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Not a Dog




It was a blustery winter day: the perfect kind for a hot beverage at Kitty Coffee. Caliper, an orange-brown goblin and the only customer at present, was ensconced at her favorite table: about midway between the door and the fireplace but closer to the wall. Since the table was sized for humans and elves, she used a tall chair for it, with her feet hooked on the top rung. She liked the view from the taller chairs, where she could survey the entire shop at a glance. Her coffee, roasted and ground at the store this morning before brewing, steamed at her elbow, with a dollop of half-cream and a teaspoon of sugar: delicious. Caliper took a sip, sighed with pleasure, and read her newspaper. 

When the door jingled, she glanced at it in time to see a wolf pad inside.

The wolf was dark gray, with a white ruff and white paws. Though bigger than most large dogs, Caliper thought she was small for a wolf. Around her neck was a green collar, and she wore a matching knit sweater that read “good girl” across the back. She padded to the fireplace, lay down with her head up, and looked at the barista, tongue lolling in a friendly, dog-like manner. 

The barista, Raeku, smiled and waved to the wolf. Caliper decided this was just another day in Zendzu-ksto and returned her attention to her newspaper. A few minutes later, Raeku brought a bowl of soup to the wolf, who lapped at it delicately.

Kitty Coffee had been designed with all of Zendzu-ksto’s sapient inhabitants in mind: humans, goblins, elves, shifters, city-spirits, and the recent addition of dragons. Thus, it had spacious aisles, a high, vaulted ceiling, and a giant rectangular table of draconic proportions with plenty of space around its long, padded benches. The oversized table’s narrow sides had space for non-dragons to pull up a chair. In addition, there were many smaller tables, some at a good height for humans and elves and others sized for goblins (or human or elf children). Non-dragon chairs ranged in height and width, making it convenient for goblins to sit at tall tables, if they chose, or for big folk to stretch out their legs while sitting alongside a short table.

The fireplace had an enormous plush rug in the shape of a curled-up cat before it and several comfy chairs about it, spaced so a dragon would have room to sit on the rug. A cheerful fire crackled, radiating warmth. Despite its airy proportions, Kitty Coffee always felt cozy.

The next person to enter had the tall, slight build of an elf woman, but with round tiger ears, a long tail striped in orange and black, and fluffy paws instead of feet. The paws caught Caliper’s eye. She couldn’t remember seeing a shifter in a partial-shift with paws before. And why would anyone go barefoot in Zendzu-ksto in winter? 

The newcomer took one look at the wolf and squealed, “Doggie!” in excitement. She clapped her hands together and yelled, “Raeku, can I pet your doggie?” as she rushed to the fireplace.

“She’s not mine, and that will have to be her call.” Raeku fetched a small bowl-shaped cup with the Kitty Coffee logo on the side: a stylized cat curled around a steaming coffee cup. “Cappuccino?”

“Sure!” The catgirl knelt next to the wolf and held out her hand. “Hi girl! Can I pet you?” In answer, the wolf sniffed her hand, then nosed it.

“That’s not a dog.” Caliper couldn’t help saying it. The animal was obviously a wolf. Both the stranger and Raeku had to know that. 

“Bah.” The catgirl ran both hands over the wolf’s head, rumpling her ears and then fuzzing her thick ruff. “She’s too small to be a wolf-shifter, and she’s wearing a sweater. That says ‘good girl’. Who’s a good girl?” she asked the wolf in playful tones. The wolf lolled her tongue, meeting the newcomer’s eyes. “It’s you! Yes it’s you!” She scratched behind the wolf’s ears, and the animal thumped one hind leg. “If she’s an actual wolf and not a wolf-like dog, she’s a tame one, and that’s pretty much the same as a dog.”

Caliper considered this insight. “Fair.”

Raeku smiled at the byplay as she made a cappuccino. When she brought it over, the catgirl dusted off her hands and stood to take it. She peered into the cup. “Aww, that’s so cute. Thank you, Raeku.”

“You’re welcome!” Raeku’s smile widened. “Let me know if you need anything else,” she added as she returned to the counter.

The stranger glanced around the big, empty shop, then strolled to Caliper’s table. “Would you like company, or shall I leave you in peace to enjoy your paper?”

Caliper glanced up at the woman, surprised. She often found strangers intimidating or off-putting. She liked to come to Kitty Coffee and enjoy her paper, her coffee, and the presence of other sapients—but not actual interactions with them. Still, something about this one’s carefree, good-natured smile appealed to her. And she had to admit she was a little curious about this feline shifter who called a wolf ‘doggie’ and walked barefoot—barepawed?—in winter. “Sure.” She patted an empty chair in invitation.

“I’m sinful.” The catgirl slid into the offered chair, setting her cup down. “Look how great Raeku’s cappuccino-art is. Isn’t that fantastic? It’s too cute to drink now.”

Raeku had drawn a tiger head, white with brown stripes, in foam and espresso. It was blurring a little already, but still recognizable. “It’s lovely, but I bet she’ll be disappointed if you don’t finish it before it gets cold.” Caliper wasn’t sure if the newcomer meant it was sinful to ask a stranger for company, or to drink cappuccino, or to ruin the picture, or something else.

“I suppose so.” The catgirl sipped her drink. Her sapient species had to be human or elf, given her height, but her tiger ears and coloration made it hard to tell which. She had elven eyes, though: larger than a human’s but smaller than a goblin’s. They were bright green in a pale orange face with hints of tiger markings: faint stripes around the eyes and cheeks, skin whiter around her mouth and throat. “So, you are?”

It was at this point Caliper realized ‘Sinful’ must be the stranger’s name. “Caliper.” She searched her mind for something to add besides how did you get such a weird name? “Are you a local?”

“Um, semi-local? I’ve lived in Zendzu-ksto for almost half a year now. You?”

“Grew up here,” Caliper said. She and her mom had lived with her grandmother for a few years after her mom’s divorce, before Caliper came back to the city. But that seemed too personal to discuss with a stranger. “How do you like Zendzu-ksto so far?”

“Oh, I love it! Doesn’t everyone?” Sinful sank back in her chair and flexed her arms. “I’m stronger already! Especially in my bigger forms. I can’t wait to see what it’s like in a few years.”

Caliper smiled, her long ears relaxing to the sides of her head. Residents of Zendzu-ksto were famously stronger, faster, and tougher than people from other parts of the world, although in the modern era it had little impact on the lives of most people. “I’ve met people who don’t like the city, but I don’t really understand why.”

“I know, right? I’ve heard it feels more welcoming to some people than others, when you first get here,” Sinful said. “But it’s hard to believe. I’ve felt as if Zendzu-ksto wanted me to stay from the moment I crossed the border. It’s so good.”

Next to the fireplace, the wolf lay with her head on her paws, her soup finished. Then something caught her attention; she raised her head in alarm, ears pricked, nose sniffing at the air. She bolted for the restrooms, ducking through the enormous doors of the dragon-sized one. Raeku hurried after her, bringing a mop and bucket. The barista started mopping the floor in front of the restrooms. Caliper half-thought the wolf must have vomited, except that she hadn’t paused and there was nothing on the floor. A strong citrus scent added to the coffee smell in the air. Sinful wrinkled her nose.

Outside, a muffled voice yelled something. The door jingled, and the no-longer muffled voice called, “Taeyna! Taeyna!” A scruffy young human entered the coffee shop. He had a narrow face with a sharp nose and shaggy eyebrows, long dark hair in a ponytail, golden-brown skin, and a trim beard. After entering, he covered his nose with one hand, features scrunching in distaste. When he spotted the barista, he waved his free hand, grinning. “Hi, Raeku! Have you seen Taeyna?”

The barista shook her head.

“Huh. I smelled her coming in here…” He took his hand from his nose, started to sniff, and then clearly remembered why he’d covered his nose earlier.

“Oh, yes, she was here earlier.” Raeku motioned with the mop handle to the empty soup bowl near the fireplace. “But not now, as you can see.”

The bearded man pinched his nose shut. “Ugh. I’m so sorry about her. What do we owe you?” With his free hand, he pulled a wallet from his pocket. 

“It’s fine. I still have credit on the tab.” Raeku offered a kind smile, mopping the wide aisle between tables as she finished the section before the restrooms. 

“Do you know where she went? We were supposed to go to the shifters’ club this morning…” He surveyed the coffee shop again, apparently in case he’d missed spotting a wolf on the first survey.

“I don’t know what her plans were,” Raeku said.

The young man’s eyes had lighted on Sinful. “Ooh, another shifter! Are you going to the club?” He crossed the shop to stand by their table, wide-eyed with curiosity.

“I didn’t know there was a shifters’ club in Zendzu-ksto.” Sinful twisted and leaned back in her chair to watch the stranger. “Where is it?”

“Not far! Four blocks? I picked up a flier for it the other day.” He pulled a crumpled sheet from his pocket and held it out to her. “I’m Zeksi! Wolf-human shifter.” His ears shifted in demonstration, moving higher on his head and turning lupine. The transformation loosened the hair in his ponytail; Caliper was surprised it didn’t muss his hair more. He sprouted a tail as well; his clothes must have had a slit to accommodate it.

“I’m Sinful. Tiger-elf.” She accepted the sheet, glancing over it.

“And you are?” Zeksi turned to Caliper, his brown eyes lively and interested.

“Caliper. I’m not a shifter.”

“That’s cool too!” Zeksi assured her.

Sinful returned the flier. “Sounds interesting. So you haven’t been there before?”

“Nope! But we need to meet more shifters in Zendzu-ksto. Well, people of all kinds, too.” He flashed a wide grin at Caliper, eyes crinkling. “But shifters are a good place to start, already got something in common, you know? I love your paws!” He motioned to Sinful’s legs. “I’ve never tried to have paws in a bipedal shape.”

“You haven’t? They’re great.” Sinful flexed the pads, long claws peeking out from the fluff. “I don’t know why it’s not more common.”

“So your paws don’t get cold?” Caliper wasn’t sure if that was a rude question, but she was curious, and now they were on the topic.

“Naw. The skin’s thick, and the fur keeps them warm. If there’s snow or ice, I wouldn’t want to stay out all day like this. But even then, it’s not a big deal, and a day like today is fine.”

“Ooh. Nice,” Caliper said.

“I love meeting shifters who enjoy shifting, you know?” Zeksi put one hand on the table. “It’s fun. People ought to have fun with it, right?”

“I know what you mean. Here, lemme show off my other elf-tiger shape.” Sinful pulled off her sweater and stood, wearing a stretchy top and leggings. She stepped back from the table. Zeksi straightened, his full attention on her. Sinful grew: no longer lean and elven, but muscular and huge, towering over Zeksi. Her tiger features changed from subtle markings on her skin to short fur and a pronounced muzzle, her head mixed between elf and tiger. She still had long waves of auburn hair.

Caliper wondered if she’d intended to frighten the wolf-shifter. As a goblin, Caliper was used to people being much bigger than her, but Sinful’s bulky shape was on another level. 

If Zeksi was intimidated, it didn’t show. He clasped his hands together in delight, tail wagging like a dog’s. “That’s amazing! I’m trying to master a bigger humanoid form, but I haven’t got the hang of it yet. Here’s my wolf.” He changed into an enormous wolf: half again Taeyna’s length, at least. While Sinful’s clothes had stretched to accommodate her bigger form, Zeksi’s disappeared. His fur was a mix of gray and red, dark on his back and lightening along his underside. He wasn’t as big as Sinful, but he was more massive than he’d been in human form. No one could have mistaken him for a dog.

“Ooh.” Sinful crouched to admire him, then changed into her own tiger shape.

Caliper reminded herself that she’d seen dragons before and therefore Sinful was nowhere near the biggest person she’d ever seen.

Wow, that was a big tiger.

Caliper did not climb out of her chair to hide behind it, or run away, but she might’ve pressed against the back of it.

Zeksi pranced in a circle about the tiger, tongue lolling with enthusiasm. “That’s so good! I’ve never met a tiger-shifter before.”

Sinful sat on her haunches. She chuffed: a pleasant, amused huffing noise that sounded just a little like a purr. 

Caliper eased forward in her seat, peering at the two animal shapes. “Where does your clothing go when you do that?”

“It stays with my elf shape. Things you wear in one shape stay with that shape when you shift. So you have to take off anything you want to access after shifting,” Sinful said. “Or shift back to get it.”

“But your clothes didn’t go away when you shifted to a bigger humanoid shape.” Caliper rested her elbows on the table, leaning forward to watch them. They were both such large shapes that they were taller than the table.

“Oh, yeah, partial shifts keep what you’re wearing. For whichever full shape you’re most similar to. So if, say, I shifted my forepaws in this shape to hands, I wouldn’t get my elf clothing back. Which is good, because it wouldn’t come anywhere close to fitting.” 

“You can shift your forepaws to hands?” Zeksi sat back on his haunches, startled.

“Well—no. But if I could, it wouldn’t change that I’m in tiger shape and have anything I was wearing as a tiger and not whatever I was wearing as an elf. Anyway, I have to be careful about what I’m wearing when I shift to a bigger elf shape or I might rip it. That’s why I took the sweater off.” She jerked her head to indicate it.

“Yep! That’s how it works.” Zeksi changed back into a wolf-eared human. “Anyway, it’s been great talking to you, but I better find Taeyna.”

“Oh yeah, understandable.” Sinful turned back into a catgirl and straightened her clothes. By now, Raeku had finished mopping the main aisles and returned to the counter. “Nice meeting you!” Caliper waved to him as well. 

He waved back, wagging his tail, before running out the door, calling, “Taeyna!”

Caliper waited until the muffled echoes of his call died away. “So. Uh. If he’s Taeyna’s owner, shouldn’t we have told him she’s here?”

“If she doesn’t want to go to the shifter club, I don’t see why he should make her.” Raeku stowed the cleaning supplies.

The wolf poked her nose out of the dragon restroom door. “Is he gone?” she whispered.

“I knew you were a wolf-shifter!” Caliper exclaimed. Not that she’d been certain. But it was more likely than Raeku hiding a wolf from the wolf’s owner.

Sinful gaped. “That’s incredible. How do you shift to be actual-wolf-sized?”

Taeyna slunk out of the restroom, shifting into human shape. She had similar features to Zeksi: golden-brown skin, long dark hair, narrow face. Her nose had a gentler slope, wider at the nares, while her hair was loose and fell over half her face. “Sorry for making you think I was an animal.” She wasn’t whispering now, but her voice wasn’t much louder than when she had been. She sidled closer. “Sometimes it’s just too hard to be a person.”

Sinful gave a snort, a little like her tiger shape’s chuffing. “Hey, if you’re all right with me yelling ‘Doggie!’ and petting you, I’m not gonna complain. Seriously, though, your wolf form is astonishing. I’ve never seen an animal shift that small.”

“The Crow Lord literally shifts into a crow.” Caliper couldn’t help pointing that out. If Sinful’d been living in Zendzu-ksto, she must have heard of the Crow Lord.

“Yeah but he’s a gigantic crow. Have you seen him with his murder? He’s bigger than any three of them put together.”

Right, of course Sinful knew about the Crow Lord.

Sinful continued, “I don’t know any other shifter with an animal shape that can pass for the real thing. Everyone else is way bigger and tougher. You saw how big Zeksi was as a wolf. I wouldn’t have called him ‘doggie’!”

Taeyna lowered her head to gaze at her feet, more of her hair obscuring her face. “I know it’s ridiculous. I just like being small, all right?”

The catgirl gave her a look of blank confusion. “What do you mean ‘ridiculous’? It’s amazing.”

Taeyna peered at them through her veil of hair. She drew closer, stopping several paces away. “…do you really think so?”

“She’s said it like five times now?” Caliper raised her eyebrows, ears lifting. “I’m confident she thinks so. You need her to say it again?”

“Ignore her.” Sinful waved a hand towards Caliper in a shushing motion. “Yes I really think so.”

“Oh.” The human took another step forward. Caliper felt like Sinful was reeling Taeyna closer through sheer force of personality, and couldn’t blame her for being drawn in. “Everyone else in my pack thought it was silly to work at having a smaller shift.”

“Do you know what’s silly?” Sinful leaned forward. “Everyone else in your pack! I didn’t know that was a thing you could work at. How do you do it?”

“It’s just like practicing to be larger, but in reverse.”

Sinful gave her another blank, befuddled look. Caliper didn’t know what that meant either, but she hadn’t expected to understand it. Taeyna had been lured within a meter of the table now, and Sinful patted the seat of an empty chair in invitation for her. 

The human pulled it back and perched on the edge, to one side, as if she might need to take flight at any moment. She pushed her hair behind one ear. “So at the start of a shift, as I feel the shift swell inside of me, instead of reinforcing it with ‘yes good more wolf’ I reinforce it with ‘yes good less wolf’.”

“Uh.” Sinful’s ears splayed, canted in confusion. “Doesn’t that just mean you stay human?”

“No, no. I’m still channeling wolf energy. Just small. Let me show you.” She slipped from the chair and into wolf shape, the same size as earlier. “This is channeling wolf energy, but small.” She used her paws to push off her collar and then wormed out of the ‘good girl’ sweater with somewhat more difficulty. 

“Do you need a hand with that?” Sinful asked.

“Mph, no, I’ve got it.” She wrangled the sweater onto the floor. “And this is big wolf energy.” She grew; her new shape looked like a wolf-shifter—not as large as Zeksi, but still far too large for a typical wolf. 

Sinful applauded, sitting back in her seat. 

Taeyna pressed her head against the floor and covered her face with her forepaws. “No, no, don’t do that. It’s nothing.”

“Bah, it’s fabulous,” Sinful said.

“It’s not, it’s not.” Taeyna gave a lupine whine. “Your giant tiger-elf shape is much more impressive.”

“Aw, thank you. Wait, you saw that?”

“Well. I was peeking between the doors. So I could see when Zeksi left.” Taeyna shifted into human shape and picked up her discarded collar and sweater. 

Sinful rubbed the back of her neck, abashed. “Oh. Um, sorry for talking with him for so long and keeping him here.”

“No, no, that was good.” Taeyna perched on her chair again, peering at Sinful. “Thank you for distracting him. And also not telling him I was hiding in the restroom.”

“It’s fine. Do you—er—do you need help with him? Is he harassing you?”

Taeyna shook her head, hair whipping around, startled. “No! Not at all. He’s just…very enthusiastic. And I’m better at hiding than confrontations.” She hid her face behind her hair again. “It’s not his fault.”

Sinful rounded her mouth in an O. “Sure.”

Caliper wasn’t sure, but she wouldn’t argue with a stranger about something the stranger was in a much better position to know. Taeyna gave her a sidelong glance and said, “Oh no, I’m sorry, are we keeping you from reading your paper?”

The rest of Caliper’s coffee had grown cold while she’d been listening, her chin on her hands as she watched them. “No, you’re not keeping me from anything. You two are so cute together.” The energy between them was irresistible: Sinful larger-than-life and fearless while Taeyna was shy and retiring, and yet each with such obvious and open admiration for the other. Caliper loved reading the paper and sipping her coffee, but having a ringside seat for this little tableau had been even better. “I hope you don’t mind me listening in.”

“Hey, we’re the ones who barged in on your table.” Sinful chuffed again.

“Best barging-in ever,” Caliper said with a grin, then second-guessed her response. Is that too enthusiastic? Is it weird to say that to two women I’ve just met? It’s weird, isn’t it?

But the other two were smiling back at her, so maybe it wasn’t too weird.
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Not as Hoped




Taeyna nosed open the coffee shop door. The lovely goblin woman she’d met a week ago sat at the same table now, drinking coffee and reading her paper. At the door’s jingle, she looked up and waved. “Hey Taeyna.” 

Taeyna lolled her tongue in a friendly smile. She wasn’t sure if that counted as an invitation, or if Caliper would want to sit with a wolf. Taeyna didn’t much want to be a person at the moment. Although maybe if it meant she could talk to Caliper? But Caliper probably wanted to read her paper. What would Taeyna even say? What if Caliper thought Taeyna didn’t like her if Taeyna didn’t sit at her table? But the goblin hadn’t said, “Come sit with me” or patted a chair or anything.

This was far too difficult. Taeyna padded to the fireplace and settled for lying on the section of the rug nearest Caliper’s table. It wasn’t close, but maybe it was near enough to count as companionable without being an imposition. Today, the coffee shop had a handful of other patrons spread across its airy expanse, including two in comfy chairs on the opposite side of the fireplace. Caliper and Taeyna were closer to each other than to anyone else in the shop. 

Raeku brought Taeyna a bowl of cream-of-chicken soup with a smile and no questions, two qualities that made her the world’s best barista in Taeyna’s opinion. Much more important than how pretty Raeku was, though the barista was that too: short for a human, with soft features, a button nose, ears a little pointy for a human but far too small for elven, smooth brown skin and amazing waves of brunette hair streaked and shimmering with lighter locks, now held back in a ponytail. Taeyna lolled her tongue for the woman and thumped her tail against the floor like a dog. Raeku even let Taeyna pay in advance and tracked her credit, so she didn’t have to shift to human to pay every time.

The way Raeku had covered for Taeyna last week had been amazing, too. The barista had even thought to hide Taeyna’s scent from Zeksi with an overwhelming cleaning agent. Taeyna hadn’t thought non-shifters would even realize a scent needed to be hidden. 

Raeku was wonderful.

Taeyna lapped at her soup with care, to be sure she didn’t get any on the rug. It was much too delicious to miss any drops. After she finished her soup, Taeyna rested her head on her paws and basked in the coffee shop ambience. The coffee scent drowned out many subtler notes, but she caught hints from the patrons, both natural odors and perfumes. Plus baked goods—the cinnamon rolls smelled great—and soups, and the citrus of Raeku’s cleanser (more diluted than when she’d masked Taeyna’s scent with it the other day). The other patrons chattered in small groups. The two people in comfy chairs were having a spirited discussion over which made better pets: snakes or spiders. Neither of which made Taeyna’s top ten list for pets, but to each their own. (Of the two, Team Snake was making a better case, she thought.)

The door jingled. Taeyna left her head down, but the newcomer’s scent marked her as a goblin. The smell was familiar—like Caliper’s, maybe? Taeyna cracked an eye open. The newcomer was an adult goblin, about Caliper’s height—a little over a meter high. Adult goblins had similar proportions to unusually short adult humans. Unlike humans, goblins had long, mobile ears, wider at the base and middle and tapering to a point. When relaxed, they stood out on either side of the head. Their hands had three long fingers and a thumb, and their faces had larger eyes and a bit of a muzzle. Coloration varied: the newcomer and Caliper both had orange-brown skin darkening in a mask about the eyes and over the bridge of the nose, but the newcomer’s hair was a bristly white-gold, while Caliper’s was shoulder-length and straight, black streaked with blue. 

The stranger stomped her way to Caliper’s table and demanded, “Why are you still here?” Caliper’s eyes were a darker blue than the newcomer’s light blue, but the stranger’s narrow-eyed squint made her eyes look dim, while Caliper’s were bright and wide. “You were supposed to be back an hour ago.”

“I said I was getting coffee. I am still drinking my coffee.” Caliper lifted her cup.

The stranger gave a contemptuous snort. “You’re being lazy, is what you are. What’s this trash you’re reading?” She picked up a section.

“The news.” Caliper reached for it, but aborted the motion instead of snatching it back. 

“Bah. They only care about tall folk.” She dropped it.

“It’s the Zendzu-ksto paper, and there’re stories about everyone.” Caliper reassembled the pages and tucked them back in place. 

“I fixed the kitchen light,” the strange goblin said.

Caliper sighed. “You didn’t have to do that. I told you I’d hire an electrician.”

“Ooh, an electrician,” the blonde goblin said in mocking tones. “You didn’t need an electrician! They’re just people with a fancy license and no idea what they’re doing. Do you know why the kitchen light was broken? Because some electrician wired it wrong! There’s no reason you couldn’t learn to do these things yourself if you put in a little effort.”

Taeyna raised her head, eyes narrowed on the harassing goblin. An involuntary growl formed at the back of her throat.

The newcomer wasn’t paying attention to her. “Got yourself that big fancy degree, but you can’t be bothered to learn how to wire a simple light. Don’t know what you’re doing with your life. Other than reading trashy ‘news’ stories and drinking overpriced coffee.”

The atmosphere in the coffee shop had chilled despite the crackling of the fire. Raeku’s heels clacked against the wooden floor as she crossed it to Caliper’s table. “Excuse me,” the barista said, with the force of a judge threatening an errant attorney with contempt of court. “I am sorry, ma’am, but you are disturbing my customers. I must ask you to leave.”

The unfamiliar goblin screwed up her face in disbelief. “What? This is a private conversation and none of your business, missy.”

Taeyna rose and moved to stand beside Raeku, hackles raised and teeth bared in a silent snarl at the harasser. Sure, this form wasn’t as scary-looking as her giant wolf shape, but an angry wolf, even one of normal proportions, was pretty alarming to most non-dragon sapients.

“This is my coffee shop.” Raeku folded her arms. The temperature dropped another degree. “Every patron is my guest here. And you are not welcome.”

The stranger sputtered. “How dare—”

Caliper sighed and jumped to her feet, jamming her newspaper under one arm. “Let it go, Jube. You wanted me at home anyway. Fine, I’m leaving.” She took the blonde goblin’s arm and strode to the door.

Raeku’s mouth turned down in dismay, and she dropped her eyes to exchange a forlorn glance with Taeyna. “That…did not go the way I’d hoped.”

In concurrence, Taeyna gave a pitiful whine.








  
  
Apologies




When Caliper entered the next day, Raeku rushed to the door. “Oh Caliper, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to chase you out yesterday. Coffee’s on the house today, all right?” 

Caliper stepped back, startled. Before she could reply, Taeyna rose from beside the fireplace and trotted over as well. With a whine, she shifted into a wolf-girl shape, human-like with lupine ears and tail. “Nooo! I wanted to buy her apology coffee. I’ll buy you apology coffee tomorrow, all right?” Her tail curled between her legs, her woeful expression half-hidden by hair. “I’m sorry, Caliper.”

With one hand over her mouth to hide her grin, Caliper shook her head. “You are both the best, and it was kind of you to stand up for me. You don’t have to apologize for that. It’s not your fault my mother’s a jerk.”

Raeku’s eyes widened, her mouth turning down, appalled. “Oh no. She’s your mom?”

“I was hoping she was your roommate or girlfriend, so I could tell you to dump her.” Taeyna’s lips compressed in an unhappy line. “You deserve better.”

Raeku patted Caliper’s shoulder, taking a step back. “Do you want your usual?”

“Yes, please.” Caliper followed Raeku to the counter, with Taeyna walking alongside them.

“You deserve a better mom, too, but I guess those are harder to replace,” Taeyna said grudgingly. She pushed her hair behind one ear. “Zeksi could get ours to adopt you if you want, though.”

Caliper smiled. “Is Zeksi your brother, then?”

“Mm-hmm. May I have a hot chocolate?” Taeyna asked Raeku as they reached the counter. “And Lady Ikaekustae’s usual cappuccino-with-caramel-syrup, but not until I have to leave in an hour. I brought her mug.” Taeyna set a covered mug on the counter. The barista nodded, fixing Caliper’s coffee.

While they waited, Caliper asked, “Do you live with him? Or, er, your pack? Is that a thing wolf-shifters do?”

“Oh yes, it’s a thing wolf-shifters do. Most wolf-shifters. I don’t. My pack is from Chu-so.” Taeyna motioned to the northeast. “It’s a little rural village. Not far. But I wanted to live in the city. Zeksi visits pretty often.”

“That’s sweet of him,” Caliper said.

Taeyna’s expression was more complex, her eyes downcast. “Mm-hmm.”

Caliper wasn’t sure what to make of that. Until she remembered she’d met Zeksi because Taeyna was hiding from him. “Er, sorry. He seemed nice?” Raeku handed Caliper the coffee mug. She cupped it in both hands, waiting with Taeyna for her order.

“Oh, he is!” Taeyna nodded emphatically. “He’s kind and friendly and loves me and wants to protect me and make sure I have a good pack in Zendzu-ksto.”

Caliper cocked her head. That all sounded good? And yet. As Raeku gave Taeyna the hot chocolate, Caliper’s mouth rounded in sudden realization. “Oh, I get it. This is like my mom coming to my commonhold and fixing things, huh?”

Taeyna’s eyes lit. She bent towards Caliper as they walked together to Caliper’s table. “Yes! He thinks he knows how I should live my life because it’s how he lives his life. I know he loves me, but it’s so annoying.”

“Bright Sun it is.” Caliper set her coffee on the table. In invitation, she pulled out a human-scale chair for Taeyna, then climbed into her usual tall one. “Like she fixed the kitchen light, and I know I shouldn’t complain about that. It was broken, and she did a great job. Probably better than an electrician would’ve done. She even repaired and repainted the drywall, so you can only tell where she opened it up because the paint isn’t as faded. But I’m a grown woman and I can take care of my own commonhold and I wish she just wouldn’t.”

“Yes! Exactly.” Taeyna gave an emphatic huff. After a moment, she added, “Although your mom came off as way more obnoxious than Zeksi. Um, sorry.”

Caliper waved it off. “No, that’s fair. She’s like that. But…I almost feel like it’d be worse if she weren’t so abrasive? If she were sweet and gentle and also kept trying to take over my life, I’d be just as annoyed by her. But no one else would understand why.”

“Ohhh.” Taeyna sank back in her chair, considering that. She twisted her mug between her hands. “But you understand about Zeksi.”

“Yeah, I get it.” Caliper flashed her a smile. “He wants you to be more like him. And you just want to be yourself.”

“Mm-hmm.” Taeyna sipped her drink, watching Caliper over the rim. “So, does your mom live with you?”

“Technically, no. I moved into my own place three years ago. But she has a key, and she stops by a lot. Her home is only ten blocks away.” Caliper sighed. “I should’ve moved farther. But, let’s face it, anywhere in Zendzu-ksto was still gonna be too close.”

“I moved a hundred kilometers, and that wasn’t enough to deter Zeksi.” Taeyna twisted her mouth. 

Caliper waved her mug. “Right, right. I was never gonna move far enough. I can’t imagine leaving Zendzu-ksto again.”

“Mm. Again?”

“Oh, um. Jube and I lived with my grandmother Iris for a few years when I was a kid. In Nalvi-wuskya.” She gestured to the north.“It wasn’t bad. Grandma Iris is the kindest person I know. Even Jube softens around her. But I missed the city so much.”

“I know what you mean. I’ve only lived here for a year, but I love it. Every time I cross the border to visit my old pack, I just want to turn around and come right back in.”

“Right? It’s hard to leave even for a quick trip. I should visit my grandma more often. But it’s so good to get back.” Caliper closed her eyes, focused on the background sense of the city’s presence, wide and warm and welcoming. 

“Mm-hmm.” Taeyna sank deeper into her seat. “Do goblins often call their parents by their given names, or…?”

“It varies, but yeah, it’s pretty common. Goblin families usually have several parents, and most goblins change sex and gender periodically, so terms like ‘mother’ or ‘father’ or ‘third-parent’ are ambiguous.” Goblin sexes were ‘female’ (first-sex), ‘male’ (second-sex), and ‘third-sex.’ Parental types were likewise numbered in most goblin languages. “And less likely to fit over the course of a lifetime. Some families use them like titles, the way Grandma Iris’s did. But Jube’s always just been Jube to me.”

“Ooh, that makes sense,” the wolf-girl said.

After a moment of comfortable silence, Caliper opened her eyes again. Out of habit, her hand went to the rolled newspaper stuffed in her coat pocket, but she stopped before getting it out. She didn’t want to make Taeyna feel unwelcome at the table. Instead, Caliper searched her mind for something normal to ask a coffee-shop acquaintance. Maybe something more neutral than questions about her family. “So, um, what do you do for a living?”

“I’m a lawyer’s assistant,” Taeyna said. “I run errands and take notes and type documents and fetch books and whatnot. What about you?”

“I’m a civil engineer. I work in waste treatment.”

“Oh, that sounds hard.” Taeyna straightened to shift forward, resting her elbows on the table. “What’s it like?”

“It’s challenging sometimes, but not that hard.” Caliper didn’t know how to describe her job concisely. “It’s a lot of troubleshooting problems. Figuring out ways to optimize the system without going over budget. I love it.”

“You do?” Taeyna was wide-eyed and curious.

“Well, yeah. It’s interesting, and there’re always new puzzles to solve. Plus it’s useful.”

“And it’s so important, isn’t it? I can’t imagine how the city would function without clean water and working sewers. Imagine the smell.” Taeyna blanched at the thought. “I kind of enjoy terrible odors, and even I think that’d be awful.”

“It is important.” Caliper warmed at the comment, pleased to have her work appreciated. “Why do you kind of like terrible smells?”

“Mm. Wolf instincts? You can get a lot of information from scents. Especially the ones my human half thinks are awful, like sewage smells. So that makes them compelling and I want to sniff more and parse out all the info. But human instincts about most strong odors are ‘that smells bad and must be dangerous or toxic or both.’ So my brain is conflicted about them. I can’t fully enjoy them, but I can’t hate them, either. I like them better in wolf form and less in human form, even though my nose is pretty keen in both.”

Caliper rested her chin against her hands, listening. “That’s so interesting.” Taeyna ducked her head, dark hair falling forward, and the goblin couldn’t help smiling. Taeyna was so shy and sweet and beautiful, and it all made Caliper want to know more about her. Their conversation rambled from work to pastimes to family. 

The subject of family got them back around to Taeyna’s brother and his determination to get Taeyna into a pack in Zendzu-ksto. “It doesn’t have to be wolf-shifters,” Taeyna said. “He likes all kinds of people. The pack in Chu-so isn’t all wolf-shifters, either. It’s got humans and elves and crows and wolves too.”

“That sounds like so many people,” Caliper said.

“It is so many people. I love them all, but it’s way too many people,” Taeyna confided, her voice lowering, as if she thought Zeksi might be lurking somewhere and overhear. “I sort of moved to Zendzu-ksto so I wouldn’t have so much of the pack around all the time. It’s great that Zeksi comes to visit because it’s nice to see the pack in small doses. But he thinks we should adopt everyone he meets. He kept telling me how amazing Sinful was after he met her, and then he got even more excited when I admitted I’d met her too. He thinks I can just…add her to my pack or something. The one I don’t have in Zendzu-ksto.”

Caliper squashed a surge of jealousy. Why didn’t he want me added to your pack? Am I not good enough? Admittedly, next to Sinful, I’m too boring to even remember. “Sinful was pretty fascinating, granted.”

“I know, right? She is much too fascinating to be in a pack with me.” Taeyna made a face. “Even if I had a pack for her to be in. Which I don’t. I am the least fascinating person in the history of the word ‘fascinating’.”

“Excuse me, what?” Caliper could not let that one slide. “Sinful was enchanted by you. From the very second she first saw you.” Caliper straightened and clapped her hands together, imitating Sinful’s demeanor. “Doggie!”

“Noooo.” Taeyna whined, but in an adorable animal way instead of an annoying human way. “She was only excited because she thought I was an actual dog.”

“And when she found out you weren’t, she was even more excited that you were a shifter who could mimic an actual wolf,” Caliper pointed out.

Taeyna bit her lip and squirmed. “I know, but…don’t you think she was just being kind?” The words came out low and soft. “Because I’m so pathetic and she wanted to make me feel better?”

Caliper had to admit that Taeyna was pitiable. She makes me look confident and self-assured. “I am one hundred percent certain she meant it. She was so impressed that you had two different-sized wolf forms. I was impressed too. I didn’t know shifters could be convincing in animal form, either. After you let her pet you, I figured you were some shifter’s pet wolf.”

Taeyna scrunched up her face. “But you said you’d known I was a shifter? After I shifted in front of you.”

Oh. That. Caliper pushed back one large ear, embarrassed. “Well. I didn’t really know it. When Zeksi came in calling for you, I thought at first you were his pet wolf? But then I thought, if you were a regular wolf, Raeku wouldn’t hide you from your owner. It wasn’t the way you looked that made me think you were a shifter. In part it was the way you acted, hiding in the dragon restroom while he was here. But more the way Raeku acted. As if you were her customer, not Zeksi. When I said that I knew it, I meant ‘this was on my list of suspicions’ and not that I was sure.”

Taeyna’s expression cleared, her mouth relaxing into a smile. “Oh, I see. Thank you. For explaining. And it’s nice you don’t think shifting to be a small wolf is ridiculous, either. I’m—not used to anyone else thinking that.”

“No, I love it. Giant shifter animals are scary, and it’s great that you just…want to act like a dog. It’s so cute.” As soon as she said it, Caliper wondered if that was too weird to say. Wasn’t it patronizing, saying she thought Taeyna was cute as a wolf? Or would it make her think she wasn’t cute as a human? Should I say she’s cute as a human too? Oh Merciful Sun no, I’ve already said too much, shut up shut up just shut up.

But Taeyna looked shy and pleased, so it must not have been too awful. “Thank you.”

Raeku saved Caliper from having to reply by carrying a covered mug to their table. “Here’s Lady Ikaekustae’s cappuccino. I think you have to leave for work about now?”

“Oh yes.” Taeyna leaped to her feet, seizing the mug and cradling it to her chest. “Thank you, I was so distracted talking I forgot. It was great talking to you, Caliper. Remember, I’m buying you coffee next time!” She raced for the door.

“…I’m late too, aren’t I?” Caliper checked her pocket watch and grimaced. 

“A little later than you typically stay,” Raeku admitted. “I wasn’t as sure about your schedule and didn’t want to interrupt.”

Caliper waved it off, draining the last of her drink before hopping from her chair. “It’s fine. Thanks for the coffee, Raeku.” As she shrugged into her coat and headed for the door, she reflected on the conversation. I wish I were a shifter. Packs sound so much better than goblin family roles. Sure, Taeyna hides from her brother sometimes, but I come to Kitty Coffee to hide from Jube, myself. Even if it doesn’t always work.
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