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        Chapter one


      


      

        I plummeted through the sky and crashed into the ground. 
Darkness swallowed me. Ringing filled my ears. Every bone in my body screamed in pain. A heavy weariness dragged me steadily towards oblivion.
I hung on to consciousness, struggling to understand my situation, but my memory was shattered. And my nostrils were assaulted by the noxious smell of manure, so pungent that it distracted me even from the pain.
As it happened, that same odor had been a feature of my childhood. In my half-aware state, I thought I was back on Mr. McCreedy’s farm, and I’d somehow taken a fateful plunge into a manure pile.
As I succumbed to the heavy darkness, my final thoughts flickered: I don’t want to die this way … Buried in poop… all for a summer job.
***But the fall was not fatal. After a long sleep that was as heavy as death, I awoke. My body had seemingly put itself back together. Feeling had returned to my limbs, and the fog had partly lifted from my mind.
I realized my earlier impression was wrong. I was not on Mr. McCreedy’s farm. Twenty years had passed since I’d set foot there, and I’d spent my entire adult life trudging beneath the skyscrapers of the big city.
Besides, I was as naked as a newborn baby, and it was never my habit to work on Mr. McCreedy’s farm in the nude.
I was correct about one thing, though: I had, indeed, landed in a heap of manure. Gagging in disgust, I dug my way to the surface, emerging into the dazzling sunlight and gasping for fresh air.
My legs wobbled as I stood atop the manure heap. My manhood dangled in the breeze. Glancing at my surroundings, I shaded my eyes from the brilliant blue sky. A golden field shimmered before me, almost blinding in the sunlight.
Squinting, I staggered down from the manure pile. Wading through long grass, I reached the edge of a dirt road. I couldn’t help but notice it was much like the country roads I once traveled every day near my old hometown, Willowbrook.
I cast my eyes across the road at the wheat field, shining in golden splendor – another nostalgic sight. It was the kind of field children run through with their arms outstretched, laughing.
Beyond it, rolling fields stretched to the horizon. Some flourished with other crops, making a patchwork of varying shades of green and yellow under the blue sky. Movement drew my attention to a particular field. A pair of oxen pulled a plow, guided by a figure walking in their wake.
That was an odd sight. Despite the uncanny similarity to Willowbrook, this couldn’t be anywhere near my hometown.
And yet, even the strange ox plow didn’t shake my sense of nostalgic belonging. The place exuded a profound wholesomeness. The land was lush and fertile. Butterflies danced on the breeze. The sunny hills seemed to greet me with a smile, and I smiled right back.
Turning to my left, my gaze followed the rutted path of the road as it vanished into a forest of whispering poplars.
As I contemplated the forest, I noticed the gentle sound of babbling of water. Turning around, I took in a small meadow, where a quaint watermill rotated beside a stone cottage with a thatched roof. The cottage door was painted a cheerful yellow, and daisies danced in the breeze beneath its windows.
I decided to knock on the door and ask the occupants for their hospitality, notwithstanding the fact that I had neither clothing nor an explanation for why I was there.
However, as I approached it, still a little unsteady on my feet, a stout woman emerged from a nearby barn cradling a basket in her arms. A bonnet topped her head, and she wore a simple, flowing dress. She sang a tune as she cut through long grass towards the cottage.
Upon catching sight of me, she screamed and threw her basket into the air.
“Wait,” I said, waving. “Could you help me?”
She made a break for the cottage, dashed inside, and slammed the door.
I couldn’t blame her.
I looked myself over. My body was smeared with manure– no surprise there. But what I did not expect was how much bulkier I’d become.
Not that I’d been in bad shape before, but I’d grown a lot bigger and more muscular. I clenched my fists and stared at my arms. They were solid as bricks, with veins etching their paths across bulging muscles!
My entire body had grown in perfect proportion – including, I noticed with surprise, my manhood. It had grown into an absolute monster.
Wondering if I’d also gained in height, I stood up tall and looked around. Yes, it felt like I was two or three inches taller.
The shock of these revelations jolted me, dispelling my weariness and bringing clarity to my thoughts.
How did I survive that fall? And why was I falling in the first place?
I closed my eyes and pressed my fingers against my temples, trying to remember the last thing before falling.
Memories resurfaced: Sitting in Harvey’s Bar in Willowbrook, knocking back a whiskey, rain pelting the windows. Driving down the highway – deer on the road – swerving the car – semi truck out of nowhere. Then, the collision, and the certain knowledge that my life was over.
“Damn it!” I grunted as the memory flooded back. “That semi came out of nowhere, right around the bend in the road.”
I recalled it now with striking clarity. I’d died on the rainy highway outside of my hometown.
But then, why was I now here, alive, in an unfamiliar land?
With my mind reeling, a sudden shadow blanketed the landscape. I turned, catching sight of a dark island floating in the sky, eclipsing the sun and casting its gloom over everything.



      


    


  


Chapter two

The island’s underside formed a jagged, gloomy peak, resembling an upside-down mountain. On the upward-facing side, a skyline of tall buildings stood against the blue sky. 
I stared in amazement for a few minutes.
Then my brow squeezed into a frown as bafflement gave way to annoyance. I waved a hand dismissively, muttering, “Floating islands! The hell’s that about?” I set off towards the watermill, intent on washing myself in the creek that ran by the cottage.
But before I’d taken two steps, I heard sputtering, chugging, and hissing emanating from the trees. It grew louder by the second.
A motorcar rolled around the corner, raising a cloud of dust behind it as it chugged along the road.
I was already standing in plain view, and I wasn’t inclined to duck and hide from potential help, naked or not. So I stepped towards the road, raising a hand to signal the driver.
The motorcar had an elegant design, akin to a horseless carriage, yet its movement was clunky. A man with gray-streaked hair sat at the steering wheel, a look of irritation on his face. He was clad in a blue frock, and frilly white cuffs puffed out around his wrists.
A girl occupied the seat beside him. She was scrunched against the passenger door, apparently trying to get as far away from the driver as possible.
“Excuse me!” I yelled over the clattering gears. “I’m sorry – Could you give me a hand?”
Judging by the disgusted expression the man shot in my direction, he would rather have just driven on by. But the motorcar stalled, emitting a puff of smoke from under the hood as the wheels slowed.
He grumbled with revulsion as I jogged alongside the car.
“I apologize for my appearance,” I began, raising my hands to show I meant no harm.
“Curse you!” he growled at the motorcar, and yanked a lever back. The vehicle jerked, and a startling explosion erupted from the engine, black smoke curling from between the polished hood's crevices.
The girl let out a dainty shriek and gazed at the hood.
Her style of dress resembled that of a Flapper girl from the 1920s. She wore a fitted cloche hat adorned with fluffy brown feathers. Her chestnut-brown hair was cut level with her chin, framing an adorable oval face. Her bangs were cut in a straight line above big, brown eyes.
A loose chiffon dress, embellished with sparkling sequins, completed the Flapper image. In line with the feather theme, she also had what I thought at first glance was a brown-feathered shawl over her shoulders.
“Blast!” the man bellowed, slapping the steering wheel with a gloved hand as the motorcar came to a stop, still hissing.
The girl’s gaze shifted from the engine to me as I walked up and addressed the man. “Don’t worry, I’m not asking for a ride,” I said with a grin. “I just… seem to be in a pickle.”
At the word "pickle," the girl's eyes darted to my manhood and widened into saucers. Our eyes met briefly, but she glanced away.
“I’m a little lost,” I said, trying to think of a way to explain myself. Should I just tell him I fell out of the sky? For all I knew, that was a common occurrence in this world, and they wouldn't bat an eye.
After all, at that moment, the floating island was blotting out the sun above our heads, and neither the man nor the girl even glanced at it. Who knew what other magic and miracles were everyday occurrences for them?
The island shifted its course, disappearing from sight beyond the forest.
Meanwhile, the man ignored me and continued muttering threats at the motorcar, tugging levers with ever increasing aggression. In response, the engine let out a melancholy cough, releasing a cloud of smoke over the seats.
The girl scrunched her face and let out a tiny cough. Then she spoke in a voice that sounded as chirpy and musical as birdsong.
“Jeepers, Mr. Grimm! This machine is beastly. I really do wish you would drive me home now.”
“I will in just a minute,” he muttered through gritted teeth.
“I might be able to help,” I said, pointing at the hood. I actually was quite handy when it came to car troubles, and curious to have a closer look at an engine from another world.
Mr. Grimm, the man, finally turned towards me. Cold blue eyes smoldered with disdain above high cheekbones. A long, high-bridged nose descended to a short line of a mouth and a neatly trimmed gray-speckled beard.
"Listen," I said, stepping closer. "I know I look like some kind of crazy hobo, but I'd appreciate–"
“Stay back!” he roared and swung a stylish walking cane at my face.
The brass handle should have struck my temple, but I reacted as deftly as a cat, dodging the blow effortlessly.
Cavendish blinked in surprise. His features, however, quickly transformed back into contempt.
“What do you mean by approaching me like this?” he spat. “Look at you, covered in filth! I suppose you’ve nothing better to do.” He worked the levers angrily, muttering. “You’re lucky I don’t climb down and beat you. Be doing your boss a favor.”
The girl cried melodramatically, “Mr. Grimm! That’s awful!”
She glanced at me with an exaggerated look of sympathy, as if I was a lost puppy she intended to bring home. “Maybe we should give him a lift.”
If she was doing it to provoke Mr. Grimm, she succeeded. His face twisted with indignation and scorn. “You have a warped sense of humor,” he muttered.
But his efforts to revive the motorcar finally paid off. The engine sputtered back to life. With a violent lurch forward, they took off down the road.
Mr. Grimm put one arm on the seat behind the girl, but she moved away, looking back at me with a rebellious twinkle in her eye.
Cavendish fired a jealous glance at her. Yanking a lever, he jolted the vehicle into a higher gear. The girl let out a scream and soared from her seat with wings fluttering.
Yes, wings.
The girl had wings – long and brown-feathered, like a bird. What I had initially assumed was an odd feathered shawl had, in fact, been her own avian appendages, neatly folded and tucked at her sides.
Cavendish grabbed her and placed her back in her seat. The motorcar sped down the road away from me. A brown feather descended, landing at my feet as I watched the motorcar huffing and chugging around a bend.
What the hell just happened? That girl was some kind of human-bird hybrid!
And yet, her wings somehow seemed perfectly natural on her body, and she seemed like a surprisingly normal young woman.
More than that, she was actually pretty damn cute.




Chapter three

I stood in bewilderment as the clatter of the motorcar faded into the distance. My eyes remained fixed on the spot where it had disappeared around the bend. 
The brown feather lay at my feet. I picked it up and examined it. This was no hallucination. The feather was real, just like the girl, just like the motorcar, just like the floating island.
What more proof did I need? Instead of dying in my own world, I had somehow been transported to a new one.
I laughed.
It was too much to process, but amidst the chaos, a rush of heady excitement and optimism surged through me. The new world seemed fascinating – in many ways similar to Earth but also alien. Besides, I seemed to have a superhero’s indestructibility. If that was true, it would be a pretty sweet bonus.
Unless everyone in this world has the same ability, I mused. Then it wouldn’t be quite as good.
I shrugged and turned back towards the stream. Strolling through the little meadow, I found a spot along the creek at a comfortable distance from the cottage.
The water trickled gently over smooth rocks, reflecting the sunlight in shimmering patterns. I slipped into the water, eager to wash away the filth.
The refreshing coolness enveloped me, spreading a smile across my face. I waded deeper in and found a sweet spot where the water came up to my waist.
As the creek's gentle current caressed my skin, I closed my eyes. The memory of the wet highway  and the semi-truck that should have killed me forever resurfaced.
Yet, here I was, alive again.
Why had I been given a second chance?
Casting my eyes from the meadow to the road, my gaze settled on the golden field beyond it. It rekindled thoughts of the countryside that was my playground in my boyhood.
There I go again, thinking of Willowbrook!
Could it just be a cosmic coincidence that I ended up in a place so reminiscent of my hometown? I suspected not.
And yet, it didn’t add up. At the time of my death, Willowbrook was about to be utterly transformed by “Progress.” Everything that made it magical would be mercilessly steamrolled away.
And I was to blame. The impending invasion of box stores and tour buses was only possible because of my hard work. Without me, the crucial contracts and handshake agreements would never have been secured.
That was why they hired me; everybody knew I was the guy who could get things done.
I’d thought I was doing good, until the day we secured a government highway project to link Willowbrook to major transportation routes. That meeting had been filled with speculators, investors, and prospectors, like vultures drawn to some noble animal about to be slaughtered. The pretense of uplifting the locals was gone, replaced with spreadsheets and calculations about maximizing profit.
That was when the consequences of what I’d done really sunk in. The ensuing onslaught of regret prompted my drinking at Harvey’s Bar and, ultimately, my death on the highway.
So, why would I be given a second life in another world that reminded me so much of Willowbrook? It was as if I was being rewarded for my transgression.
Submerging myself in the cool water, I washed thoroughly and tried to let go. Wherever I was, my worrying wouldn’t help Willowbrook. Slowly, my thoughts returned to the present and an ecstatic feeling came over me. I was excited by the possibility of starting over in a new world, downright giddy even.
But as I stood up again, a pang of unease stabbed me. My gaze swept beyond the meadow and the manure heap, fixing on the shimmering poplar leaves.
An uncanny intuition warned of a threat lurking in the forest.
Wading towards the shore, I sensed a subtle disturbance in the air, a faint electrical hum that made the hairs on my neck stand up. Almost in the same instant, dizziness struck me.
As my feet found purchase on the dry ground, a figure arose from the long grass and hurtled towards me.
My head swam and my vision blurred at the edges, but I glimpsed a long trench coat with a high collar and a broad-brimmed hat pulled down low, concealing my attacker’s features. He wielded a golden staff emanating waves that addled my brain, making everything waver and tremble.
The figure alighted in front of me, standing tall and pointing the staff at me as it drew nearer.
Clenching my fist, I lunged forward with a punch. My knuckles connected with what must have been his face, though it was hidden. The figure staggered, surprised.
Next, it was my turn to be surprised.
I noticed that the strange energy buzzing around the staff also resonated beneath my feet. The very ground seemed to hum in harmony with it. In that moment, I understood that I, too, could manipulate this energy.
I channeled that strange power into myself. I didn’t know what to do with it, but I had an intuition that I could absorb it.
So I did.
Energy and vitality surged through my body in an explosion of strength and resolve. My head still reeled under the onslaught of disorienting waves, but I pushed through it, charging forward.
With unexpected agility, I unleashed a kick that caught the figure in the stomach.
It doubled over. I seized the staff in both hands – a big mistake. Vibrations hummed through the staff and into my bones, but I couldn’t let go. The world spun. The villain released his staff, leaving it stuck in my hands.
Metal rang in the air. I saw the flash of a glinting sword. It happened faster than I could blink; the trenchcoated villain ran the sword through me, the blade piercing the flesh under my rib cage and coming out on the other side.
The figure immediately withdrew the sword and grabbed the staff, releasing it from my hands. A fountain of blood gushed from my stomach, staining the ground crimson.
Adrenaline boiled in my veins. With instinct as my guide, I gathered more energy. But instead of absorbing into myself, I concentrated it into a compact space within my hand, the size of a tennis ball. With a violent thrust, I released it.
Energy pulsed through the air. The trenchcoat-clad figure went soaring backward and tumbled through the grass.
Staggering on my feet, drenched in blood, I got the first true inkling of the awesome extent of my powers.
But as powerful as I was, I wasn’t invincible. The wound looked bad. I doubted even my new muscular self could survive such blood loss without treatment.
Clutching my stomach, I collapsed onto my hands and knees. Already, I was getting light-headed. However, the fight wasn’t over. I forced myself back up again, ready to face my attacker.
“You want more?” I roared, drawing myself up.
The figure took one look at me, then turned and shot into the air, retreating over the treetops.
Maybe it thought I was invincible. Maybe it knew I was already dead. Either way, I was glad it bolted. I pressed my hands firmly against my stomach, my gaze fixed on the dark red blood glistening on my fingers.
As the adrenaline waned, pain seeped in to replace it. A horrifying sensation churned within me. It was a cutting, scraping, gnawing feeling, coupled with the unsettling awareness that something was horribly amiss inside me.
I carefully withdrew my trembling hands from my stomach and confronted the gruesome gash beneath my left rib cage. Under normal circumstances, such a wound would mean imminent death. However, blood no longer poured out. It had been reduced to a thin trickle.
The same mysterious property that had healed me from the fall was mending my wound. But could it work fast enough?
Returning my hands to my wound, I doubled over with all-consuming pain. My only thought was to hope that my healing superpower would do its job quickly.
I heard myself grunting, “Work... Come on, work.”
Eventually, a sound caught my attention near the road. I looked up, squinting through the agony. A small carriage and pony were parked at the roadside. A girl stood behind the carriage, busy with loading something into the back.
I straightened myself, still hunched from the pain, and rasped, “Hello,” but it was only a hoarse whisper. The girl briefly lifted her head, then walked around the carriage towards the driver’s seat.
I coughed and called out again, slogging across the meadow, focused on the ground and on keeping myself from tripping.
After crossing some distance, I stopped and looked towards the road. The girl stood on the edge of the meadow, looking in my direction. Even in my dazed state, I noticed that she was just as adorable as the bird girl.
But cuteness wasn’t the only thing the two had in common.
This girl, too, was part monster.




Chapter four

The girl’s unruly brown hair framed a youthful, rosy-cheeked face. She had brown puppy-dog eyes, an adorable button nose, and a flower-petal mouth. Brown dog-like ears hung floppily amidst her tousled hair, occasionally perking up slightly, only to drop back down. 
She wore a white-collared blouse with billowing sleeves and a feminine bow tie. A large ribbon of material cinched her waist, corset-style, adorned with brass buttons. A pleated skirt flowed to her knees, and though her buckled shoes boosted her height, she still couldn’t have been over 5-foot-3.
Despite her tiny stature, a copious bosom strained under the blouse and her hips flared beneath the skirt. She walked with a floppy gait, seemingly unaware of me. Apparently, she was checking out the meadow for her own purposes.
Suddenly, she halted, doggie ears perking up. 
"Hello?" Her ears twitched, and her little nose sniffed acutely. But she didn’t seem to see me. Her big puppy eyes looked around blurrily.
I replied hoarsely. “I’m injured.”
Startled, she finally looked my way. Her ears went back, and she stood with her legs twisting inwards and her arms folded over her stomach defensively. I thought she’d run away, but instead, she leaned in, sniffing the air.
Sniff sniff sniff sniff sniff.
I noticed her fluffy tail wagging tentatively behind her. "You're hurt!" she exclaimed after more sniffs, confirming her impression. “Stay right there! I’ll help you!”
She was quite the funny little character. It was evident she’d made a point to dress formally, and perhaps she worked in some kind of service job. But, despite her efforts, it seemed she couldn’t help being a bit rumpled. One of her buttons was undone. The bowtie was a little lopsided. Her arms flopped at her sides like limp spaghetti noodles as she tramped through the grass towards me.
As she neared, I noticed she also had a cookie pin pinned to the middle of her bowtie.
"Someone attacked me out of nowhere," I explained.
Her tail ceased its wagging as I spoke, and her ears perked up. The sound of my voice seemed to reassure her somehow. She scampered up to me. The sniffing intensified. Her eyes widened when she got within a couple feet of my bloody hands pressed against my wound.
“You’re hurt really bad!” she exclaimed. “And … you’re … naked!”
“Yeah. Sorry.”
Her eyes – or, more accurately, her nose – pointed at my manhood for a second. She sniffed rapidly. The tip of her tongue poked out between her lips, and her tail wagged vigorously, working so hard it made her bum wiggle.
But she suddenly jolted and glanced away, blushing furiously.
“I wish I had clothes on,” I said.  “But … Well, I don’t.”
“No need to explain,” she said quickly. “I have a carriage. I’ll take you to Doc Wallis! Follow me!”
She turned around and immediately tripped over a rock. She yelped and fell onto her hands and knees. The roundness of her backside stuck in the air beneath the pleated skirt. Her waist was very narrow in comparison to her hips.
She hurried upright, crimson-cheeked. “Sorry, I’m clumsy,” she said, and started running floppily towards the road.
Climbing into the carriage, I noticed an assortment of rocks at my feet, along with more miscellaneous items in the back: an old wagon wheel, a bundle of books, horseshoes, driftwood.
On the seat beside me was a neatly folded blanket, along with a jug and a lunch tin.
She spoke kindly, "Please use the blanket and water."
"Thanks." I wrapped myself in the blanket and drank eagerly.
"I'll get you there fast!" she assured me as we set off. She tugged the reins again, prompting the pony to break into a gallop. The carriage bounced on its springs as we left the cottage and manure pile behind us.
“Can you see okay?” I said.
She shifted in her seat. “Not really, but the pony knows the way. And besides, I have a really good sniffer.”
I managed to smile. “No problem.”
“What’s your name?” she said.
“Brad.”
“Brad? My name’s Ruby.”
“Ruby, eh? Well, thanks for helping me.”
“Of course! Don’t worry, Mr. Brad. Doc Wallis is going to fix you up!”
Her ears were stretched far back and pinned against her head. The poor girl was stressed out.
We trundled down the road, rounding a corner and then cresting a hill. Over the tops of trees, I caught sight of a little town.
Again, it was reminiscent of Willowbrook, with one main street and quaint buildings.
Approaching the town, the road took us through a merry green field, alive with butterflies and swaying flowers. Cows grazed in the grass right up to some people’s backyards.
The town’s mainstreet consisted largely of wooden buildings with steep, pointed roofs. A few larger structures were stone and brick. All of them were pleasing to look at, with doors and window frames painted bright, cheerful colors.
"What's the name of this town?" I asked.
She inclined her head. "This is Pankaku."
Her furrowed brow and puckered lips indicated curiosity about my origins, yet she refrained from asking, instead focusing on the road.
I took in the sights and scents as we progressed down the street. An establishment called "The Sauntering Inn" dominated one corner. Through its windows, I glimpsed patrons seated at tables and detected the savory aroma of meat.
A large stable stood beside the inn, giving off the dusty smell of hay and manure as we passed.
Next, a tack shop came into view. A few women stood outside the shop holding a saddle and bridles. They all wore tight-fitting riding clothes and looked good enough to be models.
Are all the women here hot? I thought to myself.
Further along, I heard the resonating clang of hammer blows. Craning around in my seat, I spotted a blacksmith shop a short distance away. A burly man worked by a forge, hammering metal on an anvil.
We sped past a few more blocks, one of which had a general store. Another was lined with clothing and beauty shops on either side. On that block, I noticed a couple of ladies strolling with parasols and carrying bags under their arms. They wore dresses tightly cinched at their waists with long skirts almost sweeping the ground.
Their somewhat Edwardian style of dress seemed outdated compared to the bird girl’s, and I figured the younger woman would likely consider them old-fashioned.
Catching sight of me, they watched our carriage go by, their eyes darting from me to Ruby. Then they turned to each other. Gossiping, no doubt. I was well acquainted with the way people in small towns chattered about each other.
It struck me that there didn’t seem to be many men around. But perhaps they were all at work, like the blacksmith.
Ruby pulled on the reins. "Steady, boy!" The pony slowed to a trot. "We're almost there," she assured me. "How are you holding up?"
“Not too bad,” I said, smiling. My tongue and throat were sandpaper-thirsty, but the pain and haziness was beginning to subside. Besides, exploring this town in another world invigorated me. The more I saw, the more I wanted to learn about the place.
A saloon on one corner caught my eye, resembling something from a spaghetti Western, with swinging doors and a legless man sitting outside on the porch. The sign over the door said, “Sam’s.” 
The legless man sat with his hands on either side of his remaining stumps, watching us listlessly. An alms jar sat in front of him.
I was about to ask Ruby about him when a bizarre sight caught my attention. As the carriage crossed an intersection, we passed a tall metal pole topped with a large glass globe. Within the globe resided an eye.
The eye pivoted and fixed its gaze on me.
I recoiled. “What is that… that thing watching us?”
Ruby said distastefully, “Oh, that’s the Peeper. Well, the government calls it a Safety Eye, but nobody around here calls it that.”
The unblinking eye followed us as the carriage halted before a storefront. The sign read “JEWELER’S” in quaint lettering, but the paint was fading and peeling.
A makeshift sign was posted in the window, scrawled in a childish hand: “OPENING SOON: RUBY’S BOOK NOOK.”
Ruby’s would-be bookshop sat between a Hatter’s one side and what looked like a vacant office on the other.
The book shop had two stories above it. From the first floor, a balcony overlooked the street, a blanket draped over the railing, drying in the sun. The top floor also had a small balcony of its own. 
“Please come in,” Ruby said, hurriedly climbing down from the carriage. “I’ll send for Doc Wallis right away. Can you walk okay?”
Suppressing a wince as I shifted towards the exit, I forced a lopsided smile. “Oh, yeah. I can walk fine.”
A bell jingled as Ruby pushed the door open and I followed her into the shop. There was little to indicate that the place had ever been a jeweler’s. Instead, bookshelves lined the walls, although they were nearly empty.
A fireplace stood against one wall, flanked by armchairs. Several kittens tumbled out of a basket in front of the fireplace, mewing and scampering.
"Crystal! Are you home?" Ruby called out, her gaze sweeping the room. “We have an emergency.”
I heard the creak of the floor upstairs. A girl’s voice sang cheerfully, “Coming!”
Crystal, I thought. I wonder what sort of monster girl this one’s going to be?




Chapter five

Ruby directed me to a couch by the storefront window. “Please lie down.” 
I settled onto the cushion as kittens gathered, emitting tiny meows.
The scent of coffee wafted from the shop's counter, on the opposite side of the room. The area behind it was equipped with a kitchen. A cast-iron stove stood against the wall, along with a sink and a shelf with coffee and tea tins. A chalkboard menu, currently blank, hung on the wall. On the counter sat a loaf under a clear glass cover.
Stairs creaked from the shop's rear. A girl's voice sounded, full of concern. “Everything okay? You sound upset.”
She hurried in, slender arms swinging, hips swaying in a folksy dress that looked stylishly second-hand.
Black hair fell in front of her shoulders in two unbraided ponytails, framing a fresh, youthful face.
Her movements were lively. I sensed a playfulness about her; she seemed ready to crack a joke.
Perhaps I got this impression from her remarkable impish features: cat-like eyes with vertical almond-shaped irises surrounded by yellow. Ears that spread almost horizontally from her head like pointy wings. And a set of pointy little teeth, which were revealed when she laid eyes on me and gaped.
Despite the air of mischief conjured by her features, she seemed remarkably “normal.” In fact, she reminded me of the artsy girls who hung out in the hipster area of the city I lived in before my death on the highway.
Multiple rings adorned her right ear, and she also wore a nose ring, a pendant necklace, and bracelets. Her left ear, curiously, had a piece missing along the bottom. It made me wonder what had happened.
"Hey," I greeted, my blood-stained waist wrapped in the blanket, hands still pressed against the wound.
“Holy shit!” Crystal said, wide-eyed. “What happened?”
Ruby was rummaging behind the counter. “He’s hurt! We need to find Doc Wallis.” She hurried over with a basin, soap, and a clean cloth. “You can wash the wound. I’ll look for the doctor.”
“Wait!” Crystal said, peering out the window. “Rendy’s outside!”
She rushed to the door, jingling the bell as she swung it open. Her voice took on a big sister's tone: "Hey, Rendy! Go find Doc Wallis– it's an emergency!"
Turning around on the couch, I looked out the window. A boy, about 13 years old, balanced on one foot in the middle of the street, apparently for his personal amusement.
He appeared unimpressed by Crystal’s plea.
“What’dya need Doc Wallis for?” he said, and started hopping towards the shop. 
Crystal stomped outside, growing annoyed. “Did you hurt your foot?”
“Nah.”
“Then stop goofing and get Doc Wallis– please.” She gave his arm a light shove.
He hopped around, regaining his balance. “Ack, don’t abuse me, female!”
Crystal retorted, “This isn’t a joke, Rendy! We’ve got an injured man in here. If you’re not gonna help–”
“Alright, alright,” Rendy said, glancing at the window and catching sight of me. An earnest look came onto his face. “I’ll find the doc,” he promised, running off. 
“Check Sam’s. He’s probably there,” Crystal called after him before returning to the shop.
“I’m sure Rendy will find Doc soon,” Ruby said. “He’s a good kid.”
I nodded politely. I actually wasn’t too worried about my recovery anymore. Though I still felt lousy, the pain was far less intense and the bleeding had stopped.
Silence settled over the shop. 
Ruby stood with a hand clasped over the opposite wrist, her eyes gazing unfocused at the ground. Her little nostrils flared as if catching scents.
“Thanks again for helping me,” I said, just to break the silence.
Ruby's ears twitched, but she kept her gaze downward. "Uh-huh," she responded softly.
I caught sight of Crystal, still standing by the door, gazing at me. "So what happened, anyway?" she asked, approaching the couch. 
I glanced at my hands, still tight against the wound. “Somebody stabbed me with a sword. It went in here and came out the other side.”
Crystal’s mouth fell open. “No way! That’s horrible!”
“You better look away,” I warned, peeking at my wound.
She shook her head. "That’s alright. It doesn't bother me."
“Alright.” I removed my hands.
The wound looked ghastly– something you’d see in a morgue.
Crystal crouched over the basin and dipped the cloth into the water. “Here you go.”
“Thanks.” I took the cloth and started gingerly dabbing the area around the wound.
Ruby looked up. “Shouldn’t you lie down?”
“Well, I don’t want to get blood on your couch.”
“I’ll get a blanket,” she said, hurrying to the back.
Crystal watched me clean the wound. She sucked air through her teeth. “That’s a good one alright. You must be a ghoul or something,” she said casually.
I raised my eyebrows. "A ghoul?"
She smiled. “Or something. I mean, no regular man could survive that.”
"You got me there," I murmured, returning to the wound.
“Looks like you’ve got a strong body,” she remarked.
In my peripheral vision, I caught her blatantly checking me out. I glanced up, and she continued ogling, a smirk forming on her lips.
She’s much bolder than Ruby, I thought.
“Yeah,” I replied. “It seems to be holding up– knock on wood.” I chuckled.
Ruby returned with a blanket. I stood up to let her put it on the couch, then I lay down with the other blanket over my lower half.
The door jingled. A rotund, gray-haired man entered, carrying a leather doctor's bag.
“Now, what’s the problem?” he asked, his mouth working behind a large mustache.
“Over here, Doc,” Ruby said, scurrying to the door and leading him by the arm.
The doctor’s beady eyes were deep-set in a round face, and a strong smell of liquor clung to him. Drawing in a wheezy breath, he put his hands on his knees and eyed my wound.
“A clean blade wound. Duel?”
“Not exactly,” I said.
“Well, fortunately, it is healing well. When did this happen?”
“Oh, a few hours ago, I think.”
He straightened, peering at me. "Not possible, Sir. The wound's already closed. You don't even need stitches."
I shrugged, not knowing what to say.
“Who stabbed you?” the doctor demanded.
Crystal and Ruby looked at me curiously, awaiting my response.
I sighed. “I don't know. A weird creature in a trenchcoat came out of the grass and attacked me. I… think it came from the forest."
"I found him in a field near St. Bellow's Wood," Ruby cooed as if I was a baby animal she’d found.
Crystal looked at her with a knowing twinkle in her eyes. I could tell the two were good friends.
Doc Wallis eyed me curiously. “And what brought you there?”
“Well… That’s the thing. I can’t explain how or why, but I know I fell there.” 
Ruby, Crystal, and the doctor all gazed at me uncomprehendingly. 
“From the sky,” I clarified.
“Were you in LaKru?” Ruby said, and then laughed with embarrassment, as if she’d said something silly.
“LaKru? What do you mean?”
“He has not heard of LaKru. Fascinating,” the doctor said. “Hmph. You think he fell from there?”
Ruby clasped her hands together. “Well, it’s hard to imagine how anyone would survive a fall like that. But it has been floating over the forest for the past couple of days.”
The doctor murmured behind his mustache, “Yes, but it’s also hard to imagine a man surviving a sword wound like this.”
Crystal smiled. “That would be a first; falling off LaKru! Perhaps you wandered a little too close to the edge and slipped.”
The doctor suddenly became grumpy. “It’s against all reason,” he growled, as if the very idea offended him. “Unless…” He narrowed his eyes. "Are you human… or…" He cleared his throat awkwardly.
The question took me aback. “Uh, yes? I mean, I thought I was.”
“Well, you should be a dead human,” he said matter-of-factly. “You’re a very lucky man.”
“But where are you from? Not LaKru, that’s for sure,” Crystal asked.
“LaKru– that would be the floating island, I take it?” I asked, almost laughing in my disbelief. Was that where I fell from? “No, I’m not from there. I’m not sure you’re gonna believe this, but… I’m not of this world.”
Scrutinizing their faces, I saw no indication that they questioned my sanity. I continued, “I just remember dying in an accident, and then falling and landing here.”
“You must be from a world of supermen, then,” Doc Wallis said with no apparent mockery. “That would explain how you endured a deathly plunge and impalement. That doesn’t happen in our world.”
“Doesn’t happen in mine, either,” I murmured.
“Then it was the LaKruans,” the doctor said darkly.
Ruby stared at him with her mouth open, ears perked up. “You mean… You think they brought Brad here for one of their experiments?”
“A likely conclusion,” the doctor said, turning towards me. “But I want to assure you, Sir, everything we have discussed here will remain strictly confidential. You are my patient.”
“I appreciate that, but can you tell me more about these LaKruans and their experiments?”
“I’m afraid not; I’ve only heard the rumors going around. I would suggest asking them directly. I’m sure you’ll find the opportunity soon, given they will certainly come looking for you.”
“You think so?” Ruby asked, anxiously.
The doctor nodded firmly. “I doubt they would toss him off the island on purpose. It must have been a balls-up. But never mind that. Right now I’m more concerned about your recovery.” He stood over me, jabbing the air with his finger. “Don’t take it for granted. Your condition is still serious. Now, where are you staying?”
“Well, I’m not staying anywhere, actually. I kind of just dropped in here.” I chuckled. “Sorry.”
“You can stay here!” Ruby piped up.
Crystal smiled, a flirtatious glimmer in her eyes. “Certainly, you’re welcome to stay.”
The doctor pursed his lips, bristling his mustache. He glanced at the girls and then leaned over me. I got a whiff of his whiskey breath. “You’re a rarity around here, son,” he whispered. “Haven’t seen many handsome, strapping fellows like you since before the War. 
He patted my shoulder. “Heal that wound up and you’ll be a popular fellow.”
Turning to the girls, Doc Wallis issued stern instructions. “He’ll need plenty of water and rest with no disturbances.”
Ruby readily agreed. “Alright! I'll close the shop."
“And he’ll need a thorough sponge bath. We don’t want his wound getting infected.”
“Yes, s-sponge bath,” Ruby breathed, her tail wagging eagerly.
Doc Wallis ran his fingers over his mustache. “I’ll send my chambermaid to do it.”
Ruby’s tail suddenly dropped. “Oh! Yes. Of course. The chambermaid. That would be best, yes.”
“Very good,” the doctor said, heading for the exit. “I’ll send some disinfectant and bandages, too. Give him some whiskey for the pain, if you have any around.”
As he opened the door, I heard him muttering, “Some kind of mutant, probably…Getting out of hand. Well! No business of mine!"
Doc Wallis shambled out, and Ruby locked the door, flipping the sign from "Open" to "Closed."




Chapter six

Doc Wallis’s young and pretty chambermaid arrived promptly. Crystal helped her prepare the water for my sponge bath, heating it on the stove. 
“Need any soap?”
“No, Miss. I brought a special cleanser and body washing solution.”
“You’re so lucky,” Crystal remarked in a drooly voice, not bothering to lower her voice.
Ruby hovered around nervously, regarding the chambermaid with her ears pinned back and a deep frown. I almost thought she might start barking at the girl. 
Ruby and Crystal remained behind the counter, sneaking glances at me while my sponge bath was underway. Crystal gazed with salacious interest, and Ruby sniffed the air anxiously, as if she was afraid she was missing out on a tasty treat.
The two girls were clearly glad to see the chambermaid leave. Still, I appreciated her help, because it would certainly speed my recovery.
***Later, washed and rested, I felt considerably better.
“We’re cooking soup for dinner,” Crystal announced, standing beside Ruby.
The dog girl disappeared behind the counter, reemerging with a handful of carrots. She held them up. “Cream of carrot. You’re welcome to have some.”
I replied sleepily, "Thank you, but I’ll pass." My appetite wasn’t up for it, considering the hole in my stomach. I nestled my head on the pillow, enjoying the cozy atmosphere of Ruby’s shop.
Closing my heavy eyelids, I let the shop’s ambient sounds lull me. Crystal and Ruby conversed softly, the stove simmered, vegetables were chopped, and kittens purred in their basket.
I dozed off. Upon waking, the aroma of soup filled the air. Crystal was stirring the pot at the stove, while Ruby leaned against the counter. They talked in hushed voices.
Outside, daylight had faded into a smokey gray. I yawned, my thoughts stirring with numerous questions. However, I soon fell into a deep sleep, only to awaken with the sun shining brightly through the window the next morning.
Initially, I believed I was back in Willowbrook. The shop's comfort, the friendly voices on the street, and the chirping birds made me feel at home. But the clip-clop of horses and the trundle of a carriage brought the memory of my recent experience crashing back– my fall through the sky, waking up in the manure pile, fighting against the trenchcoated assailant.
I jolted upright and looked out the window. A large square carriage, painted black and gold, rolled by. Painted on its side in old-fashioned lettering was the word, 'OMNIBUS.’
Women with parasols sat atop it, while more passengers occupied the interior. An old man in a black cloak drove the carriage.
My gaze wandered around the shop, taking in details I’d overlooked yesterday. Oil paintings adorned the walls on either side of the fireplace. Two pictured landscapes. Another depicted a bouquet. They were skillfully painted, but they also radiated a childlike innocence, which was adorable.
I suspected Crystal had painted them.
A whistling kettle drew my attention back to the counter. Crystal stood over the stove, her back to me. Her black hair, still wet from being washed, hung down her back. Her pointy ears stuck out from the sides of her head.
What is she? I wondered, leaning back on the arm of the couch. Well, whatever she is, she’s fucking hot.
She turned around carrying the kettle to a coffee press on the counter. She smiled at me. "Oh, you’re awake! You sure slept like a log. You must have needed it.” She poured the hot water into the press. The aroma filled the shop.
“Yeah, must have,” I said, my fingers grazing the bandages around my stomach.
“Ruby has a surprise for you,” Crystal said.
“She does?” I glanced around.
“Yup. She’s out getting a few things. She’ll be back soon. Want some coffee?”
“Coffee would be great,” I replied, stretching.
“It’ll be ready in a few.” She gave me a broad smile. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”
“Thanks,” I said, returning her smile. “Me too.”
“Well, back to work!” she said cheerfully, turning her attention to a large open book on the counter, studying it with frowning concentration. Then she disappeared behind the counter, reemerging with flour.
“Cute little shop you guys have here,” I commented.
Crystal smiled. “We have a lot of work to do, but we’ll get there. It’s Ruby’s dream.”
“Well, you’ve got some beautiful art on the walls, so that’s a start.”
She looked up, following my gesture towards the paintings. “Oh, those.” She laughed.
“You painted them?”
She gave a cringing smile. “That was my attempt at painting, yes.”
“I like them,” I said, and I meant it. I was never one to give out fake compliments.
Her face lit up. “Thanks. I went through a phase where I was painting, like, all the time. We’ve got so many we don’t know what to do with them.”
She dropped a chunk of butter into a bowl and broke eggs into it, chuckling. “I’d never guess you were stabbed through your guts yesterday. Seems like you’re totally recovered.
“I don’t know about ‘totally recovered,’ but I feel surprisingly good,” I said, starting to unwrap the bandage.
“Well, I still think you’ve got some ghoul in you,” she said, her smile revealing her pointy teeth.
I raised an eyebrow. “And what, may I ask, do you have in you?”
She smirked, then pushed down the coffee press’s plunger, apparently relishing my anticipation. Finally, she raised an eyebrow at me, mirroring my expression. “Haven’t you seen my kind before?”
“I’ve not had the pleasure.” I grinned.
She put one hand on her hip and raised the other with a flourish. “I’m a fabulous hobgoblin, of course!”
I looked at her in surprise. “Hobgoblin?”
“Yup.”
“And Ruby is …”
“Ruby’s a dog girl, of course.”
“Of course,” I murmured, a smile forming as I continued unwrapping the bandage. “Hobgoblin and dog girl. Totally normal.”
Pulling away the final layer, I gaped in amazement, hardly believing my eyes.




Chapter seven

The wound had fully closed. It didn’t exactly look pretty, but it was healing miraculously fast. 
I remembered Doc Wallis’s words about me being a ‘mutant.’ Maybe he was right.
“It’s healed!” I exclaimed.
Crystal smirked playfully. “I’m tellin’ ya. Ghoul.”
With a coffee in one hand, she dragged a small table within my reach and placed the cup on it. “There you are, Sir. Coffee is served.”
I stared at her, gesturing at my wound. “Aren’t you amazed at this?”
Leaning in to examine the scabbing, she nodded. "I am. But, let's be real, ghoul or not, there's something, shall we say, more-than-human going on there?"
I nodded thoughtfully, chewing my cheek. Crystal returned to the counter, her hips swaying gracefully in her dress.
I said, “Doc Wallis mumbled something about me being a mutant, did you catch that?”
She was mixing flour into the bowl. “He did say that, didn’t he?”
“Yeah. And something about how it’s ‘getting out of hand.’ You know what he was talking about?”
“The LaKruans and their experiments. Some people think they’re trying to make mutants.” A frustrated puff of breath brushed a strand of hair from her face. "Ugh, don't even get me started about the government!"
“The government? So, the LaKruans…”
"Govern us from their pretentious floating island. Sorry. I get upset.”
“Well, at least I know I wasn’t hallucinating. It gave me a shock when I saw it yesterday.”
Crystal laughed. “No, you weren’t hallucinating. That was LaKru.” Her expression soured. “They’ve been hovering around here a lot lately. They’ve decided to grace us with their special attention, unfortunately.”
“So, they’re not normally around?”
Crystal shook her head. “They’ve always ignored us, which was a blessing. But I guess now that they’ve completely screwed up the cities, they’ve decided to wreck the countryside.”
“But what’s their official reason for being here?”
Crystal shrugged. “Well, crime is getting really bad. There have been murders in the past few weeks – two young noblewomen... Honestly, it scares me, but I still don't want their help."
Ruby came through the door, rosy-cheeked and cheerful, tail wagging. “Hello!” 
She wore a flowery summer dress; the skirt billowed and twirled with her movements. Her ample cleavage jiggled with every movement she made and only a miracle kept them contained by the fabric.
Carrying a bundle of clothes and a newspaper, she approached me timidly. "G-good morning, Brad," she stammered, her tail drooping uncertainly.
“Good morning, Ruby!” I said with casual friendliness.
Encouraged, her tail resumed its enthusiastic wagging. She walked over.
“How are you feeling?”
“Great, actually. It’s hard to believe, but the wound is already closed up.”
"That's amazing!" she chimed, heading to the armchair to place the newspaper beside the slumbering kittens. Then, holding the clothes bundle with both hands, she returned to me.
“Um, I got you some clothes. They’re not fancy, but…”
As she was talking, I noticed her tail, still wagging, was precariously close to the table where my cup sat.
"Watch out," I said, but my warning came a second too late. Her tail swept my coffee off the table, the hot liquid splashing and the cup clattering.
"Oh, no, I'm such a clutz!" Ruby exclaimed, hugging the clothes bundle to her chest as she turned toward the spilt coffee.
"It's alright, don't worry about it," I assured her with a smile.
She turned back to me, blushing. "Anyway, I hope these clothes fit you. I got them from the convent. They have a clothing giveaway. You won't exactly look like a nobleman but at least you'll have something to wear for the time being."
"That's perfect, Ruby. Thank you very much."
I accepted the bundle and headed to a little room at the back, one with a mirror, a basin, and a flush toilet. The man gazing back from the mirror had my familiar face, albeit with a few notable changes.
My shoulders were broader and my arms thicker. But my face, too, appeared more muscular, with veins in my forehead. Notably, my hair had also turned silver. 
My reflection oddly reminded me of a superhero named Razorclaw, my childhood favorite. He had white hair, a brawny build, regenerative powers, and magnetic abilities.
"Magnetism," I mumbled to myself. "Was that what I was messing with yesterday?”
Experimentally, I fixed my attention on the floor, attempting to delve beneath its surface with my mind, probing underground to see if I could detect anything.
Sure enough, radiant, weighty objects, humming with their own frequencies, revealed themselves in my mind's eye.
"Metallic elements," I speculated. "I wonder if I can..."
I spread my fingers and extended my hands over the ground. A low vibration surged down my arms, resonating through my hands towards the floor.
The metallic elements responded, quivering in sync with my will.
"A magnetic field. I must be generating a magnetic field!"
I increased the intensity. The elements moved. The building trembled slightly, as if there was a small earthquake. Ceasing the magnetic field, I dropped my hands to my sides.
The exertion left me a little queasy, possibly because my body, still healing, redirected its energies to the ongoing recovery process.
Returning to the mirror, I stared at myself again, frowning with bewilderment. So I’ve turned into Razorclaw? I laughed.
But, then again, Razorclaw had fangs and retractable claws. Glancing at my hands, I was relieved to find my regular fingernails intact. I curled my lips back. No fangs either.
Well, that’s a relief.
I got dressed. The pants were too big but they had a rope belt, so they stayed on. The simple white shirt was a better fit. It showed off my muscles nicely.
I also had crude leather shoes that felt more like slippers, but they fit well enough. I decided I needed to fix my money situation ASAP.
***Leaving the bathroom, I suddenly remembered something, a bit of superhero trivia that had not passed through my mind since my days of watching Saturday morning cartoons.
Holy shit. Razorclaw could fly! He used his magnetic abilities to do it.
Does that mean… I can fly?
I had to try. Immediately.
Glancing at the shop, I made sure no one was within sight. Then, experimentally, I created a magnetic field beneath myself, gradually increasing its intensity.
I floated into the air. It seemed like my magnetic field had reduced the gravitational pull from the ground. Hovering for a second, I seemed to slide off the field, falling to the floor with a crash.
I got up, smiling gleefully. You’re telling me I can fly? This is insane!
Crystal came around the counter. “Did you fall?”
“Yeah, I was just a little dizzy, but I’ll be fine,” I said, grinning. This was true. The effort had made me nauseous, though that feeling quickly subsided. It would be necessary to lay off the magnetism for a while so my healing power could do its thing.
“You do look a little pale.” She added with a hint of playfulness, “I guess you’re not invincible after all, huh?”
“I guess not.”
“Maybe the earthquake made you dizzy. Did you feel it?”
I shrugged. “I don’t think so.”
The door jingled, and Ruby came in backwards, using her butt to open it. She was carrying a wagon wheel, the one I’d seen in the carriage the day before.
“I forgot to bring this in yesterday,” she said. “Ooof, it’s heavier than it looks.”
“Here, let me help,” I said, reaching for it.
“Are you sure?” She said, her ears pricking up in surprise. “Maybe you should rest some more. Doc Wallis–”
I smiled. “I’ll be fine.” I took the wagon wheel from her, and she directed me to place it beside the fireplace. Some of the other items she’d collected were already there – water-smoothed wood, interesting rocks, and a horseshoe.
“That’s why I was out driving around yesterday,” Ruby explained. “We needed decorations.”
“I like them,” Crystal said, carrying a tray with buttered toast and marmalade, banana loaf, and coffee. Placing the tray on the hearth, she surveyed the arrangement with approval.
Ruby’s tail wagged. She was excited. “I think it makes the shop cozier.” She spread her hands towards the armchairs and the fireplace. “The kind of shop where you can just browse around, not looking for anything in particular. And then, all of a sudden, a title grabs your attention!
“So, you take it off the shelf and start reading. And, next thing you know, hours have slipped by, but that’s okay, because you can stay at Ruby’s bookstore as long as you want.”
She clasped her hands together and grinned at me. “That’s the kind of shop I wanna have!”
“Sounds perfect,” I said. “I love that kind of bookstore.”
Crystal put her arm around the dog girl’s shoulder and patted her head affectionately. “Well, we’ve got the right atmosphere. All we need now are books.”
Ruby’s tail wilted. She looked at the ground. “Well, I got a few from Mrs. Trillingsby yesterday. More boy’s adventure books.”
Crystal chuckled and scratched the back of Ruby’s ear. “Well, We’ve certainly got a good selection of boy’s adventure books.”
Ruby laughed softly. “We certainly do.” Suddenly, her ears perked up. She grabbed the horseshoe from the hearth and showed Crystal.“Look what I found! We’ll put it over the door. Maybe it’ll bring us some luck.”




Chapter eight

The girls lounged in the armchairs, plates on their laps. Ruby's legs swayed above the floor, her shoes barely brushing the floor's surface. 
I savored a mouthful of banana bread, washing it down with a gulp of coffee. I was genuinely impressed. It tasted just as heavenly as the banana bread my grandmother used to bake for me during my childhood.
“Did you make this banana bread, Crystal?” I asked.
Between bites of her toast, Crystal met my gaze and nodded, a hand concealing her mouth as she chewed. "Yep. You like it?"
“I love it. It’s as good as my grandmother’s.”
She smiled with her eyes, still covering her mouth. “Aww, thank you!”
Ruby pointed at the newspaper, which was on the floor at Crystal's feet. “Let’s read the news!”
“Alright,” Crystal said, picking up the paper, an old-fashioned broadsheet called The Daily Trumpet. “This is a custom of ours.”
Ruby sighed, picking at the armchair cushion. “I’d read it myself but I can’t see very well, as I guess you noticed. Pretty silly, right? A girl who can’t even read wants to open a bookstore.” She laughed ruefully.
I gave her a sympathetic nod. “That must be rough. You obviously love books.”
She smiled. “I do! I read a lot when I was a kid. But then, when I was around eleven, during summer, my sight deteriorated rapidly.
“When school started again, my schoolmates nicknamed me Butterfingers because I was incredibly clumsy.”
I clicked my tongue in sympathy. “Aw, that wasn’t your fault.” I could imagine a young little Ruby being taunted by her peers. The mental image squeezed my heart.
She continued, “But, lucky for me, that was when I met Crystal.”
A smile spread over the hobgoblin’s face. “That same group of girls tried to pick on me, too, because I was different. They were a nasty bunch.”
Ruby’s eyes brightened. “I remember the moment we met! Crystal was new at Greenshells, our school. We were in the same Lit class, and she sat right beside me, always doodling on her notebook.
“Anyway, one day the teacher handed me Crystal’s homework by accident, and there was a big sketch of Lord Myron on the back.”
Crystal giggled. “I was obsessed with Lord Myron.”
I raised my eyebrows. “And who is he?”
“A poet,” Crystal said, grinning. “Ruby was like, ‘Hey, you like Lord Myron?’ And she showed me her notebook. She’d written Myron’s lines on it. After that, we were inseparable.”
“That was when she started reading for me,” Ruby said. “School would have been a nightmare without her.”
Frowning, I asked, “Can’t you get glasses?”
Ruby’s eyes widened in surprise. “Oh, I wish! Only the rich can afford those.”
As Ruby was talking, Crystal discreetly removed the outer page of the newspaper and sneakily put it on the other side of her chair where Ruby couldn’t see it.
But the dog girl’s ears perked up, and she turned towards her friend. “Hey, what page did you take off?”
Crystal feigned innocence, barely masking a smile. “Huh? Nothing. No page.”
“Was it an advert? Was it cookies?”
Crystal suddenly gasped and pointed at a headline. “Oh my God!”
Ruby squinted her eyes skeptically. “You’re trying to distract me.”
“No! Listen: ‘Strangler still at large,’” she said, reading the article. “‘The murderer of Ladies Brimble and Strathmore will never be brought to justice as long as there’s no sheriff in Pankaku, said Count Steerfast of the Reform Committee.
“‘Steerfast confirmed that there is no investigation into the murders and, therefore, there are no suspects!’”
Ruby pressed her hands against her cheeks. “What? No!”
Crystal continued: “‘For two years, the Reform Committee has attempted to hire a sheriff for Pankaku. Given their inability to do so, the strangler will likely be free to walk the streets of Pankaku for the foreseeable future.’”
Crystal put down the paper, staring vacantly at the floor. “It’s getting worse and worse,” she murmured.
Ruby hugged herself and peeked towards the window, her ears pinned back, anxiety in her eyes. “I don’t think I can feel safe walking around anymore. I feel so sad for our town. It was never like this.”
I asked, “Why can’t they hire a sheriff?”
Crystal shrugged. “We’ve never had a sheriff. There was never a need for one.”
“A lot of the brave, able-bodied men were killed in the war,” Ruby added.
“Yeah, that too,” Crystal agreed.
We sat in thoughtful silence for a few minutes, and then Ruby perked up. “Hey, what was that page you took off? Was it an advert?”
Crystal slumped her shoulders in defeat. “Yes, Ruby, it was an advert.”
“What for?” The dog girl looked around sniffing the air, as if she might smell the product being advertised.
Crystal sighed. “Blinkies.”
“Oooh, Blinkies! What does it say? Oh, come on, Crystal! I want to hear about something happy for a change.”
Crystal rolled her eyes. “Alright, Roobs, I’ll read it.”
Ruby clasped her hands in her lap, waiting eagerly as Crystal unfolded the page. She sat straight, arching her back, making her butt stick out. Her tail wagged with excitement.
The hobgoblin girl read the ad without enthusiasm: “Folks, grab a Blinkie, the nutritious new snack from Creamco. These cloud-light finger cakes are stuffed with real strawberry cream filling.”
Ruby’s eyes widened, and her mouth turned into a little ‘o’ as she listened intently.
“Everybody loves Blinkies, the perfect snack for your kids, and they’re great for your complexion, too. Only strawberries selected from the sparkling orchards of the Andep Coast go into the filling.”
“Wow!” Ruby exclaimed, swinging her legs on the chair. Her ears were almost completely perked up. “They sound amazing!”
“Mmm, amazing,” Crystal said flatly. “Shall I go on?”
“Yup, I’m all ears!” Ruby slid forward on the chair, so that her shoes touched the ground, and faced Crystal. This caused her dress to ride up her thigh. Her tail wagged briskly, making her rump wiggle on the chair’s cushion.
Crystal read on, “Packaged in shining cellophane, Blinkies always come fresh from your local grocer.”
Wonderful, I thought. They've already invented plastic.
Crystal finished, “And the best part is, it only costs one gold piece for a pack of two. Grab some today.”
“One gold piece!” Crystal said. “You could buy three loaves of bread for that price!”
Ruby's face twisted into an indignant pout. She slapped her dainty hands on her exposed thighs. “Oh, 1 Gold isn’t that much. We… we could get a pack, just to try them.”
Before Crystal could respond, we were interrupted by a pounding on the door. It rattled the glass pane within the doorframe.
Ruby and Crystal started and exchanged glances.
“Who’s knocking like that? What’s his problem?” I asked, irritated.
“It’s Tiny,” Crystal grumbled, getting up and heading to the door. “Ugh! What’s he doing here now? He’s like two days early.”
Peering through the window, I could see the back of an enormous man, or something resembling a man, standing in the shop’s entranceway.
The skin of his neck was gray and rough, like an elephant’s hide, and his hair was as spikey and coarse as the bristles of a scrub brush.
The knocking grew in urgency.
“He’s impatient, isn’t he?” I muttered.
“Alright alright!” Crystal said, opening the door.




Chapter nine

Crystal opened the door slightly and stood in the crack. From where I sat, I couldn’t see the person standing on the other side. 
“What do you want, Tiny?”
A slow, rumbling voice answered, “You know why I’m here. You’re due for two months, plus interest.”
I heard the brute ruffling in his pocket. Then it sounded like he was flipping through a notebook. “Let’s see… You’re up to 320 gold.”
“Three-hundred-twenty gold!” Crystal said, her voice rising. “That’s more than our rent!”
“Well, you’re overdue, Miss Shellington,” the thug said with a hint of menace in his voice. “Mr. Malone’s providing a valuable service. You can’t keep jerkin’ him around like this.”
“Oh!” Crystal put a hand on her hip. “I’m jerking him around? That’s how it is?”
There was a pause. 
“Listen, Miss Shellington, let’s just keep this professional and business-like, alright?” The voice had taken on a smoother, almost coaxing tone. “I’m always polite with you, you know that. But I got a job to do.”
“Well, we haven’t any money to give you. We haven’t even had the chance to get our business off the ground yet, and you’re already crippling us with this stupid tax.”
“It’s not a tax, Miss Shellington. It’s a fee for a service.” The voice was hard. Matter-of-fact.
“And why are you here two days early? I guess that’s how it works, huh? You thugs just make up whatever rules you want!”
“No, that’s not how it works,” Tiny said calmly. “I come by early as a favor to you girls–”
“Oh! A favor! You hear that, Roobs? A favor!”
“That’s right. I come by to remind you I’ll be here in two days to collect the money. And you better have it or Mr. Malone ain’t gonna be happy. He’s a patient man but I wouldn’t test him.”
With that, Tiny left. I glimpsed his rounded back. He was a mountain wearing a black cloak.
Crystal slammed the door and returned to her armchair. She plopped down and looked at her hands. “God! I’m shaking. I frickin’ hate that brute.”
“A protection racket?” I asked.
Crystal nodded. “Yeah, they claim to be protecting merchants from crime, but all they really do is make us pay until we go out of business. They’re parasites!”
Ruby sighed. “It is true that theft was getting really bad before Tiny came around. Hobos drifted in from the cities. They were robbing and stealing. Tiny chased them out, but we were still better off before. Tiny steals more than all the tramps put together!”
“And at least the tramps were honest thieves,” Crystal said sardonically. “Tiny’s crew pretends to be helping us. That’s what gets me! Not to mention, they’re in cahoots with the government.”
“So, when did it all go wrong?” I asked. “You guys said it wasn’t always like this?”
“No!” Crystal said. “Nothing like this ever happened in Pankaku. The war changed everything. It ended ten years ago, but we just never went back to normal. I guess we never will.”
I nodded thoughtfully and hooked my thumb towards the window. “I saw a guy yesterday with no legs… I’m guessing he’s a veteran?”
Ruby nodded. “He’s one of the lucky ones. Most men didn’t survive.”
“Yeah, it was just one giant slaughter.” Crystal shook her head. “And it was totally unnecessary. I swear, the LaKruans are determined to destroy everything good in this world. But, like I said, don’t even get me started about them.”
“So who’s this Mr. Malone that Tiny mentioned?” I asked.
“Taggart Malone,” Ruby said. “Big crime boss. He’s in the paper all the time.”
I raised my eyebrows. “There’s a crime boss here in town?”
“Well, not here. He lives in the city, but he just sends his henchmen out here.”
“I saw a bigshot yesterday in an automobile,” I said, going out on a limb. “I wonder if he’s part of Malone’s gang? Mr. Grimm was his name.”
The girls quickly identified the ungentlemanly gentleman as Cavendish Grimm, a powerful businessman who grew up in Pankaku but moved to the city to make his fortune.
Apparently, he’d recently returned to Pankaku to expand his business empire.
As it turned out, Grimm happened to be the founder of Ruby’s beloved Creamco. She talked about him like he was Willy Wonka.
“Imagine being the owner of Creamco!” she said. “What a dream! You could walk around the factory and watch the Blinkies being made.”
Crystal scoffed. “You make him sound like the prince of a magical kingdom. He’s a monster!”
“I guess he’s part of the corruption?” I said.
The hobgoblin nodded emphatically. “His company is in the Sugar Trust. They monopolize the market. And, besides, he got rich by convincing people to live on a diet of mass-produced sugar products. And then he got filthy stinking rich during the war with his arms manufacturing.”
I scratched my chin, nodding. “So he’s got blood on his hands as well as sugar.”
“Lots of it. He patented some new technologies with an inventor up in LaKru, machines that make it easy to kill large numbers of people. And guess what? He claimed they invented those weapons to save lives!”
I chuckled cynically. “Kind of like how the Blinkies are supposed to be good for your complexion.”
Crystal nodded emphatically. “Right?”
Ruby shot me a betrayed look. “I don’t believe they’re good for my complexion, but they’re not bad in moderation.”
I smiled facetiously. “Okay, Ruby, Blinkies aren’t bad. In moderation.”
She pouted and stuck her tongue out at me.
Crystal laughed. “You guys are like a brother and sister.”
A mortified look came onto Ruby’s face. Apparently, that wasn’t how she wanted me to think of her.
I stretched. “Well, I’m gonna go walk around and see if I can find any work. You guys don’t know anyone with a job opening, do you?”They looked at each other doubtfully. “Not really,” Crystal said. “It’s tough out there. People don’t have money to spend nowadays, and businesses can’t afford to hire employees.”
Ruby started playing with her fingers. “Um, you know, Brad, I think –” she glanced in Crystal’s direction, then looked back at her fingers. “I think none of us would mind if you stayed here until you, um, get back on your feet.”
“Well, that’s really nice of you, Ruby,” I said. “But–”
“We have a nice room upstairs,” she said quickly. “Top floor. It’s a loft. Really spacious.” She laughed nervously.
Crystal smiled at me. “We rent rooms. It’s partly how we pay our bills. I’d be fine with putting you up for a bit. Then maybe you could rent from us once you found a job. We’d just have to discuss it with Enka first. It’s only fair.”
“Enka? Another roommate?”
“She’s the one tenant we have right now,” Ruby explained.
I nodded quietly, but I was curious. Was Enka another monster girl? What sort?
“She’s… at work now?” I asked.
“No, she’s here, in bed,” Crystal said. “She got home this morning while you were still sleeping. She has kind of a crazy work schedule.”
I stood up. “Well, I appreciate your offer, but to be honest, I can’t stand being a dead weight. I’ll make every effort to find work somewhere, and then I’ll be able to rent a place of my own.”
Ruby’s ears drooped even more than usual. Disappointment was written all over her face.
Even Crystal’s ears wilted for a second, but then she smiled. “No, I get it. You probably don’t want to be roommates with a bunch of girls. The loft is pretty private, though. But I’m not trying to force anything on you. Just know that it’s there if you want it.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate your hospitality. I may have to rely on it for a little longer if jobs are as scarce as you say, but I’ll see what I can find.” I opened the door and waved. “I’ll be back later. Thanks again.”
“We’ll be here,” Crystal said cheerfully. 
Ruby forced a brave little smile, but her floppy ears were pinned back and her puppy eyes full of sadness.
As I left the shop and headed down the street, Ruby’s expression lingered in my mind, pulling at my heartstrings.
I chuckled.
She’s good. She’s really good.




Chapter ten

I strolled down Main Street, checking windows for Help Wanted signs. I saw none. 
But at least I got a little more familiar with the state of the village. I noticed quite a few of the shops in need of a paint job, and a few buildings in disrepair.
I noticed a few care-worn faces watching me from shop doorways or peeking through the shutters. After what Ruby and Crystal had told me, I understood why they’d be fearful of a stranger. It made me sad, though, because I knew that wasn’t how a little town like Pankaku was meant to be. The town’s true spirit was cheerful, simple, and friendly. I’d seen it first-hand in Crystal and Ruby.
An omnibus trundled past, and the several women on board followed me with their eyes. As I neared the end of Main Street, I noticed a crowd had gathered near the Sauntering Inn.
Hurrying my pace, I passed the inn and approached the crowd, which had gathered along the street's edge, adjacent to the field at the town's outskirts.
Positioned in the field before them were orderly ranks of soldiers. Despite their somewhat gaunt appearance, they wore sharply tailored navy frock coats and gleaming black helmets. They were armed with some kind of long firearm – I was too far away to see it in detail.
Beyond the soldiers, three peculiar wooden ships were parked. These vessels had intricate arrangements of propellers and vast, ballooning sails attached to them.
Airships, I realized after staring at the ships in a moment of bewilderment.
Walking closer, I noticed two tall men emerge from the crowd. Like the soldiers, they were tall, gangly men with elongated foreheads, but they were clad in drab suits and tophats.One of them sported a thick pair of old-fashioned spectacles.
The bespectacled one tilted his ponderous head and eyed me for a few seconds. Then, after a brief conference with his colleague, during which they both stared at me, they walked towards me.
They flanked outwards as they approached, their gangly legs giving them an awkward gait. I watched them placidly.
Once they were within about fifteen feet, one of them moved his overcoat back and put his hand on a pistol holstered at his hip. The other reached inside his coat.
I held up my hands. “Hey. Easy, boys. Easy.”
They stopped and looked at each other. “He can talk,” the spectacles remarked.
Smiling politely, I responded, “I’m a good talker. Just don’t ask me to sing and dance.”
“Do you know where you are?”
I shrugged. “Pankaku.”
“How did you get here?”
“If you can tell me that, I’d greatly appreciate it.”
They exchanged another look. The one who wasn't wearing glasses cast a brief, wary glance towards the soldiers.
“I’d be more inclined to trust you guys if you’d kindly remove your hands from your weapons,” I ventured, my voice maintaining its calm and friendly tone.
The one with the glasses removed his hand from the pistol and attempted, with little success, to form his lips into a smile.
“Sorry,” he said. “I’m Mr. Tanning. This is my colleague, Mr. Brown.” He nodded towards his companion, who pulled his hand from his coat.
“I apologize for the weapons and the soldiers,” Mr. Tanning said. “It was merely a precaution. We didn’t exactly know what to expect.”
“But… you were expecting me? You know who I am?”
Tanning adjusted his glasses. “Yes, indeed. You are X-19.”
I laughed. “That’s not my name.”
He tilted his head curiously, as if laughter was an unfamiliar noise. “Ah! Quite right, it wasn’t your former name. My apologies. Nevertheless, you had better come with us.”
“Just hang on a second, if you please,” I said. “Do you guys know anything about the creature that attacked me? It was wearing a trenchcoat and a hat.”
Mr. Tanning winced. He spoke reluctantly, “Y-yes. That was X-18. Allow me to apologize on behalf of the Government of LaKru. X-18 was released without authorization, but rest assured, we are dealing with the matter, and you have no need to fear any more attacks.”
I gaped at him, stunned. “Why did he attack me in the first place?”
Mr. Tanning sighed. “The creator of X-18 believed you were a threat, and he believed only X-18 would be capable of neutralizing you.”
“Yeah, well it didn’t work out so well, did it?”
“I understand your frustration, X-19, but–”
I laughed in exasperation. “Frustration? You could say that. That thing stabbed me right through the stomach!”
“Again, I offer you my sincere apology, and I assure you that X-18’s creator is currently in the government’s custody. He will face severe consequences.”
I nodded slowly. “And what about X-18?”
“X-18 has no will of its own,” Mr. Tanning said confidently. “It will not attack you again because its creator has ordered it to stand down. We made sure of that.”
I gave a slight nod, continuing to assess them coolly.
Mr. Tanning coughed awkwardly. “Well, I suggest you accompany us to LaKru. Dr Klingspawn will provide answers to all your questions.”
“And who is Dr. Klingspawn?”
“She is the one who brought you into this world.”
I wasn’t laughing now. I stared in amazement, but I composed myself. “You’re going to take me to meet this Dr. Klingspawn now?”
“Yes, without delay. In fact… I daresay you were never supposed to end up down here. Not right away, that is. It was all a mix-up, you see. But that will be explained shortly. If you’d be so kind as to accompany us?”
“Alright then, lead the way.”
***A smaller airship whisked us away to the floating island of LaKru. The place was an eyesore, with ugly utilitarian buildings crammed together along streets lined with electric lamps and telegraph poles.
Motorcars crawled the streets, rattling and sputtering smoke into the air. One of these motorcars awaited us when we landed. It took us to a large brick building. The sign above the doors read, ‘CUTTING EDGE LABORATORIES.’
“Is Dr. Klingspawn available?” Mr. Tanning inquired of the secretary. Leaning forward over the desk, he continued, “We have X-19.”
The secretary’s eyes widened. Her stare flicked to me, then back to Mr. Tanning. “I’ll show him in.”
The LaKruans lingered in the lobby as I followed the secretary down a long corridor.
Knocking on a door, she waited a moment, and then opened it, motioning for me to follow.
We entered a cavernous room reminiscent of Dr. Frankenstein’s laboratory. I gazed at various body parts in jars – freakish hands, organs, and heads with staring eyes and gaping mouths.
“Dr. Klingspawn?” the secretary called.
The only answer came from the crackling hum of electricity that arched between towering conducting rods, situated deeper within the laboratory.
“She must be deeper in,” said the secretary nervously. “This way.” 
She led me past a number of tables, covered with beakers and frayed books. Finally, we reached the laboratory's innermost sanctum, dominated by the impressive conducting rods as well as another even stranger apparatus. This contraption loomed across a floor strewn with paper and broken test tubes. Standing so tall that it almost scraped the ceiling, an array of spiky structures projected from its frame, while an ominous prism pointed downward from its pinnacle.
Most curious were the runes etched upon the contraption's surface, and a pentagram painted onto the floor encircling what eerily resembled an operating table, directly beneath the prism.
I contemplated the spectacle with a mix of awe and terror. Was it science or witchcraft? Or some fiendish mix of both?
I had no idea. However, Dr. Klingspawn appeared to be more scientist than witch. We noticed her standing at a table, her back towards us.
She wore a white lab coat and shiny rubbery gloves up to her elbows. Her long black hair had been hastily tied over head, leaving a number of wild strands to stick out every which way. Tan skin peeked through at the nape of her neck.
Books lay open on a table before her, and she held a test tube steaming with some ungodly purple concoction.
The secretary cleared her throat. “Excuse me, Dr. Klingspawn?” Her voice was drowned beneath the bubbling and the electrical hum.
Dr. Klingspawn reached across the table, setting down a beaker close to its edge. A little blobby thing swam around inside it. She poured the purple liquid into the beaker and took a few hurried steps back. The secretary instinctively retreated, almost bumping into me.
The blobby thing darted around frantically before suddenly expanding, shattering the beaker.
Dr. Klingspawn threw her gloved hands in the air and screamed. The blob coalesced into a worm-like creature, about three feet long, writhing on the table.
“Oh my god!” Dr Klingspawn screeched, still dancing around. “Ohmygod ohmygod ohmygod!”
Finally, she grabbed a mallet off the table and whacked the worm three times, letting out a stifled scream with each blow.
Steam hissed out, and the creature deflated like a popped balloon. Dr. Klingspawn whimpered and used the mallet to scrape the remains off the table and into a bin.
The secretary ventured closer. “Dr. Klingspawn?”
Dr. Klingspawn shrieked in surprise, abruptly turning to face us.




Chapter eleven

Dr. Klingspawn wore large goggles that covered a good portion of her face, but they didn’t hide her finely featured nose or a lovely pair of lips painted with bright red lipstick. 
Her white lab coat hung loosely, entirely unbuttoned, revealing a long lab dress beneath it – white, with a line of black buttons running up one side. The dress clung snugly to her form, exposing a curvaceous bosom, ample hips, a trim waist, and the feminine curve of her belly. The fabric was lightweight, allowing a hint of her bra's outline to peek through. Her feet were clad in black high-heel shoes.
The secretary stuttered, “Dr. Klingspawn, it’s X-19.”
Dr. Klingspawn's gloved hands lifted the goggles to reveal a pair of enormous glasses that reflected light with antiseptic cleanness. Behind the lenses, her hazel eyes, accentuated by eyeshadow, blinked at me. She had long lashes, adorned with a generous application of mascara. Her cheeks, too, were rouged with makeup.
She was older than Ruby and Crystal, and had a more mature appearance. All that makeup was unnecessary, though. She was still a very attractive woman. She had a kind of Latina zestiness; had I encountered her on Earth, I would have pegged her as Columbian or Argentinian.
As the secretary hastily departed, Dr. Klingspawn assessed me as if I was a freshly baked bun that she’d just taken out of the oven. “Well, you turned out well, if I do say so myself!”
I took a step towards her slowly. “So, you brought me here?”
Removing the goggles from her head, she untangled them from her hair and tossed them on the table.
“Yes, I did. But I apologize, I seem to have forgotten to introduce myself. I’m Dr. Esmerelda Klingspawn. Please, call me Esmerelda.” She furrowed her brow apologetically. “I'm truly sorry about my appearance. I’m not usually such a mess.”
Turning away, she walked along the table's length, her heels rapping the floor as she took short strides, constrained by the dress's tightness. Shedding the long rubber gloves, she let them fall onto the table. Then she wiggled out of her lab coat.
I couldn't help but observe her shapely behind, highlighted by the snug dress, the outline of her panties discernible under the fabric.
She approached a skeletal metallic contraption adorned with various compartments and mechanical arms – a toiletries dispenser, I soon realized. Lowering a mirror suspended on an adjustable arm, she began examining her face.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’ll be with you in one minute, I promise.” She untied her hair and let it cascade over her shoulders.
Meanwhile, the electricity conductor started crackling and humming even louder. I pointed at it. “Do you leave that thing on all the time?”
Esmerelda glanced over her shoulder. “Hmm? Oh! Good catch. I forgot I’d left it on. Could you switch it off for me? Just unplug it.”
Shaking my head, I strolled over to the conductor and yanked the plug from the floor while Dr. Klingspawn preened herself. The buzzing quickly died away, and the lab was quieter.
“So, how exactly did you bring me here?” I said as I walked back towards Dr. Klingspawn. “And why?”
“I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” she said. “And I will answer them for you. But first–” She turned around and beamed a winning smile at me. “We have to make sure you’re okay.”
I gazed at her with one crooked eyebrow. “Well, I feel alright.”
“Have a seat on the examination table.” She gestured towards the table with an air of professional authority. “I’ll be right with you.” She removed her glasses and meticulously polished them with a cloth.
“What for?” My gaze flicked to the towering prism above the table.
She put her glasses on.
“I need to ensure everything is functioning as it should. Your soul has been transmigrated to a different reality, your body incarnated anew. It is a complicated procedure and has never been done successfully, until now. I must conduct an immediate examination to ensure all is well. Please, have a seat.”
“I don’t take kindly to being ordered around,” I said. “And I’m not doing anything until you tell me what’s going on.”
Esmerelda’s mouth fell open into an indignant expression. “I… I’m a little surprised by your tone. I brought you into this world, and I’m responsible for you. I mean, I’m practically your mother.”
“You are not my mother,” I scoffed. “And you’re not responsible for me. I’m responsible for myself.”
She walked over to me, boobs swaying beneath the form-fitting lab dress. “Oh, but I really am your mom, in a way. You wouldn’t be here without me.”
She reached out a hand and brushed a piece of lint from my shirt.
I watched her, unamused. My brow had tightened into a frown. “Look, maybe I owe you some gratitude for bringing me here. But I need to know more about what’s going on.”
She squished her lips together and smiled on one side of her mouth. “Alright, that’s fair.” She adjusted her glasses and launched into a scripted speech, “We have transported you into our world in order to advance knowledge and understanding, to expedite societal Progress, and–”
“Spare me the bullshit,” I interrupted, my temper rising. The last thing I needed to hear was a regurgitated propaganda spiel. “What’s this really about? Why do I have superpowers?”
She gave me a coy smile. “You’ve discovered your superpowers?”
“I mean, I fell from the sky and didn’t die. It was pretty obvious.”
Esmerelda made a sympathetic face. “I’m sorry about that. You were supposed to materialize here”–she gestured towards the table– “but a glitch diverted you several miles to the east.”
“So, where do my powers come from? Genetic mutations?”
She nodded enthusiastically, grinning. “Correct! Your muscles, bones, and connective tissues are enhanced far beyond the levels of any man. You have superhuman strength, speed, stamina, durability, and agility. Oh, and fighting ability, of course!”
My face remained a hard mask, but I couldn’t help but feel pretty hopeful, even happy, about the situation. She’d brought me back from death and gifted me superpowers. That was pretty awesome.
But I was waiting for the catch.
“I have some kind of animal sixth sense, too, I think,” I added. “I can sense when somebody’s coming.”
Dr. Klingspawn nodded eagerly. “More accurately, you can sense when a hostile party is approaching.” She raised her eyebrows. “And? Did you discover anything else?” She sounded like a mother waiting for her child to unwrap presents on Christmas morning.
“Yeah. Some kind of magnetic ability.”
“Right!” She clapped her hands. “You have the power to generate and manipulate electromagnetic fields, and there’s all sorts of things you can do with that, as you know.”
I frowned at her probingly. “This is sounding an awful lot like Razorclaw. He was a superhero when I–”
I stopped talking, because she obviously already knew. She was grinning and nodding emphatically. “Yes! I knew he was your favorite hero as a child, so I looked at his profile. Well! The things he’d done – I felt that he was very admirable. So I decided to use his powers as a template for your enhancement.”
“You talk about Razorclaw like he’s real. You do realize he’s just a comic book character, right?”
She blinked, adjusting her glasses. “He is? Oh. Well, he's real now!” She gestured at me.
I laughed in spite of myself and dragged a hand over my face, murmuring, “This is all so ridiculous.”
Dr. Klingspawn gently touched my arm. “May I examine you now, please? It’s important we make sure you’re in good health.”
I fixed my gaze on her. “You still haven’t told me the real reason I’m here.”
She wetted her upper lip with her tongue. “What if I told you we have a prestigious position available just for you, accompanied by a generous salary.”
I squinted incredulously. “You’re telling me that’s the reason you brought me here?”
“It is one reason, yes. Are you interested?”
“I’m listening.”
In a cascade of bureaucratic jargon, Esmerelda outlined that I would report to a government department called the Ministry of Societal Progress. Basically they wanted me to be a propagandist for the "development" and “Progress” of Pankaku.
The role was necessary, she said, because the local gentry and working class alike were stuck in the old ways and reluctant to embrace the LaKruans and their ambitious plans.
Given my ‘accomplishments’ in Willowbrook, Esmerelda said I was the perfect man for the position.
I gazed at her steadily. “I’m supposed to believe you scoured the multiverse and transported an alien into your world just to fulfill a public relations role?”
Esmerelda sighed. “Look, the reasons why you’re here are a lot more mundane than what you may be expecting. The truth is, the government has simply decided that magi-science and technology are important, so they’ve been pouring funding into our research here at Cutting Edge.”
“Magi-science? Is that a blend of magic and science?”
She nodded. “Exactly. There’s lots of crazy magi-scientists like me, maniacally obsessed with our particular research interests. If the government is throwing money our way, we don’t ask questions.”
“So you’re saying the government didn’t really have a specific, grand reason for bringing me here. They’re just pouring money into all kinds of crazy research?”
“Basically, yes. Obviously, the expectation is that some of that research will pan out, bringing advantage, power, and prestige to the LaKruan state.”
“That could be the most honest thing you’ve said so far,” I said. “So I’ll let you examine me. But I want you to keep talking at the same time. And move the table. I don’t like where it’s located.”
Esmerelda sighed with relief and gave me a genuine smile. “Thank you, Brad. That’s reasonable. Please get undressed. I’ll move the table in the meantime.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Did you say get undressed?”
“Yes. Completely undressed. It’s a full check up,” she said, dragging the examination table away from the menacing prism and the pentagram. “Don’t worry, I’m a medical doctor.”
She slid a plastic glove onto her hand and let it snap against her wrist.




Chapter twelve

“Looks like you’re in excellent physical condition,” Dr. Klingspawn said, standing over me. 
Her lab coat made swishing, crinkly sounds as she leaned over me to examine the spot where I’d been stabbed.
“Your wound is healing exceptionally well,” she purred.
“So you know about that?” I grumbled.
“I’m sorry about that, sweetie.”
“Sweetie?”
She put her gloved hand on my arm. “I didn’t have anything to do with it. None of us did, except for – please relax! Your pulse is pounding!”
“Never mind,” I said through my teeth. “Go on; except for?” I started to sit up, but she put her delicate hands on my stomach. “I really am sorry,” she said soothingly, her hands moving to my chest. The plastic gloves made relaxing squishy noises as she pressed me back onto the table.
“I thought Mr. Tanning would have explained what happened.”
“He did a little, but I want to hear it from you.” 
Her hand rested on my stomach, and she gazed down at me affectionately. I began to suspect that she might genuinely be on my side, or, at least, she was attracted to me.
She spoke softly, “Well, another scientist, the one who created X-18–”
“What’s his name?”
She put both hands on my stomach and leaned closer, her hair brushing my skin. “Alright, but don’t tell anyone I told you. I don’t want to get in trouble. His name is Dr. Crestfagin. After you ended up down in Pankaku, he claimed that you’d go berserk and kill everyone. That was bullshit. He just wanted an excuse to unleash X-18.”
“Why?” I murmured.
“To make a name for himself. You know how scientists are.”
“So, he was hoping I’d cause a crisis so that his creation could swoop in and save the day?”
“Exactly. He’d already developed X-18, a creature with electromagnetic abilities similar to yours. He believed X-18 would overcome your powers and destroy you, but he was clearly wrong.”
With a proud, almost proprietary smile, she traced her eyes over my body.
Abruptly, I sat up. “Hold on, is he here?” It dawned on me that Dr. Crestfagin's laboratory might be within the same building.
Esmerelda rested her hands on my chest. “No, the authorities have him in custody. He acted without proper authorization–”
“I wasn’t talking about Dr. Crestfagin, I mean that thing – X-18!”
She shook her head, her eyes warm with sympathy. “Oh, no. X-18 isn't here either,” she whispered, her lips just inches from my face. Her fresh, flowery fragrance drifted over me.
“Where is it, then?” I murmured.
“They apprehended it along with Dr. Crestfagin. They've taken control of it. You needn't worry. It won't pose any further threat to you.”
“Who are they?” I asked, settling back onto the table.
“The Committee of Public Safety,” Esmerelda said, resuming the examination. Her fingers started prodding around my pelvis, and the cool, squishy plastic of her gloves pressed against my skin. I was about to inquire about the nature of this committee, when her nimble fingers took hold of my manhood.
“Just checking your penis,” she informed me in a casual tone.
“Uh, O-okay.”
Her fingers daintily prodded my length down to the tip. “It looks very healthy,” she remarked. “I’m pleased with the size. It’s very large, and that will lead to more successful fertilizations.”
I fired a look at her. “Fertilizations?”
“I’m going to check your balls. Just relax.” Her cool fingers lifted my sack and gently massaged my balls.
Her voice grew husky. “No lumps. You’re in good shape, but remember, it’s always a good habit to check your balls on a regular basis.”
“Good to know,” I deadpanned. “Why are you so concerned with my fertility?”
She ran a finger down my arm and purred in her throat, “Another reason you’re here, Brad, is to help with repopulation.”
I chuckled incredulously. “Repopulation? Is that where you’re going with all this? I thought I was here for the PR thing?”
“That too. I told you, there isn’t just one reason. You may have heard about the war. The male population was decimated. Well, you’re going to breed with the good women of Pankaku.”
I laughed. “Oh, really? And what if the good women of Pankaku don’t want to breed with me?”
Dr. Kilngspawn threw her head back and cackled. “You’re a superhuman alpha male! All the women will be itching to breed with you, especially once you climb the ranks of local society.”
“Oh, yeah? And how am I gonna do that?”
“It’s inevitable. You’re a superman!”
Esmerelda reached under the table and flicked a switch. Straps whipped out of the table, seemingly materializing from nothing, and wrapped around my arms and legs, securing me against the hard surface.
“What the hell is this!” I roared, straining against the restraints. I don’t know what they were made of, but they must have been strong enough to hold an elephant. I couldn’t make them budge.
I cursed Esmerelda. “Why have you restrained me?” I asked through gritted teeth.
She patted my shoulder. “Because I know men are big babies when it comes to needles.”
“NEEDLES?” I thundered. “What do you mean needles?”
She raised a syringe and pushed the plunger slightly. A stream of liquid squirted out.
“What the fuck is that?” I grunted, struggling against the straps.
“Don’t worry,” Esmerelda said in a mumsy voice. “You know I’d never do anything to hurt you. You’re going to thank me for this later.”
“You gonna tell me what it is?”
“It’s just a little something to kick your hormones up a few notches. Put them into ‘high gear,’ to use a new phrase.”
“That’s not necessary. My libido is fine, trust me.”
“I’m sure it is, but…” She gave me a sly grin. “I want you to lose control, just a little. You’re such a disciplined man. You’ve gained mastery over your impulses, and that’s admirable! It’s the reason you were able to accomplish great things in your world.”
I narrowed my eyes. “What ‘great things’?”
“You helped bring Progress to your town, Willowdale.”
“Willowbrook,” I said, grimacing. She sounded like the Willowbrook mayor. He’d constantly yammer on about ‘Progress’ to justify his plans for transforming the community into something totally unrecognizable.
“How do you know all that stuff about me, anyway?”
She patted my arm. “Never mind that now. The point is, I know you’re the kind of man who usually keeps his passions in check so he can focus on his ‘mission’, whatever that may be.” She giggled. “That’s why we have to make sure your sex-drive goes through the roof. I need you to get those nice little girls pregnant.”
She brought the needle closer to my arm.
“Which girls are you talking about?” I demanded.
Esmerelda paused, the needle hovering inches from my arm. “All of them! But let’s start with Ruby, Crystal, and Enka. You’re living with them, right?”
“No,” I grumbled. “It’s only temporary. How do you know that, anyway? I suppose you saw it in the Peeper.”
The needle moved away from my arm. Esmerelda’s lab coat rustled, and I felt her hot breath against my ear.
“Don’t you want to stay with those cute girls? I believe they have vacant rooms for rent, correct?”
I drew my lips tightly together. “So what?”
“And I’m sure they’ve taken a liking to you… So why not make them your own personal harem?”
“Harem?”
“Sure. Just imagine…” She put the syringe in her left hand and rested her right hand on my chest. “Just imagine sharing a bed with those three… You like them, don’t you?”
I sighed. “I haven’t seen the third one.”
“Which one?”
“Never mind,” I grumbled. “Let me up. I don’t want your injection.”
“Oh, Enka? You’ll like her.” She leaned closer, her lips brushing my ear. “She’s a goblin.”
Her tongue caressed the words with a sensual flourish, as if she expected me to be enticed by the prospect of a goblin woman.
Instead, my face twisted in disgust. Not that I knew what goblin women looked like, but the image that appeared in my mind was far from alluring.
Anger burned in my throat. “You know,” I gritted out. “I don’t appreciate the way you’re treating me like I’m your property. Just because you brought me into this world, doesn’t mean you own me.”
“Well…” Esmerelda flicked her hair over her shoulder. “You are technically the property of the Committee of Public Safety, and they’ve commissioned me to oversee your integration into Pankaku society, so–”
My anger boiled over. I don’t take kindly to being referred to as someone’s “property.” Cursing Esmerelda, I struggled against the constraints.
She jabbed the needle into my arm.
“Don’t worry, sweetie. This isn’t going to hurt you. It’s just going to make you really, really horny.”




Chapter thirteen

I cursed Dr. Klingspawn as she pushed down the syringe’s plunger, pumping its contents into my arm. 
“There,” she said, withdrawing the needle. “That wasn’t so bad. Don’t worry, no further injections will be necessary. The formula will ramp up your hormones, but your system will stabilize.”
“It isn’t going to make any difference,” I said confidently. “No matter how horny I am, I never lose control. If I do something, it’s because I want to do it.”
“Then the shot doesn’t matter,” she replied, reaching under the table. The straps vanished into the surface. She hastily backed away, heels knocking, boobs bouncing, and thighs jiggling.
I got up, striding past her with a menacing look as I collected my trousers. “We’re done here,” I declared, stepping into the trousers.
She nodded curtly. "You are free to leave whenever you please. However, we haven't finished discussing–"
The lab’s door swung open abruptly, slamming against the wall. A young man, about 30 years old, strode in. His sandy hair seemed studiously unkempt, and he sported a foppish frock coat and vest.
Following closely behind were Mr. Tanning and Mr. Brown.
"This is quite inappropriate!" Mr. Tanning exclaimed.
Unperturbed, the young man’s eyes scanned the room before locking on us. Pointing a gloved finger at Esmerelda, he cried, “You there! Unhand him!”
Esmerelda and I looked at each other. She wasn’t actually touching me.
With great dignity, the young man maneuvered the maze of beaker covered tables, his coat tails trailing and a golden chain dangling from his vest pocket.
Esmerelda smiled as he approached us. “Mr. Steerfast,” she said in the tone of a disapproving school teacher. “This is quite the performance. What would the Count think of such behavior?”
“My father knows I’m here, and he approves of this action.” He produced a rolled-up paper from his coat. “Here is a copy of the new amendment just passed by the assembly.”
Mr. Tanning came forward, stammering, “Dr. Klingspawn, should I call security?”
“Silence!” Steerfast snapped. The LaKruan shrank back.
Brandishing the paper, he declared, “Re-embodied souls are now legal persons with basic rights. They cannot be treated as the property of any individual or entity, public or private. That is slavery, which is illegal under section 34B–”
“Alright, Mr. Steerfast!” Esmerelda said, raising her hands. “This is all very unnecessary. I’ve already told Brad he may come and go as he pleases.”
“You also said I was your property,” I retorted.
“That is unacceptable!” Steerfast averred, jabbing his finger into the air as if he was prosecuting Esmerelda for crimes against humanity.
He turned to me with a flourish. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Tristram Steerfast, attorney-at-law. I offer you my services free of charge.” He made an elegant bow.
I bowed in response. “I’m Brad Douglas.”
We shook hands. Esmerelda laughed. “Oh come on, this is all quite ridiculous.”
“It is far from ridiculous, madam,” Tristram replied. “Now then, I have a balloon outside. I intend to convey Mr. Douglas back to Pankaku. If you try to stop us, you will be in a world of legal trouble!”
Esmerelda rolled her eyes. “Do as you please. But we haven’t finished discussing a certain matter.” She turned to me, still wearing her confident smile. “Brad, about that position we’re offering with the Ministry of Societal Progress–”
“Forget it,” I said. “I’d rather shovel shit on a farm.”
Esmerelda’s smile faded. “But Brad, don’t you want the people of Pankaku to make a great leap forward?”
“No,” I said, turning towards the door. Tristram was beaming.
“Wait!” Esmerelda scurried in front of me in little hopping steps that made her parts jiggle. “I respect your decision, but I have another offer, one I believe will interest you more.”
“You can explain it as we walk to the door,” I said, walking around her.
“I have cash!” she said. “You can take it now.”
That made me stop. I eyed her. “Where is it?”
“I’ll get it.” Walking to one of the beaker-covered tables, she crouched down. Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, she started turning the lock of a safe that was under the table.
Crouched down like that, with her thighs side-by-side in the tight white dress, she looked like a real snack. My lewd thoughts made me wonder if her injection was working already.
Nah, it couldn’t be that fast, surely.
But it wasn’t like I never checked out women or went on dates. I just never let my dick lead me around. I did not seriously believe that was about to change. Though I was furious with Esmerelda, I was confident her injection wasn’t going to make me lose control the way she hoped it would.
Still, it made me livid that she seemed to think she owned me just because I was her personal science experiment. And yet, to my annoyance, I had to admit I also felt a glimmer of excitement. Not only did I have the power of Razorclaw. Soon I would also have the virility of Zeus.
Esmerelda rose and approached me with a thick envelope. She opened it and removed a wad of cash.
Tristram sneered. “Bah, vouchers!”
“These are real currency,” Esmerelda retorted, “backed by the government treasury. I assure you all the shops in Pankaku will accept it.” She looked at Tristram. “It’s the way of the future, Mr. Steerfast!”
While Tristram scoffed, I took the cash and ran my thumb over the crisp, gold-colored bills.
“That’s equivalent to 1,500 Gold,” Esmeredla said. “A significant sum.”
I wet my lower lip with my tongue. “Well? What’s it for?”
Esmerelda grinned. “It’s simple. All you have to do is room with the girls, like we discussed.”
I squinted at her. “Really? Nothing else would be expected?”
“Absolutely not. There are no conditions required other than you rooming with the girls…” She flashed me a roguish grin. “The rest will happen naturally.”
I nodded slowly. If those were the conditions, the deal was a no-brainer. “I don’t have to sign anything, do I?”
Esmerelda shook her head. “No. This is purely my idea, a handshake agreement between you and me.” She winked, gesturing toward the cash. “That money is part of what the government allocated for my X-19 project. I can use it as I see fit.”
I nodded. “Alright. I like these terms. My sole obligation is to room with the girls… for one month, and no longer.”
Esmerelda grinned. “Very well, for one month. But I bet you won’t want to leave when the month is up.” Her smile broadened.
“I’ll talk to the girls and see if their offer still stands… They said they’d have to ask what’s-her-name – the goblin.”
“Enka. I don’t think you’ll have any problems with her. Especially if you’ve got money to throw around. Goblin girls are materialistic. Spend a little dough on her and it’ll go a long way.”
I grimaced, stuffing the cash-filled envelope into my pocket. “But what if they do say no?”
Esmerelda smiled reassuringly. “They won’t. But, if it makes you feel better, let’s say that even if they don't rent you a room, you can still keep the money.”
I nodded to Tristram and strode out of the laboratory, pondering what the money was worth in this world.
Crystal said 320 gold was more than their rent, so 1,500 gold should go far.
I marched past the front desk, with Tristram keeping pace beside me. Mr. Tanning tailed us into the parking lot, where Tristram’s small airship awaited us.
Mr. Tanning protested meekly as we climbed into the box, but no one stopped us. As we ascended, I watched the building that housed Cutting Edge Laboratories shrink as the wind ruffled my hair.
***We soared over the floating island’s edge, and I gazed down at the quiltwork of hills and patches of woodland that surrounded Pankaku.
Tristram was very talkative, freely sharing details about the local politics and his own opinions. He’d dropped his lawyer routine, and I found him quite engaging and likable.
He said his father, Count Steerfast, desired to meet me. I recalled that Count Steerfast had been quoted in the newspaper article about the recent murders. He was a member of the Radical Party in the legislative assembly, and he headed a committee aimed at reforming corruption.
It was Count Steerfast who spearheaded the recent amendment making re-embodied souls persons under the law. The count had gotten wind of Dr. Klingspawn’s X-19 project, which is what prompted his amendment, Tristram explained.
I agreed to go at once to the Steerfast estate.
Tristram piloted the airship over Pankaku, flying fairly low along Main Street before the airship’s shadow fell on a forested hill on the far edge of the town. A stone mansion sat on this hill, overlooking the town.
The airship landed on a manicured lawn, surrounded by impeccably trimmed hedges and a serene fountain.
"Welcome to Stoneside," Tristram announced, leading the way to the mansion's oak doors.
One door creaked open, and I followed him onto the glistening marble floor of the entrance hall. A magnificent chandelier hung from the high ceiling. Dual staircases graced either side, ascending to the upper floor. Connecting doors led to other rooms on the ground level.
An immaculately attired butler glided in through one of these doors.
“Hello, Jiles,” Tristram said.
“Master Tristram.” Jiles bowed. “"It is reassuring to see you returned from your journey unscathed."
Tristram patted the butler’s arm. “I know you don’t trust airships, Jiles, but I assure you I’m a proficient pilot. Is Father in?”
“I’m afraid he’s taken ill, Master Tristram. Shall I inquire if he is willing to receive a visitor?” Jiles’ glance flicked in my direction.
“That’s alright Jiles, I’ll check myself.”
“Very good, Sir.”
Tristram bounded up the staircase, disappearing down the upper hallway. Jiles withdrew from the entrance hall as discreetly as he had entered.
Alone, I strolled over to a grand portrait on one wall. It featured a gray-haired, stern-faced man with a military-style mustache. Dressed in a sharp frock coat, he glared at me with shrewd eyes beneath thick white eyebrows.
A distinct noise suddenly came from the opposite side of the hall. Turning, I spotted a familiar face – oval-shaped with chestnut-brown hair in the bobbed style of 1920s Flappers. She stared at me with big, expressive brown eyes.
It was the bird girl!




Chapter fourteen

The girl was peeking out from a corridor-door. She tilted her head and gazed at me coyly. 
I could tell she was the type of girl who learned at a very young age that she could reduce the opposite sex to stuttering fools with a flick of her hair and a toss of her head. And she had already got it down to an art form.
The twinkle in her eye told me she had decided I would be her next victim.
“We meet again,” I said nonchalantly.
She blinked at me for a second, then slipped out into the hall. For the first time, I got a full view of her. Her brown-feathered wings were folded up snugly against her sides. She was dressed provocatively, wearing a tank top without a bra and short shorts that clung to her hips like thin paint.
Soft, milky thighs transitioned into what appeared to be reptile-skin stockings. Except they were not stockings. They were her scaly bird legs that ended in tiny little tri-clawed dinosaur feet.
She approached me with dainty steps, keeping her wings close to her sides and pouting like she was Little Red Riding Hood wandering through the forest.
“You’re the wild man we saw on the road,” she said in a small, melodramatic voice. “What are you doing in our house, Sir?”
Her forehead creased, and her plump lips adopted a theatrical display of fright, as if she were acting on a stage. She continued taking her tiny steps towards me.
I smiled. “I’m here to meet Count Steerfast. Tristram brought me.”
“He did?” she said in feigned surprise. “Whhhhy?”
“Are you guys related?”
“Yeah, he’s my brother.”
“I don’t see the resemblance. Anyway, I think your dad wants to talk business. That’s my understanding. Tristram mentioned…” 
I trailed off, because she wasn't listening. Her attention was fixated on my body, traversing my form from head to toe.
“You sure are tall, Mister,” she chirped, gazing up at me with a cheeky expression. “What’s your name, anyway?”
Maybe it was because she seemed like a silly little sister, but I had a sudden whim to mess with her. “Steel,” I said. “Donovan Steel.”
She gazed at me with doe eyes. “Donovan Steel… I’m… Poppina,” she breathed, drawing in her lower lip and gently biting it with her tiny front teeth.
That little routine was supposed to turn me into a dopey dog ready to do tricks for her. I ignored it.
She gave it up and stepped closer, directing her saucy face up towards me. “Butt me, Mr. Steel!”
My brow furrowed. “Excuse me?”
“Butt me!” She gestured with the curve of her wing towards her mouth.
I chuckled. “You mean a cigarette? I don’t smoke.”
She pouted. “Oh well, you’re no fun.”
Poppina finally untucked her wings from their folded position, holding them out slightly and lowering them. Her firm little breasts pushed against the fabric of the skimpy tank top. Her flat tummy and svelte waist were on display.
While her shoulders looked human, the skin of her arms gave way to soft feathers, transitioning to her bird-like wings.
“Pardon my question,” I said, “but what exactly are you?”
Her forehead scrunched into a frown. “Are you always this rude, Mr. Steel?” She placed the curves of her wings against her hips.
“Sorry.” I grinned. “I’ve never seen someone like you before.”
She tucked her wings against her sides again and glanced at me demurely. “I’m cute,” she observed.
“Uh huh,” I said noncommittally.
She raised the curves of her wings to her chin. “You’re cute, too. Hehehe.”
“Uh huh.”
“But you have poor-people clothing,” she said, frowning at my shirt. “Why?”
I didn’t give an answer. She didn't appear genuinely interested in hearing one.
She wrinkled her nose. “And you roll around in poop! That’s gross. Why do you roll around in poop, Mr. Steel?” Her high, chirpy voice resonated through the hallways.
“I didn’t do it on purpose. That was just where I landed, unfortunately.”
I glanced at the stairs leading to the second floor, wondering what was taking Tristram  so long.
A naughty look came onto the girl’s face. She turned her head to look up the stairs. Finding no one in sight, she sidled closer to me, an air of secrecy about her.
“You wanna play Never Have I Ever?” she asked.
“No.”
Her lower lip protruded for a second, but she was undeterred. She raised her wings to conceal her mouth and nose, and her eyes curved into mischievous crescent-moon shapes.
“I have a friend,” she said behind her feathers, “who likes to secretly put her own breast milk in gentlemen’s drinks, and then watch them drink it. Hehehehe.”
My upper lip curled. “That’s pretty weird,” I said.
Poppina nodded rapidly, her eyes remaining focused on my reaction as her head moved. “I know!” she whispered. “She’s a perv.”
A smile tried to form in the corners of my mouth; this girl was turning out to be a nutball. “And this … ‘friend’ of yours… She’s actually done this?”
Poppina nodded. “Yup. But only once. I was there.”
“Oh, I know you were,” I said wryly. “Given that by 'friend,' you mean yourself.”
She dropped her wings down to her sides, revealing every supple curve of her body. She gazed up at me with a cheeky smirk on her lips. Then she giggled. “It was father’s friend, Count Barrington; he didn’t even notice. He drank it all down.”
Still unsure whether she was joking or serious, I couldn’t help but chuckle. This girl was a bit of a weirdo, but I found her quirkiness amusing.
It was also pretty hot that this cute, spoiled rich girl had decided to share her perverted secrets with me.
She does look young, though, I thought. Then again, she’s old enough to ride around in men’s motorcars.
I thought about Cavendish Grimm and how he’d tried to put his arm around her; I wondered how far he got with her. Probably not very far, judging by the way she was reacting to him.
“How old are you, by the way?”
“I’m twenty two,” she said quickly.
Suddenly, Tristram appeared on the stairs. “Ah! I see you’ve had the pleasure of meeting my sister,” he said, dripping sarcasm. He descended the stairs jauntily, one hand casually resting in a pocket.
Poppina spun around, her cheeks crimsoning. “I met him before you did!”
Tristram raised an eyebrow inquisitively. “You did? Where?”
“On the road.”
“That was when I first arrived here,” I confirmed.
“He was naked,” Poppina said, drawing out the last word.
Tristram made a face. “Yes, well, I’m sure that couldn’t be helped. Now then–” 
“And he was covered in poop,” Poppina added.
Tristram’s face contorted. He shot a withering glance at his sister. “Thank you, Poppina. That will be all.” He turned to me. “My father would very much like to meet you, but he wishes to rest for a while first, so that he can be refreshed. He extends his apologies. If you are not in a hurry, I invite you to wait with me in the study.”
“That sounds agreeable,” I said, smiling.
Poppina tittered. “You’re funny.” She started following alongside me as Tristram led the way to a side corridor. 
He spun around and glared at his sister. “Poppina,” he chided firmly. “Good day.”
The bird girl’s face went red. “No! I’m coming too.”
“No, you’re not, Poppina.”
“Yes, I am.” She stomped. Her claws scraped the marble with a surprising force. She could certainly do some damage to a home if she were inclined.
Her lower lip quivered. “Why must you be such a brute?”
Tristram’s shoulders slumped. “Good heavens, Poppina.” He offered me an apologetic look and continued his way into the corridor.
I followed, and Poppina shadowed me, a satisfied grin spreading across her cheeky face.




Chapter fifteen

“Honestly, I don’t know why men like cigars,” Poppina said. “They smell awful.” She sat on a divan on the opposite side of an ornate rug. Tristram and I occupied arm chairs beside a fireplace. 
Tristram exhaled a puff of smoke in his sister’s direction. “You’re welcome to leave,” he said, grinning.
Poppina erupted into a melodramatic fit of coughing, flapping a wing to fan the smoke away.
I took a draw from my cigar and studied the titles of the books lining the walls. They made me think of Ruby.
Man, she would love it here!
There were literary works, as well as countless volumes covering history, philosophy, and records of debates from the assembly.
It was evident that Tristram had delved into many of those books, given the knowledge he’d already displayed. And I was equally certain that Poppina had never touched a single one.
Tristam lounged with an ankle crossed over his knee, his hand draped languidly on the armrest. “Anyway, as I was saying, the Committee of Public Safety has effectively become the executive branch of government. They were formed as a temporary wartime measure – at least, that’s what they claimed – but they now cite various so-called emergencies to justify their perpetual authority.”
Poppina yawned theatrically, stretching her wings out. “Oh, Tristy, you do drone on. I’m so bored.”
Tristram released a perfectly formed smoke ring into the air. “That is most unfortunate, Poppina, but we’re not here to entertain you.”
“Hey! You guys wanna play Never Have I Ever?” she asked hopefully.
Tristram grimaced. “No, Poppina. We do not.”
Returning to our conversation, I said, “I take it these so-called emergencies are also the official pretext for funding all this military technology and magiscience?”
“Yes,” Tristram said. “And my suspicion is, you’re a part of that. I mean, they must see you as some kind of military or strategic asset. I have no evidence of this, but it’s only logical. They must have grander plans for you beyond what Dr. Klingspawn disclosed.”
“She claimed they didn’t have a specific plan for me to begin with. They just dump money into the research laboratories and let the magi-scientists go nuts.”
“That is plausible,” Tristram said thoughtfully. “But now that her so-called X-19 project was a success, they will certainly be interested in you. Besides, I doubt Dr. Klingspawn is privy to all of the government’s machinations. She’s just an absent-minded magi-scientist.”
Lost in thought, I observed the trail of smoke curling from my cigar. One detail gnawed at me. Tristram had mentioned during our ride from LaKru that technological progress was happening at an extraordinary pace, even faster than Earth's Scientific and Industrial Revolutions, from what I grasped.
Furthermore, he had mentioned that while LaKruans had always been ambitious, they were mercifully incompetent. Their magi-scientific aspirations had generally amounted to nothing, until relatively recently. Roughly two or three decades before the war, they experienced a sudden surge of successes, sparking an age of technological upheaval that was still accelerating.
“What triggered this shift?” I asked Tristram.
He sent a column of smoke swirling toward the ceiling. “That’s the question we’d all like to answer. The LaKruans are tight-lipped about it. My sense is, they must have received help– from somewhere.”
Poppina interrupted with an exaggerated sigh. “So, Mr. Steel, got yourself a girlfriend?”
I smiled politely. “I just got here yesterday. That would be pretty fast.”
A little smile came onto Poppina’s face. “I’m single, too.”
I raised an eyebrow. “What about Cavendish Grimm? Aren’t you dating him?”
She screwed up her face into an expression of extreme disgust. “Ugh! That was nothing. We are not dating. I only wanted to ride in his motorcar, because I’d never been in one before. That was why I accepted his offer. But I had a dreadful time!”
Tristram regarded his sister with a puzzled frown. “Mr. Steel?”
Poppina suddenly perked up. “I know! Let’s have gin and soda!”
Tristram brightened. “You know Poppina, that’s the most sensible thing you’ve said all day.”
Poppina shot off of the divan and flew to the bar on the other side of the room. I watched in awe as she hovered in the air, seizing a small foldable table with her talons and ferrying it over to us.
“Good heavens, Poppina!” Tristram grumbled, brushing ashes from his trousers. “You’re causing a hurricane. What have we told you about flying indoors?”
She set the table down and then landed, opening the table and arranging it in the middle of our chairs. Just how she was able to do this was a bit of a mystery, given that she didn’t have hands. But I noticed thumb-like appendages that grew from the bends in her wings; they must have helped a bit.
As she fumbled with the table, Tristram turned towards me, inadvertently glimpsing more than he bargained for as Poppina was bent over the table. Her shorts were so short that the lower curve of her cheeks peeked out.
“Ugh!” Tristram said, turning his head away. “Why don’t you put some clothes on?”
“Why should I?” Poppina countered, sauntering back to the bar. “It’s hot out.”
“It is not hot out, Poppina,” Tristram said with exaggerated patience.
“It is for me! You know harpies have a higher body temperature, but you always give me a hard time!”
“Civilized people do not parade around naked,” he said and took a puff of his cigar.
Reaching the bar, Poppina swiveled to face us. “I’m not naked,” she said, batting her eyes at me before hopping around 180 degrees to face the bar, making her butt jiggle.
Tristram ran a hand through his hair. “Now, where was I … The Committee…”
A glass clanged against the bar. “Woopsies. Everything's fine. Don’t worry, nothing’s broken. Hehehe.”
Standing on tip-toe, she clumsily poured a few glasses of gin, spilling much of it on the bartop and giggling as if she was getting away with something naughty.
Tristram sighed. “Are you confident you remember how to pour, Poppina? You know, you really shouldn’t be consuming spirits at your age. You’re only eighteen.”
“Tristram! Shut up,” she said over her shoulder, giggling nervously.
“I will not be silenced!” Tristram thundered facetiously.
I smirked at Poppina. “I thought you said you were twenty-two.”
Tristram laughed. “Poppina, what did I tell you about fibbing? She is a compulsive fibber. Don’t believe anything she says.”
I grinned. “I didn’t.”
“I’m turning nineteen next month,” Poppina said, pouting.
“You’re turning nineteen in two months,” Tristram corrected her. “Have you forgotten when your own birthday is?”
“Well, it doesn’t matter, I’m an adult and I make my own decisions!”
Tristram groaned. “Oh, I know you do. God help you.”
Poppina shakily carried the drinks on a tray, which she set down on the little table between me and Tristram. Then she picked up a drink off the tray and returned to the divan.
I picked up my own drink and sipped it.
Tristram did likewise. “Not bad, Poppina,” he murmured approvingly.
A moment later, Jiles appeared at the door, making just enough shuffling noises to alert us of his presence.
“Pardon me, Sir. The Count is awake and ready to receive …” He looked at me. “I beg your pardon, Sir…”
“Brad Douglas,” I said.
He bowed politely in my direction. “Very good, Mr. Douglas.”
Poppina looked at me in open-mouthed confusion. “That’s not your name. You're Donovan Steel.”
I put down my drink, nodded politely to Tristram, smirked at Poppina, and followed Jiles through the corridor.
As we passed into the lobby, he gestured with an open hand towards the staircase. “This way, if you please, Mr. Douglas.”




Chapter sixteen

Count Steerfast looked much like the man in the front-hall portrait, though I assumed the painting depicted a forefather. 
He sat in a wicker chair in a bright room – “the solarium,” Jiles had called it – with large windows overlooking a sprawling garden. Though his face was pallid, his eyes were sharp as he watched me enter.
“Please, sit down, Mr. Douglas,” he said in a strained voice, gesturing towards a chair. “You will forgive me for not rising to greet you. I … am –” He coughed into a handkerchief. “I have taken ill, as you can see.”
I nodded politely and sat down. “That’s unfortunate.”
“Well, fortune has little to do with it, I suspect,” he muttered cryptically. “But let me get straight to the point, Mr. Douglas. I’ve read your file. I know you come from a world called Earth, and I know about Dr. Esmerelda Klingspawn’s monomaniacal experiments. I’m aware you are a mutant – forgive the phrase, it is not intended to be pejorative – and that you have superhuman qualities.”
He paused, and his bushy white eyebrows scrunched together. “I believe Tristram has filled you in on the Committee of Public Safety and their tyranny?”
I nodded. “He gave me a lot of information. I’m still processing it.”
The old man nodded. “Good.” His face became grave and business-like. “Tristram told me how they offered you a lucrative position with the Ministry of Societal Progress, but you refused it.”
“Correct,” I said.
Count Steerfast’s lower lip disappeared beneath the bushy mustache. He fixed me with a piercing look.
“Why did you refuse it?”
“Well, for a start, I don’t trust the motivations of the LaKruans. I doubt their goals are really in the best interests of this town.”
He grunted in his throat and nodded once.
“And, besides that, I regret the role I played in bringing so-called ‘progress’ to my hometown. I realized, too late, that Willowbrook was a haven – off the radar of bureaucracies, corporations, and tourists.
“It was still the way things used to be. Pankaku is much the same. I don’t want to see this town lose its soul.”
Appearing satisfied with my answer, Count Steerfast drew himself up, and the business-like manner returned. “Well, I, too, have an offer for you, a position which I hope will be more agreeable to you. After all, one has to make a living somehow.”
I nodded, trying not to show too much enthusiasm. “I’m listening.”
“Well, I’m afraid crime and corruption are on the rise, Mr. Douglas, even in Pankaku. The infamous gangster Taggart Malone has extended his tentacles into our community.”
I frowned. “I’m already aware of his extortion racket.”
“Oh, that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Malone’s involved in all sorts of unpleasant things. You’ve heard about the murders? I can tell you, every father in Pankaku goes to sleep worrying about his daughter.”
“Is Malone behind it?”
Count Steerfast fingered his mustache. “Perhaps not directly, but I have little doubt he’s connected. Now, here’s what I’m driving at, Mr. Douglas: this town needs a lawman, and you’re perfect for the role.”
I couldn’t suppress a smile from appearing at the corner of my mouth. “You mean you want me to be…”
“A sheriff,” Count Steerfast confirmed. “Not only do you have superior physical capabilities, you are also a man of strong moral character. You’ve already demonstrated that you cannot be bought.”
He explained that the Reform Committee, of which he was chairman, was tasked with investigating corruption and tackling crime. The committee had already created the office of sheriff, but the position had remained vacant for some time.
“No one is eager to take it,” Steerfast admitted.
But that didn’t bother me. Most of the types of men who would take it had been killed in the meat grinder of war. Besides, I had superpowers. My twelve-year-old self was screaming at me to become a crime-fighting superhero.
From what Count Steerfast said, I gathered that this society had no equivalent to a Fifth Amendment, so I’d be able to go Dirty Harry on the bad guys.
The pay was also very good. Not as much as what the Ministry of Societal Progress was offering, but it was enough to cover all my expenses with plenty to spare.
I told the old man I’d likely take it, but I wanted to think it over first. It just seemed like good form.
“Take your time.” He steepled his fingers and pursed his lips. “I feel bound to tell you this, I suspect I’ve been poisoned, and that is why I’m ill.”
I looked at him in genuine surprise. “Really?”
“Yes. I was in LaKru this morning, in my office near the government buildings. I’m sure that’s where it happened.”
“So you’re being targeted because of your reform agenda?”
He nodded stoically. “There are plenty of men in powerful places who wish to thwart me. I tell you this so that you understand. If you become sheriff, you will not just make an enemy of criminals. You will also be at odds with men in high places.”
“Understood. I’ll have to keep my wits about me.”
Count Steerfast rang the bell to summon Jiles to see me out. But as I was rising from my seat, the old man stopped me.
“There’s one other thing I’d ask of you, Mr. Douglas. It would be… more of a personal favor. My daughter, Poppina. You’ve met her?”
I nodded, curious to hear more. “Yes, she sat with us in the study.”
“She’s a spirited girl, as I’m sure you noticed. I worry about her, Mr. Douglas. She’s become quite the socialite. She likes to go about the town and get into mischief– all perfectly normal for a girl her age. It’s just, this town isn’t as safe as it used to be.
“I cannot prevent her from going out. She is a force of nature! I’d have to clip her wings and cage her, but I’d rather die. Keeping her locked at home would destroy her. She is a free spirit, just like her mother was.”
I frowned in curiosity. “So, her mother was a harpy? But Tristram…”
“They do not share the same mother.” A boyish smile came onto the old man’s face. “I’ve had a couple of mistresses, Mr. Douglas.”
I smiled. “I see.”
“It’s fairly normal practice, even though it’s still considered unconventional. But I can tell you, it had better become conventional fast. The survival of our people depends upon it!”
I gave him a quizzical look. “You’re talking about harems?”
“Of course I’m talking about harems!” The old man became very animated, pointing his finger in the air as if he was performing a speech in the assembly. “Mark my words, if men don’t start taking many wives, we will be in grave danger. That is why I intend to amend the Marriage Act to formalize harems.”
“Really?” I said, surprised by the turn in the conversation. I guess that’s one thing Esmerelda and Count Steerfast agree on. 
Steerfast continued, “Yes, really! We need big families so that we can form little tribes. These tribes will form a bulwark against LaKru. But they will also make us less dependent on LaKru for our defense against external threats. Those threats are real, and we must acknowledge them. But we cannot outsource our defense to LaKru. If we do that, we lose our freedom.
“But, pardon me, Mr. Douglas. I didn’t mean to get onto my soapbox. Regarding Poppina, I would simply ask you to keep an eye on her. I’m not saying follow her around. Just keep an eye out.”
“Is she in danger?”
“I don’t believe she’s in immediate danger. But, like I said, the town isn’t so safe anymore. And, besides, I worry she could become a target because of my political activities.”
I nodded gravely. “Understood. Alright, I’ll keep an eye on her as best I can.”
A weight seemed to lift from the old man’s shoulders. “Thank you, Mr. Douglas. That’s enough to put me at ease for now. Perhaps at some point I may want to hire you as her chaperone or bodyguard, if you would be willing. I would, of course, compensate you appropriately.”
I told the count I was open to the idea and reassured him I’d try to watch over the girl in the meantime.
Little did I realize what I was getting myself into.




Chapter seventeen

Upon returning downstairs, Tristram invited me to join them for a late lunch. I was starving and glad to accept. 
A buxom middle-aged servant lady with smiling, rosy cheeks served us ham sandwiches, deviled eggs, milk, and vegetable soup.
The count did not join us.
By the time I strolled back into town and pushed open the jingling door of Ruby’s shop, the afternoon was already waning. The dog girl was busy dusting the bookshelves, while the hobgoblin sat on her heels, meticulously unpacking books from a box.
“Hey Brad!” Ruby’s enthusiastic tail whipped back and forth, making her rear end wiggle. “You’re back!”
Crystal glanced up and flashed me a grin, her pointy teeth giving her a mischievous air.
“I’m back,” I said. “And I’ve got a story to tell you guys.”
“Woah, do tell!” Ruby said.
“I’ll make tea,” Crystal said, getting up and smoothing her dress. “Are you hungry?”
I shook my head. "No, I actually had a meal at Stoneside."
The two girls exchanged awed looks with each other. 
“Stoneside! You sure got around today,” said Ruby.
“Yeah, and I stumbled on some cash, too.” I pulled the envelope out of my pocket and displayed the money.
“Government bills!” Crystal said. “That’s what fancy people use.”
“You’ll never believe what it’s for,” I said, chuckling as I settled into an armchair by the fireplace.
“Keep talking!” Crystal said, walking to the kitchen area. “I’m listening!”
“Well, the LaKruans seem to have quite the dossier on you guys. They knew you had a vacant loft, and they were well aware I stayed the night here, thanks to the Peeper.”
“Yeah, they keep records of a lot of things,” Ruby said, easing into the other armchair. “Every time we rent a room, we have to notify the government.”
I grimaced. “Anyway, the mad scientist lady who brought me here, Dr. Klingspawn, she offered to pay me to rent your room.” I chuckled. “It’s totally ridiculous, but she said I’m supposed to help revive the local population by ‘breeding’” – I made air quotes – “with the local women.”
Ruby covered her mouth and giggled. Her tail began wagging violently. “Breeding,” she tittered. “Did she really say that?”
“She did. Said I should make you my personal harem.”
“Your harem! Us? This doctor sounds outlandish! You know… It’s funny, there’s been talk about harems lately.” She glanced at Crystal. “There was even an editorial about them in the Trumpet.”
While Ruby giggled at the idea, Crystal’s face flushed, and a lewd look flashed in her eyes. She clearly liked it and made no attempt to hide the fact.
I continued, “But Dr. Klingspawn said this money was only to board with you guys, nothing more. I made sure we were clear about that. And I still get to keep the money even if Enka vetoes the idea.”
“Oh, she won’t!” Ruby said. “We already talked to her, and she’s okay with it.”
Crystal came over carrying a tray with the steaming teapot, which she carefully set down on the hearth beside me. A blush reddened her cheeks, but she met my gaze with a playful look.
“So you’re gonna be the Alpha Breeder in town, huh?” she quipped. “Well, don’t dismiss the idea. There’s a lot of lonely ladies around here. Actually, I overheard one today saying shameless things about you.”
Ruby’s ears pointed back and her face reddened. “Crystal!” she hissed, shooting her friend a betrayed look.
“At the grocery store,” Crystal hastily clarified. “A lady standing behind me in line was talking about Brad.”
Ruby straightened, her ears lifting up. “Oh! Yes. The grocery store. Right.” Her ears flopped down again, and she went into a fit of nervous giggling.
Acting as if I didn’t notice this awkward exchange, I continued my story, recounting what happened at LaKru and my meeting with Count Steerfast. I omitted some details, including Dr. Klingspawn’s injection, but I told them about my new job.
“Sheriff. Wow!” Ruby enthused, smiling broadly. “That’s amazing!”
“You’re moving up in the world,” Crystal said, her eyes beaming with admiration.
“I feel like the luckiest girl in the whole town, with the sheriff rooming at my house,” Ruby said. “I’ve been really scared lately, with the murders, but I feel a lot safer with you here, Brad.”
I cleared my throat, meaning to inform them I was only planning to stay a month, but Ruby’s funny little face looked so darn happy. I couldn’t bear to see her frown again.
“By the way,” I said, changing the subject, “about Enka… Dr. Klingspawn said she’s a goblin?”
Ruby nodded. "Yes, that's right. But you just missed her again. She left before you got back. Tomorrow's her day off, though, so you should have a chance to meet her."
“What exactly does she do?”
“She’s a dancer,” Ruby replied with a hint of cattiness.
“What kind of dancer?”
“Burlesque,” Crystal said, grinning and shimmying her hips to demonstrate.
“Oh,” I said with a surprised guffaw. “She’s a stripper.”
“Yeah.”
“Interesting.” I scratched my chin, a smirk tugging at my lips. “So… You don’t get along with her?”
“No, we get along pretty well,” Crystal said. “She’s a sweetheart. I used to smoke giggle weed with her every day, back in my painting phase.”
I assumed it was a local equivalent of marijuana.
My smirk grew into a grin. The situation was turning juicy. I detected some tension between this goblin stripper and the other two girls. It seemed like they were very different people, and I had to admit I was curious to see what Enka looked like.
Crystal clapped her hands together. “Well! Let’s give you a tour of the apartment.”
Ascending the creaky back staircase of the shop, we entered a cheerful room with a couch, a coffee table, and an armchair. Crystal’s paintings provided a tasteful decor, and the glass doors of the balcony let in ample daylight.
A small, unsightly animal dropped from the couch and scurried towards Crystal and Ruby, its claws skidding on the floorboards. It appeared to be something between a chihuahua and a rat.
As soon as it spotted me, it let out several shrieks and darted under the couch.
“What in the world is that?” I said. 
“That’s Booboo, Enka’s pet,” Ruby said. 
“Well, as long as he stays away from me we’ll get along fine,” I said.
Ruby giggled. “Brad!”
“Anyway, this is the common area?”
Crystal nodded, sweeping her hand across the room. “Yup, feel free to hang out here whenever you want.”
“Sounds good,” I said, eyeing one of the paintings. It was a portrait of an adorable dog girl who looked like a younger version of Ruby.
I pointed at it. “Is that Ruby?”
Crystal nodded, grinning. “From a long time ago. One of my first attempts at a portrait.”
“Nice.”
We continued down a hallway and reached the kitchen, furnished with a cast-iron stove, shelves stocked with imperishables, a tap with running water, and a basin for laundry. A table stood in the middle of the room, covered with a tablecloth.
"By the way, did you want room and board, or just the room?" Crystal asked, pinching her chin in thought.
“Definitely room and board,” I said.
Crystal smiled. “Okay. We’re pretty punctual around here. Breakfast at 7:30. Lunch at noon. Dinner’s usually around 6:00. Ruby and I take turns cooking. I doubt it’ll be as good as your grandma’s food, but we’ll try.”
“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I reassured her, casting my gaze to the other side of the kitchen, where there were two closed doors.
Ruby pointed at the door on the right. “That’s Enka’s room. She sleeps during the day, so we try to keep it down in the kitchen.”
“And the other room?” I asked, indicating the door on the left.
Crystal made a sad face. “Empty. If you find a girl who wants to rent, let us know.”
Continuing the tour, we passed back through the common room and entered the hallway on the opposite side. The bathroom was on the immediate left. Stepping onto the tiled floor, I was greeted by cutesy decorations on the walls– seashells, fish, and a mermaid tail to hang your clothes on. There was a tub with clawed feet, the shower curtain still wet from recent use.
Looking at the antique-style sink, I noticed a toothbrush holder with three toothbrushes, reminding me that three women had already laid claim to this bathroom.
Crystal and Ruby stood in the door, scrutinizing my reaction. “He’s probably not looking forward to sharing a bathroom with three girls,” Crystal murmured, her eyes twinkling with humor.
I felt my throat tighten. She’d read me correctly: the idea didn’t thrill me. And it would be four girls if they ever rented the other room.
“There’s no bathroom upstairs?” I asked.
Crystal crumpled her brow apologetically. “No, sorry. There is a chamber pot under the bed, though, so you could use that if you really wanted. And we could bring you a basin for sponge baths.”
“That’s okay,” I murmured. It looked like I’d be sharing a bathroom with the three girls. It was the lesser of two evils.
Continuing down the hallway, we came to another bedroom door that stood open. Within, I glimpsed an unmade bed. Panties and pink socks were strewn across the floor, and Crystal’s artwork adorned the walls – though these pieces were darker than her other ones downstairs. A moody forest – a tumultuous seashore with a lonely lighthouse – a grinning dragon. And, most interesting of all, a self-portrait. It depicted Crystal sitting in a chair by a window, apparently waiting for something, an expression of restless melancholy on her candle-lit face.
I spent a long moment staring at it, the raw vulnerability of it deepening my fascination with Crystal. I wanted to get to know her.
"Oops," Crystal laughed, a hint of embarrassment in her voice. "I should really clean my room."
At the end of the hallway, we came to a steep staircase on one side and another bedroom door ajar on the other.
Ruby halted beside the bedroom door. "This is my room," she beamed, with the tone of a little girl showing a new friend around.
Stepping inside, I took in the neatly made bed and the pleasant scent of fresh flowers. An enormous book sat open on a desk, accompanied by a contraption holding a magnifying glass. It looked like Ruby had just started the book.
“Looks like a challenging book,” I said.
Ruby’s face brightened. “It’s Bildegard’s History of Philosophy. I’ve always wanted to read it. I’m trying to use the magnifying glass, but I can only do a little at a time. It hurts my eyeballs.”
"Your poor eyeballs," I said with a sympathetic smile.
“Yeah,” she said. Her tail wagged sadly. “Well, I guess we should show you your room.”
As Ruby started up the steep staircase, using the handrail for support, I couldn’t help but shake my head. Here was a girl with a deep intellectual curiosity, prevented from fulfilling her potential just because she couldn’t afford eyeglasses.




Chapter eighteen

Ascending the steep, dark staircase, I tempered my expectations for what awaited in the loft. However, I was pleasantly surprised by a large bright room in good condition. A double bed with a good, firm mattress, a dining table, and shelves greeted me.  
The setting sun beamed through the balcony doors, illuminating the gleaming floorboards. 
With Crystal’s landscapes on the walls, it felt homely enough. Not that I expected to spend much time there.
The only major flaw was that the apartment didn’t have a door. Normally, this would have been a deal breaker. In this case, however, the room still felt private, being on its own separate floor.
“Don’t worry about Booboo coming up here,” Crystal assured me. “He’s afraid of stairs.”
I cast my eyes around the room, nodding approvingly. “It looks nice.”
Ruby smiled, thrilled that I liked it. “The best part is the balcony. You’ve got a great view up here,” she said, gesturing towards the doors.
“I bet. Let me have a look.”
“Sure!” Ruby followed me onto the balcony, her face beaming. Crystal waited inside – the balcony was barely big enough for two.
Resting my hand on the banister, I surveyed the street below. Over on the next block, two farm laborers, likely done with their day's work, made their way to Sam’s Saloon, which occupied the corner.
Across the intersection, on the corner of our block, the Peeper sat atop its pole, apparently watching the workers as they entered the saloon. 
Then the glass orb spun, and the eye swept along our block, pausing at Ruby’s shop. Its gaze focused directly on us.
Ruby, unable to see it, closed her eyes blissfully and raised her head, letting the gentle breeze caress her face. “This is the best time of day to come out here,” she said, smiling. “It’s so beautiful.”
“It sure is. And I’ll definitely take it.”
Ruby’s eyes popped open. “Oh, that’s great!” She clapped her hands together happily.
We returned inside, the Peeper following our every step.
Taking out my envelope of cash, I counted out the money for rent and board and put it on the table.
“Thank you,” Crystal said, picking it up. “Welcome to our home.”
The girls went downstairs to close up the shop, leaving me alone in the room. I waited a few minutes, and then turned to the balcony.
Peering through the glass door, I saw that the Peeper was looking away, perhaps watching Sam’s saloon.
I opened the door and extended my hand, generating a narrow magnetic field, making contact with the metals in the Peeper’s pole.
It crumpled like tinfoil, sending the Peeper crashing onto the street. The glass case shattered into countless sparkling shards, and the eye lay in the debris, facing downward.
***A little bit later, I returned to the bottom floor. All was quiet in the shop. Apparently they’d already finished closing up and headed upstairs to the kitchen.
I lingered in the shop for a moment. The light outside was fading, and the shop was eerily dark and still. It reminded me of when I was a kid, how I’d always wanted to run around in a grocery store at night when no one was there.
Turning back towards the stairs, my eye was attracted to flickering candlelight. A narrow door stood off one side of the counter, adjacent to the kitchen area. The door was ajar, and the light glowed from within.
Walking over, I opened the door to find a larder. Crystal was inside, gazing at the shelves. She stood idly, apparently daydreaming.
Looking over her shoulder, her hobgoblin eyes widened when she saw me. “Oh. Hey.” She smiled, turning around and leaning against the counter.
“Whatcha doing in here?” I asked.
Her hand fell on a notepad on the counter beside her. She laughed softly. “Well, making a shopping list, I guess.”
A flush colored her cheeks and she looked me up and down.
“What’s on the list?” I asked, stepping towards her and making a show of tilting my head to look at the notepad. Only one item had been scribbled down: onions.
The hobgoblin watched with an amused smile. “My mind was wandering,” she murmured.
I turned my gaze towards her. Her eyes were exploring my neck and chin. A deep flush had come into her cheeks and her chest was rising and falling heavily.
Her pert breasts poked out beneath the frilly fabric, her hands gripped the counter on either side of her. She was so ready.
My heart pounded against my chest as my cock filled up.
Taking a breath, I raised a finger to her ear – the one that had been slightly mangled – and gently brushed along the bottom.
She drew in a breath of surprise. A smile played on her lips.
“What happened there?” I murmured.
She swallowed. “Um, a Snapping Tree Lizard bit me…When I was little. I got woods in the lost–I mean, lost in the woods.” She laughed, putting a hand over her mouth. 
Then, shimmying closer, right against my body, she breathed, “You got me all flustered, Brad.”
I leaned down and pressed my lips against hers. They were as soft as silk. She wet her lips and gazed up at me with glazed eyes, hungry for more.
Taking hold of her slender waist, I kissed her blushing cheek. She pawed at my shirt.
Cradling the back of her head, I gently brushed her hair behind her shoulder and trailed kisses down her neck. Crystal moaned.
My cock tented against my pants, straining to break free. Crystal felt it against her waist. She groped it through my trousers, her mouth falling open in surprise.
She threw herself against me and nuzzled her face on my chest, taking a deep whiff through her nose.
Gripping her ribcage, I set her against the counter and began undoing the buttons of her dress. She arched her back, panting.
“Ruby… likes you,” she said between breaths.
“I’ve noticed,” I murmured, undoing the last button. 
Pulling the material to the side, I exposed one breast. It stood up perkily, with a pierced nipple. I gently tugged on the ring. Crystal moaned, her arms twitching.
Crouching, I squeezed her breast and dragged my tongue over her nipple. Her hands fell onto my shoulders. She moaned and curled her fingers in my hair.
She panted, “Ruby… She… She likes you.”
I stood up and looked at her. “You seem to like me too.”
She grabbed my shirt, pulling me towards her. “I do.”
We kissed deeply. Our tongues met. I gathered up her skirt and held it in one hand, while the fingers of my other hand explored her inner thigh. She moaned as I groped her pussy through her panties.
“You’re soaking wet,” I grunted, slipping a finger under the line of her panties.
“Wait– not that,” she said, pushing my hand away. “I… kind of promised Ruby. She’s hoping to be your girlfriend.”
I smiled, backing away. “Alright. No problem.”
“No, wait!” Crystal rushed forward, grabbing my hands and directing me to lean against the counter. Then she groped at my crotch. Her hands greedily pulled at the rope of my trousers. A little confused, but still very much aroused, I undid it for her, letting my trousers fall down. My cock bounced free, straining hard towards Crystal.
She eagerly dropped to her knees, wetting her lips with her tongue.
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Crystal took my cock by its base, gripping it firmly. I felt her warm, wet tongue sliding up my shaft. 
Looking down, I watched her look up at me as her tongue traveled over my tip. One of her tits was still exposed. The sight of her body made me hard as steel.
Maintaining eye contact, she pursed her lips and daintily kissed the tip of my cock three times.
I stroked her hair. “So Ruby doesn’t care if you suck my dick? I’m a little confused.”
Still holding me with a tight grip, she grinned, revealing her pointy teeth. “She’s really into you, but I like you too. So we agreed that, if anything happened, I could give you head.”
She lathered her tongue over my length again, coating it with her warm saliva, and then twisted her dexterous hand up and down my slick shaft.
“So… she doesn’t mind sharing me with you?”
Crystal paused. “I don’t think she minds so much.” She audibly kissed the tip of my dick again several times. “But she definitely wants to be your first in this world. Which is only fair, since she’s the one who found you.”
I tilted my head back as Crystal’s tongue swirled around my tip and her hand worked my shaft.
Then, my balls lifted on her delicate fingers, and her tongue was warming my sack. I felt her lips wrapping around one ball, sucking it.
Remembering her pointy little hobgoblin teeth, I glanced down at her in apprehension. But her mouth opened to accommodate my ball, and her lips sucked it without teeth. She moaned like she was enjoying a succulent fruit.
After a moment, I said, “What about you? You wouldn’t mind sharing me with Ruby?”
She let my ball slip out of her lips and gave me a conspiratorial smirk. Then she took my cock and gazed at it as she spoke.
“I wouldn’t mind. But you don’t know Roobs. She has old-fashioned romantic ideas. Dog girls tend to be very traditional.” She licked my cock from the base up to the head.
I leaned back on the counter, tilting my head back and relishing the sensations from her mouth. I felt Crystal’s hot, moist breath on the head of my dick. I flinched as she took it past her lips. But there were no teeth, only her wet, skillful lips.
She sucked up and down fervently, moaning and twisting her grip on my base.
After a moment, I murmured, “But… she can’t be that opposed to sharing, if… she doesn’t mind you doing… this.”
Crystal moved her lips off my head with a loud slurp. “I’m her best friend, so she’s more open to it with me…” She grinned wickedly. “I bet you’d like to have both of us, wouldn’t you, Brad?”
My breath shuddered at the thought. “Uh, yeah. That would be awesome.”
“Well, I’ve already started trying to convince her. I think we can do it.”
“Good girl,” I said, stroking her hair.
She moaned in response. Her wet lips wrapped around me again. I caressed her head, glad to know I had a wing man.
Breathing through her nose, she rested her hands on my legs and forced her head down my shaft. She wanted to take it all.
Sliding deeper, I felt her throat clench around my length. Then she bobbed her head up and down, sucking diligently, gripping tightly with her hand, working me toward my climax.
As I got closer, my pelvis involuntarily thrust into her face. She planted her hands firmly on the counter on either side of me and loosened her throat. She wanted it, and so did I. Holding the sides of her head, I fucked her face.
“You’re very eager to please me, aren’t you?” I grunted.
She moaned against my cock, just before I shouted out my release, shooting a massive stream of cum into her throat.
She swallowed audibly as I continued coming in her mouth. After a few more gulps, she licked me clean.
***“Where is Ruby, anyway?” I said, tying my trousers.
Crystal was doing up the buttons of her dress. “She’s upstairs reading her book.” An impish smile rose on her lips. “So, you really want me and her to be your harem?”
I imagined myself in bed with Ruby snuggled on one side, Crystal on the other. I grinned.
“Yes. Definitely.”
Suddenly, Dr. Klingspawn’s gloating words came back to me – Just imagine sharing a bed with those three!
My smile faded. It had only been a matter of hours, and I was already going down the path that Dr. Klingspawn had pre-ordained.
Crystal raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure?”
“Oh. Yeah, I’m sure. I’m just a little annoyed that I’m kind of fulfilling the role that the LaKruan government assigned for me.”
Crystal shrugged. “But maybe it’s not such a bad thing.”
“True. I’m just stubborn. But yeah. I definitely want to do it.” My grin returned.
“It might take a bit of work,” Crystal said. “Like I mentioned, Roobs has some reservations. I probably shouldn't tell you this, but she already has a collection of dog collars.”
“Dog collars? What does that mean?”
Crystal tilted her head. “So, there are no dog girls or hobgoblins in your world, huh?”
I laughed. “Correct. There are no monster girls at all.”
“Okay. Well, the collar is a custom with dog girls. When they find a boyfriend or a husband, they wear a collar to show they belong to someone. Dog girls are known for being very loyal to their men.
“Ruby’s always been single, but she’s such a romantic that she likes to collect collars.”
“Wow. This world just keeps getting better.”
Crystal laughed. “Anyway, the point is, Ruby – complicated. But it’s achievable.” She clapped her hands together, excited. “I have an idea! We’ll start tonight. Yeah, a nice romantic dinner on the balcony – the three of us. It’ll be a date!”
“Great idea.”
“I’ll get started!” She energetically turned to the pantry and grabbed a couple of tomatoes.
***I wasn’t sure how Ruby would respond to the idea of a threeway date, given what Crystal had told me about her being somewhat conservative.
But then she emerged from her room, ready for the date. She greeted us with an earnest look in her eyes, and she seemed a little jittery.
She’d changed into a pretty blue dress and adorned her hair with a pink ribbon.
I greeted her with a smile, extending my arms. “Hi Ruby! Wow, you look beautiful.”
She stepped towards me, her eyes staring blurrily at my shirt. “Th-thank you!” she squeaked as I embraced her and stooped to kiss her cheek. She tried to turn a cheek towards me, but it was the wrong one.
She giggled nervously. “Sorry.”
“That’s alright,” I said, grinning, and pecked her cheek.
“I’m such a clutz,” she said apologetically. Her tail wagged stiffly, and her ears were back.
“No, you’re not,” I said, reaching – almost involuntarily – for the top of her head.
It felt like the natural thing to do, with her wooly ears drooping amidst her soft brown hair, her sad puppy-dog eyes, and her pouty little mouth.
I gently patted her head, just three small pats, and then withdrew my hand. Ruby immediately brightened. Her ears came forward. Her tail wagged happily again.
Crystal walked past us carrying a tablecloth, winking at me as she opened the balcony doors and stepped outside. She returned a moment later, her eyes wide with astonishment. “You guys see what happened outside?”
Ruby and I directed our attention to the balcony, which we could see through the opened doors. The gentle night air drifted in, bringing excited voices and shouts from the street below.
Ruby’s ears lifted a bit. “No. What happened?”
“The Peeper was wrecked. It’s all smashed up on the ground.”
“No way! Did you see it, Brad?”
“I did notice that, actually,” I murmured. “Saw it out the window. Pretty crazy.”
“Wow!” Ruby hurried out to the balcony.
“The head-pat was good. Give her more of those,” Crystal advised. “Dog girls love that.”
I sauntered out to the balcony, where Ruby leaned out with her hands on the banister, ears perked up towards the scene on the street below.
A crowd had gathered around the wreckage of the Peeper. Shop owners stood in their doorways. All down the street in either direction, more people were rushing over to see it for themselves.
Rendy and several other boys were taking turns smashing the eyeball with sticks. Men were laughing and cheering.
“Did you do this, Rendy?” one man yelled.
“It wasn’t me!” the boy replied, taking a whack at the eyeball. “I don’t know how it happened, but I heard it when it crashed.”
“This is amazing,” Ruby exclaimed. “Everybody hated the Peeper.”
“It’s good for us, too; we can have our date in private,” I said.
Plates clattered softly behind us as Crystal came out and set the table. “Take a seat, you guys. It’s almost ready. I made spragatini, with my famous sauce.”
Ruby grinned, her tail whipping back and forth. “I know, I can smell it. I’m so excited!”
We sat at the small, round table, and Crystal returned with a bowl of what looked remarkably like spaghetti and another bowl with meatball sauce. She also set out wine glasses and a bottle of white.
“Mmm, I love spragatini!” Ruby said, scooping a liberal portion of the pasta onto her plate. “Do you guys have spragatini on Earth, Brad?”
I smiled. “We do, but we call it spaghetti.”
After a bit of small talk, Crystal looked at Ruby and said, “So… it happened.”
The dog girl blushed and stared at her plate. “I know.”
“But we didn’t have sex. I just gave him head, like we talked about,” Crystal added.
Ruby chuckled nervously. “Crystal! You don’t have to spell it out. Jeepers!”
I raised my eyebrows. “Wait, how did you know?”
“Well, I could smell your, um, sperm,” Ruby said, sniffing the air. “Also, I heard grunting,” she added.“You can’t hide anything from this girl,” Crystal said, smiling affectionately.
“Yeah,” Ruby said, continuing to stare at her plate.
Crystal put her hand on Ruby’s hand. “I also told him all about what we discussed, how you’re open to being in a throuple with Brad and me, but you have reservations.”
Ruby shifted in her seat and gently pulled her hand away, putting it on her lap. “Yes. I’m not sure about all this talk of harems, to be honest. I don’t like the inequality of it. If a girl is faithful, shouldn’t she expect the same in return?”
I held the stem of my wine glass between thumb and finger, swishing it around. “But what if I was dedicated to my harem. What if it was just you and Crystal, for example? Would you be okay with that?”
“Well, I guess that wouldn’t be so bad,” Ruby said.
Crystal gazed at her wine with a philosophical air. “You know, you’re right, Roobs. It is unfair, but at the same time, you could also say it’s grossly unequal for the man because the women have a numerical advantage. Imagine you, me, and Enka versus Brad. We’d outvote him every time.” She grinned and winked at me.
Ruby’s ears twitched. “Enka?”
Crystal looked at me, her eyes sparkling. “Actually, you’d probably have an easier time convincing Enka.”
“Why’s that?”
“She’s a goblin. Polygamy is part of their culture.”
“Really?”
“Um hm. Back in the day they’d have chieftains with like 12 wives.” With relish, she raised her glass to her lips, savoring the taste before swallowing.
Ruby pressed her hands against her cheeks. “Oh, my goodness! A third girl? I… I think I might get jealous.”
“Don’t worry,” I said, gently putting my hand on Ruby’s shoulder. “I think she was just speaking hypothetically.”
Crystal lightly scratched Ruby’s fluffy ear. “Exactly. I’m not saying it would happen, like, tomorrow. I mean, Brad hasn't even met Enka yet.”
Ruby sighed. “Look, you guys. I’m not saying never. But I’m only just getting used to the idea of a throuple. Can I… can I have some time to see how I feel about it?”
She turned her big, blinking eyes between me and Crystal. Her little button nose wiggled continuously as she sniffed the air. Her soft round cheeks were flushed from the wine.
I put my hand on her head, gently patting her. “Of course, we can take it slow. This is new for me, too.”
Ruby brightened. “Thanks, you guys. I’m glad you understand.” Her tail curled up above the roundness of her behind, pointing at the sky and wagging with abandon.




Chapter twenty

I stirred awake as the first light of dawn spilled onto my blankets. Excited to find out what the day had in store, I rose from bed, donned my pauper’s clothing, and descended the stairs. 
The tantalizing scent of bacon floated through the air, creating a savory trail towards the kitchen. Hurrying my steps down the hallway, I entered the living room, and my gaze fell upon a young woman seated on the couch. The sight of her almost made my heart stop.
Her skin was a delicate shade of green. She held a small mirror in one hand and gazed at it, adjusting her raven-black hair and contemplating her reflection from different angles. She looked so much like a girl with a smartphone that I thought I was back on 21st Century Earth for a second.
She sat with her knees together, bare feet on the floor. I got an eyeful of flesh. It felt like I’d stumbled into a private bedroom, where a girl was sitting around half naked. Her thighs were thick, round, and strong, her legs waxed and pampered. Her fern-green skin was smooth and flawless.
Her voluptuous breasts protruded beneath her tank top, her waist was comparatively small, her hips wide.
Her pillowy lips stuck out, fighting for my attention with the rest of her body. They were thick and plump, and the bottom lip turned down like a blooming flower petal. In the corners of her mouth, little fangs – or, more accurately, tusks – peeked from her lower jaw and curved over her top lip. But they were so tiny they looked almost cute.
Her elf-like ears followed the same general rule. They stuck out as if competing against her other body parts to be the most attention-grabbing. Her bright amber eyes were no less striking.
She was attractive, alright. She didn’t even have to try. Her mere presence was provocative. 
At the same time, however, she exuded arrogance and vanity.
For a start, she didn’t even look away from her reflection when I walked in. And the makeup was caked on too heavily. Gaudy earrings hung from her ears. A tattoo scrawled beneath her collar bone said “Princess” in curly writing.
Definitely not my type, I thought, despite the tent I was pitching in my pants.
“You must be Enka,” I said.
She turned to me slowly, blinking her long lashes. “Hi, how are you?” she asked, still holding the mirror but letting her hand drop on her thigh. Her voice was scratchy, as if she’d been talking and partying in a noisy bar all night.
“Nice to meet you,” I said with a polite smile.
Booboo, the little dog-like creature, was snuggled against her thigh, his long rat-like tail curled around himself. He snarled at me.
“Nice to meet you too,” Enka said, yawning. She rubbed a finger across her eyelid. “Sorry. I just got home.”
I noticed a twang in her speech that was different from Crystal and Ruby’s more ‘proper’ way of speaking.
“That’s alright,” I said with a smile, continuing my way to the kitchen.
Ruby stood at the stove, watching the bacon sizzle, her ears perked up. She wore a polka dot summer dress. An apron was tied around her waist. It was adorned with a cookie pattern, and ‘Ruby’ was sewn onto the front in curly writing.
“Morning!” she said, tail wagging. “Did you sleep alright up there?”
“I slept very well, thank you.”
“Great! How do you like your eggs?”
“Sunny side,” I said, grinning at her enthusiasm.
“Coming right up!”
As I took a seat at the table, Ruby bustled around the stove, breaking eggs into the pan. Then she reached for a shelf, standing on tip-toe as her fingers grazed a salt shaker.
“I’ll get that for you,” I said.
“Oh, it’s no problem, don’t trouble yourself,” she said, turning towards a stepping stool in the corner. 
She bent over to pick up the stool, and the folds of her skirt hugged the roundness of her behind. Her tail curled up into the air in a posture that beckoned me. The skirt was fairly short, and it rode up her legs as she leaned forward, revealing the backs of her thighs.
I focused my attention on a frayed thread of the tablecloth.
“And what about you?” I said, fingering the thread. “Did you have a good sleep?”
“Oh, I slept great!” Ruby said, pushing the stepping stool to where she needed it. Climbing two steps, she leaned forward and grabbed the salt. My eyes traced along her legs. Her tail curled up again in that alluring gesture, drawing my attention to her center, that warm spot between her thighs.
She hopped down, and her skirt briefly flapped up. Sprinkling salt on the eggs, she sighed. “Oh, boy, I really love breakfast.”
“Me too. It’s my favorite meal, as a matter of fact.”
Ruby beamed at me over her shoulder. “Mine too!”
Scooping my eggs and bacon out of the pan, she set the plate in front of me, along with toast and butter.
“Looks delicious,” I said, taking up my cutlery.
Ruby stood beside me, clasping her hands as if she was a waitress. “Can I get you a coffee?”
I almost chuckled. She was just too adorable. “I would love one,” I said, smiling.
My eyes fell to her neck. She was wearing a choker– or rather, a cute little dog collar made of brown leather and perfectly fitted to her neck. It even had a small brass ring, resting against her pale skin, where a leash could be attached.
Ruby glanced to the floor, her ears flopping forward. Her hand came up and touched the brass ring. It seemed like she wanted to say something about the collar, but instead she blushed and hurried back to the stove.
I buttered a piece of toast while Ruby started mixing eggs into a bowl. 
Several minutes later, she sat to my right with her own plate – an omelet.
“That’s a cute collar,” I murmured, dipping a piece of toast into my egg yolk.
Ruby stopped chewing abruptly. She stared at the table for a moment and then swallowed her food, forcing it down. “Thanks,” she squeaked. Her cheeks flushed, and a smile played on her lips.
She gulped some water to wash down the food stuck in her throat. Then she dropped her head, poking a fork at her omelet. “Actually, dog girls… Well, there’s a custom…”
“I know. Crystal told me about it. Wearing the collar when you have a boyfriend.”
“Oh, but I wasn’t wearing it for you– I mean, not that I wouldn’t wear it for you. I just meant, it’s too early to start putting it on after only one date– I just like wearing it, that’s all.”
I brushed my hand over her shoulder. “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain.”
She smiled dreamily, taking whiffs of my scent.
I moved my chair closer. “But, first of all, we can consider this our second date.”
She grinned. “Okay! A breakfast and coffee date.”
“Yes. And the other thing is, the collar looks really cute on you. It suits you, so you should wear it if you want to.” I gently brushed her hair aside, looking at the collar.
“Thanks, it’s my favorite one.” She raised her head and turned a little towards me to show her neck. Her face was glowing. “Crystal gave it to me for my birthday a couple years ago.” 
She put her hand on the edge of the table. It was little and cute.
“Wow, your hands are so small,” I commented.
“Really?” Ruby gushed.
She gave me her hand, spreading out her tiny fingers to allow me to examine them.
She giggled. “Oh, they’re not that small!”
“No, they really are,” I said, holding her palm in one hand and taking her tiny pinky in my other, gently squeezing it between my thumb and fingers. 
She laughed, delighted. “Oh, stop! They’re not small. Your hands are just big.” She turned towards me even more, gazing up at me with her lips slightly parted, expectation in her eyes.
I kissed her. We kept kissing. Ruby’s hand fell onto my leg.
Enka’s feet padded softly towards us. We returned our attention to our food as the half-naked goblin sauntered into the kitchen.




Chapter twenty-one

Enka stood cradling Booboo, her skimpy pajama bottoms fitting so snugly that the v-shape of her apex was visible between her thighs. 
“Wanna join us?” Ruby asked.
Enka shook her head. “I’m gonna go to bed. But thanks, girl.”
Booboo shot me a nasty look and squirmed in Enka’s arms, his rodent tail whipping around. She squashed him against her boobs and kissed the top of his head.
“Alright,” she breathed, glancing at Ruby. “See y’all later.” She strutted past the table, her tits bobbing up and down inside her tank top.
“See ya,” Ruby said cheerfully.
“Have a good sleep,” I murmured.
Enka’s hips drew my gaze as she sashayed towards her bedroom door. The elaborate movements of her behind were hard to ignore. I didn’t stare for too long, but I definitely got an eyeful.
Flicking her dark hair over her shoulder, she disappeared into her bedroom, shutting the door behind her.
A flurry of motion drew my eye to Ruby. She was tousling her hair. I noticed the top buttons of her dress were undone, opening an enticing view of her cleavage.
So, Enka had made her jealous, and she was now competing for my attention. However, she avoided eye contact, staring at her plate.
She stabbed a piece of egg with her fork and shoved it into her mouth, devouring it aggressively.
I returned to my breakfast, forking an egg onto a half-eaten piece of toast. “This is a really good breakfast,” I said cheerfully.
Ruby scowled at her plate, her ears pinned back. She continued tearing her omelet apart and consuming it.
I considered telling her about Dr. Klingspawn’s injection, but that would only be me making excuses.
“Ruby. I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to ogle Enka. I shouldn’t have done that when we’re on a date.”
“Well, she’s practically naked,” Ruby grumbled. “I don’t blame you. Even I have to look.”
Pouting adorably, she spoke in a tiny, monotone voice: “Maybe I should walk around naked, too.”
I put my arm around her. She softened. “No, I like the way you dress.”
I gently nudged her towards me. She compliantly raised her lips for a kiss. She moaned into my mouth. I felt her lips part. We tasted each other’s tongues.
After gently rubbing her back and giving her little kisses, I smiled at her and returned to my breakfast. Happy again, Ruby smiled blissfully and continued eating her omelet.
Crystal’s slippers swished over the floor as she breezed into the kitchen, the fabric of her nightgown billowing around her thighs.
“Morning! Ugh, I need a coffee.” She suppressed a yawn and rubbed a palm on her eye.
“Morning,” Ruby said cheerfully.
“Morning, Crystal,” I said, taking a sip of coffee.
Crystal raised her arms to stretch, arching her back. The outline of her slender body was visible through the thin white cotton, and her plump little breasts made two hard points beneath the material.
“Awww, you’re wearing your collar,” Crystal cooed as she walked over the stove.
Ruby’s hand came up and touched the choker. “Yeah,” she breathed.
Crystal cast her a salacious look over her shoulder. “Did you wear it for Brad?”
Ruby looked down at her lap. “Oh, no! It’s too early.” Though behind her blush, a smile flickered.
“We’ve only been on two dates, Crystal,” I said, smiling.
“Two dates?” Crystal broke an egg into the pan.
“Yeah. We’re having a breakfast date right now, and you’re just in time to join us.”
“Oooo, I love it!”
Ruby cleared her throat. “There’s another thing I should probably explain about the collar. Normally, when a dog girl starts wearing a collar, that’s the point when she starts having sex with her man. But…”
Crystal chimed in, adopting a prim voice: “A period of courtship customarily precedes the adoption of the collar.”
“I think it’s a fine custom,” I said, smiling reassuringly. “And if you need time, that’s alright with me.”
Ruby grinned happily. “Thank you for understanding. I’m not that much of a stickler for the old traditions, but… Well, I guess they do make things easier.”
A moment later, Ruby, still smiling contentedly, excused herself to go to the bathroom. While Crystal waited for her eggs to fry, she tidied up the counter, taking some greasy napkins and tossing them into the garbage. “Hmm, what’s this?” she asked, lingering over the bin.
Reaching in, she pulled out two shiny plastic wrappers.
“What’d you find?” I asked.
She laughed and rummaged deeper into the trash before pulling out a small box and holding it up. ‘Blinkies’ was written on it in red bubble-letters. The picture showed two cartoon faces smiling at a cake roll.
“She just couldn’t help herself,” Crystal said affectionately. “That’s one thing you’ll learn about this girl. She has a hard time resisting temptation.”
Crystal scooped her eggs and bacon onto a plate and joined me at the table.
Ruby returned, her tail wagging as she walked towards her chair. But she stopped short and sniffed the air, hanging her head like a dog when its owner comes home and finds the curtains ripped up.
Her nose kept wiggling, leading her to the Blinkies box that sat on the table by Crystal’s elbow.
Ruby’s tail curled between her legs, pushing against her dress. “I’m sorry, Crystal,” she mumbled, sitting down between me and Crystal. “I know we couldn’t afford it. I just really, really wanted to try them.”
Crystal sighed. “I know… But it’s not just about the money, Roobs. You know that.”
Ruby played with her fingers. “I know. I feel bad, but they taste really good.”
“You don’t want to donate money to the Sugar Trust, is that it?” I asked.
“They have an iron grip on the market,” Crystal said. “That’s why we’re nervous about having a cafe and selling baked goods. I’d love to go all out and have the best cafe in town, but they wouldn’t stand for that.”
“So you’re worried they’ll shut you down?”
“Terrified,” Ruby admitted. “We’re hoping they just won’t notice our bakery for a little while.”
Crystal leaned towards Ruby and put her arm around her shoulders. The two looked cozy. Ruby relaxed, slumping her shoulders, and smiled. I could see the sort of friend Crystal was for Ruby, one who emboldened her to drop her guard and do adventurous things she’d normally shy away from.
“It’s okay, you have to treat yourself once in a while,” Crystal said, stroking Ruby’s hair. “And I’m glad you did. But you gotta tell us, did they live up to the hype?”
“Oh! They were delicious! Like heaven!” She threw her head back and sighed blissfully, letting her hair cascade down her back.
I couldn’t resist moving my chair closer and slipping my arm around her waist.
“Well, a bite of heaven is surely worth 1 Gold,” Crystal said indulgently, playing with Ruby’s hair.
The dog girl suddenly looked down at her lap and played with her fingers. “2 Gold, actually,” she mumbled.
“What, you mean you bought two boxes?”
Ruby nodded and smiled mischievously. “I still have the other one. You guys wanna try?” Her eyes darted back and forth between me and Crystal, glowing with sensual excitement.
Crystal tilted her head, and her cat-like eyes met mine. We smiled at each other. 
“Yes, let’s gobble up those yummy Blinkies, Roobs,” Crystal said, making Ruby giggle.
The dog girl turned in my direction, meaning to get up, and came within inches of my face. I kissed her lips.
Ruby’s eyes glazed and fluttered shut. Her nose took little sniffs of my scent. Behind her, Crystal did a surreptitious fist pump in the air and grinned at me.
Man, Crystal is the best wingman ever, I thought, kissing Ruby again. She moaned in pleasure, and her little hand fell on my shirt.
“Well!” she said, clutching the back of her chair. “I’ll go grab the Blinkies.” She hurried out of the kitchen, giggling.




Chapter twenty-two

While Ruby went to her room, Crystal and I made out. The hobgoblin leaned her slender body across the intervening chair and draped her arms around my neck, returning my kiss with passion. 
Her nightgown rode up her thighs, and her soft, pale flesh beckoned. I squeezed her thigh above the knee. Crystal moaned, taking my upper lip into her mouth and sucking it needily. Ruby returned, carrying the Blinkies box like it was a holy relic.
We unlocked our lips slowly. It’s not like we had a reason to hide our kiss from Ruby. We’d established that I was now dating both girls.
But Ruby took no notice, she was hypnotized by the Blinkies. Clutching the box reverently in both hands, she carefully set it on the table, then fetched a knife and plate. Her hands trembled as she opened the box, utterly focused on the treasure before her.
The way her ears were perked up and pointing forward reminded me of an adorable little doggie waiting to receive a treat from its master.
The buttons of her dress were still undone, and as she leaned over the Blinkies box I glimpsed her fulsome breasts. She tossed her hair back, and a flush reddened her cheeks as she let the two Blinkies slide out of the box.
“Here they are, you guys,” she breathed, a slight tremor in her voice. “See? Just like in the advert – shining cellophane.” 
She picked up one, enjoying the crinkly noises of the clear plastic wrapper for several seconds.
“This is a real fetish for you,” I murmured.
Ruby giggled, almost drunkenly, and then slowly tore open the wrapper. Her lips parted, and she held her breath as she gently put the cake on the plate.
Then she picked up the other one.
“Are we gonna eat them both?” Crystal asked, biting her lip.
Ruby’s eyes widened. “Ya wanna?”
“Let’s do it.”
With an indecent grin, Ruby tore open the wrapper, moaning as she took the second cake in her fingers and set it on the plate.
For a moment, her mouth fell open and her little tongue slid out. I thought she was about to start drooling. 
Crystal elbowed her. “Uh, Roobs?”
Ruby started, closing her lips. 
I chuckled.
She scowled, shoving me. “Brad! Why are you laughing?” She crossed her arms and pouted. “I can’t help it. I’m a dog girl.”
“I know, I just think it’s cute, that’s all.” I put my hand on her shoulder.
Crystal, meanwhile, slipped an arm around her waist, taking the knife in her other hand. “He wasn’t making fun of you, sweetie,” Crystal cooed, cutting into the blinkie. “Here, have a bite.”
Ruby began to protest, “No, you try it first–” But when the cakey morsel was presented in front of her face, her nose started sniffing frantically and her tail wagged so vigorously it made her thighs and bum wiggle against her seat.
She opened her lips eagerly as Crystal inserted the cake into her mouth. Ruby’s eyes closed and an orgasmic moan escaped her lips.
“You have to try it,” she said between chews. “Please, Crystal. You gotta see how good it is. You too, Brad!”
Crystal cut more slices and took one. “Mmmmm! I’ve got to admit, that’s pretty yummy,” she said, covering her mouth as she spoke.
“It sure is,” I said, trying a bite. 
It consisted of layers. Within the outer layer, there was a ring of whipped cream. The strawberry cream filling gushed out from the center.
I held another chunk of it in front of Ruby’s nose, moving it close. She went cross eyed looking at it, and her tongue slid out of her mouth.
Squishing my lips together, struggling to hold in a laugh, I watched as Ruby enclosed her mouth around the tips of my fingers, taking the morsel away and munching it sensuously.
Some strawberry filling was stuck to my index finger. I held it up as Ruby swallowed. Taking a few sniffs, she wrapped her lips around my finger, moaning as she sucked off the filling.
Her forehead and neck were clammy, and her butt continued wiggling against the seat, propelled by the motions of her tail.
I realized those movements were creating friction under her bottom, increasing the pleasure of her experience.
“Here, sweetie,” Crystal said, holding another bite to Ruby’s lips. 
Ruby let her hands fall onto her lap. She arched her back, sticking her breasts out. They jiggled as her butt wiggled against the chair.
As she sucked the cream filling off of Crystal’s fingers, I put my hand over the back of her neck and pressed my lips against her incredibly soft cheek. This made her moan and draw deep breaths through her nose.
“Good girl,” I drawled, stroking her hair and her soft, floppy ears.
She let out a sigh.
Crystal continued treating her with morsels of the forbidden cake, while I planted kisses on her cheek and neck.
Ruby swallowed a bite, opening her mouth to receive more, but I turned her chin towards me and kissed her. I groped her thigh.
When our kiss ended, Crystal was ready with another bite. 
Ruby whined, “No! I didn’t want to hog it all– You guys have some.” She picked up a piece and held it to my mouth.
I obliged, taking the creamy cake onto my tongue even though I was full from breakfast.
Crystal popped the piece she was holding into her own mouth.
“It’s a little on the sweet side, but pretty darn yummy,” I said, taking another bite.
By the time our Blinkie binge was over, nothing but crumbs remained on the plate.
Crystal groaned, holding her stomach. “That was too much after a big breakfast. I’m never eating a Blinkie again. I hope you learned your lesson, Roobs.” She put her hand on Ruby’s shoulder.
The dog girl was resting her face on my chest, her arms wrapped around me. She looked up at me, smiling happily.
I kissed her forehead and scratched behind her ears. She hugged me more tightly and nestled her cheek against my chest, her tail batting the back of the chair behind her.




Chapter twenty-three

Ruby was all I could think about as I strolled down Main Street on my way to the post office. Every time I thought about her, I chuckled. Her food obsession was amusing. It reminded me of  actual dogs I’d known.
I mean, she is a dog girl, after all! It’s in her nature to be obsessed with food.
It would likely be a hopeless endeavor trying to make her refrain from indulging in Blinkies and cookies.
And yet, paradoxically, she was very disciplined in some respects. She always made her bed and kept her room tidy. She was able to undertake a tome like Bildegard’s History of Philosophy, even with her poor vision.
But when it came to cookies and treats, she was impulsive and sensual, with virtually no self-control!
Still chuckling, I strolled into the post office and wrote a letter to the Count, confirming I was ready to start my duties as sheriff right away.
After mailing the letter, my next destination was a “fancy” men’s clothing store for which Ruby had provided directions. Count Steerfast had assured me I would receive an advance payment, so money wasn’t much of a concern.
I had to retrace my steps down Main Street, passing Ruby’s bookshop on the way to the store.
As I approached the shop, I noticed a small figure loitering in front. The first thing I recognized were the brown-feathered wings, folded neatly against her sides.
Poppina? What’s she doing here?
She was wearing her Flapper clothes: the cloche hat and a loose, sequined dress. She stood at the shop window, pretending to be peering in, acting as if she hadn’t noticed me coming.
“Hey Poppina. What’s up?”
She spun to face me. “Oh, hi Brad! I was just strolling by. What are you up to?”
“Just strolling by, eh?”
“Yep!”
“Well, I’m going clothes shopping,” I said unenthusiastically.
“Oooh, fun! Don’t you like shopping?”
“Hate it.”
“What? How could you hate shopping? It’s the best thing in the world!”
I grimaced. “Ugh. It’s a pain in the ass. You gotta try on so many things.”
“That’s the fun part! It’s relaxing.”
“Relaxing? It’s the opposite of relaxing.”
“No way! You’re nuts!”
“Well, I’ll be happy to get some new clothes, at least. Anyway, I guess I’ll see you later.”
“Hey, wait. You better let me come with you.” Poppina took my arm with her wings.
I looked down at her with a smirk. “What for?”
“To help you shop. You need a woman’s judgment.”
I chuckled. “Nah, not necessary…”
“Sure it is! I have great taste. Besides…” Her eyes turned into crescent-moons, and she grinned up at me.
I narrowed my gaze. “What?”
“You’re supposed to be watching over me, remem-mber? Hehehehe.” She poked my stomach with her wing.
“Who told you that?”
She closed her lips tightly.
“Your dad?”
She shook her head. “Mm mm.”
“Your brother?”
“Mm mm!” She shook her head more fervently. Then she chuckled slyly. “It was Frilda.”
“Who’s Frilda?”
Poppina shoved me with her wings. “Don’t you remember? She’s the nice lady who made your lunch!”
Ah, yes, the rosy-cheeked servant lady. But how did Frilda know the details of my conversation with Count Steerfast?
I recalled that the count rang the bell to summon Jiles, and the discussion about Poppina took place after that. When I left the room, the butler was waiting by the door, as inconspicuous as a piece of furniture. So Jiles had eavesdropped and then gossiped to the other servants.
I laughed and started walking down the street. Poppina followed.
“You’ll be glad I’m coming with you,” she said, “once you see the results.”
I smiled. “We’ll see.”
There was no use trying to dissuade her from coming with me. She was a persistent little creature. Besides, I had to admit she was kind of fun to hang out with. In small doses, at least.
The clothing shop was off Main Street’s block of women’s apparel and beauty shops. It smelled of mahogany, leather, and linen. Stepping across the creaking wooden floor, I was surrounded with the same styles of suits and coats that Cavendish Grimm and Tristram Steerfast wore.
With Poppina’s input, I selected four white shirts and trousers, a vest, a cravat, and a frock coat. The outfits were smart-looking and of very fine quality, but I avoided the overly foppish look that seemed to be the current style among noblemen.
I also picked out shoes, sturdy leather boots and gloves, and, to my relief, underwear and socks.
Poppina, it turned out, had an astute feminine eye for what looked good on me. I was kind of glad she came with me.
The tailor promised my suits would be ready in a couple hours. 
“I can’t wait to switch these rags for some real clothes,” I said, adding ironically, “Now I’ll be a gentleman.”
However, Poppina insisted that I would not, in fact, be a gentleman unless I had a pocket watch and a walking stick.
I was unconvinced about the walking stick, but the watch sounded like a good idea. Inspecting an array of shining pocket watches under a glass display case, I picked one in the middle of the price range.
Then I made my way to the counter, happy to part with my money. Poppina scampered up behind me as I counted out the bills.
“Hey, Brad, look at this!” She held a walking cane in her wings. “It’s the bee’s knees!”
The tailor looked over the counter at Poppina. “That is a very fine cane, indeed, Sir,” he purred. Then he added gravely, “Imported from Bogalia.”
“Wow!” Poppina enthused. “Bogalian craftsmanship!”
She held it up to me. I didn’t take it, but I observed the dark, glossy mahogany and the ornately carved dragon’s head handle. It did look pretty cool.
“You’d be a real big cheese strutting around with this!” Poppina said. She tried to mimic a gentleman walking, but the cane slipped out of her wings and clattered on the floor.
The tailor maneuvered around the counter and picked up the cane with a subdued expression of horror on his face.
Holding it delicately with both hands, he extended it to me. “Would you care to look at it, Sir?” 
I took it, just to be polite, running my fingers over the smooth dragon’s head. Then I looked at the price tag. My eyes widened in disbelief. “Wow. That’s almost the same price as two suits of clothes.” I handed it back. “Not today, thanks.”
After paying the bill, I still had more than 500 gold left over from Esmerelda’s money, which meant I probably didn’t even need the advance payment.
With a couple of hours to kill, I decided to visit the jailhouse, since it would be my office.
Poppina followed me out of the shop, observing me as I gazed down the street, sorting out which direction to take.
“What d’ya wanna do now?” she asked. “You wanna get some grub?”




Chapter twenty-four

Poppina chewed on her lip, casting me a dreamy-eyed look that was supposed to make me roll over. 
“What makes you think I don’t have plans already?” I asked, striding back towards the main street.
She ran alongside me, her little bird feet scampering to match my pace. “Hey, slow down! You’ve got some long getaway sticks, Mister!”
I chuckled. “You mean my legs? I like that. Getaway sticks.”
Poppina's expression soured. “You mean you’re just gonna leave me defenseless? What if something happens?” Her eyes curved into crescent moons again, matching her gloating smile. “You can’t leave me alone,” she sang in a teasing voice. “You’re my bodyguard. You have to protect me! Hehehe.”
“I’m not your bodyguard. Not yet, anyway. Besides, I’m going to a scary place. You wouldn’t like it.”
“I love scary places! That sounds swell! Where are we going?”
“The jailhouse,” I said as we turned onto the main street.
“That’s not scary. What do you want to go there for?”
“Well, I’m sure you must have heard that your father offered me–”
“Oh boy, I could sure go for some ice cream!” She pointed her wing at a shop with a sign that read MALT SHOP.
“We’re not going for ice cream,” I grumbled. “I just told you I’m going to the jailhouse.”
“We’ve got two hours,” Poppina protested. “Plenty of time. You got anything else to do besides the jail?”
“Well, no.”
I glanced at the charming malt shop. It reminded me of the old ice cream parlor in Willowbrook that my grandparents used to talk about. Unfortunately, it had closed down before I was even born.
"Come on, let's go," Poppina urged, sensing my interest.
“Fine,” I said begrudgingly. “We can stop there for a minute.”
It was the perfect retro ice cream parlor: tiled floor, shiny bar top lined with red-cushioned stools. Everything sparkled alluringly.
A group of girls, dressed in the Flapper style, sat at the counter with their skirts hiked up their thighs, making a racket.
Spotting us, they went silent and watched us, whispering furiously. Poppina proudly took my arm as we walked to the counter.
I ordered vanilla, and Poppina picked chocolate-strawberry-pecan. A fat man in a crisp white uniform scooped out the ice cream and deposited it into the waffle cone before handing it to me.
I took a bite off the top and shuddered with delight. It was the best ice cream I’d ever had.
Poppina rested her head on my arm. “You know, the entire town’s going to be gossiping about our date,” she whispered dreamily.
“It isn’t a date,” I murmured.
The fat man tried to hand Poppina her ice cream, but she couldn’t reach it. I took it and handed it to her. She cradled the cone with her wings, gazing at it adoringly and occasionally wetting her lips with her tongue.
“Come on,” I said. “We’ll eat it on the way.”
Leaving the malt shop, we hadn’t taken two steps along the street before Poppina let out a piercing scream.
I spun around to see her holding the empty cone, her face twisted into an expression of horror. The ice cream was now a mess on the ground by her feet.
She pouted at me. "My ice cream fell."
“I see that. Here, you can have mine.” I extended my cone towards her.
She folded her wings against her body and shook her head. "No, Brad." Her cheeks reddened and her lip quivered. She appeared to be genuinely mortified. “I… I can’t hold it. Would you hold it for me? Please?” In a sugary tone, she added: “We can share it.” 
I sighed. “Alright. Hurry up.”
She glowered at me. “Hurry up yourself!”
I offered the ice cream to her, glancing around impatiently. Extending her wings a little out to the sides, she inched closer, taking tiny steps on her funny little bird feet.
I held the ice cream level with my stomach. Bending forward, she parted her lips, and her tongue darted out to lick the ice cream. "Ummm, yummy," she mewled, her wings quivering with pleasure. She licked greedily, her tongue lapping again and again.
The sight of her leaning near my pelvis, her head bobbing as she slurped and licked, sent my mind in a scandalous direction.
I nervously scanned our surroundings. A middle-aged woman passing by shook her head disapprovingly beneath her parasol, while an old man on the other side of the street eyed us with a lecherous grin.
Through the Malt Shop window, the fat man averted his gaze and dragged a cloth across the counter, while the girls watched us with intrigue.
Oblivious, Poppina kept flicking her lewd tongue over the ice cream as shudders ran through her wings. “Mm … it’s … so… good.” She stopped suddenly, shooting me a conspiratorial grin. “Now you lick it.”
I raised the ice cream to my lips and took a bite. Poppina stood on tiptoe and stepped towards me as I did so, watching with salacious interest. Her eyes glazed with satisfaction as I took the ice cream into my mouth.
Heat rose in my chest. She was into me. That was abundantly clear. And it was a turn-on.
“Let’s keep walking,” I murmured, taking another bite of ice cream. I decided to quickly finish it myself just to get rid of it.
However, Poppina suddenly scurried alongside me, making me jump with surprise. Opening her wings in a supplicatory posture, she turned her body towards me, tilting her head back and sticking her tongue out. “Uhh!” she demanded,
This bizarre behavior drew an embarrassed chuckle out of me. “Poppina,” I said through an awkward grin, “What are you doing? Cut that out.”
It occurred to me that her posture resembled a baby bird in the nest begging to be fed by its mother. Perhaps she’s reverting back to her baby-harpy behavior, I thought.
Feeling mischievous, I positioned the ice cream above her face just beyond her reach. “You want this?”
“Uhh!” She craned her head back with remarkable flexibility, extended her tongue, and stretched her wings out. “Gimmie!”
I clicked my tongue. “Come on, Poppina. What do we say?”
She scraped the road with her talon. “Gimmie!”
“Alright, here. You’re incorrigible, young lady.”
She licked the ice cream more frantically than before, making glutinous noises and squirming her lithe body in pleasure. My manhood began to fill up, which was alarming given my lack of underwear.
Luckily, the ice cream once again ended up in the dirt. Poppina bent over it, chest heaving, wings spread out, a wild look in her eye.
I chuckled. “You gonna eat it off the ground?”
She started and looked at me like a frightened animal. Suddenly moody, she folded her wings tight against her sides. “Come on, let’s go,” she said in a tiny voice. “You’re not gonna buy me another one anyway.”
“Definitely not. I’ve gotta go to the jailhouse. You still want to come check it out with me?”
A glimmer of excitement danced in her eyes, though a trace of sadness lingered in her voice. "You bet I do."




Chapter twenty-five

The jailhouse was a squat building at the end of a side street, with a thick wooden door situated at the top of a few steps. Count Steerfast had informed me that a custodian still worked there, residing in a small cottage behind the jail. 
Poppina and I crossed an overgrown yard strewn with debris.
“By the way,” I said as we approached the cottage door, “do you know where to buy glasses?”
“Glasses?” Poppina raised an eyebrow in surprise. “What do you want them for? You trying to look fancy?”
“They're not for me,” I clarified.
She frowned. “Then who are they for?”
“Does it matter? Can you tell me where to find some?”
“Sure thing, you gotta go to LaKru for those.”
“What's the cost?”
“Gosh! I don’t know. They’d have to be 750 Gold, at least,” she replied.
“750 Gold? They can't be that expensive.”
“They are. It's because of the cromies.”
“Cromies? What are those?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. That's what Father and Tristram call them.”
“Are you sure you don't mean cronies?”
She fluttered her wings in annoyance. “Same thing!”
I knocked several times on the cottage door. After a brief wait, the door creaked open. A slovenly man stood before us, his shirt stained and the scent of alcohol hovering around him.
He regarded me with bleary eyes, rubbing his stubbled chin. When I explained I was the new sheriff, it took a moment for the information to register. Gradually, a mixture of irritation and alarm appeared on his face.
He cleared his throat, coughing up some phlegm. “I, uh, got a letter from the Count, now that you mention it. Seems I forgot about it,” he mumbled, scratching his head.
The dull light of realization flickered in his eyes. “I guess… you wanted to take a look at the jailhouse?”
I made a slight nod. “Yes.”
He coughed once and disappeared into his dwelling for a few minutes. We heard him rummaging around and cursing. Eventually, he reemerged with a brass ring and several sizable keys jingling from it.
He led us to the jailhouse door. It opened with a groan. A cloud of dust escaped, and a large cockroach scuttled away as we entered.
The main floor consisted of one large room. A dingy holding cell took up one side, facing a shabby desk and chair on the other. In one corner, a wooden railing led down steep stairs into a basement.
“You’re gonna work here?” Poppina blurted out.
I turned to the custodian. “What's been happening here? You were supposed to keep the place in order.”
He scratched his belly, avoiding my gaze. “Well, I… do keep it in order? I mean, you know, I sweep… sometimes, and keep the locks oiled.”
I pointed to the basement stairs. “Is that the dungeon?”
“Yes, sir,” he affirmed, producing the keys.
We descended the creaking stairs to find a thick wooden door at the bottom, left ajar. Four cells were in the dimly lit dungeon, with small windows near the ceiling, at ground level.
Having seen enough, we left the jailhouse.
“I can’t bu-lieve you’re gonna work there,” Poppina commented, scurrying alongside me as we headed down the street. “With that guy.”
“He’s fired, he just doesn’t know it yet. And I’m not working there. I had no idea it was so dismal. I'll find another office.”
I considered the small office beside Ruby’s shop. It seemed like a suitable place. I decided to inquire about it.
***When we arrived at the tailor’s, my new clothes were ready. Changing into one of the outfits, I gave myself a look-over in the mirror, nodding in approval.
I looked badass. With the coattails and the pocket watch chain hanging in my smartly fitted vest, I could have been a gentleman gunslinger from the Wild West. It was a far cry from my previous rags.
People certainly looked at me differently as I walked down the street. In Pankaku, lapels and coattails signified a certain authority.
Poppina wouldn’t let go of my arm as we strolled along Main Street on our way to Ruby’s shop. She spent the whole time badgering me to have lunch with her at Stoneside.
At one point, a few blocks from the bookshop, I almost collided with a man in coattails who stood in front of an empty shop, his back to us.
He stood beside a dusty worker, pointing at the storefront, giving him instructions: “The paint needs to be bright and glossy, the lettering sharp and crisp. It must catch the eye, you hear me? The sign will go there–”
Poppina poked my stomach, bringing my attention back to her just when the man suddenly took a few steps backwards while gesturing at the storefront.
“Pardon me,” I said, putting my hand on his back to avoid a collision.
He spun around, glaring at me with supreme arrogance. I recognized him immediately as Cavendish Grimm.
“Why don't you watch–” he started but stopped as he noticed Poppina. She hugged my arm tightly, nestling her cheek against it.
“Hello, Miss Steerfast,” he murmured, his voice icy.
“Good day, Mr. Grimm.”
He turned his gaze to me, a spark of recognition in his eyes. “Pardon me,” he said, glancing at my collar and then searching my face. “Haven’t we met somewhere?”
I grinned. “A couple days ago. On the road.”
His eyes widened in astonishment. He looked over my clothes and then scrutinized Poppina suspiciously, perhaps wondering if she had bought the clothes for me.
She snuggled her face against my sleeve.
Cavendish opened his mouth as if to say something, but I could see he was completely baffled and furious. “Well,” he finally managed. “I must return to work. Good day.” He turned around to face the storefront, clenching his fists at his sides.
Passing by the shopfront, I noticed workers inside tearing up the old floor boards. A sparkling sign leaned against the front, reading BLINKIES CAFE in gold lettering outlined with black.
Poppina giggled. “Oh, the look on his face!”
“Seems like he's opening a cafe,” I observed. “Do you know anything about it?”
“A cafe? Oh yeah! He did say he was bringing a Blinkies Cafe here. He was trying to impress me, but it didn't work. Don't worry.”
“I'm not,” I muttered.
She hugged my arm and rubbed her cheek on my sleeve. “Brad and Poppina, forever. Hehehe.”
When we came within sight of Ruby’s bookstore, the sound of a carriage approached from behind. 
“Oh! The omnibus!” Poppina exclaimed, hailing the vehicle. “Are you absolutely sure you won't join me for lunch?”
“Can't,” I replied. “Too much on my plate.”
“Alright then.”
The omnibus rolled to a lumbering stop. Poppina turned towards it, but paused, looking up the street at Ruby’s place. “So, you live in the new bookstore, huh?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“Upstairs?”
“In the loft.”
She squinted her eyes at the top floor. “Oh! So that’s your balcony on the top floor?” She pointed with her wing.
“Y-yes. Why?”
She shrugged. “No special reason.”
“You’d better go,” I said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “Your bus is waiting.”
“Okay, see ya later!” she beamed. Then she leaned her face towards me, making kissy motions with her lips, like a fish breathing out of water.
I laughed. “Good bye, Poppina.”
“Bye!” she chirped and ran to the bus.
As I neared Ruby’s bookshop, a loud clatter came from inside, followed by a scream.
I rushed through the door to find Tiny, Taggart Malone's henchman, behind the counter, pulling dishes and cups from the shelves and tossing them onto the floor.
Crystal was trying to shove him away without success, while Ruby cowered in the middle of the shop, tears running down her cheeks.




Chapter twenty-six

Tiny met my gaze with small, black eyes that were set deep in a gray, leathery face. His mouth was wide and lipless like a toad’s. “Shop’s closed,” he said. “Come back later.” 
His sleeves were rolled up, revealing powerful arms with rhinoceros-like skin.
“No it isn’t! Get out of here, Tiny!” Crystal shouted, still trying to shove him. She was either incredibly brave or reckless to try to stop him.
Ignoring the hobgoblin, Tiny locked his gaze on me. “Did you not hear me?” he sneered, the corners of his mouth curving downward. “Shop’s closed.”
“Crystal,” I spoke calmly. With a subtle motion of my head, I signaled for her to step aside. 
She gave me a trusting look and joined Ruby near the bookshelves.
A trace of mockery danced across Tiny’s face as he observed me.
“You’d better be ready to pay for the things you broke,” I said.
A frown slowly etched itself onto Tiny’s forehead. “And just who the hell are you?”
“I'm someone who will make you feel a whole lot of pain unless you apologize to these ladies and reimburse them for the destruction of their property.”
Tiny scrutinized me for a good five seconds. Then he laughed without smiling. “Do you know who I am?” he bellowed, pointing towards the door. “Get out. I'm not joking around.”
“Neither am I. I live here. I’m not going anywhere.”
“You live here? Well, it doesn’t matter. You need to learn to mind your own business.”
“No, Tiny. The only one who’s gonna learn a lesson today is you.”
The monster man’s brow scrunched so heavily that his beady eyes almost disappeared beneath it. He strode around the counter towards me. His face was filled with malice, but he moved at a leisurely pace, like a mountain inching towards me.
He clasped one massive hand over the other. The sound of his knuckles popping echoed through the shop.
I wanted to see what I could do with my magnetic powers, so I directed a modest magnetic field towards him. I could sense traces of metal inside him, likely iron.
With my palm outstretched, I generated an electromagnetic field around his head. The effect was immediate. He staggered, clutching his head in confusion. Slowly, he raised his gaze towards me, bleary-eyed and disoriented.
“What… are you… doing?” he grumbled, slurring his words. “Damn you.” Pulling a dagger from his pocket, he took a labored step towards me. 
I intensified the electromagnetic field.
A pained groan escaped Tiny's throat. The dagger clattered on the floor. He pressed his hands against his head, doubling over.
“Apologize to these ladies, Tiny,” I commanded.
“Fuck you!” he grunted, drool spilling from his mouth. He lurched forward and took a clumsy swing at me, missed, and fell to his knees.
“Apologize to the ladies,” I repeated.
“Fine, I’m leaving… I’m leaving,” he muttered through the pain. He cast his blurry eyes around in confusion before finally recognizing the exit. He crawled towards it.
“Good thinking, Tiny,” I said, walking around him and opening the door.
He crawled outside, mumbling incoherently, “Yera peyfffothiff.”
“What?”
Pausing to catch his breath, he rasped, “Yerna pay fer this!”
“No, Tiny,” I replied. “You're going to pay. Hurry up. Get out.”
Following him onto the street, I released the electromagnetic field. Tiny spent a few moments drooling on the ground, catching his breath, then stumbled to his feet.
Like a drunk, he stumbled backwards, turned, and put his fist through the shop window.
Ruby and Crystal screamed inside.
He staggered back, turning towards me. I adjusted my frock, pulling it more comfortably over my shoulders. Then, in an instant, my fist connected with his chin. I felt his jaw give. His surprised grunt punctuated the air. I followed up with two more swift punches to the jaw.
The hulking beast toppled onto his back.
“You shouldn’t have done what you did,” I said.
Across the street, the butcher stood in his doorway, observing. Rendy, the boy, dashed out of another store and ran towards us. He stopped in the middle of the street, captivated by the scene.
Several other onlookers had gathered. 
“Who is he?” one man asked. A woman chimed in, “It’s the naked guy who arrived with Ruby– Mr. Douglas.”
Allowing Tiny to rise to his feet, I said, “You weren't supposed to come until tomorrow, Tiny. Why are you early?”
He lumbered towards me with murder in his eyes. Dodging a wild haymaker, I landed a swift kick deep in his stomach, causing him to double over. A follow-up punch to his temple sent him sprawling onto the ground.
By now, every shopkeeper on the block was drawn to the spectacle, and the crowd was quickly growing.
Wary of revealing my powers to everyone, even though word would spread eventually, I refrained from further magnetic manipulation.
“Tell your boss there’s a Sheriff in town,” I said as Tiny painfully sat up. He gave me a beady-eyed look, and I thought he might ask to see my badge.
Instead, he got to his feet surprisingly quickly and glared down at me. A thin stream of blood trickled over his chin. His mouth was a long upside-down u. His eyes burned with rage. He wanted revenge, but hesitated. He knew he wasn’t a match for me.
“I want you to pay for the window’s repair, as well as the rest of the damage you caused,” I said.
The crowd watched in silence. A breeze rustled through my coat.
Tiny spat a wad of blood on the ground. “Fuck you.”
I stepped towards him. “Pay up. In fact, give me all the money you collected today.”
“I didn’t collect any today,” he sneered. “Just came to deal with Ruby.”
“Fine. Just the window, then.”
Tiny growled and lunged towards me, trying to grab me. I swept his legs with a kick, making him stumble. His hands were down, leaving his chin exposed.
A roundhouse kick to his face knocked him on his back. He lay sprawled on the dirt.
“Unbelievable!” Rendy cried, pumping his fist in the air. “Get him! Punch him again! Punch him again!”
People joined in, clapping and cheering. 
One lady, the hatter’s wife, shook her head and said, “I want no part in this. It’s just inviting trouble!”
I rifled through Tiny’s pockets, finding a clip of government bills and a coin pouch.
I asked the crowd how much the window would cost to repair. Then I counted out the amount, plus a bit more for the broken stuff inside. Pocketing that money, I returned the remainder to Tiny’s pocket.
Gradually, he regained consciousness. Some of the shopkeepers dispersed, perhaps fearing reprisals later on. Nonetheless, many lingered in their doorways.
“Remember this message,” I said as Tiny slowly rose. “Tell your boss. I don’t want you guys coming around here collecting money from shopkeepers anymore. I’m shutting down that racket.”
A humorless laugh rumbled out of Tiny’s throat. Standing tall, he regarded me. “You'll pay for this,” he said, but there was a trace of uncertainty in his voice. He was shaken.
I hoped the beating I’d given him would put some fear into the rest of Malone’s gang. Certainly, Tiny would describe our fight in detail, placing great emphasis on how powerful I was. How else could he justify his failure? The news of my amazing strength and abilities would spread among the entire gang, especially the story of how I overpowered Tiny.
I was glad of that, because though there would be many more fights to come, and a reputation of superhuman strength might save me a lot of trouble down the line. 
I might even have to kill people, I thought. So be it, if they come for me or anyone else on this street.
Turning, I found Ruby and Crystal standing outside the shop. Ruby looked at me timidly, her tail whipping back and forth. I walked over and hugged her. She rested her cheek against me. Her bum was sticking out, wiggling back and forth from the rhythmic exertions of her tail.
“Thank you, Brad,” she said,her  eyes seeking mine.
I brushed errant strands of hair from her face and caressed her soft, rosy cheek. Tears pooled in her big puppy-like eyes. Her lip quivered.
“Hey, don’t cry,” I said, a smile forming. I took her face in both hands and kissed her forehead.
She drew in a breath. “You– you won’t leave us, will you?” she asked, looking up at me earnestly. “You’ll keep staying with us? I’m so scared they’ll… they’ll do something… And, you know, the strangler. Maybe, he’ll kill us, Brad! I’m so scared.”
I hugged her tightly. “Sure I’ll stay with you. Don’t worry.”
“I feel safe when you’re here,” she said, her cheek against my vest.
I raised her chin and kissed her. A tiny flicker of doubt flashed into her eyes.
“What’s wrong?” I said, patting her head.
She shook her head, smiling. “Nothing.” She reached up and pulled me towards her lips.
Maybe she just doesn’t like kissing in public, I thought.




Chapter twenty-seven

Once the crowd had departed, and we’d cleaned up Tiny’s mess in the shop, Ruby busied herself dusting shelves and jotting things down in a notebook. She wrote slowly and carefully, with frowning concentration. 
Crystal was washing dishes in the sink. The fight had brought visitors into the shop, resulting in an unexpected afternoon rush for the cafe.
I settled onto the couch with a kitten in my lap, skimming through The Daily Trumpet. I had to laugh. The LaKruans were trying to stoke panic about the destruction of the Peeper, blaming it on hobos. Given the recent murders, Main Street was unsafe now that the government wasn’t surveilling it, they claimed.
I tossed the paper aside. “It's only a matter of time before Malone retaliates,” I said to the girls. “I don’t want you guys to panic, but we’ll have to take precautions.”
“I bet they’ll try to make an example of us,” Crystal said.
Ruby stopped and held the duster, picking at it absently. “If we go out on our own, I wouldn't be surprised if we end up like Lady Brimble and Lady Strathmore.”
“Well, then, you won’t go out on your own until this blows over. Try to stay here in the shop where I can protect you.” I grinned. “I have special ghoul powers, remember? Nothing to fear.”
Crystal’s face broke into a smile. “Oh, we know you do. We just saw you use them again.”
Enka came down from upstairs, clad in black leggings that hugged every curve and crevice. Her lovely stomach was exposed, and her breasts, unfettered by a bra, were squished into a tank top. Their full roundness strained against the fabric, her peaked nipples leading the assault.
She wasn’t wearing makeup, and her face – framed by her long, glossy black hair – positively glowed.
As she breezed into the shop, hips swaying, she smiled at Crystal. "Hey, girl. How are you? Is there any coffee left?"
“There sure is, I just made some.” The hobgoblin poured Enka a cup, then slid it over the counter towards her. “You slept through it, didn’t you?”
“Slept through what?”
Crystal nodded towards the window.
The goblin turned her gaze to the shattered glass “Oh my God,” Enka said, walking over to the window, near where I sat on the couch. She pushed her hair behind her ears and leaned forward, inspecting the broken glass. “Was it Tiny?”
“You guessed it,” Ruby said sardonically. “He trashed the shop, too. Luckily, Brad was here.”
The goblin's amber eyes shifted towards me, filled with curiosity. "What did you do?"
Still focused on petting the kitten in my lap, I replied, “Well, I kicked his ass and told him not to come back.”
Enka guffawed. “No, you didn’t.”
“Yup, he sure did,” Ruby affirmed.
Enka looked at Ruby and then at me. “You kicked Tiny Marco’s ass?” Her tone was doubtful, but I had her full attention. Her coffee sat on the counter, forgotten.
“I did indeed.”
“Are you mugglin’?” she asked, using some kind of slang talk. “Nobody kicks Tiny Marco’s ass. Tiny Marco kicks other people’s asses, but nobody kicks Tiny Marco’s ass.”
“Well, I just did.”
“Come on! Lay it on me straight!”
“It’s true!” Crystal said. “Half the town witnessed it.”
Enka's gaze flitted to Crystal, then back to me. "Okay. When you say you kicked his ass … W-what do you mean?”
I scratched the kitten’s ears. “Just what I said.”
Ruby said, “Tiny was knocked out cold, lying on the street.”
I stubbornly kept my attention on the kitten, but noticed Enka with my peripheral vision. She put a hand on her hip, gazing at me intently. “You fought Tiny Marco and knocked him out?”
Ruby and Crystal laughed, amused by Enka’s disbelief.
“Oh, my God, and I slept through it!” she said, running a hand through her hair and letting it tumble down her back.
“How did you not wake up, anyway? All that noise.” I glanced at her.
Her face spread into a genuine smile, as beautiful as a sunrise. “You don’t know me. I could sleep through anything.”
I continued patting the kitten. Enka walked to the counter and retrieved her coffee, then plopped into an armchair.
“I just can’t believe you beat up Tiny Marco,” she murmured into her cup.
“It sounds like you know a bit about him,” I said.
Enka shrugged. “Not really. I mean, he hangs out at the club.”
“You mean the strip club where you work.”
She nodded. “A lot of big shots hang out there.”
“Like who?”
“Like Tiny and other guys from Malone’s gang when they’re in town. I don’t want anything to do with those types. I don’t need the bad vibes. I’m just there to dance.”
“Any other big shots go there?”
"Yeah, lots. Like, government types from the Committee of Public Safety. And noblemen, of course."
I raised my eyebrows. “Like, members of the assembly?”
“No, they don’t come. Their sons do.”
“Interesting.”
A furrow appeared between Enka's brows. “Why you askin’ so many questions?”
"I’m the new sheriff.”
Enka's eyes widened. "Sheriff? Seriously?"
I nodded. "That's the plan."
“Since when has Pankaku ever had a sheriff?” She asked softly, gazing at her coffee.
“It’s part of the Radical Party’s reform agenda.”
Enka scoffed. “They’re no different from the rest of them. They’ll be bought.”
“I won’t be bought.”
Her gaze interrogated me and I met it with unwavering certainty. As far as the Reform Committee and The Radical Party went, for all I knew Enka was right. I tended to be just as cynical as her.
When it came to my own integrity, however, I knew I was on solid ground.
Enka glanced away. Raising the coffee to her lips, her eyes wandered to my neck and chin. “So you’re a cop,” she murmured.
I grinned. “I guess I am. Never thought I would be.”
Her eyes roved over my body for a moment before diverting, her lips curling into a smirk.
I scratched my chin. “You mentioned gangsters, government types, and noblemen’s sons. Do those groups interact?”
Enka sipped her coffee. “Well, the government types interact with Malone’s boys. You see them sitting together at the same tables. But the aristocrats stick to themselves; they hate the government men as much as the gangsters.”
“But I guess the other ones do business there. The government types and the gangsters, I mean.”
Sarcasm scrunched Enka’s brow, as if I was stating the obvious. “Of course. All kinds of shit goes down.”
“So who runs that place?”
She sighed, responding reluctantly, “His name's Grep Calik. He lives there.”
“Does he have any association with Taggart Malone?”
Enka slumped her shoulders and glared at me. “Why you gotta go askin’ these questions?”
“Sorry.”
“Look, I told you, I don’t pay attention to what goes on. I don’t even want to know about it.”
“Got it.”
She stared at her coffee for a moment. Then said, almost in a whisper, “They’re in business together. Everybody knows that.”
I nodded. “Thanks, for the info, Enka. I appreciate it.”
She leaned towards me, eyes wide. “You didn’t hear it from me, okay?”
“Okay,” I said earnestly, and I hoped she wasn’t in any danger.
Just then, Rendy burst into the shop, eager to share some urgent news.




Chapter twenty-eight

"Hello, Mister!" Rendy greeted, striding towards me. Then his eyes fell on Enka. He stumbled, straightened himself out, and glanced around in panic. 
"Hi, Rendy," Enka said.
He fixed his eyes on the floor and grunted a response.
“Well, what’s up, Rendy?” I asked in a friendly voice.
The boy started as though suddenly remembering the purpose for his visit. "Tiny Marco left town! I saw him. After the fight, he headed straight to the Sauntering Inn. Five minutes later, he comes out with his trunk and goes straight to the stables." He grinned sadistically. “By that time his face was all puffed out like a balloon. Anyway, he hired a carriage and left in a hurry.”
“You followed him after the fight?” I said, impressed.
“Yessir.”
“Good work, Rendy.”
“Thank you,” he said huskily, his gaze drifting towards Enka. His eyes wandered down her legs. Then he suddenly turned and lurched towards the door as if the entire building was about to explode. But he stopped just as abruptly, spinning himself around to face us once again.
I couldn't help but chuckle. I didn’t blame him for being flustered by Enka. It was understandable.
He stood there with his arms behind his back, staring at the floor, apparently expecting something.
I pulled out a coin and flicked it to him. "Here you go, Rendy."
He skipped forward to catch it. “Thanks, Sir! Much obliged. I can keep my eyes peeled around town, if you want.”
“Please do.”
With another glance at Enka, he fled out the door.
“So, Tiny left town,” remarked Crystal. “That’s saying something! I mean, he could have just written a letter to inform Malone about what happened.”
“He lost control of his post,” I said. “He’ll probably have to report something like that in person. He’s going to be in shit. Who knows, maybe he won’t even go back to Malone.”
It wouldn’t matter, I reflected. Malone’s gang would still know that I ran Tiny Marco out of town, and that would work to my advantage.
Looking up, I locked eyes with Enka. She was gazing at me. Her expression was as smug as ever, but this time her smugness was on my behalf.
She chuckled softly, shaking her head. "I still can't believe you took down Tiny Marco.” Again, she raked her gaze over my chest and arms.
“I didn’t know you were so easy to impress,” I murmured.
Enka took the bait.
“What?” she said, turning in her chair and pointing her knees towards me. “That was Tiny Marco. Do you even know who he is?”
I shrugged.
She shook her head, admiration beaming in her eyes. 
From behind the counter, Crystal watched the interaction with knowing eyes. She gave me a sly smile and looked away.
***“Hiya, Brad!”
The high sing-song voice called out to me from the next block as I was walking down Main Street, on my way back from the general store. I’d gone there to buy stationery for my office, primarily out of boredom.
It had been a few days since the fight with Tiny, and I’d relaxed a little. I’d received my sheriff badge, along with an advance payment, which left me flush with cash. Renting the little office next to Ruby’s bookshop hardly made a dent in my savings.
The first day in the new office had been exciting, but the novelty wore off quickly. I was already tired of sitting in my chair watching people walk by on the street.
So, I was glad to see Poppina on the next block, standing in front of my office, waving a wing at me. She was wearing a slip dress that draped gracefully over her supple curves.
She laughed excitedly, then flapped her wings, taking off into the air. I watched in curious amazement as she soared across the block towards me. Swooping downwards, she let out an excited cry as the breeze lifted her dress, showing me a flash of her white panties.
Before landing, she stopped and hovered a little above me, flapping her wings, giggling and sticking her chest out proudly. Her legs dangled, and she gave me the image of a wild girl soaring on a swing.
Her playfulness was infectious. I laughed, and I wanted to reach up and pinch her.
However, on hearing my laughter, she suddenly became self conscious. “Hey, what’s so funny? Why are you laughing?”
She flapped her way down to the ground and folded her wings against her sides, scowling at me.
Her pouting was adorable, and it made me laugh even more. “What?” I asked. “I’ve never seen you fly like that before. It’s so cute.”
“Whad’ya mean cute?”
“I mean… cute.”
She glared at me, but the hint of a smile quivered at the corner of her mouth. She fought the smile, scrunching her lips into a tight line. “I’m not cute! I’m sexy!”
I chuckled. “You said you were cute, remember?”
Her eyes widened. “Oh yeah. Hehehe. I did say that.” She sighed. “I’m sorry I got angry. It’s not you. It’s … my issue.”
“What issue is that?”
“Well… It’s just, I used to be a little embarrassed about flying in front of people, that’s all. Some of the girls in my class used to make fun of me and, well, I guess it kind of got to me.”
“That sucks,” I said. “So what are you up to?”
Poppina brightened. “I wanna show you something.” She took my arm in her wings. “Come on.”
“What is it? I’ve really got to get back to my office.” I held up the paper bag in my hand. “I just purchased stationery, and it is of vital importance that I deposit it on my desk.”
Poppina made a face. “You’re being silly. Come on, it’s just on the next block.”
“Wait, you don’t mean that shop on the corner?” I murmured, gazing at what looked like a women’s underwear store.
“Please, Brad,” she whined. “It’ll only take a second.”
The glimpse of Poppina’s panties rushed into my mind. I wondered what she wanted to show me in the women’s underwear shop.
She bit her lip. “Please, Brad? Pretty please?”
“Alright. Just for a minute.”
Mannequins in the window of the little corner store displayed bras and panties. Entering the shop, I found myself surrounded by a multitude of panties, stockings, and lingerie.
A blonde lady in a frilly dress nodded discreetly at Poppina and then glanced at me.
Poppina giggled and skipped over to a rack. “Look at this,” she said, picking up a kinky lingerie outfit. “What do you think?” She held against herself. “Would I look good in it?”
I cleared my throat. “Probably, Poppina.”
Remembering the scandalized observers of our ice-cream ‘date,’ I thought about Count Steerfast and my professional integrity. When people saw me doing things like this with Poppina, they’d get the impression we were dating. 
Rumors would spread. They’d get back to Count Steerfast.
And, for that matter, Ruby. I scratched my chin. Was that why I had detected some doubt in her face recently? Maybe she’d heard that I had another girlfriend, and she was confused as to why I hadn’t mentioned it.
I could see why that would bother her. If she was going to accept a harem relationship with me, she wanted it to be a meaningful relationship based on communication and trust.
And that was fair.
I’ll have to talk with her about it later and explain that it was all a misunderstanding.
I gave the harpy a stern look. “I gotta go. Come on, walk with me. I want to talk to you.”
“Will you buy it for me?” she mewled, hugging the outfit against her chest.
I frowned. "Why would I buy that for you?”
“Why not?” she protested. “You’ve got lots of dough now, don’t you?”
“That’s not the point.”
“Well, maybe it’s a little soon, but who cares?”
I frowned. “What do you mean ‘soon’? Poppina, we’re not dating. Your father entrusted me to look out for you.”
“Well, then, shouldn’t you make sure I have pretty clothes to wear?”
“No. Come on, let’s go."
Poppina stuck out her lower lip. “Well, you’re a grump!” She angrily put the outfit back on the rack.
Outside, as we walked down the street, I tried to set her straight.
“Listen, Poppina. You’re a great girl. But we can only be friends, nothing more. I’m working for your dad. I gave him my word I’d make sure you didn’t get into trouble. I can’t go and start…”
“Fucking me?” she asked, biting her lip again.
I murmured through my teeth. “Stop biting your lip. Look… I’m too old for you anyway.”
“Oh, that’s nonsense! You’re not that old. I mean, you’re not old! You’re young!”
“Well, it doesn’t matter. It’s not going to happen. It can’t happen. I mean, we don’t really have anything in common, anyway. I’m not really into drinking and going to dances, for example. I’m sure you’d be happier with someone else.”
Poppina held her wings in a funny manner, almost as if they’d been wounded. “I… I don’t like partying that much,” she said in a tiny voice. She used the bends of her wings to wipe tears from her eyes.
A pang of guilt stabbed me. Was I too harsh? Maybe I shouldn’t have suggested she likes drinking and partying so much. After all, it was just an assumption on my part. 
“Look, Poppina–”
“No!” she sobbed. “Don’t talk to me anymore!”
She ran down the street to the next block, stopping on a corner where a couple of women were waiting for the omnibus. She avoided my eyes, but I could tell she was trembling.
I hesitated. Every fiber of my body yearned to run and embrace her. But I smothered that urge and continued to my office, putting one foot in front of the other.
She’d get over it, I reassured myself. It was the right thing to do.
But then… Why did it feel so wrong?
I felt terribly guilty, as if I’d just kicked a helpless kitten.
I walked on, my mind numb. Then, as I approached Ruby’s block, something occurred to me.
I wonder why Poppina doesn’t fly home? Surely it would be faster than taking the bus? Maybe she’s just lazy.
No, it wasn’t laziness. She didn’t fly because she wanted to fit in. She was still embarrassed about being a bird girl, she just hid it well.
I couldn’t help but glance back. I saw Poppina, two blocks away, climbing into the omnibus with the other ladies.
Another pang of guilt stabbed me. Seeing that vulnerable side of Poppina put her in a different light. It was endearing, and it made me feel even worse about making her cry.
Yet, I still couldn’t see any way around it. Poppina and I were not going to be a thing. 
So this was just the way it had to be.




Chapter twenty-nine

I brushed the Poppina question out of my mind and briskly continued down the street. Walking past Ruby’s bookshop on the way to my office, I saw Roobs through the window. 
I raised a hand and smiled at her. She waved her hand uncertainly, blinking her blurry eyes.
Her nose was sniffing, apparently trying, unsuccessfully, to pick up a scent through the glass.
I headed into the shop. “Hey Roobs!”
“Oh, hey Brad!” Her tail wagged exuberantly as I hugged her. “So that was you outside! I thought it might have been.”
“Yeah, it was me. Listen–” I put my arm around her shoulders and led her to the fireplace, where it felt more intimate. “Are you upset about anything?”
She hugged herself and looked down. “No… I– I wouldn’t say I’m upset.”
“But something’s bothering you?”
She tilted her head and puckered her lips. “Well… n-no. It’s okay.”
I smiled and lifted her chin. “Roobs. I can tell there’s something. Is it about Poppina Steerfast?”
Ruby’s eyes widened. “The bird girl you were with– that was Poppina! Crystal was right. We hadn’t seen her in several years. She’s… grown.”
“Oh, you saw us together?” I asked, surprised.
Ruby nodded curtly. “Yes. We saw you meet her outside the shop, and, of course, we heard that you took her for ice cream. The entire town knows about that.”
“And that upset you?”
Ruby shrugged. “Crystal doesn’t care. But I guess I do. I’m just confused… Do you secretly have other harems, other girls? Or are you planning on bringing Poppina into the harem with me and Crystal?”
I took Ruby by her shoulders. “I can understand why you’re confused, but I can tell you right now, there is nothing going on between me and Poppina Steerfast. She thinks there is, but there isn’t, and I just reiterated that to her very clearly.”
“So… that wasn’t a date in the ice cream parlor?”
I chuckled. “No! This is a total misunderstanding. I would not go on a date with Poppina Steerfast.” I counted off the reasons on my fingers. “She’s too immature, she’s a nutball, and most importantly, her father is my boss and he entrusted me to make sure she doesn’t get into trouble.”
Ruby shook her head. “That makes sense.”
“If I wanted to date her and bring her into the harem, I wouldn’t keep that a secret. And, by the way, I do not have other harems. One is enough. This is a new thing for me, too, remember.”
Ruby moved closer, pawing at my vest. “I understand now. Makes sense. After all, I already knew you were friendly with the Steerfasts.”
“Exactly, and I consider Poppina a friend, too, but nothing more.”
Ruby leaned against me. “Sorry for being silly.”
I kissed her hair. “You weren’t silly.”
***Back in my office, I carefully arranged the pens and pencils on my desk, positioning a paperweight and eraser alongside them. Then I poured myself a glass of water from a pitcher, and returned to my chair.
I sipped the water with a degree of satisfaction. The office looked decent. Two of Crystal’s paintings adorned the walls – one, a serene landscape; the other, a panoramic view of Pankaku’s main street, which I really liked. I’d furnished the space with a couch, a couple of armchairs, and a coat hanger.
But the crowning addition, as far as I was concerned, was the bell. 
A craftsman had installed it above my desk, with a string extending through the wall into the neighboring building – Ruby's bookshop. If they had an emergency, they could ring the bell. Perhaps it was unnecessary, but it put me at ease.
I leaned back in my chair and clasped my hands behind my head. The job situation was shaping up to be pretty satisfying, all-in-all.
My role as sheriff provided financial stability and status, which was good. I wasn’t necessarily planning on doing it long-term, though. I expected the novelty to wear off quickly and leave me bored out of my mind.
Reinforcing that prediction was the fact that I had not yet received a single visitor.
It wasn’t for lack of a sign. I had promptly acquired one for the exterior; it said, "Sheriff's Office" in black and white lettering above the front door.
“Well, if nothing else, Taggart Malone will know exactly where to find me,” I said to myself, idly leaning back and staring at the ceiling.
My reverie was broken when the office door opened, and an elegant lady walked in.
Her arrival surprised me. I hadn’t heard her step or noticed her shadow passing outside the window on her way in. 
She wore a hat, tilted rakishly low and a veil over her face. Her arms were covered in black gloves up to her elbows, and she carried a parasol, which was closed.
Her shoulders were enveloped in a pristine white fur wrap, an odd choice of attire given the relatively warm weather.
But there was, indeed, a coldness about her. A chill ran through me as she entered. At the same time, something about her was extremely attractive, bewitching even. I felt it instantly.
She moved with great dignity, wielding her parasol like a scepter – or a wand.
It’s like she’s the Witch of Winter from a fairy tail, I thought, fancifully, as I rose from my desk. And she’ll turn me to ice if I don't find a way to thaw her heart.
Raising her chin, she peered at me from under the rim of her hat. A pair of dark, mysterious eyes looked at me from behind the veil, there was urgency in them. “Good day. You’re the sheriff?” Her voice was silky.
“Yes,” I said, coming around my desk.
Through the snowy whiteness of the fur, I noted the black satin dress hugging her svelte waist. Her naked feet, a delicate milky white, stood perched upon high-heeled black pumps that elevated her gaze to the level of my chin.
I extended my hand. “Brad Douglas.”
“I am Miss Lyda Green.” She put her limp, gloved hand in mine. 
I smiled. “May I take your coat?”
She hesitated, closing the fur wrap around her anxiously. For a moment, she appeared alluringly helpless and vulnerable.
But then she nodded her agreement, turning for me to take the wrap. It fell away, revealing shoulders as white and smooth as marble.
“And your hat?”
She put her hands on top of her head, then glanced at the window. I followed her gaze, wondering if someone was out there. Was she trying to conceal her identity? Surely that would be difficult in a small town like this.
But she finally agreed. “Yes… Yes, of course.” She removed the hat and veil. Like Poppina, her hair was cut short and sharp, in the bobbed style of 1920s Flappers.
Their similarity ended at the hairstyle. Miss Green’s hair was stark black against pale, almost translucent skin. With high cheekbones and a sharp jawline, she looked like some elegant actress from Hollywood’s black-and-white era.
Her eyes were dark and restless, seemingly full of secrets.
But despite the air of danger that loomed about her, I sensed she was afflicted or imperiled in some way – and she needed me desperately.
I imagined her, suddenly, as a damsel in an old silent film, tied up and left on the train tracks by some villain with a curly mustache. I wanted to take her into my arms and carry her to safety.
Taking her hat, veil, and parasol, I turned towards the coat hanger. Strangely, I felt some kind of gentle pull drawing me back towards her. It was as if soft wisps of air had extended out from her, caressing, beckoning. Please. Brad. I need you.
I hung her items on the hanger, then returned behind my desk and looked at her. The strange, almost hallucinatory, experience had passed. She stood waiting for me to offer a seat.
“What was that?” I asked.
“W-what was what?”
“Don’t play dumb. You know what I’m talking about.”
She held her head proudly, meeting my gaze with defiance. “Are you going to hear what I have to say or not?”
“Not until you answer me.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Douglas.”
“Bullshit. You’re some kind of… I don’t know. I won’t speculate. You tell me.”
She sighed and averted her gaze. “I… have a condition. But that is my problem. I prefer not to talk about it – indeed, I cannot talk about it. Please understand. I apologize for… It will not happen again.”
I regarded her for a moment, and then motioned to a chair in front of my desk. “Please, sit down.”
“Thank you,” she said with a tremor in her voice.
I stood waiting until she settled on the edge of the chair, hands in her lap. Then I sat behind my desk. “How can I help you, Miss Green?”
She swallowed. “It… It’s to do with the… murders.”
I nodded. “Alright. I’m listening.”
She sighed. “Well… I don’t know where to start, Mr. Douglas.”
“Start at the beginning.”
She rubbed her temples, squeezing her eyes shut. “Oh, it’s… so bright in here. I can’t think.”
I stood up and closed the blind of the window near the desk. “That help?”
“Yes, that’s better,” she said, taking a breath.
I sat down in the semi-darkness and studied Miss Green. Frail strips of daylight shone through the blinds and crossed her ivory skin.
“Alright, let’s see,” she said. “I suppose it started about a year ago…”




Chapter thirty

Miss Green proceeded to talk about Taggart Malone, telling me that he was in the pimping business. For the most part, she said, he preyed upon poor country girls. They were easier targets.  
However, Miss Green insisted that Malone also went after young noble girls, a more valuable quarry. Certain wealthy merchants in the cities paid big money for young noblewomen, she said. Their main motive: revenge.
These wealthy merchants were kobolds.
Whether or not this scenario was true, it sounded plausible. When Tristram had barraged me with historical information, he’d explained that a new class of merchants and factory-owning capitalists had rapidly risen to prominence in the cities. At the same time, the old nobility, mostly located in the countryside, was losing power.
Tristram had, indeed, mentioned that a portion of the new wealthy class were kobolds whose ancestors had been serfs working the land of the nobles. Although the feudal system had ended a century earlier, the kobolds were apparently infamous for holding onto grudges forever.
Of course, Malone and his immediate crew were not directly infiltrating the balls frequented by young noblewomen, Miss Green said. That work was delegated to people a few steps removed from Malone, although they still operated under his direction.
“Sometimes you see well-dressed men at the parties,” Miss Green explained. “Smooth-talking types from the city. But, most often, it’s a beautiful lady several years older than the debutants, somebody really glamorous, the kind of woman all the young girls want to become.”
“And how old are you?” I interjected.
She looked down and smoothed her dress. “You don’t ask a lady her age, Mr. Douglas.”
I said nothing, and when she looked up again, she met my unrelenting gaze. 
She sighed. “I’m nineteen.”
“And how do you know about all this?”
“Everybody knows – well, everybody in our circles, anyway.” She leaned forward. “But Mr. Douglas, it gets worse. Believe me when I tell you this… Malone isn’t just turning these girls into prostitutes. He’s turning them into … something much more sinister.”
“What, slaves?” My expression didn’t change. I kept my eyes on her, waiting for her to explain.
“I … I’ve said enough about that already. I don’t want to say anymore. I must go.”
I regarded her steadily, waiting to see what she’d do. She put her hands on the seat as if to leave, but lingered.
Maybe she hadn’t fulfilled her purpose yet, whatever it was.
I didn’t trust her. Whatever witchcraft had enchanted me earlier had ceased. Now, I only sensed the same icy coldness I’d felt when she first walked in.
She did seem genuinely afflicted and in need of help, I was fairly certain of that. But that wasn’t enough to make me trust her. Not yet.
She shifted in her seat. “Please understand, Mr. Douglas, I’m putting myself at great risk by coming to see you.” She hugged herself. “You know those two girls that got murdered? Well, the first was ready to meet with the reform committee and spill the beans. The second was her best friend. They snuffed her for good measure.”
I nodded slightly.
She shifted again, growing slightly uncomfortable in the silence. “All this would never have happened in the past, you know. Well, not without a fight. Our brothers and fathers would have had something to say about it.” A grimace of pain twisted her face, but she quickly regained her icy calmness.
“Did you have a brother die in the war?” I asked.
She gave me a startled look, almost as if she’d forgotten. “Yes, two of them, actually. It… feels so long ago now… another lifetime.” A faraway look came into her eyes.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” I murmured.
After a moment, she sighed. “Well… There is one more thing I will tell you. The Dragon’s Den. You know it?”
That was the club where Enka worked. “Haven’t been there yet, but I know it.”
“Well, you should check it out.”
“And what am I looking for? Come on, Miss Green, you have to share what you know if you want me to investigate this.”
She touched her naked shoulder with a gloved hand, rubbing it as if to comfort herself. “Well, okay. They like to bring the girls there, once they’ve hooked them. They bring them to the club to make them see the naked women, the dancing… Give them alcohol and other drugs. That’s when they really get them.”
“And then what happens?”
Miss Green stood up. “That’s all I can tell you, Mr. Douglas. I really must go.”
“What’s your rush? There’s so much you still haven’t told me– your real name, for example.”
Avoiding my gaze, she hurried to the coathanger. I stood and helped her with her fur wrap.
“Where can I find you, Miss Green?”
“I can’t tell you that. It isn’t safe.” Placing her hat and veil on her head, and taking the parasol, she peeked out the window, scanning the street. Then, with her hand on the door, she said, “Please do investigate the Dragon’s Den, Mr. Douglas. They’ll be bringing in another group of girls soon.”
She pushed through the door, glancing up and down the street, then opened her parasol and hurried off without looking back.




Chapter thirty-one

A moment later, I left the shop and scanned the street, searching for Rendy. Miss Green had crossed to the other side of the street, and now she was heading in the opposite direction of the Sauntering Inn and the stables, towards the hills that overlooked the town. 
I jogged across the street to the chemist’s, knowing Rendy often ran errands for him. Before going in, I saw Miss Green take a turn down the side street two blocks away.
“Have you seen Rendy?” I asked the mustachioed chemist.
He pointed to the other end of the shop. “He’s out back.”
Rushing through the shop, I opened the back door and found Rendy horsing around with another boy. He had the boy in a headlock, and their boisterous laughter echoed through the back street.
“Hey, knock it off,” I said in a hushed voice.
They stood up, wide-eyed. “What is it, Mr. Douglas?”
Looking down the narrow side street, I saw Miss Green passing by, continuing her way down the intersecting street.
“Follow that lady,” I said. “See where she goes.”
Rendy’s eyes flashed with intrigue, and I knew he’d be a diligent shadow.
Making my way back to the bookshop, I wondered who this “Miss Green” really was and what she was up to. And how much, if any, of what she told me was true.
***“Sounds like a vampire,” Crystal said, drawing out the word with relish. She took a sip of tea.
“You think so?” I asked. “I was thinking witch.”
Ruby sat cradling her tea, listening with a troubled expression.
“Vampire is more likely,” Crystal said. “The way you felt drawn towards her. Vampires can do that.”
“Hmph. Well, she doesn’t seem to like the sun.”
“Exactly!” Crystal giggled. “Maybe you should bring her into the harem; vampire bride for the ghoul sheriff.”
I gave her a wry look. “I’m not a ghoul.”
“How can you guys joke about this?” Ruby asked. “Personally, I think she may be a succubus; they’re also creatures of the night. But, either way, it isn’t funny. Brad… Please, be careful.”
“Aw, come on, Roobs, you really think she could hurt Brad, the man who fell from the sky and got stabbed through the stomach, and woke up the next morning feeling fine?”
Crystal spoke in a light tone, but her face had become more serious. 
She and Ruby both looked at me, wanting reassurance.
“She won’t be able to hurt me, if her intention is bad. I can easily blast her. But I will be careful, don’t worry.”
I had explained every detail of my meeting with Lyda Green. Apart from their theories about what sort of supernatural creature she might be, they also had ideas about her true identity.
No noble families in the area had the surname Green, and there was no one named Lyda Green.
However, based on my description of the young lady, they guessed that she was Lady Malinda Van Horn, the only surviving child of one of Pankaku’s great houses.
Ruby and Crystal never knew her well, because she was a few years younger. But they remembered her as a shy and quiet girl, rather gangly and awkward.
When she hit puberty, she blossomed into a beauty, but the boys were afraid of her. As she came of age, she took to dressing in black, staying home all day, and coming out at night to attend dances and private parties. She liked to cover herself with gloves, hats, and veils.
And they remembered rumors about her, how she’d fallen in with a bad crowd.
“What sort of crowd?” I asked.
“Oh, you know, the party girls. The types who like to drink and smoke and go to private parties at the… well, the Dragon’s Den.”
I went upstairs to see what Enka knew. Presumably she’d be a wealth of information. From what I understood, she’d been dancing at the Dragon’s Den for more than a year.
The living room was empty, and the kitchen was quiet. Enka’s door was closed, and seemed silent and still inside. I knocked softly.
“Enka?”
No answer. She must be taking a nap before starting her shift, I figured.
***Heading back to my office, I found Rendy standing outside with a hangdog look.
“Did you track her?” I asked.
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mr. Douglas. I don’t know what happened. She turned onto another street. I came around the corner a few seconds later, but she was gone. I checked in every direction, every path she could’a taken. Nothing! I don’t get it.”
I chewed my cheek. That was a little puzzling. Rendy was a good snoop. A lady in heels shouldn’t have been able to lose him so easily.
“At least you tried,” I said, handing him a coin. Then I added another one. “Here – a retainer.”
Rendy pocketed the money. “Thanks. I’ll stay close by, in case you need me.”
Returning to my desk, I occupied myself for a while by fiddling with pens. Then I drummed my fingers on the desk.
I was bored. It sucked sitting around doing nothing when there were more interesting things I could be doing. Such as paying a surprise visit to the Van Horn mansion and asking to see Malinda. Then, at night, I could go and wet my lips at the Dragon’s Den. Which might also allow me to see Enka dancing. Bonus.
But I couldn’t leave the shop unprotected, not when Malone’s men might show up.
“Wish I could practice flying,” I said to myself, looking out the window to see if anyone was nearby.
But no. I wasn’t about to start flying around my office. The only place I practiced flying – floating, really – was in the privacy of my room. I floated around in the morning and at night before bed.
I strictly stuck to this policy and told no one about my flying ability. It was to my advantage to keep the extent of my powers a secret. Eventually, though, I would need to practice outside.
But it wasn’t a priority at the moment, as much as I was dying to do it.
Resting my chin in my palm, I used my power to pull the metal handle of the desk drawer.
I made my sheriff badge float out, hovering it in front of me. I liked the look of it– a weighty six-pointed gold star with “Pankaku SHERIFF" engraved onto its surface.
Keeping it suspended in the air, I made the paperweight float off my desk at the same time. The pens followed. I smiled. It looked like I was in a spaceship with zero gravity.
Bringing the objects gently back to my desk, something occurred to me.
Razorclaw… Couldn’t he make force fields?
I could see how it might be done. Similarly to how I made things float, I could create a repulsive force.
Sitting in my chair, I messed around with an electromagnetic field on the other side of the room, experimenting until it seemed to form a strong and springy force.
Then I floated the paperweight into the air and made it hurl towards the opposite wall. But before it reached the wall, it met with an invisible barrier, flying back in the opposite direction and crashing onto the floor in front of my desk.
Interesting, I thought. I’ve done it. I’ve created a repulsive force field.
That was exactly what I needed, but would it work on a person? I decided to use myself as a guinea pig.
I stood up from my desk, excited to see what would happen. Walking to the other side of the room, I could sense the repulsive field. It did not repel me; I walked through it with ease. That was likely because of my powers, I figured, but I had to be sure.
I went outside and waved to Rendy, who was horsing around on the other side of the street.
As he was running over, I created a force field in front of my office door.
“What’s up?” Rendy said in a jocular voice. “Oops,” he said, his cheeks going red. “Sorry, I mean, how can I help you, Mr. Douglas?”
I laughed. “It’s alright, relax.” I gestured towards the office door. “I want you to try going into the office.”
Rendy frowned and scratched his head. “That’s it?”
“Yeah… Hmm. Hang on a sec.” I realized I’d better put the forcefield across the entire shopfront – no, the entire building – in order to have a really effective barrier.
It took me a second, but I managed to stretch the shield around the entire office, while Randy watched me with a baffled expression. I knew I’d succeeded, because I could sense the metals and electromagnetic fields in and around each wall.
I waited for several ladies to walk by, giving them a friendly nod as they passed.
Then I turned to Rendy. “Alright,” I said, smiling reassuringly. “Go ahead.”
Rendy frowned at me suspiciously and then approached the shop cautiously. Within about five feet of the door, he lurched back in surprise.
“Woah! There’s something here!”
“Did it hurt?” I asked.
“Naw, just surprised me.” He gawked at me, wide eyed. “Are you magic?”
I nodded. “Something like that. I’m trying to make force fields and I want to see if they work.”
“That’s amazing!” He gaped at the door. “Is it gonna hurt me?”
“I don’t think so.”
He gave me a wry look, and then turned towards the office door. “He doesn’t think so.”
As the boy neared the door, he seemed to fight against something. It only lasted an instant, before he was thrown backwards a few feet, landing on his butt.
He looked at me in amazement. “Holy cow!”
“Listen,” I said. “Don’t go telling anyone about my powers, alright? I’m sure it’ll get out soon enough, but I don’t want the attention right now.”
Rendy nodded earnestly. “You got it, Mr. Douglas!”
I ran one more experiment. I had Rendy continuously try to get into the office while I walked around the block. This was to see if the shield would hold even when I was some distance away.
When I came back around the block, Rendy reported that the force field had remained effective the entire time.
Excellent. This would free me up. I’d just have to explain it to the girls. Ruby would have to close the shop while the forcefield was up, and they wouldn’t be able to leave. I’d have to coordinate with Enka, too. She probably wouldn’t like it, but tough.
I pulled out my pocket watch. It was 4:46 p.m. Another hour to kill. Then I’d have dinner, wash up, and head to The Dragon’s Den.




Chapter thirty-two

A burly, monsterish doorman in a crisp white shirt admitted me into the Dragon’s Den. 
The club was classier than I’d expected. The wine-colored carpet hushed my steps as I descended a few stairs to the main floor, a small sea of round tables, each one shining with a candle.
Everything was dimly lit in red and pinkish hues.
The stage, equipped with two dance poles, was flanked by a small orchestra pit. The band was comparable to a 1920s jazz orchestra, but more exotic. A deep drum produced a tumbling dance rhythm, accentuated by a strange bass instrument that created a deep, undulating sound.
On the stage, a scantily clad woman swayed her hips to the undulating rhythm. She looked like a 1920s burlesque dancer, with a feather-plumed headband, a bodice, and fishnet stockings.
The tables were largely empty, as expected. Tomorrow was a work day. But it didn’t matter. My purpose was to familiarize myself with the place and see what I could observe.
I took a seat at one corner of the bar and ordered an ale. Sipping it, I admired the mural that adorned the far wall of the club. It depicted a stylized dragon, its long tail encircling three girls who were tied up, apparently in sacrifice to the winged serpent.
The opposite wall, closer to me, was covered in red curtains. Occasionally, an enormous suit  would emerge from the curtains and clasp his monstrous hands in front of his waist, observing the scene with a proprietorial air. His coarse, gray hair was slicked back with hair wax. 
Though he wore a nice suit, it appeared stretched and crooked over his broad, slumped shoulders.
In addition to his massive stature, he had freakishly rough skin. I wondered if he was the same race as Tiny Marco. Unlike Tiny, however, this goon’s lower jaw sprouted an impressive pair of tusks.
Given his authoritative air, I wondered if he was the owner Enka had told me about, Grep Calik.
Though he ignored me, I was sure he was well aware of my presence. Several other goons of similar stature came in and out of the curtains or stood and watched the club.
I estimated they were at least eight. None were locals. I could tell because they weren’t humans; all were of the same monsterish race. The biggest of the lot – a brute with a deep scar across his cheek – walked over to the gray-hair. They had a brief conference, during which the scar-faced goon glanced at me.
I kept sipping my beer, passing the time. Turning my attention to the smoky tables, I noted three tables of men who looked like merchant types. One I recognized as the owner of the tack shop.
Another table, off to the side, was occupied by two men of refined dress and manner, noblemen. One was very young, too young to have fought in the war. The other was missing an arm.
I did not spot any that looked like government types.
The woman finished her act, collecting a few coins and banknotes from the stage. The band finished tuning and prepared to start playing. The stage curtain rustled. Wondering if Enka was up next, I took a swig of my beer and set down the empty glass, nodding to the bartender. He set down another glass on the counter. The band started playing slow, lusty music.
With my back to the stage, I took up the glass as men cheered, signaling the dancer’s appearance. It occurred to me that I didn’t particularly like the idea of other men catcalling the goblin girl.
But why should I be possessive of her? I’ve already decided I don't want to get involved with her.
Turning to face the stage, I saw an ebony skinned bunny girl. Watching her jiggle around the stage, I drank my beer at a good pace. I decided I’d seen enough for one night. With the last swig, I put the empty glass on the counter and started to rise.
But a girl suddenly came up and sat beside me.
“Hi!” she said with bubbly eagerness. “I’m Melly!”
She was a cute girl with pretty blue eyes and rosy cheeks. I decided to stay awhile and see what I could learn from her. I suspected Calik had probably sent her to sound me out, but it didn’t matter.
“So, you work here?” I asked.
“Uh huh.”
I subtly gestured towards the gray-haired goon. “I see Mr. Calik’s very attentive. That’s a good quality in a business owner.”
The girl looked at him, confirming my impression that he was, indeed, Grep Calik. “He likes to keep an eye on things,” she said.
“What race is he, anyway?” I asked casually. “I’ve never seen a dude like that before.”
She gave me a look of surprise. “He’s an orc. You seriously didn’t know?”
“I guess I thought orcs were green.”
“Green orcs are green. Gray orcs are gray.”
I ordered another beer for myself and a drink for Melly. As the bartender served our drinks, a boisterous group came down the carpeted stairs.
The loudest one was a gray orc, like Calik. He had Calik’s massive jaw and stature, though he was much younger. Throwing his head back, he woo-hooed like a drunken frat boy as he lumbered down the stairs.
His two human buddies laughed and hooted, following alongside him. The group walked among tables, shoving each other, laughing obnoxiously, and knocking over a few chairs before taking a table in front of the stage.
Tilting their chairs back, they proceeded to hoot at the bunny girl, tossing coins at her. The young gray turned towards the bar, slamming on his table. “Beer! We must have beer!” 
A knot tightened in my stomach. Knowing Enka would soon perform in front of these dopes didn’t exactly make me happy.
Shit. I guess I do kind of care about her a little.
They grew even rowdier as the waiter brought them their beer. I noticed Calik regarding them disapprovingly. “Is that guy related to Mr. Calik?” I asked Melly.
“That’s his nephew, Bindy,” she said with distaste. “He’s visiting from the city. Summer break just started.”
“Summer break? What, is he a college student?”
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Frat boys.”
I chuckled in spite of myself. It continued to amaze me how this world was so different from Earth and yet so similar at the same time.
“So, where ya from?” the girl asked, sliding her hand on my arm.
I ignored her question. The music had stopped, and the bunny girl was leaving the stage.
I watched the curtain, waiting. I just knew Enka was next.
Bindy slapped his table impatiently. “Tits! We wanna see some tits!”
The band started a tune, slow and sultry. Sure enough, Enka walked out from behind the curtain.
She strutted across the stage wearing a corset with a short tasseled skirt and high heels. Bindy and his buddies went silent, their eyes glued to Enka as she held the pole and walked around it, giving a view of her swaying backside.
The tables of merchants were silent, as were the noblemen. Everyone watched Enka, mesmerized.
She tossed her hair and sashayed across to the other pole, circling it while displaying every erotic curve of her figure. Men groaned, eyes glued to her swaying ass. I saw the ache on their faces.
“Take it off, already!” Bindy yelled, veins popping from his neck. “Take it. The fuck. Off!” His friends laughed uproariously, reaching up and slapping their hands on the stage.
They started tossing coins. Enka grabbed the pole, lifting herself off the stage. She spun. Her legs twirled in the air. She returned to her feet with all the grace of a ballerina. In the same instant, the young brute leaned back in his chair and flicked a coin.
It whizzed through the air and hit Enka’s forehead. Her face contorted with pain as she pressed a hand on her forehead.
Her eyes flashing with anger. She glanced at the bouncers indignantly. But she would not have to wait for their assistance.
I was already striding across the floor, shoving chairs aside and grinding my teeth. Bindy did not see me coming; he was too busy insulting Enka.
He waved his hand at her. “Keep going. Take it off.”
“Hey!” I bellowed.
The young orc lurched around in his chair, his face twisted with contempt.
Enka’s mouth fell open as we locked eyes. “Brad?”
Bindy stood up, knocking his chair down, sneering. Who the fuck are–”
His sentence was cut short by my fist connecting swiftly with his jaw.
A swift combination of right and left strikes sent the orc crashing into a table and onto the floor. A primal sense of satisfaction rushed over me as the brute rolled on the ground, disoriented.
One of his friends swung at me. I kicked him in the stomach, making him crumple.
The bouncers swarmed around us. “That’s enough,” grunted the scar-faced behemoth.
I held up my hands. “I’m cool, guys. Sorry about that.”
He grabbed me by the arms. “You’ll have to leave.”
“Alright, no problem,” I said calmly.
As he began to lead me away, I looked up at Enka on the stage. She returned my gaze, her eyes glistening with tears, radiating genuine gratitude. She called out to the bouncer, hurrying towards a staircase at the side of the stage. “Morik, wait! Don’t you dare throw him out!”
Carefully maneuvering the stairs in her platform shoes, she hastened across the floor in my direction. Her breasts bounced, her thighs jiggled, her lustrous black hair swayed. But she kept her eyes locked on mine.
A couple of bouncers made a tentative move to intervene, but seemed to think better of it. They stepped aside, allowing her to reach me. She grabbed my arm and pulled, as if to engage in a tug-of-war with the bouncer. 
"Let him go, Morik!"
Morik released his grip, though he still stood close. “I’m sorry, Miss Enka, but he’s gotta go.”
A resonant voice called out from across the room: “Alright, Morik, he’s okay. Let him be, please.” To my left, I spotted Grep Calik waving amicably at the bouncer.
Calik then turned his attention to a group of merchants. “How are you doing? I apologize for the kerfuffle. The entertainment will resume shortly.”
Enka stood close to me. Her eyes were moist, and mascara ran down one cheek.
I’d never seen her this vulnerable. I put my arms around her.
She pawed at my shirt. “Brad… Thanks.”
Bindy struggled to his feet, wrestling with the bouncers. “I’ll kill him! I’ll kill him!” he roared, trying, and failing, to charge me through the security.
Calik approached, fixing his nephew with a menacing glare. “Bindy!” he growled, walking up to him. His voice was low, but I could still hear it: “Your conduct is unorcly. You dishonor your parents. I've warned you before and now my patience is exhausted. Pack your belongings. You're leaving on the first coach tomorrow morning."
Bindy seethed with murderous rage, but the bouncers escorted him and his friends around the stage towards a staircase leading to the upper floor.
Calik approached Enka with a solicitous air, apologizing for his nephew’s behavior. He then turned to me with a smile that managed to be charming despite his tusks. “I believe you are Mr. Douglas?”
I smiled, unsurprised. The Daily Trumpet had done an article introducing me as the new sheriff. Calik would have immediately started gathering information about me.
The article itself had mostly discussed my role as sheriff, only briefly touching on my background. There was a rumor going around that the reform committee had recruited me from the Northern Steppes, a remote region associated with a legendary hero similar to Hercules. 
This was a convenient backstory, so I allowed the newspaper reporter to think it was true. I had no intention of trying to maintain the lie for long. But, for the moment, it saved me the considerable nuisance of having to explain my origins.
“Pleasure to meet you,” I said, shaking Calik’s hand.
Calik’s expression turned apologetic. “I must inform you – while I do admire chivalry – fighting is strictly forbidden in my establishment, Mr. Douglas.”
“I apologize,” I said.
“Oh, not to worry!” he said, still completely amiable. “After all, I know you’re the sheriff – congratulations, by the way – so you may well have been within your authority. However, I can assure you that our bouncers are very good at their jobs.”
He glanced at Enka. “Do you two know each other?”
Calik was playing dumb. He almost certainly knew I lived with Enkna.
“Yes,” I said.
Calik grinned. “Well, then your case for intervening was even stronger! I don’t blame you a bit. But let me assure you again” – his smile broadened – “Enka is perfectly safe under my employment, as I’m sure she would confirm.”
We both looked at Enka. 
She stood holding my arm. “I’ve never had any problems, Mr. Calik,” she said softly.
Despite Calik’s reassurances, I couldn’t help but see the vague outline of a threat beneath his words.
He turned to Enka, nodding respectfully. “Please take the rest of the night off. If there’s anything else I can do, let me know.”
Enka embraced my arm. “I’ll see you later,” she breathed, looking deep into my eyes.
She turned to leave, but I squeezed her arm. “Enka.” I pulled her close and whispered in her ear, “Listen, I have a forcefield around the shop. You won’t be able to get inside until I get back to deactivate it.”
Enka raised her eyes, examining my face, but she did not betray her surprise. She merely said, “goodnight,” and made her way to the stage.
Good girl, I thought, watching her climb the stairs.
“I must say, Mr. Douglas,” Calik said, “I am sorry we had to meet under such circumstances. The sheriff is an important figure in the community, and I hope we can foster a good working relationship.”
I continued watching Enka as she crossed the stage and stepped behind the curtain, casting one lingering look my way before disappearing.
“Well, I’m just here tonight as a private individual,” I said, meeting Calik’s gaze.
He gave me an oily smile. “Nevertheless, may I invite you into my office? I’d like to take the opportunity to become better acquainted.”
I returned his smile. “Certainly.”
***Calik led me through the crimson curtain, down a corridor, and into an oak-paneled office. He poured two drinks, handing me one, before settling behind his desk and gesturing for me to take a seat.
He started off by asking me how I liked his club, an obvious attempt to probe the reason for my visit.
“Mr. Calik, as I mentioned, I’m here tonight in a purely private capacity.” 
Calik smiled. “There’s no such thing, Mr. Douglas. We both know it. But put that aside. I simply wanted to make sure it wasn’t all the horrible rumors that prompted your visit.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Rumors?”
“If you haven’t heard them yet, you certainly will, so I might as well tell you. It’s a lot of slanderous nonsense about girls being forced into sexual slavery. And the related claim that the recent murders are somehow linked to my club. Well, allow me to categorically deny those rumors.”
He raised his glass. “Well! Now that’s out of the way, let’s toast. To our future working relationship. May it be a productive one.”
I smiled politely and raised my glass before taking a sip.




Chapter thirty-three

It was late when I got back to the shop. Crystal and Ruby had already gone to bed. I didn’t see any sign of Enka. Presumably, she was still at the club, hanging out with her friends. 
As I made my way up the steep stairs to my room, it occurred to me that I was not the slightest bit drunk.
I’d consumed three beers and a glass of hard liquor. Normally that would have me tipsy, but I felt nothing.
It must be my powers, I thought. Part of the healing ability.
I did, however, have another kind of buzz. I couldn’t stop thinking about Enka. The softness in her eyes after I’d knocked down Bindy and his friend. She was really touched, and probably turned on, by my defending her.
I tossed and turned in bed, restless. All I could think about was Enka striding across the kitchen, her ass swaying, tossing her head haughtily. And then, her attitude disappeared, and I saw her in her moment of vulnerability, gazing at me with admiring eyes, makeup streaming down her cheeks.
I yearned for her to be lying beside me between the sheets, wearing her skimpy pajamas. 
That’s it, I decided. I’m going for Enka. I’ll bring her into the harem, even if she is a bad match for me. But maybe it’ll be different in a harem situation. Enka, Ruby, and Crystal all have such different personalities; maybe they’ll all balance each other out somehow. They do seem to get along well enough, despite my initial impression.
Anyway, bottom line: I like Enka, and I have to have her.
***I awoke from an uneasy sleep, the cheerful sounds of the morning carrying to my ears: laughter, chirping birds, trotting horses, squeaking wheels.
All my thoughts about Enka from the night before ambushed me all over again. I remembered the resolution I’d reached.
Wrapping a towel around my waist, I headed downstairs for a shower.
I found the bathroom hot and steamy, with the mirror fogged up. Opening the window, I noticed a pair of panties hanging on the mermaid tail hanger.
Enka appeared at the doorway, a towel wrapped around her body, wet hair clinging to her shoulders.
“Oh, hey,” she said softly. 
“Sorry, I thought you were finished.”
“No, it’s okay. I’m done.” She walked in, her thick thighs jiggling, and took the panties off the mermaid tail. She avoided my gaze, apparently out of shyness or modesty, rather surprising coming from her.
She stopped and turned towards me, eyes still down. “By the way… about last night…” With a swift, nervous movement, she came towards me, stood on tip-toe and kissed me on the lips, touching my bare stomach for balance.  
“No problem,” I murmured as she hurried to the door, presenting me with the heart-stopping view of the backs of her legs and the roundness of her ass cheeks beneath the towel.
Pausing at the door, she met my gaze for a second, then coyly dropped her gaze, eyes wandering over my muscles to the tent in my pants. Her lips curved with satisfaction, and she slipped out, shutting the door.
I listened to her feet padding the floor in the hallway as she returned to her room. I imagined her letting the towel drop to the floor and standing naked in her bedroom.
Raising my palm, I used my power to get the shower ready, turning on the cold water. It sparkled down from the shower head and made a pleasant rain sound against the tub.
I’ll broach the Enka question with Ruby and Crystal right now, over breakfast, I thought.
It would be best to get it off my chest right away; I didn’t want to be distracted with girl issues. Count Steerfast had arranged for me to interview family members of Ladies Brimble and Strathmore, as well as a few witnesses.
The interviews would take place in my office over two days, starting today.
I watched the water swirl down into the drain and waited for it to turn good and cold. Then, taking a deep breath, I stepped into the ice-cold shower.
***I made it to the kitchen in time to join Ruby and Crystal for breakfast. Enka had gone to bed.
I waited as Ruby lifted me my breakfast and then returned to her seat.
“There’s something I wanna talk about,” I said softly. “I’d like to bring her into the harem.” I pointed at Enka’s door. “Last night at the club…”
“Enka told us about how you defended her,” Crystal said. “She seemed really moved by it.”
“Yeah. I feel like we made a deeper connection.”
Ruby’s expression remained neutral. Her tail wasn’t wagging, but neither did her ears go back. “Have you told Enka this?” she asked.
“No, not yet. But I’m pretty sure she likes me.”
“Oh, she does,” Crystal said.
I raised an eyebrow. “How do you know that?”
The hobgoblin smiled slyly and shrugged. “I just know.”
“She does like you,” Ruby said, prodding a chunk of potato with her fork. A little smile came onto her face as she continued pushing it around her plate.
I began, “I know you said you need time, but–”
“It’s okay,” Ruby said, smiling. “You live with Enka– we all do. It seems kind of inevitable. So, okay. Let’s bring Enka in, too… If she wants to.”
“Are you sure?”
She nodded. “Yes, but please, no more for a little while, until it doesn’t feel new anymore and we’re all used to it.”
I chuckled. “I’m pretty sure the three of you are enough to handle.”




Chapter thirty-four

I couldn’t believe how easy it was. I now had a harem with a goblin, a hobgoblin, and a cute little dog girl. Perhaps soon I’d have them all lying in the same bed with me. 
Delighted, I dressed in a white shirt, vest, and blazer in preparation for my interviews.
On my way out, Crystal handed me a letter: it was from Tristram.
In his scrawling handwriting, he informed me there was no one in Pankaku named Lyda Green. Nor did he know of any young women who fit the description I’d outlined in a letter.
However, Poppina did, although it was hard to get her to cooperate.
My word, she is angry with you! he wrote. She refuses to leave her room. I’ve never seen her so sulky.
When I mentioned your name, she screamed. It took a tremendous effort to persuade her to answer your inquiry. Anyway, she thinks your mysterious caller may actually be Malinda Van Horn, a solitary young woman who likes to dress in black and sleep all day.
The information matched with what Crystal and Ruby had said. Lady Van Horn had taken to hanging out with a questionable crowd – “perhaps even the criminal element,” Tristram wrote.
I pocketed the letter and headed to my office to meet the first witness, a shop owner who had discovered Lady Brimble’s body.
***The interviews occupied most of my day. Among others, I examined Lady Brimble’s parents and her closest friend. They confirmed that Miss Brimble had spent more and more time at the Dragon’s Den, and she had become increasingly troubled in the weeks before her death.
Later, when the afternoon shadows stretched long on Main Street, I locked my office and headed back to the bookshop for one final interviewee: Enka.
I waited for her in the shop. She’d be heading to the club soon, so I decided to catch her on the way out.
Enka came down dressed for the stage. High heels. A low-cut halter top with a short, fringed skirt that swayed and shimmered as she walked.
Holding a glittery handbag on one arm, she tossed her lustrous hair over her shoulder and walked across the shop with an arrogant swagger.
Her bitch mask was back on. But maybe that’s just how she deals with all the bullshit at the club.
“See you guys later,” she said in a tired voice, addressing no one in particular.
She doesn’t really like working there, I thought. Not as much as she claims.
“Hey, wait a sec, Enka,” I said, standing up. “I wanted to ask you something. Do you know Melly?”
Enka looked at me, her hand on the door.
“Yeah… Did she talk to you?”
I nodded. “She came up to me. It felt like she’d been sent to find out stuff about me.”
Enka shrugged. “She’s one of Grep’s girls.”
I raised my eyebrows. “A hooker?”
Enka nodded. “I don’t know her very well. Only talked to her a couple times.”
“How come?”
Enka tossed her head disdainfully. “Grep’s girls don’t dance, and most of us dancers aren’t about to turn tricks for Grep.”
“I see. Thanks.”
As soon as Enka left, I asked Ruby to close the shop early, so I could put up a forcefield.
“Are you going to drop in on Lady Van Horn?” Ruby asked.
I shook my head. “Tomorrow night. I’m going to finish my interviews first. Maybe they’ll turn up something useful that I can use when I talk to Van Horn. As for tonight, I’m heading to Stoneside. Count Steerfast invited me for dinner.”
Disappointment flitted across Ruby’s face, but she smiled. “Okay. Crystal and I are gonna play cards after dinner. We thought you might join us. Next time, hopefully.”
“I’d like that,” I murmured, encircling her in my arms. 
She kissed me eagerly, moaning as my tongue plundered her mouth.
I cradled her head, kissing her hair. “Next time for sure.”
She nodded. “Okay.”
I pressed my lips against hers and left the shop, turning around to erect a forcefield. Through the window, Ruby waved at me as she flipped the sign to ‘closed.’
***My pocket-watch was about to tick to quarter-past ten by the time I returned to the shop.
The dinner had been very enjoyable. We ate a delicious roast and drank sherry. We discussed the murder investigation, but the conversation moved on to politics, history, and many other topics.
The Count, having fully recovered from the poisoning, was lively, funny, and intelligent. Tristram was also in top form, making witty remarks about various public figures.
Poppina did not make an appearance, but I was actually glad to be in the company of men for a change. I thoroughly enjoyed myself, and several hours passed quickly.
When I entered the shop, everything was so quiet that I thought the girls must have gone to bed.
Lighting a candle, I made my way upstairs. A lamp was burning low in the living room, and the playing cards were on the coffee table. But Roobs and Crystal weren’t there. Thinking they’d gone to bed, I headed up to my room.
As I headed upstairs, a breeze gusted down from the loft above, blowing out my candle.
Hm. I must have left the balcony open.
The wind tossed my hair as I mounted the stairs and came into the room. The balcony door stood wide open, creaking on its hinges, and the curtain billowed. Dim light from the crescent moon trickled into the room, slightly penetrating the darkness.
Putting the extinguished candle on the dresser, I peered into the gloom of my bedroom. My forcefield had not covered the top floor. I didn’t think anyone would be able to reach the balcony. Was it possible someone climbed up?
Unlikely. Besides, I didn’t sense anything. If some goon was waiting for me in the darkness, I would have sensed his hostile presence before I even came up the stairs.
Accepting the explanation that I hadn’t properly closed the door, I uncorked my pitcher and poured some water in the basin as the cool night air stirred my hair.
Putting the pitcher down, I undid my cravat, pulled it off, and unbuttoned my shirt.
Before I reached the last button, a movement drew my attention to the dark corner where the bed stood. Someone was under the blankets.
“What the fuck is that?” I grunted, marching towards the bed and raising a hand, ready to use my power.
My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I saw a little face staring at me over the blanket.
“Don’t be cross, Brad.”
“Poppina?”
“Hi!”
Her short brown hair was sprawled tumultuously on the pillow. Her big eyes twinkled with mischief beneath her bangs. She grinned, showing her little white teeth. Her lips gleamed in the dull moonlight. I saw she was wearing lip gloss and glittery makeup on her cheeks.
“Your bed’s cozy,” she observed. She nuzzled her head into the pillow, and her body wriggled beneath the blankets.
“Poppina, what are you doing here?” I hissed.
She looked at me with one of her melodramatic scared faces. “You’re angry!” She pulled the blanket up so that it covered her nose. Her eyes peeked at me over the top of the blanket.
“Yes, I’m angry,” I said. “And keep your voice down.”
“Ow!” she squeaked and lowered the blanket, revealing a playful pout. 
She looked so silly that I almost laughed. “This isn’t the time for games, Poppina. You can’t be here like this, you know that.”
“I’m not playing games,” she said, growing frustrated. “Urrr!” she grunted, straining her head back against the pillow and lifting her body beneath the blankets. She scowled at me. “Why do you have to be such an absolute pill? You’re not even happy to see me.”
“Yeah, because you freaked me out. You don’t just sneak into someone’s house.”
“I wanted to surprise you,” she whined.
“Well, you did.”
Poppina stuck out her bottom lip. “Boy, you sure killed the mood. You got any giggle water? We need to lighten things up.”
“No, I don’t have giggle water, and you have to leave. Now. This is totally improper.”
Poppina closed her mouth tightly, frowning like a little girl having a temper tantrum. She shook her head. “No!”
“Yes. Now, Poppina.”
“Uh uh.”
“I’m not joking.” I walked closer, reaching for the blanket.
“I’m not joking either,” Poppina hissed, her face twisting with anger.
I tried to pull the blanket away, but she clung to it stubbornly.
“Poppina, for fuck’s sake.” I wrenched the blanket off her, then stopped, gaping.
She was dressed in lingerie.




Chapter thirty-five

I recognized Poppina’s lingerie as the same outfit she’d asked me to buy her. Tossing her head to the side, she whipped her hair over her eyes and panted. 
She held her wings to her sides, but parted them to reveal the entirety of her body.
Red strips of satin criss-crossed her svelte torso, barely covering her small breasts. Those two perky mounds stood high on her chest and pointed upwards, nipples hard beneath the satin.
Her long, lithe waist squirmed as she squeezed her thighs together and rubbed her ass against my bed beneath her.
She made little whimpering noises, and her wings trembled. Another thin strip of satin formed a choker around her delicate neck.
A growl rumbled in my chest as I stood over her. My veiny, muscular hand reached for her face and moved her hair aside. She moaned, pressing her head back against the pillow, eyes shut, lips parted in anticipation.
I brushed my fingers over her cheek. It was soft as a down feather. Without thinking, I leaned down and brought my face next to hers. She smelled warm and dewy, with hints of cherry bubble gum.
Her eyes flickered open as I pressed my lips against her cheek.
But then I quickly stood up straight, backing away from the bed as Poppina gasped for breath and writhed on my sheet. “Get up, Poppina. You gotta go.”
She moaned, pointed her knees to the side, and arched her back in a luxurious stretch. Night air blew against my bare chest, ruffling the shirt that hung loose about me, undone except for one button.
I was halfway there… How easy would it be to undo my trousers, push them down, and… Quickly. It could be done quickly, just to satisfy my own need.
No!
“Poppina, hurry up.”
“Mmmmm,” she moaned with rapture, as if she’d just tasted her favorite flavor of ice cream. “O-okay. I… I’ll get up now… hehehe.”
Sliding off the bed, she stood and looked up at me with her coy, Little Red Riding Hood face.
I opened my mouth to insist that she had to leave, but the words caught in my throat. I coughed. Then I looked her up and down.
I didn’t want her to leave. Not yet.
“You’re practically naked,” I muttered, casting my eyes around the room. Surely she’d worn a coat and taken it off. Seeing none, I looked again at her body with a disapproving frown.
Her chest rose and fell. Her eyes wandered over my chest and stomach. She inched closer.
I reach out and put my finger under a strip of fabric, brushing the top of her breast. I pinched the fabric between my thumb and finger.
“Did you come here wearing this?”
Poppina panted. Her limber body squirmed with need for my touch. She pressed closer, wrapping her wings around me, bringing her face to my bare chest.
“Yes. I flew,” she breathed, looking up at me. “I flew over the houses. Maybe all the men and the boys looked out their windows and saw my body.”
I grabbed her shoulders and glared at her saucy face. Her head lolled back as she giggled idiotically.
“You shouldn’t dress like that in public,” I murmured, squeezing her arms, gently but firmly. “I don't like it.”
“Well, if you don’t want me to… I won’t,” she mewled.
Sliding one hand on her waist, I sank my fingers into her malleable flesh. She gasped, writhing as I placed the other hand over her collar bone, my thumb touching her neck.
“There, that’s better,” I growled.
“Oh… Brad… Please…”
“Please what?”
“Kiss me,” she whispered.
I leaned closer. She sought desperately to meet my lips, but I held her in place. She laughed lustily and looked inside my shirt, wetting her lips with her tongue. Then she started twirling her tongue towards my body as if I was ice cream.
She pushed with all her strength. I moved her closer. Her tongue licked my chest, her lips kissed my skin.
I cradled the back of her head with my hand, curling my fingers in her soft strands of hair. She was fumbling with the final button of my shirt, whining needily.
I undid the button. The shirt slid down my arms. Poppina fell against me, squirming. My hands explored the curve of her back. It was too much. Taking her by the collarbone, I pushed her away from me and groped her pussy. My fingers met with soaking wet hotness.
Her panties were crotchless.
That figured.
I pushed a finger into her folds, curling it inside her. Pressing deeper, I came to a tight, wet pocket of muscular flesh. Her pussy squeezed my finger. She worked her hips.
“Brad,” she whined, clumsily pawing my trousers with the curves of her wings. I hastily undid my pants and shoved them down along with my underwear. My member bounced free, its entire muscular length straining to penetrate Poppina’s tightness.
I put it between her thighs. She rubbed herself over my length, coating it with her dripping nectar.
“Is this what you want?” I grunted.
“Yes,” she breathed. “Please. Please, Brad... Please."
Consumed with need, I fully committed myself to the action. I was going all the way.
Turning her around, I walked her to the foot of the bed. She leaned on it, pointing her tight little butt towards me, displaying her glistening slit. I found her hole with my finger, and then pressed my head against her entrance.
Poppina gasped in shock as I pushed my tip inside. I was in. Barely. Grabbing her hips, I slowly pressed a little farther, maybe an inch.
Already, the tight walls of her pussy crushed me. I struggled to imagine how I would fit. But she got wetter and wetter, writhing her hips around me, and I maintained my grip on her thighs, slowly pulling her down my cock.
She moaned as I thrust farther in. Two inches.
She stopped writhing and panted to catch her breath.
Taking hold of her tiny waist, I slowly continued to stuff her. “There’s a lot more to go,” I growled. “I’m gonna stretch you out, Poppina.”
“Yes.”
“I’m gonna stretch you out and fill you up. You’re still gonna feel me inside you tomorrow, all day.”
“Yes.” She resumed her grinding, arching her back and working her hips, proving to be as flexible as a cheerleader. Her pussy clamped down tight. I wouldn’t last long.
"God, you're tight. Have you done this before?"
She panted, "W-what? Sex? Of course not… What kind of… girl do ya think I am, anyway?"
Suddenly, a soft voice came from the stairs.
“Brad?”
Ruby stood in the doorway.




Chapter thirty-six

A gasp of surprise cut the air even as Poppina kept panting and writhing on the tip of my cock. 
“Oh, gosh! I’m sorry,” Ruby said, hastily turning back to the door.
I recoiled from Poppina. “Fuck.” The smell of the harpy girl’s sex hung in the air.
Ruby’s ears were pinned back as she hurried to the stairs.
“Ruby, this was a mistake!” I said as she bolted.
Poppina crawled onto the bed and sat on her heels, closing her wings around herself. She stared blankly.
I sighed. “Poppina, we shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry. You know I’ve told you–”
“Stop it!” she said with an intensity that took me aback. Her face contorted with anger. “You said I’m a mistake.”
“I didn’t say you’re a mistake. I just meant–”
“You’re embarrassed about me?”
“Embarrassed! Poppina, it’s nothing to do with that.” I touched her shoulder, but she recoiled, flapping her wings.
She stood on the bed, clawing the sheets with her little talons.
“Poppina, take it easy.”
“Take it easy? You take it easy!” she shrieked, jumping off the bed and running onto the balcony, where she leapt onto the banister and took to the air. My heart pounding, I watched her soar over the street and turn towards the hill that overlooked Pankaku.
I did up my trousers, threw on a shirt, and went downstairs. Ruby’s door was closed. I heard her talking to Crystal.
“Ruby?” I tapped on the door.
Silence.
“Ruby.”
Crystal’s voice came, muffled through the door. “She doesn’t want to talk to you.”
“I’m opening the door,” I said, and started to turn the nob.
The door cracked, with Crystal standing in the opening. “She really doesn’t want to talk to you right now,” she whispered.
I pushed lightly on the handle. “Just for a second.”
Crystal shoved the door. “No. She really doesn’t want to. Was that Poppina Steerfast in your room?”
I sighed. “Yeah. She flew in through the balcony.”
Crystal leaned through the door, whispering, “Why did you tell Ruby nothing was going on between you and Poppina? Now she feels like you lied to her.”
“Nothing was going on. I didn’t plan this.”
“We kinda thought you were gonna play cards with us. We were waiting up.”
I slapped a palm on my forehead. “I thought you were in bed.”
Crystal shook her head. “We were in the kitchen fixing hot chocolate.”
“I’m sorry. It seemed like you’d gone to bed. And I didn’t know Poppina was up there.” I raised my voice, making sure Ruby could hear. “She sneaked in through the balcony. I didn’t let her in. Please just let me talk to her.” I pushed on the door handle again.
But Crystal was adamant. “Brad, stop it! She isn’t going to talk to you now, okay? She needs space.” Crystal’s eyes softened. She whispered, “You know Roobs. She’s really sensitive. She just needs a bit of time.”
I sighed. “Alright. Tomorrow. I’ll talk to her tomorrow. I’m sorry.”
“You were a naughty boy, Brad,” Crystal hummed, assuming a prim pose. But her eyes were sympathetic, even indulgent.
“Well, I didn’t mean to be. I’m telling you, she was waiting in my bed, wearing lingerie. And I was really horny.”
Crystal put her hand on my arm. “I get it. But why didn’t you just tell us from the start that you wanted to bring Poppina into the harem? Or… do you just wanna fuck her?” She smirked mischievously.
“No. I told you. Her dad entrusted me to watch out for her. I don’t wanna get involved with her at all.”
“Okay, okay, got it.” Her eyes twinkled, and she lowered her voice to a soft whisper. “That’s too bad. Poppina’s cute.”
I rolled my eyes. “Anyway…”
She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “But seriously, Ruby’s gonna be fine. She just needs some time to process it. And you’re gonna make it up to her, right?”
“For sure,” I said, turning to the stairs. “I’ll let her sleep on it. Hopefully tomorrow she’ll be ready to talk.”
Returning to my room, I gazed out the balcony door. The night had turned chilly. Icy gusts blew through the door. I shut it and pulled the blind closed. Then I undressed and felt my way through the darkness to my bed.
Poppina’s scent was still on the sheets.
I rubbed my palms in my eyes. Hopefully Ruby would be less upset in the morning. I was sure she’d understand, given how much she liked me.
I fell asleep with a wood under the blanket and awoke the next morning in the same condition.
***Pulling aside the curtain of my balcony, I found Mainstreet Street still asleep in the dusky morning light. The sun hadn’t risen above the hills yet. I figured Ruby wasn’t up yet, but I donned a shirt and trousers, and headed downstairs.
I found her door open. Her bed was made. Bildegard’s History of Philosophy was still open on her desk. A pad of paper, covered with notes, lay beside it. 
But there was no Ruby.
She must be cooking breakfast, I thought.
Heading down the hallway, I saw that Crystal’s door was closed. The living room was empty. The kitchen was quiet. No breakfast had been made.
I went downstairs into the shop. Ruby wasn’t there, either.
This worried me a little. Where did she go?
Then it hit me.
Oh, shit. She was going on a trip to buy books. Was that today? It must have been!
I’d totally forgotten. What had she said about the trip? She was visiting a few leads in two different towns. One of them seemed especially promising. A retired teacher had died, and his children didn’t want his library. Ruby believed they were eager to be rid of the books, so she’d get a great deal.
Damn. She said she could be gone for a week!
Her safety wasn’t a concern. She’d be well out of harm’s way. But not having a chance to clear things up before she left frustrated me.
I headed to the kitchen and made coffee. Then Ieaned against the kitchen counter and sipped on a cup.
Ruby. Poppina. Enka. Crystal. Each girl, with her individual charms, filled my thoughts. Then Dr. Esmerelda Klingspawn entered my mind. I wondered, would I have resisted Poppina’s advances last night if not for Esmerelda’s injection?
Up until this point, although Esmerelda’s shot had made me absurdly horny, it had not made me lose control as she’d intended.
In this case, however, I was pretty sure I would have resisted Poppina if it hadn’t been for the shot.
That bothered me. I decided, then and there, this would be the last time that would happen. From now on, I would make sure my voice of reason was never drowned out by my desire.
I took my last swig of coffee and washed the cup in the sink, feeling much better about the situation. I could forgive myself for one slip up. Having a superhuman sex drive naturally took some time to get used to.
I left the kitchen, heading down the hallway. I had a few hours to kill before the day’s first witness arrived at my office. I decided to go to my room and see if I could relieve my aching hard-on.
However, as I was passing Crystal’s room, her door suddenly opened, and she stepped into the hallway, yawning.
“Oh!” she said, stopping suddenly.
“Morning,” I said.
She let out a breath that she’d been holding. “Morning,” she said in a groggy voice. And she leaned against her door frame, smiling sleepily.
A towel was draped over her forearm, and her arms were crossed over her stomach. The hard peaks of her nipples stood beneath her nightgown.
She gazed at me, and a flush came into her pale cheeks as my hungry eyes roamed over her bare neck and collar bone.
Stepping closer, I reached out for her.
She sucked in a breath of anticipation.




Chapter thirty-seven

Stepping close to loom over Crystal, I brushed the tips of my fingers along her forearm, feeling the light dusting of hair on her soft skin. 
She dropped her arms to her sides, letting the towel fall to the floor. Her head lolled back, eyes half-closed, a rapturous smile on her lips.
She pushed her hips towards me, supporting the back of her neck on the door frame. Her lips parted, tongue glistening in invitation.
The feminine roundness of her stomach and the peaks of her breasts swelled the soft fabric of her nightgown.
I groped her narrow waist, kneading her flesh through the nightgown. She moaned and threw her head back, bumping it on the doorframe.
My hands were huge and rough against her slender body. I groped her breasts. She grabbed my solid forearms, digging her nails in, moaning.
Putting an arm around her waist, I jerked her towards me. As she tumbled against my chest, I took possession of her ass, squeezing both cheeks in my hands. Her night gown was riding up her thighs. 
Our eyes met. She wet her lips with her tongue.
I leaned in as if to kiss her, but stopped, letting my lips hover over hers. She squirmed with anticipation, holding her mouth open for me. I let her feel my breath for a second more, then I grabbed her jaw and shoved her face to the side, kissing her neck and tasting her ear with my tongue.
She panted, trembling.
Slipping my hand up under the nightgown, I groped her pussy.
It was dripping and hot. I pulled the nightgown up, exposing the fullness of her thighs and her mound, topped by a tuft of trimmed hair.
She spread her legs as I fondled her sensitive bits, opening her folds. I found her tiny nub of flesh and rubbed it. She arched her back and threw her arms around my neck, panting.
I dipped my finger inside her, spreading her wetness and using it to continue my clit massage.
Her chest heaved as I worked on her for a bit. Then I stopped and kissed her. “Come on, let’s go to your bed.”
She grinned, flashing pointy teeth. Taking my forearm in her hands, Crystal pulled me into her bedroom.
She walked backwards, leading me towards her bed. I felt her carpet beneath my feet. Then I stepped on something – her cute little pink cotton socks.
We stopped by her unmade bed. She tugged at my shirt. I pulled it off and threw it aside.
Groping at my crotch, her hungry mouth fell open. Her hands greedily pulled at my belt, but I took her wrists and moved them aside.
Gathering up her nightgown, I pulled it over her head. She raised her arms compliantly.
I ran my fingers over her handful-sized breasts, playing gently with the ring piercings. My tongue and lips followed. Her hands fell on my shoulders as I gathered her in my arms, laying her down on the bed.
Kneading the pliant flesh of her waist, I made a trail of kisses down her stomach, drawing circles around her belly button with my tongue. I licked the trimmed hair above her mound, then kissed the inside of her thighs, running my hands up and down her legs – from her thighs all the way to her dainty feet.
Grabbing her by the knees, I spread her legs wide open and kissed her all around her pussy, while she panted. Then my lips brushed her tender slit. She moaned and writhed her hips.
I kissed her deeply, teasing my tongue inside her. Crystal worked her hips wildly, grinding against my mouth.
Spreading her folds with my fingers, I dragged my tongue over her clit relentlessly, until tremors rocked her body and she came on my lips.
Sitting on my knees, I gazed down at her, drinking in the sight of her svelte body shivering in the afterglow.
Her youthful cheeks were soft and flawless, flushed red. She looked up to my face, panting.
“You look so good like that,” I grunted, massaging her thighs. “On your back.”
She moaned and squirmed against the sheets, reaching her hands towards me.
I quickly undid my pants and shoved them down, letting my cock spring free. She immediately gripped it.
I pushed her farther onto the bed and climbed over her, lining up my shaft with her ready pussy. But she closed her legs and put a hand on my shoulder. “Wait! Not that. I… still feel like I should let Roobs go first.”
I chuckled. “Alright.”
Propping herself up, she grabbed my shaft and began licking fervently. Then her lips wrapped around me, sliding up and down.
After a moment, she smiled lustily and lay down with her head leaning against the wall. “Come,” she said, making a come-hither motion with her finger.
Once again, she let me use her throat. I entered the wetness of her mouth, pushing past her rosy cheeks to the opening of her throat.
Firmly, I pressed my hands against the sides of her head and pushed myself down her throat all the way to the hilt. Then I fucked her, fast and steady, watching her unbraided pig tails bounce until I came on her lips and her chest.
***Crystal lay in my arms, swirling her fingers over my chest hair. On the wall over the foot of the bed, her self-portrait gazed down. I considered it thoughtfully. It was one of her finest works. 
The background was dark, and shadow fell over Crystal’s face, highlighting the luster in her deep, earnest eyes. Her lips were parted, as if she was about to speak. There was a restlessness to the painting, a yearning.
I looked at the real Crystal and brushed my finger along her pointy ear. “You haven’t told me anything about hobgoblin culture.”
She sighed, dreamily. “What would you like to know?”
“Well, you said harems are part of goblin culture. Is it the same for hobgoblins?”
“No, hobgoblin culture is very different from goblin culture,” she said emphatically. She got onto her elbow to look at me. “We are superior. At least that’s what hobgoblins think. They’re total snobs. My parents would die if they knew I was sucking a human’s dick.”
“They don’t like mixing?”
She opened her eyes wide, shaking her head. “It’s a big no-no. I was supposed to marry a hobgoblin from another noble family.”
“Another noble family? You mean your family is noble?”
She laughed. “I know you can’t tell by looking at me, but, yes; by right of birth and blood, I’m a noble.”
“So your parents would frown upon the way you live.”
“They’ve already disowned me.”
“What, literally? When?”
Crystal looked at the ceiling. “Um, let me see … I haven’t spoken with them in three years.”
“Wow, that’s terrible.”
She shrugged. “Actually, it’s more like I disowned them. We never got along. I just … couldn’t handle all the pressure, all the expectations they set up from the moment I was born.”
I caressed her arm and gently nudged her back to me. She lay on my chest and put her arm across my stomach.
She continued, “Hobgoblins have lorded over goblins for three thousand years. It’s gone to their heads. When we’re kids, we’re taught that everything we do has to be perfect, because we are the most ‘excellent’ race, fit to rule all the others. That’s what they say!”
“Wait, you guys rule over goblins? I’m surprised there isn’t more tension between you and Enka.”
“Enka knows I don’t believe in hobgoblin snobbery, and she’s not the type to paint everyone with the same brush, thankfully.
“Anyway, hobgoblin children have to live up to impossible expectations. If you do anything less than excellent, your parents shame you horribly.”
“Sounds rough.”
“I couldn’t handle it. I was much happier at Greenshells, away from hobgoblin society.”
“Why did your parents send you there?”
Crystal shrugged. “It was fashionable for hobgoblins to send their kids to human boarding schools.”
“Lucky for you.”
“Lucky for me. Big mistake for my parents. It gave me a taste of freedom, oddly enough. I became rebellious. When school ended, I told them I was moving to Pankaku with Ruby, and there was nothing they could do about it. Except disown me.”
Studying Crystal’s self-portrait again, a lot of things about her started to make sense.
I could see where she got her talent and her smarts, if she was the product of upper-crust breeding and a privileged education. Not to mention the work ethic that was instilled in her.
But her angstyness made sense too.
“Maybe that’s why you’re so restless,” I said.
“What do you mean?”
“Like with painting: You completely threw yourself into it for a while, and then, when you were getting really good at it, you stopped. Maybe because you’re still trying to live up to an impossible standard, so eventually you just quit?”
“Yes!” She said, putting her chin on my stomach and hugging me tighter. “You’re so right.”
I patted her head. “You need to cut your parents loose. They’re still living in your head.”
“I know,” Crystal whimpered. “I’ve tried. I just… wish I knew how.”
I knew how. She needed someone to guide her, to help her channel her amazing talent and enthusiasm. But always with love, never with shame or abuse, the way her parents treated her. 
I could be that person. I could help bring out the best in her. And she could do the same for me – with her adventurous spirit, her sense of fun.
“You think I’m a total mess, right?” she murmured. “Just a bundle of chaos?”
“You are a bundle of beautiful chaos. I like it.”
She laughed.
I continued, “But I think you should take all that talent and energy of yours, and focus it.”
“Focus it on the shop, you mean?”
“Yeah. I mean, let me ask you, have you been putting everything into it? Or have you been holding back?”
“Oh, I’ve definitely been holding back. You’re totally right. I have a vision in my mind of creating an awesome cafe-bakery in the bookshop. But… I’m afraid. Not just because of the Sugar Trust, but also because… well, like you said. What if it isn’t perfect?”
“Nothing is perfect, but I’m sure you’ll get closer than anyone else.”
Crystal sighed. “I know you’re right. I’ve thought about this before. I just need someone to tell me I can do it … And kick me in the butt.”
“Well, I’m telling you right now. And…” I lifted my hand and smacked her ass.
Crystal crawled on top of me, laughing. Her laughter turned into a moan as our lips met. We made out passionately for several minutes, and then I broke our kiss.
“Gotta to go. I’m interviewing the rest of the witnesses today.”
I dressed, wolfed down an omelet, and headed to my office, eager to find out what the rest of the day had in store. In particular, I was anticipating the evening.
At around eight o’clock, I would be heading out to the Van Horn estate in search of my Winter Witch.




Chapter thirty-eight

The second round of interviews proceeded much like the first; they didn’t turn up any surprises. In fact, the only really important information came not from the witnesses, but from Rendy. 
He rushed into my office as Lady Strathmore’s mother left.
“Mr. Douglas! Listen to this! I’ve got a scoop!” He slurred his words, and his face was shining red.
I sniffed the air. “You smell like beer. Are you drunk?”
He drew himself up and looked at me proudly. “I’m not drunk. I only had a pint. I was at the saloon.”
“A pint is a lot when you're pint-sized,” I said, chuckling. I idly pulled out my pocket watch and held it in front of my face: 11:46. “And it isn’t even noon!”
“Well of course I had beer with my mutton. They go together! But never mind that. Listen: the red-eyed freak is back.”
“Who is the red-eyed freak?”
“He comes into town sometimes and stays at the Den. The last time he was here was a couple of weeks ago when those girls were murdered.”
“Alright, so what happened today?”
“So, he comes in while I’m having lunch, and there’s two others with him, real nasty looking customers, okay? But he’s the freakiest. His eyes shine red, like a wolf at night. His skin is gray like ash, and he has long arms hanging down like this–” He stooped so that his hands dangled by his knees. “And big ghoulish hands with long fingers. Hands that would be really good for strangling.”
“So, he’s not human, then,” I remarked.
“No, he’s a freak! And he must have some serious powers because the other two tip-toed around him all respectful-like, even though they were as big as trolls.”
“You didn’t see them arrive in town?”
“They just got here. My friend Pete saw them come in, and they came straight to the saloon. But wait, lemme tell you what the other two looked like.” He stretched his arms out to show how big they were.
“Monsters! Bigger than Tiny Marco, and twice as ugly!”
“Any idea who they are?”
“Yes!” The boy threw his arms up and stumbled. “I’m tryin’a tell you!”
I gestured to the chair, smiling wryly. “Take a seat, relax.”
He plopped onto the chair. “Okay. So the weirdo with the red eyes does all the talking. He looks around and asks, ‘How are the girls at the club?’ Obviously, everyone knows he means the Dragon’s Den.
“Guy sitting at the bar says, ‘Great dancers.’ Then the freak grins all creepy and he says, ‘I’m not talking about the dancers. I’m talking about the merchandise.’”
Rendy paused for dramatic effect, raising his eyebrows.
“And what do you think he meant by that?” I asked.
He tapped his finger on my desk. “We don’t have to guess. He made it plain. Okay, so, Mr. Grundle piped in. You know Mr. Grundle, right?”
I shook my head no.
“He’s always preaching about this or that. Anyway, he pipes up and says something about how prostitution is the end of society. And the weirdo turns around and looks at him, grinning like a ghoul. And he says … ‘I’m not looking for prostitutes, either.’”
Rendy gave me a serious look.
“Well?” I said. “Then what happened?”
He threw up his hands in exasperation. “That was it! They ordered beers, which they didn’t even touch, and then went to the Dragon’s Den.”
“So what do you think he meant by ‘merchandise’?”
“Slaves!” Rendy cried. “What else? You’ve heard the rumors!”
I nodded. “Yeah, I’ve heard the rumors.”
“Everybody in the saloon thought the same thing. They said those guys are working for Taggart Malone. You can tell they’re professional criminals, too. Stone cold killers.”
He slapped the arm of the chair and fixed me with a look of conviction. “I’ll tell you what it is. Malone sent those guys here to purchase the latest batch of noble girls from Grep Calik! And, besides that, don’t be surprised if more girls end up dead while those goons are here.”
***Once I interviewed the final witness, I closed my office and returned to the shop. I would spend the remainder of the day in the shop with Crystal. I felt anxious about her being there alone, though Enka was upstairs sleeping.
Rendy’s story put me on edge. Whatever sinister machinations were in motion seemed to be ramping up.
As the afternoon wore on, I sensed a growing tension in the air, as if a gargantuan mousetrap was being sprung over Pankaku, and it would soon come slamming down.
I didn’t quite know what to make of the arrival of the “freak” and his two colleagues. Rendy’s explanation didn’t quite add up. 
If they’d come into town to buy sex slaves, why announce it publicly? Perhaps it was brazenness, but I didn’t buy that. They must have wanted everyone to know about their presence and their plans, or at least, that particular version of their plans.
No one knew for sure what they were really up to.
Returning to the shop late in the afternoon, I found Crystal entertaining a customer – a portly gentleman with thick glasses and piercing, owly eyes. Those eyes might have been intimidating, but his rosy cheeks, his white hair, and his corpulent jollity lent him the air of a clean-shaven Santa Claus.
With one hand on his fat belly and the other resting on his walking stick, he surveyed the empty shelves with a sympathetic sigh.
“Such a shame,” he said in a whistley voice. “Such a shame it’s so hard to run a business these days. Pankaku is in desperate need of a good bookstore.”
“Come back next week,” Crystal said urgently. “We’ve got new stock coming in, a big collection with lots of rare books.”
The man perked up. “Rare books?”
“Absolutely.”
His fat cheeks puffed out to accommodate a smile that was childish in its simplicity. His owly eyes twinkled. “Excellent! Any idea which titles or what sort of– No! Don’t tell me. I want to be surprised. I shall return next week.”
“Great!” Crystal said. “We’ll be looking forward to it.”
“As will I! Allow me to give you my card.” His puffy hand dug into his coat pocket. “There you are!” he said, handing her a crisp, white card.
Crystal took the card in both hands and read the gilt lettering. “Very good, Mr. Crimple. Thank you.”
“No, thank you… Miss…?” He raised his eyebrows.
“Shellington.”
“Miss Shellington. Very well. Goodbye!” He raised his hand in the air, waving as if he was in a Christmas parade, and jiggled his way to the door. He gave me a portly bow. “Good day to you, Sir!”
“Good day to you,” I said, smiling.
Crystal frowned thoughtfully at the card after the man left. “Baron Francisco Gustinius Crimple. I could be wrong, but I think this gentleman is an author. He wrote some seminal history book.” She shook her head. “Yes, I think we read parts of it in school. Ruby’ll be over the moon!”
After Baron Crimple’s visit, there was a lull in customers. Crystal and I ended up leaning side-by-side on the counter and talking, as I waited to make my visit to the Van Horn mansion.
Hours flew by. Crystal talked more about her background and her parents, as well as juicier topics, such as her first sexual encounters with other girls in the dormitory at Greenshells Academy. She also asked me lots of questions about my former life on Earth. 
By the time Enka came downstairs, on her way to the Dragon’s Den, Crystal and I were cozily playing a board game. I’d played it once before with her and Ruby, so I sort of knew the rules.
“Hey, you guys,” Enka said in a casual voice, though I detected a hint of jealousy. She pretended to scratch her ear, furtively scoping us out.
Crystal looked up from the board, dice in hand. “We’re playing Knights, Rogues, and Brawlers. Wanna join?”
Enka walked towards us. She was wearing a tight, stretchy dress that went down to the bottom of her shins. Her hips shifted beautifully beneath the fabric, her bare feet padding the floor. Her shiny high-heel shoes dangled from one hand.
Leaning her hip against the counter, she held an elbow with her free hand, making her tits squish together beneath the stretchy fabric.
“No way,” she said, smiling. “Remember the last time I played this? You guys kicked my butt.”
“Well, maybe you’ll have better luck this time,” Crystal said, tossing the dice. They drummed across the board.
“Mmmm, that’s okay, I gotta go pretty soon,” Enka breathed. In the corner of my eye, I caught her studying me.
Crystal picked up a couple cards and moved her figurine, a caped rogue character with a rapier.
I picked up the dice, ignoring Enka’s gaze.
Wind gusted outside, throwing raindrops against the window.
“Holy moly, it’s gonna rain!” Crystal said, leaning over the counter just as I was about to roll.
I scowled at her. “Stop trying to jinx me.”
She stuck her tongue out.
Enka sighed and shifted her curves around.
I rolled, smirking with satisfaction when the dice came to a stop.
Crystal put a hand over her forehead. “Oh, man!”
“Ha!” I moved my figurine – a knight – 10 spaces. Then I picked up two cards. One of them depicted a muscle-bound savage. I paused for effect and then tossed the card on the board. “Barbarian mode.”
Crystal stuck her bottom lip out. “No fair.”
“That means you’re invincible,” Enka said.
I smiled. “I know.”
“Just like in real life, huh?” the goblin asked in a gently mocking tone.
I shrugged. “Pretty much.”
It struck me, suddenly, that Enka was competing with Crystal for my attention. Maybe it was just her ego. She couldn’t stand being upstaged by another girl.
Still, I liked it.
I watched Crystal roll the dice. From the corner of my eye I could see the roundness of Enka’s thighs and bum stretching her dress. I wanted to sweep the board game away and bend Enka over the counter.
Instead, I kept up the flirty dynamic I had going with Crystal, inwardly gloating about how it was affecting Enka.
The world outside darkened as the clouds thickened. A steady rain drizzled on the street.
Enka rested her chin on her palm and sighed. “I don’t feel like going to the club. I just wanna stay home and lounge around with you guys.”
“Don’t go then,” I said. “I’d feel better if you stayed here.”
Enka gave me a sarcastic look. “You’d feel better. Hm! Just like a goblin male, all patriarchal. Well, I can’t just not go to work; I’d lose my job.” Her voice softened. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be safe.”
“There are some suspicious newcomers in town. They’re here to visit the club, apparently.”
Crystal’s eyes widened at me. “Really?”
Enka turned my way, leaning one hand on the counter and putting the other on her hip. Her tone remained playful. “Bad guys, huh? You gonna arrest them? Put ‘em in jail?”
I shrugged. “No idea. I don’t even know if they’re doing anything I could bust them for.”
Enka laughed. “I’m sure you could find reasons to arrest the entire club if you dug around.” She smiled angelically and added, “Except for us girls, of course.”
I raised my eyebrows. “So you know about what they’re up to? You know who those guys are?”
She shook her head, waving a hand. “Hell, no. I told you, I don’t want any part in that stuff. I just go in there and mind my own business. But I hear the same rumors that everyone hears, and …” She shrugged. “You know, sometimes we can tell that shady stuff’s going on. But we always turn a blind eye. We don’t wanna get into trouble.”
We continued the board game, enjoying each other’s company as the rain gently pattered on the windows.
Eventually, Enka put on boots and a long coat, packing her shoes into a handbag.
“See you guys later,” she said, opening an umbrella. The door jingled and a chilly draft blew in as Enka hurried out.




Chapter thirty-nine

Rain drummed on the roof of the carriage as it trundled towards the Van Horn mansion, which was at the end of a forest road, tucked at the bottom of gloomy hills. 
I was pensive – a symptom of the rain, perhaps.
Pulling back the curtain, I gazed out the window into the deep darkness of the woods. The carriage lanterns threw light on the glistening fir trees as we sped past. The darkness of the forest was unnerving, as if it concealed some horrible secret.
My eyes refocused to the window, on my reflection. Here I was, riding in an old-fashioned carriage in another world. I had died on the highway outside of Willowbrook, and now I was alive on a road outside Pankaku.
I smiled. All in all, I was happy. It had been ages since I’d felt so enchanted and excited by the world around me. I was extremely glad to be there, even though this place was about to be dragged over a terrible precipice, into a technological tyranny run by the soulless LaKruans.
Maybe that’s the reason I’m here, to stop it from happening!
It sounded like a delusion of grandeur, but I liked the idea. Fate had brought me to this world to save it.
Whether that was true or not, a future confrontation with the LaKruan government was certainly unavoidable.
Or, at least, some parts of the LaKruan government. If I’d learned anything about the LaKruan state, it was that LaKru was not a unified entity. It was a mess of innumerable departments, each with its own bureaucratic mission. The right hand didn’t know what the left did.
My role as sheriff, at least, was less ambiguous. It was created by the reform committee, which was under Count Steerfast’s direction. And he was one man in the government I trusted.
Sooner or later, we – or perhaps I alone – would have to take on the most powerful arms of the state, such as the Committee of Public Safety.
That thought sent a thin chill swirling up my spine. With their vast resources and magitech, they made Taggart Malone look like a mere schoolyard bully. Who knew what kinds of secret capabilities they had up their sleeves, or would soon develop?
However, that was far down the road. 
Nevertheless, I needed to prepare. I would need to devote myself to exploring the limits of my powers, becoming as proficient as possible.
Then, when the time came, I would be ready.
***
One torch over the Van Horn’s doorway had blown out. The other flickered in the gusty night, throwing dancing firelight over the imposing front door.
The dark outline of the great house loomed above me as I stepped out of the carriage, its lofty cornices and turrets frowning even in the darkness.
I gave the driver some coins and asked him to wait for me. Walking up three stone steps, I grasped the ice-cold brass door knocker. I knocked several times. As I waited for a response, the rain picked up, buffeting my back. Thunder rumbled in the distance.
I reached out to knock a second time, when the door opened. A cadaverous butler poked his head out, scrutinizing me with a strange familiarity.
“Is Lady Van Horn home? I’m Brad Douglas, the sheriff.”
“Of course, Mr. Douglas. She has been expecting you. Come in.”
The heavy door shut behind me as I rubbed my feet on the carpet and took in the candle-lit hall. The ceiling was disconcertingly high, with many crevices and corners obscured in darkness.
After a short wait, the butler returned. “Please come this way, Sheriff. Lady Van Horn will see you.”
Following the butler up a carpeted staircase, I came to a hallway that felt like a tunnel. The orange light of one candle pierced the darkness in the distance.
I chuckled without smiling. What is up with this place? I thought. It’s creepier than the hotel from The Shining.
We continued down the hallway, until we came to the center of the darkness. I tread slowly, letting my eyes adjust. 
“Don’t you have candles?”
“The lady dislikes bright lights,” replied the butler, and then knocked on a door. 
A voice called behind the door, and the butler ushered me in.
A draft of frigid, rain-scented air blew over me as I entered Lady Van Horn’s room. Black curtains draped the walls, and one tall window stretched all the way to the high ceiling. It ran with rain water.
The butler announced my entrance and quickly bowed himself out, closing the door.
Malinda Van Horn sat on an antique divan. Behind her, a section of the window was open. Outside, the rain hissed loudly.
Lady Van Horn wore a white chiffon dress with spaghetti straps over the shoulders. The deep v of the neck revealed the sides of her perky breasts and part of her taut stomach. She wore no gloves.
I was surprised to see so much skin. She’d bundled up like Howard Hughes to come to my office, and that was on a warm day.
A cigarette holder dangled between her fingers. The cigarette on the end of it sent a curling tendril of smoke into the air.
“Good morning, Mr. Douglas. Do come in.”
I sauntered in, giving her a quizzical look. “Morning? It’s evening, Lady Van Horn.”
“She grinned, revealing her shining white teeth, which contrasted with the Blood-red lipstick painted on her lips.
“Quite right! Evening. Of course it is. Forgive me, I’m all mixed up.” She laughed prettily and tossed her head back and forth, whipping her short Flapper hair. “But please sit down. Can I get you a drink?”
“No, thanks.” I sat in an armchair.
“Well, I’m having one.” She got up and went to a bar. “You sure you don’t want one?”
“Well, okay. If you’re having one.”
“That’s the spirit,” she hummed.
She returned with two clinking glasses, handing me one.
“So,” I began as she settled on her divan, “how much of what you told me is true? Five per cent? Maybe six?”
She drew herself up. “Mr. Douglas, that’s rude.”
“Rude? You lied to me. How am I supposed to believe anything you say?”
Her mouth tightened, and her big, black eyes glimmered with passion. It struck me again that she would look beautiful on the silver screen, in black and white.
“I knew you would find me, obviously. I’ve been expecting your arrival. But I didn’t know if I could trust you at first. You work for the government, after all. I had to give myself some cover, some time to run away if necessary.”
“Why?”
She gazed into her drink. “Because I’m in danger, Mr. Douglas. You think I’d risk coming to you for a lark?”
I gave her a devil-may-care smirk. If she was a silver-screen actress, then I’d be Humphrey Bogart. “Is that so?” I drawled. 
She suddenly looked at me. Returning her gaze, I felt I could get lost in her eyes, if I let myself. As I’d discovered before, they were hypnotic, the eyes of a Gypsy fortune teller: restless, sensual, alluring.
Malinda shivered and rubbed her arm, holding her drink to her lips. “Well, if you don’t believe me, then don’t help.” She laughed bitterly. “It’s too late for me, anyway.”
I gazed at her for a moment. “And what does that mean? It’s too late.”
She mumbled into her drink, “Too late. I can never go back.” She took another sip, shivering as a gust of wind blew icy drops of rain onto the carpet behind her.
“Why do you have the window open?” I asked, standing up. “I don’t get you, bundling up against the sun and then basking in the rain. Let me close it for you.”
She laughed. “I like the night, that’s all. But you can close it.”
“She likes the night,” I muttered, closing the window.
As I returned to my chair, Malinda finished the rest of her drink. Then she collected herself, setting the glass down and smoothing her dress. She crossed her legs, displaying the fine white flesh of her calves.
“You can mock me or disbelieve me,” she said with injured pride. “Fine. But at least listen to my story for the sake of the other young girls who suffer.”
“I’m not mocking you,” I said in a neutral tone. “Please tell me your story. That’s why I’m here.”
She proceeded to relate how she’d met a charming man at a dance about a year earlier. He was an artist, about thirty-five – not particularly attractive, she said, but a good talker.
He proposed to paint her. She would pose for romantic scenes depicting nymphs and goddesses. In the nude, of course.
“He told me I’d be the perfect subject for paintings. It was flattery, but I believed him, like the fool that I am.”
I silently agreed with the painter. Whatever his motives were, he was undoubtedly right. Lady Malinda Van Horn was the perfect subject for such paintings.
The work would be done at the Dragon’s Den in a private room-turned-studio.
So Malinda visited the Den one night to model in the nude. Grep Calik was there, along with several beautiful women. They were all very charming, and she joined them for drinks.
By the time the painter led her into the studio, she was so drunk she couldn’t walk straight.
He guided her to a throne which stood in front of a backdrop adorned with Byzantine-like curtains and statues. But the artist had no canvas or paints. Instead, he had a Peeper, like the one that had been installed on Mainstreet, only smaller. It stood on a tripod, and it was aimed at the throne.
The painter said the Peeper would capture Malinda’s beauty in a moving picture, a more vivid art-form than mere paintings. By then, she was too tipsy to think much of it one way or the other.
“I fell into the chair, laughing,” she said, staring blankly at the floor. “He told me to undress. I did what I was told.”
She uncrossed her legs and then crossed them the other way, shifting in the seat.
Her breasts were full and heavy beneath the dress, and her nipples had grown into hard peaks. It would be so easy to slip my hand under and grope them.
Lady Van Horn stirred in her seat, triple-crossing her legs. She sensed my arousal and was responding to it. I sensed a genuine need and yearning inside her.
But she covered her face, sobbing. “Oh! It’s too shameful to speak of.”
I smirked. The damsel in distress was back. I felt the soft wisps reaching out from her body, caressing me, tugging me towards her, beckoning, Brad, I need you.
I was about to call her out on it, but I decided to observe and see if I could learn anything. There was no longer any danger of allowing my dick to lead me into a trap. I’d learned my lesson, and I wasn’t going to lose control again.
Certainly, I desired her. I felt an urge to gather her in my arms and kiss her tears away. It was a good act. I’d always loved damsels in distress.
However, it was just a desire. I could resist it or pursue it as I chose. Now that I was aware of the power of my sex drive, I wasn’t going to let it overwhelm me again. I had regained my former ability to step back from my desires, when necessary, and check them.
It was probably a good thing that I’d lost control with Poppina. If I needed to make a blunder in order to learn a lesson, it was better that it happened among friends.
Lady Van Horn, still covering her face with her hands, let out a soft moan. The wisps tugged me gently.
I needed to get closer. That way, she would be able to begin whatever it was she was trying to do to me. Then, perhaps, I could learn about what she was really up to.
I considered it a small risk, given my powers, and one worth taking.
“Hey, don’t cry,” I said, affecting sympathy.
“I’m sorry,” she said between sniffles, still hiding her face.
I set my drink on the floor, walked over, and sat beside her on the divan.




Chapter forty

Lady Van Horn stopped sobbing as she felt my weight settling beside her. She sniffled, keeping her hands over her face. 
With her short bobbed hair, I had a clear view of her bare shoulders and the curve of her back as it disappeared into the v of her dress. She was as smooth and pale as a statue in The Louvre.
“I hope you’re happy, Mr. Douglas,” she moaned, her voice full of self-pity. “I’ve made a fool of myself talking about the worst moment of my life.”
The pain in her voice sounded sincere, and I suspected that her story might be partly, or even mostly, true. But it contained lies or omissions, too.
The alluring whispers seemed fainter now, as if she’d reined them in. Perhaps she didn’t always have them under full control.
“You’re just like all men. Cops or crooks, you’re all the–”
I put my arm around her, a hand on her shoulder. She finished her sentence, but her voice was gentler, less accusatory. “... all the same.”
“Shhh.” I rubbed my hand over the top of her arm, surprised at how cold she was. “Your arms are frozen. Why don’t you wrap up?”
She wiped tears away from her eyes, sniffling. Then she drew herself up, placed her hands in her lap, gazing forward.
“It’s very bold of you to put your hand on me like that, Mr. Douglas,” she said in a neutral voice, and dropped her head so that the curtain of her hair hid her eyes.
I could still see her blood-red lips and her Hollywood chin.
Shifting closer, I murmured in her ear, “You don’t seem altogether opposed to it.”
She slouched forward. The material of her dress loosened, partly uncovering one of her pebbled nipples. The skin of her breasts was so pale it was almost translucent. Little blue veins branched through in the area surrounding her nipple. She must have been incredibly sensitive around there.
Touching her skin, I got a stronger sense of the void inside her sucking me, pulling me towards her. I definitely had something she needed. It was inside me, and she needed to drain it out.
“Why won’t you tell me what you are?” I whispered. “How can I trust you if you keep all these secrets?”
Fear came into her voice. “N-no. I… I’m not anything. You have no right to ask me such things.”
I rubbed her arms, embracing her. “Why are you so cold?”
She needs me to warm her, I perceived. With my blood, perhaps?
My embracing her seemed to make it more difficult for her to hold back whatever was going on inside her.
The swirling of tendrils around me intensified, though they remained gentle, like a breeze kissing my skin. But they became more persuasive, more beguiling. 
She leaned against my arm, letting her head fall back. Her eyes were closed, her body was limp.
I put my arms around her waist. I could almost get a measure of her emptiness. She would easily require the life energy of more than one person before she could fill that abyss.
The tendrils wrapped around me caressingly. Her void opened like a mouth, sucking, gasping, reaching.
The instant I kissed her, she threw her arms around my neck. Her tongue forced its way past my lips. Our tongues met. She took mine in her lips, sucking.
She moaned, pointing her legs towards me. They were still crossed, but her dress had ridden up. I groped her thigh, and felt her flesh clammy but freezing. I started to wonder if she was ill… Or was it part of the ‘condition’ she’d mentioned?
My hands tingled on her skin. I felt as if her entire body was trying to suck me in. My cock was rock hard. I wanted to put it in her, fill her up.
But I had not lost my wits. I was still in full control, and I could sense her starting to suck something out of me. Whatever it was, it wasn’t blood, but rather some kind of energy or life force.
An energy similar to the one I’d filled myself with during my battle with X-18. Partly for my own safety, I channeled this power from the ground and absorbed it, flooding myself with an abundance of energy, strength, and resolve. 
Lady Van Horn drew back and looked at me, gasping. “How did you do that?” 
“You could sense that?”
I wondered if it was a mistake for me to take the power boost, since I’d revealed one of my abilities.
“Yes!” She said, throwing her clammy hands around my neck. Her eyes flashed with some new purpose. “Do you mean you can take on more and more power?”
I nodded. “It’s what you were sucking out of me, so I took more of it in.”
She backed away, her voice trembling. “I didn’t mean to do it, but you came so close to me… I don’t have that much control over it.”
“It’s alright. I don’t think you can hurt me. But now that you know something about me, why don't you share something about yourself. What are you, a succubus?”
Her eyes widened with fear. She dropped her head. “M-mr. Douglas… please… Let’s just forget it.”
I looked at her steadily. “You really are scared.”
“Of course I’m scared,” she hissed, hugging herself. “They’ll kill me if they find out… what I am. And you work for the government. How do I know I can trust you?”
“Well, we're in the same boat then.” I rose. “It’s getting late. You’d better finish your story.”
Moving back to the armchair, I waited for her to finish the tale.
There wasn’t a lot more to tell. The artist – or filmographer – recorded her getting herself off. He said it was ‘artistic.’
“And you believed him?” I asked, incredulously.
“I was young and stupid.”
The rest was predictable. Grep Calik demanded Lady Van Horn pay a huge sum of money to keep the video a secret. Her other alternative was to pay it off by whoring for the club for one night, or so he had claimed.
But Malinda said it was a trap. He would obviously film that encounter, too, wrapping her ever tighter in the chains of blackmail.
“Then he’d have me once and for all.”
She claimed Calik was using similar methods to turn other girls into sex slaves.
“He’s about to hook a whole batch of them at once. Fifteen girls, that’s how many he’s invited. Maybe they won’t all show up. Some of them are as young as fifteen, so here’s hoping they’ll have trouble sneaking out of their houses.
“But still, a bunch of them are sure to show up. This party will take place three days from now at the Dragon’s Den. He’s going to trap them just like he trapped me. Are you going to save them? Or will you be stubborn and insist it’s all just an elaborate yarn?”
I listened calmly, my hands resting on the arms of the chair. I wanted to trust her. Her fear was real. But I sensed a trap.
She erupted, “You don’t believe me! You think I’m making all this up? Why would I do that?”
I leaned forward and spoke earnestly. “Tell me the parts you’ve left out, and then I’ll believe you.”
She sighed angrily. “If you don’t believe me, then I don't know what I can do.” She pressed her fingers on her temples. Her face was paler than ever. For a second I legitimately thought she’d faint.
She stood up. “It’s so stuffy. I must open the window.” She sat down again and looked at me suddenly, as if she’d forgotten I was there.
“It’s time for you to leave, Mr. Douglas,” she said hastily. “Please. Go. I’ve nothing more to say. The butler will show you out. Go!”
I left her somber room, shutting the heavy door behind me.




Chapter forty-one

The next morning, I awoke with Lady Van Horn on my mind. I wondered, how did her being a supernatural creature fit into the big picture? 
After last night, I now believed Roobs was right. Malinda Van Horn was likely a succubus rather than a vampire. But either way, it could explain why she seemed genuinely aggrieved. According to Crystal and Ruby, both classes of beings were hated and feared – with reason.
If she were found out, she would be hunted by pitchfork mobs, if the bounty hunters didn’t catch her first.
Did Grep Calik somehow turn her into a succubus, and she was just too terrified and ashamed to talk about it?
I kind of wanted to believe that, because I was starting to like her. Damsels in distress – I always loved them.
But the cynic in me told me not to trust her, and he was usually right.
Heading downstairs, I noticed Crystal’s bed was actually made for once, and her room was tidy. Perhaps she was motivated by the conversation we’d had.
I stood in the shower for a while, letting the cold water wash over me. Drying myself, I wrapped the towel around my waist and went to the kitchen.
As I waited for the kettle to boil, the rain began to pour heavily. The sound was soothing and made me feel cozy being inside, while the streets outside were getting drenched.
I glanced at Enka’s door. The thought of her curled up asleep under her blankets made me feel even cozier.
Snatching up the boiling kettle before it could whistle, I emptied it into the coffee press, taking a deep whiff as the coffee grinds swirled around in the steaming water.
Thank God coffee exists in this world.
After listening to the rain for a few minutes, I lovingly pushed down the press and filled up my favorite coffee mug, smiling as I sampled the first sip.
Suddenly, music emanated from behind Enka’s door. It sounded something like the “Jive” or “Jitterbug” records my grandmother played when I was a kid, but more monotonous.
Horns blared over a pounding, repetitive rhythm. The vocalist shouted, “Come on, now, shake that thang! Get up! Uh! Get up! Uh! Get up on yo' feet. Uh!” A chorus responded, “Oh yeah! Oh yeah! Oh yeah! Put yo’ hands up! Put yo hands up!”
I sipped my coffee, growing increasingly irritated. The volume grew louder. The singer droned, “Come on, now! Shake that thang. Get up. Get up. Get up. We jumpin'. Shake it shake it shake it. Shake that big ol' thang. Shake it shake it shake it shake it…"
Setting my coffee down, I marched to Enka’s door, rapping my knuckles against it.
The volume quieted a bit, and I heard Enka call, “Yeah? Come in.”
I opened the door and set foot in Enka’s bedroom for the first time.
***A king-sized bed occupied much of the room. The red comforter lay tousled at the foot of the bed, and the sheet was ruffled. Booboo was curled up on the bed, watching me indignantly. Enka’s outfit from the night before lay in a heap on the floor. Lacey thong panties sat on top of it.
The room’s walls were decorated with inspirational quotes, written with lots of curlicues. “Live, Laugh, Love.” “Wake up and be Awesome.” 
I shuddered.
Enka sat in an armchair with her legs hanging over one armrest. Her face was clean, free of makeup. Her eyes were tired, but she still looked as young and fresh as a spring flower. She wore her skimpy two-piece pajama outfit.
On her stomach was a small pile of what looked like cut-up marijuana. She was in the process of sprinkling the stuff into a rolling paper.
Within reach of her dangling feet, a blaring gramophone sat on a small table. Though it was shiny and new, it looked like a museum piece. The gold-colored horn was attached to an ornate wooden box with little brass feet. A glossy black vinyl spun on the top.
“Can you turn it down?” I said. “It’s gonna drive me crazy.”
Enka’s eyes widened. Then she lifted her foot and used her toes to turn the volume down.
She scrunched her brow into a look of playful sarcasm. “You don’t like my music?” she asked.. 
“No,” I grumped, in a half-playful tone. “It fucking sucks.”
Her eyes shot so wide that her amber irises were surrounded by white. Her lips fell open, and she let out a squeal of surprise. “Why?” she asked, her mouth spreading into a smile.
I scowled. “Because. It’s so repetitive. ‘Shake it, shake it, shake it, shake it, shake it.’ Like a broken record.”
She threw her head back and laughed. Her neck looked delicious. Then she shook her head. “You got no sense,” she said, resuming the rolling of her joint.
“Wrong. You got no sense.”
She made another sarcastic face and emitted a one-syllable laugh.
“Where’d you get that thing, anyway?” I pointed at the gramophone.
“I ordered it from the city. It got here yesterday.” She licked the joint and rolled it. “You gonna arrest me, copper?”
I smirked. “For the giggle weed? I’ve got bigger things to worry about.”
Pouting, she made a playful moan and squirmed in her chair, as if to say she was disappointed I wasn’t going to cuff her.
She traced the joint over her lips, shooting me a teasing look. “You wanna smoke with me?”
I chuckled. “First thing in the morning?”
“Well, for me it isn’t morning.”
“Why are you awake, anyway?”
“I couldn’t sleep.” Yawning, she repositioned herself in the chair so that she was sitting properly with her feet on the ground. Then, in a stretch, she arched her back and stuck her arms out, holding the joint in one hand. It was a beautiful sight.
I raked my eyes over her legs as if they already belonged to me. Seeing my hunger, her eyes widened slightly.
I stepped forward, extending my hand towards her. She glanced up at me, almost shyly.
Then she placed her hand in mine. It was warm and limp. I pulled it gently, prompting her to stand up.
She did so, dropping her joint on the chair and looking at me in fascination, wondering what would happen next.
Both of us looked at our hands clasped together. There was something electric about the contrast of my white fingers enveloping the green flesh of her hand.
I tossed her hand away and looked at her smooth neck, her soft cheeks. I could feel my mouth drawing tightly together, my eyes burning with intensity. I raised a hand and brushed her angel-soft hair out of her face, then traced a thumb across her plump lips.
She trembled. “What are you doin’ to me?”
Stepping closer, I traced my fingers over her waist, exploring her outlines. “You’re beautiful,” I murmured against her cheek.
She offered me her ready lips. I kissed them.
The record continued to play, quiet enough to be background noise. She pressed herself against me, her round breasts squishing against my chest, her eyes gazing at mine with adoration. She tilted her head towards me and raised her lips.
We kissed again – once, twice, three times, the sounds of our kisses a testament to our mutual desire.
Then I swiftly wrapped one arm around the small of her back and grabbed one ass cheek – as much of it I could fit in one hand, squeezing it hard.
The goblin arched her back, mewling. Her hands slipped up my shirt and clawed my skin. I crushed my mouth against hers. She let out a long breath through her nose and moaned into my kiss.
But she pushed me away gently, looking at the floor with a frown.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
She suddenly put her hands on my chest and demanded, “What’s going on with you and Ruby?”
“Oh. It’s… complicated. The night before she left, she walked in on me with another girl–”
“Who?”
“Poppina Steerfast… I guess you don’t know her. She broke into my room and was waiting for me in my bed.”
Enka laughed. “What? Are you serious?”
“Yeah. And it happened right when Ruby and I were supposed to have a date. So she’s angry with me… But, I mean, it’s not my fault. This girl’s crazy.”
She narrowed her eyes. “How did she sneak to your room? Come on, be straight. You brought her up there.”
“No! She flew in. This girl’s a harpy, and she’s obsessed with me.”
“A harpy! That explains everything. Why’d you go messing with a harpy? Don’t you know they’re crazy?
I started explaining my connection with the Steerfast family, but Enka lost interest. She climbed against me, eyes glazed, mouth open, chest heaving. Putting my hands on her shoulders, I pushed her away from me and looked her up and down. 
The loose material of the tank top was draped over the twin peaks of her breasts. I admired that sight for a moment, and then put my hands up her tank top, taking those heavy breasts in my hands, fondling them, lifting them up and hefting their impressive weight. Enka panted, watching me through half-closed lids.
Grabbing her shirt, I pulled it up and relished in the sight of her perfectly shaped tits. While I pinched one of her pebbled nipples between my thumb and forefinger, she pawed at my shirt.
I pulled it off, and then watched Enka lift her tank top over head, letting her shining hair spill over her naked shoulders.
Crouching down so that my face was almost level with her crotch, I yanked her pajama bottoms down, revealing her triangle apex with its patch of trimmed black hair. Slowly, I peeled the skin-tight bottoms down her thick thighs and past her knees, all the way to her feet. Then I held them down as she lifted one foot, then the other.
Still crouching, I hugged her legs and kissed her stomach. My cock strained against my pants, eager to sink deep inside Enka. Rising, I pushed her onto the bed, undoing my belt.
Lying on the bed, Enka propped herself up on her elbows, squeezing her thighs together as she watched me undo my trousers and shove them down.




Chapter forty-two

My cock bounced free as my trousers dropped to the floor. Booboo launched off the bed, growling, and scrambled out of the room as I crawled onto the bed, wielding my stiff length over Enka’s soft curves. 
Looming above her pliant body, all my muscles tightened, quickening with one overwhelming purpose.
Planting one hand beside her head, I kissed her soft cheek, then traced my tongue over her neck. Her sensitive nipples pointed upwards, demanding my attention. Squeezing one breast, I took her nipple into my lips while pinching the other.
Enka repositioned herself beneath me, trying to open her legs. I raised myself up, allowing her to spread her thighs. Then I lowered my pelvis towards her as she took hold of my dick, trying to lead it towards her entrance.
“Brad… please…”
I groped Enka’s pussy, pushing her legs further open, rubbing my fingers over her glistening lips. Spreading them, I discovered that her pussy had a girlishly pink interior.
My cock throbbed hungrily as I watched her adorable little clitoris grow erect. I took it in my mouth. Her hips writhed under my tongue, she curled her fingers in my hair, moaning.I held my tongue against her clit, applying pressure. Her squirming grew desperate, and her thighs clamped around my head.
That was all I could take. Positioning myself between her legs, I pushed my tip inside her soaking wet folds. Enka let out a cry of surprise as shoved inside her. The sheer tightness of her pussy stopped me from going farther, but she was also very wet. I slowly fucked in and out with one-third of my length. 
“That’s a tight little hole, baby,” I whispered into her ear.
“No, babe, you’re just huge,” she panted.
I maintained pressure and slowly sank more inches into her. Enka wrapped her arms around me, staring at the ceiling with an expression of shock.
With one final thrust, I was nearly all the way in. Enka’s mouth opened wide. “It’s… so… deep.”
“Does it hurt?”
“No. It feels good… It feels so good.”
Grabbing her knees, I pushed her legs up and thrust in all the way to my pelvis. Enka cried out.
Then I fucked her slowly, pulling all the way out and then savoring the feeling of entering, over and over. 
“You’re so wet and so tight,” I drawled. “This is the best pussy in town, isn’t it? You know you’ve got the best pussy in town, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“And it’s mine, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it’s yours. Only yours.”
I fucked faster, making her big tits bounce. She rotated her pelvis frantically, squeezing my hard length with her pussy. Taking hold of her shoulders, I fucked her steadily, aiming up so that I rubbed her g-spot.
Enka cried so loudly that Crystal, along with any customers, would have heard her even down in the shop.
“Oh, you fuck me so good! You fuck me so good!”
Her pussy was so slick and tight that my dick hardened into steel, making me crumple with mind-blowing pleasure as it throbbed and pumped. Not wanting to come, I quickly pulled out. But the sight of Enka, naked and panting beneath me, made my cock continue pumping of its own accord. 
A rope of cum spurted out, streaking up Enka’s stomach. Letting out a cry of pleasure, she gripped my cock and worked it. I groaned as another hot load exploded onto her stomach.
“It’s just as well,” I murmured. “We don’t want to cum inside you anyway, do we?”
“Uh uh.” Dipping a finger into the cum on her stomach, she rubbed her finger and thumb together, smiling.
I put my own fingers into it and spread it down to her pussy. Enka shuddered, spreading her legs as I rubbed my cum all over her peach. Then, my dick still solid, I entered her again. She was so well lubricated that I slid right in, though the walls of her pussy gripped me like a vice.
I pulled out again and made her turn around onto knees and elbows, with her ass in the air. Grabbing her thighs, I entered her from behind. She cried out in pleasure, shaking her hips in tandem with my thrusts. The claps of my pelvis smacking into her thick ass cheeks filled the room.
“I… I’m gonna cum,” she breathed as her thighs began to tremble and violent shudders ran through her body. “I’m coming… I’m… coming.”
Pleasure fired through my every nerve. I exploded inside her, sending streams of cum straight into her womb.
There was no point in stopping now. I kept going until I’d completely emptied my balls into the goblin girl.
***“Oops, we shouldn’t have done that,” I said as Enka lay beside me, her cheek resting on my chest.
“Oops,” she echoed.
“Dr. Klingspawn would be happy,” I added bitterly. “It's exactly what she wants to happen.”
“Baby, don’t worry about that crazy lady. Who cares what she thinks.”
“I know… But still. We were bad.”
“Well, goblins and humans can’t breed, I don’t think.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. There’s another goblin girl at the club, Sprilda – I’m not friends with her. She’s one of the working girls. She’s been turning tricks for years and only got pregnant once.”
“So it does happen.”
I lay there in silence for a while. Then I started talking about the murder cases, relating everything that Lady Van Horn had said. I tried to convince Enka not to go to the club, at least not on the night Lady Van Horn had told me to go there. But she was too proud to listen.
“Grep ain’t gonna hurt me. I’m the only goblin dancer, and the customers love me. Besides, you got a lot to learn about goblin girls if you think I’m gonna let myself be intimidated by a guy.”
It was a lost cause, so I dropped it, though I kept discussing the case, trying to see if Enka knew any more useful tidbits.
However, she soon zoned out, answering my questions with “Yeah… Uhuh… Mm hmm…”
“You’re not even listening.”
Her face was still resting on my chest, and she seemed to be gazing at my dick. 
She responded dreamily, “Hmm? Oh, I was just thinking. It’s so big. Such a big size isn’t the normal thing for goblin guys. They think they have big ones, but it isn’t true.” She sighed. “You fucked me so good with that thing. That’s why I’m, like, totally in love with you right now.”
Rising onto her elbows, she took my flaccid dick in her hand and started sucking. Inside her warm mouth, it stiffened again quickly. Those little tusks of her prevented her from taking it too deep, but she devoted a lot of attention to the tip.
Then she climbed on top of me and promptly slid down my length, squirming her hips in ways that made me think she was going to break me. I let her use my dick to pleasure herself. Then, well on the way to another climax, I pinned her on her back and came inside her again.




Chapter forty-three

The next couple of days were quiet. I spent most of my time in the shop with Crystal, listening to the rain. Rendy reported that “the weirdo with the red eyes” had not left town and was likely still at the Dragon’s Den. 
Crystal was horny. She said as much. But she shied away from any more fooling around, out of loyalty to Roobs. If she formed a deep sexual bond with me before Ruby even had her first time, the dog girl might feel left behind.
Enka did not share those misgivings. She seemed to be lying in wait whenever I came near the living room or kitchen. On the second day after we had sex, she emerged from her room all hot and bothered.
I gladly let her drag me into her room for a quick one. I didn’t intend to finish inside her again, but when I was about to pull out, she wrapped her powerful dancer’s legs around me. 
“No, come inside me again,” she mewled. “I wanna feel it… I want you to own my body.”
I filled her with sperm. Again.
“Hopefully you’re right about goblins and humans not being able to breed,” I said afterwards, as we lay in each other’s arms.
“It’ll be fine.”
“You don’t seem very concerned. Unless… you want a baby? I didn’t think…”
“You didn’t think what?”
“I didn’t think you’d want a baby, that’s all.”
“Well, if I get pregnant I’ll just give the baby to the convent,” she said bitterly. “Like Sprilda did. You have nothing to worry about.”
I could tell from her tone that she wasn’t really serious. She was just angry for some reason.
“Oh, come on. You don’t mean that.” I stroked her hair. She hugged me tighter, kissing my chest.
“I think I know why you’re moody,” I murmured.
“I’m not moody.”
“It’s because you really like me, and when I kept saying I hoped you don’t get pregnant, it made you feel like I don’t like you that much. Is that it?”
Enka wormed her body around and rested her chin on my chest. She sighed, smiling.
“When you say it out loud I realize I’m being silly. We just met. It’d be kinda early to have a baby. I’m sorry, Brad.”
“Don’t be sorry.”
I hugged her and kissed for a while, glad we’d sorted it out. I did not need to be dealing with the drama of four different women when I was about to confront a dragon in its den.
Sure, it wasn’t a real dragon, but it was potentially just as dangerous. If I made any missteps, it could end badly. 
Even with my superpowers, I still had to be wary. I didn’t know what Grep Calip and Taggart Malone had hidden up their sleeves.
On the day the alleged conspiracy was supposed to take place, Crystal and I drank our afternoon tea and played a board game. Then, when she was ready to close the shop, I went upstairs to the living room to fetch a book I’d been reading. I would head to the club at around 10:30 p.m., so there was a lot of time to kill.
Coming up the stairs, I found Enka on the couch. She looked up from a fashion magazine and smiled. “Hey.”
“Hey,” I said.
“What’cha doing?” she asked, watching me with doe eyes.
“Just came up to get my book.” I indicated my book, sitting on the arm of the couch.
She leaned over and grabbed it. “Oh, this one?” She put the book behind her, then leaned back on it, her eyes sparkling with playfulness.
I sauntered over and plopped down beside her, taking her shoulders. We kissed. With one hand, I caressed one of her big thighs. The other slid down her back.
She moaned and pulled at my shirt. I grabbed my book from behind her, smiling.
“Read your book here, with me and Booboo,” she demanded, seizing my arm. Her flower petal lips pouted downwards while her tiny tusks pointed up. Her eyes burned with gobliny intensity.
I leaned forward and kissed her. She made out with me greedily. When we finally stopped, we were holding hands. Enka looked down and bit her lip.
“What?”
A guilty smile came onto her face. “You know Ruby ain’t gonna be happy when she gets home and finds out about us.”
My eyes widened. “What do you mean?”
“She kinda called dibs on you from the start, you know.”
“Yeah.”
Enka hung her arms around my neck, breathing onto my lips. “I gave her time, but nothing was happening between you two. A girl can only wait so long.”
She started kissing me, but I pulled away. “Well, I wouldn’t say nothing happened.”
Enka raised her eyebrows sarcastically. “Oh? Did you give it to her like you gave it to me?”
“Well, no. Not yet.”
She beamed with self-satisfaction. “I didn’t think so.” She curled her fingers in my hair, humming into my ear. “I let you possess my body, Brad. Don’t forget it. You think I do this for any guy? 
“No,” I murmured.
She put her hands up my shirt. “And I possess your body, too, in a way, because I’m the only girl in this whole world you’ve made love to, right?”
“Made love?” I smirked.
“Okay, fucked. Whatever you wanna call it.”
“Poppina–”
She quickly smothered my words with a kiss. “Shhh. We won’t count what you did with the harpy. She’s a psycho. And I don’t wanna hear anything else about that.”
She tried to kiss me again, but I held her back. “There’s also Crystal.” 
“What about Crystal?” she whispered.
I looked into her eyes. “We fooled around.”
“Did you fuck her?”
“No. She didn’t want to, because of Ruby. But we did other stuff.”
The goblin narrowed her eyes and scraped her nails over my groin with a slightly menacing air.
“What did you do with her, exactly?” she breathed. A little smile played on her lips.
“We used our lips and our tongues,” I said.
“You ate her jelly roll? Same treatment you gave me?” Her bottom lip protruded.
“Jealous?” I murmured.
“Mmmm.” She suddenly grabbed the rod in my pants, squeezing it possessively.
“Ow,” I said.
She brushed her lips over my cheek. “I want you to fuck me again, Brad. Right now.”
“Can’t. I’m going to the club tonight, remember? This is the big night.”
“When did you mess around with Crystal? Before you fucked me, or after?” Her tone made me slightly worried for the hobgoblin’s safety.
“Before,” I said, bemused. Her obsessive stalker routine was kind of amusing, but I was a little surprised, given what Crystal had told me about goblins and harems.
“Well, you won’t need to go messin’ around with her again. I’m gonna keep you fully satisfied.”
She slid off the couch and knelt in front of me, looking up at me as she trailed her hands down my thighs.
“Is that right?”
She nodded. “Yes baby.” Wetting her pillowy lips with her tongue, she reached for my belt.
“I thought you might want to share the workload,” I ventured.
Enka sat back in a squatting position, her hands on my knees. She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, I think your people have the right approach: one man, multiple women.”Enka rolled her eyes. “My people. Oh, man. You’re mugglin’.”
“Why?”
Abandoning her attempt to undo my pants, she sat beside me some distance away. “Because you’re talking about harems.”
“Yeah,” I said, my surprise growing. “Isn’t that part of your culture?”
Enka scoffed. “Goblin men always try to say they should have more than one girlfriend, but that’s bullshit.”
“But it is part of your culture, isn’t it?”
Enca rolled her eyes again. “Yeah, it is. But it’s stupid.” A little smile quivered at the corner of her mouth.
“Why?” I scooted closer, putting my arm around her waist.
She crossed her arms stubbornly. “I don’t share my man.”
I gently moved her hair behind her shoulder and sought her eyes. They avoided me, but a red tint came into her cheek.
“I’m surprised,” I said. “I was hoping you’d join a harem with Ruby and Crystal. The other two have already said they’d like to have you.”
She shook her head sullenly. “They’re crazy.”
“I mean, you guys are already roommates.”
The goblin’s brow creased. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Besides,” I continued, “we’re going to need harems to repopulate the country, and–”
Enka scoffed and crossed her legs, pointing them away from me.
“–Count Steerfast and the Reformers are bringing legislation in to adopt the goblin way.”
“I don’t care about none a’ that,” Enka said, her back turned to me. “I told you. I don’t share my man. If you wanna fuck me again, you better not be fooling around with anyone else. I don’t care if it’s Crystal or Ruby or that little bird slut you hang out with.”
I gently gathered her in my arms and pulled her closer. She leaned against me, still pouting. 
“You already sound like one of my wives,” I said.
She looked at me from the corner of her eye. “Why?”
“All the drama.” I grinned.
“Drama!” She spun towards me, but I pressed my lips against hers. Her protest turned into a muffled moan as she threw her arms around my neck.
A propaganda campaign was unlikely to work, but kisses might be more effective.
She nuzzled against me, purring, “Baby, I… need your dick… right now.”
I pushed her hand away from my pants. “I really can’t. Not now. I have to get ready to go pretty soon.”
“Go where?” Enka whined.
“The club! Weren’t you listening?” I laughed. “Later, I promise.” I kissed her and tore myself away. Standing up, I turned back. “Maybe I’ll see you tonight at the club, unless I can convince you not to go. I really don't know what'll go down tonight.”
Enka shook her head firmly. “No. I told you I’m not staying home. Besides, maybe nothing will happen.”
I nodded slowly. “Maybe.”




Chapter forty-four

The Dragon’s Den was “jumping,” as Enka would say. It was noisy with clinking glasses, riotous laughter, the rumbling music of the orchestra, and shouts of men. 
I strolled down the carpeted stairs wearing a white shirt with the top two buttons undone, my frock coat, and trousers. I’d decided to forgo my vest and cravat, since they would constrain my movements in the event of a fight.
The tables were packed with a mix of young aristocrats and laborers brought out by the end of the workweek.
Added to the mix was one table of dreary LaKruans dressed in their bureaucratic suits. They sat stiffly, their mouths shut tight, with untouched glasses of beer beside their dusty elbows. They scarcely glanced at the dancers. It had to be some kind of business that brought them there, surely.
I returned to my corner of the bar, the same spot as last time. From my perch on the barstool, I sipped a beer and surveyed the scene.
I recognized Morik, the enormous bouncer with a scar across his cheek. He was accompanied by a lot more bouncers than previously. I counted fifteen – quite the crowd. The numbers were nothing inherently suspicious: it was a busy night.
However, I sensed hostile energy elsewhere in the building, above me, on the upper floor.
The red curtain parted, and Grep Calik stepped out. 
He clasped his hands together and surveyed the club, his slicked-back hair shining. He spotted me and nodded with an unctuous smile.
I responded with a polite nod.
Calik’s face showed no signs of anxiety about my presence in the club. He soon went back to his business and didn’t look my way again. At one point, he spoke at length to a bouncer, one I hadn’t seen last time. His eyes were bright yellow, and his wiry hair stood up Don-King style, as if he’d been electrocuted.
I decided to nickname him Lightning.
Calik spoke to Lightning for several minutes, his massive shoulders slumping inside his suit as he stooped to murmur into Lightning’s ear. At one point, Lightning turned in my direction as if to look at me, but Calik’s monstrous hand fell on his shoulder, stopping him.
After that, Lightning pointed his yellow eyes in any direction but mine. Nodding to Calik, he crossed the floor, taking up a position by the carpeted stairs, where he continued to studiously ignore me.
I sipped my beer, savoring the taste. I was actually starting to enjoy myself.
As I started my second beer, a new group descended the carpeted stairs – two young noblemen in foppish dress, accompanied by two girls. The girls sported the Flapper style, with bobbed hair and short dresses.
They reminded me of Poppina. She’d sent me a love letter. Rendy had delivered it that morning. 
In her curly writing, she declared her undying devotion to me, her “boyfriend,” and reassured me that she wasn’t seeing anyone else. She didn’t even attend dances anymore, now that she was “taken.”
Enka was right, harpy girls were crazy. On the positive side, at least it kept her out of trouble.
Tapping my foot to the tumbling beat of the band, I scanned the tables for the umpteenth time. So far, I hadn’t spotted anyone fitting Rendy’s description of a freakish man with red eyes with two gigantic sidekicks.
Glancing around at the bouncers, I chuckled sarcastically. ‘Freakish-looking’ didn’t exactly filter out suspects in a place like this. All the bouncers were orcs and other similarly monstrous species.
My gaze was drawn to the undulating hips of a bunny girl on stage. I groaned. Sooner or later, Enka would be coming out. I decided that if it became established that she had joined the harem, I’d tell her I didn’t want her dancing anymore. At least, not on the stage, not for anyone other than me.
It’s not like she’d need to. I had enough money to take care of her.
My attention was attracted to a wild head of hair navigating through the tables and patrons. Lightning was on the move. He went past the orchestra pit and followed the side of the stage to the staircase in the back, making his way upstairs.
From what I understood, the upper floor was reserved to host Celik’s guests and private parties. It also functioned as a brothel. I got that much out of Enka, though she insisted she wasn’t one hundred-percent sure of the fact, since her personal policy was to “mind her own business.”
Lightning soon returned, followed by a group of eight girls. They were dolled up in satin dresses, and jewelry sparkled around their necks.
Melly, the girl I’d spoken with last time, was not among them. The girls sat at a table near the bar. As they were giving their order to a waiter, three more figures came down the stairs from the upper floor. I sensed them coming before they appeared.
The energy of one, in particular, was intensely malevolent. It was as if a black storm cloud was descending.
Although he wore his fedora low, I saw his eyes peering out under the brim. They shined with a red luster. His sunken cheeks were ashen, his lips thin and rubbery. His arms were abnormally long. Behind him followed two goons even bigger than Tiny Marco – and, indeed, twice as ugly.
There was no mistaking it. This was Rendy’s trio.
Crossing the floor, they took a table beside the girls. The long-armed man peeled his lips back and grinned at them.
He did not look at me as he sat down, but I felt he was aware of me. The orchestra music drummed and undulated. The bunny girl made way for a very short and curvy woman with round cheeks and pointy ears.
She captured my attention as I wondered what she was. Elf? I thought they were taller. Leprechaun? Did they even come in a female version? Gnome? Maybe.
Whatever she was, she got the men excited. The club was buzzing. But despite the merriment, tension hung in the air.
Grep Calik stood in front of the curtain, clasping his powerful hands together, surveying the club.
Morik and Lightning stood by, dutifully. The red-eyed freak sat at his table, still grinning.
And, watching over it all – in spirit, if not in person – was Taggart Malone.
And here am I, sitting in my spot.
It felt like we were players at a poker table. Our hands had been dealt, and soon it would be time for everyone to play his card.
I smiled to myself. It seemed certain the evening would be interesting. I was worried that Enka would be right, and nothing would happen.
Another dancer came and went. The music got rowdier, the men got drunker, and the waiters rushed about trying to keep up with all their orders.
One of the girls at the table was gazing at me, a red-head with sad, gray eyes. When she caught my eye, she smiled. There was a pleading look in her eyes.
At the neighboring table, the red-eyed creature lifted his fedora and dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. Our eyes met. His mouth spread into a fiendish grin, and he nodded, his red eyes glimmering.
I looked away without acknowledging him, wondering if he was a ghoul. A minute later, the red-haired girl nimbly rose from her chair and hurried over to me. She smiled and skipped towards me, taking the adjacent barstool.
“Hi, Mister!”
She grinned, making cute dimples in her cheeks. Lipstick reddened her lips and eyeshadow accented her eyes.
“Hey,” I said noncommittally.
“Buy me a beer?”
I looked at her. “Thanks. I’m not looking for any… female companionship.”
She smiled broadly, revealing perfect teeth, and touched my arm. She spoke quickly, still smiling: “Listen, Mister. I don’t have a lotta time. Don’t act all surprised at what I’m about to tell you, got it? Just keep acting the same.”
“Sure,” I said.
“You’re that detective, right? Mr. Douglas?”
“Sheriff. But yeah.”
“You know Malinda Van Horn?”
“Yeah, what about her?”
“She told you things, didn’t she? Yeah. Well…” Her mouth tightened, and she glanced at Calik. “Listen… I’d feel better if you bought me a beer, you know, to make it look… I mean, to give some cover.”
I waved at the bartender and ordered her a beer.
The girl smiled broadly and sipped her beer. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “Alright, here’s the thing. Mr. Calik found out Malinda spilled the beans to you. He didn’t like that, and he’s got her here, upstairs, tied up.”




Chapter forty-five

“And how do you know this?” I asked the girl. 
“Because, I saw when they brought her there”– She put her hand on my arm for emphasis – “But they didn’t see me. They don’t know that I know. And none of the other girls saw. I was the only one.”
I nodded and sipped my beer, my expression unchanged.
She continued, “You know what he’s gonna do, right? He’s gonna pimp her out tonight and record it on the peeper. You see those guys behind me?”
“The weirdo with the red eyes and his friends? Yeah.”
The girl nodded. “It’ll be one of those guys. And if not them, it’ll be a laborer, most likely. But even if Mr. Calik finds no takers, he’ll just get one of his bouncers to rape her. Or he might even do it himself.”
I studied her face. “And what’s it to you?”
Her mouth fell open. She looked defeated. The pleading look came back into her eyes. “What’s it to me?” she hissed. “Because … that monster Mr. Calik got me the same way, is that plain enough for you? He got all of us the same way, more or less.
“And I don’t want that to happen to another girl, got it? Jeepers! Why is that so hard to understand?” Her lip quivered, and she put a hand over her eyes. She then ran her hands through her hair, staring up at the ceiling, collecting herself.
Picking up her beer, she smiled, speaking through her teeth like a ventriloquist: “Are you gonna help us or not, Mister? I thought you were a detective.”
“Sure, I’ll help. You know where Lady Van Horn is right now?”
“They’ve got her in the Red Room. That’s where all the chains and stuff are. Please, Mr. Douglas. It’s getting late. Soon Mr. Calik’s private party will start.”
I leaned an elbow on the counter and watched the stripper who was wriggling out of her skin-tight pants. She appeared to be a normal human, which seemed rather vanilla. Maybe I was developing a monster girl fetish.
I said to the girl, “Malinda told me there’d be new girls here tonight. That was the whole reason she said I should come. What about all that?”
“All that was true. You see the girls at my table? Three of them are new girls. They’ll be pimped out tonight, and it’ll be recorded.”
“So you want me to help them, too, or just Lady Van Horn?”
An angry frown creased the girl’s brow. “Obviously I do! Ugh! Why are you so impossible! Of course I want you to help us all. It’s just…” She chewed her cheek and looked at the bottles behind the bar as if they might give her an answer.
Then she perked up, leaning towards me. “Doesn’t that make it easier to nab Mr. Calik? I mean, the fact that she’s been locked up against her will?”
I set my beer on the counter. “Yes, it does. Alright. Let’s go check it out.”
“Wait,” said the red head, touching my forearm. “We’ll make it look like we’re going upstairs for… you know.”
She caressed my forearm with both hands, and then put her dainty hand in mine. She winked at me, and the corners of her lips curled up into a conspiratorial smile.
She’s cute, I thought. I’ll give her that.
“I’m Alicia, by the way,” she said, still holding my hand. Grinning, she hopped off her stool, letting the skirt fall around her thighs. Then she tugged at my hand. “Come on.”




Chapter forty-six

Alicia’s little hand was warm and gentle between my fingers as we crossed the floor, circumventing tables and squeezing past waiters. She glanced over her shoulder at me, her cheeks dimpled by a smile. 
So innocent. Couldn’t hurt a fly.
I noted that all the bouncers remained at their posts by the carpeted stairs or along the curtained wall. They didn’t take notice of me and the girl.
Calik caught my eye, though. He smiled gloatingly, pointed with his eyes to the red head, and raised his eyebrows at me. He mouthed, ”Good choice.”
He regarded us for a few seconds, a broad smile showing his pearly whites.
Only after passing the orchestra did I cast my gaze at the stage. The pair of fern-green legs attracted my eyes. I saw the backs of them, standing with knees locked. A pair of curvy hips wiggled at the top of them.
Then I saw long black hair cascading down the girl’s back, and her face looking at me over her shoulder.
Enka.
My pace slowed, and I tried to let go of the girl’s hand, but she held on. “Come on,” she said, tugging on my hand.
“Sure,” I murmured, following past the stage.
Enka watched me, her plump lips cementing into an angry grimace, her amber eyes burning.
She knew I’d be here tonight, I thought as we climbed the stairs. She knows I’m on a case. Why is she jealous?
I dismissed the problem from my mind. If Enka couldn’t understand that I was on a case and not engaging the services of a prostitute, then too bad. At the moment, I needed to to focus on my mission.
Relationship drama was the last thing I needed when I was about to step into the middle of a snake pit.
***The hallway was carpeted in a faded vintage rug. The floor creaked as we passed several closed doors on either side.
Alicia still led me by the hand. Her little fingers were sweaty. Curling her hair behind her ear, she turned towards me and whispered, “It’s at the end of the hall.”
Her eyes were sensual. Her lips, slightly parted, glistened with moisture from her tongue.
“Why doesn’t Calik have any men up here?” I murmured.
She pursed her lips and glanced back towards the stairs. “He doesn’t need them,” she said, batting her eyes at me. “She’ll be all tied up. Come on, it’s here! This is the Red Room.”
The door looked no different from the other doors. Alicia put her petite hand on the doorknob.
“You have a key?” I asked.
She turned the handle. The door opened. “It’s unlocked!” she said, looking at me with wide eyes.
“Well, that sure is lucky,” I replied, stepping through the door into a room that smelled of mahogany and leather.
I could see why it was called the Red Room. The opposite wall was draped in blood-red velvet and the ceiling was covered in a scarlet floral pattern. Candles burned in crimson candle holders, casting everything in a reddish hue.
An extravagant chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling, glittering in the hazy light.
To my left, Lady Van Horn hung in ropes and slings above the floor. She wore nothing except a leather bondage harness, which looked exquisite strapped around her soft, delicate body.
Her arms were bound above her head, and her ankles were tied together. Her head was slouched forward, as if defeated by the discomfort and tediousness of enduring such bondage.
Behind her, the oak-paneled wall was covered with the implements of sadomasochism. Ropes, whips, handcuffs, and all manner of restraints hung in orderly rows, immaculately clean, as if it was a museum display.
Lady Van Horn lifted her head wearily. She said weakly, “Mr. Douglas? You’ve come.”
Her snowy hips looked deliciously soft in the candlelight. The raised position of her arms lifted her naked breasts, making her nipples point slightly upwards.
The door closed behind me. Over my shoulder, I saw the redhead standing with one hand on the doorknob, the other on the door.
She looked at me through the curtain of her hair. “They don’t know we’re here,” she breathed.
From afar, I admired Lady Van Horn’s body, from her bound wrists down to her naked feet.
“I see you’re not much of a gentleman,” she said, and squirmed, trying to reposition herself so the ropes and slings didn’t chafe her tender skin. “Ow,” she whimpered. “Oww.”
Alicia came beside me and took my arm, looking at the captive young noblewoman with a glimmer of excitement in her eyes.
Lady Van Horn’s chest rose and fell. “Owwww,” she complained again. “Are you just going to stand there and watch me? Oh! You brute!”
The indignation and helplessness in her voice were genuine. She looked worryingly delicate, like a doll made of bone china.
Walking closer, I felt her invisible tendrils reaching for me hungrily. I reached out and took hold of her chin, turning her head so that I could see her eyes. She opened them fully and returned my gaze.
Her emptiness was almost complete now. That’s why she was so weak. This wasn’t an act,  at least that part wasn’t. She was in trouble.
But isn’t that exactly what I’m supposed to think?
This whole situation had the stench of a trap. Lady Van Horn had been used to lure me. The question was, did Calik coerce her into doing it, or was she a willing accomplice?
Of course she’s a willing accomplice! my inner cynic said. She’s the classic femme fatale. You know you love damsels in distress. Don’t be a sucker!
I searched Malinda’s eyes. They were as dark and mysterious as the night, but I could see they held secrets, and real pain.
My hand still on her chin, I murmured warily, “You alright?”
She cast me a long, tired look. Then her head lolled back, exposing her long neck. “Do I look alright?”
I touched the restraints, trying to figure out the best way to get her down.
She whimpered, “I’m so… hungry.”
Could it be that Calik really did imprison her? My doubt grew a little stronger.
But Alicia came to Malinda’s side, caressing the ropes. A hint of sadism glimmered in her eyes. “We don’t have to untie her just yet,” she said, smiling wickedly.
Lady Van Horn squirmed, moaning a protest that didn’t really sound like a protest. Tossing her head back, she panted orgasmically. Her nipples grew stiff.
She sure seems to enjoy being tied up and starved, I thought wryly.
“What do you have in mind, Alicia?” I asked, just to see what she’d do.
Lady Van Horn gasped. “Oh! How–How beastly!”
“We could whip her with the riding crop,” Alicia said, ghosting her fingers over Malinda’s harness-bound stomach. Her hands rode up Malinda’s rib cage and groped her breasts, eliciting a yearning moan.
She kept massaging those heavy tits, gradually circling closer to Lady Van Horn’s dewy nipples, which looked extremely sensitive, thin blue veins showing through the semi-transparent skin around her areola.
Malinda’s body trembled, her chest heaved. When Alicia began squeezing the area around her nipples, Malinda wormed her body desperately. 
She panted, “No! wait, it’s … too …. much.”
Alicia grinned impishly, digging her nails into Lady Van Horn’s tender waist. “You’re not in a position to give orders, are you?” she said sharply. Then, cupping one of Lady Van Horn’s tits, she brushed her hair behind her ear and tilted her head to make sure I could see her lewd lips as they closed around Lady Van Horn’s responsive nipple.
Lady Van Horn’s shudders jiggled her breasts as Alicia swirled her tongue around one nipple, then the other.
She slipped her fingers between Lady Van Horn’s thighs and groped her smooth gleaming pussy. She taunted, “Oh! What do we have here? You’re soaking wet! You like being tied up like that, huh?”
Malinda whined, “No… I can’t help it.”
The redhead stood on tiptoe and reached behind Lady Van Horn’s head, fisting her short hair. “Shut up, slut!”
I laughed. “You guys are laying it on a little thick.” I moved Alicia aside and crouched to untie the rope around Malinda’s ankles. ”What exactly are you girls up to, anyway?” I asked. My voice was friendly and calm.
Lady Van Horn mumbled, “Not… up to … anything. I had to do this.”
I rose to untie her wrists. “Had to do what?”
Her chest rose and fell as she caught her breath. “Calik found out… He found out I went to you. This is a trap. They’ll come for you… soon.”
“I know it’s a trap,” I murmured, freeing her wrists from the rope.
Alicia shifted on her feet, her eyes darting back and forth between me and Malina.
“I played along with it,” Malinda said as I put my arm around her waist and lifted her up, removing the slings that kept her suspended. “What else could I do? But you’re powerful. You can… fight them all… right?”
I set her on the ground, eyeing her suspiciously.
She swayed on her feet, and said breathlessly, “You still don’t believe me. Well… what does it matter?  What… does … anything matter?”
With a sigh, she fainted.




Chapter forty-seven

I threw my arm around Malinda’s slender waist, catching her before she fell. Supporting her upper back with my other hand, I pulled her towards me. 
It surprised me, once again, how cold she was – frigid as a corpse. She lay against my chest, arms dangling. She was not faking it.
For a moment, I wondered if she was dead.
Holding her against me, I lifted her chin and slapped her cheek a few times. Her eyes fluttered open and gazed at me helplessly. She found her feet, standing weakly, planting her hands on my chest to balance.
“Please… help me,” she pleaded.
The wisps of her longing and hunger reached out and swirled around me, pulling me towards her, sucking at the life force inside me.
“They starved me on purpose… Made sure I'm almost empty. I'm supposed to feed on you now… to drain you. But they don’t know about your power. They don’t know you can feed me without harming yourself.”
“Did Calik do this to you? Did he turn you into a succubus?”
Tears pooled in her eyes, and her lip quivered. “I… never wanted this.”
“But why? Why did he do it?”
“Because his blackmail didn’t work. I was going to leave him and go to the authorities anyway. I didn’t care. That was when he… turned me…”
She wavered, slumping against me. I lifted her chin. Her dark eyes begged me. “Please, help me. You know you can do it… Don’t … let me die.”
All the strength left her. I held her up like a sack of potatoes, and then absorbed a huge amount of power, far more than enough to fill her vacuum. Sensing this power, she wearily lifted her arms and grabbed hold of me as if I was a water well in a desert.
Her eyes were earnest and weary. I felt her tendrils connecting all over my body. Her void exerted its suction on me, trying to pull me into her.
“Please…”
She was trying to establish a connection, so that she could suck the energy she needed to survive. I allowed it, releasing some of my energy into her, just a moderate amount.
Malinda latched onto me with every part of her being, sucking with her whole body. The connection established between us felt deeply intimate.
“You’re so warm,” she breathed, smiling ecstatically as she hungrily sucked in what I fed her. I felt her icy hands touching my face and neck.
“You’re so cold.” I touched her lips. She drew in a breath. I felt the heat of my body swirling around my fingertips, the hot life force pulsing in my veins.
“Please don’t let me go,” she whispered, her voice trembling.
Alicia tugged at my coat to pull it off. I allowed it. Then she started unbuttoning my shirt, and I let her, so that I could get closer to Malinda. I shed my shirt, letting it fall to the floor. Malinda’s invisible tentacles attached themselves more securely to my naked skin, and our connection grew more intense. My entire body was throbbing.
“That’s a good boy,” Alicia said, hugging me from behind. “You knew you were gonna have fun in here, didn’t you?”
Lady Van Horn’s slender arms were hanging around my neck. I enveloped her with my arms, hugging her tightly, squishing her tits against me.
She squirmed against me as I poured energy into her. I felt the vacuum inside her desperately sucking it up.
She still couldn’t stand up on her own. She needed much more.
Caressing her head, my fingers swirling with heat, I increased the flow of power.
Lady Van Horn cried out, writhing against me. “Wait… It’s too much…”
I lessened the flow.
She moaned blissfully. I felt her mouth on my neck. Heat rose up to my head, making me giddy. Intense pleasure throbbed around my neck where Lady Van Horn kissed and sucked.
Every nerve of my body was switched on. I felt myself pouring into her.
Much of her void had been filled now, and she was coming alive. She pawed at my trousers. “I want you inside me,” she said.
“No,” I said. “I want it, too, but it’s not happening. Not now. This is as far as we go.”
Alicia quickly moved in, fumbling with my belt, trying to get into my pants. With a firm hand, I moved her away, giving her a stern look. “Not tonight, sweetheart.”
Seeing the warning in my eyes, she stayed back. At that instant, the door swung open and smashed against the wall.




Chapter forty-eight

It did not surprise me to hear the door open. I was expecting it, of course. Whether or not Malinda was a willing participant, I knew this was a trap. 
I’d figured two scenarios were likely. The first was rather mundane: Lady Van Horn’s plea for help was a ruse to get the new sheriff on Calik’s list of prostitution clients.
In the second scenario, Alicia and Malinda were meant to distract me or somehow incapacitate me. Then Calik would bump me off.
I preferred the second scenario. It would mean I could simply take out Calik’s men, and Calik himself if he attacked me. And if he didn’t, I could get him on conspiracy to commit murder.
That would be easier and much more effective.
Based on what Count Steerfast had told me, it would be a massive headache collecting enough evidence to press charges. I’d have to do mountains of paperwork, and it would be hard to get a conviction because the system was not only corrupt but also bogged down with senseless bureaucracy.
The Count strongly hinted that I should go Clint Eastwood on the bad guys if possible. Well, he didn’t use that exact phrase, but that was the gist of it.
So, I’d walked into the trap intentionally, hoping that they were going to unleash everything they had on me. I was ready for it.
However, at the sound of the door opening, Lady Van Horn clung to me fearfully, as if she was afraid we’d be separated. I sensed fear ripple through her body. She wasn’t finished feeding.
Her mouth was still attached to my neck. She moaned and curled her fingers in my hair, sucking my neck and breathing through her nose. 
Her numerous wispy tentacles were locked onto me, drinking in the energy I was giving her.
Her arms were fastened around me, her body pressed hard against me. I held her in place in a tight embrace.
We felt fused together, physically and spiritually. I knew for certain that she’d been on the brink of death, and I’d saved her. This hadn’t been an act. At least, not on her part.
But it wasn’t quite time to release her. I could feel my heat spreading into her, feeding her, chasing away the deathly cold, giving her life.
I needed to give her more to make sure she was good and full.
Still holding Lady Van Horn, I lifted her and turned us both to face the door, gathering power into my palm, ready to blast the attacker.
To my surprise, Enka stood in the doorway.
She had changed into a short skirt and tank top, but she still wore her platform shoes. She marched into the room, hips swaying.
“The fuck is this?” she asked. “Brad!” She halted and put her hands on her hips. “What are you doin’ fuckin’ around with these sluts?”
“I’m on a case.” I grinned.
“On a case! This is what you do on a case?”
“Don’t call me a slut, you green bitch,” Alica murmured.
Enka strode up to her. With her massive high heels, she looked down on the other woman.
“I heard what you said, you lil’ hussy,” Enka said. “You shouldn’t be talkin’ like that when you can’t back it up.”
“Fuck you. He wanted to be with us.”
While the two argued, I felt Lady Van Horn was gradually disengaging from our entanglement. The euphoria of our connection had become less intense. The heat of my body swirled and pumped more calmly.
Meanwhile, Alicia was giving Enka more lip.
Suddenly, Enka grabbed two fistfuls of her red hair. “Touch my man, bitch?” she grunted, and hauled her by her hair.
Alicia flailed, slapping Enka’s arms ineffectually, still mouthing off. “Ugly green bitch!” 
“Knock that off,” I said. I took Malinda by the shoulders and gently pushed her away. Her lips disconnected from my neck with a sucking noise.
Alicia charged Enka from behind, flailing her arms like a windmill. Enka easily grabbed the girl’s hair again, jerking it backwards and making her fall on her butt.
“Fuck you!” Alicia grunted, and tried to stand. 
But Enka held her head down, clutching her hair firmly in her fist. “Stay down, bitch!” Enka whacked her across the face twice with her open hand. The brutal slapping sounds resounded in the room.
“Ow!” Alicia whined, holding her face.
“Well, that’s what you get for messin’ with my man,” Enka said. She shot me a reproachful look. “What are you thinkin’ getting bit by a vampire?”
“She’s not a vampire, I don’t think,” I said, feeling my neck where Malinda had been sucking.
There were no teeth marks.
“I’m not a vampire,” Malinda murmured. Turning towards her, I saw her transformed. A healthy flush had appeared in her cheeks. Her face glowed. She looked replete and refreshed, like a wilting rose revived with water.
Enka’s face crumpled as if she was about to cry. I felt bad. “You’re gonna turn into a vampire now!” she whined. “Why’d you have to go and be so stupid?”
I smiled to reassure her. “I’m not gonna turn into a vampire. Don’t worry.”
Alicia stumbled to her feet and lunged at Enka again. The catfight resumed.
“What’dya mean don’t worry?” my goblin girlfriend said, wrestling with the redhead.
“Enka, listen, I need you to hide in another room. They’ll be coming for me soon.”
“If you don’t get that vampire-ass bitch away from you, I’m gonna do it myself!” Enka gave the redhead one savage shove, sending her to the floor.
“I’m not a vampire,” Malinda repeated with dignity.
“I can’t believe there’s a vampire in Pankaku!” Enka said, marching over. “Disgusting!”
“She’s a succubus,” I said, stooping to pick up my shirt.
“Same shit,” Enka said. “Both are parasites.”
Lady Van Horn stood apart from me, her head held high and proud. She glared down her nose at Enka with aristocratic contempt.
“Listen, I don’t need drama right now,” I said, hastily pulling my shirt on.
“Parasite! Teach you to mess with my man,” Enka sneered, reaching for Malinda’s hair.
Malinda swatted her hand away. “Don’t you dare touch me, goblin!”
“Cut it out!” I grumbled, buttoning my shirt and glancing at the doorway.
Enka smacked Lady Van Horn across the face with her palm. The noblewoman crumpled to the floor.
Leaving my shirt mostly undone, I rushed to Enka, putting my arms around her. “Listen, I need you to be calm. I know what I’m doing. I’ve planned this out, more or less.”
Enka’s eyes flashing with anger. “No! I don’t care if she’s a vampire or a succubus. Something… something bad’s gonna happen to you! Don’t you get it?”
Her lip quivered, and her face crumpled again, this time with tears. She whimpered, “Why’d you have to do that, Brad? I … I really liked you!”
Hugging her, I spoke softly into her ear. “Baby, I have superpowers, remember? Who’s the guy who kicked Tiny Marco’s ass?”
Enka sniffled, letting out a laugh through her tears. “You did.”
“That’s right. I’ll be fine. You have to trust me.”
The doorway darkened suddenly.
“How are you feeling, Mr. Douglas?” Grep Calik asked, his eyes noting my jacket on the ground and my unbuttoned shirt. His voice was smooth and amiable. “A little queasy, I imagine. I really am sorry about that, but you left me with little choice.”
His mountainous, slumping shoulders shifted as he entered the room. Several bouncers, including Morik and Lightning, followed close behind him clutching revolvers straight out of a Civil War museum.
Many more waited in the doorway.
Looking at Calik, I wavered, stumbling slightly before regaining my footing. Calik smiled with satisfaction.




Chapter forty-nine

Panic flooded Enka’s eyes. I squeezed her hand, whispering, “Go to the corner and stay there.” 
With a trusting look, she ran to a corner. I put up a forcefield around her.
Then I stumbled again.
Lady Van Horn was back to her feet. She was holding her cheek, and her body still trembled from the indignity of Enka’s slap. Alicia stood behind her timidly.
Calik spoke to Malinda. “Well, it’s done then? But why isn’t he dead?”
“He is dying now,” Malinda said. Her eyes briefly met mine, then flitted away. Her voice trembled. “I didn’t quite get to finish, but it was more than enough. It will just take a little longer. He’ll be dead soon.”
I staggered to give the appearance it was working, then stumbled, as if I might collapse at any moment.
Calik grinned. “Did you hear that, Mr. Douglas? Pretty soon you’ll die.” His brow creased into an expression of regret, and he actually sounded sincere: “It really is unfortunate. I would rather have done business with you. I’m sorry.”
“Were you sorry about those two girls you murdered?”
Calik’s face turned cold. “Ladies Brimble and Strathmore? Charming young ladies, but they also left me no choice. That's business, Mr. Douglas. Sometimes you have to get your hands dirty.”
Turning towards the door, he shouted, “Mr. Yelloc!” 
The red-eyed freak stepped in, his long arms swaying. Lady Van Horn shrank back towards the wall, regarding him with utter revulsion and fear.
His long fingers clutched a wooden stake. Apparently, he knew about my magnetic abilities, and he was prepared.
His two goons followed behind him. They both had to crouch to fit through the door frame.
A couple bouncers hastily went into the hallway to make room. The remaining ones, along with Mr. Calik, backed away with the air of spectators.
“We have heard rumors about your extraordinary healing abilities, Mr. Douglas. So I have brought my friend here, Mr. Yelloc, to finish the job.”
Yelloc removed his hat and handed it to a bouncer. He held his chin so high that his nose pointed almost to the ceiling. “Good day, Mr. Douglas.”
“So you’ve decided to take a break from killing defenseless girls, eh?” I asked.
Yelloc spoke down his nose. “I am primarily a hunter of vampires, ghouls, and mutants. But I’m not above killing defenseless girls.” A gloating grin spread across his face.
“So you did kill them, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” he said proudly. “I strangled them and watched them die.”
Case closed. Now that I’d gotten the confession, I couldn’t let his comment about ‘mutants’ pass without trying to fish out more information.
“Mutants? So I’m not the only one then.”
Yelloc chuckled. “Oh no, you are not the only one. But we are exceedingly rare.”
He disappeared. I saw only a black smudge in the air. Almost in the same instant, his wiry arm came over my shoulder, attempting to headlock me. He pulled me backward with surprising strength. I stumbled, but he did not bring me down as he’d intended.
I grabbed his arm and flung him over my shoulder. He landed on his back and disappeared. The stake rattled on the floor and vanished.
I surrounded myself with a forcefield. Yelloc was sent flying away from me.
He crashed onto the floor before the bouncers, clutching the stake. They looked at him, then each other, shifting uneasily.
Calik’s face appeared unbothered. He watched the fight like a seasoned poker player.
I raised a palm and started rattling Yelloc’s brains. He groaned and stabbed the floor with his stake, using it to struggle to his feet.
Meanwhile, his two mountain-sized goons charged me. Their beady black eyes were like chunks of coal lodged in elephant hide. Their lipless mouths were drawn back, revealing teeth that could crush rocks.
Maintaining my electromagnetic hold on Yelloc, I scrambled one of the goon’s brains. I also dropped my shield so that I could attack the other one, which I did swiftly and ruthlessly, dodging a boulder sized fist, kicking his stomach, punching him three times in the face.
The monster dropped to his knees, making the room shake.
A spinning kick to his jaw laid him out flat.
I spun around to face the other goon, thinking he was charging me. But he was tumbling backwards, clutching his temples, succumbing to the effects of the brain scrambling. A bouncer jumped out of the way as the brute tumbled into a red couch, which fell over backwards when he landed on it.
Calik’s face was twisted with anger. “Get up!” he hissed at Yelloc, still on his knees, leaning on the stake.
I noticed Lady Van Horn, still backed against the wall, watching Yelloc with an expression of vengefulness. Alicia slipped past the bouncers and hurried out the door.
I released Yelloc. He stared at the floor for a moment, and then started, realizing he was free.
“What else do you do, Yelloc?” I asked.
He glanced at Lady Van Horn. His ghastly grin returned. “I made her what she is, yes, turned her into a succubus,” he said, putting one foot on the floor and leaning his weight on the steak.
Lady Van Horn held up her head high, but her lip quivered.
“I dabble in witchcraft,” Yelloc said, staggering to his feet. “Some have even called me a warlock.”
I glanced at the glittering chandelier high above my head. Using my magnetism, I ripped it out of the ceiling and sent it hurtling towards Yelloc just as he began to blur.
The heavy chandelier smashed into the mutant’s head. He crumpled onto the floor as glass shattered and candle wax and splattered the floor. The bouncer Morik hastily stepped on a couple of candle flames, putting them out.
I heard Calik growl. He snatched one of the revolvers and aimed at my head. Our eyes met. I grinned. 
I generated a strong magnetic field in front of the revolver. 
The gunshot split the air. Enka screamed. Calik’s eyes traced over me, searching for a hole in my chest.
There was none. The bullet had landed harmlessly on the rug, deflected by my magnetic field.
Calik fired again, and again the bullet landed on the floor. He grunted, spotting the spent bullets. 
“Get him!” he shouted.
But Yelloc lay motionless under the chandelier, his blood pooling on the wood floor. Only one member of the mutant-hunter trio remained conscious, and he was on his hands and knees, in the throes of my brain-scrambling ability.
Morik frowned at me doubtfully. Others watched from the doorway, wary, afraid.
“I said get him!” Calik growled. “Shoot. Everyone shoot.”
Lightning raised his pistol. I raised my palm and ripped it from his grasp with a magnetic tug. The bouncers’ eyes widened in amazement as they watched the pistol floating across the room and into my hand.
The other bouncers in the hallway crowded the doorway, watching with morbid fascination.
I pointed the revolver at Calik.
He met my stare with unflinching calm. He was unafraid, but his lip twisted as if he was swallowing something bitter. Dropping his pistol, he reached into his coat, unsheathed a shining dagger, and lurched towards me, nostrils flaring, eyes squinting.
The bullet I shot pierced his neck just above the collar bone. Two more shots buried into his chest. 
His dagger thudded onto the floor. He stumbled backwards, blood gurgling and bubbling from his throat.
Two bouncers scurried out of the way as Calik tumbled against a small table and fell to the floor. On his hands and knees, he clawed at the door frame, trying to rise up while his blood splattered onto the floorboards.
The bouncers gingerly stepped around him to escape into the hallway as he collapsed in a heap.
Still in her corner, Enka was whimpering and crying. Lady Van Horn, I noticed, was gone. She must have fled during the commotion.
My eyes met Morik’s. He nodded slowly. “It’s all over,” he said, raising his voice for the men in the hallway. “Calik’s dead. We’re not gonna lose our lives over this, are we boys?”
The bouncers grunted and murmured their agreement. However, Lightning quickly stooped and snatched Calik’s revolver from the floor. As he rose, our eyes met.
I tossed him the pistol I’d taken from him. “Here, have two.”
He caught it with his left hand, and then fumbled slightly to get a proper grip. Morik backed away from the situation, his palms up.
A wise move.
I had gathered a massive amount of energy and condensed it into three separate golf-ball sized points.
Lightning lurched his arms up, pointing the pistols. Before he could pull the triggers, I released the balls of energy. They slammed into him, throwing him against the wall. A gun went off. Debris from the ceiling crumbled down as Lightning hit the floor with a hole in his face.
Now, I just had to deal with Yelloc’s two giant goons. The one that I’d kicked in the jaw was still unconscious, though apparently alive, several feet from Yelloc’s corpse. The other one was struggling under the disorientation of my brain scrambling. I released him.
He immediately stumbled to his feet and lurched towards me. I sent a barrage of bullet sized power blasts towards him.
His body trembled from the impact. Wavering on his feet, he clutched his neck and fell to his knees, making the room shake. One last large blast cracked his skull and dropped him to the floor.
Just to be sure, I turned my gaze on Morik, who stood on the other side of the room, pistol at his side. He gazed at me with stoic grit, but I saw no threat in his eyes.
“Tell the men to stand down.”
Morik murmured, “They already have, Mr. Douglas.”




Chapter fifty

“Nobody’s gonna try carryin’ out Mr. Calik’s plan now, Mr. Douglas,” Morik reassured me. The eyes of the other bouncers standing in the doorway signaled agreement. 
I dropped the force field around Enka. She sprinted across the room, throwing her arms around me and sobbing into my chest.
Stroking Enka’s head, I looked at Morik. “You won’t attack me anymore or obstruct my investigation–”
“No, Sir, we won’t,” he said firmly. “We’re just bouncers, not gang members.”
“And what about him?” I pointed to the surviving goon who lay near Yellok’s remains.
“He’s different,” Morik said. “He’s a hunter, and he was hired to kill you. He’ll finish his mission or die trying.”
“Can you wake him up?”
The surest way to avoid legal problems was to make sure the brute was attacking me when I killed him.
It wouldn’t do to execute him with so many witnesses, and I had no appetite to massacre all the bouncers, especially if they were only regular guys trying to make a living in a shitty economy. Some of them probably had families.
Morik obediently nudged the monstrous creature’s head. After being prodded for a minute, he groaned, putting a massive hand on his stomach. His beady black eyes opened, staring at the ceiling.
“Hey, big guy,” I said, strolling over and kicking his gargantuan foot.
His eyes focused on me, and he lurched up, swinging his arms to grab me. I released a blast of energy.
Like a wrecking ball to a brick wall, so was the blast to his face. His body slumped back onto the floor as the bouncers let out exclamations of surprise and awe.
***“Look, there you are!” Crystal said, holding the newspaper in front of my face, a special afternoon edition of The Daily Trumpet. The front page was dominated by a black-and-white photo of yours truly standing in front of the fireplace in the bookshop.
First thing that morning, a reporter had come knocking to interrogate me about the events of the previous evening.
He questioned me for over an hour, scratching feverishly on his notepad, his eyes glinting with glee when I mentioned anything to do with sex or violence. Of course, I left out personal details, like how I’d revived Lady Van Horn.
After the interview, a photographer set up his old-fashioned camera. He made me stand in front of the fireplace, told me not to move and then disappeared under the black curtain of the camera. Then he blinded me with the flash.
“So serious!” Crystal said, examining the picture.
“Well, he told me not to smile,” I said, laying my head back on a cushion. I was sitting on the couch with a kitten sleeping on my stomach. I closed my eyes and listened to the gentle rain outside.
Enka sat on the opposite end of the couch, as far away from me as possible. A blanket was draped over her shoulders and she cradled a steaming cup of tea in her hands. She glanced at the paper, pouting.
Crystal gave the goblin a sympathetic look. “You sure you don’t want me to make some chicken soup?”
Enka smiled weakly. “That’s okay.”
I grinned. “Jeez, you’d think you were the one bitten by a vampire, even though I wasn’t bitten by a vampire.”
Enka frowned at me. “Vampire, succubus – it doesn’t matter; she’s a fiend. And you let her feed off you. How do you know you’re not infected with something?”
“I’m not infected. Besides, Yelloc turned her into a succubus against her will. You were there. You heard him say it.”
“What’s your point? she’s still a fiend,” Enka moped.
“Oh, come on. I thought you weren’t the type to paint everyone with the same brush.”
“Oh yeah, and where’d you get that idea?”
“Crystal said so.”
Enka’s face softened. She looked at Crystal. “You did? Aw, thanks, girl. But… It’s different when we’re talkin’ about succubae and vampires.”
Crystal sat on the arm of the couch next to the goblin and rubbed her shoulder. “I understand why you’re scared, but Brad is pretty much invulnerable. I wouldn’t worry.”
She perked up. “You know what? I think I will make soup; we could all use some. But let’s read the paper first.”
She walked over to the armchair and settled into it. “I had to search around to find this,” she said, disappearing behind the paper. “Everybody’s scooping it up. Oooh! The photo caption mentions the bookshop! Listen: ‘Sheriff Brad Douglas, the man who shot Grep Calik, owner of the notorious Dragon’s Den nightclub and associate of gangster Taggart Malone, stands in Ruby’s Book Nook, where he rooms with three monster women.’”
I cringed. “Hmph. I don’t like where this is going.”
“Why?” Crystal said. “Free publicity for the shop!”
“That’s great, but it’s a bit salacious the way it mentions my boarding with monster women.”
Crystal read the main story: “The Pankaku sheriff has single-handedly slain Grep Calik and a powerful hitman mutant known to the criminal underworld as Yelloc.”
I couldn’t help but chuckle throughout the story. It felt like it was describing an ’80s action movie rather than what I’d experienced the night before.
But the details were accurate, more or less. It said I’d broken a sexual slavery ring. It described the bouncers as men motivated by “mercenary considerations” rather than loyalty to Calik, and that all of them had agreed to leave town as soon as the investigation was over.
It also detailed how Lady Van Horn had disappeared. Crystal read on, “Sheriff Douglas searched Calik’s inner office and found that Calik’s safe had been emptied. The safe was located in the wall behind a painting, which was left on the floor along with the key. According to Morik Dragom, one of the top bouncers, Calik likely had about 20,000 Gold in the safe.”
She turned the page and continued, “Dragom and other bouncers said they believe that Lady Van Horn plotted to rob Calik from the start, using the attempted murder of Douglas as a distraction. Sheriff Douglas declined to comment.”
Crystal looked at me over the paper. “Well, what do you think?”
I shrugged. “I don’t think she was as complicit as it makes her sound. I mean, she did try to warn me. And she nearly died. Besides, she knew about my superpowers. I’d like to think she knew I’d survive.
"She didn’t strike me as a bad person, just a girl in a tough situation, being taken advantage of.”
Enka scoffed. “You don’t turn into a succubus without becoming bad. You’re basically just a demon at that point.”
Crystal returned to the story, “Count Van Horn refused to answer The Daily Trumpet’s inquiries about his daughter’s whereabouts. However, the Van Horn stable hand said Miss Van Horn left in great haste before sunrise, absconding with the family carriage and a trunk of her possessions.”
Crystal lowered the paper. “And now she’s run away on her own. Poor girl. I hope she’s okay out there.”
Enka said, “Poor girl. Yeah, right. She better not come back, if she knows what’s good for her.”
Crystal read the rest of the reporting. There were quotes from bouncers describing the fight and marveling at my abilities. Count Steerfast was in there, too, offering a few comments about how the Reform Committee was determined to clean up Pankaku.
Neither Count Steerfast nor I went into detail about my powers and origins, and the articles refrained from speculation. They did raise questions, though. I knew it would all get out sooner or later. I didn’t really care if people knew I was from a different world. I just didn’t know how they’d react.
Besides, I’d never liked being the center of attention. For the time being, however, I had no choice on that matter. The Trumpet editorial raved about me, declaring me “not merely a hero, but a superhero.”




Chapter fifty-one

“Well, at least the coverage is positive,” Crystal concluded, folding the paper. She added in a girly tone, “Brad Douglas, our hero!” 
Enka made a monosyllabic laugh. “Hmm!” Her brow was scrunched into a sarcastic expression, but I could tell she was partly just teasing me. She wasn’t really angry.
I stood up. “That’s enough sass outta you, goblin.”
She hugged the blanket around herself as I put my knee on the couch beside her and leaned over her.
“I don’t even have a job anymore,” she said sadly.
I stroked her hair. “Don’t worry about that. What matters is that you're okay.”
Her cheeks darkened with a red flush, but she didn’t look at me. I raised her chin and moved to kiss her lips, but she turned her face away.
“But how am I gonna pay the bills?” she asked.
I pressed my lips against her cheek. She didn’t resist. Cradling her head, I kissed her again, keeping my lips against her cheek for several seconds. She let out a long sigh.
“Don’t worry about the bills,” I murmured. “I’m gonna take care of you.”
She smiled, looking down at her lap.
I looked over my shoulder at Crystal, who had been silently observing us. She blushed and shifted in her seat. “Did you… bring up the thing?” she murmured.
I smirked. “Matter of fact, I did.”
Enka put her tea down on the floor and put her feet on the couch, curling her legs under her. She crossed her arms. “What thing?”
Smiling, Crystal got up and walked over, returning to the arm of the couch beside Enka.
She reached down and put her hand on Enka’s arm. “Our harem. We’d all be happy to have you.”
The goblin averted her gaze, looking at the floor. But her face didn’t appear set against it.
“I already told Brad no,” she said half-heartedly.
Crystal glanced at me, then back to Enka. “You did?”
“She did,” I confirmed.
“Why?”
“Because I don’t share my man,” Enka mumbled in a small voice.
“But it’s part of your–”
“Don’t talk to me about goblin culture. You don’t follow hobgoblin culture, do you?”“Well, no. You got me there.”
I slipped my arm around Enka’s shoulder and gently nudged her closer. She let herself plop against me, resting her head comfortably on my shoulder. Her hand fell onto my leg.
“Not even after all we’ve been through together?” I asked, detecting that she’d come a lot closer towards acceptance than she was letting on.
She tilted her face up towards me. “You’re talking too much.”
I kissed her. She put her hand behind my neck, gently caressing me as we continued kissing.
Crystal got up. “Well! I’ll go make that soup.”
Reaching out, I caught her by the wrist and pulled her towards us. She giggled softly. “Oh, I’m joining you? Okay.” She sat on the edge of the couch on the other side of Enka, her hands on her lap.
The goblin glanced at Crystal, a smile tugging the corner of her mouth.
Crystal placed her hand on Enka’s thigh. “As long as you don’t mind, Enka.”
“I don’t mind, girl,” Enka admitted, putting her hand on Crystal’s hand. Their eyes met, and they held hands.
I reached across and eased my hand around the back of Crystal’s neck, gently leading her towards me. We kissed.
I glanced at Enka. She narrowed her eyes, muttering sarcastically, “Just like a goblin man.”
“But with a bigger dick,” I said, leaning towards her, puckering my lips.
She submissively leaned her face forward and kissed me.
The bell jingled, signaling the start of a deluge of visitors, mostly females of all ages, that would last for several days.
***When Ruby arrived in the late afternoon, I was trapped on the couch, besieged by a group of middle-aged women in petticoats.
The ladies had moved swiftly, forming a blockade around the couch and seizing possession of the seats beside me – the only other escape route.
Enka had long ago absconded to the upper floor. Crystal was helping customers. I was alone.
The ladies proceeded to gaze at me earnestly and talk about the Reform Committee, crime, and corruption. They even, to my surprise, brought up the prospect of harems. Apparently, Count Steerfast had written a column about it in the paper.
One lady said with a twinkle in her eye, “Can you imagine! He says it’s absolutely necessary for men to take multiple wives! Convenient, isn’t it?” She looked at me as if she expected me to answer.
I nodded politely.
“Convenient?” another lady put in. “That’s for sure. He’s been married several times, you know.”
“And he’s not unique!” a fat lady chimed in, her chins jiggling. “Men are all the same!” She licked her lips and dabbed her sweaty forehead with a handkerchief.
The ladies all ogled me like I was a piece of meat hanging in the butcher shop. Finally, Ruby’s carriage rolled in front of the shop, much to my relief.
“Oh, look at that!” I said, putting my arm over the back of the couch and looking out the window. “Roobs is back.”
The rain had finally stopped, and the clouds had parted beyond the rooftops across the street. The carriage glowed with orange sunlight. Ruby wore a raincoat and a rainhat.
A cute little smile played on her lips. She was happy.
Crystal hurried outside to greet her; I watched her untying the tarp over the back of the carriage as Ruby climbed down from the driver’s seat. The girls hugged.
“So lovely that she was able to acquire more books,” one lady said. “I can’t wait to see what she got.”
“Yes, indeed,” I replied. “Well! I’d better go help her.”
“Oh, yes, of course!” the lady beside me said. “I must get going as well. I have so many things to do.”
All the other ladies murmured their agreement. But the fat lady suddenly erupted, “By the way! I meant to ask, do you think the Reformers will ever finish their business?”
I was still trapped when Ruby came in, carrying a box. She set it down by the bookshelf on the far wall.
“Hi Ruby!” I said, standing up, determined to body-check the ladies out of the way if necessary.
Roobs looked at me. Her face was bright, but I could see hesitation in her eyes. She was still hurt.
The ladies begrudgingly parted to let me through and approach Ruby.
Ruby’s tail wagged tepidly. “Hi Brad. How are you? I heard about what happened at the Dragon’s Den last night. Pretty crazy.”
Ruby removed her rain hat. I noticed a copy of the afternoon Daily Trumpet was sitting on top of the box.
“I’m glad you’re back,” I murmured, putting my arms around her.
She fidgeted with her hat and looked at the floor. “My–my raincoat. You’ll get wet.”
“I don’t care.” I pulled her into a hug. She rested her head against me, and her tail started wagging of its own accord. I stroked her droopy ears.
Then I kissed her hair. Her tail froze and pointed downward. Her eyes, too, remained downcast, and her lips made the most adorable pout.
“Brad, about what happened, I’m okay now. I–” She stopped talking because some of the nosy ladies were hovering around. We’d need a bit more privacy to finish this conversation.
“Here, let me take your coat.”
While I went to hang her coat on the hanger, the ladies greeted her and congratulated her on expanding her inventory. Then they departed, still chattering among themselves.
Ruby smiled. “You’ve become quite the celebrity.”
I smirked. “I guess so. You read the paper?”
She nodded. “Mrs. Grimmle read the main article for me at the shop. I’ll read the rest tonight with Crystal. Congratulations, Brad. Looks like you’ll be a great sheriff.”
“And it looks like Ruby’s Book Nook will be a great book store.”
Ruby’s face broke into a smile, but she lowered her eyes. “I hope so.”
***
“Oh my god, I’m so excited!” Crystal said, spinning and making her skirt twirl. She held her arms out to the book-lined shelves. “The shop feels so different when the bookshelves are full!”
Ruby surveyed the floor, frowning in concentration. “We’ll put the new shelves along here, through the middle,” she said, pointing.
One-and-a-half boxes of books still waited to be shelved, because they needed to be sorted into different sections, but the shelves had already run out of space for those sections.
We’d been working for hours. Each title had to be written down in the inventory and placed in its proper spot within the appropriate section. Ruby and Crystal wanted to have all the new books shelved before the next morning, so we didn’t even stop for dinner. We just ate leftover soup and bread while we worked.
The sun had set long ago. The “Closed” sign hung in the window, and the shop was locked up for the night. The kittens snuggled together in their basket, purring.
Crystal stood beside Ruby, appraising the day’s work. “We’ll need some display shelves, too. Maybe set them up near the door and the counter.”
Ruby nodded, tapping her chin with her index finger. “Yes, I was thinking that.”
“You guys should have a grand opening,” I suggested. “To help spread the word.”
Ruby sighed. Her smile faded. “I’d like to, but… I don’t want to draw attention. I mean, the wrong kind of attention.”
Crystal made a wry face. “Well, I’m sure Cavendish reads the paper. He probably knows about us now if he didn’t already.”
“Yeah,” Ruby said. A trace of anxiety clouded her brow. She fought it off with a brave smile. “Well, we kind of have all the publicity we need already.”
“That’s true,” I said. “I have a feeling we’re gonna get a lot of visitors tomorrow. It’ll be the unofficial grand opening.”
Crystal grinned. “I think we can indulge in a little celebration, don’t you guys?”
She strolled behind the counter and ducked behind it, emerging with wine glasses. After putting three side-by-side, she threw her arms up. “Whohoooo! Party time!”
“Right on!” I said, trotting over to the counter. The hobgoblin’s excitement was infectious.
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Two empty bottles stood on the counter. 
Crystal held her stomach and shook with laughter. She struggled to finish her sentence. “And then…  Mrs. Wiggleton… Oh my god, wait. I can’t… I have to breathe.” She fanned herself with both hands and blew a strand of hair out of her face. Her cheeks and neck were flushed with the effects of the wine.
“You want me to tell it?” Ruby yelled. Apparently, a few glasses of wine made her think everyone was deaf.
Crystal said, “I’m good.” She composed herself and took a deep breath. Then she spoke distinctly, struggling not to laugh. “Alright. So, Mrs. Wiggleton turned around and started writing on the chalkboard, okay? And then, all of a sudden, she farted.”
“Yeah!” Ruby yelled, slurring her words. “And the fart sounded super bossy, just like Mrs. Wiggleton.”
“Yes!” Crystal agreed.
I laughed. “That would be hilarious.”
Ruby seized my arm. “No! That’s not it! Just wait! Peggi Priggins! Peggi Priggins was sitting in the front.”
“Yes!” Crystal said, slapping the counter and jumping up and down. “Peggi Priggins! She was leaning back in her chair, and then –” She threw head back and let out a raucous laugh.
I admired her neck. It was enchanting seeing the two girls in such a state of merriment, and it made me crack up with them.
Crystal looked at me, wiping tears from her eyes. “The instant Mrs. Wiggleton farted, Peggi Priggins farted and fell out of her chair!”
“Wait– what? Peggi Priggins farted too?”
“Yeah, she farted and then fell out of her chair!” Ruby yelled.
I laughed for a few minutes, more because of Ruby and Crystal’s laughter than the story itself.
When the laughter died down, the girls yawned sleepily. A gust of wind threw a sprinkling of rain against the windows.
“Oh, boy, it's raining again,” Crystal said, looking into her empty glass. She tilted it upside down and drank the last drop.
I smiled. “You guys wanna head upstairs to the couch?”
***We found Enka on the living room couch smoking a joint in her skimpy two-piece pajama outfit. The balcony door was open, and the blinds were billowing in the breeze.
She sat with one knee under her chin, the other foot on the carpet. Her joint was almost down to the roach. She regarded us with lazy eyes, blowing smoke towards the balcony. A bratty smirk twinkled on her face. She had the air of a teenager who knew she was doing something bad.
“Enka!” Crystal said in a scandalized tone. “I thought you weren’t gonna smoke in here anymore.”
“I’m sorry,” Enka said, looking at Crystal with glazed eyes and a dopey grin. “I got restless in my room.”
Crystal sashayed towards the couch, swaying her hips as if she was on the stage of the Dragons’ Den. She stood in front of Enka and cocked her hip, putting her hand on it. “This activity is prohibited,” she said firmly, pointing at the joint with her free hand.
Ruby became excited. “Yeah!” she yelled, scampering up to the couch, her boobs bouncing. “We could have you arrested!”
Enka scrunched her forehead into her trademark sarcastic expression. “Ya’ll are drunk.”
“We might be drunk,” Crystal purred, “but you’re still being a bad Enka.” She had both hands on her hips now, and she stood very close to Enka.
The goblin dragged her eyes up and down the hobgoblin’s body. A cheeky smile appeared on her lips. “I’m sorry, Crystal,” she mewled submissively. “Please don’t call the… cops on me.” She batted her eyes at me.
“But you were a bad girl, weren’t you?” Crystal mewled, climbing onto the couch beside the goblin.
Enka made room for Crystal, glancing at me with a coy smile and bringing both knees up to her chest.
I was leaning on the doorframe of the stairs, watching with amusement.
Enka put the joint out in an ashtray as Crystal settled beside her, sneaking an arm around her shoulder. She sat on her heels, leaning above Enka. She had pulled her skirt well up her thighs, and her bare knees were almost in Enka’s lap.
Enka leaned her head back, laying herself beneath Crystal. They gazed into each other’s eyes.
I watched, growing more excited. I had no idea the two of them had this kind of flirty connection. They seemed about to kiss, lips hovering one hot breath away from each other. 
I knew they were putting on the show at least partly for my benefit. But they did seem to be really into it, too.
“It’s your hobgoblin blood takin’ over,” Enka said lustily. “Tryin’na rule my ass. Is that what you want?” She rolled herself to the side, away from Crystal so that her backside was facing her.
“Would you like that?” Crystal breathed, pinching the bare bottom of Enka’s butt, which was visible in the skimpy pajama bottoms.
The goblin moaned and shimmied her hips.
“You’ve been a very bad Enka,” Crystal continued. “It’s time to impose some discipline around here.”
A stoner grin spread over Enka’s face. She tittered, then broke into a goofy laugh, covering her face with her hands. Her body shook with her laughter.
Crystal stared down at Enka’s butt with an imperious expression. Then she spanked Enka.
The goblin moaned playfully.
Ruby was hovered by the coach. She was laughing excitedly, but she seemed uncertain about what to do with herself.
I strode towards the couch. My cock was ready to burst through my trousers. But Crystal suddenly turned to me.
“What are you doing, Mister?” she asked, putting one foot on the floor and leaning on Enka’s hip for balance. Getting to her feet, she stood close to me, putting her hands on my stomach.
I took her by the waist. We made out passionately, until Crystal broke off the kiss. Then she tried to drag me onto the couch. I let myself fall beside Enka. The goblin sat up, watching me as I lay down on the couch, settling into the comfy cushions.
With a yawn and a stretch, Enka flopped down on one side of me, snuggling against my chest.
Ruby approached me, tail wagging. “Looks so cozy!”
“Go on, take a seat, Roobs,” Crystal said, giving her a nudge.
Ruby clumsily lady down on the opposite of me, nestling against me, her nose sniffing my chest.
Crystal sat on my legs. I moved one leg off the couch to make room for her, and she snuggled between my legs, laying her head on my stomach.
It wasn’t the most comfortable arrangement, but I was in heaven. The harem dream of Enka, Ruby, and Crystal was turning into a reality.
After a few minutes, I saw Crystal’s hand come up and touch Ruby’s arm. “I love ya, Roobs… Roobs?”
The dog girl was sound asleep, her nose still wiggling to take in my scent even in her sleep.
I looked down at Enka. She breathed steadily, her shoulders rising and falling.
Crystal sat up, smiling sleepily. “I’m going to bed. Night.”
I stirred as Crystal made her way down the hall. “Bed time, you guys.”
With half-closed eyes, Enka sat up, looked around, and headed for her room, practically sleep-walking.
Ruby only murmured softly and hugged me tighter. 
“Bed time, Roobs,” I said gently.
Carrying her in my arms, I took her to her room and placed her on her bed. Spotting a spare blanket on a shelf, I pulled it over her.
“Brad?” she breathed as I was turning to go. I came and sat on her bed. Her big brown eyes blinked at me. “I’m okay now… About what happened. I’m not angry. I know you didn’t lie to me, because you didn’t plan that.”
I took her face in my hands and kissed her. “I appreciate you. I want you to know that.”
She smiled, snuggling her head against the pillow. “I know you do.”
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We had the same conversation the next morning over breakfast, when Ruby was sober. She ate her breakfast with gusto, unable to keep still because her tail was wagging. 
After breakfast, I went up to my room and got dressed for the day. When I came back downstairs, passing into the living room, I found Ruby sitting on the couch.
She stood up, sniffing my scent expectantly.
“Hey,” I said, looking at her curiously. “What are you doing?”
The first thing I noticed was that she wore a pleated skirt, very high around her waist, so high that her panties were barely covered. My eyes lingered on her smooth, milky thighs. Her bare feet stood close together on the wood floor.
“Um, do you like my skirt?” she asked, spreading the hem on either side.
“Yeah, I like it,” I murmured.
A white blouse was tucked into the skirt. Several buttons were undone, revealing her voluminous cleavage. Her dainty hand came up and brushed her chestnut brown hair behind her shoulder.
That was when I noticed it. The brown leather dog collar was back around her neck. Noticing my gaze, her hand reached for her neck. She fingered the brass ring.
Her tail wagged with increasing eagerness as I approached and gathered her in my arms. We embraced. I stooped and kissed her hair. Then, stroking the back of my fingers over her fleecy ear, I looked into her brown, puppy-dog eyes. 
She gazed at me with glazed eyes, then her eyelids fluttered shut and she offered me her mouth.
I pressed my lips against hers. Her arms flew up around my neck, pulling me into a deeper kiss.
The motions of her tail grew frantic, and her ass wiggled adorably. I grabbed it with both hands, possessively squeezing her cheeks. Her tail stiffened suddenly, lifting up and pointing towards the ceiling. She arched her back, pushing her butt against my groping hands.
“I was going to my office, but there’s no rush,” I hummed. “Wanna sit down for a bit?”
“Sure.”
Ruby’s hair smelled as fresh as a spring morning as she snuggled near me on the couch, resting her head on my shoulder.
I brushed my fingers over her soft cheek. Her mouth was a juicy peach. I kissed it several times, and then we fell sideways onto the couch, laying side-by-side.
“Lot’s of time,” I whispered.
“Oh, plenty. Crystal said she’d take care of the shop for a while.”
“She did, did she?”
I took her head firmly in my hands and kissed her. She let out her breath through nose, moaning against my lips.
She squirmed around, repositioning herself to make kissing me easier. She got onto her elbows and knees beside me, butt in the air with her face hovering near me, her soft curves bent against my body.
Her eyes were closed, plump lips blissfully opened, awaiting more kisses. 
I gave her one and then propped myself up, leaning on one hand. Her eyes opened.
“Stay like that,” I said, putting my other hand on the small of her back. “That’s beautiful.”
She arched her back further. The material of her blouse stretched against her tiny waist, and her plump rump stuck up under the pleated skirt. Her tail rested limply over the curve of her behind.
She tilted her head up to look at me, stretching so far that I thought she’d break her spine. 
“Jeez, you’re a flexible little doggie, aren’t you?” I said, caressing her ass.
“Yeah.”
Her tail curved upwards, parallel with her lower back. She panted to catch her breath.
I gathered her skirt, bunching it in my fist.
“Brad…”
“Yes?”
“I’m…”
“You’re what?” I moved behind her, looking at the backs of her thighs and the roundness of her ass inside her panties. I could see the camel toe of her pussy through the material.
“I’m ready… for… for …”
My hand came down and lightly clapped against the flesh of one butt cheek, making it jiggle deliciously.
She gasped.
“What were you saying?” I murmured.
“I’m ready,” she whined.
“Oh, I know you’re ready. I can see that.” I rubbed her pussy through her panties, which quickly became soaking wet.
“Oh, Brad, please…” Her hips writhed as my fingers rubbed the lips of her pussy through her panties. “Brad, I need…”
“You need what?” 
“I need–”
I lifted my hand again. She sucked in a breath, anticipating a slap. But my hand hovered in the air.
She dropped onto her chest, turning her head and resting the side of her face on the cushion. This made her back arch even further, and her butt stuck up even more.
I reached over and brushed her hair away so I could see the side of her face. Her mouth was open, and she gasped for breath. “Oh, Please, Brad …Please…”
I spanked her again, three times.
She moaned desperately with each strike, shimmying her hips in the air. Then I slapped the other cheek.
She whimpered, “I’ll be a good little dog, I promise. Please, Brad… I need it.”
I leaned over her, bringing my face close to hers. “Good girl. Kiss me.”
She obeyed, lifting her lips towards me. We pecked each other a few times,
Then I sidled behind her, hastily undoing my pants and shoving them down. My hard-on was throbbing as I massaged her silky thighs.
Fuck it, I thought greedily. I’m not waiting any longer!
Prying a finger under the line of her panties, I pulled them aside and pushed another finger into her wetness, scooping some of it out and using it to moisten my tip.
Then, impatiently, I lined my manhood up with her entrance and tried to push into her. She moaned in surprise. I could barely fit my tip in.
It was like trying to break into a tiny mouse hole with a battering ram.
“You’re… so tight.” Even tighter than Poppina Steerfast!
I didn’t say the last part out loud. But that’s what I was thinking as I got her to stand on the couch and bend over, resting her elbows on the back of the couch.
Lifting her pleated skirt, I sat behind her.
My face was inches from her bubble butt. “Oh my God you look good bent over,” I exclaimed with the fervor of a religious fanatic.
Taking hold of her panties, I yanked them down her thighs. When I pulled them down around her ankles, she lifted one foot, then the other. I tossed her panties aside.
I kissed her soft ass cheeks, digging my fingers into her thighs. Her body trembled. Spreading her cheeks, I blew on her cute little pussy.
Then I kissed it. 
Ruby locked her knees and moaned. “Brad, please!”
I lapped at her pussy. Then, with Ruby panting and trembling, I pushed my finger into her entrance. Her pussy walls squeezed tight around my digit. I worked it in and out, fucking her with my finger as she moaned.
Shoving my pants down and stepping out of them, I stood on the couch, lining up my stiff cock with Ruby’s wet entrance.
As my tip pressed into her folds, I felt the impossible tightness of her pussy obstructing my entrance.
I slowly wormed two fingers inside her, forcing my way past the tight muscles. It was warm and wet inside, clamping my digits firmly.
Slowly, sliding in and out, I curled my fingers and rubbed over the ridged texture of Ruby’s g-spot. Her thighs trembled as she whimpered, parting her legs further on the couch.
Her pussy juicy dripped even more plentifully, running down her thighs. I fucked her with two fingers, my knuckles slapping against her flesh.
That was enough.
Standing behind her, I aimed my shaft between her thighs. My tip found her well primed sex.
Ruby moaned and writhed her butt as I gradually squeezed into her tiny hole, stretching it out to accommodate my girth.
Holding her ready body in my grip, I watched my cock slowly disappear into Ruby’s flesh, until I was finally deep inside her warm, little burrow.
I fucked her slowly, pulling all the way out and then pushing in again. Each time, the slick walls of her pussy squeezed around me.
She whimpered and trembled, curving her back and writhing along my shaft.
“Oh, Brad, I wanna…” 
“You wanna what?”
I put my hands on her shoulders and fucked her faster.
“I wanna have your litter. I wanna be your bitch!”
Holy shit. I wasn’t expecting that, but the words lit a fire in me.
”Make me your bitch, please, Brad. I don’t want any others. You know that. I’m yours, I’m yours! I belong to you.” Her back arched. Violent shudders ran through her body.
“Don’t stop, Brad. Come inside me. Make me your bitch.”
“Are you sure? No! I can’t.”
“It’s okay, I’ll take an elixir.”
I hadn’t heard of such elixirs and had no idea if they worked. But it took a fraction of a second for me to accept her reassurance.
As Ruby reached her climax and squirted her own juices all over my cock, I shouted out my release. Thick jets of cum pumped out of me, splashing deep into Ruby, filling up her womb.




Chapter fifty-four

I was in such a good mood the following day that I actually enjoyed doing paperwork. 
Whistling cheerfully behind my desk, I wrote my account of the events at the Dragon’s Den. My work was interrupted by a knock on the door.
A tall, slender figure darkened the threshold. Through the glass, I recognized the distinct features of a LaKruan: unwieldy frame, oversized head, doleful eyes. Dressed in an overcoat and tall top hat, he waved at me, tapping on the glass.
“Come in!” I hollered.
He kept hesitating, so I stood up and opened the door myself. “Glad you could make it. Please, come in.”
Carrying a black box under his arm, he extended one of his elongated legs into the office and looked around with awkward, stork-like movements. “Pardon me… Mr. Douglas?”
“Yes, indeed,” I said, extending my hand. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Spillows.”
“It is a pleasure, Mr. Douglas. I will gather all the necessary specifications now, as we discussed in our correspondence. The eyeglasses will be ready within a day and can be delivered promptly.”
I smiled. “Great.”
Ruby had written to us ahead of her return, so I knew when she’d be back. I was able to arrange in advance for Mr. Spillows’s visit.
Inside the bookshop, Crystal was engrossed in scribbling notes in the inventory book, with a pile of books on the counter before her. Meanwhile, several ladies and a young man all browsed the shelves quietly.
“Where’s Roobs?” I asked Crystal.
She paused her writing and glanced up. "Upstairs, making lunch." Her eyes fell onto the LaKruan with a wary look. I had told Crystal nothing of my plan. It had to be a total surprise for Ruby.
“Perfect.” I smiled at Crystal and turned to the optician. “Please come with me, Mr. Spillows. We can do it upstairs.”
“Very good, Sir,” he said with a bow. He seemed to be more in his element now, which made me happy. I wanted everything to go well.
With Crystal watching curiously, I led Mr. Spillows to the stairs, chortling happily. I couldn’t wait to see Ruby’s reaction.
She stood at the kitchen counter, cutting slices of cheese for sandwiches. A pot of soup gently burbled on the stove.
“Hi Brad,” she hummed. The LaKruan followed behind me. Ruby started.
“Ruby, this is Mr. Spillows. He’s an optician.”
She blinked, uncomprehending. She was still holding the paring knife in one hand, and cheese in the other. “O-optician?”
“Yeah,” I grinned. “He’s gonna take your specs for some glasses.”
Mr. Spillows bowed. “Good day, Madam. If you’ll allow me to set up here?” He lifted the black box to put it on the table.
Ruby was overcome. “An– an optician! For me?” She hastily put down the knife and cheese, then stepped towards Mr. Spillows, her tail wagging tepidly.
I laughed, overjoyed. “Of course for you!”
The LaKruan hesitated. “Pardon me, may I place my equipment on the table?”
“By all means,” I said.
I took Ruby in my arms. She relaxed, but her head dropped.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, brushing my hand over her hair. “You’re getting glasses. Aren’t you glad?” I kept stroking her head. 
Her tail wagged a little. “But, Brad… the cost.”
“The cost is no issue. Don’t worry about that.”
“But… How could you say that? I know how expensive spectacles are. I… I just couldn’t.”
I took her by the shoulders. “Ruby, please let me do this for you. It’s not a big deal. I’ve got lots of money.”
The payment I’d received from Dr. Klingspawn had already covered my room and board for the month, with plenty to spare. With the Reform Committee's payment, I had more than enough to purchase Ruby's glasses and cover any additional expenses. Including the rent for my office, which was actually quite cheap – at least in comparison to my salary, if not by the standards of most Pankaku residents.
Ruby smiled, but she blushed. Apparently, the situation was a little embarrassing.
“Roobs, you’re mine now, remember?” I whispered, touching her collar. “Let me take care of you.” 
Her smile broadened, and she threw her arms around me. “Okay! Thank you so much.”
I directed her towards the table, where Mr. Spillows was carefully unloading his equipment. Ruby drew in a breath, hugging herself. Then she threw her hands over her face.
“What’s wrong?” I asked softly.
“Nothing, I just can’t believe…”
“Believe. You’re getting glasses.”
Removing her hands from her face, she looked up at me blurrily, her lip quivering, tears pooling in her eyes. I wanted to press my lips against her, kiss her tears away, crush her little body against mine.
Later.
“Okay, Brad,” she breathed. I walked her to the table with my hands on her shoulders.
She took uncertain steps, almost in a daze, as if it was all a dream.
Mr. Spillows smiled. “Do not fret, Madam. It will only take a moment. I am simply going to take your measurements and test your sight. Please sit down.”
Hearing his professional banter, Ruby seemed reassured.
“Yes… Yes, of course,” she said, taking a chair, “You just do whatever you need, Mr. Spillows.”




Chapter fifty-five

Two days later, during breakfast, we heard a knocking on the shop door down below. 
“It’s him!” Ruby said, excited. “It’s Mr. Spillows! I know it is!”
We were expecting the optician. He had said he would deliver the spectacles by the end of the business week, which was today.
Everyone watched her rise from her chair. Enka was there, too. She’d started getting up early and having breakfast with us.
I put down my coffee and stood up. “Oh, I’m definitely coming.”
“Me too,” Crystal said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “There’s no way I’d miss this.”
“Okay,” Ruby said, beaming at us.
She looked radiant, dressed in her favorite outfit – the same one she wore the day we met. Pleated skirt. Corset with brass buttons. Frilly blouse with billowing sleeves. Bowtie.
She also had pink ribbons in her hair, an extra touch for a momentous occasion.
Enka left her breakfast and sauntered along with us downstairs into the shop.
We saw the LaKruan’s lanky form in the doorway.
“It’s him. It’s Mr. Spillows!” Ruby ran to unlock the door.
“Good day, Miss Ruby,” the optician said, bowing his way in. He presented a small oblong black case. “Your spectacles.”
Ruby stood with her hands clasped in front of her, ears perked up, nose sniffing the box. With a click, the optician opened it, revealing a shining pair of lenses set in a smart horn rim.
Ruby’s mouth fell open. She was speechless.
“Wow, they sure look nice,” I said. “What do you think, Roobs?”
She drew in a breath. “I… I… Oh, jeepers!”
Mr. Spillows extended the box towards her. “Please try them on.”
She glanced at me, her mouth forming a small ‘o’. 
I chuckled. “Go ahead. They’re yours.”
Ruby reached for the glasses reverently. Her little fingers trembled as she carefully lifted them out of the case, unfolded them, and put them on.
My heart melted. She looked adorable.
Staring through the lenses, she gazed at the optician’s tie in front of her, blinking in amazement. Then she gasped and put her hands on her cheeks. “Your tie… It’s so clear!”
She turned and looked up at me. The glasses were a perfect fit.
As she examined me, her brown eyes widened behind the lenses. She studied my face, her plump mouth opening slightly.
I smiled. “Hi.”
“Hi,” she breathed, lowering her gaze to my shirt.
I lifted her chin, brushing my thumb over her cheek. “The glasses look great on you, Ruby. They suit you.”
“Really?” she breathed.
“They do!” Crystal said, coming up beside us. “I feel like you’ve always worn them.”
Enka came on the other side, rubbing Ruby’s arm. “You look really good, girl. I’m happy for you.” 
Ruby’s face broke into a jubilant smile.
I put my arms around all three of them, and they all readily came together for a group hug. In the background, Mr. Spillows studiously ignored us, browsing the bookshelves.
I crouched and kissed Ruby on the lips. Then I looked at Crystal. She stood on tip toe and gave me a peck. My attention moved to Enka, who stood in the middle between the other two girls.
I still wasn’t completely sure what the goblin thought about joining my harem. Although she had dropped signs of affirmation, she still refused to state it explicitly, so her position remained somewhat ambiguous.
I was treading carefully.
She raised her face towards me and received my kiss. Crystal, grinning, kissed Enka’s cheek.
Ruby wiggled out of the group hug. “Excuse me, you guys, I have to go look in the mirror.”
She ran to the bathroom in the back of the shop, returning a moment later with a huge grin.
Giggling, she tripped around the shop, looking at the books, reading the titles. Then, laughing, she spun around, making her dress twirl.
Skipping forward, she crashed into me, arms wrapping around my waist. “Oh, Brad! We’re gonna do it! We’re gonna make the bookshop work!”
She tilted her head back and rested her chin on me, grinning up at me. “I feel like I can do anything now. All those obstacles – the Blinkies shop, the regulations, Malone’s tax. None of those things can stop me now!”
She rubbed her cheek on me and squeezed me. I loved seeing her happy and optimistic. Cavendish Grimm’s soon-to-open Blinkies Cafe had been a source of great concern for her.
She knew all too well that Grimm would see her bookstore/bakery/cafe as competition, and he’d use all of his resources to eliminate it.
It was David against Goliath.
And yet, Ruby’s fear had evaporated.
“That’s the right attitude!” I said, patting her head and scratching behind her fluffy ears. “We’re gonna beat them all.”
***“This is decidedly not the book I was looking for,” Baron Crimple said with a jolly smile on his fat face, “but that is precisely why I’m so happy to find it.”
His owly eyes rolled around behind the thick, round frames of his glasses as he displayed the book, smiling like a kid in a candy store. He put the book on the counter. “In fact, that is one of the joys of life: coming into a bookstore such as this and stumbling upon a book you never even knew existed, but one that calls to you from its place on the shelf!”
Mid-speech, he turned and swept his arm towards the shelves, almost hitting a woman who waited in line behind him.
“I couldn’t agree more!” Ruby said, beaming from behind the counter, tail wagging so happily that her butt wiggled. Taking Crimple’s book, she looked it up in the inventory book and scratched a note beside its entry.
The shop had more visitors than ever. It almost felt crowded. People peeked over each other’s shoulders at the bookshelves. They crouched to retrieve books from bottom shelves and climbed onto the stepladders to pull ones from the top.
The armchairs were occupied by ladies with their noses in a book. Two little girls sat on the hearth and petted the kittens. A somber graybeard sat on the couch with a heavy tome opened on his lap, casting a scowl around the shop whenever anyone spoke above a whisper.
The aroma of coffee mixed with the smell of books. A lot of people walked out with at least one book under their arm, and many also bought coffee and a snack. Crystal sold out of cookies and sponge cake before noon.
Ruby was overjoyed. Her tail had been perpetually wagging since the first customers had appeared that day, and her ears had been perked up the entire time.
“By the way, Baron Crimple,” Ruby said, handing him his change. “Would you be the same Baron Crimple who wrote The History of Cledipus the Philosopher King?”
The fat man’s stomach jiggled as he chuckled. “Yes, I’m afraid that was me. Hehehe. I am always astonished and flattered to find someone who has heard about my scribblings.”
“Oh, you’re being modest, Sir!” Ruby protested. “It is a groundbreaking study of history!”
“Egad, no more!” the baron cried, shaking his walking stick with a good-natured smile. “Many others deserve such praise far more than I.”
He waddled his way to the door, but when his big hand was on the door handle, he turned and raised his walking stick. “Good day to you, Miss Ruby!” He pronounced in a fatty baritone. “Congratulations on your shop. I predict it will become an institution in this town! If you keep up the good work, more and more people will take notice, I assure you.”
Ruby’s smile faltered a little with a hint of anxiety in her eyes. Baron Crimple obviously had not intended the last sentence to sound like an ominous prophecy, but it had that connotation for Ruby.
The baron continued, “Please call on me sometime. I have a lead on a possible source of books. I think you will find it very interesting. Good day!”
The bell jingled and the fat baron departed with surprising swiftness. I hurried out of the shop and stopped him in the sunny street to ask him about his lead. At first, he was reluctant to tell anyone other than Ruby, but I assured him we were close friends and that I was sort of a partner in her business.
After glancing around to see that no one was within earshot, he told me about a place called Castle Thorn on the Cliffs of Darkle. According to legend, the 62nd Earl of Thorn had looted a great library about 150 years before.
It was a strange account that left me with many questions. But Crimple was adamant the library contained rare and valuable books, and that they could be taken without resorting to theft or any nefarious means.
He urged me to bring Ruby to his estate some time for further details.




Chapter fifty-six

When I turned back towards the shop, I noticed a big-bosomed lady gazing into the window of my office with a forlorn expression. 
Her eyes brightened as I approached her. “Sheriff Doulgas!” She turned her assets towards me, excited.
“Is everything alright?” I asked.
“Oh, thank goodness!” she said, taking my wrist. “Would you please come to my house? Terrance needs your help desperately!”
When she said the last word, her nails dug into my wrist. There was a nervous hunger in her eyes.
“Is Terrance your son?”
“He’s my cat.” She pouted and stepped closer, squeezing my arm. “Please help him, Sheriff Douglas. He’s been stuck in the tree since yesterday. I’d… be so grateful.” She drew her bottom lip into her teeth.
I muttered, “Well, let me see if I can find my assistant…” Looking around the rather busy street, I spotted Rendy standing on his hands in front of the hatter’s shop. 
I figured he’d be close by, not only because he was pretty much my full-time sidekick at this point, but also because Ruby’s Book Nook was the most happening place in town that morning.
I waved at him. “Hey, Rendy! I’ve got a case for ya!”
The poor woman looked sorely disappointed when I entrusted the boy with rescuing Terrence the cat. But I was already juggling enough women for the time being.
Taking a deep breath of fresh air, I grinned at the blue sky as I strolled down the street back to Ruby’s shop.
“Good morning, Sheriff Douglas!” a couple of ladies said as they walked past.
“Morning.”
Entering the shop, I found Poppina and Tristram there. Tristram was showing Poppina a book, his foppish hair flopping around as he spoke passionately.
Poppina was hardly listening. I noticed with amusement that she was wearing the same outfit as on the day that I first saw her, just after I’d emerged from the manure pile.
The same close-fitting hat with fluffy brown feathers sat snugly on her head. Her chestnut Flapper hair flowed out from it down to her chin, framing her oval face, which looked as cute as the day I saw her in Cavendish Grimm’s motorcar. For some reason, she was holding a gentleman’s walking stick in her wings, hugging it against her chest.
Her big brown eyes glanced around, more interested in the people than the books. When she spotted me, her face beamed. Her voice was high and musical and wild, like birdsong. “Brad! There you are!” 
Tristram drew himself up and put a hand in his waistcoat, striking a Napoleonic pose. “Behold,” he said jauntily. “The conquering hero comes!”
Poppina rolled her eyes. “Oh, Tristy, don’t start.”
Tristram smiled happily. “Start what? This is a momentous day for Brad – for the whole town, really.”
Poppina walked up and leaned against me, eyes locked on mine. Her plump red lips pouted. “Tristram’s being an awful bore!”
“Nonsense!” Tristram said. “Miss Ruby has acquired a wonderful selection.” He reverently held up the book in his hands.
“This is The Meditations of Melonious Minglewald,” he said, running his fingers over the leather cover.
“Tristy! Shut up.” Poppina fumbled with the walking stick. I noticed it was made of fine, dark mahogany, and with an ornately carved dragon’s head handle.
Tristram gave me an imploring look. “I’m trying to convince Poppina that if only she would read this fine book, she could learn about what is truly important in life, instead of–”
Poppina clumsily attempted to swing the walking stick at her brother, but he put his hand on her face, holding her at an arm’s length.
The walking stick clattered on the floor. Poppina grunted in frustration. “Ugh! Look what you made me do!” She crouched down and gathered the stick up with the curves of her wings.
Tristram rolled his eyes while I chuckled. 
Ruby was watching us from behind the counter. Mercifully, she was still busy with customers at the moment, but I was worried I’d have to introduce her to Poppina.
Not that Ruby looked angry. I just knew Poppina would be awkward, and who knows what she’d blurt out in front of the customers.
Crystal, being free of customers, sauntered over and greeted Tristram and Poppina with a friendly smile.
I put my hand on her shoulder and gestured towards the siblings. “These are my friends Poppina and Tristram Steerfast. Guys, this is Crystal.”
“A pleasure to meet you,” Tristram said with a galant bow.
“Hi Crystal!” Poppina said. “You look swell for a hobgoblin. I mean, no offense, but I’ve met some real uptight hobgobbers.”
Tristram covered his brow with his hand, shaking his head. “I apologize,” he murmured. 
Crystal laughed. “Believe me, I totally agree, and that’s the best compliment anyone could give me.”
She cast me with a knowing smile, and then looked at Poppina. She didn’t have to say it out loud. Her lewd eyes and parted lips told us she was thinking about what Poppina and I did in my room upstairs.
Lowering her voice, she said, “Welcome back, by the way. Don’t be a stranger; hopefully at some point you guys can finish what you started.”
Poppina covered her face with the curve of one wing, peeking over the feathers at Crystal. I knew it was an act. The harpy girl had no shame.
Crystal’s provocative statement irritated me a bit. I fully intended to reiterate to Poppina that what happened between us was a mistake and it would not happen again.
A harem of three was big enough.
Jeez, Crystal seems to be even more into this harem business than I am!
I put my hand on Crystal’s shoulder to silence her. “Actually–”
A short, elderly man appeared at Crystal’s side. His face was twisted with a combination of helplessness and indignation, as if Crystal was his caretaker and she’d neglected him.
“Excuse me!” he wailed, puckering his lips. “Where’s yer Adventure section? I’ve been lookin’ everywhere and I can’t find it!”
Crystal smiled with the patience of a saint. “It’s right over here, Sir.” She excused herself and led the old man to the Adventure books.
I pointed at the walking stick Poppina was clutching in her wings “That’s the one we looked at in the shop, isn’t it?”
Poppina’s eyes slowly turned into crescent moons, and she grinned mischievously. “Yes. Hehehe.”
“You bought it for yourself?”
“Mmmm, I bought it for someone. Hehehe.”
Suddenly, I sensed a hostile presence lurking outside the shop. The malice was palpable. It was as if a prowling tiger had targeted us for prey.
Turning, I spotted Cavendish Grimm standing at the window, peering in.
“Well, look who it is,” Tristram murmured. “Poppina’s boyfriend.”
“Shut up, you! Don’t start! Here Brad, take this!” She held the walking stick up to me. “I bought it for you.”
“You did? But it was so expensive.”
Poppina smiled shyly. “Aw, it wasn’t that much. Father gives me an allowance.” She glanced at the window. “Quick, take it! He’s coming.”
Tristram quipped, “Good gracious, it isn’t a talisman.”
To humor Poppina, I accepted the stick as the door jingled open. 
Poppina stood back and looked at me, evidently pleased. “There! Now you’re the perfect gentleman.”
A hush fell upon the shop as Cavendish Grimm entered. 
“Good morning, Mr. Grimm,” said one lady who stood near the entrance.
“Good morning to you,” he said with a stiff nod. The floorboards creaked with his steps. His eyes darted around sharply, taking in every detail. He carried his cane, the one he’d tried to bash my head with.
I smiled, thinking about how far I’d climbed in such a short time. Dr. Kilngspawn was right. I have ascended the ranks of local society.
Cavendish stopped in the middle of the shop and looked around. He smiled at me. “Good morning, Sheriff Douglas.” The mockery in his voice was subtle but unmistakable.
“Morning,” I said, grinning nonchalantly.
Poppina snuggled close to me, clutching my arm in her wings. Cavendish ignored her and trained his cold eagle eyes on Ruby.
He made a bow. “Good morning, Miss Ruby.”
She swallowed. “Mr. Grimm. Good morning.”
He nodded and pursed his lips. “A fine shop you have here. I wish you success.” He lingered for a moment. Everyone stood breathlessly, as if they expected Grimm to hand down a verdict on whether the shop was allowed to stay open.
But he said nothing more. With a wolfish grin, he exited the shop and marched down the street, probably on his way to his Blinkies Cafe, the opening of which had not yet been announced.
Ruby stood behind the counter with a shocked expression, as if her mother had just died. Her face had lost its color. The poor girl was terrified that this man would crush her dream right when she was seeing the first fruits of her efforts.
I approached her, walking stick in hand. “Ruby, don’t look so down.”
She smiled. “I’m just worried,” she whispered.
I pointed with my walking stick at her shop sign in the window. It was still the same makeshift sign that had been there when I’d first arrived. “Let’s send for the sign maker. It’s about time we ordered a proper sign, don’t you think?”
Her ears perked up. She smiled. “Good idea!” She picked up a pencil and pulled a notepad across the counter. “I just have to think of a better name.”
“Nonsense,” I said. “You’ve already given the shop the perfect name.”
She smiled. “You think so? I was thinking maybe, ‘Ruby’s Book Emporium’.”
“I think Ruby’s Book Nook’s a swell name!” Poppina chirped.
An elderly bonneted lady came up to the counter with an armful of books. “Don’t you be intimidated by that big shot, Miss Ruby,” she said, putting her books on the counter. “You’ve got a good thing going here. Keep your chin up. A lot of people are rooting for you.”
Several other patrons offered their assurances.
Ruby’s high spirits returned, and she seemed hopeful for the future.
And so was I.
Surveying the shop, I was extremely glad to have died in the car crash outside of Willowbrook. I’d never been happier. 
Ruby chatted to the old lady at the counter. Crystal was still dealing with the needy customer, as patiently as ever. Poppina was peeking at me over the curves of her wings with admiring eyes.
Tristram had befriended the grumpy graybeard on the couch. They were deep in a philosophical discussion.
Enka was upstairs being Enka, probably smoking giggle weed and listening to that horrible music of hers.
I sighed with satisfaction. All would be well. Sure, I still had a lot of unanswered questions. 
What was the Committee of Public Safety up to? I was sure they had plans for me that Dr. Esmerelda Klingspawn had not disclosed, maybe plans she wasn’t even privy to.
Not to mention X-18, the only other creature who possessed powers like mine, as far as I knew.
Count Steerfast kept tabs on the situation. He assured me that X-18’s creator, Dr. Crestfagin, was still in custody awaiting some sort of trial. And X-18, presumably, was in the hands of the Public Safety Committee. Not exactly a reassuring thought.
Esmerelda had assured me in a letter that the committee very much wanted me alive and would not send X-18 after me.
That was likely true for now, but things could change. Sooner or later, I felt I would have to destroy X-18. If it had attacked me once, it might do so again. However, the creature was totally shrouded in secrecy. Few people even knew it existed.
Still, I felt confident these issues would be resolved in due time, especially with my superpowers and resources as sheriff, and with friends like Count Steerfast and Tristram.
Many more challenges lay ahead for the shop, as well. We still hadn’t had our showdown with Taggart Malone, never mind Cavendish Grimm and the Sugar Trust.
But those challenges didn’t put me off. I welcomed them.
Laughing a superhero’s laugh, I tossed my walking stick in the air, caught it, and looked out the window.
Bring it on!




Epilogue


Ruby sniffed the air as she observed me from the kitchen table, her ears pointing forward attentively. 
I poured cream into a bowl of eggs, then added some vanilla and cinnamon.
“Wow, this is gonna be good,” Ruby said, adjusting her glasses on her nose, which was wiggling with interest. “You never told me you could cook.”
I chuckled. “Well, these are pretty easy.”
The fork made a soft scraping noise against the bowl as I whisked the mixture.
Crystal joined us, her slippers gliding on the floor, nightgown billowing. “Morning,” she said through a yawn. Then she stopped in surprise. “Oh! Brad’s cooking breakfast for us, is he?”
Ruby beamed. “Yup! French toast.”
“French toast?”
“A delicacy,” I said, dropping butter in the pan impressively. It sizzled.
“‘French.’ Is that a place in your world?” Crystal said, taking a seat.
“France. Yeah. Everything from there is fancy.”
Ruby was excited. She threw her arms up and kicked her feet under the chair, tail wagging. “Fancy toast!”
I placed a cup in front of Crystal. “Coffee?” I crooned, and started pouring.
“Oh, yes, please! Wow, the service in the place is great,” Crystal said, adding as I turned back to the stove, “And the waiter has a cute butt.”
Grinning, I dipped a piece of toast into the mix.
“Maybe we should knock on Enka’s door. She won’t wanna miss this,” Ruby said.
“I was thinking of doing just that,” I said.
“I bet she’ll be mad if we don’t,” Crystal agreed.
I attended to the three pieces of French toast sizzling in the pan. When they were almost done, I added the masterstroke – brown sugar. I knew that would help make them a hit with Ruby, given her sweet tooth.
“I’ll do it,” Crystal said, pushing out her chair.
As she stood up, I sprinkled the brown sugar on, making sure to cook it on low heat so it didn’t burn.
Enka’s music suddenly started blasting. Get up! Get on up! Get up! Get on up! Shake that body! Shake that body! Shake that body!
Behind me, I heard her door abruptly open, followed by her platform shoes knocking on the floor as Crystal and Ruby let out shrieks of surprise.
Turning, I saw Enka sashaying towards me as if she was on the dancing stage. She wore frilly panties with garter straps connecting to silk stockings. Her tits jiggled inside a low-cut bra.
Crystal remained standing in the same spot, watching the goblin with an open-mouthed smile of lust and bewilderment. Ruby, equally entertained, ogled Enka’s curves from behind her spectacles.
I stood with the spatula in hand as Enka swaggered towards me, gazing at me confidently. Halting in front of me, she turned on her heel and shook her ass, bending down until her fingers were touching the floor.
I ran my fingers over the frilly panties and the smoothness of her butt. She quickly righted herself, whipping her hair back and strutting back towards her bedroom door.
Crystal and Roobs were tittering and cheering, clapping to the music.
Remembering the French toast, I spun and scooped them onto a plate. “What’s this all about?” I asked, raising my voice over the music, chuckling.
Turning on her heel, Enka strutted back towards me, tits bouncing. She turned, flicking her lustrous hair at me, and grinded her bum against my groin.
Swiveling again, she ran her hands down my chest, swinging her hips to the beat. She mewled, “You want me, Brad? You want me in your harem? Huh?”
In a slithery wiggle, she moved down until she was crouching, gazing up at me. She licked her lips before my crotch, then swayed her way back up.
I grabbed her, but she slipped away. She leaned over the counter beside me, sticking out her ass and wiggling it. She whipped her hair and looked at me. 
“You want me, Brad? You want this?”
I swiftly smacked her ass. “Yeah, I want you in my harem.” 
Crystal and Ruby were dancing in their seats, shrieking with amusement. I spanked her a few more times and wrestled her into my arms. She surrendered, melting into me, scratching my neck as we made out.
Then, with a satisfied smirk, she strutted back to her room and stopped the record.
Crystal and Ruby were in high spirits when Enka finally took a seat at the table, still dressed in her lingerie.
“This is the best morning ever!” Ruby said. “Brad’s cooking and Enka’s dancing!”
Enka adjusted her bra straps and fanned herself with her hands.
Crystal looked at her curiously. “Does this mean you’re joining the harem?”
Enka smiled. “Yeah.”
“Yay!”
Crystal and Ruby got up and hugged the goblin. Dropping a piece of toast into the pan, I dusted off my hands and strode over to Enka.
“Hungry?” I said, planting kisses on her cheek.
“Yeah, smells great.”
As I finally took a seat at the table, Ruby pushed out her chair. “Excuse me, but somebody’s at the door.”
There was, indeed, a persistent, urgent knocking downstairs on the shop door.
“Wait. I’ll get it,” I said, rising. “It’s probably the reporter again. I’ll tell him to get lost.”
Coming into the shop, I saw a well-dressed lady standing behind the glass of the door. I did not immediately recognize her, but I made note of her dark hair and abundant cleavage.
Only at the door did I recognize the visitor.
“Dr. Klingspawn?” I asked, opening the door. “What are you doing here?”
She pouted playfully. “Aren’t you happy to see me? I thought I’d surprise you.”
“Well, I am surprised,” I admitted, rather curtly. I was still a little angry about the needle and the way she’d referred to me as ‘property.’
She is hot, though, I thought, looking her up and down. Dr. Klingspawn had swapped her white lab attire for something more elegant; a sleeveless black dress with a long slip up one side, showing a meaty brown leg, which drew my eye. The way it was poised on her high-heel shoe, bold and cheeky, it could have belonged to a hot-blooded Latina tango dancer.
She carried a handbag over her shoulder. The only accouterment of her laboratory life were her thick glasses. They lent her a certain pointedness and authority, like a hot school teacher.
She adjusted her glasses. “You like my outfit? I wanted to make up for the last time we met. I was ugly.”
“You look good. Listen, we were just having breakfast. Why don’t you join us?”
I was interested to hear what she had to say, and she might as well say it in front of the girls, since it likely concerned them.
Esmerelda had sent several nosy letters, inquiring about the progress of my harem development. They’d grown increasingly butthurt when I neglected to reply.
I finally sent a letter just to get her off my back. I told her that Enka was adamantly opposed to sharing me.
Dr. Klingspawn smiled, her hazel eyes glimmering. “Thanks! I’d love to join you. I haven’t eaten, actually.”
I noticed, approvingly, that she hadn’t put quite as much makeup on this time. It was an improvement. She may have been a lot older than Ruby and the other girls, but she still had an adorable face, the kind I could gaze at all day long.
I gestured for her to enter. She passed me and glanced at me coyly over her shoulder. 
“I thought you’d be a little happier to see me, your own mom.”
“You’re not my mom.”
“Oh, sweetie,” she cooed, shimmying her hips and ginning.
I hadn’t been sure the first time, but now I knew she was doing this to tease me. I gave her butt a slap and watched in amazement as it jiggled beneath the dress.
Esmerelda was surprised and delighted. “Bradley! You are a naughty boy today.”
“That was for the needle,” I said, unable to suppress a chuckle. “And it’s Brad. Nobody calls me Bradley. Ever.”
She arranged her face into an expression of exaggerated contriteness. “I’m sorry. Never again, for ‘Bradley’ and for the needle.” She looked me up and down inquisitively. “You’re feeling good? Vigorous? Zestful? I mean, you’re enjoying yourself, aren’t you?”
I wouldn’t admit it out loud, but I was feeling great. And, yeah, I was enjoying myself.
I nodded slightly. “Not bad.”
Esmerelda pouted innocently. “Are … you still mad at me?”
“Yes,” I said, somewhat facetiously. “But don’t worry. I will let bygones be bygones. Here–” I held out my arms for a hug.
Her eyes glimmered, and she stepped towards me. I wrapped my arms around her, pressing her into me. I felt the soft weight of her breasts squishing into me.
“There,” I said, releasing her.
She was grinning, delighted.
“You know,” I began as I led her towards the stairs, “it was a good strategy on your part to be a hot female mad scientist instead of a dorky male one.”
She laughed prettily. “All by design, of course.”
“Of course,” I murmured.
“Charming little place,” Esmerelda said as we climbed the stairs. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to live above a shop.”
She continued chattering as we came up the stairs and through the living room.
The girls were silent in the kitchen, waiting with curiosity to see who the visitor was. 
“Everyone, this is Dr. Esmerelda Klingspawn, the magi-scientist who brought me into this world. She dropped by to talk, so I invited her in for breakfast.”
Ruby’s ears perked up and her chin dropped. She looked Esmerelda up and down, staring at her boobs for five solid seconds. Crystal also sized her up, but with a little more disinterest.
Enka, who was still working on a piece of French toast, was the most discreet. With a glance, she took in Esmerelda’s voluptuous appearance and returned to her breakfast, acting unimpressed.
Esmerelda was all smiles and charm. She glided into the kitchen like a doting aunt, lavishing attention on each of the girls.
“I’m so thrilled to meet you all. I know you’ve been taking good care of Bradley– sorry! Brad. He doesn’t like being called Bradley. Hi Ruby!” She greeted Ruby with such enthusiasm that the dog girl broke into smiling and tail-wagging.
“Congratulations on your spectacles. You look lovely. Crystal, your eyes are beautiful. I can see why Brad fell for you so quickly. Enka, I love your outfit. I wonder where you bought it! Chat later?”
Ruby stood up and curtsied. “Hello, Dr. Klingspawn. Welcome.”
I went to one corner, by the basin, and grabbed an extra chair for Esmerelda. She graciously took a seat as I returned to the stove. There was still a bit of French toast mix left, so I dipped a piece of bread and dropped it in the pan.
An awkward silence fell over the table.
Then, out of nowhere, Esmerelda said, “So! I expect you’ve all engaged in intercourse with Brad by now?”
I glared at her over my shoulder. “Dr. Klingspawn, please. That’s none of your business.”
She smiled at me slyly. “Apologies, didn’t mean to be nosy.”
Crystal was laughing, apparently much amused. “Brad told us about your plan – how you wanted him to breed with us and have a harem.”
Esmerelda flipped her hair behind her shoulder proudly, as if she deserved credit and praise for matching us all. “Well, then you must know about the shot I gave him. I’m willing to bet he’s been a very horny boy.”
Ruby’s ears perked up. “Shot? What shot?”
Enka and Crystal looked at Esmerelda with interest.
“No, I didn’t mention that part,” I grumbled, putting a plate of French toast in front of Dr. Klingspawn.
“Ah! Well, it was just a little boost to kick up his sex drive so that he would – hopefully– lose control of his passions. I admit, I restrained him to administer the shot. But I’m sure you’ll agree it was worth it.”
A light lit into Ruby’s eyes. “Brad… That’s why you couldn’t stop yourself when Miss Steerfast came to your room. Why didn’t you tell me?”
Esmerelda, sitting next to me, turned her eyes on me. “What? Poppina Steerfast? When? What happened?”
“I didn’t want to use that as an excuse,” I said, ignoring Esmerelda. “And, besides, other than that one time, the shot hasn’t affected me that much. I’ve adjusted to it now.”
Esmerelda prodded a little more about Poppina, but when she realized she wasn’t getting anywhere, she changed the subject. “Well, about the harem. Brad informed me about its progress.”
Crystal, Ruby, and Enka glanced at me.
I rolled my eyes. “I just wrote you a note because you kept pestering me.”
Undeterred, Esmerelda continued, smiling at Enka. “You’re reluctant, right? I understand.”
Enka sighed and exchanged an intimate glance with me. Then she smiled brightly at Esmerelda.
“Well, actually, just this morning–”
Esmerelda cut her off, raising her hands. “One moment. I know how you feel. And I understand. I really do. But please hear me out. I just might be able to convince you.”
Enka was far too street-smart to correct Esmerelda’s misconception. She merely listened attentively.
Ruby’s nose wiggled as she sniffed the air, uncertain. Crystal shifted in her seat, giving me a humorous glance.
Esmerelda grinned, reaching for her purse and putting it on her lap. “My argument is simple.”
Opening her purse, she produced an envelope. “This is it: 14,000 gold, in government-issued notes. Count them yourself.”
Crystal and Ruby stared at Dr. Klingspawn, stunned. 
Enka swallowed.
With a self-satisfied smile, Esmerelda tossed the envelope across the table towards Enka. It landed in the butter. “Oops. Sorry.”
Snatching the envelope, the goblin ripped it open and pulled out the banknotes. Her eyes widened, and a gobliny grin spread across her face. But she quickly recovered her nonchalant look, putting the money back.
“This is for me to join the harem?”
Esmerelda smiled. “Yes, that’s it.”
Enka nodded. “Alright, done.” Her eyes sparkling with ironic humor.
Esmerelda clapped her hands, delighted. “Great!”
“Is that money from the X-19 fund, too?” I asked.
“Yes, topped off with a little from my own pocket.”
“Your own pocket?” I asked in surprise.
Esmerelda played with her hair, chuckling. “Yes. I just really wanna see this harem work. I mean, it’s a monster girl harem! It would be wonderful to see you breed them. The mixed-race children would be adorable.”
“O-okay.”
“And it would be good for interspecies relations,” she added hastily.
I observed her quietly, scratching my chin. She’d never mentioned anything about interspecies relations before, so I was sure that was a bullshit reason. I started to suspect that she had some kind of pervy interspecies breeding fetish going on. Probably better not to think about it.
Enka was happy, and that’s what mattered. My little goblin sat in her chair, one hand on her stack of cash, with the most gobliny expression I’d ever seen on her face.
Her gaze met mine, and she smiled beautifully. She pointed to the last piece of French toast. “I’ll have that if no one else wants it,” she said. I pushed it towards her, and she speared it with her fork.
Esmerelda smiled, looking mighty pleased with herself. “You’ve come a long way in a short time, Brad.” Picking up her knife and fork, she cut a chunk from her French toast. “Got yourself a cozy home with a nice little harem.”
I grinned, looking at Roobs, Crystal, and Enka as each of them flashed her eyes at me in her own particular way. 
“I sure do. I’m a lucky guy.”




Thanks for reading!


I hope you had fun! If so, please leave a review!
 — Quentin Kilgore
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PRIMAL IMPERATIVE TRILOGOY
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Protect the women. Take the throne. Sire the next generation.
Two weeks ago, I was writing press releases in a cubicle. Now I’m hunting giant crustaceans to feed a tribe of beautiful women.
I awoke on a strange shore, far from Earth, with a new power raging in my muscles. In this primitive world, helpless women look to me for protection against goblin slavers and wild beasts.
The women believe I was sent by a sky god to protect them, impregnate them, and repopulate their dying village. But not everyone is happy about my arrival. A shadowy assassin stalks the night, eager to spill my blood, and the goblin hordes plot our destruction.
To solidify my leadership and keep my women safe, I’ll need to access the elemental powers of earth and sky. That means I’ll have to bind the souls of a few eager volunteers.
Start the adventure here
*












STONE AGE HERO
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Tex falls into a chasm and wakes up in a brutal, stone-age wilderness. Armed with a rifle and the skills of a bushman, he must survive against pterodactyls, bloodthirsty barbarians, and tyrannical sorcerers.
When he meets Emi and Neesha, two beautiful elves, he vows to protect them against a horrific evil spreading across the land.
Contains: elf girls, a cat girl, a Neanderthal babe, and other primeval women. Also: tribe building, unconventional relationships, violence, and a hero who slowly grows in power and magic. 
This story consists of two books, both complete. Start the journey here.
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