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  Chapter one

The treetops swayed beneath my feet as I glided through the air. A laugh escaped me. I was giddy. It was my first time flying above the trees. With a crisp breeze tousling my hair, I soared higher into the blue sky. I glanced at my feet again as the trees receded further away. 
"Holy crap this is amazing!"
Excitement churned in my stomach. It was like walking on air. But I became a bit too relaxed. Suddenly, gravity took hold of me once more, and I plunged in an arched trajectory towards the ground. My stomach rose to my throat as if I were on a rollercoaster ride.
It was a familiar sensation. I knew exactly what was happening: I had lost control of the magnetic field that kept me afloat, and now I was sliding down its side.
It was a less frequent occurrence these days. And when it did happen, I was quicker at recovering. It had only been a few weeks since my confrontation with Grep Calik and the mutant hitman, Yellok, but I had devoted much of that time to refining my abilities. It was already yielding results. I could manipulate magnetic fields with much greater subtlety now.
Spinning myself around to face the ground, I opened my hands and generated a magnetic field beneath me.
As the treetops rapidly approached, I created a magnetic field that gently slowed my descent, as if I were landing on soft cotton clouds. I allowed myself to float down to the treetops until my shoes brushed against the leaves. Then I pretended to stroll on the treetops.
The sound of a rifle shot cracked through the air below the trees, along with the shattering of glass. "Hey, Enka! I wish you could see this! I'm walking on the treetops."
The goblin girl's voice came back. "Where are you?"
I descended through the trees, pushing aside branches, and looked down at Enka. She stood with her feet apart, a rifle shouldered at the ready.
Since losing her job at the Dragon's Den, my little goblin had developed an interest in firearms. She insisted on joining me during my training sessions so that I could teach her to shoot. Coming from a rural community, I was knowledgeable about guns and therefore capable of instructing her.
I believed it was a good idea as well. Everyone knew that the gangster Taggart Malone wouldn't simply leave us alone. I'd shut down his protection racket, destroyed his human trafficking ring. I’d also killed or banished his local henchmen.
He had to retaliate; otherwise, he would appear weak. Although I wasn't sure about Malone's next move, I knew it was imminent. I wholeheartedly supported the girls learning to shoot. I couldn't be in multiple places at once, so the more guns the better. Enka watched me intently, tilting her head back to peer at me from beneath the brim of her cowboy hat.
The most adorable thing about Enka's newfound enthusiasm for shooting was her insistence on dressing up in full cowgirl attire. She couldn't simply go shooting in her regular clothes. No, she had to don a red gingham shirt that strained against her cleavage, topped with a brown leather vest.
A thick leather belt with a weighty buckle adorned her hips, even though it served no practical purpose. Leather pants clung to her thighs, and she was particularly proud of her boots, complete with spurs that jingled as she strutted around. In addition to the rifle, a six shooter was holstered at her hip.
She had purchased both firearms along with the clothing. It was an expensive endeavor, but Enka was flush with cash thanks to the sizable amount that Dr. Klingspawn had thrown her way.
"I was walking on the treetops," I remarked as I descended to the ground.
Enka gazed at me dreamily. "That's amazing, baby. Wish I could fly like you." She then grinned. "I'm getting better! Watch this."
She aimed at a row of glass bottles and empty tins positioned on a log. I traced my eyes over her curves. "Oh, I'm watching."
The rifle blast pierced the air, and Enka recoiled slightly from the kickback. Adjusting her hat, she stared at the undisturbed bottles and tins, clearly tense. "I was hitting them every time just a minute ago."
"It's alright," I reassured her. "Give it another try."
Raising the rifle again, her shoulders seemed tense. I could tell she was self-conscious. She wanted to impress me. The rifle blast resounded through the trees. I noticed a bit of dirt fly up in front of the log.
Enka noticed it too and grumbled, "Damn it! How could I be so off?"
“Don't be embarrassed," I said, approaching her. "You're just nervous because I'm watching." She turned towards me, and I noticed approvingly that she was careful to keep the rifle pointed away.
A flush came to her cheeks. "I swear, I was shooting really good when you weren't watching me."
I smiled. "That's always how it goes. But you have to learn to shoot under pressure. Try again, and remember what I taught you."
The goblin brought the rifle back to her shoulder as I gave her a refresher. "Feet shoulder-width apart." I gently put my hands on her shoulders. "Turn your body a little this way. Loosen your grip a bit. Firm is good, but not too tight. That's better. Now pick a small point on your target. Take a deep breath and exhale a little. Then pause your breath and apply steady, even pressure on the trigger."
"Okay," Enka breathed. I stood back as she took a breath. The rifle report rang out. A tin can flew off the log.
"There you go!" I clapped my hands in applause.
I continued watching Enka, giving her occasional pointers, as she continued her shooting practice. I half-expected her to get bored and say she'd had enough. She was a pampered city girl, after all. Her shiny, manicured nails and glossy black hair seemed to contradict her cowgirl ambitions.
But I was proven wrong. The goblin girl stayed focused, determined to show that she could hold her own.
When I thought about it more, I realized it really shouldn’t be surprising. I already knew Enka was strong-willed, independent, and proud. And I knew that goblin girls were known for their grit and staunch loyalty to their men. My little goblin was displaying all those qualities.
"Hiya guys!"
My thoughts were interrupted by the high-pitched voice that chirped above us. Poppina swooped down and landed in front of us. I rushed towards Enka as my stomach turned inside out, but Enka removed her finger from the trigger and pointed the rifle at the ground.
"Fuck's sake, Poppina," I said hoarsely. "Come here."
I motioned for her to come and stand behind Enka. The harpy's eyes turned mischievous. She gave me a coy look from beneath her bangs, which were cut in a straight line above her eyes. "Somebody cares about me! Hehehe." She teased me.
"Well, I don't want you to get shot." I let out an exasperated breath as Poppina took little, scampering steps towards me.
She was wearing a sequined skirt with spaghetti straps and looked as adorable as ever. Stopping, she turned and looked at the rifle in Enka's hands, then glanced at the bottles on the logs.
"Woopsies. Guess I should be careful when bullets are flying. Pew, pew!"
I glared at her. "Yes, you should be extremely careful, Poppina. This is no joke."
Enka smirked. "I wasn't planning on hunting birds today."
Poppina's bottom lip stuck out. The goblin gave her a warm smile to show she was only kidding. Then she took two shots at the log, shattering a glass.
"Wow," Poppina said excitedly. She raised the curves of her wings over her mouth and peeked at Enka, looking her up and down. "I like your getup!"
The goblin beamed at her in a big-sister kind of way. "Thanks, girl."
"Can... Can I shoot, too?"
I looked at Poppina in surprise. "You want to shoot?"
She nodded eagerly. "Uh huh. Looks like a blast."
I glanced at her wings doubtfully. "But... how, Poppina?"
Her mouth formed a small 'o' of surprise. She raised the curves of her wings and inspected them, wiggling her small thumb-like appendages. Then she lowered her gaze, embarrassed. "Oh, yeah. I guess I can't."
I gently placed a hand on her shoulder. "Is that why you came here? Or–”
She suddenly perked up. "Well, actually, I've got some good news and some bad news. Which do you wanna hear first?"
I was about to ask for the bad news, but Enka was quicker on the draw. "Good news," the goblin said. "Lay it on us."






  
  Chapter two

Poppina, it turned out, had visited the bookshop to see me. I wasn't there, but she found Crystal and Ruby in high spirits. After explaining the reason for their happiness, they directed Poppina to me and Enka, urging her to share the news. 
"They received a package from Enka's folks," Poppina explained. "They said it was a special truffle of some kind. But they're waiting for you guys to get back before they open it."
I exchanged a glance with the goblin. "Great! That was quicker than I expected."
Enka grinned eagerly, bouncing up and down with excitement, causing her parts to jiggle. "I can't wait to get back and start."
Poppina looked at us skeptically. "So you guys are really gonna invent a famous new treat? Even more famous than Blinkies? That's what Crystal said."
I smiled at Enka. "Well, that's the dream, I think."
The goblin nodded firmly. "We will. Just wait and see."
"Do you really think these truffle thingies are that good?" Poppina asked. "I mean, Blinkies are de-lish."
"Green Truffles are that good, and y'all don't even know about them," Enka said, placing a hand on her hip. "We're going to make something much better than Blinkies. That's for sure." Although I didn't say it aloud, I shared some of Poppina's skepticism. Blinkies were mass-produced, promoted through extensive advertising, and had an unfair advantage due to the Sugar Trust. Still, it was a fantastic idea, and I would do whatever I could to help, even if that just meant providing moral support.
The idea originated from Crystal. The hobgoblin girl's baking was popular, but she wanted to elevate it. She knew the opening of Cavendish Grimm's Blinkies Cafe would take away some of her business.
Crystal's cafe needed an edge, and Enka wanted to help. They both agreed they needed something unique. So, why not draw from the baking traditions of hobgoblins and goblins to create a distinctive and delicious offering?
According to Crystal, both races had delectable baked goods, yet their food was virtually unknown in Pankaku.
That seemed peculiar to me. However, the people of Pankaku were not particularly well-traveled. The town was quite isolated, and their knowledge of other races was often tinted by benign prejudices. The customs of goblins and hobgoblins were seen as strange and incomprehensible.
Poppina wrinkled her nose at Enka. "Truffles. Isn't that just a fancy word for fungus?"
"Yes, and they're delicious," Enka replied. "Try it, and you'll see."
"I heard you guys eat owl bear testicles," Poppina blurted out.
I chuckled. "I'm sure that's not true." I looked at Enka doubtfully. "Er, is it?"
Enka rolled her eyes. "Most of us don't. Some goblin men eat them to enhance their virility." Poppina clutched her throat and made a gagging noise, sticking out her tongue.
"Well, the truffles will be good," I smiled at Enka. "They're a goblin delicacy, right?"
"But if they're a delicacy, aren't they expensive?" Poppina said, placing the curves of her wings on her hips. "How are you going to use a delicacy as an ingredient? Your costs will be too high." "Enka has connections," I said.
The goblin had reached out to some cousins through express mail. The cousins ran a restaurant, so they could get the truffles in bulk at a lower price.
"But you're right, Poppina," Enka said. "It is still a little expensive, so the product will have to be priced higher than our other stuff. But that's okay because it'll be special."
"Besides," I added. "It'll probably still be cheaper than Blinkies. They're a rip-off."
Poppina giggled wickedly. "Sounds like a plan! Just imagine Mr. Gimm's reaction when he finds out you guys have something better than Blinkies! Hehehe."
My jaw tightened. "Yeah. He won't like it, but it doesn't make a difference. He's going to try to shut the girls down no matter what they do."
Although Grimm hadn't yet struck against Ruby's Book Nook, his Blinkies Cafe had opened with much fanfare. It hadn't even been a week, but Crystal's cafe had already lost momentum. Everybody was going to Blinkies Cafe. "Yeah, well, he's a turkey!" Poppina flapped her wings and rose into the air. "Come on, you guys, let's go make some goblin goodies!"
"Slow down there, partner," I said, smiling at Poppina's exuberance. "You haven't told us the bad news."
"Oh, yeah." She floated back to the ground. "Well, that kid, Rendy, came rushing into the bookshop just before I left. He said some gangster-looking guys arrived in town on the coach from the city."
"How many?"
"About ten? Something like that?"
"Ten. That's quite a crew."
"Yeah, and they went straight to the Dragon's Den. They had a key to get inside."
"Were they men or monsters?"
"Both. Some orcy-looking guys and a handful of human men."
"Interesting."
Enka groaned. "That's gotta be Taggart Malone's guys. I bet they're going to try to start up the club again."
"Think you'll get your old job back?" Poppina asked.
Enka scrunched her face. "Hell no! I ain't going back to that dive–"
"Don't you want to do the boogie woogie?" A smile appeared on Poppina's face. And she started swinging her hips with bouncing steps, turning her body and making her skirt twirl.
Enka giggled and slapped her thigh. Her eyes twinkled with amusement. The crazy harpy girl was clearly growing on her. Not that I was surprised. Poppina had a way of doing that.
The goblin started moving her hips, dancing along with Poppina. "Is she always this full of beans?" she said, pointing at Poppina.
I chuckled. "Yup."
Mounting our horses, we rode back into town with Poppina flying alongside us.

      ***It took a couple of days of experimenting before Crystal and Enka came up with a recipe everyone was satisfied with. Ruby, of course, had a lot of input as the main taste-tester. Being a Blinkie and cookie fanatic, she pretty much represented the target market.
Poppina was also hanging around from morning to night, offering her unsolicited commentary about the baking experiments. Not that the other girls minded. Poppina's visits to the bookshop had become more frequent. Crystal loved having her around, Ruby found her amusing, and Enka didn't see her as much since she was usually upstairs or out shopping.
I was the only one who found Poppina's constant presence slightly awkward. With her hanging out in our home, the little charmer would have more and more opportunities to tempt me. And it didn't help that Crystal kept trying to convince me to bring Poppina into the harem. The more she talked about it, the more I had to admit I liked the idea.
The harpy girl was cute and fun, always lightening the mood. Plus, I wanted to finish what she and I had started in my bedroom that night. But I couldn't. Not when her father was my boss, and a man I respected.
I decided to talk to Count Steerfast and tell him that Poppina and I wanted to be together. He was a pretty tolerant man. Maybe he'd understand. Still, I wasn't looking forward to the meeting. Talk about awkward!
Besides, I'd have to discuss it with my girls first to make sure they were on board with bringing Poppina into the harem.
It was late afternoon when Crystal and Enka served the final iteration of their baking experiments. Tristram was there, and we sat on the couch sipping brandy and discussing politics.
"I think they're ready," Crystal announced from behind the shop counter, standing by a pot on the stove.
To my surprise, whatever they were making was fried in oil rather than baked. Enka stood beside her, wearing an apron dusted with flour.
Ruby perked up, watching with rapt attention. "Smells so good!" she exclaimed as Crystal scooped crispy balls out of the boiling pot, placing them on a tray.
"They look good, too," the hobgoblin remarked critically, placing the tray on the counter. "Nice and puffy. Just how we want them."
The shop grew unusually quiet as Enka, Ruby, Crystal, and Poppina gathered around the counter. Tristram and I paused our conversation to turn our attention to the girls.
"Wow, these are the bees knees!" Poppina said around a mouthful. "Crispy on the outside, chewy on the inside!"
In the bends of her wings, she held what reminded me of the sweet treats I used to get in Chinatown in the city where I lived on Earth.
"I told you they'd be delicious!" Enka said.
Ruby said nothing, but her tail wagged furiously as she stuffed her face with the treat. Her eyes darted to the pan on the counter, as if she was already contemplating grabbing another one. Crystal approached with a plate. "Get 'em while they're hot."
"Don't mind if I do," Tristram murmured, "They smell delicious."
Indeed, they resembled Chinese sesame balls. Taking one, I bit into the pleasantly crispy outer layer. Inside was a delectably sweet and chewy paste made from Green Truffles.
"Mmm! I like it."
"I believe these will be a success," Tristram said, "You're going to give Grimm a run for his money."
"Well, they're not particularly original," Crystal commented, "We essentially took an old hobgoblin treat and filled it with a goblin ingredient."
"What will you call them?" I asked, "You need something snappy and memorable. Kind of like 'Blinkies.'"
"How about Gobblies?" Ruby suggested, already on her second one. "Because they're so good you wanna gobble them up. Plus, it's a nod to goblin and hobgoblin cuisine."
Crystal chuckled. "Gobblies. I like it!"
"Well, this calls for a celebration!" Tristram reached for the brandy bottle – a gift he had brought – and poured himself a glass. "Get yourselves some glasses."
"Okay!" Crystal fetched four glasses, and everyone gathered around the couch.
"This is a fine brandy, perfect for the occasion," Tristram said as he poured the drinks.
I raised my glass. "Here's to Ruby's Book Nook and Gobblies. May they be a bigger hit than Blinkies!"
As I spoke, the bell jingled, and a LaKruan entered the shop.






  
  Chapter three

"Cheers!" We clinked our glasses, laughing merrily as the LaKruan stepped in. 
He was skinny-fat, with a protuberant belly, dressed in a brand new baby-blue vest and coat. He wore pin-striped pants and shiny shoes that made pretentious knocking sounds on the floor as he walked.
The LaKruan appeared meek and bland, with soft, womanly cheeks, a mouth that was too small for his face, and ginger-colored eyebrows. And yet, somehow, he managed to be overbearing. He walked with his nose in the air, as if he were our manager, and he carried a shiny leather folder.
He observed us as I made my toast and we clinked our glasses. Then he snapped his head towards the counter, his cheeks jiggling. Catching sight of the Gobblies, he walked over to the tray and examined them.
"Hello, sir, can I help you?" Ruby asked.
His voice was smug. "I'm afraid I'm going to need to speak with the owner of this establishment." He ran his finger over the counter as if it were dirty.
Ruby's ears flattened against her head. She nervously adjusted her glasses. "Is... Is something wrong?"
He turned to address us. "I am from the Bureau of Health and Safety, mmkay?" With a clumsy flourish, he reached inside his coat pocket and pulled out a dainty card holder. "I am here to conduct an inspection."
Looking down his nose at me, he clicked open the holder and handed me a card. The shop fell silent. Ruby shifted around nervously, causing the floor to creak. Enka eyed the inspector skeptically, her arms crossed.
I read the name on the card. "Benjamin Steeplefart?" I felt my lips twitch.
He grinned. "That's me. Benjamin Steeplefart, Inspections and Reports, mmkay? The inspection shouldn't take more than half an hour."
I passed the card to Tristram, who stood beside me. "This is our lawyer, Tristram Steerfast." Tristram made a slight bow. "Good day to you, Mr. Steeplefart."
The inspector's cheeks turned red. He seemed confused. "Oh! Did you... know I was coming?" "We did not," Tristram said. "I am a friend of the owners."
"I see." Steeplefart's eyes wandered down to Poppina. She stood close to her brother, scowling at the government inspector. Anticipating that she might speak out, Tristram placed his hand on her shoulder.
Steeplefart widened his grin. "If you'll excuse me. My inspection will begin now."
Returning the card holder to his pocket, he carefully opened his folder. Inside was an official form. He took out a pen and made some notes on it, muttering to himself. Then he walked behind the counter, looking around and scribbling on his form.
Everyone gathered around the couch, watching the inspector from afar. "What's this all about?" Crystal grumbled.
"Have you ever had any visits from these guys before?" I asked.
"No, never," Ruby said, clinging to my arm with her ears pinned back.
"Sent here by the Sugar Trust, no doubt," Tristram murmured into his brandy.
Poppina's face turned red. "Why didn't you tell him to scram? Or better yet, toss him out on his head."
Her brother clicked his tongue. "I would not advise that particular course of action, although I acknowledge its appeal."
I smiled, putting an arm around Tristram's shoulder. "Thankfully, our lawyer is here." "Absolutely," Tristram agreed, glancing at Ruby and Crystal. "I suggest allowing me to do the talking."
Roobs nodded emphatically. "Okay, thank you, Tristram. I'm sure he's going to find we've violated some obscure rule - even though we haven't."
I put my arm around her and patted her head. "Don't worry. Whatever they throw at us, we'll handle it."
Benjamin Steeplefart continued to poke around behind the counter, eventually making his way into the pantry.
Crystal crossed her arms and tapped her foot. "What is he doing in there?" she huffed after a moment. Then she strode towards the pantry. Tristram sighed and shook his head. I followed Crystal across the shop.
"Must you rummage through my produce?" she said, standing in the pantry door. The inspector jumped, dropping a potato on the floor.
"Madam! Please. Do not interfere with my inspection."
Crystal put a hand on her hip. "Well then, kindly keep your paws off my food. I saw you poke my banana loaf with your finger. Have you washed your hands?"
Tristram hovered at my shoulder, murmuring urgently. "I would advise you to allow him to finish his inspection without comment. We don't want him to claim that we tried to obstruct—"
I took Crystal's arm. "Come on, babe. The sooner we let him finish, the sooner he'll leave."
Mr. Steeplefart's inspection took over half an hour. He seemed most interested in the cafe portion of the shop, but he examined everything, even taking measurements of the stairs leading up to our apartments.
"The inspection is complete," he finally announced, placing his folder on the shop counter and smiling placidly. He seemed quite pleased with himself. "I regret to inform you that this establishment is in violation of numerous health and safety regulations, mmkay?"
"What?" Ruby stammered. "But, Mr. Steeplefart, we already got our permits."
"This is absurd!" Crystal huffed. "Which regulations?"
Lifting the form, he pulled another page from beneath it and set it on the counter. "This is your copy of the inspection. As you can see, a long list of infractions are recorded here, the most concerning of which are the health and safety violations."
Tristram looked at the document while the inspector informed us that the shop lacked basic hygiene and was unsanitary. He pointed to a few crumbs on the counter as evidence. There was also a small spill on the stove.
"That's because we were just using the stove before you showed up!" Crystal said, exasperated. "This man's a snake," Enka murmured.
Poppina scurried forward. "Listen, mister! Why don't you go take a long walk off a short pier?" "Poppina," Tristram said, moving his sister aside. "Keep quiet. I will handle this." He turned to the inspector, drawing himself up with great dignity. He raised a finger in the air. "You, sir, are an irredeemable boob."
Steeplefart's smile faded. "I… I beg your pardon?"
"You heard me. Working for the Sugar Trust. Targeting small business owners. Frankly, it's disgraceful."
The inspector swallowed. His voice trembled. "You have the wrong impression. I understand this must be stressful for a small business owner, and I sympathize. However, your clients have 48 hours to comply with the regulations, or their permits will be revoked."
"Oh my gosh!" Ruby gasped, covering her mouth.
Tristram handed Steeplefart his card. "If you have any further inquiries, contact me."
“Very well.” Steeplefart took the card and left the shop, very red in the face.
I shook my head. "He seemed to expect us to thank him for his trouble."
"No kidding," Crystal said. "He acted like he was doing us a favor."
"Don't stress about this too much," Tristram assured us. "I'll tackle it first thing in the morning. My initial step will be to contact the regulator. Hopefully, we can resolve this without legal action."
Ruby placed a hand on her chest and exhaled. "Oh, gosh, I hope so! This is even more stressful than when Tiny used to come and demand money from us."
"In the meantime, think about promoting your brand," Tristram cautioned. "Act swiftly. Part of their strategy is to tarnish your reputation by portraying your shop as a chaotic mess. I predict they'll launch a public relations attack soon."
I snapped my fingers. "Let's organize an event for the Gobblies. Advertise it in the paper. Invite the entire town, show them what a great place Ruby's Book Nook is."
Everyone liked the idea. We knew it would provoke the Sugar Trust even more, but so be it. This was war.






  
  Chapter four

Everybody woke up early the next day and got to work. Ruby, Crystal, and Enka thoroughly cleaned the shop. Although Roobs always kept it tidy, this time they made sure everything was sparkling clean, especially the kitchen area. 
Ruby and Crystal went out with flyers, while to my surprise, Enka stayed behind to look after the shop. Roobs and Crystal had stayed up late working on the flyers. They were colorful, with childlike drawings of cakes and rainbows.
Ruby wrote the copy: "Don't miss the Gobblies Party! Guess what, folks? It's time for the grand unveiling of the most mouthwatering treat ever — Gobblies! You won't believe your taste buds when you sink your teeth into these crispy balls of wonder!”
Although the flyer didn't mention that Gobblies were derived from goblin and hobgoblin food, it painted an enticing picture of an exotic treat. It also promised live music and free Gobblies for the first 35 visitors.
We weren't sure if we would even get 35 visitors, considering the short notice of the event. But we wanted to act immediately to minimize the impact of the negative publicity we anticipated. And our expectations were correct.
I went to the office of the Daily Trumpet to buy an ad for the following morning's paper. While speaking to one of the advertising salesmen, a reporter approached me. He said a "whistleblower" from the government had informed him that Ruby's Book Nook cafe was in deep trouble after failing to pass an inspection.
The whistleblower claimed that the cafe was guilty of serious health and safety violations, posing a threat to the public. Upon hearing this, I clenched my teeth in anger. The reporter informed me that the story would be published in the next day's paper, but he hoped to get comments from Ruby.
I invited him to come to the shop and see it for himself. He agreed to come by later that day. This arrangement suited me as it allowed Ruby and Crystal more time to consider their responses.
I wasn't there when the reporter came, late in the afternoon. However, the girls told me he wrote down their quotes, looked around the kitchen area, and promised that his story would be "fair and impartial."

      ***The next morning, Ruby hurried out before breakfast to grab a copy of the Trumpet. The story wasn't exactly "fair and impartial." Most of the article simply repeated the anonymous "whistleblower's" claims, with only a couple of quotes from Ruby.
But it wasn't so bad because it was balanced out by another article all about the corruption of the Sugar Trust. This was thanks to Count Steerfast. After hearing about Steeplefart's inspection, the Count hastily wrote a letter and had a servant deliver it to the Daily Trumpet office.
In the letter, Steerfast identified the Sugar Trust as a powerful source of corruption that favored the rich elites at the expense of the majority. He explained how the trust used regulations and bogus publicity campaigns to smear small businesses that dared to compete with larger established companies.
"I am confident that the people of Pankaku will not be deceived by these tactics," the Count was quoted as saying in the article. He also vowed that the Reform Committee would dismantle the Sugar Trust. The Trumpet article accurately reported the contents of Count Steerfast's letter.
Even more encouraging, the editorial page went on a populist rant, praising the Reform Committee and lambasting the Sugar Trust, even singling out Cavendish Grimm by name.
"Oh, boy!" Ruby said, sitting at the breakfast table as she read the editorial to me, Crystal, and Enka. "They're not going to be making any friends in the government."
Feeling encouraged, the girls happily finished their bacon and eggs, and then went down to open the shop. After an hour or so, they began making Gobblies. I went out for a stroll. I liked to walk around town so that everyone got to know me, and they knew I was keeping an eye out.
The amber sunlight reflected on the shop windows as I made my way towards a side street, breathing the crisp air. Though it was still warm, mornings were becoming quite crisp. I walked down a residential street where the trees were already turning gold, yellow, and orange.
Circling around, I returned to Main Street, where I caught the scent of apple pie wafting from a corner bakery. I sighed. How long until the Sugar Trust comes after them, too? I thought.
Benjamin Steeplefart's passive-aggressive face came into my mind, and I kicked a stone.
Then I walked by Cavendish Grimm's new Blinkie's Cafe.
He's the one I should really be angry at.
The cafe was already bustling. People sat at the tables, munching on donuts and sipping coffee. There was a line at the cash register. Cavendish Grimm himself stood inside. He was spending a lot of time there since it was the cafe's opening week. Seeing me, a malicious grin spread across his face.
I kept walking. Passing the general store on the opposite side of the street, I saw Ruby and Crystal carrying the flyers in their arms, making one last push before the party. They were heading into the general store.
I was sure they'd get a lot of people to come, if only because everybody loved Roobs. No one could say no to that girl. I strolled back, my thoughts intensely focused on Grimm and the Sugar Trust. I wanted to discuss the matter further with Tristram and Count Steerfast. The Count had mentioned that the Reform Committee was indeed aiming to dismantle the trust.
As I approached our block, I heard a girl's laughter floating in the air above me. Poppina's voice chirped, "Hiya, Brad!"
I looked up and saw her twirling and frolicking through the air. I watched her, mesmerized by her athletic little body. She was like an acrobat in the Cirque du Soleil. She dove through the air and looped around, swooping towards me.
At that instant, my intuition for danger surged. I sensed hostility coming from various directions, but the strongest emanated from the rooftop of Sam's Saloon across the street. I turned towards Sam's just as a gunshot pierced the air, echoing off the hills.
The bullet narrowly missed me and shattered a shop window. "Poppina, get out of here!" I shouted as she soared into the air instead of colliding with me as planned.
Throwing up a forcefield around me, I spotted the gunman on the roof of Sam's just as another gunshot resounded through the street. To my shock, a ripping pain stabbed my arm, making me stumble. Another hit my side below the ribs.
The bullets went through my forcefield! How is that possible?
There was no time to think about it. I sent a volley of bullet-sized energy blasts towards the spot where the shooter was perched. He took cover as fragments of wood flew from the roof.
I drew a huge flow of power up from the ground and absorbed it. The pain from my wounds disappeared as my body was flooded with energy and power. I put some of this into my forcefield, making it stronger than usual.
The saloon doors swung open, revealing a man in a long black trench coat wielding pistols in each hand. He opened fire immediately. Simultaneously, another gunman appeared from a nearby side street, armed with a six-shooter.
Reflexively, I raised my hands towards the Sam's porch, but I quickly decided against firing energy blasts to avoid endangering innocent patrons inside. Instead, I employed my magnetism to disarm the gunman, causing his pistols to fall to the street. Then I scrambled his brains. He stumbled forward and fell over the balcony railing.
Meanwhile, I saw that the other gunman was trying to get a shot at me, but he couldn't, because Poppina was divebombing him, scraping his head with her talons. His hat was on the dirt, and he held his arms over his head, protecting his eyes.
Poppina screamed girlishly as she attacked, but her talons were no joke. The man's hair was soaked with blood.
"Poppina, get outta here!" I shouted, concerned for her safety.
She left the man alone, flying high above the street. I launched an energy blast, knocking him down and sending his pistol flying.
The trenchcoated gunman was crawling on the street, struggling to retrieve his pistols. For the moment, I ignored him, too concerned that the sniper on the rooftop would take aim at Poppina. That likely wouldn't have happened, though, because he was more interested in aiming at me. I unleashed a barrage of energy towards the roof just as the sniper took a shot at me. The bullet slammed into my force field, sending a shudder through the air. But it held easily.
The rooftop gunman had disappeared. Whether I’d hit him or he was just taking cover, I couldn’t tell.
Poppina circled back over the street towards the third gunman. "I've got your back, Brad!" she cried. "Don't worry about me."
Just as the spunky bird girl swooped back towards the gunman, Enka burst out of the shop, tightly clutching her rifle.






  
  Chapter five

I wasn't thrilled to see Enka and Poppina joining the fight. When I encouraged the girls to learn how to shoot, this wasn't exactly what I had in mind. However, before I could say anything, bullets rained down on me from the rooftop. 
They bounced off my forcefield easily. That was reassuring. My only concern was how long I could maintain the forcefield's strength under these circumstances. I was also using my powers for offensive attacks while relying on my regenerative ability to heal my gunshot wounds.
More shots blasted from the gunman in the trenchcoat, who remained on his hands and knees, aiming and shooting. Even though my disorientation ability was affecting him, he still displayed remarkable accuracy. Had it not been for my forcefield, his shots would have struck me in the chest.
As he was positioned on the ground and the saloon's porch was elevated a few feet, I had a safe opportunity to retaliate. I unleashed a barrage of bullet-like power blasts, causing him to convulse uncontrollably until he collapsed lifeless onto the dirt.
Turning my attention to the other gunman in the street, I saw him grabbing his pistol off the ground and trying to aim it at Enka. But the goblin girl was already aiming her rifle. I wanted to avoid a shootout in the street to minimize the risk of stray bullets hitting innocent people.
Unfortunately, it was too late. Just as I turned towards the gunman, the goblin girl pulled the trigger, and the bullet tore through his chest. He jolted backward and crashed onto the ground. Thankfully, Enka's practice had paid off. As he writhed on the street, Poppina circled above him like a bird of prey.
She screamed wildly, "I'll get him, Enka! Lemme at him! Tryin' to kill my boyfriend? Arrrrrrr! I'll tear his throat out!"
It became clear to me that Poppina's talons were not just for show. There was a fierce side to her harpy nature. In fact, as I would later learn, bird girls were not only notoriously obsessive about their boyfriends but also extremely protective. If someone threatened a harpy's lover, it wouldn't be surprising for her to flip out and scratch his eyes out. It was a well-known fact.
Enka raised her rifle again, shouting, "No, I got him, Poppina!"
Rolling onto his back, the gunman tried pointing his pistol at her with a shaky hand, but Enka put two more bullets into him. Meanwhile, I launched myself into the air, soaring towards the rooftop of Sam's Saloon.
Gasps of surprise came from onlookers in windows and doorways. I hadn't planned on revealing my ability to fly just yet, but the rooftop gunman was endangering lives, and I needed to stop him.
As I ascended higher than the level of the saloon's rooftop, the gunman stumbled back in surprise. He looked different from the other two gunmen. He wore a bowler hat and small round spectacles, giving him a studious appearance. With his white shirt and suspenders, he looked more like an accountant than an assassin.
Taking advantage of his shock, I flung a weak ball of energy towards him. I wanted to capture him alive. The blast knocked him down, making his rifle clatter on the ground. As I swooped towards him, he abandoned the weapon and scrambled through a small door leading to the saloon's upper floor.

      ***I landed on the rooftop, stumbling. Touching my side, I found it soaked with blood. Charging through the door, I rushed down a rickety staircase just in time to see the rifleman at the end of the hallway, disappearing down the stairs to the saloon.
I sprinted down the hallway and used my power to glide down the stairs into the frenzied atmosphere of the saloon. A self-playing piano in the corner blared a rag-time tune. Shouts of alarm filled the air as I landed on the sawdust-covered floor.
"Pistol!"
"Watch out!"
The gunman stood across the saloon, silhouetted by the sunlight shining through the swinging-door entrance. Aiming a revolver, he fired two shots. A barmaid screamed, dropping her tray of beer. Bullets bounced off my forcefield as the gunman fled through the swinging doors.
He instantly returned, backing into the saloon with Enka following, her rifle aimed at his face. A faint smile appeared on her lips as we made eye contact.
"Hey, babe," she said softly.
I nodded in response. "Hey."
I felt a surge of pride, although I didn't want to show it. It wasn't ideal that my goblin and harpy girls got involved, but they kicked ass and it made me admire them even more. They proved they could defend themselves if I wasn't there, which was a relief.
Enka, wearing her cowgirl attire, walked across the floor. Her spurs jingled, no longer just a fashion statement. She had shot down one outlaw and prevented another from escaping. She was defending her friends and her town. I couldn't wait to embrace her and express my pride, but I pushed those thoughts aside and quickly scanned my surroundings.
A table of men watched nervously, their hands displayed on the table. They were local unemployed laborers, familiar faces. The barmaid stood against the wall, nervously playing with her hair, her chest heaving. Sam, behind the bar, aimed a rifle at the gunman. His rolled-up sleeves revealed his stout, hairy forearms. Sam’s weathered face looked grumpier than usual, which was understandable. The saloon was already known as a dive, and a gunfight wouldn't attract more customers.
As for me, my attention turned to another table of patrons. Two strangers sat in a smoky corner. I did a double take when I noticed them. They belonged to a monster race, likely orcs based on their size and thick hides. They eyed me with undisguised contempt.
Keeping them in my peripheral, I commanded the gunman, "Drop your weapon."
He turned his head, glancing at me, hesitating. His beady brown eyes flitted back and forth. "Alright," he said finally, letting the gun fall to the floor.
I started patting him down, surprised again by his unassuming appearance. Finding a small revolver holstered to his ankle, I pocketed it. Then I reached inside my coat pocket for handcuffs– I'd started carrying them even though it seemed unlikely I'd have a reason to use them.
Suddenly, there was a fluttering of wings from the stairs, and Poppina came swooping down, clutching the outlaw's rifle in her little talons. She landed beside me, standing atop the rifle, her chest rapidly rising and falling. Her wings trembled, and her eyes were wide open, as if she was lost in thought. The experience must have overwhelmed her, leaving her in shock.
"Brad! I– I brought his rifle. I picked it up. I knew you'd get him! I knew you'd do it!"
She continued to babble as I clicked the cuffs onto the gunman, tightly binding his arms behind his back. At the same time, a chair dragged on the floor, and the floorboards creaked under heavy footsteps.
Glancing over my shoulder, I spotted one of the orcs making his way around the table towards me. He had the build of a tank, with no visible neck and a head that seemed carved from a boulder. The other orc, still seated, muttered something with a reproachful air. He was more cautious, apparently. His white hair and the deep lines etched into his face indicated his age.
His hot-headed comrade merely sneered and continued approaching me.
Great.
"Poppina, listen to me." I stroked her hair. She blinked, focusing her gaze on me. A smile spread across her face. "You've shown incredible bravery, and you were amazing. I'm truly proud of you. But right now, I need you to step back and ensure your own safety. Understand?"
Her wings trembled, and she nodded swiftly. "Okay, Brad, I understand."
She hurried to the bar and took shelter behind the counter where the barmaid stood. Unaware of Poppina's bravery outside, the barmaid placed an arm around the bird girl to offer comfort. "Don't worry, sweetie. Sheriff Douglas will keep us safe."
A booming voice rumbled from behind me. "Hey, Mr. Douglas! Remember Tiny Marco?"






  
  Chapter six

Tiny Marco, the former enforcer of Taggart Malone's protection racket. I hadn't heard his name since I sent him packing with his face looking like a balloon mask. I glanced at the orc who stood with his fists balled at his sides, staring at me as if he wanted to pummel my head into a pudding, and then devour it for dinner. 
I met his gaze steadily. "Sure, I remember Tiny. How could I forget such a charming individual? And who might you be?"
He looked me up and down, the lines on his face deepening as his sneer intensified. "Name's Red Blarco."
"Blarco and Marco. Cute."
"Yeah, cute," he spat. "Tiny was my friend. We grew up together. And you ruined him!"
"Well, that's a shame." I grabbed the rifleman and turned him towards Red Blarco. "Do you know this guy?" I demanded of the gunman. "An associate of yours?"
The gunman squirmed. Red Blarco answered for him. "Never seen him. Got nothin' to do with me." He shrugged in a gesture that made him look like an orc version of Tony Soprano. "Am I surprised there's people that got it in for ya? Hell no." He jabbed his thumb into his chest. "I'm one of 'em. This whole town probably hates you."
"Come on now, that's nonsense," Sam grumbled. He had lowered his rifle, but the tension in his forehead and shoulders remained.
The workers gazed at me sympathetically, but they were unlikely to speak up in my defense. I couldn't blame them. They knew Taggart Malone would soon retaliate against me and try to regain control. And it appeared we might be looking at Tiny's replacement right now.
Blarco towered above me, his small black eyes radiating the same arrogance as Tiny Marco. Except he was large enough even to look down on a giant like Tiny. "Think you can take over this town just because you carry a badge?" he sneered. "Beat people up? Shut down a valuable service?" With each question, his voice grew louder and angrier.
I smirked ironically. "'A valuable service.' Is that what you call Malone's protection racket?"
"It isn't a 'racket.' It's a service."
"It's extortion, and I hope you're not intending to start it up again, because I will shut you down without hesitation. I don't tolerate that shit in my town."
The orc's eyes flashed. He seized on my words eagerly. "'My town!' 'My town,' he says! You hearin' this?" He looked at the workers, spreading his hands, but they looked away, wanting no part in it.
I picked up the rifleman's pistol and rifle from the floor, quickly examining them. Obviously, these were no ordinary firearms, as their bullets managed to penetrate my force field. However, at first glance they appeared unremarkable. The only thing that jumped out at me was the manufacturer's name engraved on the bolt handle: GRIMMTECH.
Son of a bitch.
GrimmTech, naturally, was Cavendish Grimm's arms manufacturing company. I already knew he was a major player in arms creation and production and that he had made a fortune during the war.
Had GrimmTech invented some new magitech that could, at least partially, overcome my magnetism abilities? It certainly seemed so. But how did these outlaws get their hands on the weapons? And who were they working for?
Those questions burned in my mind, and I couldn't wait to see what Cavendish Grimm would have to say about it. Putting those thoughts aside, I pushed my would-be assassin towards the exit.
"Come on. We're going to the jailhouse. You're under arrest."
I dragged him through the doors with Enka following. As soon as I stepped onto the porch, a blinding light flashed in my eyes.
"Sheriff Douglas! Sheriff Douglas!" A reporter from the Daily Trumpet stood at the top of the stairs, clutching his pencil and notepad. The cameraman stood beside him, hidden under the curtain of the antique camera.
A crowd had gathered at the bottom of the stairs, booing and hissing at the gunman as I dragged him down the saloon steps. Some people were gathered around the two dead gunmen, presumably trying to see if they recognized their faces.
The reporter hurried towards me. "Sheriff, any idea who these outlaws are?"
"Not yet." I turned to the crowd. "Everyone, please make way!" They backed off to let me through. Enka strode alongside me, holding her rifle, exuding both sexiness and badassery.
The saloon doors swung open and shut behind us. Poppina ran to catch up, scurrying alongside me. "Brad, are you okay?"
I touched the wound on my side. "I'll be fine."
The bleeding had stopped, but the throbbing pain persisted. I gave myself a small power boost.
"Sheriff," the reporter said, trailing behind. "It seems you've been shot by these outlaws. We hope you're okay. But how does it make you feel?"
"I'm not concerned with feelings at the moment. I'm focused on keeping this town safe."
Ruby's voice called out from behind. "Brad!"
Turning, I saw her and Crystal running up the street, still clutching a few flyers. I put a hand on Enka's shoulder.
"Go. Take Poppina with you. Tell Ruby and Crystal what happened. Tell them I want them to proceed with the Gobblies party as planned."
Enka and Poppina both pouted slightly in protest.
"Don't worry about me. I'll feel better if you two are at the shop, looking out for each other there." I leaned forward and kissed Enka's pillowy lips.
She gazed at me dreamily. "Alright, Sheriff. You're the boss."
Poppina's eyes welled up with tears. Perhaps she was overcome with emotion, or maybe she was jealous. I gave her a quick kiss on her hair. "You'll be alright. You're tough. Now go."
Rendy came charging up to me, gasping for breath. "A gunfight, and I missed it! Oh, man!" He slapped his palm onto his forehead.
"Well, don't just stand there," I said, giving him an avuncular slap on the shoulder. I gestured at the trenchcoated shooter, lying in a heap with his pistols nearby. "Grab his guns and come with me."
"Hold on a minute, you're not going anywhere!" a grumpy voice snapped. Doc Wallis shuffled over with his medical bag. "Not until I examine those wounds." He grabbed my coat, attempting to look underneath.
I brushed his hand away. "Let me lock up the shooter first." Doc Wallis stroked his mustache. "Very well, if you insist. I'll examine you at the jailhouse."
Several burly men emerged from the crowd. "Sheriff Douglas! If you need assistance, we're here."
"Thanks, guys." I was truly encouraged by the offer, partly because I couldn't be in two places at once, so their assistance would be useful. But more importantly, I needed to know the townspeople were supporting me.
I asked them to keep an eye on the dead bodies until I returned to ensure no one tampered with them. I then picked up the third gunman's revolver and, with my pockets filled with guns, I took the surviving gunman to the jailhouse.






  
  Chapter seven

The jail guard jumped from his desk chair. "A prisoner, Sheriff?" 
"Yes, indeed, Joe."
Rendy walked in proudly. "Where do you want these guns, Sheriff Douglas?"
"Just put them on the desk, Rendy." The boy placed the GrimmTech pistols on the desk and stood silently. I was happy to let him hang around; he had a great attitude and work ethic. Given his potential, I saw him as a future candidate for a deputy.
Doc Wallis looked for a spot and set his bag on the desk while Joe studied the shooter's face, the crow's feet deepening beside his steely blue eyes. I hired Joe as the new guard/custodian on Count Steerfast's recommendation.
He was a retired military man, tough as nails, though you wouldn't necessarily know it by looking at him. With his sandy, gray-dappled hair and mustache, he looked like a friendly neighbor. Joe pulled out his keys and swiftly walked to the holding cell. The barred door groaned as it opened.
I uncuffed the prisoner. "In you go." He entered the damp cell and sat on the stone bench. Joe locked the door.
Doc Wallis tried to assert his professional authority. "Alright Sheriff Douglas, better let me look at those wounds now. Come, take your coat off and sit on the desk."
"Sure, Doc, just a sec."
Something in Joe's eyes caught my attention. "What's up, Joe?"
"I think I know who the suspect is," he whispered. "Saw the picture in the paper– Well, it was a drawing, but he looks just like it. I just saw it when I was going through the files. What was his name?" He snapped his fingers, trying to remember. "Jacob Mackins, that was it. They called him The Viper."
Raising my voice suddenly, I called out, "Jacob!" The prisoner started, snapping his head towards me. "Jacob Mackins!" I said, smiling. "The Viper! Why didn't you tell me it was you? This is an honor. You're famous!"
He scowled and looked away. To Doc Wallis's relief, I took off my coat and sat on the desk. He dug some scissors out of his bag and cut my shirt open. Joe opened a filing cabinet and thumbed through neatly organized folders with tabs.
I whistled softly. "You sure cleaned that cabinet up. The other guy left it in bad shape."
Joe gave me a sly smile. "Wish I could take credit for it, but I had the wife come in and organize it for me."
"Ow!" I roared as pain jolted into my side as the doctor prodded me. "What are you doing to me, Doc?"
"Hold still!" he grumbled. "You have a bullet in you. I'm going to perform surgery–"
"Surgery?"
"Of course, surgery. Or do you prefer to leave the bullet inside?"
I didn't reply. He had a point.
"I'll have you lie down on the table. But before that, let me examine your other wound." As the doctor cut open my shirt sleeve, I saw Joe had found what he was looking for in the filing cabinet.
"Let me see it, Joe."
He handed me an old 'Wanted' ad. The ad was published by the police in Tbloor, the infamous big city that everyone always talked about. It was where Taggart Malone lived and where criminals often gathered.
I studied the illustration. Sunken cheeks, thin lips, and small round spectacles. The ad stated he was around 5'10" with a slim build. Lowering the paper, I looked at the man in the cell. He fit the description perfectly.
Mackins was wanted for his involvement in orchestrating three daring bank robberies, making him infamous. Additionally, he was suspected of being a highly skilled assassin-for-hire with exceptional marksmanship.
Clearly, someone had hired him to kill me. And that person had equipped him with unique weapons that were manufactured by a man who happened to despise me. However, Grimm wasn't the only suspect. Malone was another obvious candidate, but it could also have been someone from within the mysterious Committee of Public Safety. Or perhaps it was a collaboration involving all of the above.
The wound on my arm, it turned out, was just a graze and was already healing thanks to my regenerative ability. As for the other wound, Doc Wallis was amazed to find my body pushing the bullet out on its own.
Nonetheless, he strongly recommended removing it. I agreed, just to be safe. It wasn't clear if my body would successfully expel the bullet or if the wound would close before its exit.
"I hope you have some strong whiskey in here," the doc said, cleaning the pincers with disinfectant.
"No need, I have something better." I drew in a surge of power and absorbed it, using it as a highly effective anesthetic. The pain was barely noticeable.

      ***Rendy brought me a fresh shirt, and I put it on after Doc finished and I cleaned up. Then I returned my attention to Mackins.
"That was quite a sophisticated rifle you had," I said in a friendly tone, as if there were no hard feelings. "Bullets that can penetrate force-fields."
"Yeah, real sophisticated," he muttered.
I brought a chair inside the cell and sat down, attempting the whole routine of "befriending" him. I made sure he had water and engaged in small talk. However, it didn't make him any more willing to talk. Mackins was too cunning to fall for that.
I went back to the crime scene on Main Street. The reporter from the Daily Trumpet proved helpful in this regard. As irritating as he could be, he was knowledgeable about the criminal world. He had already identified the other two gunmen as bounty hunters Colt Rocklins and Maverick Reynolds. The pair were quite renowned and known to work together. This caused a sensation. The entire town came out to see the legendary bounty hunters.
The crowd stood aside, gazing at me in amazement as I searched the corpses for evidence. "Sheriff Douglas, can you really fly?" a fat boy called out. Rendy slapped his head. "Ow!"
"Don't talk nonsense," Rendy said.
"I'm not! Mrs. Wilburt said she saw it from her window."
Mrs. Wilburt winced and looked guilty. She and her husband ran a small cheese shop across from Sam's Saloon.
I grinned. "I'm sure Mrs. Wilburt was just seeing things," I said, winking at Mrs. Wilburt.
When I finished, Poppina was waiting for me. Though she looked ruffled, she seemed calmer. She wasn't staring into space like before. She beamed at me and walked over. Looking at her little face with big brown eyes and rosy cheeks, I couldn't believe how fierce she'd been during the gunfight.
"Hey Poppina," I said, touching her shoulder. I only meant to comfort her, but she immediately hugged me with her wings.
"Oh, Brad," she breathed. I rubbed her lithe back. As fierce as she was, I knew she was a sensitive girl.
She looked up at me. "The Gobblies party's going great! Ruby made it a success. I really admire her. She doesn't let anything get her down. And she's smart. Not a bird brain like me."
"You're not a bird brain! Don't put yourself down."
"Anyway, you gonna come? Tristram's inside. He wanted to see you."
"Alright, let's go."
I walked her to the shop, with my arm around her protectively. The gunfight turned out to be great for business. After coming to see the three dead gunslingers, many people went to Ruby's Book Nook for a coffee, since it was nearby. Others had heard about the Gobblies party and decided to check it out. Ruby had worked really hard to promote the event.
As we were walking to the shop, we saw the dog girl standing on the corner with a flyer, hitting the pavement one last time.
"Hi, Mr. Benson!" she said, greeting a jolly bald man. Her ears perked up and she wagged her tail.
A smile spread over the man's face. Ruby usually had that effect on people. "Hi, Ruby! How are you?"
"Well, the gunfight was a little scary, but I'm great!"
"That's right, Ruby! Don't be intimidated."
"By the way, we're having a party at my bookshop. Come by if you're hungry."
The man slowed down and scratched his head. "Uh, that sounds really good, Ruby. I don't think I can make it right now, though. Gotta get back to the office. But I'll tell Doreen. She might come by later."
Ruby smiled. "Okay, no problem, Mr. Benson!" Turning towards us, her ears perked up. "Brad!" I hugged her tightly as her tail wagged eagerly. "You're-- you're okay? You put the man in jail?"
She sniffed my scent vigorously, causing her glasses to slide down to the tip of her sniffer. She couldn't adjust her glasses because I was hugging her, so she had to tilt her head back to look at me through the lenses. It was adorable.
Chuckling, I extended my index finger and pushed her spectacles up the ridge of her nose. "I'm perfectly okay, and yes, the man is behind bars." I patted her soft hair, brushing my fingers over her downy ears. "I'm proud of you, Roobs."
Her little mouth fell open. "P-proud of me? Why?"
"Because of the way you're hustling for your business. It's really impressive." I meant every word. It took a lot of determination to go out on the street and promote a business like that. Ruby's cheeks reddened and her ears went back. She chuckled.
"Well, it's nothing compared to what Poppina and Enka did."
"That's not true!" Poppina protested. Taking tiny steps, she sidled up beside Ruby, looking at her with sad eyes. Both of them were tiny and looked almost heartbreakingly cute side by side.
"Brad's right," the bird girl continued earnestly. "I think it's amazing how you started your own business and followed your dream. I... I wish I could be as smart as you, Ruby."
When I first met Poppina, she was such a goofball that I couldn't tell when she was being serious. By now, however, I'd seen her in a lot of vulnerable moments. I knew that this was one of them. She was speaking from her funny little harpy heart.
Ruby saw it too. "Thanks, Poppina. I guess we're all strong in our own way." She reached out an arm, offering a hug. Poppina's eyes lit up. She stepped closer and raised her wings, hugging Ruby. Ruby's dainty hand rested on Poppina's back, rubbing it gently.
"Oh my god, you guys," I grumbled. "Stop being so cute."
They looked at me, surprised. "Sorry," Poppina said.
I chuckled. "Just kidding."
Poppina and I headed for the bookshop, leaving Ruby to continue with her publicity. I heard her cheerful voice ring out behind us: "Hello, Mrs. Waber! We're having a party at the bookshop. You should come by if you're feeling like a snack." 






  
  Chapter eight

Ruby's Book Nook was as busy as ever. Crystal was working behind the counter, serving what was left of the Gobblies. I noticed a couple of empty trays. Enka stood over the stove, cooking the last batch. I noticed that she was wearing Ruby's apron. I made a mental note to buy Enka her own apron. 
The soothing melodies of a harp floated through the air, adding to the festive atmosphere. We had hired the harpist at the last minute, and she was stationed by the fireplace, plucking the strings with grace.
Numerous people socialized and mingled with one another, fulfilling Ruby's intentions for the community gathering. I also noticed several individuals selecting books to purchase. The Gobblies appeared to be in high demand, with a couple of ladies in petticoats eagerly waiting at the counter for seconds.
Crystal made an apologetic expression. "Sorry, ladies. Today, we can only allow one Gobbly per person. We underestimated their popularity. However, we will promptly order more ingredients."
"Okay," one of the ladies replied, twirling a lock of her hair. "Make sure to get plenty. I plan to buy a dozen to bring home."
Crystal's face lit up with a broad grin, revealing her sharp little hobgoblin teeth. "I'm glad to hear that!"
I wasn't surprised by the Gobblies' popularity. They were delectable and unlike anything the people in Pankaku had ever tasted. However, what caught me off guard was the sight of Benjamin Steeplefart.
"Him again!" Poppina exclaimed. "What's he doing here? Probably wants to shut down the party."
The dough-faced bureaucrat was peering around, watching people enjoying the Gobblies. Tristram stood nearby. "Excuse me, Sir. I have already asked you this before, but I must repeat myself. What is your business here?"
Mr. Steeplefart offered a timid smile, avoiding eye contact with Tristram. "Just here to see what's happening, that's all. Now, if you'll excuse me, mmkay?" The inspector attempted to walk toward the cafe area, but Tristram blocked his path.
"I apologize, Sir, but I must insist."
Steeplefart finally met Tristram's gaze and offered a bland smile. "Excuse me, Sir. If you don't mind—"
"But I do mind. Are you here on official business? If so, kindly state the nature of your visit. Do I need to remind you—"
"But you've misunderstood me. Good heavens, I simply heard about the new product line and was curious to try it out for myself."
Tristram scoffed. "Is that so?"
"Is everything alright?" I asked as I approached them. "Everything is perfectly fine," Mr. Steeplefart replied.
"He clearly has ulterior motives," Tristram responded, fixing his gaze on the inspector. "If the Bureau of Health and Safety sent you here for another official inspection, I won't obstruct you. Otherwise, I must ask you to leave the premises."
While Tristram spoke, Ruby entered with an elderly lady on her arm. "Come on in, Mrs. Donoham," the dog girl said.
"Oh, it's quite the event you've put on here," the elderly lady remarked. "Music and everything! I must come by more often."
"Let me get you a Gobbly," Ruby offered, patting Mrs. Donoham's hand.
"That sounds lovely, dear," the old lady replied, leaning on her cane and surveying the surroundings contentedly. With her fluffy white hair and granny glasses, she had a charming, grandmotherly appearance.
Ruby glanced at the government inspector as she passed by us. Her ears and her nose twitched as she anxiously sniffed the air. "Hello, Mr. Steeplefart. Is there a problem?"
Tristram chimed in, "I was just asking him if he's here for an official inspection, which he clearly isn't."
Benjamin Steeplefart raised his hands. "No need to worry. I'm not here for an inspection, mkay? I've already done that. However, I regretted not getting the chance to try your new product last time I was here, that's all."
I whispered to Ruby, "We should probably make him leave. He's up to no good. But it's your shop, your decision."
Ruby took a deep breath and paused to sniff the air for a few seconds. I could tell she was thinking. We all watched her, waiting. Tristram breathed in deeply, his nostrils flaring. Steeplefart forced a false smile.
Poppina approached Ruby, gently resting the bend of her wing on the dog girl's arm. "What are you gonna do, Ruby? Don't trust him. Let the boys kick him out."
Ruby perked up her ears. Her eyes sparkled with hope, and her tail wagged. "Hold on, Mr. Steeplefart. I'll get you a Gobbly right away!"
The inspector clasped his hands together. "Very good, really looking forward to trying it." Tristram groaned. Ruby returned with two Gobblies. She handed one to the elderly lady and the other to Steeplefart. "Here you go! I hope you enjoy it."
I caught Ruby's gaze. She smiled reassuringly, as if to say, "Don't worry, I know what I'm doing." We all observed as the inspector meticulously examined the Gobbly, sniffing it and prodding it with his finger. Many customers were also watching. Everyone knew he was from the government, even if they didn't know his exact role.
He took a nibble, chewing it thoughtfully. "Hmm, interesting," he said. "Rather ambitious, what you've attempted here, I will grant you that.” He swallowed the bit and frowned. “Let me just say, the taste is... unconventional." He glanced around the shop, trying to appeal to the crowd. "Wouldn't you all agree? It is, unfortunately, a bit too 'out there' for the average palate.
“Please don't take this the wrong way, but it's almost as if it's trying too hard, isn't it? Moreover, it certainly lacks the... shall we say, timeless taste one associates with high-quality baked goods. I daresay, the people of Pankaku prefer more well-established brands."
I was about to tell him to be quiet, but it wasn't necessary. A chorus of groans and boos interrupted him. Not a single person in the shop seemed persuaded by his little speech. In fact, it had the opposite effect he intended. Many were rolling their eyes, shaking their heads, and muttering to each other.
"You stop that right now, young man!" Mrs. Donoham scolded, poking Steeplefart with her cane. "We all know what you're up to.”
"I beg your pardon," the bureaucrat said, "I am not up to anything."
A fat lady piped up. "Right! Picking on a sweet thing like Ruby. You should be ashamed. These girls are honest, hardworking people. They're trying to provide a little variety, and you want to shut them down."
Steeplefart grinned nervously. "I don't want to shut anyone down." He started backing towards the door.
The fat lady continued, "You know what? I've just decided. I'm going to boycott Blinkies Cafe. As much as I like it, I hate the Sugar Trust. From now on, I'm supporting Ruby."
"Me too!" someone else said. And several others voiced their agreement. Benjamin Steeplefart made an ungraceful exit, taking his Gobbly with him.
Ruby grinned up at me as I put my arms around her. "How did you know that would work?" I said, kissing her forehead.
"I didn't. I just decided to fight them with kindness."
"Everybody loves the underdog," Poppina said. "No pun intended."
"In any case, I have some pretty good news," Tristram announced. He looked around the shop, addressing everyone. "In fact, I would like you all to hear this. Two days ago, Mr. Steeplefart came to this shop on behalf of the Sugar Trust and concluded that the shop was guilty of several frivolous minor violations.
“I immediately contacted the Bureau of Health and Safety, giving them an opportunity to set aside these violations without court action. I have strong reason to believe they will do just that, particularly after the bad press they've received."
Everyone applauded. As people gathered around Ruby to express their support, I took Tristram aside, telling him about the GrimmTech weapons.
"Son of a bitch," he muttered, scratching his chin. "Guns that can overcome your powers? That's not encouraging."
"Well, they couldn't quite overcome my powers– not when I made my forcefield stronger."
"I know. But still, the implications are not good. It suggests that they were possibly designed with… you in mind."
"Exactly. I want to take them up to Cutting Edge Labs to show Dr. Klingspawn. Can you give me a ride up to LaKru?"
"Of course. You want to go now? It might be a little late by the time we arrive."
"It's okay. I know Esmerelda often stays pretty late." I scratched my chin. "On second thought, can you hang out here a while? I want to pay a visit to a buddy of ours first."
Tristram raised his eyebrows. "And who would that be?"
I grinned. "The sugar man."






  
  Chapter nine

Tristram waited at the bookshop while I headed to Blinkies Cafe. I jogged to the jailhouse first and grabbed the GrimmTech rifle that Jacob Mackins had tried to kill me with. I also pocketed one of the pistols. 
Most of the seats at Blinkies were empty, except for some booths along the wall and in front of the windows. The lack of customers was probably due to the time of day. Still, I hoped it was partly because people were starting to resist the Sugar Trust.
As I walked into the cafe carrying a rifle, I attracted a few stares. But I maintained a casual demeanor, walking across the shiny black-and-white checkered floor, nodding and smiling to reassure everyone that everything was fine.
"How are you, Mrs. Chamberly?" I greeted a middle-aged lady who was watching me with admiration. She put her hand on her chest.
"Oh! I'm fine, Sheriff Dougals! I'm just glad you and the girls are safe after that terrible attack." "Thank you for your service, Sheriff Douglas," said an old lady with a bonnet on her head. "Whoever attacks our sheriff attacks the entire town. I can't imagine who would want to do such a thing!"
"Thugs!" Mrs. Chamberly said. "But we won't be intimidated. The whole town is behind you, Sheriff."
I smiled. "Thank you. I appreciate that."
Cavendish Grimm stood next to the counter, wearing a navy blue waistcoat with long tails. He stood rigidly, hands at his sides, watching his employees behind the counter like a prison guard overseeing inmates.
He fixed his cold blue eyes on me, briefly glancing at the rifle in my hands. I observed him closely, searching his body language for any indications that he may or may not have been involved in the plot to kill me.
But his high-bridged nose and high cheekbones were an expressionless mask. The only thing I saw in his eyes was a sharp, merciless calculation, like that of a shark.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Grimm," I said in a professional tone. "I'd like to talk with you for a moment. It won't take long."
He held my gaze for a moment, then replied casually. "Of course. Come to my office."
Grimm led me to a small, windowless room in the back, where a simple desk was located. I noticed a partly-eaten Gobbly on the desk. I gestured towards it with a smile.
"Did Benjamin Steeplefart bring that?"
A slight frown of irritation appeared on Grimm's forehead. "That's not relevant. Please have a seat." He pointed to a chair beside the desk. I sat down, placing the rifle across my knees, while Grimm settled into a swivel chair.
"Recognize this?" I asked, tapping the rifle with my index finger.
Grimm looked at it. "It's one of mine, of course. What about it?"
I watched him silently until he raised his eyebrows in question.
"What do you think, Mr. Grimm?" I asked. "Why do you think I've come here with this rifle?"
"I have no idea, Mr. Douglas. How would I know?"
"You know what happened on Main Street today?"
"Of course, I am aware of the attempt on your life," he said coolly, meeting my gaze. A slight smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. But he quickly regained his composure. "The entire town knows about it," he added.
I put my hand on the rifle. "This gun– your gun, as you said – was used in the attack."
"Mr. Douglas, please. When I said it was one of mine, I wasn't suggesting–"
"I know you didn't mean it was your personal gun," I interjected. "But your company manufactured it."
His eyes flashed with anger, and he raised his muscular hands. "So what? GrimmTech is the largest weapons manufacturing company on this side of the Meldevian Sea. We have clients all over the known world. It's impossible for me to keep track of where every product ends up."
The vein in his forehead bulged, revealing his tension. But then again, he was always high-strung.
I arched an eyebrow. "Don't you have protocols? Or do you sell to just anyone?"
"We do have protocols," he replied, sounding irritated.
"Do you sell to bounty hunters, for instance?"
"Not to outlaw bounty hunters like the ones you encountered today."
"So, you know who they were then?"
Grimm shrugged. "People have been talking about it non-stop," he said, gesturing towards the cafe. "How could I not know?"
"There's something curious about this particular weapon," I shifted gears. "Do you know what that peculiarity is?"
He answered matter-of-factly. "This rifle is designed to fire polarizing alloy ammunition. I believe that's what you're referring to."
"And what is polarizing alloy ammunition?"
"Special bullets, to put it simply. They're made from a polarizing alloy that has been enchanted with magic."
"For what purpose?"
He stared at me, a hint of contempt in his eyes, though he tried to appear nonchalant. "To resist magnetic manipulation." Tension filled the air. The clatter of dishes could be heard from the cafe. But in the office, everything was quiet. It felt like a showdown between two predators, each anticipating the other's move.
"And why would you create such a weapon?" I asked with a note of sarcasm.
Grimm cleared his throat. "Don't take it personally, Mr. Douglas, and don't imagine that it was designed with you in mind."
I raised an eyebrow. "Why else would you develop bullets that resist magnetic manipulation if not to target me?"
"I assure you, the design and production of these weapons, though recent, predates your arrival in this world. I can easily prove it with documentation."
"Will you provide that documentation?"
"Absolutely." He gestured toward the rifle, a glimmer of fondness in his eyes. "We began experimenting with polarizing alloy magitech in response to some of the research happening at Cutting Edge Laboratories."
"Meaning the X-19 project?" A knot twisted in my stomach.
"Yes, as well as the X-18 project."
I pondered his words. I had to admit, I could see his point about the polarizing alloy bullets not being intended for me specifically. It was clearly true, to an extent, because I hadn't even come into this world at that time.
On the other hand, they were designed to potentially target the X-19 project and other similar projects. And I was the outcome of the X-19 project. The important thing was, I was here now, and somebody was using Grimm's weapons to attempt to kill me.
Perhaps anticipating my thoughts, Grimm spoke defensively. "Understand this: there was no Mr. Brad Douglas back then. There were only the X-18 and X-19 projects. In other words, Magi-scientists were developing weapons that would utilize electromagnetic manipulation. We saw a business opportunity. That's all."
Leaning forward, I fixed my gaze on Grimm. "I understand the history, Mr. Grimm. And I get it. It's nothing personal, just business. But that's in the past. Right now, today, someone is using your weapons in a plot to kill me. I need to know who trafficked your weapons to known outlaws. I will not tolerate gunfire on Main Street. I'm working to restore peace and order in this town, and I need your cooperation."
Grimm, still defensive, sighed. "I am happy to provide you with the necessary documentation to prove that GrimmTech's sales are legitimate. Will that suffice?"
Leaning back in my chair, I responded, "I want more. I need to find out who might have acquired these weapons illegally. We need to put a stop to this before more people get hurt. Can you help me track down the source?"
Grimm hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "Alright, I'll cooperate. I certainly don't want my company involved in unlawful activities. But I need your assurance that you won't exploit this situation to damage GrimmTech's reputation."
I almost laughed. It was a bit rich for him to ask me to protect his company's reputation when he was doing everything he could to slander Ruby's Book Nook. Nonetheless, I nodded my agreement, offering a wry smile. "Don't worry, Mr. Grimm. I'm pursuing the criminals, not your business."
"Good. That's all I needed to hear, Mr. Douglas."
"Oh, I'll also need to examine the documentation regarding the design and engineering of these weapons."
Grimm's nostrils flared as he took a deep breath. "That is confidential information... but, never mind. I will get it to you, if necessary."
Reaching across his desk, he slid a notepad towards himself and wrote on it with a fountain pen. Then he tore the paper from the pad and handed it to me. "This is the address of my assistant in LaKru. If you require any other documents, contact him."
"All right. Thanks for your cooperation." I folded the small note and placed it in my pocket as I exited the room.






  
  Chapter ten

I walked briskly down Main Street towards the bookshop. Shadows stretched across the street as the sun descended behind the town's buildings, but there was still time to drop by Esmerelda's lab to give her the weapons. 
Although Grimm said he would give me the documents explaining how the magitech worked, I still wanted Esmerelda or another trusted scientist to examine the rifle and pistol. Perhaps Grimm would try to stall or back out of his promise to hand over the documents.
Passing the general store, I crossed the intersecting street and arrived at the block with women's clothing shops. I was somewhat surprised to see people milling about on Main Street as usual, despite the gunfight earlier. But I sensed they were determined not to be frightened. They were tired of being bullied, by mobsters and the government. And now that I was there to lead the way, they were emboldened.
A few ladies stopped and wanted to talk to me. They gathered around, preening their hair like flirty school girls.
"Sheriff Douglas! That was quite a scare. Are you okay?" one asked, putting her hand on my arm. "Gosh, that's a big gun you have there," she said, tracing her finger along the rifle barrel I was holding.
I smiled. "Sorry, ladies, but I can't stop at the moment. Enjoy your day."
As I reached the end of the block, I passed the lingerie shop on the corner. It was the shop where Poppina had bought the outfit she had worn in my bed. For a moment, all other thoughts dissolved as I remembered how the red satin strips crisscrossed Poppina's torso like a ribbon on a gift. How her little tits pressed against the fabric.
Suddenly, the blonde woman who worked in the shop burst through the door and ran towards me. "Hello, Miss Grable."
I had introduced myself to all the business owners and was trying to memorize their names. Her eyes were puffy and red, and she wiped away a tear.
"Hello, Sheriff Douglas. They've started it again. The extortion racket. He just came to my shop – the new guy. God, he's even scarier than Tiny." She glanced fearfully down the street.
I nodded. "Yeah, I met him." It didn't surprise me that Red Blarco had started the racket again. I had been waiting for him to do just that.
Her hands flew to her face. She looked across the cross-street, fingers trembling over her mouth. "There he is! He sees me. He knows I went to you." She backed away fearfully.
Glancing down the street, I spotted the monstrous goon standing with one foot on the steps of Sam's Saloon. He grinned maliciously, as if to say, "I know you know what I'm doing. Try to stop me."
I turned to the lady and rubbed her arm. "Don't worry, Miss Grable. I'll take care of it."
She hugged herself and gave me a brave smile. I could see in her eyes that she truly believed I would take care of it. And I damn well believed it too.
Red Blarco apparently wasn't a believer, though. Not yet, anyway. He strolled through the saloon doors, presumably to collect from Sam, without the slightest sign of concern. When you're that big, you're not afraid of anyone.
I will teach him to fear.
Crossing the intersecting street, I strode up to the saloon steps. As I approached the swinging doors, I glimpsed Blarco's massive, slumping back. He stood at the bar with a muscular hand on the counter, murmuring to Sam.
I heard Sam's voice, higher-pitched than usual. "Like hell I'm gonna pay."
The doors creaked open against my elbows as I walked in, holding the rifle in my hands. Blarco sneered.
"Well, look who it is. The sheriff." He glanced at the weapon.
"It's not loaded," I said casually. "Not that I need it." I set the rifle down on a table. The place was empty except for one smokey table of card players. Human men with unfamiliar faces. It was obvious they weren't from Pankaku. I'd been in town long enough to tell. They wore "modern" – 1920's style – suits and fedoras.
Their faces were hard and grim. They had to be Malone's men, the ones who'd set up shop at the Dragon's Den. Why were they here at the moment of my confrontation with Blarco? Was this arranged somehow? Were they armed with polarizing alloy bullets?
I channeled a huge amount of energy and created a powerful force field around myself. I wasn't in the mood for any more of Doc Wallis's surgeries. The gangsters clutched their cards, watching me. The floor creaked under my feet, and the tension was thick.
All eyes followed me across the saloon as I walked to the automatic piano and searched my pocket. I dropped a coin in, and the piano started playing a rag-time tune. "That's better," I said with a devil-may-care smile. "It was a little dreary in here."
I walked up to the counter, a few feet from Red Blarco. Sam had a rag resting on his shoulder. His jaw was tense. He was angry. The town had been bullied enough.
Blarco's breath almost blew down my neck as he loomed beside me. "As I was sayin', Sam here is about to pay up. Aren't ya, Sam?"
Without looking, I replied, "Shut up, Red. Sam, a whiskey please." As Sam poured out a shot, Blarco's ugly face twisted with malice. I saw him from the corner of my eye. His arrogance was palpable.
Sam set the glass on the counter. As I reached for it, Blarco swung his fist like a wrecking ball. I leapt away and kicked Blarco's tree-trunk leg as hard as I could. He stumbled.
"Oooh!" I heard groans of surprise from the mobsters. Blarco pivoted and lurched towards me. I sent brain-numbing energy waves to his head. He roared, stumbling faster towards me.
"That's not going to work on me!" His enormous hand reached for me. I dodged, doubling back toward the bar. Blarco lurched around.
"It worked on your pal Tiny," I said, attempting to provoke him.
His lipless mouth formed a ghastly smile. "Yeah, but I'm not Tiny."
Indeed, he remained remarkably alert despite my brain scrambling ability. Perhaps it was a testament to his sheer toughness. His beady black eyes stared at me sharply from under his brow. I increased the intensity of the brain-scrambling attack. He charged towards me, stumbling only slightly.
I shot a powerful ball of energy, large enough to have taken down Tiny Marco. But not large enough for this Red Blarco. He let out a puff of air through his nose and grabbed his stomach. But he quickly recovered and continued toward me at a slower pace. Gathering a massive amount of power, I released an XXL-sized energy ball, perfectly tailored for Red Blarco.
His arms flailed as it collided with him. He staggered backward, his frown deepening and his mouth hanging open. The gangsters sat motionless, still holding their cards or keeping their hands conspicuously on the table. They watched with interest, whispering to each other. But there were no signs they planned to support their colleague. This was apparently his fight.
Maybe the protection racket is not their department. As Blarco regained his footing, I hit him with another blast, this one about fifty percent bigger than the last. Unfortunately, the force of the blast sent him tumbling backwards, right into the saloon's window.
With a resounding crash, the glass shattered into a shower of glistening shards as the monster landed on the porch outside. The self-playing piano ended its tune. All was quiet except for Blarco's groaning and the tinkling of glass shards. I glanced at Sam with an apologetic grimace. He gripped his own hair as if he were about to yank it out. He indignantly looked at me.
"For Pete's sake, Brad! It would have been cheaper to pay the protection tax!"
"Sorry, Sam, I'll see what we can do to cover the damages. If the Reform Committee can't fund it, I'll pay out of my own pocket."
Sam waved his hand. "Aw, you don't have to do that. I didn't mean it. Just deal with him." He pointed at the broken window.
"No, no, Sam. I'll handle that. You won't have to pay a single coin to repair the damages."
I stepped over the shattered window frame onto the porch, where Red Blarco lay groaning. His massive form twitched, and his pain-filled eyes glared up at me.
I circled around him, pulling out my handcuffs. I doubted they would even fit his wrists. "Red Blarco, you're under arrest for extortion and assault."
"Yeah, yeah," he grunted, spitting out a shard of glass. "I guess you got me, Sheriff."
I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. "Smart move, Red. Roll onto your stomach, hands behind your back."
"Sure thing, Sheriff."
He shifted to his side and wiggled. I noticed he was reaching into a pocket on the leg of his trousers, but I stayed silent. Instead, I leaned over him with the handcuffs.
"Alright, buddy, let's go–"
"Arrrrrg!"
As expected, he swung a dagger at me. I jumped back, colliding with Sam just as he came through the saloon doors. "For Pete's sake!" he shouted as he fell backward.
Meanwhile, I fired a barrage of power blasts, each the size of a billiard ball, at Blarco's head. He slumped onto the worn wooden balcony floor, and dark red blood seeped through the cracks. Sam stood up, brushing himself off, breathless.
"Thanks, Brad, I– Oh for the love of God!" He gasped at the lifeless body. Blarco was not exactly beautiful to begin with, but he now presented a gruesome sight. Sam turned away, his hand covering his mouth. I patted him on the back.
"I'm really sorry about the mess, Sam."
"No, no. No need to apologize." He took the rag off his shoulder and wiped his forehead. Rendy's voice rang out. "That was amazing!" He hurried up the steps to the saloon and observed Blarco's remains. "Look at that, his head's all crushed!"
I grimaced and put my arm around Rendy, turning him towards the street. "It's probably best not to stare, my dude. It might give you nightmares. Go find the undertaker, alright?"
"Alright, Sheriff Douglas!" He ran off down the street. I returned through the saloon doors to have a chat with the gangsters.






  
  Chapter eleven

The mobsters remained seated at their table, although one was starting to stand up. He promptly settled back into his seat. I strolled up to the bar, grabbed my whiskey, downed it, and then placed some coins on the counter. 
Then I advanced towards the gangsters. Their faces displayed a mix of unease and curiosity. One man with a deep scar across his cheek glanced at me warily, his eyes flickering between the broken window and me. Another, older and fatter, shifted uncomfortably in his chair, his hand gripping the edge of the table. Their apparent leader, a grizzled figure with a dark fedora pulled low, stared intently.
"Blarco's dead," I stated.
The leader's mouth tightened. He leaned back in his chair, his fingers tapping slowly on the worn-out tabletop. The men exchanged glances.
"Red Blarco dead?" scarface muttered. "That's… impressive."
The leader looked at me skeptically. He nodded towards the broken window. "You really bumped him off?" he said in a gravelly voice.
"I didn't 'bump him off.' He tried to stab me, so I killed him."
"He's dead alright," Sam said from the bar. "Very dead. Go see for yourself."
The leader shrugged. "Should've placed a bet. Coulda cleaned up."
"You guys planning on continuing the extortion racket?" I asked calmly. "Because if you are, we're going to have a problem."
A sly grin appeared on the leader's lips. "Relax, Sheriff. We're not in that line. We're just here to get the Dragon's Den running again. Last time I checked, it wasn't against the law to run a club in this town."
I nodded slowly. "As long as you're not planning on continuing the shit the former owner was up to."
The leader grinned. "Please. We're not like that. We're businessmen. And we hope to establish a good working relationship with you, Sheriff."
Where have I heard that before? "Glad to hear it," I responded with a wry smile.

      ***As I descended the saloon stairs past Red Blarco's lifeless body, the evening air was already turning gray. A small gathering of people had formed. Down the street, I spotted Rendy running ahead of the undertaker, who wore a black suit and a tall hat.
"Good riddance!" an old toothless man seethed at the corpse. Then he beamed at me. "You're certainly cleaning up this town, Sheriff Douglas! I thankee! We all thankee!"
"No problem, Sir. Just doing my job."
A crisp breeze swept over me, carrying fallen leaves, as I turned and headed towards the bookshop. I wondered what the winters were like in Pankaku. Did they get much snow? The town would look adorable covered in a blanket of white.
Upon entering the shop, I found Crystal and Enka behind the counter. The hobgoblin stood at the sink washing dishes, while the goblin was drying them.
Crystal grinned at me. "Look who's back! Our superhero!"
I gave the two girls a humorous look. "Wow, look at the teamwork! I'm impressed."
"You should be," Enka said, drying a small dish with a dishtowel. "People were begging us for more Gobblies."
"Yup, pretty much," Crystal agreed.
"I'm really glad they were a hit, but I'm not surprised. I could eat them all day long."
Warm air washed over me from the other side of the shop, and I heard the cozy sound of a crackling fire. Turning, I saw that a log was burning in the fireplace. Ruby sat on the hearth beside the kittens, who were sleeping happily in their basket.
Poppina and Tristram were settled in the armchairs. Tristram was frowning thoughtfully, puffing on a wooden pipe. Poppina looked very comfortable. The feathers of her wings were all fluffed out and her eyes were half-closed.
"You guys look so cozy," I said, strolling over.
Ruby grinned at me, her tail wagging. "We thought it would be nice to have a fire."
"Good idea," I said, putting my hands in my pockets and watching the warm, flickering light of the fire.
Tristram lazily pulled out his pocket watch. "You still want to go up to LaKru tonight? It's getting a little late."
I nodded. "It is. Do you have time tomorrow?"
Poppina suddenly perked up and looked back and forth at me and Tristram. "Where are you guys going?"
"I can go in the morning after breakfast," Tristram said. "Around 9 o'clock?"
"Sounds good. I'll meet you at Stoneside."
Poppina leaned forward in her chair, brushing the tip of her wing against me. "Go where, Brad?" I looked down at her. She stuck out her lower lip and batted her eyes. "To LaKru."
She shifted in her seat. "Lakru, huh? Um–"
"No," Tristram said definitively.
Poppina scowled at him. "No, what? You didn't let me finish."
"I know what you were about to say, and the answer is no."
"Yeah, well I wasn't talking to you anyway, muttonhead!"
She looked at me, making her voice as sweet as honey. "Brad, may I come with you to LaKru?" She stuck out her lower lip even further than before, turning it down so I could see the glistening inner lip. Her big brown eyes looked up at me imploringly. Almost as a reflex, I nearly leaned down and kissed her.
But I stopped myself. "Er, well, we're just going to Esmerelda Klingspawn's lab."
Poppina's eyes brightened. "The scientist lady who brought you into this world? Sounds interesting. I wanna come."
I shrugged. "Well, if you want to, sure."
"Yay!" She grinned and gave her brother a sidelong look. Tristram was about to protest when he suddenly did a double-take, looking at my shirt. "Good heavens, is that blood?" He used his pipe to point at my white shirt.
Looking down, I saw that it had, indeed, been splattered with a bit of blood. "That would belong to Red Blarko, a pal of Tiny Malone's. Let's just say we got into an altercation at Sam's."
Ruby stood up to see my shirt better, her little button nose wiggling as she sniffed in my direction. "Are you okay?"
I chuckled. "I'm fine."
The dog girl scampered up next to me, her ears pinned back. "Oh, Brad. There are so many people trying to hurt you!" She leaned against me, avoiding the bloodstain, and hugged me. "Don't worry, baby. Nobody's gonna hurt me." I bent down and kissed her hair.
After a minute, Ruby stepped back and put her hands on her hips. "Alright, you better take that shirt off now, and I'll wash it."
"Hang on a minute, tell us what happened first," Tristram demanded. I told them about Red Blarco's brief career as Tiny's replacement and explained how he met his gruesome end on the porch of Sam's Saloon.
After that, Tristram yawned and looked at his pocket watch. "Well, shall we head home, Poppina? We can catch the last omnibus if we go now."
"We're going to make dinner in a minute, want to join us?" Crystal said from behind the counter. The dishes were cleaned, and now she was wiping the counter while Enka swept the floor.
"No, thank you," Tristram said, rising from his chair. "I have to get back. There are some legal documents I'll have to read tonight since I won't have time in the morning. Well, are you ready, Poppina?"
The bird girl's feathers were poofed out again, and her eyes were shut. She was slowly leaning forward, apparently about to topple out of the chair.
"Oh, she's so cute!" Ruby cooed.
Tristram clapped his hands. "Hello, Poppina!"
She started and glanced around in confusion, then screwed up her face at her brother. "Oh, you bean brain! Why did you do that? Wait till I scratch your eyes out." She raised a leg towards him, trying to grab with her talons. I looked at the meaty roundness of her hip under the satin of her dress, which was riding up to reveal the smooth white skin of her thigh. My eyes followed her long, athletic leg down to its funny little bird foot.
Seeing my gaze, Poppina lowered her leg, curling both feet under the chair. Then she smiled sweetly. "Good night, Brad. Hug?" She stood up, slightly extending her wings and taking tiny steps towards me.
I smiled and hugged her. "Good night, Poppina."
The bird girl turned to Ruby. "Night, Roobs!" She bounced up to the dog girl and gave her a kiss on each cheek.
"Night, Poppina! Thanks for your help with the Gobblies party."
As Tristram bowed his goodnight and strolled towards the door, Poppina skipped across the shop to the counter. "Night Enka! Night Crystal!" She gave each of them kisses on their cheeks and then danced out the door like a fairy.
"That girl's so full of beans," Ruby said, chuckling as she locked the door and flipped the sign to 'Closed.'
"She is a lot of fun," Enka said. "I like her." Dishes clattered as she put them away under the counter.
"Cute little body too, huh Brad?" Crystal said, wiggling her eyebrows. I rolled my eyes. "Whatever."
Ruby wore a thoughtful expression as she tidied up the shop and filled a bowl of water for the kittens. Her quiet mood persisted as we ate dinner upstairs. I noticed her watching me a couple of times.
I gave her a quizzical smile, and she averted her gaze to her plate of chicken and vegetables. A peculiar little smile appeared on her lips. I chuckled. "What's on your mind, Roobs? Something's obviously bothering you."
She jumped slightly and looked around the table. Everyone was staring at her. "Me? Um, no, it's nothing."
Crystal smirked. "Come on, Roobs. You've been acting strange since Poppina and Tristram left."
Ruby fidgeted with her fingers. "Oh, yeah. Well, I was thinking, maybe... Oh, gosh. Well, I just..."
"Come on, spit it out," Enka interjected.
Ruby glanced at me. "Maybe you should invite Poppina to... you know."
I arched an eyebrow. "Do I?"
Crystal laughed at me, then leaned over and rubbed Ruby's arm. "What she's trying to say is, why don't you ask Poppina to join our harem? Isn't that right, Roobs?"
Ruby clenched her jaw with determination and nodded. "Mm hm."
I chuckled in surprise. "Really? Where is this coming from?"
Ruby's mouth formed a small 'o'. "Well, she's been spending so much time with us lately. It feels like she's practically part of the family, you know?"
"And she's been helping us out in the bookshop," added Crystal.
"Exactly. Plus, we know that you have feelings for her. Even if you won't admit it, we can see the way you look at her. And she sees it too. It's not fair to her because she's in love with you, and she's hoping–"
"In love with me?"
"Of course! It's obvious. And whether you meant to or not, you've made her believe that you feel the same way about her."
Enka nodded in agreement, saying, "Uh huh, that's right. You say it, girl."
I glanced at the goblin. "Hold on a minute, did you guys already discuss this amongst yourselves?"
Ruby adjusted her glasses, assuming a diplomatic air. "Yes. We talked it through, and then we decided that I would bring it up with you." She looked down, her cheeks turning red.
I shook my head in disbelief. "Wow, Poppina really managed to win you guys over. Funny thing is, I've been meaning to discuss this with all of you."
"You have?" Ruby perked up, her ears twitching.
"Yes. So, the next step is to talk to Count Steerfast and explain my intentions for his daughter, and request his blessing. I'll try to arrange a meeting with him tomorrow evening."
Ruby adjusted her glasses.
"By the way, there's a bookshop in LaKru. It's called Pillars Books, I believe. Would you mind stopping by and checking it out for me?"
"I don't want to be too long up there, but, sure I could do that for you, Roobs. Are you looking for a specific book?"
She shook her head. "Not really. I'm just curious about the types of books they have and their prices."
"Alright. I wouldn't mind exploring LaKru a bit, anyway."
I put down my fork and rested my chin on my palm, deep in thought. In fact, it was crucial to gather as much information as possible about the LaKruans. After all, they were our adversaries, a foreign power that presumed to rule Pankaku. And they were far from benevolent. They had totalitarian ambitions.
"What are you thinking about, Mr. Serious?" Crystal asked, taking a bite of chicken with her fork.
"Just that I'll need to learn everything I can about the LaKruans in order to oppose them."
"Oppose them?" Crystal said, grinning a hobgobliny grin. She whispered with a conspiratorial air, as if we were plotting a revolution. "You plan to overthrow those bastards?"
"Well, I don't know. Count Steerfast and Tristram have some very radical ideas. The count talks about having harems with lots of babies as a way of becoming more independent and opposing LaKru. It's a long-term strategy."
Enka gave me a sly grin. "But you already started resisting as soon as you got here, practically. Right?" Her eyes twinkled with understanding. I knew exactly what she meant. I smiled back at her.
Ruby looked puzzled. "W-what do you mean, Enka?"
The goblin shrugged. "Why don't you ask Brad?"
"She's referring to the fact that I destroyed their Peeper."
Ruby and Crystal exchanged surprised glances. "That was you!"
I chuckled. "Of course it was."
"I knew it!" Enka exclaimed.
Crystal sat up straight, placing her hands on the table. "So the revolution has already begun."
"Well, not exactly. Don't grab your pitchfork just yet. Call it a 'resistance,' I guess. But, frankly, we've got more immediate things to worry about at the moment."






  
  Chapter twelve

The grand entrance hall of Stoneside, adorned with polished oak, echoed with the knocking of our boots against the marble floor. Tristram led the way through the front doors, past the fountain and the hedges. 
Poppina skipped alongside me. She was radiant with pearls around her neck and a dropped-waist dress that billowed against her slender figure. A fashionable white shawl rested over her shoulders, and her favorite cloche hat adorned her head.
Tristram made his way across the lawn, where the Steerfast's small airship awaited. I admired the hull, engraved with delicate filigree and fitted with whirring gears. Poppina squealed and ran ahead of me, her wings twitching with excitement. I chuckled. Her enthusiasm was infectious.
Reaching up, Tristram opened a hatch and pulled the ladder down. "All aboard!" he called, before climbing up the ladder.
Flapping her wings, Poppina jumped to the top of the ladder, using her wings to maintain balance. She disappeared into the vessel with an excited giggle. I followed suit, climbing into the interior, which was adorned with leather seats. The scent of engine oil and steam hung in the air as Tristram manipulated the control panel.
I sat down next to Poppina. She beamed at me. "Can you believe this is only the second time I've ever ridden in this thing? Tristy never lets me."
"Nonsense," Tristram said. "I'm letting you now." He pulled a lever. With a loud hiss of steam and whirring gears, the propellers started to spin.
Slowly, the airship ascended, with the Steerfast estate sinking beneath us. With a final surge of power, the small airship gracefully lifted into the sky. As the landscape below transformed into a patchwork of rolling hills, I spotted two distant towns.
"Can we see the big city from here?" I asked.
"You can see Tbloor on a clear day if you look closely," Tristram said. "Out that way."
I turned to look where he was pointing. However, in the distance, the landscape disappeared into a shining haze of white.
"The city's right on the Gray Strait," he explained. "It spends most of its time hiding in fog."
"So you don't like it?"
"Tbloor? Miserable place. Grumpy people, bad weather, ghastly food. No, thank you. Pankaku is far superior."
Poppina placed her wing on my arm. "Don't listen to him. I'm sure it's not that bad. I would love to go there someday. Maybe you and I can go together one of these days."
I smiled. "Yeah, maybe." She sighed and rested her head on my shoulder.

      ***The secretary of Cutting Edge Laboratories led us into Dr. Esmerelda Klingspawn's lab. We were greeted by the sound of bubbling beakers and the sterile scent of antiseptic. Dr. Klingspawn wore her form-fitting white lab coat, her ample bosom straining against the black buttons. A hint of red lipstick adorned her lips, contrasting with her hazel eyes that sparkled behind her oversized glasses. She walked in black high-heeled shoes that echoed on the linoleum floor.
Esmerelda was furious when I showed her the weapons and explained what had happened. "I had no idea they were developing that kind of magitech. Not that it's surprising. GrimmTech is very secretive."
She huffed in frustration, stomping a heel on the floor and making her breasts jiggle under the lab dress. "Oh! Cavendish Grimm. I could scratch his eyes out!"
Poppina smiled at Esmerelda. "You're like a momma bear. Protective of your cub."
"I'm not her cub," I protested, shooting a look at the bird girl.
"That's right, Poppina," Esmerelda said. "I am like a momma bear."
"Anyway, what do you think about the explanation Grimm gave me? The Polarizing Alloy Ammunition?"
Esmerelda pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose, adopting her professional air. "As far as the magi-science goes, I think what he said is probably true. It sounds like they were designing weapons to disrupt electromagnetic fields generated by individuals with abilities like yours."
She walked to the table, where I had placed the weapons, and picked up one of the bullets. She held it up, examining it. "I suspect these bullets are enchanted with magic that interferes with the natural flow of electromagnetic energy. They likely create a localized disruption in the electromagnetic field, interfering with your ability to manipulate it."
Tristram stood with his hands in his pockets, listening intently. "That is very troubling. Very troubling indeed."
Poppina's forehead creased with an anxious frown. "But– but Brad stopped the bullets easily. I was there. Those bad guys had no chance!"
Esmerelda put her hand on the harpy's shoulder. "I agree with you, Poppina. The magical effect of the bullets is localized and temporary. However…"
Esmerelda sighed and looked at me. There was serious concern in her eyes, and it wasn't just her overactive mothering instinct. "We don't know what other weapons GrimmTech has developed, or may develop in the future, based on this new magi-tech. It could potentially give someone the ability to level the playing field against you, Brad. And that's concerning."
Poppina ruffled her wings and sidled up to me, leaning against me. "You'll be alright, Brad... Right?" She rested her chin on my chest, gazing up at me.
I patted her head. "I'll be fine. But it's not about me. I need to put an end to all of this. GrimmTech, The Sugar Trust, the mobsters, all the chaos going on in our town – it needs to stop."
Grimm's weapons didn't particularly scare me. Maybe it was overconfidence, but I felt ready for whatever came my way. Still, I couldn't shake the feeling that powerful enemies were lurking just around the corner, plotting something big.

      ***Esmerelda promised to examine the guns more closely to confirm how the magi-tech worked and to see what else she could learn. Before we parted ways, I asked her about Pillars Bookstore. She gave us directions, and since it wasn't far, we decided to walk there.
I always enjoyed walking around a new city. It's the best way to get to know a place. Walking down the road from Cutting Edge Labs, several motorcars sped past us, leaving behind exhaust fumes and dust. After a few blocks, we reached the downtown area. The problem was, everything looked the same. All the buildings were monotonous utilitarian structures, many of them multi-storied. It was difficult to find any memorable landmarks.
That might have made it easy to get lost. However, the city was designed on a grid plan, and the street numbers were marked on corner buildings. "Well, at least the LaKruans are logical," I said. "I'll give them that."
"They're a bunch of awful bores, that's what they are," Poppina said.
The air hummed with the clatter of motorcars as we entered the downtown core. The sidewalk was filled with bland frock coats and elongated foreheads topped with fedoras. The crowds thickened, and we weaved through the somber LaKruans.
"It's lunch hour," Tristram said, checking his pocket watch. "I suppose people are out on their breaks."
After a few blocks, we crossed a broad boulevard that appeared almost pleasant. It had a grassy median in the middle, planted with trees. They were sickly trees, mind you, but at least the LaKruans had made some effort.
Tristram stopped and pointed down the boulevard. "If you look straight this way, you can see the Stellik, the seat of government. It's the only mildly pretty building in LaKru."
"Lemme see! Lemme see!" Poppina exclaimed.
"You've seen it before," Tristram grumbled, rolling his eyes.
"Not since I was a kid!" Looking down the boulevard, we saw a building that was somewhat grand, at least by LaKruan standards. It was large and box-shaped, but the entrance was adorned with rather impressive columns.
"There are many other government buildings around here," Tristram said as we crossed the boulevard and continued down the busy street. "Father's office is around here."
"Where?" Poppina asked, excited. "Can we go see it?"
"Certainly not. We don't have time to give you a sightseeing tour. Besides, when have you ever been interested in Father's work?"
"Oh, don't start! I just wanna see it, that's all."
As the siblings began to bicker, I suddenly sensed someone watching us.






  
  Chapter thirteen

It wasn't my superpower sixth-sense that tipped me off, because I didn't feel any obvious ill will directed at us. I just had that uncomfortable feeling of being observed. Glancing over my shoulder, I scanned the crowd but nothing stood out. 
"Something wrong?" Tristram asked.
Poppina fluttered her wings and followed my gaze. "What do you see, Brad?"
I shook my head. "Nothing. I just thought someone was watching us. Probably just paranoid."
Indeed, as we looked around, some of the LaKruans glared at us as they hurried past.
"Well, we have been attracting a few stares," Tristram said.
"Yeah, it was probably nothing. Alright, a couple more blocks and we take a right."
We continued down the street, taking a right on Seventh Avenue as Dr. Klingspawn had directed. Pillars Books was a three-story shop crammed with books. Two LaKruans stood near the door as we walked in. They were in the middle of a discussion and didn't immediately notice us.
"The crystalline intelligence observes the quest for knowledge," I thought I heard one of them murmur, though I couldn't make any sense of his words. His long fingers brushed delicately over a black book.
His companion, with his drab suit and bespectacled gaze, nodded. "Right, Glimmeraith, right. The philosopher Herdinus spoke of crystalline minds connected to the ether. An intelligence awakens within them, and–"
"Good day, may I help you?" the shopkeeper said, more as a statement than a question. He gave us an irritated look, as if he wanted us to go away.
The two LaKruans cut off their conversation. They turned and studied me, Poppina, and Tristram.
"Just came to look around," I said with a smile.
The shopkeeper gave me a sour look and walked to the counter, ignoring us. The other two murmured something. Then they returned the black book to its shelf and departed.
"Doesn't seem like we're very welcome here," I said to Tristram.
He rolled his eyes. "Typical LaKruans."
I looked at the shelf where Glimmeraith and his friend had found the black book. All the titles seemed as obscure as the conversation I'd overheard.
"Occult nonsense," Tristram said, standing beside me. "LaKruans have a love for abstraction."
Looking around the other sections, I found the books were all about geometry, mathematics, and many other abstract and theoretical subjects, some of them esoteric.
Poppina yawned, stretching her wings. "You guys wanna get some grub?"
"You don't want LaKruan food, trust me," Tristram said, grimacing.
"Alright, let's head home," I said.
Leaving the shop, I happened to glance across the street. My eyes settled on a figure that looked disturbingly familiar. I only caught a glimpse. But I distinctly saw the high collar and a broad-brimmed hat pulled down low. The face was concealed, but I knew the trench-coated figure was watching me.
And I was sure it was X-18.
Motorcars trundled past, momentarily blocking my view. When I looked again, the figure had already vanished into the crowd. I turned to Poppina and Tristram. "Stay here!"
"What is it?" Tristram shouted as I crossed the street.
Searching among the sea of monotonous suits, I saw no trench coat. Only the disapproving faces of LaKruans who frowned at me like I was mad. I checked a nearby sidestreet and looked up at the rooftops. Eventually, I gave up and crossed the street, returning to my friends.
"Well?" Tristram said. "What was that all about?"
"Thought I saw X-18."
Tristram gaped at me. "Good god. Are you sure?"
"Not entirely. But pretty sure. It wasn't out to attack me, though, at least not now. And it wasn't using its disorientation power on me, assuming it was X-18."
Poppina snuggled up to me. "You mean the guy who stabbed you with the sword, right? Oh, gosh, that gives me the heebie-jeebies!"
Tristram ran a hand through his floppy hair. "That's unsettling. I thought X-18 was supposed to be locked up or something?"
"That's what Esmerelda kept telling me. Maybe we should go see her now, before we head back."

      ***Esmerelda was as shocked as I was, if not more. "Are you sure, Bradley?" she said, taking my hand and squeezing it, her eyes filled with concern.
"It's Brad, remember?" I slipped my hand out of her grasp. "It certainly looked like the same individual who attacked me."
"Was he carrying his staff?" I frowned."Is it a he? I wasn't sure if it even had a sex. I thought maybe it was a robot or something."
Esmerelda shrugged. "You would have a better idea of that than I do. I've never seen X-18."
"Well, anyway, I couldn't tell if he or she or it had the staff." I sighed. "I do wonder what's underneath that hat. Is it even a person?"
"Maybe it's a golem or demon," Tristram said darkly.
Poppina sucked in a breath. "Ew! You don't really think so, do you?"
"You never know."
We all gave Esmerelda a questioning look, but she threw up her hands. "I really have no idea what's under that hat. Dr. Crestfagin told me nothing about his project. Anyway, Brad…" She walked up close, running her hands over my lapels picking off lint.
I looked at her hands. "Uh, what are you doing?"
Esmerelda sighed. "I just– I don't want to alarm you, but be careful. I don't like all this stuff that's going on." She started adjusting my collar.
I pushed her hands away. "I'll be fine, don't worry." I held onto her hands to keep them away.
She squeezed my fingers. "By the way, how's the baby-making going?"
Poppina's mouth fell open. She scurried towards me, grabbing my arm with her wings. "What? You guys are makin' babies?"
I recoiled from both of them. "No! I mean… No."
I denied it because I didn't feel like talking about it. It was too complicated. The topic of children had come up a few times with Ruby, Enka, and Crystal. We all agreed that we wanted kids, but perhaps not yet.
Even so, every time I slept with Ruby, she'd start moaning about how she wanted to be my ‘bitch’ and have my ‘litter.’ I was coming inside her and Crystal, but they were both taking an elixir that supposedly prevented pregnancy.
I was also coming inside the goblin, but we both settled on the idea that it was very unlikely she'd get pregnant because cross-species pregnancies almost never happened. And if she did get pregnant, great, we'd have a cute little half-breed baby.
Dr. Klingspawn crossed her arms, squishing her breasts together under the tight lab coat. She eyed me skeptically. "You expect us to believe you're not putting that superhero sperm of yours into those cute little monster girls?"
I gave her a wry smile. "Here you go again with your fetish."
Esmerelda's cheeks reddened. "F-fetish? I don't have a fetish. What are you talking about?" She chortled and primped her hair.
"Maybe you're the one who should get pregnant," I said. "You talk about it so much."
Her eyes widened, then she looked away and nervously adjusted her hair. "Me? Well, you know, I always wanted children. I guess I was just too focused on my career and never met the right guy. I mean, LaKruan men are... not my type."
She suddenly looked up, embarrassed. She glanced between me, Poppina, and Tristram and laughed nervously. "Sorry. I was rambling."
Tristram was already edging towards the exit, and I was ready to make an escape too. "Alright, well, see you later."
"I wanna have babies, too!" Poppina blurted out. "Every two months, when I lay an egg, I cry and cry."
Esmerelda made a sympathetic face. "Oh, sweetie."
"Yeah, it's hard sometimes." The harpy held the curves of her wings up to her chin, looking at the floor with far-away eyes. "I made a nest in my bedroom. It's really cozy. I like to sit in it sometimes. Anyway, that's where I always lay my egg, and…I sit on the egg for hours and just… cry."
Tristram shifted uncomfortably. "Alright, Poppina, we don't need to hear about your eccentric habits."
She turned on him. "It's not a habit, you dingbat! Oh, how would you understand, anyway? You're a boy!"
I smiled in bemusement. "Actually, I was wondering about that. I mean, I didn't know if you laid eggs or… how that worked."
Esmerelda smiled coyly. "Oh, yes, the harpy reproductive cycle is a very interesting subject."
"But why do you sit on the egg and cry?" I asked, genuinely perplexed.
Poppina looked at me with heartbreakingly sad eyes, then averted her gaze to the floor.
Dr. Klingspawn put a motherly arm around the harpy. "Because, Brad, the eggs aren't fertilized, so she knows they won't hatch," Esmerelda said softly. Poppina nodded in agreement, still looking at the ground. She drew in a shaky breath.
"And why she spends hours sitting on them is beyond me," Tristram muttered.
Poppina looked up, sniffling. "Shut up. You never understand anything! You always say things just to hurt me." She used the bend of her wings to wipe tears from her eyes.
Tristram's mouth fell open in surprise. "I… I do not! Where did you get that from? That's not true."
Esmerelda rubbed Poppina's shoulder. Poppina rested her head on Esmerelda's boob as if she was a mama bird. "She's exhibiting normal behavior for a harpy, and you shouldn't shame her," Dr. Klingspawn said. "Laying an egg makes her broody. It's instinctual."
"Yeah, Tristram! What'dya say about that? Huh, buster?" Poppina's eyes were still puffy, but her tears had turned to anger. She ran towards her brother, her face filled with rage.
Tristram backed away, holding his hands out. "Alright, Poppina, calm down."
She kicked her foot out and tried to claw Tristram's trousers. He leapt back. "Good heavens, Poppina!"
"Apologize!"
Tristram gave her a baffled look. "I–I'm sorry. Really. It was never my intention to hurt you." Somewhat appeased, Poppina turned away, pouting.
"I didn't know you were so sensitive," Tristram added.
Poppina's head snapped back towards her brother. "Sensitive!"
"I didn't mean..."
I stepped between them. Smiling at Tristram, I took hold of Poppina's shoulders. "Hey, what's going on? Don't get upset."
Maybe it was because she'd gotten so worked up. Or perhaps all the talk about egg-laying got her juices flowing. But she let out a heavy sigh and fell against me, letting her little body go so limp that I had to take her into my arms or she'd slump to the floor.
She giggled, nestling her face against my chest. Her hat fell off, and I found myself admiring her tousled hair. "Mmm, Brad." She wrapped her wings around me. My manhood stiffened, pressing against my underwear. Her lithe body was soft and yielding in my hands.
Esmerelda looked extremely pleased. She put a hand on her hip. "I'll tell you what this girl needs. She needs to copulate with a good, strong male. Her body is telling her she needs sperm."
Poppina squealed, squirming against me. "Yeah, I need it."
"If there are egg cells inside her, the sperm will fertilize them," Esmerelda assured me.
"Oh, I'd sit on that egg all day long!" Poppina crooned. "I'd take such good care of it, Brad. I would."
"I'm sure you would," I murmured, trying to free myself from her embrace.
Tristram cleared his throat loudly. "Well! I'll be outside starting up the airship."
Pulling Poppina away from me, I held her at arm's length. She smiled dreamily at me.
"Actually, we should go," I said to Esmerelda. "I'm curious though... Would my sperm really work on a harpy girl?"
"Oh, I'm sure it would, Brad," Poppina said passionately. Her eyes gleamed with desire.
Esmerelda scanned me from head to toe. "Of course it would work. With superhero sperm like yours?"
Poppina flicked her hair and tried to move closer to me, but I held her back. I gave Esmerelda a disbelieving glance. "Really, even though we're different species?"
Dr. Klingspawn grinned widely. "Even with different species. Goblins, for instance. Dog girls. Hobgoblins. If you keep copulating with them, they're bound to get pregnant."
Poppina sighed. Her face was completely flushed, and she gazed at me with glazed eyes. I picked up her hat from the floor and offered it to her. "Here. Let's go."
But her eyes suddenly turned sad. Worry creased her forehead. She spoke in a small voice. "Brad? Do – do you like me? Or am I an eccentric weirdo, like Tristram said?"
I chuckled. "You are definitely eccentric, but I like that about you. Come on, let's put this hat on you."
She leaned forward and allowed me to pull the cloche hat down over her head. Then she looked up at me with sparkling eyes, taking my arm as we exited Cutting Edge Laboratories.






  
  Chapter fourteen

"He's dead! The Viper's dead!" Rendy exclaimed, jumping out of his seat as I entered the bookshop. 
I had just returned from LaKru and was hastily removing my coat, eager to grab a bite to eat. Well, that plan was ruined. My brow furrowed. "What?"
"Yeah, it just happened an hour ago."
"Shit." I shrugged my coat back on.
Ruby offered me a sympathetic look from behind the counter. "I'm sorry, Brad."
I headed for the door, catching Ruby's cute little face, still watching me. She seemed concerned. I flashed her a reassuring smile. "Don't worry, babe. Everything'll be alright."
Enka came out from behind the counter, untying Ruby's apron from around her waist. "Can I come? I wanna see," she said.
I couldn't see a reason why not. She had done well in the gunfight. She deserved a little reward. "Sure," I said, heading out the door. I walked briskly down Main Street, Rendy jogging alongside me. Enka rushed out of the shop a moment later, adjusting her cowgirl hat as she followed us.
"I think old Joe's lost it," Rendy commented.
"What are you talking about?"
"Gone mad, I mean. He claims you entered the jailhouse and knocked him out, and when he woke up, the Viper was dead."
"Me? Okay, that's weird.”
"Witchcraft!" Enka chimed in, running beside me.
She had to move her little shortstack legs quickly to keep up. I tried to ignore her tits as they knocked around inside her gingham shirt, but it was difficult. She looked too adorable in her cowgirl getup. And she looked even cuter when she scrunched her face in distaste. "Black magic, that's what it is. I don't like this at all."
"If you're too scared, you can go back to the shop," I teased her.
The goblin's eyes flashed. "Hell no! I'm coming! I'm just sayin'... It's gotta be a witch or warlock or something."
"Well, at least it's not a vampire or succubus," I said with a playful smirk.
"New folks came to town last night," Rendy added. "I came to tell you this morning, but you were already gone."
"Who are they? What did you observe?"
"Nothing. I didn't see them. I just noticed an automobile parked outside the Dragon's Den this morning. It wasn't there yesterday, and we've never had a car like that in town."
"Are you sure?"
"Of course! There have only ever been two automobiles in Pankaku, and that ain't one of them. There are definitely new thugs at the Den."
"Need to burn that place to the ground," I muttered.

      ***Joe was angry with himself. I could tell. He sat on the desk holding an ice pack to the back of his head. His other hand was clenched into a fist.
"The door opens and you walk in," he explained, recounting what had happened. "Obviously, it wasn't actually you. I know it sounds insane, but... the man I saw looked like you. Now, I believe it was an illusion. My eyes were tricked by some evil spell. I'm sorry, Sheriff."
"Well, this was certainly unexpected. It could have fooled anyone." I tried to console him.
"Sounds like a case of glamor magic," Doc Wallis interjected. He was already in the cell when we arrived, examining Mackins' corpse. He seemed more sober than usual. "I'm no expert on this subject, but I believe it involves creating charms or illusions to alter the perceptions of the victims."
Enka hooked her thumbs into her belt. "Witchcraft, like I said."
"Yeah, had me completely fooled," Joe said. "He said he needed the files on the prisoner. So, I opened the cabinet and started searching through the files. Then something hit me on the head from behind, and I was knocked out."
"Was he alone?"
"As far as I could tell. There might have been more men outside, though. I don't know for sure."
The keys, taken from Joe, were still in the cell door. Mackins was sprawled on his back on the floor, one hand on his stomach, the other on the ground. His bowler hat sat a few feet from his head.
Mackins' face was ghastly, with bulging eyes and purplish skin. Doc Wallis pointed to his neck. "Strangulation. We can see ligature marks and bruising, probably from a struggle."
I scanned the floor carefully. "Anything else?"
"That's it," Doc Wallis said, picking up his doctor's bag and standing up. I glanced at Joe.
"I didn't find any other evidence, Sheriff," he said, wincing from the pain.
I gestured towards Doc's bag. "Got anything in there to help Joe out?"
"Already gave him some tablets and treated his wound. It was a doozy. Nothing serious, though. He'll be fine."
"Thanks, Doc."
I paced around the cell, scanning the crime scene, then stopped. The hat caught my eye. On a whim, I picked it up and examined it closely. When I'd searched Mackins earlier, I hadn't paid much attention to his hat. I wasn't expecting to find anything, but I looked inside it.
Running my fingers along the inner sweatband, I discovered a small, folded-up piece of paper.
"Find something?" Rendy said. He was standing outside the cell, leaning against the bars.
"Yeah, maybe."
I tossed the hat aside and unfolded the paper. A note was scribbled on it:
Holoboor Rd.
Unit 37
38 - 17 - 0 - 13
Enka came up beside me. "What is it?"
I showed her the paper. She placed her little green hand on my wrist and turned it to get a better view.
"Looks like the combination for a lock," I said. "Does anyone know Holoboor Road?"
Doc Wallis's bushy eyebrows furrowed. "Definitely nowhere around here."
"Sure, I know Holoboor Road," Joe said. "It's in Tbloor. On the edge of town where the factories are."
"Any storage facilities out there?"
Joe shrugged. "Couldn't tell ya."
Examining the paper, I noticed that it was torn across the top where it had apparently been ripped from a notepad. The bottom tip of a letterhead was visible, but most of it was missing. I could only see the lower tips of a few letters. Enka was thinking the same thing. "Too bad we can't see what logo that was," she said, tracing her finger over it.
I suddenly remembered something. "Hey... wait a minute. Hold this." I handed her the paper. She looked up at me from beneath the brim of her cowgirl hat as I reached into my coat pocket, fishing for the note that Cavendish Grimm had given me. I remembered that it had the GRIMMTECH letterhead on it. Taking out the note, I held it next to the one from Mackins' hat.
The papers were the same size, texture, and color. Placing Mackins' note on top of the one from Grimm, the markings at the top aligned perfectly with the letterhead. The bottom tips of the letters on Mackin's note came from the 'E-C-H' in the GRIMMTECH letterhead. The tear was slightly diagonal, causing the 'GRIMM' part to be completely torn off.
"Look at that!" Enka exclaimed. "It's identical!"
"Yup, and I received this note directly from Cavendish Grimm himself."
Enka scoffed. "Hmph! I can't wait to hear how he's gonna explain this one."
"What are you going to do now?" Rendy asked. "Arrest him?"
"No." I carefully folded both notes and placed them in my coat pocket. "Now we need to build a case. It's time to talk to the Steerfasts and devise a plan."
"You're going up to Stoneside?" Enka asked. I could see she wanted to tag along. I wouldn't have minded. It was great to see her taking an interest in sheriffing. But I had my reasons for wanting her to stay in town.
"I want you to stay at the shop. You're the only other gun we've got."
Her eyes widened in surprise. She straightened up a bit, her cheeks turning slightly red with pride. "You... You want me to watch out for bad guys?"
"I'm not suggesting you go looking for trouble. But in case things take a turn for the worse, I'll feel more at ease knowing you're here. You can use your rifle, if absolutely necessary. It's a worst-case scenario."
Enka stumbled over her words for a moment, her hand reaching up to play with her jet black hair. "Well, okay, I guess you're right. Hey, maybe I should teach Crystal to shoot! She said she was interested. She loves the cowgirl style."
"That's a good idea. Can you take her out early in the mornings, before the shop opens? Maybe we can even convince Ruby to join."
Enka smiled. "I doubt it. Ruby won't even look at a gun, let alone touch one. But yeah, I'll see if Crystal wants to go out tomorrow morning--"
I leaned down towards her. She abruptly stopped talking, closing her eyes and tilting her face to meet me as I kissed her soft lips.
Her eyes fluttered open. "What was that for?" she breathed.
I smiled. "I just felt like kissing you. I don't need a reason, do I?"






  
  Chapter fifteen

I spent the rest of the day at Stoneside with Tristram. We discussed the most effective way to build a case given the rampant corruption in the system. There could be numerous obstacles, ranging from bribed officials to legal loopholes and political interference from high-ranking offices. 
We talked for at least two hours, sitting amidst the book-lined walls of the study. Poppina insisted on joining us, assuring Tristram she wouldn't interrupt. She claimed to be interested in the case. To her credit, she remained silent. She sat on the couch, observing us with focused concentration.
Despite the corruption, Tristram remained optimistic. He knew trustworthy people on the inside, individuals who supported the Reform Committee's agenda. To begin with, the city of Tbloor had a police force, and Count Steerfast knew some honest individuals within the force. They would be able to investigate "Holoboor Rd, Unit 37."
The count also had connections with at least one judge who wasn't corrupt. Tristram was confident that I'd be able to obtain a warrant to search Grimm's offices and his Pankaku residence.
Count Steerfast arrived home late in the afternoon, having spent the day at the Pankaku town hall. The town hall was an unassuming red-brick building on the edge of a pleasant park with a fountain. No one talked much about it because it wasn't really a locus of power. The mayor, such as he was, was merely a lackey appointed by the LaKruans.
The count marched into the study with his old-fashioned mustache that made him look like Otto Von Bismarck. "Brad! I'm glad you're here. I wanted to discuss recent events."
He was his usual animated self, but he listened attentively as I briefed him. The old man agreed with obtaining a warrant to search Grimm. "We can also have a specialist compare the handwriting to determine if those notes were written by the same person," he suggested.
After the discussion about Grimm, I informed the count about seeing what I believed to be X-18. He furrowed his bushy white eyebrows. "Damn it," he hissed, rapping his knuckles against the armrest of his chair. "I just checked a few days ago on the status of Dr. Crestfagin. I was assured he is still in custody and X-18 was securely locked away, dormant. I will investigate this tomorrow."
"There's another matter I have been considering, Count. Security." I glanced at Poppina. She sat with her legs crossed, looking somewhat drowsy. She perked up and smiled when I looked at her.
"I'm sure you've heard about Poppina's bravery during the gunfight. She and Enka joined forces to fight the gunmen.”
Count Steerfast gave Poppina a stern look. "Yes. I expressed to her my anger at her placing herself in harm's way. It nearly gave me a heart attack when I found out she was involved."
Poppina lowered her head, looking sheepish as she stared at her hands in her lap. But the count continued, "And I also let her know how proud I am of her."
The bird girl smiled bashfully.
I said, "Well, it got me thinking. The situation in Pankaku is becoming increasingly dangerous and unpredictable. It would be good to have some security around here."
Count Steerfast nodded. "Certainly would. What do you suggest?"
"Well, I'm not sure what the options are. I was thinking about the bouncers who used to work at the Den. Some of the guys would likely be decent, the ones who are just happy to have a job. The problem is, do we really know they can't be bought? And even if they were trustworthy, there's the issue of public perception. I don't think our residents would feel safe with armed monsters walking the streets."
"Certainly not," Tristram said. "They associate those types with criminals, and not without reason."
"Agreed," the count said. "And that leaves us with few options." He stroked his mustache. "Thirty years ago we could have hired dwarves. They're reliable and trusted."
"Why can't we get them now?" I asked.
The old man shook his head. "Dwarves live on the other side of the sea, in the Andep country. During the war, our army almost conquered one of their cities. We don't see any dwarves on this side of the water anymore."
"Hardly blame them," Tristram muttered. "Blasted LaKruans and their stupid wars."
"Another option would be paladins," Count Steerfast said. "They're absolutely trustworthy, but it would take time to get one, and time is one thing you don't have."
"Guess I'm on my own then."
"I'm sorry, son. That's why I warned you when you took the job, it wasn't going to be easy."
I smiled. "It's no problem. I'll make do. But there is one more thing I wanted to discuss with you, Count. Alone."
Tristram tactfully rose from his chair, bid me goodnight, and exited the study. Poppina slowly followed, looking at me with wide, questioning eyes as she went out.
"It's about Poppina," I said once the door was closed. The count watched me with his stern gaze, waiting. I continued, "First of all, I have to acknowledge that she should not have been at that gunfight. I was supposed to keep her out of harm's way, but she ended up in the line of fire. And, in a way, it was because of me. Those gunmen were trying to kill me. If Poppina wasn't around me, she would have been safe."
I paused. The count looked at me firmly. "In this case, that is true, I suppose."
"So, I have to acknowledge that maybe I'm not the best person to keep her safe, like you asked me."
"Hardly matters now."
I raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"
The count leaned forward. "She will not be separated from you. She talks about you constantly. Everything is Brad this and Brad that." He leaned back in his chair with a twinkle in his eye. "I hope you find her company at least somewhat agreeable because, I assure you, you will never get rid of her."
I smiled. "I do find her company very agreeable. Everyone loves her. And, that is what I wanted to bring up. I care for Poppina. Ruby likes her. The other girls like her too."
A sly smile crept onto the count's face. "How extensive is your harem now?"
"There are three girls. Ruby, Crystal, and Enka."
The old man nodded. "Poppina has mentioned them at the dinner table. She truly adores all of you. Let me see. Ruby is a dog girl, Enka is a goblin, and Crystal is... a gnome?"
I laughed. "A hobgoblin."
"Ah, yes. An interesting mix. I hope the next addition will bring even more variety." He grinned mischievously, clearly urging me to ask the question burning in my mind.
"Yes, and I am hoping that the next addition will be Poppina, Count. We would all take care of her. And I will do everything possible to ensure her safety. Do I have your approval?"
A grandfatherly kindness twinkled in his eyes. "You certainly do, Brad. It would be a tremendous comfort to know that my daughter is joining the harem of a superhero. Besides, she is in love with you, and that is what matters most to me. Making Poppina happy."
As I left the study and made my way to the front hall, I wondered where Poppina could be. Perhaps in her bedroom. It felt strange that we could now become lovers. She'd been flirting with me all this time, and I'd told her that we would never be together. Now, I had no more excuses.
I chuckled to myself as I put on my coat, imagining Poppina's reaction. Not tonight. There had been enough madness for one day.
"Ah, excuse me, Sheriff Douglas. Are you leaving?" The butler had glided into the hall so silently that I hadn't realized he was there.
"Good lord, Jiles. You shouldn't startle me like that." I smiled to show I was joking, but he appeared deeply remorseful.
"I beg your pardon, Sheriff Douglas. I assumed you would hear me. I should have known that your mind would be occupied after the meeting with the Count, and thus, I should have made my presence a bit more noticeable."
"Jiles, really, I was just kidding. Don't worry about it."
"Thank you, Sir. By the way, Miss Steerfast was searching for you earlier, but it seems you are on your way out. May I inform her of your return home?"
"Yes, please, Jiles."
"Very good, Sir."
I stepped out through the front doors onto the gravel path in front of the magnificent house, making my way towards the stables. But then I heard Poppina chirp from behind me, "Hiya, Brad! You're not leaving already, are you?"
I turned and saw the harpy girl striding towards me, wrapped in a towel.
"Why do you look like you're about to go for a swim?" I asked.
"Because I am!"
"You guys have a pool?" I looked around, but all I saw were hedges, short-cut grass, and fallen leaves here and there.
"Even better. Hot tub. Wanna join?"
"I don't have a bathing suit."
"You don't need one. Just go in your birthday suit."
I grinned. "Well, I'm actually starving, so I gotta get home. But, actually, Poppina... There's good news–"
"Would you like to see my bedroom?" She blurted out, raising the curves of her wings to shield her face, as if surprised by what she had just blurted out. Then she lowered them, peeking demurely at me.
Her bedroom. It was tempting. I was intensely curious to see what the adorable harpy girl's bedroom looked like.
She took my hand in her wings. "Come on."
"Alright, just for a minute. I'll come up."
As we walked through the empty front hall and up the stairs, there was no sight of Count Steerfast, Tristram, or Jiles. We strolled down the carpeted hallway. Poppina still held my hand. Her short chestnut brown hair whipped around as she turned her head and gazed up at me. "My room is the best because it gets all the sunlight," she said. I could tell she said it just for the sake of saying something. She appeared nervous, her cheeks flushed. The skin of her neck and bare shoulders looked incredibly soft. My eyes traveled over her slender figure, wrapped in the towel. The delicate peaks of her little breasts poked against the fabric.
"This is my room," she whispered, reaching for a door. Struggling with the handle, she pushed it open and led me inside.






  
  Chapter sixteen

Poppina's room was girly but tasteful, sumptuously decorated in pastel colors. Floral-patterned wallpaper adorned the walls, in hues of pink and mint green. Large mirrors with gold-gilded frames reflected the shimmering light from the elegant crystal chandelier that hung from the high ceiling. 
Her bed was ensconced within a luxurious canopy, dressed with sheer fabrics that gently billowed in the breeze from an open window. The lacework bedspread looked irresistibly cozy, and the pillows were plumped and decorated with delicate ribbon embroidery. A small mountain of stuffed animals was piled on one side.
Poppina grinned, delighted that she'd gotten me into her bedroom. "Come on in and make yourself at home."
As I entered, she closed the door behind us. She struggled with the key in the keyhole, trying to grab it between the curve of her wing and her little thumb-like appendage. Finally, she grunted in frustration. "Uuur! This lock is so tricky. I always struggle with it. Can you lock it? You've got better grabbers." She looked up at me imploringly.
I was going to object, but I didn't feel like arguing. I turned the key, securing Poppina's door. "Great, now we have privacy," she hummed playfully. The towel she was wearing began to loosen, and she held it in place as she walked toward her bed.
Then, with a smile, she slightly extended her wings to the sides and wiggled her body, giggling. She continued wiggling until the towel fell to the floor. "That's better, hehehe."
She was wearing a skimpy pink bikini. Her perky little tits stood out, pointing at me, her nipples pressing against the fabric. Her flat stomach looked stunning, and the bikini bottoms revealed the shape of her pussy. She pointed across the room, bubbling with excitement. "That's my nest!"
She bounced across the room to a couch and stood beside it, beaming with pride. At first glance, it appeared to be a stack of quilts and pillows in one corner of the couch. But then I realized they formed a wall around the corner of the couch, creating a cozy little burrow. "What'dya think?" Poppina asked, jumping onto the couch.
Seeing her slender, nubile body on display like that was enough to get me hard. Her physique was both delicate and strong, like a dainty college cheerleader. Climbing over the wall of blankets and pillows, she settled into the nest. Her adorable little face peeked out at me. "This is where I lay my eggs. When you... fertilize my egg, like Dr. Klingspawn explained, I will lay it here too. And then I'll sit on it, just like this."
I cleared my throat. "It's not what I pictured. I mean, I was imagining an actual nest, you know…"
Poppina's eyes glimmered with irony. "Like, sticks and dirt and stuff? Yeah, I know what you mean. But that was the old days. Times have changed."
I smiled. "Of course, I should have known you'd have a classy nest."
"You're darn right, mister."
"Poppina, there's something I want to–"
"You wanna see something?" She interrupted me, probably because she expected me to do my usual spiel about how we couldn't be lovers.
"See that dresser over there? Go open the top drawer on the right."
I glanced at the dresser on the other side of her bed. It looked like the perfect little drawer for a girl to keep her panties in. Is that what she wanted me to see? I definitely wanted to find out. I looked at her. "I'll open it in a second. But first—"
She shook her head stubbornly. "No! I know what you're gonna say."
"You sure about that?"
She partly stood up inside the nest, leaning towards me. "Of course I'm sure. You're always going on about it. Do you ever think about how it makes me feel?" Her voice was rising. "After all the time we've spent together? You can't even—"
I put my hand over her mouth. "Shut up, Poppina," I said facetiously. Her lips moved against my hand as she continued berating me in a muffled, high-pitched voice. "Poppina, listen to me. I just talked about you with your father."
She went silent. I removed my hand from her mouth. "You did?" she whimpered. Her eyes suddenly became wet. She gazed at me hopefully.
"Yes. I told him that I care about you and want you to join my harem. And he accepted."
"He… did?" Her cute little mouth fell open and tears pooled in her eyes. "Oh, Brad! Really? You really mean it?" She stood up all the way, leaning over the nest to hug me. She sobbed against my neck as my hands caressed the soft skin of her back.
"Don't cry, sweety." She brought her lips close to mine. I kissed her and felt her tongue against my lips. We kissed deeply, until I moved back, holding her shoulders. "I have to go now. But we'll continue this another time. Soon."
I knew I had to get out before it got too hot. I wasn't about to sleep with Poppina when Count Steerfast was under the same roof. He could come and knock on the door right when we were in the middle of the act. That wasn't exactly a turn-on for me. Quite the opposite. Besides, this house had ears. Jiles or some other servant could be camouflaged into the furniture, eavesdropping.
Not that it mattered. I just didn't like having an audience, unless that audience consisted of Ruby, Enka, and Crystal. "Really, I gotta go."
Poppina's stubborn frown came back. "No!" She pouted. Then an idea came to her. Her eyes turned into mischievous crescent moons. "You haven't opened the drawer yet. Don't you wanna see?" She raised the curves of her wings to face in her trademark pose. "Go on, Brad. Open the drawer."
I sighed, smiling. "Yes, I do wanna see. I'll open the drawer, but after that, I'm saying goodnight. All right?"
Poppina shrugged. "All right. If you say so. Hehehehe."
I walked over to her dresser and opened the drawer. It contained some lingerie, including the outfit she'd worn that night when she made a surprise visit to my bedroom. What I did not expect to see was the dildo.
"What's this thing?" I said, playing dumb. I picked up the toy and held it up.
She smiled coyly. "Gee, I dunno, Brad. What do you think it is?"
I frowned at it, tapping the tip with my finger. It was made of clear glass and small. "Really couldn't tell ya. I don't think we have these on Earth."
She faltered for a second. "R-really? You don't?" But then she narrowed her eyes. "Why don't ya bring it here? I'll show ya."
Curious to see what she'd do, I walked back to the couch as Poppina climbed out of her nest and sat on the couch with her legs slightly open. I held out the toy. She took it in her wings, awkwardly holding it.
"What are you gonna do with it, Poppina?" I murmured.
She looked up at me, batting her doe eyes. That cute, oval face looked deceptively innocent. She opened her legs. The line of her slit was visible through the material. "I've never actually used it," she breathed, lowering the dildo and opening even wider. "I can't hold it properly." It fell from her grip, landing between her legs.
"Well, you better not do that now, anyway."
She gave me a naughty smirk. "So you do know what it's for."
"Of course I do. But I don't wanna fool around now."
"Why not? Now's the perfect time."
I chuckled. "No, it isn't, Poppina."
Her mouth tightening into a determined line, she picked up the dildo again, using her thumb to get a grip on it. She pressed the tip onto her pussy, rubbing it through the bikini fabric. A moan escaped her lips. "Oh, that… feels so good."
I squeezed my fist as perspiration formed on my forehead. It was getting hot in there. I found myself pulling off my coat and tossing it on the couch beside Poppina. Encouraged, she used her other wing to push on the end of the dildo. "Oh, it's, it's going in."
"Cut it out, Poppina." She panted and writhed her hips until the toy slipped out of her grip, landing on the floor. I moved towards her. She threw her face against my stomach. "Kiss me," she whispered.
"Where'd you get that toy, anyway?"
She gave me a naughty look. "The lingerie store lady. She sells them from a secret room in the back."
"Figures."
Poppina made a go at my shirt, hooking her little thumb appendage inside and pressing against the button. "Stop it," I said. "Are you trying to break the button, or what?"
"Yes!" she said, panting like a girl possessed. I undid the button just to make her stop, but she immediately went for the next one."
"Cut it out." I chuckled, undoing more buttons. God knew I wanted to. As my shirt came open, Poppina looked inside at my stomach and chest, wetting her lips with her tongue. Then she started twirling her tongue towards me as if I was ice cream. I held her away, but she pushed with all her strength.
I allowed her to come a little closer. Her tongue traced my chest, her lips brushed against my skin. I cradled the back of her head with my hand, lacing my fingers through her soft strands of hair. She fumbled with the final button of my shirt, whimpering with desire.
I undid the button, allowing the shirt to slide down my arms. Poppina pressed herself 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. The bikini fabric was soaking wet.
Hooking my finger inside her bathing suit, I moved it aside, and slipped a finger into her folds, curling it gently. As I pressed deeper, I encountered a tight, moist area of muscular flesh. Her pussy squeezed my finger. She worked her hips. "Brad," she whined, clumsily pawing at 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. She let out a squeal of surprise.
"It's that big?" she squeaked. "That's huge! I thought it would be like the toy!"
I smiled. "No, Poppina. The toy is small." She gulped. I cocked an eyebrow, playfully. "Scared?"
The bird girl frowned with determination. "Uh uh. I'm not scared, Brad. I want it." She stood, gazing up at me, whining, "You know I want it. Please, Brad... Please." She stuck out her bottom lip.
That was all I could bear. I fully committed myself to the moment. I was going all the way. "Alright, Poppina. You asked for it."
Her eyes lit up. Turning her around, I walked her to the couch. She leaned on it, bending over, presenting her tight little buttocks towards me, displaying her glistening slit. I found her opening with my finger, and then lined up with her entrance, pushing my tip against her.
She immediately started writhing and moaning loudly. I stopped, pulling away. "Baby, you're going to have to be quiet for me, okay? I don't want your… anyone to hear."
She pointed to a corner of the room. "Put the phonograph on."
Walking over to a small table, I found an antique-looking record player. It was like the one Enka had, but it seemed to be an older model. I cranked the mechanism swiftly, ensuring it had enough power. Then I moved the needle. Fuzzy sounds crackled from the speaker before a waltz began to play. Some kind of string quartet, apparently. Not that I paid much attention to the music at that moment.
Returning to the couch, I lifted Poppina and laid her on the bed. Climbing onto the pristine blanket, I ran my rough hands over her delicate, soft body, fondling her little breasts. Then I yanked her panties off and massaged her slit, working my finger in again. Curling my finger up, I found her delicious, squishy little G-spot and rubbed it until she was panting and shaking with pleasure.
Then, I spread her wetness, lubricating her labia and stimulating her sensitive nub. She moaned. "Oh! You make me feel so good!"
I quickly withdrew my hand. "Shhh." Grabbing a monkey plush toy, I positioned its tail near her mouth. She gazed at me coyly and then took the tail between her teeth.
Poppina gasped in surprise as I pushed my tip against her entrance. After some effort, I managed to penetrate, although just barely. Holding onto her hips, I slowly pushed a little further, perhaps an inch. Instantly, her tight walls enveloped me. I struggled to imagine how I would fit all the way. But I persevered, and Poppina grew wetter and wetter, gyrating her hips around me. Maintaining my grip on her thighs, I thrust deeper. Two inches. I lingered there, allowing her to feel the girth while she panted to catch her breath. Then, grasping her slender waist, I gradually continued to penetrate her.
"There's much more to go," I rasped. "I'm going to stretch you out, Poppina."
"Yes. Stretch me."
"I'm gonna stretch you out and fill you up. You have no idea. You're still gonna feel me inside you tomorrow, all day long."
"Yes. That's what I want, Brad. I love you. I love you."
She resumed grinding, arching her back and working her hips. After a while, I was balls deep. By some miracle, I was actually able to fit all the way.  Her pussy clamped down tight. I wasn't going to last long if I didn't pull out.
But I didn't want a long love making session. Not under Count Steerfast's roof. I fucked her faster, driving right into her center. She bit down on the plushie, letting out a muffled cry as she came all over my dick.
Suppressing a roar, I thrust deep into her. Ropes of come shot down my shaft, filling up Poppina with my seed.






  
  Chapter seventeen

When I arrived home that evening, I shared the news. Crystal was thrilled and Ruby and Enka appeared to be happy as well. 
The goblin rolled her eyes. "Look at you. Gonna have as many wives as Meldock the Magnificent pretty soon."
I grinned. "No idea who that is, but I think I get it. Thanks."
"Is Poppina gonna be moving in with us?" Ruby asked as we sat down for dinner. Enka had prepared a goblin dish for us: Burgleshlop. The name didn't sound very appetizing, but it was actually quite delicious. Essentially, it was beef dumplings.
"I hadn't thought about that," I replied, addressing Ruby's question.
"We do have an empty room," Crystal pointed out, referring to the vacant room next to Enka's.
"She can take my room," Enka said. "Booboo and I will move in with Brad, upstairs."
I smirked. "Goblins are welcome, but no pets allowed."
To tell the truth, though, Enka's little companion was starting to grow on me, but I still didn't want him in my room.
Crystal pouted. "No fair, what about the rest of us? We wanna sleep with Brad too."
"Gonna have to start a rotation," I said, and I couldn't suppress a gloating smile. So far, the girls had basically been taking turns, although it wasn't every night. "We can discuss it later," I said.
"And we'll see what Poppina says. Maybe, for now, she'll continue living at Stoneside and not much will change."
The next morning, Crystal made French toast. She already made it better than I did, although Ruby always insisted that mine was her favorite. After breakfast, I hung out with the girls as they opened the bookshop. Crystal poured me a coffee and I sat down with the morning newspaper.
Finishing my coffee, I stood up and walked over to the counter, placing the newspaper there for Ruby to read later. Then I placed my cup in the sink. "Alright, I'm heading out. See you guys later–"
Suddenly, the door jingled, signaling the arrival of the first customer of the day. It was a face I didn't recognize. She was certainly memorable.
A young woman with flowing blonde hair entered the shop. Her big, blue eyes blinked with curiosity as she looked around. She had an air of shocked innocence, as if she were a country girl who had never set foot in a town before, even one as small as Pankaku. As the visitor entered, Ruby was standing by a display table, arranging a collection of classic romance books.
Her tail wagged a few times as she greeted the girl. "Good morning."
At the same time, Crystal sang out from behind the counter, "Morning!"
The girl's eyes widened as she looked at Ruby's friendly face. She stuttered for a moment. "I… I– good… morning."
She must be dealing with social anxiety, I thought.
"Welcome." Ruby smiled wider and then discreetly returned to her work, sensing that the girl was embarrassed.
The blonde wore a pretty blue dress, with an unbuttoned raincoat over it. The dress stopped a few inches above her knees. She wore white stockings and black Shirley Temple shoes with low heels. Despite the heels not being very high, she walked awkwardly in them.
She seemed almost overwhelmed as she took in the sensory experience of the bookstore. Her gaze finally landed on the kitchen area, where she saw Crystal bringing out muffins from the pantry. Enka was putting a pot on the stove. She blinked at them for a moment, her mouth forming a small 'o' of curiosity.
Then her eyes met mine. She inhaled sharply, her eyes widening. I smiled and said, "Hi there. Welcome."
"W-welcome," she replied.
I started to think she might be a foreigner, not intimately familiar with the local language and customs. She did have an odd way of talking. The strange cutie walked towards the bookshelves, blinking in amazement at the books.
I stayed by the counter, pretending to read the newspaper. I was too intrigued by this girl to leave just yet. Given the current situation, I was highly suspicious of strangers. It crossed my mind that maybe this wasn't a girl at all. Perhaps it was Mackins' killer, using glamor magic to deceive us. Yet, it was hard to believe that this young woman posed any danger. She seemed so innocent and naive.
Then again, that would make the perfect disguise. However, my intuition told me it wasn't an illusion. There was nothing that felt off about her. On the contrary, she seemed like a genuine and wholesome girl.
Enka and Crystal resumed their work in the kitchen, moving about busily. The sound of their banter and laughter filled the shop, along with the clatter of dishes. The Gobblies had run out and people were raving about them all over town. Although the girls couldn't make more until the next order of green truffles arrived, they were determined to provide equally delicious alternatives in the meantime.
The strange girl seemed intrigued by Enka and Crystal. She appeared more interested in listening to their conversation than perusing the books.
Crystal, her dark hair tied back in a loose ponytail, giggled as she sifted flour into a mixing bowl. "I didn't expect the Gobblies to be such a hit. I mean, people are already addicted to them. Especially the men."
"'Cause men love food," Enka said. "Goblins have a saying: 'A man's heart is conquered through his stomach.'"
Crystal added a pinch of cinnamon to her mix. "We're gonna to conquer Pankaku with our Gobblies."
Enka playfully nudged the hobgoblin with her elbow. "I knew it! You secretly want to be everyone's overlord!"
"Secretly? What made you think it was a secret? Mwahahaha!" Crystal pretended to laugh evilly. "You're in on it too, babe. You and I are both taking over this town."
Enka put her hand on Crystal's shoulder, leaning on her. "Now, I can get behind that!"
The peculiar blonde girl's facial expression was neutral during this conversation. She merely tilted her head to the side as if she was thinking. The one definite impression I got from the girl was that she was lonely.
Ruby picked up on that too. "Is there any particular book you're looking for," the dog girl said, her tail wagging.
The girl pondered for a moment, looking down at the floor. "Well... I would like to read a novel for a change. I've heard there are stories about love."
"Oh, in that case, you'll want to read Romance! I just set up a display with some of my favorites. Let me show you."
The shy blonde followed Ruby to the display table. Ruby handed her a book from the table. "Have you read this one? It's a classic."
The girl held the book with both hands, examining the cover. She read the title. "The Years of Our Lives. No, I've never seen it. People don't read books like this where I come from."
Although she spoke almost in a monotone, there was a slight note of sadness in her voice. "Well, I highly recommend it," Ruby said. "It's about a woman and a man who initially despise each other because they think they're complete opposites. But, as the story unfolds, they fall in love and realize they're perfect for each other."
"It sounds like a delightful book," the girl replied, still fixated on the cover. "I think it would be very interesting. May I purchase it?"
"Of course! Follow me."
At the counter, the girl rooted in her pocket for change, stealing glances at me. My presence seemed to make her even more nervous than she already was. She extracted some coins and stared at them as if they were unfamiliar objects. Then, she placed them on the counter.
"Is... is this enough?"
Ruby inspected the coins. "No, not quite," she said apologetically.
"I'm sorry. Just a moment, please. I have more." The girl retrieved a handful of coins and dumped them onto the counter. Ruby counted the coins from the pile. Then the girl dragged the remaining coins across the counter and deposited them back into her pocket.
Ruby smiled. "It was a pleasure to meet you. I'm Ruby by, the way. What's your name?”
The girl's eyes widened. She gasped, placing a hand on her chest. "M-my name?" she said breathlessly, as if no one had ever asked for her name before. "My name is Susie. It... It was nice to meet you too, Ruby."
"Where ya from, if you don't mind me asking?" Ruby inquired.
The girl picked up her new book and hugged it against her chest. "I... I live in LaKru. My father works there."
Crystal looked at her in surprise. "You live in LaKru? The only people I've ever met from LaKru are stuffy old longheads in suits. I didn't know such a beautiful person lived there."
Susie's mouth dropped open, and a blush spread across her cheeks. "B-beautiful! Me? Oh! I... I'm sure you don't mean that. You're being kind. Thank you."
"Well, you should come back and hang out sometime. I'm sure it would be more interesting than hanging out up there in LaKru."
Crystal's voice had a flirtatious tone, but Susie didn't catch on. "Thank you. I... I would like that. By the way, I was intrigued to hear about your plan to conquer Pankaku through baking. I believe that is an unconventional approach. But I'm sure you will be successful."
Crystal blinked momentarily, then threw her head back and laughed. Susie tilted her head, clearly perplexed. "But, of course, we were just joking!" Crystal clarified.
Susie's eyes widened. "Oh, you were being humorous! I understand now. It was ironic. That's very clever."
The hobgoblin made a bow. "I'll be here all night, folks! By the way, I'm Crystal, and this is Enka."
The goblin smiled warmly at Susie. "Hi, nice to meet you."
"And I'm Brad," I said, grinning at the girl. I always found it irresistible when a cute girl was shy and awkward.
She looked at me, blinking. Her cheeks turned rosy. "B-Brad. Nice to meet you." Still clutching the book as if it were a treasure, she made her way to the exit. At the door, she turned and waved. "Goodbye. Please enjoy the rest of your day. I hope to... to see you again sometime. And thank you. Thank you very much for talking to me."
We all bid her farewell as she left the shop.
"Strange girl," I commented as we watched the stuttering blonde beauty through the window. She glanced down the street one way, then the other, as if deciding where to go. Then she took a left and disappeared from sight.
"She must live a very sheltered life up there on LaKru," Ruby observed. "She seems lonely." "Lonely and hot," Crystal said, leaning over the counter and grinning at me. "Am I right, Brad?"
"She's a good-looking girl," I agreed. "I definitely made her nervous, though."
"Probably a fan of yours," Crystal said. "I'm sure your face was plastered all over the papers up in LaKru too. Maybe she came down here just to see you."
"Maybe, who knows."






  
  Chapter eighteen

That afternoon, I walked to the Dragon's Den, confident that Mackins' killer or killers must be among the new occupants of the defunct nightclub. The mobsters I had met at Sam's were at the forefront of my mind. 
I decided to use "community outreach" as my pretext for visiting the club. After all, familiarizing myself with the businesses and people in town was part of my job description. If they truly planned to reopen the Den as a legitimate establishment, they should have no objections to a visit from the friendly neighborhood sheriff.
Leaves covered the path leading up to the nightclub, and the trees along the way creaked and shook off dead leaves. Passing the black motorcar that Rendy had mentioned, I approached the front of the club. As I passed some overgrown shrubs, I paused and looked around.
It felt as if someone was watching me, though it was likely just Rendy. I'd asked him to keep an eye on the Den for any suspicious activity, so he was probably hiding in the bushes or somewhere nearby.
I was slightly disappointed. I had assumed he would understand the need for discretion and stealth. I hesitated for a moment, debating whether to whisper Rendy's name and ask him to keep his distance. But I couldn't be certain if anyone else was listening.
Shaking my head, I approached the nightclub door and knocked. The door opened slightly, revealing the face of an older orc with gray hair and weathered features. I recognized him as the orc who had accompanied Red Blarco during our first encounter at Sam's. His face remained stoic, yet I detected a hint of caution in his gleaming black eyes.
"Good afternoon. I'm Sheriff Douglas. I'd like to meet with the manager or whoever's in charge. No trouble intended, just routine community outreach. Mind letting me in?”He nodded slowly. "I believe the boss has been wanting to see you. Just a minute. I'll let him know you're here."
After waiting a couple of minutes, the middle-aged orc opened the door once again.
"Please, come in."
"Thanks."
"The boss is waiting for you."
He observed me warily as I walked past him and descended the bare stairs into the club – the carpet had been removed. To my surprise, the club was undergoing dramatic renovations. All the chairs and tables were stacked on the stage.
The previously carpeted floor was now stripped. Ornate chandeliers dripping with crystal hung from the ceiling. Three men were busy removing the lurid mural depicting a girl being sacrificed to a dragon.
On the opposite side of the room, a man opened his arms to greet me. "Well, well! If it isn't Sheriff Douglas, the prodigal lawman! Haha! Welcome. Come in, come in."
Dressed in a sequined jacket that sparkled under the chandeliers, the man had a smooth, shiny face. An enormous orange pompadour topped his head, making him look like some rare species of bird. "I'm so pleased to meet you, Sheriff," he said, strutting toward me. "I am Vladimar Valantino." He paused, raising an eyebrow. "Perhaps you've heard of me?"
"Can't say that I have. Are you the new manager?" I asked, shaking his hand.
He grinned, revealing gleaming white teeth. "Indeed, I am. As you can see, I'm giving the club a makeover."
"I see that. Big plans for the place?" Valantino dramatically nodded, his bejeweled hand resting on his chest. "Indeed, my dear sheriff. We're turning this place around. That's why I've been hired."
"So, Taggart Malone hired you?" I said casually.
"Well, I never met him directly, but yes, I suppose he did. But Sheriff—" He placed his hand on my arm. "Mr. Malone believes in the art of reinvention. He hired me to transform this once shady establishment into a beacon of class."
That one nearly made me laugh. I gestured toward the stage. "What about the burlesque shows?"
Valantino grimaced. "Oh no, no, no. We're moving toward a more sophisticated entertainment experience. I'm here to sprinkle a bit of culture over Pankaku."
"There was a murder yesterday," I said. "Jacob 'The Viper' Mackins. Killed in his cell by someone pretending to be me."
Valantino's face twisted with horror. He placed a hand on his cheek. "Good heavens! What is this world coming to? It's beginning to feel as if nowhere's safe anymore."
"So you don't know anything about it?"
"This is the first I've heard of it. I don't read the papers. Too depressing."
The flamboyant manager gave me a tour, insisting he had nothing to hide. He showed me Grep Callik's former office—now Valantino's—which had been redecorated with plush furniture and mirrors. After briefly checking his appearance in one of those mirrors, Valantino led me back into the club, around the bar, towards the kitchen.
As we entered, the aroma of simmering pasta and savory meatballs filled the air. Once again, I was slightly taken aback. Of all people, the mobsters stood around the stoves wearing aprons and stirring pots.
They were in the midst of an argument. "No, no, no," said the grizzled leader with a gravelly voice. "You gotta slice the garlic paper-thin, so it dissolves into the sauce. Trust me."
Valantino clasped his hands together, smiling. "Boys, look who I've got here! It's Sheriff Douglas. I'm giving him the tour."
They turned and looked at me cautiously. "Hello there, Sheriff. Welcome to the club," the leader said.
"You're the new chef?" I asked, struggling to keep a straight face.
His lips formed a reptilian smile. "Yes, Sir, I am. Until they find somebody to replace me." He dumped a package of spragatini noodles into a boiling pot.
"You know anything about the murder yesterday? Someone pretending to be me."
The mobster shrugged, a hint of humor in his eyes. "I dunno. But it clearly wasn't me." He raised his hands. "I mean, do I look like a wizard to you? Changing my appearance like that? Come on! Fogetaboutit."
The others chuckled. "Imagine that! Ralpho doin' a magic act."
Ralpho dipped a wooden spoon into the bubbling sauce, stirring. "But seriously, Sheriff, you should stick around and try my meatball sauce. I think you'll like it."

      ***I did not take the mobster up on his offer. Walking down the path covered in fallen leaves, I chuckled, somewhat amused. It wasn't surprising that Malone was trying to rebrand the Dragon's Den. But Vladimar Valantino was not exactly what I'd expected.
As I strolled along the path, I heard a whisper from the branches above my head. "Pssst! Brad."
Just as I looked up, a branch snapped. Poppina yelped and plummeted onto the path in front of me, leaves and twigs floating down around her.
"Owwww," she groaned, as I quickly crouched down.
"Poppina, are you alright?"
She sat up, pouting. "Oh, rats! I'm all dirty now."
Leaves were tangled in her hair, and her wings were wet and smudged from the ground.
"What were you doing up there?" I hissed, helping her up. She wasn't hurt, but her cheeks were scarlet.
She shook leaves from her wings and dusted off her dress, avoiding eye contact. "I… I wanted to help. I thought you might get into trouble in there, so I decided to case the joint."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
She pouted and looked at the ground. "You would have said no."
"You're right, I would have. Come on." I put my arm around her and walked her back to Main Street.






  
  Chapter nineteen

The light on Main Street was growing dim. Poppina had gone home. Ruby, Crystal, Enka, and I were eating dinner in the shop, balancing plates of leftovers on our knees as we sat by the crackling fire. 
That was when Tristram came rattling at the door, trying to get in.
"I'll get it," I said, eager to see what news he had. As soon as I unlocked the door, Tristram came storming in, breathless.
He handed me an official piece of paper. "The warrant! It came at the very end of the day."
"Excellent," I said, looking at it. I gave him a quizzical look. "Did you just run a marathon?"
"Practically. I came here directly from LaKru. Parked the airship in the field and sprinted all the way here. Listen, I strongly suggest you don't waste any time in executing this. Grimm has many allies. The longer you wait, the greater the chance he'll be tipped off and destroy any relevant evidence before we do our search."
"Right. We'll do it tonight, then. But what about the other warrants?"
Count Steerfast had instructed his contacts in the Tbloor police force to carry out searches of the GrimmTech office and his main residence, both of which were in Tbloor. Grimm's only office in Pankaku was the one in the Blinkies Cafe. He also had one residence in town.
"Our contacts in Tbloor would have received my father's correspondence by now," Tristram said. "With any luck, they'll carry out those searches today or tomorrow. If we do the searches tonight, Grimm will be sending letters on the first express mail coach tomorrow morning. Those letters would reach his partners in Tbloor by early afternoon."
"I could throw him in jail for a day or two."
Tristram shook his head. "That wouldn't prevent the letters from being sent. Someone else would send them for him."
"True."
I decided the best course of action was to execute the searches immediately. Of course, it would not be very effective to carry out the search alone. So I needed to recruit a team. I already had three men: Tristram, Count Steerfast, and Joe. They were the only people who knew about the impending warrant beforehand.
I didn't tell anyone else because it was crucial to keep it quiet. Joe had, of course, agreed. With his military background, he was an obvious choice. Tristram was eager to help too. I wasn't expecting Count Steerfast to join, but he volunteered to take part. I was honored to have him, and even a little excited to see the old man in action.
But I was hoping to find a few more volunteers. I turned to the girls, holding up the warrant. They were still sitting with their dinners on their laps, but they'd stopped eating.
"Tonight, we're going to surprise Cavendish Grimm at his house, assuming he's there. Then we're gonna go to the Blinkies Cafe. But I need help. Ruby, you have some special skills."
The dog girl's ears perked up. She pushed her glasses up. "I… I do?"
"Yes. Now, I know this might be scary, and you don't have to do it if you don't want to. But–"
"Of course she'll do it!" Crystal said. "That's amazing!"
Ruby's ears went back. "Wait, you mean… you want me to come? Oh, but how could I possibly help? I'd probably stumble around and mess everything up."
I smiled. "I don't think so, Roobs. You've got a sniffer like no one else in town. You can use it to search the house."
Her ears perked up again. "Well, that's true. I could do that!"
"But, listen. If you don't want to–"
Ruby stood up, holding her plate. "Let's do it!" Her tail was wagging enthusiastically.
"You need me, too," Enka said, her arm draped on the armrest. "An extra gun."
"And me! And me!" Crystal said, shooting her hand into the air. "I have great eyesight."
I clapped my hands together. "Great. Now I've got a big team. We'll be able to do a thorough search quickly."
"It's a plan, then," Tristram said. "The Count and I will try to be back here within an hour." He hastened out the door.
A moment later, I headed to the jailhouse to notify Joe it was game time. Just over an hour later, Tristram returned with Count Steerfast. The count wore a black frock coat and top hat. He carried a walking stick, and his face was set with a determined frown.
Poppina came scurrying in behind him. She was dressed all in black, and a black knit cap topped her head. Tristram let out a long, sarcastic sigh, giving me an apologetic look.
"Don't start, Tristram! Father said I could come!" Poppina said.
Tristram raised his eyebrows innocently. "I didn't say anything."
The bird girl huffed. "Why must you always try to embarrass me? I'm not a child."
"Actually, I'm glad you brought her along," I said, touching Poppina's shoulder. "I want you to provide aerial surveillance. The moon is almost full, so it should provide decent light. Fly around over the house to make sure nothing escapes our notice."
Poppina brightened. "Okay, Sheriff!" She raised her wing to her head in what was supposed to be a salute. Then she stuck her tongue out at her brother.

      ***The dark silhouette of Cavendish Grimm's opulent mansion loomed against the sky. The finely manicured garden was bright in the silvery hues of the moon. Our footsteps crunched along the gravel path leading to the entrance. I paused for a second to address them all.
"Alright. Everybody remember the plan. We don't know how he'll react, so be careful. Ruby, Crystal, stay back until we've made sure everything's secure."
Count Steerfast pulled a revolver from his pocket and cocked it with a menacing air. "If he lashes out, I'm ready."
Joe gave me a nod. "Alright, sheriff. I'll head around to the back exit now."
"And I'll head to the side," Enka said.
"I'll go above," Poppina whispered.
The mansion had a back door as well as a side one for servants. Those exits needed to be monitored in case someone attempted to escape with incriminating evidence. We knew that Grimm did not have live-in servants at this residence since he did not typically spend time there. However, that didn't mean he would be alone in the house.
As Enka silently walked across the lawn towards the servants' entrance, I led the team to the front doors. The night was calm, except for the distant rustle of leaves. The mansion's windows were opaque, reflecting the moon's glow. I tried the door. It clicked open. Not surprising. Cavendish Grimm clearly thought of himself as untouchable
And that's going to be your downfall, asshole.
Upon entering the dim hallway, I heard music playing. It sounded muffled, as if it were coming from behind a door. A dimly lit lamp illuminated the narrow hallway. Everything was made of dark mahogany. A staircase went up on the right, but the music seemed to be emanating from a downstairs room farther down the hall.
I motioned for the others to follow me. Count Steerfast and Tristram trailed behind me down the hallway, past the staircase. The music was coming from behind a closed door at the end of the hall. Light seeped out from under the door.
Swiftly, I turned the handle and pushed the door open. It was a drawing room. Grimm was seated on a divan. His shirt was partially undone, and his trousers were around his ankles, though thankfully he still had his boxers on. He held a bottle of brandy in one hand and a shot glass in the other.
His usually slicked-back hair was disheveled, and his bangs hung over his face. Facing him, with her back to me, stood a green-skinned woman. Her long black hair was braided in a pony tail that reached past her behind, which was very large, albeit somewhat droopy.
She was wearing only her panties and was swaying her hips in a belly dance. From behind, I noticed that she had a prominent muffin top. As I strode in, she abruptly turned around, revealing a large belly and pendulous breasts. Her lips were smeared with bright red lipstick. The bold blue eyeshadow failed to conceal the bags under her eyes. I was pretty sure I knew who she was. According to Enka, there was only one other goblin in Pankaku, and that was the one who used to turn tricks at the Dragon's Den.
Unlike the goblin hooker, Grimm's reaction was slightly delayed. He cast his blurry eyes towards me. "What the…devil is this?"
"Got a warrant to search your place, Mr. Grimm. Sorry to ruin your party," I replied, throwing a lopsided smile towards the goblin lady.
She made a half-hearted attempt to cover herself. "Can I leave?" she asked in a whiny voice.
"Sure. Beat it." She sat in a chair and hastily put on a pair of stockings, seemingly unfazed by the presence of Count Steerfast and Tristram, who had entered the room behind me.
Grimm placed the bottle on the floor and shaded his eyes with a hand, muttering to himself. Then he slowly drew himself up, wobbling in his seat.
"Count Steerfast?" he spat. "What are you doing with that pistol, you old fool?"
"I'm preparing to shoot you in the heart if you cause trouble," the count calmly replied.
Grimm clenched his fist. "Old man," he growled through clenched teeth. "If you continue waving that pistol around, I swear…"
In the count's defense, he wasn't exactly waving the pistol around. He simply held it by his side. Crystal and Ruby went around lighting all the lamps as Tristram and the count began taking apart the drawing room.
I returned to the hallway to inspect the other rooms. The goblin lady brushed past me, in a hurry to reach the front door.
"Hang on a sec," I said.
With her hand on the door, she turned and looked at me. She was wearing a short skirt with a fur scarf draped over her shoulders. Slumping her shoulders, she gave me a pleading look. "You said I could go."
"You can. What's your name?"
"Sprilda. I'm not in trouble, am I?" She popped a piece of chewing gum into her mouth.
"No, you're not in trouble. Don't worry." I peered into a room where Crystal and Roobs had already started searching.
"Hey, Crystal. Accompany Sprilda outside and inform Poppina that she's free to leave."
The hobgoblin nodded. "You got it, sheriff." She quickly left, leaving Ruby to search the drawers of a desk. I smiled. Ruby wore her raincoat over a summer dress, and her ears were alert as she meticulously checked the drawers.
"Finding anything?"
She paused, sniffing the air. "Nothing so far. This house is pretty empty. Most of the scents are… dust and wood."
Grimm's voice boomed from the drawing room. "There's nothing here! Do you understand? You will hear from my lawyers, I assure you."
"I have no doubt," I heard Tristram respond as I walked down the hallway towards the drawing room.
Grimm had his pants on again and was buttoning his shirt. He gave me a furious look. "Who did you bribe to obtain that warrant, anyway?"
I smirked. "No bribe was necessary."
Count Steerfast and Tristram had already turned the room upside down, not that there were many things to search through. They had moved furniture, checked under cushions, pulled back curtains, lifted the rug, and opened all the drawers.
"Nothing in here," the count said, coming to the door. The three of us proceeded down the hallway towards another room. "Hope you're having fun pretending to be a detective, Count!" Grimm shouted.
"I am having a delightful time," the count responded pleasantly.
"Well, it is a futile endeavor! I rarely even come here. I don't know what you idiots expect to find."
Crystal returned through the front door, meeting Ruby as she exited the room they had been searching.
"Nothing in there," the dog girl said. "It's pretty much empty–" Suddenly, her nose twitched, and her ears perked up.
"What is it, Roobs?"






  
  Chapter twenty

Frowning, Ruby walked down the hall past the stairs, taking little sniffs. "I smell something... It reminds me of the office supply section at the general store." 
Cavendish was standing at the end of the hall. "So what? I might have had some stationery in here recently."
Following the scent, Ruby walked alongside the wood paneling beneath the staircase. She turned her nose towards the paneling, sniffing more rapidly.
Grimm snapped his fingers. He suddenly became downright affable. "You know what it was? I had the book of accounts from Blinkies Cafe here yesterday. That's it, for sure. Unfortunately, the book is no longer here, but I would be happy to show it to you if you come with me to the cafe."
"Don't worry, we'll be going there after this." I couldn't help but grin.
Count Steerfast inspected the paneling, tapping it with his cane. "A hidden compartment, perhaps?"
"The scent is definitely behind this wall," Ruby said. She crouched down, resting her hands on her thick thighs, pointing her nose at the bottom wooden panel. She looked adorable, I wanted to pat her head and do some other things besides.
But I saved those urges for later and instead crouched beside her. I started running my hands over the paneling, searching for a secret latch. Cavendish rapidly became disagreeable again. He strode towards us.
"That's it, I'm putting a stop to this! Just because you got a warrant from some corrupt judge–"
I heard a scuffle. Tristram yelled, "Stay back! Unhand me!"
Looking over my shoulder, I saw Tristram sock Cavendish Grimm on the chin, sending him stumbling onto his butt. Tristram danced in front of him, twirling his fists. "If you want a round of fisticuffs, I'm happy to oblige. But let me warn you, I did three years of boxing in college."
"And he's a skilled boxer, at that," the count said with pride in his eye.
Grimm rubbed his chin, muttering. "If I hadn't just consumed a bottle of brandy, I'd pummel you."
Meanwhile, my fingers found a knot in the wood. I pushed it. The paneling creaked open, revealing a small compartment. Inside, nestled among dusty old papers, was a ledger.
A triumphant smile spread across Ruby's face as her tail wagged furiously, making her hips wiggle. I put my arm around her. "Great job, Roobs!"
We moved on to the Blinkies Cafe, but our search there didn't turn up any hidden compartments or anything unusual. We left Grimm sitting at his desk, dark and silent. With a few words, he assured me he'd provide the promised GrimmTech records tomorrow. Leaving the shop, Count Steerfast and Tristram headed towards the Sauntering Inn stables, where their carriage was waiting.
But Poppina, who was very excited after our successful operation, threw her wings around me. "Oh, I don't wanna say goodnight."
Count Steerfast smiled indulgently. "It's only natural she would want to stay with you. She's part of the harem."
I gently caressed the back of her neck. "Stay with us tonight then."
"Can I?" She seemed pleasantly surprised.
"Sure you can."
She hugged me tighter. "I'm gonna have to get used to you not being a grump anymore."
I chuckled.
Tristram and the count waved goodnight, promising to follow up soon on the case. Joe walked with us to Ruby's shop and then left us.
"Wow, what a night," Ruby said, pulling the shop keys out of her raincoat.
I stood with Poppina clinging to my arm. On my other side, my arm was around Crystal's shoulder, and Crystal stood arm-in-arm with Enka. As I stood watching Ruby unlock the door, a rush of joy swept over me despite all the unresolved tension.
I hadn't exactly expected this, but it felt amazing that I had included all the girls. It wasn't intentional; I just needed help and they genuinely had useful abilities. But now that we were all coming home together after our little adventure, it felt like we were closer than ever.
Poppina shivered. "Brrr! It's chilly out here. I can't wait to crawl into a cozy bed."
Everyone shuffled into the dark shop. As Ruby shut the door, I put up a forcefield in front of the shop facade. Crystal lit a candle, and we all followed the flickering light up the creaking stairs. Poppina was still clinging to me as we reached the living room.
"Well," I said. "There's an empty room you can stay in. The couch is very comfy too–"
"I thought I could sleep in your bed," she said in a small voice.
"Well, it might be someone else's turn…" I glanced around at the other girls.
"It's my turn," the hobgoblin said. "But that's alright, Poppina. You can sleep with Brad tonight. But you owe me one." She gently elbowed the bird girl's shoulder.
"Well, I'm sure both of us could sleep in Brad's bed," Poppina said. "There's enough room, and it'll just make it even more cozy with you there, Crystal. Hehehe."
Crystal's eyes widened, and a lewd grin spread over her face. "Can I?" She looked at me.
I smiled. "I'm not gonna say no."
"Dibs on the shower!" Enka said, sashaying to the bathroom.
"Oh boy," I muttered. I wasn't exactly enthusiastic about the idea of five people lining up for the shower. Reading the displeasure on my face, Crystal said, "Maybe we should share the shower. Two at a time." She wiggled her eyebrows at me.
"Well, that works for me if everyone else is okay with it."
"I'm fine with it," Poppina said, covering her face.
"Sure," Ruby said. "We had communal showers at Greenshells Academy, so I'm used to showering with other girls."
Enka sashayed towards the bathroom, looking over her shoulder. "Alright, who's joining me?"
Crystal took my arm. "I'll shower with Brad, since I'm sleeping with him tonight."
"Me too!" Poppina said.
Enka hooked her finger at Ruby. "Come on, hun."
"Okay, Enka. Let's go."
The goblin put her arm around Ruby's waist and led her into the bathroom.
When it was our turn, Ruby and Enka left the bathroom hot and steamy with the mirror all fogged up. I started the water and began taking off my clothes, eager to get to bed. Crystal followed suit, unbuttoning her dress.
Poppina came in last, shutting the door behind us. As the hobgoblin wiggled out of her dress, exposing her plump breasts, Poppina gaped. "Woah, you've got earrings but they're on your boobs!" she said, pointing.
"Yeah, nipple piercings," Crystal said, dropping her skirt to the floor.
"Do they hurt?"
"No. It feels good. They make stimulation more… intense."
"I wanna play with them," Poppina said.
"You can." Crystal clasped her wrist in front of her waist, squeezing her breasts together.
"Hey, cut that out," I said. "No funny business now, we've gotta get to bed."
I pointed at Poppina. "You. Shower."
"Yes, Sheriff!" She quickly undressed and climbed into the tub. I followed behind her, carefully directing her under the showerhead. Her wings quivered as the steaming water showered over her body, running in little streams over her perky tits and down her stomach. Crystal watched lustily, undoing her braids and loosening her hair, letting it fall down her back.
Taking the soap, I worked up a lather in my hands, then rubbed it all over Poppina, getting her body nice and soapy. Then I rinsed her off. "Alright. Finished."
She stepped out of the tub and toweled off, staring at my stiffening member. Crystal followed. I gave her the same treatment. I was trying not to make it overly sensual because I didn't want to get them too worked up.
I do need to get some sleep tonight.
Still, I enjoyed myself, massaging the lather over the hobgoblin's soft curves and crevices. "Alright, towel off," I said when she was finished.
She pouted. "Don't I get to wash you now?"
"No time. Big day tomorrow."
After my shower, Poppina and I headed upstairs and crawled into bed. Poppina just wore her panties to bed. A minute later, Crystal joined us, her nightgown billowing as her feet padded across the floor.
"Hey, guys," she breathed, slipping under the blanket beside me. The bed was queen-sized, so there was room for the three of us, especially given how small Poppina was. But I'd need to get a bigger one if I was ever going to sleep with more than two girls at a time.
Now there's a thought!
Crystal's hand was slipping under the band of my boxers. "Uh, Crystal, what are you doing?"
"Mmm, what's this? Looks like you're a little stiff down there."
"How could I be otherwise after that shower?" I murmured.
"I think I can help you with that. Just to release the tension so you can sleep better."
"Well, when you put it that way…"
The hobgoblin climbed on top of me and planted kisses down my stomach, tossing off the blanket. I assisted her by lowering my boxers. Poppina leaned in, observing closely as Crystal expertly maneuvered her tongue around the head. Poppina's eyes grew wide. "Hey, may I give that a try? Looks yummers!"
"Of course," Crystal breathed.
Poppina moved down. "Like this?" I felt her little tongue playing over my cock.
Crystal hummed, "Mmm, good job. Now take it in your mouth. Let me show you." The wet warmth of Crystal's lips enveloped me. Then, with a wet popping sound, she removed her mouth. "Now you try it, Poppina. And make sure you look up at Brad as you do it. He wants to see that pretty little face of yours as you’re sucking his dick."
Looking down, I watched the two girls' gorgeous faces, blushing, side-by-side, licking and sucking. Crystal had her arm around Poppina. She was caressing her and occasionally whispering in her ear. "That's a good girl. Just like that. You're such a fast learner, Poppina."
Crystal pulled her nightgown up and straddled me, lowering herself onto me. I felt my cock entering her tight, wet hole. Poppina moaned with excitement as she watched Crystal working up and down. The hobgoblin worked faster and faster, her hands pressing onto my chest. It didn't take long until she climaxed, slamming hard against me.
I squeezed her ass cheeks, greedy to reach my own finish. But she pulled herself off me and turned to Poppina. "Your turn now, sweetie." The harpy looked at Crystal, biting her lip. Crystal kissed her, then gently had her lie down. "I want to see Brad fuck you."
Poppina threw her head back on the bed, her hair tussling wildly. She squirmed and giggled excitedly. Crystal moved aside as I climbed over Poppina. She spread her legs, letting me pull aside her panties. Her slit was soaking wet as I lined up my shaft and pushed into her.
Crystal was caressing Poppina's cheeks, giving her kisses. "Oh, my god, you're so pretty, Poppina. You're gorgeous."
Poppina was beside herself, moaning and panting, dripping her juices onto the sheets. Entering all the way, I fucked her slowly. Crystal trailed her fingers down Poppina's stomach. Poppina arched her back, trembling in response to all the attention she was getting.
"Rub her clit," I instructed.
Crystal smiled, leaning down and kissing Poppina's cheek. "Do you want that, sweetie?"
"Oh, yes, please Crystal! Please rub my clit."
Crystal brushed her finger over Poppina's clit, rubbing faster as I pumped harder. With a squeal of pleasure, Poppina's legs came together on either side of me and an explosion of juices soaked me. Since both my girls had now finished, I kept up a fast pace, moving towards my climax.
The world shattered. I was lost in pleasure as I squirted rope after rope of cum inside the harpy, once again filling her womb with my semen.






  
  Chapter twenty-one

First thing the next morning, two LaKruans arrived at the door of the bookshop carrying two boxes filled with papers. They were from GrimmTech's Public Relations department. It was the technical information Grimm had promised regarding the polarizing alloy magitech. 
He had also promised documents showcasing the company's day-to-day operations, contracts, and financial statements. The PR men assured us that those documents would be delivered to our contacts in Tbloor, as they would be coming from the GrimmTech office.
I was glad Grimm had delivered the documents, but I was much more interested in the secret ledger we had uncovered from Grimm's house.
"Indeed," Tristram said after he arrived at my office. "I fully expect these official documents to portray GrimmTech as a pillar of the community."
I borrowed Crystal and Ruby to help us examine the ledger and the documents, while Enka and Poppina worked in the shop. We started with the ledger. Worn and weathered, it clearly recorded financial dealings of GrimmTech. Flipping through its pages, most of the various transactions and expenditures did not seem unusual.
However, one caught my eye. A payment to a company called SilverTree Holdings. No further information was recorded. We found several others like that.
"Maybe they're shell corporations," I said.
"Most likely," Tristram agreed.Ruby rubbed her hands together. "Oooh, this is getting juicy!"
We also found several interesting letters tucked within the pages of the ledger. All of them were addressed to SilverTree Holdings and signed by R. Bunsing.
"Oh, this is good!" Tristram said. "R. Bunsing is a crooked lawyer known to work for Taggart Malone."
A couple of Bunsing's letters seemed to refer to the purchase of weapons. Another one mentioned two financial arrangements that aligned with payments Grimm made to SilverTree Holdings.
Ruby adjusted her glasses. "So, Grimm is supplying weapons to Taggart Malone's gang, and he's using SilverTree Holdings to conceal the transactions."
"It seems that way," I said.
She shifted in her seat, looking at me with concern. "I hope he didn't supply them with polarizing alloy guns." Her ears went back. She grabbed my wrist. "Brad! Do you think he did?"
"Maybe. We'll just have to stay alert." Actually, I thought it was likely, but I didn't want Ruby to worry too much.
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"Well, let's first see what we can learn from the GrimmTech papers."
Delving into the boxes, we found documents outlining detailed technical specifications of the Polarizing Alloy guns, as well as their magical enhancements and the manufacturing processes. All the information aligned with what Grimm had told me about the weapons; it just provided much more detail.
We did notice some missing pages. For example, one section titled "Research and Development Plans" was mostly absent. A summary at the beginning promised to outline GrimmTech's future plans for Polarizing Alloy weapons. "We are developing prototypes of electromagnetic mirror armor, as well as additional polarizing weapons and other magi-tech based on electromagnetism."
"The most interesting section is conveniently missing," I said, tapping the summary.
"Presumably, his dog ate those pages," Tristram said. "We'll try to get him to hand them over, but I doubt he'll be forthcoming. I expect him to obstruct us at every turn from here on out. He'll be assembling a team of lawyers as we speak."
Tristram was right. Grimm refused to cooperate further. But it didn't really matter at that point. After several days, the evidence against him was piling up. According to expert analysis, Mackin's note was indeed written by Grimm.
Our colleagues in Tbloor searched the storage facility on Holoboor Road and found Unit 37 empty. However, an employee of the facility saw a man fitting Mackin's description standing beside his motorcar and unpacking a rifle.
Grimm's dealings with Taggart Malone also became clear. A search of the Public Records and Corporate Registry confirmed that SilverTree Holdings was a shell corporation with no clear business purpose. Tbloor, being closely controlled by the LaKruans, had a Peeper on every corner. Our police partners there found footage of Grimm's employees meeting with Malone's associates on numerous occasions.
Of course, it was an open secret that Grimm – not to mention many members of the government – rubbed shoulders with organized criminals. But now we were gathering witnesses willing to testify. These were just a few examples of the evidence showing Grimm was guilty of weapons trafficking, conspiracy to commit murder, and corruption, among other criminal activities.
Someone from the Reform Committee even put together charts illustrating Grimm's connections with the underworld. They were great: colorful diagrams illustrating the flow of weapons from GrimmTech to the hands of criminals, for example. It would be very useful to present to a jury or in a press conference.






  
  Chapter twenty-two

As I worked on the case against Grimm, Ruby's bookshop continued to thrive. Every day, customers flocked to Ruby's bookshop to browse the bookshelves. There were also regular customers who purchased Crystal's baked goods and stopped for a cup of coffee. 
Word about the Gobblies quickly spread, and many people came in asking for the new treat. Although Crystal and Enka were still waiting for the next shipment of green truffles to arrive, they worked diligently to impress people with their other baking. Given the bookshop's increasing success, Roobs was planning an expansion.
Through sales proceeds, she had saved enough money to purchase more books. Additionally, there was a supposed library of books located in Castle Thorn, which Baron Crimple had told her about. We planned on looking into that eventually as well.
However, first we would need more bookshelves for the shop. Ruby had long devised a plan to install freestanding bookshelves. There would be two shelves, side by side, positioned at right angles to the fireplace wall. Together with the existing bookshelf that ran along the wall, this arrangement would create two aisles.
"Well, two-and-a-half actually," Ruby pointed out one afternoon as the craftsmen busily constructed the first shelf.
We hired three craftsmen, Mr. Donnel and his two young apprentice sons, who hailed from a farming community outside of town. I initially had the ambition to build the shelves myself, but I lacked the spare time to do so efficiently. However, once the Donnels began their work, I was glad to have entrusted the task to them.
It was a pleasure to observe their expertise as they skillfully manipulated their tools, filling the air with the scent of freshly cut timber. Back in my previous life on Earth, it was rare to witness traditional artisans, people who passed down their craft to succeeding generations. I found it fascinating.
But the most rewarding aspect was seeing Ruby's pure joy. Her tail wagged incessantly, and a radiant grin adorned her face.
Crystal embraced her tightly. "Oh Roobs! I'm so thrilled for you. Your dream is coming true."
I had just stepped in the door to grab lunch quickly. I was in a rush, but I stopped to congratulate Ruby. I enveloped both the dog girl and the hobgoblin in my arms.
"Well done, Roobs. I'm proud of you." I kissed her hair. "Still wish I had the time to build those shelves myself."
Ruby turned toward me, placing her hands on my shirt. She looked adorable in her pleated skirt and white blouse. "That's alright, Brad. You're busy keeping us all safe."
"How's it going, anyway?" Crystal inquired.
"It’s going well. Busy, busy. I have a meeting with Tristram later.”
Enka peered at me from behind the counter, resting her hands on her hips. "I suppose you're expecting me to cook something for you, huh?"
"No, thanks, babe," I said, striding over to the counter and grabbing a piece of banana bread. "I don't have time. I'll just eat something quick and be on my way."
With one bite, I devoured half the bread and reached for the Daily Trumpet lying on the counter.
Enka threw her head back and laughed, pointing at me as I practically swallowed the food whole.
"Look at this man! Not even chewing his food. You’ve got teeth don't you?"
"Chewing is overrated," I said, winking at her. "So, how's Crystal coming along out there on the range?" I asked, scanning the front page of the paper. I stuffed the remaining banana bread into my mouth.
Enka poured me a coffee, knowing I'd want one. "The girl's a natural. She's learning fast."
Enka and Crystal had been getting up early every morning to practice shooting for an hour or two before the shop opened.
Of course, Crystal had also embraced the fashion style that accompanied learning to shoot. At that very moment, she was wearing a red ruffle dress and cowboy boots. She grinned at me from across the shop, raising her hand and forming a gun shape. "Pew, pew!" She put her finger to her lips and blew away pretend smoke. "Of course I'm a crack shot! Hobgoblins have to learn archery from a young age."
Enka rolled her eyes. "'Of course I'm a crack shot.'" She mimicked Crystal with a snobby voice.
"But how much archery did you actually learn?" I asked skeptically.
Crystal tossed her hair, feigning arrogance. "Enough. The proof is in the pudding. Enka admitted it herself: I'm a crack shot."
"I didn't exactly say that, don't get too carried away, girl," Enka said, spreading some butter onto a piece of bread. Then she gave me the most wifely look I'd ever seen, pointing the butter knife at me. "I'm making you a sandwich. You need to eat more than just banana bread."
"Yes, ma'am. I won't object to a sandwich." I grinned and sipped my coffee.
Crystal leaned on Ruby's shoulder. "You sure you don't wanna come, Roobs? Brad said he'd like us all to learn to shoot."
Ruby's ears went back. She played with her hands nervously. "Oh, golly. I don't know. I'd be afraid the gun would blow up in my face."
The girls had tried to persuade Ruby to come with them a couple of times before, but she was scared of guns. Merely talking about them made her nervous.
Crystal put a comforting arm around Ruby's waist. "Well, that's okay, little lady. Just leave the shootin' to me and that there purdy goblin gal. We'll protect you. Right, purdy goblin gal?"
Enka sarcastically scrunched her brow, but a smile broke out on her face.
Ruby sighed, touching Crystal's dress. "I do love the style, though. I just wish I could get some cowgirl clothes without having to shoot guns."
The hobgoblin laughed. "You can, Roobs!" Ruby's tail wagged a little. "I mean, it's so much fun. It looks like you're going to a barn dance."
Crystal suddenly linked arms with Ruby and led her into a kind of square dance. The hobgoblin's high voice rang out rhythmically, "Hey! Swing your partner high and low, promenade with a heel and toe!" The girls bounced around energetically, their boots stomping the floorboards as Ruby's joyful giggling filled the shop.
Mr. Donnel, who was kneeling with a caliper and pencil, observed the girls with a twinkle in his eye. He set down the tool and scratched his bald head, smiling. "You know, it's been ages since we had a barn dance. It's a shame."
"Why haven't you?" I asked.
Mr. Donnel shrugged. "People got scared when crime went up after the war, and we just... stopped having the dances."
"Well, I'm working on making the town safe again. I hope you'll bring back the barn dances someday soon."
He scratched his cheek. "Well, I'd sure like to. Tell you what, if I put one on some time, do you guys all promise to come?" He looked at me hopefully.
I smiled. "You bet. Just tell us where and when."
"Wow, in that case I definitely have to get cowgirl boots!" Ruby said.
Enka placed a ham and cheese sandwich in front of me. I took a big bite and continued scanning the newspaper. There was nothing notable until page 4. Our dear friend Benjamin Steeplefart was featured in a short news story, where he announced a new initiative.
The Bureau of Health and Safety vowed to crack down on businesses that violated health and safety standards. It didn't mention Ruby's Book Nook or any other business specifically, but it was clearly intended to be about us.
The Bureau had dropped their formal accusations that we'd violated their regulations. But now they were continuing their smear campaign in a subtler way. "Did you see the article with Steeplefart?" I asked the girls.
Ruby rushed to the counter, breathless and rosy-cheeked from dancing. "Yeah, I saw it. He doesn't scare me anymore. Tristram said we should expect a lot of bluster from them. This so-called 'initiative' is baloney. They already tried going after us with regulations, and it didn't work."
Enka scoffed. "That fool Grimm is just doubling down on his little PR campaign against us. What else is he gonna do?"
The goblin girl liked talking tough, and her question was rhetorical. Still, it inadvertently pointed to the more extreme measures that Grimm might plot against me.
What else can he do? Probably try to kill me again.
I thought it to myself but didn't say it out loud. The primary focus now was to protect myself, my girls, and the town until we were prepared to bring charges against Grimm. I had contributed most of my part. Tristram was now handling the legal aspects of preparing the case, assisted by a few other lawyers and members of the Reform Committee.
The time was almost here.
We had plans to take down Grimm with a one-two punch. Firstly, we intended to launch an impactful press campaign to publicly announce the case against Grimm. The aim was to be transparent and gather support from the public.
This was partly a pre-emptive move. We had received information that Grimm was preparing a smear campaign against me. I had already experienced a glimpse of what that might look like from Red Blarco. The brute had tried to depict me as a tyrannical sheriff abusing my power.
Hopefully our press conference would nip that in the bud. After that, I'd place Grimm under arrest and charge him with a string of offenses. Of course, apart from a smear campaign, there was also the threat of violence. I had to assume that Taggart Malone's gang was armed with Polarizing Alloy weapons.
And it was possible, even likely, that they had other even more advanced weapons. I wouldn't really be safe until I went after Taggart Malone, as well. But first things first. Get Grimm. Then you can go after Malone. Of course, Malone had already sent some of his foot soldiers to town. I thought about Ralpho and the other mobsters standing around the stove cooking spragatini.
How absurd! What were they plotting? I glanced at my pocket watch. Tristram would be arriving at my office with an update on the case in another 45 minutes. Hopefully, we would be prepared to execute our plan within a day or two.
Just as I stuffed the last bite of sandwich into my face, Tristram himself appeared at the door with Poppina in tow.






  
  Chapter twenty-three

The bell tinkled above the door as Tristram strode in, dressed in a tailored suit and looking combative. His sister followed, wearing a playful fringed dress that swayed with each step. 
"Oh, Tristry, you're being such a bore," she said. "Ever since you started this case, you've been so serious."
"Well, it's a serious business," he muttered.
"Hey, you guys!" Ruby said, wagging her tail.
Poppina skipped up and kissed Ruby's cheek. "Hello, Roobs! Wow, you're finally building the bookcases, huh? Look at this, Tristram! They look great."
"Never mind that," Tristram said, turning to me. "I'm here on important business."
"You're early," I said.
"Yes." He looked around the shop. "We may want to sit down. There's a lot to discuss." He walked over to the armchairs. I took a final swig of coffee and put the cup on the counter.
"Let's go to my office. More private." I didn't want our plans to leak out.
"Very well," Tristram said, adjusting his suit.
Poppina scowled at him. "What's wrong with you? You keep dancing around like you're doing the jitterbug."
"Blasted shirt makes me itchy," he replied.
Suddenly, the door jingled again, and Tristram strolled in. Another one. He gave me a lopsided smile, running a hand through his floppy hair. "Hey, old bean! Thought I'd come by early and… What? Why is everyone staring at me–"
Even Mr. Donnel and his sons had stopped working to do a double-take, glancing from one Tristram to the other. Casting his eyes around, the newly arrived Tristram spotted his double. He recoiled. "Oh, good God!"
The first Tristram stepped forward, pointing his finger. "Imposter! Imposter. Get him!"
Poppina let out a high, girlish scream. Ruby pressed her hands against her cheeks, standing with her knees together. Crystal embraced Ruby, protectively leading her out of the way. Enka quietly reached beneath the counter and raised her rifle.
"Nobody move!" I strode forward, putting myself between the two Tristrams. I looked back and forth between them, scrutinizing their faces. The last thing I wanted to do was accidentally kill my friend while leaving the actual imposter alive. I knew I had to exercise extreme caution.
We were not unprepared for this situation. After my own doppelganger had killed Mackins, I worked out a code phrase with the girls: "Gobblies are delicious all day every day." If any of us suspected another of being the killer in disguise, we could demand to hear the code phrase.
There was only one problem. Beyond me, Ruby, Enka, and Crystal, only Poppina knew the phrase since she spent so much time with us. Tristram did not know it.
I looked at Poppina. Surely she must be able to tell her real brother from the fake? Her wings trembled. She squinted suspiciously at the first Tristram, the one she'd arrived in the shop with, her chest heaving.
"Poppina, why are you looking at me like that?" he said, pointing his finger at the other Tristram, who stood near the door. "It's him! He's the killer!"
I asked Poppina, "You came here with him. Was he at Stoneside?"
Poppina shook her head slowly, keeping her gaze fixed on the first Tristram. "No, I did not come here with him. I ran into him outside."
"Well, of course you did," he retorted. "Because I was just coming from the Reform Committee offices in LaKru. Ugh, this is ridiculous!"
The other Tristram suddenly thundered, "If you're the real me, answer me this: when do you wear polka dots?"
"At night," the other Tristram said without missing a beat. "When I'm wearing my special polka dot pajamas."
The Tristram standing by the door slumped his shoulders, crestfallen. "That's true. Dammit! How did he know that?"
"That was too easy, Tristy," Poppina said with a hint of affection. "Anybody could have guessed that. Let me try." She pointed her wing at the other Tristram. "What's my mother's maiden name?"
He fidgeted. His hands flinched. Finally, he cursed under his breath. Then everyone turned towards the other Tristram standing by the door. He drew himself up. "Featherington! Poppina's mother's maiden name was Featherington!"
The imposter Tristram was already reaching inside his suit jacket, pulling out a gun. I had a clear shot, so I blasted him. The energy ball smashed into him, sending him crashing into the wall next to the fireplace. The magical enchantment abruptly dissipated, and a man in a black cloak fell lifeless on the floor.
Plaster crumbled off the wall from the impact, and dust floated in the air. Poppina ran and hugged her brother, sobbing. "Oh, Tristy. I can't believe he fooled me. I feel like such a dope!"
Tristram patted her on the back. "Don't beat yourself up. It was a good disguise. Even I was almost convinced. I was beginning to doubt I was the real me!"
Poppina sniffled, wiping a tear away. "Don't start with your lame jokes, you dummy," she said affectionately, laughing in spite of herself.
Striding towards the body, I crouched down and pulled back the hood, rolling the corpse onto its side. It was a mean-looking man with a deep scar on one cheek. Ruby and Crystal stood behind me. Enka followed, carrying her rifle. "Is he… dead?"
"Yep. And good riddance."
"Who is he?"
"One of the gangsters who've set up shop at the Den."
Ruby pointed at the black cloak. "That would be the source of his glamor magic. A cloak enchanted with an illusion spell."
Standing, I walked over to the weapon, a Dirty Harry-sized six shooter. Mr. Donnel and his two sons were standing somewhat awkwardly, talking in hushed voices. "You guys can take the rest of the day off," I said.
Mr. Donnel nodded thankfully and started to pack up his tools. "Everything gonna be alright, Sheriff?"
I smiled reassuringly. "Everything's gonna be just fine."
Picking up the weapon, I looked at the grip. GrimmTech was imprinted there. Crystal spoke behind me. She spoke in a whisper, probably an automatic response to the dead body a few feet away. "Hey, Roobs, check this out. Brickwork!"
Glancing behind me, I noticed that a chunk of plaster had fallen off due to the force of the mobster's body, revealing the red bricks underneath.
"This wall would be pretty funky with exposed brickwork," the hobgoblin said. "Wadya think?"
Ruby pushed her glasses up and looked at the brick patch on the wall. Her ears perked up. "Ohhh, I love it!"






  
  Chapter twenty-four

Carrying the revolver, I strode towards the shop door. 
"Where are you going?" Tristram asked.
"Dragon's Den. They're in for a shakedown."
Enka rushed over to the coat hanger and grabbed her cowgirl hat. "I'm coming."
"No, you're not," I said, pausing with my hand on the door. "I need you here."
The goblin flipped her glossy hair. "It's my club. I'm coming."
I raised an eyebrow. "Taggart Malone seems to think it's his club. Maybe you should remind him that it belongs to you."
Enka rolled her eyes. "You know what I mean."
I squeezed her shoulder. "Anyway, I want you to stay here. I can handle the club, but I can't be in two places at once. Keep watch here. I trust you."
A red flush colored Enka's green cheeks as she swelled with pride. She hung her hat up.
"Hold on a minute," Tristram said. "Don't you want to hear my news?"
"You can update me later. I want to move on the Den immediately."
Tristram pulled a letter from his inner pocket. "At least read this note from my father. It's about X-18."
I grabbed the paper and quickly read Count Steerfast's message. He wrote:
"X-18 is on the loose and Dr. Crestfagin is dead. I only found out this morning. The Committee of Public Safety has been stonewalling me for days, but I finally got it out of them. Without explanation, they dropped all charges against Crestfagin and released him. This was at least a week ago. He returned to his magi-science research at some hidden location. Your Dr. Klingspawn probably did not know about this.
"After Crestfagin's release, the Committee also returned X-18 to him. Well, it seems X-18 went berserk. Crestfagin was found dead in his lab two days ago, killed by a blunt force to his head. X-18's whereabouts are unknown."
"Interesting," I said, handing the note back to Tristram. "It killed its own creator. I wonder why."
"So Brad was right!" Poppina exclaimed. "That was X-18 following us in LaKru. It really is on the loose!"
"Oh, gosh!" Ruby pressed her hands against her cheeks and peered out the window, her ears pinned back.
Tristram furrowed his eyebrows in confusion. "But why didn't it attack you that day? Was it actually stalking you, or was it just a random encounter?"
"Who knows," I said. "X-18 is a wildcard. But I'm not taking any chances. Ruby, I want you to close the shop. I'm putting up a force field until I come back."
Ruby and Poppina ran up on either side of me and hugged me.
Crystal ran to the counter. "I'll get my gun ready!" Her yellow cat-like eyes sparkled with excitement. She retrieved her revolver from underneath and placed it on the counter. Then she grabbed her leather gun belt and wrapped it around her slim waist, holstering her revolver.
She hooked a thumb into her gun belt and saluted me with the other hand. "The purdy goblin lady and I will do our best until you return, Sheriff."
Enka, not in the mood for levity, gave me a solemn nod. Then she peered out the window, still holding her rifle. Ruby and Poppina's funny little faces looked up at me. Both sets of big, adorable eyes gave me a pleading look. "Please be careful out there, Brad," Ruby said.
"I'll be fine. X-18 doesn't scare me." I patted both of their heads, kissing Ruby and then Poppina. Then I looked at Tristram. "Staying or going?" I said, holding the door open.
"Going. There's much to prepare. I'm afraid I can't wait around to meet with you. The case is almost ready, and we want to carry out the plan soon. But perhaps I'll give you the quick version?"
"Let's hear it."
Suddenly, Rendy came hurtling through the door. "Sheriff Douglas! There's a man casing you. Tall skinny guy, across the street. He— Holy cow!"
Rendy noticed the dead gangster. "What? – how? – That's the scarface! But I didn't see him leave the Den. How—"
"Did you see anyone else leave the Den?"
"Sure, the workers."
"Well, that explains it." I nodded towards the corpse. "You're looking at the illusionist."
Rendy whistled. "Mackins' murderer!"
"Now, where's his buddy?"
"Don't look, but he's on the corner, next to the chemist's. I trailed him there. He's been watching for 15 minutes."
"Alright." I glanced at Tristram. "Make it quick."
At this point, I wasn't too worried if the girls overheard our plan. It sounded like action was imminent.
Tristram gripped my shoulder. His eyes flashed. "We've found something big. It isn't just GrimmTech; it's even bigger than that. The SugarTrust is deeply involved with the mafia, and we've uncovered the proof."
He glanced at Ruby, Crystal, and Enka. "You might as well hear this too. It's great news." A grin spread over his face. "You remember our friend Mr. Benjamin Steeplefart? Well, we found a paper trail leading to him. He's on the mafia's payroll. They generally throw around bribes and threats to get the regulators under control, on behalf of the Sugar Trust.
"We gave Mr. Steeplefart a surprise visit, strongly implying he'd be thrown in jail. It was a bluff, but he melted into a blubbering puddle. He spilled the beans and provided a pile of documentary evidence."
I slapped Tristram's shoulder. Though it was too early to celebrate, I couldn't help but share his excitement. This was indeed big. It would undoubtedly help the Reform Committee in their fight against corruption. We now had a good chance of taking down the Sugar Trust along with Cavendish Grimm.
"That's awesome. And, hey, let's see what I can shake out of the Dragon's Den." Striding out the door with Tristram and Rendy following behind, I erected a force field around the shop. Ruby flipped the sign inside the glass to "closed" and locked the door.
Walking swiftly towards the street, I saw a tall, thin man in a trench coat backing around the corner. I strode past the chemist's shop, rounding the corner. The man started, pulled his fedora down, and hurried in the opposite direction.
"Hang on!"
He broke into a sprint and darted into the alley behind the chemist's. I took flight, soared up to the rooftop, and floated towards the edge. Peering down into the alley, I saw the gangster standing with his pistol drawn, waiting for me.
Floating past the edge, I swooped down into the alley like the Dark Knight, landing on the goon's back. He screamed in terror. Gunshots split the air. Grabbing his wrist, I smashed him against the brick wall, grappling him into a headlock. His struggle was brief, and his body slumped to the ground.
"Holy Shit!"
I really didn't know my own strength. A door swung open behind me. The mustachioed chemist stuck his head out. "Sheriff? What in tarnation's going on out here?"
"Taggart Malone's goons are causing trouble."
"Figures," he said, twirling his mustache and frowning at the dead gangster.
"You got a gun, Fred?"
"Sure, I've got a rifle in the shop."
"Make sure it's loaded. We're taking back our town, but things are gonna get pretty heated up first."
Fred gave me a firm nod. "I hear ya loud and clear, Sheriff Douglas!"

      ***I kicked in the door of the Dragon's Den without bothering to knock. The cacophony of the broken door gave way to a cascade of music, emanating from inside the club. It sounded like a grand piano. Evidently, someone was in the middle of a virtuoso performance, and he was really banging it out.
In the dim light of the front passage, the gray-haired orc doorman strode towards me, thundering, "The hell do you think you're doing?"
"Get out of my way. I'm investigating a murder."
"I don't care what you're doing. You can't just–"
He tried to grab me, but I used a power blast to knock him backwards. He landed on his back at the top of the stairs leading into the club. I continued forward, and the orc stumbled to his feet, lunging at me. I swiftly punched him twice, sending him tumbling down the stairs.
Across the floor of the club, a shiny grand piano stood in front of the stage. Vladimar Valantino, wearing a purple velvet suit, sat at the piano, his fingers dancing across the keys. His back was towards me, and he was totally oblivious.
Three workers stood in front of the dragon mural, or what was left of it. They'd almost finished removing it. They stood awkwardly, glancing from me to Valantino, who was engrossed in his performance.
"Mr. Valantino!"
Ignoring my call, Vladimar Valantino threw his head back and belted out a song. His singing was as flashy as his playing, with lots of vibrato and rolling r's. I chose not to disturb him, as he unknowingly provided me cover. Although I hadn't planned a surprise attack, I might as well seize the opportunity.
Surveying the club, I nodded at the workers and gestured for them to leave. Being locals, they recognized me and promptly set down their tools before slipping away. The scent of meatball sauce permeated the air.
I almost laughed. Don't tell me they're still in the kitchen!
As I made my way towards the bar and the entrance to the kitchen, the aroma of freshly-baked bread wafted towards me. I had to admit, these mobsters certainly had their way around an oven.
Suddenly, one of them breezed through the door. It was the older guy. He had round cheeks and a portly stomach. His white sleeves were rolled up, and he was carrying a bread board with a loaf on it. He was smiling blissfully at the bread as he strolled through the door. Raising his eyes, he started, dropping the bread board.
"Ralpho! He's alive! The sheriff's alive!"
They understood the implications. If I was alive, then the scar-faced assassin was dead. And considering they hadn't been alerted of my arrival, it meant that the guy they sent to spy on me had also bitten the dust.
The fat man swiftly drew the pistol that was holstered under his arm.






  
  Chapter twenty-five

Before he had a chance to fire, I sent a tremendous blast of energy hurtling towards him. It smashed him backwards into the kitchen, taking splinters from the door frame. 
Immediately, I reached into the kitchen with my mind, using my electromagnetic ability to take hold of all the metallic objects I could quickly find. There was a lot of them– all the knives, utensils, pots, pans, and whatnot. Then I disturbed them, causing them to fling and swirl through the air.
Shouts of surprise erupted inside the kitchen, along with gunfire. Some bullets cracked into the doorframe, sending splinters into the air. The piano performance came to an abrupt halt. Vladimar Valantino whimpered in surprise and quickly took cover under his piano.
Protected by a powerful forcefield, I burst through the kitchen door and was met with a scene of utter chaos. The kitchen had been turned upside down, and it looked like the scene of a massacre. Ralpho, the leader, lay groaning on the floor, his white shirt drenched in what appeared to be blood.
Upon closer inspection, I realized it wasn't blood but Ralpho's meatball sauce. Writhing in pain from the scalding sauce, Ralpho desperately tried to reach for his pistol.
"Don't do that," I warned. "If you do, I'll have to kill you. I don't wanna kill you. You're gonna help me."
"Like hell!" Ralpho growled. A mobster suddenly leapt up from behind a prep station about ten feet away from me and fired two shots. There was no chance of the bullets hitting me, as I was protected by a very strong forcefield. Plus, I knew all too well the power of the polarizing alloy ammunition that had already been used against me.
Still, the gunman was uncomfortably close. It was a test of the durability of my forcefield against the GrimmTech bullets. At such proximity, I definitely felt their impact. An audible hum filled the air as the polarizing bullets slammed into my forcefield.
Though it held firm, a visible distortion rippled through the usually impenetrable surface of the forcefield, and sparks sprayed out as the bullets pushed against the electromagnetic barrier. Nonetheless, the bullets fell harmlessly to the floor. I swiftly unleashed a volley of energy blasts at the mobster, taking him down.
Meanwhile, Ralpho had grabbed his gun. I quickly moved out of the way as he pulled the trigger. It wasn't that I had lost faith in my shield, but I preferred not to put it to the test unnecessarily. Ralpho kept blasting as I took cover behind a prep counter. Finally, the gunshots gave way to the distinct click of an empty six-shooter.
I strode back to Ralpho. "My sauce," he growled.
"You've got bigger things to worry about than your sauce. You're going to jail for a long time."
"Oh yeah? Is that right?" he sneered.
"Yeah, that's right. Unless, of course, you cooperate. Spill the beans. Help me put away Cavendish Grimm. Give me the dirt on your boss, Taggart Malone. And then we could probably work out a deal."
Ralpho spat. "Do I look like a rat to you?"
My magical intuition warned me of approaching danger. The orc doorman dashed into the kitchen with impressive agility. He appeared extremely grumpy.
Ralpho grabbed hold of my leg, preventing me from evading the charging orc. The brute crashed into me, causing us both to collide with a counter and collapse onto the floor, landing in a puddle of meatball sauce.
Drawing in enough power to kill an elephant, I unleashed it upon the orc. A distinct snapping sound echoed through the air as the brute was sent flying off me as if launched from a cannon. Meanwhile, Ralpho was back on his feet, scrambling to retrieve one of the fallen mobster's guns.
As he grabbed hold of the weapon, he swung his arm towards me and took a shot. But I sprayed him with a volley of bullet-sized power balls. Sparks flew as the blasts pelted the prep station behind Ralpho, and the mobster convulsed and twitched. He collapsed onto the floor in a lifeless heap.
Brushing chunks of a meatball from my trousers, I swiftly scanned the rest of the kitchen, but found no one else. The orc was also sprawled on the floor, his neck twisted at an unnatural angle. Returning to the main floor of the club, I discovered Valantino still hiding beneath his piano.
He stammered, "Sheriff! Please don't harm me! I have nothing to do with those mobsters. I'm an entertainer, I swear!"
I stood there, observing him. "I won't harm you, Valantino. As long as you cooperate."
He crawled out from under the piano, stood up, and sighed, resting his hand on his chest. "Sheriff, I had no involvement in this. I mean, I knew they were Taggart Malone's mob guys, but I didn't know they were up to anything nefarious. Well, not until this morning, when I heard them saying they were going to kill you."
He continued rambling, so I listened quietly.
"Yes, 'bump him off.' That's what they said. They didn't realize I was in the pantry when they spoke. I was terrified! I held my breath, silent as a mouse. They were saying 'C.G.' wanted them to do the job. Oh, yes, they were constantly going on about 'C.G.'"
That was it, then. Assuming Valantino would testify, I now possessed evidence connecting Cavendish Grimm to the mob cell that included Mackins' killer. The jury would hear about how Grimm initially hired professional assassins to eliminate me and then, when that plan failed, enlisted the hitman to kill both Mackins and me. Not to mention the additional charges of corruption and trafficking arms to the mob. It should be enough to put Grimm behind bars for a long time.

      ***With the Dragon's Den mobster operation shut down and Valantino spilling the beans, I knew we had to act immediately. The walls were closing in on Cavendish Grimm. He was like a caged animal. There was no telling what he might do.
Count Steerfast had already warned me that the sugar baron would flee as soon as he sensed the odds were against him. He'd likely travel to Tbloor and from there sail to Andep. Once he arrived, he would be outside of our jurisdiction.
As Valantino followed me out of the Dragon's Den, I made the decision to arrest Grimm right away. Luckily, I found Tristram waiting for me near the nightclub.
"What happened?" he asked, looking at Valantino.
"The mobsters are all dead."
"Why am I not surprised?" Tristram quipped.
I placed my hand on Valantino's shoulder. "But we have a new witness. Mr. Valantino overheard the mobsters say that Grimm wanted me dead."
"Are you willing to testify in court, Sir?" Tristram asked.
Valantino wiped his nose with a trembling hand. His pompadour had shaken loose, and some of its strands were leaning forward. "I… I would, but… Right now I'm more concerned about my safety."
Tristram rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Let me see what I can do about that."
I said, "In the meantime, I need to act against Grimm right now, before he learns I've taken down the Dragon's Den."
Tristram nodded. "Go. Do your thing. Mr. Valantino, come with me."
"I fear that I am doomed," Valantino said gloomily.
"You're not doomed," I assured him. "We will defeat Grimm."
"It's not Grimm I'm afraid of," he muttered. "It's Taggart Malone."
Ignoring Valantino's negativity, Tristram gave me a plucky slap on the shoulder. "Everything is falling into place! I'll expedite the legal preparations as much as possible. We'll be ready to file charges within 24 hours."
"Is the community hall ready?" We planned to hold a press conference in conjunction with the charges.
"It's on standby," Tristram assured me. "We will have it available tomorrow."
"Excellent."






  
  Chapter twenty-six

Standing in the window of Blinkies Cafe, I saw Grimm inside. He stood near the counter, apparently chewing out an employee. Pushing the door open, I walked in. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air, blending with hints of pastries and the clatter of dishes. 
Amidst the hustle and bustle, Grimm, wearing a sharp suit, towered over the trembling girl, berating her in a low voice.
As I strode past the tables, a lady looked up from her lunch – Blinkie with a side of donuts. Upon seeing me, she dropped her Blinkie on the plate as if it were contraband. Grimm started yelling. "You have to smile with your eyes, not just your mouth! We went over this in the orientation."
His booming voice reverberated against the cozy interior, capturing the attention of patrons. The girl, dressed in her pink Blinkies uniform, looked like she was about to cry. Other employees stopped and watched, shaking their heads indignantly.
As I walked through the cafe, employees began tapping each other's shoulders and pointing at me, whispering to one another. But Grimm remained oblivious to my presence. He was engrossed in his tirade. Conversations ceased, and the clinking of cutlery softened as I approached the counter.
"Cavendish Grimm, you're under arrest–"
"What! Stop! Unhand me!" He struggled furiously as I handcuffed one wrist.
"Hold still!" I wrestled his other arm and slammed him onto the counter, linking his wrists behind his back. The sugar baron cursed and sputtered violently.
I raised my voice so everyone could hear. "You're under arrest for solicitation of murder, conspiracy to commit murder, illegal arms dealing, financial fraud–" I continued listing the litany of charges as Grimm grew even more furious.
Most of the customers stood up, watching with amazement. The girl who Grimm had been using as a convenient punching bag stared, her eyes wide open. I winked at her, then lifted Grimm to his feet as he struggled ineffectually.
An old man rushed to the door and opened it for me as I dragged Grimm out. The door shut, and the staff erupted into cheering. A moment later, the door opened again, and a small crowd followed, including several Blinkies employees. The group trailed behind me as I dragged Grimm down Main Street.
As we passed other residents along the street, they stopped and stared.
"What– what's going on?"
"Grimm's under arrest!" someone yelled from the group behind me. "Sheriff Brad got the sugar baron!"
The crowd following me grew and grew as curious onlookers poked their heads out of doorways and windows. By the time I walked past Ruby's Book Nook, I was leading a veritable parade through the town.
Cavendish Grimm walked with his head slumped forward, hair hanging down. Sometimes he would stop suddenly, and I would have to push him forward. I deactivated my forcefield around the shop as I passed the storefront. Crystal immediately ran out.
Rendy ran up from somewhere and followed alongside me. There was a celebratory atmosphere among the residents, and Crystal picked up on it. "Woohoo!" she exclaimed, throwing her hands up.
I remained stoic, as that was my role. "Crystal, bring some pillows and blankets to the jailhouse, will you? I'll be staying there tonight."
As it turned out, it probably wouldn't have been necessary. Grimm's arrest had riled up the town in an unexpected way. Many people volunteered to guard the jailhouse overnight, and a lot of them came armed with their own firearms. I gratefully accepted their help, allowing a group of 27 to divide up nighttime patrol duty outside the jailhouse.
I spent the night inside with Joe, who provided decent company and had interesting stories to tell. Grimm sat miserably in the cell, not saying much except to insist that he had been wrongly arrested by a corrupt sheriff. Joe and I got a good laugh out of that one.
The following day at noon, the community hall was packed with spectators and overflowed into the hallway. A crowd gathered outside, and most shops closed for the rest of the day.
Grimm's arrest was sensational news, the biggest thing that had happened in Pankaku in years. Many saw it as the beginning of the end for the corrupt LaKruan government.
The purpose of holding the press conference was strategic. I wanted to gain public support and put more pressure on Grimm. By exposing his criminal activities to the public, I hoped to isolate him from his associates and encourage other witnesses to come forward.
It also sent a message that corruption and crime would no longer be tolerated in Pankaku. The press conference turned out even better than I had imagined. The quaint hall was bright with autumn sunlight streaming in from the tall windows.
Flanked by Tristram and Count Steerfast, I faced the crowd and outlined the evidence against Cavendish Grimm, emphasizing how his secretive activities had hindered Pankaku's prosperity.
I spoke of the hidden ledger, the arms dealings, and Grimm's connections to the criminal underworld. Reporters from The Trumpet scribbled furiously, capturing each incriminating detail for tomorrow's paper. Things moved swiftly after the press conference.
With charges filed, the Reform Committee worked to ensure that corrupt officials wouldn't hinder the legal process. Persuading Vladimar Valantino to testify took some effort, but eventually he agreed. Understandably, he was afraid for his safety. Even though I had removed gangsters and suspicious characters from Pankaku, the situation could change quickly.
Valantino feared that Taggart Malone himself might come to personally harm him. This thought terrified him more than anything else. "You haven't seen him, Sheriff," he said, dabbing his forehead with a silk handkerchief. "The man is terrifying to behold. More brutish than any monster I've ever seen."
Count Steerfast invited Valantino to stay at Stoneside, which he found very agreeable. Valantino loved the idea of having servants attend to his needs, and there was even a piano for him to play.
With the town in a state of heightened alert, it wasn't difficult for the count to find reliable volunteers willing to provide security at Stoneside. He hired some unemployed laborers and farmers for the job.
The count confirmed that Valantino did not appear to have any serious connections to the mob. LaKru kept profiles on every resident of Tbloor, allowing Count Steerfast to check Valantino's profile.
It turned out that Valantino was a minor celebrity in Tbloor. He'd made a name for himself through his musical performances. But he'd also recently revived a failing music hall in the city, making it once again a profitable establishment. He'd won plaudits for that achievement and was in demand.
Unfortunately, the mob had a strong influence in the entertainment business, and Valantino had already attracted the attention of Taggart Malone. When Malone needed someone reputable to manage the Dragon's Den, he approached Valantino with an offer he couldn't refuse. Over the next few days, everything fell into place.
Grimm would be tried by jury, and Tristram and Count Steerfast were confident in securing a conviction. The count even secured the help of five stalwart officers from the Tbloor police force to take Grimm into custody. I was grateful for this, as it meant I could finally sleep in my own bed after several nights in the jailhouse.
Late one afternoon, after the officers arrived, I collapsed onto the couch of the bookshop, releasing a sigh. A couple of kittens climbed onto the couch and settled on my lap. Crystal and Enka were busy behind the counter, attending to several talkative ladies.
Ruby was assisting a young boy in finding a book. Despite their tasks, all the girls kept stealing glances at me. They hadn't seen much of me lately, so they were eager to talk to me. "Okay, let me know if you need anything else," Ruby was saying to the kid.
She then came over and sat on the arm of the couch, putting her hand on my shoulder. "You okay, my dear? You look tired."
I stifled a yawn. "Haven't slept much in the last few days."
"Well, at least you don't have to stay at the jailhouse anymore, right? You can finally get a good night's sleep tonight!"
Somehow, deep down, I knew that even tonight I wouldn't get a great sleep. Because I knew Taggart Malone was still out there. Even if we brought down the Sugar Trust, the mob boss would continue plotting his next move against me.
Maybe I'll have to go after him. Get him before he gets me.
But going to Tbloor would put me on unfamiliar terrain, and Malone would have the home-field advantage. I pushed that thought aside and forced a smile.
"Yeah. It sure is a relief I don't have to spend another night in the jailhouse."
At the counter, Crystal handed the ladies their change. They made their way to the door, carrying their pastry bags, with happy smiles. However, they stopped in the middle of the shop, waving at me. Catching my eye, one of the ladies said, "Hey, Sheriff Brad, you got Grimm! You're really turning this town around!"
"Oh, boy, he sure is!" another one chimed in. "Feels like a weight off my shoulders. The town's safe again! I feel like celebrating." She looked at the other ladies. "Hey girls, what do you say we go have a drink at Sam's?"
That was the mood in town ever since I'd arrested Cavendish Grimm. Everyone seemed jubilant, as if there was a festival going on.
Crystal threw up her hands and skipped across the shop. "Wohoo! Have fun, ladies! That's our sheriff!" She fell onto the couch beside me, giggling, and threw her arm across my stomach. "Maybe we should celebrate too. Too bad Poppina isn't here, we could have a party."
I was about to grumble that having a party was the last thing I wanted to do. It was far too soon for that. But before I could say anything, I heard the clatter of motorcars and screeching tires echoing down the street.






  
  Chapter twenty-seven

Two cars and an antique cargo truck pulled up on the street, screeching to a stop in front of the shop. But these vehicles were not normal. They bristled with some kind of armored enhancements. Mirror-like panels seamlessly integrated into their bodies and creating a gleaming surface. 
Even the windows were reinforced with a similar reflective material. These enhancements gave the antique vehicles a retro-futuristic appearance, as if they were from a 1920s science fiction movie. I suspected I was seeing some of the prototype magitech mentioned in the GrimmTech document.
My mind only had a couple seconds to process. "Oh my goodness," one of the ladies exclaimed, stepping back from the door. Even before the cars came to a complete stop, the doors swung open, and Malone's henchmen, dressed in pinstripe suits and fedoras, jumped out.
In their hands, they brandished Tommy guns. The moment I saw them, I knew they had to be GrimmTech weapons. These guys wouldn't make such a bold move without some trick up their sleeves.
Among the mobsters, one walked with quiet confidence, sporting a tailored suit with a cigar between his teeth. His mirrored sunglasses hid his eyes. Taggart Malone. I'd seen his picture in the paper, so I knew it was him. Still, I think I would have recognized him even if I hadn't seen his picture.
I leapt to my feet at the same time the men filed out of their cars. "Get down!" I thundered. "Everybody down!"
Ruby and Crystal immediately dropped to the floor, compelled by the urgency in my voice. Enka, behind the counter with her rifle, also took cover. The young boy, clutching his book, started crying. Crystal was nearby, so she grabbed him and pulled him down.
As for the ladies, a couple of them shrieked and crouched down, one fainted, and the other froze, staring out the window. I pounced on the lady who froze, knocking her to the floor just as the mobsters unleashed a rapid barrage of gunfire at the bookshop. It sounded like a Fourth of July fireworks display erupting on the street.
The Polarizing Alloy bullets buzzed as they struck the forcefield I had hastily erected in front of the shop. The electromagnetic field became visible, creating a violent distortion that rippled across it like hail on a lake.
Once everyone was down, I summoned even more power, pushing myself to the limit to strengthen the forcefield. The unsettling distortion quickly subsided as the polarizing alloy bullets rebounded off the reinforced shield. I certainly wasn't going to be able to keep up that strong of a shield forever, and I was conscious of draining my energy when I was going to need it.
The mobsters walked along the street to my office next door. Gunshots exploded. I heard a cacophony of shattering glass. I did not put a shield in front of my empty office. There was no point in diluting the power of the forcefield that was actually protecting people.
I stood up, looked out the window, and assessed the situation. Thanks to my training and experiments in the woods, I had already figured out how to utilize my offensive powers against people on the other side of a forcefield. To do this, I had to ensure that the forcefield allowed the electromagnetic waves I projected to pass through. I had practiced it extensively, so it wasn't too mentally taxing.
My first move was to attempt flipping the cars. I slightly lowered the strength of the shield, reached out with my mind to locate the metallic components of the two vehicles. But I felt nothing. It was as if the automobiles weren't really there.
Well, now I understand the purpose of that armor, I thought as I swung open the shop door. The mobsters were already getting back into their cars, taking a few more shots as they departed. I hit them with a power blast the size of a cannonball. It passed through my forcefield, striking one of the gangsters, shattering his ribs and propelling him through the air. He collided with a car and fell to the ground. The vehicle remained unharmed.
Wow. That cannonball power blast would have gone straight through a normal car. It didn't even dent this one.
Tires squealed against the road as the automobiles took off, continuing down Main Street. The cargo truck screeched its wheels, following. That truck had just sat there the whole time, its doors shut. They hadn't even unleashed whatever was inside it.
Lowering the forcefield, I ran out of the shop and unleashed an enormous burst of power directly at the back of the truck. It only trembled under the impact, while the mirror shields shimmered with bright light, deflecting most of my attack. Striding down the street, I checked out my office. The windows were shattered, and the walls inside pock-marked with bullet holes.
Enka emerged from the bookshop, carrying her rifle. Crystal followed, securing her gun belt around her waist.
"Stay here!" I shouted as I continued on. "Don't even think about following. It's safer for you to stay here. There'll be a hail of bullets."
"But Brad, do you think it's a trap?" Enka asked. "What if they want you to chase after them?"
"Maybe they do," I replied, glancing at the automobiles as they disappeared around the corner, leaving behind a cloud of dust. They had left town. It was highly possible they wanted to lure me out there, and they'd be waiting for me. Alternatively, Malone could be trying to intimidate me into giving up and fleeing.
But I was fairly certain he didn't expect me to do that. Regardless, I had a showdown with Taggart Malone looming. Right now. Part of me was relieved. It needed to happen, and the thug was sparing me the trouble of tracking him down.
I gave the girls a fierce look. "Do you believe in me?"
Their expressions softened. The goblin and hobgoblin exchanged glances. "Of course we believe in you, Brad," Enka said.
"Then don't worry. Everything will be alright."
"We all believe in you, Sheriff Douglas!" exclaimed Fred, the chemist. He rushed over to me, gripping his rifle. With his old-fashioned mustache, he resembled a World War 1 soldier.
Several other shop owners joined him, also armed. "We're prepared to fight by your side, Sheriff," Fred said. "There are more of us than there are of them. We'll protect our town together, won't we boys?"
The others boisterously agreed, brandishing their guns. "No, no, listen guys, I appreciate the support but…"
As I attempted to dissuade them from directly getting involved, a crowd of people emerged from a nearby street, led by Rendy. "There he is! There's Sheriff Douglas! He needs our help!" The boy sprinted towards me, wielding a pitchfork over his head.
The crowd trailing behind him carried an assortment of weapons, including guns, knives, pitchforks, and other garden tools. Their show of support was moving. Not only because it demonstrated their belief in me, but also because it was great to see the community come together to defend what was theirs.
They had grown tired of being bullied and controlled. This was their moment. However, they couldn't join the fight against Taggart Malone, not when he was armed with Tommy guns and who knew what else. I firmly told them that I admired their courage, but they had to stay and watch over the town.
Then, to reassure them that I could manage on my own, I floated into the air. "Malone may have special weapons, but I have superpowers!"
The townspeople gasped and cheered in astonishment. "He really can fly! It's true! Get him, Sheriff!"
I soared high above the road, heading towards the outskirts of town. The people of Pankaku were courageous enough to take up arms against such a notorious gangster. But I wasn't about to let them walk into a massacre. Whatever Taggart Malone had in store for me, I would confront it alone.






  
  Chapter twenty-eight

The sun hung low in the sky as I soared toward the outskirts of town in pursuit of Malone's gang. Following the distant roar of the engines, I reached the edge where the road stretched into the open field. 
Below, the cargo truck was parked on the road and the two motorcars rolled to a stop on either side, forming a semicircle. The mobsters jumped out of their motorcars. Malone was donning a strange glimmering suit in the orange light of the setting sun.
Apparently, it was armor made from the same glassy material that shielded the motorcars. The electromagnetic aura crackled around me as I drew in an enormous amount of power and dove through the air towards them. The men were watching the road, probably not expecting me to come from above.
"Holy shit, there he is!" one shouted at the last second, the staccato cracking of his Tommy gun beating the air. Swooping down to the road, I released a massive blast of power, big enough to deflect incoming bullets. Mobsters scurried for cover behind the mirror-shielded motorcars.
Three of them were hit by the blast.
They flew like bowling pins, crashing against the car or rolling across the dirt road. One of the three squirmed in the dust, his legs broken. The other two stared at the sky, life crushed out of them. Several others ducked behind the motorcars while Malone stood sneering at me, his face surrounded by a glittering armored cap.
He was no more affected by my assault than he would have been by a strong gust of wind. "Ya like my suit? Not too shabby, huh?" he growled around a cigar that smoldered between his lips.
"GrimmTech junk," I scoffed.
Malone chuckled malignantly. Behind the motorcars, the gangsters aimed their Tommy guns, waiting for Malone's order.
Meanwhile, during this exchange, I surveyed the field with my mind, searching for metallic elements. I came upon something big and heavy– the rusted remnants of an old traction engine. I could see it sticking up from the grass nearby, its metal frame beckoning. I'd definitely be able to do something with that.
But I left it be for the moment. I had a better idea to start with. The field nearby was scattered with lots of old discarded farming tools. I could sense them. Swiftly, I seized control of their magnetic fields.
Shovels, plows, and other bits of metal junk rose above the field, swirling in a magnetic dance as they floated in the air. Directing this floating pile of junk toward the motorcars, I made each piece spin and revolve in the air, creating a chaotic storm of potential projectiles. One jumpy gangster pulled his trigger, sending a volley of bullets my way.
My forcefield was strong enough to deflect them, but I was aware I had a time limit on how long I could keep that up without draining all my energy. Malone slammed his hand three times on the side of the truck as metal objects rained down.
Shovels and chunks of metal flew through the air, clanging against the mirror shields and cracking the motorcars' windows. The gangsters took cover in the cars while Malone fell back behind the front of the truck. It was time to make use of the old traction engine. The rusted hunk of metal probably put in a lot of work hours in its day. Now I had one final job for it.
With effort, I commanded the old metal beast to rise. Malone, reemerging, jerked his head up as the engine passed above him, soaring towards a motorcar with three men inside. He threw his cigar on the road and shouted at the men, "Get out of there!"
Too late. The old machine came crashing down, crushing the motorcar like a pop can. Broken bits of mirror shield fell to the ground. Meanwhile, the cargo truck's door swung open. A dozen more gangsters charged out like soldiers storming a beach.
All of them wore mirror-shield armor. I noticed several also had a strange gauntlet on one hand, and they carried long silvery maces. Odd weaponry. Once they exited, one more creature came out. The back of the truck dipped as the massive humanoid stepped out.
This dude made Red Blarco look like a hobbit. He must have been 12 feet tall with long, gangly arms hanging at his sides. His nose was enormous, covering most of his face, and a filthy beard hung from his chin. Under a heavy brow, gimlety eyes glowed with inhuman luminosity.
Malone strode forward, chuckling vindictively. "Sheriff, meet Ogric. He's a little grumpy. Hasn't eaten in a while. You know how trolls are. Alright, get him, boys!"
I soared into the air as a storm of bullets whizzed beneath me. At the same time, I made contact again with the metallic debris left strewn over the road. Lifting it into the air, I made it swirl around like a tornado.
At the very least, that would provide a dangerous distraction to the enemy. Swiftly landing behind the gangsters, I sent a series of energy blasts into them, mainly targeting the ones without armor. The assault cut down several of them.
The others turned their Tommy guns towards me. Ogric slowly turned his massive form around and sneered at me. Then he began lumbering in my direction. In a split second, I had to choose between two defensive options. I could fly into the air again, putting myself at a safer distance, or I could maximize the strength of my forcefield. Both would require more energy than I wanted to spend.
I could already feel myself beginning to slow down. In the split second that I hesitated, I suddenly felt an unusual change in the electromagnetic fields around me, like a ripple running through them. Then, my magic sixth sense alerted me to an imminent attack behind me. I spun around just as two silver maces came soaring towards me.
The attack surprised me. Normally, my magic sense would have given me ample warning of an imminent attack. This time, however, the warning almost came too late. Even so, I assumed my forcefield would protect me against a simple metallic bludgeoning weapon.
To my shock, it didn't. The studded end of the mace smashed into my ribs. The other blow, aimed for my head, landed painfully on my shoulder. I heard a crunch. Reflexively, I raised my hand to release energy blasts but reconsidered.
There was no use in wasting energy when both of my attackers were protected by mirror-shield armor. Their maces had a long reach, putting them out of my punching range. And, besides, I wasn't sure if my right arm would work after the worrying blow to the shoulder.
However, I did see one advantage: they didn't seem to realize I could kick much farther than I could punch. Dodging a blow, I landed a kick to a mace-wielder's face. He crumpled to the ground, blood pouring from his nose. A second roundhouse kick to my right should have taken out the second one. But the target disappeared into a gray blur while the same disturbance I had noticed before rippled through the surrounding electromagnetic field.
In the back of my mind, it dawned on me that these guys had some kick-ass magi-tech. The maces could completely override my forcefield, making them much more effective than the polarizing alloy ammunition. On top of that, the fuckers could teleport. Perhaps it was the strange gauntlets that gave them that ability. But there was no time to think about it.
Need more power. But first I need to fall back.
The mobsters steadily shot volleys of polarizing alloy bullets at me, pushing my forcefield to its limits. Every time the bullets rained onto its surface, it rippled and buzzed. I felt myself having to put in more effort to maintain the force field.
And then there was Ogric. He loomed beside some of the shooters, shifting impatiently, strings of drool hanging from his mouth. It wouldn't be long before they let him demonstrate the brutality of trolls. Their strategy was clear: weaken me first, slowly but surely. Then they'd let the troll tear me limb from limb. Ripples ran through the electromagnetic field.
Again, an attack came from behind. Lurching forward too late, I was struck on the back by a mace. I stumbled, then launched straight upwards into the air, gasping for breath as I soared high above the mobsters. I quickly returned to the earth, landing in the field.
Immediately, I drew in an enormous chunk of power, absorbing it into myself. An excess of power pumped through me. My breath came back. My healing faculty worked double-time on mending my cracked shoulder, and the pain disappeared. I brimmed with determination and energy, feeling like I could take on the world.
Nevertheless, while extremely helpful, I knew my power-boost ability was not a cure-all. During my training, I'd experimented and found that it was not limitless. Each successive time I used it, the strength of the boost would decrease until it was non-existent. At that point, I'd have to wait about an hour before the capacity was restored.
Wind whispered through the field, stirring the long grass as the sun disappeared behind the hills. In the fading light, the cargo truck's mirror shields glinted dully. Sprinting forward, I again took control of the traction engine's magnetic field, lifting it out of the wreckage of the motorcar.
Then, with the engine floating over the gangsters' heads, I sent all the metallic debris into the air again, making each object spin and rotate chaotically. Simultaneously, I used my powers to grab more metallic parts from the surrounding fields, adding to the chaos.
Distracted and confused by this terrifying spectacle, the gangsters were unable to approach as I strategically positioned the floating debris between myself and them. They were harassed by the swirling debris whenever they attempted to move forward, constantly forced to look over their shoulders due to the threat of the floating tractor.
"Ogric, get him!" Malone ordered.
The giant lumbered forward, batting aside chunks of metal like flies. Meanwhile, mobsters ran into the field, making their way around to attack me from behind. I moved the junk storm towards me, surrounding myself with it so that I was in the eye of the storm. As the troll got closer, I felt a sharp disturbance in the electromagnetism to my five o'clock.
Reacting quickly, I performed a rear kick, catching the mace-wielder on the jaw and knocking him unconscious. The teleportation was a cute trick, but not much of an advantage once I realized I could anticipate the teleporter's movements.
Two more teleporting mace-wielders appeared on either side of me just as Ogric came within arm's reach. The troll snarled, revealing sharp, crooked teeth. To buy myself a few seconds, I messed with the magnetic fields around Ogric, causing an intense disorienting effect. The troll stumbled, struggling to coordinate its movements.
Meanwhile, dodging blows, I took the legs out from beneath one attacker, stomping a foot on his wrist before he could raise his staff and then smashing his nose with a left fist. Ducking a mace blow from the other attacker, I sensed ripples in the electromagnetic field.
Two more mace-wielders appeared. Their arrival only made me glad. I wanted them to come to me. The battle was playing out in my favor now as I picked off Malone's men one by one.
Then, suddenly, a wildcard was thrown into the mix.
Something flew towards us from above. A slim, trenchcoated figure with a scepter in hand descended through the floating debris, knocking them aside with an invisible force. Right at the worst time, X-18 had to show up.






  
  Chapter twenty-nine

The mace wielders paused, looking up as X-18 landed not 10 feet away. Its staff held aloft, disorienting waves emanated, blurring my vision slightly. But I tried to peer under the rim of the hat. Though the high collar of the trench coat covered half of most of what was hidden beneath, I thought I glimpsed a pair of eyes, and they were giving me a look that almost seemed... bashful. 
So, it isn't an 'it.' It can't be, not with such human eyes. But why is he helping me all of a sudden?
X-18 turned his scepter towards the mace wielders. Finding that they were immune to that attack due to their armor, he drew his sword. Moving as gracefully as a ninja, he cut down one of the enemies.
Meanwhile, I took down another. I moved towards the third one, but he blurred out of sight. Sensing him appear behind me, I spun around to see X-18's sword flashing through the air. The gauntleted arm fell to the ground.
I kicked the enemy in the chest, knocking him backwards, and X-18 finished him. For a split second, we both paused and looked at each other. But X-18 lowered his head, hiding his eyes under the fedora.
"Why are you helping me?"
Without a word, X-18 shot into the air, soaring high up into the darkening sky. Glancing back, I saw the gunmen who had taken up positions to my rear. They weren't shooting at me since Malone and the troll were in their line of fire.
But the tactic seemed to be to surround me and wear me down until they could finally move in for the kill. Turning back towards Ogric, I ended my brain-scrambling assault, allowing the colossus to lumber towards me, his face twisted with ugly rage.
Drawing in a massive amount of power, then waiting until he was a couple of meters away, I released it in a concentrated stream aimed at his chest. The blast crashed into the middle of the monster's ribs, cutting him open. He pushed forward against the shock, then wavered.
Ogric convulsed, his luminous eyes burning, and he finally crashed to the ground. The giant immediately lurched up, seemingly indestructible. But as he struggled to his feet, I brought the still-floating traction engine towards him.
Ogric looked up at the traction engine just before I let gravity yank it back to the ground like an Acme piano in a Bugs Bunny cartoon. The troll crumpled under the hulking weight of the farm machinery.
Glancing behind me, I saw X-18 descending from the sky and landing silently behind one of the Tommy gun-wielding gangsters. Seeing X-18, another one shouted, "The fuck? Look behind you!"
X-18's blade cut through the mobster's back, probably piercing his heart. Mirror shield armor was designed to deflect electromagnetic attacks. It was useless against a sword. Tommy guns rattled as one of the mobsters fired at X-18, his line of fire being towards the field.
Strangely, my heart skipped a beat. "Look out!" I hissed under my breath. But X-18 shot into the air like a rocket, evading the bullets.
I realized I felt a strange kinship with this mysterious figure who had once tried to kill me. Perhaps it was because we were both brought into the world by a crazy mad scientist for questionable purposes. And we both possessed electromagnetic superpowers.
We really had a lot in common. Did X-18 feel the same connection? Was that why it was assisting me?
I didn't really need the help, but I accepted it gratefully. Now, it was time to confront Taggart Malone.
I cleared away all the floating debris, directing it behind me. Then, cracking my knuckles, I surveyed the area for Malone. For a moment, I feared he had escaped into the night. That would be frustrating. However, it seemed unlikely. Malone wasn't the type to run away.
The cargo truck creaked under the weight of someone moving around in there. One of the double doors stood ajar, but the darkness concealed what lay inside.
"Come out, Taggart! Why are you hiding?"
A blast of steam erupted from within the truck, followed by heavy footsteps. The doors flew open, revealing the dimly lit interior. A hulking metallic figure emerged. Taggart Malone, wearing a maniacal grin, sat in a control chair, surrounded by a complex arrangement of levers, gears, and steam-powered controls.
The mecha creaked and hissed as it stepped onto the road with a resounding thud. Its joints were adorned with ornate brass fittings, and steam billowed from vents. It did not have the polished appearance of a market-ready product, but it damn well looked dangerous. Mirror-shield armor was sporadically attached, leaving some areas exposed. Malone's laughter echoed from the cockpit as he maneuvered the mechanical monstrosity towards me. Two bright lights, apparently the mecha's eyes, glowed with an ethereal blue hue, and its massive arms swung as it moved surprisingly fast.
Retreating, I unleashed a torrent of energy blasts at the mecha. Sparks flew from the behemoth. Suddenly, a transparent canopy, coated with mirror-shield material, slammed shut, protecting Malone. He cackled maniacally inside the canopy, manipulating levers and switches to activate an array of integrated weaponry.
Gears ground and steam hissed as guns emerged from the mecha's shoulders and arms. A barrage of Polarizing Alloy bullets flew toward me, colliding with my force field, causing it to ripple and sizzle under the strain.
In response, I concentrated several bursts of electromagnetic energy, aiming for the mecha's joints. Although the mirror-shield armor diminished the impact of my attack, it caused some damage. The behemoth staggered, momentarily disrupted in its movements as Malone cursed and shouted, his voice slightly muffled by the canopy. He unleashed a barrage of bullets that seemed unimaginable.
A wave of pain struck my stomach, knocking the wind out of me. For a moment, I thought the bullets had breached my forcefield. But there was no blood. I was only hit by the bullet's impact redounding through my forcefield.
Still, it highlighted the danger. The mecha's guns were incredibly powerful, armed with potent Polarizing Alloy ammunition. It wouldn't be long before they broke through my defense. Examining the mecha, I noticed a loose panel in the torso. Inside, I could see vulnerable gears and tubes. Gathering a surge of power, I focused on that exposed section of armor. Releasing a devastating surge, I cracked open the protective plates even further. Tubing hung out, leaking black liquid onto the dirt.
The mecha shuddered as its systems faltered. In that instant, X-18 appeared seemingly out of nowhere, bounding off the cargo truck and landing on the mecha's head. X-18's sword sliced down twice, severing a mechanism attached to the canopy.
Then, executing a backflip, the trenchcoated swordsman landed gracefully behind the mecha. Malone abruptly pulled a lever. The mecha's entire torso pivoted, its massive arm swinging. With a resounding metallic thud, the arm collided with X-18, hurling him backwards.
The fedora – which I'd always thought was welded to X-18's head – flew off, revealing a cascade of long blonde hair as X-18 rolled in the dirt. When he came to a stop, the slender figure concealed beneath the trenchcoat faced away from me. I glanced at the lustrous blonde hair that had been concealed underneath the fedora all this time.
I'd been wrong once again. X-18 was a she, not a he.
"Is she a friend of yours?" Taggart Malone shouted, turning the mecha towards X-18 and training his guns on her.
"No!" I roared, unleashing a massive blast at the mecha's body. It shook violently and slumped forward, but not before firing a volley of bullets. The impact sent X-18 lurching and kicked up clouds of dirt.
The mecha's already damaged canopy slid off and crashed to the ground. "Damn... Damn it!" Malone screamed. The mecha staggered and then collapsed onto the road, a heap of useless metal. Squirming out from the wreckage, Taggart Malone faced me with a mix of defiance and desperation.
Smoke and sparks surrounded him as the mangled mecha groaned and spasmed. Spotting a Tommy gun on the ground, Malone sprinted towards it.
I tackled him, throwing him to the ground. Before he could stand again, I aimed an energy blast at his face. The mirror-shield cap offered no protection at such close range. He fell to the ground, lifeless.
Hurrying toward X-18, I gently placed my hand on her shoulder. She rolled onto her back, and as I brushed her hair aside, I noticed an unexpectedly innocent face. A beautiful and familiar face. It was the strange girl who'd visited the bookshop.
"Susie?"
Her blue eyes fluttered open. She took shallow breaths, as if breathing hurt. Nevertheless, when I said her name, her face lit up. A joyful smile spread across her lips, as if it meant the world to her that I remembered her name.
"B-brad! You... Remember me?"
"Listen, we need to get you some help. I don't think you're in good shape. Do you understand?"
Her eyes widened. Once again, a smile appeared on her lips. "You want to help... me?"
"Of course I do. But I obviously can't take you to Dr. Crestfagin," I added, almost to myself. Susie looked away sadly. "My father's dead."
"But I know someone who might be able to help you." I slipped one arm under her legs, cradling her back with the other. She took a sharp breath.
"Sorry – does it hurt?" I asked. Her voice was strained.
"Yes, a little."
"I have to pick you up. But we'll get you some help as quickly as possible."
"I'm sorry I stabbed you!" she suddenly blurted out, grabbing my jacket and looking urgently into my eyes. "I didn't mean it. I... I didn't know what I was doing back then."
"Don't worry about it," I said hastily. "It was but a scratch."
Her forehead furrowed in confusion. "But... it wasn't a scratch." Apparently, she hadn't yet learned what sarcasm was.
"Well, I'm not mad at you." I felt her body relax. She let out a sigh. But something still bothered her. She looked at me hopefully, urgently. "Can we... be friends?"
"Yeah, sure we can be friends," I said, somewhat surprised. A peaceful look came into her eyes. She rested her head on my shoulder, and her eyes fluttered shut. Cradling Susie in my arms, I flew into the air, soaring high above Pankaku.
I flew higher and faster than ever before. Beyond the town, floating over St. Bellow's Wood, the floating island's rocky underside was dark against the sky, but the electric lights of LaKru shone brightly.
Can we be friends? It seemed like an odd question for her to ask at a time like this, when she was possibly dying. But then again, everything about X-18 made sense now. She didn't have a friend in the world. Probably the only person she knew was Dr. Crestfagin, her "father."
The edge of the floating island rushed past below me as I soared towards the streets of LaKru and Cutting Edge Laboratories.






  
  Chapter thirty

"This is X-18? Are you serious?" Esmerelda's hazel eyes widened behind her oversized glasses. 
"Does it look like a joke?" I strode past her into the lab. Susie hung lifelessly in my arms, and she hadn't opened her eyes since we left the road, where Malone and his men lay dead.
"Put her on the table then," Dr. Klingspawn said, running alongside me, her heels tapping on the floor. She stared at Susie as I laid her down on the examination table – the same table that Esmerelda had examined me on when I first arrived in this world.
"This is quite a shock," Esmerelda said, fanning herself. "I didn't know they set X-18 loose. And why are you helping it?"
"Her name is Susie, and I'm helping her because she helped me. She isn't a bad person... or whatever she is."
"Robot girl, I suspect," Esmerelda said, unbuttoning Susie's trench coat. Opening the coat, Esmerelda revealed a pair of beautiful, firm breasts topped with exquisite, sensitive nipples. Her skin was milky and her proportions were perfect. Her thighs looked plump in her pleated dress pants. 
Help me take this coat off her," Esmerelda said, tugging at the coat. I lifted Susie and we managed to remove the trench coat. On her lower back, where the bullets had entered, her skin was torn open. Blue and red wires were hanging out.
"Can you fix her?" I asked. Esmerelda pursed her lips. "Probably not without assistance. Robot girls aren't my specialty. Dr. Crestfagin would be ideal, but I assume he's still imprisoned."
I lowered my voice. "No. She killed him." Esmerelda's mouth fell open. Susie stirred on the table, softly moaning. Rolling onto her back, she opened her eyes. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Esmerelda adjusted her glasses and leaned over Susie's face. "She appears to be crying. Intriguing."
Susie sniffled. "I didn't want to harm my papa. But he tried to shut me off again, and this time he was going to throw my brain away and put a different one in. He said it was because I was developing emotions, and he didn't want that. I was terrified, but even more, I was hurt." Her lip quivered as more tears flowed.
"I thought he loved me, but he never did. He laughed at me. 'You're not my daughter,' he said, 'You're just a machine.' Then he tried to shut me off. I was so scared, I pushed him away. He hit his head on a table. I never meant to kill him."
Her head lolled to the side and her eyes closed once more. I placed my hand on her shoulder. "Susie? Susie?" She didn't open her eyes.
Esmerelda hurried towards the door. "I believe one of my colleagues can repair her. Hopefully, I can catch him before he leaves."
As Dr. Klingspawn left the room, I tried to wake up the robot girl, gently shaking her shoulder. "Stay with me, Susie."
After a moment, she turned her head towards me, and her eyes half-opened. She spoke weakly. "Brad?"
"I'm here, Susie. Help is on the way."
She averted her gaze. "I want to confess something to you, Brad. That day that I visited Ruby's Book Nook, my Father— I mean, Dr. Crestfagin— he sent me there. I was supposed to spy on you and, eventually, try to kill you. I didn't really want to do any of that, but I did want to go to Pankaku and meet people.
"Well, anyway, when I saw the beautiful bookshop, and I met Ruby, and Enka, and Crystal, and you… I saw how friendly you all were, and how happy you were together. Then I knew I would never do anything to hurt any of you. I'd rather die. I hoped I could be your friend someday. That was why… my father got angry."
All the talking drained Susie's energy. She closed her eyes and her head lolled to the side. But she spoke again in a very weak voice. "Brad? I… I'm scared."
I squeezed her hand. "Just hang in there. You're gonna make it."
I glanced at the door, hoping Esmerelda would hurry up and get back with her colleague, before it was too late.






  
  Chapter thirty-one

Thankfully, Susie survived, and she even got to see her wish come true: she became friends with all of us. After her surgery, we invited her to stay at our place in the spare bedroom beside Enka's room. Susie had no other place to stay. After escaping Dr. Crestfagin’s laboratory, she had slept (and yes, Susie did sleep, sort of) in an abandoned barn. 
Poppina also moved in with us around the same time. After that, the house felt complete. It was as if we were all meant to be together, and we knew we were opening a new chapter in our lives.
A few weeks after Poppina and Susie moved in, I woke up one morning, shivering. I didn't yet know that this would be the biggest day of my life. That everything was about to come to fruition— both in my personal life and in the fight against my enemies.
All I knew, at that moment, was that I was damn cold. After unsuccessfully groping around for the comforter, I opened my eyes to find it missing. Ruby stirred beside me.
"It's so cold," she said with a yawn. She was curled up, sleeping on her side, using her hands as a pillow. I looked around. There should have been two pillows, but only one was there.
Crawling to the end of the bed, I looked over the edge, puzzled. "The blanket's gone. Along with Poppina. Did she take it?"
Ruby and Poppina had slept in my bed the night before. The harem had fallen into a routine that made everyone happy. The girls took turns sleeping with me, usually two at a time. When Poppina wasn't sleeping with me, she slept in Crystal's bed. The hobgoblin was very pleased with that arrangement.
Ruby sat up, hugging herself. She took her glasses from a bedside table and put them on. "Poppina took the comforter?" She suddenly put a hand on my arm. "I wonder if she's building a nest!"
"Hm. You might be right."
I pulled on some trousers and a shirt. Ruby, still in her pajamas, slipped her feet into a fluffy pair of slippers. I led the way downstairs. We entered the living room, where wood was burning inside the cast-iron heater, creating a cozy and warm atmosphere.
A festive smell of pine needles hung in the air. Ruby and Crystal had decorated the room with pine branches and mistletoe, part of a local winter solstice tradition.
As we entered the room, a peculiar scene was unfolding. In one corner of the couch, there was indeed a nest, resembling the one in Poppina's bedroom at Stoneside. A wall, made of blankets and pillows, encased one corner of the couch, creating a cozy burrow. Poppina was nestled inside it, peering over the edge with a sullen expression.
Standing in the middle of the living room was Susie. She wore a shirtwaist dress with an apron over it. Her neck was adorned with a white pearl necklace. Her elegant feet were clad in high heel shoes, which she was still getting used to. And her blonde hair was tied up with a blue ribbon.
By this point, Susie had officially become our roommate rather than a temporary guest. She seemed to have grown attached to all of us, and we felt the same way about her. We thought Susie was a wonderful addition to the house, so we extended an invitation for her to stay as long as she liked.
Susie had already found a part-time job as a bank teller — she was a very efficient worker — and she paid rent for her room. It was kind of funny, but she actually seemed to enjoy having a job and paying us rent, just like a human would do.
She also cleaned our apartment and cooked breakfast for us every day. She said she enjoyed that, too, and she certainly seemed happy.
Susie read the Daily Trumpet every morning, and she especially liked the advertisements showing products for housewives. That was what inspired her clothing choices. Crystal said the robot girl was in love with me and she was trying to show me she could be a model house wife.
Not surprisingly, Crystal was already talking about bringing Susie into the harem.
But I wasn’t thinking about that. Well, okay, maybe a little. But, at the moment, I just wanted to make friends with Susie and help her learn about existing as a social being.
Despite the progress she’d made on that front, many things still confused her. Of course, it was understandable in the present case. Harpy behavior would puzzle anyone. As I and Ruby walked into the living room, Susie stood holding the feather duster, looking anxious. Poppina was silently watching her as if she was ready to defend her nest against anyone who would dismantle it.
The moment I laid eyes on Poppina's nest, something clicked in my mind. Over the last couple of weeks, quite frequently we’d find a pillow or a blanket positioned around that same corner of the couch. I'd even used it as an opportunity to tease Enka, telling her that a poltergeist must have been moving things around.
None of us had realized that Poppina was trying to build a nest. It would always get cleaned up before she got very far. And it was usually Susie who put away those blankets or pillows as she was tidying up.
That explained why Poppina got up early and built her nest while everyone else was asleep.
Susie gave me a pleading look, her blue eyes glancing between me and the nest. “Brad… Um…”
I put my hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Susie. Poppina’s just being a bird girl.”
I heard Crystal’s door opening down the hallway. “Who stole my blanket? I’m freezing,” she said in a sleepy voice.
The hobgoblin’s feet padded the floor as she came in wearing her nightgown, arms clasped under her pert breasts. She blinked at the couch. “Oh.”
“Poppina, why didn’t you tell us you were trying to build a nest?” I asked.
The harpy blinked a few times. Her cheeks went red. “I… I don’t know. I guess I was embarrassed.”
Ruby came up to the couch, her slippers sliding on the floor. “You shouldn’t feel ashamed, Poppina. You’re displaying ‘broodiness.’ It’s perfectly normal harpy behavior, and nothing to be ashamed of.”
Poppina stuck out her bottom lip.
Ruby continued, “I was just reading about the harpy reproductive cycle. Dr. Klingspawn lent me a monster girl compendium. It’s an interesting read. Harpy girls get a powerful urge to build a nest when they’re nearing time to lay eggs, and the urge is especially strong when a harpy’s eggs have been… fertilized.” Ruby suddenly started, as if she just realized something. She glanced at me, wide-eyed.
Poppina’s face went beet red. Her head receded into the nest like a turtle going into its shell.
A gloating smile spread across Crystal’s face, revealing her pointy hobgoblin teeth. She elbowed me in the ribs. “You have been giving her a lot of cream pies lately.”
Poppina raised her head slightly, so we could see her eyes. “It’s true. I… I’m pregnant.”
“How do you know you’re not just going to lay an unfertilized egg like normal?” I asked.
She shook her head, her eyes burning with conviction. “No. It feels different this time. The egg is fertilized. I know it is.”
Susie’s eyes brightened. “She will have a baby? Oh, that’s wonderful news!” She hugged the feather duster against her chest. Then she tilted her head, giving Poppina a curious look. “You have built this construction to incubate your eggs. I understand now. I’m sorry I prevented you from building your nest before.”
“That’s okay,” Poppina said softly. “Thanks for understanding, you guys.”
I stood gaping at my bird girl girlfriend as the revelation slowly sank in. I was going to be a dad! I leaned over the nest and kissed Poppina. “This is great news, baby. I’m so happy.” A blissful look came onto her face as I planted kisses on her forehead. “We’ll have to buy more blankets and pillows today,” I said.
Ruby said, “No need, I’ve got lots of extra ones in my closet.” She clasped her hands together and bounced up and down, grinning. “This is so exciting! We’re gonna see a little baby bird girl hatch right here!”
“How do you know it’ll be a girl?” I said, looking at her over my shoulder.
“No such thing as a bird boy. Harpies are only female.”
“Well, this calls for a breakfast celebration,” I said, lifting Poppina out of her nest and hugging her against me.
“Would you like me to make pancakes?” Susie asked.
“Pancakes would be great.”
As Susie prepared the pancake batter and Ruby made coffee, Crystal and Poppina sat with me at the table.
“Enka’s sleeping in later than usual,” Crystal said, looking at the goblin’s bedroom door. “She wasn’t feeling well yesterday. I wonder if I should check on her.”
Knocking lightly on Enka’s door, Crystal poked her head in. “Hey. You feeling okay?”
I heard Enka groaning. Crystal went in. A moment later, she re-emerged. Enka followed behind her. Her eyes were puffy and her hair was a mess.
“Omigod, don’t look at me, I look like shit,” the goblin said. Then she suddenly put her hands on her stomach, panic coming into her eyes. “I think I’m gonna be sick!” Her bare feet padded the floor as she hurried down the hall to the bathroom and slammed the door.
“I’ll go get Doc. Wallis,” Crystal said. “I’m worried about her.”
Ruby put a mug in front of me and poured steaming coffee into it. “By the way, you think you’ll be busy tonight?”
“I don’t think so,” dragging the cream towards me. “I’m just waiting for the outcome of the trial like everybody else.”
The trial of Cavendish Grimm had been a spectacular event. The little Pankaku courthouse was crowded each day. Everyone was talking about it. At this point, it was nearly over. The defense and prosecution just had to give their closing statements, and then the jury would decide the sugar baron’s fate.
“Might even get a verdict today, if we’re lucky,” I said. “That’d be nice. I’m sick of Grimm.”
“So’s everybody,” Poppina said, crinkling her nose.
I stirred cream into my coffee. “I just want to live in domestic bliss… for a while, at least..”
Ruby poured herself a cup. “Well, I was thinking we might all have dinner at the Crystal Palace tonight. I guess Enka will have to miss it if she's still sick. But, this week is the grand opening. Mr. Vladimar Valantino is performing.”
“I’d like to see that!” Poppina chirped. “I heard he’s turned the old club into a real ritzy place. I wanna go dance!”
With Taggart Malone’s death, The Reform Committee took the Dragon’s Den nightclub into its possession. Valantino was interested in continuing his makeover of the club, so we agreed to sell it to him for a nominal fee. He renamed it the Crystal Palace, promising to provide Pankaku with a sophisticated dining experience.
“I’d love to go,” I said. “Vladimar is quite the musician. I heard him a bit already.”
Enka came back, clutching her stomach.
“You okay?” I asked.
She smiled with nervous embarrassment. “No! And I look horrible! I’m going back to bed.”
She disappeared back into her bedroom.
"Maybe something she ate," I said.
We ate our pancakes quietly while Susie sat with us, just happy to belong.
Crystal returned with Doc Wallis. He looked glassy eyed and groggy. Crystal led him into Enka’s room while Ruby poured him a coffee.
I heard him murmuring questions for a bit. Then he returned to the kitchen. Crystal was smiling broadly. She almost seemed giddy. I raised a questioning eyebrow at her.
Doc Wallis quietly shut Enka’s door. Then he came and stood by the table. “She’s pregnant. It’s morning sickness. Give her a bit of toast. Make sure she drinks enough water and gets plenty of rest.”
The doctor took a few swigs of coffee as I stared in amazement. I’d never known for sure if I’d be able to impregnate my goblin girlfriend. This was mind-blowing. Especially when the news came just after learning that my harpy girlfriend was also pregnant.
Crystal, Poppina, and Ruby all got up, throwing their arms– or wings – around me and kissing me. Susie sat awkwardly, looking at her food. I smiled at her, stood up, stretched, and kissed her on the cheek.
She blushed, beaming with happiness. She touched her cheek like she was never going to wash it.
Entering Enka’s room, I walked over to her bed. Her lustrous black hair was tousled on her pillow. She lay on her side in the fetal position, cozy under her comforter. I sat down on the bed, putting my hand on her hip. She rolled over and looked at me.
“You look beautiful,” I said, leaning over and kissing her forehead.
Enka just blinked her pretty amber eyes at me, her plump lips slightly parted. For once, it seemed she didn’t know what to say.
“So I’m gonna have a cute little goblin child running around here pretty soon.” I put my hand on her stomach.
Her face glowed. A smile formed on her lips. “Yeah. A son.”
I laughed, raising my eyebrows. “Oh, it’s gonna be a boy, is it?”
Her smile grew wider. “Uh huh.”
“And how do you know that?”
“Because I want a boy.”
“Oh, I see. I didn’t know it worked that way,” I joked, kissing her on the cheek.






  
  Chapter thirty-two

News of the verdict arrived that afternoon. Crystal was baking Gobblies, Ruby was behind the counter, and Poppina was assisting customers in the shop. Susie was working her shift at the bank. The bookshop was bustling. 
Blinkies Cafe had closed and was not expected to reopen. Even if it did, no one would go there. Crystal had added four small tables to the cafe section of the shop. I sat at one of them, enjoying a coffee and a sandwich. I had spent most of the day in the courtroom, observing the prosecution and defense deliver their closing statements.
Afterward, I left the courthouse. I didn't want to wait for the jury to deliberate. They might have taken hours, for all I knew. However, it didn't take them long. Suddenly, there was excitement on Main Street. People were shouting and cheering.
A group of them entered the shop, jubilant and rosy-cheeked. "Grimm's been convicted!" announced a bald man with tufts of gray hair on the sides of his head. "Guilty! They're taking him to Dead Island Penal Colony."
The bookshop already had a festive atmosphere, even before the verdict was announced. A fire crackled in the fireplace and the shop was adorned with Winter Solstice mistletoe and evergreen branches.
When news of Grimm's conviction spread, it turned into a lively celebration. The entire town was also rejoicing in the streets. There was a sense that we were reclaiming our town from the corrupt LaKruan officials. Tristram appeared with a bottle of brandy. He was confident that the Reform Committee would completely dismantle the Sugar Trust, and Pankaku would thrive again.
Despite all the festivities, Ruby appeared preoccupied. She walked among the newly constructed bookshelves, searching for a book for a customer. She was wearing a cowgirl outfit we had picked out for her.
It looked adorable on her. A flared denim skirt that ended above the knee, showcasing her shapely legs. Brown leather cowboy boots. A short-sleeved gingham blouse with a modest neckline, revealing a hint of her ample cleavage. Around her waist, a leather belt with a cinching buckle accentuated Ruby's voluptuous yet petite figure.
I observed her as she retrieved a book from the shelf. A crease formed on her forehead. Something was on her mind, and I was fairly certain I knew what it was. Once she finished assisting the customer, I took her aside. By the fireside, I embraced her. "What's troubling you?"
Her ears perked up and she blinked her large brown eyes at me. Then she glanced down at my shirt. "Oh, nothing. Why?"
I whispered in her ear, "I can tell something's bothering you. Does it have anything to do with... the L-word?" I drawled the last part to emphasize my point.
Ever since our first time, Ruby had been taking herbal medicine to prevent pregnancy. We hadn't discussed it since then. But whenever we had sex, she would say how she wanted my sperm inside her so she could 'have my litter.'" I was sure that's what she was thinking now.
Ruby put her hands on my chest as I pulled her closer. Looking up at me shyly, she expressed her thoughts, somewhat incoherently.
"Well, with the great news today -- Poppina and Enka being pregnant, wow! It's amazing. I don't know. It got me thinking. Maybe... someday... we could have a litter?"
I stroked her hair, gazing into her brown eyes. "Sure, Roobs," I whispered, brushing my lips against her cheek. "I'd love for you to have my litter."
She grabbed my shirt and let out a soft moan. "Someday? Someday soon, maybe?"
"Throw away that birth control medicine. We don't need it anymore."
Ruby's face lit up. "Oh, Brad!" She threw her arms around me, burying her face in my chest.
I chuckled. "We're going to have to think about buying a big house pretty soon."
After a moment, I noticed fluffy flakes of white floating in the crisp air on Main Street. "Hey, it's snowing."
Ruby looked and adjusted her spectacles. "How cozy! I can't wait to see Susie's reaction. She's never seen snow before."

      ***In the weeks that followed, Poppina seemed more at ease. When she laid her egg, everyone was there to support her. By that time, Enka's stomach was swollen, and Ruby had her own baby bump. Enka and Ruby often sat on the couch with Poppina.
As they became more pregnant, they spent more and more time on that couch with Poppina. The living room smelled strongly of girl, and Crystal and I started calling it the "prego room."
Soon, it would be a nursery.
Crystal said she wasn't ready to be a mother yet. She wanted to be an aunt first so she could practice. That suited me fine because we were suddenly on the verge of having a whole bunch of babies.
Ruby mentioned that dog girl litters typically consisted of three or four babies. With Enka and Poppina's contributions, we could be looking at half a dozen little ones. I didn't mind waiting a bit longer before having more. So Crystal continued taking the birth control medicine.
Then, one cozy evening, Poppina's egg hatched. An adorable, tiny little bird girl emerged. We named her Cynthia.
"She's too cute," Crystal cooed, resting her head on my shoulder.
Ruby approached her friend and gave her a sly smile. "Are you sure you don't want one of your own? Just imagine how cute she'd be." She gently elbowed Crystal's ribs.
The hobgoblin covered her face. Then she glanced at me. "Actually, I do want one. I wanna be pregnant, too."
I laughed. "Alright, grab your coat."
Crystal looked at me in surprise. "Where are we going?"
"Shopping. For a very large house."






  
  Thanks for reading!


I hope you had fun! If so, please leave a review!

 — Quentin Kilgore








  
  Further Reading


Check out my other series

PRIMAL IMPERATIVE TRILOGY (COMPLETED)

Primal Imperative books 1-3

STONE AGE HERO (COMPLETED)

Stone Age Hero 1

Stone Age Hero 2
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