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      On the fuckin’ road again, I thought bitterly. I adjusted the rearview mirror, checkin’ on the girls in the back seat. With all the driving we’d been doing, I barely got more than a fuckin’ hour of sleep the last two days. These fuckin’ girls. I looked back at them in the mirror again, both lightly snoozin’. I close my eyes to go to sleep and all I can think about is them. We had gotten an early start, heading out around three in the mornin’, and we were now passing through Missouri into Illinois, with St. Louis quickly fading in the background of the rear view.

      Sparking up a joint, I took a few puffs, went to pass it to Skreech, but I saw the goblin was passed out too. More for me, then. I shrugged. Plus, we’re almost there. Once we pass through Indiana and Ohio, we’ll be in Pennsylvania. If we stay on the road, we’ll be in Philly by later tonight. It was probably for the best that they were all taking naps right then, ‘cause I needed some quiet to think. I was headin’ towards uncertainty, goin’ into the unknown not knowin’, and I hated that feeling. I was more or less runnin’ to my family, fuckin’ tail tucked between my legs, and I hadn’t had much contact with my East coast blood, hadn’t seen them or spoken to ‘em in years. It wasn’t that I didn’t love ‘em or we had a falling out or anything like that. I loved my family as much as any hobgoblin could. They’re good, proud hobgoblins, they’re about their money and they don’t take no shit, and they never did me wrong, but at times they got a little carried away with all that pureblood, racial shit, and maybe it was livin’ in California for so long, but that just wasn’t my bag. I don’t judge people based on the flesh they were born with but by the words they speak and the actions they commit to—well, most of the time anyway, can’t say sometimes I don’t just near lose it with fuckin’ orcs and their thug shit.

      I was feelin’ sleep deprived, angry, bitter. I couldn’t help certain ugly thoughts rising to the murky surface of my mind. Each one of ‘em... I quickly roved my eyes from the girls to Skreech. Is one more burden for me… If it was just me on my own, though, ridin’ solo, without all this dead weight I’m luggin’ around with me...

      Skreech let out a particularly large snore, waking himself up.

      The goblin rubbed his sleep riddled eyes, saw the joint in my hand. “Can I hit that, boss?”

      I looked at him for a moment. This greedy little snot, where’s the fucking respect, to wake up and right off the bat ask your boss for his joint... No, that’s not fair of me. I felt an odd sense of shame at my thoughts. Skreech has been loyal to me for years. He’s brave and capable... in his own way. I looked over at the goblin, passin’ him the joint. We’ve been through some hard shit together, but more than that, he’s been a true companion, a comrade-in-arms.

      “Where we at now?” Skreech coughed, having taken an over-ambitious toke.

      I took the joint back from him, hittin’ it. “We crossed into Illinois a few hours ago.” I exhaled, thick swirly smoke pouring from my nostrils, filling the car. Alelicia, the elf girl, started coughing in her sleep as soon as the marijuana smoke trickled into the back seat, so I lowered the window some to let the breeze suck the smoke out of the car.

      “The smell of that stuff is so offensive.” Alelicia yawned, cracking her piercing blue eyes open, stretching her arms out. Another day with princess peach, I thought, feelin’ sour and miserable. The elf girl’s right hand had lightly grazed Tyzee’s cheek as she stretched, causing the orc girl to stir and wake up with a start, seemed like she’d been dreaming.

      She looked up at me, catching my eye in the rear view mirror, and said bluntly, “They were keeping us in these rooms… They would blindfold us, but there were always men around, some speaking one language, then a few days later they’d be speaking something else…”

      I hit the joint one last time, tossed it, then, thoughtful for a moment, I responded, “you’re just remembering this now?”

      “Yes,” she replied, somewhat confused. “No… I don’t know… When I was sleeping just now, it’s like bits and pieces of it were starting to come back to me… It was horrible, Teek.” Her sayin’ my name caused me to turn my face towards her, ignoring the road. “I can’t go back there.”

      I turned away from her for a moment to take a quick look at the road, and also ‘cause I was feelin’ some shit I didn’t quite understand. Seeing that it was safe for the moment, the road was a straight shot, and composing myself, I reached my right hand back, putting it on top of her hand which was resting on her thigh. “Take it easy, alright? I won’t let that happen.” I lightly squeezed her pretty little hand in mine. “Nobody’s gonna hurt you again, okay? I promise.”

      “Thank you, Teek.” She searched my eyes, then gave me that light, over-too-soon smile of hers. “I know you don’t have to do this, you don’t have to look out for me, for us...” She nodded over at Alelicia, whose eyes were closed and who seemed to have fallen back asleep. “I’m really grateful.” She snorted out a small laugh. “I’m sorry, that seems like such a small thing to say, since you saved my life…”

      I smiled back at her, our eyes still meeting in the rear view mirror. “I appreciate that but don’t thank me just yet. We still ain’t outta the woods, as they say.”

      She nodded, her eyebrows raised as she considered that, then she turned back to the window for a few minutes. “Where are we now?”

      I threw on the blinker, switchin’ lanes. “We’re about midway through Illinois. When we hit Indiana we’ll stop, get some lunch, okay?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Skreech chirped.

      “Okay,” Tyzee replied, and for a moment she didn’t seem like a feisty orc, but like a lost little girl. And she’s gotta be cute too, go figure. My eyes flicked back to her in the rear view for a second. What the fuck am I doin’? What is wrong with me? These broads are fucked up in the head right now, I’m definitely not tryin’ to fuck the way things are, so why am I stickin’ my fuckin’ neck out for the Dragon’s headsman? Or Sentega’s? And what if she already has a guy? What if Alelicia does? They could already be married but whoever took ‘em coulda just snatched their rings off while they were all doped up and made ‘em forget... My eyes jittered, as I looked at them again. No, I don’t get down like that. Hobgoblins take the sanctity of marriage very seriously—it’s somethin’ the Italians picked up from us. You don’t fuck with someone else’s girl if he put a ring on it, that’s somethin’ you don’t do. I decided that as much as I wanted them, wanted to fuck their brains out, I had to find out first if they were already spoken for. Could be awhile ‘til they even remember that, I thought grimly, gripping the steering wheel tighter, looking up and seeing the Welcome to Indiana State sign flash by overhead.

      

      We had been cruisin’ along for some hours when I checked the gas, saw it was time to fill ‘er up. And I had told them we’d stop for some lunch. Shit. I looked up at the digital clock, saw it was early in the afternoon. A late lunch, anyway, I thought, pullin’ off the freeway at the nearest rest stop area. I finished the smoke I’d been nursin’ the last few miles, flicked it away, and parked up at a gas pump at the gas station. I filled up the tank, taking note of yet another hit to my pocket, and saw that the only really viable option for lunch was gonna have to be fuckin’ Mickey D’s. Seein’ those big yellow McDonald’s arches, I couldn’t help but think about that fuckin’ dead elf prick, Raulis… Raulis something… Whatever his fuckin’ name was, he definitely got his last laugh on me, ‘cause now I couldn’t even hit McDonald’s without thinkin’ of his dead ass telling me to give up the game and go work the fuckin’ counter, like that’s all that I was good for. Well played, elf. A dour smirk briefly touched my face. In life you were a pain in the balls to deal with, in death you ruin McDonald’s for me.

      “I think I love McDonald’s!” Tyzee’s excited voice suddenly filled my right ear as she leaned toward me from the back seat. Some of her hair brushed my cheek, her nostrils flaring as she breathed in the french-fry-and-burgers scented air emanating from the place.

      “It’s kind of… well… poor people food, isn’t it?” Alelicia asked uncertainly, lookin’ around the car.

      Me and Skreech looked at each other in shock, then burst out in laughter.

      “She said...” Skreech choked out between laughs, “she said it’s poor people food!”

      “Do you even hear how you sound when you talk at times?” Tyzee asked the elf girl, genuinely irritated.

      “Alright, Alright.” I chuckled. “Take it easy on her, clearly she’s never experienced the joys and pleasures of a hot, sloppy McDonald’s meal.” I winked real quick in the rear view at Alelicia, saw her smile briefly and look down.

      “I hope I didn’t… I didn’t mean to offend or be rude,” the elf girl said in a little voice, her pale cheeks turning a light pink color.

      “You’ll be alright, just don’t be so...” I trailed off, searching for the right words.

      “Just don’t be such an uppity bitch all the time,” Tyzee breathed.

      Skreech whistled in surprise at that hot take. Alelicia looked at Tyzee, her face contorted from being offended, the light pink color that had come to her cheeks turning darker, but then she nodded to Tyzee and looked down again.

      I waited a beat, lettin’ things cool down, then, opening my door, I announced that it was time to go eat. I hopped out, poppin’ the seat forward for the girls, my eyes surreptitiously drinking in the cleavage on the both of them. Damn, these two are so distracting. We walked up to the counter, where a stupid looking young orc was waitin’ to take our order. He eyed me and Skreech with a sort of curious dispassion, but then he got a look at the hybrid girls in their revealing outfits, a literal bra as a top on Alelicia, a scarf as a makeshift one on Tyzee. He couldn’t help but look from them to me, then from me back to them, tryin’ to figure out what he was seeing.

      “Hi,” the orc youth greeted the hybrid girls breathily, ignoring me and Skreech. “Welcome to McDonald’s. Can I… Can I take your order?” He stammered out.

      I walked forward to the counter, an eyebrow raised. “Yo, buddy, listen, I need some burgers and fries.”

      “Hey… How…?” Again he looked from me to the girls.

      “Look, we’re Mormons, alright?” I growled.

      “What?” the orc asked stupidly. I looked back at him, then realized that might not work now that we’re further away from Utah.

      “Hold on.” I turned back to the girls. “What do you want?”

      “Big Mac meal, large fries, large Coke,” Tyzee shot out at rapid fire. “Oh, shit, let me have a sundae.” She paused, saw me lookin’ at her curiously. “If that’s okay. Please.”

      I smiled and nodded, turned to the orc kid at the register. “You heard the lady.”

      “Okay, we got one large big mac meal, large Coke, a sundae… Will that be all for you today?”

      “No, hold on,” I said.

      “I’ll have what she’s havin’!” Skreech squeaked.

      I held up two fingers to the orc. “Make that two of those large big mac meals.” While the kid poked the order in slowly on the machine, I took a couple steps towards Alelicia. “Do you think you know what ya want?” I asked her.

      “Do they have salad?” she asked.

      The orc kid’s eyebrows shot up, like he never heard anything so crazy.

      “Just get her a chicken sandwich. It has lettuce and tomatoes on it,” Tyzee said as she tossed her hair back and glanced at some local oafs eating at a counter.

      “But chicken’s poor people—” Alelicia started to whine, then, making eye contact with Tyzee, stopped herself, her cheeks starting to get pink again. “Okay,” she said after a moment, nodding to herself, seeming to have come to some sort of internal conclusion. “I’ll try that.”

      I grinned at her briefly, thinking, I guess she figures she’s roughin’ it now, then nodded to her and Tyzee and went back over to the counter.

      “Alright, so we’ll have two of those large big mac meals, with Cokes and sundaes, and two large grilled chicken sandwich meals, also with Cokes and sundaes,” I told the orc, gettin’ the same thing as Alelicia out of solidarity, and to kind of prove to her that it was good, although I also realized that a hobgoblin’s word just might not mean much to an elf girl. I tried to imagine for a moment what kinda privileged, bougie, upper-crust life she must have led before gettin’ snatched and put in that train car container, to never have gone to a McDonald’s; I couldn’t picture it.

      The orc brought the trays laden with grub over to the counter, tossed a handful of ketchup packets on them. He longingly looked at the hybrid girls, cleared his throat. “Thanks, enjoy your meal.”

      We grabbed the trays and went to sit down and eat. Tyzee and Skreech immediately tore into their big macs, sauce and grease spillin’ out onto their fingers; Alelicia unwrapped hers hesitantly, lookin’ at it like it might jump up and attack her or something, so I unwrapped mine and started taking big ass bites, loudly chewing, enjoying the hot chicken meat, shovin’ some fries into my mouth. The elf girl raised her eyebrows watchin’ me, but the enticing smell must have overcame her haughtiness, and she picked up her chicken sandwich with both hands, took a small, delicate bite, then, her eyes widening, a little smile forming, she started to fuckin’ clobber it, even took note of what I was doin’, shovin’ some fries in her gullet too.

      “Not too bad, huh?” I asked, sippin’ on my Coke.

      “I love it right now.” Alelicia nodded.

      Tyzee snorted a laugh and rolled her eyes, then polished off the rest of her big mac and guzzled on her Coke, her pretty eyes turning greedily to the sundae in front of her.

      I grinned at the elf girl. “There you go again with that right now stuff.”

      “I don’t like to commit to anything.” She shrugged her shoulders.

      Skreech gave her an odd look then turned a raised eyebrow to me, not quite following along. I laughed as I looked back down at him, fuckin’ big mac sauce all over his face, tossed him a couple napkins.

      “Clean yourself up Skreech, we’re eatin’ with ladies these days.” I chuckled. We were all diggin’ in to our sundaes and I was goin’ the fuck in on mine, but I heard one of the girls starting to laugh so I looked up and saw them both lookin’ back at me.

      “What?” I asked, still lickin’ at the ice cream.

      “You look like a cat with cream in his whiskers.” Tyzee giggled. “A big red cat.”

      I smiled, taking it as a compliment. I always liked cats, they were alright as far as pets go. After we finished and walked back out to the car, I lit up a Camel menthol, wanting to enjoy my after-meal smoke before gettin’ back in the car, stretch my legs some.

      Tyzee was watchin’ me intently, and after the first few puffs I took of the Camel, she came up next to me. “Can I try?” she asked.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Did you smoke cigs before?”

      “I don’t know, I don’t remember.” She shook her head. “But you seem to enjoy it, and maybe I would, too.” I looked back at her thoughtfully for a moment, then passed the cigarette over. “Be careful with that. If you never smoked a cig before it might be harsh and unpleasant at first.”

      She took the Camel and looked at it for a moment, then put her pretty lips around the filter and took a small puff, coughed mid-exhale, looked at me like it was a trick, then took another puff and exhaled without difficulty.

      “It’s not bad,” she said, taking another puff.

      “You might catch a habit.” I grinned, taking the cigarette back from her.

      “You seem to be doing alright with it.”

      Alelicia walked over to me, lookin’ worried. “Can you let us into the car? There’s someone over there watching me and I don’t like it.” I looked over in the direction of where her eyes had flicked to, and my mouth dropped.
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      “Fuck…” I muttered, taking a puff of my cigarette, tryin’ to play it cool, turning my eyes quickly away from the two police vehicles parked side by side, an unmarked black car with dark tints which I assumed was another cop. It was probably an undercover, parked next to them. The cops were standin’ around in front of their police SUVs, INDIANA STATE POLICE emblazoned on the sides, a couple humans and orcs in jerk off blue, chattin’ amongst themselves, quickly taking surreptitious glances over at me and Skreech and the girls—the girls especially—with short bursts of raucous laughter following, before goin’ back to whatever the fuck it is cops talk about. We’re just gonna calmly walk over to the car, I thought, panicking, my eyes flicking from my Mustang to the cops and back, we’re gonna get in, pull off nice and slow, then, when we touch the freeway, I’ll zoom off before they even know I’m gone. Skrrt, Skrrt, fuckers.

      “Yea, let’s get outta here.” I started walking towards the car. The girls and Skreech hurriedly followed behind me, awkwardly making a point to not look over at the police. I noticed that the gang of cop jerks had grown quieter as we got closer to the Mustang.

      When we got to the car and I was about to pop open the door, just gettin’ my fingers on the latch, one of the human cops, a big motherfucker with full sleeve tattoos on his arms, hollered over, “Hey, hob!”

      I turned to look, my heart starting to beat hard and fast, taking a mental note that I still had my little revolver on my ankle and I need only duck and reach down to grab it if things got ugly.

      “You a pimp or the homo best friend?” He nodded a chiseled chin vaguely in the direction of the hybrid girls, then turned back to join and bask in the uproarious laughter comin’ from his cop buddies.

      Fuckin’ jerk. I shook my head, then turned to see Skreech smirkin’ at me and the girls giving me a quizzical look.

      “Just get in the car,” I hissed.

      After we had got in and I slowly pulled off, bustin’ a quick right back onto the 70 freeway, I motored along until I was sure those cops couldn’t see the car, then I pushed my boot all the way down on the gas pedal, lovin’ the sound of the engine roaring to life, the feel of the car jolting and shooting forward, hitting seventy, eighty, ninety miles an hour in seconds, a hundred and ten a moment later, switchin’ lanes, zoomin’ nearly at the speed of fuckin’ light passed exit signs for shitty little towns with glorious, ancient names, names like Carthage, Alexandria, then Knightstown, New Castle, Cambridge City, Richmond—the irony wasn't lost on me. I eased off the gas as I saw we were comin’ up on the state border—we’d be in Ohio shortly. We’re almost there, now. We pass through Ohio, hit the 76 freeway, I briefly looked down at the map book I had propped open on my lap, seein’ where the 70 freeway branched off into the 76, which would take me directly into the city of Philadelphia. What the fuck am I even gonna say to them when we finally get there? I worried, turnin’ my eyes back to the road. Yo it’s me, your cousin Teek that you haven’t seen in I don’t even fuckin’ know how long. I got in some deep shit on the West coast, so now I’m here, with my fuckin’ hat in hand… I shook my head bitterly.

      I peeped on the hybrid girls in the back seat, then had a somewhat disturbing thought. What if they try to take the hybrid girls or fuck with them? I mean, they’re family but they were always up in arms about hybrids. I can’t show up to my uncle’s doorstep, two hybrid girls standin’ right behind me. I lit up a joint as we crossed into Ohio, taking a few deep puffs, and concluded that I was gonna have to stash the girls somewhere first, before I even went to see my kin. The sun was startin’ to set as we were passin’ by Columbus, and another thought started to nag at the back of my mind, the damn turf wars back in my home town. Last time I was there, some orc gangs were movin’ in on my people’s turf, and from what little I’ve heard since then, the situation’s turned ugly.

      I heard rumblings, little trickles of information from time to time. Sometimes it would be a snippet of the news, the intense rivalry and violence between the hobgoblins and orcs, both vying for complete control of northeast Philadelphia, which time and again broke out, leavin’ behind numerous dead on both sides. It seems so senseless. I shook my head rancorously. This ain’t the dark ages anymore. Philly ain’t some province you can conquer and seize like in the old days, it’s a modern sprawling city, a fuckin’ metropolis, and spilled blood costs more money. If only they could make peace, figure out how to work together, they’d be makin’ better money than they ever dreamed, and so many brothers, fathers, friends, relatives, wouldn’t be dead before their natural time. I brooded in silence for a time over the implausibility of this, the impossibility even. It would never happen… Deep rooted hatred like that gets entrenched, generation after generation. I ain’t sayin’ the beef isn’t legitimate, but we’re killin’ each other over some bullshit from centuries ago? That don’t make sense to me.

      I looked at the road and saw something in the distance that I couldn’t quite make out, so I slowed down, and as I drove by, I realized it was a crow or perhaps a raven eating a fuckin’ snake in the middle of the freeway. My eyes widened in surprise, I nodded gratefully to the bird as I passed by it, recognizing a good omen when I saw one. An even bigger smile hit my face as we crossed over into Pennsylvania. Tyzee noticed I was grinnin’.

      “What are you so happy about?” she asked, making eye contact with me in the rearview.

      “Did you see that?” I jerked a thumb back in the direction of the bird and snake.

      “No… See what?” The orc girl looked at me curiously in the rearview. Skreech looked over at me, he hadn’t seen it either.

      “There was a large black bird, a crow or maybe a raven. It was eatin’ a snake in the middle of the freeway.” I smiled back at her in the rearview. “It’s a good omen, a good sign amongst hobgoblins. There’s a bunch of old tales that my people tell, parables if you will, where the hero or the protagonist would cross paths with a large black bird feasting on a serpent, and his quest or adventure would turn out well.”

      “It’s true,” Skreech confirmed. Long ago, some time when the earth hadn’t even grown pubes, my hobgoblin ancestors had created goblins, breeding them for labor and service, and so Skreech was intimately acquainted with the history and culture of my race.

      “Wow,” Tyzee replied after considering that. “Well, hopefully we’ll have good luck, then.”

      “I don’t understand.” Alelicia turned away from the window and leaned forward towards me. “You take a simple sign of nature like a bird killing and eating a snake, and you believe it means something?”

      “When you put it like that, sure, it sounds ridiculous. But it’s more than that. There was a time when witnessing such a thing would have meant a great deal to a young warrior, going off into battle or undertaking some incredible hardship.”

      “I didn't realize you thought of yourself as a warrior,” the elf girl replied simply.
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      The hybrid girls had fallen asleep again as we crossed through southern Pennsylvania, ridin’ the 76 ‘til it split off at route 1, which would take us on a straight shot to northeast Philadelphia, a real hobgoblin and orc stronghold, and where my family had settled long ago, after fleeing the hobgoblin massacres in Europe during the early stages of World War I... The war that the humans called the Great War, but the hobgoblins called it another name: the Betrayer’s War. The city was nominally split amongst the various criminal organizations and gangs, and truth be told, the elves and the humans dominated the more bougie, upscale areas like Center City, the suburbs, the nicer parts of South Philly, while the orcs ran rampant throughout the North and West areas, although again, truth be told, the orcs were everywhere in Philadelphia, and Philly orcs were arguably the gruffest orcs; they also had no respect whatsoever for other people’s territorial claims. I lit up a joint as I hit route 1, cruisin’ along, recalling memories from the past as route 1 turned into route 13, gettin’ closer to my family’s traditional territory, and where I had spent the greater part of my youth.

      We passed the strip club that my old man had taken me to the night he declared me to be a man, and where he threw me a wild private party that led to me havin’ my first and second fucks, with two incredibly beautiful and voluptuous strippers, one after the other. It’s only right, my own boy takin’ to some fine, high quality ass like that, he proudly said to me afterwards. Besides, it’d be rude to turn down thoroughbred pussy, even if it cost a few dollars. Remember that, Teek, ‘cause in the end you’re gonna pay for it one way or another.

      As I got closer and closer to my old stompin’ grounds, I realized that most of the businesses and areas where you used to see hobgoblins and goblinoids, there were instead orcs and humans of every color. Orc and human gangs were controllin’ nearly every corner—didn’t see a goblinoid on fuckin’ one of ‘em.

      Skreech made a hissing noise every so often, on account of him being distrustful of orcs in general. “I thought this was a hobgoblin town, boss?”

      “It used to be.” I drove by a butcher shop that used to have a massive sign of a hobgoblin riding a huge red bull, now it had some fucking mermaid lookin’ chick advertising coffee or something. “Can you believe this shit?” I muttered angrily to Skreech. “It’s a fuckin’ disgrace.”

      I kept driving along, passing the shitty old Dining Car diner, then stopped short in front of a fuckin’ kobold sushi joint on the corner where I used to hustle and sling dope with my cousin when we were younger. The kobold immigrants had moved into this area some years back and it was now known as Kobold Town. The kobolds identified with the Asians and their culture, much like the dragonborn did, and were master sushi makers. They resembled the dragonborn somewhat, but were shorter and more lizard-like, and were made similarly by the dragonborn as the goblins were by the hobgoblins. I could see in the window of the sushi joint a bunch of kobolds runnin’ around, some whackin’ up different kinds of fish and other seafood, some fryin’ stuff up in pans, tossin’ it up in the air then squirtin’ soy sauce and sesame out of a false little dragon statue’s dick into the pan, some rollin’ sushi. The joint smelled incredible and was packed with kobolds, humans, a couple orcs. There was a flashing neon light sign in the middle of the window that read Kobold Sushi #1! OPEN 24 HOURS! Then another makeshift sign under that one read 1 bedroom, 1 bath apt. available upstairs. Good deal! Must love sushi.

      I checked the surroundings out. Well, the area ain’t too rough, and kobolds generally keep to themselves, I pondered. Might be the ideal spot to put the girls up and crash at. Then, a hot, flavorful scent of sushi made its way to my nose. And I could sure go for some good sushi. Plus I bet Alelicia would appreciate her meal for once. I looked back in the rearview, saw Tyzee had woken up and was taking in the city. Alelicia was still snoozin’ but was beginning to stir, possibly because the rapid motion of the car had stopped, possibly ‘cause she was smellin’ some good sushi on the night air.

      “Hey,” I said, looking back at the girls, “we’re in Philly now. Who’s ready for dinner?” Tyzee gave me a funny look in the mirror and I could tell immediately that she wasn’t a raving fan of sushi. Alelicia looked at me strangely for a moment as well, possibly mentally preparing herself for another meal she’d consider beneath her, but then, realizing it was a sushi restaurant in front of her eyes and sushi she was smellin’, she perked right up, a big smile flashing in the rearview.

      “Sushi? Really? Oh, Teek,” she gushed, “thank you, you remembered I love it.”

      “I love it too,” I added, though I realized I probably should have just rolled with letting her think it was all about her.

      “Well, still,” Alelicia continued, a little disappointed, “thank you kindly.”

      “Yes, Teek, darling,” Tyzee drawled, tryin’ to mimic Alelicia’s lighter, haughty voice, “thank you ever so much for this raw fish and rice and seaweed, I just couldn’t bear more poor people food… Greasy chicken sandwiches and burgers—oh, the horrors!”

      Skreech started to cackle and Alelicia shot a venomous glance over to Tyzee.

      “Why don’t you mind your tongue? I wasn’t even speaking to you,” the hybrid elf girl spat, her bright blue eyes oddly luminous in the dark of the car. “And for the record, I ate that chicken sandwich, as awful as it was, without complaint! And every other sandwich! So just stop it!”

      Tyzee looked back at her in some surprise, then shook her head and turned away, muttering, “whatever you say, princess.”

      “Be nice,” I said over my shoulder to the girls, then, after a few moments, opened my door. “Come on, let’s go eat. I’m fuckin’ starvin’.”

      “Boss, hey, boss.” Skreech hopped out and ran over to me before I was even out of the door. “Do ya think they got those crunchy rolls I like?”

      “How the fuck should I know? This wasn’t here when I used to be.” For a moment I had a vivid flashback, saw phantom younger versions of me and my cousin, Shal, posted up at the corner, where back in the day it was an old hood hobgoblin corner store before it was taken over and converted by the kobolds, our pockets loaded with flame-sealed cellophane baggies or little plastic coin bags stuffed with mid-quality weed, or different sorts of powders or pills, us biddin’ off passers-by with our little crew, servin’ our clients and fiends, feelin’ like we hit a big score every night comin’ home with a few extra dollars in our pockets that we made ourselves, that wasn’t some hand out from our fathers. How my old man or Shal’s old man, my uncle, would ride by sometimes and see us hangin’ there and try to chase us off the corner or throw us a beatin’, but how we’d be right back the next day or the next night anyway, sellin’ dope and chasin’ skirt, smokin’ tree and cigarettes, drinkin’, havin’ a good time. Like that one night, Shal’s old man, my uncle Khakkoc, drove his fuckin’ Cadillac up on the curb, revvin’ the engine like he was about to run us down if we didn’t fuckin’ beat it. I grinned at the memory.

      “Are you going to let us out?” Alelicia’s voice whined from the back seat of the car.

      I had gotten out but hadn’t popped the lever to make the seat move forward. I reached down and did it, and helped them outta the car. They were still in their skimpy outfits and were drawin’ attention and catchin’ stares as soon as they stepped out of the Mustang. Definitely going to have to do somethin’ about that now that we’re here, I worried, once I get ‘em settled in we’ll figure somethin’ out. I’ll take ‘em to the mall or some lady’s clothes store around here. We walked into the sushi joint, where some of the crowd immediately took notice of the girls but didn’t say nothin’, seeing they were with me. At least there’s still some respect for hobgoblins around here, I thought, lookin’ around and heading towards the hostess, an older kobold lady. I came up to the hostess’s desk, where she was rapidly adding up numbers on a calculator as it spat out figures on a roll of paper.

      “Hello? Yes? What you want?” the old kobold hostess asked rudely, looking up from her accounting, her swanky glasses riding down her lizard snout an inch. “You want hibachi dinner?” She quickly shot a glance over at the tables where the kobold chefs were rapidly choppin’ and whippin’ up hibachi, obnoxiously squirting out soy and sesame and other spices from their little nude dragon statues into the pans, making the food sizzle in them and flare up a moment.

      “No, we’ll have a regular table,” I replied, having followed her eyes over.

      “That looks… Different.” Tyzee nodded towards the kobold hibachi chefs, the hint of a smile on her lips. Alelicia blushed slightly, her cheeks going a light pink.

      “Yu!” The hostess suddenly yelled.

      “Me what?” I asked her, shocked and mildly confused.

      “No, not you, Yu!” She hollered again, and a younger kobold lady quickly appeared next to her, bowing briefly to me and Skreech and the girls. “Yu, take them to table three! Be faster, girl!”

      “Yes, hostess.” The kobold girl, Yu, bowed low to the older kobold, then turned to me and grabbed some menus. “Please, follow me right this way.”

      We followed her over to a booth table, the girls sittin’ across from me and Skreech. We ordered some drinks, some sake, some appetizers and sushi. Me, Skreech and Alelicia devoured our food and sushi, got a little drunk on the sake. Tyzee took a bit to come around to it and the sushi but after tasting it I could tell she liked it, even if she pretended like she wouldn’t come runnin’ back for it. When we had finished and it was time to pay, I slipped Yu an extra twenty on top of the nice tip I already gave her.

      “Yu, the food is so damn good, I could see myself living in the damn building. So on account of that, I wanna speak with the owner, about that apartment for rent.”

      “Oh yes, yes sir.”

      I watched her go over to the hostess, tail wagging under her skirt, food tray held to her body like a shield. She talked to the hostess for a minute, and came back over to our table.

      “Okay, I take you to him now,” Yu the kobold sushi waitress said, then as she turned away, she pointed a claw at me and curled it towards herself. “You come, follow me.”

      I got up, told the others to wait, and followed the kobold girl back past the sushi bar and counter, past the kitchens through a couple labyrinthine hallways.  Then she opened a door and I was faced with a skinny old man kobold sitting behind a desk in a large leather office chair. He wore a white collarless shirt that was too large for him, and had one of those long mustaches that’s like two white cat tails that don’t join in the middle, a fu manchu mustache I guess it’s called.

      “Yes? What you want?” The kobold asked in a similar annoyed and harried way as the hostess, making me think they were either married or related or both, leanin’ back some in his big office chair, lookin’ at me with irritation in his eyes.

      “I’m here about the apartment, if it’s still for rent,” I responded evenly, keeping his eye contact. Kobolds took it as a sign of weakness and disrespect if you looked away from their gaze during conversation, so I made a point of it to not even blink as I stared back into his lizard eyes. He didn’t respond to that for a few moments, his eyes quickly lookin’ me up and down, taking my measure.

      “Why you need apartment around here? You no like to live, other hobgoblin?”

      I scratched the top point of an ear. “You see, I’m just visiting, and I don’t like to be a burden on family.” He nodded when I said this, appreciating my family values. “And I’m with some friends of mine, we’re travelin’ together. I can pay upfront in cash, for at least the next few months.”

      His cold lizard eyes widened slightly at this, and he looked at me a little more intently, with a little more curiosity.

      “What name?” He asked after studying me, pointing an old crooked claw at me.

      “Teek.”

      “Teek.” He repeated, then paused thoughtfully. “I never hear name before.”

      “Yea, well, it’s the only name I got,” I growled, the liquor in my blood making me confused and impatient. “How ‘bout you, friend, what do they call you?”

      The slender old kobold mulled over my question, then pointed an old gnarled claw back at himself.

      “Me, Ginzee.” He closed his claw into a fist, tapped it twice against his chest, then held his claws together.

      I waited a long minute, then realized that the kobold wasn’t gonna say anything else. “Okay, Mr. Ginzee. What do ya say to the offer?”

      “What you do for work, Teek?” He asked instead, dodging my question, which kinda pissed me off.

      “I’m a jack of all trades, man, whatever you need.” I was starting to sweat, starting to feel a little desperate. I wasn’t tryin’ to go to an apartment building where they might want an application and a fuckin’ credit and background check.

      “I no understand this, jack of trades,” Ginzee said calmly, shaking his lizard head from side to side. I tried to pick my brain, thinking, what the fuck does he want me to say? I got my own car dealership? Does he want me to hand ‘em a fuckin’ business card?

      “I’ll be workin’ with my family, they got a construction business.” I lied off the cuff, tryin’ to sound confident.

      “Okay, good, so you no need job here.” The skinny old kobold placed his crossed claws on the desk in front of him.

      “I appreciate the offer,” I began, feelin’ oddly somewhat insulted.

      “No, I make no offer!”

      I rubbed a hand down my tired face. “Yea, no, I meant that I’m good, I have work, I have money to put in your pocket right this moment if you’ll pass them keys on over to me.”

      The kobold eyed me coldly, cracked an ugly smile. “Rent is seven hundred, fifty dollar, each month. You pay now, and deposit, one thousand dollar.”

      I felt like it wasn’t such a great deal all things considered, and I got an ugly, paranoid feeling that the kobold knew I was lying and was hittin’ me up for a few extra bucks, perhaps sensing I was in a pinch since I was comin’ to a fuckin’ kobold for a place to stay in the first place. I shrugged my shoulders and quickly pulled out my cash, flipped through the bills, countin’ out twenty five hundred dollars, having added an extra month’s rent, putting the little stack of cash down on the desk in front of me, a long red finger pinning the dollars down where they were. Ginzee eyed the cash for a moment, then slipped a claw down to where I couldn’t see it, opening a drawer, making me tense, but then bringing up a key and passing it to me. I moved the cash towards him, meeting him at the middle of the desk, and snatched the key from him.

      “No party, no loud noise,” the old prick hissed, clawing the cash over to himself.

      “No problem.” I stood up. “Pleasure doin’ business with you. Shall I just pass the rent money to the hostess, from here on out?” I thought I was doin’ him a favor since he didn’t seem to care for the pleasure of my company.

      “No!” Ginzee hissed louder, trembling, sounding panicked, his eyes opening wider. “You put in envelope! Leave under door! First day, every month! Now go!”

      I nodded to him and walked out, heading back towards the front of the restaurant, suppressing a smile. I guess he doesn’t want his sister wife out there gettin’ her grubby claws on his paper. Can’t blame him, those specks she had on were definitely designer. I strode over to the table where Skreech and the girls were waitin’.

      “Where to now, boss?” The goblin asked impatiently.

      “Yes, where are we staying tonight? Will we stay in a proper bed for once?” Alelicia asked.

      I nodded to them, deciding they were too tired and had been through too much to be fucked with right now. “You know what, I think that we just might. Let’s go.” I walked out the front door, the others quickly getting up and following me out.
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      We walked around the side of the building, where there was a stairway that was hidden from plain view, having been built into the brickwork of the outer wall, and headed up ‘til we were on a small walkway where there was just one door. I hope this ain’t a shithole. I glanced at the girls real quick, Alelicia especially. I really don’t want to hear any griping tonight. I’m tired, drunk, and I need to go see my family tomorrow. I need to sleep. I slid the key into the door. I walked in a step, felt around on the wall for a light switch, flipped it on and looked around the illuminated room. There was a small kitchen next to a living area with a futon, a couple chairs, a decent sized table. A decent television against the wall across from the futon and chairs. Not too shabby, I thought, motioning for Skreech and the girls to come in and check out the place. I walked into the bedroom, it wasn’t all that big, but it was relatively clean and there was a made bed in it. I peaked in at the bathroom, saw that it was also alright, nothin’ fancy or all that new, but clean, working.

      “Skreech, come help me grab the stuff from the car, alright?” I walked by the others, headin’ out down the stairs towards the car. The goblin nodded and followed me. As we came down the stairs I realized there was a third set of feet behind us, and I looked back to see Tyzee comin’ down the last couple stairs.

      “What are you doin’?” I looked at her strangely.

      “I’m coming to help, too,” she replied, looking me in my eyes.

      I looked back at her, turned to Skreech for a second, then looked back to the beautiful hybrid orc girl. “Thanks, but we got it. You go ahead back up and relax.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I want to help. We’re a team now, remember?”

      I looked at her incredulously, eyebrows raised, but judging from the look in her eyes that she wasn’t going to take no for an answer, I nodded to her and said, “Okay. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” She smiled.

      We walked over to the car, which I unlocked, grabbin’ my stash of joints and the tree, the rest of my cash, my cigarettes, some other miscellaneous items, then met Skreech back at the trunk, unlocking it and lifting it open. There was a hefty, bulging duffle bag of bullet cases, all the rounds I had in my possession when I told Skreech to saddle up before we hit the train back in Vegas.

      “I can get it,” Tyzee said, reaching for it.

      For some reason I reached my hand out, lightly taking hold of her arm. “No, I got it. You get the Draco, okay?” I reached over, picking up the assault pistol I kept in the trunk just in case things got real ugly, handing it off to her. Skreech looked back and forth, from me to Tyzee.

      “Okay,” she giggled, looking down at it in some surprise, taking it then doing a quick pseudo-military pose with it pressed against her large, round breasts.

      “Careful with that.” I smiled, lifting the bag of bullets out of the trunk and looking around making sure no one was watching us. Damn, she looks even sexier holding that fuckin’ piece! I tossed the keys of the car to Skreech.

      “Pull the car around to the side and lock it up, would ya?” I asked the goblin, turning to head back in to our new little place. I lifted the bag up to sling it over my shoulder, having to put some muscle into it. I looked over at Skreech in surprise as he hopped into the Mustang, he had been lifting and carrying it out to the car with no complaints. Son of a bitch, I thought, having a new respect for him, it’s good to know I can count on him in a sticky situation. He’s proven himself more than a few times now, and not just recently… I’ll have to think of a way to reward the little guy. When we got back upstairs, Alelicia was in the bathroom, so I plopped the bag of rounds, our ad hoc cache of bullets, in the closet in the living room, then took the Draco from Tyzee, our eyes meeting briefly as our fingers touched, and placed it on the wooden rack towards the top of closet. Alelicia peered out the bathroom door, her eyes wide and nervous, but when she saw it was us she relaxed a little and came out. Poor fuckin’ thing. I glanced at her on the sly. She probably thought some asshole ran up here and was rummaging around.

      “You okay?” I nodded over to Alelicia, some concern in my voice.

      She lightly nodded back. “Yes, I think I got a little scared when I heard noises from the other side of the door… I didn’t know if it was you or not.”

      I moved a little closer to her, put a red hand on the soft, creamy white skin of her shoulder. She shuddered a little for a moment, but didn’t try to remove it.

      “Hey, listen.” I made sure she was lookin’ me in my eyes. “We’re okay here, I’m not gonna let nothin’ up in here to come get at you.”

      “How can you be so sure?” She asked, her wide eyes taking me in, searching mine for something, some hope she could grasp for.

      “I gave you my word.” Suddenly my throat felt like sandpaper and I heard myself noisily dry swallow. “I’m goin’ to keep you safe.” I looked over at Tyzee, making sure she knew what I was sayin’ was for her ears as well. “I’m goin’ to keep both of you safe.”

      Tyzee continued to look at me with a neutral face, not saying anything. When I looked back to Alelicia, she searched my face a little longer, I guess tryin’ to determine if I was lyin’ to her or tryin’ to trick her, but then she nodded.

      “Okay… Thank you.” She looked around, then, moving towards the bedroom, she stretched her arms upward and yawned. “I’m tired, I’m going to bed.”

      “Alright.” I couldn’t stop myself as I watched her slim curves sway, the bottom swell of her ass peeking through that denim bathing suit she had on. That tiny little waist, the slim, luscious thighs. The shining, straight golden hair. Damn, this girl. I heard footsteps comin’ up to the open front door, watched Skreech scamper in and shut it behind him. We exchanged nods.

      “Can’t believe I’m saying this, but I actually agree with her, for once,” Tyzee said suddenly, watching Alelicia cross the doorway of the bedroom. “Goodnight!” She called over her shoulder, quickly striding towards the bedroom as well.

      “How can this be?!” Alelicia’s sharp voice came from the bedroom. “I have to share a room with you?”

      “Oh, you think I wanna be having a slumber party with you, princess?”

      “I think that we should divide the room into quadrants.”

      “Quadrants? What is this, calculus? We’re just sharing a room, sweetie.”

      “Sweetie...” Alelicia trailed off, her voice softened, her full lips parting. “Someone used to call me that.”

      “Who?” Tyzee took her sunglasses off, suddenly curious.

      “I wish I could remember.” As Alelicia gazed down, some of her golden hair fell past her pointed elf ears.

      “I know what you mean.” My eyes rounded as Tyzee actually stepped forward and slung her long green arms around the elf girl. She hugged Alelicia then, squeezing her tight, and the elf let herself feel whatever she’d been holdin’ onto the last several days, and just buried her face into Tyzee’s shining clavicles. She shuddered a little. Tyzee being taller, her breasts rested on top of Alelicia’s and their buoyant flesh swelled to the sides, nearly popping right out of her makeshift purple bra. Their hands caressed each other, running up and down the lean muscles of their backs.

      I was feeling all kinds of things as I watched them, and yea one of ‘em sure as hell was being in awe of their physicality, but another was wanting to comfort them too.

      “Truce? For tonight?” Tyzee spoke, her lips inches away from Alelicia’s naturally rosy ones.

      “Yes. A truce. An armistice.”

      The orc girl silently chuckled. “Whatever you want to call it, but don’t expect me to sync my period to yours just yet. Sharing a bed for the night is as far as I’m ready to go.”

      Tyzee turned to face me, raised an eyebrow, and started sauntering toward me, her long green thighs glistening.

      “It was a touching moment,” I stammered.

      When she had reached the doorway, her pretty hand slid along the siding as she snorted a laugh. “I’m sure you were thinking of touching, that’s for sure.”

      “Yo, what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means goodnight.” She waved at me, and promptly closed the door without another glance. I looked down at Skreech in stupefaction, then back at the door.

      “Wait, where am I supposed to sleep?!”

      “I don’t know, figure it out, mister red!” Tyzee’s muffled voice came through the closed door.

      “That’s nice, real nice!” I yelled at the bedroom door. “These fuckin’ broads…” I muttered a few moments later, shaking my head. The goblin was tryin’ to commiserate with me, but at the same time I caught his eye longingly darting over to the futon. “Great, you too?” Guess I’m sleepin’ in the chair tonight. I decided to let Skreech have the futon so he could lay out and get a good rest, since I didn’t think I was goin’ to sleep much this night anyway.

      “I’ll take the chair, boss,” Skreech said reluctantly after a few moments of awkward silence.

      I shook my head. “Nah, you go ahead and take the futon tonight. We’ll figure out a new sleepin’ arrangement later.” I yawned loudly, my jaw cracking and eyes watering. “I’ll take the chair.”

      Skreech started to shake his head. “You’re bigger, boss, you should have it.”

      I walked over to the closet, took out the Draco pistol, then went to sit on the chair. “Skreech, just lay your ass down and go to sleep, alright? Turn that light off.”

      The little goblin, needing no more encouragement, flipped off the light and dove onto the futon, rollin’ around, stretchin’ out, then within a few minutes, he was passed the fuck out, sound asleep, snoring away.

      “You go ahead and sleep, buddy, you done real good.” I whispered over at the sleeping goblin. I looked down at the Draco assault pistol in my lap that Skreech had snatched for me awhile back. The gun was all black, clandestine military ops style, except midway along the barrel, where FUCK ‘EM ALL was crudely carved in small red letters. I shook my head and laughed. Yea, fuck ‘em all indeed. I turned around to look out the window, saw the full moon lookin’ back at me. I tried to calculate how much cash I probably had left, realized it was more than likely a little south of two thousand dollars, and I felt a little sick. Two fuckin’ racks to my name, that’s it. If I died now, or tomorrow, who would even fuckin’ remember me? Where are all my great deeds? You can’t even get a decent fuckin’ coffin and headstone for two thousand lousy bucks. I haven’t seen or spoken to Shal and uncle Khakkoc in ages. I tried to remember just how long it had been. At least a decade, maybe more. What the fuck am I even gonna say to them? That I dicked it out to California, been fuckin’ around out there for years, workin’ for orcs and fuckin’ their women… Workin’ for humans and fuckin’ their women… Movin’ dope, doin’ small heists, real mickey mouse shit. I got jammed up though, and now I’m back in Philly, and I need work, and I need somewhere safe to lay low? I shook my head bitterly again, remembering one of those ugly conversations with my uncle, when he caught me gettin’ dropped off by a human girl I was bangin’ at the time from around the way. Had a good time, huh? I can smell that nasty human bitch cunt on you, boy, where the fuck you been? he had snarled at me, is that what you want? Your blood is noble, you lookin’ to water it down, have a few hybrid babies with that soft, pale human bitch? What’s the matter with you, you can’t find a nice hobgoblin girl? You gotta go slummin’? What is it with you, your generation? I shivered a little at the memory. I made the right choice, bringin’ the girls here first. I shot a quick glance over at the bedroom doors. If my uncle saw them, I’d never hear the end of it, and they’d hear all his bullshit. They’d feel it, too, and I promised I wouldn’t let anyone hurt them, physically or otherwise. And what about Shal? What the fuck is he gonna say? Part of me hopes he’ll throw an arm around my shoulder like back in the day, but the other part of me is sayin’ he’s either gonna shit on me or shoot me or both. He told me he was gonna bring me up through the ranks with him, we’d start our own crew, and the next day I was fuckin’ gone without so much as a goodbye or a go fuck yourself. I looked back out the window, up at the moon, sighed deeply. Well, they’re all I got. I came all this way and I definitely can’t go back now, can’t bring the girls back to California. I couldn’t even cut them loose, tell ‘em to kick rocks at this point, girls like that, lookin’ beautiful, lost and confused, undefended. They’d get snatched up before they made it five miles. And, truth be told, I was into them, really into them, fuckin’ surprisingly into them.

      “What the fuck?” I hissed to myself, angered by my thoughts. Why the fuck am I even into them this deep? They’re hot, sure, and I’d be lyin’ if I said I wasn’t very physically attracted to them, fuckin’ drawn to them, but somehow it’s already more than that, I mean we haven’t even touched, we haven’t even so much as fuckin’ made out, yet their lives and safety matter to me? I’m buyin’ them meals, drivin’ them around, puttin’ them up in apartments, saving their lives, and we ain’t even fuckin’? That’s new.
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      I awoke in the middle of the night, startled and sweating. I looked over at the digital clock on the counter, seeing it was nearly four in the morning. Terrible dreams. I ran a hand across my face, flinging the sweat from my fingers, then pushed my sweaty hair back. Shal and his old man lockin’ me in a cage, forcing me to marry or die, then a hobgoblin girl in a wedding dress standing in front of me with a bouquet of red and black roses, then Tyzee and Alelicia come from behind, kill the hobgoblin girl and tell me I have to marry them, then my uncle pullin’ a gun on me, shootin’ at me, the hybrid girls pull guns and shoot at me, Skreech is there cacklin’, demanding a cut of the money, sprayin’ his MAC-10 at me, Raulis the dead elf, wearin’ a McDonald’s uniform, dark red blood bloomin’ from the rough, jagged, blown out hole in his midsection on his shirt, lookin’ harried and worried, askin’ me if I’d like fries with that, my old man in a fancy pin striped suit comin’ up to me, jerkin’ a thumb over at the hybrid girls happily firing seemingly bottomless clips into me, at me, sayin’ that’s my boy, Teek, ya can’t turn down high quality ass like that, then, shaking his head sadly for some reason, Remember what I told ya, you’re gonna pay for it one way or another, ‘specially with those two, then walking away from me, shaking hands with a massive dragon walking towards me, then disappearing, then the dragon, many times my size, approaching me, a gigantic custom suit about to bust, ridiculously large Versace loafers on his feet, cranes his serpentine neck down so that his face would be close enough to mine, and, breathing air that smelled of sulphur and smoke at me, says to me: rent is one million dollar, plus deposit. You no pay, so I take girls. Then, reaching around, searchin’ for a piece on my hip that ain’t there, I look up at the dragon’s open mouth, the light created by the rapidly forged fire it was about to breath on me burning my eyes, blinding me…

      “I think I’ll take that joint now,” I whispered to myself. Out on the little walkway, I sparked up a joint. That shit was a fuckin’ nightmare, I thought, the tree calming my nerves some, the smoke hazing up past my eyes. Was it some sort of fucked up premonition, warnin’ me about what’s to come? I felt a hand lightly grip my arm and I jumped, spun around, arm raised like I was about to fight off some asshole thug, but then I saw long dark purple hair and pretty, soft green skin, scared eyes, and realized it was the hybrid orc girl, Tyzee. She quickly took her hand off of me and I put my balled fist down, mumbling.

      “Dammit you scared the shit outta me.”

      “Geeze, you’re tense.”

      I shook my head and hit the joint. “What are you doin’ out here? Can’t sleep in your nice bed?”

      “No… I don’t know.” She shook her head, shrugged her shoulders. Then she came and stood next to me, resting her elbows on the low brick wall that fenced off the stairwell and this little walkway. We were facing outwards to the Philly skyline. “I had strange dreams...”

      “Same,” I said, blowin’ a thick cloud of smoke out into the night air.

      “And then I thought I heard something.” She turned to face me. “So I cracked the bedroom door, looked out, and saw you stepping out through the front door, and I figured I’d join you for some fresh air.” She pushed some curly strands of her hair back behind a pointed green ear.

      “How’d you know that’s what I was comin’ out here for?” I asked curiously, turning to face her, quickly becoming taken in by just how gorgeous she was, how sexy, with that birthmark below her eye that I only really appreciated just now.

      “I didn’t,” she confessed, smiling. “But I hoped that’s what you were doing. I guess I should have assumed you were comin’ out for a smoke of that stuff.”

      I thought for a moment and hit the joint again. “Why’d you hope I was out here?” I raised an eyebrow as I looked at her, genuinely wondering at what she meant. Tyzee’s cheeks darkened some, and I was alarmed at first, but then it hit me after a moment that she was blushing.

      “I… I don’t know...” she stammered nervously, looking away from me for a moment, looking out at the empty street, where a car or a large truck drove by from time to time, then looking up at the sky, the moon, before turning back to face me. “Seems like we never get a moment to talk, just the two of us.”

      I turned my body towards her fully, exhaling thick cannabis smoke out of my nose. “Yea? What’d you wanna talk to me about?”

      Tyzee watched the smoke pour out of my nostrils and lazily drift off into the night. She looked thoughtful for a moment.

      “Can I try that?” She pointed at the joint in my hand.

      I raised my eyebrows, then held the joint out to her. “Sure.”

      She took it and hastily hit it, tryin’ to hold it in some like she saw me do, but she coughed suddenly, harshly. I watched her cough, saw the whites of her eyes turn pinkish and tears start to form, but then she straightened up and hit the joint again, holding the smoke in and breathing it out, coughing briefly, lightly, and passin’ the joint back to me.

      “Wow,” she said after a moment.

      “This what you came out here for? To talk about you tryin’ out some tree for the first time?”

      “No, of course not.” She shook her head, chuckled. “I think I’ve tried it before. I like it.”

      “Cool,” I mumbled, beginning to turn back to face the empty street and the night sky.

      “Wait, I’m sorry, that wasn’t it.”

      “Nothin’ for you to be sorry for.” I cut her off. “So, what did you actually want to talk to me about?” She didn’t answer me right away, but kept lookin’ at me and smiling. I noticed that dew had formed on her skin again. Suddenly, without warning, she launched herself at me. I managed a yelp, dropping the rest of the joint and feelin’ her wrap her arms around me tightly, but then I realized that she was hugging me. What the fuck?

      “Thank you, Teek, thank you,” she whispered in my ear, her light voice so close to my ear makin’ me feel soft and warm and strange inside. “I was laying there in the bed and… And I just don’t know where I’d be now without you… I was so scared before… I’m still scared… But I feel better with you.”

      I put my arms around her, holding her incredible body close to mine, feelin’ my dick starting to get hot, starting to stiffen. I patted her on the back then held her away from me some, not wanting to poke her with the old meat knife at an awkward moment.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” I croaked, struggling internally from how bad I wanted her there and then, wanted to be inside of her. Just staring at her long neck, wanting to bite right into it as I snatched her voluptuous hips in my claws and pumped like crazy. “You don’t gotta thank me. I know it’s hard right now, fuck.” I shrugged. “I couldn’t begin to imagine what you must be goin’ through, not remembering shit.”

      “Teek, what are we doing here?” She asked strangely, interrupting me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean what are we doing here, in this city? What are we going to do?”

      I turned away from her for a moment. “That’s sort of a loaded question, no? I don’t have a firm answer just yet on that, but I’ll know the lay of the land better tomorrow. Well, later today. You’re not my prisoner here, you can do what you want. I gotta get this money, but if you decide to really stick around and stay with me, I’ll help you figure out where you’re from, help you get home, to your family… your husband.”

      “You really think a girl like me… has a husband?”

      I pulled at my ear, blinked as I gazed at her tall, statuesque form, her violet hair cascading to one side, sweeping on her lean shoulders. Then I met her eyes. “Yeah, who wouldn't want to marry you?”

      Her mouth parted as she stared at me, but no words came out. She simply nodded again, then turned to walk back into the apartment. Something in me made me reach for her hand, taking it in mine.. I pulled her to me, and she finished the motion by whipping around, clenched me in a bear hug, kissing me quickly on the cheek.

      “You make me feel… good, Teek.” She smiled, a tear running down her cheek. “I don’t know how I can repay you, but thanks for everything.”

      Breath left my lungs like a deflating balloon, I shook my head, smiling back at her. “No worries, okay? And we’ll get ya some new clothes tomorrow, you make a scarf look good, but probably too good for some creeps around here.”

      She burst out laughing, tears still runnin’ from her eyes but really laughing, and I laughed with her, following her back into the apartment, watching as her curves disappeared away from me into the darkness of the girls room.

      

      I woke up the next morning, groggy as shit. It took me a few minutes to fully peel my eyes open, but when I did I saw Skreech and the girls posted up on the futon, watchin’ some reruns of Wheel of Fortune.

      “Good morning, sleepy,” Tyzee said sweetly, having noticed me crack my eyes open.

      “Mornin’, boss.” Skreech nodded over at me, then turned back to the television.

      Alelicia looked over at me. “Hello.”

      I rolled my eyes and stretched, standing up and feelin’ a little sore.

      “I’m hungry,” Alelicia announced, lookin’ at me intently. The others turned to me and their eyes told me the same thing.

      I was feelin’ hungry myself so I told the three of ‘em to sit tight, I’d be right back. I’m gonna need a coffee, a hot breakfast, and a fat joint before I head over there, I thought, momentarily picturing in my mind turning on Baron’s Street, goin’ straight back to the cul-de-sac, pullin’ up and parking in front of my family’s home there. I walked out of the apartment, hopped in the car and drove a block or two down to the Dunkin’ Donuts. I pulled up to it, hopped out and grabbed some coffees and breakfast sandwiches, a couple boxes of donuts. I drove back to the apartment, walked in and put it all down on the table, Skreech helpin’ me after I walked through the door.

      “Oh! Nice, thank you,” Tyzee said, pulling her thick wavy hair back into a ponytail, before promptly diggin’ into the donuts.

      “Yea, thanks.” Alelicia nodded, meetin’ my eyes, giving me a small, brief smile, sipping her coffee. Skreech just nodded to me, half a bagel sandwich lodged in his mouth, rendering him incapable of coherent speech.

      I sipped my coffee. “I gotta get goin’.”

      “Where?” Skreech asked, eyes bulging and mouth stuffed.

      “Yea, where? Are we coming too?” Tyzee asked, drinking big gulps of the coffee, licking sugared glaze from a donut off of her thumb.

      “No.”

      “You’re going to leave us here?” Alelicia shot at me, no longer picking at the donut but still taking small sips of her coffee.

      “Relax. I’ll be back in a couple of hours, I gotta talk to some people.” I lit up an extra thick joint, walkin’ out the front door and onto the little walkway to have my smoke while watchin’ the late morning traffic of route 13, which ran in front of the kobold sushi joint, where the hobgoblin corner store used to be. Skreech hurriedly scarfed down as much food as he could get his little paws on then dicked it out the door, runnin’ into me, thinkin’ I was already down the stairs.

      “Hey, boss, wait up—uhhh!?” He shook his head in surprise, reboundin’ off me.

      “Watch where the fuck you’re goin’, Skreech, I got hot coffee in my hand!” I snarled at the goblin, then turned away to finish up the coffee I had been sippin’ on.

      “Sorry, boss, didn’t want to hold ya up!”

      “Hold me up for what? You ain’t comin’ with me.” I was lookin’ at the traffic, seein’ a bright red muscle car revving its engine at the stop light.

      “What?” Skreech looked up at me like a little kid not wantin’ to be left behind.

      “I gotta do this one on my own.” I turned to look down at him. When he started to open his mouth to protest, I shook my head and went on. “You stay here with the girls and keep an eye on ‘em for me, alright? Here.” I pulled my cash out, pulled off a couple hundred worth, put it in Skreech’s hand. “Get ‘em whatever they need, get yourself somethin’ too.” The little goblin greedily eyed the cash I had just put in his hand, nodding and chattering.

      “Oh I’m gonna do real good with the cash, boss! Heehee!”

      “Make sure I get back some change.” I handed him my empty coffee cup and the rest of the joint, walked down the stairs and over to the Mustang. I got in slowly, it was like everything I was doing, I was doing it slower, ‘cause honestly I was dreading going to see my family. This was one of those rare times where I wasn’t sure what kinda reception I would get, I mean the way I saw it, I could either be kissed or killed.
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      I hit route 13, turned off Academy Road, went down a little ways and made a left on Baron’s Street. Turnin’ off on Baron’s Street was like turnin’ off into a hobgoblin’s alternate reality. There was hobgoblins and goblinoids everywhere you fuckin’ looked around here, playin’ in the streets, dickin’ around on the corners, hobgoblins cruisin’ around, some on business, some tryin’ to sweet talk a group of pretty hobgoblin girls walkin’ by. Rows upon rows of mostly well-kept lawns and red brick houses of varying size, growing larger and larger the closer they got to the cul-de-sac at the end. I looked around, not truly surprised that the old neighborhood had been mostly kept up, hobgoblins were big on maintenance, order. I drove passed the family home of a gaggle of incredibly beautiful hobgoblin sisters that, way back in the day, me and my cousin Shal hung out with.

      I saw some orcs around on the street which surprised me, they usually knew better than to go walkin’ around Baron’s Street, which most folk at least understood to be hobgoblin and goblinoid exclusive territory, but when I looked closer I saw they were wearin’ collars with a gold ‘S’ dangling from them, which surprised me even more. What’s that about? I wondered. I passed the family homes of old friends, extended relatives, in-laws, droppin’ my speed as I came closer to the cul-de-sac. I pulled in and there it was, my ancestral home. Practically a castle and a compound put together and built of red brick and engraved stone, my family’s house was an intimidating, daunting place to approach if you weren’t sure of how you might be welcomed. My uncle was a capo, an official captain in the criminal organization that, loosely and often at cross-purposes, ran the underworld of Philadelphia; but as such, my uncle had a certain amount of prestige and status, and his father, my grandfather, was capo before him. They kept the wealth they made from years and years of ill-gotten gains mostly within the family, passin’ it down from father to eldest son, along with the capo-regime title and the deed to the family home, for generations; it was the common practice of succession for those of rank that we brought over from the old world.

      My old man never made capo, he was the younger brother and was intensely loyal to his older brother; he had been made and that was kind of a big deal, but at the end of the day he was a glorified soldier.

      I could see a few hobgoblins in plain site, pacing to and fro around the parts of the property I could see from the street, and if they were on guard and I could see ‘em, that meant there was at least a few that I couldn’t see, more likely than not with hunting or sniper rifles at the ready, some of ‘em possibly aimin’ at my fuckin’ melon right this instant. I eased the car forward, and instead of goin’ right up into the driveway, which was closed off by a wrought iron gate, like I must have done a million times before, I parked against the curb, got out of my car and started walkin’ towards the gated driveway. I saw two of the hobgoblins up by the front doors jog down to the gate as I approached it.

      “Yea? What is it?” The hobgoblin on the left, with multiple gold chains around his neck and a gold watch too big for him, rudely called over to me. He had a brown face spotted with red dots along his brows, what we called a stain, when you were pissed. “Who are you and what do you want? This is private property.”

      “The curb ain’t private property.” I raised my chin a little—us hobs can’t stand a weakling, so you can’t grovel, grovel and you might as well bend over and open wide.

      “The fuck did you just say?” The hobgoblin on the right shot over to me, comin’ up closer to the gate. This type of hob we called a lurch, on account of he was one of the tall bastards, 6’10” he musta been. I grinned at this orange, gruff hobgoblin.

      “Look, my man, I know you’re just doin’ your job, but take it easy.”

      “You believe this fuckin’ guy?” The tall hobgoblin on the right angrily said to the other.

      “Yea, we’re just doin’ our fuckin’ jobs alright, we’re real nine-to-five types.” The brown hobgoblin jibed back. He had a ill-tailored suit on, while the tall one had a track suit—one of those assholes. “Real nine to five.” He parted his jacket open just enough that I could see a glint of his piece.

      The tall one snorted out a laugh, then turned back to me. “Well, what do ya want?”

      “This is my family’s home.” I jerked a thumb back at myself. “I’m Teek, and I’m here to talk to my uncle.”

      The two hobgoblins on the other side of the gates looked back at me, perplexed. I was a hobgoblin, sure, but I was related to the capo? And I just showed up all of the sudden, out of fuckin’ thin air? They didn’t look like they were buyin’ it.

      “I been workin’ for the capo as long as I can remember, and I never seen ya nor heard of ya, pal.” The shorter hobgoblin on the left spat at me, lifting his shades up in an attempt to get a better look at me. The other hobgoblin was fingering the assault rifle slung around his torso with a strap, lookin’ at me with irritation. The fuck is with all the heat? I wondered for a moment. They’re really on edge...That can’t be good. Something’s wrong.

      “Khakkoc is my uncle, older brother to my father, Rak,” I began, nervous and impatient that I had to even go over my own pedigree with these unknowns. Well, I guess I’m the unknown, now. “I been away for awhile but I’m back in Philly, and I want to talk to my uncle.” I finished, as firmly and confidently as possible. The hobgoblins on the other side of the gates looked at each other in some surprise for a moment before turnin’ angry eyes back on me.

      “Look, asshole, I don’t know who the fuck you are, or who you think you are, but the capo ain’t here,” the tall hobgoblin said.

      “Where is he?” I was feelin’ like the world was collapsing in on me. He ain’t here?! I roared internally, no, no, I can’t have come all this fuckin’ way for nothing. I have to see him, I have to talk to him, I have to.

      The same hobgoblin’s voice grew cold. “Where is he? You say the capo is your uncle, and you don’t know where he is? He’s locked up, that’s where he is.”
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      I studied the hobgoblin across the gate from me, not knowin’ exactly what to even say to that. I was speechless. Locked up? I panicked. What the fuck am I gonna do now?

      “When?”

      “He’s been away a few years now,” the shorter hobgoblin on the left replied skeptically, his eyebrows raised as he looked on at me. I started to pace back and forth, which seemed to agitate the other hobgoblins.

      “No funny moves out there, guy,” the hobgoblin on the right warned, tilting his rifle up and towards my direction.

      “It’s like that around here now, huh?” I snarled, feeling hot rage course through my body.

      “Yea, it’s like that.” He loudly chambered a round.

      I shook my head, then started to walk back to my car. The hobgoblins on the other side of the gates watched me as I walked off, but then, when they were about to turn around and go back up, a thought struck me and I turned back around, walkin’ back over to the gate.

      “Yo!” I yelled over to the hobgoblins, who quickly came back over to the gate.

      “The fuck is with you?” The jerk off tall hobgoblin glared at me, his voice dripping with irritation. “Just get the fuck outta here already, we don’t know you, no one here knows you, and whatever you’re sellin’, we don’t want it.”

      “What about my cousin, Shal? Is he here?”

      “Can’t confirm or deny,” the hobgoblin on the left grumbled, somewhat guardedly.

      “The hell does that mean?”

      “Look, he ain’t here either,” the tall hob spat. “So would you kindly fuck off?”

      “Can’t believe this shit,” I muttered. Then I reached into my shirt, pulling out a necklace I wore, a chain through a ring. “See this ring? Look at it.”

      “Oh fuck off!” The tall one said.

      “I said look at it!”

      He gave me the stink eye, but craned his neck down, some doubt apparently creeping into him.

      “See that lion with the horns and the ax? That’s my family crest there. Now, where is he? Where is Shal?!”

      “He’s at the fuckin’ restaurant, alright!” The tall one stood back to his full height, peering down at me with claws for eyes. “The Hob’s Delight! Now fuck off!”

      “Thanks.” I waved at him briefly, then reversed my hand and flipped the both of them off before dickin’ it over to my car and jumping in, gripping the steering wheel tightly as I sped down the street.

      There was a whole crowd at the restaurant, hobgoblins, goblins, bugbears, orcs, humans. It was a fuckin’ cacophony that could be heard for several blocks in either direction. The food and drink was renowned at The Hob’s Delight, but the real action was in the back, where the wise guys and the gangsters could be found eatin’ and drinkin’, gambling, partying, makin’ deals or deciding who has to go.

      I pushed my way through the twin glass doors at the entrance, walkin’ by the booths and tables, the hot young hobgoblin girl waitress askin’ me as I passed by her if I’d like a table. She was real thin, tall, had that supermodel body in an all black outfit, but her face was a bit wide and her chin stuck out a bit—probably why she was workin’ a restaurant instead of a runway. I could see into the kitchen, saw a bulky bugbear bringin’ a large meat cleaver down on big hunks of meat, a side of beef here, a leg of lamb over here, a whole chicken, goblins and young hobs in there as well, cookin’ in the line or washin’ dishes, or preppin’ vegetables and other dishes. No one paid much mind to me, just another hobgoblin walkin’ into a hobgoblin-run fine dining establishment. I could get used to that, I thought briefly, it gets kinda old bein’ the only red skinned hobgoblin walkin’ into joints, like back in California, havin’ strangers look at ya like you’re the fuckin’ weird one.

      I headed towards the back room, which was closed off by a large black door with a couple hobgoblins, armed to the teeth, big guns on ‘em, guarding, both in expensive Italian suits. I paused a moment when I was a few feet in front of them and the door, nodded to them and only received a vacant glare in return, so I began to walk towards the door, like I was about to just walk right on through it. The hobgoblin guards both sprung into action, snarling, each puttin’ a strong, muscled red hand on my shoulders, squeezing tight.

      “Hold up,” the one to my left rumbled. Motherfucker was big for a hobgoblin, I had a sneaking suspicion that he was fuckin’ with that growth hormone shit the humans had developed a few years back, the veins on his neck bulged out like thick ropey blue snakes. He had ashy gray hair, though it wasn't on account of age, since lots of us hobs simply had gray hair from birth.

      “Get your hand off me, man. Are you juicin’ or what?” I gritted my teeth, the pressure bein’ applied to my shoulders starting to become painful.

      “Do you have an appointment?” Big red to the left asked me, somewhat skeptically.

      “Yea!” I lied. “Yea, I’m here to see Shal.”

      The two guards quickly glanced at each other, the one on the right smirking briefly, then, the big fuck on the left growled, “you don’t have an appointment with him, or you’d be on the list. You got two fuckin’ seconds to get out of here before I break your shoulder and toss you out the front door.”

      “Look,” I hissed, startin’ to see flashes of light in my eyes from the pain, “Shal’s my cousin.” Both the hobgoblin guards eyebrows shot up some in surprise. “I’m Teek, tell him I’m here and I wanna talk to him. If I’m wrong, if I ain’t who I say I am, then you go ahead and break my damn shoulder and throw me out. But if I’m right, and you mangled the capo’s cousin, how’s that gonna make you look?”

      Their grips lessened some, lettin’ me shrug out of their grasps. They looked at each other, then big red on the left held up a large red paw, tellin’ me to hold on. He gave two heavy knocks on the door, and a peephole slipped open, a pair of red eyes peered out, then the peephole slid closed and the door popped open some. I immediately heard raucous laughter, like a great joke had just reached its conclusion, then some conversation I couldn’t quite make out, except one line, a whisper that made it to my ears somehow, a deep voice tenderly saying, ‘Shal, you’re the boss now, you shoulder take a larger hand in things…’ and the sound of cards bein’ dealt accompanied by silverware spearing food on fine dishes.

      The big red guard stepped partway through the half open door and I heard him call out, “Boss, I don’t mean to interrupt—”

      “Well now ya are anyway, so what is it?” I heard a muffled voice, very familiar to my ears, call back in some irritation.

      “There’s this guy here,” big red began, sounding embarrassed to be botherin’ his boss, jerkin’ a thumb back in my direction, “says he’s your cousin. He’s kinda light skinned, on the small side, calls himself Teek?” He said my name almost questioningly. I heard the room on the other side of the door awkwardly become silent, which was strange after all the noise that had been pourin’ out of it just a second before. “You want me to send him packin’, boss?”

      “Bring him in here.” That familiar voice growled.

      The big hobgoblin guard reached an arm out and grabbed hold of me, yanking me into the room and in front of him, like I was some kinda shield in case his boss got real angry. I looked around, takin’ in the room. My cousin, a robust hobgoblin, a dark, vibrant shade of red, a little older and fatter now, sittin’ at a big half-booth table, a few hobgoblins to each side of him, half-empty glasses in front of them all, some with dishes of half eaten food, some holdin’ a hand of cards up. Other hobgoblins and plain ol’ goblins around the room, sittin’ at the other tables nearby. It definitely brought me back, seein’ Shal sittin’ there like that, surrounded by his crew. It reminded me of a time long ago, when we were both young, and we had been let into the back room and saw our grandfather there, eatin’ and drinkin’ and playin’ cards with his crew, then years later, after he passed away and Shal’s old man, my uncle Khakkoc became capo and took his place in the booth in the back room of The Hob’s Delight. I met my cousin’s eyes for the first time in a decade and I couldn’t help but grin, my eyes watering a little, seeing him sittin’ there, holdin’ court like his father and grandfather did before him. I suddenly was at a loss for words, and I realized he wasn’t grinning.

      I swallowed hard. “Shal.”

      “I don’t know this guy, this pale skinned hobgoblin.” Shal looked at me coldly. “My cousin Teek, my best friend in the whole world, who I treated like a brother, who I loved like a brother, he died ten years ago.” He stood up then, pointing harshly at me. “Get ‘em outta here! Get him outta here now, you hear me!” His crew turned their eyes towards me, some of them snarling, also rising out of their seats.

      “Shal!” I yelled desperately.

      “You motherfucker!” The big red guard hissed at me, sidestepping me rapidly which was alarming for his size, comin’ up behind me and putting me in a painful arm lock. “I shoulda known you were on some bullshit…!” Meanwhile another one, shorter but with thick shoulders and biceps bulging even under his suit sleeves, coiled his arm.

      “Fuck,” I managed to croak as I saw his fist, big gaudy silver rings on it, come flying toward me.
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      You think punches to the face hurt, try getting punched in the gut. I mean really punched. The big red fist plowed right into, swear it was gonna come out my backside. My spine curled like a dog’s tail when it gets a good beating. Before I could even breath another came and this caught me in the ribs and I swear I felt one crack. Then the third was back in my gut and this time I felt the puke, my whole fucking breakfast came rushing back up my throat.

      “You sick fuck!” The hob who was pummeling shouted when he saw I was starting to hurl, and he held my mouth shut, clamped my fucking jaw like I was Hannibal Lecter. And shit, I found out the taste of my own vomit then, acrid, bout to burn my throat out.

      “That is disgusting,” my once cousin Shal said. “Take him out.”

      This is it. I flailed around uselessly as the big red hobgoblin pulled me outta the room, the door closing in front of me. This asshole’s gonna tune me up and I’ll have to drag myself back to the apartment, tell ‘em I don’t know what the fuck we’re gonna do now but I think I need a doctor… Big Red was squeezin’ me tight, his arms were like thick fuckin’ pythons, he was pullin’ me passed the tables where goblinoids were eatin’ big heaping plates of food, I watched a hobgoblin in a bright green tracksuit dig his hands into a roasted, steaming duckling, tear it in half and bite into it, his sharp teeth hittin’ the bone, thick grease and melted fat dribbling down his chin, our eyes met briefly as he chewed, then his eyes rolled up in pleasure and he forgot me, some disgraced chump gettin’ thrown outta the restaurant by the fuckin’ bouncer.

      “Stop!” I heard my cousin’s voice roar. “Stop! Bring his pale carcass back here!” What now? I worried. The big hobgoblin pullin’ me backward suddenly halted, swayed a bit, then reversed his steps, pushin’ me forward towards the big open black door and my cousin standin’ there, his crew standin’ around him, all glaring at me. The big guard let go of his fuckin’ stranglehold on me, shoved me forward through the doorway, came in behind me and closed the door. I felt nauseous, this wasn’t the sort of circumstances to be havin’ a door closed behind you in a shady room surrounded by guys feedin’ off their boss’s animosity towards you.

      My cousin took a few slow steps towards me, then when his face was in front of mine, his eyes lookin’ down at me some since he was a little bigger than me, he studied me a moment, then broke into a grin.

      “You got a real fuck face, you know that?” Shal growled, his face inches from mine, that big red nose of his dwarfing my own. His eyes were a pale green, like limestone. His cheekbones might as well have been knives they were so sharp. “They always said your face was too human, now I see it. You’re soft. Just like them.”

      I looked at him, appalled for a moment. “Soft?” I managed to suck in enough breath to speak. “I took out Teddy Freezer.”

      “Now you’re airing family business in front of everyone?”

      I wiped some vomit from my chin, gestured toward the room full of wise guys. “Aren't these your trusted guys?”

      “Maybe you did take out Freezer, but then you tucked tail, you made like a damn human, just like you always did. Human ways, human women, human jobs, human family. You left us to deal with the fallout from your old man and Freezer.”

      “I wanted to stay, but your old man made me leave. Said it was my father’s last wish, that I not get drawn into it all. I woulda stayed, I woulda helped settle it all, the war with those bastards from Jersey. Ask him to decide what to do with me.”

      “Yeah, well he’s not here to decide. I am. We’re bringing back the old ways. The bloody ax, the gun, honor, family, the legion. No more of this soft shit. And by the laws of this thing of ours, someone who abandons his family, has to abandon his life, because they’re one and the same.”

      My chest near froze when I saw him draw a handgun, plated shining silver, filigree details, out from his fine charcoal suit’s pocket. He aimed it straight at me, my own cousin. I just stared at him a moment. “Shal… hold up, let’s be reasonable.”

      “I am being reasonable. By the laws of the legion, any traitors, any who abandon the fight, are put to death.”

      “Alright, alright. I understand that. But I was also following an order. An order given by the head of the family. If I hadn't obeyed your old man when he told me to leave town and don't come back, that woulda been a death penalty too. So we’ve reached a contradiction here.”

      “Contradiction. You always thought you were so high and mighty with that magic college shit. You're worse than a human. You’re like a damn elf.” He cocked the gun.

      “Shal...” I said, but there was nothing in his eyes, just cold fury, unrelenting judgement. “Alright.” Suddenly, I was still. All fear, all negotiation left me. If this was how I was going to go out, I sure as hell was going to go out standing tall, as tall as Maglubiyet had made me. “It’s only fair. This is the only way you could beat me. I remember I always used to shoot you.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” He lowered the gun an inch, so that we could see eye to eye.

      “We were only five, six. I used to get you with that water gun. I still remember, it was orange plastic. You used to chase me around your old man’s yard, pissed as hell that I got you wet. But you never took the gun from me, because you wanted me to shoot you again sometimes, because deep down, you knew we were like brothers. Look at us now...” I sensed all the eyes in the room on me, even their cold hearts weighing heavy, ‘cause even a gangster knows what family means. “Well, go ahead, brother, kill your own blood.”

      He stood there, something warring in his eyes.

      “You asshole,” he said, and walked over to me, gun still in hand. Shal hugged me so tight it felt like the fuckin’ guy was gonna crack my sore ass ribs, and I squeezed him back. He gave me a kiss on the cheek, and I felt that strange sensation when you smell your family’s odor again and it suddenly brings back all kinds of memories you can’t quite put your finger on. He pulled back and started crackin’ up, and his guys started nervously crackin’ up with him.

      I started to laugh too, then felt relief wash over me.

      “What the hell, Teek? What’s happened to our family?” There was a kind of bitter sadness in his green eyes as he stared into mine.

      “Life.” I shrugged.

      “Damn I missed you. You look alright, a little on the skinny side.” He pulled back, anger and joy somehow strangely mixed together in his expression. He lifted a hand glittering with jewel encrusted gold rings, ruffled my hair, then turned to one of his crew. “Pour my long lost cousin here a glass.”

      I started feelin’ strange and emotional, my cousin nearly sounded the same as me. I had grown up lookin’ up to the guy and truthfully I had adopted a lot of his mannerisms in my youth. The hobgoblin my cousin had told to get me a drink walked over to the table, grabbed a clean glass, filled it up with a dark, sweet red wine and handed it to me. I took it and gulped nearly half of it in one swallow, I hadn’t drank wine this good in ages, the sweetness of it made my mouth tingle.

      “Fellas, get back to your card game,” Shal said offhandedly to his crew, his eyes glued to me. “Let me talk to my cousin in private.” Some of the crew nodded and went to sit back at the booth table where the game and brunch had been interrupted, some of the others grumbled as they went back or decided to head out into the restaurant proper.

      I looked at my cousin. “Shal, I didn't mean to impose. I just wanted to talk.”

      He shook his head, guided me over to an empty table where a couple goblins had been playin’ some games of chance. With a wave of his hand the goblins grunted, their tiny little legs scurrying as they pulled out two chairs. “Sit, sit, master! Sit, master cousin!” Shal straightened his silky black jacket, looking very dignified. Then we sat, the two goblins pushin’ in our chairs.

      “Master, huh?” I adjusted my cuffs and shirt collar from the half beating I got earlier.

      Shal didn’t laugh, only looked at me hard, like he was tryin’ to figure out if I was really there or not.

      “I feel like I’m looking at a ghost,” he muttered at last. “A ghost who finally grew up.”

      I grinned at him. “Yea, a red ghost.” I took a sip of the sweet red wine.

      “Teek.” He looked at me seriously, his green eyes boring into mine. “I gotta be honest, half of me wants to strangle the life outta you and the other half wants to make sure you’re eatin’ right. Ain’t that some shit?” He snorted a laugh, and I snorted one too, then he got serious again. “Where the fuck have you been? Where did you go?” He looked over, saw Big Red still standin’ there awkwardly at the door, lookin’ uncomfortable, unsure what he should do.

      “Yo, muscles marinara,” he shouted over to him. “Take a walk, huh? How ya supposed to be guardin’ the door if you’re in here?”

      “Sorry, boss.” Big Red nodded, a ridiculously large bead of sweat trickling down his pronounced forehead, then quickly did an about-face, opening the big black door.

      Shal looked over at me real quick, then called over to the big hobgoblin’s back, “send one of the waitresses in here, my poor cousin’s dwindling before my very eyes!”

      His crew chuckled and the big guard turned back as he hustled out into the restaurant, shouting, “I’ll get one right now, boss!”

      Me and Shal looked at each other in awkward silence for a minute.

      “I need to know what the fuck happened,” Shal rumbled, being the first to break the silence.

      I looked at him pointedly. “What do you wanna know?”

      “Where’d you go? Where have you been all these years, Teek? I told you I had plans for you, for us, and the next thing I know you’re fuckin’ gone with the wind. You broke our hearts, when you left like that.” I could tell he was struggling to keep his voice level, calm.

      “After what happened with my old man...”

      “May he rest in peace and power,” Shal said solemnly, nodding.

      I nodded back, appreciating his words. “After what happened there, and after I found out it was Teddy Freeze killed my father... I had to do it, Shal. I had to off him myself. Look I may be a soft human-loving hobgoblin, but I’m still a hobgoblin. I needed the blood of my father’s killer on my own hands. You of all people understand that, don't you?”

      “Of course I understand. But why'd you run off? Why’d you lose yourself from all contact with us, total fuckin’ radio silence? Just turn your back like that?”

      “It’s complicated Shal. I didn't want to turn my back. Your old man sent me to Pittsburgh, where I was supposed to lay low for a while, until I was ready to marry this hobgoblin girl, Rosma.”

      “What?!” Shal shouted incredulously, tryin’ to absorb all this allegedly new information. But Rosma’s my wife’s sister.” Some of the crew cocked a curious eye over at our table, havin’ heard Shal raise his voice and catching some of the conversation.

      I looked at him curiously, then went on. “I guess he wanted us to be brothers-in-law as well.” I chuckled, sippin’ more of the wine. “But I couldn't hold back, Shal. I came looking for who took out my father. When I found out it was Teddy Freeze, well I did what had to be done. I knew I had forced your pops to break his word, knew I had ruined my arranged marriage with Rosma, because she didn't come from that kind of family, at least that’s what I thought. So... I couldn't take it, couldn't face it all, I just ran. I ran as far from here as I could. There was some misadventures along the way but I ended up in Los Angeles.”

      “Los Angeles. The place of all filth.”

      “Something like that.”

      The big black door swung open and the pretty hobgoblin waitress from the front strutted in. She came over to the table and smiled at me. Those long skinny legs were something to bedazzle as she put her heels together and bent over toward us. She had her hair dyed bright silver, which was the fashion with a lot of hob girls.

      “This one’s rude but he’s a looker. What can I get for ya, handsome?” She asked, lifting up a little pad of paper and a pen.

      I looked over at Shal. “What’s good here?”

      He looked back at me for a moment, then turned to the waitress. “He’ll have the brunch special.”

      “Okay, the brunch special.” She wrote it down on her little pad. “And… What would you like to drink?”

      “I’m good with the wine,” I replied, sippin’ more from my glass.

      “Okay, and how do you like your eggs?” She asked, lookin’ up from her little pad to me.

      “Fried, but a little runny.” Shal grinned, answering before I could, as though he was recallin’ it from a dream, havin’ had breakfast with me a hundred thousand times in the past. The waitress nodded, smiled at the both of us and then hurried out of the room.

      “I didn’t know about none of that.” Shal turned his eyes on me. “California, huh? What happened after that?”

      I sipped the wine some more, feelin’ a little tipsy from it. “I set up shop out there.” I lit up a cigarette, figurin’ it’d be a few ‘til that brunch got back here anyway.

      Shal’s eyes widened in surprise. “How could you even live out there, with none of your people around?”

      “It’s true, we’re a very small minority out there. Hell, I’ve only met maybe a handful of other hobs out there in ten years, most of ‘em lawyers, one a movie star.”

      “Who woulda thought…” Shal began, shaking his head. “I didn’t think you’d head all the way out to the West coast… I sent some feelers out, tryin’ to find out if anyone had come across ya or if you were layin’ low somewheres nearby, but no one had seen red hide nor hair. Nothing.”

      “Truth be told, uncle Khakkoc probably coulda found me, if he really wanted to. But maybe he just figured he’d let me be. Let me figure things out on my own.”

      Shal grew thoughtful for a moment. “How you been gettin’ by all this time? Were you with a crew out there?”

      I turned my eyes away for a second. “Nah, I was a solo act. Me and my goblin, Skreech, were pullin’ little scores, movin’ a little dope, not makin’ much noise though.” I sipped the wine, finished my cigarette, felt a little guilty not telling my cousin the whole truth. “I made it a point to fly under the radar, if you know what I mean.”

      “Fly under the radar,” Shal repeated, thinking that over. Suddenly the big black door swung open again, and the orc waitress came in with a big tray, with multiple plates on it. Roasted pork sausage links, a whole rotisserie chicken, a potato hash with a layer of fried eggs on top, thick slices of toast, sweet honey jam, butter, a hot slice of pie, and a bowl of peaches and grapes sittin’ on ice.

      “Oh, shit… The brunch special, huh…? Thank you,” I managed to stammer out, as the waitress placed the plates in front of me. Shal looked at me curiously, but he was grinnin’.

      “Enjoy, cutie!” The waitress called over her shoulder, heading out the black door. I’d barely eaten earlier when I brought the others a Dunkin Donuts spread at the apartment, and my eyes were nearly poppin’ out of my fuckin’ head seein’ all that good comfort food in front of me. I snatched up the fork and knife the waitress had rolled up in a napkin for me, and started diggin’ the fuck in. My cousin had noticed my glass of wine was empty, so he looked over at his crew, snapped his fingers twice and pointed at my glass. One of the hobgoblins over at the booth table jumped up, grabbed the carafe of the sweet red wine and hurried over to me, refilling my glass. I nodded my thanks and promptly drained nearly half the glass, shoveling the good goblin made food into my mouth, savoring it as much as I could but tryin’ to get in as much as I possibly could at the same time.

      I looked up from my plate and noticed Shal was staring at me. He was rubbin’ his chin, then stopped and asked, “good, huh? If you were alright out there, why didn’t you ever call? Why didn’t you send word?”

      I swallowed a huge lump of chomped up sausage and chicken, potatoes that had been sauced with the runny egg yolk. I cleared my throat so as not to be a complete uncouth savage. “I should have. I figured I was startin’ over, and you and your old man most likely wouldn’t be all that pleased to hear from me anyway. Maybe if I didn't show my face, uncle Khakkoc wouldn't have to deal with the hassle, and the fact that I made him break his word to keep me out of gettin’ caught up.” I lazily waved the knife in my hand in the air. “You know, in the life.”

      Shal nodded as he thought that over.

      “So as the weeks and months and years went by...” I sipped some wine. “I guess I decided it was better to let sleepin’ dogs lie.”

      He nodded again but didn’t say anything. He was lookin’ at me strangely, as if he was tryin’ to determine something, and I got the ugly feeling that he knew or at least suspected I wasn’t being completely honest with him. I decided to ask him somethin’, remembering my encounter with the guards back at the house.

      “What happened to your old man?” I asked. “I stopped at the house, I was told that the capo was locked up --”

      Shal grimaced slightly at the words ‘the capo.’ “You went to the house?”

      “Yea.”

      “Well, they didn’t lie to you. My pop got pinched a few years back, some trumped up conspiracy charges, a load of bullshit.” He gritted his teeth. “I’ve been acting capo in his stead for the last four years now.”

      I nodded, considering this. “Any chance of him gettin’ out soon?”

      “No idea. Doubtful. You’d have to ask the District Attorney, a real hard on of an elf.” Shal shrugged his shoulders. “His trial’s comin’ up soon, but it’s not lookin’ good. Last time I went and saw ‘em, he told me he was lookin’ at a mandatory minimum of twenty five to fifty years.” He looked at me and I saw his eyes were haunted, and he went on bitterly, “the elves and the humans came up with these new laws for organized crime, they’re calling it the R.I.C.O. Act, and they’re usin’ it to take down our people, slappin’ bids on ‘em that are intolerable to even think of.”

      “What are you sayin’?” I finished up my meal, feelin’ like there was somethin’ he was leaving out.

      “I’m sayin’ that they’re makin’ guys flip on their friends.” His eyes narrowed. “This R.I.C.O. Act got organized crime guys, even guys you’d think of as real hard cases, stone cold gangsters, singin’ like birds, then they get off light, the government gives ‘em a new identity, and vengeance doesn’t even get to have her day.”

      I raised my eyebrows as I considered this. That’s some ugly news. They really go outta their way to figure out how to come down heavy on guys just tryin’ to make a decent living without runnin’ the shitty nine to five rat race. “That’s crazy,” I muttered, not knowin’ exactly what to say to that. “You think it’d be alright, if I went to visit uncle Khakkoc, pay my respects?”

      Shal nodded. “Maybe. They got him at the Newgate Prison, a little ways outside the city, out in the sticks. There’s a visitor’s list you gotta be on, I’ll see if we can get you on it.” He paused, stroked his chin, fidgeted with the gold medallion on his gold necklace for a moment. “Yea, he’d like that. It’d be one hell of a surprise for ‘em.”

      I lit up another cigarette, my belly full and the wine makin’ my head swim a bit. “I’d appreciate it, it’s been too long. What do I owe ya for the grub?”

      Shal’s huge nasal area wrinkled, the flesh looking like red dyed leather. “The hell does that mean? You’re family, your money’s no good here, it’s on the house.”

      “Hey, I didn't mean any disrespect. Just figured I’m not your favorite cousin right now.”

      “It's not about you being my favorite or not, it's about honor. What kind a hobgoblin would I be, if I charged my own family for food?”

      I thought how just moments ago he was about to put a fuckin’ bullet in my skull, but figured it wasn't worth bringing up. Family. What can you do?

      A hobgoblin ran in from the other room, looked around wildly, then, spotting Shal, hustled over to him and bent low, whispering something in his ear that I didn’t catch.

      Shal stopped him for a moment, looked into the messenger’s eyes, then asked, “you sure? That much?” And when the messenger nodded quickly, Shal nodded back and replied, “okay, do it. Give it to ‘em. But I want my twenty percent by the end of the week.”

      The messenger hobgoblin nodded. “You got it, boss! You got it! I’ll get it to ya before then!” Then he bolted back out of the door. When Shal turned back to me I raised my eyebrows slightly but didn’t say nothin’. I didn’t like to stick my beak in where the business didn’t concern me.

      “So,” Shal began, his green eyes on mine, “are you here to stay? Or you just passin’ through?”

      “I think I might stick around awhile,” I said offhandedly, smokin’ my cigarette. “Ain’t no place like home, after all.”

      Shal snorted a laugh. “Speakin’ of which, when did you get in town? Where you stayin’?”

      “I got to the city late last night, stayin’ at a place nearby,” I replied distractedly, somewhat ambiguously.

      My cousin raised an eyebrow at me. “Stayin’ at a place nearby? What? Go get your things, come stay at the house. I’ll call ahead, tell the guys to let you in.” His arms spread out wide in a welcoming gesture. “It’ll be great, like old times. There’s plenty of room.”

      I waved my hand with the end of the cigarette from side to side. “That’s alright, I already paid for a spot. I appreciate the offer though, for real.”

      Shal seemed somewhat miffed by me refusing to come stay at the family home, he turned away and looked over at the card game goin’ on at the booth table, the stakes were heatin’ up as more cash hit the table and some of his crew was gettin’ rowdy.

      Turning back to me he rumbled, “if you’re really stickin’ around and not tryin’ to stay at the house, what are you doin’ for work? You got somethin’ lined up out here already?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Any suggestions?”

      Shal stood up. “Come walk with me,” he said, and I followed him into another room.
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      As we exited the back of the building, the noon sun hit me and I blinked hard. I was followin’ Shal over to his car, which made me grin ‘cause I immediately realized it was his father’s champagne colored Cadillac, and then I remembered that one time I stole it and Shal took the heat for me, catchin’ a verbal beatin’ from his old man.

      “You know, I could barely see over the steering wheel that one time.” I laughed, pointing towards the car.

      “Yea.” Shal grinned. “What a dipshit, steals a car he can barely drive.”

      “Hey, I drove it some.”

      Shal laughed, batted a red hand in the air at me. “Drove it some, he says! You drove it down the street on your way to get some pussy, then when you nearly crashed into the poor girl’s house, waking up her whole family and the neighbors, you turned right around and floored it back to our house!”

      “At least the mission was righteous,” I said somewhat abashedly, lookin’ down for a moment.

      “True.” Shal nodded. “But then again, every fuck mission is righteous,” he tried to say seriously, but roared with laughter. I joined in the laughter with him, it felt good havin’ a laugh with my cousin after all this time, then after a few moments, I looked at him intently.

      “Thank you, for tellin’ your pops it was you.” I turned away from his eyes briefly, feelin’ a little embarrassed. “I don’t think I even thought to say that before, but thank you.”

      Shal put a meaty red hand on my shoulder. “You know why I did that? Because we’re blood. Blood, Teek. Hobgoblins first, goblinoids second, everyone else dead last.” He pointed a thumb at the Cadillac, openin’ the driver’s side door. I was feelin’ so good about how it was goin’ with Shal that I nearly forgot my car was parked out front, across the street, and I had to stop myself from jumpin’ in the Caddy with him.

      “I parked across the street, where we goin’?”

      Shal looked at me, tryin’ to keep a neutral face. “Let’s go up to the house, we’ll talk there.”

      “Alright, I’ll follow you over.”

      “You don’t wanna roll with?” Shal looked from me to the Cadillac and back to me, surprised at another refusal.

      “I gotta dip out in a little while, I got a date tonight.” I lied.

      “You’re in Philly less than one fuckin’ day, and you got a date already? What the hell is this, Teek? First things first. Family, work, then whores.”

      “Yea, you’re right. Well, let’s just say the date isn't all pleasure. Business too.” It didn't feel all that great lying to my cousin, but I didn't feel like going through a whole other argument and lecture about family honor and all of that. I just wanted to make peace, then get my own affairs in order, as they say. I knew it wasn't the hobgoblin way to ask too much about another man’s business if he wasn't forthcoming, so he seemed to leave it at that. I walked passed him towards the street. “I’ll see ya over there.”

      “Alright.” He nodded, sittin’ in the Cadillac, starting it up.

      I jogged over to my car as he pulled out into the middle of the street and waited, other cars giving him a wide berth. I hopped in the Mustang and pulled it around behind him, and we headed on over to the house, where, as soon as the Cadillac hit the cul-de-sac, the wrought iron driveway gates were thrown wide open, and I followed behind him up the long snaking driveway. The two jerk off guards from earlier looked on in muted, confused surprise as I followed behind Shal. I smirked and couldn’t help but think, told ya so, assholes. Shal parked the Cadillac in front of the garage and I parked behind him. I jumped outta the Mustang and came over to the driver’s side of the Caddy.

      “Those two give you a hard time when you came by earlier?” He asked as he got out of the car, shuttin’ the door hard behind him.

      “Yea, a bit,” I replied, remembering the rude treatment from earlier. “But it is what it is, they were just doin’ what they’re supposed to do. They didn’t know who I was, probably thought I was some whack job fiend from up around the way or somethin’.”

      “That’s right. If anything they probably should’ve shot you.” Shal headed over to the edge of the driveway, where it met the manicured, be-statued lawn, and called out, “you two, over there! This hobgoblin right here, he’s family, he’s my cousin, Teek! He never gets denied access to the house again, or you’ll deal with me directly!”

      The two nodded quickly, yelled back a subdued “okay, boss!”

      Shal nodded back to them, then turned to me and and made a ‘follow me’ motion with a hand, the rings on his fingers shining and glittering as the sun light caught the jewels and the gold. I looked downwards a bit ‘cause somethin’ else shining caught my eye, and I saw that big revolver tucked into his waistband, the one he pulled on me back at the restaurant, a fuckin’ hand cannon with gold and silver detail along the grip, the barrel. I couldn’t help but grin when I saw it, I remembered him sayin’ way back in the day how he always wanted a gun just like that, a big cowboy lookin’ piece that he had a goldsmith put his magic touch on. He’s armed to the teeth. That was the hobgoblin way, old school.

      As we walked into the house I was shocked by how different it looked inside. My grandfather had inherited this house from his father, but at the time it was much smaller, and while he had it built up to its present form, his style was, well, austere at best; some humans might call it “Spartan.” His son, my uncle Khakkoc, was a little more flamboyant, had a little better taste, and the interior design became classier, updated. But I guess since my cousin Shal became capo, he decided to do the interior along his own, incredibly flashy inclinations. There was tiger pelt rugs strewn about the house, lots of leather, there was custom Versace decor and furniture which must have cost a lotta fuckin’ money, more than I could even consider at the time. There were electronics everywhere, big stereo systems, televisions in nearly every room, even the kitchen and the fuckin’ bathrooms. All the newest video game systems were layin’ around, hooked up to a television here and there, and there was big arcade box games over in a wing of the house that led off from the main living room; I could have swore that room used to be for ceremonial purposes, private family matters and rituals. In the middle of the big, open living room there was a small fountain built into the floor, and at the top of the fountain was a small statue of marble inlaid with gold veins, and as I got closer I realized it was a statue of my cousin, Shal, with a crown on his little marble head, wearin’ some sort of royal regalia, and a little gold plate underneath that read: SHAL I, KING OF KINGS, BOSS OF BOSSES. I studied it for a moment, perplexed, wondering, is this for real? He always thought fairly highly of himself, but this is somethin’ else entirely.

      “Glorious, isn’t it?” Shal noticed me lookin’ at his statue, mistakenly thinking I was silently in awe of it. “One of the guys had it made for me last year as a birthday gift, after we hit a big score heisting a diamond shipment.” Lookin’ down at his little miniature statue, he proudly went on, “wish you woulda been here for that, Teek, so much cash you coulda filled rooms with it, hell, coulda built a replica house out of it.” He chuckled. “I whacked it up fairly amongst my top guys, put some of it on the streets.” His red eyes flashed greedily. “Now I’m doin’ better than my old man or gramps ever did.” He pulled his big revolver out from his waistband, placed it on the round glass and iron table by the couch.

      “A little vainglorious, no?” I pointed at the statue, an eyebrow raised.

      Shal barked a laugh. “But if only we were so lucky to have a hobgoblin as boss of Philly, no?” Then he turned away from me and called towards the kitchen, “Welga! Where are you?”

      “I’m in the kitchen with my sister, dear!” A sweet hobgoblin lady’s voice called back. “We were watching this cooking show, and now we’re trying to make an elven charcuterie board!”

      Shal patted me on my already stuffed and slightly protruding gut. “I love a good charcuterie board, had one for the first time last year when I took the wife over to Paris, fell in love with ‘em. How ‘bout you?”

      I raised my eyebrows at him, pushed his hand away from my belly. “You didn’t say that the girl I was supposed to marry ten years ago would be here.” I grabbed hold of Shal’s arm.

      Yanking his arm back from me, he hissed, “I didn’t even fuckin’ know you were back until a half hour ago! What am I supposed to do, throw her out because you decided to waltz in out of nowhere?” Shal turned to walk towards the kitchen, saw I wasn’t followin’ him, so he reached back, grabbin’ part of my shirt and pulling me with him ‘til I started walkin’ of my own volition. When we got to the kitchen, the two beautiful hobgoblin women were standing next to each other at a big island in the middle of the kitchen, watchin’ a television set up against the wall on the counter opposite of them.

      “Oh, I didn’t know we had company.” Welga looked up and over at me, shot a confused look at Shal.

      He nudged me into the light of the room, and I noticed that Welga briefly scanned me before turning an angry red eye back on her husband. She was tall and lean, her skin a shade of blood red, crimson, and her eyes shone like a cat’s. Her hair was worn up, in one of those old styles like from the 50’s, which surprisingly looked good on her. To top off her retro look, she had one of those long thin cigars with a plume of smoke rising from it that might as well have been potpourri from the smell of it. Her sister, Rosma, the one I was supposed to marry long ago and who I had actually had something of a genuine friendship with back then, looked at me strangely, like she was confused by what she was seeing, maybe having an odd sense of deja vu, or perhaps tryin’ to figure out where she might have seen me before.

      “Excuse me,” Rosma began, a gorgeous but shy hobgoblin girl that had grown into an even more beautiful but excessively shy hobgoblin woman. She was much shorter than her sister, with a wider face, almond eyes the color of amber. Though she was shorter, her pointed ears rose much higher than her sister’s, rising out from the thick obsidian hair that swept down, grazing her shoulders. And her skin, it was lavender color that was rare among our kind, hobs like that being called blue bloods, crystals, among other things. “You look really familiar...”

      “I get that a lot,” I muttered, causing Shal to snort a laugh and his wife to glance at me quickly.

      “Have we met before?” Rosma turned to her sister, then back to me. “Do we know each other?”

      “You two were betrothed, once upon a time!” Shal shouted triumphantly, no longer able to contain himself and laughing hard.

      “Oh! Oh, my…” Rosma blushed.

      “By all the gods in the night sky!” Welga exclaimed, her long silver and red-highlighted curls bouncing as she turned from me to Shal, back to me, her mouth dropping as she looked me up and down. “Teek? Is it really Teek? But, we all thought you disappeared, we thought you were... gone.”

      “I was gone, you could say,” I started, nervous under the questioning eyes of these girls.

      “Take it easy,” Shal told his wife. “Teek’s been surfin’ in California with the beach bums, he’s been long lost but he’s home now.” He went over to Welga, put an arm around her. “He’s family, and we’re gonna make him feel like he’s home with his family.” He looked pointedly down into his wife’s eyes, then looked at me. Welga came around the island counter and hugged me, saying a heartfelt ‘welcome home’ in my ear, kissin’ my cheek real quick then walkin’ back over to her sister and Shal. Rosma looked like a scared, trapped animal, her soft doe eyes darting from me to her sister to Shal, back to me, over to the doorway, over to the hallway around the corner and the bathroom it contained.

      Finally she settled her eyes on me, which was a little unnerving, and said simply, “welcome back, Teek.” Then, turning to her sister, “I need to…head home. I have something in the oven.”

      “Okay, Ros’, go ahead,” Welga responded quietly, nodding to her younger sister. Rosma immediately hurried out of the room, her footsteps fading fast as she went around the hallway and towards a back staircase.

      “What the hell, man?” I shot over at Shal, irritated. “That was really awkward!”

      He grinned and shrugged his shoulders, but didn’t say anything to me, instead turning to his wife. “Me and Teek gotta talk a little family business, okay?”

      “Oh, okay,” Welga said quickly. “I’m gonna go check on Ros’.” She turned back to me. “It’s so nice to see you again, Teek, I can’t believe how long it’s been!” She hurried out of the room, her bougie high heels clicking on the expensive hardwood floor.

      Shal grabbed a bottle of dark red wine outta the wine cabinet under the island counter, expertly popped it open, let it breath for a few moments, swirled the open bottle under his nose, breathing in the rich bouquet, then grabbed two glasses and poured. I was already half drunk, but I took the glass.

      He pointed down at the mostly made charcuterie board, loaded with different sorts of meats and cheeses, jams and mustards, tiny cornichon pickles, some crusts of bread, looked at me and rumbled, “help yourself.”

      “I’m stuffed, cuz.” I had to say, I was really startin’ to dig how Shal was livin’, he made our family home opulent, luxurious, had beautiful girls in the kitchen, ate like a fuckin’ king all throughout the day. I looked out the windows of the french doors, which led out of the kitchen and into the backyard, which had a massive pool, a large pool house, multiple good sized bungalows, a big grill, a bunch of beach-style chairs, tables here and there with umbrellas. There was a couple hobgoblins pacing around back there, both carryin’ big rifles.

      “So, I was thinkin’,” Shal began, snatchin’ up some items from the charcuterie board, poppin’ them all in his mouth together, “Now that you’re home, you should come join my crew. It’s only right, blood sticking together.”

      “Join your crew.” I looked at my cousin in surprise, wondering, just like that? The offer was sorely tempting, all things considered. I could never bring the hybrid girls around him, the other hobgoblins in his crew, that was certain, but maybe it could work. No... No, it couldn’t work. I ain’t my father and he sure ain’t his, and after all this time takin’ orders mostly from myself, sometimes from that fat faced orc J-Maxx, I couldn’t go back to that. I want my own thing, I don’t wanna work for my cousin for the rest of my life.

      “Teek.” Shal was lookin’ at me intently, though his eyes had a pink haze to them. “What do you say? It’s what we always talked about back in the day, and now it can be reality.”

      “Just like that?” I blurted, not thinking. I saw a light hurt in Shal’s eyes, once again it seemed like I was turnin’ him down, and it made me feel bad.

      “You’re my cousin,” he said coldly, “and more than that, you’re smart, capable. You’d be a real valuable piece of manpower that I could put to good use.” He patted his pocket on his left leg. “And you’d be rollin’ in the dough and the girls in no time.”

      I didn’t want to say no outright to him, and all the wine was confusing me, making me nearly forget all that had led up to me being in Philly in the first place.

      “Shal...” I started slowly, as purposefully as I could muster at the time. “I appreciate it, man, I’m grateful, really. Look, I just got here, right? I wanna figure things out first.” I paused when he snarled at that, thinking he was about to say something in anger, but when he didn’t I went on. “Plus, I’ve been doin’ my own thing so long now, I was kinda lookin’ to continue that out here, no disrespect.” I finished, hoping he wouldn’t snap and throw his glass of wine in my face. “But maybe there’s some way we could help each other out.”

      He looked at me real hard for some time, but then he finally broke into a wide smile, threw his arms up in mock frustration. “You always were a stubborn son of a bitch, Teek.” He came around the island, put his arms around me and hugged me tight for a second, then pulled back. “But damn it’s so good to see you back. Come, let’s talk about all this. What’d ya have in mind?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      We were sittin’ at the table as the afternoon hours flew by, shootin’ the shit, recallin’ old times. They always say that ‘remember when…?’ is the lowest form of conversation, but when it’s with family that you were close with and haven’t seen in nearly ten fuckin’ years, it was more than acceptable, hell, it was down right fun. As we were chillin’, laughin’, drinkin’ a little more wine, I broke out a joint and went to light it, but Shal suddenly stopped laughin’.

      “What’s that you got there? Smells like some dope.” He pointed a finger at the joint.

      “Yea, is it alright?” I went to grab my lighter, took it from my pocket, flicked open the top and was about to spark the little flame, when Shal reached out and snatched the lighter from me.

      “What you do on your own time is your business,” he said seriously, puttin’ his glass of wine down. “I might let some of my guys sell that shit, but I sure don’t smoke it.” He looked at the joint with some contempt and disgust, his mouth curling in such a way to reveal a few sharp teeth. “And I don’t wanna smell it in my house.”

      I looked at him for a moment in some surprise. “We used to smoke all the time.”

      “Used to.”

      I shrugged my shoulders, put the joint and lighter away, lit up a cigarette instead. Guess he picked up a few of his old man’s traits after all. I puffed on the cigarette. I was tryin’ to figure out how I was gonna lay it on ‘em, how I was gonna tell ‘em what I had to tell ‘em, since I was tryin’ to do my own thing and not necessarily be under my cousin. He was sippin’ on his wine, keepin’ an eye on me, the drunk pink haze in the whites of his eyes quickly transitioning to a reddish color, making them appear intensely bloodshot around the green color of his pupils. I could tell he was waitin’ for me to divulge my plans.

      I took a big gulp of the wine, needin’ a little more liquid courage under that drunken red glare.

      “So, cuzzo,” I began, smokin’ my cigarette a little too fast, probably ‘cause of all the wine, “what’s the lay of the land out here now? Are things still how they were, when I left?”

      Shal shook his head. “If only they were, my friend, if only.” He drained his glass of wine, promptly refilled it with the nearly empty bottle he had just popped open. “It’s been chaos since you left, if I’m gonna be straight with ya. When my pops got locked up, the orcs that were testin’ us before got real ballsy, have been movin’ into our turf.” When he said this I immediately had a flashback to a few hours earlier, when I had been headin’ up to the old family house and had seen a few orcs walkin’ on Baron’s Street with that strange collar around their necks.

      “Is it the ones with the collars on?” I looked up at him.

      Shal gave me a shifty look for a moment. “Saw them, did ya?”

      “Yea.” I nodded. “What’s up with that?”

      “Those ones you don’t have to worry about. They’re mine, they’re workin’ for me. Didn’t ya notice the ‘S’ on the tag?” He smirked. “If ya see any orcs on our street without my fuckin’ collar on, that’s a problem.”

      My eyes got wide for a moment as I thought, ah, that explains that. What the fuck is goin’ on here? He’s got orcs wearin’ his collars like they’re his fuckin’ dogs? He’s got orcs workin’ for him? Wonder what old uncle Khakkoc would say about that.

      Seemingly guessing my thoughts, Shal drained half his wine glass and shot me a cocky look. “My old man don’t know about it, he wouldn’t approve, as you know.” He tilted his wine glass towards me. “But as far as I’m concerned, this is the way of things. The younger generation always takes the reins from the older. I’m acting capo, and I had to act, we needed more muscle on the streets and orcs don’t mind getting their nails dirty. I ain’t in bed with them. They’re a labor force directly under my control, and who has any right to tell me how to fuckin’ earn a living?”

      I looked back at Shal in surprise, our drunken red eyes meeting.

      “You sure got progressive,” I said sarcastically, not really knowin’ what else to say to what he had just told me.

      He snorted a laugh. “I don’t know about all that, but yea, the times are changin’ and the clever ones change with ‘em. I'm not sayin’ I’m gonna spend my free time with orcs or eat at the same table as ‘em, but when it comes down to the brass tax, when it comes to the dollars, it’s hard to be picky these days. Our numbers ain’t as great as they once were, and I always been one to tell which way the wind is blowin’, just like you, Teek.”

      “True.” I nodded, finishing my glass of wine, deciding to not take another. “No one’s got any right to try and get in the way of someone else earnin’, but your pop is gonna blow a gasket when he finds out.”

      “And how’s he gonna find out, cuz?” Shal looked at me suspiciously. “Who’s gonna tell ‘em, you? That would be a mistake.”

      My eyes shot up. “Gettin’ your fuckin’ stripes sure made you paranoid. You think I’d go run to him and snitch you out, after everything? After all the times you looked out for me, saved me from a vicious beatin’, to say the least?” I was really offended that he could even look at me like that, ten years missin’ or not. He seemed to pause and consider that for a few, then nodded to himself more than to me.

      “What else did you wanna know?”

      “What else do I need to know? I’m not tryin’ to step on anybody’s toes.”

      “The elves are still runnin’ Center City, the nicer spots of South Philly, a few exclaves in the north of the city.” He counted off his fingers as he added up the elves territories. “They’ve become a real pain ever since they decided to make an alliance with the humans. We’ve had somethin’ of a cold war goin’ on with ‘em the last couple years, a lot of little bullshit situations that get blown out from time to time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, the usual nonsense. They steal one of our trucks or corners, we kill a couple of their guys. They respond by killin’ twice as many as our guys, so we come back and take down even more of theirs, maybe torch some of their cars and trucks, some of their businesses and fronts that we know about.”

      “That bad?” It wasn’t like that when I was still livin’ in Philly.

      “That ain’t even the half of it.” Shal spat in disgust. “These elves that we’re beefin’ with, they’re workin’ for the Pale Spider.”

      “Who?” I was gettin’ a little confused tryin’ to piece all this new information together.

      “The Pale Spider. An asshole extraordinaire, he’s been the new boss of Philly since about a year after you left.” Shal shook his head. “A real prick of a drow, his real name is Rainn Mizziryth, and Teek is he fuckin’ miserable! He don’t even pass the salt!”

      I looked at him curiously, thinkin’ my cousin was losin’ it, then I understood. “He’s one of them types that eats alone, huh?”

      “And how,” Shal began, animated in his irritation and glad to vent about it to me. “Our family has been capos in the Philly organization practically since they built this fuckin’ city, yet every chance he gets, the Spider shits on us. He secretly encourages these elves and humans we got problems with to antagonize us, then when they take out a couple of our guys and we avenge ourselves, he hits us with an extortionate fuckin’ tax, per elf.” He shook his head bitterly. “Yet when they take out any of our guys, they get off with it scott fuckin’ free. Our people ain’t happy about it, Teek. My people. Some say I should step up, some say it would only be justice that a hobgoblin become boss of this city.”

      “You’re talkin’ that big talk, cuz,” I said, somewhat startled at how this conversation was goin’. “Is it the wine, or are you for real? You’re gonna make a move on this Pale Spider guy?”

      “I’m spinnin’ the wheels with my cousin, that’s all,” Shal replied offhandedly, his eyes shifting away. “I know I can blow off a little steam with ya.”

      “Alright.” I paused, then decided to switch it up a bit. “So, who’s runnin’ Kobold Town these days?”

      “Nobody runs Kobold Town but the kobolds.” Shal batted the air with a red hand. “There ain’t much to see there anyways, and last I recall they had some kinda deal goin’ with the orc capo of the nearby area.”

      “Who’s he?”

      Shal spread his arms out, imitating an extremely fat person. “A big fat fuckin’ orc, aptly named Big Fat Ton,” he said in an oddly deep voice, which I took to be a poor impression of how this Big Fat Ton guy actually sounded.

      “I see.” I was thoughtful for a moment, considering how I might go about presenting myself to this fat ass orc.

      “Wait, what do you care about Kobold Town for?” Shal asked somewhat suspiciously. “What’s Kobold Town got to do with anything?”

      “What can I say, I love that kobold sushi,” I answered quickly. Shal sucked his teeth in disgust, turning away for a moment.

      “So that’s where you’re thinkin’ of settin’ up shop?” He turned back to me, an eyebrow raised.

      I nodded. Shal was a lot of things. Stupid wasn't one of them. “For now.” It made me think of Alelicia’s non committal answers and I grinned briefly.

      “I gotta say, I’m insulted that you’re wantin’ to go work for some orc slob over your own blood.”

      I put a hand up. “You got it all wrong. I’m not goin’ to work for him, I wanna be respectful and let him know I’m there, startin’ my own thing. Like I said, I’m not tryin’ to step on anybody’s toes.” Last thing I want, really. The less noise I make out here the better. I have no fuckin’ clue if the Dragon has ears out here, I don’t think so, but you never really know. “You know where I can find this Big Fat Ton?”

      “Of course I do.” Shal snorted. “You remember that big playground, down past Mayfair? He posts up there, the fuckin’ guy has a million kids so he takes ‘em all out to the playground and lets ‘em fuckin’ run the place.”

      I rolled my eyes. “C’mon, are you fuckin’ with me? This fat orc and his kids shut down that big ass playground?”

      “You’ll see for yourself.” He sipped on his wine a little slower now. I looked over at the old clock on the wall, saw it was nearly seven in the evening.

      “I gotta get goin’.” I stood up, pushed my seat in under the table. Shal looked at me in shock.

      “We’re about to do dinner, what are you talkin’ about?” He was still sittin’ there, lookin’ up at me. “My wife’s about to cook a fuckin’ feast for you. Are you nuts?”

      “I’m gonna need a rain check, cuz, give her my apologies.” I started to walk into the other room. “I got that date tonight, remember?”

      “Right. Shoulda known you’d put some cooz before your family.” He shook his head.

      “Come on Shal, why you have to say all that? You know it’s not like—”

      He put a hand up, interrupting me. “I don’t want to hear any more of it. Do what you have to do. Go ‘head, get outta here. Swing by tomorrow, If I'm not here I’ll be at the restaurant. We gotta talk some more.”

      He took a big gulp of his wine, looked at me coldly just for a moment and rumbled, “just remember though, think carefully about the decision you make. My offer to join us might not be so generous next time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      I pulled up to the back of the kobold sushi joint, got out and ran up the shady flight of stairs leading up to the apartment. I was still tipsy from all that wine earlier with Shal and nearly tripped on my way up, almost fuckin’ face planted on the stairs. I jammed the key into the lock, twisted it, heard the faint click and I opened the door.

      “Boss! Hey, boss! You’re back!” Skreech chirped joyfully, bouncing off of the futon. Skreech and Tyzee were on the futon as I had came in, their eyes turned to me as I walked through the doorway, but it was clear they had been watchin’ a movie and were eager to get back to it. Tyzee immediately jumped up and walked over to me, and I suddenly noticed she was no longer in that makeshift outfit top from the hotel but was wearin’ a beater too small for her and a pair of ladies underwear. The swell of her breasts against that tight white fabric was something else, seriously. I had the sneaking suspicion that Skreech had went out and spent the money on some new digs for the girls and for himself, since his hoodie was lookin’ a little too clean, and I could tell by the sheepish way the goblin was avoiding my eyes, he definitely didn’t have no change for me.

      “Hey,” Tyzee began, a smile growin’ on her pretty face, sauntering over to me, her hair pulled up and back into some sort of crazy lookin’ ponytail/bun. The bathroom door popped open and Alelicia came out, also in a small beater, but because of her lighter curves, not obnoxiously small, like on Tyzee, and she was also wearin’ a pair of underwear. Her big, bright blue eyes became wide for a moment when she saw it was me that had come in, and she offered me a small smile before comin’ up to me a little slower, behind Tyzee.

      “You’re back,” the elf girl stated.

      “Don’t mind Captain Obvious over here.” Tyzee grinned, poked a thumb back towards Alelicia. “She kept askin’ when we thought you might be back.”

      “Oh yea?” I shot over Tyzee’s shoulder to Alelicia, saw her look away with a slight pink blush starting to rise to her cheeks, then I turned back to Tyzee. “And what about you?”

      “What about me, what?” The hybrid orc girl asked, lookin’ deep into my eyes.

      “Were you thinkin’ about when I’d be back too?” I returned her gaze, I was feelin’ reckless from all the wine and the emotional roller coaster throughout the day.

      “Well… You were gone awhile,” Tyzee replied. “Yea. I was wondering.”

      My eyes dropped down to her heaving chest, her big round tits looking like they were going to bust from the beater at any moment. I peeped the dew that had formed on her skin since I had come in and I wanted to flirt with her, but the shirt she had on was so damn small!

      “Did ya borrow one of Skreech’s beaters or what?”

      “Excuse me?” Tyzee shot back, an eyebrow raised. I could tell Skreech was holdin’ in a laugh, his cheeks were turnin’ dark red and he was coverin’ his fuckin’ mouth with an ugly little green hand.

      I turned to the goblin. “Skreech, get them beaters their own size tomorrow, alright?”

      “Okay, boss.” He choked out, tryin’ not to burst. He must have thought himself real clever, gettin’ the girls beaters that were his own size, which was practically that of a human child.

      “At least he went out and got us something to wear and to eat, which is more than can be said for someone else…” Tyzee spat, walking back to sit down on the futon.

      “Hey, hold up!” I was a little embarrassed, and I wanted to explain to Tyzee I wasn’t blatantly starin’ at her tits, but that the size of the beater she was wearin’ was ‘causin’ her tits to stare at me.

      “What is that smell?” Alelicia sniffed at the air. Her nose started to pull her closer to me and she was sniffin’ at me. “Ugh! What is that?!”

      “What is what?” I asked, confused.

      “It smells like raw alcohol coming through your skin!” She wrinkled up her cute little nose. “That’s really strong.”

      “Sure is nice to be home...” I muttered, headin’ towards the bathroom, flinging the shower on and jumpin’ right in the water. I needed a few minutes without them staring at me so I could fuckin’ think anyway. I was fuckin’ tired and drunk, and the warm water runnin’ over me felt good, relaxing. I thought over the events of the day, goin’ over to the old family house on Baron’s Street, gettin’ denied entry and told my uncle was locked up, fuck off. Goin’ down to The Hob’s Delight, Shal breakin’ my balls hard, makin’ me nearly fuckin’ piss myself when his big red goon was about to throw me an even more savage beatin’, thinking I was lyin’ to ‘em, then nearly whacking me. Then Shal offerin’ me a spot on his crew… I closed my eyes, lettin’ the warm water beat down on me, my muscles, my face. I thought about the meeting I was gonna have, somewhat impromptu, with this Big Fat Ton orc fuck.

      “Fuck me,” I muttered. “At least it’s a start, I guess, but what kind…?” I heard footsteps come into the bathroom, then the sound of a thick ass hittin’ the toilet seat, so I poked my head out. “Hey, what the hell?”

      “What? Do you mind?” Tyzee looked up at me.

      I caught a glimpse of her sideview, a swath of green flesh curving from her hip down her strong thighs, new ladies underwear around her ankles. My head came flying back in the shower before things got too crazy for me to control myself. “Look, I didn’t mean nothin’ by what I said.” I gripped the shower curtain, the water running down my face, making me blink. “I wasn’t commentin’ on you or your look.”

      “I figured. It’s not like it’s the first time I caught a guy staring at my boobs anyway.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      Through the semi-translucent pink of the shower curtain, I saw her silhouette turn, could feel her smile at me. “Maybe I don’t mind you checking me out, okay? But I do mind rude comments.”

      “Fair enough. And really, I apologize.”

      “Apology accepted!” Pulling up her panties and standing up, her silhouette promptly flushed the toilet, causing the water in the shower to dramatically change temperature, makin’ me yelp.

      “What the hell?!”

      “We’re even now!” Tyzee called back over her shoulder, laughing and hurrying out of the bathroom. “Oh, and there’s a clean towel for you on the sink!”

      

      After I got out and dried off, threw some fresh clothes on that Skreech must have grabbed for me, I went out the living room and sat in the chair by the futon for a few. Skreech and Tyzee were watchin’ the television again, but Alelicia was sittin’ over at the kitchen table, just starin’ down at her hands on it. These fuckin’ broads, it’s always somethin’. Well, what is it now?

      “Hey, Alelicia,” I called over to her. “You okay?” I walked over and sat in the seat opposite of her.

      Alelicia didn’t look up right away, but after a moment she did and met my eyes. She looked haunted, afraid. She nodded to me, then opened her mouth, closing it, opening it again, as if she was struggling to think of what to say.

      “I was… I was worried about you today,” she finally managed to get out.

      I nodded back to her in some surprise, not expecting her to have any concern at all for old Teek. “Come on now, that’s not how this works. I’m supposed to be the guy worrying about you, not the other way around. You going to soften my badass outlaw image, you know?”

      Her thin white fingers came to her mouth as she chuckled silently. “I guess you’re right.”

      Skreech and Tyzee both strode over, takin’ the other two seats at the little kitchen table.

      “How’d it go, boss?” Skreech had a hint of worry in his voice, having noticed the tired, stressful look on my face.

      “Where did you end up even going?” Tyzee added.

      I decided I might as well be honest with them, at least mostly honest. “I went to my family home.” I sighed. “Where I discovered my uncle’s been locked up.”

      Skreech let out a deep breath, shaking his head.

      “What does that mean, ‘locked up’?” Alelicia asked.

      “It means he was arrested, princess,” Tyzee mumbled, shooting an annoyed look at the hybrid elf girl.

      “And my cousin has taken his place, as acting capo.” I glanced sideways at Alelicia for a moment. “And he wants me on his crew.” I snorted a derisive laugh.

      “Whoa,” Skreech said in surprise, “that’s great news, right, boss?”

      I shook my head. “Me and Shal always been close, thick as thieves, but things are different now.” I paused, remembering the way his crazed paranoia and his hobgoblin supremacy style shit had shown their ugly faces for a few moments. “He’s different, I’m different. I’ll keep his offer in the back pocket for now, but I’m not lookin’ to take orders from my cousin the way my old man took orders from Shal’s father.”

      Skreech looked at me, surprised. He must have thought I’d go for it, he knew I always wanted it, to be part of a real crew, a hobgoblin crew, to be a made man.

      “I’m not following,” Alelicia said, lookin’ from Skreech to me. “You told us earlier that you were here to… How’d you say it?... Oh, right, you said you were ‘gonna get this money,’ or something to that effect, but you turned down a job on your cousin’s… Crew? Construction crew?”

      Tyzee was keepin’ her eyes on me.

      I shook my head again. “I am gonna get this money, ain’t no fuckin’ doubt about that, but I didn’t come here, I didn’t bring you all here, just so I could be somebody’s fuckin’ errand boy, even if it is my own cousin.”

      “If you don’t want to be part of your cousin’s crew,” Tyzee began, twirling a long strand of purple hair around her finger. “Then what are we going to do?”

      “Take it easy, alright? I got somethin’ else lined up.” A hint of a grin hit my lips. “I gotta go talk to this guy, this fuckin’ orc, Big Fat somethin’, tomorrow, but then we’ll hit the ground runnin’.”

      “So you’re gonna go work for this ‘fuckin’ orc’?” Tyzee shot at me, a little irate by how I was referring to orcs lately.

      “No,” I said firmly, “what’s with the fuckin’ third degree? I need a fuckin’ joint.” I looked around, spotted the one I was gonna light up earlier before Shal stopped me, grabbed it, lit it up, walked over towards the door. “I ain’t workin’ for nobody but me, you understand me? I’m done takin’ orders from some asshole, for purposes that don’t got nothin’ to do with me.”

      “Everyone takes orders from someone, Teek,” Alelicia uttered solemnly, causing me to stop for a moment. “It’s the way of the world.”

      “What do you know about it? You don't even know your own name, not the whole of it.” I shook my head and walked out the door onto the walkway and smoked my joint, my thoughts disturbed by what the elf girl had said, and already feeling like an asshole for having snapped back at her.

      

      “Can I hit some of that?” Tyzee came up behind me. I took a deep toke and passed the joint to her, watchin’ her long-fingered hands take it and bring it up to her rouge lips.

      She hit the joint a couple times and passed it back. “She’s got a point, you know. Everyone’s got a job, has a boss they take orders from.”

      I laughed mirthlessly. “You two are actin’ like I got no work ethic or somethin’. I ain’t some regular Joe on the street, you know what I’m sayin’? You think I ever had a straight job in my life? I make good money doin’ dirt, and I ain’t about to stop now.”

      “What’s wrong with having a regular job?”

      “It ain’t in the cards for me, alright? My old man did dirt, his old man did dirt, it’s in my blood.” I hit the joint. “And I sure ain’t tryin’ to find a new line of work. It's not something you can just leave, just walk away. Background checks, questions. People don't let you just waltz into a new life.”

      “People don't let you, or you don't let yourself?”

      I looked out at the night sky, saw the constellation that the human’s called Orion the Hunter shining brightly, but which the hobgoblin’s called Nomog the Young, after an old hobgoblin myth about the patron hobgoblin god, Nomog-Gaeya, who invented the bow and arrow and led the first Great Hunt.

      Turning back to Tyzee, lookin’ in her eyes, I asked, “what’s up with you? I come in the door and you’re breakin’ balls already?”

      “Well...” She looked at me somewhat shifty. “You were gone all day, what do you expect? Skreech is nice enough but he gets carried away, you know?”

      I nodded, crackin’ a grin, passin’ the joint back to her. “He’ll calm down, he ain’t used to bein’ in close quarters with pretty girls for such a long period of time.”

      “Oh, really?” Tyzee giggled mischievously, hittin’ the joint real quick then passin’ it back to me. “You seem pretty calm, that mean you spend plenty of time around the ladies?” She had moved closer to me as she spoke, and I noticed that light dew on her skin again.

      “Maybe,” I responded somewhat ambiguously, cockin’ an eyebrow at her. “That bother you?”

      “Really?” She looked at me for a few moments, studying me, her expression like she had just heard an outlandish joke. Then her face got real curious. “Were you ever with an orc girl before?”

      I was struggling to keep eye contact with her, I was drunk and a little high and she was lookin’ fuckin’ great in her little beater and pair of panties, her body was incredible, and the lower periphery of my eyes was threatening to betray me, was about to force me to look down.

      “Yea,” I said, deciding I didn’t wanna start lyin’ to her, especially if it turned out she was married or somethin’, in which case it wouldn’t even matter anyway. “One or two.”

      Her eyebrows shot up for just a second, so quick if I wasn’t lookin’ at her right then I probably wouldn’t have even seen it.

      “One or two, huh? Someone once told me that however many girls a man tells you he’s been with, multiply it by three!” She laughed, then froze. Her pretty face contorted in confusion, and she looked around bewildered before turnin’ back to me. “Who told me that?”

      I shrugged. “How should I know?”

      “Who told me that?!” Tyzee raised her voice some. “Who could have told me that…? I… How… It was someone I knew, before… A man. But I can't see his face, name, anything. Great, remembering stupid nonsense is just what I need right now.” She used her hand to push back a few stray strands of hair, then put the palm of her hand against her forehead for a minute.

      “Maybe it was your father, you know, giving you fatherly advice.” I didn’t know what to make of what just happened, so I put a hand on her shoulder, tried to talk to her in a calm voice. “You okay? You startin’ to remember some things, huh? That’s good.” I smiled at her. “Hey, that’s great, really. That’s progress, right? It might take some time, but it’ll all come back to you, you just gotta be patient.”

      She looked into my eyes, gave me a half-hearted smile and nodded. “You’re right... It’s just… It’s really frustrating.” The beautiful orc girl sighed, hit the joint one more time and passed it back to me, just a couple resinous hits left that I tossed. “So, you’re going to be gone all day tomorrow too, I guess?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. But believe me...” I gently took hold of her chin, bringing her face and eyes level with mine. “It ain’t like I’m tryin’ to get away from you two, but I gotta get this bread, or else how we gonna eat? Where we gonna live? Shit, how we gonna live?”

      She nodded rapidly, then threw her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek again.

      I was starting to get all hot again, each time I was around this girl I wanted to see more, touch more, know more. But what could I really know about a girl who had no memories? “Listen, I better get some rest.” I pulled back from her. “Got a long day tomorrow.”

      

      I woke up early as fuck again the next morning, havin’ had more strange dreams that I didn't quite remember, then headed over to Dunkin’ again to get a spread of donuts and coffee.

      “Come eat!” I hollered to the room. “I gotta keep it pushin’.”

      Tyzee scowled but came and sat at the table, startin’ to pick at the hot, greasy breakfast food and sweet smelling donuts and coffee.

      “You know… it’s definitely not healthy to eat like this...” Alelicia began, but then noticed me and Tyzee had shot her an annoyed glance. “But it does taste good!”

      I snorted a laugh. “Okay. I’ll be back later.”

      “When?” Tyzee looked up at me quickly, a donut in her hand poised for the bite.

      “We headin’ out now, boss?” Skreech yawned, scampering over to the food on the table.

      Sippin’ on my coffee, I raised an eyebrow over the cup. “I gotta do this on my own again, pal, you’re stayin’ here.”

      “Aw, shit, boss,” the goblin whined, “take me with ya, you might need back up.”

      I shook my head. “I need you to stay here again, keep an eye out on the girls, alright?”

      Tyzee shot a dubious look over at Skreech, and was about to say somethin’ flippant but I wasn’t in the mood to hear it, so I put a red hand up to stop her from talkin’. She gave me an odd look, smiled briefly, and looked down at her donut. Alelicia was bein’ extra quiet, not even bothering to look up at me from the food in front of her. Skreech was lookin’ dejected but I shrugged my shoulders. One day he’ll realize. I looked down at the little goblin. That I was lookin’ out for his goofy ass. I gotta go meet up with these orcs who’d talk all kinds of shit to him, and I can’t risk taking him around Shal and the others just yet, he might inadvertently spill the fuckin’ beans about the girls and why we even came out here. I looked away from Skreech for a moment, then, turning back to him, I’m gonna need to sit him down, maybe tonight. It wouldn’t hurt to have him out and about with me, but he’s gonna need to know that he’s gotta keep his fuckin’ mouth shut and his thoughts to himself around the other goblins. When the goblins start chattin’ and gossipin’ together, they were worse than a bunch of old ladies meetin’ up for tea.

      I started to head for the door.

      “Hey!” Tyzee called out to me. “When are you comin’ back? You didn’t say.”

      I turned to look at her, saw both she and Alelicia were starin’ at me intently, while Skreech was grumbling and walkin’ back all crestfallen and disappointed over to the futon.

      “I don’t know, I’ll try and get back by dinner time, okay?” Then I turned back towards the door, not waitin’ for a response.

      I lit up a joint as I walked over to the Mustang, poppin’ the door and sliding into the seat. Shal told me the orc I was goin’ to meet up with, this Big Fat Ton, conducted his business openly at the old playground, a little passed Mayfair. I hadn’t been there in ages, but I remembered it to be a massive park that was converted into a playground and picnic area long ago, there was jungle gyms and all sorts of play sets for the kids. I turned right on route 13, headin’ down to Mayfair. As I hit the edge of Kobold Town, I saw a group of scraggly bearded kobolds at a bus stop corner causin’ a commotion, and where normally I would have passed ‘em by with nothin’ but a glance and a derisive chuckle, I nearly slammed into the car in front of me when I noticed they were waving around some sort of banner, a white plain with a large, ugly dragon eye in the center, and the eye was engulfed in flames.

      “The great god, Garyx, will return! The time is come, he will remake the world with fire and death!” One of the bearded kobolds was yelling.

      “The dragon lord, the father of fire, shall walk amongst us!” Another bearded kobold shouted as I passed by the group. “He will cleanse the souls of the world with fire, and we will be reborn in his image!”

      I shook my head, a little unnerved by such a visual reminder, however distant, of the boss I had betrayed back in California, then put my boot down on the gas pedal, speeding away from the bearded kobolds and their fanatical ranting, their crazed bullshit.

      I was a little anxious as I got closer to the old playground passed Mayfair, I definitely coulda done without some kobold cult yellin’ at passers-by about their shitty fuckin’ dragon god comin’ and destroying the world. I pulled up to the playground, finally, and truth be told I couldn’t believe my fuckin’ eyes. It was just as my cousin Shal had said. There was orcs fuckin’ everywhere, a lot of them definitely in their youth, runnin’ around and screamin’, ‘causin’ a fuckin’ ruckus like you wouldn’t believe. There was orcs clearly hustling and sellin’ dope in the corners of the playground, some playin’ dice and gambling a little ways away from the younger orcs. I peered around the playground, tryin’ to remember it how it was back in the day. Humans and their kids used to claim this park, only reluctantly sharing the space with some elves, then the hobgoblins had it for a time, when we controlled the area, and then it passed back to the humans and elves before gettin’ claimed by the orcs.

      What a shithole they turned it into, I thought bitterly, recalling the lush vegetation, the different varieties of trees sprinkled around, the clean cut grass. Now it resembled more of a dry swamp, the trees lookin’ half-dead, some torn from the ground, the grass overgrown and patchy in some areas, churned up in others. As I peered around the old playground, I spotted a massive, fat orc—muddafucker looked like a great big wreckin’ ball that sprouted arms and legs—sittin’ on top of a heap of twisted metal. It was like he had some of his guys grab a couple of the playground sets like the green and blue colored tower and the metal dome that kids would climb on and then smushed them together somehow, turnin’ it into an ugly, crude throne. This fat lardo was laughin’ and talkin’ with some orcs that were standing around him.

      I took a deep breath and got out of the car, walkin’ slowly over to an open gate section of the fencing around the playground, which seemed to be guarded by a couple orcs drinkin’ forties. When I was a few feet away on the sidewalk, comin’ closer to them, they started to notice me and stopped chattin’, lookin’ at me curiously.

      I raised my hand in the air, showin’ I came in peace. “Hey, fellas.”

      “What you want ‘round here, hob? You lost or somethin’?” The orc on the left with the shades on rumbled.

      The orc on the right elbowed his buddy. He was skinny for an orc, but not any less menacing, had scars all along his arms, those tattoos you make by just digging into the flesh, scarring it with no ink. And he had a mohawk, orange hair striping his green skull. “Yea, I ain’t seen a hob ‘round here since I was a fuckin’ yougin’. Big Fat call you in to entertain the kids or some shit? I remember he was sayin’ somethin’ ‘bout hirin’ a clown, didn’t think he was serious, though.”

      These orcs were a real pair of fuckin’ ball busters, but I knew I had to keep my cool, it wouldn’t look good if I got feisty with these two jerk offs before I even got a chance to talk to Big Fat Ton. An image flashed across my mind’s eye of me laid out on the sidewalk right here, next to the fuckin’ orc playground, in some shitty orc neighborhood a little passed shitty Mayfair, with these two fuckin’ orcs lookin’ down at my dead body, laughin’, drinkin’ their fuckin’ forties, and then Skreech and the girls, waitin’ night after night, for a guy to come home that ain’t ever comin’ home again.

      Shaking my head, I looked at both orcs hard in the eye. “Somethin’ like that,” I replied as evenly as I could, flashin’ a fake grin at them. “I got some business to discuss with your skipper over there.” I nodded vaguely in the direction of the gargantuan orc, sittin’ on top of a heap of twisted and smashed playground equipment. The orc on the left with the shades guffawed, like he couldn’t possibly fuckin’ believe his fat piece of shit boss would ever deal with a lowly hobgoblin like myself, but the mohawk orc took what I said a little more seriously.

      Keepin’ his eyes on me, he patted the gut of his buddy next to him. “B-Robb, go tell Big Fat he’s got a special fuckin’ guest over here, a fuckin’ hob requesting an audience, if he can believe it.” The other orc, B-Robb, nodded, glared at me briefly, then jogged over to where Big Fat was holdin’ court, in the center of the playground.

      “Wait here, he’ll be back in a minute,” the remaining orc said coldly, “and if Big Fat don’t wanna see you, you better keep it fuckin’ movin’, you got me? We don’t fuck with goblins ‘round here, and as far as I know, we ain’t lookin’ to start.”

      “Yea, I got you,” I growled back, gettin’ agitated and impatient, remembering how that asshole, Brag the fuckin’ Crag, had said somethin’ similar to me that night when I was dickin’ it outta that triple titted orc girl’s place, back in California. Back in my other life, the one that’s over. I saw that B-Robb was havin’ some sort of discussion with the giant, fat orc, there was some shaking and nodding of heads, then B-Robb hustled back over. I couldn’t tell if I was gonna be welcomed or told to kick rocks, so I braced myself in case this didn’t go as planned.

      “Big Fat says he’ll talk to the hob.” B-Robb huffed as he came back over, his eyes on me. “Must be curious ‘bout you, red. Go, he ain’t got all day.” He nodded back to his boss. I quickly walked past the two orcs guardin’ the open fence, keepin’ my eyes on the huge orc looming ahead of me.
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      As I walked by the gaggle of orcs around Big Fat Ton’s seat, I got the distinct impression that I wasn’t welcome. It wasn’t so much what they said, ‘cause they either weren’t sayin’ nothin’ or they were angrily grumbling as I walked by, voices too low for me to catch what was bein’ said, but I knew it was about me, and it wasn’t nothin’ good. That didn’t bother me as much as the orcs who stood there, sayin’ nothin’, their eyes beamin’ pure hatred and loathing at me. I ignored it as best as I could, and approached Big Fat Ton.

      “A special fuckin’ guest, indeed!” The massive orc crowed, gettin’ some brief chuckles from his crew standin’ around. His voice was so deep it was like a damn tuba speaking. “Ain’t this a surprise? When’s the last time a hob came down this way to my hood?” He pretended to ponder, scratchin’ at his fat, bristly double chins. “Well, my interest is piqued. Whatchu want, little hob? What’s the story?” He sparked up an incredibly fat joint which he had pulled from the pocket on his shirt, which was so fuckin’ big you could probably have dressed an elephant with it. Over this he had a powder blue jacket and these black pants with flag stripes all over em’. His joint was so large and pungent that I actually got a little envious of it, as he puffed out great clouds of smoke.

      I looked up at him, putting a little bass in my voice. “Name’s Teek. I just moved back to Philly and I’m lookin’ to get my own action goin’, that’s all. Figured I’d come by, make sure you knew I wasn’t tryin’ to step on nobody’s toes.”

      The big orc looked at me curiously, possibly tryin’ to discern if I was fuckin’ with him somehow. Some of the orcs around me grumbled.

      Big Fat’s already narrow, puffy eyes narrowed even more. “Okay. Whatever. What’s this got to do with me? Is this some sneaky hob way of tellin’ me you red shitheads are makin’ a move?”

      “No.” I was startin’ to sweat a little. The orcs were grillin’ me hard, and I could tell that if I said the wrong thing, it would be a simple matter for him to bark a quick order and I’d be torn limb from limb by his crew.

      “Then what’s this got to do with me, Teek?” Big Fat rumbled menacingly.

      “I ain’t here workin’ for my people,” I growled back, “I’m here workin’ for me. Me comin’ to you now ain’t got nothin’ to do with Baron’s Street and the hobgoblins. I’m makin’ my own way in the world.”

      “Did your own kinfolk exile you?”

      “No, I ain’t an exile.”

      “Then again, what’s this got to do with me? Why the fuck you here? Did that shithead flash runt capo… What’s his name… Shal… Send you here to fuck with me?”

      I shook my head. “Shal’s my cousin.” Some of the orcs outright snarled at that. “And no, I asked him where I could find you. He told me this is where you stayed, so here I am.”

      “I wouldn’t go around braggin’ that asshole is your cuz, especially not around orcs,” Big Fat muttered.

      “Big Fat, just give the word and I’ll tear this little red mothafucka’s throat out with my teeth.” An orc with a reflective green jacket over a black beater said. Big Fat Ton just waved him away like a fly.

      I shrugged. “It is what it is. I ain’t here for nothin’ nefarious, I came to pay my respects. This is your turf.” I paused, lookin’ at the fat orc in his puffy eyes. “I’m just tryin’ to quietly earn a livin’, that’s all. Nothin’ more, nothin’ less.”

      Big Fat nodded slightly, lookin’ back at me thoughtfully. “I’ll be damned before I get in the way of someone earnin’, even if it’s a hob.” The giant orc chuckled, his prodigious gut wobbling with his laughs. “But why you comin’ to me? Why are you really here, instead of with your own kind?”

      I let out a hot breath, decided to play into his bullshit a bit. “Well, truth be told, Big Fat...” I paused, saw a couple orcs nod that I had addressed their boss respectfully. “As you know, us hobs, we don’t work together that well. Plus, I’m the sorta cat that likes to be his own boss, ya know what I’m sayin’? I’m not really into takin’ orders, and they’re big on givin’ ‘em back on Baron’s.” I nodded vaguely in the direction of Baron’s Street, hobgoblin territory.

      “I think I get the gist.” Big Fat nodded. “So you rather come work for an orc than a hobgoblin, eh? Can’t say I blame ya, I ain’t big on micromanagin’ my people, personally.”

      “No.” I interjected simply.

      “No? No what?” Big Fat shouted.

      “I ain’t comin’ to work for you, Big Fat,” I said cautiously, feelin’ the air around me grow hostile again.

      “Then what the fuck…?” He looked at me incredulously, a fat hand extended out towards me.

      “Kobold Town. As I understand, it ain’t run by any capo. The kobolds run it how they want it, and they made a deal with you so they can do their thing freely.”

      “Okay? And?”

      “Since Kobold Town ain’t under your’s or anyone’s direct control...” I paused, my red eyes boring into the rotund orc’s beady dark eyes, sunken into his fat face. “That’s where I’ll set up shop.”

      “What you settin’ up, hob? What is it you think you bring to the fuckin’ table, exactly?” Big Fat Ton interrupted, growin’ agitated.

      “I can do a little bit of everything, Big Fat,” I responded cheerfully. “And—”

      The giant fat orc thug snorted. “And shit. So you tellin’ me what? That you want a piece of Kobold Town to run your little operation? You see, the thing is...” His eyes looked me up and down. “My crew pays a tax.”

      I shook my head vehemently. “I ain’t on your crew, and I ain’t lookin’ to be on your crew.”

      “Just shut up and listen,” Big Fat rumbled, adjusting himself on his playground seat, makin’ old twisted metal and hard plastic groan under his girth. The orc with the mohawk took a step toward me, and I aint gonna lie I flinched a little, near reached for the piece at my hip. Big Fat turned to some of his orc crew nearby, rolled his eyes and growled, “what’d I tell ya? Keep your dick in your hand when you’re dealin’ with these red bastards.” They all grunted and laughed in approval, then he turned back to me. “You got some balls, comin’ here, talkin’ to me like this, I’ll give ya props for that.” His eyes roved around the area in front of him, his crew, before turnin’ back to me once more, tippin’ an absurdly large ash from the tip of his joint. “As I was sayin’, my crew pays a tax on territory they work for me. If you want a piece of Kobold Town, you gotta kick up to me, not some fuckin’ hob that ain’t even there to begin with, and definitely not some fuckin’ kobold.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slow. “Big Fat, I ain’t one of your guys, and for all intents and purposes, Kobold Town don’t belong to nobody, so how you gonna tax me?”

      Big Fat started laughin’ again. “You changin’ your tune now, I thought you said you was givin’ me my proper dues, seein’ as how it was my turf and all?”

      “I meant I didn't want trouble.”

      “Look, you came to me. Obviously you know what’s what, otherwise you wouldn’t be here now, you’d be in Kobold Town right this instant, doin’ whatever dirt it is you do, and gettin’ ready to be killed by one of my guys.” He shrugged his fat shoulders, seemingly in mock imitation of me. “So don’t get high and mighty with me, you got it? You wanna earn but you don’t wanna be on my crew? That ain’t no sweat off my back, but if you want some of Kobold Town, then you gonna pay me one way or another.”

      “What the fuck…” I muttered.

      “What was that?” Big Fat yelled, leanin’ forward some.

      “I didn’t come over here to get shaken down.” I gritted my teeth, gettin’ pissed. “I came here to show you the respect due to you, and to go about my business.”

      “If your business be in Kobold Town, then it’s my business too, no?” Big Fat smirked. “I’ll tell ya what, since you’re such a clever little fuck, lemme make it worth your while. You kick up to me, and I’ll make sure you don’t get fucked with in the area, shit, if you do good maybe I’ll give you your own turf officially, and maybe I’ll just go head and put you on my crew whether you wanna be or not.” He grew thoughtful for a moment. “Kinda like the idea of a hob workin’ for me.”

      “I’m not workin’ for you,” I grumbled, feelin’ like somehow the tables had been turned on me.

      “Not yet,” Big Fat replied firmly, lookin’ at me strangely, “no, not yet. Come back here tomorrow, I’ll see what I got for ya.”

      “Alright,” I said, somewhat dubiously. I didn’t like the ideas this fat fuck was gettin’ in his head, but if I wanted to ply my trade and not work for my cousin, this was gonna have to be the first step.

      “Meeting’s over!” The mohawk orc standin’ by Big Fat Ton’s seat announced suddenly, comin’ up to me and shovin’ me off. As I was walkin’ out of the playground, a ugly human, guy must have had a little orc mixed in with his ginny, even if he wasn’t a full on hybrid, was walkin’ by me in the opposite direction, headin’ towards Big Fat and the orcs over there. He nodded to me briefly as our eyes met, and I saw a name stitched into his greaseball bowler shirt, Mikey, as he went by me. He looked a little apprehensive, and for some reason he looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place it. Was he on the news…? I wondered, makin’ my way over to the car.

      

      I headed back up route 13, towards Baron’s Street. I had a sour feelin’ in my belly and I wasn’t quite sure why, but it probably had somethin’ to do with that meetin’ I just had with the orc, Big Fat Ton. Shal really wasn’t kiddin’. I chuckled somewhat sourly. That big fat fuck is really runnin’ his shit from a fuckin’ playground. Motherfucker was even sittin’ big and heavy on some crazy ass lookin’ playground equipment that he clearly commandeered for his own personal use. As I was turnin’ on Baron’s Street, somethin’ to my left caught my eye.

      “Hey, what the fuck!” I yelled, my eyes buggin’ out of my fuckin’ head. I must have been dreamin’, ‘cause for a split second I could have sworn I just saw that dragonborn hybrid girl standin’ there at the corner of Baron’s Street, a white hoodie up over her head, the one that had been in the train car container with Tyzee and Alelicia. I had to slam my brakes, I nearly smashed into some old hobgoblin’s big ass Lincoln tryin’ to get a better look at the girl, but within a moment she was gone. I really thought I was losin’ it, I must have been so stressed out that I was seein’ ghosts or some shit. I shook my head, deciding it must have been a trick of the light, my mind playin’ tricks on me, and, checkin’ the time, I figured Shal was probably at The Hob’s Delight already, so I headed straight there instead of goin’ through the same routine as yesterday.

      I pulled up to the back of The Hob’s Delight, saw the champagne colored Cadillac that Shal had promptly seized when his old man got popped and sent to prison, so I parked nearby and walked around to the front, headin’ in. My reception this time was a world different from yesterday. The pretty hob waitress was all smiles, really layin’ the sweet act on thick, tellin’ me if I need anything, anything at all, don’t hesitate. The goblins nearby chattered excitedly, some started runnin’ around as I made my way to the back of the restaurant. Some hobgoblins throughout the joint raised their glass to me, outta respect for the capo’s cousin. The big bugbear butcher stopped his choppin’, raised his blood drenched old butcher knife to me in mock salute, nodded to me and went back to makin’ filets and prime cuts out of a variety of meats, everything from poultry to beef, to more exotic, big game type meat.

      A hot little hobgoblin waitress ran right in front of me, big bush of curly hair on her head, was about to talk some shit to me for nearly walkin’ into her, but when she looked at me she decided against it, flashin’ me a toothy smile and a wink before continuing on her way. I was smiling myself, truth be told I felt like I was in a dream. I hadn’t been treated this good when I went somewhere since I was a young hobgoblin, back when my grandsire and my old man were still alive, still makin’ moves.

      I got to the back room, with the big black door in front of me, stopping a couple feet in front of Big Red, the goon that had been my cousin’s doorman and bodyguard yesterday. The big guy looked back at me vacantly for a moment, then when his eyes focused on me I saw him tense, saw his muscles and eyes bulge.

      “Look, Popeye, I don’t want no trouble today,” I began wearily.

      He immediately opened the door, holdin’ out a large, overly muscled red hand. “Please, right this way, sir.”

      I proceeded forward, a little slowly, fearin’ another possible trick, not necessarily on this asshole’s part but on my cousin’s behalf—for all I knew he wanted a do over at pointing a gun right between my eyes. When I walked by him and was about to pass him and step into the back room, I stopped for a moment and turned to face him fully, makin’ sure he saw my eyes lookin’ back into his.

      “No hard feelings, alright?” I nodded to him.

      “Of course,” he mumbled, beginning to sweat.

      I felt a little bad, this guy was stand up and it seemed my cousin Shal might have had some words with him after I left. “Really, man.” I patted him on a massive and ridiculously muscled arm. “You’re alright, I’m not gonna hold it against you. You were lookin’ out for your boss, I’d be a real fuckin’ jerk if I didn’t respect that.”

      Big red nodded to me, held out his other hand a little nervously, and I grasped it in my own, givin’ a firm shake. “You’re stand up, Teek, you got more class than I gave you credit for.”

      “Likewise,” I observed, then turned away from him, headin’ into the backroom of The Hob’s Delight, where Shal was waitin’ for me.

      “Ohhh! There he is!” Shal chortled jubilantly, grippin’ a hand of cards, sittin’ in front of a pile of cash on the table, surrounded by some of his guys. “My cousin, the notorious Teek! Your pointy ass ears must be ringin’!” He paused as some of his goons laughed. “We was just wonderin’ how it went, down at the jungle gyms.” He started laughin’ raucously with his crew. Guess big mouth over there told everyone and their mother ‘bout my fuckin’ plans. I looked over at the table of hobgoblins laughin’ at my expense. That’s just great. I grinned at Shal and walked over to the table, slidin’ into one of the empty seats across from my cousin.

      “We were about to start pullin’ straws, see who was gonna go pull your little ass outta there,” Shal quipped, his eyes flickin’ from me to the pile of cash on the table, at least half of it probably his, then looked over at the hobgoblin on my left. “Nolo, he smell alright? He need a hose down?”

      The hobgoblin, Nolo, leaned over and sniffed at me loudly a few times, then looked over at Shal. “I don’t know, boss, he do got a funk to ‘em, though.”

      Shal and the other hobgoblins at the table erupted into more laughter.

      “Alright, take it easy.” I grinned, puttin’ a hand up. “You’re worse than a fuckin’ woman, breakin’ balls as soon as I come in the door, just like the—” I froze for a moment, biting my tongue hard, thinking, shut your fuckin’ mouth! You were worried ‘bout Skreech talkin’, you’re about to fuckin’ rat yourself out!

      “Just like what? Who?” Shal asked distractedly, lookin’ up at me.

      I coughed, actin’ like I had somethin’ in my throat. “Just like… Just like the fuckin’ goblins!” I tried to think quickly who else was a general pain in the ass. “You know how it is, you walk in the door, they’re sittin’ there, they hop up, start jumpin’ off the walls chitterin’ and chatterin’ and yammerin’ on, askin’ where you been, all that.”

      A couple of the hobgoblins playin’ cards with Shal nodded, having been hassled by their own goblins.

      Shal nodded. “Oh, right. Yea, the goblins.” He was fidgeting with his hand of cards, and I knew that was his tell sign that he either had somethin’ great or shit. “You got a point there.” He reached down into somethin’ I couldn’t see, I heard a rustling, then his hand came up, holdin’ stacks of cash with red rubber bands around ‘em, which he promptly tossed onto the pile of dough already on the table. “I nearly slapped the piss outta one of mine. He’s loyal as a wolfdog I’ll give ‘em that, but I swear the little shit would follow me into the fuckin’ bathroom half the time if I didn’t tell ‘em to wait outside. Somethin’ might have to be done, we might have to remind the little guys who they’re gettin’ uppity with.”

      “You talkin’ about a hunt, boss? Like back in the day?” One of the hobgoblins to the right of me asked, a little too eagerly.

      I felt a slight hint of guilt as Shal chuckled at the notion, since my small lie could be the cause of so much misery for the goblin families that could be affected by the potential hunt. Time was, and I’m talkin’ way back in the day as it hasn’t been necessary since, but back then, the hobgoblins were enforced to hunt the goblins, to try and cull the populations, to decimate them. We made them, but like any slave population in history the fuckin’ world over, inevitably, they revolted against us, and our ancestors did what they thought they had to do, as they depended on the slave labor the goblins generated. The situation was similar with the bugbears, we made them long ago to serve us, but they remained consistently loyal and submissive to hobgoblins, plus their intense internal rivalries kept them brutalizing each other and so we didn’t have to control their population anywhere near the extent and on the scale that the goblins suffered.

      “Teek, why don’t you play a hand?” Shal asked, his eyes quickly movin’ from me to the pile of money on the table. “The temperature’s just right.” A couple of the guys on his crew glanced at me sideways and suppressed grumbles at my unwelcome invitation.

      I held up a hand. “That’s alright, this game’s too rich for me right this moment.” Some of the hobgoblins around the table looked a little relieved.

      “Hmph.” Shal snorted a derisive laugh, givin’ me a funny look, then, as his card dealer was havin’ the crew reveal their hands, Shal laid his down. “Read ‘em and weep my boys!” He cried. “Kings rule the realm!” He laughed maniacally, revealing three kings, one of hearts, one of diamonds, one of crowns; hobgoblins played with an augmented deck of cards.

      “The capo wins the hand,” the monotone card dealer announced to the right of Shal. My cousin suddenly stood up, leaned forward and threw his fuckin’ arms around the mountain of cash on the table, completely encircling it within his embrace, dragging it back towards himself. Some of his crew grumbled and looked nonplussed, though a couple mumbled out a ‘well done, boss,’ or ‘hey boss, you’re on a roll!’. I was kinda appalled by what I was seein’, to be honest. It was pretty rare to get three kings in one hand, and I didn’t know if his guys were lettin’ him win or what, but it was lookin’ like this wasn’t the first time, maybe not even today, that he was givin’ his own people a run for their money, then happily, greedily raking it up, right in front of their very faces.

      “So, cuz.” Shal sat down, motioning for the card dealer to shuffle and get another hand goin’. “What’s really good with Big Fat Ton? How’d your sit down go?”

      I shook my head, grinnin’ at him. “I didn’t believe it when you told me, but you sure weren’t lyin’. That big fat fucker turned a playground into a seat for his fat ass… Kind of a shame to see the old playground turned to shit like that, but we talked.”

      “And?” Shal held his index and middle finger together and spun them, much like I did, in an impatient notion tellin’ the recipient to hurry the fuck up with them details, get the fuck on with it. The card dealer had dealt out another hand and Shal grabbed a handful of cash, drizzled it into the pot.

      “And it is what it is,” I continued, accepting a glass of wine from one of the crew still at the table. “I’ll start tomorrow.”

      “Aren’t you ashamed?” Nolo, the hobgoblin to the left of me wrenched his mouth like he was sucking on a lemon. The ugly puckered jagged scar runnin’ from his cheek down to his neck seemed to pulse. He was what some hobs called a tiger, or a candy cane if you were wanting to be insulting, ‘cause all along his reddish brown flesh he had jagged white stripes. “You rather work for that orc slob over your own cousin, your own people?”

      “It ain’t like that.” I turned to him.

      “No? What’s it like, then?” He shot back.

      “Nolo,” Shal said firmly, silencing the tiger hobgoblin, then turned to me. “He ain’t wrong, though.” He rapidly slipped the cards in his hand around each other, turned his eyes to the cash already on the table then back to me. “So, you’re really doin’ it, then?”

      I nodded slowly. “You know why I’m doin’ it, it ain’t personal and it ain’t outta disrespect.”

      Shal looked me in the eyes for a long minute, seemed to come to some internal conclusion, nodded, then put his cards down.

      “Cash me out, I gotta talk to Teek, okay?” Shal voiced to his crew sittin’ around him. Some of them shot a quick glance my way, but they all nodded quietly and rose together, some leavin’ the backroom, others movin’ to another table.
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      “As you can tell, my guys aren't all that happy about your decision,” Shal rumbled, sippin’ on his glass of wine, “they can’t figure out why I’m letting you go work for Big Fat.”

      I shook my head. “Hold up, Shal, you ain't lettin’ me do nothin’.”

      “Yo, listen,” he snarled, puttin’ his glass down hard, sendin’ little droplets of wine out of the glass and onto his jewel encrusted rings. “I’m the capo, I’m the older one. By rights, I could have this go down a lot different than it is. You're supposed to be the smart one, you know this.”

      “We talked about this already.”

      “I understand your reasoning, but they don’t get it.” He looked away from me for a moment. “And even if I understand it, I don’t necessarily agree with it.”

      “Shal, you know you’re my brother—”

      “Easy with the grease gun, alright?” He batted the air with a hand. “I meant to lay this on ya last night but you breezed outta the house for your little date before I could. I got somethin’ for ya.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, a little baffled.

      Suddenly, and smiling like a nut, Shal reached down next to him, grabbed a hold of something, and hoisted it up onto the table. It was a black leather sack, and it was bulging. Shal was still lookin’ at me, waitin’ for me to respond or say somethin’, but when I didn’t, he nodded toward the bag.

      “It’s for you, cuz.” He smirked, and I got a sick feeling in my belly. He noticed I wasn’t smilin’ back, and his smile started to disappear. “It’s somethin’ to help you get on your feet, get you started on the right track.”

      Shit, I was worried that’s what he was gonna say… Fuck! I looked at my cousin in the eyes. I need the dough, I’d be fuckin’ lyin’ if I said I didn’t, but I can’t take his cash. I won’t be beholden to him, not in any way, and if I took this bag of loot, that’s what would happen. I reached a hand out, placin’ it on the bag, lookin’ at Shal, then slowly pushed the bag of cash back towards him, feelin’ a little guilty as I watched the hope and happiness dim and disappear from his eyes.

      “Shal, I appreciate it...” I uttered, keepin’ my eyes on his as I took my hand off of the bag. “More than you know, man, I appreciate it. But I can’t take your money.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t come here for a hand out!” I growled. “I came here to make my own way. Do I need a cash injection? Fuckin’ A right I do, but I’m gonna make it with my own two hands and usin’ my head, not ‘cause my cousin, the fuckin’ capo, handed it to me.”

      Shal looked at me like I had just physically smacked him in the face, his face contorted into one of hurt and disappointed rage for a moment, but then he nodded.

      “Alright, Teek.” He pulled the leather sack full of dough over to him, then plopped it on the seat to his left, sat down and poured himself a fresh glass of wine, pointedly not pourin’ one for me. “You strapped, cuz? I imagine if you’re gonna be puttin’ in work with those tricky ass orcs, you might need some heat.” He got up, looked around the room ‘til he spotted one of his crew that had stuck behind in the back room, nodded to him, and when that hobgoblin nodded back and ran out of the room Shal sat back down, turning to me.

      “What’s up with that?” I cocked an eyebrow vaguely in the direction of the hobgoblin that had run out.

      He shook his head. “He’ll be back in a minute, don’t worry ‘bout him.” He paused, grabbed the carafe of wine on the table, his rings clinkin’ against the glass, poured it casually into the empty glass in front of me. “So? Did ya come heavy or what?”

      I waited for him to finish pouring and put the carafe down before answering, but the hobgoblin that had run out a few moments before came back in, carryin’ one end of a large crate with another hobgoblin that he must have grabbed for assistance. Bringin’ it over to the table and placing it down gently, they then headed back over to the table where the one hobgoblin had been sittin’ before, havin’ started up another card game with some of the crew that had stuck behind when Shal told them to give him some time to chop it up with me.

      Nodding over at the crate, I tried to be nonchalant about this ostentatious display. “What’s in the box?”

      “Why don’t you pop it open, see what’s inside?” Shal grinned.

      I started to laugh bitterly. “To be honest with ya, I haven’t had much luck openin’ up crates lately. What’s goin’ on, man? Why’d you have your boy over there heft this thing in here?”

      Shal was laughin’ too, but a little confused, shrugged his shoulders, then came around the table.

      “Let’s see what good cousin Shal got here for ya. Maybe you’ll at least take this, since you were such an ungrateful prick about the cash,” he muttered this last bit a little aggressively, turning to look me in the eyes. “That was fifty large you just turned your nose up at.”

      “Shal, wait…” I was startin’ to get upset; his bounty was unceasing with me this last twenty four hours but I was really startin’ to feel bad that I couldn’t accept what he was offering, I knew it was a means of gettin’ me to work for him, no matter how much he buttered me up and sugar coated it, and I wanted to strike out on my own.

      “No, no, you’re a real jerk sometimes, Teek.” He lifted the cover on the crate, revealing a variety of different firearms from pistols and revolvers to big rifles, shotguns, submachine guns, a number of different cartridges for each respective gun. “But you’re my cousin, and it just wouldn’t be right if I let ya go runnin’ around with the orcs, all undefended.”

      My eyes widened as I looked over and peeped the cache of guns in the crate. I took a sip of wine and stood up, comin’ over to be face to face with my cousin. “I’m good right now. I have a few pieces, and I don't plan on going postal anytime soon.”

      “Oh really?” He grinned, slappin’ a red paw down on my shoulder.

      “Yea.” I nodded, returnin’ his grin. He was ready to arm me with whatever I could fuckin’ need, and that really touched me, I really appreciated it. “I’ll come back later to pick up a few things, alright?”

      “Sure…?” He looked at me in some surprise, thinkin’ I’d want to loot the fuckin’ crate there and then. “Whenever’s good for you, cuz, you sure you don’t wanna take somethin’ now, though?”

      “Yea, I’m alright.” I looked down, lifting the bottom of my shirt, revealing my modified .40 caliber Smith & Wesson, then reached down, lifting my pant leg up some, revealing my .38 special revolver on the ankle holster.

      “Not bad.” Shal nodded. “A little on the small side, but I guess the gun fits the hobgoblin, right?”

      “Hey fuck you!” I snorted a laugh at the jibe.

      He put the covering back over the crate of guns. “Yea, yea, yea. I’ll keep ‘em here for ya for a little while. If you need somethin’ a little more heavy duty, let me know or go hit up Nolo over there.” He nodded to the hobgoblin who had sniffed me and broke my balls before, the one with the vicious lookin’ scar runnin’ down his face. “He can get his hands on whatever. Fuckin’ guy got me this bazooka, some sorta military prototype, a fuckin’ rocket launcher.”

      “It’s a grenade launcher, boss,” Nolo called over, having eavesdropped on the conversation when he heard his name.

      Shal nodded, an eyebrow slightly cocked from bein’ corrected. “Right, a grenade launcher.” He paused, looked thoughtful for a moment. “Though not much of a difference in the end if it fuckin’ blows a guy up one way or another.”

      “You ain’t lyin’ at all, boss, not at all.” Nolo agreed, turning to look at Shal and nod.

      I looked passed my cousin’s shoulders to the clock on the wall, saw it was gettin’ later in the day, that I had to get a move on if I was gonna get back to the apartment and have dinner at a somewhat decent time with Skreech and the hybrid girls, like I’d told them I would earlier that morning.

      “Alright, I gotta go. Really, I’m not going to forget this generosity.” I nodded to my cousin. “I’ll see you soon, let me get things movin’.”

      “Maybe there’s hope for you yet.” Shal shook my hand. “Be careful with them fuckin’ orcs, you hear me? Next time you come by the house we’ll have dinner, talk about a few things.” He paused, then, growling low so that only I could hear, “if you get in tight with that fat fuckin’ orc, that’s not such a bad thing. Not when you're truly loyal... truly loyal to me.”

      Chills went through me. “What are you sayin’?”

      “Only the words you just heard.”

      A strange understanding started seeping into me then, like choking vines. Me working with Big Fat, my cousin saw it as an inside job, and I was his inside man, part of Maglubiyet only knew what scheme. As I understood this, my eyes roamed the room and saw it in a new light, or a new shadow, so to speak. At one corner there was a hobgoblin silhouette, wide shoulders under a finely tailored suit, hands clasped in front, the outlines of his sharp ears rising from his wide head. This was the type of hobgoblin called a Hexgun, not so much a racial type, but a kind of warrior that descended down from these kinds of medieval paladin types. At anytime, my cousin might have just had me killed, because these Hexguns served only one purpose, and that was death.

      I nodded. “Right, cuz. Sounds good.” Then headed towards the big black door.

      

      I hit route 13 headin’ back towards the apartment, figured I’d spot somethin’ decent along the way that I could pick up and bring home—I really needed to blow off some steam, chill out, and spending time with Skreech and the girls for some reason sounded like just the thing. The food options were lookin’ bleak for some reason tonight. I passed by the usual shit, but I wanted to bring home somethin’ that would bring a smile to the girl’s faces, at least to Tyzee. The more I thought about it, about her, I was definitely a little more into her than Alelicia; I was intensely attracted to Alelicia physically, but the simple fact was we didn’t interact as much, we weren’t talkin’ and vibin’ nearly as much as I was with Tyzee. When I was a few blocks away from the apartment and startin’ to get a little desperate, started to feel like I was just gonna give in and get ‘em whatever the next fuckin’ drive through was, I saw a big, fresh poster on a stand alongside the curb to the left of me, it screamed Chicken & Waffles!! Brand New!! Served 24/7!! And suddenly I remembered Tyzee makin’ that special request for chicken and waffles a few days back, when we were still on our fuckin’ cross country dash from Vegas. That’s perfect. I smiled to myself, feelin’ a little tired. And even if Alelicia don’t go for it at first, she’ll get hungry enough to eat sooner or later, and truth be told that combination sounded real good right about now.

      I lit up a joint and turned off at the Chick deVille, the restaurant that put up the chicken and waffles posters. The drive through was jammed, but that was alright, gave me time to chill out, smoke my joint. Sometimes a small thing like that workin’ out just right is all a guy really needs, somethin’ to let you know it’s alright to take your foot off the gas, take it slow. Breathe and relax for a few, you know, the simplest of simple pleasures in life. There was some kinda fight startin’ to break out next to the drive through, where a small playground and eatin’ area was put up next to the Chick deVille restaurant. An orc had thrown his meal, tray and all, at another orc, who was sittin’ there with a tiefling girl.

      “Brenda! Brenda how could you?!” The meal throwin’ orc was yellin’, striding over to the other table, where the orc and the tiefling girl were gettin’ to their feet.

      “You dickeatin’ piece of shit!” The orc with fries and ketchup and burger meat plastered to his face roared.

      “I need a real orc, Clog!” The tiefling girl yelled, then ran a hand through her hair and across her horns. “You got ketchup in my hair, fuckin’ asshole!”

      The orc with her lunged for the other, snatched him by the collar and was about to slug him but the first shoved his head forward hard, head butting the other orc square in the face, smashin’ his nose in, making blood squirt out and mingle with the ketchup already all over ‘em, ‘causin’ him to cry out in pain and start swingin’ wildly, throwin’ haymakers, nearly knockin’ out a fat human kid walkin’ by with his empty tray. I was laughing hysterically, and as the line was starting to move in front of me, I rolled down the window, takin’ big tokes on my joint.

      “Hey!” I called out, exhalin’ a thick cloud of smoke. “Is she really worth it, though?”

      “Huh?” Clog and the other orc looked over dumbly, causin’ me to laugh even harder. I shook my head and pulled up to the drive through speaker, put in an order for a few chicken and waffles meals, some sides and drinks, all that. I needed a cup holder, but they told me they didn’t have one.

      “Yea, thanks,” I spat, tossin’ the money through the window at the cashier, pullin’ off and turnin’ back onto route 13. I was annoyed about the cup holders thing, I mean what’s a hobgoblin supposed to do, drive and juggle a bunch of large Cokes at the same fuckin’ time?

      I got to the kobold sushi joint and was about to turn when I noticed that gang of fuckin’ kobold fanatics were walkin’ around the intersection, and I had to honk at them to move out of the fuckin’ way. They grumbled and kept it movin’, but I was not happy to see them practically outside my home, practically on my fuckin’ doorstep. I pulled around back, gathered up the food, somehow keepin’ it altogether, balancing the drinks on top of the bags of steamin’ fried chicken and waffles, stumbled up the stairs, and, since I didn’t have a free hand, I kicked the door a couple times.

      “Skreech! It’s me! Open up!” I hollered over the fuckin’ mountain of delicious, greasy fried shit. The door didn’t open for a few moments, then it swung in and I hurried through it, carefully droppin’ the food and drinks down onto the table.

      “Boss!” Skreech yelped, followin’ after me. The two hybrid girls were sittin’ on the futon, their eyes all wide as I strolled in. They probably got a little scared when I pounded on the door, but fuck it I didn’t have a free hand at the time and I was bringin’ them dinner anyway.

      I turned to Tyzee and Alelicia. “Sorry I’m late, but I bring gifts.”

      “Hey there.” Tyzee jumped up gracefully, strollin’ around the futon and over to me and the table, breathin’ in the scent emitted from the bags of food sittin’ on it. “That smells incredible!” She came up to me, gently placing one of her pretty hands on my shoulder. “Glad you’re back, everything okay?” She sat down and grabbed one of the bags, upending it and watching with amazement as the fried chicken and the waffles tumbled out, with little packets of syrup slappin’ down onto the table after them.

      “Oh, shit!” Tyzee turned to me, eyes wide, smile wider. “You remembered…!”

      I nodded, smiling back to her. “It was a long day, I figured we could all use a little comfort food.”

      “Hi,” Alelicia chirped shyly, comin’ up to me, her eyes on the table, scannin’ over the greasy fried chicken and the waffles all over the place, french fries scattered around the table, sodas and milkshakes. “Oh… Looks… Good?” She managed to say, makin’ it almost sound like a question as she sat down at the table as well. I noticed that they were wearin’ more size appropriate shirts, so I nodded over to Skreech.

      “Still had a couple dollars left after yesterday, huh?” I reached down, grabbin’ a piece of chicken, tearin’ into it with my sharp carnivore teeth.

      Skreech hopped up into a seat, nodding excitedly, starin’ at the food and reachin’ out to get his paws on some chicken. “I done good, boss, right?”

      I nodded to him, watchin’ him seize a big drumstick and start goin’ the fuck in on it. I dropped down into the remaining seat, exhausted, but tryin’ to be present with them. I had a stressful fuckin’ day, and it was about to start all over again when I went back the next day to the orc’s park. Tyzee must have noticed I was lookin’ extra tired and worn out, ‘cause she stopped eatin’ and looked up at me.

      “Everything go okay today?” She asked, sounding concerned. “How was your meeting with… with um...” She looked at the bite of chicken and waffles she was gettin’ ready to chomp into. “Big Fat… Big Fat something?” She looked down and proceeded to devour the waffle wrapped piece of chicken she had her eye on. Alelicia and Skreech looked up at me too; they must have been wonderin’ the same thing.

      “Yea. I drove down to the park, met up with Big Fat Ton.” I tore off a hunk of steamin’ fried chicken meat from the drum stick I had grabbed, stuffin’ some waffle in my gullet as well, enjoying the sweet and savory explosion of flavor in my mouth. “And it went about as well as I coulda hoped for, though I get the feelin’ that at some point he’s gonna get heavy with me, try to force me to join his crew.” I slurped on the Coke in front of me. “He got a real kick outta me wantin’ to come work with him over the hobgoblins, but the way I see it, it’s whatever. Let him think whatever makes ‘em happy, and I’ll quietly do my thing without havin’ unwanted attention and interference from him.”

      “So you were at this playground with these orcs all day?” Alelicia looked up from pickin’ at her waffles, making a point to ignore the fried, greasy chicken.

      I shook my head, finished off my meal. “Nah, I went over to see my cousin.”

      “You was at The Hob’s Delight again, boss?” Skreech groaned, greasy chicken meat danglin’ out of his mouth. “Without me? Again?”

      He must be dyin’ to get around the other goblins. I peered down at him. It’s been so long since he’s been around his own kind that he’s forgotten how much he hates bein’ around other goblins, all sneaky and backstabbing towards each other, ready to steal from and fight each other at a moment’s notice.

      I nodded. “I stopped in for a bit, don’t worry I’ll take you over there.”

      “What about me?” Tyzee piped in, lookin’ at me all sweetly, lickin’ the fried chicken grease and waffle syrup from her sticky fingers.

      “What do you mean, what about you?” I shot over at her, then, realizing I might be settin’ myself up, I lied to her. “Yea, okay, I’ll take you over there soon, too.”

      She smiled and snatched one of the milkshakes sittin’ on the table. Alelicia quietly picked at her waffle, not even botherin’ to ask when I was gonna take her to a place she obviously wasn’t tryin’ to go to in the first place. I looked back at Skreech and was about to tell him about what happened with my cousin, him offerin’ me the fifty large to get on my feet and all that, but decided it might not go over well if the girls were to hear that, they might not get why I turned it down whereas Skreech would listen, would understand. At least, he better understand. I looked at him thoughtfully, watchin’ him look back at me then return to the drum stick he was gnawin’ on. I hope he’ll understand. I drank a little of my milkshake, then started fingerin’ a joint that I pulled from the stash jar.

      “Skreech, you almost done?” I asked after a couple minutes.

      He nodded, noisily swallowin’. “Yea, whatcha need, boss?”

      “Come with me, I gotta talk to you. Alone.”

      Tyzee shot me a curious look but I just shook my head at her and headed towards the door, Skreech scampering behind me. We stepped out onto the walkway and I closed the door behind us.

      “We gotta have a little chat, you and me.” I lit up the joint, took a couple hits, passed it over to the goblin. “Especially if you’re gonna be around the other goblins and hobgoblins.”

      He took a couple hits, looked up at me somewhat confused. “What is it, boss?”

      “Well for one, I turned my cousin Shal down for a spot on his crew and the fifty clams he offered me earlier today.” I snatched the joint of Skreech’s hand, watchin’ his mouth drop wide open in shock at what I had just told him.

      “What… Why? But...” He was lookin’ at me all bug eyed. “I don't understand, boss. Your cousin is a capo, a big Hob boss, was willin’ to protect you and give you 50 million dollars, and you said no?!”

      “Skreech, fifty clams means fifty thousand...” I trailed off. “Look the amount doesn't matter. I did. I said no.” I toked on the joint, facin’ the night sky. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Skreech was lookin’ at me all bewildered, like I was a fuckin’ mad man. “I don’t want to be beholden to no one out here, Skreech, that’s why I can’t take his money, the position on his crew—I just can’t do it. Not now… Not yet, anyway. And you know I’m not into that racist hobgoblin purity shit.”

      The little goblin looked at me strangely for a few moments. “Boss, 50 million...”

      I just shook my head. “Well, what do you think ‘bout that? How’s that sit with your little ass?” I passed the joint back to him.

      He shrugged his little shoulders. “Frankly boss, I’m in awe of ya. Ya never stop surprisin’ me, that’s for sure.” He started to cough, taking one too many big hits on the joint. “I never woulda saw it your way without you sayin’ it.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him, not sure how to take that. Maybe it did sound a little shot out, but I knew deep down in my gut, in my heart, that it was the right move.

      “Listen.” I knelt down a bit, so me and Skreech were eye to eye. “There’s somethin’ else.”

      “What is it?” He squeaked.

      “You can’t, under any circumstances, tell anybody down the way, and I mean anybody, any hobgoblin, any goblin, any bugbear, and any possible fuckin’ goblinoid or other person in the whole fuckin’ world, that we got these two hybrid girls with us, and how that came to pass to begin with.”

      Skreech nodded, thinkin’ that over for a moment. “Okay. Of course, boss, I would never. I mean, other goblins can keep a secret though, if they’re the same tribe.”

      I slapped him quick and hard across the face. “Just keep your mouth shut about all that, you got it? I’m not fuckin’ around here, Skreech.”

      “Ouch! What’d ya do that for?” He whined, rubbin’ on the cheek I’d smacked. “I won’t say nothin’, I won’t say a word to nobody about nothin’.”

      “Good.” I nodded, standing up, finishing off the joint and flickin’ it out into the street below. On the corner across the street, adjacent to where I was, the kobold fanatics had decided to post up, wavin’ their fuckin’ posters around, rantin’ and chantin’ about their demented fuckin’ dragon god. I rubbed my hand down my face and groaned.

      “Did you hear them at all today?” I nudged Skreech, nodding over to the kobolds. “They’re drivin’ me fuckin’ nuts with this dragon lord shit.”

      He shook his head. “No boss, we didn’t hear ‘em. We had the T.V. turned up though, and I ran out to the store earlier—”

      “Alright.” I cut him off. “Keep an ear out if you’re here, let me know if they get any closer. I’m not tryin’ to hear that shit where I lay my head, you know what I’m sayin’?”

      “I got ya.” He hopped up some, tryin’ to see over the brick wall ledge and down to where the kobold cultists were. Suddenly the apartment door swung open and Tyzee sauntered out.

      “Mind if I join you?” She smiled at me, wearin’ a v-neck t-shirt with an eye-catchin’ amount of cleavage. “Or is it still goblins only time out here?”

      Skreech looked from her to me.

      I laughed for a moment. “Yea, we just wrapped it up.”

      Tyzee came to stand next to me and got quiet; it took me a minute to realize she was waitin’ for me to tell Skreech to kick rocks and go inside.

      I patted the goblin’s shoulder. “Go ‘head, Skreech go watch television for a bit before takin’ it down for the night. Remember what we talked about, alright?”

      He looked up at me and nodded solemnly, then turned and went inside, pullin’ the door shut somewhat hard. I turned to look at Tyzee and saw she was already lookin’ at me, our eyes meeting as soon as I had turned.

      “You’re a sight for sore eyes, you know that?” I blurted, then, deciding to double-down, “you’re really beautiful, Tyzee. Seriously. It’s good to see you.”

      She threw her arms around my neck and shoulders, hugging me tightly, her amazing body clinging to mine. And damn that sensation of her breasts squishing into my chest, even through the fabric of our clothes I could sense how firm yet soft they were. “I’m glad you’re home, too.” She giggled. “Thank you so much for remembering the chicken and waffles.” She looked into my eyes, saw me grinnin’ back at her. “I know it’s silly but I got this really strong feeling before that I loved it… You know… before everything… And, well, I was not wrong!”

      I pulled away from her. “That’s what’s up,” I muttered, turning away, lookin’ out at the stars for a moment, feelin’ strange. I didn’t know what the fuck was goin’ on with me, I mean here I was feelin’ genuinely happy that this hybrid orc girl I hardly even fuckin’ knew was throwin’ a rave review about some chicken and waffles I had just brought her, and for what, exactly? Yea, what the fuck did I even go and get the chicken and waffles for? I pondered, turning back to her and lookin’ into her eyes, just ‘cause she said she wanted it, and what, I wanted to make this broad happy? For what? She ain’t even mine. Watch your fuckin’ step, Teek, you’re slippin’ over a bitch that your dumb ass ain’t even stickin’.

      “What’s wrong?” Tyzee asked suddenly, an eyebrow raised slightly, lookin’ into my eyes and seein’ somethin’ there, seein’ that my joy had evaporated in just a moment.

      I shook my head. “Nothin’, it was a long day. I’m beat.”

      Tyzee went to put a hand on my shoulder, but I jerked away quickly before she could, lettin’ her hand touch thin air, causing her to give me a look that asked what the fuck are you doing?

      “You should get ready for bed.”

      “But I’m not tired...” She reached for me again, and I didn’t move this time but I gave her a hard look, and she removed her hand from me, stood there for a moment. “What is it, Teek? Did I do something wrong? Did I say something?”

      “No.” I shook my head, taking her hand in mine. “No, not at all. I just… I just ain’t tryin’ to step on your man’s toes, if he’s at home wringin’ his fuckin’ hands waitin’ for you.”

      Tyzee pulled her hand away from mine, giving me a curious, strange look. She looked at me for a moment longer like that, and it seemed like she was about to say something as she opened her mouth, but then the apartment door cracked open and Alelicia was there in the doorway, looking at the two of us. Tyzee shut her mouth, lookin’ from me to her, then back to me. She turned away from me again and shot a venomous look to Alelicia, grumbling how the elf girl always popped up when she wasn’t wanted, shoving passed her and stomping into her room, slamming the door shut behind her.

      “What’s up?” I nodded to Alelicia. “You alright?”

      “Seems like I keep interrupting you and her.” The hybrid elf girl looked at me intensely. “I just wanted to say I was going to bed, and… Thank you for dinner… I… Well…” She shook her head. “Goodnight, Teek.” She finished, then walked into the apartment, heading towards her room.

      “What a fuckin’ day,” I muttered to myself, walkin’ into the apartment, shuttin’ the door behind me and clickin’ the light off. When I had come back in, Skreech was watchin’ something on the news about some scumbag landlord at some joint called the Dozen Diamonds, not too far from where we were stayin’ at. I caught the tale end of it, whatever the story was, but what really grabbed my attention was the guy on the camera, he looked familiar, I could have swore he was the guy I saw earlier at the orc park. The news was doin’ some kinda special investigation segment on this guy, but I missed what the story was.

      

      I woke up a little later than usual the next morning and got ready to head out, noticing that both the girls were givin’ me the cold shoulder. I had meant to get an earlier start and didn’t have the time nor the patience nor even the inclination to see what their fuckin’ problem was, so I cruised down to Big Fat Ton’s orc playground. Luckily the kobold cultists had either gone by already or were somewhere else yellin’ at unsuspecting assholes about the return of Garyx, a real fuckin’ prick of a dragon if there ever was one. Not only did the mention of a dragon give me a bad taste in my mouth ‘cause of that scumbag back in Los Angeles, but I remembered a little of the dragon myths from my youth, it was somethin’ we went over in school when kids were young. I didn’t remember much ‘cause even when I was a kid I didn’t care much for the dragons, figured they had too much of a natural advantage and a fight with ‘em would inherently be unfair, but I did remember that this Garyx asshole was bad fuckin’ news; he was allegedly as evil as evil gets and he slaughtered untold millions in his time, not discriminating against any race in particular but gleefully killing and burning all that he set his red and gold eyes on.

      I parked up across the street from the orc’s playground and walked over slowly, finishin’ a cigarette.

      “Big Fat’s waitin’ for you,” B-Robb grumbled, standin’ at the open section of the fence again, though this morning with a different orc than yesterday. Guy must be on guard duty for a reason, I thought.

      “He don’t like waitin’ all mornin’, ‘specially for a fuckin’ hob. You ain’t got a alarm clock?” B-Robb spat as I walked passed him.

      When I headed towards Big Fat Ton and what I took to be his upper echelon crew, as they stood closest to him and his fat orc playground throne, I heard some kind of racket from my left, and turning to look, I realized that a bunch of fat orc kids had turned the giant sandbox in that section of the playground into a fuckin’ swampy sinkhole pit, they had even pulled some of the playground toys into it, so that they were half buried and stickin’ out at weird angles, the kids were splashin’ around in the sludge, gettin’ covered in it, splashin’ each other. I shook my head and approached Big Fat, noticing that shady lookin’ guy from yesterday was there as well, this time in a different colored bowler shirt that also had the name Mikey stitched on it. Big Fat Ton looked over and saw me walkin’ towards him and, lifting a giant, fat hand up into the air, made a come hither motion to me, signaling me to come approach this fat slob orc who acted like a king.

      As I got closer, Big Fat leaned his prodigious neck and head vaguely towards the greaseball with the bowler shirt and loudly whispered, “this is the guy I was tellin’ you about.” Then, he turned to me. “Look who it is! So you actually decided to come back down my way, huh? Ya weren’t just pullin’ my taffy?”

      I snorted a laugh and shook my head. “Nah, Big Fat, like I told ya, I’m here to make a few dollars, live comfortable, ya know. Do my own thing.”

      The giant fat orc nodded. “As it turns out, I think I got just the thing to give you a test drive.” He motioned to the human. “See this guy here? Meet Mikey Delolo. Mikey, this hobgoblin here is Teek. He’s gonna solve all your problems back at the Diamonds, and if he don’t, you let me know.”

      “Teek, eh? Good to meet ya.” Mikey came up to me, held out his hand for me to shake, which I did, nodding to him. He was a human with a receding hairline, drooping heavy lidded eyes and wide fish lips.

      “Same.” I looked towards Big Fat then back to Mikey. “So, what’s the issue?”

      Mikey looked over at Big Fat, who nodded to him, giving him the go ahead. “You know where the Diamonds is, Teek?”

      “No, I don’t think so. Wait, is it the townhouse complex off York?”

      “Yea.” Mikey nodded, startin’ to sweat. “Yea that’s the one. The thing is—”

      “Wait.” I was startin’ to remember. “You’re the guy on the news, right?”

      Mikey looked over nervously at Big Fat, who groaned and farted loudly, then sparked up a joint.

      “Yea,” Mikey responded, lookin’ back to me. “It ain’t what you think though, these fuckin’ people are makin’ me out to be some kinda low life, I mean come on, I gotta eat too, don’t I? These hippie types want to live for free at my place, on my dime, then they go and get to this organization, this… this…”

      “Take a breath, Mikey.” Big Fat breathed out a big cloud of stinky weed smoke.

      I looked from Big Fat to this Mikey guy. The way I saw it, if the local news was doin’ a fuckin’ segment on you, you had to have done somethin’ wrong; this ‘who, me?’ shit wasn’t flyin’ with me, but if it ended up that this was just a matter of collectin’ some back rent from a few deadbeats, that was easy enough.

      “As I was sayin’,” Mikey said after a few moments, “these people are a real pain in my ass. This one couple in particular, a tiefling and his human slut, they party late into the night, ‘causin’ a fuckin’ ruckus and a stink that I have to hear about when the neighbors call to complain. I tell ‘em I can’t do nothin’, they gotta call the police and file a noise complaint, but knowin’ how it is with the cops around here...” He rolled his eyes. “By the time they got around to that call, we’d all be dead and it wouldn’t fuckin’ matter no more anyhow.”

      “So where do I come in?” I asked bluntly, not exactly piecing together how I fit in with this beef he was havin’ with some asshole tenants.

      “Let the man finish,” Big Fat Ton rumbled, blowin’ big, lazy smoke circles into the air.

      “So these two,” Mikey continued, lighting up a black cigarillo, “they’re fuckin’ troublemakers, and that’s bad enough, turnin’ the upgraded townhouse they’re squattin’ at into a fuckin’ shooting gallery, but a few months back, they decided to just stop payin’ rent altogether. The fuckin’ nerve!” He huffed on his cigarillo. “Now I go to them, okay, and I tried to be reasonable. I says to ‘em, listen, you can’t pay, you at least come talk to me, right? You work somethin’ out. I ain’t lookin’ to fuck people. I even says to ‘em, you can’t pay for a month or two, fine, we’ll make a payment plan, a little interest thrown on for my troubles, all that, you know what that tiefling and his skank tell me? They tell me to go fuck myself, they tell me they don’t get fucked by shithead landlords, they do the fuckin’.” I heard Big Fat and some of his orcs snicker at that. “Then they start gettin’ rowdy, the gal is yellin’ in my face about goin’ to the press, goin’ to the news, I says to her, listen bitch, go to wherever ya wanna go but ya still owe me rent money, we got us a contract.” Mikey paused for a moment, wiping off a black ash from his cigarillo that had fallen onto his bowler shirt. “So her and this tiefling junkie of hers start fuckin’ raving about goin’ to the R.D.O.”

      “The R.D.O.?” I looked at him somewhat puzzled.

      “Yea, right, the R.D.O.” Mikey nodded. “The god damn Racial Discrimination Organization, a real fuckin’ headache. Bunch of social justice warriors that come down hard on landlords for any actions taken against interracial couples, and since the guy is a fuckin’ tiefling, they took their cause up real quick. They been sendin’ me letters, threatenin’ me with litigation if I attempt to evict these two shit birds or attempt to claim any rent money due pending evaluations and investigations and all this other bureaucratic horseshit, and now I’m in a fuckin’ jam ‘cause if these people come see that my shit ain’t up to code then I’m fucked!” He was gettin’ red splotches in his face and sweatin’ profusely.

      “So, what do ya think, hob?” Big Fat gleefully beamed down at me.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Sounds like a real headache, but I’m still not seein’ where I come in here. Do you want me to whack these two or somethin’? That seems extreme.” I noticed Big Fat shaking his fat head, laughing. “Why not have a couple guys from your crew go rough them up, toss ‘em out on their asses and change the locks?”

      “That’s a big no no.” Big Fat suddenly turned serious, wagging a fat sausage finger. “We’ve been tryin’ to avoid any unnecessary attention, and orcs usin’ violence against some asshole tiefling and his human bitch for the benefit of a landlord that’s already in the public eye would draw a lotta heat.” He twirled his fat fingers around in the air. “This comes from on high, of course, The Pale Spider. I’m all about solvin’ problems the good old way, but I don’t need the fuckin’ cops crackin’ down on my people more than they already are, much less the Spider.”

      “I see,” I responded after a moment, “so instead of sendin’ your own people in there to rough these two jerk offs up, you’re havin’ me throw ‘em a beatin’?”

      “Yes!” Mikey nodded enthusiastically, his face trembling. “Fuck yes! Fuck them up, throw ‘em a beatin’ they’ll never fuckin’ forget, tell ‘em Mikey sends his fuckin’ regards!”

      “No,” Big Fat snapped. “Shut the fuck up over there, Mikey. And you Teek, use your judgement. If you gotta get a little rough with ‘em after all other options are spent, then do what ya gotta do, but remember, you’re a fuckin’ free agent as far as anyone’s concerned, none of this can come back to me or my people. You can't bring down heat on you or any of us.”

      “Fair enough,” I grumbled. “So what it comes down to is one way or another, you want me to get these two outta there without it bein’ too much trouble?”

      Big Fat nodded, his chins wobbling. “Correct. Mikey’ll fill ya in on where they’re at, the other details. You take care of this for me satisfactorily...” He leaned forward some, his dark, surprisingly intelligent eyes boring into mine. “And when you come back, we’ll talk about your future here.”

      I nodded to him. “Alright. We’ll see what’s what. I’ll go over with Mikey and scope it out today, give me a few days to figure how I’m gonna get ‘em outta there.”

      “Okay,” Big Fat Ton rumbled, then turned to Mikey. “Go ‘head and take ‘em over to the Diamonds, Mikey, show ‘em around the place, give ‘em the grand tour,” the plump orc chortled.

      Mikey nodded to Big Fat, then to another large orc that was standing by Big Fat’s playground seat, then started headin’ over towards the sidewalk and the old Mercedes he had parked there. I followed him outta the playground and when we got to his car he asked if I wanted to ride over with him but I told him I’d follow him in my car, pointing over to the Mustang. I hopped in and when he pulled up and started drivin’ I pulled behind him. We drove down route 13 until it turned into Frankford Avenue, then we turned off into Kensington. Kensington was a real orc and human stronghold, they ran the open air drug market infamous in the area together and the Dozen Diamonds townhouses complex was nearby.

      

      There was a crowd already outside of the complex and a news truck and news crew near the crowd when I got there with Mikey. The crowd was a real mixed bag of mostly humans, some orcs, tieflings, a couple bugbears, and some of ‘em were waving around posters with ad hoc scribbles, like “ALLS FAIR IN LOVE & HOME, EXCEPT WHEN YOUR LANDLORD RAPES YOUR WALLET,” and “R.D.O. ALL THE WAY, SHITTY LANDLORDS WONT TAKE YOUR HOME TODAY!” and others with more generic, “R.D.O.” tags and images of orcs and humans hugging each other in front of apartment buildings, which I thought was a bit of a stretch. An overweight elven news anchor was nervously looking around the crowd for someone he thought decent enough to approach, and, spotting a decent looking female human, quickly ran over to her with the microphone.

      “Excuse me, miss,” the elf began, dressed to the nines, thrusting the microphone into the girl’s face. “Can you tell us a bit about...” He waved his other hand around, motioning towards the girl and the crowd. “What’s going on here, what the protest is about?” He asked this with a shit eating grin, already well aware of what it was about.

      “Yea!” The girl shouted, holding up one of those generic R.D.O. posters. “We’re here to hold this landlord to account! He has to take responsibility for the way he has unfairly treated a number of his tenants!”

      I shook my head and continued to follow Mikey up the long driveway, into the parking lot and around the back to the office building.

      “You believe this fuckin’ shit?” He exclaimed, slamming his car door shut as I walked up to him. “I didn’t do nothin’ to deserve this, man, nothin’!”

      “Alright, alright. Show me where their place is, the tiefling guy and his human.”

      Mikey nodded, then, with his key still in his hand, motioned for me to follow him and we headed towards a nondescript old building, with an old rusted decal of the letter “A” attached to the front wall, with some ill-kept balconies hanging off at certain spots, which I took to mark where each “townhouse” was.

      We walked into the front door of the building and I immediately caught the scent of really odorous home cooked food, urine, and I heard young children of all sorts squallin’ and screamin’. I followed Mikey up a flight of stairs and to the left of the landing was one of the townhouses, which were basically shitty studio and one bedroom apartments with cathedral ceilings, making them seem much bigger and better than they actually were. The door was cracked open and I could smell old shitty weed and alcohol wafting out from the inside of the room, the funk of sweaty sex bein’ had over and over on unwashed sheets and areas, weak incense being burnt adding to the overall stench. I looked over at Mikey in surprise that this was goin’ on.

      “You could sure take a page outta fuckin’ Ginzee’s book.”

      “Who?” He whispered back.

      “Nevermind, are they in there?”

      Mikey nodded. “Yea, can’t you hear that tiefling fuckin’ snoring?”

      I listened for a moment and I did hear the fucker snoring, sounded like a dragon and a fat old pug dog had a baby who had a vicious case of sleep apnea. I poked my head inside just a little bit, without opening the door any more than it already was, and saw a naked male tiefling sprawled out on the floor next to the couch, where a naked human woman with raggedy lookin’ red hair was sprawled out. The bitch moaned and let out a wet fart before continuing to snore loudly with her junkie tiefling Romeo, so I backed out and nodded to Mikey to follow me downstairs and outside. I walked back over to the cars before sayin’ anything, and when we had got there I turned and looked at him for a few moments, rubbin’ my pointed chin thoughtfully.

      After sparkin’ up a cigarette, I looked over at the crowd from the vantage point of the back parking, then turned back to Mikey and muttered, “this is some real bullshit you got goin’ on here, how’d you let it get like this?”

      “It ain’t by choice, man!” Mikey threw his arms up in dismay and desperation. “The laws here are the real bullshit, lets these undesirables end up livin’ rent free, meanwhile I’m payin’ taxes to the orcs and the government and I’m the one with my cock out in the fuckin’ wind!” His voice grew whiny and it started to grate on my nerves.

      “Just take it easy, alright?”

      “How am I supposed to take it easy?! You saw what I’m dealin’ with, it’s drivin’ me nuts! My old lady told me I gotta see a shrink ‘cause I can’t sleep at night, stressin’ about these shitheads! What am I gonna do…?” Mikey was startin’ to yell, and as his voice rose it started to crack.

      “I don’t fuckin’ know yet, alright!” I snarled back in frustration, then paused and reined in my anger. “Give me some time to think. I’ll be back tomorrow, will you be here all day?”

      “Yea.” Mikey nodded, lookin’ down at the ground and then turnin’ to his car with a longing look that told me if he could, he would get in that car and drive as far away as fuckin’ possible, he was in over his head with these social justice warriors and he knew it. “Sorry for losin’ my shit,” he mumbled.

      “Don’t worry about it, Mikey, it’s a crazy situation. Look, give me a day or two and I’ll have somethin’ worked out so we can get these fuckin’ assholes outta here, okay? Sound good?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged, lookin’ deflated. “You’re all I got, Teek, you’re my only hope now since Big Fat won’t lift a big fat fuckin’ finger to get these depraved fucks outta my rental property.”

      I snorted a laugh and got in my car, started to head back towards the front of the complex. When I was comin’ through the middle parking lot, I heard a crrack! crrack! sound to my left, and saw a little orc kid throwin’ bang snaps at the pavement of the parking lot. I pulled over to him and rolled down my window, havin’ an idea.

      “Hey, kid!” I called over to him.

      “Who you callin’ a kid?” The orc youth shot back. “I’m twelve and a half, I ain’t no kid!”

      I grinned. “Okay, you passed the test, I was just makin’ sure.” The kid’s eyes lit up, thinkin’ he really did just trick me into somehow passin’ a grown up test. “Listen, you got any more of those bang snaps?”

      The orc kid looked around real shifty, like he was about to do somethin’ very clandestine and illegal. “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. Who wants to know?” Not bad, kid, not bad, I thought, mildly impressed by the kid’s budding skills of dissimulation.

      “I do, and I’ll pay good money for ‘em if you can get ‘em to me right now.” I reached down, whipped out the little wad of cash in my pocket, pulled off two twenties.

      “Oh, shit! Hold on, mister!” The orc kid squealed, his voice crackin’ like Mikey’s did a few minutes before, the kid reached down and yanked out a pouch from his pocket, a half filled bag of bang snaps. He held ‘em out to me and I grabbed them, tossin’ the twenties out to him and pullin’ off, heading down towards the crowd and the news crew. I slowed down as I drove by them, but when I got towards the back of the crowd, where the news crew and news truck was, I crept over to it, rolled down my window and hurled the entire bag of bang snaps at the truck, makin’ a profoundly loud CrRrAccCKK!! as it slammed into the side of the truck, and I howled with laughter as I pulled off, lookin’ at the mayhem I had created. The whole back of the crowd and the news crew fuckin’ scramblin’, dickin’ it every which way, runnin’ into the people in front of them and knockin’ them over, someone screamin’ out, “bomb!” and diving into the grass next to the pavement where the crowd was standing. I busted a hard left onto Frankford Ave, cruisin’ back towards Kobold Town.

      

      The closer I got to Kobold Town and the apartment, the more I realized I wasn’t ready to go home yet. I’d been livin’ with the two hybrid girls less than a fuckin’ business week now and shit was gettin’ awkward. When I thought about last night, there was a moment there where if I would have played my cards just right, I probably could have been in bed with Tyzee. It was different for me to not act on my impulses, and it was definitely more fuckin’ annoying than rewarding. Of course, I would have felt somewhat guilty in the morning, since I still didn’t know if she was spoken for or not by another. And what if she is? I wondered, the longer she’s with me, and the more chances there are for somethin’ to happen between us, if I find out she does have someone else, will I so easily relinquish her to him? Or to her…?

      I was disturbed by this and decided to spark up a joint, takin’ deep tokes on it. And then there was Alelicia, who I realized my thoughts were turnin’ more and more to as well, despite her seeming to be a cold bitch most of the time, I came to the realization that there was a quiet intensity to her that appealed to me, and that there was somethin’ there between us, somethin’ unspoken and not so overt, but when she looked at me and we spoke, there was a connection startin’ to form there, tenuous maybe but real nonetheless. The more I thought about it and toked and choked on the joint, the more confused and frustrated I got. I was startin’ to just drive along aimlessly, until I saw the purple neon sign for The Purple Rose, a strip club that I once had quite a time at in my younger days. I still had around fifteen hundred dollars on me by my last count, and without even thinkin’ about it I turned a hard right into the parking lot of the strip club, not even flickin’ my turning blinker on and causing some of the cars that had been driving behind me to honk their horns at me. It was just startin’ to get dark out, which meant it was happy hour time, and my car was far from the only one in the strip club parking lot. I didn’t frequent strip clubs often, I had a ton of fun when I did go but by the end of the night I always felt a little shitty and a little too light in the pockets. I didn’t know what was goin’ on with me tonight though, I was feelin’ hot and irritated thinkin’ about the hybrid girls, and even though I didn’t have enough cash to ball out with, hardly had enough to do anything at all with, I thought, fuck it, then got of the car and headed into The Purple Rose. The bouncer and doorman, a big ass bugbear bulging and rippling with muscles, with a ponytail and a third eye tattooed in the middle of his forehead, rumbled a ‘welcome!’ then proceeded to frisk me. I had left my gats and my dagger in the car, so he didn’t find nothin’ to cause alarm. He gruffly told me the cover was ten bucks, so I gave ‘em a twenty and he opened the door for me, tellin’ me to have a good time.

      Pausing at the doorway and turning to the big bugbear, I looked at him real serious and asked, “my man, who’s the finest of ‘em all?”

      The bugbear burst into laughter. “Use your eyes, bro.”

      He then proceeded to usher me into the club. The loud, bassy music hit me immediately, as did the multi-colored lights flashin’ around, the midnight blue that tinged the air of the whole place, and then, of course, the girls. The A-Team wasn’t on tonight, that was clear, as some of the girls were lookin’ a little tired, a little haggard, even in the dimmed light, but the others were all varyingly sexy as fuck. The super curvy elf girl workin’ the stage right when I walked in had every man’s eye at the bar glued to her, and when Sir Mix A Lot’s “Baby Got Back” came on and she started dancin’ and shakin’ that thick pale white ass like it was her favorite fuckin’ song in the world, every guy in the joint started howling with lust, throwin’ every dollar they had on ‘em at her. I was feelin’ the girl too, she was bangin’ for sure, she reminded me of Alelicia on a superficial level, just by virtue of her bein’ an elf, other than that she looked wildly different, was much more voluptuous than Alelicia, had longer hair, dyed a deep blue. I went up to the bar and ordered a rum and Coke from the human bartender, a little blonde chick with big fake tits in a little shiny pink bikini.

      “Anything else, red?” She slid my drink over to me on the slippery counter.

      “Yea, let me get some ones and fives, and keep five for yourself.” I took out a wad of cash from my pocket and peeled off a fifty dollar bill, held it out to her between two fingers.

      The bartender winked at me. “I’ll be right back!”

      I was checkin’ out her nice round ass as she walked off to the cash register, taking a healthy sip of my rum and Coke.

      “Hey daddy,” a sultry voice breathed into my ear, tickling me and makin’ me turn with a grin, lockin’ eyes with a gorgeous tiefling girl.

      Oh, shit! My eyes widened for a moment; she looked like she could have been a cousin or a sister of Tyzee! I mean she was a different race and all, but she had a pale teal coloring, a pastel shade instead of Tyzee’s true green, but still there was a resemblance. She had reddish-purple hair, horns that curved back away from her forehead, sharp curves like Tyzee but she was slimmer, taller and older than my half-orc girl. Her titties were smaller but perfectly round, with big pronounced bumpy areola and nipples that were pierced with a skull on one and a heart on the other. She was covered in tattoos, some ancient looking script and symbols that could have been magical for all I knew, and I normally didn’t go for a broad that was all tatted up but this Tyzee lookin’ tiefling girl was lookin’ mad right and mad ripe.

      “What they call you, huh?” I sipped my drink again, facing the tiefling stripper. “Babycakes?”

      The gorgeous tiefling girl laughed hard at that. “Sure, I’ll be your babycakes.” She moved a little closer to me, close enough to let her exposed pierced nipples graze against my shirt, my chest. “You want a dance, big red?” She leaned in further, making a little mmmm sound as she pressed her body to mine and breathed me in.

      “Yea, let’s go,” I replied promptly, my dick hardening already. I didn’t even give a fuck about the other strippers, I was really gettin’ off on her lookin’ kinda like Tyzee, more than I cared to admit but I was with whatever at that point, I was stressed out, high, gettin’ a little tipsier by the moment, so I took my change that the bartender had brought back, threw a couple ones onto the grimy bar, then I let stripper take my hand and guide me to the back room, where the private dance booths were. This girl was a real thoroughbred, I had to give her that, my eyes were fuckin’ glued to her and her body as she stepped down and parted the beaded curtain for me, the one that separated the private dance room from the general club area. She was even taller than me, partly ‘cause she had on these ridiculous high heels that musta given her a good six inches. Her body was all slender yet very appealing curves, like a damn cheetah, like a fuckin’ race car or something. And her eyes, they had a slight yellow sheen to them, almost a glow that looked entrancing on her sharp cheeked face.

      “You’re good, baby.” I smirked as I walked by her, headin’ straight for the available booth in front of me. I sat down and she got right in front of me, she smelled like sweat and booze and a hint of old flowery perfume; I fuckin’ loved it. I reached both arms out to her, makin’ her smile and move a little closer, playfully pullin’ her slutty, exposing bra down, lettin’ those beautiful pierced tits loose, making a slight plop as they fell from her bra and against her lower chest.

      “What’s the rules here?” I placed a hand on each side of her waist, pulled her against me and looked up at her. “Can I touch you…?” I smiled as she held my hand against her waist, after I had lifted it off briefly. “I wanna see all of you.”

      Holding my hands to her waist, she still smiled down at me but the smile wasn’t reachin’ her eyes. “Are you a cop, honey?”

      “A cop?” I looked at her incredulously, startin’ to laugh hard. “Do I look like a cop to you? I’d be offended if you weren’t such a baddie.”

      “Okay, okay.” She laughed. “But only ‘cause you’re so cute… You better tip me good!”

      “What kinda tip are we talkin’ about here?” I grinned wide, clasped my hands behind my head, leaned back—sometimes you just gotta enjoy life. The way she looked at me after my little pun, her big yellow eyes suddenly going sultry and serious made me realize it had gone from just her job to something else.
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      “That’s right,” I said. “Get naked for me, ‘cause I know you’d do it for free. You’re like a damn work of art, girl.”

      She batted her huge, fake lashes, then pulled down her panties, which I came to realize were fuckin’ crotchless. She stepped out of the panties and was just standin’ there in her heels, long purple hair comin’ down to her ass. She started to sway and dance to the music blaring throughout the club, and as I sat there watchin’ her, nursing a ridiculous fuckin’ hard on and sippin’ on my rum & Coke, my vision started to get a little clouded, and for just a couple moments I was almost able to imagine it was Tyzee dancing in her place, smiling down at me, her body open to me, ready to do whatever, ready to please. Suddenly “Feenin’” by Jodeci warbled throughout the club, makin’ me think, nice, that’s the jam! then, lookin’ at the orc stripper, thinkin’ a little bitterly about Tyzee, what a apt fuckin’ song. The stripper saw me smile when the song came on and promptly spun around and bent over, thrusting that round tight ass into my face, my nose right in between her perfect cakes, then dropped it down onto my lap and hard on, grindin’ down on me, rubbin’ her naked pussy and ass all around my lap, goin’ up and down with the beat. She tossed her long pretty hair over her shoulder, bringin’ it to her front and draping it down across her perky titties as she leaned back into me, grindin’ slowly.

      “Mmmm.” She purred. “You like that, daddy? That dick feels like it’s ready to fuckin’ pop!”

      I leaned forward, breathin’ real huskily in her pointy green ear. “You already know. What’s your name?”

      “Katana,” she murmured, grinding her round ass into me.

      “No.” I laughed. “What’s your real name, not your stripper name.”

      The orc girl stood up slowly and seductively, turning around to face me, then mounted me and sat down.

      “I usually don’t tell random guys.”

      “Good thing I’m no random guy.”

      She leaned forward, placing a wet kiss on my cheek. “It’s Glasha. What about you, red?” She placed her hands on top of mine and guided them back, making me cup her ass cheeks.

      “Teek.” I chuckled, my drunken eyes roving over her incredible, long lean body, her torso  almost looking like a lamia as she made it twist to the music. She smiled as she considered my name for a moment, then reached down and grabbed my dick through my pants.

      “What are we gonna do with this, Teek?” she whispered, pawing at my hard on, lickin’ on the cheek that she had kissed a moment before. This broad was really drivin’ me wild and I took a moment to respond.

      “What do you suggest?” I asked genuinely, hoping she had a solution, ‘cause normally I’d take a broad right there and then but even in my drunkenness I knew it was a risk at this type of joint.

      She snorted out a laugh and stood up, turning away from me and unfastening a cloth tie attached to the side of the booth, lettin’ a smaller beaded curtain droop down, partially covering the booth from any nosy onlookers. She sat back down where she was and put my hands on her ass again, then leaned forward, her lips right up against my ear.

      “Do you want to fuck me, baby?”

      I nodded quickly. “Hell yea.”

      “Usually I’ll only fuck for five hundred or more,” she went on, rubbing her wet, sweaty pussy and thighs against my bulge. “But I’ll give it to you for a special rate, since you’re so handsome.”

      “Damn girl, how much?” I groaned.

      “Two hundred,” she replied a little too business-like.

      I rammed my hand into my pocket, pulled out my cash and quickly counted out three hundred, slapping it down next to me. I watched her eyes flick to the cash and do a rapid count, then she was lookin’ back at me, her eyes suddenly full of lust, and she didn’t look away from my face as she deftly and expertly reached down, unzipped me and brought my dick out. She promptly sat down on it, lettin’ me fill her and go all the way in. She growled an “oh, shit, oh, fuck” as she felt me practically slip up in her guts, and she started to bite her lip and then my neck and ear to keep herself from screamin’ out, which probably would have brought the bouncer back here.

      Damn those first few strokes were somethin’. She was a dancer, so her sleek hips were grinding on me, playing with my dick inside her like it was a joystick and her pussy was a tournament level gamer hand—up, down, forward, forward, circle, down, down, up, this girl was a consummate fuckin’ expert at making me roll my eyes back, feelin’ that sweet pressure buildin’ in me. As she squirmed into me, her long tattooed arms ran all over my neck, opening up my shirt so she could kiss all along my clavicle. Her hair brushed against me, only adding to the sensations. For a moment I imagined that this broad had a beauty mark below her eye, that she was wearing huge tinted sunglasses, had fuller hips, heavier tits. “Ty...” I muttered, a groan of pleasure breaking my words. There was something real primal about her riding me like that, her horns and hair twisting with her movements, like she was a damn bull bucking. I knew I wasn’t gonna last long, I was already more than ready to go when I walked in the fuckin’ door of the joint, so I looked up at the stripper ridin’ me and after a few minutes told her I was about to bust.

      “Okay! Shit!” She grinded down hard on my dick a few more times, buckin’ her pussy against me. “Such good dick!” She was bitin’ down on my ear, then she slipped herself up and off of me before quickly, almost seamlessly kneeling down and taking my dick into her mouth, causin’ me to nut intensely into the back of her throat.

      “Fuck!” I growled as my dick cleared her lips, breathin’ hard and puttin’ myself back into my pants. “That was...”

      “That was hot, Teek.” The stripper, Glasha, snatched the cash next to me as she quickly stood up. “You wanna have a drink at the bar, then I can take you to the champagne room…?”

      I shook my head, the brief joy experienced courtesy of my orgasm giving way to the cold reality that she was just hustlin’ me, and then bitterness and frustration once more.

      “I gotta hit the road. You were great.” I stood up, buckled, and gave her an awkward hug, went to kiss her on the cheek but decided against it, then quickly hurried passed her, leavin’ her standing there naked and dripping and slightly confused. I shoved passed the bugbear bouncer who was askin’ me if I was comin’ back in or not, which made me stop and think a moment.

      “I’m done for the night.” I waved quickly then dicked it out to my car, sweating as I dropped into the driver’s seat of the Mustang, feelin’ drained and nauseated.

      

      The purple neon sign flicked on and off briefly in the rearview mirror. I had been sittin’ out in the parking lot of the strip club for a few minutes now, gettin’ anxious. Was it worth it? Spendin’ cash you barely even got on some strange tiefling pussy? I lit up a cigarette and watched a drunken orc stumble outta the front doors of The Purple Rose, bumbling into his equally drunk buddy, laughin’ raucously as they made their way to their car. Granted, the bitch was sexy as hell, but still, you couldn’t even be in the moment with her. I rubbed my eyes, puffed on my cigarette. Your goofy red ass was thinkin’ about another girl entirely! Fuckin’ Tyzee!

      Shaking my head and starting up the car, I reached over and flipped the radio on. I was feelin’ kinda low and grimy, I had effortlessly used my natural charms on a stripper girl to get my rocks off. I got her to fuck me for that old friend rate even though we just met, but gods it was a necessary evil if there was one, especially for a hobgoblin like myself, who in the prime years of his life is often afflicted with intense virility, and he’s gotta do what he’s gotta do to get that nut out and keep it fuckin’ pushin’.

      I felt a little guilty for some reason as an image of the two girls sittin’ on the futon back at the apartment briefly flashed before my mind’s eye, especially as Tyzee was the one more in focus. The clock on the dash was tellin’ me it was gettin’ late, and my belly was grumblin’ with hunger, so I pulled outta the strip joint parking lot, hittin’ route 13 and driving towards the apartment. Those big yellow arches leered out at me from my right after I had been on the road again for a few, so I turned off into the McDonald’s and parked up, figurin’ I’d have a meal in peace and alone with my thoughts before finally returning to the apartment and turnin’ in for the night. Walking into the Mickey D’s, I felt a strange sense of shame, thinkin’ about what I’d just done at the strip club, knockin’ that tiefling whore’s screws loose, then I’m headin’ home and lookin’ Tyzee in the face, Alelicia? It wasn’t sittin’ right for some reason, I mean, these weren’t even my girls so why should I feel some type of way if I go smash some bitch on the side? I shoved open the doors and made long strides over to the counter, orderin’ a couple double cheeseburgers, some fries and a large Coke.

      “Will that be all tonight?” The shifty eyed human workin’ the counter, with the scuffed name tag pinned on his chest readin’ Rayon, looked up at me expectantly, waitin’ for me to peruse the menu again real quick and then add somethin’ else on, like so many schmucks did. He spoke with a sort of accent you didn't hear much round these parts, Jamaican or somethin’.

      “Yea.” I nodded, handing him a crumpled twenty.

      After waitin’ for my number to be called, I took my grub over to a table near the window, so I could see my car while I ate. There was somethin’ about that guy that took my order, I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. When I tried to look at him directly or recall what his face looked like, for some reason there was a certain uncanny vibe to it. I mean, he seemed like a regular human, dark skinned, strong cheekbones, thick lips, wore his oily, curly hair back in a tiny ponytail, had huge eyes with slanted eyebrows. But there was something off about him. Fuck it, it’s probably the booze from the strip club talking.

      While I was sittin’ there, chowin’ down majorly on the hot, greasy cheeseburgers and stuffin’ salty limp french fries into my gullet, I thought about how the fuck I was possibly gonna go about gettin’ those fuckin’ scumbag deadbeats outta the Dozen Diamonds townhouse. I got a sneaking suspicion from the way Big Fat was talkin’ earlier that this Dozen Diamonds situation was a real pain in the balls, a hot potato that he wanted to stuff in his mouth but didn’t wanna get caught doing so. But, I thought, finishin’ up the rest of my meal, if I can pull this off, if I do pull this off, he’d lose face in front of his own people if he didn’t reward me adequately. That was somethin’ I could appreciate about the orcs, they had a real mind for business, not high level corporate shit like the elves, but... a low cunning you might say. And to Big Fat’s own crew, if he was willing to speak with me and offer me the job in the first place, then that meant I was associated with the crew, and had to be looked out for, commensurate to the status of the job initially offered, which was clearly no easy pickings. Sure ain’t a plum he dropped into my fuckin’ lap. I bitterly sucked down the rest of the Coke.

      I lit up a cigarette, since back in those days you could actually smoke in a fuckin’ restaurant, and turned to look at my reflection in the glass. The moon was bright that night. It was practically bathing me in light makin’ me look almost otherworldly in the glass, the cigarette smoke swirlin’ around me, the bright silvery white light of the moon almost seeming to shimmer around me. There was a shitty old convenience store across the street, an old sign flickering Open 24 Hours! in the dingy front window catching my attention, and suddenly I remembered passing a liquor store when I followed Mikey up to the Diamonds complex; it was practically down the fuckin’ street. That might just be the ticket to solve this whole townhouse bums problem, I pondered. Tossing my trash out and poppin’ the tray up on top of the sticky trash can lid, I looked around to spot the guy at the register, but he was nowhere to be seen, there was just a chubby human girl standin’ there lookin’ bored out of her fuckin’ mind. I decided that I should grab Skreech and the girls’ dinner, somethin’ to make them both happy, so I went back over to the counter.

      “Hi welcome to McDonald’s,” the chubby girl droned, “would you like to hear our new dollar menu specials today?”

      “Yea, no.” I shook my head. “I just ate here. Let me get two chicken sandwich meals to go, throw in a apple pie, some of them cookies.” I pointed towards the picture of them on the menu behind her. I pulled out another crumpled twenty dollar bill, that stripper must have really been grindin’ that sweet tight ass into me somethin’ strong to have crumpled up a wad of cash like this.

      “And where’d the guy go, the one who was at the register before you? Rayon I think his name was.”

      The blonde girl, her shirt collar hiding some acne growin’ on her neck, looked at me stupidly for a moment before issuing a “huh?” followed by a shrug of the shoulders and a mumbled, “I just clocked in for my shift.”

      I looked back at her somewhat confusedly, but figured it wasn’t worth pressin’ this broad for information, the guy probably went to hit the shitter or somethin’. It ain’t like he just poofed and vanished into thin air, I mean the double cheeseburgers were alright but they weren’t that hypnotic, and she looked troubled enough rememberin’ how to tie her fuckin’ shoes before she walked out of her house. I nodded to her after she gave me my change, then waited a few by the counter for her to bring over the hot brown paper bag crinkled up at the top to seal in that hot McDonald’s stink, a little grease stain already appearing at a bottom corner. I thanked the acne girl and jumped in the car, deciding I’d hit that Elven-Greek fusion joint right around the corner. The way I surmised it, if there was any joint in this fuckin’ city that was gonna have a dish to put a smile on that beautiful hybrid elf girl’s face, it was gonna be that one.

      I swore loudly turning into the parking lot of Heleven Bros., the side of my car dipping into a monstrous pothole I assumed to be a fuckin’ puddle. Throwin’ the gear into park, I peeped up and saw The best Elven and Greek cuisine this side of the Atlantic since 1799! proudly proclaimed on an old tattered banner under the ‘Heleven Bros.’ decal emblazoned on the building. The scent wafting out of the place smelled funky to me at first, but after a few moments I began to appreciate the exotic notes, and before I knew it I had followed my nose right through the front doors. I was greeted immediately by about fifty elves and humans eye fucking the shit out of me. When I had walked in through the doors there was a great din and clatter, the usual sound of the hustle and bustle of a lively and busy restaurant, but the moment I had crossed the threshold and was in sight of those inside, it got very quiet as those around me quickly assessed my red hide to determine if I was some sorta threat, since clearly a hobgoblin had never set foot in this restaurant before.

      “Can I… help you with something…?” A delicate voice with a thick accent that I couldn’t place right then asked from beside me.

      I jumped a little in surprise, turning to face the little elf girl with long thick dark hair done up in tresses and tiers who had snuck up on me. I opened my mouth to speak but then closed it again, enchanted by the incredible beauty of this little elf girl. I could tell by the look in her eyes that she was gettin’ impatient and I was taking too long in a place that I already wasn’t welcome.

      “Yea, maybe,” I muttered, tryin’ to get a hold of myself.

      “What is it you want? You want to dine… with us…? At a table…?” She nodded over in the general direction of the tables and booths dotted around the room, all the while an eyebrow was raised incredulously higher than the other.

      I thought from somewhere to the right of me I heard an elf say somethin’ about red skinned devils, but shaking my head, I replied to the gorgeous little elf girl, “no, thanks. I just wanted to pick up a little dinner for my girlfriend. She’s an elf, you know, delicate, likes this sort of food.”

      “You… have an elf girlfriend…?” She asked loudly in shock, drawing the attention of some elves eatin’ big platters of fishes with assortments of olives and salads, big jugs of sweet smelling wine at a table nearby.

      Taking note that I was vastly outnumbered and it’d be foolish to get snippy with this rude elf bitch, I tried to play it cool, thinking the self deprecating route would probably be best here.

      “Yea, what can I say, what a lucky guy I am.” I chuckled especially mirthlessly, the mostly brief and cold encounters I’ve had with Alelicia flashin’ through my mind. “But hey, young love is young love, right?” I flashed a big shit eatin’ grin at the elf girl, taking some small pleasure in the repugnance showin’ on her face. “Besides, I’m sure it’s just a phase anyway, after all, her father would never approve…”

      “Yes.” The elf girl nodded vigorously at this last bit. “Yes, I see. This is true.” She looked at me for a moment then quickly produced a small pen and a little pad of paper shaped like a tree leaf, and grumbled, “what would you like?”

      I was about to snarl how the fuck should I know, but again, feelin’ way too many elven eyes on me, I tried to keep it cool, shruggin’ my shoulders, lookin’ around ‘til I located a menu. I spotted one at a nearby table and quickly reached over an elf’s shoulder, snatchin’ up the menu and sliding back over to the elf girl. I studied the menu, not understanding a fuckin’ word of it, on account of it was in this real fancy elf script which I think was supposed to be english still, but I noticed there was some little pictures of the food next to certain items, so, sliding a red finger down the page, I looked over at the elf girl and pointed at one of the little pictures that looked like some crazy monster salad, and said simply, “this one.”

      Making a point to not get too close to me, she peered over, saw what I was pointin’ at, and a brief ghost of a smile touched her lips as she wrote down the order, murmuring, “ah, yes… this one is my favorite. She’ll love it.” She looked up at me after she finished writing, curtly said, “wait here.” Then turned and walked back towards the kitchen, passing the little slip of paper to the sweaty elf waiter who was blatantly tryin’ to get a look at me, in pure disbelief that some asshole hobgoblin had strolled into the restaurant he worked at. He’s probably thinkin’ he can’t wait to get home tonight, I mused, tell the wife and the guys about how some fuckin’ hobgoblin walked in earlier tonight, guy was talkin’ all sorts of crazy, sayin’ he needed a dinner for his alleged elf girlfriend, can you believe that shit…? I felt foolish for having even said she was my girlfriend, it was a slip of the tongue for expediency’s sake but I’d inadvertently become the butt of every joke that an elf jerk off who happened to be in the restaurant at the time I came in would tell for the next week at least.

      “Forty nine, ninety five,” the elf girl said bluntly, walking up and holding out a bulging white plastic bag to me.

      “What?”

      “I said forty nine, ninety five,” she repeated in irritation, slipping the handle of the bag onto my hand.

      “Hold up.” I shook my head, gettin’ angry ‘cause it felt like I was bein’ hustled by this cold little elf broad. “You’re tellin’ me this salad is fifty dollars?”

      She nodded, her thick tressed up hair moving with her head. “Yes… Forty nine, ninety five. Is there a problem?” She raised an eyebrow at me.

      I reached into my pocket reluctantly, pulled out a bunch of crumpled ones and fives, a crumpled twenty, counted out fifty bucks, squished it together into a ball in my hand to make it even more crumply, thinkin’ fuck you, too as I shoved the wrinkled, balled up dollar bills into her little white hand, her face contorting like I just dropped a turd into her mitts. I abruptly turned and left, shovin’ the doors open hard on my way out, wonderin’ why every elf I met had to be such an asshole.

      

      Pullin’ into the back of the kobold sushi joint, I cut the car off and grabbed the food for the girls and Skreech. I headed up the backstairs, feelin’ a little chilly from the cold night air, and as soon as I walked in the door it was fuckin’ mayhem.

      “Boss! Boss, we saw ya on the T.V.!” Skreech was yellin’, hoppin’ around, fuckin’ practically bouncin’ off the walls. “I nearly shit myself when I saw ya wing that bag of bangers at the news van!” The little goblin started laughin’ hysterically. “They zoomed back in on that elf with the microphone, the one in the suit.” He looked over at Tyzee, who was lookin’ at me with a sly grin, then turned back to me. “His pants was wet!” Skreech doubled over. “The fuckin’ jerk pissed on himself!”

      Tyzee was giggling, coming over to me and grabbin’ the bags of food from my hand. She went and placed them on the table then turned to me, still grinnin’. “Looks like you’re riding around having fun when you’re not at home.”

      Alelicia appeared from the bedroom, eyes wide, walking towards me. “Did you really have to do that? You terrified those poor people…”

      “Come eat!” I announced to the room, ignoring Alelicia.

      Skreech and Tyzee dove into the McDonald’s, both makin’ loud noises of contentment. I walked over to the table and pushed the bag of over priced salad over to Alelicia.

      “Hope you enjoy that, sweetheart.” I grinned.

      She cocked an eyebrow at me briefly, smiling a little quizzically as she cautiously looked into the bag, suspecting a trap or a joke. Her eyes immediately widened as she lifted the salad out of the white bag, a big ass tin pan stuffed with salad and an assortment of toppings that would make any elf girl smile.

      “Wow!” Alelicia sat down, lookin’ at the salad, then up at me. “Really?”

      I nodded. “Yea, really. I found a place I think you might like.”

      “Thanks!” She had a forkful of salad and peppers crossin’ her lips, having torn the lid of the tin pan off.

      “Yea, thanks,” Tyzee grumbled. “Listen Teek, we need to talk.”

      Thinking she was mocking me, I turned to her, smilin’. “Okay. About what?”

      Tyzee and Alelicia shared a quick glance, then Tyzee spoke up again, slurping on the straw of her soda. “We need to get out and go to the store.”

      “Whoa, whoa, easy.” I put a hand up in alarm. “What are you talkin’ about? You don’t need to be goin’ anywhere.” Pausing for a moment, I tried to rein in my irritation. “Don’t you get it? You two can’t be seen!”

      “We need money of our own, Teek,” Tyzee said seriously, giving me a look of desperate frustration. “We’re not being ungrateful.” She shared another strange glance with Alelicia, who was goin’ the fuck in on her salad. “But I for one don’t want to have to ask you to go get me certain things, and do you really want to be going to the store and getting tampons? Make up? Soap and deodorant? Hello?” She threw her hands up in irritation, then nodded over to Skreech. “Or have your little runt do it?”

      “Hey!” Skreech yelped, fried chicken and bits of french fries tumblin’ out of his little mouth. “That hurts!”

      I nodded after a moment, not wantin’ to fight about it, especially since I felt I was somehow in the wrong for fuckin’ that tiefling stripper earlier.

      “Alright, you have a fair point. Here.” I reached into my pocket, pullin’ out all the remaining cash I had in the fuckin’ world at that point. “Here,” I repeated, countin’ out a few hundred dollars for each girl, handing them both a small bunch of crumpled up bills. “We’ll call it an allowance, okay? But if this is how we’re gonna do it, you better clean this fuckin’ joint up when I’m out bustin’ my fuckin’ hump all damn day.” I cast an arm vaguely around the apartment, which was already startin’ to get a little dirty with trash and miscellaneous shit accumulating.

      “Okay, no problem.” Tyzee nodded, lookin’ curiously at the crunched up dollar bills in her palm, then back up to me. “That’s fair, but we need cleaning supplies.”

      Skreech noisily swallowed some chicken gristle and quipped, “say, boss, I’m really feelin’ this talk about allowances, what do ya say—”

      He didn’t finish, noticing the murderous glare I had turned on him.

      “Teek,” Alelicia began seriously, lickin’ the salad dressing off of her fork like a fuckin’ cat, “I don’t know how to clean. I don’t think I’ve ever done it before.”

      I rolled my eyes up into my fuckin’ skull and swore loudly. “You’ll figure it out.” Pulling out a cigarette and headin’ for the front door, I looked back at Tyzee, who was watchin’ me storm off, a sort of curious amusement in her eyes. “Come talk to me for a minute.”

      She got up after a moment and followed me out the door, onto the walkway. I passed her the cigarette I just lit up, and after she took a couple puffs and passed it back to me, I looked in her eyes.

      “Listen.” I took a long drag on the cigarette. “I got this job I gotta do tomorrow alright? I’m tryin’ to figure out how I’m gonna go about it, but to be honest with ya, I’m struggling a bit. There’s this situation, and it’s a little complicated, to say the least. Basically, long story short, I’m to evict a couple of squatters from a shitty apartment building where they decided to stop payin’ rent.”

      “Why?” Tyzee looked at me strangely.

      “What do you mean, ‘why’?” I finished the cigarette and flicked the butt out into the street below, watching the little glowing ember bounce a couple times as it landed. I was strugglin’ to keep eye contact with the girl, every time I looked at her I thought about my shady quicky with the bangin’ stripper back at The Purple Rose, and I felt guilty for some inexplicable reason.

      “I mean why you?” She motioned a hand at me. “Why does any of this involve you?”

      “Why me is right! Hell, I asked myself the same thing. But here we are and that’s that. The thing is...” I put a hand on her shoulder, bringin’ her close to me. “If I get this done properly and in a business like time frame, I think we’ll be all set, cash wise, you know what I’m sayin’?” She looked at me somewhat dubiously but nodded, so I continued. “Now, I’ve been tryin’ to think of a way to get these shitheads outta that place with as little violence as possible.” I paused, peering up at the night sky, seeing the constellation that the humans called Orion the Hunter but the hobgoblins called Nomog the Young glimmering down at us. “But to do that,” I went on, recalling my thoughts from earlier on the liquor store nearby the Dozen Diamonds Townhouses complex, “I’m gonna need to neutralize this R.D.O. group they got backin’ ‘em, and the only way I can think to do that is the old bait and switch.”

      “Huh?” Tyzee asked confusedly. “The R.D. who? I’m sorry, I’m lost.” She raised her hand to push her hair out of her face, rubbed her forehead with her palm. “Why are you telling me all of this?”

      “Well,” I began, an eyebrow raised, “the only way I’m gonna be able to pull this off is if I got a lady accomplice with me.”

      “Accomplice?”

      “Yea, accomplice. Look, you said you want some money of your own, right?”

      “Yes, but...” She pulled away from me slightly, lookin’ back at me intensely.

      “Okay, so, you help me out with this job, and I’ll break you off a decent piece of what I make off it.” I grimaced as the words passed my lips, having the thought that these girls were already costing me too much. “And all you’ll have to do is a little… play acting.”
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      I was sittin’ in the car in the unlit pharmacy parking lot across the street from the liquor store the next night, with Tyzee, who was lookin’ at me like I was nuts. I was havin’ a hard time keepin’ a straight face with her, the big ugly ass red hair wig she was wearin’ making her look like some sort of wild clown princess. I had run out earlier in the day and grabbed the wig at some goofy ass party store around the way, where I had also picked up a tiefling mask, the kind that a human kid would wear when they celebrated that strange Halloween holiday of theirs. After grabbing that shit, I swung by the Dozen Diamonds, mistakenly bringing Tyzee with me.

      “Damn, that your girl?” Mikey had probed earlier, impressed and ogling the shit outta the hybrid orc girl sittin’ in the passenger seat.

      “Yea, keep your eyes to yourself. Did ya check in on the two scumbags like I told you? What’s the status, are they there?”

      Mikey nodded. “Yea, they had another late night fuckin’ love fest with some of their hippie pals. I had 10 fuckin’ angry voicemails on my office line this mornin’, you believe that?”

      “Alright, good,” I snapped. “By this time tomorrow they’ll be outta here.” Then I got in the Mustang and zoomed off, grabbin’ something to eat with Tyzee.

      Now me and her were sittin’ in the car across the street from the liquor store and she was tryin’ to figure out why I had just placed a gun on her lap.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?” She hissed, lifting the gat up by the barrel, “you didn’t say anything about any guns.”

      I shook my head, chuckling. “It ain’t loaded, relax.”

      “Oh, I thought you said, ‘there’s nothin’ more useless than an unloaded gun’.” She had made her voice deeper to imitate mine. “And why exactly do I have to wear this wig?”

      I reached over and popped open the glove box, pullin’ out the Skull Clown mask I had in there. It looked haunting as hell, a lady face with skull white skin, exposed skull teeth for a smiling mouth, huge painted red lips, the mask concealing all her features except for her irises. I dropped it on her lap before slippin’ on the flappy rubber tiefling mask myself.

      “Put that mask on, too.”

      “Teek,” Tyzee said firmly, lookin’ at me real serious, “what is going on? What are we doing here?”

      I was tryin’ to keep calm as I flicked my eyes from her to the liquor store parking lot across from us, seeing just one car there and not any activity besides the top of a single head bobbing around from time to time in the store window.

      “Alright, look. We’re gonna pretend to rob this liquor store, okay?”

      “What?!”

      “Take it easy!” I put my hand up, then gently placed it on her shoulder. “Like I said, we’re gonna pretend, we’ll run in there, wave the guns around, maybe break a bottle or two and the dumbbell workin’ the register will have that cash drawer open so fast it’ll knock the wind outta him.”

      “I can’t believe this! I don’t want to be part of a robbery, Teek!”

      “It ain’t a robbery! It’s fuckin’ pretend! Nobody’s gonna get hurt, alright? I promise.” I gave her a hard look in the eye. “We’ll be in and out in no time, we’ll swing by the Diamonds and plant the evidence.”

      “What do you mean?” Tyzee grilled me, not catching on.

      “I can’t explain it all to you. The less you know the better. You just have to trust me that absolutely no one will get hurt.”

      Tyzee looked down worriedly at the MAC-10 I had given her, having lifted it off Skreech before I set out earlier in the morning. I nearly told her how sexy she looked holdin’ the gun in her pretty little green hand but I got the sense it wasn’t the time. “Teek...”

      “Hey, let me show you I really mean what I say.” I took the little submachine gun from her paws, pointed to the eject button, clicked it and showed her the clip sliding out smoothly, then I turned it right side up, showing her it was empty inside, that there was no bullets. “You see?”

      She nodded, took the gun back from me and proceeded to ram the clip back up into the hollow of the gun’s grip. “You really promise no one will get hurt?”

      “I promise,” I told her again. “This is the only way Tyzee, I can’t just blow the squatters fuckin’ brains out or go rough them up with this social justice group behind ‘em.”

      She shook her head, a little grin tugging at her mouth as she looked in the rearview mirror and adjusted her wig.

      “What?” I cocked an eyebrow that she couldn’t see under the tiefling mask. “What’s so funny?”

      “Your mask, for one.” She started to giggle despite tryin’ to resist it. “And I must like you if I got on this ugly ass firetruck red wig and I’m about to rob a liquor store with you.”

      I smiled back, though she couldn’t see. “Yea, well, I must like you some too if I’m bringin’ you along to do dirt with me.”

      “Hmm,” Tyzee mumbled, looking thoughtful for a moment, “why did you bring me along?”

      “What do you mean? You said you wanted to earn a couple extra dollars, right?”

      “Well, yea, but why did you bring me, and not Alelicia?” She turned to look out of the window for a second before turning back to me. “Or Skreech for that matter?”

      “I don’t think Alelicia would have the stomach for this.”

      “Oh.” She smirked. “But somehow you think I do?”

      “And Skreech wouldn’t be able to impersonate a lady.” I looked away from her. “But you sure can.” I was tryin’ not to snigger but it was bubbling up anyway.

      “Of course I can.” She gave me an odd look. “Hey, wait a minute!” She started to laugh, and I couldn’t help but think it wouldn’t hurt to see that smile everyday. “You’re such an ass!” Tyzee playfully shoved me against my door and I nudged her back.

      “Alright, alright, take it easy!” I laughed. “So, you ready to do this with me or what, partner?”

      She nodded, grinning, then picked up the Skull Clown mask and slipped it on.

      “I can’t believe you talked me into this.” She giggled. “Okay, I’m ready.” She turned to me, lookin’ sexy as hell and terrifying at the same time, then lifted up the unloaded MAC-10 to show me her finger on the trigger. “Partner.”
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      After I spied on the store for a while, doing my best to catch a moment when there were no customers inside, we made our way over to the liquor store, walkin’ normally, though I had to stress to Tyzee via whisper to tuck the gat ‘til we were in the store, just in case some civilian should so happen to come by. We both had dark hoodies on and had pulled them up over our heads as we walked through the front door—combined with the masks and gloves we slipped on, we were unrecognizable.

      I quickly turned to face the wall of wine bottles on the right as I hurried to the back of the store. My face stayed angled down so I wouldn't be noticed. With a glance, I spotted the cashier, a dude with a body shaped like a potato, a head like a smaller potato with a tuft of straw colored hair on top. He was wearing a disheveled gray polo, reading a magazine. I could smell the reek of alcohol on him from all the way across the store. Tyzee was on my heels, nearly bumpin’ into me a few times as I stopped and scanned the aisles, tryin’ to see if there was anyone else in the store. I walked to the back, lookin’ like I was strugglin’ to decide on the chilled chardonnays and roses in the cooler on the right or the flavored rums on the left, lookin’ real shady if anyone with half a mind to look was watchin’ me. Deciding the coast was as clear as it was gonna get, I nodded to Tyzee, whispering, “it’s go time.”

      She nodded back to me and I lingered a moment, lookin’ into her eyes, seein’ fear there but also a hint of excitement. I tip-toed back towards the front of the store, ducking down slightly so the drunk at the register might not immediately pick up on us sneakin’ up beside him, then, peeking around the store, I quietly lifted my emptied .40 caliber Smith & Wesson from the waist of my pants, motioning for Tyzee to do the same, and when she had untucked her empty gat as well, I nodded and we slowly made our way over to the register. I came up to the cashier guy rapidly, dickin’ it that last few steps from the safety of the cover of the aisle and raising my gat so it was pointin’ square at his face.

      “Let me see them hands.” I motioned with the gun for him to reach for the fuckin’ sky, then glanced over to Tyzee. “Hey babe, go ‘head and put that gun to his head, so this tough guy knows we mean business.”

      “Piece of shit, what do you think you’re doin’?” The drunk guy grumbled as he felt Tyzee shove the barrel of her unloaded piece into his left temple, slowly raising his hands up. “You think you’re gonna get away with this?!”

      “Yo!” I looked around wildly, grabbed the first bottle within reach and hurled it at the wall behind the guy’s head, making that bottle shatter along with the pricey bottles of booze along the wall that it had smashed into. “Who told you to talk, you fuckin’ nut? Now this is how it’s gonna go.” I moved closer, the barrel of my gat barely a foot in front of his face. “You’re gonna open that cash drawer nice and slow, and you’re gonna empty it right there.” I pointed at the stack of brown paper bags laying on top of the counter, then took one and opened it up with my available hand. “Right in this bag, and you’re gonna hand it to my associate here, and we’re all gonna live happily ever after, hell, you might as well have a drink after this.”

      “I ain’t givin’ you shit, you ugly ass tiefling bastard,” the drunk rumbled, gritting his yellowed teeth and starin’ at me the way only an old angry thwarted drunk can. “You can take your bitch here and go.”

      “Hey!” Tyzee yelled, pushing the barrel of the MAC-10 deeper into the veiny flesh of the drunk’s temple. “Who are you callin’ a bitch?! Just for that...” She looked around, then spotted something I couldn’t see from my angle. “I’m gonna take these candy bars too!” She reached down and seized a handful of chocolate bars and shit, throwin’ them in the brown paper bag I had opened up and sat on the counter.

      “Are you fuckin’ kidding me or what? Chocolate bars?!” I growled over at Tyzee. The drunk raised an eyebrow at me, but seemed to think better of sayin’ somethin’ smart right then. I started to get an ugly feeling in my gut at that moment, maybe I hadn’t thought this all the way through—I mean this fuckin’ drunk jerk off seemed like he was ready to play hard ball. Suddenly I heard a rustling to the right of me.

      “Hey…” I heard a concerned male voice begin. “Hey, what’s going on here?”

      Turning my unloaded .40 caliber to the asshole that must have been in the bathroom and snuck out when we had made our way back to the front of the store, I saw a middle aged human in a green shirt look back at me in shock and drop the bottle of whiskey he had been holding.

      Glass shattered. Alcohol fumed in the air.

      “Get the fuck outta here!” I bellowed, chambering an empty round. I heard an odd sound from my left, like a hunk of wood being tapped against old iron, then what sounded like a muffled coil being sprung, and out of the corner of my eye I saw a fuckin’ big ass old revolver leap into the guy behind the register’s lap, which he promptly started to reach for.

      “You’re fuckin’ dead now, shithead!” The guy’s eyes gleamed. He drooled a bit as he smiled down at the big hand cannon in his lap, lookin’ beyond pleased that his little spring trap had worked.
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      “Fuck!” I roared, turning to face the asshole, realizing almost too late that my .40 caliber was unloaded and I had told Tyzee we wouldn’t have to hurt no one. The guy was startin’ to look like he suspected somethin’ was up since she wasn’t pullin’ the trigger. I was seein’ shit in slow motion, saw the drunk slob’s dirty hand reaching for the grip of that big fuckin’ revolver.

      “Don’t fuckin’ do it!” I ducked down, flicking the clip on the holster on my ankle, droppin’ my Smith & Wesson to the ground with a dull click clack clatter, grabbin’ hold of the .38 Special, which was fully loaded, thumbing back the hammer and standin’ back up, the barrel pointed right at the guy’s puffy red cheek. His hand had just fully got around the grip and his finger was right at the trigger but all this was absolutely useless to him since the gun was still on his lap, not aimed at me but pointed down the aisle to the left of the register counter.

      His eyes kept switchin’ from me, to the black metal barrel starin’ him right in the face, to the gun on his lap, then back to me.

      “Don’t do it, man, don’t be a fuckin’ jerk,” I warned, “nobody has to get hurt tonight—” The drunk suddenly yelled incoherently, and began to lift and turn the revolver towards me.

      “You fuckin’ prick!” I aimed a little above him, fired three times, BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! making my fuckin’ ears ring, seein’ the other bottles of expensive booze burst in a shower of glass and liquor as the bullets slammed through them, causing Tyzee to cover her ears and scream out, “stop! Stop it!” and the sneaky jerk off from the aisle that had come up on us seemingly outta fuckin’ nowhere to hit the fuckin’ deck, covering his ears and squeezin’ his eyes shut.

      “Holy shit!” The guy behind the register dropped the big old revolver on the floor by his feet. “Alright! I’m unarmed, don’t shoot me! I dropped the gun! Please don’t shoot!” His arms had shot back up, the guy was really reachin’ for the heavens this time, and I began to smell the unpleasant stench of this drunk asshole’s piss hittin’ his jeans, dribbling down to the floor.

      “Ew,” Tyzee muttered, coming from around the other side of the counter to stand behind me. “Thanks for telling me about the loaded gun! You promised no one would get hurt!”

      “Alright!” I breathed, ignoring Tyzee’s grumblings behind me, my little revolver still trained on the drunk’s face, a tiny wisp of smoke lazily drifting out of the barrel. “The next one won’t be for that overpriced horse piss behind you, you got me? I’ll put a slug right in your paunchy fuckin’ gut and you’ll bleed out right here on this dirty old floor, like a drunken stuck pig.”

      The drunk trembled. “Okay, okay,” he stammered, “whatever you want, man, it’s yours, just don’t shoot me—”

      “Open the fuckin’ cash register!” I commanded, then I snarled at the asshole still layin’ face down on the dirty floor to my right. “Stay right where you are you fuckin’ jerk, the fuck are you thinkin’ comin’ up on a... tiefling… with a gun? We’re half demonic n’ shit!” I turned back to the drunk behind the register, noticed he was taking his time, so I promptly fired another round right over his right shoulder, BLAM! “Let’s go! Move it!”

      That seemed to get him into fuckin’ gear, ‘cause he jumped then shoved a fat finger down into an old plastic button on the register, making the cash drawer pop open. I had him pull out the cash drawer and take all the bills out, putting ‘em down in front of me on the counter. I quickly counted a little over a thousand bucks.

      “Not bad.” I paused, looked at the drunk’s face and saw his eyes moving shiftily back to the hollow space of the register where the cash drawer had just been. “What else is in there?” I moved around the counter, suspicion creepin’ up in my gut.

      “Nothin’,” the guy whined, “I don’t got nothin’, you took it all.”

      I came up behind him and peeped four crisp one hundred dollar bills sittin’ right there beyond the bottom lip of the now hollow cash drawer space, so I jabbed the barrel of the .38 into his fuckin’ kidney hard, twisting it in, making him yelp in pain and spit up.

      Reaching over and snatching the hundred dollar bills, I held them next to his face and growled, “nothin’, huh? What’s this then?”

      He shrugged his shoulders hopelessly.

      “Fuckin’ prick.” I shoved past him and coming back around the counter, grabbing the little stack of dough on the counter and dropped it along with the hundreds into the brown paper bag with the chocolate bars. I suppressed a laugh as I looked at Tyzee real quick, thinkin’ about the candy bars and why the hell that’s what she would think to steal in a fuckin’ liquor store. I grabbed her by the arm and we rushed out the front door while the drunk behind the looted register, with piss still dribbling down his leg and shoe, looked on in stupefaction, and while the other asshole, the one that had popped up outta the fuckin’ woodwork, had stayed kissin’ the dirty fuckin’ floor.

      

      As we ran out of the liquor store, holding hands all the way to the car, I heard Tyzee’s soft muffled giggles float into my ear, and when we were feet away from the car I took her in my arms and held her against me.

      “Teek,” she whispered, her voice husky, her body pressing up against me, responding to mine.

      “What?” I pulled off the floppy tiefling mask, and plopped the bag of chocolate bars and cash on the hood of the trunk, then, without even thinking, my paws were suddenly all over her, gliding down her back and over her ass, taking hold of her waist. By fucking Maglubiyet, this woman was fine, her curves sharp as hell, her ass full, firm with just the right amount of give that roiled up primal urges in my body, made me feel at the atomic level that I was holding onto the most feminine, fertile creature I could imagine.

      “Oh,” she murmured, her arms enclosing my neck as my lips grazed hers, my breath tickling her ear, “oh, Teek! That was crazy! And—and—such a thrill!”

      “A thrill?” I croaked, starting to laugh. “Yea, a real thrill alright.”

      “Yeah, I couldn’t even imagine—”

      I silenced Tyzee’s hot wet mouth by closing it with mine, kissing her fiercely, intensely, savagely, forceful kisses which she returned in kind, deftly pulling that ridiculous wig from her head, letting her beautiful long black and purple hair fan out as it was released from the netting on the underside of the wig. She laughed mid kiss as she felt her real hair come free and the wig being removed for her, and it was such a sexy little thing that I laughed too, I felt fuckin’ joyous, I felt like I could stay right there in that moment for as long as I lived, kissin’ and touchin’ this gorgeous hybrid orc girl, who was pawin’ and kissin’ me right back. The feeling of Skreech’s MAC-10 in her waist band pressing up against my belly broke the spell and I pulled back from her, making her groan a little in frustration.

      “What? What is it?” she whispered, sounding a little annoyed, her eyelids half closed like she was in some sort of dream.

      I pulled away from her, releasing her luscious body from my grasp. “We gotta hit the Diamonds, remember?” I reached behind her, grabbin’ the brown paper bag.

      “Oh… Oh, right,” Tyzee responded somewhat distantly after a moment, shaking her head and going over to the passenger side door.

      I dicked it around to the driver side and jumped in. I thought I could faintly hear police sirens whirring up in the distance, vaguely comin’ closer to the direction that we were in, so I shoved the tiefling mask and the wig into the bag with the cash and pulled out of the pharmacy parking lot with my lights off, cruisin’ like that for a few and only flickin’ ‘em on when I had turned off Emerald Street onto York, headin’ towards the Dozen Diamonds Townhouses complex. I was startled when I felt somethin’ touch my thigh, but when I looked down I realized it was Tyzee’s hand.

      I looked over and saw she was already lookin’ at me, smiling shyly at me. I smiled back and held her hand in my right while my left gripped the steering wheel. When we were pulling into the Diamonds parking lots, I cut the lights off again and slowly motored around to the back, where “A” building was, and where the real tiefling junkie and his human skank were dipped the fuck out after attempting some desperate, impotent sex then proceeding to shoot up a couple bags of that light beige powder, that infamous, deadly yet wonderous drug that was officially known as heroin number four, a purer form of dope that had recently hit the streets due to a massive influx of it from Asia. I parked out front of the building, and was immediately greeted by the bumping, bassy pulsations of house music being loudly played from one of the adjoining townhouses. Turning off the car, I turned to Tyzee.

      “You stay right here, okay?” I reached into the back seat, felt for the brown paper bag and brought it up, setting it down on my lap. I took out the cash, countin’ out about fourteen hundred dollars and change; I took half of it, passin’ two hundred over to Tyzee and keepin’ five hundred for myself, slippin’ it into my pocket and droppin’ the rest of the stolen cash back into the bag. I quietly popped open the door, but stopped when I felt Tyzee’s hand on me again.

      “Yea? What is it?” I shot back at her over my shoulder.

      She didn’t say anything for a moment, then, whispering, “be careful, Teek,” she lightly squeezed my thigh. “And gimme one of those chocolate bars!”

      I grunted a laugh, shoved my hand into the bag and felt around for a chocolate bar, took hold of two and lightly tossed ‘em onto Tyzee’s lap, then I shut the door quietly behind me and hustled over to the front door of “A” building, slipping in and tip-toeing up the stairs. When I had nearly made it to the top, I peered around to make sure no one was looking, then, as quietly as I could, I cleared the landing and looked to see if the scumbags had left their door open, all comers welcome to fuck and shoot dope and smoke dope and party to their little dope fiend heart’s content. It wasn’t. They had locked it.
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      Chills ran up my spine. Now what? My mind was already paranoid, the adrenaline from the stick up still surging through me, so it was hard reining it in. But then as I thought about it, I realized this was actually to my advantage.

      Closing my eyes, I slowed my breathing. My mind, my inner sense searched for it: the Weave. Catching hold of it always felt good, like when you try to open a stuck jar and finally pry it open. My eyes flickered under their closed lids. It was a tricky thing, catching the Weave. You had to focus, yet relax, summon a million percent of your will and yet not get agitated, try and yet not try. But finally I caught that fucker. Damn, it felt good, like the first plunge into the finest pussy. Then I conjured some runes in my mind, pouring willpower into them. I searched for that spark of red energy that would form my mage hand. It bloomed like a blood rose, before my eyes. “Come on mage hand, do your thing.”

      I had to feel for the Weave again, as there was a second process to this. The fingers of the hand began to elongate, becoming thin as needles, then they plunged into the door lock. Closing my eyes again I saw the inner workings of the lock like I was a tiny mite riding a key. Taking in the contours of the lock, I molded my mage hand finger to fit that shape, tracing the diagonal rises and falls of the keyhole. Once my mage hand finger was the right shape, I willed it to turn, and the lock turned with it.

      Ya damn right, I thought to myself.

      I slunk over, tryin’ to control my breathing and, just like the day before, gingerly poked my head through the crack. I could hear the snoring again, sounding like it was comin’ from two doped out individuals, accompanied by Janis Joplin’s voice wailing from a stereo speaker somewhere inside the townhouse. I parted the bag open while still in the hallway, then slipped myself into their shithole, sideways steppin’ through the cracked door and taking extremely cautious steps, in case I should have the misfortune to step on some creaky fuckin’ wooden floor board.

      The smells comin’ from inside their place were much more offensive once in there with it, it felt like a fuckin’ assault on my senses, the stench of the shitty bush weed they smoked, the sweaty funky sex they had, compounded by their poor hygiene habits, the hint of junkie urine and shit wafting about in the air. This time one of the squatters had an article of clothing on, the tiefling was actually wearing a dirty, sweat and cumm stained robe and nothing else. He was laid out sort of awkwardly on the couch, a trickle of blood winding its way down his arm from a little puncture in the crook of his elbow. His sweaty, stinking slutty beloved was sprawled out naked, half on top of him, an arm dangling off onto the scuffed up table, where her hand was laying on top of a overfilled ashtray, holding a burnt out cigarette butt, and possessing an identical trickle of blood from a ugly looking puncture in the crook of her arm. They’re sayin’ now that these dope fiends have a disease, I thought, lookin’ at the two junkies in front of me, my mouth curled in disgust, but these two are beyond fuckin’ filthy. Carefully making my way closer to the two, I scanned around for a good spot to stash the liquor store loot. I decided to place it right next to the ugly, busted table right there, where it would be next to them but not within their immediate drugged out field of vision, and, setting it down cautiously, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a couple of the bullets I had taken outta Skreech’s MAC-10 and a round from my .38 Special revolver, lowering them gently into and around the brown paper bag.

      As I was turning to leave, the tiefling’s human junkie whore snorted and her eyes started to twitch, threatening to open.

      I froze, not wanting to make a sound that might make her stir more and I realized I was unarmed besides the little revolver on my ankle that only had two rounds left in it. Shit! My red eyes were glued to the skank who was covered in a sheen of sweat and breathing shallow. If she wakes up and spots me I’ll have to knock her the fuck out, and him, too. Maybe even have to do more... I won’t have a choice.

      Waiting for a good five minutes by my estimation, and seeing that her eyes had stopped twitching under their lids and her face, a face which probably would have been attractive without the wear and tear of heavy hardcore drug use and gettin’ run through by one too many dicks, had smoothed out, lookin’ almost peaceful, I tip-toed back out of the stinking townhouse and silently crept down the stairs and out of the door.

      Making long strides back to the Mustang, I slipped into the car.

      “Teek!” Tyzee hissed as I drove off slowly without sayin’ a word to her or flippin’ on the headlights ‘til we turned on York Road. “Teek!” Tyzee hissed for the fourth time, gripping my thigh, becoming more and more alarmed that I hadn’t said anything, “did it go okay or what?”

      I took her hand in mine and lifted it off my thigh, holding it tightly. “Yea, we’re good. I need to find a...” I spotted what I needed to the left. “Aha! Here we go.”

      I whipped the steering wheel to the left, my tires burning a little rubber as they rotated quicker than the car had been prepared for and we pulled up fast next to a phone booth, leaving a foot of skid marks from the force of the brake. Jumping out of the Mustang and lighting up a cigarette, I walked over to the phone booth and threw the door open, grabbing the phone and dialing 911. I rubbed a tired hand down my face and puffed on the cigarette as the phone rang once, twice, then a monotone woman’s nasally voice came through the receiver, almost robotically saying, “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “Yea, I’ll tell ya what my fuckin’ emergency is!” I raged, giving my voice an obnoxious affectation. “This tiefling and his gal, a real skeezer you ask me and every Tom, Dick, and Haglok in the neighborhood—”

      “Sir.”

      “Yea, right, so...” I puffed my cigarette. “They just robbed the liquor store down the street and came back to the townhouse shootin’ their guns and carryin’ on!”

      “Sir, you said they robbed the liquor store?”

      “Yea, correct, the liquor store on Emerald.”

      “And they were discharging firearms at… where?” The 911 operator’s voice changed from monotone to slightly alarmed.

      “The Diamonds, lady, The Dozen Diamonds townhouses!” I hollered, then, pausing a moment, I snapped, “unit eight!” before slammin’ the phone down and dickin’ it back to the Mustang, seein’ Tyzee lookin’ at me like I was a fuckin’ nut.
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      As we were drivin’ back to Kobold Town, headin’ up route 13, I realized me and Tyzee had been holdin’ hands for some time.

      I started feelin’ awkward about it now that the adrenaline and excitement had worn off some, so I gently slipped my hand outta hers and reached for a joint in the stash spot, flickin’ the lighter on when it had reached my lips. Tyzee shot me a curious look but didn’t reach for my hand again, and I figured maybe she was comin’ down from the high of it as well, perhaps feelin’ a little strange that she was possibly catchin’ feelings for me, a hobgoblin she hardly even knew, she was kissin’ and pawin’ on me after I just talked her into a good old liquor store robbery that went from pretend to deadly fuckin’ serious.

      I took a few deep tokes on the joint as I tried not to imagine Tyzee walkin’ on a fuckin’ beach somewhere, palm trees all around her, holdin’ hands with some other asshole that sure ain’t me. And here’s somethin’ else to fuck ya up, Teek, ya dumb fuckin’ prick, I thought bitterly, what if you do go all the way with this gorgeous hybrid orc bitch, and she wakes up with her memories of her fuckin’ prince charming back home, and regrets everything she did with ya? How’s that gonna go down? I glanced over at Tyzee for a moment, Not too smooth, that’s for fuckin’ sure. Passin’ her the joint, which she took with a brief smile and a mumbled, “thanks,” I flipped on the radio, lookin’ for somethin’ decent to listen to as we somewhat awkwardly drove back to the apartment. Mariah Carey’s new joint with the cat from the Wu Tang Clan, Ol’ Dirty Bastard, started to fill the car, and as I heard her sweet angel voice singin’ out ‘I’m in heaven...with my boyfriend...my laughing boyfriend…’ I grimaced and moved to change the station, but Tyzee, coughin’ out a nebula of marijuana smoke, lightly pushed my hand away from the radio.

      “Wait, I think I like that song!” She looked at me in surprise, smiling from ear to ear, reachin’ for the volume knob and turning it up.

      “Oh, alright.” I nodded, smiling back but feelin’ my heart sink into the pit of my fuckin’ stomach, jealously thinkin’ that the reason she probably liked it was ‘cause of some boyfriend she had back home, wherever the fuck that was. We passed the joint back and forth a few times and killed it as we crossed over into Kobold Town.

      “You hungry?” I nodded over to Tyzee, not directly looking at her.

      “Yea, sure.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “I could eat.” Then, after a pause, she asked, “what’s eatin’ you, though?”

      “What?  What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Seems like you got a little sour, broody for some reason.”

      I was caught off guard by her questioning, I wasn’t used to some gorgeous broad askin’ me about my feelings and shit; the most time I ever even spent with a girl in recent history was about an hour or two, and it sure wasn’t to talk about my fuckin’ feelings.

      “I’m good.” I chuckled after a beat. “Ain’t nothin’ eatin’ me, just drained and hungry.”

      Tyzee nodded. “Oh, okay. Ya know...” She grinned mischievously. “I could really go for that chicken and waffles again, what do you say?”

      “That’s a done deal.” I merged into the right lane and cruisin’ towards the chicken and waffles joint a little ways down the road. The sexy hybrid orc girl beside me laughed, her smile flashin’ before my eyes makin’ me think about kissin’ her again right there and then.

      When we finally got back to the apartment above the kobold sushi restaurant, we both walked up and inside actin’ like everything was normal, but I think me and her both knew somethin’ was different. We’re connected now, I mused, watchin’ the curves of her ass movin’ as she walked over to the table, puttin’ down the chicken and waffles meals and greeting Skreech and Alelicia, you don’t pull off a dangerous robbery with somebody and not form a special sorta bond, and for her to seal it with a kiss…

      “Boss!” Skreech bounced over. “Boss, where the hell ya been?”

      “Hey.” Alelicia waved, sidestepping Skreech, her eyes on mine, then darting over to Tyzee before settling back on me. “You were both gone all day,” she went on mildly, in a neutral tone, but I could tell by the way she was glancing out of the side of her eyes over at the little goblin, she was not pleased to have been left alone with him all day. Then her eyes became suspicious of me and Tyzee.

      “Yea, well...” I nodded over at Tyzee, who had turned to look at me. “There was some work I needed her help with, some stuff I didn’t think you’d approve of gettin’ involved with.”

      “Oh.” Alelicia turned to Tyzee, her bright blue eyes flashing viciously at the other girl. “So now you’re a criminal too?”

      Skreech started to laugh, almost like a nervous tick.

      Tyzee sucked her teeth, started to take a chicken and waffles basket from the bag she had placed on the table. “No,” she spat to the elf girl, “for your information, I’m not a criminal. But so what if I was? Why do you always have to be so judgy?”

      “I’m not judgy,” Alelicia stammered, then, seeing my grinnin’, she asked, “what? What’s funny? I’m not seeing the humor in any of this.”

      “You are kinda judgy, though.” I sat down at the table, snatching a chicken and waffles basket with crinkled french fries dangling out of it and startin’ to dig in.

      “No, I’m not,” the half elf girl repeated firmly, then, seeming to come to some sort of realization, she watched Tyzee sit down in the seat next to me and peel off a hunk of fried chicken meat from a greasy fried chicken breast, poppin’ it into her pretty mouth.

      “Okay,” Alelicia sighed, sittin’ down across from me. “Maybe, maybe, I’m a little judgy at times. But I don’t mean to be!” She noticed Skreech hop up in the chair next to her and reach over for a fried drumstick, taking an ambitious bite out of it the moment he wrapped his little dirty green hand around the greasy bone.

      “Sure,” Tyzee grunted, goin’ the fuck in on her chicken and waffles, syrup drippin’ off her fingers. “Whatever you say, princess.”

      Alelicia glared at Tyzee who pretended not to notice, seeming to focus all her attention on the food in front of her.

      “Say, boss,” Skreech began, chewin’ loudly, “when are ya gonna take me out with ya?  My trigger finger’s been gettin’ real itchy lately!”

      I exchanged a quick, knowing glance with Tyzee. “Soon, Skreech, soon,” I swallowed down the last few bites of my meal, which I had been wolfing down. “Just take it easy, you’re doin’ a good job for me here, watchin’ the place.”

      “That reminds me!” Skreech chirped, droppin’ his shredded drumstick down. “I heard the kobolds earlier, the ones yellin’ about the dragon god!”

      “Ah, shit.” I’d briefly forgotten about the kobold cultists haunting my neighborhood. “When? How close were they to the apartment?”

      “Huh?” Tyzee looked up from the bites of chicken and slices of waffle she had cornered on her plate.

      “When? I didn’t hear that. I didn’t hear anything.” Alelicia forked some bites of waffle lightly dipped in syrup into her mouth.

      “You were in the other room!” Skreech cried, pointing over at the bedroom, then turned back to me.“I heard ‘em, it must have been a little after noon, I’m not sure, but they was goin’ on and on and on about the dragon lord who will remake the world after he burns it down.” The little goblin rubbed on his chin, mimicking one of my habits. “But how’s that work?”

      “How’s what work?” I snorted a laugh, gettin’ up from the table, reachin’ for a cigarette.

      “If he burns it all down, how’s it gonna be remade?” Skreech wondered, soundin’ perturbed.

      Shaking my head and stridin’ over towards the door and the walkway, I lit up an after dinner smoke. “I don’t know, pal.” I grinned back at him. “Why don’t you ask him?”

      “Huh?” Skreech looked at me stupidly. “But how am I gonna do that, boss?”

      

      The cool, lazy breeze of the night air caught me as I stepped out onto the walkway, feelin’ good. I took a deep puff on my cigarette and watched the evening traffic winding and honking its way along route 13. Rubbing a palm into my tired eyeballs, thinkin’ over the events of the day, the robbery, plantin’ the bullshit evidence back at the tiefling junkie’s townhouse, those moments with Tyzee, kissin’ her, touchin’ her, I nearly jumped outta my fuckin’ skin when Tyzee’s hand slid down my back, breaking my revery.

      “Fuck!” I huffed, turnin’ to her, nearly droppin’ the cigarette.

      “Sorry.” She giggled. “Didn’t mean to—”

      “Don’t sneak up on me like that.” Seein’ hurt touch her eyes, I recalled our kisses from earlier, mumbled a “my bad,” then passed her the rest of the cigarette.

      “Why are you all jumpy?” Tyzee puffed on the cigarette. “What’s going on with you? Did I do something? Did my breath smell when I kissed you or something?”

      “No! No, absolutely not.” I moved closer to her, putting my hand on her shoulder, inwardly cursed myself for lettin’ things get even this far with her. “You’re a very beautiful girl...”

      “Yea?” She smiled at me knowingly, confidently. “I’m aware, so what’s the issue…?”

      I was starting to get annoyed, I mean here I was tryin’ to be a decent guy, tryin’ to do the right thing by her and she was giving me a hard time, really breakin’ my balls. “You barely even know who you are.” I turned away from her. “You’re kissin’ me and rubbin’ your fuckin’ paws all over me, what if you got a man back where you’re from?” I was blurting out all my deepest fuckin’ fears at this point, at least in regards to her. “What if you got kids for all I fuckin’ know?”

      “I…” Tyzee began, lookin’ real startled, her light green skin getting a little paler. “I don’t know… But…” She shot me a confused, angry look. “If that’s what’s been on your mind then why did you even kiss me?  Why even...”

      Putting a red hand up near her face, I gave her a hard, stern look. “Wait, I ain’t sayin’ I regret it.”

      “What the hell are you saying, then?” Tyzee’s eyes narrowed as she impatiently played with her pretty hair.

      “I’m sayin’ I got a code.” I shook my head, feelin’ defeated somehow.

      “A code?” she asked, lookin’ at me like I was a fuckin’ whack job.

      “Yea, a code.” I lit up another cigarette since the fuckin’ girl commandeered the rest of mine. “And part of it goes like this: you don’t fuck with another guy’s lady. If she’s spoken for then I’d be in the wrong, I’d be the one dishonored for layin’ with you.”

      “Whoa, stop.” She pulled away from me, her eyes wide and her cheeks starting to blush. “What the hell are you even talking about? Dishonored? Layin’ with me? And who said that’s what we were going to do?”

      I shook my head, shot her a dubious look. “We’re both grown, ain’t we?”

      “Meaning?” Tyzee asked rapidly.

      “Meanin’ where’d you think all that kissin’ and heavy pettin’ was gonna lead?”

      She shook her head, her wavy long black and purple hair shaking violently with her. “I don’t know, okay? I didn’t have it planned out… not everyone sees ten steps ahead,” she muttered, not meeting my eyes.

      I grunted at the mildly backhanded compliment. “Alright, well, I didn’t either…” I looked away from her, facing the night sky, feelin’ uncomfortable as an awkward silence fell on us.  As it dragged on I just kept stoically lookin’ out at the cars, watchin’ the traffic die down some, then lookin’ up at the stars, scannin’ the sky ‘til I spotted Nomog the Young dimly lit, having shifted a little northeast of where he had been the nights previously.

      “Hey,” Tyzee said in a shy, demure voice, reaching for my hand.  I was about to tell her something as her fingers grazed my hand, but then Skreech came runnin’ out the front door.

      “Boss!” Skreech squealed. “Boss, you gotta see this shit, these cops and news vans are goin’ crazy!”

      “What?” I asked, a little alarmed, sharing a quick glance with Tyzee.

      Skreech shook his head. “Just come watch!”  He abruptly turned and ran back inside, leaping up on to the futon.

      I walked in with Tyzee following behind me, and I noticed that Alelicia was still sittin’ at the table, her eyes hittin’ me with a deep, intense gaze as soon as I came into her view. Suddenly I heard a news anchor nervously warbling, “If you’re just joining us folks, we’re here on the scene at the Dozen Diamonds Townhouses—” my eyes shot over when I heard that, “where there’s already been so much controversy, which now seems to have taken a tragic turn.” The news anchor went on, sounding very serious and solemn, raising his voice over the din of a small crowd of angry voices behind him, police car radio chatter, “as the couple the Racial Discrimination Organization championed are alleged to have perpetrated a vicious robbery at the nearby liquor store in the early evening hours tonight.” The anchor, a harried, sweaty overweight elf in an impeccable suit held a finger to the little radio ear pierce in his left ear. “PRB Philadelphia just learned that the police were able to identify the suspects almost immediately, having received an anonymous tip from an upright civilian...” I snorted a laugh at that. “The two individuals who are alleged to have robbed the liquor store are suspected to have been under the influence of narcotics during the crime. When the officers arrived and investigated the townhouse, there were drugs and drug paraphernalia within the home. The evidence of the would-be Bonnie and Clyde’s ill-gotten gains were also sitting there next to them, in a brown paper bag…”

      The cameraman zoomed in on the tiefling junkie and his human skank, who were now wide awake and lookin’ a little tuned up in the back seat of one of the cop cars, the tiefling’s nose bleeding profusely, him spittin’ the blood on the window, the girl with him, her red hair lookin’ real wild and frazzled, was shrieking like a fuckin’ banshee. I couldn’t help laughin’, the news anchor was sayin’ now how the R.D.O. van had pulled up, saw the police were on the scene and the couple was already in cuffs and bein’ shoved into the back of the police cruiser, and so they promptly left, leavin’ the couple without all their bullshit social justice protection.

      “Bunch of scumbags, the whole fuckin’ lot of ‘em.” I nodded at the television. Tyzee smiled briefly and nodded, but Alelicia was lookin’ at me strangely, her eyes going from me to the television, then to Tyzee and back to me.

      “Did you have something to do with this?” Alelicia shot over at me.

      “Let’s just say it was for the greater good, alright?” I nodded over to her, then turned back to the television.

      “Was it though?” Tyzee chortled, causing Skreech to join her without exactly knowin’ what she was talkin’ about.

      

      I had terrible dreams throughout the night, mostly about Tyzee; not necessarily nightmares but the kind that were just too fuckin’ good to be true, such as her ridin’ my dick like one of them rodeo bull machines on some beach paradise, the kind with the soft powdery sand and the clear, delicate blue waters, then she looks down at me and murmurs, “I usually only fuck for five hundred or more, but I’ll give it to you for two hundred,” just like that stripper said, and then I woke up, sweatin’ and sittin’ there with a hard on like a motherfucker, I was all bricked up yet as I came back to reality, Skreech’s pug dog snores breaking the late night silence, the beach fantasy with Tyzee evaporated into thin air and my dick quickly deflated. Great, now I’ll be walkin’ around feelin’ like I got molten lead in my balls after a hard on like that comin’ and goin’ with no nut.

      The sun was just starting to grace the horizon, a crack of bright light forming at the bottom of a great dark indigo dome, and for some reason, as I looked out the window, I got the ridiculous image in my head of a giant opening his tired, hungover eyes to face the bright sunlit morning after a night out on the town with his giant pals. I closed my eyes and dozed off for another couple hours, though when I woke up again, a little later in the morning, Skreech was still passed out and the girls hadn’t come out of the bedroom. Stretchin’ as I stood up and then shrugging my shoulders as I eyed the snoring little green goblin on the couch, I grabbed my shit, my keys, and dipped out quietly. Now that the girls had a few dollars they could fend for themselves, grab their own damn breakfast from across the street or send Skreech out instead. Today was somethin’ of a big day for me, I had successfully gotten the two junkie shitbirds outta the townhouse with no real violence, no one got hurt and there’s no way it could be traced back to Big Fat Ton and his orcs, so I shoulda been ridin’ high as I headed towards Big Fat’s playground, and yet… I wasn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      As far as I could tell, my troubles were just fuckin’ starting, and I wanted to get this shit squared away with Big Fat Ton so I could know what I was gonna be workin’ with, and also so I could go put the squeeze on that sniveling sneaky snake prick Mikey, let him know that my services ain’t free, old Teek ain’t runnin’ no fuckin’ wiseguy’s charity for scumbag landlords, and if he thinks I’m playin’ games, he’s gonna learn real quick that he better have my money ready for me when I tell ‘em to, and that means from now on, in fuckin’ perpetuity as far as he’ll be concerned, but just to make sure he don’t come cryin’ to Big Fat about it, I’m gonna let the obese orc know off the bat that Mikey and the Diamonds will belong to me after what I just fuckin’ went through and he’ll either okay it or tell me to go fuck myself, but that was a negotiation for me and him to have, and one Mikey fuckin’ Delolo definitely wouldn’t be privy to. And, if I was gonna be real honest with myself, I didn’t like the way things turned a little south with Tyzee last night, and as I was pullin’ up to the Dunkin Donuts, grabbin’ some coffee and donuts and gettin’ eye fucked by the human kid workin’ the register, I got an ugly feeling that perhaps now that she had had time to think about it, maybe she wasn’t feelin’ me as much after the excitement of the heist wore off, and after I had stupidly caught a case of fuckin’ verbal diarrhea, lettin’ her know too much, lettin’ her know that I’m fuckin’ stressin’ over some phantom boyfriend or husband of hers that may or may not even exist. Sighing and becoming agitated as I turned back onto route 13, sippin’ on my hot coffee and smokin’ a cigarette while cruisin’ down to the orc’s fucked up park, I really couldn’t help but think of somethin’ an old hobgoblin acquaintance once told me, that when it comes down to it, broads are just sweet feelin’ holes to bend over and stick your prick into, don’t get too caught up on any particular one, my boy!

      I had immediately rejected that nugget of ill-wisdom upon hearing it, but now, there was times I wasn’t so sure. The cold, rational, logical parts of me were sayin’ that I was bein’ a fuckin’ fool, these broads weren’t worth it, the trouble and the ball breaking, the danger to my own fuckin’ life, but then it was like another voice, newly formed since leaping up from my subconscious after I went in the train car container that night and came back out, singular but very strong on its own, tellin’ me that I had to protect these hybrid girls, no matter what, that our lives had now become inextricably linked to one another, and to try and break such a bond now would potentially be ruinous for me, beyond ruinous even. Grimly considering this as I pulled up and parked by Big Fat’s playground, I got out and right away I noticed there was some sort of party goin’ on for the orc kids dominating nearly a third of the entire park. As I walked over purposefully, and as I was stealthily and compulsively checkin’ to make sure my modified .40 caliber Smith & Wesson was tucked into my waist and under my shirt, I looked over at the opened section of the chain link fence that served as an entrance and noticed two unfamiliar orcs, neither of which were there the previous times I had come through to talk to Big Fat. They were shootin’ the shit, passin’ a fat dark blunt back and forth between ‘em, though when I had come into their view and was coming up closer to the chain link fence, they stopped chattin’ and eyeballed me, waitin’ to see if I was really actually headed their way, as it seemed like I was.

      Since they clearly didn’t look like they were expectin’ me, I figured I’d do what I did with the other two when I first showed up the other day, and so I held my hands up in front of me and approached slowly, showin’ ‘em that I came in peace, that I wasn’t comin’ there to start no shit.

      “Yo, whatchu want, man?” The bulky orc on the left jutted his chin out at me, with his bright red baseball hat that had a cartoonish bulldog face stitched into it tilted uselessly all the way to the left side catchin’ my attention, making me think for a moment, somewhat absurdly, about how the orcs just universally didn’t seem to give a shit about functionality.

      “Fellas,” I began, tryin’ to sound as friendly as possible, despite my mounting irritation, “I’m here to see Big Fat Ton.”

      “Oh, shit, hold up.” The chunky orc with a bristly chin strap on the right leaned forward, lookin’ like he was tryin’ to get a better look at me outta hazy, bloodshot eyes, his overabundance of cologne mixing in with his sweat assaulting my nose in waves, making me almost ask him if Giorgio Armani had soaked himself in his own damn cologne for three days then crawled up the orc’s ass and died. “Are you here for the kid’s party? I think I heard about you.”

      “What do I look like, Bozo the fuckin’ clown? No I ain’t here for the kid’s party!” I was fuckin’ snapping, I had already jumped through some major hoops just to come back here and report my success and finally, finally get back to makin’ them dollars, and for what, to have these orcs makin’ meatballs at my own expense?

      “Yo, who you think you fuckin’ talkin’ to? Don’t get crazy over here.” The orc on the left with the bulldog baseball hat lifted his shirt, revealing the grip of a big, stainless steel .45 caliber pistol, I had the sneaking suspicion it was a Hardballer, a pistol I’d personally coveted for some time.

      “Alright, alright, take it easy, it ain’t that deep.” I shook my head and paused a moment, only gettin’ stoney looks in return from the two orcs. “I’m here to see Big Fat, he’s expecting me.”

      The chubby, chin strapped orc raised a scarred eyebrow. “It’s his favorite son’s birthday, does he look like he’s fuckin’ expectin’ you, dickhead?”

      I was startin’ to panic, lookin’ around, hoping to catch a glance of one of the other jerk off orcs from the other day, thinkin’ that I really didn’t have the patience today for bullshit. I couldn’t get a clear look at Big Fat Ton, the orcs must have erected some kinda big ass party tent over there around Big Fat’s playground throne, covering it from outside view.

      “Maybe you should get lost now.” The big orc with the bulldog hat peered down at me, “It’s a private function today…” As he was sayin’ this I spotted an orc that I thought to be one of assholes from the other day, B-Robb.

      “Hold on.” I met the orc’s eye confidently. “Go tell B-Robb I’m here or bring ‘em over here, and if I’m wrong, if I don’t have no business to discuss with Big Fat Ton that he actually wants to hear, then I’ll kick rocks. But, if Big Fat finds out you two shitbags turned me away, well...” I looked from one to the other, an eyebrow raised. “How’s that gonna go for you?”

      The two orcs shared a mildly alarmed glance, then the fat one with the shitty chin strap, his beard hairs making me think of boar bristles, turned and shouted out, “Yo! B-Robb!” over in the direction where that orc was standin’, drinkin’ somethin’ out of a big red cup, making him turn over our way to see who had hollered his name. Seein’ the fat orc wavin’ his way and me standing there on the sidewalk, B-Robb drained his fuckin’ party cup, tossed it, patted his pockets for a moment but came up empty on whatever he was lookin’ for, and jogged over to the opening of the chain link fence.

      “Yo, what is it?” B-Robb huffed, comin’ up to the two orcs and me. “Either of you two got a blunt wrap I can gank?” Fuckin’ Chinstrap shook his head, mumbled that he had just used his last one and was about to hit the bodega down the street.

      “This guy here, this hob.” The big orc with the bulldog hat shot me a dubious glance. “Says he’s gotta talk some business with Big Fat.”

      B-Robb eyed me up and down for a moment.  “Oh, yea.” He nodded. “Yea he ain’t lyin’, the Big Guy is expectin’ him.”

      “Thanks.” I shook my head, breezed passed the two orcs, walked right by B-Robb, nodding to him, then headed for the tent.

      

      As I walked into the tent, I really had to take a moment to appreciate the scene. They had done it big for the kid’s birthday party, that was for sure. They practically built an outdoor club in there surrounding Big Fat’s playground equipment throne, there was an orc band on an ad hoc stage, big ass speakers strategically placed around, alcohol everywhere, big coolers with somethin’ called “jungle juice” sloshin’ around inside, marijuana smoke thick in the air, a ridiculously extensive variety of barbecue platters. There were orcs dancin’, big booty orc girls grindin’ the shit out of their partners, and everyone was having a good old time, everyone except me, who was catchin’ curious, and at times, angry glances, and who didn’t want to fuckin’ be there to begin with. Big Fat Ton was sittin’ up top his big jungle gym lazyboy, a giant fuckin’ joint gripped in his fat right paw, while his left was draped around the shoulder of a slightly smaller, younger version of himself, which I guessed to be the son that this party was bein’ thrown for. I noticed Big Fat and the kid next to him had identical thick gold chains hangin’ around their necks.

      “Teek!” Big Fat boomed, seein’ me walkin’ towards him. “Well done. I heard through the grapevine you got them two outta there, and without knockin’ any heads around! Come on, come over here, this is my eldest boy, Little Fat. We’re throwin’ a little party for ‘em, he’s a grown orc now, not a boy young any longer.”

      “So what do you call him now, Medium Fat…?” I blurted absurdly under my breath.

      “Eh? What?” Big Fat Ton nodded at me. “What’d ya say?”

      “I said happy birthday Little Fat.” I walked up a little closer, nodded up to Big Fat’s pudgy mini-me, who was sittin’ there smiling stupidly. He was obviously in awe of his father and I got the impression he was more pleased about just bein’ close to the big fat fuck than he was about the day being his birthday. Big Fat leaned over some, lookin’ down at his son.

      “You see this hobgoblin here, boy?” He glanced over at me, his voice low so his son would think he was being favored with some important piece of information. “He’s a clever little shit. Make sure you keep a few clever sorts around ya, when your time comes.”

      “Okay.” The overweight orc youth nodded up at his father. “But dad, how am I gonna know if somebody’s clever or not?”

      Big Fat sucked his teeth, his eyes narrowing as he looked down at his son. “You use your fuckin’ head, pup, that’s how.” He hefted his fat left hand and smacked his son’s bald dome, then rubbed it. “And ya make sure your people are usin’ their heads when you give ‘em a job to do. Got it?”

      “Big Fat,” I said, clearing my throat, gettin’ impatient, feelin’ like this outrageous orc tryin’ to teach his son useful lessons and tips for when he’d succeed him and he’d be runnin’ this shithole playground, for when his bulk would be shifting in a more comfortable position on the playground throne, if he didn’t fall out from some virulent form of orc diabetes, anyway.

      Big Fat turned to face me, taking a major toke on his titanic sized joint. “What?”

      “You mind if we talk about some business?” I pointedly glanced at the fat young orc next to him. “I’m tryin’ to be on my way, keep it pushin’.”

      “Ah,” Big Fat rumbled, crackin’ a wide grin, “of course, of course. Ya got a real set of balls on ya, to be rushin’ a capo. But it’s my son’s birthday, so I’ll give ya a pass.”

      “No disrespect, Big Fat.” I nodded in a manly understanding.

      “Ya know, you really set those two junkies up good, how the hell did ya do it?”

      “A wise man never tells.”

      “Wait, what happened? What’d he do?” Little Fat turned to his pops, a confused look on his face.

      “He pulled off the job I gave ‘em, that’s what.” Big Fat smiled strangely at me, without turning to his son. “He was smart about it, he used his head and now he’s here for his reward.”  The massive, rotund orc nodded to me. “Ain’t that right, hob?”

      “I’d be lyin’ if I said you was wrong about that, Big Fat.” I grinned back up at him. He continued to look back at me without sayin’ anything for a few, and I started gettin’ agitated again. He puffed on his excessively big doobie some more, blowin’ out thick, uneven smoke rings.

      Tell ya what, Teek,” Big Fat finally said, leaning forward some. “I got an idea, and I think it’ll make everybody happy.”

      “I’m listening.” I spun my index finger in that familiar hurry-the-fuck-up-with-it motion.  Little Fat took a liking to that and started doing it while sitting next to his giant father, causing Big Fat to nudge the boy silently telling ‘em to knock it off.

      “You familiar with the grid, hob?”

      “The grid?” I shot back, wondering what the fuck he was talkin’ about.

      “Yea, the grid. I’m talkin’ ‘bout, Philly, the streets.”

      “Okay, and?”

      Big Fat smirked. “Reason why I ask, I know you ain’t been here in a long time.”

      “I was born and raised in this city.” My brow furrowed, showin’ the orc that I was offended he thought I could possibly forget somethin’ of such strategic importance. “Just ‘cause I took an extended vacation don’t mean I don’t remember the layout of these streets.”

      “Okay, good.” Big Fat peered around ‘til he spotted an unoccupied orc, then, seeing one nearby just sippin’ on a red party cup, he snapped his fat fingers at him. “Yo, bring the hobgoblin a drink, he’s lookin’ thirsty over here!”

      “Comin’ right up, Big Fat.” The orc, wearin’ a stretched out red basketball jersey walked over to one of the tables, picked up a red cup, but when he moved over to where the bottles of liquor were sittin’, he looked back over at me and asked, “what’s he drinkin’?”

      “I don’t want a drink.” I put a hand up in the direction of the orc holdin’ an empty red cup at the ready for me. “Big Fat, what’s the good word? What are we doin’ here? What’s the fuckin’ grid got to do with anything?”

      Big Fat smiled again, somewhat mirthlessly, a twinkle crossing his eyes. “Have a drink with us, Teek. After all, it’d be rude of you not to, on my eldest son’s birthday.” He turned back to the orc in the basketball jersey. “Get ‘em some jungle juice!” He barked.

      I sighed as I took the party cup with its sloshing cold red broth from the orc, grimacing as I took a healthy sip of the exotic yet funky tasting brew. It tasted hard, that fresh fermentation taste, with a tangy sweetness to it.

      “Can I have some jungle juice too, dad?” Little Fat looked up at his old man hopefully.

      “Maybe in a little while.” Big Fat turned back to me, seemingly pleased that I had taken to the jungle juice, having watched me take a few more sips after the first initial taste. “So, here’s what I’m thinkin’. I got a twenty by twenty that I’m gonna let you have, since the last guy I had runnin’ the spot got pinched and then mysteriously killed in lock up...”

      “Wait,” I began, then paused for a moment, feelin’ suddenly woozy. “What do you mean, twenty by twenty…?”

      “I’m sayin’ I’m gonna put you on a twenty block radius. It’ll be yours to run how you want, for a modest kick back to me each month.” Big Fat hit his big ass joint a few more times, blowin’ thick plumes of pungent cannabis smoke down at me. “From Emerald Street down to Aramingo, you can do whatever, but I get twenty percent of everything you make.”

      “Wow.” I shook my head. “Twenty percent? What am I, an asshole?!”

      Some of the orcs standin’ nearby got quiet and turned on me, waitin’ to see if I was gonna act a fuckin’ fool or if Big Fat would give the order to take my ass down.

      The big orc farted loudly after a moment, then smiled once more. “That’s how it is, alright? And no hustlin’ dope ‘til I say you can; consider it a probationary period. You got a problem with it, why not take your act over to your own fuckin’ kind? Maybe you’ll get a better deal back on Baron’s Street?” He waited a moment for me to answer, but when I frowned and stayed silent he went on. “Yea, I didn’t think so. It’s twenty percent, so let’s call that a thousand bucks a month. You get that to me and we have no problems.”

      “A thousand bucks a month,” I repeated numbly, my voice sounding distant to my own ears, a phantom pain stabbin’ me in the left pocket.

      “Yea, for now. If you perform for me though, sky’s the fuckin’ limit. I’ll bump you up to my own crew, shit, I’m all about ‘promotin’ from within’ like the humans say. If I put you on, hob, you’ll only have to hit me back with ten percent a month.” He licked his fat lips, seein’ the calculations goin’ on behind my eyes, thinkin’ that maybe hobgoblins weren’t so fuckin’ stubborn after all when it came down to worshippin’ at the most almighty altar of all: the god of cash fuckin’ money and that bottom dollar.

      Realizing I was gettin’ pretty intoxicated, I slowed down drinkin’ on that jungle juice and cocked an eyebrow up at Big Fat Ton. “I’m feelin’ like there’s a ‘but’ somewhere in there that ain’t bein’ said.”

      “True.” The giant orc grunted a laugh. “If you’re on my crew, then you’re taking my orders.  Even if it means goin’ after your own people, if I call, you better come runnin’.”

      “The way I see it, Big Fat, you gotta do what you gotta do to keep your dick up in this world.” I lit up a cigarette as the orc chuckled in surprise, then tossed the cup of jungle juice I was drinkin’ on a little off to the side of me. “And since we’re keepin’ it real with each other, I got no qualms about knockin’ off one of my own, if the price is right, you think us hobs are some fuckin’ close knit community?” Images of me and Shal hangin’ out crossed my mind, and I thought to myself, though if this fat prick asks me to whack my own cousin, that’d be a different story. Blood is somethin’ else entirely, and I’ll put a bullet through this orc’s dome piece real fuckin’ quick before I ever go after Shal. There’s no way I would off him, no way...

      A couple orcs of varying ages and sizes came runnin’ up, pushin’ passed me and standing below Big Fat.

      “Boss!” One of this crew hollered. “Boss, one of the kids—”

      “What is it?” Big Fat thundered, gettin’ real serious at the mention of the orc kids, many of them his own brood. “What happened?”

      “Well, I don’t know how to say it, but one of your sons… He… Well…”  The orc looked around nervously. “He jumped on the pony’s back and one of it’s fuckin’ legs broke.”

      “What?” Big Fat asked in confused relief, shootin’ this messenger an irritated look.

      “Ahahahaha!” Little Fat’s belly wobbled with him, just like his father’s did. “Was it Big Body Gug?”

      The orc messenger looked worried, like he didn’t wanna say what he was about to. “Boss, the pony’s wrangler, he’s makin’ a real stink, sayin’ we better pay ‘em for the pony or he’ll go to the cops.”

      Big Fat flicked an ash the size of a grown man’s thumb and thrice as thick from the tip of his joint and laughed, makin’ his massive guts bounce. “So? Pay ‘em, I don’t need the trouble. Last thing we need is them animal cops hangin’ around, ‘specially with my kids carryin’ on like they do.” Hearing that orc mention cops, an image flashed across my mind of the cops outside the Dozen Diamonds, the tiefling junkie and his skeezer in the back of their cruiser.

      “Big Fat, one more thing,” I called up to the mass of orc flesh, “the Dozen Diamonds.  It’s mine now, no?”

      The orc turned a stoned eye to me, seemed to consider what I said for a few. “Yea, fine.  Consider it a gift, on account of my son’s birthday. Just remember my cut.”
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      As I pulled into the Dozen Diamonds front parking lot, I couldn’t resist laughin’, noticing that the crowd of social justice warriors had dwindled down to just a few die hards, all humans, which made it more amusing somehow, still waving their fuckin’ R.D.O. posters around; either they were bored, just had nothin’ better to do, or they simply weren’t aware that the thing they were championing was over. The two junkie scumbags were no longer even there anymore, they were now passin’ love letters through their case managers in the new Philadelphia County jail, the CFCF, or Curran-Fromhold Correctional Facility. I drove back to the office building and parked right next to Mikey Delolo’s old Benz and sat for a moment before gettin’ out, thinkin’ of how I was gonna go about extorting this shithead landlord. The guy’s office was in the basement of the building, so once I got down the steps I adjusted my gat in my waist band then walked through the door.

      “Oh, hello,” the pretty tanned skin human receptionist greeted me, sounding a little surprised. Her glasses and thick head of hair gave her that classic porno secretary look, confirming some rumors I’d heard about Mikey Delolo. “Welcome to the Dozen Diamonds. Are you here to rent one of our units? We just had a space become available.”

      “Yea, no shit,” I snarled, causing the bitch to jerk her head back. “It’s ‘cause of my sweat that you can now rent that junkie’s paradise out to someone who will actually pay. Where’s Mikey?”

      She kicked back in her office chair from the desk, revealing an incredible pair of legs, long and slim, with a skirt that was far too short for a professional setting, pointed with the pen in her hand to the hallway behind her. “First door on the left.” I nodded to her and strode over to the door she pointed out, knocked hard twice and heard Mikey’s frustrated voice yell back somewhat muffled through the door.

      “Sheila, God dammit, I said hold on, I’m tryin’ to figure this pump thing out!”

      I turned the knob and shoved the door open, standing there in shock for a moment before I cracked into a grin. Mikey had jumped up, revealing he had dropped his pants and had nothin’ on below his bowler shirt, clothes-wise; however, there was a clear, tubular apparatus dangling from right below his gut, and it seemed to be suctioned somehow around his limp dick that for some absurd reason made me think of a worm. There was some sort of manual opened halfway on the desk in front of him and one of those little black cigarillos he enjoyed sittin’ half smoked in the big crystal ashtray.

      “Mikey, what the fuck,” I chortled, closing the door behind me. “I mean really, I’m appalled. This is how you’re gettin’ down? That your wife out there?”

      “No!” He snitched on himself, scanning the room for his discarded pants. “I mean… Wait… Why are you here? What do you want?”

      I walked forward and held my arms out, with a big shit eatin’ grin. “Ah, there’s the gratitude I was lookin’ for! Real nice to see you too.” I pointed down at the dick pump still hangin’ from his body. “You gonna put some pants on so we can talk or what, you fuckin’ nut?” I paused, a curious thought forming. “Does that thing even work?” I asked after a moment, an eyebrow raised.

      He sat back down in his chair with a great sigh, grabbed the silk, cumm stained, cheetah print banana hammock underwear sittin’ on his desk and attempted to drape it over the dick pump, making it look like he was sportin’ a miniature silken tent. I was dyin’ inside, nearly fuckin’ pissing myself struggling not the laugh at this fuckin’ guy, but I remembered I was here on business and I might have to get heavy if he said somethin’ stupid. I was gonna sit across from Mikey and grill ‘em, but I rejected the seat and decided to come around the desk and stand there next to him, you know, increase his discomfort.

      “Whoa, hey, what is this? What are you doin’?” Mikey looked up at me, sweat dribbling down his face from the exertions of the dick pump. “What’d you come here for, can’t you see I’m in the middle of somethin’?”

      “The way I see it Mikey,” I began casually, slowly pacing back and forth, “I did you a real big solid. Real fuckin’ big. And now that your problems are all gone, well, it’s time to pay the fuckin’ piper.” I paused for a moment, in thought. “Or hobgoblin, in this case. Whichever makes it easier for ya.”

      “What?” He looked at me stupidly, like he didn’t understand.

      “Do you work for free, Mikey? ‘Cause I sure don’t.”

      Mikey’s mouth hung open. “Wait, wait, wait, what are you sayin’?” He started to stand up, the dick pump bobbing up and down obscenely. “I’ll kick up a couple dollars to Big Fat as usual, but I don’t owe you nothin’, you’re just a worker bee, a fuckin’ minion for the orcs. I ain’t gonna get shaken down by the likes of you.”

      “Oh yea? Is that right?” I asked him, amused.

      “Yea! That’s right!”

      “Damn, Mikey.” I tsked, shaking my head. “What a short memory you have. I mean, here I come in, like a red knight, savin’ your ugly ass from all sorts of distress, and this is my reward? This is how you repay your friends, that do you a kindness?” As I spoke, I subtly inched closer to him, making him back up into the desk.

      “Hey, Tee...Teek, right? Why don’t you just get lost, huh? Don’t the orcs got a job for you to be gettin’’ to?”

      “Get lost? I see.” I quickly reached down and grabbed hold of the dick pump.

      “Whoa, what are you doing—”

      “Listen, Mikey, you seem to be confused about the situation. I don’t work for Big Fat, per se.” I started pulling on the pump a little bit, causing Mikey to yelp in pain. “As a matter of fact, in regards to me and Big Fat Ton, you should think of me more as a… what do ya call it…” I yanked a little harder on the pump, making Mikey start to yell for me to stop, but I went on, ignoring him. “A independent contractor, that’s it! So, here’s what we’re gonna do—”

      Mikey started to push at me, tryin’ to shove me off and away. “Stop! Let me go, for Christ’s sakes! I’m not givin’ you nothin’!” His voice cracked in panic as he was trying to back away, but only succeeded in driving a horizontal wedge into his dimpled ass from the corner of the desk.

      “You sure about that, pal?” I frowned at him in mock disappointment. I stopped pulling and yanking on the dick pump, just let my hand grasp it.

      “Yes!”

      “Okay, then.” I nodded to him, put my other hand on his shoulder.

      “Okay, then,” he repeated, breathing heavily in relief, “you think you can let my cock go now, ya fuckin homo?”

      “Oh, this?” I pointedly looked down at the pump, his eyes following mine, then, gripping his shoulder, I pulled as hard as I could on that fuckin’ dick pump, and when it finally came off with a loud pop! the whole shitty Dozen Diamonds complex must have heard Mikey the fuckhead howl. I reeled my arm with the dick pump back and proceeded to whack Mikey hard as shit in the face and head, causing him to stumble over his chair and his own fuckin’ feet and subsequently fall over backwards to the floor.

      “You… Mother… Fuckin’... Prick!” I roared as I got on top of him and fuckin’ wailed on ‘em with the dick pump, enraged. When he started to whimper and bleed after a few minutes, I reined myself in and stood up, throwin’ the pump down at his head.

      “Mikey! Boo boo!” The receptionist knocked at the door, her voice worried. “Is everything okay in there?”

      “Go sit down! Now!” I thundered back at the door. I heard her squeak an “okay!” and scurry off, her stripper high heels rapidly clicking away on the dirty linoleum floor. Looking back down at the asshole landlord, who had so recently told me to go fuck myself more or less, and who was now begging me to ‘please understand,’ and that ‘he already had an arrangement with one of Big Fat’s guys,’ I promptly lifted back my leg and kicked him hard in the belly, making him cry out.

      “All old arrangements you had before me are now null and avoid, you hear me?” I waited for some sort of verbal response or at least a fuckin’ nod, but when none was forthcoming after a few moments, I shoved my boot hard into his soft chubby gut. “Did you hear me or what?”

      “Yes!” He squealed. “Yes! Just please don’t kick me again!” He got into the fetal position, with his hands cupping his groin and whimpered more. I gave ‘em a few moments to be a fuckin’ man and get himself together, but when he didn’t I grabbed him by the arm and pulled him roughly up into his chair, where he started to tremble.

      “Okay, now this is how it’s gonna be, Mikey. From now on, I’m your fuckin’ point of contact. You have a problem with tenants again? You let me know, I’ll take care of it.” I nodded down at him, making sure his eyes were on mine and that he was paying close attention. “You got any trouble with hoods around the joint, fuckin’ scammers, whatever, you let me know and I’ll take care of it. The Dozen Diamonds is under my protection now, so make sure you communicate.”

      I let that sink in for a minute, and he slowly, dumbly nodded his assent. “Alright.”

      “Good.” I nodded back to him. “With that being said, the first of every month, you better have seven fifty for me.”

      “Seven hundred and fifty dollars?! But… But I only paid Big Fat’s guys three fifty!”

      “Yea? Do I look like Big Fat to you? Was it Big Fat and his crew that got those shitbird junkies outta here and got you out of your fuckin’ jam?”

      “Well… No…” He shook his head pathetically, making me curl my lip in disgust at his weakness.

      “Exactly,” I snarled at him. Then, calming myself, I went on, “the seven fifty, that’s from here on out. For what I did for you with those two junkies, though, we’ll call that four large even, and I’ll take that now, today, pronto.”

      “What?! You’re chargin’ me four grand for that shit?!”

      “Correct. That a problem, Mikey?” I loomed over him and he started to shake, and then he looked down and a sprinkle of piss had shot out of him, landing on his thigh.

      “Oh, Jesus… Oh, God...” He started mewling, tryin’ to cover himself.

      “Hey!” I snapped my fingers next to his face a couple times. “I don’t have all fuckin’ day to get my money outta you! Let’s go! Four thousand bucks, get it now or I’ll make yankin’ that dick pump off you feel like a walk in the fuckin’ park!”

      “Oh! Okay, it’s in the safe. In the safe—”

      “Where?!”

      Mikey pointed at a closet in the corner, them mumbled, “in the… the… closet…”

      “Go get it! Now! Do I look like I’m fuckin’ playin’ with you?!” I was goin’ off on him, and at this point I thought, you know what, fuck it. He wanted to be a fuckin’ asshole, right? I jerked my head forward like I was about to lunge at him, which he took as a signal to get off his fuckin’ ass and crack that safe. He leapt from his office chair and threw open the closet door, then, kneeling down, he nervously put in the key code, making the safe door whine and pop open slowly. Mikey, still shaking violently, reached in and grabbed a few neat stacks of bills, his eyes doing a quick count, then reluctantly walked back over to me, holding the cash out in front of him. Snatching it from him and doing a quick count to make sure it was all there, since I definitely didn’t trust this asshole not to pull some sheisty shit like that, I gingerly tucked the stacks of cash into my pockets. When I looked at Mikey and saw he was lookin’ like he was about to burst into fuckin’ tears, I got even more pissed. The fuckin’ balls on this scumbag, actin’ like that after he’s spent half his life overcharging people for his shithole apartments!

      “What’s your fuckin’ problem, Mikey?” I snarled, nodding at him.

      His eyes shifted from side to side for a moment before answering. “Four crackers is a lot of cash… Does… Does Big Fat know about this…?” I got right in his face in a matter of two rapid steps forward and his eyes got wide as he shrunk before me.

      “You wanna ask him yourself, Mikey? I just came from Big Fat’s. Quite a party they’re havin’ over there.”

      “A party?” He looked at me, not understanding what I was talkin’ about.

      “Yea, a party. Not a dick pump party, like you seem to enjoy.” I cocked an eyebrow over at the bloody apparatus layin’ on the floor. “A party for Big Fat’s chunky son. And you know what me and the big guy talked about?”

      “What? How would I know?”

      “We talked about your stupid ass Mikey. And this slum you got here—”

      “Wait—”

      “No.” I stared at him coldly. “Big Fat gave me the green light, so as far as you’re concerned, I’m your boss. It’s up to you how easy and pleasant you want that to be.” The guy was lookin’ real crestfallen as he shook his head and hung it low, trottin’ back to sit behind his desk, muttering something about how he should have never got involved with ‘these kinda people.’

      “It ain’t so bad, Mikey. Look at it this way,” I began, walkin’ towards the door, “you charge these dipshits two months rent plus a deposit just for the privilege of movin’ into this joint. Well, I’m chargin’ you a deposit for my services.” Mikey stared at me, dumbfounded, as I went on. “It’s just business. Besides, you’ll make it back in no time, after you rent to a few undesirables with enough cash.” Looking back as I opened the door and stepped out, I barked a laugh seein’ this jerk off slumlord sittin’ there waitin’ for me to close the door so he could cry his eyes out. “Oh, and Mikey,” I chuckled, “I’ll be back the first of the month, partner. Like the Bone Thugs song.” I walked out, closing the door hard behind me and strollin’ past Mikey Delolo’s receptionist whore girlfriend.

      I jerked a thumb back as I shoved the front door open, grinning savagely. “He’s ready for ya now! Ya might want to keep your ‘dance routine’ a little short this time though.”
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      Doing a little better now that I was walkin’ around with a few racks on me, sittin’ pretty in my pockets, I hopped in the Mustang. I lit up a joint, and cruised down ‘til I hit route 13, bustin’ a left on it and heading back in the direction of Kobold Town. Laughin’ as I thought about bustin’ that slumlord Mikey Delolo’s head with his own dick pump, I went to flip on the radio. As soon as it came on, that song, Fantasy by Mariah Carey, came pouring out of the little speakers in the car, making me fuckin’ cough and choke on the big toke I had just taken on the resinous end of my joint, then quickly flicking the radio off.

      I killed the joint and drove along in silence for a few moments, tryin’ hard not to think about that damn sexy hybrid orc girl Tyzee. I swear that song’s going to be burned into my mind along with her sweet sweet lips. Visions of her chillin’ back at the apartment above the kobold sushi joint were filling my head. I was still feeling a little sauced from that jungle juice I had been drinkin’ on back at Big Fat Ton’s orc birthday extravaganza for his boy Little Fat, and the alcohol and exotic spices the orcs put in that shit was making me feel fuckin’ lusty and frustrated, to say the least, especially as thoughts of Tyzee began to bubble more quickly to the surface of my inebriated mind. The brief, fleeting moments that we touched...That we kissed... Her naturally beautiful face and long hair... That damn beauty mark... Her incredible, voluptuous, yet athletic and toned body, lookin’ like she was built to be fucked by me endlessly... Fuck, I thought, feeling my loins on fire, like there was boiling iron in my balls, my dick hardening fast, straining against my pants. I need to get this nut off before I lose my shit!

      A tattered memory started to form, one from my youth here in Philly and I started peering around wildly, lookin’ for the name of a certain street which I knew to be nearby. Come on, I thought, my eyes darting from left to right, where is it, where the fuck is it? I was getting more agitated as I looked around, but then I remembered a voice, one I couldn’t pinpoint with any certainty as to who it belonged to, but I recalled it in my ear somehow over a distance of space and time, if ya passed Chickie’s and Pete’s, you’ve went too far! You’ll find everything ya need down by Devereaux and Brous! Slamming on the brakes as I nearly flew by the faded old street sign reading out Devereaux Avenue in cracked letters, I made a hard left and cruised down about a block or so, parkin’ next to the curb at the intersection of Devereaux and Brous. I walked around the corner for a bit, tryin’ to remember as inconspicuously as possible where the Bards and the Bees whorehouse was, which wasn’t easy to do since the corner was a little busy.

      “Ayo, langosta, what you need? Smoke? Powder?” A gruff vaguely Hispanic human voice called out from my right side. I ignored the guy as I kept lookin’ around, tryin’ to recall something, anything that would point me the right way. After I didn’t say anything back to the human tryin’ to peddle his shit to me for a few moments, I heard a grumbled, “oh, alright. Be like that then, weirdo.” And I wasn’t bothered again, though as my desperation grew and as I was about to ask the guy where the fuckin’ brothel was, when I turned to look where I thought he had been when he hassled me, there was no one there. Shaking my head and walking a little down from the corner I had parked at, I heard raucous laughter to the side and turned to look and see where it had come from, realizing I was seeing a wide alleyway. Yes! I thought, absurdly triumphant, seeing the hazy neon pink and red light shining down from above a doorway about a quarter of the way down the alley. Making my way quickly towards that direction, I hustled up to the door and knocked hard on it a few times. After about a minute, a tiefling in a classy suit slowly opened the door partway.

      “Yes? May I help you?” He looked down at me, a serene smile on his face.

      “Oh, I believe you can,” I replied back, attempting to mimic his serene shiteatin’ look.

      “Will you be having the Bards or the Bees this evening?”

      I raised an eyebrow at the tiefling. “The Bards, of course.”

      “Don’t think I’ve seen you here before. Are you a police officer?” He asked, after eyeballin’ me up and down briefly.

      “No.”

      “You sure?” He grinned. “‘Cause if you are…”

      “I ain’t a fuckin’ cop, man. Just a guy lookin’ to get some cheeks and keep it movin’.”

      The tiefling laughed at that, opened the door fully and moved to the side. “Up the stairs and to the left, speak with Madame Pleasure. Enjoy.”

      I nodded to him and headed in, amazed by how luxurious and opulent the joint was once you were inside. From the outside you’d never know it, you’d never be able to tell that this was an upscale, top tier brothel, with all kinds of options for you to fuck your heart out, whether you liked women or men or both, I mean there wasn’t even a discernible front entrance to the joint, you had to go down a fuckin’ alleyway behind a row of nondescript buildings and houses and spot a nondescript grey door with a pink and red neon light shining at all hours of the day and night. Once inside though, it was like walkin’ into another time, like you just entered the private royal harem behind the Sultan’s palace, all marble floors, dark wood floors and railings, silky curtained off entrances. You could tell the doorman you wanted the Bards if you were more inclined towards girls or the Bees if you were into guys; though if you wanted both, you simply had only to repeat the name of the establishment when questioned at the door, allegedly.

      As I walked up the stairs I couldn’t resist smiling, I could faintly hear the soft voices and laughs of women and I was remembering in little flashes the legendary status this whorehouse had obtained, especially amongst the local youth, and the myths and tall tales that had sprung up. My own cousin, Shal, had invented such a story when we were young, braggin’ about a heroic night he allegedly had at The Bards and the Bees, with the most beautiful hobgoblin girl you could ever imagine, though in reality that night never took place and that girl didn’t exist, or if she did, Shal definitely never met her, and neither did I.

      I cleared the top of the stairs, felt my boots sink slightly into very thick, very soft shag carpet and looked over to see a surprisingly sexy tiefling lady sitting in a carved oaken chair behind a fairly impressive mahogany table.

      “Hello there,” she said as I moved over to her desk, a hint of amusement in her voice. A little passed the prime of her younger years but still decidedly pretty fuckin’ attractive, with great flowing red hair, enormous round fake tits and extremely flattering makeup. Her horns were bright white, curled like a ram’s, and emerged from a huge head of hair that she wore up in a fancy sort of bun that almost looked like a modern art sculpture. She was sittin’ there with her be-ringed hands crossed on the table in front of her, the diamond encrusted gold of her jewelry twinkling when it caught the light, almost like she was waitin’ for me, and I noticed she was wearin’ a low cut all pink lady suit with little gold buttons and decals that, when I looked closer, were etched with Medusa’s face, making me think somewhat absurdly that Donatella Versace must have been this old tiefling whore’s idol. Because of the low cut of her suit, you could see the full, hefty cleavage that must have driven all kinds of men wild in her days.

      I let my eyes rove around the room for a second, seeing big, plush cushioned sofas and some gaudy velvet seats, but other than that there was no one in there but me and who I guessed to be the Madame, which was strange since I could have swore I heard voices floatin’ down to me from up there when I was comin’ up the stairs. There was an ornate, intricately carved dark pink partition wall sort of structure a little to the left of the Madame’s desk that I could very, very lightly hear sounds coming from, but couldn’t make them out nor see beyond the partition wall.

      “Hey, nice place you got here,” I replied, meeting the old Madame’s eyes.

      “Been awhile since a hobgoblin’s come by my humble little establishment.” She continued to smile but her eyes narrowed some, very much in a let’s-get-down-to-business way. “So. What would you like this evening? Do you have something particular in mind or would you like to see the menu?” She licked her lips quickly as she asked this last part.

      “I’ll see,” I began, then caught myself and paused. Vivid images of Tyzee were swarmin’ my mind, I wanted her bad right then and there, I was already so hot and worked up that the surge of hot, enflamed blood pounding through my head as I thought about her made me feel like I was about to fuckin’ explode. “As a matter of fact, yea. I do have something in mind. This is a little shot out, alright? But I’d like to meet one of your hybrid orc girls, if you have any that just might so happen to be hangin’ around the joint…?”

      “Of course.” The Madame chuckled, looking at me curiously. “And just so you know, that’s probably one of the least strange requests I’ve ever gotten, and I’ve been at this quite a long time.”

      I bet you have, I thought, sneakin’ a shady peek at her abundance of cleavage. “Alright, that’s what’s up. Do you have a girl like that… You know… available?”

      “Mmhmm.” She nodded.

      “Sensational.” I paused, waiting for her to summon one of her available hybrid orc whores, but noticed that the Madame hadn’t moved to do any such thing, just continued to sit there, looking at me with a vaguely amused expression. “So, can I...I don’t know...Meet her…?”

      “Sure thing sweetie, but first we have a little matter to discuss. Oh, it pains me to say this. Almost seems as if I speak without decorum. The customer always pays first, no?”

      “Oh, my bad,” I mumbled, a little embarrassed at my own faux pas. “How much do I…?”

      “Would you like to stay with her for the evening…?”

      “No,” I growled quickly, thinking that I was already so fired up I just might have taken this old tiefling whore if she strutted over to me and lifted her fuckin’ skirt. “Thanks, no. Let me get an hour.”

      “Very well, sugar.” She paused, giving me an amused, knowing look. “An hour it is. That’ll be five hundred dollars.”

      “Five hundred?” I whistled and let my eyebrows shoot up as I pulled a rack out, peeled off five hundred bucks and handed it over to her.

      “You’re paying for quality chateaubriand, not cheeseburger, honey.” Madame Pleasure snatched the bills from my hand and promptly dropped them onto her desk, then slid her hand to the left corner of her desk, clicking some lever or switch I couldn’t make out. The ornate pink partition wall began to slide open, revealing a long, luxuriously decorated corridor with doors intermittently spaced along the walls. Soft, seductive music coming from strategically placed speakers oozed out of the corridor, seeming to beckon me forward.

      “Your date will be waiting for you in the third door on the right.” The Madame looked up at me pointedly. “And please, do us the courtesy of not having to come in and remove you after the hour is up. Enjoy your time, Mr. Goodfellow.” She chuckled as I looked at her mildly confused, an eyebrow raised. I didn’t get the reference at the time but the exotic, sensual spell this place was casting over my senses seemed to usher me forward, and my feet seemed to move of their own accord, my feet resounding on the marble as I rapidly crossed the threshold into the corridor, which just a minute or two before had been concealed by an ornate pink partition wall.

      Somewhat nervously walking down the corridor, I counted the doors on the right hand side until I got to the third one. I was so ready to blow this fuckin’ strange hybrid orc whore’s back out with Tyzee on my mind that I really had to tell myself to chill the fuck out, this was just some strange pussy, a fuck her, thug her and leave her situation—wasn’t nothin’ to worry about. Taking a few deep breaths, I knocked on the door twice, softly, and heard a sweet sounding voice from the other side say, “come in!”

      After closin’ the door behind me, I look around, noticing the soft, fuzzy pink walls, the little chandelier dangling from the ceiling, emitting a sensual, low light. The hybrid orc girl rose from the heart shaped bed as I walked in, and I’d be lyin’ if I said she wasn’t a thoroughbred fuckin’ stunner. She was a little darker in color than Tyzee and her orc features had a latin flair to them; she had long thick hair interwoven of different colors, some strands green, some pink, some blue, and she was a little thicker and curvier than Tyzee, which at that moment didn't bother me one bit as I wasn’t in the mood for the romantic, slow “Brian McKnight playing in the background” type sex, but “pound you with a sledgehammer of a hard on” type sex.

      She approached me, the white see-through lace of her lingerie catchin’ my eye since it looked fuckin’ incredible on her, and she gently put her soft arms around my neck and shoulders, kissing my cheek and locking me in with an almost familiar, intimate embrace, her exotic perfume and natural scent mixing together, filling my nostrils, making me feel heady and intoxicated. The hybrid orc escort pulled back after a moment, sliding her hands softly down my arm and clasping my paws in her own. She had huge eyes, curved and slightly slanted, matching that latin flair she had going on.

      “Hi, daddy,” she said, smiling as she saw the positive response on my face, in my eyes, “I’m Bula.”

      Quality indeed! She’s good! I thought, letting her gently pull me over to the bed.

      “Hey, Bula. Damn!” I sat down, touched the warm skin of her hips as she stood in front of me, smiling down at me. My dick had gotten hard as a rock again after dyin’ down for a bit, but he was making a major appearance, enough for her to notice and playfully reach down, lightly squeezin’ and pawin’ at ‘em through my pants.

      “Well well well,” she murmured, winking at me, letting her index finger lazily swirl around the tip of my hard on through the pants. “I see you brought your friend with you.”

      “I see you got jokes.” I laughed.

      “Mmhmm. You’re cute. So, what’s your name, daddy?” She pushed me backwards so that I was layin’ down on the heart shaped bed, then promptly straddled me. I could feel the heat comin’ from her pussy already and it was fuckin’ maddening.

      “You just said it.”

      “Oh… Okay. I see how you like it.” She nodded slightly, continued to smile as she looked into my eyes, reaching up and pulling down the straps of her frilly white see-through bra. Quickly and expertly reaching a hand back for a moment and unclasping her bra, somethin’ she did in less than a blink of an eye, the girl cupped her big, ever-so-slightly sagging but still incredible tits, moaning as she hefted them up some and pulling at her perfect, thick nipples betwixt the index and middle finger of each hand, making them nipples harden and double in length. Now that she was fully topless I could see the tattoo of a golden spear coming from a little above her belly button up in between her tits, the tip of the spear stopping midway along her sternum, with raven’s wings sprouting from the sides of the bottom and a few skulls dangling from tattered cords. Seein’ me smilin’ back, quickly becoming enraptured with her and her body, she started grinding down against my hard on.

      “How do you want it, baby?” She asked, straight to business in perhaps the sexiest way, her hands reaching up my shirt and pullin’ it up, exposing my taut red belly, which seemed to galvanize and excite her for some odd fuckin’ reason before she undid the button of my pants, slowly pulling my zipper down, causing my hard prick to bulge out in my boxers and strain against the soft material. Before I could answer, she lifted the waistband of my boxers and proceeded to reach in and pull my dick out, her eyes widening and a grin tugging at the side of her mouth as she suddenly lifted herself off me, kneeled down and took my dick into her mouth, suckin’ on the head and lickin’ and suckin’ the rock hard shaft real sloppy, moaning as she tried to take me all the way in, poking herself in the back of her throat, which subsequently made me moan even louder. Her hair was like a fuckin cheerleader’s pompom she was workin’ it so hard. She sucked my dick so good my eyes were rollin’ up in my fuckin’ head and my toes were curlin’. I knew I was startin’ to make goofy ass faces and cooin’ sweet nothings to this whore noisily slurping away on me, so after another minute or two I put a hand down against her cheek, making her look up.

      “Yea?” She ran her tongue from the base up to the top, then lightly bounced my hard on against her cheek. “You like how I suck that big red dick? You want me to keep goin’?”

      “Lovin’ that shit… You’re bad as fuck,” I breathed huskily, gently but firmly pulling her back up on top of me. “The thing is though, I need to know what that pussy’s hittin’ for.”

      “Mmmm... Oh, shit!” She rubbed her sopping wet pussy, which had soaked through her panties, over and against the engorged head of my prick, and I pulled the soft silky wet material of the panties down from her sticky, puffy, sweet little pussy lips and slid it to the side with an index finger. I took my mans in a red paw, slippin’ the head up in between her lips, pushin’ it against her tiny little clit, making her squeal out, ‘oh my...Fuck me! Fuck me, daddy!’

      “Yea, you got that, baby,” I muttered, guiding myself up inside her, enjoyin’ all the sensations of this bitch’s top dollar pussy, the heat of it, how wet she already was, the little ridges and muscles along her pussy walls squeezin’ at me, gripping on my dick, the deep throaty moans that came out of her as she felt me all the way inside her, bumpin’ against her cervix. She started buckin’ and grindin’ down on me hard as a motherfucker, her thick perfect round ass quaking in my grasp.

      “Ah… Ah… Ah… Oh, fuck… Oh, dios mio! That’s it, big daddy!” She started screamin’, grabbed the back of my head and pulled my face into her big soft tits, which I started suckin’ and kissin’ and lickin’ on, making her cry out and start to orgasm, her cumm soaking my dick, her gorgeous little pussy leavin’ a creamy residue with her cumm on me, lettin’ me know in the most primal and fucking hot way possible that she was fertile for me. “Fuck I could take this big red dick… Ah!... Forever!”

      I pulled myself outta my sex haze and put my hands on her waist, pausin’ the bitch. “You… You gonna make me nut you keep doin’ that… Like that…” I brought my breath back under control.

      “Oh yea?” She looked down at me knowingly, a mischievous grin on her pretty face. “You wanna bust in this pussy, daddy? You ready to be a daddy?... Fuck I don’t even remember the last time I came like that.”

      I cut her off, grunting as I lifted her up and off my dick. Something in me was taking over, could feel it boiling my blood. “Take those panties off. Now.”

      “Oh, daddy!” She giggled as she squirmed out of the tiny pieces of fancy cloth.

      My hands dug into the flesh of her hips, and I stood her up, face to face with me. My dick was fuckin’ raging hard, literally, and I wasn’t in the mood for no more games. “I don’t ever take a bitch’s panties off, she’ll do it for me if she knows what’s up. The fuck I look like?”

      “Mmmm damn listen to you...! You look like a boss, daddy, that’s what the fuck you look like.” Her voice was a little raspy from vigorously suckin’ on my dick, and from her bein’ a little on the dumb side, and somehow that turned me on even more. She stepped out of the panties and climbed onto the bed, bending over and gettin’ into position on her hands and knees, shaking and wobbling her sexy ass up and down, from side to side in front of me. At a certain point she reached a hand back and gripped a thick round ass cheek, pulling it open and then turning her head to look back at me. I got up into the bed behind her, letting my hard prick nuzzle up on her pussy, slip in and out between her sticky lips, causing them to make a little kissing sound and the hybrid orc whore to squirm and moan softly while I admired her green body and how sexy and perfect she looked bent over like this, her big round ass and puffy little wet twat in my face, inviting me in. Moving in closer behind her, I let the tip of the head of my cock enter her soft juicy pussy hole and let it sit there a moment.

      “The name’s Teek, by the way,” I whispered as I leaned forward, pushing my prick all the way into her, making her scream out and scratch at the bed. “And I’m gonna give you a good fucking ride.” I pushed her head down and heard a muffled, wild laugh as she bit down on the soft blanket and threw her ass back at me hard. We reached a good fucking rhythm, was like a bird steadily beating its wings, my hips pounding, her ass cheeks clapping. She was startin’ to nut again, she was making lustful, throaty animal noises and as my dick pumped in and out of her she started squirtin’ spurts of her sparkly juicy cumm out onto the blanket, my balls, my dick.

      “YES! Bust… That… Pussy… Open… Teek!” She cried out rhythmically, each time her full sexy ass bounced against me, taking me balls deep into her. My hands snatched her thin waste to give me even more leverage, to control just the right angle and momentum of me rocking her, making her whole body ripple with how hard and fast I was workin’ her. I was really startin’ to lose my shit, the sneaky bitch was making that pussy pulse and squeeze all over my dick and I really needed to fuckin’ cumm, especially after multiple thwarted hard ons and their respective thwarted nuts. I slowed my thrusting down some and smacked her round ass hard a couple times, then bluntly told her I was about to bust an outrageous nut.

      “You wild bitch, I’m about to give it to ya.”

      Bula the hybrid orc whore immediately threw her hands back, gripped her big booty and spread it wide, yellin’ out, “oh, shit! Yes daddy! Gimme!”

      That was it, I nearly fuckin’ swooned and fell out when I slipped my swollen dick from her, drippin’ for real, roaring as I unloaded my fuckin’ soul out in thick, hot, ropey, pearly white spurts all over her puffy, swollen little cunt, her ass, her spread open asshole, with hot drips of my cumm dribbling into her ass and causing her to giggle-scream from the sheer heat of it.

      She dropped down and laid there laughing while I hunkered down next to her and played with her ass cheeks, makin’ ‘em wobble, gettin’ pure, simple pleasure from watchin’ it. Turning over after a couple minutes of this, she smiled at me, her eyes hazy and her lids half down.

      “Wow… I prayed to Luthic for so long for a man to come and knock my fucking screws loose like that! Where have you been, daddy…?”

      I laughed and was about to say somethin’ when I looked over at her and for a split fuckin’ second thought Tyzee was lookin’ back at me. My ears reared back as I shuddered. Ah hell.  Tyzee won’t give me a moment’s peace. “Ah... I’ve...”

      “What’s wrong? You looked like you seen a ghost, daddy. That was an incredibly lay.”

      “I’m sure you tell all the cats that shit,” I spat, feeling guilty for some incomprehensible reason, standing up and gettin’ down off of the bed, which was exquisitely made when I came in, but was now in disarray.

      “Uh, no?” She sat up, lookin’ at me like she was insulted. “What’s up with you? Are you one of those guys that gets all weird after they cumm…?”

      I shook my head and grimaced at the thought that she probably had numerous experiences with customers like that. “How much time I got left?” I asked, looking around for my clothes, which had become strewn about the room. I was feelin’ a little dizzy and agitated.

      Her eyes flashed over to the digital clock sittin’ on the little nightstand next to the bed. “Like twenty minutes. Did I do something wrong…?” She stood up and pressed her body up against mine, putting her arms around my neck again, lettin’ me feel her hard nipples graze against my chest and I instinctively put my arms around her, holding her against me.

      “No, you’re amazing. Let’s chill for a bit, you drained my fuckin’ balls.”

      She pulled away, smiling, then her eyes widened like she had just thought of somethin’ significant. “You go ahead and sit down on the bed right here, daddy.” She gently pulled me back over to the bed and sat me down on the edge. “Let me clean you up, get you a drink.” She nodded over to the little mini bar up against the wall. “What’s your flavor?”

      I rubbed a tired hand down my face. “Spiced rum and Coke, some ice, if you got it.”

      She nodded and strutted over to the mini bar, my thick cumm rolling down her soft ass and thighs, lookin’ like I sprayed her down from the back with fuckin’ warm vanilla icing. This bitch was really something, most definitely worth the five hundred clams, but my pleasure and the after sex high I was lookin’ forward to was marred and bitter with thoughts of Tyzee. I couldn’t help thinkin’ of her finding out, what she would think, what she would say. Would she just up and fuckin’ leave, without us ever knowin’ what might have been…?

      

      “Here ya go, handsome.” Bula was in front of me, a rum and Coke with ice clinkin’ against the glass held out to me. She must have done a quick bird bath ‘cause I couldn’t see a trace of my come on her, and she had put on a little see-through pink piece of lingerie, it looked like a sexy bathing suit. I took the glass from her, drained half of it and noticed she had kneeled down with a hot, pleasant smelling little towel and gently rubbed my dick with it, which, if I’m bein’ honest, made me purr like a fuckin’ cat. When she was done with the towel she lifted my dick and gave ‘em a couple sweet little kisses, then she sat on my lap.

      “I gotta tell ya, you’re really somethin’, baby. You’re special.”

      “I bet you tell that to all the girls,” she shot back, pretending to be mad, a grin on her lips and an eyebrow raised at me. Laughin’ out my denials, I looked over at the little digital clock she had looked at before and realized our time was just about at an end. I patted her on the thigh for her to get up off me and then I stood up and started putting my clothes on.

      “When you gonna come see me again, daddy?” She murmured as I pulled my shirt down over my head.

      Raising an eyebrow and reachin’ into my pocket, I pulled out a couple hundred dollars and stuck it in her hand. “Soon.” I lied.

      “Damn, thank you, daddy!” She threw her arms around me again, hugging me tightly, kissin’ on my neck and face. I smiled at her somewhat sourly, squeezed on her ass real quick then turned to leave.

      “By the way,” she started, tossing the big tip I had given her on her nightstand like it was nothin’ when I was about to open her door. “Who is she? The girl you were thinking about while you were fucking my brains out?” I froze and thought about it, a red hand grippin’ the bronze door handle. “I don’t know... And neither does she.” The door closed behind me as I walked out.

      

      “Well?” The tiefling Madame grinned and nodded up at me as I came into her view again. “Worth it?”

      “Worth it,” I repeated, nodding back to her. “Worth every fuckin’ dollar. Girl’s a real dime piece.” I paused thoughtfully for a moment. “Less questions would be better though.”

      Madame Pleasure cocked an eyebrow at me as I breezed passed her desk and started to descend the stairs. “Make sure you wash that off your face,” she said in her haughty, refined whore voice, “before going home to your... whoever. Come back soon, darling.”

      

      After hittin’ the bathroom on the first floor of The Bards and the Bees and washing off the hybrid orc whore’s makeup and glitter and full lipstick kisses stamped over my face and neck, which wasn’t as easy as it sounds since the deep red lipstick blended in with my red skin tone, I left the brothel, slidin’ passed the tiefling doorman and heading out into the night. As I was walkin’ up the alley, back the way I had come from, a somewhat chunky elf in a bougie designer suit walked by me, ostensibly headin’ towards the whorehouse I had just recently came from. He looked vaguely familiar and as we walked by each other he looked over briefly and nodded to me, a nod which I returned.

      I walked back over to my car and hopped in, noting that it was startin’ to look pretty fuckin’ worn down since I left California, shit, since the train heist really; fuckin’ Mustang was lookin’ like it had been through some shit and then some. As I drove on, my thoughts started drifting to everything that had happened the last couple of weeks, all of it happening so fast.

      My finger flicked the radio on, as I needed everything I could to help me relax. Some human voice came on singing that hip hop that a lot of humans were going on about these days, some of which I liked, most of which I couldn't stand, but this human fool had somethin’ to his voice that made me stop by roiling train of thought and just listen: “I grew up on the crime side, the New York Times side. Staying alive was no jive. Had second hands, moms bounced on old men, so then we moved to Shaolin land. A young youth, yo rockin' the gold tooth. 'Lo goose only way, I begin to G off was drug loot... Cash rules everything around me...”

      You're fucking right it does, black human rapper. A grin couldn't help but grow on my face, like tree roots spreading. I had a bulge in my pants, but not that kind—it was the money I’d taken from Mikey Delolo. My first fuckin’ piece of action in this city. I’d collected four grand from him already and would be collecting $750 per month. But of course, I’d just blown $700 of it right off the bat. With the bit I’d kept from the liquor store robbery, it brought me close to four large total again. And I still had a bit of the original money I’d brought. All in all, I had $5,000 to my name, give or take a beer. Still, that wouldn't last long.

      I took in the city skyline, the City of Brotherly Love with it's bridge and shining river. No, five racks wouldn't last very long. And more than that, as I looked out at all the rising buildings, monuments to ambition and progress, I saw a future for myself. Mikey Delolo and his $750 per month would be just the beginning. Hell, with just a handful of rotten apples like Mikey, I’d be set. And why stop there... guys who really worked up the ranks in this thing of ours, well $750 a month was money they wiped their asses with. The things I could do with that kinda money, real money... The things I could buy for my two girls, hell, my shit-eating little goblin.

      My two girls. I caught myself. Fuck, I had to confront it. These two broads, especially Tyzee, had their claws in me, and not just in my pants... but in my chest... in my heart. Something has to be done about it. A tower loomed out from the city as I drove. The logo was recognizable all over the states, bright white, glowing there amid the city lights. The Halus Corporation, helmed by Dalton Sentega. With so much money at its disposal it could buy half the country. Something has to be done about a lot of things.

      And then there was Baron’s Street, and my cousin sitting there in our family house, brooding as he stared at the crowned statue of himself. The kobolds chanting about a dragon god coming to cleanse the world with fire, Big Fat Ton raising his little brood in a gangsterized playground, a hidden Drow boss of the entire city pulling strings from the shadows. And all of them after one thing.

      “Cash rules everything around me. C.R.E.A.M. Get the money, dollar dollar bill ya’ll!”

      You’re damn right, black human. You’re damn right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          From the Author

        

      

    

    
      Keep reviewing my books, ya snot-nosed ragamuffins!!!

      Hahaha, just kidding bro. I’m gonna keep it 100 with ya though, the real way to help your old bard here keep telling Teek’s tale is to leave a review—it makes all the difference in the world!!! You can just swipe left when you’re done reading this page and the Kindle App will prompt you, takes like 30 seconds.

      I love my reader tribe even more than a hobgoblin loves his legion, so if you want to be a part of it and stay updated on new releases, freebie giveaways and just general news  you can join my Facebook group or my newsletter. In either one you can send me messages and let me know what you’d like to see in future books!

      Okay, stay fresh!
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