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As I walked toward the old factory where my new boss, a peculiar faerie named Mr. Ahno, hid his secret fantasy creature sperm bank, it took every ounce of willpower that I had not to turn and run back to the bus stop. I mean, don’t get me wrong, the work is noble, collecting semen from endangered fantasy creatures to prevent them from going extinct, but did my ass have to be the specimen cup?

I reached the door and took a deep breath, hoping that Brenda, the receptionist, would be on break. We’d had a rather tense encounter the previous day after I’d returned from making my first ‘collection’. I’d yelled and slammed her boss against the wall, and she’d been ready to hit me with a baseball bat. Slowly, I opened the door and poked my head inside.

Brenda glanced up from her desk and our eyes met. I held my breath, biting the edge of my lower lip. For a moment, she just looked at me, then she smiled.

“Good morning, Steven,” she said. “Feeling better?”

“Yeah,” I said sheepishly as I stepped inside. “Sorry about yesterday.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I was actually impressed by your restraint. I’ve had to use that bat on more than one occasion.”

“Well, I’m glad I didn’t force you to use it on me,” I said. I nodded toward the inside door. “Can you tell Mr. Ahno that I’m here, please?”

“Oh, just go on back,” Brenda said, flipping the switch behind her that unlocked the door. “He’s anxious to see you. He’s called me three times to see if you’d arrived yet.”

“Okay, thanks,” I said, heading for the door. Behind it was a long hall with several rooms on either side of it, and one door at the end marked Authorized Personnel ONLY. Through that door lay the heart of the operation, but I walked to the first door on the left, Ahno’s office, and knocked politely.

“Steven, is that you?” I heard him call. “Hurry up; get in here.”

I stepped inside and found him seated behind his desk, an old-fashioned phone handset pinched between his ear and shoulder as he scribbled frantically on a piece of paper, his shoulder-length blue hair falling down across his eyes.

“Thank you,” he said into the phone. “Thank you so much. You have no idea what this means. Someone will be waiting, I promise. Good-bye.” He set the handset in the receiver and jumped to his feet.

It’s not an exaggeration to say that every time I see him, he takes my breath away. He’s one of the prettiest men I’ve ever met, second only to his freak of a cousin, Talikae. They were both faeries, though, so it wasn’t exactly fair to compare them to mere humans.

“What a relief,” Ahno said, stepping around the desk. He was wearing cream slacks this time, with a matching silk dress shirt under a midnight blue jacket that looked like something out of a fantasy movie, with fancy gold buttons and golden embroidery glittering in the morning light that streamed through his office window. With his long legs and slender figure, he was definitely something to look at. “Steven, I’m so glad you decided to come back.”

“The money was too good to pass up,” I said, “but I want to be clear—I’m not staying long. I need a new car, and I have a couple of credit cards to pay down, and I want to put something into my savings, and then I’m done.”

“Of course,” he said. “You can leave whenever you need to. I only ask that you let me know. Please don’t leave me wondering what happened to you. Too many of my employees simply disappear one day.”

I felt the color drain from my face. “Are you sure they quit? What if one of the creatures you sent them to collect from decided he was hungry rather than horny?”

“Oh, that could never happen,” Ahno said with a laugh. “The creatures we service are all sentient beings. They understand what we are asking and are eager to cooperate. Most of them can tell you so themselves. Only a few are non-verbal. Merlions come to mind, although they can understand us.”

“Is there a handbook or something I can study?” I asked with a halfhearted chuckle. “I don’t understand most of what you’re talking about.”

“Actually, there is,” Ahno said, rushing back to his desk. He opened and closed a couple of drawers before he found what he was looking for. It wasn’t a book. “Here, you’re going to need this.” He held out the bracelet of clear glass beads. I grimaced, but let him clip it around my wrist, giving my arm a shake as the cold tingle of magic crawled across my skin. The bracelet was enchanted to isolate the semen once the deposit was made and hold it in stasis until it could be stored permanently in a bottle.

“I also had these made for you, just in case,” he said, handing me a key card with a stylized dragon logo on the front and a credit card with my name on it. “The key card will let you in the employee entrance, and the credit card is for food, gas, lodging, and other expenses. Within reason, of course. Welcome to the team, Steven.”

“Thanks,” I said, taking out my wallet and tucking the cards away. “So, who all is on this team?”

“Well, there’s me, of course,” Ahno said with a cheeky grin. “And you’ve met Brenda. Then there’s Larry. He’s been with us a couple of months and handles all the difficult collections. And now there’s you.”

“That’s it?” Didn’t sound like much of a team to me.

“We have a high turnover rate,” Ahno said with a shrug. Somehow he made even mundane movements like that look graceful.

“I can’t imagine why,” I said and he chuckled.

“I don’t blame any of them for leaving,” he said, “and I won’t hold it against you, either. I understand that this job requires a lot from my employees. Too much, for many.” He was quiet, almost contemplative, then he clapped his hands together decisively. “Now, I’m extra glad you came back because I have a job for you. I was on the phone with one of my contacts when you came in and he just got word that one of the only satyrs on the West Coast is finally willing to make a deposit. I’ve been propositioning this guy for years, but satyrs are notoriously skittish around humans, unless they’ve been drinking. They love their wine, so you may want to pick up a box or two on your way. C’mon.”

“Hang on, you’re sending me out now?” I asked, following him down the hall and through the door to the old factory floor, which had been converted into a sperm sample storage area. Shelves filled the room, with neat rows of colored bottles lined up on each one. Now, a layperson might think that an empty mayonnaise jar on a wooden shelf in an abandoned factory might not be the best place to store dragon cum, but apparently the bottles, shelves, and even the freaking room were enchanted to preserve the contents.

“I hope that’s all right,” Ahno said, walking to the back corner of the room, which had a bank of cupboards instead of shelves. “I’d send Larry, but he’s already on assignment, and this can’t wait. The depositor might change his mind.”

“Are these satyr-things really rare or something?” I asked, watching as he pulled a small, black leather satchel out of a cupboard and began filling it with stuff. I saw several bottles go into the bag, along with a journal-sized spiral notebook.

“Moderately rare,” he said, closing the satchel and heading for the exterior door. “There are several small communities in Greece and Turkey, but it’s always good to get fresh blood.” He grabbed the keys to one of the company cars out of its cubby on the wall and held keys and bag out to me. Reluctantly, I took them.

“So, do you ever send Brenda out to make collections?” I asked, trying to stall just a little.

“Oh, goodness, no,” Ahno said. “That could be dangerous.”

“Because dragons eat fair maidens?”

He laughed. “You can’t let go of that, can you? Wait until you meet one, and then you’ll see that no dragon would ever eat a human given any other option. No, it’s because many of the creatures we collect from have such potent semen, any female exposed to it could become pregnant. I learned that the hard way, many years ago. It did not end well.”

I started to ask what happened, but there was a darkness in his turquoise eyes that made me think twice. Some things I was probably better off not knowing.

“Speaking of being exposed,” I said, “what are the chances of me catching something from one of these creatures? I’m sorry, but no amount of money is worth getting AIDS or dragonpox or whatever.”

“Don’t worry, there’s virtually no chance of that,” he said. “That bracelet completely isolates the semen as soon as it is deposited. It never makes contact with you, so it can’t transfer any pathogen. If a sample were to be infected, or contain significant genetic abnormalities, the beads would glow red and the contribution would be locked until further analysis could be done. Speaking of the beads, the bracelet only preserves the semen for six hours, so you’ll need to transfer the contribution to a more stable container before then. But don’t worry, it’s very simple. Just hold the filled bead close to the mouth of the bottle and try to keep your hands steady. The spells will take care of the rest. Did I tell you how to label the sample?”

“You tried yesterday, but I wasn’t in the mood to listen,” I said.

“Justifiably,” Ahno said with a chuckle. “It’s not complicated, just write down the species, date, and location
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