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INTRODUCTION
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Do not read this book if you are offended by coarse language and naked people engaged in naked people activities – ‘Empire: Southern Heat’ has plenty of both. Many of the characters are commoners or prostitutes trapped in unpleasant situations. Some come from societies with radically different understandings of sexual relationships, marriage, and family. These are imaginary characters in a fantasy world. Any resemblance to people in the real world is accidental.

‘Empire: Southern Heat’ is one of several books set in the sprawling Solarian Empire. The ‘Spice Level’ in those other books is PG – PG13. The stories in ‘Empire: Southern Heat’ have a ‘Spice Level’ of R – NC17. The ‘Spice’ is mixed with large dollops of magic and intrigue.

That said...

Years ago, I noticed something while reading the blurbs of fantasy novels – many of them featured kick-ass protagonists whose parentage included everything from vampires to demons. My thought was, ‘How did their parents even get into the same room together without killing each other, let alone make a baby?’ At about the same time, I came across a series of graphic illustrations depicting sailors on shore leave during the 17th and 18th centuries. Those thoughts merged to become ‘Leave.’

‘Inheritance’ and ‘Moving Pictures’ originated from leftover scenes from ‘Leave,’ plus on and offline conversations with middle-aged women attempting to deal with their hot-to-trot daughters.

‘Sassy Queen’ was originally supposed to be part of ‘Aphrodite Games,’ but grew into a story in its own right. The premise is an inversion of the old saying, ‘Sailors have s girl in every port.’ The crew of the Sassy Queen is all female.

‘Aphrodite Games’ began with people (men and women) boasting online about running in nude footraces and dubious accounts of blow-job contests. ‘Aphrodite Games’ combines these with the raunchier bits from pagan mystery cults and references to obscene plays.

Again, do not read this book if you find such stories offensive.
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LEAVE
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“Five dinars,” said Madam Perrine as she inspected the disappointing contents of the cash box.  “Between that prick Ambrose keeping the soldiers away and paying the city watch, I’m being bled white.  I’ll be ruined.”

We’ll be ruined.  You have other incomes, Selena thought.  The ‘Golden Rose’ could burn to the ground tomorrow, but Perrine’s other investments would keep her in modest comfort for the rest of her life.  But Perrine didn’t want modest comfort.  She wanted a villa on Paradise Hill.  She wanted luxury.

Selena inspected her heart-shaped face in a hand mirror.  Spotting a few displaced golden curls, she produced her favorite pearl-handled brush to nudge them into place.  “We did well at lunch today, though.”

“Not well enough.”  Perrine wagged a skinny finger, causing her pink dress to billow.

Little Basil ran through the door.  Spying the aging brothel mistress and her lieutenant, he dropped the basket of bluefish in his arms. “The fleet is here!”

“Which fleet – Second or the Third?” Perrine asked. Ismara was the home port for the Third Fleet. The Second called a few times each year.

Selena pursed her lips.  Ambrose might have been able to keep the soldiers from Ismara’s brothels and other delights, but the Templar didn’t have any authority over the navy – she thought.  An influx of horny sailors meant a substantial boost to the ‘Golden Rose’s’ revenue.

“All of them!”

Perrine and Selena looked at each other.  “That can’t be right,” said Selena.

Perrine brought a finger to her lips. 

“The boy is right,” said the voice of Hector the eunuch, guardian of the Golden Rose’s gate.  “I counted fifty ships in the North Harbor and more coming in, flying the flags of the First, Second, and Third Fleets. Our boys whipped the Free Port pirates and captured Prospero Isle.  And now they’re ready to celebrate. Word is Adjunct Bottle gave the whole mob leave tonight.”

“Adjunct Bottle?” Perrine brought a manicured fingernail to her painted lips and tapped her expensive sandal on the tile floor.  “Shouldn’t that be Admiral DuMars?”

“He was killed in the fighting,” said Hector. “Merrywood is still at Prospero, and Admiral Whiteraven was wounded.”

Perrine’s sandal continued tapping. “We’ll be busy.” One fleet worth of horny sailors meant a bit of business.  Three fleets worth would fill the city's seventeen bordellos.

“That’s ten thousand horny sailors looking for the best love money can buy,” said Hector.

“Each girl will have a dozen customers,” said Perrine.  “More, depending on how many additional ships arrive.  But it’ll be profitable.”  Her eyes glinted like green flecks amid her pink pancake makeup.

“I’m back,” said a new voice at the door.

“Mommy!” Basil ran to the plump newcomer and put his arms around her waist.  They didn’t come close to reaching.

“Fat Pam, where were you?” Perrine demanded. “We have a dozen things needing doing!”

“I stopped by the base to talk with Carl.”

Perrine glowered.  The base was on the other side of town, too far for a casual shopping expedition.

Fat Pam wasn’t intimidated by the madam’s mood. “I’ve news.  General Sebastian and Asshole Ambrose had a falling out last night.” Her face split in a broad smile.  “Ambrose snuck out the West Gate early this morning.  Carl told me the whole base has liberty tonight apart from the sentries.”

Perrine’s face collapsed. 

Selena nervously straightened her sleeveless white shift.

“Why the long faces?” Fat Pam asked. “Five thousand horn dog soldiers with no company but their right hands for the past three months are great for business.  Right?”

“Not with ten thousand sailors being granted leave at the same time.” Perrine’s voice was iron. 

“Oh.” Fat Pam’s voice dropped to little more than a whisper. “I’ll get busy.”  She retreated into the kitchen.

Perrine dispatched short, sallow-skinned Me-Ling to Cosmo’s Cosmetic Shop with instructions to buy as much incense, intimate oils, and sperm killer as she could carry.  “I don’t care how you get it,” said the Madam. “Ask for an extension to our credit, beg, steal, or wiggle your butt.  Give him a blow job if that’s what it takes, but we need those things now.”

Perrine, trailed by Selena, stalked to the tiny chamber in the back corner occupied by Nyssa the Witch and flung open the door.

“We have customers coming in tonight,” said Perrine, staring into Nyssa’s candlelit lair.  “Sailors and Legionaries, both horny and hot-tempered.  I need charms cast to keep them calm.” 

Nyssa’s olive face turned from the long workbench occupying a quarter of the small room, cluttered with books, bones, and bottles.  Her long, straight black hair fell like a short cape along her shoulders and back. “Very well.”

Perrine stared at Nyssa.  “And you’ll be working tonight.”

Nyssa’s face curved in distress. “Mistress, I’m a magician, not a whore.”

Selena gingerly lifted a small statue from a niche depicting either an ugly tree or a tentacled monster of the deep with far too many eyes.  

Perrine grabbed Nyssa’s jaw between thumb and forefinger.  “I gave you sanctuary here when Ambrose burned the rest of your sisterhood for witchcraft.  You owe me. You need to earn your keep. Understand?”  

“Ok.”  Nyssa’s voice was little more than a whisper.  

Selena replaced the idol. Perrine spoke the simple truth.  The politically untouchable Lord Templar Appius Ambrose had spent a decade burning witches and wizards across the empire, forcing hundreds of magicians into hiding, holy orders, or military service.  True, the Emperor had issued a decree of Toleration for the Arcane Arts this past month, but Nyssa still owed Perrine her life.  

Hector caught the madam in the hall.  “We’ve got visitors.”  He sounded nervous.  

“What sort of visitors?” Perrine’s voice held a note of exasperation.

“Rachasa,” said the door guard. “We’ve twelve cat-folk in the front court, asking for you.”

Selena found herself leaning against a wall with rubbery legs.

Perrine paled beneath her makeup. “I thought they’d headed south yesterday.”  

As with previous bands, this group of rachasa had crossed the forbidding Rain Shadow Mountains to hunt the venom-spitting swamp dragons and wagon-sized thunder lizards in the jungles south of the empire.  Hunt successful, they’d ventured north into Ismara to celebrate. The city's merchants, mesmerized by the fortune in ivory and scales the creatures brought with them, persuaded the city council to let the cat-men into the city over the objections of Bishop Zeno and Ambrose. That had been five days ago.

“They’re still here,” said the door warden.

Perrine drew a deep breath and straightened her carriage. “I’d best see what they want.”

Short humanoids covered with brownish gold fur roamed the outer courtyard of the Rose, sticking catlike muzzles into beds of exotic flowers or lifting small ornamental statues with three-fingered hands, each digit a sheath for a retractable claw.  The five females wore short white skirts and red vests that failed to cover the dugs on their chests.  The three taller and bulkier males wore white pantaloons with vertical blue stripes and blue capes reaching nearly to their knees.  Each sported multiple golden earrings and armbands.

“I am Perrine, mistress of this house.”  The madam’s voice didn’t quiver.

Twelve sets of pointed ears came erect at Perrine’s words.  A female rachasa broke off her inspection of an obscene figure and approached. 

“I Speaker Myreeni,” said the rachasa in a high-pitched purr. “Man say come here.”  

“Why?”

“We leave two-day, three-day. Take two, maybe three-moon cycles to pass mud and climb mountains.  Not want,” Myreeni made a rounding motion over her belly, “make problem on the trip.  Got herb, mate now.”

“You’re going into heat.”  Perrine’s voice assumed a calculating tone. “And you don’t want to be pregnant on the return trip.  Human and rachasa pairings are infertile.”

Selena remembered an old saying.  If the time is right, passion is alight, and the night is alive with magic, an impossible child may be born who will grow into both parent’s forms.  

“Yes, yes,” said the rachasa.  “Most humans are weak, see rachasa, run, scared, piss themselves. But we see some empire soldiers here fight good, stand ground. One beat Fyhea two days ago,” she pointed at a light-furred female rachasa standing behind her, “another threw true-mate Hurei twice.” She indicated a male with a dark patch on his right side.  “So, think, need boy but not want small’s. Empire soldier tough, so maybe be day mate.  The man says empire soldier come here for day-mates.”

Selena remembered Harry telling her one rachasa was a match for three or four ordinary soldiers. It took a very well-trained legionary to stand against a cat person one-on-one.  Still, Ismara boasted no shortage of well-trained legionaries.

“They do,” said Perrine.  “I can arrange day-mates for you.”

Selena felt her face pale. Yes, the cat people had reputations for being exotic, but what if they went on a killing spree?  

“Good, good,” said Myreeni.  

Perrine turned to Selena.  “We’ll put them in the bungalow,” she said, referring to the low building at the back wall of the Rose’s rear courtyard.

Selena wanted to run.  She wanted to scream.  Instead, she forced herself to nod.  Speaking was out of the question.

Perrine turned back to the cat-woman.  “This takes effort on my part.  There is the matter of compensation.”

“Compensation,” repeated Myreeni, momentarily baffled.  

Through her fear, Selena remembered hearing the cat-folk found the concept of currency absurd.  I’m going to die. Perrine’s greed will get us both killed.  Her heart stopped beating.

“Oh, you mean money,” said Myreeni.  “Make a trade?”  She extended the right talon of her left claw, a long transparent spike with a gleaming tip.  The rachasa brought the spike over to one of the gold bands on her right arm.  “One each day mate - this is enough?”

“Yes.”

Selena’s eyes widened despite her fear. Each thick bracelet was worth a fortune.  Five armbands and Perrine could buy her wretched villa.

“Good,” said Myreeni.  She said a few words in the rachasa language, mostly high-pitched series of squeals and near almost musical whistles.  To Selena, it sounded like Hell’s own chorus.

The other female rachasa responded with a few short sounds.  

The males spoke among themselves for a few moments, prompting Myreeni to cock her head.

Myreeni rotated her head.  “True-mate boys want human women as day-mates. You do this?”

“Yes,” said Perrine. “That service also requires proper compensation.”

“True-mate boys give one and one and one to day-mates,” said Myreeni. “Agreed?”

This means three rich girls after tonight – if those beasts don’t kill them. Assuming any girl will agree to lie with them in the first place.

“Agreed,” said Perrine. “There are rules.”

Myreeni’s ears went flat. “Say rules.”

“No fighting, no blood. This house is for mating.”

“Agreed,” said Myreeni.  She turned to the other cat people and spoke several high-pitched words.

Selena relaxed a tiny fraction.

“What else?”

“You must be clean,” said Perrine. “You must take a bath.”  Perrine insisted on cleanliness for girls and clients, saying it made the Rose classy rather than cheap.

“Yes, like bath.  Take many baths in the city.”

“Here, we have the girl’s dance before mating.”  Perrine pointed at the low stage that occupied a quarter of the courtyard.

“Oh, mating dance! Boys like mating dance! Yes, agreed.”

“Then we can do business.  Would you like something to eat while the baths are being prepared?  We have bluefish.”  Free food for paying customers was another thing Perrine thought brought class to her establishment.

A long pink tongue snaked out of Myreeni’s muzzle. “Bluefish is good.”  

Perrine gestured the rachasa towards the left wing of the horseshoe-shaped building.

“I am not screwing those things,” said Selena.

“You don’t have to,” said Perrine.  

“Catmen are great in the sack, and gold looks good on me,” said a voice from behind Selena.

Jade, the brown girl from Saba, stood inside the door, round face framed by short black dreadlocks.  A filmy flower-patterned blouse covered her perky breasts and bubble butt.  

Selena glared at the Saban girl, remembering the tramp was a veteran of the obscene Maiden Games here in Ismara and the even more obscene Aphrodite Games in Bactra. The Maiden Games started with a nude footrace and ended with a blowjob contest. The contestants in the Aphrodite Games included both those events plus sex with satyrs, elves, and the occasional rachasa. “Then you can have one.”  

Perrine tapped her foot. “We’ll charge the troops extra.”

“Will they even be interested in screwing such creatures?”

“Dear, given the right packaging, men will screw anything.”  Perrine pursed her lips.  “We’ll have to get word to the rumormongers about tonight’s special at the Rose.”

***
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Ismara blocked the narrow spit of land between the Empire and the Free Cities like a cork in a bottle.  But while the city was the cork, the wide straight avenue called the Promenade was the pressure valve.

Commandant Proctor Brass, Chief Vigil for Ismara, lifted the dark lenses covering his eyes and contemplated the Promenade from beneath his broad, flat-brimmed hat of office. A row of tall pillars along the center of the wide avenue supported the city aqueduct, with slender pipes darting to rooftop cisterns and side street fountains on either side, giving the impression of a giant spider web.  Below those pipes, a thousand merchants, hawkers, entertainers, and hustlers did business day and night in shops painted in pastel colors. 

But today the Promenade was busy in a nervous way. Shopkeepers scurried about, locking doors and covering windows.  The proprietors of other establishments were eager for the flood of troops, seeing a rare opportunity for wealth.  But an aura of nervousness clung even to these opportunists.  Ismara thrived as a party town for soldiers on leave.  But fifteen thousand troops at once?

He paused to watch a squad of guards standing guard outside a building that resembled a miniature castle – the shop of Melchor the Moneyman, the dwarf who could assign a price to anything. Melchor wasn’t about to close his establishment, not with money to be made. 

Past Melchor’s, a quartet of street musicians tuned their instruments. They, too, might garner some coins this evening. Their odds of retaining it were not so good. 

A muttered curse to his right caught the Proctor's attention. “Going to turn away customers tonight, Cosmo?” Being a dwarf, the Proctor had to lift his face to speak with the pudgy yet effete man struggling with his shop door.

With a final curse, Cosmo got his door locked. “My shelves are empty.  My shop is locked; now I lock my daughters in their room lest they be ravaged.”  He kicked the base of the door. 

Loud trumpets sounded.  Everybody in the Promenade stopped what they were doing and stared at the gate in the city's far wall.  Long files of soldiers in white pants and red capes began streaming from that portal onto the Promenade.

“Then you’d best hurry.”  The Proctor started walking towards the north harbor.

A tall, thin man with a painted face and a blue officer’s coat strode up the street from the northern docks, trailed by a large band of sailors in white pants and blue capes.  The officer faced the sailors, arms raised, with a bottle in each hand. “Yes, fellow mariners, we fought hard, and now it’s time to party!”  He took a long swig from one of the flasks, turned, and almost collided with the Proctor.

The Proctor tilted his head. “Admirals Adjunct Lord Caspar Bottle, I presume?”

“You presume correctly.”  He squinted. “And I presume you are an officer in the city's vigil.”

“You presume correctly.”

“Well, you can watch us celebrate our great victory over the pirates!”  This prompted a bellow of laughter from the Adjunct’s followers. “Come on, men!  Let’s try our fortune at the ‘Lucky Spin!’”  

At length, Proctor Brass reached Vigil headquarters, a ramshackle structure of wood and brick sprawling across its wharf. 

In the back office, the Commandant stared out a large window at a harbor packed to capacity with war galleys and round ships. Hundreds of longboats and skiffs scooted between vessels at anchor, and long files of sailors in blue cloaks and white pants debarked at every dock.    

Brass addressed the other person in the room without turning from the window.  “My, my, we have a great many seamen coming ashore, Harry. Are you sure you’ll be able to keep them in hand?”  He gestured at a large building on a neighboring pier. “The line is already out the door at the Mermaid.”

“My boys will have no problem,” said ‘Handsome’ Harry Locke, commander of the Night Vigils.

The Proctor glanced at his subordinate. Harry boasted a square jaw, piercing blue eyes, muscular body, an always immaculate uniform – and an outsized ego.  “The City Council is concerned,” said the Proctor.  “I’ve ordered the reserves and retirees brought in to help you out tonight.”

Harry raised a hand in protest. “Those farm boys and duffers will just get in the way.”

“They can staff the desks and gates for your lads.”

“Yeah, I suppose they can do that much.”

***
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Skinny Blind Bessie perched on a stool in her skimpy robe and played the flute.  Basil sat cross-legged on the ground beneath her, banging away on his drum, an idiot grin from ear to ear on his face.  On the stage above them, the stout ebony Saban girl, Banyu, twirled on the stage. The motion lifted the hem of her grass skirt far into the air.  Her huge breasts swung back and forth beneath many necklaces of shells and flowers.  Half a dozen lit torches surrounded the stage, illuminating the faces of scores of sailors and soldiers.

“Selena, your boyfriend is here.”  

Selena turned from the stage.  “Thank you, Hector.”

Handsome Harry stood at the gate.  

“Harry!” Selena ran forward, leaped, wrapped her legs about the watchman’s hips, and planted a sloppy kiss on his mouth.  For a moment, Selena forgot the swarms of soldiers and the horrid rachasa.

Harry withdrew his mouth.  “My, you’re eager tonight.”

“Come in,” Selena begged.  “Have a drink.”

“I can’t, darling.  I have to keep the streets safe.”

Selena released her legs.  “I don’t want you to get killed out there!”

“I’ll be fine.”  Harry gave her a peck on the forehead.

“But there’s rachasa here, and I’m scared.”

“Don’t worry; I’ll keep the streets free of rachasa.” 

Selena released her grip.

Harry touched the flat brim of his Vigil hat and sauntered into the street.

Selena watched him go. He’s mine. Someday he’ll leave that cow of a wife and marry me.  She refused to believe the rumor that Harry kept a tart at the Mermaid. 

In the meantime, though, Selena needed to cope with the madness. She withdrew a tiny vial from the hem of her dress. Two left, she thought, inspecting the yellow berries within the container. Mellow berries soothed fears and softened the colors of the world.  Prolonged use brought illness and blindness. Selena had taken one this afternoon.  Two should be safe.  She popped a berry into her mouth, relishing the tart taste.

A burst of catcalls from the stage behind Selena caught her attention. Banyu had lost her skirt and was now doing obscene things with a suggestively carved piece of wood. Selena sighed and headed into the bathhouse.

Inside, Selena almost collided with Me-Ling as she emerged into the chamber from the hall between the function rooms. “Have many customers yet?”

The sallow-skinned girl shook her head, making her waist-length black hair tremble.  She wore nothing but a short flower skirt and a necklace of shells. “A few,” she said, an edge of derision in her voice. “Small sticks, no stamina. I want to be filled up.”  

A huge, tanned man with short, curly hair rose from the bath. “I’m Mast. I’ll fill you up.”

Selena felt the mellow berry kick in. Fear receded. Everything seemed one step removed.

Me-Ling cast a hungry gaze at Mast's crotch.  “I want that one!” 

Selena stared at the giant and then at the diminutive girl beside her, noting the approximate three-foot difference in their heights.  The appendage in question was longer and thicker than Me-Ling's forearm and still growing.  “That won’t fit!”

Me-Ling gave Selena a look of pure evil. “Make a bet?”

Selena took a breath. “Yes, I’ll make a bet!  My pearl-handled comb against that bottle of pink stink – deal?”

The sallow-skinned girl smiled. “I like that comb.” 

Mast wrapped his right arm around Me-Ling's shoulder and put his left hand around Selena’s waist. 

“What’s that for?” Selena demanded.

“Don’t you want to know how this bet turns out?”

“Of course,” Selena plastered a smile on her face.  This could be fun.

Perrine extended a hand from her perch near the cashbox.  “That cost’s extra.”

Mast smiled and released his grip long enough to drop more coins in Perrine’s palm.

***
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Nyssa twitched her fingers.  Her latest paramour stopped talking and started snoring.  This was her chance.  I hate being a whore. I want to get out of this place.  One of those golden armbands would let her start a new life.  She could purchase a cottage.  Between the Edict of Toleration and Ambrose’s departure, she could openly practice magic again.

She made a final adjustment to her hair. Then she stepped into the hall between the function rooms. 

At one end, she spotted Selena handing a comb to Me-Ling.  The other way was clear.

Nyssa slithered into the courtyard through the kitchen.  There, she watched Jade gyrate before a split audience of humans and rachasa. Her performance involved wild gyrations, handstands, and the loss of her filmy shift.

Myreeni circulated among the human audience, making short speeches.  

The men listened, nodded, and spoke excitedly, pointing at this or that rachasa girl.

Jade walked off the stage and into the arms of a rachasa male.  

The five rachasa girls leaped onto the stage, naked except for their armbands and earrings.  Of course. Mating dance. Why bother with clothes?

Myreeni leaned over to Blind Bessie and said a few words.  Bessie nodded and clotted Basil alongside the head.  Their instruments produced primal, intense music with deep pounding and windy whistling.  

At a motion from Myreeni, powerful legs propelled each of the cat-women several yards straight into the air and somersaulted during their descents.  Next, the cat-women climbed atop each other, two and three high.  Then, they leaped from one side of the stage to the other.  

Then the rachasa girls began reaching into the mob of troops clustered below, pulling them onto the stage, poking with lightning-swift claws, prickling arms, backs, buttocks, and chests.  The men retaliated in kind, poking arms and pinching nipples while attempting to stop probing counterattacks. The strongest and quickest got the rachasa females, leaping hand in hand off the stage one by one to rousing cheers and obscene catcalls, where they began making their way to the Roses backcourt.

Where’d the other males go? After a heart-stopping minute, Nyssa spotted two rachasa men inspecting a few quivering women near the baths with little interest.

“Theirs got spikes!” A stark naked Me-Ling appeared beside Nyssa, staring at the cat-men’s crotches.  

“Those look painful.” Nyssa winced.  Painful or not, I have to bed one of those creatures tonight.  

“They’ll be fun!”  Me-Ling slithered across the floor and wrapped herself around the larger male.

The rachasa’s ears went erect.  

So, did another part of his anatomy, which Me-Ling promptly stuck in her mouth.  She then twisted her legs, placing her ass directly beneath the cat-man’s muzzle.

The cat-man made an amused rumbling sound and started duck-walking along the corridor to the backcourt. 

“That girl’s got moves,” said Banyu, “but now it’s my turn.”  The Saban girl wore her grass skirt and a great many shell necklaces.

Banyu spun.  Her skirt lifted into the air while her necklace shifted and clattered.

The remaining cat-man watched with interest.  So did a small crowd of human admirers.

Sorry, bitch, but that cat is mine.  Nyssa took a breath and jumped, twisting as she did so, muttering a levitation spell under her breath.  She remained suspended, twirling with her arms outstretched as her clothing fell to the floor.  After a long moment, she landed near the cat-man, who now regarded her with erect ears – and another part of his anatomy.

“Hey, that’s cheating!”  Banyu’s butt made suggestive vertical motions as she cupped her breasts.

The rachasa’s gaze started to stray back to Banyu.

Oh no, you don’t.  Your spiked prick is mine.  Ignoring the warnings in her arcane texts, Nyssa began incanting a lust spell.  A cloud of multi-colored dots engulfed her and the rachasa.

The cat-man’s eyes pivoted back to Nyssa.

Nyssa’s heart raced.  I must be bold.  She stepped forward and embraced the cat-man.  It’s like hugging a rug!  

The cat-man blinked rapidly. His ears rose and fell. 

Nyssa began scratching the back of the cat-man’s neck.  The rachasa purred.  Her feet left the ground.  He’s cute.  The rachasa started a slow trot towards the back door, the witch grinning as she peered over the cat-man’s shoulder.

“Did you see that?” Banyu unfolded herself from the floor. “She spelled him!  That’s cheating!”

“You spelled us,” said a male voice.

Banyu turned. “Big Dick!  Is that you?”

“Yep.” The voice belonged to a dark-skinned sailor.  He nudged a pale man standing next to him.  “This is my buddy, Long Leon.  He saved my hide in the fight.”

Banyu gave Leon a head-to-toe glance.  “Why do you call him that?  He is short.”

Leon tugged at his breeches.

Banyu’s eyes widened. “Oh. Wow.”

“What do you think?” Big Dick asked.

“I think there is enough of me for you both.”  Banyu pulled Leon’s face to her breasts.

“That cost’s extra,” said Perrine.

To Nyssa, the exchange seemed distant and dreamlike.  What mattered was the hard thing rubbing against her buttocks. She released one hand from her furry paramour’s neck and set it to stroking the hard, bumpy protrusion.  He’s ready.   Nyssa’s hips began rocking of their own accord.  And so am I.

As the cat-man carried her into the backcourt, Nyssa saw Myreeni talking with a huge sailor crowned by long blond hair.

“They call me Warren the Wizard,” said the giant.

“Why?” Myreeni ran a single claw across the man’s chest.

“Because I can summon fish, call the wind from a dead calm, and because I got a magic staff.”  Warren’s breeches fell to the ground.

“But it's smooth!”  Myreeni sounded confused.

***
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Selena emerged from a function room and took a breath of air reeking of musky sex and sharp incense. A horrendous animalistic racket came from the direction of the bungalow.  She felt a headache approaching. I need something to drink.

A door banged open in front of Selena, accompanied by moans of lust.  Inside, Banyu laid on one man while a second pounded away atop her.

What a slut. Selena averted her eyes and continued to the kitchen.

There, she found Fat Pam and Basil scraping pastries onto a tray.  “Get these to the buffet table.” Fat Pam ordered.  “And no licking!”

“But I want to lick,” said a new voice.

“Carl! You made it!” Fat Pam whirled, almost knocking the tray off the counter.

Basil caught it with one hand, snagged a pastry with the other hand, and made for the door.

Carl hugged Pam close.  As long as his arms were, he still couldn’t reach around her ample frame.  “It’s official. This time next week, I’m a free man.  We can buy that inn outside of town, the one with the orchard.”

“I’m so happy!” Fat Pam sobbed into his chest.  Both of them lost balance and tumbled to the floor.

Selena stepped past their bodies and grabbed a large jug of fruit juice and some cups before heading across the courtyard.

Selena found Perrine talking about boring investments with an aristocrat when she entered the reception area.  “Selena dear,” said Perrine upon spotting her lieutenant, “Please mind the cashbox while I negotiate privately with Lord Vesicles.”

Selena nodded, put the jug on the table, and rubbed her head.  

Perrine and the aristocrat disappeared into her private suite.

Selena had a long drink.  The pain in her head eased.  She hoped Harry wasn’t hurt.

Men came in, deposited coins, and went into the baths. Exhausted women took pinches of Fire Flower for energy as they shuffled between the baths and function rooms.

Selena ran her third-best comb through her disarrayed hair.

The noise from the backcourt faded.

A new mob of sailors led by an officer in a blue coat swaggered into the courtyard.  

The officer came to the desk. He leaned forward. “I hear this establishment is running a special tonight.”  His breath smelled like a distillery.  “I’m told something sharp, furry, and insatiable.”

Selena smiled.  “We do. We have several.” Men really will screw anything.

“Oh, ho, that sounds interesting. Are any available?”

A burst of noise came from outside as the rachasa females returned to the stage.  “Out there,” said Selena.  “If you’re man enough.”

“Oh, I am.” The officer sauntered over to investigate, trailed by his crew.

Selena’s eyes widened as the cat-women performed prodigious leaps and acrobatic feats.  Her eyes grew wider as the rachasa pulled troops onto the platform. Claws and fingers shot between the dancers, poking and pinching.  The rachasa women rudely butted the slower men from the stage.  What savages!

Then the rachasa were gone, each towing two or more men, the officer among them. The remaining troops offered jeers and shouts of encouragement.

Selena exhaled.

The animalistic noises from the backcourt began again.  Good thing we don’t have many close neighbors with Paradise Hill on one side and the Maiden Canal on the other.

Me-Ling and Jade strutted to the reception desk, wearing ear-to-ear grins, gold bracelets, and nothing else.  Fine scratches covered their backs.  They didn’t seem to mind.

The little heathens will fuck anything with a stick between its legs. 

Me-Ling spun in a circle. The gold band passed in front of Selena’s nose.  “The catmen are great!  Did you know they got spikes on their pricks? They feel all tingly and-”

“Spare me.”  Selena motioned to the tubs.  “Get yourselves clean.”

Me-Ling and Jade settled into a bathtub and began rubbing each other with cream.  The scars faded.

“Where’s Nyssa?” Selena asked as the girls stepped from the tub.

An evil grin appeared on Jade's face.  “Oh, she’s still having fun.”

Me-Ling twirled, making a point of fixing her hair with Selena’s comb.

Selena winced. “Go dance on the stage.”  Losing that bet hurt.

Me-Ling stuck her tongue out and went into the courtyard.  

Jade started to follow and then paused.  “The refreshments are running low in the back.”

Selena took a breath.  “I’ll see to it.  Go dance.”  

I need to be calm.  Selena extracted the vial and stared at the last Mellow berry.  Her gaze flicked to the blind flutist in the courtyard.  Over-indulgence in Mellow berry had cost Bessie her sight.  I don’t want to go blind.  But just one more shouldn’t hurt.  She swallowed the tiny orb.  This time, she hated its tart taste.

She rose from the desk and started for the kitchen.  Maybe Carl will help me.

Instead of Carl, Selena found Banyu in the kitchen draining a flagon of juice, nude apart from her necklaces.  

Amorous sounds emerged from the closed door to Pam’s chamber.

Selena took two platters from an overhead rack.  “Give me a hand.”  Her tone didn’t allow for argument.  

“Why are we doing this?” Banyu asked as they piled the trays with pitchers of juice and slabs of sliced meat, cheese, and fruit.  “There is plenty out front yet.”

“This is for the bungalow.  The cat-folk are hungry and horny.”  A new burst of animalistic cries from the backcourt punctuated her words.

Banyu’s eyes narrowed.  “I want me some gold.”  She grabbed a platter.

Good. Maybe the Cats will grab her and leave me alone.

A screeching cacophony of fur and flesh greeted Selena upon entering the backcourt.

Banyu vanished right away.

Selena made it two paces before a long arm belonging to a tall blond man snagged a pitcher of ale from her tray.  The rachasa Speaker, Myreeni, was wrapped around his waist.  Neither wore clothes.

The big man took a long pull from the pitcher.  “That hit the spot,” he said after lowering the container. 

The cat-woman grabbed the pitcher, sniffed, and took a drink.

I know him. “Warren the wizard, right?  You do those funny little illusions.”

“Yep.  Want to see some magic?”  Without waiting for a response, he uttered an incantation.  A cloud of colored dots engulfed him and Myreeni.

“Three times?” Myreeni sighed and extended a hand to Warren’s crotch.  “You are good.”

I have to find a place for this tray.  The table was out, as the blue-coated officer had a screaming cat-woman bent over it.  

There.  The porch.

Selena dodged a rachasa girl sandwiched between two hulking sailors.  

Another mariner appeared.  “Hey, ale!” 

“Damn, I’m thirsty!”

Muscular arms lifted the tray from Selena’s arms.  Its contents disappeared in moments, leaving her with a single cup of ale.

Selena turned to leave and almost tripped over two naked male rachasa propped against the porch.  They regarded her with interest.

Selena couldn’t move.  Oh God, their dicks do have spikes.  

Banyu stepped in front of Selena.  She pointed at the nearest cat-man.  “You want me, not her.”  She wiggled her butt.  

The rachasa looked at Banyu.  

Banyu pointed at the threesome.  “I do dat.”

The bungalow’s door banged open.  Nyssa crawled out on her hands and knees, naked, skin covered in fine cuts, hair askew, and a large gold band clenched in her mouth.  A wild gleam shone in her eyes.

I knew she wanted out of this place, but I didn’t think she was that desperate.

Selena helped the witch to her feet and handed her the ale.  

Nyssa gulped the fluid. “Thank you.”  Her voice was almost inaudible over the clamor.

Selena turned, still half supporting Nyssa.

Banyu straddled the first rachasa’s lap and buried her face in the second one's crotch. 

Selena and Nyssa started across the courtyard.

Myreeni’s back arched in ecstasy.  Her fur flared. An immense crescendo of high-pitched squeals came from her mouth before she fell sideways into the flowerbed, taking Warren with her.  

A loud moan erupted from Banyu as Selena opened the back door.  She didn’t look.  

The women staggered along the hall to Nyssa’s chamber.  

“Hold still.”  Selena ran a damp sponge over the witch’s body, removing most of the blood.

Nyssa collapsed onto her bed.  “I’m tired.”

Selena considered the multitude of scars covering Nyssa. “Will you be all right?”

“I’ll be fine.”  She patted her belly. “Need sleep.”  Her eyes closed.

Selena shrugged.  If the witch thought sleep would restore her, then who was she to argue? 

The blue-coated officer stood at the desk when Selena returned, idly tossing and catching a sack the size of his fist in one hand.  His clothing hung in tatters.  Red scratches lined his arms.  “I must say, that was an extraordinary experience.”

“It’s a premium experience.”  Selena reached for the bag.

“And one worth every dinar,” said the officer as he began extracting coins.  

“Lord Bottle!” 

Selena and the officer turned to the doorway, where a sailor in a shredded uniform stood. A purple bruise covered half his face.

“Yes, Claude, what’s the matter?  I am occupied.”

“Sir, a bunch of army pukes beat Ben’s bunch to a pulp at the Rum Bucket!”

“Well, we can’t have that, can we?” Bottle frowned.  “The boys are out back.”

Claude started for the backcourt.

Lord Bottle upended the pouch on the counter.  Coins bounced and clattered. Several rolled off and bounced on the floor.  “There, that should settle accounts for the lads and me.”

Selena nodded. 

Claude reappeared, towing a dozen scratched and bruised sailors.

“Off to the boat, lads!” Lord Bottle and his band vanished.  

Basil and Blind Bessie kept a simple, slow tune going.  The few remaining torches burned low, their weak light reflecting off the nude bodies of Jade and Me-Ling dancing back-to-back on the stage.  Their audience numbered a mere half dozen, most barely able to stand.

Shouting came from the gate. Men flooded into the courtyard from the street, drunk and rowdy.  

“You want some fun, little yellow girl?” One inebriant clambered onto the platform and hoisted Me-Ling into the air. Another threw Jade over his shoulder.

“I am really horny, sailor man,” said Me-Ling, wrapping her legs around the drunk’s torso.

“Think you can handle me?” Jade’s hand probed the crotch of the man carrying her.  

Three others gathered around Blind Bessie.  “You one pretty flute blower,” said the ugliest of the bunch. 

Basil ducked under the stage as Blind Bessie extended her arm. “You got quite a flute yourself.  I think I’ll play with it for a while.”

The three women vanished beneath a pile of bodies.

The rest of the mob started for the reception area.

Hector stepped in front of the interlopers. “That’s far enough.”

“Out of my way, old man,” A squat thug covered with tattoos started to push past the door warden. 

“I’m not old.”  Hector stepped forward and slugged the sailor hard in the gut.  The brute doubled over and collapsed. “I’m experienced.” His left foot lashed out, and another intruder fell backward into the ornamental shrubbery. 

The remaining goons rushed Hector at once. His knee hit the first in his crotch, and he managed to get a hammerlock on the second before the rest bowled him into the ground.

Selena glanced around the empty room, head pounding. She reached for the poisoned needle beneath the desk and froze. There are too many of them.  They’ll rape me.

She drew a breath to scream.  Before she could release it, furred hands reached from the shadows, grabbing onto the men and yanking them backward. “These humans got fire,” said Myreeni’s voice before Selena fainted.

When Selena regained consciousness, the animalistic noises were in full frenzy again.  The cat people saved me.  

Hector struggled to his feet, took a long draught of fruit juice, and wobbled back to his post.

The torches burned low.  

Selena’s eyelids drooped.

The bodies on stage stopped writhing.  

Me-Lings voice carried in through the doorway. “I want more.” 

The last torch died.

***
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Chief Proctor Brass sat at a balcony table in the early morning light, eating an excellent breakfast of eggs, ham, and fruit, resolutely ignoring the plumes of smoke rising from several locations in the city.  

At length, he pushed the plate back and belched.  

A slender, balding man in a formal red jacket materialized alongside the table.  “Did you find this repast acceptable?”

“Superb as always, Alfredo,” said the Proctor as he rose. ‘Alfredo’s’ was the premier inn and dining establishment on Paradise Hill.  The Proctor tossed several coins on the tablecloth.  “But now I must get to work.”

The Proctor’s keen eyes swept over the city as he descended the hill. 

The Moneyman’s miniature castle still stood with barely a scratch to its doors. 

Other establishments fared less well.

From appearances, luck alone kept the ‘Lucky Spin’ from collapsing into debris. Perhaps Lord Bottle had taken offense at the loaded dice and marked cards.  Plumes of smoke rose from a south side warehouse.  He snorted.  Undoubtedly, there’d been a fire sale during the night. More smoke rose from the location of the ‘Rum Bucket,’ a particularly notorious south-side dive. No surprise there.

It could have been worse, he reflected, upon crossing the drawbridge over the Maiden Canal.  He glanced at a structure set between it and Paradise Hill.  Yes, it could have been much worse.

The Proctor spotted Cosmo struggling with the key to his door.  A pushcart stood alongside the merchant, piled high with boxes and jars. “Found yourself some new stock, I see.”

“I went to a fire sale.”  The shopkeeper turned to the Proctor.  “I must get my shop reopened.  Today will be busy.”

“You don’t sound very happy for a man who’s getting rich.”

Cosmo turned the key. “It’s my daughters.”

“I thought you locked them away last night.”

“I did.  They escaped. God alone knows where they are now.”  He opened the door. “What is this?  How is my shop ransacked despite the door being locked?”

The Proctor peered through the doorway, instantly spotting a large pile of blankets and clothing near the back.  

A tousled feminine head popped out of the heap. “Dad, is that you?” 

“Myra, what are you doing here?  Is Agate with you?”

“I’m here, Papa.”  Another head appeared, this one topped with short curls.  The motion dislodged the pile of fabric, revealing a lot of skin and little clothing.  Much of the skin belonged to four husky young men.

“God above, daughters, what were you doing?” 

“Well, I wanted to see if Enrick survived the battle,” said Myra, “And Agate was curious about Paul.”

“So, you venture onto the streets with ten thousand sailors running amok!”

“We were careful!” Myra’s tone was indignant. “Anyway, we found them, but they had friends, and one thing led to another.”

Cosmo frowned. “How did you enter the store?”

“Papa, you never did fix the loose boards at the back.”

The Proctor nudged the men with the polished tip of his boot until they stirred and opened their eyes.

The Proctor tapped his baton. “This is your chance to walk away.”

The sailors grabbed their clothing and ran.

Cosmo watched Proctor Brass depart.  He turned to his daughters, busily scrambling into skimpy clothes, and in a different tone of voice, asked, “How much did you charge?”

The Proctor found Harry contemplating the view through the window at the back of the Vigil House.  The Proctor joined him, idly noting a large clutch of sailors standing outside the Mermaid, many clenching the cups of grog and slabs of bread the brothel provided for overnight customers.  The Mermaid itself looked in good shape, barring a couple of broken windows.  

The Proctor spotted a man in a blue officer’s coat atop an isolated piling, dancing a jig and waving a jug.  “That’s Lord Bottle.  How did he get on that post?”

“Don’t have the foggiest,” said Harry without turning.

“It’s a good place for him.”  As the Proctor spoke the words, Caspar missed a step and fell thirty feet into the murky water.

Harry turned to face the Proctor.  He didn’t warrant the appellation ‘handsome’ anymore: a purple bruise covered the left side of his face, and a long scratch marred the right.  Bandages covered his right hand, and a huge rip marred the left sleeve of his jacket.  

“You hit a spot of trouble last night.”

“Nothing worth mentioning,” Harry limped to his desk.  “A good day’s sleep and I’ll be right as rain.”

The Proctor frowned.  “Take three days. Let that wife of yours baby you for a while.” 

“Thank you, sir.”

***
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“Wake up.”  Selena felt hard pressure against her shoulder.

“What?” Selena opened her eyes to see a monstrous pink and blue visage hovering over her.  Panic filled her.  Did I take too many Mellow berries?  Am I going blind?  She blinked.  Perrine came into focus.

The madam prodded Selena’s arm. “You fell asleep on the cash box.”

“Oh.”  Selena lifted herself to a sitting position, groaning as she did so.  Her vision was slow to focus.  I am through with Mellow Berries.

Perrine fit a key into the container’s lock, turned it, and raised the lid.

“Wow!”  Selena gasped. Silver dinar filled it to the rim.  Glancing at the floor, she saw scores of coins scattered on the tiles. 

Perrine bent over, dug a scrawny hand into the box, lifted it, and let the coins slip through her fingers. “That was a night to remember.”  She relocked the container. “I think I can retire now.  How would you like to be Madam?”  

Selena nodded, unable to speak.

“But first, let’s see what’s left of the Rose.” Perrine began hobbling towards the door.

Unconscious and semi-conscious bodies in various conditions of undress covered the courtyard and stage.

Perrine eyed a pile of mostly nude bodies heaped atop and around the sleeping forms of Jade, Me-Ling, and Blind Bessie. “Those owe us money.”

Selena spotted Basil’s head peering from beneath the stage, very much resembling a gopher or mole.  “Basil! Go wake your mother and tell her to begin fixing breakfast.”  

Me-Ling slithered from beneath a pile of unconscious bodies, blinked, yawned, and rubbed her eyes.  

Basil started towards the kitchen.

Perrine examined the scratched and dirty girl from a distance.  “Me-Ling, take a bath.” 

Selena ordered Basil to clean the tubs and heat the bathwater.

Basil stopped.  His head swiveled, facing first the kitchen and then the bathhouse.

Selena glared at the boy, “Move!”

Basil ducked into the kitchen.

Perrine turned to Selena.  “Let’s look at the backcourt.”

Once there, they found a score of partly clothed male bodies with long red scratches covering their arms and backs.  

Perrine kicked one, resulting in a groan of pain from the prostrate form.  “This lot is dead to the world. We’ll collect our fee from them once they awaken.”

Selena spotted Banyu’s nude butt.  The Saban girl lay sprawled across two cat-men.  She wore a gold bracelet on either arm.  I don’t want to know.

Myreeni appeared in the bungalow’s doorway, stark naked save for a blue officer’s hat perched between her ears.

“Are you satisfied?” Perrine asked.

“Yes,” said the rachasa girl. “Not sure got enough armbands.”

“Oh?”

“Most human day-mate boys do not last long.  This one tried, though.”  She prodded the sleeping form of Warren the Wizard.  

Selena rubbed her head.  That silly bit of doggerel came back to her.  If the time is right, passion is a light, and the magic is alive, an impossible child may be born who will grow into both parent’s forms.  

Myreeni continued.  “Went, got more. Lot more.” She waved at the snoozing men. 

“The day-mates didn’t last the day, so they don’t get a whole armband,” said Perrine.  “I will see to the proper division.”

“Oh, you smart!”

The cat-girl returned her attention to Warren.  “This one deserves more.”  She unclipped an earring and dropped it on his chest.

Perrine’s face hardened. “There was a fight. I’m not pleased.”

Selena’s breath caught in her throat.

“We did not start the fight. We stop fighting.”

“You didn’t hurt or kill them?” Perrine asked.

“No, no, just stopped. Some we took as day-mates.”

Perrine’s face relaxed. “These things happen. You acted appropriately.”

Basil ran into the court. “The Chief Proctor is here!”

“I’ll meet him up front in a moment.”

“I’m right here, Madam Perrine.”  The Proctor stood at the entrance to the backcourt, flanked by muscular watchmen with crossbows strapped to their backs.

Myreeni stared at the Proctor. “Thank you for speaking about this place!” 

Perrine glared at the Proctor. “You told her about the Rose?”

“Yes, I did,” said the Proctor. “I knew the Watch would have problems enough last night without the rachasa tearing through the city.  So, when the Speaker found me and explained her band's predicament, I suggested this fine establishment.  I knew you could handle them.”
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INHERITANCE
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The bicycle's front tire just missed the scantily clad woman. Serves her right, thought Katy as she shot past the alleyway where the tart had been negotiating with a bearded sailor. She skirted a pair of drunks emerging from a basement bar and dodged a tall, bare-chested man wearing a pink feathered hat outside a gaming house. 

The street rounded a corner, running parallel to the muddy waters of Ismara’s north harbor. Long wharves topped with large buildings extended out into the water. Wooden ships bigger than the tavern she operated in her old life were tied to these docks. Past them, vessels with billowing sails made for the open sea. 

Katy wondered if her son was aboard one of those vessels. 

Brian. Gone for a year now. His last letter said he’d made Mate on something called a ‘coaster,’ the ‘Sassy Queen.’  She’d have to keep an eye out for that vessel. But now, she had other concerns. She returned her attention to the waterfront.

A three-story structure that resembled a giant blue-green brick caught Katy’s attention. There it is. The Mermaid. Dockside tavern and inn. My inheritance. She gripped the bicycle’s brake handle and skidded to a stop. 

With a start, Katy realized she was stopped before the City Watch House. 

Figures painted on the Mermaid’s wall caught Katy’s attention as she drew nearer – attractive women wearing next to nothing. Disgusting. But good advertising. I’ll wager the barmaids offer private services. One portrait caught her attention. That looks like Alana. Alana had left Highbridge months ago. The blond bombshell performed ‘private services’ among the ‘Welcome Wagon’s’ clientele. At least none of them look like my daughter. It had been six months since Kevin had brought Amelia to Ismara. Katy had received two letters since then, neither informative.

A dark-skinned man in a leather jerkin stepped from an alcove. A truncheon dangled from his belt, and a tooth longer than Katy’s hand hung from a chain around his neck. “Help you, miss?”

Katy’s heart pounded. He’s a bruiser. She dismounted. “I am expected here. Caitlyn of Highbridge,” she said with confidence that went skin deep. 

“Ah, the new owner!”  The bruiser’s lips widened, exposing chipped teeth. “We didn’t expect you until tomorrow.”  He extended a hand, making the tooth sway. “I am Jabari.”

Katy ignored the hand and inclined her head. “Could you watch my bicycle for me?”

Jabari nodded and pointed to a rack further along the wharf. “Of course. I shall also have your baggage put in the master’s suite.”

Master Suite? Back at the welcome wagon, the master’s suite was a closet. Katy glanced upwards just before entering the door Jabari thrust open. Well, the Mermaid is much bigger than the Welcome Wagon. 

Light streamed through high windows, illuminating a large dining area mostly devoid of patrons. “Hello?” Katy didn’t see anybody behind the bar.

“One moment,” said an attractive dark-haired woman perched in a middle-aged man’s lap. Perky breasts threatened to spill from a pair of clamshells on the woman’s chest, and the aquamarine skirt she wore barely covered her butt. Is that the house uniform?

“Gotta see what the lady wants.” The woman smooched the man’s forehead and climbed off his lap. “Hi, I’m Inky. How can I help you?” Tattoos representing vines or serpents wound along her pale skin, converging near her groin. 

“I am Caitlyn of Highbridge, here to see Zeno Aristides.”  She fought to keep the disgust from her voice.

Inky gave Caitlyn a blank look. “She means Zen,” said the man.

“Oh,” said Inky. “Why didn’t she say so?”  Inky’s tongue bore the distinctive blue stain of a Blue Dust addict.

“She did.” The man straightened himself.

“No, she asked for Zeno Arist-whatever,” said Inky. “I never heard Zen called that.”

“Is he here?” A note of exasperation crept into Caitlyn’s voice. She fought the impulse to slug the tramp. Several times. Instead, she decided to fire the slut. She hated Dust addicts.

“Yeah, he’s over there.”  Inky pointed to a pair of men seated at a table near the end wall, talking quietly over drinks and papers. 

Katy walked towards the table. As she did so, one of the men thanked the other, rose to his feet, and gathered a handful of papers from the table. “Are you Zeno Aristides? I’m the new owner.”

The seated man smiled. “I’m Zeno Aristides, but everybody calls me Zen.”  He motioned to the chair. “You must be Caitlyn of Sheepbridge, Martin’s widow. Please, have a seat.”  Caitlyn found herself fascinated by Zeno’s tunic – each thread was a different color that somehow blended.

“It’s Caitlyn of Highbridge, not Sheepbridge.”  Katy took the newly vacated seat. “And my husband’s name was Kevin, not Martin.”

Zeno nodded. “Of course, of course.”  He rose from his chair and went to the nearer of the two doors behind his table. It opened to an office. He fetched a sheaf of papers from the desk and returned to the table. “You spent the past ten years working at the ‘Broken Wagon?’”

He’s testing me, seeing if I’m an imposter. “It was called the Welcome Wagon, not the Broken Wagon,” said Katy. “And I didn’t just work there; I ran the place. The owner was a sot.”  She didn’t mention Aratus’s death in the fire that had destroyed the inn. 

Zeno’s smile deepened. “Ah, so you do have experience in managing an establishment of this nature!”  

Katy deliberately glanced around the room. “This place is bigger than the Welcome Wagon, but I can manage it.”

“Good, good.” Zeno lowered his voice. “If I may be so frank, Miss Caitlyn, your former husband lacked management expertise.”

“Former ex-husband.” Katy fought to keep the bitterness from her voice. “Church bastards wouldn’t grant me a divorce, though we’d been separated for years. And you’re right – his style of ‘management’ involved ignoring bills and throwing temper tantrums.”

“That...matches my recollections.” Zeno fished through the papers on his desk. “Now, if you will just sign these...”

Katy inspected the proffered documents. “Looks fairly standard.” She scrawled her signature in the appropriate locations.

Zeno stared across the room. “Proctor Locke, can I intrude upon your time?”

The handsome man Inky had been fondling earlier rose to his feet. “Yes, Zen?”

“These papers need to be witnessed.”

“Of course.”  The Proctor walked to their table, trailed by Inky, and affixed his mark where Zeno pointed.

“Can I sign, too?” Inky asked. Caitlyn was surprised the girl was literate. But the tart signed her name with a flourish, making Caitlyn’s signature seem like an illiterate scrawl by comparison. 

Locke faced Caitlyn. “Congratulations. You now own half the Mermaid.” He extended his hand. “I’m Harry Locke, Proctor of the City Watch.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Caitlyn as she reevaluated Inky’s future status. “I hope we can remain on good terms.”

“I hope so, too,” said Harry. “Your former husband racked up complaints. But keep up your payments, and we shouldn’t have any problems.”

“Of course,” said Caitlyn. She’d had to pay off the town watch back in Highbridge as well. Part of the cost of doing business. 

“Good,” said Zeno, “I will have copies of these papers sent to your suite within the hour.”

“Isn’t that my office?” Katy pointed at the room behind Zeno.

“No, that’s my office.” Zen pointed at a door by the bar. “Yours is through there, follow the hall to the end – that’s the lounge – then take the stairs to the second floor. Your chambers are behind the first door.”

“Thank you, Mister Aristides.”

Zeno smiled. “Please, Miss Caitlyn, call me Zen.”

Katy smiled. “And you can call me Katy.”

“I’ll show her around.” Inky guided Katy along the corridor, the too-short skirt riding up her butt as she walked. 

Katy decided to redesign the staff uniform when she had the chance. They needed longer skirts.

Thick-bodied Saban women tended ovens amidst a cloud of steam past an open portal. “That’s the kitchen,” said Inky.

Way to state the obvious.

Inky moved her arm. “Laundry is here. Then the baths. We keep really clean here,” she said with a smile. Inky pushed open the portal at the corridor's end. “Here we are. The saloon!”

Katy looked around the chamber. Tiny tables ringed by padded chairs dominated the center of the chamber. Eight or ten men in sailors garb lounged about these, sipping drinks or playing cards. An elevated platform occupied much of the left wall, with a door on one side and a huge booth with large, padded benches on the other. A desk was to the door’s right, beneath a set of red-carpeted stairs with a gilded handrail. Paintings featuring lots of exposed flesh covered the walls. A full-sized statue of a topless mermaid bracketed the end of the desk.

“That’s Siren,” said Inky. “She eats money.”

Katy took in the closest picture, then recoiled in shock at the sight of the graphic sex act it depicted. She rotated her head, taking in additional obscene artwork, the stage, and the cashbox. “Oh, my God!”  The Mermaid wasn’t a tavern. It was a brothel. 

“Neat artwork, eh?” Inky’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. “Some say Danilov painted them, but others say it was Humphrey the Younger.”

Somehow, Katy’s mouth formed words. “The quality is high,” agreed Katy.  She did object to the subject matter. Katy noticed each picture had two numbers beneath it. “What are these?”

Inky pressed a manicured finger against the first digit. “The act’s number.”  Her finger shifted to the second numeral. “The price before negotiation.”

“Oh.” The display of flesh dazed Katy. The first half dozen pictures depicted ordinary sex acts – she’d done at least four herself. But past that...well...Alana had propositioned her about engaging in number seven, and that disgusting bastard Argus had talked about number nine, which was downright repulsive. Fighting to keep her voice calm, Katy asked, “You do these things?”  She waved at the paintings.

“For enough coin and enough Dust, and I’ll do most of them,” said Inky, confirming Katy’s first impression of the girl. “Except those.”  She pointed at the wall behind the desk. 

The last set of canvases featured groups of three or more participants. She tilted her head to inspect Number Eleven, which showed a woman squashed between two men. “That looks uncomfortable.”  She squinted at the numbers beneath the painting. “And expensive. Is there much call for these?”

“Some.”  Inky shrugged, dislodging her clamshell brassiere. “Mostly number twelve.”  That image depicted a muscled man satisfying two busty women. “Most gents lack the stamina for that one.”  

Katy’s eyes unwillingly lingered on number thirteen, which depicted four participants in a tangled knot of flesh. It looked painful.

Three dark-skinned children with musical instruments entered the saloon and sat in a small alcove alongside the stage, hidden from casual view. 

“Dance is starting. I have to get back up front.” Inky darted from the room.

“You look for work?”  Katy turned to find herself confronted by a brown Saban woman in her thirties, clad in the clamshell top and too-short bottom of the Mermaid’s staff. Gold pendants dangled from her neck, and gold bands encased her arms. Dreadlocked black hair fell to her shoulders. She’s wearing more wealth than I made in the past year.

“I’m Katy.” 

“I’m Bibi. I run this place.”  The Saban woman gave Katy a critical examination. “Hmm... You ain’t a Player.” She tapped her foot. “Not a Poser, either.”

Player? Poser?

“Hard times?”

“Uh...yes, but”-

Bibi continued her inspection. “Yeah, that happens. Lessee...You’re short, that’s good. Nice boobies, too. You won’t have to pad the shells. You are a bit thick, but that’s ok.”  She inspected Katy’s brown ponytail.” This could stand some color.”

Katy’s mouth refused to work. 

Bibi faced the musicians. “Ok, start.”

Katy placed a hand on Bibi’s shoulder. “I’m not a”-

“Hush.”  Bibi brushed off Katy’s hand. “We got two youngsters doing a traditional number. One’s Mimi’s daughter Nabila. Other is the owner’s kid.”

Katy blanched. But sure enough, the door next to the stage popped open, and an attractive brown Saban girl in a grass skirt and a necklace made of ivory teeth stepped onto the stage. Behind her came a pink blond-haired girl in a cream-colored dress that reached almost to the floor. A square glass pendant hung from a thong around the girl’s neck. Amelia. Her daughter. 

“Amelia can’t dance,” hissed Katy.

“She’s learning.”  Bibi kept her attention focused on the stage.

The music intensified. The girls spun and leaped. Their bare feet slapped against the boards. The Saban girl moved like a supple snake. Amelia tripped and almost fell on her butt.

“She needs to practice more.”

Katy bristled. No, her daughter did not need to practice wiggling her ass in a whorehouse. She needed a profession or a nice, respectable husband.

The girl’s skirts lifted as they spun. Katy hoped Amelia was wearing underwear. Even as the thought entered her brain, the garments fell to the floor, leaving the dancers wearing little more than strategically placed ribbons. A chorus of male approval rose from the tables.

“That was done alright,” said Bibi in a satisfied tone. “Let’s see if they got the next part down.”

“Next part?”  Katy watched the girl’s writhe and twist. They were almost naked! What-  

The dancer’s movements became intimate. Hands cupped breasts: fingers ran along thighs. “What kind of dancing is this?” 

“I told yah – this is a traditional Saban number.”

The music ended. Amelia and Nabby collected their coins in efficient sweeps, scooped up their dresses, and vanished back through the door.

Katy took a breath. Then, she pushed across the room and swept into the tiny dressing room. 


Amelia strapped herself into a clamshell brassiere and inspected herself in a mirror. Then her mouth fell open as she caught sight of her mother in the entry. “Mom? What are you doing here?”



“Huh?”  Nabila wiggled into a short sea-green skirt. 

“Keeping you from making a mistake!”  Katy’s words were almost a screech. “Why were you parading around naked in front of those animals?”

“I was wearing clothes! Besides, it was just dancing!”

Katy snatched a handful of the ribbons Amelia had been wearing on stage. “You call these clothes?”  She pointed back at the stage. “And that dancing?”

“You ain’t harassing the staff.” Bibi grabbed Katy’s arm.

Katy pulled free of the Saban. “This is my daughter.” Her words were capable of pulverizing stone. “I am taking her, and we are leaving. Now.”

“Ok, ok, don’t go getting excited.”  Bibi fled from the room, followed by Nabila. 

Katy returned her attention to Amelia. “Get your things.”  She lifted a hairbrush from a vanity next to a full-length mirror. “This thing is horrible.” The brush sported thick steel bristles and a malformed metal handle. More weird junk jewelry was scattered next to the brush – ugly metal rings, tiny glass plates set with dull red and black stones, and downright dangerous hairclips.
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