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Chapter One
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JASMINE

Jasmine Gonzalez heaved a long drawn-out breath as she surveyed the daunting task ahead of her. Then again, completing daunting tasks was her specialty.

This particular one, however, required the use of a ladder or for her to be about seven feet tall, neither of which she had, or was right now in this moment.

She chomped at her lower lip, staring up at the looming sign atop the large bay window. The letter T had come loose and hung upside down, dangling from a single nail at the base, so it currently read “Fantastic ails and Magical Scales Pet Shop.”

It was tempting to leave it be, as there were about a million other things that needed fixing inside the shop—the kelpie-tank filters had to be replaced soon, the pens required a locking-spell refresh, the POS system (which was probably older than her) was long overdue for an upgrade—and on and on.

Normally, she could call on the owner of the shop to make small repairs, like fixing the sign, or to purchase supplies like ladders, but he had recently passed away. Vrig had been an elderly orc, who’d hired Jasmine as a cashier almost five years ago when she was new in town and had no experience with either magical pets or working in retail. He’d been a kind boss, as well as her landlord, as he’d offered her the tiny apartment over his garage at a rent that was way below market prices and the place was only a ten-minute walk away from the store.

Vrig had taught her everything he knew, from learning how to handle newly hatched basilisks to predicting when the phoenixes were about to regenerate. She’d come to love the work and caring for all the magical creatures at Fantastic Tails, but her favorite part of the job was matching clients with the perfect pet. Vrig had said she was a natural at it, and for the first time in her life, Jasmine had found something she was truly good at. It worked out for Vrig as well, because over time he had given her more duties, and spent less time at the store, often letting Jasmine open up in the morning and close up at the end of the day.

She, too, enjoyed the increased responsibilities and decision-making powers on the business side of the shop. Vrig seemed happy to allow her to take on more work and even gave her a modest pay bump and a promotion from cashier to manager, though that was more ceremonial as she was his only employee. Still, she loved her routine at the shop, her cozy apartment over Vrig’s garage, and even this quiet little town. For the first time in a long while, she was content to stay in one place, something she hadn’t felt since she and her father had left their tiny town in the Philippines to move to the United States when she was twelve.

The last five years working at Fantastic Tails had gone by so quickly, she barely noticed it. Heck, she didn’t even think about what was to come next, enjoying her life day to day, never worrying about tomorrow—at least, not until Vrig had died.

He was gone now, and she was still here. Truly, she could have left—should have left—when he passed away, but there was no one else to take care of the store and she just couldn’t leave the creatures in the shop, not when the authorities were still trying to find Vrig’s next of kin to sort out who would inherit his estate. Up until his death, she’d been running the entire operation anyway, so she decided to stay on and figure out what to do, at least until everything was sorted out. As far as she knew, Vrig had never married nor had any children, and had never spoken about siblings or other relatives, so she couldn’t provide the authorities with any information. That had been three weeks ago and she hadn’t heard anything from the administrator appointed by the probate court since.

Jasmine swallowed the lump in her throat. Some days, she still expected him to come walking in, all smiles as he greeted her, usually bringing her a to-go cup from the coffee shop down the street. Despite his appearance—seven feet in height, shaggy white hair, green skin, sharp tusks—Vrig had been a gentle and kind soul, not only to her and the customers, but to the animals in the shop. There were times when she would even forget he was gone. She’d get an idea and would walk over to the back office where he was usually holed up, then stop halfway, remembering she would never see him there, crouched in front of his computer, glasses perched on his face, always ready to help with some repair or to answer a question she had about a new creature.

His loss left a huge crater in her chest, but at the same time it reminded her of what was to come. It was like waiting for the proverbial axe to fall, wondering day in and day out if some long-lost relative of his would come sweeping in, take over the shop and his house, and kick her out of her apartment.

Of course, there was the option of buying the shop and running it. The thought of it had become more and more appealing since Vrig had died. However, that would mean being tied down for the next few years or so, not to mention the huge financial commitment of taking on a loan. That, of course, would all hinge on Vrig’s heirs wanting to sell to her. It wasn’t just the business Vrig had owned, but the building and land itself, which was prime property as it was located right in the middle of Main Street. They could shut down the shop and sell everything for an enormous profit and Jasmine would not be able to do a single thing about it.

But there was no use worrying about that, because there were other pressing matters she had to deal with, such as the one right in front of her.

Or rather, literally hanging over her head.

If Vrig were here, she wouldn’t need a ladder, as he was tall enough to fix the sign. Heck, he could use magic to simply put it to rights.

But he wasn’t here, and it was all up to her.

Jasmine drummed her fingers on her arm. She would leave it be for now, but she didn’t want another sternly worded letter from the Dewberry Falls Main Street Business Association. The board was all about keeping the town’s commercial hub immaculate and pristine, so as to attract customers and keep property values high. She could not afford to get on their bad side, not after the last incident that had gotten her a first warning.

“It wasn’t my fault those mini cockatrices got out of their pens,” she grumbled to herself.

And she had chased all three of the escaped jailbirds up and down Main Street, and thankfully wrangled them back into the shop before they could seriously harm anyone. Since they were the mini variety of cockatrice, their gaze couldn’t kill anyone, but it was enough to leave Alice Vanderpelt in a coma for twelve hours.

No, this definitely had to be fixed now. Martha Goodeheart, who served as chairman of the board, was just itching to serve Jasmine with a second warning, and once she received three, she would have to pay a hefty fine.

Hands on her hips, she marched back into the shop as a hoppy sixties tune piping in through the Bluetooth speaker on the counter greeted her.

“One fine day, indeed,” she muttered to herself.

Though tempted to turn the speakers off, she knew she couldn’t. The creatures in the pet shop seemed to like music, at least that’s what Vrig had told her in the beginning. “Silence drives them crazy,” he’d said. “They all start lookin’ at each other and some of the more ’ornery ones pick fights. But the music keeps them calm.”

And so they had music piping in 24/7. Initially Vrig had boring elevator music playing, but as she took over more of the store, Jasmine eventually replaced his playlist with her own favorites, particularly those bright, soulful upbeat Motown tunes from the 1950s and 60s.

She rooted around in her purse until she found the black elastic buried at the bottom, then proceeded to braid her long, black hair into a rope so it wouldn’t get in her way. Then, she grabbed the step stool under the counter. It would only boost her five-foot-nearly-nothing frame about another foot and a half, which would not be enough. As she tapped a finger on her chin, she spied a large cement block from the corner of her eye. Vrig had used them to prop the door open sometimes. After a quick mental calculation—and a small prayer to her ancestor spirits—she picked up the stool and the block, tucked a hammer under her arm, put some nails in her pocket, then headed outside.

You can do this.

She placed the step stool under the sign, then the cement block on top of it.

What doesn’t kill me only makes me stronger.

It might fracture a limb or two, but thankfully the shop had an excellent employee health plan and she’d only have to be at the bone-setter’s office for an hour. Two, tops.

Placing her right foot on the first step of the stool, she gave it an experimental wiggle. Hoisting herself up, she set her left foot on top of the block, then the other.

Yes!

But now came the hard part. She actually had to fix the darned sign. At this height, she could maneuver the T to its proper position, but she would have to stretch, really stretch, her other arm to pull the hammer far back enough to drive the nails in.

Jasmine did not dare look down, even as the stool wobbled. Holding her breath, she proceeded to swing the T upwards. It remained upright by some miracle and she considered leaving it as is, hoping it would hold up at least until she got some help—maybe she could call her friend Kap to finish the job tonight, as the tree giant was certainly tall enough to fix this without a ladder. She would have contacted him earlier, but he was still surely asleep, being nocturnal and all.

With a determined grunt, she fished out a nail from her pocket and positioned it as high as she could on the painted wooden letter, about halfway up the vertical stem of the T. Pulling the hammer back, she swung it forward to ensure she got enough momentum—then felt the cement block slip.

Jasmine shrieked, bracing herself for the pain when she hit the solid pavement. However, that didn’t happen. Her body hit something solid, but it wasn’t concrete. Rather, she was pressed up against something rock-hard, and warm, and breathing.

Uh-oh.

A loud grunt made her wince. Slowly, she lifted her head and gazed up into luminous purple eyes.

Oh, Mother Goddess!

“I . . . I . . .”

Her entire mouth had gone dry and she could only stare open-mouthed at the tall, green-skinned stranger holding her in his arms. An orc, she guessed, though there wasn’t really much doubt, as the sharp lower tusks peeking from between his lips and the elongated ears were dead giveaways. A mane of shaggy hair as dark as a raven’s wing fell over his forehead and between his dark purple eyes, which stared right back at her.

“Do you mind?” His low, gruff voice sent a shiver down the backs of her knees.

“Mind? What?”

His eyes darted down to her hands, which were planted—no, gripping—the prominent pectoral muscles under his shirt. As if she hadn’t embarrassed herself enough, her fingers involuntarily squeezed them.

They’re so . . . hard.

And she wondered if he was hard everywhere.

Also, was he green all over?

Warmth crept up her neck, just thinking about what his skin was like underneath those—

He cleared his throat.

Oh, Mother—

“Sorry!” She pulled her hands away, then began to wiggle in an attempt to free herself of his arms, flailing like a fish caught in a bear’s mouth.

“Yeow!” he shouted as her hand smacked against the side of his head. The arm cradling her legs whipped out from under her and she landed on her feet.

“Oh shi—sorry!” She reached up to check where she had hit him, but that was a useless gesture as even on her tiptoes her hand barely touched his chin. “Are you okay?”

“I’ll live,” he grunted, rubbing at his face.

“I’m really sorry. I, uh, just panicked. Are you sure you’re all right?” Thankfully, she hadn’t poked his eyes. “Do you want me to look at it? Do you need a doctor, a healer, or a medicine man?” She couldn’t quite recall what type of healthcare professional orcs went to.

“It’s fine. What in Vorlak’s name were you doing?” He glanced over the step stool, which was now on its side, the cement block broken in two beside it. “Don’t you know how dangerous and foolish that was?”

She flinched but quickly recovered.

Who the heck did he think he was, anyway?

“Well, if you’re fine,” she began as she picked up the stool, “have a good day, then.” And I’ll see you never.

He snorted. “I came here to see the pet shop.”

She froze midway as she reached for the broken cement block.

He was a customer?

Deciding the cement block was not salvageable, she stood up straight and faced him, craning up to get a good look. About seven feet tall, he blocked most of the sun from her view, his massive shoulders and arms like boulders covered in red-and-black-checked flannel.

“You’re looking for a pet? For yourself or perhaps your offspring?” She cringed inwardly, thinking of how she had groped him.

He could be married. With kids.

But he didn’t seem that old, perhaps a few years older than herself, but certainly mature-looking enough to have a child or two running around.

“No.”

She ignored that tiny yelp of victory from her brain—and other parts of her body.

He could still be married.

Besides, he had been rude to her just two seconds ago, calling her foolish.

Silence stretched between them as she waited for him to follow up and tell her why he was here. Was she supposed to read his mind and figure out what he wanted?

Shrugging, she continued. “Well, sir, if you’re not in the market for a pet, perhaps you’re at the wrong place.” She pursed her lips and used them to point up at the sign, where, sadly, the T once again swung down from its fixing. “We’re a pet shop, specializing in all creatures scaled, fanged, feathered, furred, and everything in between.”

“I am at the right place and I don’t want a pet.”

“You don’t? Then why—” An alarming thought popped into her brain. “Sir,” she began, her voice firm, but professional, “I don’t know what kind of place you think this is, but we strictly offer creatures as pets. And not for other purposes.”

“I know and—” His dark brows furrowed. “Wait, do you think I want to eat them?”

“Or use them in spell-casting or experiments.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “You wouldn’t be the first to try.” She’d seen Vrig deal with such nefarious would-be customers, and while she probably couldn’t toss this orc out on his ass, she could scream really loud.

“I’m not here to—” He raked his clawed hands through his messy mane. “I’m Mal.”

“And?” Was she supposed to know who he was by name?

“Of the Urduk Horde.”

Now that sounded familiar. “Urduk . . . as in—”

“Vrig’s horde. I’m his nephew.”

A heartbeat passed as she processed the information.

This orc was Vrig’s nephew. His relative.

Heat flooded her cheeks. “I . . . I . . .” Her tongue refused to follow what her brain wanted her to say.

He let out a huff. “And you’re Jasmine, right? If I promise not to eat any of the creatures, will you let me inside so we can talk?”

Oh, Mother Goddess, she not only fell into his arms and molested him, but also implied he was a savage creature who devoured adorable pets.

If you can hear me, she pleaded to her ancestor spirits, please strike me with a thunderbolt right now and erase my existence from this world.

“Well?”

Unfortunately, she remained earthbound.

Great help you are, ancestors.

“Uh, yeah, okay,” she mumbled, managing to gather her wits. “Please, come inside.”

She led him into the shop, gesturing for him to go first, watching him to gauge his reaction.

Most people who first entered Fantastic Tails were often taken by surprise by its interior. While the façade looked like any of the other shops of Main Street, the inside had been magically renovated into a space that was four times its size. Half the store was dedicated to the various pet supplies—food, toys, beds, cages, leashes, and the like—as they accounted for most of the store’s profits. The other half was where they kept the creatures, two levels of spacious cages, pens, and habitats holding the different pets they had for sale. The lower level had all the landbound and flying creatures, while the second floor was wall-to-wall aquariums filled with all kinds of water and amphibious animals. Vrig had said he’d built the entire thing himself, including casting some of the spells to expand the space.

It was truly a sight to behold, but the gigantic orc simply glanced around and let out a grunt, seemingly unimpressed.

Jasmine pursed her lips, waiting for any other reaction. When none came, she went to the register, as if the massive counter was a shield protecting her.

“Uhm, Mr. Mal, I’m sorry for what—”

“It’s fine,” he said, tone dismissive as he waved a massive hand. “And it’s just Mal. I’m here to settle Vrig’s affairs.”

And where have you been all this time? she wanted to say, but she bit her lip before the words tumbled out of her mouth. “Oh, I see.”

“I travel a lot,” he began. “Took the administrator a while to get a hold of me.”

“He didn’t leave a will or anything. And they said they couldn’t find any contact information of relatives in his home or belongings.”

“Vrig didn’t have any close relatives, only me. He was my father’s older half-brother.”

“Did you know him before he retired?” Before Vrig came to Dewberry Falls to open the shop, he had been in the Orc Division of the Army Corps of Engineers.

“Not really. Met him a few times when I was a kid before my dad died.”

“Uhm, still, I’m sorry for your loss.”

He shrugged. “It’s okay.”

“He went peacefully.” Her chest tightened as she recalled the events. “The night before he died, he’d seemed normal, though he mentioned that his arthritis had been acting up so I told him to go home early. The next day, when he didn’t show up at all, I went over to his house with some soup. He didn’t answer and the locking spell prevented me from going inside, so I called emergency services. The EMTs said he’d passed away in his sleep the night before.”

“It was his time.”

That’s what many of their neighbors had said when they came to offer their condolences. Still, guilt filled her. If she had checked up on him that evening, maybe she could have done something. At the very least, if she had stayed with Vrig, he wouldn’t have died alone.

An awkward silence passed between them before she managed to swallow the lump in her throat. “Do you want anything to drink? I have coffee and tea.”

He shook his head. “No, thank you. I just want to settle things and get going.”

“Of course,” she said through gritted teeth. Calm down, she told herself. He didn’t really know his half-uncle, so she couldn’t expect him to grieve a near-stranger.

“The administrator mentioned you’ve been keeping things running around here while they were looking for me, even though you didn’t have to.”

She gestured to the wall of cages and glass cases. “I can’t exactly just lock up the doors and walk away.”

“I get that,” he said gruffly. “And don’t worry. I don’t plan to inconvenience you further. Please don’t feel that you have to stay.”

She’d known this day was coming. Had run the scenarios in her head, about what she would do once Vrig’s kin were found, where she would go, her next steps. But to actually have to face it head on now was a punch to the gut.

“Of course,” she managed to say, despite all the air leaving her lungs.

“Depending on your employment contract and the shop’s finances, I’m sure I could offer you some kind of severance.” He frowned. “How did you manage to stay on without Vrig?”

“What do you mean?”

He glanced around. “Running a place like this has to be a headache for accounting.”

“A-accounting?” Wait, was he implying she was doing something underhanded? Cooking the books? “I assure you, everything’s in order, accounting-wise,” she said, her tone chilly.

“I—what? No, I wasn’t implying—” He let out an impatient snort. “I—”

“Vrig promoted me to manager two years ago. Since then, I’ve been running everything, both in the front and back office.” Except the store’s bank accounts and payroll, of course, but thankfully all their suppliers had been paid up until the end of this month, and her salary had hit her bank account just yesterday, which meant Vrig had signed off on it before he passed away. “I assure you that everything is in order when it comes to the shop’s finances.”

“I’m sure they are.”

“Margins are thin, but your uncle said this was more of a side hobby for him, something to do in retirement to stave off the boredom, so he didn’t care about money as long as he wasn’t completely in the red.”

“I didn’t mean to imply anything.” More awkward silence stretched between them before he spoke again. “Look, I’m grateful for your help and staying on. But the shop isn’t your problem anymore. Since Vrig died here and didn’t leave a will, this whole thing has been a headache to deal with. I have a meeting at the law office down the street so I can get some help and hopefully we can get all this sorted out sooner rather than later. They’ll be in touch with you for anything.” With that, he turned and walked toward the door.

Jasmine could only stare at his large, flannel-covered back as he exited the shop, the door closing behind him slowly in an anticlimactic manner.

Here it was, the axe falling, burying straight into her chest.

Numbness took over her, and for a few minutes she didn’t move. It was only the sound of the chirping baby oozlums demanding their midday meal that knocked her out of her trance. Instinctively, she grabbed the bag of birdseed from under the counter and sauntered over to the large cage in the corner.

“Patience,” she cooed as she pulled out the feeder.

The colorful little birds flew backwards in circles as they waited for their meal. As soon as Jasmine drew closer, they slowed their flight and flitted toward the front of the cage. She pressed her palm against the bars, and they hovered next to her fingers, warbling a high-pitched tune. Once she’d replaced the feeder, they dove right in.

With a satisfied sigh, she took a step back and glanced at the other creatures around her—the cerberus pup with its three heads on its paws as it snoozed in the corner of its pen, the pair of fenrir cubs play-fighting, the phoenix chirping happily in its cage—and her heart sank further.

Vrig had been selective with his customers and it truly wasn’t about money for him. He made sure that potential owners had the right temperament and lifestyle for the pet they wanted; after all, these were living creatures and someone who, say, lived in an apartment and worked eighty hours a week would not be able to handle the responsibilities of training a griffin hatchling or a wily kobold. He refused to sell to anyone who wouldn’t be a good owner, and he had a generous return policy for customers who changed their mind, as he’d rather take the loss than risk the poor creatures becoming neglected.

Vrig’s nephew didn’t mention what he had planned, but he didn’t seem interested in anything about the business aside from the books, which meant he would likely close the shop. And if that were his plan, the most logical thing to do would be to sell the remaining creatures to one of those soulless, big-box stores who would give them to just anyone who walked through the door.

I can’t let that happen.

While she had been undecided all these weeks, Jasmine knew what she had to do: she had to convince Vrig’s nephew—Mal, she reminded herself—to sell Fantastic Tails to her.

If she could afford it.

She lived frugally and so she had some savings, but that would not be enough, so she would have to take out a loan. The idea of having to pay back an enormous sum made her break out into a cold sweat, but there was no way she could buy the shop outright.

Jasmine straightened her shoulders. She had to at least try. If she didn’t, she would surely regret it. It was another daunting task, but those were her specialty.

She didn’t know how long Vrig’s nephew would be in town, so she had to act fast. Grabbing her phone from the counter, she tapped out a message to Tracy, the manager at the Dewberry Falls Credit Union. She and Tracy went to the same spin class on Thursday nights, and often grabbed a late drink together afterwards.

Got a minute? Can I swing by your office?

Grabbing her purse from under the counter, she gave the shop a once-over before marching toward the door, flipping the Open sign to Closed, then activating the alarm system. As she exited, she spied the stool and broken concrete block outside, reminding her of her unfinished task.

I’ll definitely have to ask Kap to come by later. She’d make him a batch of her sinigang soup in exchange.

However, as she picked up the stool, she glanced up at the sign and, to her surprise, the T was the right way up.

Huh. How did that—

Her phone’s ringtone shook her out of her thoughts. Seeing the familiar name flashing on the screen, she quickly picked it up. “Tracy? Hi. Thanks for calling . . . Yeah, I’m good.” She gave the sign one last glance. “Do you have a few minutes? I need to ask you something . . .”




Chapter Two
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MAL

Mal’s entire body sagged in relief as he finally reached his room at the Dreametime Motel. As the door shut behind him, he leaned back and closed his eyes. It had only been his second day in this little town, and he was ready for all of this to be over. In truth, he’d had longer, grueling days working on various construction sites over the years, but there was something about spending hours lining up at government offices and signing papers all day that was its own personal brand of hell.

Lumbering toward the bed, he stripped his clothes off and placed them on top of the covers, then headed to the spacious bathroom. When he had asked the front desk if they had any vacancies, he didn’t even think to request an oversized room, yet they automatically gave him one. Thank Vorlak, because oftentimes when he had to check into a hotel or furnished apartment, he would have to crouch just to fit through the door, or had to put two beds together to get a decent night’s sleep, and never mind the usually cramped bathrooms. Though this room was by no means five-star lodgings, he appreciated that he could move around easily and the furnishings could actually hold his weight and size. And after a long day like today, he was glad he could take a hot shower without later paying for it with a crick in his neck.

He sighed and laid a palm against the wet tile, moving his head side to side so the needles of water from the shower head massaged his scalp. Normally, this helped him relax, but his mind was occupied with everything he needed to do and accomplish in the next few days.

He finished and dried himself off with a towel then wrapped it round his waist before stepping out of the bathroom. As he sorted through the clothes in his duffle bag, searching for something to wear that was somewhat clean, he grumbled to himself.

I didn’t even want to come here.

Not that he was ungrateful, but he frankly didn’t care about this inheritance from some long-lost uncle. Mal had been determined to just ignore the official-looking letter his mother had forwarded to him and let everything go to the state. After all, he’d hardly known Vrig, and it didn’t seem right he should inherit his assets.

His mother and stepfather, however, had other ideas.

“He was your family,” Morlak, his mother had said. “Your last blood relative on your father’s side.”

“And there’s nothing more important than family,” his stepfather, Karak, had added. “Go and settle his affairs. If anything, it is your duty to give him a proper send-off.”

Mal could not argue with that last statement. Tradition dictated that every orc who passed away had their ashes spread over the Victory Fields in Ghalad-Dur, the orc homeland, so they could be reunited with their ancestors. And so, Mal made plans to travel to Dewberry Falls, the quiet, northern California town his uncle had been living in for the last twenty years.

Thankfully, Mal had just finished his last job, building a mountain-cabin getaway for some rich warlock. He enjoyed being a contractor, liked the challenge and the variety of jobs and locations on which he worked. Before the cabin, he was in the Caribbean overseeing work on a brand-new luxury resort. They had needed his expertise in the construction of the special suites for magical and oversized creatures. And before that he’d been in Macao, renovating a few of their private gaming rooms and outfitting them with special anti-cheating spells.

All his jobs were challenging, paid well, and more importantly, he got in, got the job done, and got out.

Mal mostly worked alone, though he did hire local hands to do the grunt work or special tasks he couldn’t do himself. Still, he more or less went through his day without having to interact with other people.

This business with his uncle, of course, was an unexpected and unwelcome intrusion into his plans. He didn’t see much of Vrig growing up, except for a few Conquest Day dinners and perhaps one or two of his father’s birthdays and, of course, his dad’s funeral when Mal was ten years old. After that, Vrig had sent a birthday card every now and then, and Mal hadn’t really thought of him much in the last twenty years. His death hadn’t been unexpected, as he had to have been at least ninety years old.

This was an inconvenience, but he would treat this like any other job: get in, get it done, get out. So, as soon as he’d arrived, he’d gone straight to Foxbird Funeral Homes to retrieve his uncle’s ashes. The director had assured him that Vrig had been given the proper orc funeral rites, but that had entailed his pyre be lit at midnight three days after his death and allowed to burn until morning, so they couldn’t wait for his relatives to be found. But, at least now that Mal had the ashes—which had been placed in a white urn that currently sat next to the TV—he would be able to perform his duties as Vrig’s heir and spread them over his final resting place back in the homelands.

After dropping the urn back in this motel room, his next stop was supposed to be the local probate lawyer. However, the pet store his uncle owned was on the way to the law office so he decided to stop by and at least have a look. He didn’t know what to expect, certainly not the tiny human balancing precariously on top of that Orc-SHA violation of a makeshift ladder, trying to hammer at the sign. Thankfully, he’d gotten to her in time, catching her before she landed on the concrete pavement.

The whole thing had been ridiculous. She had been ridiculous, and as soon as he felt her soft body in his arms and her flowery perfume tickling his nose, he knew he had to let go of her. It didn’t help that she was a pretty little thing with her large, doe-like brown eyes, deep, smooth golden skin, and that rope of long, lustrous black hair that fell down her shoulders. He wondered what it would be like, unbound and spread out all over—

He groaned. He shouldn’t think of her that way.

Yes, he definitely should not have held her so close or for so long, but it wasn’t as if he could let her fall and break her leg, no matter how foolish her actions were.

And then those small, perfect fingers dug into his chest, sending a twinge all the way down to his nether regions.

It was the tiniest twinge.

A minuscule one, really.

And it had been forgotten the moment she smacked him in the face.

Served him right, he supposed.

Mal should have been insulted that she had insinuated that he was there for a snack, but he couldn’t blame her—his kind had not always been so discriminating in their eating practices. She had looked horrified and chastised when she’d found out who he was, which had not been his intention at all. He had thought the administrator had informed Vrig’s manager that he had arrived in town, but apparently she didn’t even have a clue that Mal existed.

Of course, he hadn’t meant to insult her back by insinuating she was skimming off the top when he asked about the books, but rather that managing a retail outlet with a physical location in general was a hassle, at least from what he’d learned from the business classes his parents had encouraged him to take before he set off on his own. He’d been trying to gauge if his assessment of the business was correct, though that wouldn’t have had any bearing on his decision to close the shop and sell the building.

It was too bad, though, because the inside of the store had been well-constructed and planned—the expansion spell made use of the existing space, the handcrafted wooden shelves were sturdy, and the pens and tanks holding the various creatures were crafted with care and ingenuity. But then again, he wasn’t surprised—the orcs of the Urduk Horde were builders, after all.

Part of Mal didn’t want all that hard work torn down. It had probably taken Vrig a year or two to plan and build everything, plus months to work on the spells. But the fastest way to put this all behind him would be to shut down the shop, dispose of the inventory, and then get the building in selling condition. The land was worth a lot according to the lawyer he’d met, but Mal didn’t really care much about the money. Sure, it would make a good nest egg, but he had about thirty years until retirement, and he still enjoyed his work.

Speaking of work . . .

He abandoned his search for clean clothes and, still wearing the towel around his waist, lumbered over to the small desk and table in the corner of the room, sat down, and opened his laptop, clicking on the mailbox icon on the desktop. As emails began to pour in, he scanned the new items, disappointment filling him when the one message he’d been waiting for didn’t appear.

He tapped his clawed hands on the table as he hit the envelope icon again to check for new messages, just in case, but sadly nothing new appeared in the inbox. As if to torture himself further, he opened up the starred email he had pinned to the top of his mailbox from five weeks ago and re-read it once more.

From: Grok@OrcHistorical.org

To: Mal@TerraFormBuilders.com

Subject: Re: Following up Re: We have received your bid

Dear Mal,

Thank you for your follow-up email. I just wanted to confirm that the elders have still yet to decide on the bids for the construction of the new historical center. Please do be patient. We will contact all the bidders once the final decision has been made.

In glorious victory,

Grok of Harvik Horde

Coordinator-in-charge

Orc Historical Society

Mal closed the lid with an audible huff. It had been nearly six months since the Orc Historical Society had closed the bidding and still no decision? How could that be?

What in Vorlak’s name were those doddering old orcs doing all day? Twiddling their claws and drinking hemlock-root tea while discussing the Barcid Wars of 1024?

Scrubbing his palm down his face, he calmed himself. Renovating the old lodge into a brand-new historical center would be a major undertaking, so it made sense that the elders wanted to choose the right contractor. Mal’s patience, however, grew thinner by the day. If this were an ordinary job, he wouldn’t care; he had dozens of offers at any given time and many of them paid much more and could be finished in a shorter period.

This was, however, an incredibly prestigious contract. This wasn’t just any old building, but, rather, the place where their ancestors had gathered and prepared for battle, as well as celebrated their victories, back when the world was new and war the norm. There had been talk about renovating the old central lodge into a historical center for what seemed like decades, but it had never really materialized until now.

Mal knew that if he were alive, his father would have jumped at the chance to work on the job. Competition was fierce among the builder hordes, and Mal worked on his bid for weeks and weeks, tweaking and adjusting numbers and timelines. Every day, he checked his email, his phone, and even the online notifications from his PO box where he had his snail mail sent, hoping to hear word. He delayed starting new projects that were too complicated or would take too long in case the Historical Society picked him and wanted him to start right away.

Mal never put his work life on hold for anything. Perhaps it was his builder nature, but he liked plans. One couldn’t simply start any build—from the simplest kitchen renovations to the most complex architectural marvels—without planning. There had to be structure and blueprints and schedules. A plan guaranteed that all would run smoothly and exactly as intended.

Yet this job meant so much to him that he was willing to wait. He’d spoken to Karak about it several times, and his stepfather only urged him to be patient. “These things take time,” he had said. “And I wouldn’t worry—you crafted a competitive bid. I’m sure you’ll get it.”

But each passing day he didn’t hear back chipped away at Mal’s confidence.

What if his bid was too expensive?

What if it wasn’t expensive enough?

What if—

A knock from outside broke into his thoughts.

Who the hell could that be?

No one knew he was staying here, except the people at the law office, and it was after five o’clock. Besides, they had his phone number and email if they needed to get hold of him.

Maybe I forgot to sign something.

Mal must have read a hundred pages of legal papers and forms today, so it was likely he’d missed one or two. The lawyer had said they had to file a couple of things at the court first thing tomorrow, so that was probably why they were here, after hours. Pushing himself up off the chair, he marched over to the door and yanked it open.

“What did I . . .” A familiar flowery scent tickled his nose. “It’s you.”

Vrig’s manager at the pet shop—Jasmine—smiled sheepishly up at him. “Yes, it’s me,” she said in that melodic tone of hers. “I—”

She stopped short, her eyes bulging out of their sockets. At first, he thought she was having some kind of seizure, but when he followed her gaze, he realized it was fixed on his chest, bare as he still only wore a towel around his waist. She visibly swallowed as her gaze moved lower.

She was checking him out.

And that twinge down south came back with a vengeance.

He couldn’t think about that. Besides, what did he expect? He was practically naked in front of her; if the roles were reversed, he too would find it hard to stop himself from checking out her luscious curves—

For Gaku’s sake, stop ogling her.

“Jasmine?”

Her head snapped up, her face red.

Clearing his throat, he said, “How did you know I was here?”

That probably came out gruffer than he expected, and she visibly winced, her doe eyes turning wounded, as if she were a puppy he’d kicked. His gut recoiled, much like it had yesterday when she’d done the same thing when he had told her how dangerous it was for her to try to fix that sign without any help or proper equipment. He had repaired it himself with a simple mending spell before he left, just so she wouldn’t make another feeble attempt and end up with a broken leg or arm. Because now he was responsible for everything and everyone in the shop until he sold it all off.

To her credit, she recovered quickly, a sincere smile once again on her face. “This is the only motel in town, and I know you’re not staying at Vrig’s house, so I therefore concluded you had to be here,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m just glad you’re in 1F and I didn’t have to knock on a lot of doors.”

She was going to knock on every single door in this motel until she found him? “What do you w—” He cleared his throat. “I mean, what can I do for you?” He could be polite if he wanted to, but it wasn’t his initial instinct to do so, not when he worked by himself or with other builders and workers, whose manners were even rougher than his.

Brown eyes blinked up at him.

“I was wondering, Mal . . . do you want to have dinner?”

Both his hearts slammed into his chest. “Like . . . a date?”

Her cheeks and nose reddened under her tanned skin. “No!” She slapped a hand over her forehead. “I mean, I’d l-like to talk to you. For us to talk. And maybe, since I’m guessing you haven’t had dinner yet, we can do it over a meal? Or-or not.” She clucked her tongue. “S-sorry. Never mind. I shouldn’t have come.” Slapping her hands over her mouth, she quickly turned on her heel and began to walk away.

Mal stood there, frozen as he watched her. She obviously had something important to tell him, and he’d scared her off, acting like some juvenile who had yet to experience his first coupling.

Run after her, fool.

“Wait! Jasmine!”

She stopped immediately and he reached her in five steps. Slowly, she pivoted to face him.

“What is it that you wanted to speak about?” he asked.

She glanced around. “It’s kind of . . . It’s complicated.”

“How so?”

“I . . . can we please sit down and talk?”

“I’m sure you can tell me what it is you want.”

“Yes, but . . .”

“But?”

“We’re all alone in an empty parking lot.” She gestured around them. “And I’m not exactly comfortable speaking to a stranger by myself. And, like I said, you must be hungry. I think better on a full stomach. My treat, okay?”

He blew out an impatient breath, but had to concur with her, especially on the part about being alone and speaking with a stranger. Besides, he was about to leave her jobless soon, so he supposed he could at least hear her out. “Fine.”

“Great! Let’s go to the diner next door.”

“All right.”

“Uhm, Mal?” She bit at her lower lip.

“Yeah?”

“Do you want to . . . maybe put on some clothes?”

He slapped himself on the forehead mentally. “I’ll be right back.”

After he’d dressed in the clothes he’d been wearing earlier, Mal followed Jasmine to the diner next door. As they walked over, Mal couldn’t help but wonder what it was she wanted to talk about. Would she try to stop him from selling the pet shop? He couldn’t imagine what else she could possibly want from him.

He sympathized with her, he really did. It was tough losing a job, but she was young and—yesterday’s situation aside—was probably smart and could easily land on her feet. Besides, why would she want to be stuck in this town, working for just above minimum wage in a pet shop that barely broke even?

The garish neon sign above the classic chrome diner building proclaimed it as “Pamola’s Diner”, just in case the cartoon illustration of the smiling winged beast with a moose’s head, a man’s torso, and an eagle’s legs was obvious enough. Mal couldn’t help but smirk as the pamola was hardly the jovial creature that sign portrayed it to be. They were mean and vicious, and often took prisoners back to their nests to toy with them before devouring them or feeding them to their young.

When they reached the door, he opened it and gestured for her to go inside, then followed her to the nearest empty red vinyl booth.

“Do you know what you want?” the server, a pinched-faced lamia, asked as she slithered toward them, her long, scaly tail swishing behind her.

Jasmine immediately spoke up. “One special plate with home fries, toast, and eggs over easy, plus a side of pancakes.” She glanced sheepishly at Mal. “I like breakfast for dinner.”

He put down the menu he hadn’t had a chance to read. “Same, but double everything.”

“Coffee?”

They both shook their heads.

“Be with ya in a jiffy,” she called as she slunk away.

“So,” Mal began, “what was it that you wanted to talk about?”

Jasmine placed her hands at the edge of the Formica table and drummed her fingers. “Again, I’m so sorry about Vrig.”

“Thank you,” he said automatically, because what was he supposed to say? He hardly knew his uncle, and it wasn’t that he didn’t care, but this situation was just so awkward.

“He really was a great boss, and everyone around here thought he was a nice guy. He’d been here over twenty years. Did you know that? He was a pillar of the community. Joined the Volunteer Fire Department. Participated in all kinds of activities, especially at the elementary school. He always contributed to fundraisers, plus he would bring the pets to the assemblies. The kids loved it. His death is a big loss to Dewberry Falls.”

“Uh-huh.” He wondered if she would get to the point before their dinner arrived.

“I know you must have a lot of things going on right now, with his estate and his house and all . . .”

Ah yes, that was another headache he had to deal with, and he hadn’t even seen the house yet.

“And they say you shouldn’t make rash decisions while you’re under emotional stress . . .”

You’re the one giving me stress with all this beating around the bush, he wanted to say, but held his tongue, lest she turned those wounded brown eyes on him again.

“But if you don’t think it’s too soon—a-and I completely understand if you do and you need more time, but I was wondering if . . . if you had thought about what you were going to do with Fantastic Tails?”

Finally. “I have. And, Jasmine . . .” He prepared himself mentally for what he wanted—needed—to say to her. Folding his hands together on the table, he focused his gaze on his intertwined fingers, afraid to look at her. “I have no choice but to close it down. Like I said, I can offer you a generous severance, which should help keep you afloat while you search for another job.” Carefully, he lifted his head to meet her gaze, realizing he at least owed her that. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s why I wanted to talk to you, face to face.” She inhaled deeply. “I want to buy the shop from you.”

Now that he didn’t expect. “You do?”

“Uh-huh,” she said with a determined nod, her fingers continuing their steady rhythm on top of the table.

“Great,” he said, relieved that he didn’t have to worry about her losing her source of income. Why, if she could afford to buy the shop, then she probably wasn’t hurting for cash in the first place. “That would really help me out.”

“But . . .”

He snorted. Of course there was a but. “Yes?”

“Er . . .” Her fingers drummed faster. “I can’t quite afford it. Yet,” she added quickly. “I just need some time to get the paperwork for a loan together and, uh, save up more money.”

“How long?”

“About . . . six or seven months?”

“Six or seven months?” he echoed.

“Yeah.” She blew out a breath. “I do have some savings, but the loan officer at the credit union said I’d have a better chance of getting approved if I had a bigger amount set aside. Plus, I have to get my business proposal done, then all the paperwork at City Hall, the permits . . .”

Mal was not liking the sound of this. “And how would this work, exactly?”

“Well . . . I would keep managing Fantastic Tails, of course, and you can stay on to sign off on the paperwork, paying invoices and my salary. Vrig also approved any purchases and upgrades, plus made repairs and helped with stocking the shelves.”

He shook his head vehemently. “No, absolutely not.”

“It’s not a lot of work,” she pointed out. “You can stay in the back office all day if you want. I can do most of the stuff out front, like ringing up customers. I’ll stock the shelves and, if you don’t feel like doing it, I’ll get the repairs done myself.”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Like you did yesterday?”

“Er . . .” Her cheeks pinked again. “I’ll hire someone, then. But I still need you around to sign off on everything because you’re the owner now.”

“Jasmine, I can’t wait around here for six or seven months.” He raked his claws through his hair. “If you had the money right away and you could buy it outright, that would be a different story. But I need to settle Vrig’s estate and assets, and soon.”

“What do you plan to do with Fantastic Tails, then?”

“Close it down, dismantle the building and the enchantments, and sell it.”

Don’t look into her eyes, Mal ordered himself. Don’t do it—

But of course he did, and those sad puppy-dog eyes hit him straight in the gut.

Godsdamnit.

“What will you do with the animals?” she whispered in a soft tone.

“Sell them off, I suppose. Maybe to PetWarehouse?”

“You can’t!” she burst out. “I mean . . . not to those corporate stores. Do you know how the creatures get treated over there?”

“I’m sorry, Jasmine,” he said. “But I really can’t wait.”

“Those places are terrible. They keep the animals in these tiny cages or in overcrowded pens and dirty aquariums. And then they let just anyone buy them.”

“It’s a pet shop—you’re supposed to sell them.”

A horrified expression crossed her face. “Do you need the money right away? Is that it?” Her lips twisted. “If you give me a few weeks, I’m sure I can find another way to buy it from you. Maybe talk to the credit union again—”

“No,” he said quickly. “But I need to finish dealing with Vrig’s estate as soon as possible. I’m a contractor and I have a very important job waiting for me.” Well, technically, he didn’t have the historical center job yet, but the elders could make their decision at any time and he had to be ready. “Jasmine, I’m the type of person who likes to plan things out. I never make a decision rashly and always like to know what I’m getting into. I need to know that I’m not going to get burned in the end.”

“I’ll sign a contract if you want.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Orcs weren’t
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