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Prologue:
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Alarms were blaring throughout the facility as a man wearing a lab coat and a very frightened disposition was running toward a communication terminal, clicking through several options before stopping at one name. After a moments' hesitation he selected it and waited for seconds that lasted an eternity before a bleary looking man answered with a slight cough.

"This better be good."

The man nodded. "Mister Stirling, we have a problem. We've had a catastrophic failure in the facility, unknown contaminants caused a reaction in sub-levels two and three; the halon system activated and subsequent venting has occurred."

There was a pinched expression on the monitor. "Damage?"

"Structurally, minimal. However, biologically sir - I...I can't really explain it, sir, you have to see it."

"Then show me."

There was a nod, and both men watched as the cameras showed several people screaming in agony as their bodies began to warp and change. Some held their heads as their bodies began collapsing on themselves stopping and leaving them as child-sized versions of themselves, with barrel chests and thick limbs. When it was over, they found themselves standing shakily and appearing confused and frightened, as if the worst hadn't yet come to pass.

The display changed to the outside of the building where two guards were undergoing similar transformations that were quite possibly worse. One was staring in mute horror as his legs and feet elongated, tearing through his uniform pants and shoes to become covered with fur, while on his forehead a pair of bumps appeared and began growing what could only be described as horns, extending and curling toward the back of his head. The view of the second guard was obscured, but his screaming told more of a tale than anyone would want to know. Several more views flipped through before a better one was found, and the second guards' trauma was fully realized – a different transformation was taking place as the guards' legs and torso began twisting and elongating, with a second pair of furred legs emerging as the screaming finally stopped. The transformation did not, with a tail and hooves beginning to emerge as the guard lay unconscious, twitching every few moments.

Mister Stirling, fully awake by now, addressed his colleague. "You said this was vented?"

"Yes, the automatic systems kicked in sir."

"How long before it's everywhere?"

The first man began thinking about it, not noticing his own changes beginning to take place. "I believe it may be as much as three days before it's hit through most population centers. A week, possibly two for full worldwide changes."

"Contact Legal. Prepare them for all the damage control they can muster. Call National Health, advise them of the situation, tell them that - " The orders cut off as Gerald began grabbing his own head and groaning, attempting to muster coherent thoughts that were, for the moment, failing.

The first man began staring at the screen. "Mister Stirling." A pause, No response. "Mister Stirling?"

The screen went dark.

"Gerald?!"

No response.

The newly changed assistant, looked down at his body finally and noticed his own fingers elongating along with his arms and legs becoming painfully longer, thinner, and more translucent. He took a shaky breath, reaching into his pocket for an old flip-phone, and dialed a very long phone number, waiting and hoping whatever was happening wouldn't keep him from finishing what was quite possibly one of the more important calls he'd ever had to make. Finally the connection completed and he whispered into the phone.

"Tell all of Jacks' friends to get ready for an emergency."
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Chapter 1
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The world used to be different. No fauns, no elves, centaurs, no dwarves running the internet. Cats weren't telepathic. I was married - and I wasn't a centaur.

But some things stayed the same. Take for instance the murdered lady I was looking at while my partner was talking to other tenants in the office complex. She was pretty, if Erinyes were your thing. She was a private investigator I'd hauled downtown for questioning a time or five when we needed answers.

Erinyes are good for that. Sure they've got the wings coming out of their back but they're almost impossible to see if they don't want to be seen. And catching them off-guard was a problem at best. Which was the first clue - no defensive wounds I could see, her posture didn't suggest anything other than she'd been sitting, and the bullets had gone through her monitor. Not your average walk-and-pop. The second oddity was that after the deed was done, the shooter had pulled the victims' hard drive from the computer - and for good measure had scattered everything to the four winds before leaving. This wasn't your average deadbeat client.

My train of thought was interrupted by my partner Devoin, giving me a look. I knew what was coming, but it didn't make it any better.

"You think she mighta stuck her beak where it doesn't belong?"

"Dev, that joke was old the first time you said it."

"Still funny though."

"It hurts my ears every time."

Dev bumped my wither with his elbow. "Come on. The Lollipop Guild's coming in to sweep the place before the meat wagon can take her downtown, we gotta clear and do the paperwork. You giving me a lift?"

"Do I have a choice?"

"Not really, my knee's still giving me hell."

I sighed. "Fine. But remember the deal. You fart, I buck."

As we were discussing, four dwarves in police department jackets began tromping in with all their gear on a cart to start checking the scene over with their usual diligence. The Lollipop Guild nickname wasn't entirely out of place, but still. I went through the office complex, handing out my card to everyone I talked to, but I really didn't hold out much hope.

Once we got outside and navigated the stairwell, I got low and let Devoin get on my back, sidesaddle. I felt silly, since I hadn't gotten much taller as a result of changing, but Devoins' knee was bad. Really I didn't mind - in traffic, I was faster than most of the cars, and despite the fact that it'd been ten years, most of the cars in the department weren't exactly friendly to Neotypes. There was always something not quite right; for Dwarves the seats and pedals wouldn't really work with their three to four foot frames. The Erinyes were a little different - they had the height, but they also had wings which made seating awkward. Fauns, well, we actually didn't have any fauns at the station, but they had the problems of the Dwarves with regard to the height issues and on top of that the standard faun hoof was not exactly a pedal-friendly thing, so most cars were getting retrofitted with hand controls. And then the centaurs. There was some size variation, just like real horses; in my case I'd grown to seven feet six inches, which wasn't bad. What was bad was my front having to walk five feet to discover the final two feet-ish that encompassed my butt couldn't get through a doorway. But I digress. The real problem was clothes. Kilts were all the rage among centaurs, since they were practical and covered everything. The fashion-forward were into sarongs, but it seemed a bit much for me. Fauns were very much yoga pants fans, Erinyes favored loose shirts with short sleeves for their wings, and Dwarves just hit the "Husky Boys" section of the clothing shops.

The station house was busy, but not too bad for a Thursday. Devoin slid off with a grateful look. He wasn't a bad guy, but his sense of humor was typical of the people who hadn't been changed. A little speciesist and a little awkward - mostly because a lot of people changed, enough that everyone knew someone who wasn't what they were. The bad jokes were a coping mechanism for society's' stress of having a full half the population become something else. In theory, they'd taper off as society adjusted.

In theory.

The paperwork was routine but time-consuming, just filing the reports of what we saw, a section for anything that we thought was unusual, and then a section for additional comments. After that, it was time to turn in the weapons to the armory, get a harrumph from the new Erinyes working behind the cage, punch out, change, and head home. I slid into my vans' side door and buckled up. It was used, purportedly it had been tested against centaur crashes, and I didn't have the money to get something better. First I had to fold my legs under me so the torso strap would cinch down properly, and then the frayed five point harness for my front section.

Finally it was off to the section of row houses, warehouses, and converted warehouses that had been known as Little Italy since forever, and parked in the reserved spot in the parking lot of my home-slash-favorite bar, the Jolly Cholly. The bar itself was of the converted warehouse style, with two stories of red brick adorned with windows that weren't perfect, but workable. The second story access was a small entryway with mailboxes that led to a staircase, where the stairs led up to a fairly soundproofed hallway with a total of three apartments. One was fairly spartan and used as an employees' crashpad for when they may have had a grand old time with a few of the regulars. The second one was the managers' place and filled with paperwork and desks. The manager was a matronly sort of woman but quite capable of doing anything she put her hand to, whether it was plumbing, buffing the hardwood oak floors to a mirror shine, or grabbing one of the lead-filled baseball bats  behind the bar proper to encourage folks with too much alcohol and too little politeness that when she said it was time to go it was in fact time to go.

I debated and finally decided that this day did in fact call for a beer. I took off my uniform shirt and tied it around my waist so that people didn't think I was drinking on duty, and squeezed myself through the door. One of the down sides of life was that most doors were just barely big enough for me to get through, which resulted in my entry being a practical but somewhat silly looking right-to-left shimmy. Easy enough once you learned it, but embarrassing when you were busy and tried to just keep walking.

For my trouble I got a wave and a small cheer from the regulars at the bar who were watching the game on the TVs nestled in the corners. The seventy foot long bar itself was oak and as legend had it was fashioned from timbers of a ship from the Revolutionary War. Which ship was a matter of debate among the bars' historians, and various contenders had been put forth, but the question was never settled.

In any event, the bar found more than a few veterans leaning on it as the years went by, and the mirror became home to a significant collection of unframed pictures with hand-written scribbles on the back. For the most part, they were of young men mugging for the camera before going off to do what their country had asked of them. More recently those pictures included women, but the smiles and poses were remarkably similar across the generations. I leaned in and found a large mug of stout in front of me, along with a smaller glass of whiskey to keep the mug company. I lifted the shot to a picture of a younger me and his younger friends lounging on a tarmac and carrying an unholy amount of equipment while waiting to go jump out of an airplane, and settled my lower half on a rotating padded plank that sufficed for a bar stool.

Now that I'd gotten comfortable, it was time to let the day dissipate into a few jokes at various patrons' expense and general disdain for referees, umpires, and all those who tried to enforce the rules of sports. After watching tonights' game, there was a spirited discussion regarding the potential ancestry of the officials, which wound up when we were collectively reminded the the rules were applied to make the game close, not fair. And with that, I finished up my pint and headed upstairs. It was late, and something about that Erinyes' murder was sticking with me. Call it cop instincts, call it whatever. It seemed like there was something more waiting to be found. I made a note to ask the dwarves about it in the morning. But first, it was time to deal with the cat.

I opened the door and surveyed. Everything was in the right place. Framed football jersey? Check. Second framed football jersey from the high school game where we scored four touchdowns? Check. Huge television and coffee table that scream "I'm single and not looking for a darn thing?" Check. Small fireplace with a mantle overflowing with multiple generations of Irish cop memorabilia? Check and double check. Picture frame encompassing the army career with umpteen medals and a lucky beret because I thought leaving an airplane in mid-flight over odd places was a great idea? Check and inner-shudder at doing that now. Spare bedroom with some decor, used every other weekend and during the summer when my son was here? Had not moved an inch. Twenty-five-pound cat was on the sofa that goes by the name Max? Furry and just waking up. He raised his head and blinked sleepily as I put my keys down and kicked the door closed.

"The hell, Brooks? You have a weird one?" Max's voice in my head was always a little sleepy sounding when I first came home. "Tell me about it while you feed me." He slid off the couch and sloughed toward the kitchen.

"Same old. Paperwork, murder. Couple speeding tickets, oat bars for lunch." I pulled out a little catnip, maneuvering around the cat who was promptly winding his way around my legs anticipating his bowl of crunchies followed by some heavenly catnip.

"Brooks, you're going to get drunk and try to forget about the dead person you saw today. Tomorrow you're going to go see the shrink, go over the paperwork, and then go walk your beat because the department always forgets to fix the Equa-car."

"Is it working?"

He shunched over his bowl on the floor. "For now."

"I'll take what I can get." I finished my first beer in the kitchen, popped a second one and started dinner. It was a quinoa salad with seasoned buffalo cubes and ranch. It was yet another oddity that I got used to, mostly out of necessity. I was never a small guy, but I weighed around seven hundred pounds now - and and all seven hundred pounds needed fuel. Since I was living what they called an active lifestyle, the docs said I'd need about thirty thousand calories a day to maintain my activity levels and not lose weight - about a ten-fold increase from what I'd been eating before the change. Apparently the inactive sedentary centaurs could get away with about half that, but I had yet to meet a centaur that wasn't doing some kind of activity. I settled into the couch and tucked my legs under me, watching the game and snorting as they inter-cut bits of the latest attempts at Neotype sports.

Max flopped onto his favorite napping spot, my hindquarters, and proceeded to give himself a wash. Cats were the focus of intense debate after the whole event thing. Their telepathic abilities meant that they were distinctly sentient and not simply pets, however they were still cats with all that entailed. They weren't considered citizens, so they couldn't vote. However, they were exempt from all forms of taxation, which after some heated debate meant that they wouldn't be subject to licensing. Then there were the 'working' cats, the ones who lived in barns or on ships for vermin extermination. Collectively, these cats felt that they were okay with their current jobs, and being paid in dead rats was quite sufficient, thank you.

Then there were the big cats. A few animal-rights groups made a very large fuss about zoos keeping lions, tigers and so forth until the cats there spoke up for themselves and for the most part just asked for more food, a little bit bigger space, and toys. Said animal rights groups were a tad confused by this turn of events, having worked under the presumption that all of the big cats were outdoor cats. There were certainly a few that were, but those ones had been problematic to the zookeepers beforehand and once they were able to make their desires known were properly re-homed.  

Cats and their thoughts occupied my mind. I don't remember the end of the game, but that night I had the dream again. The Change. In reality, I went from having what I thought was the flu to being hospitalized to seven hours of agony interspersed with brief unconsciousness as the sedatives kicked in, wore off, and the process started anew. Finally after several days, less and less pain as my body settled into the equine shape and then started the first days of the rest of my life. There was no unconsciousness in the dream, just unending pain of torsion, growth, and then in the end of it there was the Erinyes that my partner and I had found. She was talking despite the bullet wounds, but I couldn't hear her over the screaming of my nerves. And the screaming in general.

When I blinked my eyes open, Max was staring intently at me from his perch on my chest. "You need to stop dreaming so loud. See the doc. Maybe the head doc. You got problems that talking to me won't fix."

"Yeah, yeah if I can get the appointment. We ain't got an unlimited budget in the department, y'know."

"Good. Now, if you're conscious enough to be bitchy at me, you're conscious enough to feed me. We got any chicken gooshyfood left?"

"No, I had chicken for you last week, and you said you hated chicken." It was odd, talking to a cat. You felt more than heard, and talking back was a matter of focusing your thoughts. It wasn't easy first thing in the morning, but I'd learned.

"That was last week. This is this week. Chicken." Also of note, cats were still a little fussy and temperamental about what they like. Except now instead of just meowing, they could actually tell you.

"Speaking of not unlimited budget, mine. You're getting beef, whether you like it or not is up to you." However, while cats knew what money was, and that the rest of us had to work for it, they were lacking the leap of logic to understand that money was a finite resource. And with that, I glopped the cat food into the bowl for him and went to take care of the rest of my morning routine.

Uniform? Check. Badge? Check. Utility belt with everything I needed? right where it should be. Second bag over the withers with extra snacks and water bottles? Check and double check. My coat was getting a little long, which resulted in some extra time brushing - but I could make an appointment with the barber later today. Apparently being mostly Irish meant my equine side most resembled what was called a Gypsy Vanner. The horse part of me was covered in a dark red fur, with three white sections. The worst part was that my tail and ankles grew an exceptional amount of hair. I stood to my full height of just over seven feet tall and nodded at myself approvingly. Then I did a quarter-turn so that I could make sure there weren't any wrinkles on my kilt, and grimaced a bit as I realized I was definitely due for a chat with the barber. Still, it would be good enough for today. Thankfully, I'd gotten my winter coat blown out a few weeks ago, but I still needed to maintain my hair and coat. After that, I told Max to watch the house and went to the vehicle for commuting time.

It wasn't quite hell, but it was traffic. I parked my van in the designated lot, adjacent to the station, and sighed as I was about to play elevator roulette. As usual, the funding for the elevators had been deferred to the next fiscal year, which meant that we had a standing weekly appointment with the elevator repair crew. The elevators didn't have the "out of order" sign, so I rolled the dice. And no luck today, as I heard something grind pitifully and then stop with an expensive-sounding thunk. With that indicator of how the day was going to go, I made my way to the basement where my desk was so I could get the day started. It wasn't officially Centaurs-only but The Barn - as some of the more brilliant wits in the force had taken to calling it - was drafty, a little under-lit, and where every Neotype officer who was a sergeant or below had a desk. It used to be the armory and parts storage, but when half of the force undergoes various changes in size over the course of a year in various ways, changes are made.

I settled on my bench-chair and reviewed the email, and after some time made some changes for the beat so we could go check out the murder scene from yesterday. Then I checked out the voicemail just in case anyone had called to report they'd seen something. It wasn't like the crime rate was high, really - honestly looking at the numbers crime had gone down a pretty decent amount in the last few years, but there were a host of new crimes to consider. On the up side, it wasn't from the look of it being classed as a bias crime. Still, I'd be better off checking to make sure. To save the walk, I called up. It was answered by a profoundly baritone voice.

"Forensics, Ricky."

"It's Brooks. You got any followups for me on that Erinyes from yesterday afternoon? I got the case number if it helps."

"Yeah nah. Lemme check it." There was a pause while I was on hold. "Brooks? Something weird. File's gone. Like, gone-gone. Not even a Special Case Division flag."

The Special Case Division was a new department - specifically they took over cases that were cross-jurisdiction and involved neotypes. They were also to a one assholes. I suppose that comes with the territory simply because they overlapped everyone's jurisdiction and took arrests and investigations away from everyone else. And more to the point, they took away budget. However, they were usually polite enough to let you know when they were smacking you in the teeth.

"Hey Ricky? Can you check the system for any errors? I mean, the storage is getting kinda old, so it mighta just ate itself."

"Way ahead of you - it was an intentional delete by someone with way more access than me. You're gonna do the dumb thing aren't you."

"When have I ever done the dumb thing?"

"I have a spreadsheet for the dumb things your entire department does. I can send you a copy."

"Back-burner that."

I hung up, thinking things over. The first thing was that someone had intentionally deleted the file, but they hadn't cleaned up after themselves, in a manner of speaking. So probably someone who didn't know the ins and outs of the system. So there was that. It was time to go be a beat cop for awhile. Fortunately the weather was nice, so I didn't have to drape a blanket over me. Unfortunately, a new problem presented itself in that I had to visit the latrine. I sighed and cursed myself inwardly for that second cup of coffee. This wasn't going to go well.

There'd been mandates and requirements for awhile, and the city had been all pomp and circumstance when they opened the first new station in upper-middle-class suburbia with shiny facilities for everyone. However, retrofitting the old ones was going to take some time and budget, neither of which seemed to make it to where I was working. So as a workaround, my particular floor had simply renamed Mens' and Womens' to...NeoMens/Mens' and NeoWomens/Womens'. It was brilliant - and according to the budgeteering elf who took care of ordering the signage, had only cost the city twelve bucks per station house.

Which did not really solve the problem. I made my way to the bathroom and headed for the back stall, which was the only one actually wide enough for me to get into. Step one, back that butt up. Step two, raise the city-approved-for-centaurs uniform kilt over the legs and forward. Step three, reach back and lower the goods so that aiming isn't a problem, but not too low as to incur the wrath of the plumbing gods. Step four, accidentally mash the flush button with the butt and swear a bit. Step five, sigh as the first flush finishes, check to see what got damp this time. Step six, actually drain the lizard. Peruse the wall graffiti. Add another notch to the soaked berries board, wonder when the city is ever going to bother with relocating the damn flush button. Step seven, finish and step forward, shake the damp parts off before flicking the tail to get the kilt back in place, and finally gently tap the flush button again with a back hoof while contemplating if the city would relocate the damn button if I just hauled off and fired a kick through the button and into the wall.

Most likely they'd put a note in my file, put a new and sturdier button in the same place and reject the relocate idea as too expensive after an exploratory committee followed by hiring several consultants at rates that would make the most shameless con artist blush, completely ignoring the fact that my apartment was retrofitted to handle this same operation for about a hundred bucks. Thankfully this hadn't been a number two situation - it was an unwritten rule that if you had that problem, you needed to solve it by heading to the kitsch boutique three blocks away, as the station plumbing was ill-equipped to handle centaur-sized bowel movements. I reflected on small blessings in life.

As Devoin and I hit the pavement, we discussed what we could do as far as the case. Realistically, it came to "not much". The murder was in a part of town where twenty witnesses didn't see a thing, and that made it tough. Still, we had to try one more time, if only because whoever had removed the case from any visible jurisdiction.

We canvassed the building one more time, leaving our cards and stressing that we were available any time if it was important, and that there was also a line on our cards for anonymous reporting if they didn't want to have someone know what was going on. Before leaving, we took one more look at the scene.

We didn't even get to the door before we both groaned. Someone had spray-painted "G1:26" on the door. And that was all we really needed to see, to be honest. Genesis 1:26 - the biblical verse that gave man dominion over the beasts. There were variations, depending on the predominant religion of the area, but it was the same vein - the neotypes were animals because they didn't look like people. Never mind that they'd been born people and that after the first year of it hitting randomly the Neotype changes didn't happen until pubescence, the end result was that humans were supposed to be the dominant species on the planet. And their logical conclusion was what you'd expect.

Of course on the other side of the coin were the Evolutionists, Evolved, or Darwins' Chosen - fringe groups on the other side of the spectrum determined to put humans in "their place". Just as bad, and I was one of the lucky suckers in the middle. However, all of that was not material to what I was looking for. There was something here that I'd missed on the first look, and I was determined to find it.

There was more to be seen, now that the room wasn't dominated by a dead Erinyes. There was a stack of five laptops in a corner, all scorched and even partly melted. That meant something. I searched the desk carefully, leaning over and around the drawers when something shifted where it shouldn't have. A false bottom. Whoever had initially ransacked the place hadn't been looking too closely for anything. To be fair, I hadn't either. But under the false bottom was a removable drive.

The important thing was that I had it now; and I was going to be looking for someone to give it to. Evidence bag and sharpies were duly used, but the real problem was going to be figuring out who to give this to. In any case, more needed to be done, but not here.
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Chapter 2
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We left the building and continued on our beat. Our route took us through the downtown outdoor mall, which I'd all but confirmed was for show. Look at the forward-thinking city, with a centaur police officer walking a beat to make sure everyone's safe. On the one hand, kinda silly really, since it'd been a decade since The Event. On the other hand, there were tensions from a century ago that still hung over the world. So there was some logic to it. But that was neither here nor there. I'd gotten the job before I Changed, I could still do the job, so the city was happy to pay me. Not enough, but still enough for me to keep up with all the bills that came with being a divorced police officer with a kid.

Devoin nudged me out of my thoughts. "Hey, Earth to Brooks. Kid over there, looks hinky, yeah?"

I checked, and the kid he was referring to was a centaur, apparently freshly changed, but not exactly in a good spot as he was begging without even a cup for cash or a sign to tell anyone about his story. His hair was a wreck hanging loosely to about mid-back, tail was worse if that was possible, and I could count all his ribs from a ways off. For those curious, the total is thirty pairs. No real idea what color the coat was, but I could say it was heavily covered in about 3 layers of mud. As far as the clothes, a t-shirt that was probably white one upon a time had faded to threads and dirt. Over the back was, well, dirt.

I scrunched at Dev. "I got this. Call the socials, see if they got a spare bed for a hard luck case." And with that, I moved slowly over, staying visible the whole time and made my first reassessment. He was not a he but in fact a she, and that somehow made it worse. She looked at me with what was a resigned fear that all the horrible things that she'd ever heard were manifest in me, and that the best case scenario was that I would be quick with whatever fate I had planned.

She swallowed a few times before her voice croaked out "Arrest me?" and held a pair of trembling arms out.

I raised my hands casually. "Hey. Ain't here to arrest you, unless you do something. Far as I can tell, you're sitting, and as far as I know there's no law against that." I settled my comparatively bulky self down, pulling out a liter of sports water and a couple of the emergency snack bars I had stashed in a side pocket. The water was half gone before I could warn her to be careful, and she promptly hurled it back up, and she started having what I'd politely call a fit of weeping and kicking at the sidewalk. Devs' hand was hovering over his taser a bit, and I waved him off.

"Alright, let's try it again, but slow sips, alright? By the way, I'm Brooks."

"R-Rebecca."

"Alright, Rebecca, I ain't gonna ask when you had your last decent meal, cause I ain't going to torture you like that. What I see, is someone eyeballing the rest of world and being afraid. So what happened?"

Rebecca's story was one I'd heard a few times in the last decade, and had read a few papers on from social workers and students. Kid changes, becomes a centaur, suddenly the food bill quadruples. Family life goes to hell as suddenly parents have to make a choice between feeding their kid and putting a roof over their head. Initially, in the massive chaos that was the Changing Times, everyone had a plan and nothing got done - which meant there were a few folks who got the short end of the stick. There were support groups of a sort, but more than a few neotypes wound up dying as a result of malnutrition and suddenly realized allergies. I was one of the luckier ones, since I had a little savings and was able to adjust. Not everyone was that fortunate.

It was a few months of absolute chaos as people realized something should actually be done, and that we really weren't going to change back, no matter what forlorn hope people had. After a few months, fewer adults began changing, and peoples' kids started changing. Finally after about six months, Changes started happening exclusively to teenagers as puberty kicked into high gear. The up side was that while the initial Changes happened over hours or days, the younger generations Changed over the course of weeks. Still not great, but more manageable - if you consider being hit by a bat swung by a Little Leaguer five times a day for a month more manageable than being hit by a bat swung by a major leaguer constantly for three days.

Overall, it went a little like this; after discovering that Little Johnny (or Jenny) was suddenly a Neotype and in several cases ruining whatever grocery budget they might have had, parents could apply for what was politely called Neo-Aid. Basically it was a kit with food and essentials (mostly painkillers and muscle ointments) to help alleviate the initial physical issues. The problem was the folks in charge of figuring out who needed what forgot to inquire with the respective neotypes as to who needed what, and so everyone pretty much got the same thing. Which did not help when Chuck Centaur received things that were designed to help Eric Erinyes. A decade later, and there was an ongoing industry online as folks would swap items they didn't need for things that did.

As an additional mitigation step, insurance companies had also stepped in with insurance policy plans. It started in Great Britain, when a company noted for insuring anything offered the royal family a policy against any additional expenditures if the latest Royal Baby became a Neotype. After that, several other insurance companies realized that there was a new revenue stream and began offering helpful plans. Well, helpful and profitable. Usually it was an additional charge for new parents who were thinking about preschool and college funds. However, there were more than a few exceptions buried in the fine print, generally limitations on the amounts paid out over the life of the policy. Overall, centaurs and dwarves were the most costly to feed and raise, and then in order erinyes, fauns, and finally elves being the least expensive. Overall, the insurance plans were a blessing for some, and a minor aid for others. And for some it was an outright scam.

Of course, for some folks even the governmental and insurance aid wasn't quite enough, so they could legally place their kids up as wards of the state. This was all well and good in theory, except that again budgets weren't infinite and the departments were overwhelmed at both local and state levels, and a waiting list developed. So to fix that problem, the option was given to simply emancipate the child, which gave them rights and responsibilities equal to any adult. All well and good in theory, until there was a realization that after the initial Event, most folks undergoing the Change were young teenagers; IE not many life skills or privileges prior to said change. Additionally, the final emancipation process took several months, by which time a family could easily be rendered destitute.

That part was politely ignored by everyone who just wanted to be able to say that there was a solution - and on top of that, the second part that was ignored was the fact that it might take up to a year for the paperwork to process. A few other solutions had been proposed and rejected over the years, as politicians realized that the solution wasn't going to miraculously fall from the sky and this was something that actually needed to be addressed. However, for the most part it was race between income and feeding a child. Feeding the kid (especially a Centaur) lost more times than anyone liked to admit, which led to a lot of young centaurs on the street. There were definitely others, as each Neotype had specific dietary needs - but it all added up to situations like the one I had in front of me.

I had a few numbers for people I could call, generally the emergency social services team. But at the same time that wasn't going to really help in the long run, and unless someone did something, wee Rebecca here was going to be in and out of the system until she turned eighteen, which did not bode well. For the most part, centaurs seemed to have their heads screwed on straight and a fairly well-defined set of morals. That said, it's easy to have morals when you have a full belly. Most of the Centaur criminal rap sheets were low-level stuff like shoplifting groceries and the occasional assault as a result of people not realizing that centaurs have a lot coming behind any kick, front or back.

At the end of the day, it meant that despite there were cases like Rebeccas', who's parents had probably tried every legal avenue before looking at six months to a year of poverty, loans, and possibly-probably losing everything before the harsh decision was made to send Rebecca out into the world to make her own way without the benefit of any legal paperwork, which ended with her starving on the street in front of a cop. From what I got, as of a month ago fifteen year old Rebecca had found herself without a home and no real skills to speak of. There seemed to be more there, but I wasn't going to pry that door open just yet. I suppressed a shiver as I remembered previous meetings that hadn't gone that well. On the up side, I had a number of people in my neighborhood I could call who owed me favors from helping them out with other problems. I went through my phone, found a number and dialed.

The ring was was answered with a gruff bass voice. "Fisticuffs, start talking." Fisticuffs was a gym in an old warehouse in Little Italy; it was a three-story affair, with the top floor being loft apartments for gym rats and employees. The second floor was equipment repair, storage, and administrative offices, while the ground floor was the gym proper, complete with a steam room, showers, and exercise equipment for everyone who wanted a workout. Paulie did brisk business for folks who wanted to sweat, and not just look good in gym clothes. The fact that it was neotype friendly was partly my doing. It was a few blocks from the Jolly Cholly, which meant I could work out and walk home. Overall that was a win for everyone.

"Paulie, s'your favorite cop needin' a solid." I forced lightheartedness that I didn't feel into my voice, and Paulie knew it.

"What, your mama finally break the pavement?" The reply was just as forced, getting the pleasantries out of the way before we got to the actual meat of the issue.

"Worse. Got a foundling needs a spot and a gig. And probably some character representation in about four-to-six months when the paperwork flows to get her emancipated." For her part, Rebecca was bracing herself for the inevitable bad news that she'd gotten used to as a constant in her life since she'd Changed.

There was a groan. "Another one? How many more of these you gonna throw at me?"

"You're just complaining because you like to complain Paulie, and you know you'da gone broke years ago without me pumping your tires to everyone. Besides, what happened to that last one I sent you?" I glanced to Rebecca who seemed to be torn between her emotions, on the one hand there was hope, and then on other hand there was what looked like either fear or shame.

"He ran out on me and went to college soon as he could. Becoming a physical therapist or something. Never calls." It wasn't entirely true - about half of Paulies' employees in the last five years had come from me or similar referrals. For the most part, they stuck around even after they reached the point where they could go out on their own.

"This one could be better. Come on, room and board for a week, tack it onto my membership if you gotta. Otherwise she's gonna starve, be in and out of the hospital, and then they'll raise your taxes to pay for it all. Save the system a dime." We both knew that a week was going to turn into a month, and then a year. But the proprieties still had to be observed.

"Brooks, you're lucky I'm a soft touch. We'll start her off as a janitor, and then we'll see if she got skills." Translation: "Get her over here as fast as you can."

"You're a prince - she'll be there in an hour, I'll be by after my shift for a quick one."

We hung up, and I nudged Rebecca gently on the shoulder. "Okay, so here's how this is gonna go. I got a friend, owns a gym. He's willing to take you in on the condition that you do some work for him after hours. Mopping up, wiping the gear down, that kinda thing. My condition is that you go back to school, we're gonna have some people coming who'll help with that. You go to school, you get educated, and you get your butt off the streets. I see you on the streets like this again, I'mma take it personal an' me and Dev here haul you to juvie and let that pile of bums deal with you. Deal?"

She nodded, and slowly sipped her water as the Social Services van arrived. They were legally required to show up, however nine times out of ten the spaces in the official state-run homes were taken, and this was one of those none. Figured. Fortunately, I'd already worked out the next step. I told them to drop her off at Fisticuffs, and that I'd be by later to check on her. I also slipped her a few snacks so she could eat something without destroying Paulies' fridge.

The rest of the day wasn't much to speak of; really it was a blur of citations and a few meet and greets; a new taco truck had made the rounds so we stopped there. Cheap but crap, and not much of it really. I was rather glad I'd filled up at breakfast - it made some people uncomfortable to see a hungry centaur. The phrase "eats like a horse" was not an idle thing - in the case of centaurs, it was gospel writ. Once I got back to the office I dialed up Forensics again, and got Ricky again, thankfully.

"S'ricky, whatcha want?"

"Ricky - Brooks again, with a hypothetical."

"Your hypothetical better be good, I got a dark ale and a hot date that you're putting me behind on, Sergeant Single Stallion - hey here's a thought you could help me, she said she had a cute centaur friend, we could double my chances of getting lucky if you came with, hey?"

I ignored the hint. "How about we answer this hypothetical, I go home and have a wheat beer, you ply your charms on the poor blind woman and strike out again and we meet up for lunch tomorrow yeah?"

"Buzzkill. Hypothetically...what?"

"Well hypothetically, there's a case that doesn't exist, and something fell from the sky into an evidence bag that looks like a removable storage of some kind."

There was silence on the line for a moment, as apparently I'd thrown poor Ricky a curveball. "Hypothetically? I wouldn't be telling anyone about it. I'd definitely make arrangements to have it fall into someone elses' hands, and I'd definitely forget I ever had anything like that. Cases stop existing for a reason. Don't get involved or you get like the case, yeah?"

"...yeah. You're a prince, Ricky."

"A prince with a hot date tonight. Have fun looking at your nonexistent thing and hoping nobody else can hear us talk."

I hung up the phone and checked the time. With everything that had happened, it wouldn't go amiss to head for Fisticuffs, have a nice solid workout, then go home, lock the drive in the gun safe, have a nice long shower followed by a good meal, and then head to the bar for some interesting discourse with some 70-proof idea generator, and maybe a snack. Quite frankly I wasn't going to eat anything at the bar - most places still didn't have a handle on what most of the Neotypes liked, so there were little niche bars just starting to crop up. Alcohol was always in style.

I still had things to do, and it was high time they started getting done. I handed my weapons into the armory, with the distinct feeling that the new Erinyes who'd signed off on the return was paying me more than a normal amount of attention. Who knew, maybe she'd never worked with a centaur before. Still, it felt weird. I made a note to catch her name if she was in the cage tomorrow as I caught a ride in a patrol van over to my van, and subsequently to Fisticuffs.

Entering the gym was like a bubble where the outside world stopped, and nice energetic music combined with iron plates to make a space where you put your body through its' paces. I'd been going to the place even before I Changed, and somewhere along the line someone decided that Paulie needed to join the neighborhood insurance program at an exorbitant rate. I had a very long talk with the insurance salesman who, after looking at a few of the previous salesmen who had visited Paulie in an attempt to convince him to join, decided that it really wasn't profitable to be in the neighborhood. A few years later, the head of the insurance company and more than a few of his lieutenants went to prison for a stretch as it was determined that what they called insurance was what the law called racketeering, extortion, fraud, and a host of other things that were decidedly not insurance.

That said, the doors were wide enough that I could walk in easily, the lighting was solid without being garish, and the equipment was both varied and easy to get to. It felt like a place where you could work up a sweat without having to watch out for people trying to pose for their social profiles or guys trying to show off to get a date. My reverie was interrupted by Paulie.

"Brooks, you godforsaken Navy puke - I got half a mind to wring your friggin neck." He knew I'd done nine years in the army, just like I knew he'd done twenty in the navy. He shifted his softened but still muscled body around the desk he was manning and smacked my lower shoulder with a gentle punch that moved me about a half-inch.

"Paulie, if I thought your Air Force arms were capable of wringing anything tougher than a mop I'd take it serious." I turned and swatted him casually with my tail. "How's y'new hire doing?"

He nodded over. "Kid's making a good impression to start off. Needs food. When I saw her condition, I mighta called Nona."

"You called Nona." I said flatly. Nona was the neighborhood Italian grandmother. She was somewhere between seventy and a hundred and seventy, knew everybody on the block, knew their parents and grandparents was friendly with most, and was a wizard in the kitchen. Her restaurant was on the other side of the street from Fisticuffs, and when the wind was right, you finished your workout fast just so you could hoof it across the street and fill up. Local legend had it that Nonas' nona had started the restaurant right before the Depression, and would feed all comers from dawn to dusk. Most of the original clients were the workers from Fisticuffs' original warehouse days. It served her well, because people didn't forget when times were better, but the tradition continued - if you needed a bowl of soup and some bread to get you through your day you could stop at Nonas', and they'd run your tab without asking. If you were smart, you did not refuse Nonas' food. If you were very smart, you paid your tab at Nonas' as soon as you got back on your feet.

Paulie waved a hand energetically. "Look at her. Kid lost 20 pounds after she showered off, and she ain't got much left. I got her a shirt at least, the socials got her a skirt for her back end."

I took a look, and with the dirt gone she looked tremendously different. Her hair and coat was actually a light blonde color, but she was moving around cleaning the equipment slowly.  I could still count ribs under the official Fisticuffs employee shirt - a pair of fists punching together with broken handcuffs at the wrists - but she looked like she'd had a nap at least. Her face was screwed up with concentration as she applied a rag and cleaning solution to one of the benches.

"Point, but that just means I'mma have to do a breezeby workout, because-" the door banged open with authority as Nona made her way in with a small cart rattling behind her.

"B'cause why, Officer Arthur?" Nona was there, apron and three layers of wrinkles that told the story of a happy life with hundreds of fat children, who was about to have that family grow a little more and could not be more thrilled by the prospect.

"Because Nona, I don't want to be taking food from Rebecca." I shamelessly deflected.

Nona looked, and her gaze turned upon Paulie. "Paulito, why you got this girl workin' she so skinny she can't move!" And there was a wooden spoon in hand before anyone knew it to whack Paulie on the forehead.

"Nona! I can explain - ow - the social people dropped her off here cause Brooks here saw her on the street and they said she needed a job!" Nona had a habit of carrying the wooden spoon to smack people who had gotten out of line a little. Being smacked with the spoon didn't hurt that much, but the lectures that came with it were certainly unpleasant.

The wooden spoon was now waving in my direction. "Brooks Arthur, I'mma make you bend down so I smack you if you got no good answer in about two seconds."

I held up my hands. "Nona, she was on the street because her family couldn't afford to feed her after she Changed - I didn't want to arrest her for being on the street, I figured she could work for Paulie after school, earn a little pocket money and have a warm roof." The spoon wavered but didn't go down completely. "Nona, she needs family. I stop and look after her when I can, she learns she's got a place in the world, and...well, look at her." I pointed. "There's hope there Nona. Idle hands are the devils' playground, because now she's got something to think about other than her parents and where her next meal's coming from. Her name's Rebecca."

The spoon finally fell back into the apron pocket. "She need food. I smack you later for not sending her to me first." And with that she pushed the cart of food into the main gym, parked it and hustled her bustle over to Rebecca. I had just enough time to catch Rebecca and mouth "Nona" to her before Nona was on her in a whirl of hugs and kisses and compliments on her beautiful coat, and then came the mini-feast of Italian dishes in the employee lounge. Satisfied that Rebecca was in good hands, it was time to work out and find some form of inner peace.

I checked my workout schedule, and today was upper body day. It was going to have to be fast, since I couldn't count on Rebecca holding Nonas' attention forever. Pull-ups, sit-ups, and a few workouts heavily modified due to the whole 'your entire lower body has transformed into a horse' thing. It was going pretty well, until I was upside down and Nonas' face appeared in my field of view. Crud.

"Brooks, I think I found someone for you." This was the down side of Nona. She was a firm believer that everyone had to be married. Apparently the fact that I had been married and subsequently divorced did not sit well with her, and she was always arranging dates, brunches, and holiday parties with an eye toward getting me (and others) married. There was a complex formula in her head as far as when someone should start seeing other people again, and I had passed that particular time-frame long ago. Still, it was nice to know that someone was looking out for my dating life.

"Nona, you shouldn't have."

"It's been eight years, you need to find someone. It's not right for you to be alone." She lifted herself onto her toes briefly to poke my forehead with the Wooden Spoon of Discipline. "She's a nice girl, her mama's in my bridge club. You should at least go out with her once. She's not like that puttana you got married to." My ex-wife Ann had Changed as well, but she'd become a faun. After that, whatever it was that held us together was gone, and we both knew it. So we'd sat down with our son and explained it, filed for divorce, and I'd moved out of our two story condo and into a two-bedroom apartment above my favorite bar in Little Italy. Ann had done fairly well afterwards; she'd been a therapist before, and with the Change she began to work for the state, specializing in post-change psychology. It was a common field for fauns to be in - pretty much any field that had a lot of people contact had a dedicated faun employee base.

Unfortunately, the fact that Ann and I got along was lost on Nona, who was rather set in her beliefs - and one of those was that Ann was at fault. I sighed and extricated myself from the bench. "Nona...would it bother you if I said I'm okay with being single?"

"Yes. You're a good boy, you need to have two hearts and make your house a home."

"I have two hearts already." I pointed at my upper chest and then at my side. "So, do I get a pass?"

"No." And then she whacked my side with the spoon for being a wise guy. "Hurry up, get dressed, she's over there. Waiting for you. Lisa's a good girl, never been married. Never found the right man for her."

I sighed inwardly. Nona was an absolute master of the family ambush. Odds were good that the girl I was being set up with was also being coerced. Though on the up side, I didn't have to worry about paying for dinner tonight. I tried one last ditch effort to avoid this date that Nona had set me up on.

"I don't have anything to wear." Which was one of the weaker fibs I had at my disposal, and she knew it.

"So you stopped packing an emergency suit? Hah. I know you, you never forget to have nice clothes just in case." I'd been packing spare clothes since I was twelve and a passing bus had wrecked my shirt, pants, and chance at going to the arcade with Jennifer Gibson. She'd gone with someone else, they fell for each other, and last I'd heard, they were married with four kids.

My face fell a little, and Nona had a triumphant grin. "Come on Arthur. She's a nice girl. You'll see."

I sighed. No way out now. Unless..."Nona, what about Rebecca?"

"She's in her bed sleeping, you just stop worrying about other people and go meet Lisa." One of the blessings of Nonas' food was that it was highly filling - and if you weren't careful you would find yourself nodding off. Rebecca was not careful. One of the life lessons she was about to get in regard to Nona.

Shucks and other comments. I went back, showered, and changed into my spare set of nice clothes - specifically, my extra-long polo shirt with the 101st Airborne logo on it, a nice fitted blue kilt that got wrapped a few times to make sure that the goods were covered and remained covered, and some nice long boots that covered the hooves. Still needed to head down to the barber for a trim later, but that could wait until tomorrow.

I told myself to think positive. It was just one date, and given that it was at Nonas', I'd be able to put it on my tab. I walked across the street, contemplating all the ways this could go right (one, maybe two) and all the ways this could go wrong (infinity plus three) as I made my way in and asked the head waiter Steve to point me toward Lisa, because Nona was insistent.

I had a bad feeling about this that Steves' professionally neutral expression did nothing to ease. I'd known Steve going back to when we were in high school, and if he was trying to keep it neutral, it was not a good thing. Then we got to our table, and Lisa turned out to be an Elf. And a very solid representation of the type. Eight feet tall. Willowy. Ears that slid up to delicate points. Eyes that were large, brilliantly blue and a dainty nose framed by angular cheeks. Skin that wasn't exactly pale, but translucent. The expression that followed was rather pointed and spoke volumes about how she felt. I did not hear wedding bells. If anything, I heard the tolling of the condemned man.

"You are Brooks Arthur." Her voice was clipped and very no-nonsense. Pretty standard for Elves - whether by accident or group assent, Elves all pretty much spoke like they'd been professionally voice-trained by a monarch.

I nodded. "Lisa, I take it?"

"Yes. I'm here because my grandmother blackmailed me. I'm a librarian." She settled in with her napkin on her lap. Perhaps we were supposed to bond over our civil servant occupations.

"Here because Nona guilt-tripped me. I'm a cop." I didn't exactly have a lap due to the seating, so I basically covered my stomach with the napkin.

"You've had exactly one overdue book. Fine paid. That's good." She looked at me as if to probe for a weakness, guilty conscience, or other signs of moral weakness.

"I didn't get a chance to run your name through the system, or I'd have a witty comeback. I have a cat." I had to put that out there before we got too deep into any conversation.

The look at the mention of a cat would have frozen lava. "No need. I looked at all the books you've checked out. Single parenting, child psychology, and sports history. Nothing regarding adult relationships. Suffice to say, while I'm certain you're probably nice enough, I have no desire to pursue this beyond the required one date. I've been compared to enough ex's that I'm not interested in anything form of relationship, much to the dismay of my grandmother."

The problem with dating is that at a certain point, you're looking for the least broken toy in the second-hand store. And Lisa was broken in a lot of ways, based on that schpiel. And with that, the second date was not happening. Also, cats and Elves had some sort of war that nobody could understand and was shrugged off by both sides when others asked, as if you were asking why gravity existed. It was like a sports rivalry. I was Team Cat, and I'm pretty sure everyone on Team Elf was going to get the message by tomorrow morning.

I hmph'ed softly. "So awkward silence or meaningless small talk?"

"Meaningless small talk, I think." Essentially I was to be an interactive podcast that she listened to with dinner.

Meaningless small talk it was. That said, the food was awesome, I managed to keep my shirt clean, and Lisa was okay with a tiny salad and what looked to be two fettuccine noodles with butter and a small garnish. Apparently she enjoyed that. The small talk revolved around jobs and how things had changed. According to her, the library had finally managed to get the plumbing done for an all-types bathroom that was actually up to the task. Lucky dogs. I demurred and admitted we hadn't done anything like that at the station, but the budget was in theory going to be there for the next fiscal year. Nice enough as an individual, I suppose, but it seemed like she was determined that we not click. Which was another interesting phenomenon about Neotypes. After they Changed, they developed what the scientific-minded called "Instinctive Compatibility Sensitivity". In short, love at first sight was a very real thing with neotypes. For some it was scoffed at, until it happened. The dating industry had caught up, with a unique form of speed dating where folks would walk past each other and then back in various combinations while tapping a button or two depending on how they felt. It felt very industrial, and I was not a fan.

Of course the inverse and various shades of the spectrum were also real, which is one reason why my divorce proceeded as calmly as it did. We didn't hate each other, but it was clear that both of us were no longer the couple we were when we married. It certainly could have gone worse, as some couples suddenly realized that their partner had a very punchable face, and domestic disputes were called in. Those were the least pleasant calls, and they usually had Centaurs on scene to break those up.

Finally I picked up the check, and we left.

"I'll tell Nona thanks." I shook her hand politely.

She tilted her head slightly, nodding. "I will tell my grandmother that you were pleasant enough but not a spark."

Good enough. I did make sure she got to her car okay before hopping back across the street to where I'd parked my car.

The short drive home was a head-clearing thing. On the up side, I'd done my job. On the down side, Nona didn't seem to understand my whole perspective on dating. I'd done it, I thought that it'd work, but reality and time had decided otherwise. It's not like I didn't want to date, but my headspace was crowded with the more basic day to day. And frankly, being a cop was rough on the best days. It didn't seem right for me to bring someone else into it. Even another cop, because at that point you not only had your day, you also had to worry about someone elses'. Maybe I'd get married again after I retired.

Besides, I still had Max to keep me company. I popped the door, and the fluffball sauntered in long enough to sniff and then go directly to the couch.

"You stink of Elf. Go shower."

"Max, what the heck? Yes, I had dinner with an Elf, is that a crime?"

"It should be." He curled up in a ball with his tail covering his nose.

"And some day you're going to explain the problem with Elves." I cracked open a can of food and supplemented it with some crunchies in a bowl.

"We had a meeting." Max attended to some imaginary fluff on his back leg before washing it.

"And?"

"Elves are out. There's only enough room on this planet for one hyper-arrogant species and we were here first."

"Suck it up furball. She wasn't arrogant, she was a librarian."

"Second date?"

"Not happening." I grimaced, thinking about it.

"At least you were that smart." Thus placated, he wound around me and went to the the food dish. I went for the bourbon. A decent tumbler of that over ice and I was in for the night. Max was blissfully silent. In all likelihood, he thought he was punishing me for going out to dinner with an Elf.

The next morning was pretty well arranged. It started off with a call from my boss reminding me to bring the nice clothes, as I was scheduled for a pair of school visits for today.

I hated school visits. It was pretty much the same thing. A crowded auditorium of children who were, depending on their age, either more interested in recess or ditching class while I droned through a few canned scripts about the police, diversity, and how being a Neotype is improving. I mean it is, but at the same time the approved verbiage was so dry it desiccated the index cards it was written on.

Still, it was a nice change
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