a flag-salutin’, pen-pushin’ G-Man. I told Skreech to hit the bar, keep an eye out, then made my way over to Ray, taking my shades off and comin’ up on him from behind. He couldn’t see me from the way he was sittin’ at the table, so I decided to fuck with the guy a bit; he gets a kick outta me bein’ half a wiseguy anyway. I snuck up right behind him, flashed a toothy smile at the busty waitress so she wouldn’t interrupt—her tits looked fuckin’ great, they looked like they were fixin’ to bust out of that little bikini top she was wearin’--then, imitating a gun with my hand, I pressed the “barrel” against the back of Ray’s prematurely balding dome.

      “Freeze, motherfucker,” I growled menacingly into Ray’s ear. The poor guy sat so still and didn’t say anything for a moment, not even taking his hand off of the water he had been sipping on the moment before.

      “Uh...what the…?” Ray started to ask.

      “Drop your pants and grab your ankles! Or I tell the RA you’re the one who’s been eating the burritos from their freezer when you’re hammered.” I nearly burst. I started laughing—I couldn’t help it at this point. Ray snapped his head around, eyes wide and practically popping out of his head, then quickly stood up and broke into a huge smile when he saw me.

      “You’re a real fuckin’ jerk, you know that? I nearly pissed myself!” Ray was laughing too.

      “I’ve heard this before, mostly from humans. I take it as a compliment.” Us hobgoblins had a way of speaking, a kind of rattle in our voice that freaked people out, especially if they had their guard down. I shook hands with him. We both sat down and I motioned for the waitress with the big tits that I had smiled at to come over.

      “How could you let my dear friend Elmer sit here, without a fine, alcoholic beverage, miss…” I took a quick glance at her name tag. “Miss Jenna? Don’t you know beauty is nothing without hospitality?” The girl, a human, but with a pretty face and great rack, became a bit shy, her cheeks turning a deep red color.

      “I’m so sorry, sir,” she said. “I was about to ask the gentleman for his order when you had come in and..and then you came up behind him and…”

      “Relax sweetheart.” Ray smiled at her. “He’s just giving you a hard time. I’ll have a scotch on the rocks, and for my grim friend here…”

      “Bring me a mojito, extra mint and cucumber.”

      The waitress quickly wrote the drink order down and took off.

      “So, Teek,” Ray began, smiling at me. “How the hell are ya? What can I do ya for?” He was in a good and buoyant mood, which struck me as odd since he was usually kinda fuckin’ melancholy. But I quickly deduced, as his eyes roved around excitedly, that it was ‘cause of the waitresses, all of which were very curvy and very scantily clad in their tiny bikini outfits. Whoever made this the mandatory attire for these broads is really on to somethin’. I looked over Ray’s shoulder and saw a real voluptuous girl—hourglass figure didn't say the half of it—with short, wavy, orange hair. She had to have been a orc hybrid. She was thick as fuck—pretty, in an exotic orc slut way—but what stood out most of all about her was her breasts. They were huge, the size of melons...and there were three of them. She saw my eyes widen—something that must have become very routine for her when she’s been encountered for the first time by a member of the opposite sex. She gave me a wink and a smile as she walked by, tapping my shoulder quickly. My dick started gettin’ hot, started to stiffen as my eyes followed that sexy-ass orc bitch.

      “Damn, Teek!” Ray said, sounding impressed. “How the fuck do you do it? Ever since college, I swear you’re the worst wingman. All the girls are drawn to the noble, hard ass hobgoblin and my ass is lucky to catch your sloppy seconds.”

      “Wait...What did you just say?” I looked at Ray, appalled.

      I saw the first waitress was comin’ back over with the drinks, so I waited until after she had set the booze down before tellin’ Ray what was up.

      “Can I get you anything else?” the waitress asked sweetly.

      “I’ll have the pork sliders,” Ray answered thoughtfully, but I just flicked my hand in a ‘be-off-with-you’ gesture. Ray and I sat there for a couple awkward, silent moments after the waitress walked off to put his order of sliders in.

      “What was with this sloppy seconds thing?”

      “Ah, nothing, forget about it.”

      “No, really I wanna know.”

      “Ahhh, well alright then screw it. Quinsell.”

      “Quinsell, the ice magic girl? With the five sisters?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You were into her?”

      “Into her? We dated for two weeks.”

      “Didn’t know.”

      “Well, I don't know, it just felt weird dating her after you did. Looking back, I shouldn't have let it bother me.”

      “Dated? We had a fling, that’s all.”

      “Right.”

      “Hey, how does the expression go? Brothers before whores.”

      I held my red fist out to him, and got him to crack a smile. He returned the gesture, chuckling. “Yeah, close enough.”

      “All bullshit aside, I wish you had told me. I’d have talked some sense into you, and maybe you would've ended up marrying her instead of you know, that one.”

      Ray shook his head and sighed. “What’s meant to be is meant to be.”

      “If you says so.”

      “Listen, Teek. I just wanna say, I was real sorry to hear about your old man.” Ray cleared his throat. “He was a stand-up guy, always. Remember that one time he snuck us into the Superbowl?”

      “Yea, those were the good days. Damn those 49ers.” I smiled bitterly.

      “What happened with him anyway? Was it that cough he always had?”

      “I don’t wanna talk about it,” I mumbled. “You pick up the pieces and you keep it movin’.” I looked at Ray, annoyed that he brought up something I wasn’t really tryin’ to talk about, but I realized he was just tryin’ to be my friend. He nodded, deciding a verbal reply wasn’t necessary.

      “Listen Ray, to keep it one hundred with ya, I didn’t just ask you to meet up for a friendly meal.” I paused, remembering to keep my voice low. “I need a favor.”

      “Ah, shit, I shoulda figured. My old buddy Teek, the big, bad mobster needs me to help ‘em out of a jam somehow.” Ray sounded somewhat bitter. I looked him in the eyes and felt my own becoming a bright crimson. My long schnozz almost touched his tiny Irish one, I was so up in his face.

      “What the fuck did you just say? The big bad what?”

      “Hey I was just messin around…” He leaned back, eyes flitting away from mine.

      “You outta your mind?”

      “Come on, it’s me.” He gestured innocently.

      I let out a hot breath. “Tell me Ray, how long you been workin’ for the government?” I was changing tactics. “You been over at the I.R.S. for what, seven, eight years now?” Ray gave me a confused look.

      “It’s actually been seven and a half years, can you believe that? Time really flies.” Ray started becoming animated again—people always love telling you about their boring-ass job. “You know, Teek, if it wasn’t for you tellin’ me to take the government exam after Magic College gave me the boot, I don’t know where I’d be now.”

      “Yea, well, you partied and chased ass too much.” I took a healthy gulp of my drink. “And that would have been alright if you could have at least been capable of a little magic. The only magic you could pull off was to recover from a crazy night, bounce back like it was nothin.’”

      “Which is magic in and of itself,” Ray interjected. “Seriously though, I learned it from a leprechaun. No fucking joke.”

      “Sure, man. I know you told me the story a dozen times. But did you ever have any luck gettin’ admissions to see it your way?”

      The waitress brought over Ray’s sliders, gently placing them in front of him and shooting me a questioning glance, almost asking me, ‘You sure? You sure you don’t want any of this?’ I gave her a small nod. Yea, I’m sure. I don’t want any fuckin’ sliders.

      “I know I fucked up. But hey, I was never going to be freaking Gandalf the Grey. Let’s not kid ourselves. But you? You weren’t half bad, man. I remember you got an A on that Intro Conjuring class. Why’d you drop out anyway?”

      “Shit happens.” My hand waved the question away. “So listen—about what I mentioned earlier..”

      “Oh right, right.” Ray’s cheeks looked like a chipmunk as he chewed. “So, what’s the favor?”

      I leaned in real close to him, voice low, ‘cause this was the kind of conversation we we're about to have. An inside thing. “I need you to peep into Hal-Corp’s tax records and which contractors they’ve recently hired.”

      I laid it all out for him. Why sugar coat it? Ray looked at me with this dumb fuckin’ look he always gave when he was perplexed, then looked long and hard at the slider he had picked up. He looked up at me as if to say something, then looked back at the slider and took a large bite. He chewed the shit out of it, prolonging his reply as much as possible.

      “Did you hear what I said?” I was starting to become irritated that he was just sitting there, taking his good old time, chewing and looking at me like a dog that was attempting to understand its master. He simply nodded, almost imperceptibly, and took another bite of the slider. Taking this silence as acceptance and even acquiescence, I went on.

      “It’s like this—you get me that paperwork, and I can take care of what I gotta take care of.”

      “No,” Ray said suddenly, still chewing his slider. “I can’t.”

      “What? Excuse me? Tell me what the fuck you’re saying.” I twirled my index finger in a come-on-hurry-the-fuck-up motion.

      “No. I can’t, Teek,” Ray said. Guy’s face drooped so much I thought he was a bloodhound.

      “The fuck do you mean, ‘can’t’?”

      “I can’t do it Teek! That’s a fuckin’ major federal offense, and if I got caught, if it somehow got back to me, I could lose my job, do time!”

      “Oh yea, Ray? It’s a fuckin’ major federal offense, is it? And what the fuck was murkin’ the orc that was blowin’ out your wife’s ass and disappearin’ him? I put a hole in that piece of shit’s head the size of a grapefruit. What’s that, a fuckin’ misdemeanor?” I was gettin’ really aggravated.

      “Wow, alright Teek,” Ray said, sadder still. “You really had to take it there?”

      “I took a life for you, did you a real big ass favor, and you’re gonna sit there, act all fuckin’ buddy-buddy with me one minute, then tell me the next you can’t grab some fuckin’ papers for me?” If we weren’t in a public place, I swear I would have snatched Ray up by his collar and brought him face-to-face with me. I watched him squirm for a few moments; I could tell he was genuinely upset. Ever since back in the day at college he really went to some lengths to avoid disappointing me or doing some dumb human shit that would irk me.

      Ray looked up at me and met my eyes for a second before rubbing his dirty hand across his face.

      “Alright man, I’ll help you out. But let’s say we’re square after this.”

      “Fine, whatever. Splattered brains for some papers. We should weigh ‘em. See if they’re equal.”

      He let out a hot breath. “And just so you know, I’m hopin’ to work things out with Mindy.” He made a wave motion with his hand. “Move past it all. We're soulmates. I know it.” Maglubiyet’s Everbloody Ax... Some fuckers cling to a woman like a baby Koala.

      “Let’s talk outside. This is not stuff people should be overhearing, even at a whisper.” I quickly looked down and saw the meager tip Ray had left for the big titty human waitress. “Cheap bastard.”

      “That’s a perfectly good tip.” Ray shrugged.

      I only shook my head, reached into my own pocket and put two twenties on top of Ray’s offering. “My father told me when I was young to live generously and life will do you a good turn.” As I was straightening myself out, I felt someone bump into me, hard.

      “‘Scuse me, handsome,” a sultry, playful voice purred in my ear. As I turned towards the owner of the voice, I breathed in her perfume...or maybe it was just her natural scent. Either way, I was intoxicated, enchanted by the heady aroma. I started to harden again. This incredible smell emanating from this individual was definitely awakening my senses. I felt a quick tug at one of my pockets.

      “What the…” I began, startled, turning completely to face my sweet-smelling assailant. Oh, shit. It’s her. My mouth dropped as I saw the sexy, triple-breasted orc girl standing before me, smiling.

      “Haven’t seen you around here before, papi,” she murmured. Oh, fuck...She’s good! I roared internally. I struggled to maintain eye contact with her, my eyes fighting to gaze down at her heaving tits—most especially that big, beautiful third tit, nestled sweetly between the other two, seeming for all the world as if it naturally belonged there.

      “You gonna hang out for a bit, have another drink?” she continued, amused by the effects she was clearly having on me.

      “No, I gotta head out,” I said, a little too quickly.

      “Oh.” The orc girl looked me in my eyes, frowning for a moment. “Well in that case, give me a call if you’re still around tonight. Maybe we can link up.” She made a quick phone gesture with her hand. I gave her a questioning look, at which point she patted on her thick, shapely thigh then pointed at the pocket of my pants that she had intruded on a moment before. I rammed my hand into the pocket and extracted a business card for the tiki bar. I looked at it, somewhat confused, then looked up at her again.

      “Turn it over, silly.” Her three massive juggs bounced up and down with her giggles. I turned it over and saw the name Grexy, with a little heart to the right, and a phone number beneath. I looked back up at her with a small grin on my face, leaning my face back a little, my jaw flexing rhythmically—you know what I’m talkin’ about.

      “You better call me,” she said somewhat aggressively, smiling back at me. Then she went on a little sweeter, almost as though she was thinking out loud. “Ya know, I never been with a hobgoblin before.” I noticed that her tusks were very small, and didn’t protrude from her mouth in the obnoxious way that male orcs tusks did. Apparently most orc girls naturally have smaller tusks, but they also file them down from time to time.

      She then promptly turned away from me and walked back towards the bar. I looked over and saw Skreech was completely enamored with the big orc girl and her body, his eyes catching every shake that her three tits and her firm round ass made as she moved. I’m not even gonna lie; I was creepin’ real hard on that thicc bitch too.

      “Hot damn boy, that’s a lotta meat in motion!” some jerk-off yelled out, causing an uproar of laughter somewhere behind me.

      I glanced over to the guy, a thread of my thick black hair falling over one of my eyes. “The only meat you need to look at is what’s on your fucking plate,” I said to the guy, some skinny human prick, tall and gangly with shades on, indoors. Something about Grexy had already made me a little possessive. Shades got the message though, he grumbled a “whatever” and went back to his food.

      “Okay, Grexy,” I said in a low rumble, ignoring the jerk-off’s comment. She turned back just for a moment, flashing a smile at me.

      What the hell was wrong with me? Ass could wait—I had business to take care of. I caught Skreech’s eye and nodded towards the door. He rapidly drained a large cocktail that he had been nursing, then hopped down from the barstool and made his way over to me.

      “She might just break you.” Ray’s eyes rounded.

      “I can handle her, trust me.” We started walking out, Ray slightly ahead of us.

      “What are we doin’ now, boss?” Skreech longingly looked back over at a gaggle of curvy waitresses, a hint of sadness in his little voice from being torn away prematurely from the eye candy.

      “I’m figuring it out with this IRS pencil pusher. You just relax and keep quiet.” The crisp air of the parking light refreshed my nose, and the light posts made everything look piss yellow. “Well Ray, let’s get this show on the road. I’m a taxpayer and I demand access to Uncle Sam’s office.”

      Ray rubbed his temples. “When do you need this by anyway?”

      “Tonight.”

      “Tonight? You joking, Teek?”

      “Does it look like I am, ya balding bitch?”

      “Alright, take it easy, geeze. Why you gotta take personal shots like that? Look, the absolute best I can do is tomorrow night.”

      “Not good enough.”

      “Alright, let’s go over to the building right now. Soon as we walk in there’ll be two security guards who ask me why I’m there. When I try to make up some bullshit, they’ll still say no. Then what, you whack em? It gets caught on camera, now you’re fucked, you and me both. Or, we do it tomorrow night and I can set it up in the day with my manager so he thinks I legit have a reason for coming in after hours. Which sounds better to you?”

      My knuckles blanched. “Wise-ass. Fine. tomorrow. But I swear, Ray, tomorrow or it’s your ass.”

      “Yeah, tomorrow.” He walked off into the foggy yellow of the beach at night.

      “Where we headed?” Skreech asked, rubbing his eyes like he was tired.

      “We’re goin’ home, for now,” I answered.

      After we were on the road for a bit, my Mustang swallowing the white lines on the road, I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Skreech was looking at me intently, as though he were trying to figure out the right words for an important question.

      “What is it, Skreech?” I asked him, with my eyes still on the road, keeping close to Ray.

      “I gotta be the one to say it, boss? That’s how we’re doin’ it?” The little goblin asked, slight irritation in his voice.

      “What? Say what?” I asked, perplexed. Skreech started to huff and puff, turning this way and that way, then he looked at me, his eyes bulging.

      “THOSE FUCKIN’ TITS ON THAT ORC!” He exclaimed, his ugly little face breaking into a wide grin, “AND SHE HAD THREE OF ‘EM!” He started babbling and chattering excitedly. “I saw she snuck you the digits!” He squealed.

      “Be quiet, Skreech,” I said, breaking into a grin myself. “I ain’t letting you watch. That was a one time thing.”

      “Aw, come on, boss!”
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      “Skreech, I want you to get the guns ready and get my vest out. Get everything we need for the job ready,” I told the little goblin after I had washed up, sprayed a little cologne on. “I gotta head out for a bit.”

      “What?!” Skreech yelped from the other room, hopping off of his chair and thumping over to me. “What about tomorrow? You’re goin’ out at a time like this?”

      “Yea, I’ll be back in a few.” I  started heading down the stairs and towards the door, Skreech trailing me. “ What do ya want from me? I need to blow off some steam, get off my ass.”

      “Yea, sure,” the goblin said sardonically. Then, doing an about-face, went back up the stairs, fuming. “Blow off some steam, that’s what you wanna call it?”

      

      I smoked a joint on the way to the orc girl’s apartment building, cruisin’ and listenin’ to some tunes. I was on alert when I got there, ‘cause I noticed a lotta gang shit goin’ on, orcs pushin’ dope here and there to their fiends, watchers on the lookout. I briefly caught a glimpse of a couple orcs fuckin’ a human skeezer in a shady corner where the apartment building met an adjoining building. I parked and hopped out, walking rapidly but confidently up the walkway and the stairs, not lookin’ at anybody or making any eye contact. A couple orcs noticed me head in, but assumed I was there on business since it looked like I knew where I was goin’, so they didn’t hassle me. I went up the elevator, got out on the fourth floor. I walked over to the door marked “forty two” in cursive lettering, and knocked twice. I faintly heard some music playin’ from somewhere on the other side of the door—it sounded like “Pony” by Ginuwine. That’s the jam, too, I mused.

      “Come in!” I heard Grexy call from the other side of the door. “I’m not ready yet, go ‘head and have a seat, get comfy.”

      “Okay,” I called back, opening the door and strollin’ into her crib. It was nice enough; it looked like a big lazy orc girl lived there. I sat down on a big-ass beanie chair she had up against the wall; she had a few of them strewn about. The carpeting here was real shaggy, and a crazy maroon purplish color. A huge TV front and center of the sparse living room.

      “Nice place,” I called out to her, noticing a bottle of Hennessy on her kitchen counter, a couple glasses nearby.

      “Thanks, you’re sweet. I know it’s a shit hole,” Grexy yelled back from another room. “I’m savin’ up to move out of here soon.” I opened up the bottle of Henny and poured us each a glass. The girl was definitely takin’ her time, so I just slowly paced around her living room with my drink. I saw a painting on the wall that I hadn’t noticed when I came in, some crazy lookin’ psychedelic shit. All kinds of colors swirling, weird shapes, but I could swear I could see stuff moving in it, like one of those eye trick things. It really fucked with my head for a minute, and I didn’t hear her come in from the other room.

      “Nice, huh? The only thing my father ever gave to me.” She nodded up at the portrait. I hadn’t turned around yet to look at her. There was something about this fuckin’ painting—I saw it and it was stuck in my head and it fucked with me. “He was an orc but also had some ogre mixed in with him, so he said. I guess I’m mostly orc myself. What do you think, do hobgoblins and orcs mix well together?”

      “I suppose. Why not?” I was still entranced by the painting.

      “It’s nice to see you, by the way.” She sounded annoyed that I hadn’t even turned to look at her yet.

      “It’s even nicer to see—” I started to say, turning around and smiling. As soon as I laid eyes on her my mouth dropped and all I could think was “whoa.” If her little bikini outfit from the tiki bar barely left anything to the imagination, the tight strips of see-through lingerie she had on now revealed everything that I couldn’t see earlier; the big dark nipples and areola on all three titties; the dark colored hair right above her pussy, which she had shaved into a “V” pattern; the taut, thick muscles of her stomach. But her entire body had that sheen of the lingerie gown over it, so that I could see her body, and yet it was through a purple haze of gossamer fabric. It only made me want to get at her, to rip it all off and take her every which way like a damn wild beast, even more than if she had just been naked. She’s fuckin’ bangin’, I thought to myself.

      “Damn, you don’t play around, huh? It’s definitely nicer to see you,” I said again, somewhat clumsily. She smiled and snatched my drink from my hand, draining it in a sip.

      “I’ll have another.” She sauntered over to the kitchen counter, that peach shaped ass bobbing under the lingerie. I couldn’t even look her in the eyes, I was so enraptured by the sight of her body.

      “Like what you see, handsome?” She poured herself a drink, the amber liquid slowly filling the glass.

      “Lovin’ it.” I nodded, throat dry. She walked back to me, and now I got a view of her three tits swaying as she inched toward me. She looked me in my eyes and promptly burst out laughing, her thick curvy body bouncing and jiggling with her laughs.

      “What’s the matter, papi? I didn’t peg you for a shy one.” Her smile got bigger. “You gonna leave me over here by myself?” Looking down at her own body, she ran her hands along herself, the curves of her tits and hips and ass, the lingerie fabric rumpling lightly at her touch. She sat down on a loveseat, slowly, without taking her eyes off me. I started to laugh myself and rapidly made my way over to her, trying to stay calm, but ready to slay her pussy. I put my hands on her waist as I placed my knee on the love seat she was sitting in, between her legs. I leaned my face in, but she put a hand on my chest.

      “So, you can be real forward.”

      “Well,” I grinned, “I’m not the one who came out wearing something out of Arabian Nights.”

      Her fingers ran along my shirt collar, traced it's sharp edge, then went on running the length of my shoulder. “What if I’m just a tease? What if I just like to catch men... like a spider? Get them all worked up with this little spider silk outfit on me. And when they’re getting all hot for me, I just take big bites out of em? Eat em’ piece by piece until I’m sucking on their bones?” She tossed her wavy orange hair a little, as she smirked. She had high, wide cheekbones, showing the vitality and strength of her bloodline, a small, pointy nose, full lips.

      “Well I would say that you didn't consider... that I’m an even bigger spider.” My red fingers snatched a clump of her hair and yanked her head back, holding her exactly in place. She made a little whimper noise, her mouth parting, hot breath exhaling as she kept her large eyes fixed on mine. Her hips arched slightly, and she started rubbing her thighs together. This bitch likes being dominated. I leaned in and kissed her, turning her toward me as I took a seat next to her, sinking into the couch like my hands were sinking into her body. “And... I got a bone you can suck on just fine.” I moved my one hand around her waist to her big, plump round ass and squeezed, which I could tell she enjoyed by the pleasureful squeal she made as she kissed me back eagerly. Don’t go straight for the three tits, she probably expects every fuckin’ guy she gets with to pull that rookie move, I pondered internally as I excitedly handled her green ass with my hands and kissed her more, whispered some of that freak shit in her ear, kissed on her neck. Suddenly I looked up and saw that fuckin’ painting again and it made me pause.

      “What? Why’d you stop?” Grexy whined, a light sweat breakin’ out at the top of her tits. This bitch was fertile and hot—I could smell that she was already wet and excited for me before even feelin’ or seein’ it. I looked her in her eyes for a moment.

      “What’s up with you? Is this how you get down? Invite strangers up to your place, fuck their head up with your mind-fuck of a painting, then fuck their brains out and send ‘em on their way?” I asked, half teasing but half genuinely having a head trip on account of the painting still.

      “What the fuck? No?” she shot back, confused and irate. “Stop worrying about the painting and come focus on all this.” She rubbed her big fat tits up against me, pushing her body up against mine. “I asked you to come through ‘cause I thought you were sexy and a badass, and ‘cause I never been with a hobgoblin before. You’re only the third I’ve ever even seen, like, in person.”

      “Fair enough.” I couldn’t help but succumb to her sweetness. Hobs were rare on the West coast, so it did afford me an odd sort of celebrity from time to time—although to be fair, it usually didn’t manifest itself in such a great way, such as this gorgeous, thick orc girl practically throwin’ herself at me. “You wanna get dicked down by a hob, huh? Is that it? You wanna be broken by one of the monsters who ruled the world for thousands of years, by the strength of their arms and their balls?” I looked her in the eyes, holding her close, running my hands over her body, her tits, her thighs, her ass. Gods, this girl is a fuckin’ monster of a female! I chortled to myself.

      She pulled away from me a bit and, without a word, I took her hand and raised her up on her feet. I leaned in and gave her a long wet kiss again, her mouth tasting like peppermint—them breath mints from the gas station.  Glancing at the only two doors in the apartment, I spotted one with a mirror and a shower curtain, the other clearly a bedroom, with curtains and a armoire showing through the partly open door. “Come on, if hobgoblins are anything, we’re proper, so I’m gonna take you in the proper place.” My hand whacked her meaty ass with a smacking sound, and she yelped, followed by a mewling giggle. My fingers on the small of her back, I led her down the hall.

      The girl’s bed was so fuckin’ big it took up half the room, which was already pretty big for an apartment bedroom. I chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked as I reclined down on her bed. I only stared up at her, arms on the back of my head, smiling. “Come on, tell me!” She swayed her prodigious hips slowly in front of me, taking my hands in hers and rubbing them over her body, her waist, her belly, trying to coax me. The room was dark and she had some sort of canopy hanging above the bed with a light fixture dangling from it, with multi-colored darklights flashing seductive, sensual colors—deep pink one moment, purple the next, red after.

      “Not a thing, was a laugh of joy,” I murmured.

      “Aw.” She smiled down at me. “So you like me too?”

      “I haven't decided yet. Convince me, slave,” I said suddenly, with the authority of a hobgoblin warlord of old. “Turn around and shake that ass for me.”

      “You wanna see me shake this nice... round... juicy ass, papi?” She smiled and turned around. “What else can I do? I have to obey.”

      She winked then quickly ran her hands over the bottom curve of each cheek, smacked her own ass, and started shaking and wobbling that sexy motherfucker around, throwin’ it in a circle, makin’ them round cakes regulate, her meaty ass poppin’ and jumpin’ up and down, makin’ it fuckin’ clap. I was fuckin’ mesmerized by this big orc bitch. She was startin’ to sweat and I could smell it, I could smell her hot orc pussy and I wanted it. She was like some primal, cave woman that I had to break and civilize. I was gettin’ hard as a motherfucker.

      “I want you.” I stood up behind her while her ass was still facing me.

      “Yea? You wanna slay this pussy, baby? You gonna give me that sweet red hob dick?” She looked back at me over her shoulder. I gave her a severe smile then, taking hold of her waist, had her turn to face her bed and kept her bent over. I dropped my pants and my dick sprung out. My guy was hard and trembling—it had been a hot minute since I last got my rocks off properly. I moved up right behind her, let my member press up against her pussy through the see-through lingerie; while this was happening I also reached around her and played with all three of them titties. As my hand ran along her chest, the sensation of grazing two breasts—then still having another dangling there as she was bent over, ripe for me to squeeze and fondle—it sent a jolt like I was seeing a naked broad for the first time, had that heady smell of lust filling the air.

      “Ah, fuck me. Fuck me now,” the orc girl moaned, gettin’ real worked up, feelin’ me pressing on her.

      “I’ll fuck you when I’m damn well and ready.” I slapped her ass then, making it tremble.

      “Yes! Yes, whatever you want.”

      “That’s right. Now, about that bone you wanted to suck.” I stepped over to her side and turned her slightly, so that she was facing me, then pressed her head down, her hair feeling soft and full on my palm. Her knees hit the ground and her thighs swelled as she sat, her face right up at my crotch. My hand guided my dick, slowly tracing a loop around her lips, parting them open. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation, then suddenly began slurping me in, her tongue lapping at nearly the full length of my shaft. Her short hair bobbed as she worked, my dick starting to pulse harder with each of her lips’ thrusts.

      Stepping out of my pants entirely now, I crouched, my knee pivoting on the plush carpet, and got behind her. She went on all fours, now at this angle the severe hourglass shape ,narrow waist and meaty hips, was even more intense. My fingers ran along her mound, feeling like freshly mowed grass, then found her slick wetness. I fingered her, making circle shapes and straight lines. Then I really teased her. I took my engorged head and nuzzled it there, rubbing it right against the rosebud at the top of her mound.

      “I can’t take it anymore!” she moaned. “I need it. Fuck me, oh fuck me please.”

      “Well, because ya asked so nicely.”

      I couldn’t wait any longer myself. I smiled and pulled her see-through panties to the side, rubbed my dick in between her dripping, dark orc pussy lips, then plunged myself all the way in.

      “Oh, shit!” She didn't hide her pleasurable surprise. Damn, this pussy so hot I could cook a fuckin’ steak on it! I roared internally. I took hold of her waist and pummeled her, rocking her body, her thick round ass making a Wap! Wap! Wap! sound as I sped up. I saw and felt her juices squirt out onto my dick every few pumps. She’s already nuttin,’ I thought triumphantly.

      “You like that hob dick, baby? You wanna be my bitch, is that it?” I continued thrusting in and out of her, watchin’ that sweet ass ripple as I fucked her from the back, spreading her open so I could thumb her dark pink asshole too. My eyebrows knitted together as I really concentrated. Damn, this is so fucking good. She was like a damn fertility goddess, as feminine a shape as you could imagine, and I was releasing everything into her, all the desire, all the intensity, the frustration. I’m working her like a man churning butter, like a farmer plowing a field. Felt so natural, forgot about all the world of concrete, wires, screens, fumes, plastic. Right now I was a fucking wild man, just absolutely destroyin’ this round ass, hearing the chick scream out.

      “Yes! Fuck! Yes! I love that fuckin’ hob dick, papi! Oh! Oh! Ohhhhhh!!! I want more! Oh, fuck, that’s it, right there, right there, I’m gonna fuckin’ cumm. Oh shit, oh...fuuuuuck!”

      Her high feminine voice, screaming as she was going crazy with pleasure. That did me in—I couldn’t hold my own no more. I gave that hot orc pussy a few more deep pumps, lettin’ myself ride the waves of her orgasm, then pulled myself out and spurted my cumm all over her ass, a real thick load that felt hot as it came out of me. She moaned and I couldn’t help laughin’, I just fuckin’ burst with one of those laughs of disbelief at the level of ecstacy.

      “Fuck, that was great.” She was also laughing, exasperated and falling onto her bed.

      “Hell yea.” I stood there drippin’ sweat, staring down at that thick sexy ass I just glazed like a fuckin’ donut. I started to feel woozy—I must have really emptied my balls, so I walked over to her and was about to sit down next to her when she told me to hold on. She reached over and grabbed a box of tissues and wiped my cumm off of her ass, then looked over at me.

      “Bring that dick over here, let me clean you up.” She pointed towards my deflated member. I was very curious what she meant exactly. Maybe just a quick wipe down, but suddenly, she took me in her mouth and suckled and licked for a moment, gettin’ every drop out that she could. Wow, I thought, gazing down at her, feelin’ like I just hit cloud nine. When she was done I went over and grabbed a joint I had tucked into the pocket of my pants, I lit it up, took a few hits and passed it off to her.

      “This is some good tree,” Grexy said, having taken a few large hits and coughed.

      “Yea, I got a guy who got a guy who grows it.” I smirked. She laughed at the small wordplay. “You need any?”

      “Maybe later,” she replied sleepily. Then, lookin’ me in my eyes again, she said, “I think I like you...I don’t even know your name…” She laughed at herself, havin’ not even asked me that pertinent detail.

      “Teek,” I told her, not even thinking to make a name up like I usually did with one-nighters. “I think I like you too.” I laid down facing her and reached over so I could hold and play with her three tits.

      “You hungry, papi?” she purred, giving me sneaky kisses.

      “Nah, I’m chillin’ right now.”

      “Okay, cool.” Her lashes fluttered. “I wasn’t tryin’ to get up right now anyway!”

      I snorted and laughed. I made out with her some while we laid there together on her bed, then after we cooled down a little more and I could tell she was about to pass the fuck out, I got up and started to put my clothes back on.

      “Hey, where you think you’re off to?” Grexy asked, sitting up quickly. “It’s late as shit, you’re not tryin’ to stay the night with me?” I scratched at the top point of my ear, a little bashful.

      “It’s not like that, you’re ready to fall out and I got work tomorrow—” I noticed her jump up and come over to me. She grabbed my hand and pulled me back over to the bed.

      “Ready to fall out?” she asked with some amusement, her dark eyes glinting. “Honey, I’m an orc. Feel this pussy again,” she pulled my hand down between her thighs and cupped it so it cupped her pussy, which was hot and wet once more. “Besides,” she continued, pulling me back down on the bed, sitting down on top of me, “I never been with a guy that didn’t want to go again in the morning!”

      

      A few hours later, when I woke up in a bit of a daze, realizing it was early mornin’ and I had to get back to the warehouse, I reached over and felt the perfect ass of Grexy the orc girl—or whatever the hell she was mixed with to give her three tits. I instantly got hard again, pushed it up against her, tryin’ to force it in between her thick ass cheeks. She stretched like a giant cat and reacted immediately, gettin’ on top of me, ridin’ that dick like she was born to do it; after she rode me a while I laid her down on her back and, watchin’ those three huge tits bounce and wobble for me, I felt her cumm so hard on my dick that she soaked my balls and the sheets of her bed. When she finished I pulled out and busted all over those three perfect juggs.

      Then we sank into the bed for a few long moments as the sun came up.

      “Alright, I gotta head out for real this time,” I whispered to the sleeping orc girl. Her only reply was a happy sounding mumble. I took it as a good thing. Putting on my clothes as quietly as possible, I reached into my pocket and did a quick count, noting all my money was still there. And she didn’t run my pockets? She really might be more than a one night stand, I thought, mildly impressed, looking over again at the voluptuous snoring orc girl sprawled out on the bed. I still had about a thousand in cash on me, so I peeled off some twenties and fifties, a couple hundred worth, and put it on the dresser by the bed. I walked out of the bedroom, saw a glass of Hennessy still sittin’ on the kitchen counter from last night, quickly drank it and headed for the front door. A little hair of the dog to set me straight, I thought.

      “Bye, Grexy,” I called back to her, opening the door.

      “Bye Teeky, call me later.” Her voice was sleepy and content, but then, a moment later—“Hey, what the fuck is this money for? I’m not a hooker, asshole!”

      Oops, I thought, dickin’ it down the stairs, might have fucked that one up. As I came down the last flight of stairs, I noticed a big ass orc standing there, blocking the way for me to get to the doors. This fuckin’ guy was huge, had a large three-clawed scar coming across half his face, still red and pink and puckered as though it were relatively fresh, and wore a leather Jordan jacket, the freshest pair of white Jordans I have ever seen, and puffy gold pants. He had on a thick gold chain, and it seemed to have a name or a word in gold dangling down from it, but I couldn’t make out what it was. I nodded to him as I came down the stairs and he nodded back, but didn’t move.

      “‘Scuse me, man,” I said, attempting to hustle passed him.

      “What you doin’ ‘round here?” The orc looked down on me, still not budging. “When’s the last time a hob came to my neighborhood? Never.” He sniffed. “Did you see Grexy? Did you fuck her?” He asked it almost in the same way that someone might ask, “Did you eat that pizza?”

      “Listen, I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about,” I began, irritated, “but how’s my business your fuckin’ business?” I was getting ready to put this fucker’s eyes out if he kept spitting this shit.

      “No, you listen, dickhead.” The orc came closer, poking me hard with an index finger. “If that’s what you came for, fine. But this is your one and only pass in my hood. Grexy’s a good orc girl. Not often you see a girl with three tits—I had her once myself, moons ago.”

      “Good for you. You want a medal, asshole?” We stared at each other a moment, and I felt my blood starting to boil. I didn’t care anymore that he was near a foot taller than me.

      “Look, I go way back with J-Maxx. He told me ‘bout a hobgoblin who works for him that speeds around in a shitty Mustang like it’s a fuckin’ go-kart. Said he’s stand up, though, as far as hobgoblins go. Just bein’ straight with ya. Don’t come back ‘round this way again. We don’t fuck with goblins here, so meet up with her somewhere else, if she even wants your little red dick again. But don’t come back, cause if you do, you’re gonna get beat the fuck up or killed. I did what I could for you last night to keep my crew off you and your car; that’s generous. ”

      “Yea, alright, I’m keepin’ it pushin’, man. I hear you, but you’re in the fuckin’ way right now.” I was gettin’ irritated,  tryin’ hard to get by the orc, practically shoving him. Suddenly he moved, and I nearly stumbled out of the doors.

      “Remember, don’t fuckin’ come back here,” the orc grumbled behind me. “And make sure you tell J-Maxx that Bragg the Crag saved your red hide.”

      “Yea,” I called back over my shoulder, chuckling briefly at this orc’s name. “I said I fuckin’ heard you.” I was tryin’ to hide it, but I’m not gonna lie and say it didn't bother the fuck outta me that this schmuck had gotten with Grexy, especially since not ten seconds had passed after I was leaving her naked in her bed. Maybe there was more of a possessive old school hobgoblin in me than I thought. Then I hustled over to my Mustang, which, thankfully, hadn’t been fucked with during the night. It was already late in the morning, which wasn’t a good sign, so I sped all the way back to the warehouse.

      “Alright, Skreech, everything ready?” I glanced around the warehouse as my green flunkie came skittering down the stairs.

      “Yeah, boss. Vest and guns, just like you said.”

      “Good. I’ve blown more than enough steam... and bunch of other stuff. Let’s get to work.”
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      My Mustang’s tires rolled smooth onto the Tiki Bar parking lot.

      “You really liked the girls at this bar, ey boss? I thought we were doing the job though!”

      “Not yet. First thing’s first. We’re gonna follow Ray over to his office and get whatever info we can get. That way we can locate this package. That’s why we left all the gear at the warehouse.”

      “I was wonderin’ why you had me get it ready and just left it there! Heehee, I thought maybe you was losing your mind over the orc girl!”

      “When have you known me to lose my cool over a broad?” I just shook my head. “Look, there he is over there waitin’ for us.” I pointed over to Ray’s car, an older black Lexus, dust on the paint showing real ugly in the sunlight—black cars ain’t for the lazy. He was smoking a cigarette, lazily exhaling plumes of smoke out of his window. Me and Skreech pulled up behind Ray. I popped open the center console and took out a joint from the stash I kept there. I sparked it up and took a couple deep puffs, then handed the joint off to Skreech.

      No chit chat with Ray this time.

      I honked my car’s horn twice so Ray would get movin’—he pulled out and we followed. Maglubiyet’s Bloody Ax. I realized, this was my first federal job.

      

      I parked next to Ray’s car in the massive parking lot of his office building, a big concrete box with rows of blinded windows. There was a large, dirty sign posted in front of the building, a directory of sorts with a few names and numbers, and the words ‘I.R.S. Offices’ in a dark, faded color. There was still a fair amount of people workin’ away in there when we arrived, so we decided to wait for a bit for most of the little government worker bees to leave before heading in. When there were just a few cars left, scattered around the parking lot, I looked over to Ray and nodded. He got out of his car and me and Skreech got out of mine. As we walked into the lobby cautiously, but with purpose, Ray stopped suddenly, running his hands through his pant pockets, then the pockets of his blazer.

      “Shit, I left my badge in the car. Hold on.” He turned and ran back out the front doors. I looked down at Skreech and shrugged my shoulders.

      “These humans…” the goblin said, sounding disgusted.

      “Yea,” I agreed. “They get nervous easy.” I looked around the empty hall of the lobby. I got a sickly feeling that I often got when in a empty or mostly empty building. I started to feel paranoid.

      “You know, it would not look great if some civilian here happened to walk by and see two goblin assholes standin’ around, after hours,” I said pointedly to Skreech. He looked up at me and merely nodded, but I saw a light sheen of sweat had started to break out on his tough-skinned forehead too.

      “Come on, Ray, hurry the fuck up…” I muttered. After an interminable amount of time waiting, Ray hustled back up to us.

      “Sorry ‘bout that.” Ray was sweatin’ like a whore after an insatiable john. “I thought I had it on me.”

      “What’s wrong with you? You’re sweatin’ like a fuckin’ animal after your little ten yard dash.” I glared at him. Skreech looked from me to Ray, then back to me.

      “He’s fat,” Skreech said clinically.

      “Screw you,” Ray responded.

      “You humans have terrible health in general,” I said. “You all start to run fat and soft the older you get.”

      “Alright, alright, come on.” Ray folded his arms. “Are we here to find out...I don’t know, whatever the fuck you’re after, or are we here to give ol’ Ray a hard time?”

      “Both,” I gave Ray a hearty smack on the shoulder. It was good to calm skittish guys. Ray shook his head and went over to the kiosk where he swiped his badge. The door leading into the interior offices clicked and popped open. Ray stood still for a minute, hesitating.

      “Let’s go, man, where’s your desk at?” I growled in Ray’s ear, hustling him down the hallway towards some office rooms, some rows of desks with computers.

      “I told you we have to do this carefully. There’s a side office, has networked computers, and no cameras. They'll never suspect me, since they keep the door locked and I have no access. I mean isn't that why you’re here, to help me with this kind of thing?”

      “Alright fine. Show me to the damn door.”

      We went down a hall making sure to avoid any cameras. “This is one time I’m grateful for the recession.” Ray pointed his fat finger toward some frayed wires where a security camera should have been. “This is it.”

      We came to a door with one of those button combination locks. “Shit. I hope to Maglubiyet this isn't one of those digital locks, or we're fucked.” I examined it. “Simplex brand. Non-digital. Doesn’t mean it'll be easy though.” I motioned for my two accomplices to give me some room, then closed my eyes. The Weave is a bitch, let me tell you. Trying to work it, to get that first spark of magic is always the hardest part, you gotta feel around inside yourself, to this connection to the rest of reality, kind of a mindtrip when I think about it. But soon I started seeing a flickering red energy in my vision. This is where I had to stay real concentrated, like keeping a candle lit with the wind howling. I visualized red, felt red, to the exclusion of everything else. Then I felt the magic hook, hook itself onto physical reality and sure enough when I opened my eyes there was a glowing mage hand inches from the door. But I wasn't done.

      I had to keep on focusing, sweatin’ bullets, to elongate and thin the fingers of the mage hand—this was the quirk you might say, that I’d developed for this tried and trusted spell of mages everywhere. Soon the fingers were becoming thin as needles, then even thinner, so that they could slip through the narrow gaps around the lock buttons. Damn, this was hard, these gaps, we’re talking millimeters—less. Then came the even trickier part, I had to transfer most of my consciousness into the mage hand, so I could see and feel with it. Let me tell you that is more fucked up than any drug you been on. You’re crawling around inside a lock, and screws that are only millimeters long are these gigantic towers. But finally I saw it, the latch called a “flag” that held the lock in place so that when you turned the handle nothing happened. The buttons when pressed in sequence, made the flag slip off, but of course, with this mage hand I didn't have to go through all the hassle of figuring it out, just pushed one of these long needle fingers, that was now like a wisp of magic smoke, around the flag, then turned it so that it slipped on, and badabing badaboom, the handle turned.

      “Man.” Ray shook his head. “Imagine what you could have done if you’d stayed in college.”

      “Life happens.” I looked away, not wanting to show that it did hurt when I thought about it, what coulda been. But worrying about things like that is what can get you killed in this line a work, so I kept at it. “Come on, show me to the goods.”

      “It’s over here.” Ray led us over to his desk in a corner area of the office. He plopped down in his office chair, which squeaked and groaned under him, and started to load up his computer. I motioned for Skreech to pull up another office chair for me from the desk next to Ray’s. I sat down right next to Ray and waited for the machine to load up it’s welcoming screen.

      As we waited, my mind turned back to that orc girl with the three tits from earlier—I guess Ray’s talk of the past had gotten me all sentimental. Damn, I thought, she’s a fuckin’ baddie for sure. Grexy, huh?...She was so forward she might be a cold whore but there’s somethin’ special about her...I swear it ain’t just the three tits dangling proudly on her chest. I looked back up, the welcome screen had played, now we were waiting for the I.R.S. interface to load up. A girl like that though... I continued internally. Truth was, she could never be wife material. I’d bang her, treat her nice, take her out to real fine places. Would never hurt her, never lie to her. But the truth was the truth: I wanted one of those classy girls, limbs like lush feathers. The girls you’d see athletes, movie producers, family boss’s carrying on their arms.  Why not settle down, have some kids with a girl like that? I don’t wanna be bangin’ around the rest of my fuckin’ life, from score to score and from girl to girl…hobgoblins have always been about family. I blinked hard. What the fuck was this? Me getting sentimental. A bitch was a bitch. Who the fuck cares about marriage? A damn headache is what it was.

      “Here we go,” Ray said, interrupting my weird-ass thoughts, “here’s the whole menu for ya, Teek.” He pointed up at the bright blue screen and ran his finger down a spreadsheet-like list, “this is all the contractors that filed recently for Halus-Corp, recently and goin’ back for years. Halus corp’s got it set up so that their files are stockpiled, practically in real time, in this database.”

      “Why can’t we break into joints with more fun shit?” Skreech chirped, gettin’ bored quickly, having looked around and concluded that there weren’t any toys or anything to make into a toy.

      “Look for the most recent ones, anything standing out?” I asked Ray.

      “No...No... No,” Ray said, peering down the list.

      I started feeling hot and annoyed. “Keep looking.”

      “Wait,” Ray said excitedly, “check this out. Look at this company, Emissary Freight. Halus-Corp has commissioned them just a couple times, spread out over some four decades. And now, all these years later, Halus has decided to give them another try…?”

      “Maybe they gots new trucks?” Skreech chortled.

      “Shut up, Skreech. Well… fuck, Ray, this could be it. Can you see who runs the local Emissary freight office? I need a name.”

      “Hold on,” Ray said. He clicked the mouse a couple times, then said, “ah, shit,” clicked a couple more times, and brought up a window which contained a picture of an elf with long dark blue hair in a very expensive business suit, and his respective personal and professional information.

      “Raulis...Veshildan?” Ray asked.

      “What kinda fuckin’ name is that?” Skreech cried.

      “He’s an elf,” Ray said matter-of-factly.

      “Yea, no shit he’s an elf.” I didn’t care for elves; I thought they were nature’s expression of duplicity; in bygone ages, elves would shit on the hobgoblins and goblins from up in their fuckin’ ivory towers, and a millennium later they still behaved like they were the best creatures ever created, that the earth was graced and blessed to have the elves deign to live upon it.

      “Listen,” I said, turning to Ray, “I appreciate it, man.”

      “No sweat Teek,” he said, holding out his hand, which I shook, “we should hang out again soon.” Out of the corner of my eye I saw Skreech give me a deranged look, almost to say, ‘no, fuck no, this fuckin’ guy can’t hang with us.’ I looked at the screen and memorized the elf’s information quickly.

      “Definitely,” I said. Then we all walked out of that private office and back into the hall.

      “So, what now?” Ray asked, as we walked, with him leading the way.

      “I guess me and Skreech are in for a late night,” I replied.

      “Hey, Elmer, how’s it goin’? I didn’t know anyone was still here,” a deep voice called out from the hall doorway. I stayed behind Ray, who was standing there blocking the doorway, purposely I guessed. Whoever was talking to him sounded like he was walking down the hall toward us. “Did ya hear about Shawnna? Her and that tiefling boyfriend of hers are gettin’ hitched, everyone’s sayin’ it’s quick but I’ll bet ya she’s pregnant. At least we’ll have some cake.”

      “Oh, shit!...” Ray squeaked.

      “Ray, who the fuck is that?” I whispered through my teeth. I reached for my piece, warm for me already.
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      “It’s…” Ray started. Suddenly an old fuckin’ orc shambled into my view. What is this guy, the clean up crew? I thought, looking at the orc. He must need a custom reinforced seat if they got ‘em workin’ the computers!

      “Oh,” the orc began, startled, “I didn’t know you had company, Elmer,” he looked at Ray, then eyed me and Skreech with some confusion.

      “Wait…” the orc started again, rubbing his huge chin. I noticed some old weathered tribal tattoos coming up his neck.

      “Little John,” Ray said, looking at the orc, “it’s not what you think -”

      “Elmer, you know you can’t have guests in here,” the orc said, shaking his head, sounding disappointed. “This is a serious infra...infraction.”

      The old orc started to walk backwards towards the way he had come in and, losing my patience, I reached down and grabbed the snub nose revolver I kept on an ankle strap and ran over to the orc. I tapped him on the shoulder, making him stop and turn towards that side with a dumb fuckin’ “huh?” sound. I dashed to the other side and slipped in front of him, the barrel of my gun pressed up against his grizzled cheek.

      “Teek, no! Don’t hurt Little John!” Ray yelled. Skreech cackled at the odd name of this orc.

      “Listen, old timer,” I growled, “I don’t have time for this shit, so this is how it’s gonna be.” I pushed the barrel of the gun deeper into his cheek fat. “I’m gonna put a hundred dollar bill in this pocket right here.” I quickly did this, taking the bill from my pocket and tucking it into his shirt pocket. “And you’re gonna have a couple drinks on me, and you’re gonna forget I was ever here, or.” I thumbed the hammer back. “I’ll put a hole so fuckin’ big in this cheek here that you might have some trouble eatin’ Shawnna’s fuckin’ ‘congrats!’ cake.”

      “You know Shawnna?” the orc asked incredulously, eyes wide.

      “Yea, sure, we send each other birthday cards. Do we got a deal or what gramps?” I looked the orc in his old rheumy eyes.

      “Fair enough,” Little John replied after a long moment of consideration, patting his chest pocket where I put the hundred. “I think you misunderstood me, young man.” He stood then, to his full height. “See these tattoos here? Helljaw of the Devil Moon Tribe. Twenty years of breaking necks a lot bigger than yours, my friend. Then thirty more in bars for doing so. Now, I’m just a kindly old orc, a model citizen. I’m enjoying watching my grandkids play in the park. Feeding the ducks, that sort of thing. I’m no snitch my brother. So, now that you know,  you pull this gun on me ever again, and even with a blown off jaw, I will rip your arm off.”

      “Fair enough.” I released the hammer. Old man had my respect, and it wasn’t worth getting ugly. “Just know that you don’t want to find out which one is faster, me blowing your brains out or you tearing my arm off. Come on Skreech.”

      

      Me and Skreech hopped in the Mustang and headed south until we made it to “Orc Diesel,” an auto repair shop that J-Maxx owned, which didn't’ work on any diesel cars. He was sitting there in a lawn chair with Maurice, the garage door rolled up. The light from the shop was hitting them from behind, so their bald heads, sharp ears and bowling ball shoulders made for intimidating silhouettes as smoke plumed up from them.  “About time,” J-Maxx grumbled as he put out his fat cigar on the lawn chair..

      “Hey, this was a federal level job we were talking here.” My shoes clacked on the asphalt as I walked toward them.

      “You rifle through some papers and you think you’re hard,” Maurice guffawed.

      “Whatever.”

      “Wait.” Suddenly Maurice’s nostrils flared wide as a bull’s. “You smell like some good pussy, hob, but you ever thought of takin’ a bird bath when you’re done?”

      “Yea, I thought I smelled somethin’ funny,” J-Maxx said, grinning and coming over to me. “Where you been, Teek? Balls deep in some sweet fat orc pussy? Sure fuckin’ smells like it.” He put his big ugly face close to me and breathed deep. “Fuck she smells like a big, fine horse! I’m proud of you, hob.” He beamed, almost as if he had just taught me how to ride a fuckin’ bike.

      “Listen, Teek, before we roll out,” Maurice began, grinning, exchanging glances with some of the other orcs around him, “we gotta know. How was she?”

      I frowned and knitted my eyebrows together for a moment, but, seein’ Skreech had come up and these fuckin’ orc goons were lookin’ at me like it was story time, I figured what the fuck, I’m amongst men, and some of ‘em might not make it back tonight.

      “Alright, she was pretty good,” I said, nodding and smiling, to more orc laughter.

      “Yea?” Maurice asked, a little too eagerly, “what did she look like? Don’t hold out on us.”

      “She was dope, man,” I started, “an orc hybrid girl, must have had some ogre mixed in there somewhere.”

      “I knew one, years ago.” Maurice rubbed his chin. “Yeah, she always said she was mixed with ogre, but I gave her shit and said it must’ve been troll. She was ugly as hell, but I still gave her the D hahaha!”

      I shook my head. “Well this girl, Grexy, she was no troll, let me tell you. Must have been in her early twenties, thick and sexy as a motherfucker.”

      “I like my bitches thick too,” I heard an orc say to another.

      “Real big and thick,” I heard the other orc say back.

      “Yea?” Maurice asked again, “and? How were the tits?”

      I looked sideways at Skreech, saw he had a big shit-eatin’ grin on since he knew what was up with the orc girl. “They were bigger than your fuckin’ head,” I laughed, “and she had three of ‘em! I’m telling ya, she was mixed with ogre or something cus I’ve never known orc girls to have three tits.” J-Maxx, Maurice, the whole fuckin’ gang of ‘em roared with laughter. I was laughin’ too but inside I was little bitter, I might have prematurely ended that before it began. Oh well, I ain’t a nesting creature, I mused. I wasn’t tryin’ to bring a girlfriend into my life anyway, and as great as those three tits and the big orc girl connected to ‘em were, I got bored with the same girl over and over, I gotta keep it movin’, I love the conquest.

      “No fuckin’ way!” one of the orcs yelled, still doubled over with laughter.

      “Did you hear what that hob said? She had three fuckin’ tits?” another asked, amazed.

      “Teek, you lyin’ son of a bitch!” J-Maxx said, tears streamin’ down his ugly orc face from laughing so hard. Maurice looked at me strangely, but said nothing. “Teek, come now, tell the truth,” J-Maxx said, straightening up in front of me, still chuckling.

      “I am, she had three tits, the best fuckin’ rack I ever seen,” I said, a little touchy that they might not be believing it. “Ask Skreech, he saw her at the bar she works at.” I pointed a thumb over at the goblin, shrugging my shoulders. The orcs turned to the little goblin, who grinned and started nodding.

      “It’s true! I seen her,” Skreech cried, his eyes looking wistful as he recalled the moments from the tiki bar. “She was beautiful! Three massive tits, an ass like two honeyed hams.”

      “Alright,” I warned him, “that’s enough.”

      “By the fucking Gods, hob, how have you not proposed to her already?” Maurice asked, sounding very impressed that the three tits of this orc girl were confirmed by a second party.

      “Come on, we going to talk about a bitch all night?” The whole thing was wearing thin, and hell if I didn't start feeling weird about talking about Grexy like that, even if I never saw her again.

      “I might have to find her and pay her a visit myself,” J-Maxx rumbled.

      “Hey, Teek, what’s the girl’s number? Smells like I gotta look her up!” Maurice hollered over to me, followed by uproarious orc laughter.

      “Will you all SHUT THE FUCK UP?” I didn't know where it came from exactly, but my voice was a damn tiger roar. “It’s like I'm talking to some fuckin’ schmucks, drowning turkeys practically.”

      It got real quiet, with the orcs just flexin’, getting their “we're about to punch your skull in” faces, some others just looking like they didn't know what the hell happened with the roar and all.

      “You starting this shit again?” J-Maxx asked, referring to our little tense moment back at my warehouse.

      I just shook my head and ignored the whole thing, then took out a slip a paper and handed it into J-Maxx’s huge green fingers. “That’s the address to this elf prick. I guess he works for some company called Emissary Freight.”

      J-Maxx’s beady eyes squinted at the paper. He nodded then, a smile spreading on his shark jaw. “We’ll meet you there. Maurice, give him the walkies.”

      Skreech and I drove by Beverly Hills, a real elf stronghold, and I lit up a joint, as we still had a little ways to go. I flicked on the radio, heard “Return of the Mack” by Mark Morrison come through the speakers. This was my thing right here. I turned it up and it helped calm my nerves, because they were starting to get frayed. All things considered, I really wasn’t feelin’ the involvement of the elves; the way I saw it, if elves are helpin’ some rich weird human privately transport some shit, that shit was serious and was bound to be more trouble than it was worth.

      

      As we pulled into the little parking lot of the elf’s office, I peeped around and noticed there was only a few vehicles. I parked in the corner of the lot, and waited.

      I heard a sound like rolling thunder, and a few minutes later the orcs had rolled up in a heavily modified Tacoma, dark green and raised up so high it was practically a fuckin’ monster truck. J-Maxx caught my eye as he parked nearby and nodded. I noticed he had a few orcs and a human with him; I nodded back..

      “Like that ain’t fuckin’ suspicious,” Skreech said, looking towards the fuckin’ Tacoma-turned-monster-truck.

      “Yea,” I said, “pass me the walkie-talkie real quick.” Skreech passed it over to me.

      “Yo, J-Maxx, one-two-three, one-two-three, is there cumm in your ear or can ya hear me?” I chirped through the walkie-talkie.

      I heard J-Maxx’s voice come through the walkie-talkie, and even through that medium it made me think of what it would sound like if shit and gravel were ground together in a old barrel. “What, Teek?”

      “What do you mean, what? There’s a gang of big ass orcs in a fuckin’ monster truck in a little office parking lot, that’s what. Real inconspicuous.” I looked over towards the orcs in their truck, and I could have swore I saw J-Maxx turn to his boy Maurice, who was ridin’ shotgun, and mouth the question, ‘what’s inconspicuous mean?’

      “So?” J-Maxx asked through the static, pretending he was on the same page.

      “So go park around the corner and I’ll call you after me and Skreech snatch the elf.”

      “Why should I? This way we can block him in, no escape.”

      I shook my head and cursed, waited a moment before saying anything. “If he walks out that door and sees your truck he’s gonna fuckin’ bolt, man,” I tried to reason with the orc. “He’s gonna know something is up. Park up right around the corner, and as soon as we got ‘em we’ll pull around to you.” I looked over and saw the orcs debate for a few minutes.

      “Alright,” J-Maxx’s voice shouted over the walkie-walkie, irritated that he wasn’t going to be in on the snatch, “but no funny shit, bring that elf fucker right over to us. I saw some old abandoned motel on a turn off right before here so meet me there.”

      “Okay,” I chirped back. J-Maxx started up his big ass truck again and pulled out. I handed the walkie-talkie back to Skreech, who put it on the floor by his feet. I looked over at the little goblin thoughtfully for a moment.

      “Grab them bandanas out the glove box, Skreech.” The goblin clicked open the glove box and took out two black bandanas.

      “Why we gonna use these?” Skreech asked, looking up at me.

      “I’m not tryin’ to have this elf remember what we looked like,” I told him.

      “OK, boss,” he said. We tied the bandanas around our faces..

      “Alright, Skreech, this is what we’re gonna do…”

      

      Laying down in the back seat of the elf’s Cadillac, which we deduced to be the elf’s as it was the only car left in the office parking lot besides some shitty old van, which I really doubted a rich elf would drive, me and Skreech waited some twenty minutes until, at last, we heard the office doors open and the footsteps of a male elf in expensive loafers coming our way. The elf pulled out his key fob, a recent invention, and clicked the unlock button. It was night time and the car’s windows were very tinted, so it was nearly impossible, even for an elf, to have made us out in the shadows of his backseat, had he even thought to look; however, he did not. The elf opened the driver side door and, very cocky, slipped into the buttery leather seat. I waited for him to start the car before puttin’ the works on him, and when he did I nudged Skreech. Skreech, actin’ like a fuckin’ ninja, sprung up and, his crowbar glinting in the dark of the interior of the car, rammed it down in front of the elf’s neck and yanked it back hard and fast, before the elf even had time to react. The elf made painful wretching noises, the only sounds he had been capable of making out when he realized, too late, he had been entrapped.

      “Calm down, Raulis,” I said imperiously, sitting up in the seat behind the elf. The elf was able to look back in the rearview mirror, and what he saw apparently did not impress him—a hobgoblin, in some half-ass incognito shit, pointing a gun at him, and a smaller goblin holding a crowbar to his throat. I saw anger in the elf’s eyes, and he started to shake violently, he started to lift his arms up to attempt to dislodge the crowbar that Skreech was crunching his throat with. Shit, I thought, I wasn’t expectin’ him to put up a struggle. No wonder these elf assholes had been a thorn in my people’s side for thousands of years.

      “Raulis, calm down and nobody has to get hurt.”

      “To..hells..with you…” the elf managed to choke out. I rolled my eyes to the fuckin’ heavens, shook my head, wondered why everyone I happened to encounter lately had to be an asshole, then promptly cracked the elf hard in the back of the head with the butt of the gun. Raulis, who had so recently left his office full of confidence, swooned and slumped forward, his face hitting the fuckin’ car horn.

      “Fuck, hold his head up, Skreech!” As Skreech lifted the elf’s head, I noticed a trickle of blood coming down from his scalp, dripping onto his nice suit and staining his blue hair. I slipped into the front passenger seat, nearly got up and walked into it since this fuckin’ Caddy was practically a boat on wheels, and told Skreech to keep an eye on the elf, who was beginning to stir.

      “Raulis,” I said, “look at me Raulis.” He just gazed out the front window through half-lidded eyes. I exchanged worried glances with Skreech. Ah shit, I mighta rung this guy’s fuckin’ bell a little too hard, I thought.

      “Raulis, come on man, I don’t have time for you to go full-retard on me right now,” I told the elf, then, still getting no response, I smacked him across the face, which seemed to wake him up.

      “Wha...what the fuck...what do you want?” the elf stammered.

      “Listen carefully Raulis,” I began, “me and my associate here have a few questions for ya. If you give up the answers I’m lookin’ for, you’ll be a free elf, shit, a free elf with a new lease on life.” I looked into his odd elven eyes. “But if you don’t Raulis, or if I find out later on you’ve lied to me, I’m gonna hurt you again, and I got some orc buddies that are wringin’ their fuckin’ hands waitin’ to get a hold of you.”

      “No…” the elf groaned, his eyes growing wide.

      “Make the right choice, Raulis,” I told the elf, gently putting my hand on his shoulder, “and I’ll see you get outta this safely. I just wanna know about your business with Mr. Sentega.” The elf looked thoughtful for a moment, then, pushing his long blue hair back, looked at his hand and saw blood on it. I felt his body stiffen. This motherfucker probably never had anyone make ‘em bleed before, I thought to myself.

      “No, I won’t do it,” Raulis said, trying hard to regain his perfect elven composure. “I have the highest of honor, loyalty, commitment. My clients trust me, they know they’re secure with me. I won’t betray them now because some—what—” He looked over at me, eyeballed Skreech in the rearview. “A hobgoblin, his filthy little goblin companion, their imaginary crew of orcs, are threatening me with violence.”

      I looked back at Skreech with some surprise. This elf was one tough prick, I had to give ‘em that.

      “Raulis,” I growled at the elf, “you’re not thinkin’ straight -”

      “I said no.” Raulis shook his head. “Let that be the end of it. I don’t know what you think you’re after, but you’ll get nothing from me. Go back to working the McDonald’s counter, hob, you’re not a very good larcenist.”

      “Oh, a fuckin’ racist elf to boot!” Skreech quipped.

      “You know what, have it your way, pal,” I snarled at him, then sucker punched him hard in the face. He reeled, not seeing it comin’, and honestly I needed to fuckin’ vent so I let into the elf, slugged ‘em hard.

      “Where’s your dexterity now, dickhead?” the little goblin chortled.

      “Skreech, get the fuck out the car and yoke this asshole out, we’re goin’ to the orcs.” As Skreech jumped out the back and flung open the driver side door, the elf started to whimper.

      “Come on, let’s go tough guy,” I said, disgusted.

      “No...wait,” the elf whined, “hold on, what is this, what’s going on? What...Why is this happening?” He sniffed at the blood starting to run from his nose.

      “You’ll figure it out,” I replied, then, nodding to Skreech who was holding his crowbar like a fuckin’ baseball bat, said, “remember what I told you before. If you give me what I need to know, I’ll let you go free, but if you keep bein’ fuckin’ stubborn, well…” I looked at him pointedly. “You’ll be hurtin’ yourself, really.” I shrugged my shoulders. The elf sat there for a moment, shaking his head and holding onto the steering wheel tightly.

      He started muttering some shit I couldn’t understand.

      “What?” I asked him.

      “No,” he said again, simply, firmly.

      “Raulis, either you’re comin’ willingly, or I’m gonna fuckin’ drag you there.”

      The fuckin’ prick just shook his head and held on to the wheel tighter. “No!”

      “Alright, man, alright,” I rumbled, “you fuckin’ jerk. Skreech, you know what to do over there.” The little goblin smiled and, as the elf turned to look down at the goblin, Skreech swung his crowbar hard against the elf’s hands which were gripping the wheel for dear life. The elf cried out and Skreech swung again, aiming for the leg closest to him. Raulis started to squirm, started to yell out for help.

      “Get out of the fuckin’ car, Raulis!” I yelled in his face, started to shove him out, “Skreech, keep hittin’ this stupid fuck!” Now, I don't know if you ever gotten hit with a crowbar, but that shit hurts. This wasn't no Atari thing where you can get hit with a sword ten times like it's nothing. I was hearing bones break, him biting his tongue as his jaw got whacked, the fucker screaming like we we're gutting him. Finally, I pushed hard and the elf tumbled out the car, whimpering and shaking and bleeding on the ground of the parking lot, his nice suit and loafers scuffed and ruined. I told Skreech to help me tie him up, and I yanked off his tie, using it to gag him. When he was tied up, I had Skreech help me throw the elf in the trunk of his Cadillac, then told Skreech to follow me in the Mustang. The short little sack of shit could barely see over the fuckin’ steering wheel but we were just goin’ a couple miles down the road. As we pulled out to head towards the meet-up spot with the orcs, I could hear Raulis thumping around in the trunk. Tough shit, I thought coldly. If it’s one thing that pisses me off it's stubborn fucks who don't know what’s good for em’.

      “Now we’ll see if you won’t talk, ya elf prick!” I yelled back to the elf.
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      “Teek, what’d I say about no funny shit?” J-Maxx asked, walking over to the Cadillac, having been waiting impatiently outside his monstrous fuckin’ Tacoma, and peering inside only seein’ little old me, “where’s the elf?”

      “What elf?” I asked with false-genuine wonder. J-Maxx looked at me in confused anger. I popped open the door and got out slowly. Maurice, ahead of the rest of the gang, started to walk over, having noticed J-Maxx come up closer to me, and suddenly I realized that both these big fucks were standing by me, their heavy ass breathing soundin’ like a fuckin’ bull after it’s been worked up. Skreech pulled in and parked behind me, momentarily distracting the orcs. “He’s in the trunk, you idiots, relax,” I told the orcs, walking back towards the trunk. “Was this supposed to be some drivin’ Miss Daisy shit? Should I have handed him a copy of the L.A. Times, maybe asked him if he wanted a cup of coffee while I fuckin’ kidnap his ass? Of course I put him in the trunk!”

      “Shut up already,” J-Maxx blurted. “Let’s see him.”

      I shook my head and used the key fob to make the trunk unlock and open up. Nice, I thought. A terrified elf with blood-matted blue hair in a soiled business suit was revealed.

      “You already had to rough him up a bit, huh?” Maurice seemed mildly impressed and disappointed somehow at the same time. While the orcs looked down in amusement at the elf, who muffled some obscenities at them, I noticed that Skreech had snuck up behind me and slipped my modified .40 caliber Smith & Wesson into my back waistline discreetly, then he moved away and came back from a different direction, sauntering over as if he had just come from the car. I gave him a small nod, which he returned.

      “Listen, J-Maxx,” I said, coming up next to the orc and speaking low, hoping the elf wouldn’t hear, and keeping my bandana on and up in front of him, “I told this elf prick if he gives up the info we need, he can go free. Maybe you should assure him of the same, and we can all head home a little early.”

      “Whatever gets the job done” J-Maxx rumbled, off-handedly.  “Hey, elf prick.” J-Maxx was still looking down at Raulis, who was looking at the orcs all fuckin’ bug eyed, “if you tell us what we need to know, you can be on your fuckin’ way.” I saw a flash come across the elf’s eyes, one of supreme anger and distrust, but one which also had some hope to live and get past this night. After a moment the elf stopped trying to squirm around in the trunk, looked up at the orc, studied his eyes briefly and nodded. J-Maxx nudged Maurice with a big elbow, which must have been an unspoken go-ahead, ‘cause Maurice grabbed the elf, violently yanked him out of the trunk, his head and face making a Thump! noise as it clipped the bottom trunk lip, stood him up-right, and roughly yanked down the tie which I had used as an improvised gag.

      “This is fucking outrageous, how dare you treat me like this?” the elf spluttered, looking around wildly. Maurice, in a flash of hulking muscle, and still in front of the elf, smacked the shit out of Raulis, making him cry out in pain and making his whole body spin nearly all the way around.

      “You’ll speak when you’re spoken to, elf,” Maurice said coldly.

      “Raulis, come on man, what do you really owe Sentega anyways?” I tried to plead with the guy. “You’re gonna lose your life over some scumbag business deal? Some rich human asshole who would give you up in a fuckin’ heartbeat if he was the one havin’ to squeal on you?” I looked around at the orcs and Skreech, shaking my head and acting like this was the dumbest fuckin’ thing I ever heard.

      “Whether he would or not is irrelevant,” the elf croaked, though with some hesitance. His shining armor of virtue thing was starting to break. “This is my business. If I gave up my client’s privacy, who would ever trust me again? Who would ever work with me again?” I looked at J-Maxx in surprise, a look to say, ‘can you believe this fuckin’ guy?’ J-Maxx shook his head then turned an angry eye back on the elf.

      “I don’t have time for this,” the orc snapped, walking over to Raulis. “What is it? What is the package? Where the fuck is it?”

      “I don’t know what it is! And even if I did, I would never tell a filthy orc!” the elf cried. Oh you fuckin’ idiot, I thought, feeling some pity for this elf who couldn’t help but say the wrong fuckin’ thing, at the wrong fuckin’ time. J-Maxx snorted derisively, looked around at his audience, then seized the elf by the throat and brought him up to his face.

      “Fuckin’ tell me what you know, now,” J-Maxx growled, some of his spittle hitting the elf’s face. The orc tightened his grip. “Or I’ll snap your little fuckin’ pencil dick neck like it was a tooth pick!”

      “Alright! Alright! You win you bastard!” the elf managed to choke out, his eyes turning a deep red and looking like they were about to burst. J-Maxx promptly dropped the elf on his ass. He’s gonna have a real fear of choking from now on, I mused. “Look,” the elf said, still gasping for breath and trying to get a hold of himself. “I don’t know who told you what, but you’re already too late. The private train with Mr. Sentega’s cargo left Los Angeles two hours ago, on the Emissary Executive line, I.D. F0916B, bound for Chicago, so, really, you see, you’re wasting your time.” Now that he was squealing on his client, the slippery elf fuck couldn’t have spoke more rapidly.

      “Too late?” I shouted, turning to J-Maxx. “Too fuckin’ late? ‘Lotta fuckin’ runnin’ around for too late. Thanks for this.”

      “Shut your fuckin’ mouth, Teek,” Maurice warned. The other orcs and the sallow junkie from before, the one that pissed himself back at the warehouse, came up behind him.

      “What else?” J-Maxx asked the elf. Raulis threw up his arms and started shaking his head. “What else?!” the orc roared, causing the elf to shake and spill the rest of the only currency he had left in this life: information.

      “It...It’ll be heavily guarded, Mr. Sentega insisted on our diamond tier security package. And the cargo will be contained in the middle car of the train. That’s all I know.”

      “Sounds like he’s holdin’ out,” an orc called out, having noticed a thoughtful silence had fallen on us.

      “Yea, he’s fuckin’ holdin’ out on J-Maxx!” another orc shouted. The elf just shook his head and whined.

      “You holdin’ out on me, elf?” J-Maxx rumbled, looking down at the elf, gettin’ gassed up by his crew.

      “No, no, I swear, Mr. ...Mr. J-Maxx. Uh… uh… it’s the 12th car on the train. It’s making stops in Denver and Kansas City. I swear, now, I’ve told you all that I know!” Raulis cried, then, rising to his knees. “Please! I have a family! I’ve told you everything! Please!”

      J-Maxx sneered down at the elf. As he made the elf desperately beg and plead I started feelin’ sick, this shit was pathetic to watch and I had other shit to do than see an orc torment some asshole elf.

      “J-Maxx, let ‘em go, man,” I said as casually as I could to the orc. “We told him if he gave up the goods, he could keep it movin’. He gave it up, more or less.” J-Maxx looked at me for a moment, deep in thought, looked to the elf then back to me.

      “You know what, you’re right,” J-Maxx agreed, nodding, “much as I like busting elf skulls, we did give ‘em our word, after all.” He looked over to Maurice. “Untie ‘em and stand ‘em up.” Maurice and another orc quickly stood Raulis up and yanked off the rope me and Skreech had used to tie up the elf’s hands and feet. The elf started rubbing and touching on his new bruises with his busted, bloody hands and looked around wild-eyed.

      “Okay, elf prick, a deal’s a deal. Kick rocks, get on your horse and ride,” J-Maxx said. Raulis looked from the orc to me, then started walking with uncertainty towards his Cadillac. I caught Raulis’s eye as he stumbled closer to his car, gave him a small nod, and saw him give me a stare like he'd seen a ghost.

      “Oh, by the way, I can’t believe I almost forgot…” J-Maxx called out, filled with good humor. BOOM!
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      A shotgun blast. I couldn’t hear anything for a moment after that, just a ringing in my ears, but I saw J-Maxx grinning, Maurice and the other orcs cackling. The human ran back to the orc’s truck. I saw the smoke lazily drift up from the barrel of the sawed-off shotgun in J-Maxx’s hand, still aimed at Raulis the elf, who crumpled on top of the guts that J-Maxx’s shot had blown out of his body, right in front of him.

      “What the fuck was that?!” I roared at the orc. “We both told him we’d let him live! What the fuck?!”

      “What next, you going to cry like a bitch over it?” J-Maxx said nonchalantly, passing off his sawed-off shotgun to one of the other orcs. “He’s a fuckin’ elf, now he’s a dead elf. What is the fuckin’ problem?”

      “What kinda fuck shit is that?” I shouted. “I gave him my word, you did too! Does your word not mean a fuckin’ thing?” I noticed the orcs started to group around me.

      “Watch what the fuck you sayin’, hob,” J-Maxx rumbled. “My word is real good, but I don’t owe a fuckin’ thing to some elf prick. You hobs got a beef with the elves goin’ way back, don’t ya? Well, so do we.” He motioned towards himself and the other orcs.

      “That’s foul, man,” I bitterly told the orc, shaking my head. “Don’t tell me one thing then do another, and shit on my word in the meantime.”

      “What do you wanna do? You wanna send chocolates to his bitch elf wife? Let her know our thoughts and prayers are with her? How ‘bout a fuckin’ Whitman Sampler?” J-Maxx looked back at his crew and gloated in their laughter. He’s right, the fuckin’ piece of shit, I thought grimly, the fuck am I gettin’ worked up for over some dead elf prick? Sorry pal, I did what I could for you—I looked at the elf’s corpse briefly—but you were a fuckin’ jerk to the end, and that’s that. I still got shit to do whether you lived or didn’t.

      “If you’re gonna shoot someone in front of me at least fuckin’ warn me next time, I’m not a fan of surprises,” I muttered bitterly.

      “Duly noted, Senator,” J-Maxx said sarcastically, then, turning serious. “So, what do ya think?”

      “I’m thinkin’ we should track the train, figure out it’s stops somehow, then we’ll go to a stop and snatch it there,” Maurice said.

      “I didn’t ask you, I asked him.” J-Maxx scowled at the other orc, causing him to quickly shut his mouth and glare at me.

      I looked back at him thoughtfully for a moment, then turned to J-Maxx.

      “Well we definitely ain’t doin’ that, since a security team would probably be on high alert at scheduled stops. And who knows if it’ll stop at all.” I  pulled off my bandana and tossed it to Skreech. “This is gonna sound crazy as fuck, but I’m thinkin’ we’re gonna have to hit the train while it’s still movin’.”

      “How?” J-Maxx and Maurice asked at the same time. Skreech looked at me in a way that clearly asked, ‘are you fuckin’ crazy?’

      “Let me think a minute,” I answered, then, starting to pace. I noticed the orc’s monster truck Tacoma. “Those trucks are good for off-roading, right?”

      “Might as well be tanks, but what’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Alright, check this out,” I said, excited too, feelin’ the score gettin’ closer, “this will be the railroad and the train movin’ on it here, ok?” I said, using my hand in the air to demonstrate a position. “We’ll come up on both sides, one truck will speed up, then park on the railway, which should force the conductor to pull the emergency brake, at which point—” I used my other hand, showing it pull up alongside the other, “—we’ll jump on there, deal with the security, grab the shwag and get off.” I looked around, “any questions?”

      “Sounds fuckin’ wild. I like it,” J-Maxx said after a few moments, sounding impressed.

      “We’re gonna need to come heavy,” I warned J-Maxx, “don’t be yellin’ out to me for a piece and a clip if shit goes south.”

      “That’s not very brotherly of ya, now is it?” Maurice asked.

      “Yea, well, a gun fight ain’t very brotherly and it ain’t a place I’m tryin’ to be. The way I see it, I’m runnin’ and gunnin’, I’ll catch ya later at the spot if you make it out.”

      “Speaking of which,” J-Maxx began, “where should we meet at after?”

      I looked at J-Maxx, my patience about to snap. “That depends on where we can snatch it at, now don’t it?” I said, trying to keep calm.

      “There’s a lotta states between here and Chicago,” Maurice added, cautiously. I looked over at Skreech, saw he had helped himself to one of my joints. I motioned for him to bring it over and took a couple hits.

      “If the train left two hours ago,” I started, “it’ll be passin’ Vegas in about four hours.”

      “Vegas?” J-Maxx asked, surprised.

      “Yea,” I said confidently. “Trains don't move as fast as cars.”

      “Hold on, that gives me an idea,” J-Maxx said, then, turning to one of the other orcs with him said, “get me the phone, get Brock on the line.” The orc hustled over to J-Maxx’s truck, rooted around for a moment in the backseat, then brought back a mobile phone the size of a brick.

      “Nice,” I said, nodding towards the new mobile phone, an electronic that just hit the market recently. “I’m thinkin’ about gettin’ one myself.”

      “It’s the future,” J-Maxx rumbled back, then, getting on the mobile phone after his orc lackey punched in the number. Some crazy noise almost as bad as that AOL dial up thing rang out. “Brock. Yea. Yea, it’s me. I got some work to throw your way. I need you to keep an eye out for a train, it’ll be crossin’ over to Nevada sometime tonight,...the number? Shit, yo, Teek,” he said, looking over at me. “What was the tag the elf said?”

      “F0916B.”

      “F0916B,” J-Maxx said back to his guy on the phone, “got it? Okay. Yea. Call me as soon as you got eyes on it.” J-Maxx ended the call and tossed the phone to the orc that grabbed it for him. “Alright, Teek, we’re on the right path now, huh?” He smiled and clasped a giant hand on my shoulder. “I’ll get a crew together and meet you at your warehouse in half an hour. We’ll shoot over to Vegas, catch the train as soon as we spot it. We’ll be rich this time tomorrow night.”

      “We’ll see, J-Maxx. Sounds good, real good,” I said sarcastically.

      “What, you don’t believe me? When have I ever led you wrong?” the orc asked, genuinely hurt.

      “I ain’t sayin’ you led me wrong.” I didn’t care much for orcs but truth be told, but even if he was a fuckin’ asshole, J-Maxx did put some money in my pockets from time to time. “Fuck it, you’re right. We’ll be rich tomorrow.” I straightened my jacket and nodded.

      “Good. Now we got work to do.”

      I watched the orcs drive off, then walked over to my Mustang.

      “Let’s go,” I mumbled to Skreech. He nodded and headed over to the car too; sometimes he could judge my mood and could tell when I wasn’t up for hearin’ the peanut gallery. As I was about to sit down in the driver’s seat, I looked up and saw Raulis’s dead body, could smell the blood and shit and guts that had come out of him. For some reason I felt a little pity for this dead elf—I couldn’t figure out why. He was nothin’ but a difficult fuckin’ prick in the brief time I knew him, but still, I had given him my word and that matters to a hobgoblin, regardless of whether it was given to a fuckin’ elf or not. My bad, I thought, as I looked on at the dead elf. I shook my head after a moment and turned the engine on.

      

      Back at our warehouse, I put on an all black outfit and the military issue bullet-proof vest I had told Skreech to leave out for me. Tactical, I thought, seeing myself in the dirty mirror attached to the wall. I looked over and saw Skreech sittin’ there on his little chair, lookin’ at me all dejected, so after I grabbed my gear, you know, my modified .40 caliber Smith & Wesson and my ankle revolver and the little black-bladed knife I kept with me, I went over and sat by the goblin.

      “How you doin’, Skreech? You alright? You good? You ready for this shit?” He looked up at me, blinked and nodded. “Go ‘head and bring your guns and the rest of the gear down to the car, Skreech, I’ll be right down. Make sure the explosives are in there.” I turned away for a moment to scan the room, making sure I wasn’t missing anything.

      “You got it, boss,” Skreech replied eagerly, snatching up his shotgun and MAC-10 submachine gun, a black duffel bag with some ammo, some cartridges, and the sticky explosives we were gonna use on the train to blow the doors open, if need be. Then I heard him scamper down the stairs toward some banging on the door.

      “Yo, Teek!” J-Maxx’s muffled voice came through the door, “don’t mean to interrupt your fuckin’ tea party up there but you ready to go or what?”

      I walked outside into the night air and saw two big ass monster truck Tacomas, one of them the green one I had already seen, and J-Maxx, Maurice, his gang of orcs whose names weren’t offered or asked for, the sallow junkie, and another orc, one I hadn’t seen before. This motherfucker was even a little bigger than J-Maxx. He had a big ass portrait bust style tattoo of Steven Seagal on his arm which bulged when he moved and flexed. J-Maxx introduced him as Big Dubbs, and that the other truck belonged to this big green fucker.

      “Big Dubbs, huh?” I said, nodding at the orc, having to crane my fuckin’ neck back to look up at this guy. “You’re one big fuck, no disrespect.” The big orc and the others chuckled a moment.

      “None taken,” Big Dubbs replied, “ain’t the first time I heard it. You ready?”

      “Of course. I'm a professional.”

      “Teek, we gotta get movin’,” J-Maxx rumbled. “I got word from my guy Brock in Vegas. We’ll meet up with him when we get to Nevada. He’s an undercover, real good. He told me he put out a APB to his cop pals to disregard anything they hear over their fuckin’ cop radios about a train gettin’ jacked, that they’ll call it a trainin’ exercise. The other orcs chuckled with him. “We gotta hit the road now though, if we’re gonna catch up with the fucker.” J-Maxx added. Big Dubbs came up to me and eyeballed me.

      “Somethin’ interesting about you, hob. Remind me of one of those stories about hobs from back in the day. Ready to head out for a job, all militaristic and shit.” The huge orc smirked down at me.

      “Yea, I did my homework.”

      “Smart ass, too,” Big Dubbs snorted, laughing. “See my truck over there?” He pointed to it, clearly very proud of it. “I put a monster hook on it, it’s easy to work, so we can haul the container, if it comes to that. If it’s got somethin’ my hook can catch on to, I can probably haul the shit.” Then, he leaned in real close. “I pulled my ex’s house down with it a couple months back. Since I’m told this is your plan, if anything happens to my truck, it’s comin’ outta your end.”

      “Comin’ outta my ass…” I mumbled, eyebrows raised.

      “Huh?” Big Dubbs asked.

      “Let’s get on the road.”

      “Got room in my truck, if you wanna roll with,” Big Dubbs told me.

      “Nah, I’ll follow the trucks in my car.”

      He nodded and walked over to his heavily modified Tacoma, which was a dark red color, and jumped in, starting up the huge truck and pulling it up behind J-Maxx’s green Tacoma. J-Maxx walked over to me holding a walkie-talkie.

      “What’s up, J-Maxx? I already got one, remember?” I asked him, wondering why he was bringing it over to me.

      “Just in case,” he said, holding it out to me, “if I can’t get a hold of ya on yours I’ll be able to on mine.” I nodded and took it, then headed over to the Mustang with Skreech. The orcs had loaded up into the trucks, and it was finally time to hit the road for Vegas and the train.
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      We had caught the 10 freeway outta L.A. with minimal traffic, and had an even clearer path on the 15 to Vegas, up until we suddenly hit a clump of traffic, red traffic lights like it was Christmas. I lit up a joint and passed it to Skreech, who was fuckin’ around with the radio tryin’ to find somethin’ decent or at least without the static.

      “What is this, magic song radio? Pick a station or turn it off.” I snatched the joint away from the goblin. He grumbled and clicked off the radio. I picked up the walkie-talkie on Skreech’s lap and chirped to J-Maxx. “What do you wanna do about this? You could easily go off-road in that big fuckin’ truck of yours.”

      “I could,” the orc chirped back, “but we still gotta meet up with my guy Brock, and I ain’t tryin’ to draw attention to us if I don’t even have my big joker card with me.”

      “True. Besides, looks like they’re clearin’ outta the way whatever the fuck was holdin’ us up.” I couldn’t see it clearly but it must have been an accident, there was blood on the road, shattered car electronics and windshield glass. A mangled car door, torn from it’s car, laid in the middle of a lane. The smashed up car radio was somehow still on, and as I drove by it I heard some faint old doo-wop shit comin’ from it. My old man woulda got a kick outta that, I mused. I passed the joint back to Skreech, who just shrugged looking out at the signs of a bad wreck and puffed on the weed.

      “Guess the road to Las Vegas ain’t exactly paved with blowjobs, huh?” I asked aloud, then hit the gas so hard our heads slammed against the backs of our seats.

      

      We met up with J-Maxx’s contact, the undercover cop, Brock, at this shitty little spot down Las Vegas Boulevard, called Buffalo Bill’s. He was a half-orc, half-human hybrid, and it turned out he worked for Las Vegas Metro Police for years, fuckin’ guy was a detective and loved to wave around that big shield, but had linked up with J-Maxx and was on his take, gettin’ a taste of whatever came through his purview that J-Maxx was movin’ or whatever dirt he was doin’ when he came to Vegas. He was a crooked cop in every way, shape, and form. He stole narcotics from dope dealers, he shot first and didn’t ask many questions later, had been accused of countless assaults, and was known around his way for repeatedly and constantly committing civil rights violations; I think it was ‘cause of this that J-Maxx spoke of him with great affection. After Brock hopped up in J-Maxx’s Tacoma, I dropped back behind the two trucks and followed them. J-Maxx had hit me on the walkie-talkie, tellin’ me to stay close, that we were comin’ up on the train tracks that the train would be comin’ along any time now. I sparked up another joint, feelin’ nervous and excited, wanting to calm my nerves a bit.

      “This is it, Skreech, can you feel it?” I turned to the goblin. “This is the chance we’ve been waitin’ for.”

      “Lemme hit that again, boss,” Skreech said nervously. I passed the joint over to him.

      J-Maxx’s voice came over the walkie-talkie, “the train’s comin’, can you hear?” I sat there a moment, listening, watching the train tracks as they faded into the dusty, flat desert. Only things that broke the flat line between the sky and land was the shitty little building we we're parked by and some telephone polls that cast shadows on the ground shaped like crosses.

      Then it was on us. I started to hear the distant rumble of the train comin’ down the way. Fucker’s comin’ fast, I thought.

      “Radio silence for now, you know what to do,” the orc chirped simply over the walkie-talkie. We all sat there, the two giant monster trucks and my Mustang, lookin’ puny next to the modified orc trucks, idling with the lights off and waiting. Finally, after what felt like hours but was barely a few minutes, we saw the lights from the train comin’. As it hurtled by us, the orcs and I simultaneously dropped our vehicles into gear, following as close as possible. J-Maxx must have given the signal to Big Dubbs, ‘cause the latter shot ahead of J-Maxx and me, wanting to make sure he got a good head start so he could pull up in front of the train. I looked over at the train, saw EMISSARY FREIGHT - TRUSTED SINCE 1857! in faded blue paint on the side. J-Maxx and me pulled up beside the middle car of the train—the one which Raulis the elf had said would be where Mr. Sentega’s cargo was—the windows were blacked out, it was impossible to see inside. Definitely where he’s got the goods, I thought. I pulled around to the other side of J-Maxx’s Tacoma, so I could keep an eye on Big Dubbs. He was flyin’ next to the railroad, he had already shot passed and ahead of the train a moment before, and a few seconds later he pulled up on the track.

      “Moment of truth,” I said excitedly. Skreech looked on, eyes buggin’.

      But the train wasn’t slowin’ down. It almost seemed like it was speeding up, having seen the truck park on the train tracks.

      “Shit,” I hissed. I grabbed the walkie-talkie. “J-Maxx, tell him to dip now, the train ain’t slowin’ down!”

      “He ain’t answerin’!” the orc yelled back over the receiver.

      “What the fuck…?” I saw Big Dubbs was out of the big Tacoma that he had pulled up on the train tracks, and was climbin’ up into the bed of the truck, behind the towing hook.

      “What’s he thinkin’?” Skreech asked. I saw Big Dubbs take a pair of sunglasses out and slowly put them on. Then he reached down, and I couldn’t believe this shit, but this fuckin’ orc had a double-holster on and pulled out two real big hand cannons, slowly, lifting the barrels up and training the pistols on the train conductor’s window.

      “This is some Fast and the Furious shit right here!” Skreech squeaked.

      “This dumb motherfucker thinks he’s in a fuckin’ movie!” I roared. “He’s gonna get himself killed and take out one of the trucks! Fuck!” I hit the gas, hoping to outrun the train and somehow yell out to the orc to run, to dick it out of there before it was too late, but I wasn’t gonna make it. I looked up at Big Dubbs in the bed of the truck, and the idiot started buckin’ shots at the train conductor! “This is real life you stupid fuck!” I yelled, so desperate I didn't’ care that he couldn't hear me, eyes glued to the big orc shootin’ at the train—like that was gonna make it stop. “He ain’t gonna stop!”

      I watched as the train plowed right into the orc’s big modified Tacoma, cuttin’ through that big monster truck like a knife through a hot turd. The noise nearly made me piss myself it was so loud, violent, metal crumpling like a soda can. I couldn’t see what happened to Big Dubbs exactly, just saw the big green lug go flying off like a flipped coin. The train cleaved right through his truck in a brief shriek of destruction and kept it movin’, full fuckin’ speed ahead. Holy shit. I was fucking floored, my mind going blank for a long moment.

      “J-Maxx!” I began on the walkie-talkie, not knowing exactly what to say, “what now?”

      “Uh, I was hopin’ you’d tell me.”

      “We can’t just keep tailin’ this thing.”

      “Yea, no shit.”

      I looked over at Skreech real quick, heard him say somethin’ but I couldn’t quite make it out.

      “What?”

      “I said we gotta do somethin! Or we’ll miss our chance!” the goblin yelled.

      “I know that! Fuck… Get the explosives ready!” My knuckles turned orange from gripping the wheel so hard. Either this was going to work, or we were going to blow ourselves straight to hell. “J-Maxx,” I hollered through the walkie-talkie, “it’s time for plan B!”
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      “What do you need me to do?” J-Maxx asked over the walkie-talkie.

      I thought for a moment, then turning to Skreech and the sticky explosives in his lap, I clicked back, “we’re gonna need to jump up on it now, I got somethin’ to blow the coupling links, send two of your guys up to give me some cover.”

      “You got it,” the orc said. Immediately he veered to the right, his giant wheels kicking up a cloud of dust. He came up real close to the train, almost close enough for the passenger side rearview mirror of his monster truck Tacoma to graze the blacked-out little window of the middle train car. Since the doors of his truck had been removed, Jeep-style, and to accommodate the bulk of the orcs, the two orcs sittin’ in the front and back passenger side seats, closest to the train, started to climb out of the truck and I could see they were eyeballin’ the train car, tryin’ to see into it and also tryin’ to figure how they were gonna somehow latch on to it. I saw them both look back at me to see if I was gonna jump.

      “Alright, Skreech, you’re gonna need to take the wheel.”

      “Shit, you know I can’t see over the fuckin’ thing, boss,” the goblin whined. I looked at him hard for a second, then looked back to keep my eyes on J-Maxx’s truck and the orcs waitin’ on me.

      “It’s mostly a straight way.” I quickly pointed towards and along the train tracks. “You’ll be alright, just keep your fuckin’ foot on the gas and when I get up top, bring the car as close as possible to the train.” I unbuckled. “Here, I’m gonna pop my seat back, and you’re gonna climb over, quickly, while I slip back and over to the other side.” Out of the corner of my eye I saw the goblin look at me with one eyebrow raised dramatically higher than the other.

      “Sounds complicated,” Skreech said nervously.

      “Get ready!” I lifted the lever on the side of my seat, then pulled it all the way up so the seat would drop back. “Now, Skreech!”

      “Teek, what the fuck are ya waitin’ for?”  You gonna get on the fuckin’ thing or what?”

      Yea, give me a minute, I’m in the middle of fuckin’ maneuverin’ right now. I pushed my body backwards towards the back seat, reaching back and pulling my body up so Skreech could scramble into the driver seat. There was a momentary drop in speed, but Skreech put as much weight as he could on the gas pedal and we caught back up to the orc’s truck as I slid into the passenger seat.

      “Good job, Skreech.” I patted the little goblin briefly.

      “Just get back in here safe with the shwag, huh?”

      I nodded to him, my red eyes glinting in the dark for a second at the thought of our soon-to-be, and hard-earned, rewards.

      “I’m comin’ now,” I chirped to J-Maxx, then dropped the walkie-talkie into Skreech’s lap. I saw the orcs that were waitin’ to jump up on the train had decided to go old school and had equipped themselves with some gloves and crude hooks attached to rolls of rope. I smiled to myself briefly, thinking how nimble these orcs would be with their fuckin’ grappling hooks, then grabbed the sticky explosives Skreech had dropped on the floor when he moved over to take the wheel. I was unsure of exactly how I was gonna carry the explosives while leaping on to a fuckin’ moving train, so I reached back and quickly dumped out all over the back seat floors the bullets and cartridges in the duffle bag that Skreech had brought the shit in from the warehouse. Then, slinging the strap of the duffle bag around myself, I shoved the sticky explosives into the bag, yanked up the zipper, and started to climb out of the passenger side window.

      “Sure ain’t the first time I’ve had to climb up on top of a fuckin’ car!” I yelled down to Skreech as my feet cleared the windows and I pulled myself up on top of the Mustang. As I was tryin’ to steady myself on the top of the car, which must have been goin’ at least fifty-five, maybe sixty miles per hour, Skreech gingerly moved the car closer to the train. Come on Skreech, a little closer, just a little closer. One of my hands rapidly ran across the explosives in the bag around my torso and the fully loaded heat on my waist. This shit had really gotten crazy but truth be told, I was fuckin’ lovin’ every second of it. I was fuckin’ exhilirated. It was like for a moment I remembered that hobgoblins were once feared all throughout the world, because we had the balls and the discipline to carry out shit like this. I heard a faint clatter and saw the orcs who, having noticed me gettin’ on top of my car, took that as a signal to get froggy and fuckin’ jump, and they had just secured the grappling hooks to the ledge of the top of the train car. I looked down and saw that Skreech couldn’t move the car over any further. Shit, it’s too far! I’m gonna have to leap like a fuckin’ centaur at the Olympics to get up there! I worried, then thumping on the roof of the car with my boot, I shouted down to Skreech, “Skreech! Get closer!” I didn’t know if he heard me or not for a couple seconds ‘cause the car didn’t move one fuckin’ inch to the right, but then he moved over so close that the right side of the car was practically up against the train tracks, the little spikes on the centers of the rims of my Mustang sendin’ up sparks when they grazed against them. I looked at the train as stoically as I could, but I was feelin’ sick. I looked over at the orcs and saw they were waitin’ on me again. I nodded to them and turned back to the train. Fuck it, I thought, and, tensing all the muscles in my feet, my legs, my whole body, I jumped.
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      My body smacked into the side of the train car, my fingers barely clinging on to the ledge. “Fuck!” I grunted. I just barely hung on, trying to pull myself up but my fingers not having enough of a grip. I started to slip. I looked over and saw the orcs were almost up, steadily climbin’ to the top of the train car. Who’s the asshole without the fuckin’ grappling hook? I thought bitterly, starting to panic, if these fuckin’ orcs make it up top first and have to come save my ass, if they even decide to, I’ll never live it down, I’ll never hear the end of it.

      “Come on, you motherfucker,” I growled at the train and partly at myself, then, grinding my teeth together, I quickly pulled one hand off and swung it so as to get a better length of grasp and, once that hand had a more secure hold, I did the same with the other hand and was then able to push myself up on top of the train car. Once on top I let out a laugh that sounded more like a yelp and started to fuckin’ dry heave for a second, then rolled onto my back, breathing hard. That could have been the end right there. I closed my eyes and tryin’ to calm my breathing. This shit better be good. I swear as soon as I get my cut I’m gettin’ a plane ticket to a remote fuckin’ island with big titty native girls to serve me exotic drinks, maybe I’ll even take Grexy with the three tits, she’ll fit in, but where there’s no J-Maxx, no fuckin’ orcs at all, to get me to do this kinda risky ass shit…

      “Yo, hob, it ain’t nap time! Let’s go!” an orc shouted over me, the sound of the wind and the noise of the train whipping his words away, making it difficult to hear. Shit, I didn’t know they were up already, I thought, my eyes shooting open. One of the orcs reached down to help pull me up but I swatted his big ugly ass hand away and got to my feet. Before I had taken that leap of faith off the Mustang, I had turned the duffel around so the bag was on my back and wouldn’t get crunched against the train if my jump didn’t work out as planned - well, it fuckin’ didn’t, so now I turned the bag back around to being in front of my torso again and I almost compulsively ran my hand over the package of sticky explosives again, making sure it was intact and undamaged. It felt alright, so I motioned for the two orcs to follow me over to the edge of the train car where it connected to the next car that was a handful of cars behind the conductor’s car. Our footsteps resounded on the metal, the sky was rushing above us like black dragon breath.

      “I’m gonna climb down there and attach some sticky explosives to the coupling link right there.” I pointed down at it so the orcs could see what I meant. “Then when I get back up here, I’ll blow the fuckin’ thing, and it’ll kick like a motherfucker and keep goin’ fast for a bit, but then we can get in there.” I looked at the orcs pointedly for a moment and they nodded; I noticed they were sweatin’ hard, despite the wind created by the speed of the train. I was sweatin’ too. I nodded back and started to climb down the little built in ladder rungs on the side of the train car. When I reached the bottom, I had to restrain myself from tryin’ to peer into the blacked-out window of the train car door facing me. That’s a good way to get spotted and popped right in the fuckin’ face, I mused, smiling briefly that I avoided that pitiful fate and, ducking down, quietly unzipped the duffel bag and slowly slunk over to the slightly rusted coupling link that connected the train car I was on to the other in front of it. The wind was making my eyes water. I looked down at the strip of the sticky explosives, tore off three chunks of it that looked like little mushy bricks, and pushed them down on to sections of the train car coupler. There were miniature transmitters that I pushed into the sticky explosive pieces I had slapped on, and a little detonator that I carefully put into a pocket attached to my vest. Then, sneakily making my way back to the built-in ladder and up to the top, I motioned for the orcs to get down and hold on, and I did the same. I silently counted to three, then, holding on tight with one hand, I triggered the detonator in the other. After a delay of about five seconds, I heard the faintest beep, possibly coming from the transmitters I had stuck into the sticky explosives on the coupler, then BOOOOM!!

      The front of the train car, that me and the orcs were clinging to for dear, sweet fuckin’ life from the top, lifted up several feet off of the train tracks from the force of the explosion, and was accompanied by a burst of fire and debris, the flames reaching so high it licked at my tense, strained knuckles. The train car in front, the one that had been connected a few seconds before, also bucked and jumped around on the train tracks, the back half of it crumpled in and on fire, before continuing to hurtle down the tracks with the rest of the front part of the train. The back part of the train, some half dozen or so cars including the one me and the orcs were on, continued on, conductorless, for a good five, ten miles, passing through a canyon and back into the desert before finally slowing down and coming to a stop completely, still some foul smelling smoke coming from underneath it and from the parts of it that had been melted by the explosion.

      The two orcs that were with me got to their feet, and I heard a large truck pull up next to the train car, followed by a smaller one.

      “Fuck, I thought this bitch would never stop goin’!” J-Maxx cried with joy, leaping out of his giant Tacoma, Maurice and Brock trailing behind him, their huge girth creating loud crunch, crunch sounds as they walked through the sand, “you girls alright up there? The fuck are you waitin’ for? Get down here!” I climbed down and the orcs followed. Skreech was running towards me, having hopped out of the Mustang, when J-Maxx came over to me, put his monstrous orc hand on my shoulder, not lightly but with some pressure, and said, “I nearly shit myself when you blew up that fuckin’ shit, hob. Did ya need to use so much?”

      “It fuckin’ worked, didn’t it?” I snarled, looking up at the big, towering stack of camouflaged shit, looking at him hard in his dark, ugly orc eyes. “Take your fuckin’ hand off me, J-Maxx.” He kept it there a moment longer, keeping eye contact with me, then nodded and slid it off.

      “Quite a hobgoblin you got there,” Brock said to J-Maxx, while keeping his eyes on me.

      “You alright?” Skreech asked, having sidled up next to me.

      “Yea,” I replied, then noticed something had caught J-Maxx’s, Maurice’s and Brock’s attention. I looked over to where they were looking and saw that the explosion had blown out the glass of the little window on the door of the train car, had actually pushed the door inwards some, but I couldn’t see much else. It looked like there was some empty space and then what looked like perhaps another wall—I couldn’t tell. Great, I mused, guess we’ll have to blow that, too. I rolled my eyes. Suddenly Maurice started dickin’ it over to the door, stretching his thick neck out as much as possible to get a glimpse of what might be inside. In the blink of an eye he was at the train, dashing up the stairs and reachin’ for the door handle. J-Maxx and Brock snorted derisively. I was watchin’ him with some amusement too, this fuckin’ orc prick was actin’ like a petulant little kid about to pounce on a mountain of presents and gifts, when I noticed a flash of dark metal from inside the train car’s blown out little window and then something small slightly protruded out of the window, nearly impossible to see in the darkness, and the next thing I knew there was a burst of gunfire from it that struck Maurice.

      “Graaagh!” He stopped in his tracks and looked down in shock at the bullet holes that had just newly been made in his dark green flesh, the leaking punctures in his upper chest and where his chest met his bulldog neck. He dropped to the ground fast and did this weird fuckin’ backwards crab-walk as the two orcs who had been with me on the train ran up to him and dragged him back, with J-Maxx tryin’ to cover them, roaring and returning fire into the window from his Beretta. Brock had taken his Las Vegas Metro Police issued firearm in hand and also began unloading rounds into the window.

      “What, did he forget that we still gotta tango with the guards?” Skreech whispered up at me, looking over at Maurice, who was bleeding and groaning in the sand.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “How should I know?! Start shootin’ that fuckin’ thing!” I nodded at the shotgun in his hands. The little goblin hefted the shotgun and, moving up closer, started firing into the train car, making that rattling BLAM! BLAM! sound. The kick from it would slightly stagger a normal-sized adult human; it nearly knocked little Skreech’s ass down each time he pulled the trigger. Maurice was howling in pain, and his howls started to become interrupted at times with gurgles that didn’t sound too good. J-Maxx was becoming more and more enraged as he noticed Maurice’s condition deteriorating and the shots comin’ from his gun were startin’ to stray, hittin’ the door, the side of the train. I had to figure something out, and fast.

      “J-Maxx!” I called to him, moving towards him, “yo, J-Maxx, look, I need you to keep coverin’. I’m gonna run up and blow the fuckin’ door, alright?”

      “Make it fast,” the orc rumbled ominously. “If Maurice dies and we still don’t have that door open…” He grimly started to aim again, focusing on the little window, and firing. I nodded, ran over to Skreech and told him to keep it up, then, gettin’ low to the ground, I hustled over to the train door, then deftly went to the side so that the assholes inside would have to poke their guns all the way out of the window to be able to get a shot at me, and I quickly tore another small brick of sticky explosive from its plastic wrapping, rammed a transmitter into the center of it. I took it in one hand and slapped the sticky explosive as hard as I could to the door and where the frame of the door met the rest of the train car, hoping it would stick as I didn’t have the chance nor time to work it in, then I ran as fast as I could, as fast as my legs could move—my lungs burned like all hell—then dove into the desert sand behind J-Maxx.

      “Get down!” I yelled, clicking the trigger on the detonator. J-Maxx, Brock, and Skreech ducked down, while still shooting at the train car door window, and after another delay of a few seconds, an explosion destroyed the door and its surrounding frame, blasting it inwards in an awful crunch and shriek of metal being unnaturally burned and torn asunder, which was immediately followed by the screams of a man, one of the security team on the other side of the door, who was struck by large burning chunks of shrapnel from the train car door and had been closest to the explosion.

      The rest of the security team that was in the space on the other side of the door started to stagger out. They wore black uniforms from head to toe, black gloves and everything, with blue patches I didn't recognize and crazy looking gas masks. They were variously wounded and severely disoriented, bucking shots at us, and the orcs promptly lit them up, firing dozens of rounds into them in just a few moments, two of them dropping to the ground with blood spurting from their wounds, a third firing wildly in our direction. I began to feel the air change around me and out of fuckin’ no where, seeming to somehow come from inside the train car, a streak of lightning arced out towards us, causing the sand to sizzle and burn and start to smoke. What the fuck was that?

      “They got a fuckin’ wizard in there! Fuckin’ bastard! Keep firing! Move in!” Brock shouted. He reached down and took something out of a large pocket on his pants. I couldn’t make out what it was exactly, but he attached it to his pistol and it dramatically increased the rate of fire. Another arc of lightning shot out at us, catching Maurice’s legs and shocking him so bad he pissed on himself, the liquid sizzling. The lightning caught another orc behind Maurice, tearing his ear and a slice of flesh around it from his head, the scorch from the lightning causing that side of his face to cook and emit a horrible stench.

      This time I saw the direction where the lightning came from as it shot out from the wizard’s hands. Je had backed into the corner to the left, so I aimed there, only a little higher, hoping to catch the fucker in the chest or the face and incapacitate his lightning throwin’ ass. I fired four shots in quick succession. PARAP-PAP-PAP! Followed by the sound of shells clinking on the ground. From what I could catch glimpse of, he was a tall lanky bastard in a uniform like the rest of the security, but grey instead of black and with some kind of special gloves that right now were glowing like they were live wires. Before he could charge up and create his damn forked lightning again, I narrowed my stance like I was one of those revolutionary era fucks you see in duels, and pumped him full of lead. Straight to the heart. The wizard loudly groaned in defeat and must have slumped over because we all heard a thud sound in the smoky haze inside the cart, and no more lightning came out to strike at us.

      “Nice shot, hob,” Brock muttered, impressed.

      “Motherfucker…” J-Maxx rumbled to no one in particular, breathing hard, also going over towards Maurice, who was moaning and bleeding badly, his blood starting to stain and drench the sand around him, his eyes fluttering.

      “Thanks, you all got some too,” I said. Nodding to Skreech, I headed towards the train car door, or at least, the gaping, scorched, smoking, bullet riddled hole where it used to be. I shot a look over my shoulder at the orcs huddled around their wounded, Maurice with the ragged, bloody holes in his neck and chest, the jagged, steaming slices the wizard’s lightning had cut into his legs, turning them into roasted chunks of orc leg meat, his comrade—Da Nutz, I think he called himself—with the missing ear and well-done cheek, and I couldn’t help but think as I looked back to the train car, this better be fuckin’ worth it, then, absurdly, the fuckin’ dragon better be offerin’ hazard pay to his top earners.

      I waited a few moments for the orcs to talk and commiserate amongst themselves, then, clearing my throat, said, “I think we’re clear, let’s head in.”

      “Come on, J-Maxx,” Brock said, irritated, pulling the other orc up and away from Maurice, who was clearly dying. “Let’s go see what we got, there’s nothin’ else we can do for ‘em right now.”

      “One of you keeps an eye on him,” J-Maxx rumbled somberly to the two other orcs standing by Maurice, pointing at them and looking on for the last time at his dying friend, briefly meeting his gaze as Maurice struggled to stay lucid. J-Maxx, Brock, and one of the other orcs ambled over to me and Skreech, and we headed up into the train car, en masse.

      

      I couldn’t believe my fuckin’ eyes. After briefly scanning the floor I took note of the dead security team and their jerk off wizard, slumped over with a grimace like he just took a vicious shit, which me and the others took some savage pleasure from.

      Then my eyes looked up and saw another fuckin’ door!  “You gotta be fuckin’ shittin’ me.” This door was much like the train car door I had blown in with the sticky explosive, except heavily reinforced and locked. They must have built this container into the train car, I thought.

      “Fuck,” Brock hissed.

      “Now what?” Skreech asked, looking up at me.

      “Yea, Teek, now what?” J-Maxx repeated, sounding distant and strange.

      “I don’t know, hold on.” I felt up the duffel bag still wrapped around my torso, touching on it frantically hoping to feel another small mushy brick of sticky explosive. I yanked open the bag so roughly that the zipper broke off and shoved my hand in, feeling around, but when I pulled out the wrapper that the shit had been packaged in, it was empty, little bits of residue from the explosives on it. Fuck, is that all it comes with? Maybe I did use too much, I thought. “I’m out of explosives.” The orcs and Skreech grumbled collectively.

      “We could shoot the fuckin’ shit outta the motherfucker, and either put a hole through it or weaken it enough that we can punch through it,” the other orc with J-Maxx and Brock started.

      “We don’t got time for this shit, we already been here too long,” Brock snapped quickly. “We’ve already made too much noise and we’re gonna have some unwanted guests show up to our party soon.” The orcs looked to J-Maxx, who grabbed the rifle that the orc beside Brock was holding and promptly started firing it into the door, the window, the frame, some shots ricocheting, some making small dents and holes. Brock barked and grabbed at the barrel of the rifle.

      “J-Maxx what the fuck!” Brock roared. The other orc moved to intervene and put the moves on Brock, being blindly loyal to J-Maxx.

      Ducking down and bringing Skreech with me I yelled, “J-Maxx you fuckin’ nut, you don’t even know what’s in there, you yourself said it could be a weapon and you’re gonna fuckin’ shoot at it, blow the thing up?! If it’s somethin’ else you’re gonna fuck it up, stop shootin’!”

      “Fuck you! Let...Go...Of...The...Fucking...Gun...Brock,” J-Maxx thundered, struggling with Brock, fighting and straining to force him to let go of the rifle barrel. The rifle stopped firing even though J-Maxx was still pulling the trigger—the fuckin’ magazine finally ran out, just leaving a little wisp of smoke creeping out of the barrel. J-Maxx looked wildly at Brock, then forcefully yanked the rifle barrel out of his hand, turned the gun around and started bashing at the the door, but while it dented some, it held firm.

      “Fuck!” the orc roared, filled with impotent rage, slamming the rifle against the door so hard that the gun snapped into two useless pieces. Maglubiyet, I forgot how strong orcs could be when they were really pissed off. J-Maxx started kicking at the door with his prodigious boots, and the other orc pushed Brock outta the way and joined J-Maxx in goin’ at the door, kicking at it, punching it, even. Might as well have been fucking nuclear bombs going off inside with how loud they were.

      I looked over and down at Skreech, who was standing next to me and observing the orcs, and, once I caught his eye, I mouthed, “look at this shit. These orcs, with all that fuckin’ muscle, and no damn brains.” I shook my head, and Skreech gave me a quick smile. Brock had turned and saw part of my exchange with Skreech, and came over to me.

      “What’s up?” he asked, eyebrow raised. “You got any better suggestions?”

      “I might,” I replied, already feelin’ tired and knowin’ if I tapped into my magic it would drain me, “but I’m gonna need some concentration and for them to stop kickin’ on that fuckin’ door like it’s gonna do something.”

      “J-Maxx, your hob has an idea here,” Brock called over to the big dumb orc, who was still raging and pounding away at the door.

      “Yea? What’s that?” J-Maxx spat over his shoulder, ramming the toe of his boot into the door.

      “I can open it. I just need a little time.”

      “We ain’t got time,” Brock interrupted.

      I grit my teeth. “I just need a few minutes, and for you big loud distracting fucks to wait outside.”

      “Why, what you gonna do, ask it nicely? You gonna sweet talk it like you sweet talked that orc bitch?” J-Maxx was an absolute savage, sweating and breathing heavy like a lion that’d just chased a wildabeast down. I had a quiet respect for that. Thankfully he stopped his useless kicking on the door.

      “Do you want me to open it or not?” I was losing what little amount of patience I had left. J-Maxx looked from me to Brock, then to the other orc and back to me, nodded to himself more than to me, and walked towards the doorway of the door we had blasted through.

      “Make it quick, Teek, we don’t have all night,” J-Maxx rumbled as he and the other orcs started to file out of the train car. “We still gotta somehow get this fuckin’ thing, whatever it is, back to L.A. and the Dragon.” I didn’t bother to reply and began studying the door and the surrounding frame, when I realized Skreech was breathing next to me, following me around, trying to follow the path of my eyes with his.

      “That means you too, Skreech,” I said, looking down at the little goblin. “Wait outside, I need a few minutes of privacy. I haven’t done this in awhile.”

      “Oh, alright...” he said, a little dejected and crestfallen, then scampered out of the train car. When I heard his last little footsteps on the steps leading down and out, I turned back to the door. I studied the door and its frame more. It had been some time since I had to use my skills, and it definitely wasn’t in such a tense fuckin’ situation, so I was feelin’ rusty. I had to close my eyes for a moment and try to calm my nerves, I tried to remember what that teacher from Magic College had told me once...That sexy human professor that I had fantasized about now and then… ‘Teek,’ she had said, ‘you have a real natural talent, a real gift, and so much potential, but you let your thoughts become scattered. You lose focus at times…’ Focus, I thought, focus hard. I cleared my mind, seeing just the door in my field of vision, and shutting out the noises of the world around me, the orcs making angry comments outside the train car from time to time, Skreech breathing and pacing. A thick trickle of sweat began to wind its way down the right side of my face, threatening to break my concentration. Come on, nice and easy, see it before you, see the hand, it’s your hand, an extension of you, I thought, straining and starting to feel that odd tickle in my head, like soda sloshing and bubbling on top of my brain. Come on, come on, I started to feel the wave gather on my brain, started to tense but remembered that wouldn’t help, I had to relax, had to let the magic do its thing. Releasing the tension, becoming loose to the point that my body nearly started to wobble, I felt the weave open to me, then a red magic wave crash down on my brain. Then I saw it before me, a greatly magnified version of my own right hand with a ghostly red pallor, seeming to float in the air. Fuck yea! I thought, triumphant. It was a more powerful form of the mage hand I conjured back at the IRS building.  Tryin’ to figure how I could maneuver the magic hand, I tried to picture it in my mind’s eye simply sliding through the door frame part-way, then working the lock. As I focused hard on that imaginary motion in my mind’s eye, I saw the magic hand, a great, pale version of my own, seemingly hover forward, then, emitting an intermittent glow, the hand tilted some to the left, so that the position of the hand was upside down, and the fingers began to elongate, then became like needle points as they slipped into the lock’s keyhole. My eyes, closed, I saw the inner working of the lock, everything inside my mind red, like the vision in them Terminator movies. If I could just get my magic fingers into the lock didn’t mean that it was all fun and games though. I still had to figure out how all the lock’s mechanisms worked together. There we're still all kinds of gears and springs that I needed to sift through, my mind like a microscopic snake that was worming it's way through all these tiny contraptions. I saw a latch, pulled on it, saw that relieved a certain spring of it's pressure. Damn, this was one of those combination locks, steel two two inches thick that held it together, and not like one of those Simplex locks like the night before. I couldn't just pull one flag latch on this and make it open.

      “Come on! We don’t got all day!” J-Maxx roared. “Even Brock can’t keep the damn cops off us forever!”

      “You’re only making it worse!” I hissed back. The damn lug was breaking my concentration. I refocused. Cogs, latches, springs. If I pressed this latch, then that released this tiny lever looking thing…which allows this cog to turn. If I turn it exactly to this notch, that slips this metal rod into place... My magic finger pressed the latch, then another lifted the lever, and watched as four springs released.

      Jackpot! I said to myself, feeling exhausted but happy and relieved, seeing my magic hand dissipate into the dark air of the train car. The damn lock opened, and the huge metal door swung open with it. Darkness loomed inside. It was a strange darkness, something eerie about it, like a crow that stares at you as storm clouds are rolling behind it during a blood moon.

      “Teek! What the fuck was that?” J-Maxx shouted from outside the train car..

      “I got it open! I don’t know what’s in there...it’s dark.”

      “How the fuck…? Alright, look, I was thinkin’,” J-Maxx nervously interjected, “you go in first and check it out, then come back and let me know it’s clear to come in.”

      “Why?” I asked suspiciously.

      “‘Cause I ain’t losin’ a hand to some fuckin’ booby trap, that’s why! Now get in there!”

      I didn’t say anything for a moment, just stood there like a fuckin’ jerk. Booby traps? I asked myself. Fuck...I didn’t even think of that. What the hell had I gotten myself into?
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      “Yea, thanks,” I spat bitterly over my shoulder, turning back to the ripped open inner door of the train car. I’ll be careful, I thought, cautiously movin’ towards the container doorway, I’ll check it out, see if there’s any lines runnin’ along the floor around the package. If it’s some kinda trip mine they got in there then you’ll see the line runnin’ from the wall to the crate or whatever they got the shwag in, but that shoulda been triggered already by the explosions from the sticky explosives...Hmm…

      I slowly crossed the threshold the inner train car door, and very gingerly tip-toed into the container. It was dark inside, no lights but what little light leaked in from outside. As I peered around, I distinctly felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my guts. Where the fuck is the shwag?! I thought, quickly getting frustrated that I saw no boxes, no crates, no money or gold or dope of any kind, not sittin’ clean and pretty and ready for the take nor strewn and jumbled about, no guns, just empty container space. I slowly moved further into the container ‘til I was nearly in what must have been the center of it, looked around, attempted to pierce the darkness with my gaze, but I couldn’t see shit. I started to smell a strong, offensive, familiar odor that I couldn’t quite place my finger on. Might have to cast light or faerie fire, if I even remembered how from the college days, or had enough juice left. I was about to walk out and tell the gang we’ve been fuckin’ had, tell J-Maxx he fucked up and should have kept that elf prick Raulis alive, clearly he lied, he duped us!

      “What the fuck?!” I hissed, starting to briefly pace around, gettin’ myself gassed up and ready to give the orcs a fuckin’ piece of my mind, the fuckin’ prick was definitely gonna owe me somethin’ on the motherfuckin’ spot after this colossal fuckin’ waste of my time! The fuck do I look like, huh? A dancin’ fuckin’ hobgoblin? You’re gonna have me jump and twist and explode a moving fuckin’ train, and no bag for the effort? Piece of shit...I thought bitterly. When I paced by one of the corners, I froze. I heard a odd little noise, almost like a little bird choking as it held its breath, and I suddenly realized the strong scent I was smelling was fuckin’ piss. I immediately got the very uncomfortable feeling that I wasn’t alone in that fuckin’ container, and my hand quickly dropped down to my modified .40 caliber Smith & Wesson. I brought it up quickly, the safety already off and a round chambered, and I trained the gun on the dark corner, where I thought I could make out the hint of a shape but wasn’t quite sure.

      “Who the fuck is there? Where is the fuckin’ gold?!” I roared at the corner, nearly deranged and feelin’ like I’d been swindled out of my imaginary gold before I ever even saw it or got my fuckin’ paws on it. I waited a couple beats. “I know you’re over there, come out from the corner now!” There was another few moments, and I held my breath, straining to hear any possible sounds comin’ from that dark fuckin’ corner.

      “Okay,” a delicate, girlish voice nervously said from the dark, “please, don’t shoot...we’re not...your enemy…” the same voice said, somewhat oddly, as though the owner of the voice were somehow drugged or in a daze. We? I thought, puzzled, okay, maybe this fuckin’ nut talks in the third person...

      “Sure, we’re the best of friends, now come out from the fuckin’ corner and give me the fuckin’ goods,” I snarled, backing up slowly so whatever or whoever was over there could come into what little light there was coming into the train car container, my modified pistol still trained on the direction the voice had come from. My finger was tensing, ready, wanting to pull.

      “There are no goods,” another, sluggish feminine voice, this one slightly more robust, called out from the darkness.

      “What the fuck? How many of you are over there?! What do you mean, no goods?! Come out from over there now, I’m not fuckin’ playin’ with you!” I threatened.

      I heard movement, somehow sounding like it was comin’ from several people at once, and before my eyes, in front of the barrel of my Smith & Wesson, looking passed it and back at me, were three girls, exotic lookin’ for sure, and all wearing the same kind of black dress. I eyeballed them wildly, not knowin’ what to fuckin’ make of what I was seeing right there before me. There’s fear in their eyes, I thought immediately, seeing them all looking back at me bug-eyed, their pupils fully dilated. For some strange reason, some instinct, I slowly lowered my gun.

      “What the fuck…?” I muttered again stupidly, not knowing what to say, not even knowing what to think, looking from girl to girl, my gun lowered but still in my hand. I looked down at the floor again and around the container now that these fuckin’ girls had been revealed, hoping and wondering that I had missed somethin’, maybe a box of dope in the corner with them, something, anything...but all that even remotely resembles gold was the puddle of piss I had smelled. It was a lot of urine, and it was rapidly expanding out from the corner the girls had just been huddled in. I didn’t know if it had come from just one of the girls or all of them, obviously the action of us causing explosions and a heated shoot-out all around them, while on a moving train, had terrified them badly, and now they were lookin’ at me, expecting the worst, so I decided against askin’ who pissed. I bitterly looked back up at them, coming to the disappointing conclusion that there was no grand shwag in this fuckin’ container that was gonna make me rich this night. I was angry, but I was misdirecting that anger onto these girls, and I felt a little bad about that, which made me even more angry. I looked at the girls again, and I realized there was somethin’ off about what was in front of me. They’re all hybrids, I thought, even more puzzled than before.

      “Yo Teek!” J-Maxx’s voice called to me from outside the container and the train car. “What’s the hold up? Booby trap got your fuckin’ slippery tongue?”

      “I’m workin’ on it, hold the fuck on!” I looked at the girls, studying them, tryin’ to make out their features. The girl to the left was clearly—on her normal, not fucked up and beaten and abused days—a very beautiful and curvy orc and human hybrid, with a midsection that had definition to it, strong, athletic limbs. She had long black and purple hair with one side on her head cropped real short above her ear; the girl to the right of her and directly in front of me was definitely an incredibly pretty and svelte elf and human hybrid, a half elf, with shorter hair, a nice golden color to it; the girl furthest to the right was also good looking, though she had a ring of scales around her human-like face, and large swaths of scales on her body, she must have been a dragonborn and human hybrid, with an enormous amount of dark hair twisted into dreadlocks and pulled back and down from her head and face, eyes with heavy lids on them, exotic looking eyes, and a thin, reptilian tail that flicked behind her. They all wore the same black dress, which hugged their various curves, and nothing else.

      “Are ya sure there’s no goods…?” I asked somewhat anxious and not knowin’ what to say. These three broads were very pleasing to my eye, despite the circumstances, and I was struggling to think of what to say to them, and how I could possibly approach the orcs about what I had found in the fuckin’ container.

      “Yes,” the half-elf girl replied simply, after briefly making eye contact with the other two hybrid girls. The elf girl’s eyes sparkled blue, even in this dingy light. I looked at the three of them together then each of them individually, meeting their eyes for a long moment before moving to the next. I quickly made the uncomfortable observation that something had happened to these hybrid girls, something wrong and fucked up, they had bruises that had clearly come from the hands of men, not bein’ jostled around in this fuckin’ train car container. My next thoughts were that I didn’t want to work for the Dragon or the orcs anymore, definitely not if this was how they were gettin’ down. Drugs and guns, that’s one thing, but I got a fuckin’ code: I don’t hurt kids and I don’t hurt women, and I’m not tryin’ to work for or be in business with anybody that’s runnin’ and hurtin’ girls.

      I can’t hand them over to J-Maxx and the Dragon, was suddenly my overriding thought. I had never even met or seen the Dragon; he was an elusive fuck, but the thought of some hulking monster and his pet orcs goin’ the fuck in on these hybrid girls, breaking and ruining them, was too much for me. I decided I had to try to appeal to J-Maxx. He did bring the score my way originally with good intentions—he couldn’t have known it would end up like this. I had to at least give him the benefit of the doubt, and I just had an idea on how to bring him over to my side of things. Time counted for everything right now and I couldn’t waste a moment more.

      “Stay here, I’ll come back for you,” I told the hybrid girls. They looked at me in silence, and didn’t know or didn’t bother to elicit a verbal response—they were that fuckin terrified, or drugged, who knew. I started to head towards the doorway of the container, looked back at the girls briefly, for what, I couldn’t have possibly explained at the time, then headed out, passing the space with the dead security team and heading down the scorched, warped stairs, into the desert night. The orcs and Skreech were all standin’ around in a sort of semi-circle, waitin’ for the go-ahead to come in and check out the fuckin’ merchandise. A little behind them I saw Maurice laying in the sand, somehow miraculously still breathing, though his breaths were soundin’ real shallow and ragged, painful even.

      “Well, he don’t look like he ran into any traps in there that he couldn’t handle,” Brock said offhandedly, after my boots touched the train tracks.

      “So? What’s the story?” J-Maxx took a large step towards me. “Ya sure don’t look like ya just became a rich man, so what the fuck? What’d ya find in there? Spit it out, what’d we get?”

      “It’s...It’s not what you think, or whatever you thought it was. It ain’t dope, ain’t jewels, ain’t no guns in there…”

      “What is it, boss? Come on tell us!” Skreech piped up.

      “Shut up,” J-Maxx spat to the goblin. “What the fuck is it, Teek? Are you fuckin’ with me or what?”

      “I really wish I was right now,” I replied honestly, “but I’m not. This shit is fucked up, alright? I’m hopin’ we got the wrong container and this shit’s a mix up, ‘cause if it’s not, I gotta tell you the truth, I don’t want no fuckin’ parts of it J-Maxx.” I glared at the orc.

      “Okay…? You gonna keep me guessin’?” He looked from me to Brock, then back to me.

      “It’s fuckin’ girls, man. There’s three scared girls in there that look like they just been through some shit.” I looked up at him. “I’m not feelin’ it, this package ain’t right.” J-Maxx eyed me up for a moment, then thoughtfully looked at the other orcs, meeting Brock’s eyes and holding them there for a moment longer before turning back to me.

      “So what it’s girls? If that’s what he’s shippin’ in there, obviously they’re worth a lot to the right buyer,” J-Maxx rumbled, beginning to harry that big ugly bottom fish lip again. “So we’ll take ‘em to the Dragon, he’ll pay us handsomely for our troubles, then thank us profusely and send us on our way. For all we know they're like European royalty or some shit—you know, majorly expensive hoes. What’s the problem?”

      “Let’s see ‘em,” Brock said excitedly, rubbing his big ugly orc hands together.

      “You’re not catchin’ my fuckin’ drift. Did you not hear what I said to you? There’s somethin’ fuckin’ off about this,” I growled. “This ain’t what I signed up for.”

      “Oh yes you fuckin’ did.” J-Maxx emphasized his ridiculous height advantage over me by dramatically looking down at me. “You signed up for whatever when you took the job. That’s how it works. Let me know if you all of the sudden havin’ a issue with that.”

      “J-Maxx,” I started, gettin’ desperate.

      “Shut up, Teek, play your part and take the cash, we’re almost done here,” J-Maxx spat to me, then turned to Brock, “yo, bring them bitches out here, let’s see what the Dragon ordered.”

      “You got it.” Brock smirked, turning to hop up onto the back of the train car.

      I stepped, blocking his way. Looking up at the big orc, I growled, “Be fuckin’ decent, they’ve been through it enough already.”

      “Whatever, move.” Brock looked down at me with a eyebrow raised. I looked back into the darkness of the train car briefly, shrugged my shoulders, and moved outta the orc’s way. I had to think how to phrase my plan to J-Maxx, because now it all came down to my powers of persuasion.

      “What’s up with you? You fallin’ hard for some upscale whores, Teek?” J-Maxx asked in a low rumble, grinning strangely. “They ain’t for you, they’re for the Dragon. Look, my bad it wasn’t what we mighta really wanted but -”

      “J-Maxx I won’t—” I began angrily, then saw Brock shoving the girls out of the train car. J-Maxx had seen them comin’ too.

      “Oh, shit! Look what we got here! Hybrids too, huh?” J-Maxx gleefully chortled, walking rapidly over to the girls, which Brock had lined up on the train tracks. “Damn, honey, look at you.” J-Maxx roughly cupped the chin of the hybrid orc girl, looking down with lust in his eyes, then turning to the elf hybrid girl, he leaned down and whispered in her ear, “ever sucked an orc dick before, elf bitch?” She shivered and didn’t answer, her long lashes half closing over her sapphire eyes.

      Grabbing the back of her neck in his big hand and squeezing, Brock hissed to the elf girl, “did you hear what he asked you, elf bitch? You ever sucked an orc dick or what?” She let out a small cry and and quickly shook her head, the fair skin on the cheeks of her face becoming red at the shame of the questioning, and she looked down at the ground.

      “Guess I might be your first then...hmm...you pretty as a motherfucker…” J-Maxx muttered distractedly, his eyes glued to the elf girl. I could see her shrink even further under his gaze and I was gettin’ really fuckin’ pissed, but I tried to stay as calm as I could. These ain’t my girls, I thought, he’s probably right, they’re probably high-price whores, why wouldn’t the Dragon order up somethin’ special like this? He can do whatever the fuck he wants, and no one can do shit. He’s living the ‘whatever the fuck I want’ life.

      “You’re sort of an acquired taste, huh baby?” J-Maxx told the dragonborn hybrid girl after he finally pulled his eyes off the elf girl, the fingers of his ugly right hand lazily trailing across the scales around her face and right above her tits. The other orcs laughed.

      “I don’t know if I ever fucked a lizard girl before,” Brock said, lookin’ down at the dragonborn girl, one of his big ugly hands roughly feelin’ on her backside, which was shaped like a girl who hit the stairmaster like her life depended on it, squeezing her ass, groping her thighs. She was stoic as fuck through the whole thing, didn’t bat a scaled eyelid, didn’t make a sound.

      My teeth grinding together hard, I muttered, “you’re not gonna be fuckin’ her.”

      “What’d you say, hob?” Brock shot back at me, lookin’ over the dragonborn girl’s shoulder.

      “I said you’re not gonna be fuckin’ her. J-Maxx, we need to talk, now.” I looked over at the other orc, who just looked back at me amused.

      “‘Bout what, Teek?” he asked, still lookin’ at me with that shit-eating smile.

      “It’s lookin’ like workin’ for the Dragon ain’t all it’s fuckin’ cracked up to be, alright? I don’t want any parts of this fuckery.” I motioned over towards the girls. “And I won’t be turnin’ these girls over to that monster you call a boss to be fucked and beat and then tossed over to his pet orcs.”

      “Who you callin’ a pet, hob?” Brock spat at me. The other two orcs had come up and stood next to J-Maxx, the muscles in their arms and shoulder bulging, their nostrils flaring, ready to go in on me if he gave ‘em the fuckin’ word.

      “Look—” I started.

      “No, you look,” J-Maxx rumbled, “You ain’t feelin’ this job? Well I’m real sorry to hear that, Teek, but I don’t give a fuck about your feelings. Matter a fact, I think I might keep these bitches for myself, at least for a night or two, before sellin’ em on to the Dragon. What do you think about that?” He turned to his crew. “How ‘bout you, boys? What do ya say?”

      “Sounds real good to me, J-Maxx,” Brock answered quickly. The other orcs nodded their approval of the plan.

      “Look,” I began again, “it don’t have to be like this, we don’t even fuckin’ need the Dragon, we can start our own crew, do whatever we want, just not this foul shit…” I looked around, somewhat pleadingly, at the orcs. Skreech was standing in the middle, looking back and forth between me and the orcs. “Listen, don't you get tired of taking orders from some lizard fuck? I mean, there's so much of this wide country that we could stake a claim to. I got the brains, you got the muscle. We could raise our own fucking army in the streets, if we wanted to. Bring back the times when all us goblinoids and orcs didn't have to be living under the hewmie’s laws and bullshit governments. We don't need the the dragon. We need to think for ourselves.”

      “Would you listen to this fuckin’ hob? Don’t need the Dragon? Have you lost your shit?” J-Maxx looked at me like he didn’t even fuckin’ know me. “I’m gonna hang on to the girls, I’m gonna fuck ‘em, break ‘em in real nice, I’m gonna pass ‘em around to my boys, then I’m gonna sell ‘em to the Dragon. You got a problem with it, Teek? You already rich, you don’t need the fuckin’ bag?” His ugly dark orc eyes were lookin’ down at me hard, practically beaming lasers into me, when he tried to bring his temper down, switching his tone up some. “Look, you put in good work on this one, you were up there doin’ the heavy lifting really, blowin’ the train’s coupler, the doors... you don’t have to watch ‘em or do nothin’ with ‘em, I’ll take it from here.”

      “No,” I said quickly.

      “Okay, whatever, you come with me then,” J-Maxx said, sounding surprised and annoyed. “We’ll take ‘em to the Dragon together, collect our fuckin’ cash, our just fuckin’ rewards, and be on our way.”

      Yea, I’m sure that’s exactly how it’ll fuckin’ go, real smooth, I thought. “No, you’re misunderstanding me. You ain’t takin’ them with you, and you sure ain’t takin’ them to the Dragon. These girls are mine. I’ll pay the Dragon off. I know I can get the money.”

      “Excuse me?” J-Maxx asked, confused. Brock came from around the girls, having been standing behind them, sniffin’ and touchin’ on them, to stand by J-Maxx and the other two orcs.

      “What’s up with this fuckin’ hob, J-Maxx?” Brock asked, nodding towards me. “He’s soundin’ like a real fuckin’ stooge right now, a fuckin’ traitor, you ask me.” J-Maxx looked at me thoughtfully.

      “Yea, a fuckin’ traitor,” one of the other orcs said.

      “Big Dubbs gone, Maurice dead,” J-Maxx rumbled sadly, briefly looking back at the dead orc laying in the desert sand. “This work is hard work, but it’s why we get big money for pullin’ it off. This ain’t no hourly, nine to five shit, and some guys can’t handle it. You one of them guys, Teek? You can’t handle it? You gonna fuck it all up, Teek? Thought you was a real hard case and all that. We got a good thing goin’, our line of work ain’t always tasteful, per se, but you gonna betray me, over some whores?”

      I looked back at him hard for a moment and turned my eyes away—I couldn’t give him an answer right away. Fuck, I thought, this has all really gone to shit. How did this fuckin’ happen…? I noticed Skreech was still standing in between us, had a real strange look on his face, just staring into space like a nut.

      “Fuck this hob,” I heard an orc mutter.

      “If you wanna start your own thing, Teek, have at it, but I ain’t joining you, and none of my people are gonna join you. You must be really fuckin’ crazy to think you can fuck over the Dragon and live afterwards.” J-Maxx was almost soundin’ like he was fuckin’ concerned about my mental and emotional well-being for a moment. The orcs were distracted by the girls, I could see their ugly, dark eyeballs roving over the three hybrids before settling back on me for a few seconds. I looked over at the hybrid girls, saw they had moved backwards towards the open blown out door of the train car during the conversation, and for some reason I hoped I’d live to see this through, to see them through to somewhere safe.

      “What’s it gonna be, Skreech?” I muttered down to the goblin. His big yellow eyes rounded for a moment—he knew what I was asking.

      Skreech looked at the orcs for a moment, then back up at me, and nodded. “I’m with ya, boss!” He hoisted his machine gun up. I was faster to the draw than the other orcs, even Brock who was already goin’ for his heat, thinkin’ I didn’t fuckin’ notice. Yea, alright, I thought bitterly, like I ain’t seein’ that ugly ass monster hand reachin’ down to your fuckin’ waist. My left hand had snaked down and brought up my modified .40 caliber Smith & Wesson in a flash, less than a second, and I pulled the trigger, lettin’ my eyes do the aiming, lettin’ three shots off fast into Brock’s face before he had got his hand around the grip of his gun. The sound was so loud I could barely hear the third shot.

      The big orc spluttered and groaned, toppling over backwards, knockin’ over the orc standin’ right behind him. Skreech pulled the trigger of his MAC-10, which immediately produced a Brrraatt! Brrraatt! sound as it fired, half a clip of the little submachine gun rounds tearing into the neck and chest of the stumbling orc and other orc who was next to J-Maxx, makin’ the motherfucker shake and dance before he slumped over in front of his captain. He managed to fire a few shots, but they went wild as he was already bleeding by then.

      I looked down at Skreech, keepin’ my heat trained on J-Maxx. “Don’t be sprayin’ like that, Skreech.”

      “Hee hee! Hee hee hee!! It worked, didn’t it? Knocked his ugly green ass down in the fuckin’ dirt...er...sand.” The little goblin was feelin’ cocky with his MAC-10 in his grimy little mitts. He was even hopping from one leg to the other like he was doing some kind of Irish dance. “Hreee hree! Hree hree! I gots a big green one!!!” he was skreeching—muddafucker was wildin’ like only a goblin could.

      “Teek, you fuckin’ hob piece of shit!” J-Maxx roared, appalled at the death of his orc pals, especially Brock who J-Maxx seemed to have a kind  of mutual admiration with, and who was bleeding out of his throat and nose where my bullets had caught him, but still struggling for life.  J-Maxx went to reach for his piece again, although being in shock, his big ugly fuckin’ hand was trembling and moving in slow motion practically. Part of me wanted to let him fuckin’ take his pistol, let him die with it in his hand like the orcs all hoped to do, like some new Vikings, thinkin’ their only way into their heavenly afterlife was through heroic violence and with a weapon in hand. But then the ugly image of him blasting Raulis in the back, of him roughly handling the girls, grabbin’ their asses and whisperin’ the nasty shit he wanted to do with ‘em crossed my mind, and just for a moment I moved the barrel of my heat from J-Maxx’s face to his bully boy Brock, the fuckin’ dirty cop, slumped over on top of the orc he had fell on, pinning him down, and I pumped a round into his hand, the one that was reachin’ for the piece at his waist, and when he flung the hand up and cried out in pain I pulled the trigger again, sendin’ a round right through his left eye, killing him instantly. I’d just killed a fucking cop, a crooked cop, but still.

      “No!...You’re a dead man, Teek,” J-Maxx thundered.

      “Yea? So are we all, asshole. You think you’re leavin’ tonight?” I pointed the barrel of my Smith & Wesson right at that fat bottom lip he liked to pull on, watching his eyes go wide, and I couldn’t help but think this fuckin’ prick really thought he was gonna roll back to Los Angeles where he’d raise the whole fuckin’ city, have every orc for two hundred miles baying for my blood. Sorry, J-Maxx, I can’t let you live. The orc must have read the look in my eyes, ‘cause he started to move his hand towards his Uzi on his hip.

      “Teek, what are you sayin’? You ain’t thinkin’ straight, man, you can’t kill me.” His eyes moving from side to side wildly, lookin’ for an escape, somethin’ to help him, J-Maxx stammered on, thinkin’ I couldn’t see him reachin’ for his piece. “I’m in tight with the fuckin’ Dragon, you can’t kill me, if you kill me it’s a fuckin’ wrap for your stupid red ass.”

      “Yea? What’s the Dragon look like?” I asked.

      “Huh?” J-Maxx asked back, his eyebrows coming together in supreme confusion and surprise. “Wait—”

      I shot twice, double tappin’ the big ugly orc square in the forehead, his lights off forever before his big body even hit the sand in one loud crunch!

      “Oh, shit! Boss! You fuckin killed him!” Skreech yelped, hopping about, seein’ that giant orc laid the fuck out in the desert sand, his dark, stinking blood quickly seeping into the sand.  Then, having noticed the orc under Brock’s dead corpse was awake and tryin’ to shift his way out, Skreech fired his MAC-10 again, the fuckin’ gun kickin’ so hard and so fast that the goblin struggled to keep some semblance of aim on the orc attempting to worm his way out from under the other. BRRRRATATAT! BRRRATATAT! The machine gun was firing, practically lifting Skreech off the ground. The little guy caught him though, airin’ the orc out. He had just partly made his way out from under Brock, too, when Skreech’s bullets riddled the back of his head and created a jagged line of bullet holes halfway down the orc’s back. Never give a machine gun to a goblin.

      “Ay… you fucks!” the orc yelled absurdly as he died. Me and Skreech looked at each other in surprise, then, scanned over the orcs, makin’ sure they weren’t gettin’ back up or tryin’ to be fuckin’ sneaky reachin’ for a piece. I looked over at the girls...or at least where they had been before the guns started goin’ off.

      “Fuck,” I hissed.

      Skreech popped a fresh clip into his MAC-10. “They ran into the train car, boss. I think one of ‘em got hit.”

      “What?! Fuck!” I dicked it passed the little goblin, jumpin’ over a couple dead orc assholes, then leapt up onto the stairs of the train car, seeing only darkness ahead of me, hearing nothing. I headed in.

      They had brought her into the little space in between the train car’s blown out door and the open container door, had even cleared a little space for her, moving aside the dead security team.

      “Fuck… for all I know it was one of mine that got her,” I muttered bitterly, looking down selfishly at the dragonborn hybrid girl, dark blood splattered on her chest, her neck, her face, her stomach. “Fuck! All that so she could die!” The way her blood smeared on her scales was making me nauseated and I turned to the other two hybrid girls, standing there lookin’ down at the dragonborn girl looking like they barely knew her, fear overwhelming them. I asked them what her name was, but they didn’t give me an answer, just stared blankly, so I took it that they didn’t know. “Skreech!” I yelled to the little runt, “we have to get the fuck outta here.” I didn’t trust nothin’ that J-Maxx had said about his boy Brock havin’ his cop buddies fall back if they heard reports of trains bein’ jacked and gunfights, maybe it was possible but only for so long. They’d definitely come runnin’ when they tried to reach Brock and couldn’t get a response from ‘em.

      “Follow me,” I said to both of hybrid girls, motioning for them to come with me outside the train car, which had now become a body dump. They didn’t move to follow me for a moment, so I reached my hands out, the left hand to the hybrid orc girl and the right hand to the hybrid elf girl, and waited a moment for them to take the respective hand, which they did after a long minute of looking into my eyes, as if they thought I were tryin’ to trick them.

      “Come on, you’re safe with me,” I said calmly, “I’m not goin’ to hurt you, that ain’t my style.” I cooed, like I was talkin’ to a couple scared horses. It was then that they took my hands and followed me out of the destroyed train car and once more into the desert night.

      “Boss, what now? More of em’ could be coming,” Skreech squeaked nervously, eyes roving over the girls behind me and the dead bodies of the orcs to the side of us, strewn across the sand and the train tracks.

      “No shit,” I spat at the goblin, “just hold on a minute.” I turned to the girls. “We need to have a serious talk right now—it can’t wait.” They looked at me, waiting for me to go on. “I don’t know how you got down before, I don’t know if you’re just some cold whores or what.” I paused, noticed the confusion in their eyes, and suddenly realizing that maybe they weren’t whores after all, went on, “but you have a choice here. You can go your own fuckin’ way. I leave you here and you've never seen me. I have to tell you, it’s really not safe, but I ain’t gonna take you by force—I have enough to deal with than having two screaming psychos in my car. But if if you really wanna stay here, then, you know what, fine, Vaya con Dios, like the humans say, but you ain’t gonna be safe, just the two of you walkin’ around in the desert on your own. Who the fuck knows who’s going to be out looking for you.”

      “Or…?” the hybrid orc girl said, lookin’ at me intensely, blinking hard a few moments like she was epileptic.

      “Or the two of you can come with me, and you’ll be under my protection.”

      “What?!” Skreech yelled.

      “Shut up, Skreech.” I turned to the hybrid girls. “Well? I hate to rush ya but we need to hurry the fuck up. We’re not exactly in the Ritz lounge here. If anybody comes by and sees us here like this, it ain’t gonna go well for any of us.”

      The girls looked at each other briefly, then turned back to me.

      “No, we’ll go to the cops,” the elf girl said, her hair bouncing with her trembling body. “That’s what you should always do when you're in danger.”

      I pointed at Brock, the dead half-orc cop, then snarled, “you see that big ugly dead motherfucker right there? He was a cop. He was a real big deal ‘round here. Every fuckin’ cop in and around Las Vegas is in the pockets of one crime boss or another, you think you’ll be safe? Everyone and their fuckin’ mother around here is more crooked than a paperclip, if I let you go to them I might as well turn you over to the sick fucks that snatched your asses up in the first place!”

      “We’ll come with you…we’ll be under your protection,” the orc hybrid girl said, looking me and Skreech up and down, her head craning in a weird angle. Damn, maybe she's on something.

      “Fine. For now,” the elf hybrid girl added dubiously. She also didn't seem like she was all there, as now that all the shit had gone down I noticed that she was swaying subtly, like at any moment she could fall over.

      I walked the girls over to the Mustang and had them get in the back seat, then after me and Skreech hopped in, I started the car up and pulled up next to the tracks, where J-Maxx was slumped over, his face lookin’ up at the stars in the night sky, a look of angry confusion being the last face he ever made. You made me do it, man, I thought as I looked over at the big dead orc, you gave me no choice. It was you or me, and I sure ain’t pickin’ you over me. Someone’s always getting fucked, and someone’s always doing the fucking…

      I reversed my Mustang then turned and started headin’ east. I took out a joint from my stash in the center console and lit it up, taking a few strong tokes on it before handin’ it off to Skreech.

      “That smells awful,” the elf girl immediately started to complain.

      “Sweetie, you were just traveling in your own piss, this is a fucking upgrade.” I wanted to be more of a gentleman but shit, I’d just killed a bunch of Orc rapists for her, and I wasn't in the mood to hear shit about my joint.

      It was dark and I was gettin’ pretty fuckin’ tired, all things considered, and when I had found the 15 freeway again and had saw signs for Boulder City and Henderson, I decided we had to pull off and find somewhere to crash at for a bit, somewhere we could figure our shit out at. The two girls were real quiet the whole way, and I started suspecting they had been drugged, or just were out of it from being trapped in a crate for who knows how long.

      We got off at Boulder City and pulled into this shitty little motel called Days & Knights Inn, where I parked and sat for a minute, tryin’ to decide how I was gonna go about gettin’ a room for me, my goblin, and two scared-lookin’ hybrid girls without arousing too many suspicions.

      We were sittin’ in the Mustang in the little parking lot of this shitty motel, and I wanted to smoke a joint before headin’ into the main office and tryin’ to rent a room past midnight. I reached into the center console and felt my little stash of joints was gettin’ smaller. Shit, I thought, I’m gonna need to find some tree somewhere around here. My connect farms for the Dragon, he’d give me up real quick to score some points with that fuckin’ prick. I had never met the Dragon, never even seen him, but after everything I had just been through and experienced on his behalf and to get him this “package,” I had quickly come to nurse an extraordinary hatred for him. Prick doesn't even show his face, has other fools do all the dirty work for him. I could stand a lot of things, but not cowards.

      “What are we doin’, boss? What’s the game plan?” Skreech looked up at me, possibly sensing I was dealin’ with a dilemma of sorts.

      “Yes, what the goblin said,” the hybrid elf girl slurred, “are we just going to sit here all night? Who...who are you anyway?” I looked back in the rearview mirror and saw the hybrid orc girl briefly look up at me, meet my eyes in the rearview, then turn away and look out the back window next to her. They both seemed like they were drugged, though the elf girl seemed more coherent than the orc girl.

      “I asked you the same question, and all you did was close your eyes and nod off.”

      “You’re the one who killed a bunch of people.” She pulled some of her golden hair behind her pointed ear, seeming to get more coherence. “What are you hiding?”

      I turned my eyes to the other side to be able to see the elf girl, then muttered, “Relax. First thing’s first. I need to get you two to a safe place. Just give me a minute.” I sighed, closed the center console having decided that I would have to ration my joints ‘til I got a new connect for tree, then opened the door.

      “I’ll be right back out after I get us the room, then we’ll sneak you girls in,” I grumbled. “Please, don’t do nothin’ crazy, just stay right here in the car.”

      “Yea, I’m gonna go for a jog in the dark in the middle of nowhere,” the hybrid orc girl slurred, still looking out of her window.

      “I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “I think she was bein’ sarcastic,” Skreech piped up. I looked back in the rearview again and saw the frustration on the orc girl’s face. Hell, I couldn't blame her.

      “Keep an eye on them, Skreech.” I stepped out of the car, and walked over to the office, where a big candelabra-type light was shining brightly in the window. A grizzled old human with a long grey beard was hunched over the desk, reading something that he was clearly very passionate about. Of course, they got fuckin’ Father Time workin’ the late night shift, I thought, shaking my head and walking over to the door. I opened it and a bell above me promptly tinkled, alerting the old guy that he had a guest, yet it was not until I had walked over to his desk that he even bothered to look up and over at me.

      “Well now, young man, good evening.” Gandalf the fuckin’ Grey took me in fully with his bespectacled eyes, great bushy eyebrows raised, “how can I help you? By God, you are all red. Forgive me for asking as you must get this often, but are you a hobgoblin, sir?”

      I raised my own eyebrows back at him. “Yea, I’m a hobgoblin, and I need a room.”

      “How sensational! A hobgoblin you say!”

      “Yes. Now that room.”

      “I’ve worked at this establishment for nearly thirty years, and never has a hobgoblin happened to walk in.”

      “Look, old timer,” I began wearily, “normally I’d gladly take a trip down memory lane with you, but I’ve had a hell of a night.”

      “Oh yes, I can see that.” Old Greybeard nodded.

      “And I need a damn room.”

      “A room?” he seemed to ask, almost as though he couldn’t imagine why I’d come to him for a room. “Just for yourself?”

      “Yes. Well, no. My goblin buddy is with me, and my...my uh...my two girlfriends as well.”

      “What a time to be alive! Here I am, sitting down reading about the history of the hobgoblin wars in the middle ages, when a hobgoblin comes in requesting a room for himself and his little goblin valet, and his two mistresses!” The old guy chuckled heartily.

      “Something like that. Do you have a room available?”

      “Of course, of course! Go ahead and put your signature on the book right here.” He pointed at a guest log book. “And we’ll put you and your entourage in room...hmm.” He twirled a strand of his long beard around an index finger. “Room eight! Yes, you’ll find room eight satisfactory I’m sure.” He pulled the keychain down and passed it to me. “How would you like to pay, young man, or shall we handle such things when you’re ready to check out?”

      “Cash, I’ll take care of it when I leave, if it’s all the same to you,” I replied, the keychain in the shape of a cat sitting on a crescent moon catching my eye briefly.

      “Absolutely, you go rest with your party. We don’t do room service here, unfortunately.” He seemed genuinely disappointed by this. “But there are some menus in the rooms, in case you’d like to order a meal from a local restaurant, though I don't know if many are open at this late hour.”

      “Thanks,” I said, feelin’ very grateful to this pleasant old human, then headed towards the door.

      “You’re most welcome! Make sure you come have a little chat with me sometime before you decide to go, I have a million questions!” As I cleared the doorway, the bell tinkled again.

      “Will do!” I called over my shoulder.

      As I strode back over to the Mustang, feeling somehow a little better about everything after my little encounter with the old human motel keeper, I heard sirens in the distance, police sirens, sounding like they were on the freeway that ran right in front of the motel. I dicked it over to the car, flung the driver side door open and dove in, quickly yanking the door shut behind me. Skreech and the girls looked at me in unison, all eyes wide and bulging.

      “Duck down!” I hissed, sliding down as much as I could in the seat.

      “What’s goin’ on?” Skreech whispered.

      “I think we’re fucked! Just hold on and shut up!”

      “I demand you tell me what is happening,” the hybrid elf girl said, her voice rising with each word. “Just who do you think you are, the magister? You take us from hiding in a container to hiding in your dilapidated little car!”

      “Hey,” I started, incredibly insulted, “just hold the fuck on, alright?” I looked around and could tell that while the cops may have been in the area, they weren’t nearby, not yet, so I started up the car, kept all the lights off, and slowly crept around the side of the motel, pulling up and parking in the back next to a large work van with ladders and pipes and shit poking out of the back window.

      “I gotta use the bathroom, can we go in yet? Did you even get us a room?” the hybrid orc girl said, an eyebrow raised and catching my eyes in the rearview mirror after I had turned the car off but continued to sit where I was in the driver seat.

      “I do as well,” the elf girl added.

      “You’re gonna have to sit your sweet white elf ass on the side of the tub then, honey, ‘cause I need the toilet,” the orc girl said, irritation in her voice. Skreech turned his head towards me, shooting me a crazy look, like he didn’t know females had to piss and shit too.

      The elf girl shot a caustic look at the orc girl, then, her words dripped venom, “Who do you think you are, mongrel?”

      “What the fuck…” I muttered to myself, dragging a dirty red hand over my tired face, rubbing my closed eyeballs and temples with light pressure, then, looking around, making sure, at least as far as I could tell, that the fuzz wasn’t creepin’ around the parking lot, that no one was out and about to be able to catch a peak of us, and that no window curtains facing the parking lot had parted after I had parked the car and turned it off, I decided it was time we check out the room for the night. Maybe it was something else the sirens were for. “Alright,” I started, lookin’ from Skreech to the girls in the back seat, “we’re goin’ to quietly head into the room. And yea, I got us a damn room, it’s room eight.”

      Both girls nodded, clearly more eager to get out of yet another small locked cage than to be hittin’ a motel room with me. I can’t help but think how different this night would be under other circumstances...Me...Them...A bed..., I mused, looking at the girls a little longer, there’s somethin’ about them, that’s for sure. Then I saw Skreech was still lookin’ at me all bug-eyed and impatient, so I cracked the door open and got out, pulling the lever on the side to move the seat forward so the girls could get out of the back. The elf girl held her hand out to me, and I looked at it with some confusion for a moment then realized she needed me to steady her as she hopped out the back. Fuck, man, when’s the last time I took a broad’s hand to help her out the car…? I don’t know...I don’t think I ever did before...Huh...That’s classy, I thought, somewhat impressed with the elf girl’s manners, taking her hand and helping her out. Then, the orc girl moved over to where the elf girl had been sittin’ before in the back of the car and, smirking, also extended her hand out to me.

      “Me too,” she said coyly, imitating the elf girl, then added in a much fiercer voice, “ya hobgoblin bitch.” I looked down at her in astonishment for a moment, then, snorting a laugh and shaking my head briefly, I held out my hand for her and helped her out as well—whatever drug this girl was on sure gave her a sense of humor. Normally, broads talking like that would piss me the hell off, but something in the way she said it just made me bust up and I couldn’t be mad at her. I closed the door and heard Skreech scampering over to us, having closed the other door quietly shortly before I closed mine. He had become somethin’ of a master at sneakily opening and closing doors, ever since the time we pulled up to a heist in the middle of the night and the little shit slammed the door, ‘causin’ us to have to dick it outta there without even gettin’ to any goods. I turned to tell the hybrid girls let’s go, but I froze for a moment. Standing there looking them up and down, the light of the moon and stars in the night sky allowing me to now see them much better than before, I couldn’t help but be taken by them. Damn, they’re really beautiful, I thought, feeling bewitched, longingly gazing at the elf girl, the light curves of her body, the way the moonlight enhanced the milky white beauty of her skin, made her delicate bright blue eyes sparkle, gave her hair an ethereal shine. Then, my eyes turning to the orc girl, I suddenly felt drugged and lustful, her curves were much more pronounced than the elf girl, though still very athletic, had she been born latina instead of a green hybrid orc, she’d definitely be one of those girls in the latin beauty pageants, but regardless, she was gorgeous, green and all, her nipples hardening in the cold breeze of the desert night and starting to show through the thin fabric of her dress. She even seemed to shimmer in the moonlight. I looked closer and realized there was a light dew on her, around her face and neck, the parts of her shoulders and chest revealed by the black dress she had on, sweat but not quite, and I later discovered that orc girls got this dew on them when they were fertile and excited.

      “We gonna stand out here all night, boss?” Skreech hissed up to me.

      “Huh?” I said distractly, my eyes still glued to the orc girl, then, noticing that she had noticed me eyeballin’ her, I quickly turn to the goblin and whispered, “no, let’s go.” We walked over to the door of room eight, and I took out the crescent moon with cat keychain and pushed the key into the lock, which I swear made the loudest fuckin’ racket, this must have been the noisiest fuckin’ lock I ever came across, and then, turning the knob, I pushed the door open and held it open for the girls and Skreech. When they had all entered, I walked in behind them, closing the door and thinking, Look at me, Teek the fuckin’ doorman. Once they were in the room, the two girls looked at each other then promptly bolted for the bathroom, the elf girl being a little quicker, getting in first.

      “Bitch!” the orc girl shouted, shoving the door open as the elf girl tried to close it in her face. I heard a brief tussle in there, I couldn’t believe these two sexy ass hybrid broads were cat-fightin’ over a fuckin’ toilet, couldn’t believe this was the new low for me. On the fuckin’ run. Great, I rolled my eyes bitterly, what a look! Me, my fuckin’ goblin, and two hybrid bitches that I’ve fuckin’ stolen from the damn Dragon, the last guy I was lookin’ to cross...All I got is the fuckin’ cash on me and my stash in the car...I killed J-Maxx...Where the fuck am I even gonna go…? I made my way over to the bathroom, thinkin’ I might have to intervene, but then it quieted down suddenly and I heard two simultaneous streams of forceful liquid, one splashing against the water in the toilet, the other hitting dry bathtub, both girls making sounds of satisfaction. I heard the toilet flush and the girls came out of the bathroom, walked over to where the two beds were.

      The orc girl walked past me, her muscular ass swaying hypnotically under the tight black dress. She plopped onto the edge of the bed. “What now, mister red?”

      “Now we relax.”

      “Alright, I could use a foot rub.” She pointed her long muscular leg at me, flexing her toes. “Any day now.”

      Skreech looked from her to me and yelped out a laugh. The elf girl sat down next to her and smirked briefly.

      I ignored her, trying to keep my eyes off the way her legs looked as the dress was rising up on them, went and turned the television on. Saw it was “The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly,” an old favorite of mine, somethin’ I had seen in the theaters with my old man, and I turned the volume up some. “Fuckin’ classic.”

      Skreech nodded, having watched reruns of it with me.

      “Good movie,” the orc hybrid girl yawned. A few minutes into watching Clint Eastwood walkin’ with his desert outlaw swag and I started thinking of the girls. Maybe they were settled in enough that I could really talk to them now.

      I turned back to the orc girl and went to stand in front of her. “We need to talk.”

      “You’re always saying we need to talk and we only just met,” she complained playfully.

      “Listen—” I started, gettin’ frustrated with the girl.

      “No, you listen,” she began, meeting my gaze with an equally heated look. “I’ve been in a dirty ass container for I don’t even know how long, okay? I can’t remember who even fuckin’ put me there, but I know they did shit to me when they had me, I can feel it in my body.” Her face twisted oddly when she said this, and the elf girl looked up at me and nodded shyly at this, as though she were having a similar experience. “And now I’m stuck with some red guy and his little fucking sidekick, and you wanna talk? Okay, fine, let’s talk. But first we eat.”

      I looked at her in shock. “How can you even think about food right now?”

      “Hob! I've been in a dungeon thing for who knows how long! I’m hungry! Figure something out!”

      I had felt my own belly gurgling for some time, but I’d been goin’ off pure adrenaline for hours and had been puttin’ off any thoughts of food.

      “Fine, whatever.” I turned to Skreech. “Bring those fuckin’ menus over here.”

      “I don’t know where they are, boss,” he replied. I was quickly losing what sweet little remnants of patience I had left.

      “Well, they’re either on that table over there or in that desk over that way, so would ya be a pal and go fuckin’ look!” He nodded and scrambled off to the desk, pulled open the drawer and brought out a handful of menus. He walked over to me and passed ‘em to me.

      I took ‘em in hand, lit up a joint I had tucked in my vest, then asked the girls, “What do ya want? We got pizza, Chinese, Thai.” I thumbed through the menus. “Got a sandwich joint, an orc barbecue spot—”

      “I could go for a rack of elk.” The elf girl spoke without looking me in the eye. “Or perhaps sushi, if it’s quality.”

      I looked at her incredulously for a moment, took a hit on the joint. “Much as I enjoy quality sushi myself, I doubt we’re gonna get quality delivery of any of that right now. It definitely ain’t on any of these menus.”

      “Oh… but couldn’t you try?”

      I was ready to lose my shit, she was pretty but fuck this, I’m riskin’ my neck for this bougie bitch? I tried to keep calm, looked at her, moving my face slightly closer to hers. “Baby, I don’t know where you think you are—”

      “My name’s not baby, it’s...it’s…. Alelicia.” It was almost like she couldn’t even quickly recall her own name. “And I’m not your baby. Never call me that again.”

      “Whatever. The thanks I get.” I shook my head. But I did feel a little complimented, honored even, that she finally told me her name.

      The orc girl sighed and groaned. “Let’s just order some pizzas. Pepperoni and cheese on one, broccoli on the other for her ladyship.” She nodded to the elf girl, rolling her eyes.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Alelicia shot back at the orc girl.

      “Pizza it is.” I went over to the phone and put in the order. While we waited I offered the joint I was tokin’ on to the girls, but they politely refused. Must think I’m tryin’ to dope ‘em, I thought bitterly, trying to picture what they could have been through these last few days, not liking what ugly images floated to the surface. And the two I had taken them from were fine with putting them through it all. Not only that, but one was a billionaire tycoon with the resources and willingness to kill, the other was the crime boss of the second largest city in the country. Maglubiyet, what had I gotten myself into?
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      Skreech looked at the poor delivery kid like he was gonna bite his fuckin’ hand off.

      We were all ravenous, and we clobbered the pizzas nearly as soon as they arrived.

      I was watchin’ the girls as we ate, studying them. For some reason I liked to watch them eat; I enjoyed seein’ the pizza grease drip from their dainty fingers, the way they greedily munched down the salty cheese that they’d both pluck pieces of from their slices. I couldn’t remember the last time I took such a simple pleasure out of somethin’ that didn’t even directly affect me.

      “So,” I began, finishing off my last slice of pepperoni pizza, wiping away any grease or pizza sauce that might have dropped onto my red chin, looking at the hybrid orc girl, “your  friend at least remembers her own name—”

      “We’re not friends,” the elf girl said quickly.

      “Okay.” I nodded towards Alelicia, then turned back to the orc girl. “How ‘bout you? Where are you from?” Then, the memory of thwarted loot and rewards agitated my brain. “Why the fuck were there no goods in there?”

      “How the hell should I know why there weren't ‘goods’ in there?

      “You're right. Well, do you at least have a name?”

      The orc girl looked at me, startled, then, composing herself some, “my name,” she paused, looking at me blankly for a second, slight surprise and confusion flashing across her eyes. “My name is… My name is Tyzee.” She seemed to have some trouble with her memory like the other hybrid girl. What the fuck did those bastards do to these girls that they can barely even remember their own damn names? I hadn’t pressed the girls on their identities since they had seemed so out of it, just stuttered and near passed out whenever I tried talking with them during the ride from the train. And truth be told, I was half thinking that if things got real bad—they freaked out on me or some shit like that—I’d just roll off into the night, leaving them wherever, so the less they knew about me the better. But now...well, once you eat pizza with someone, you have a real soul connection. What can i say? I’m sentimental like that.

      “Pleasure to meet ya, Tyzee.” I wiped the grease from my fingers and gave her a handshake. She had quite a grip, even after days of who knows what. Then nodding to the elf girl briefly, I shook her hand as well, and the way she held it out to me she might as well have been the queen of England. “Alelicia, the name’s Teek.”

      “Teek?” Alelicia asked, then, sounding aloof said, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard such a name before.”

      “Yea, well, it’s the only one I got.” I turned back to the orc girl, Tyzee. “So where ya from?”

      She looked puzzled as she tried to answer, I could tell she was struggling. After another few moments, she stammered out, “I...I’m not sure...It was hot, lots of bugs...The ocean was there, the beach...The palm trees! I love the palm trees…” I shared a disturbed look with Skreech briefly.

      “You don’t know where you’re from?” I asked again, probing.

      Tyzee shook her head, her long pretty black and purple hair moving from side to side with her head. “I just remember… random things. Like I remembered that movie, The Good, the Bad… I remember liking it. I remember I like animals. Dolphins. Stingrays, that sort of thing.”

      “Family? Parents? …” I glanced down at her fingers and didn't see any rings. “Husband?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “How is that even possible…?” I asked. “That you don’t remember family, where you’re from, just random things?”

      “I...I just can’t remember right now, I can’t remember anything. Everytime I try to think of something, to remember something, it’s almost like I can just make out the memory, the image, but then it gets swirled away and all I can see in my mind is grey smoke.” She looked scared as she admitted this.

      “Grey smoke? Hmm. What about you, Alelicia? Can you remember where you’re from?”

      She looked at me, also in confusion, then after a moment shaking her head, spoke, “No...it’s the same with me. It’s like I can almost grasp a memory but then it’s gone… All I can remember is emptiness, like I didn’t even have a life before...I can see bits and pieces...the apple trees in the orchard...a little valley and river...a bridge...I don’t know what to make of it.”

      “I don’t know what to fuckin’ make of it either,” I muttered.

      “What?” Alelicia asked.

      “Nothin’,” I said quickly. “So neither of you knows where the fuck you’re even from. That’s just great.” I paused, noticing the girls look at each other, sharing a confused glance. “Okay, so now that we’ve become acquainted, you can tell me where the fuck is the gold, the dope, whatever the fuck was in that container with you. You must have seen something, those few days, clues, something someone said?” The naked greed in me was starting to show, and I could tell I was starting to scare them.

      The girls shared another troubled glance, then, Tyzee said wearily, “there wasn’t anything like that in the container with us! You saw it. It was just us in there.”

      “It’s the truth,” Alelicia added. “There weren't any goods, any merchandise in there with us. Just us.”

      I rubbed my chin, considering this. “I guess that means you were the merchandise.” Skreech cocked an eyebrow up at me.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Tyzee asked.

      “It means exactly what you think it means,” I replied grimly, then noticed “BREAKING NEWS” splash across the television screen, interrupting the movie. “Skreech, turn that up.” The little goblin walked over to the television and twisted the volume knob, causing the news anchor’s voice to fill the motel room.

      “Breaking news here south of Las Vegas tonight,” the news anchor began excitedly, a blonde woman with that piercing, trailing voice that every blonde news anchor has, “a daring and brazen train robbery turned deadly tonight at approximately 11p.m. There have been multiple fatalities, including a Las Vegas Metro Police detective, who authorities are saying was part of an undercover sting operation—”

      “Oh, fuck,” I whispered.

      “—To apprehend a gang of heistmen that allegedly operate across state borders, having committed armed robberies from Las Vegas to Los Angeles.” The news anchor paused, pressing her finger against her ear. “New information is trickling into us here at the studio. The update to this story—”

      “This can’t be good.” I rubbed my pointy ear.

      “—is that what was thought of as a robbery gone bad, with the perpetrators learning that the Las Vegas detective was undercover and then killing him in cold blood, is not the case. Police have reason to believe that another party murdered the gang of orcs and the Las Vegas detective, looted the train, and is now on the loose.” The news anchor paused again, pressing her finger to the receiver in her ear. “Police believe that the alleged assailants were a pair of goblins. One short in stature, the other taller…”

      “Shit!” I yelled at the television.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, let’s go,” I said frantically, grabbin’ my gun off the nightstand. “We gotta get the fuck outta here. We gotta get far away from Vegas, pronto.”

      Skreech looked up at me nervously. “What are we gonna do, boss? Where we gonna go?”

      “France, Mars,” I blurted absurdly. “I don’t fuckin’ know, just move your asses! Get in the car!”

      “What are we gonna do?” Skreech asked, falling into a kind of shock.

      “Just get in the car! Now!”

      Skreech and the girls headed towards the door. I was behind them, lookin’ around the room real quick, makin’ sure there was nothin’ laying around to identify us in anyway. We got in the car, I turned it on and kept the lights off again, then, looking around the parking lot to make sure there wasn’t any fuckin’ cops layin’ in wait already, I pulled around to the front of the motel. I was about to hit the freeway and start fuckin’ flyin’, but then I looked over and saw the light still on in the window of the motel’s office. “Fuck,” I muttered to myself.

      I threw the gear into park.  “Hold on, I’ll be right back.”

      “What?” Tyzee asked nervously. “No, you can’t leave us.”

      “Teek, you said yourself we have to get out of here,” Alelicia said.

      “Boss,” Skreech began.

      “I said I’ll be right back,” I spat, not feelin’ like arguing it out, popping open the car door. I jumped out, shut the door and headed over to the door of the motel office. I walked through the door to that familiar tinkling, and strode over to the old man, who was once again deep in his reading. As I walked closer to him I smelled a familiar and very pleasing odor.

      “Hey, old timer,” I blurted, “Here you go.” I tossed some bills on the counter. “Turns out I gotta run, a lot faster than I thought.”

      “Yes my young friend, I know, I know.” He turned around, facing me, a large pipe dangling from his mouth. “It’s for the best that you’re on your way. I heard the news over my little radio here.” He tapped an ancient black radio. “While I’m sure you had your reasons for...whatever happened...I think it would only be a matter of time before they found you, were you to stay here.” He went to turn around again, then paused, looked back up at me, and somewhat disappointed, said, “It’s a shame we won’t get to have our chat. I was looking forward to it!”

      “Me too,” I replied honestly. There was somethin’ about the old guy, a certain charm. I turned to leave.

      “Wait,” he said, then looked up at me and brought out a hefty zip-loc bag stuffed with nice big buds, really top notch, practically the colas judging from the size of ‘em, and plopped it on the guest log book in front of me. He was smokin’ tree! That’s what I smelled! “Nearly a half pound there, that should keep you going for now.” The old guy smiled at me, a twinkle in his eye.

      “I can’t take this. I need to hold onto my cash.”

      “Consider it on the house, a gift from a friend,” old Greybeard said casually.

      “What? No, you can’t just give it to me.”

      “What’s life if you can’t give a traveler some decent hospitality?”

      I nodded and quickly put the bag under my shirt, tucking it slightly into the waistline of my pants. I sure ain’t one to turn down a free gift. “If I ever get the chance, I’m going to repay the kindness.”

      I hurried to the door, stopping one last time to glance at the man and the strange encounter. The old guy waved at me, one of those grandpa smiles, then turned back to his books. I walked out the door into the cold desert night, hearing the tinkle of the doorbell one last time. I gotta keep it movin’, I thought, I gotta keep these girls safe. I gotta figure somethin’ the fuck out, and fast...I thought I’d have a little more fuckin’ time than this, before the fuckin’ fuzz was already on my tail! What the fuck am I gonna do?

      I jumped back in the car, tossed the bag of tree to Skreech. “Here, make yourself useful, twist me up some joints, man.” Skreech looked at the big ass bag of dope with eyes bulging.

      “Damn, boss, alright,” the little goblin squealed, delighted that I had procured a stash of some good weed.

      “Sure you got enough there?” Tyzee snorted sarcastically in the back seat, nodding her head towards the front of the car.

      “I don’t know how you can light that stuff on fire and inhale it,” Alelicia said. “Doesn’t it burn your throat?”

      I looked back in the rearview mirror at Alelicia. “It’s sensational.” I grabbed one of the last joints out of my stash in the center console, lit it up, breathed it in deep, then french inhaled, lettin’ the thick smoke swirl between my mouth and nostrils before blowin’ a thick plume out of the window. “You wanna give it a try?”

      Alelicia wrinkled up her little elf nose, her face twisting in disgust. “No, thanks.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing.” I looked back at Tyzee, who was sitting next to Alelicia and looking out the window again. “How ‘bout you, Miss?”

      “Miss? Miss what?” she asked me in surprise, then, seeing the proffered joint, with its bright cherry and lazy wisp of smoke. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Well won’t this be a blast, then?” I hit the joint again and pulled onto the freeway, heading east on the 15.

      Alelicia’s golden hair tossed as she leaned forward. “Should you really be smoking marijuana when the police are looking for you?”

      “First off,” I said, letting out a plume of smoke, “if the cops pull us over, it’s over. Doesn’t matter if I’m smoking or not. Second, I’ll be more of a dextrous driver, if I’m relaxed.” I noticed myself purposely trying to use fancy words to impress this classy blonde elf girl and inwardly winced at being such a bitch. What the hell was this? High school? “And third, what the fuck’s the point of being an outlaw if you’re too scared to light up in your own car?”

      The irony wasn’t lost on me when I decided to keep my lights off until we crossed into a new state, so when we briefly passed through the northern corner of Arizona, I flipped my headlights on. The fuzz must have all concentrated around the area of the train heist, because we didn’t see one fuckin’ cop pass us by as we crossed over from Nevada.

      Things had gotten quiet as we drove along, passin’ from Arizona to Utah. I had Skreech break out the old map book I kept in the glove box, and I had my eyes glued to it for awhile until I figured out the route I needed to take to get to the east coast. While we cruised up the 15 through Utah, I dragged my finger along the page of the map book open on my lap, thinking, I’ll follow the 15 up ‘til I can catch the 70, we’ll pass through Colorado. I looked up, saw a giant eighteen-wheeler truck pass me, flyin’ by me on the left, then we’ll hit Kansas. I looked in the rearview real quick, checking on the girls. They were both lookin’ out the window on their respective side. These fuckin’ broads are gonna be the death of me… Alright, we’ll hit Kansas, then stay on the 70 ‘til Pennsylvania… then what? I looked up in the rearview again, seeing the girls and looking behind them, seeing a police car without it’s lights on cruising behind me.

      “Oh, fuck!” I hissed.

      Skreech looked over at me, ears pointing in alarm. “What is it, boss?”

      “Look behind us,” I muttered, keepin’ my eyes on the road, easing off the gas ever-so-slightly, hoping I was going along somewhere near the speed limit. “Slowly.” There was a cop tailing me, and I had to make a choice.
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      Fuck, I had really been speedin’ and not even checkin’ out who the fuck might be followin’ me… I thought. I look back in the rearview, see the hybrid girls and I suddenly can’t think of much else. What’s up with that? I had to get my head out of my ass. I felt for my piece, there in the door storage compartment. I’d already killed one cop in the last day, what was one more? A hell of a lot more, I knew, but I had to tell myself something to get ready to pull a trigger. I swallowed hard, sweating blood practically, my eyes twitching back to the rearview mirror to keep an eye on the bastard.

      The cop tailed me for a good five miles while I went on driving like a grandma, but suddenly, there they were, the damn cop lights flashing their red and blue. “Fuck!”

      I was just about to slam the gas when I saw his car wheel around, do a full U-turn. It shot down the freeway like a coyote after a rabbit. My lungs ached—apparently I’d been holding my breath or something. Damn cop must’ve gotten a call about something, for all I knew it was about a poor schmuck who was being beaten and handcuffed for a train heist he didn’t commit, for all I knew. Fuckin’ jerk, I thought bitterly, I nearly thought the game was up...Fuck...If he woulda  pulled me over, I’m not sure how we woulda got outta that. I kept to the speed limit for awhile after that, not wantin’ to draw anymore unwanted attention, and I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss the turn off for the connection to the 70 freeway. I checked the digital clock on the dashboard. It read ‘7:08 A.M.’ I rubbed my tired eyes. We were gonna have to drive all fuckin’ day if we were gonna make it to Kansas by night time, where I figured we could have a rest.

      “I’m hungry,” Alelicia said suddenly, her voice sounding so close to my ear it startled me.

      I looked back and saw she had leaned forward to put her face closer to my ear. I looked back in the rearview and saw Tyzee make eye contact with me, then point a thumb over at Alelicia, and say, “what she said.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We just ate a few hours ago! I’m not gettin’ off the freeway right now, we’re not even anywhere near the Colorado border.”

      “That was the first time we’ve eaten in days,” Tyzee said, making me feel guilty. “You think they were feeding us in the train container? Once a day for the last three or four days one of those assholes would come in, squeeze my boobs hard, then yank open my mouth and pour in a few mouthfuls of water, then he’d tell me what a ‘good girl’ I was and would walk back out.” Hearing this really pissed me the fuck off. I felt protective, possessive, even jealous. I felt like I wanted to kill whoever that fuckin’ guard was all over again for puttin’ his fuckin’ hands on Tyzee. What the fuck is goin’ on with me? This girl ain’t nothin’ to me what do I care about her sob story? I gripped the steering wheel tighter, angry at myself for caring about these girls, angrier still at the scumbags that took them, that hurt them and fucked with their heads.

      “Alright. Look, I’m not used to… helping people.” that sounded like a prick thing to say I realized, stumbling over words as I tried to correct it. “Well taking care of them in this sort of way, you know, not that I’m an asshole... Fuck it. We’ll pull off at the next rest stop area, okay?”

      An awkward solcen hung for a moment.

      “Okay,” Alelicia replied.

      Tyzee simply nodded, then went back to looking out of the window. The sun was startin’ to come up and I threw my shades on. My eyes ached and felt bloodshot. I realized I was still driving with my bulletproof vest on. I hadn’t taken it off all night.

      “Skreech, help me outta this vest, would ya?” He nodded and started pulling at the velcro straps, pulling them apart and letting the vest slacken some, at which point I told him to take the wheel real quick as I lifted the loose vest over my head, passin’ it over to Skreech and takin’ the steering wheel in my own hand again.

      Alelicia leaned forward again, her mouth close to the top point of my ear. “Would you like me to hold that back here?” Her eyes were looking towards the vest on Skreech’s lap.

      My eyes widened in surprise. “Uh...sure, if you don’t mind.”  Damn, never had a beautiful girl ask to hold my vest before… A beautiful elf girl at that. Skreech passed the vest back to her, and she laid it on her lap. As we slowly made our way along the 70 freeway through somewhere in Utah, I started to see signs for a rest stop area coming up soon. This seemed to lighten up Skreech’s and the girl’s spirits, which in turn seemed to lighten me up a bit. I flicked on the radio and lit a joint, taking in the landscape of the state we were passin’ through. Utah ain’t that bad, I mused, lots of little oasis type areas, mixed in with deserts and canyons. That human religion, the Mormons, runs the state, but they don’t seem that bad, a little shot out but nice enough. And that multiple wives thing, there was something about it that we hobgoblins connected with, seeing as how that was how we ran our thing back in the day, back in the dark ages, when us reds used to run the whooole shit.

      I saw the sign for the rest stop tellin’ me to exit now, so I swerved into the right lane and got off at the exit a mile up. I pulled into the somewhat crowded rest stop and parked in front of the Grabby’s. Grabby’s was a orc-run sandwich joint that was currently embroiled in a lawsuit with Arby’s, another sandwich joint, which mostly catered to humans, though ogres seemed to like it a good deal in LA. The owner of Grabby’s was a orc named Arby, who claimed that Arby’s the restaurant stole his name. It was an ongoing dispute that would be mentioned from time to time in the news. Truth be told, as much as I was disliking orcs at the moment, after the recent events of the last twenty four hours especially, I had to admit that Grabby’s made a hell of a sandwich. There was a couple of ‘em dotted around Los Angeles that I’d hit from time to time, goin’ the fuck in on one of those orc made hoagies. Thinkin’ about goin’ to the Grabby’s in L.A. made me feel a little sad, a little sour; as of last night my life in Los Angeles was over. Nobody robs the Dragon, at least as far as I knew, ‘cause no one ever lived to tell such a tale. That’d be some fuckin’ story, I thought, like a gangster version of that fuckin’ old human myth...Some asshole called Beowulf… Well Mr. Dragon, here’s one motherfucker that robbed your grimy ass and has lived to tell the tale, at least for a day, and it was a fuckin’ hobgoblin that jacked your shit, too! I smirked then turned towards Skreech and the girls in the back seat.

      “Do you know what ya want?” I asked them, shootin’ a thumb towards the front doors of the Grabby’s.

      Tyzee shrugged her shoulders. “Just the regular, something like a quarter pounder. Fries would be good.”

      Alelicia raised an eyebrow, said somewhat haughtily, “I’ve never heard of nor been to such a restaurant.”

      “Alright, well I’ll get you somethin’ good. One hyena burger coming up.”

      “A what?”

      I didn’t bother answering the princess. She was a ten and all, with those thin, delicate limbs that looked like they were carved out of some bronzed ivory, but damn could she be irritating. “Come on, Skreech, let’s grab some sandwiches.”

      Skreech rubbed his dirty little hands together. “Hell yea! We ain’t been to Grabby’s in forever, boss!” he squeaked. I told the girls to stay in the car, got no response, then headed into Grabby’s with Skreech. There was a line ahead of us a few deep, an orc family, a young human couple, some kids runnin’ around, and I got a little anxious ‘cause I didn’t like waitin’, especially not now with the hybrid girls just sittin’ there in the back seat of my Mustang, sittin’ there real pretty, quite a prize to the right kinda enterprising cat, one that would have no scruples about slippin’ into the front seat of my car and zoomin’ off. Come on, hurry the fuck up, I thought at the fat orc workin’ the counter, who was both incredibly tall and rotund, and incredibly slow with countin’ change. Fuckin’ guy should be workin’ the orc big & tall counter, not Grabby’s, come on! I stretched my neck over to try and see my car, make sure the girls were still in it, but I couldn’t see it from where I was at. Finally the line moved forward and the fat putz of an orc behind the counter dumbly asked, “can I take your order?”

      “Yea, gimme a number three, side of fries, a large Coke.” I turned to Skreech. “What’d you want again?”

      “I’ll get what you’re gettin’, boss.”

      I looked back up at the orc, “make that two number threes, same thing, side of fries, large Coke...and…a quarter pounder with fries and a hyena burger, extra saucy. Oh and throw in some Cokes, some waters.” I reached into my pocket and pulled’ out my rapidly dwindling cash.

      

      As we headed out, hands full of food and drinks, I had an odd feeling that something was wrong in the pit of my guts. The morning sun was so bright that it was glaring off my car’s windshield, making it impossible to see inside. I hurried over to the Mustang, Skreech huffin’ and puffin’ behind me with his arms full of sandwiches, and popped open the door. I put the food on the hood of the car, looked in, and realized there was only one girl sittin’ there, Alelicia.
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      “Where is she? Where did she go?” I barked at the hybrid elf girl, furious.

      Alelicia looked up at me with vacant eyes and shrugged like she was still drugged a bit. “She just walked out.” She had put the bullet proof vest on, was probably still scared shitless deep down, and who could blame her. But I couldn't worry about that right now, with Tyzee who knows where.

      I left the food sittin’ on the hood and started to pace around, started feelin’ an odd desperation. Fuck! I roared internally, What the fuck was she thinking?! She’s not safe out here by herself! Then, my thoughts turned ugly and angry. You know what, fuck her, then! If she wants to go her own way, doesn’t want to roll with me, so be it! I shoulda cut the both of ‘em loose as soon as the orcs hit the sand! “Tyzee!” I called out, getting no answer. Then after a few moments of checking the restaurant and the bathroom I couldn't spot her. “Fuck!” What if something happened to her? No, that couldn't be it. I couldn't let that happen. I went and sat down in the car, the door propped open. I was feelin’ deflated and tired, so fuckin’ tired. I let the back of my head hit the car seat and rolled my neck, feelin’ the neck bones crack and pop.

      I looked up and to the right, coming from down the road, I saw Tyzee saunter over, her hips swaying slightly as she moved towards the Mustang. I jumped out of the car when she was close enough to touch the hood, glared at her hard for a minute.

      “Oh! You brought the food out already! Sorry to keep you waiting, I had to use the girl’s room.”

      “The hell are you talking about? I checked both bathrooms, and you weren't there!”

      “Geeze, I tried going to the bathroom there, but there was someone in there, so I went to the one down the road. That gas station.”

      I tried to rein in my temper before sayin’ anything. “Don’t ever do that shit again.”

      “What? Go to the bathroom? Yea, that’s definitely reasonable.” She snorted, laughing, then saw the food up closer. “Damn, that smells good! We gonna eat right here on the hood?” She laughed, a few strands of her dark hair falling over her eyes as the wind blew. Well at least it seems like whatever dope they gave these two is startin’ to wear off. At least she’s laughin’, talkin’ some, I thought.

      “You know what I mean!” I blurted. “I didn’t know what happened to you!”

      “Relax,” she said softly, and surprisingly I started to. “What’s the point of being an outlaw of you can't take a leak when you feel like it?”

      The words took me back a moment, as she was staring right into my eyes with eyes that were violet with brown flecks, like a desert opal. I shook my head and motioned towards the sandwiches and shit sittin’ on the hood. “Let’s dig in, we gotta get back on the road and hustle.” I reached for my own sandwich. Alelicia had gotten out of the car and come up beside us, and began to pick at the food. We stood there eatin’ for a bit, had a real fuckin’ picnic on the hood of my Mustang. I looked over at Alelicia for a moment. “Wait, did you see she went to the bathroom and hadn’t just run off somewhere?”

      Alelicia was about to take another bite of her hyena burger. “I didn’t. It’s not like I’m her babysitter or something.” She chomped down, making a face at the burger.

      “And you didn’t think to keep an eye on her?” I asked, twirling my index finger at her.

      “No. What am I, a guard dog?”

      “What the fuck?” I asked, half laughing, lookin’ at them both. “Seriously though, don’t run off again without at least lettin’ me know.”

      “Got it, boss,” Tyzee said, mimicking Skreech, mock saluting me, giggling to herself as she ate and watched me fume.

      I crumpled up the wrapper of my sandwich, tossed it in the bag. “Alright. We gotta get movin’.”

      “Where are we even headed? Do you know?” Alelicia asked, sipping a Coke like a little kid that never had it before. I cocked an eyebrow at her.

      “We’re headed east, for now. I definitely can’t take you two back to California.”

      “Why?” the elf girl asked.

      “Is that where you’re from?” Tyzee asked, wolfing down the last few bites of her sandwich.

      “Something like that.” I was thinkin’ it might be too early to reveal to them that they had just recently been ridin’ that train on a one way ticket to the Dragon’s fuckin’ pleasure dungeon somewhere in Los Angeles, and that I had unwittingly nearly been a part of bringin’ them there to him. I shuddered for a moment, imagining the Dragon, picturing in my mind a full grown male dragonborn, wearin’ custom Versace suits and loafers, or maybe it was even a full on dragon dragon strollin’ in to a extra large custom home built to accommodate his massive bulk, then heading into a chamber where Tyzee and Alelicia would be chained up, awaiting him… for Maglubiyet knows what. I won’t let that happen, I thought, lookin’ from girl to girl, can’t let that happen. They can be bitches, but it’s just not right.

      I opened the door, lettin’ them back in after they had finished. Skreech hopped in and I closed my door, starting the Mustang up. I saw we were gettin’ low on gas, practically runnin’ on fumes, so I pulled over to the gas station in the rest stop area, an old BP station, hopped out and started walkin’ in. I felt for my cash in my left pocket, lookin’ around quickly to make sure no one saw me countin’ my bread in the middle of a fuckin’ gas station in the middle of fuckin’ no where like a fuckin’ chump. I pulled it out and did a quick count, “hundred, three hundred, six fifty.” I flipped through the bills rapidly, “twenty, fourty, eighty…” Shit, I thought, I only got about four racks left all together, countin’ what’s in my fuckin’ pocket and what’s stashed in the car. This ain’t good. I put my cash away and shoved the gas station door open, making it swing so vehemently it nearly crashed into the wall.

      “Give me forty on number two.” I saw a pack of Camel menthols behind the clerk, a young teenage-looking human, pointed at them. “Let me get two packs of them Camel menthols right there.”

      The kid rang it up, lookin’ at me bewildered. “Will that be all… sir?” Ah, another one that never seen a hobgoblin before. Sad, I pondered bitterly, we’re a dyin’ breed. Yet it wasn’t so long ago we were as feared as the Roman empire in its day…

      “Nah that’s it, take care, kid.” I snatched up the packs of smokes and headed out towards the car. After fillin’ up the tank I pulled back onto the freeway, headin’ ever eastward on the 70. After a few hours cruisin’ along, we started gettin’ close to the Colorado border. The girls had grown quiet after we hit the rode again, and I noticed after some time there was some soft little girl snores comin’ from the back, so I peeped the rearview mirror and saw Alelicia had started to snooze, her chin grazing the top of her chest with every breath. She’s gorgeous, I thought, studying her features as she slept. I always heard elf girls were high maintenance though, and she don’t seem no different, even if she is still dopey from whatever them scumbags gave ‘em. I looked over at Tyzee, who had slid down in the back seat, back to lookin’ out the window like there was somethin’ to see. I guess if I was stuck in that fuckin’ container I’d be lookin’ in wonder at whatever too. I shrugged, then took a joint out of the stash and lit it up. I took a few hits, then passed it to Skreech.

      Exhaling a thick plume from my nose like a fuckin’ bull, I asked Skreech, “how you feelin’ that tree, Skreech? Not bad for not bein’ that California bud, huh?” The little goblin took a hit, inhaled it deep into his little lungs, blew it out and sighed contentedly.

      “Yea,” he said, his eyes quickly becoming pink after each hit. “This is some good shit, boss.”

      I took the joint back, hittin’ it. “Yea, it’ll do for now -”

      “I wanna...I wanna go home…” Alelicia moaned suddenly in her sleep.

      Tyzee continued to look out the window, as though she hadn’t heard.

      Peeping back at Alelicia in the rearview, seein’ she was still asleep, I spoke as softly as I could. “Yea? And where’s that at?” I noticed Tyzee look at me quickly then turn back to the window. Alelicia went on snoozin’. I had heard once you could have conversations to an extent with people that were sleepin’, but this elf girl was knocked out. No wonder, I mused, they been through some shit, and it might be some shit that I don’t even want to know about.

      Lookin’ at Tyzee in the rearview, I suddenly felt off guard. “You got a real nice smile.” Even though there was smoke swirling around me, it was something real lucid, like I’d said it from some genuine place, my heart or some shit. I was thinkin’ to myself, yeah, a nice smile, the kind that make a dude all warm and fuzzy and a little uncertain inside.

      Tyzee looked back up at me in the rearview, our eyes meeting. She smiled briefly. “Thanks,” flashing those nice white teeth at me, then turnin’ back once more to that damn window.

      “Fuckin’ broad got me envious of a window,” I muttered to myself.

      “Huh?” Skreech asked, not quite catchin’ what I said.

      I switched lanes, increasing my speed. “Nothin’, pass me that map book again.” He clicked open the glove box and pulled it out, passin’ it to me. I opened it up to about where I thought we were, I had the finger of my right hand tracin’ the line on the page that said “freeway 70” then looked up and saw “Welcome to Colorful Colorado” on a rough old wooden sign starin’ back at me.

      “Welcome to colorful fuckin’ Colorado ladies and goblins,” I said sarcastically as we passed the sign, crossing over into the state. Skreech replied with a small chuckle. I looked back again in the rearview, saw Alelicia was still asleep, her face had contorted some like she was havin’ a bad dream. I looked next to her, saw that Tyzee had closed her eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was sleepin’ or just restin’ her eyes. Let her rest, I thought, the more they sleep the more recovered they'll be, and maybe start getting some of their memories back. And they'll let me have a moment to gather my thoughts too.

      It was later in the afternoon as we passed through Colorado. I lit up a joint, enjoyin’ the scenery. Nice, I thought, looking out the window when I could, forests, mountains. I can dig it. As the daylight began to dim, I saw we were comin’ up on the Colorado-Kansas border. The girls were still asleep, so I pulled off at a gas station, filled the tank back up, and kept truckin’. If we can get to Kansas City tonight, we’ll rest up and be ahead of the game. I hope. I never heard of the Dragon havin’ people this far east but you never know…

      “Where are we…?” Tyzee asked sleepily from the back, having canceled my hopes of them stayin’ asleep ‘til Kansas City.

      “We just crossed into Kansas, Dorothy,” I replied, smirking back at her in the rearview.

      She looked at me confused for a moment. “I’m Tyzee.”

      “Yea, I know, it’s a joke. Dorothy, Kansas? You never seen the Wizard of Oz?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “No. At least, I don't remember.” She tapped on the elf girl’s shoulder. “Hey, Dorothy, we’re in Kansas.”

      “Wha...What?” Alelicia mumbled, startled at being woken up by Tyzee.

      “See? She didn’t get it either,” Tyzee said, lookin’ up at me. “How long we been out?”

      I checked the clock on the dash. “I don’t know, a few hours. More, maybe.”

      “Hmm. Can we stop soon? I need to get out of this car. Stand. Stretch. Move around.”

      I raised an eyebrow back at her again in the rearview. “Just hold on a few more hours, alright? We’ll get to Kansas City, we’ll get a nice room for the night, order up some room service.”

      “I can’t wait that long,” Tyzee groaned.

      “Me neither,” Alelicia added, looking from Tyzee to me.

      “Me too,” Skreech squealed, the little traitor not meetin’ my eye when I shot an annoyed look at him.

      I looked to the right of the road, saw a sign for Topeka, Kansas, exit in two miles. “Alright, fuck,” I snarled, irritated, “fine, we’ll stay at bumble fuck Topeka, since nobody could make it ‘til Kansas City.”

      “Thank you,” Tyzee said sweetly.

      “Yes, thanks,” Alelicia added.

      I eyed them both up in the rearview. “Whatever,” I snorted, then, my eyes lingering on them a moment longer. “You’re welcome,” I muttered. What the fuck are these girls doin’ to me? I wondered, I’m gettin’ soft.
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      We got off at the Topeka exit, and drove along for a bit ‘til I spotted a hotel called Aparus Lux.

      “I like the sound of that,” Alelicia said.

      I shook my head and parked. “We might as well go in together this time. I think we’re far enough from Vegas at the moment that it won’t matter much. Come on.” I popped open my door, snatched a few joints from the center console, then got out, lifting up the lever on the driver seat to bring it forward so the girls could hop out. They weren’t so wobbly on their feet anymore.

      “Ow!” Alelicia yapped as she stepped on the pavement.

      “What is it?” I turned back to her.

      “I swear I am not taking another step without some shoes on! What is this, Africa?”

      “You've been walking around fine so far,” I said. “What's a few more steps?”

      “Fine? Fine? I have not been walking around fine! I have no shoes, I'm wearing a ragged, soiled dress, haven't had a shower or proper meal in days, and have no makeup on whatsoever.”

      Now that I looked at her, in the daylight, I did realize how unkempt she was, along with Tyzee. And I realized now, in the sun, that… they didn't have bras on… or if what I was seeing on Tyzee was right, panties on either. Alelicia’s small, domed nipples were showing through the fabric of her dress. Tyzee, hers seemed large and pointed, and down there, there was a crevice that her tight dress was subtly digging into. Shit, I had to snap out of it. These broads couldn't have me by the balls. I had to think straight to keep us all alive.

      “I don't know about the makeup thing,” Tyzee said, snapping me out of my lustful reverie. “But she does have a point about the shoes, the clothes. I mean, these dresses are piss stained… and make us feel like… we're still back there.”

      Call me whatever you want, but I was reasonable. “Alright.” I nodded. “We’ll find you some clothes asap. As for you, Alelicia…”

      “Oh!” she yelped as I scooped her up off the ground, one hand on her lower back, the other under her knees. “Well, I supposed… this works.” There was a hint of girlish delight in her voice. This one likes to get her way, that’s for sure. But damn, carrying her like that feeling how delicate she was, the skin of her legs against my palms feeling like she must have put on some thousand dollar moisturizers, made me think she probably had ladies in waiting bringing her silk dresses and jewelry to her quarters for her to try on.

      We walked in together through the large glass doors. I sauntered over to the reception desk, Alelicia still in my arms.

      “A moment, sir, a moment,” the harried receptionist workin’ the desk spat towards me, not looking up right away.

      I slid Alelicia down on the the ground, as it was nice carpeting. “I don’t have a moment. I need a room,” I said sternly to the bellman, putting my red hand down in front of him. His eyes went wide and he looked up at me quickly.

      Trying to compose himself, he went on, “excuse me, Mr...sir…ahem.” The pale flesh of his face screwed up as he eyed me, then saw the girls behind me. “Welcome to the Comfort Suites, how can I help you tonight?”

      “Like I said, my guy, I need a room,” I growled, annoyed.

      This receptionist, sweating, looked from me to Skreech, then to the hybrid girls and back to me, and asked, “just the one room?” an eyebrow raised slightly.

      What a fuckin’ noodle, I thought. Then, I recalled our drive through Utah. “Yea, we’re Mormons. Recently married.”

      “Ah!” He nodded, his mouth parting unsure what to say next. “I see, of course. Are you visiting from Utah?”

      “Yes, from Utah.”

      “Any plans for your stay? Some sight-seeing?” the receptionist, whose name tag said Bradley in cursive, asked. “We’ve had many Mormon visitors from Utah pass through, and I can definitely recommend the Museum of History, Lake Shawnee…” He paused, tapping a long finger on the marble top desk. “Gage Park and the Ensley Gardens are quite something to see this time of year, even though the orcs have been moving in lately, if you know what I mean.”

      Tyzee moved forward suddenly. “No, I don’t know what you mean. Care to explain?”

      I hid a smile. “Take it easy.” I put my right arm out in front of her, holdin’ her back from the receptionist’s desk. “I’m sure Brad didn’t mean nothin’ by it, now did ya, Brad?” I looked pointedly at the receptionist.

      “No, of course not!” Brad stammered out. “I meant no offense to the lovely lady,”

      “Easy pal, who you callin’ lovely? That’s my one of my wives you’re talkin’ about!” I roared, enjoying grilling this schmuck a bit. The receptionist whimpered. Tyzee, Alelicia, and Skreech all gave me a crazy look, like I’d lost my shit, but they played along by not sayin’ anything. “Do you got a room available or what, Brad?”

      “Yes! Yes we have rooms available!” he said in a cracked voice, eager to please. “We’ll put you in room fourteen, right up the stairs and to the left. Here’s your key and if I can get your John Hancock right here.” He pointed down at the guest log book with a long ugly finger. I sighed and, briefly recalling Tyzee’s little nickname for me, smiled and quickled scrawled out “Mr. Red.” I slipped him some cash as well, wincing at how much damage I was taking—but what the hell, it’s the price you pay for two “wives.”

      “One more thing,” I said. “With all the debauchery of our wedding celebration, my wives lost their luggage… and their shoes. Do you have anything around here, where we might find some clothes for them?”

      “Well, there are plenty of shops in the city…”

      “No, I mean something here in the hotel, quick, easy. We're trying not to venture out too much. You know, we’re trying to enjoy our privacy.” I didn't tell him that we we're fugitives, but that was a whole other story.

      “Oh, yes! We have a lost and found. As well as a gift store, but they mostly sell accessories, scarves, that sort of thing. Both are on the second floor. Your room is on the first.”

      I grabbed the room key from his hand and we headed down the hall, which was lined with fancy light fixtures along the ceiling.

      As we were walkin’ Tyzee came up next to me, turned to me and asked with disbelief, “one of your wives?”

      “I said it for the sake of expediency.” I twirled my index finger. “It woulda looked even weirder to ‘em if I had said we weren’t together, but still needed one room. Aroused more suspicions.”

      “No offense, but I don’t think we can even get married,” Alelicia said.

      I turned to her, “Oh yea? Says who?”

      She shrugged. “It's probably illegal. And besides, I'm not marrying anyone who doesn't get me shoes.”

      “Next time at least give us a heads up that we’re gonna be play acting as your fucking sister wives,” Tyzee spat, not looking at me and being the first to the door of our room.

      I came up next to her. “Look, I wasn’t tryin’ to piss you off or step on your man’s toes…”

      Tyzee shot a crazed look at me, one that almost said what the fuck are you talking about? Then just turned to the door and waited for me to open it. We walked in and she moved quickly to the bathroom, closing the door and lockin’ it before the elf girl had a chance to get in there first.

      “That girl is intolerable!” Alelicia cried, sitting down on the bed closest to the bathroom to wait her turn.

      “Relax,” I told Alelicia, then walked over to the bathroom door. I knocked on it twice, didn’t get a response. “Tyzee, what’s the matter?” Still no response. What a headache. I walked back into the main room, saw it had two plush beds, some nice coffee colored wood furnishings, with interesting patterns on the carpeting, a shaggy white rug. Not bad, I thought, though it was costing me for sure. “Not bad, huh?” I called to Alelicia.

      “It could use some artwork on the walls.” She pulled a strand of golden hair behind her pointed ear. “But yes… it’s not bad. What is bad is not having shoes or a hot shower.”

      I let out a hot breath. “Tyzee, are you still in there?”

      “Go away,” the orc girl’s muffled voice came through the door.

      “You can open this door now or I can break it open, your call,” I warned.

      After a couple moments there was a small click and the door opened inward. Tyzee went back to studying herself in the mirror.

      “What do you want?” she asked, not looking at me. “Listen sweetheart. We’re gonna be in close quarters together for some time yet, until we get everything situated. And you’re gonna have to accept that. There’s no point actin’ uncomfortable. We’re in this together.”

      “Is that why you think I’m in here?” She turned back to the mirror.

      “Well...maybe I jumped the gun. What’s bothering you then?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it… It’s like I’m not me, if that even makes sense?...I’m looking at myself in this mirror and I don’t know who I am!” She reached down, grabbing the sides of the sink under the mirror. “This is me, this is what I look like? Who am I? Where did I come from? And... who the hell are you?” There were tears starting to form in her pretty eyes. I could tell she was gettin’ herself worked up and I genuinely felt bad for the girl. That’s gotta be fuckin’ tough, I thought, tryin’ to commiserate with her, not bein’ able to remember who the fuck you are or where you’re even from, what your life was before a certain point? Fuck, I’d start to crack up and lose it too.

      I reached over and put my hand on her shoulder. “I didn’t mean to be hard on ya,” I said softly.

      “You're not hearing me. I don't know who I am. I can't tell you that, even if I wanted to. But you do know who you are.”

      Our reflections in the mirror caught my eye a moment. Red and green side by side. “Me?” I grinned ironically, at the thought of trying to tell someone who I am, in a hotel bathroom while we were on the run from the cops after having killed a bunch of orc thugs, who we're my own accomplices. My face turned to stone then, as other thoughts came. “Me... I’m a crook, Tyzee. I grew up in this. Came up in the shadow of guys who saw the world was a war. Health and disease, poverty and fortune, life and death. These were the struggles of existence for them, struggles they saw no way to escape. They never wanted to be prey, and so decided... to be predators, because those two things were the only choices the world offered them. Some people catch their parents fucking… I caught my father dipping a man’s head into a vat of boiling oil.”

      “My god.” Tyzee’s fingers rose to her lips.

      “But for all that… he was a dreamer. Never wanted this for me. Pushed me into school. Because I had a talent.” My hand trembled before her, and she recoiled a moment, but then her eyes widened as she saw a burning flower bloom in my hand. “I believed it, that I could be different, that the world was different—you know? But then, I realized.” My fist clenched, turning the flower to a burst of hot embers.

      Tyzee shook her head, barely whispering, “Realized what?”

      “That they were right all along.”

      She trembled as her eyes fixed on mine.

      “Look,” I said. “Whatever happened to you before...whatever happened there...I won’t let it happen again. You have my word as a hobgoblin on that. Your mind will come back to you, your memories...we’ll figure it out together, okay?” I caressed her face a moment, and was glad to see she understood I didn't mean it in a pervy way or anything, just genuinely wanted her to feel better.

      “Now seriously, I need to shower because I am not going to smell like piss forever. I draw the line at five days of piss smell max.”

      “Aw come on, who doesn't like a girl who smells a little like piss?” I laughed.

      “Not only that, but I’m going to take my sweet time because I know it's going to drive princess crazy that I beat her to the bathroom again.”
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      After we all had a chance to hit the bathroom, use the toilet, jump in the water, all that, we sat around the room dryin’ off. I was back in my rumpled clothes. Alelicia and Tyzee had slipped on plush bathrobes and slippers that were in there, a nice touch.

      “This is an improvement,” Alelicia said, “but we’re really going to walk around in these the whole trip?”

      “I know, I know.” I walked over to her. “Tell you what, Princess Alelicia, you and Tyzee can go to the lost and found and get yourselves something to wear. I bet there’s all kinds of stuff, with people leaving the hotel in a hurry and everything.”

      “Ew, you want me to wear hand me down clothes?”

      I rubbed my temples a moment, pulled some bills from my pocket. “Tell you what, both of you look in the lost and found. If you don't find anything there, buy yourselves whatever you can to wear from the gift shop.”

      Alelicia’s delicate fingers took the bills from me. “Fifty dollars, that’s not very much, but alright, it’s better than nothing.”

      “Come on,” I said, exasperated, “I’ll walk you.”

      We made our way back to the main stairs, and then they went up, but I stayed—I didn't want any part of intruding on girls shopping together—might as well drop myself in on a pink lace baby shower or some shit. Besides, as long as I stayed there at the stairs they would be safe, as I’d be close enough if they needed me. Some time passed, and I started feeling how tired I was from the last few days, when something caught my eye from down the hall. Something, someone, white as snow, moving in a kind of flowy way.

      My eyes flared with confusion, because it seemed like one of those moments when you catch someone staring at you and they flinch away. I jerked to take a look but all I could see was a woman with dark hair, a white dress trailing her as she turned around the corner. I’m not easily spooked, let me tell you, but something about that figure had my feet planted for a good second. “The hell is this?” I spat, disgusted that I could be intimidated by some strange woman in a white dress. I stalked down the hall, quickly, quietly. But when I got to the corner to take a look at her, there was nothing but an empty hallway, just the nice carpeting with the fancy lights all along the ceiling.

      Suddenly a door opened, but it was a fat couple, both in the white bathrobes that the hotel provided. The woman had dark hair, an older lady with crow’s feet and badly applied lipstick. Couldn’t have been them. Damn, it was them, wasn't it? I shook the confusion off. Damn, I gotta lay off the weed. The girls. Gotta watch over em’. My pants rustled as I ran back to the stairs.

      “Tyzee! Alelicia!” I shouted as I bounded up the marble.

      “Hey!” Tyzee’s voice came from above, “I’d be in a hurry to see us too. Take a look!”

      The two came strutting down the stairs, bright smiles on their faces, and outfits that made them look even more flaming hot than before. My mind was suddenly taken from the spooked confusion of seeing the woman in white to the gorgeous ladies who were before me.

      “All they had in the lost and found were these two bottoms and a pair of sandals.” Tyzee posed, swaying her hips some, and I only stared as I saw the denim shorts that hugged them now, showed her jade green skin, scintillating slightly with vitality. “And for a top, I had to go the gift store. Just like the receptionist said, all they had were scarves and things.” My jaw nearly dropped. She had wrapped a scarf around her breasts like it was a bra. But it showed so much of that perfect green cleavage. Oh, this girl has it going on. Damn, talk about an hourglass figure. “And of course, a girl can't leave a store without some accessories.” She tilted her head and her large gold earrings jingled, then adjusted the large sunglasses that she had on, which you could still see her eyes through, as they had a mauve color to them, like you were seeing her eyes in a sunset.

      “She learned that from me,” Alelicia said, leaning forward a bit, standing on her toes a moment for emphasis. My eyes trailed above Tyzee and saw that Alelicia was now decked out in a similar pair of denim shorts, but they were even shorter, practically a bathing suit. IN fact, I think it might have been, as on the sides of her hips the cloth was joined together only by a string, almost like a shoelace. This made it so you could see the skin along the side of her hips, which only got me boiling even more. “The only tops they had were the ugliest tourist t-shirts I've ever seen in my life, so I thought why not go simpler?” What she meant by this is that she literally had a bra on for a top. A bra, white and lined with frill. Oh damn, how the hell was I gonna concentrate on escaping the cops and all that jazz? I was gonna die, bullet to my head, that’s how. “I mean, I never thought I could go for this look, but I have to say, I look trashy, and it’s fabulous.” She tilted her hips a little, arms akimbo.

      “I can't disagree.” My voice trailed off.

      “And, I found these shoes. Still could use some work, but they’ll do.” She leaned a leg out and flicked her ankle a little, showing off a slip on shoe that looked good on her dainty feet.

      “Practically Cinderella.” I smiled, and to my surprise, she smiled back, her full lips accentuating her heart shaped face, her huge, sapphire eyes.

      I’d half forgotten about the strange thing I'd seen in the hall as we came back to the room. Probably wasn't anything. Still, the thought of it, and the cops, and the dragon and all that, got me jittery again

      “Yo, Skreech, flip the television on,” I said as the three of us walked in through the door. “Let’s see what the news is sayin’.”

      Skreech walked over to the old television set, towel still wrapped around his waist like a little goblin pharaoh, started flippin’ through the channels ‘til some local news came on.

      “—And you said you saw what, exactly, Mr. Jakoffavitch?” the mustached news anchor was holding his microphone towards an orc in red overalls.

      This orc replied, “as I was sayin’, it was just another morning, and this damn frog—”

      The anchor cleared his throat. “Bullywug, Mr. Jakoffavitch, please. They consider the term ‘frog’ to be derogatory and pejorative.”

      “Right, ah... hell, the Bullywug was ridin’ that warthog down the main thoroughfare, and I was just goin’ in for my mornin’ coffee when it comes churning out, tusks and all! Tusks like you'd never seen round these parts!”

      I chuckled. “These fuckin’ yokels. At least they ain’t talkin’ ‘bout the train out here in Kansas.” I turned to the girls. “You gettin’ hungry over there?” They both nodded. “Call me crazy, but I’m feelin’ pizza again.”

      We ordered up some pizzas again, gettin’ the same kind as last time.

      As we all ate there in front of the bed, Tyzee looked up at me. “This is good, but I could really go for some fried chicken and waffles.”

      An eyebrow raised, and I took a bite of the slice in my hand. “Chicken and waffles, huh? I’ll have to remember that.” I chewed. When we finished and had gotten dressed in the same clothes we’d been wearin’—which bothered me to no end—I decided it was time to question the hybrid girls, now that they were a little more lucid and coherent, even if they still didn’t necessarily know anything. I sparked up a joint, I needed to relax so I wouldn’t snap when I was askin’ ‘em my questions.

      “How you two feelin’?” I asked, looking from the one to the other. “You seem to be doin’ a lot better, at least compared to last night.”

      “Well it's better than being in that dungeon train,” Tyzee said.

      “Yeah, having new clothes helps.” Alelicia flicked her hair.

      “So, I wanna ask you again about last night. And I want you to be honest with me.” Hearing myself say this made my pointy red ears burn a bit in shame, as I hadn't been entirely honest with them. Skreech had come to sit by me, in front of the girls. The little shit had become kinda quiet since the girls had joined up with us, and I seriously started to believe it was ‘cause he was shy around these two gorgeous hybrid broads.

      “What do you want to know?” Tyzee asked warily after a moment.

      I puffed on the lit joint, looked from her to Alelicia, then back to her. “Let’s start from the top. What’s your name?”

      “I already told you my name, it’s Tyzee,” the orc girl growled.

      “Yeah, I know that,” I said calmly. “But what’s your last name?”

      Tyzee became confused, looked from Alelicia to me. “My last name?” she asked.

      “Yea, your last name, you know, your family name.”

      The girls both shared a troubled look, then, turning to me, Tyzee said, “I don’t know...I can’t remember it, if I ever even had one…”

      “What about you?” I nodded at Alelicia. She shook her head. “Okay.” I paused, turned to Tyzee again. “Where ya from, Tyzee? Any luck remembering?”

      “I remember you asked this last night, but I still don’t know. I’m sorry...whenever I try to think about it I just see fuzzy images of palm trees and beaches.”

      “And you?” I looked at Alelicia again.

      “It’s the same with me, I can’t even picture it really, much less describe it or pinpoint it... sometimes when I’ve closed my eyes I can briefly see a forest of trees, branches heavily laden with snow...a huge boat in the ocean...” The elf girl shrugged her shoulders.

      “And you both don't remember anything else? Being kidnapped? Someone with guns coming for you? Anything?”

      They both just stared at me a long moment. “It’s all just... fog,” Tyzee finally spoke up.

      Okay, let’s try somethin’ different. Honesty.

      “The thing is... it wasn’t just a stroke of luck that I happened to break you outta your train car.” The two girls looked at each other. Skreech looked over at me apprehensively.

      “What do you mean?” Tyzee asked, looking back over at me, her expression puzzled.

      “Well, you’ve already seen, I have pistols, shotguns, a damn bulletproof vest. I’m not some do gooder out there looking for broads to save. In all honesty, I’m one an outlaw, a criminal. But well, I try to be on the more gray side of things, rather than the dark, as much as I can.”

      “Chaotic neutral, boss.”

      “What?”

      “Nothin’.” Skreech went back to watchin’ TV.

      “Anyway.” I took a long ragged breath. “One of those big fuckin’ orcs that I laid out back there.” I pointed a thumb vaguely in the direction of Las Vegas. “He hired me and Skreech for a job, to knock over that train and get what was in that locked container.”

      “So you’re saying you came to steal us?” Alelicia asked, having regained her confidence.

      I looked at her in the eyes a moment. “Yes. Well, no, not exactly. When the guy came to me with the job—”

      “What guy?” Tyzee asked.

      “One of the dead orcs. J-Maxx. Doesn’t matter.” I sighed. “Anyway, when he came to me with the job, talkin’ real big, he didn’t know what was precisely in the train. He told me it could be gold, could be a load of good dope, could be jewels, guns. What mattered was that we got it and delivered it to the Dragon—”

      “The who?!” Alelicia asked incredulously, Tyzee matching her question with a look. I looked back and forth between them for a moment, wondering if they were fuckin’ with me. When I concluded that they weren’t, I thought to myself, of course they might not have heard about the Dragon, they didn’t live in the fuckin’ criminal world and it don’t even sound like they’re from California...maybe Tyzee could be, from what she’s sayin’, but there’s plenty of other places with beaches and palm trees...what a pain in the balls…

      “The Dragon,” I repeated, “he’s the boss of Los Angeles and he runs it with an iron fist...or claw...whatever. He’s a fuckin’ jerk and the point is, I never actually worked for ‘em, never met ‘em. I  never imagined it was people in that container, thought it was some loot. Then when we opened up the train, I realized what was up. I refused to hand you two over to be his playthings.”

      “So...we were on the way to being delivered to this... Dragon?” Alelicia’s eyes went wide, her chin trembling.

      “Yea,” I answered quickly, then, remembered that wasn’t quite the truth. “Well, no, you were being shipped by Sentega. The billionaire lunatic. You must have been on the way to one of his spots.”

      “Sentega?” Tyzee asked, repeating the name.

      I saw the girls were both lookin’ really confused and alarmed.

      I rubbed my hand down my face tiredly. “I know, it’s a lot to take in right now. From what I can piece together so far, this Sentega guy, he must have arranged for each of you to be taken, then brought over to the States and moved around ‘til he could get you to one of his shady little warehouses or something.” I paused a moment, frustrated that I was seemingly overwhelming the girls with information, my brain hurting from tryin’ to put this complicated puzzle together. “Somehow, the Dragon caught wind that Sentega had you, decided he should relieve him of you and have you all for himself.”

      “I don’t feel well,” Alelicia said in a low voice after a couple moments, slowly rubbing her stomach.

      “What is with you, that these powerful people are dyin’ to get ahold of you?” I asked the girls suddenly, a worried thought forming in my mind. “Try to remember anything, maybe rich families, maybe you got some kind of magic, maybe you worked somewhere top secret, knew some kind of information? Maybe a genetic thing?”

      “I wish I could tell you. You know that.” Tyzee shrugged her shoulders and watched Alelicia stumble off to the bathroom. I never seen such lengths gone to just to get a couple girls, I thought briefly, even if they are hybrids. Hybrids are uncommon, sure, but they ain’t fuckin’ unicorns, hell, that one strip club in Los Angeles claims all the girls workin’ the poles there are hybrids.

      After Alelicia had come back from the bathroom and sat back down next to Tyzee on the bed, I lit up another joint. I grew introspective as I puffed on the joint and looked at the girls. They were lookin’ back at me with scared, dazed eyes. I felt a stirring in my loins, I wanted the both of them there and then, I would have taken them hard, I would have... Fuck, I thought, I’m already really into these two...I care about them, I’m intensely attracted to them. I gotta be careful, though. The way things are lookin’ right now, they’re dead weight... I want to protect them, maybe even be with them, but is it worth it? Can I ever trust them? I looked hard into Tyzee’s eyes. These broads could get me whacked just by us bein’ found together by the wrong people. I took a last puff on the joint and dropped it into the ashtray on the little table next to me.

      “I already asked you this,” I began somewhat wearily, “but now I need to know for sure. I’m asking you now that you’re a little more coherent and not all drugged out or whatever you’ve been. And I'm asking you now that you know that I’m... well what I am. How I live. If you want to go your own way, I won’t stop you, but you won’t be safe. The Dragon has spies everywhere, so does Sentega, and they both have to know by now that their game has changed. If you come with me, it has to be for the long run.”

      “How long?” Aleicia asked.

      “As long as it takes. To get you two some of your memories back. Until you're in a good place. I’ll protect you, create a new life for myself... with you in it.” I looked at them both in the eyes. “So, what do you want to do? Do you want to come with me and we’ll start fresh somewhere else? A new city, a new opportunity.”

      The girls didn’t reply to me for some moments, they exchanged worried, scared glances with each other again, they seemed to be holding some sort of silent conference.

      When they didn’t say anything for another minute or two, I got frustrated and told them, “Look, I’ll live one way or the other. I’m not part of the crew that took you and fucked with you. But at the same time, if you’re not willing to work with me here, then I don’t see a point in us goin’ down this path together.” I paused, letting that sink in. “And know that if you do come with me, if I tell you to do somethin’, do it without an argument. I’m lookin’ out for you, do me a favor and don’t disobey me when I’m doin’ that.”

      Skreech nodded solemnly. He knew that following a few commands from me at the right time had saved his little green ass more than once.

      “What do you mean... be in your life?” Alelica said.

      “Well...” I understood then. “No, you got it wrong. I mean, you’re pretty girls, but—I’ll make sure you always have a separate place to sleep. I don't need any more complications in my life. I’ll always respect you, as ladies, is what I'm saying.”

      There was another long silence, then Tyzee was the first to speak, asking. “Do you have a plan…?”

      “I’m workin’ on that,” I replied simply, tryin’ to keep my tone and my face confident but neutral. Truth was, the way I saw it, I realistically only had a couple options open to me, but I needed to know if I was gonna have more company than Skreech with me or not. Tyzee suddenly arose from the bed and stood there before me, I was slightly taller than her, but we were almost face to face and eye to eye. She seemed to have come to some sort of internal conclusion.

      “I can’t speak for her.” She nodded back at Alelicia, who was still seated on the bed. “But I’ll come with you... I want to come with you. As strange as it sounds right now traveling with a shady pothead crook like you seems less horrible than going to the cops… men in uniforms, holding cells, empty concrete rooms with long mirrors… I just don't want to see any of that right now. And this might not sound like much, but of the few days I do remember... you're the most decent being I’ve met.” She held my eyes for a moment longer, a brief shadow of a smile showing on her face, going as quickly as it came. I awkwardly smiled back at her, nodded, then turned to Alelicia.

      Seeing that she was in the spotlight, the elf girl nervously spluttered, “wait, wait. I don’t understand, why can’t we just go to the police, or the government or something? They’ll take care of us.”

      I longingly watched the shape of Tyzee’s ass through her denim shorts as she moved back over to sit on the bed next to Alelicia. Then I turned to the elf girl, as patiently as possible, muttered, “Sure, you could. But that cop, or the captain that he tells your wild ass story to, is more likely than not on the payroll already of one of the two rich, dangerous motherfuckers I told you about, or they’re on the payroll of someone who is. At some point in the chain of command of whatever government agency you go to, someone who works for Sentega will find out about it, and then... well, he was the one who put you in that train to begin with, as far as I know. So it’s up to you if you want to take your chances.”

      “They’re really that powerful?” Alelicia asked.

      “The Dragon’s got a long reach, a billionaire like Sentega, even longer. Why do you think neither are ever caught, ever prosecuted? These guys aren’t afraid of the system because they have the system working for them. But in the end, you can take your chances with them, if that’s what you really want.” I held my hand out, showing her the decision was hers to make.

      She looked from me to Tyzee then back to me, waited a long minute.

      “I’ll come with you, too,” she said finally. “For now.”

      I raised my eyebrow at the ‘for now,’ not liking the sound of it, but decided against picking at it for the time being. I felt like a small victory had been won somehow. Not so much that the girls had decided to come with, though I can't lie and say that didn't please a certain side of me, but more than that, I knew who was with me, and who was against me. I had people who counted on me, people who looked to me for guidance, for protection. I had a tribe. And to a  hobgoblin, as much as I don't like to admit it, that's everything. I sat back down and pondered the new landscape. I feel elated in a way, about having the company of two girls like these, their trust, even if it was fragile, but the situation is lookin’ pretty fuckin’ grim otherwise.

      The news kept droning on in the background.

      “Good,” I said. “Since you both have put your trust in me, I want to do good by you.”

      “And me. I have too,” Skreech added, like a little kid who’s being forgotten.

      I paused, shot the goblin an annoyed glance. “Since the three of you have put your trust in me, I’m gonna put my trust in you. I’ll keep it a hundred with you.” I looked from face to face, “Shit’s not lookin’ great right now. It’s lookin’ pretty fuckin’ stark, to be honest. We’re on the run, all of us, and what cash I have on me now is all we got at the moment... And it ain’t much. I’ve scoured my brain, I’ve thought of every possible option, and there’s only one I can see right now.”

      “What is it, boss?” Skreech asked.

      “Yea, what’s our only option?” Tyzee inquired.

      I didn’t answer right away, I turned away from her and looked at the television. Somethin’ about it had caught my attention. There was some kind of crime being covered by national news.

      “It happened at Dwarven Stars, the jewelry and diamond distributor in the northwest quarter of Philadelphia.” A news anchor, this one an asian human woman, eyelashes like claws, spoke in that refined anchor voice. “Authorities indicate that this armed robbery is attributed to an organized crime family. One involving hobgoblin lineages which trace back to medieval times. There were three reported assailants, all wearing masks, but the red ears protruding out from them, gave this wounded security guard the clue to identify them as the goblinoid race.”

      The news then cut to a hospital room where a black human security guard was standing on crutches. “They shot me! They shot me in the ass!”

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered. Then a bitter laugh escaped me. “It’s a sign from the friggin’ gods. You can never get away from your home.”

      “What do ya mean, boss?” Skreech asked.

      “We’re goin’ to Philly,” I replied.

      “Philly as in Philadelphia?” Alelicia wrinkled her nose at the words. I doubted the broad could have even pointed Philly out on a fuckin’ map.

      “Aw come on, boss, Philly?” Skreech groaned. “It’s a fuckin’ orc ghetto!”

      I turned to the goblin, gritting my teeth, wonderin’ if he had even remembered that part of the conversation about five fuckin’ minutes ago, when I specifically said don’t argue with me. “This is the plan, and it’s the only plan we got right now, alright?” I spat. “I got some... family in Philly, good people. I’ll go to them and I think, just maybe, we’ll be alright from there.”

      I rocked back and forth on the bed, hands clasped together, eyes fixed on the television so hard it was like I was boring a hole through it. Memories started rolling back to me. High School. Pulling the straps of a wrestling singlet. Smoking my first hit of weed in Johnny B’s garage. My cousin Shal covering for me when I snatched one of my uncle’s porno magazines. Rosma, my once bride to be. My father pointing to a shadow cat in the zoo, giving me words of wisdom. A bat clinking as a baseball soared into the stands, both of us roaring as the Phillies won. Driving that old cadillac that he gave me as my first car, wind in my hair. A glimpse of my father, his face with two bullet holes in it, the crimson suit he was buried in, the color of blood, of war, of hobgoblins.

      Tyzee pulled her long hair away from her face. I could feel her staring at me. “You must be really close to your family, if you count on them. You know, in this kind of situation.”

      I nodded, without looking back. “You can always count on family.”

      Thing was, they didn’t realize, what kind of family I really meant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          From the Author

        

      

    

    
      Keep buying my books, ya filthy animals!!!

      Hahaha, just kidding bro. I’m gonna keep it 100 with ya though, the real way to help your old bard here keep telling Teek’s tale is to leave a review. You can just swipe left when you’re done reading this page and the Kindle App will prompt you.

      I love my reader tribe even more than a hobgoblin loves his legion, so if you want to be a part of it and stay updated on new releases and just general news  you can join my Facebook group or my newsletter. Whichever ya feel like.

      Okay, stay fresh!
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