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    1: Welcome to Meteoropolis 
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   L ight returned to me slowly at first. It was like peeling away the blackened lens of a grimy kaleidoscope, revealing the dazzle of color little by little. The most prevalent color was a sort of burnished pink. When the veil of darkness was gone, and I could see clearly, I found myself tightly situated inside a strange pod that made me feel downright claustrophobic. I struggled to move, but I appeared to be buckled down to a sweat-dank cushion. All I could make out was fogged up, rose-colored glass an inch away from my nose. 
 
    Before my eyes adjusted to take in anything on the other side of that glass, my ears granted me awareness of a faint but persistent hum. It was the droning sound of idling machinery, and with it came a persistent vibration that rattled me from inside the containment pod. The pod itself reminded me of a cheap science fiction movie so much that I found myself half-frenzied over just where the hell I’d woken up. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out, my voice cracking and dry like I hadn’t spoken in days. That made no sense—I’d just been teaching a grammar class on verbal phrases to a bunch of middle school kids only a few seconds before… Except that I couldn’t remember much beyond that. Even my name was hard to pull out of my head. 
 
    My throat felt dry, parched—like I swallowed a desert. I allowed myself a few minutes for my mouth to become lubricated with saliva, gulping down some of it to prime my vocal cords. I shouted this time. “Hellooo!?” 
 
    My cry was rewarded with the sight of a strange man. He possessed a wiry figure and pointed ears that extended well past the top of the bald dome he had for a head. He had caterpillar-like eyebrows and matted, leathery skin that hinted at too many days spent under an oppressive sun. Aside from that, though, his chiseled features and impressively prominent nose made him uncommonly handsome, if a bit uncanny to look at. 
 
    “Oh, you’re ready!” he said, his voice a few registers lower than I’d expected. His expressive eyebrows threatened to break free from the frame of his age-worn face. “Welcome, welcome little human!” 
 
    “Little human?” I muttered to myself—though now that I thought about it, his ears and intense white eyes did seem to hint at something other than humanity.  
 
    Did I wake up in a B movie? I wondered with a dumbfounded look plastered on my face. This situation was surreal to say the least. 
 
    But the implications of it all barely began to sink in by the time the man had taken a step back and clicked a button on a remote control. The epiphany of what was going on would have to come later. 
 
    The rose-colored glass window in front of me lifted up like the doors of a Porsche, and the straps and buckles binding me down undid themselves as if by magic. I looked down at my wrists and saw long silicon-like tubes connected to them. I was certain there was one in my back and my neck, too. 
 
    “Come on out, little fella!” the man said, coaxing me like I was an animal. I flashed him a cockeyed look as he gestured with a ‘come hither’ motion. 
 
    My eyes instinctively darted around the room, and with that, my adrenaline surged—especially when I realized I was naked. Oh boy, there was no way I was in Kansas anymore. Glowing signs with a language I’d never seen before hovered in the air above chrome-plated terminals in the futuristic room. There must have been a dozen pods similar to mine, half of them occupied with peoples of various colors and physical features. None of them seemed human by any stretch of the imagination. Some of them looked downright monstrous; tails and scales abounded, not to mention the long claws and gaping maws with canines that shone like the blade of a knife. 
 
    This is a weird-ass dream, I thought. 
 
    From a floating tray beside another capsule, the strange-looking man handed me a change of clothes. I accepted them politely, not knowing what else to do. “Put these on,” he instructed, and I did. Happily. 
 
    At least my dong isn’t swinging in the breeze anymore. 
 
    The clothes were stretchy gray pants and a tank top that showed off my biceps. Those biceps definitely were a bit more impressive than I remembered, but I wasn’t about to complain. Still—it left me wondering. 
 
    The man waited impatiently as I put on the clothes he gave me, pants first. I was unfazed as he didn’t really stare at me. Furthermore, I was so done with the absurdity of this dream or hallucination that I’d decided not to fret over anything. I was so blindly certain it wasn’t real.  
 
    “What the hell is this place?” I grunted, wiping my eyes as I finished pulling the shirt over my head. Crusty rheum deposits in the corner of my lids scraped away onto my hands. I flicked them on the floor, surprised at the thickness of the stuff.  
 
    How long have I been here? was my silent follow-up question. 
 
    “Welcome to Meteoropolis,” the strange man with the kung fu master eyebrows said. He bowed, sweeping dramatically with his left arm, and I found myself fighting the urge to bow in return.  
 
    Mama raised a gentleman, after all. 
 
    “Meteoropolis?” I repeated groggily. “How the heck did I get here? What even is Meteoropolis?” 
 
    I felt the cords in my wrists and back come loose all on their own with a slurpy sucking sound. Instinctively, I reached for the spot on my neck that bore one of the lines a moment before. I felt a small bump there that gave way to an obvious hole, or crater, in my skin. It still felt a bit raw, stinging like a fresh spider bite. 
 
    “Time will take care of that, don’t you worry,” the man said. “Quickly, come here!” 
 
    His deep, sonorous voice had a quality to it that I felt I could trust and respect. I certainly wasn’t about to go edgelord and murder this weird old elf-looking dude without hearing some answers, dream or not, so I followed him over to a terminal. When I got there, an adjacent floating screen now displayed a bird’s eye view of a rather unusual looking city. I squinted as I took it in. “Meteoropolis,” I repeated again. Then it hit me. “Wait, does that mean—” 
 
    “We’re on a meteor, yes,” the man said. He reached out his hand. I took it cautiously, but he smirked and adjusted my grip so that we were clasping onto one another’s wrists. “This is how we do handshakes here,” he said. “Not everyone has hands, but most people have an appendage of some sort—it’s the most functionally inclusive way.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to react to that, so I just let out a bewildered groan and fixed my eyes back on the screen as he kept talking. 
 
    “My name is Dr. Artigius Luna. I run the reincarnation laboratories here—you’re the first human I’ve seen come through one of the Rebirth Capsules in over three hundred years!” 
 
    There was a lot to unpack in that sentence. “I think I need to sit down.” 
 
    Now—I’m no fool. I’ve played hundreds of hours of Dungeons & Dragons—always a bard, by the way. Not because I like all the memes about bards sleeping with everything in sight, but because I’m a musician myself. I used to bring my guitar to sessions and even had a song written for most of my spells. But I also liked to play bards for another reason—they were a support class, and ever since I was a kid, supporting friends is what I was all about. 
 
    But that’s besides the point. I’ve read a hell of a lot of fantasy books and played a boatload of fantasy games, even some weird stuff. I’m pretty versed in the various magical creatures out there, and this dude looked like some sort of elf, not an alien. And yet, I was in a city situated on top of a meteor? None of this made any sense. 
 
    The pointy-eared scientist nodded encouragingly and snapped his fingers. Some of the tubes running along the floor slithered upward into an arcing position suitable for one’s posterior. Not knowing what else to do, I sank onto it, detaching mentally from the absurdity of my new reality. I just tried to accept it little by little for its own premise. “So I’m in some kind of alien city on a space rock, hurtling through the galaxy,” I said, doing my best impression of a person who was unbothered by something utterly insane. “Got it.” 
 
    “Alien is a word we don’t like to use. There are xenos in Meteoropolis—those entities of a more extraterrestrial genetic makeup that bear few to no similarities with humans and elves, but most people here come from Sylvan, Infernal, or Atlantean worlds.” 
 
    My mind raced to try to interpret the meaning of these terms. “Infernal… as in—” 
 
    “As in Hell, yes. There are demonkin in the Infernal District, woodland folk such as elves and monsterfolk in the Sylvan District, and the Atlantean District is home to a hodgepodge of people, from gorgons to giants to—” 
 
    I held up my hand to beg for silence, hoping to cling to my sanity for a few minutes longer. “Doc, what are the odds I’m dreaming right now?” 
 
    He cocked his head at me and looked at his own hands somewhat sadly. “I certainly hope they aren’t very good,” he muttered. “I don’t want to be a figment of your imagination.” 
 
    Next, the good doctor grabbed a gun-like device off of a chrome-colored tray table floating in the air beside him. Good, I thought, Frickin’ shoot me. This is ridiculous. 
 
    That being said, though, I was honestly intrigued. “Doc,” I grunted, my throat still a bit dry, “would you mind giving me a bit more context about what’s going on?” 
 
    “Of course,” he nodded, fiddling with the buttons on the gun-thingy. “You’ve been given a new life. Your soul has been reclaimed from where it was floating, lost in space.” 
 
    “My soul?” I shook my head as though trying to shake something out of my hair, but it was the pounding in my forehead that was getting to me. It started to fade, but with its loss came a flood of questions. 
 
    The odd leathery-skinned man sighed deeply. “I realize it’s a lot to take in at once. Now you’re here, in our city. It’s… it’s not a bad place to be, but it has seen better days, if I’m forced to be honest.” 
 
    I scrutinized his quickly sinking expression. “Better days? What do you mean?” I asked anxiously, shifting in my seat 
 
    “Well,” he said, lowering his head to the ground somberly. “Crime is up. People are apathetic, eaten alive by the temptations of consumerism. Entitled, greedy, wicked. Not much different from your world, come to think of it.” 
 
    I shrugged. It sounded similar enough. 
 
    “This world needs a change. It needs—” he paused to think of the word, “—well, it frankly needs something like a hero, a symbol—someone to show what it means to go out of one’s way for someone else.” 
 
    Also from the same tray as the device, he handed me a silver container, not unlike a flask.  
 
    “Drink this.” Apparently, the gun-like device he pointed at my forehead was a scanner of some kind, because a violet light shot out of it and started reading back a list of facts about me as I took large sips of cold water. 
 
    > Welcome, Brock Clayton. Subject is male, twenty-nine Earth-years of age. Blood type O Negative. Genome mapped. Numerous aptitudes. Manageable deficiencies. 
 
    > Notable character traits: fixated on justice, quick to trust and care for others, generally selfless.  
 
    > Notable strengths: musically gifted, compassionate, good with children, diplomatic, habitually maintains fitness. 
 
    > Notable flaws: overly selfless, addictive personality. 
 
    > Natural instinct: to nurture and protect others. 
 
    > Species: originally full-blooded human. 
 
    > Splice Partner: solar dragon. 
 
    My jaw dropped lower with each detail the voice rattled off about me, but so did the sharp-eared scientist’s. He looked even more bewildered by that final revelation than I was.  
 
    “Ohhh, that’s interesting,” Dr. Luna muttered after a too-long bout of silence. “I’m an astral elf, but I had a Splice Partner as well—lunar ghoul, though, nothing so fancy as a solar dragon.” I could tell from the look in his eyes that he was even more blown away by the Splice Partner reveal than I was, even if his words seemed level enough. 
 
    This is definitely a dream or something.  
 
    Whatever just happened was too over-the-top, I was sure of it. “Sure, doc,” I said, secretively pinching my asscheek as hard as I could to wake myself up. It didn’t work. I’d later discover that it was, however, successful in creating a bruise. 
 
    “How was this pairing arranged?” Dr. Luna seemed to be asking the air, but it was the AI voice that answered him. 
 
    > Solar dragons are prone to fury, but capable of a wide range of moral alignments. For this reason, this pairing was rated as Ideal. The AI hypothesizes that the confidence and aggressive tendencies of the solar dragon will provide an advantageous balance to Clayton’s moral compass and his tendency to sacrifice his own needs for those of others. 
 
    Dr. Luna cleared his throat and looked me in the eye. “Meteoropolis has an affectionate sobriquet among those in the know: the Space Wizard’s Playground. Occasionally throughout the universe, the souls of individuals get displaced. Those souls contain many secrets about said individuals, including genetic material.” 
 
    I squinted at him as though the words he was speaking were in another language—language was another topic to broach at some point. 
 
    “Umm…” I just stared at him blankly. 
 
    “Try to keep up,” he chuckled as he read my muddled expression.  
 
    He was shuffling through a nearby drawer for something, and the first thing my mind did as I saw that was wonder, what now?  
 
    “Anyway—we have magitech probes throughout the galaxy that swim around in the void of space searching for these lost souls. We do that so that we can restore them and give them a life here—we have our own agenda of course, but it’s purely benevolent. Almost everyone on Meteoropolis is either reborn in a capsule or born to parents who were themselves reborn in this way. We’ve grown quite rapidly over the last century. Most people here, including myself, had a past life—or two.” 
 
    “Or two?” I repeated with a cocked brow. 
 
    He nodded, excited by me pegging that important bit of emphasis. “Yes,” he said, clapping his hands together excitedly. “Yes, indeed. See—sometimes particularly distant souls get diminished by time and the space they’ve traveled. After clinging to space debris for millions of years—” 
 
    “Hold up,” I said, raising a hand. “Millions of years?” 
 
    His face drooped. “Oh yes, I always reveal that part too soon. I’m afraid intelligent life on your planet is mainly dominated by sentient insectoids at this point. There are other humans throughout the universe—quadrillions throughout the multiverse but… from your Earth? Just you at the moment, as far as I’m aware.” 
 
    “This is a weird dream,” I mumbled to myself, studying the alien script on the signs around the capsule room. I’d never known a dream to be so vividly detailed and oddly coherent, but it was all too much to be anything but a midnight hallucination inspired by spoiled milk or expired meat. 
 
    He nodded grimly. “Yes, think of it as a dream for now. It’ll help with the gradual transition to acceptance.” 
 
    “So, my soul—was it fractured?” I decided to play along. If this was real, I should know everything I could. Assuming it wasn’t though, I might as well have a bit of fun. 
 
    Dr. Luna nodded. “Indeed it is,” he said. “So it appears that you’ve been fused with one of the rarest celestial beings in the cosmos.” 
 
    “A solar dragon?” I grunted, almost laughing at the silliness of it. 
 
    He nodded again, this time frantically, with eyes that seemed to glow. “You mustn’t tell anyone—tell them you’re pure human, or I’m afraid you will garner too much interest.” 
 
    “What does it mean, then?” I asked. “I mean, being part solar dragon.” 
 
    Dr. Luna shrugged his frail-looking shoulders. He looked me in the eyes and said, “We’ll find out together—with time. But please, don’t do any experimentation on your own if you can avoid it. And don’t tell—” He looked at a bit of text written on the screen, narrowing his eyes to read it carefully. “—don’t tell Ms. Pinky Peach.” 
 
    I winced at the odd-sounding name. “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “Thanks to a tax relief program, Capsule Puppies—sorry, that’s what people like to call new arrivals,” he clarified, clearing his throat again. “Anyway, new people to Meteoropolis are usually set up in someone else’s home and made their dependent for their first few months. It can go as long as a year, though.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, understanding slowly. “So… Pinky Peach is my host.” 
 
    He nodded, turning back to his terminal. Dr. Luna typed up a bunch of information in a language I couldn’t understand. “You’ll get acclimated to the text here shortly,” he encouraged me. “You must feel quite overwhelmed now.” 
 
    “Well, you’re speaking solid English,” I said, finally standing back up. The tubes on which I’d been sitting had started to irritate my toned backside. “Am I to assume that won’t be true for everyone?” 
 
    “I’m not speaking English,” he laughed, looking over his shoulder at me as he continued to poke away at the vast keyboard. “You have the same language chip installed in your brain as everyone else. It isn’t perfect, but it’s pretty close. It’ll even trick your brain into learning how to operate in our writing system without even realizing it. Within a few hours you’ll start to be able to read written text. Just takes time for your head to correlate it all.” 
 
    That was quite a revelation. I didn’t react to it much except to allow my jaw to drop silently as he continued to work. A few seconds later a retinal scanner shot out of the wall and bathed the doctor’s eyes in a purple light like the one that scanned me a few moments prior. 
 
    > Subject is clear for integration. Good work, doctor. 
 
    He looked at me with a mischievous look on his leathery face. “I programmed her to praise me.” 
 
    I snorted a little laugh despite myself. 
 
    “Alright then,” he said, cracking his knuckles with fingers that were oddly long and sinuous, “any questions before we wrap things up?” 
 
    My hand landed on the spot between my belly button and groin. “I feel like I should want to pee,” I said. “Why don’t I need to pee?” 
 
    “Oh,” he laughed. “There was a tube attached to your, ahem, nether region until about ten minutes before you awoke. We have discovered through trial and error that that cord should be disconnected first.” 
 
    I could understand why. Waking up in a claustrophobic nightmare was already jarring enough. Waking up with a weird tube fixed to your genitals would have been even more disconcerting. “Good call,” I said, nodding grimly. 
 
    In the moment of awkward silence that followed, my hands traced the outline of muscles in my chest inside the gray shirt I’d been issued. All the while, Dr. Luna poured over some documents. When he looked up at me, I had a comment ready.  
 
    “I seem to be in better shape than I remember, doc,” I noted, flexing my muscles. “Not that I was in bad shape, mind you.” My fingers traced my abdomen, finding a six-pack there that definitely wasn’t so pronounced last I’d checked. 
 
    “What do you remember?” he asked me. 
 
    I scrambled to think. A waterfall of memories hit me at once, but I couldn’t collate them all without careful thought. It was all a loose stream of consciousness. I remembered how to play Stairway to Heaven on my guitar. I remembered every word to every Gravity Kills and Nine Inch Nails song. I remembered my sister, Melody, who disappeared shortly after her twentieth birthday, and how it ruined my mom. I remembered the alcoholism mom battled, and how I worked forty hours a week on top of my schooling to support her and tried desperately to get her off of her addiction. 
 
    I—I remembered too much. The smell of my first girlfriend’s hair. The look on my father’s face when he told me I was useless, never able to take care of anyone. The realization that he had been right when, despite my best efforts, my mother took her own life. The need to take care of others, to prove him wrong, to honor my mother and my sister by helping and protecting anyone else. The need for it. The burning need. 
 
    And—there was more. The last thing I remember? I thought. 
 
    “I remember I was in my classroom. I was teaching a lesson, and—there was some kind of announcement over the PA system.” 
 
    He nodded. “What was the announcement?” 
 
    I frowned as I tried to recall it. “I can’t quite… I don’t know,” I admitted with a long sigh. “Damn.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” he offered, “it may return—but either way, it’s unlikely to be relevant and, based on my experience, it’s probable to be at least mildly traumatic. So if I were you, I wouldn’t bother to recall it if you can avoid it.” 
 
    Traumatic? Well, that just made me want to remember it even more. What the hell happened, then? Why was I here? What made my—how did he phrase it—my soul detach? 
 
    After that, the gentle doctor performed a bunch more tests and filled me in on a bit about the city I found myself in. Apparently xenos, elves, dwarves, orcs, satyrs, centaurs, and more were all real. What’s more, they all more-or-less happily and peacefully coexisted on this little rock I now had to learn to think of as home. I still wasn’t convinced this was anything but a particularly lucid dream, but I decided to take everything at face value, just in case. 
 
    “It’s time for you to go now,” he said. I looked at him in surprise and alarm, not really feeling totally prepared for the world outside this lab just yet. “Oh, relax, we’ll meet regularly for follow-ups, and Pinky Peach will aid with your integration.” 
 
    “When is our follow-up?” I asked. “And how will I get here?” 
 
    “I’ll send a cab for you. We can meet in two days’ time, as soon as you are up in the morning. I’ll contact you again soon.” 
 
    I nodded. “Just what am I supposed to do here?” I asked. “I mean, in… Meteoropolis?” 
 
    He shrugged. “That’s entirely up to you. This city is full of interesting people and endless wonders for a Capsule Puppy from a world without magic to explore. Get a job, make friends, get laid, fall in love, start up a new hobby. It’s all fair game.” He raised an eyebrow, looking pointedly in my face. “I’d get laid if I were you.” 
 
    “Still, I—” 
 
    He held up both of his hands to stop me from protesting further. “Please,” he said. “You’re going to have a lot more questions after you get settled in. Whatever Pinky Peach doesn’t answer for you, I’ll be happy to help with, though I’ll be more interested in helping you connect to your Splice Partner.” 
 
    “Roger that,” I said, stretching, tugging at the waistband of the simple gray unisex pants to loosen them up a bit. “Now, tell me about the city itself, then, doc.”  
 
    “Well, I think it’s better if you see it with your own eyes.” 
 
    He gestured for me to follow him, and I made small talk with Dr. Luna, with him asking a little more about my life before arriving here. “English teacher,” I told him, to which he offered no further comment for the moment. I couldn’t help but think that whatever I was going to end up doing for a living here probably wouldn’t make great use of my master’s degree and state-certified teaching license. 
 
    After exiting several neon-lit tunnels, we made our way through a front door that looked far less high-tech than I was expecting given everything else I’d seen up until this point. It was a clunking wooden door on rusty hinges, complete with a primitive-looking keyhole. It made me anxious to see what the hell was on the other side of this door—and I wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    I walked out into a domed city where a semi-opaque casing surrounded a bustling metropolis. Outside of the dome casing, which seemed to be lit a dark blue to simulate a certain time of day, I could just barely make out stars swirling in the sky. When I looked further, I also noticed comets or other minor celestial bodies that appeared to shatter against the protective surface of the dome.  
 
    A helix-shaped tower with a spiraling walkway leading to the top was positioned directly across a wide street from the building I emerged from. Trees were everywhere—some of them as big as sequoias or even larger still, others far humbler by comparison. Some of the buildings, now that I looked more carefully, seemed to be carved out of those gargantuan trees, with branches emerging from underneath and between window panes. 
 
    The street was crowded, filled with all manner of vehicles from medieval carts and carriages all the way up to futuristic chrome-covered hover cars. The smell of exhaust was notably absent. Instead, there was a subtle floral odor pervading the air, wiggling its way into my nostrils wherever I stepped. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” I asked, my eyes still trying and failing to comprehend what they beheld. 
 
    “That’s mana-burn,” Dr. Luna noted, not making eye contact with me. He raised his hand in the air, jiggling it in a motion that I recognized as the apparently intergalactic method of hailing a cab. 
 
    Within moments a red hover car pulled up to the curb, its door opening up instantaneously as it stopped. A horned man with goat-like features below the waist was sitting in the driver’s seat. The driver had a joystick on either side of his thighs rather than a steering wheel in front. “Where y'all headed?” he asked. His voice was grating, low, and raspy, like a sixty-year-old man who just spent the last fifty years of his life chain-smoking unfiltered cigs. Facially, though, he didn’t seem a day over forty. 
 
    Dr. Luna shuttled me into the backseat on the passenger’s side. “Here’s my number,” he said, and he pulled something out of his own pocket. “And here’s your own cellular phone. You’ll have to set it up yourself, but Ms. Pinky Peach will probably be able to help if you need it.” 
 
    I blinked. “You have cellphones here?” 
 
    He grinned at that. “We’ve adopted quite a mishmash of tech and culture from across time and space. Much of it is modeled after your own world, as 2000s Earth represented a golden age of urban culture. Well, at least according to many xenologists. You’ll probably find that daily life in this city closely resembles quite a lot from your own world.” 
 
    “That seems like an insane coincidence,” I noted. In my head, the probability that this was a dream shot back up. 
 
    “It is,” he agreed, “except that Earth is a centerpoint in the fabric of reality, and it reached its cultural apex around the time that you were alive. It is indeed rather striking that you come from that time period and place—but that time period and place is one of the few fixtures in the multiverse. It’s even rumored that the wizard who created Meteoropolis was from a version of Earth, living around the same year as you.” 
 
    The guy in the driver’s seat looked back at me and repeated his question, this time sounding a bit irritated. “Where y’all headed, I says?” 
 
    I looked at Dr. Luna, ‘cuz damned if I knew. 
 
    “Not far—Sylph Street, number 287. Give him time to hit the buzzer before you drive off.” 
 
    Dr. Luna kindly prepaid the cab fee, including a tip for the driver. Noted, I thought. They even tip people here. That isn’t even common back on Earth outside of my home in America, and yet they do it here? Interesting. 
 
    Dr. Luna waved goodbye to me. I looked back at him with a silent whimper in my throat. What the hell was even going on? As I watched the insane architecture and diversity of Meteoropolis pass me by as we drove through the city, I muttered a silent wish that everything would somehow work out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Pinky Peach’s Interlude 
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     “A 
 
   
 
    hhh freaking heal me, please!” Pinky Peach squealed into her headset as her fingertips punched the keys. “Why would you let me solo mid against Zintara when she’s kitted to counter my Q?!” 
 
    “Sorry Pink,” another feminine voice called back at her. “I’m with Rexorz on top—they’ve got our spire on the defensive.” 
 
    “Sweet mother of—do you think I have no freaking map awareness? I’m just saying, deal with it and—” Pinky Peach’s voice went quiet for a moment as her fingers started hammering the keyboard. “No, no NO!”  
 
    “You are dead!” announced the announcer’s voice in the game. 
 
    “No shit, you dumb—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” her friend’s voice reassured her. “We still have the lead. Buy some gear back at base and head back into the fray as soon as you respawn.” 
 
    Pinky Peach stomped her hooves on the floor beneath her computer desk, holding her palm over her microphone to muffle the sounds of her outburst. She shouted obscenities into her room. 
 
    “Pinky, we can hear you. Don’t stress so much, we’ve got this.” 
 
    She knew they were right. The team they were playing against was at the bottom of the silver tier. Pinky’s team, The Dream Girls, was on the verge of crossing over into gold tier soon. Even if they did lose this match on a fluke, it would only be a setback. Pinky would come out on top—she had to. 
 
    With one hand, the beautiful unicorn girl purchased upgrades for her champion, while the other grabbed a washcloth and scrubbed a smudge off of her desk left by the condensation of her energy drink. One thing led to another, and soon she was wiping down her whole desk—until she heard the AI announcer utter those crucial words. 
 
    “You have been revived. Good luck, Champion.” 
 
    “Alright, chat,” Pinky said, her lips curled in a snarl that wouldn’t have been pretty on any other face. “Let’s teach these freaking scrubs a lesson.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Eventually victory came, but it was hard won, clutched from the jaws of a near defeat. 
 
    Pinky let out a sigh and stretched before chugging half a can of Monster Girl energy drink. “What the hell happened in there, chat?” she said. “Did anyone see? How did their Monga get so many freaking kills? His KDA ratio was off the charts.” 
 
    Pinky squinted to see the chat as messages flew by with different interpretations of what went wrong. She set it into slow mode. 
 
    > Their jungler got so overleveled. 
 
    > Your team had no crowd control champions. 
 
    Pinky shrugged. “True,” she said. “At this rate I’ll need to take the girls back to bots for some basics. There ain’t no way we’re making it to diamond tier, much less the championship match, at this rate.” 
 
    > You’re not ready this season. 
 
    Pinky grimaced at that message and the several others that sounded off afterward in agreement. “Maybe not,” she sighed. “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    > You need to take it easy, Pinky. Make some friends. Do some more fun streams. 
 
    She cocked her eyebrow suspiciously. “I know what that’s code for.” 
 
    The chat was suddenly filled with the words “hot tub” and “elf-pop dance” as the legion of men sounded off their wish list for future Pinky Peach content. 
 
    Pinky Peach giggled slightly and shook her head. “Alright,” she said, gazing at the clock. “Well, it’s time for me to take a quick break to order dinner and use the bathroom. I’ll be back in a bit, maybe do some ASMR affirmations or something.” 
 
    The unicorn girl’s chat left her messages of farewell. Most of them weren’t going anywhere. They’d stick around until she returned, she knew, ready to watch her be pretty in front of the camera for another hour or two. Then they’d go to bed, and many of them would wake up and watch her do it all again.  
 
    But Pinky Peach didn’t care about being pretty—she wanted to be good at something. She wanted to be the best. As she left the room and headed to the bathroom, she found herself obsessing over every mistake she made in the last match.  
 
    “I can’t believe I wandered so near their bush so early in the match,” she groaned. “And that freaking Monga!” 
 
    She could do better—she had to. Failure wasn’t an option. And yet… her fans were right. She wasn’t ready. Even more than her, her team wasn’t ready for the big leagues. This was not her year. They may get as far as gold, maybe even diamond tier, but to break into the top ten teams in Meteoropolis? Last year they didn’t even make the top two hundred. 
 
    She leaned against the sink and studied her reflection. She was pretty, without a doubt. No one could or would say otherwise. Pinky Peach was the kind of pretty that didn’t even need to be described. It was just so much a part of her that it hung over every interaction she had. She knew she looked good. But her looks didn’t get her much except for views and subs. Pinky Peach was alone—as alone as anyone could be, with very little hope of remedying that fact in the near future for reasons both personal and magical. 
 
    Some of her friends worried about her. They’d tried to hook her up with nice guys who claimed to be virginal and pure—sticking points that were important to a unicorn girl in particular—but, invariably, it never worked out. In some cases, they turned out not to be virgins or pure of heart at all. In other cases, they left her for other women when she delayed in taking the next step.  
 
    You’ve still never even been kissed, a little voice mouthed off in her head. 
 
    “What am I even doing with my life?” she asked the bathroom mirror. Her gorgeous reflection seemed to mock her.  
 
    “You’re this beautiful, and what does it do for you? You’re poor, you’re alone, and you’re probably not even going to break into diamond tier this season.” That’s what the face in the mirror said, her expression twisted with disgust. “Accept that and focus on what matters.” 
 
    She closed her eyes so she didn’t have to look at herself as she stripped off her clothes and folded them on the toilet seat. 
 
    Pinky hopped in the shower and scrubbed every inch of her milk-white body until it was covered in soap suds, shampooing the naturally pink hair of her head and tail. She let out a moan of bliss as the hot water washed the soap and shampoo away, purifying her. She took an odd joy in wiping off the dust and dirt and grime and dead skin that pervaded every surface in the world. Even with all her effort, the filth was as unavoidable as her fate of dying alone and unloved. 
 
    “At least I have my showers,” she mumbled to herself. The hot water jets hid the tears in her eyes even from her. 
 
    When she left the bathroom, she dried her hair with her combination hair drier and horn buffer. When her hair was dried and warm, she brushed it delicately, getting out all the snarls and knots. Afterward she dressed herself in a freshly washed blue t-shirt with a cartoon dragon. On her lower half she wore comfy, tight black shorts. 
 
    Pinky Peach picked up her cellphone and ordered a pizza. The process was more complicated for her than for other girls for reasons very specific to her unicorn heritage. When she’d waded through the ordeal, she shifted her focus to her creeping compulsion. She spent a couple minutes with a hand cloth and a bottle of cleaning alcohol, spraying and rubbing down every surface until she was satisfied. 
 
    Pinky walked back into her room a little more relaxed. As she crossed in front of her camera, a dozen messages popped up to greet her, but she somehow realized she’d never felt so alone. Adored by thousands—worshiped, really—but it meant nothing because her life was missing a true connection that she found she craved more and more with each passing day. 
 
    The unicorn-elf hybrid sat back in her chair and kicked her hooves up on the desk, right in front of the camera. This caused a few small donations and new subscribers to come through moments later. It was a pro tip one of Pinky’s teammates had given her. “Show your feet, Peachy Keen,” she said, jabbing her in the tit with her smooth-scaled finger, “or hooves as the case may be. Some boys are super into that.” 
 
    Her friend was right about that, as she was about most things. And Pinky Peach’s finances were suffering. She blew most of her income each month on her mortgage and utilities, not to mention her insurance. That left only a handful of silver pieces for literally everything else. In a bad month, it could be even less. 
 
    I shouldn’t have bought this stupid house, she scolded herself at least once a day. If I were renting a studio apartment I could eat like a queen. 
 
    Pinky didn’t remember it, but today was a special day. Today was the day that a visitor was set to arrive on her doorstep. In need of a tax credit, she had signed up to host a new resident of Meteoropolis. There was a tiny part of her that hoped it would be a boy, and a handsome one, but most of her hoped for the opposite. A boy would be problematic for a lot of reasons, many of which she shuddered to think about. 
 
    After the donations stopped coming, Pinky set her hooves back on the ground and leaned in with her elbows on the desk. “How’s it going, chat?” she asked. “Should I do some solo unranked matches for practice or play something else?” 
 
    Chat was divided on the topic. 
 
    > Play as Bosco. I think you’d be good with his kit. 
 
    > Do the ASMR thing. I love that. 
 
    > Have you tried the game Dunlanding’s Quest? 
 
    Pinky sighed as she studied the messages, looking for a suggestion she actually found appealing. She was lucky, she knew, to be in a position to make money from home being cute on the internet, but she was unlucky for far more reasons.  
 
    Pinky didn’t take her fans for granted, but at that moment, all she wanted to do was turn off the camera and microphone and lie in bed. Her hand hovered over her equipment a few times, entertaining the thought of just vanishing. Vanishing was so easy for her. 
 
    What did she want to do? She cast a yearning look over to her army of dragon plushies. She wanted to feel their softness on her body, simulating a loving embrace. After that, she would be content to stare at the ceiling until sleep claimed her. But even that was hardly a reprieve, because in the morning she would be back on stream again, playing ranked matches for most of the day in front of hundreds of fans. 
 
    She needed a change. 
 
    

  

 
   
    2: The Stream Queen and the Potted Hottie 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I  lost track of how far we traveled pretty quickly, caught up in the dazzling, unusual city outside the car window. The hover cab pulled up to a curb in a neighborhood with a dirt road. The street had gnarled roots emerging in patches here and there, even a few tufts of grass and weeds. It must be a pain in the ass to get a normal wheeled carriage through here, I thought. This likely wasn’t a rich neighborhood for how poorly maintained the roads were. 
 
    The sidewalks were planks of hardwood lined in neat rows with intricate patterns and fancy-looking words inlaid or burnt into them. They’d been polished with a resin that probably made them suitably sturdy and resistant to the elements. The buildings here were mostly between two and four stories tall, treehouses for the most part—some literally carved out of the trunks of massive trees. 
 
    “This place is impressive,” I grunted in between slack-jawed fits of gawking. 
 
    “We’re in the Sylvan District,” the cabbie mumbled, barely audible as he took a drag from something rolled in brown paper that was too ugly to call a cigar. “Lots of green. Lots of trees.” 
 
    I nodded. “You aren’t kidding,” I said. 
 
    A beep from the terminal under the driver’s dash saw his mood go even surlier. “Okay, bud, time to get out. Git git git,” he said, shooing me like I was a nuisance. Not the friendliest guy, but I’ve experienced worse cab drivers in my day, so I offered nothing but heartfelt thanks as I opened the door and climbed out of the car. 
 
    The sounds of cawing birds, croaking frogs, and the burbling flow of water nearby crept into my awareness all at once. It was like a city street in the middle of the forest, hewn and fashioned entirely from the forest itself—homes and places of businesses were built from logs, carved out of hollowed-out trees, or constructed out of mounds in the earth like hobbit holes from Lord of the Rings. Everything here was lined in neat rows, forming a suburban-looking block despite the eccentric woodland theme. It was both unsettlingly picturesque and aggressively charming. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll hate it here,” I smirked, looking around. “Let’s see—287? That was the number?” I searched the block for address plates and found that, by this time, the markings on the houses were actually legible to me. They didn’t exactly look like the numerals I knew from back home, but my brain seemed to read them the same. 
 
    Within a few moments I spotted the one I was looking for. For reasons I couldn’t quite express in that moment, I felt my heartbeat quickening to the point where my veins pulsed in my wrist as I gripped my new phone in my hands. I started toward the doorstep, approaching with caution and growing nerves. 
 
    Pinky Peach’s house was the only one-story house on the block, and it didn’t exactly look brand new. It was a vine and ivy-choked cabin—cozy enough, I thought, but I was a little nervous to discover what the inside was like since the exterior looked so… reclaimed by nature. 
 
    I tossed a glance behind me and realized to my distress that the cab driver did not wait for my host to receive me before driving off. I let out a nervous sigh and walked up to the door upon which the number 287 was marked with tarnished gold-plating—the tarnish meaning that it wasn’t real gold, of course. 
 
    I pressed a little button next to the door—a doorbell, I figured, but the sound was more like a trilling bluejay than the chime of a bell. I waited for a minute. Then two. Nearly three. How long was long enough to ring the doorbell a second time? Three minutes certainly seemed like long enough to me.  
 
    I pressed the button again, triggering the obnoxious sound, but before I had even released my finger from it, the door swung inward, opening wide. 
 
    “Come in!” a high-pitched, almost musical voice shouted as I saw the feminine figure it belonged to retreating into another room, slamming a second door behind her. “One sec!” she called back, this time muffled by the walls between us. 
 
    I walked inside, my eyes curiously darting around. It was eerily like any other suburban home I’d ever been inside of—white walls, a simple glass table in the kitchen, familiar-looking kitchen appliances—certain details were different for sure. There was a machine on the table plugged into a very unfamiliar outlet. The device looked at first glance like a hairdryer, but when I bent over to look inside of it—cautious not to touch anything that wasn’t mine—I noticed that the inside reminded me of the mouth of a pencil sharpener. 
 
    “What the heck is this for?” I asked the air. I stood up straight, though, as I heard footsteps approaching the door that the girl had disappeared behind. 
 
    The door into which the girl had retreated swung back open. My breath left me all at once as out stepped the prettiest woman I’d ever seen in my entire life. Incidentally, she was also the strangest. 
 
    Going by measurements I was familiar with, she was probably about five feet and five inches tall from the top of her head to the bottoms of her hooves. Yes, you read that right—hooves. Her skin was milk-white, her figure trim and yet wildly curved past the point of perfection, and both her eyes and her hair were pink—naturally. I immediately decided there was no way that hair was dyed, or that those were colored contacts. 
 
    She also had some more unusual features, even considering the rest of the exotic package. Sure, there were the hooves, but coming out of the back of a pair of black booty shorts was a pink horsetail that matched the color of the hair on her head. Most glaringly—she had a horn. A single golden horn jutted out from the center of her forehead. 
 
    “Holy crap,” I mumbled to myself, trying and failing not to gawk. 
 
    She reached out to me, extending a hand that clutched a few shining coins between two dainty little fingers. “Here you go! Ten copper pieces!” 
 
    Her voice was so sweet I could almost taste it. Even from where she stood a healthy gap of space away from me, I could smell the strawberry aroma of her perfume assaulting my nostrils with her intoxicating appeal. 
 
    My mouth flapped, jaw hanging from the hinge. I struggled to say something, but I failed, just blurting out some unintelligible grunt. That is, until I processed that she was handing me money. “Wait a second,” I said, “why are you paying me?” 
 
    She blinked at me, her long, thick eyelashes fluttering as she processed my question like it was gibberish. Then a wave of realization seemed to wash over her as her eyes went wide and huge and she took half a step back in surprise. 
 
    “Oh, gosh!” she squeaked. “You’re not the pizza guy!” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” I laughed, scratching my head awkwardly. “But it’s nice to know pizza exists here.” My stomach growled. I’d never even had a meal in this version of my body. 
 
    If her eyes could get any wider, they did in that instant. She hopped up and down as she said, “Oh! Oh oh! You’re the—you’re the Capsule Puppy!” She sized me up, narrowing her eyes a bit and going over me from head to toe. With the self-control of a god, I did not sneak a peek as her braless breasts bounced in her tank top. 
 
    I laughed and nodded. “Capsule Puppy. I like that term,” I said, smiling at her. I reached out my hand, and she took my wrist. She offered the same handshake Dr. Luna had shown me. Even the feeling of the skin on her arm was enough to thrill me, and my heart thrummed in my chest as I tried to keep cool in front of her unshakable charm. 
 
    “I’m Pinky Peach,” she said, smiling bright with teeth even whiter than her skin. “And you’re—” 
 
    “Brock,” I said. “Yep.” I loosened my grip on her wrist, and we released our polite, if awkward, handshake. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Peach.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, which cut some of the tension, making me smile and relax a bit. “Please, Just call me Pinky or Pinky Peach.” 
 
    “It’s an interesting name,” I noted, trying not to smirk. 
 
    “Is it?” she asked. She reached her hand back to brush some hair over her shoulder. The unicorn girl was wearing a blue tank top with a cartoon dragon on the chest. One strap was falling down over her shoulder. She still held the coins in her hand awkwardly, still keeping one hoof in the doorway to the bedroom behind her. A pink glow from her bedroom oozed out into the white living and dining room area. “It’s just a normal unicorn girl name,” she shrugged. 
 
    I pinched myself one more time just to be sure, but at this point I was pretty certain I wasn’t dreaming. I didn’t think my subconscious could make up someone like her. It was beyond me. “So—” 
 
    She cut me off, though, “Oh my freakin’ gawd!” she squeaked suddenly, hearing a beep coming from inside her room. “I’m so, sooo sorry, but I have to leave you hanging! I’m in the middle of a Flinch stream now, and I’m losing viewers every second I’m away from my computer. Here,” she said, handing me the coins, “take these and buy yourself some dinner! I’ll catch up with you in a few!” 
 
    “Oh, I—” 
 
    “I promise I’ll see you soon! Mm-kay buh-bye!” 
 
    The door slammed shut behind her, wafting out an extra potent blast of her sweet aroma. I stood there outside her door for a solid minute before I worked up the strength to move. It was the groaning of my gut that shook me out of my awestruck stupor. 
 
    I looked around the room, but without first seeking permission from her to touch her stuff, I decided that the best thing for me to do would be to take her advice and go out to find something to eat. I slipped the coins in my gray pants pockets—still wearing the boring clothes Dr. Luna gave to me. 
 
    Maybe I can buy a snack and see about a change of clothes, I thought to myself. It was as good a plan as any. 
 
    I opened the door to the house and wandered out into the odd sylvan street once more, struck by the contrast between inside and outside. The interior of the house was so warm and familiarly modern, but the neighborhood was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. I hoped that this would all make sense to me eventually, but at the moment it was just… eerie. 
 
    As I walked down the block I saw a man who probably stood about six and a half feet tall with green skin and tusks emerging from his mouth. He was staring at his own cellphone while walking a dog that looked oddly like a wolf with ram horns protruding from the sides of its head. It peed on an iron pump, which I assumed to be the equivalent of a fire hydrant in this neighborhood. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, waving, surprising myself with my own forwardness. “I’m so sorry—can I ask a question?” 
 
    The man looked surprised to see me, but after a moment of looking me up and down, he nodded. “Go for it, bud.” 
 
    “Where can I get food around here?” I asked, rubbing my belly to emphasize my hunger. 
 
    He pointed off down the street in the direction I was already walking. “Two blocks down and take a left and you’ll end up on Goblin Street. Good market there. Lots of weird stuff, too, though, so look for what other elves are eating.” 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled, pointing at my ears. “I’m a human, not an elf.” 
 
    He leaned to the side to get a look at my ears and nodded. “No shit,” he grunted. “Not a common sight in Meteoropolis these days. Advice is still the same, though—if the elves can handle it, you probably can, too. Just don’t eat anything sold by demonkin or xenos, you know?” 
 
    “I keep hearing that term—xenos,” I said, emphasizing the last word to make it more or less a question. 
 
    The man nodded as he glanced at his dog, which was sniffing my leg a bit too eagerly. “Lots of tentacles, black or purple vascular bodies, antennas—no magic,” he said. “Space freaks, basically.” 
 
    I nodded and straightened up, feeling a bit bold. My curiosity had overcome my shyness, but still—I glanced around conspiratorially. “Do you know my host?” I pointed at the house I’d emerged from moments before. “Pinky Peach.” 
 
    His eyes took on a far off look. “Yo, man. Pinky’s your host? You for real?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, why?” 
 
    He shrugged and jerked his dog’s leash as it initiated a bold gambit with the apparent objective of seducing my leg. “Nothing,” he said. “She’s so friggin’ hot, though.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Okay, good,” I grunted, letting out a sigh. “I worried it was just me.” 
 
    “Nah, man—she’s a streamer on Flinch.” 
 
    “Flinch?” I repeated. She’d mentioned the term before, but I hadn’t had time to ask. 
 
    “Yeah,” he grunted, still struggling to keep his horned pup from mounting my calf. “She’s been doing it for a couple years. She’ll break into the big leagues eventually—just a matter of time.” 
 
    “What’s holding her back?” I asked, genuinely hit with a wave of curiosity. Hell—I doubt I’d ever been as curious about anyone in my entire life. Something about that girl flipped all my switches. 
 
    “Well, for starters—only virgins can see her. It’s a unicorn thing,” he explained. I cocked my head at him and narrowed my eyes in a skeptical look. “You’re technically a virgin here,” he pointed out. “You may have banged a hundred folks back in your old life, but you’re brand new here, aren’t ya?” 
 
    I nodded. “Point taken.” That made sense. 
 
    “You need help finding the market?” the guy asked. An orc, I decided. Big dude. Green skin. Tusks. It added up. 
 
    I shrugged. “Is it hard to find?” 
 
    “Not really,” he said. 
 
    “Are you headed that way anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really,” he repeated. That got a laugh out of me, and he smiled back with unexpected warmth. 
 
    “Then don’t worry about it,” I said. “Thanks for the advice. And the information.” 
 
    “Welcome to the neighborhood,” he said. “I’m Jasper. I live on this road, too.” He gestured to one of the houses I thought looked like hobbit holes halfway down the block. “Number 265.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks for the welcome.” I waved goodbye and started to walk away, pulling myself free from the lusty intentions of his horned hound. At the last moment though, I was compelled to turn back. “Say, Jasper?” I called out. 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered, his dog whimpering, eyeing me like a piece of sexy steak. 
 
    “What are the chances that this is a dream?” I asked. 
 
    He pulled another one of those shitty cigars out of his pocket and placed it between his lips. It was the same thing I saw the cab driver puffing on. He lit it as he answered my question with a knowing expression. “Slim to none, man,” he said. “Slim to none.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The marketplace was quite a sight to behold. Each stall was positioned atop an elevated platform—in most cases it was the stump of some thick tree. The stalls lined a gravel road that was just a bit too narrow for the elbow-to-elbow foot traffic that was going through. Surveying the scene, it had to be around dinner time for everyone here, even if the dome and the meteor’s status floating through space made it hard to guess at a standard time of day. There were tons of people here. 
 
    Speaking of the people, good Lord! I’d never seen such an array. The diversity on display here would make the first season cast of the Power Rangers hang their heads in shame. There were loads of folks I couldn’t even label, but there were also elves, goblins, orcs, trolls, centaurs, even gnolls—hyena-like people that stood around seven feet tall. It was one of those gnolls that enticed me to check out my first stall for the evening. 
 
    “Get your roasted manticore, right over here!” she called out. She was not a pretty thing—mangy, with a bestial face. She possessed gangly but well–muscled limbs and wild eyes that made you recoil to look directly into. Still, she had a certain charisma about her that I appreciated. Her voice carried, and she put more effort into making her operation stand out than any of the others on her stump. Her cart was draped with lanterns made of leaves stitched together by twine, and she clearly didn’t hate her job as much as some of those around her. 
 
    I rewarded the gnoll woman with my curiosity, walking up to her stall. “How much for a stick of roasted manticore?” I asked, leaning in to better hear her response. That turned out to be unnecessary. She grinned at me widely and barked back, “two coppers!” 
 
    I handed her a silver, and watched as she gave me back eighteen coppers—so the exchange between silvers and coppers was 20:1. Good to know. 
 
    “Just hang tight, human,” she said. She was apparently more observant than the orc man when it came to the serious business of species identification. “Yours will be ready in just a minute.” 
 
    I stood with my back to her sign, surveying the sprawling market from the elevated stump-top position. It was breathtaking, if a tidbit messy and overcrowded. The scene reminded me of a traditional Asian market back home. 
 
    Suddenly, though, I was shaken out of my calmness by a loud and alarming sound. “Help!” a shrill feminine voice rang out. “Help! I’m being kidnapped!” 
 
    My eyes instantly pinpointed the source of the cry. A cloaked figure was running through the market street, shoving people out of his way, knocking some of them to the ground. Under his arm he looked to be clutching a potted plant close to his breast. His body was weirdly curved, his spine bent in a way that seemed downright unnatural. 
 
    “Help!” the voice cried out again, and I realized with a start that the voice I was hearing was coming from inside the pot. 
 
    There are few things that trigger my adrenaline like the sound of a distressed woman or girl. I’m sure it’s the same for most guys, but given my past, I just couldn’t ignore it. A crime was underway, and a little girl was about to become a victim. Something burned inside me as I realized that. Without thinking further, I sprang into action, leaping into the crowd with surprising agility—surprising even to myself. 
 
    I was moderately athletic—back on Earth, I enjoyed boxing twice a week and went for a daily run. On the weekends I would sometimes go hiking with my friends. But I was never known for speed and nimbleness, so when I leapt into the fray and shimmied through the crowd with ease, I was as taken aback as anyone else. 
 
    The cloaked figure grew nearer and larger in my vision. Some people cussed me out as I nudged and elbowed through the mob, but I’d be happy to field their questions later. For the moment, I was focused on rescuing the potted plant kid. 
 
    “Help!” the voice cried out. “I said freaking help! Why is no one helping!?”  
 
    My jaw clenched tight as the man exited the crowd, sneaking into a narrow but vacant alleyway. I followed behind, though, and I gained on him fast. For the first time, he looked back and noticed me—his face was oily and so purple that it was almost black, his eyes bulbous and red and too numerous to count. He clicked at me with a flailing long tongue and leaned into his sprint, picking up even more speed. He wouldn’t let up, and neither would I. 
 
    We were about to reach a dead end, but as he came upon the wall, he didn’t slow down. He jumped and kicked off from it, ricocheting from the momentum and grabbing hold of the windowsill of an adjacent building with his free hand. I realized a moment later that it was actually a powerful tentacle. With a grunt, and one hand with tentacle-like fingers, he pulled himself onto the ledge and panted. The purple bastard glared down at me, probably certain he’d gotten away. 
 
    Something burned in my chest again, something primal and ancient, powerful beyond any feeling I’d ever known. I jumped. To my surprise, with a simple standing leap I managed to bring myself all the way up to the second story windowsill where he was positioned. 
 
    “Give me the kid,” I growled, balancing on the ledge beside him. He gaped down at my hands in horror. 
 
    “Wh—what the hell are you?!” he said. His voice was indescribably gross, like a throaty baritone speaking through a mask of slime. 
 
    I looked down at my hands, too, following his gaze—they were monstrous talons now, exuding shafts of light from between hundreds of glimmering yellow scales. Something in me kept me from reacting in surprise—instead, I remained focused on my purpose. “Give me the kid or get knocked on your ass.” 
 
    The man—a xeno, I realized—looked down, sizing up the drop. It wouldn’t be pleasant. Cautiously, slowly, the purple bastard started to move the potted plant in front of him, to hand it to me— 
 
    But at the last second he got stupid and instead reached out his spindly hand, grasping some kind of wooden wand in it. A pulse of green energy blasted outward with a strange, unexpected sound, bathing me in light. I jerked my arms in front of my face to protect myself… but realized almost immediately that his weapon had no effect. 
 
    He stared at me in horror. I looked at my hands with a similar expression, now entirely draconic up to the elbow. I jerked my head back up, looking into his alien face, and we shared an awkward ‘what now’ moment. Using it to my advantage, I snatched the plant from him and kicked him off of the ledge. He fell the entire ten feet onto the rubbly road beneath us, landing hard on his back with an ugly thud.  
 
    Feeling brave, I jumped down and discovered, as I suspected, that I landed gracefully, with total ease. Stooping beside him, I pulled the hood off of his head as he groaned beneath me. Dark antennas jutted out the top of his scalp. He was bald, and his head was slick and seemed to have a layer of glistening fluid coating it. 
 
    “Who are you, and what is this?” I said, holding up the plant. I looked at it closely for the first time and my jaw dropped. 
 
    Rooted in the pot was a woman, not a girl, if her proportions were to be believed—just small, maybe the size of my forearm. She possessed ivy-green skin and was naked, except for a few leaves that obscured the sensitive bits. Her face was narrow with pouty lips and large, expressive eyes, solidly black and reflective. Her hair was made up of vines that hung down her back until they hit the soil of her planter. She was… beautiful, but oh-so-tiny. 
 
    The freaky-looking alien leveraged my distraction to his advantage, pulling a glowing red knife out of his pocket. To my surprise, he didn’t try to stab me—he stabbed himself… in the freaking heart. 
 
    “Well, damn,” I grunted, watching vacantly as he bled out underneath me, definitely dead. Super dead, I thought. I looked at the plant. “Now what?” 
 
    She blinked at me, grinning naughtily. “I won’t tell if you won’t.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    3: A Blossoming Friendship 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   T his is not normal, I thought in a panic. I don’t know where I was before I was in this city, but I’m sure I wasn’t expecting to end up in this situation. 
 
    I got the hell out there as fast as I could. I didn’t know what kind of magic forensics they had, but at least the little plant chick could be my witness if they came looking for me. Now, granted, our word probably didn’t mean all that much when coupled with the fact that we ran instead of seeking out the authorities. Damn. No time to second guess. 
 
    We exited the alley as discreetly as possible, me holding the pot that the plant girl was in. I whispered to her as we walked through the crowd. I banished all thought of going back for my roasted manticore—the sooner I slipped out of everyone’s memory for the day, the better. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I whispered to the tiny green cutie I held in my outstretched palms. She was beaming up at me, stretching aggressively in an attempt to get closer to my face. 
 
    “Blossom,” she said, her voice humming with warmth. “Mmmm, you’re nice.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Well, I mean, I did rescue you, but—” 
 
    “—I don’t mean that,” she giggled, cutting me off abruptly. “I mean—you feel good!” 
 
    I looked down at my hand—sunlight glimmered through the cracks between my scales, but human skin was starting to reappear rapidly. That was a relief. “Oh,” I snorted, half-amused and connecting the proverbial dots. “I think you like my sunny disposition.” 
 
    “What in the holly are you?” she asked brightly, her glistening black eyes fixed on me sweetly. 
 
    “I’m human,” I said, dodging the attention of people in the crowd, keeping my head down wherever possible. 
 
    She laughed raucously. “No, really,” she insisted, “what are you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Human, basically,” I said. 
 
    “Aaand what about the less-than-basic bit?” she asked. 
 
    I scowled at her. “Can we have this conversation when we’re not surrounded by hundreds of people?” 
 
    “Oooo, is it a secret?” she gushed excitedly, her eyes going wide. “I can keep a secret!” 
 
    “Now hold on a second,” I said suddenly, just as we managed to get off the busy road and back onto Sylph Street. I stopped dead in my tracks, held her up to my face, and glared at her with eyes lit by my suspicion. “Why was that guy after you?” 
 
    She frowned and looked away. “…I can’t say.” 
 
    I smirked. Now she had my attention. “Secret for a secret,” I said. “I’ll tell you what I am if you tell me why that guy was trying to plantnap you.” 
 
    She giggled. “Plantnap. You’re funny!” Then her face fell, but only slightly, as she pondered the pros and cons of my proposal. “Hmmm… okay,” she said at last, “deal.” 
 
    “You first,” I said. 
 
    She gestured with her hands for me to lift her up, then when I did, she pointed to my ear. I held her close so she could whisper into it. 
 
    “I’m a willbreaker flower sprite,” she said, her voice scratchy and utterly adorable as she squeaked into my ear. 
 
    I pulled her away from my face to look at her. “So what?” I asked. 
 
    She gasped. “So what?!” 
 
    I shrugged, laughing a bit. “Sorry, I’m new here. Assume I don’t know jack or shit about anything.” 
 
    I held her close to my ear again and waited for the shy whisper. I wasn’t disappointed. “My flowers are magical—they lower inhibitions like alcohol, but without the drunkenness. They’re used as aphrodisiacs, interrogation tools, and as ways to manipulate people.” 
 
    I nodded, holding her back in front of me. “That’s pretty intense,” I said, studying the flowers in her long vine-hair. “So they were going to, what, farm your petals?” 
 
    “Yes,” she squeaked. “It’s a horrible life! I want to grow big and be free!” 
 
    “Who was that alien—I mean xeno, though?” I asked. “The guy straight up killed himself on the spot, rather than go back to his boss without you.” 
 
    She frowned at that. “That is weird, isn’t it?” she conceded ponderously. “I don’t know anything about xenos. I’ve never met one before.” 
 
    “How old are you, anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve been stuck in this pot for eighteen years, never able to grow much more than this because my roots haven’t had the room.” 
 
    “Eighteen years,” I grunted. “Hmm. That’s convenient.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “No reason,” I muttered, shaking my head. “So—you need a bigger pot?” 
 
    She smiled at me, clasping her hands together in gratitude at my question. “Oh, yes! I would love a bigger pot! If I can get people-sized, I will be able to occasionally detach my roots and walk around like you! For several hours at a time, anyway.” 
 
    I smiled at her as I saw Pinky Peach’s house appearing in the distance. “No problem,” I said. “Soon as I figure out a way to get some money, I’ll get you a bigger pot.” 
 
    She giggled. “Are you adopting me?” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks as I considered the question. Here I was again, taking a stray under my wing. Back on Earth, I’d spent most of my free time at the Humane Society branch in my neighborhood and volunteering at St. Christina’s Home for Orphaned Children. I had a history of friends down on their luck crashing on my sofa. I chuckled at myself. Whatever effect the solar dragon was having on my personality, it wasn’t overwriting that tendency. 
 
    “I guess so,” I said, beaming at her. “If you want, I suppose. Is there anywhere else you’d rather be?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” she giggled musically. But then she got serious. “It comes with responsibility, you know. You’ll need to water me,” she said, wagging her finger at me. “Sometimes it’s good to put stuff in the soil, like compost and eggshells and junk like that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sounds easy enough.” 
 
    “And sing to me. Plants like it when you sing to them.” 
 
    I nodded as I covertly admired her busty figure. “I think I heard that somewhere before.” 
 
    “And,” her face scrunched up into a wicked grin like she was plotting something devious, and then she puffed her cheeks and hid them in her hands. “You gotta give me loads of k—kisses!” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes to slits and leaned in, glaring at her with my skepticism painted openly on my face. “You’re just making that up,” I said. 
 
    “Am not!” she shot back, pouting and playing with her viny hair. “I don’t make the rules.” Then she unflustered herself and glared at me with renewed interest. “Wait a minute! Now it’s your turn!” 
 
    “My turn to what?” I asked. 
 
    “Tell me your secret.” 
 
    I swallowed hard and looked around. “I don’t even know what it means yet,” I confessed, “but I’ve got some solar dragon in me.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “Wow,” she mouthed, but she didn’t speak the word. 
 
    “Is it a big deal?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve never ever met a solar dragon! I don’t even know of anyone who has!” 
 
    “Well, you’re a plant in a pot,” I pointed out. “You never met a xeno, either. Sounds like you don’t get around the neighborhood much.” 
 
    She grimaced at me and jutted her lip out in protest. “Hurtful!” she declared. 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled. I actually felt kind of bad, but she was just so cute and feisty it was hard to do anything but grin at her. “Am I wrong?” 
 
    “N-no!” she admitted. “I forgive you.” 
 
    A few moments later we were at the door. I cautiously rang the doorbell—this time I didn’t have to wait. In fact, the door swung open so quickly that I was certain the unicorn girl was already standing on the other side. I studied her face as she stared at me with a fraught expression. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods,” she said, placing a hand over her heart. “I was just going to look for you! I should have gotten your number!” 
 
    I took a deep breath, hoping to inhale her strawberry scent like the drug it was. “Look for me?” I asked, trading looks with Blossom. “Why?” 
 
    “You were on the news!” she shrieked, pointing in the living room to what definitely was a pretty standard TV set, currently off. 
 
    “Man, you guys have TV and everything,” I sighed in wonder. This was making less and less sense. The interior decoration of this house was like a copy and paste of any suburban single-floor home I’d ever seen. 
 
    Better just… accept this for now, I internalized, realizing that none of the non-humans I was running into would have all the answers. In the end, it didn’t matter much how similar Meteoropolis was to Earth. What mattered was— 
 
    “Focus!” the unicorn girl said, snapping her fingers. Then I felt a rush as she grabbed my chin and lifted my head, scanning for nicks and cuts and bruises. “Did you get hurt?” 
 
    “Why was I on the news?” I asked, afraid of the answer. Blossom was shivering in fear, too. 
 
    Pinky dragged me into the apartment and shoved me into a dining room chair as she said, “I don’t know! People said they saw a human chase after a hooded guy in the crowd—some people said he was a xeno. That isn’t exactly weird for the Sylvan District, but they’re uncommon here.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, feeling my heart thud in my chest. Now I was left to wonder just how much people saw.  
 
    Did they find the guy’s body? Fuck, what happens when they do? A shiver went down my spine when I thought of that. I calmed down when I realized that any evidence on the scene would probably make it clear that he offed himself. 
 
    Her face took on a very different look as she prepared the rest of the explanation. She bit her lip and looked at me with interest. “Anyway, people said you—the human—chased the dude in the alley because he was abducting some kid?” 
 
    I gestured to Blossom. “I thought she was a kid, too,” I confessed. 
 
    “Hi!” Blossom said. “I’m not a kid. I’m eighteen years old.” 
 
    Pinky Peach cocked a thin, perfect eyebrow at the little flower sprite, acknowledging her directly for the first time. “That’s convenient,” she said, eyeing up the buxom figure of the little plant girl. 
 
    “Why does everyone keep saying that?” Blossom complained, crossing her arms. 
 
    “So, wait,” Pinky Peach said, shaking her head, “you rescued a little flower sprite—and brought her back here?!” 
 
    I shrugged. “She doesn’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    “Where did she come from?” 
 
    I looked at Blossom for the answer, suddenly embarrassed that it hadn’t come up. 
 
    “Oh, I was being sold in a black market herbalist’s shop under the bridge,” she said. “If you’re going to send me back there, do me a favor and just kill me now.” 
 
    “We’re not doing that,” I said, and I looked sternly at the unicorn girl as I said it. Pinky Peach sighed, but she nodded her agreement. 
 
    “Well—she is kind of cute.” She reached out and patted Blossom on the head. Blossom hummed a sweet little noise of bliss under her touch. “But she’s your responsibility, alright?” 
 
    “Should be fine,” I said. “I don’t want her to be alone. Space could be an issue. She’ll grow,” I said, warning her. 
 
    Pinky Peach made a nod of acknowledgement. “Yes, she’ll need a new pot. You can get one when you get your first stipend. She’ll require a lot of care, too.” 
 
    “Water and fertilizer,” I shrugged. “It’s manageable.” 
 
    “And she’ll need lots of kisses,” Pinky Peach added, poking me on the nose. 
 
    “I freakin’ told you!” squealed Blossom. “Vindication!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pinky Peach put Blossom by the window in the room that was supposed to be mine for as long as I was staying in the unicorn girl’s home. After I got a quick tour of the rather humble abode, Pinky and I settled onto the couch in the living room. I sat with my legs on the ground, facing the TV, but Pinky Peach’s entire body was pointed at me, cross legged with her legs up on the cushions.  
 
    “So,” she said, “We need to talk.” 
 
    I turned to face her. “Yep,” I agreed. 
 
    “I’m supposed to help you integrate and stuff,” she said, taking a strand of pink hair off of her breast, pushing it back over her shoulder. “But I need to be straight with you about a few things.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, my full attention on her. Where were we going with this? 
 
    “Money is tight,” she said. She spoke the words like she’d just made some powerful confession, breathing it out violently. “I signed up for the Hosting program for the tax break. I actually don’t really want a Capsule Puppy. I’m trying really hard to make my dreams come true, but I’m so busy and—” 
 
    I cut her off with a wave of my hand and a smile. “Relax,” I said. “I’m not the type to sit around and be useless all day. I’ll be figuring out some way to help, too. If money is tight, I’ll get a job.” 
 
    “No, don’t!” she said. “Being new to the city, they give you six months of welfare automatically. If you get an officially registered job, you lose it. I mentioned your stipend? You’ll get your first one next time you meet that Dr. Luna dude.” 
 
    “He pays me?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not normally,” she said, “He signs off on your monthly meetings, though, and if you complete your check-in with him, we get mailed the check. Get it?” 
 
    I nodded. “Six months is generous,” I remarked.  
 
    “It’s not great money, but it’s something. It doesn’t replace a real income, but that’s where I come in. I could use some help, though,” Pinky said, “if you don’t mind. As long as you want to contribute and all.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, “whatever you need.” 
 
    “Great!” she squealed. She clicked her hooves together in an adorable gesture of excitement that made me grin. “I need a photographer.” 
 
    I blinked, a dozen fantasies already running through my head. “A what now?” 
 
    “I need you to take pictures of me for promo stuff. Flinch streaming isn’t enough on its own. I need to have a way to reward subscribers, and photo sets in costumes or cute outfits is the norm right now.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I croaked, crossing my legs surreptitiously. 
 
    “Really?!” she asked, reaching and grabbing my hands. “Thank you so much!” 
 
    “Is there any other way I can help out?” I wondered aloud. “Taking pictures doesn’t seem like it’s going to keep me very busy.” 
 
    She bit her lip and looked around the room. “You could help keep the place clean.” 
 
    “It’s already clean,” I noted. It was true, too. The apartment seemed to be run by an utter and inconsolable neat freak. There wasn’t a single item out of place, or a single spot of dust on the floor. Earlier, when a tiny dot of soil spilled from Blossom’s pot on the way to my new room, Pinky Peach immediately set her down to vacuum the dirt up. 
 
    “Can you cook?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m working with in this world,” I pointed out, “but I’m a decent cook back in my own world.” 
 
    “Great!” she gushed. “Yeah, maybe you can, like, do the cooking and shopping? And help me take photos on the weekends.” 
 
    I nodded and leaned back into the cushion. “Sounds like a great arrangement to me,” I said. My eyes scanned her when she looked down at the floor solemnly. She was apparently deep in thought. After a few minutes, as I saw her place her palms on the sofa as if to stand up, I decided to say something. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. 
 
    She looked at me curiously, a question on her face. “Yes?” 
 
    “You said you had a dream you were trying to make come true,” I said. “What is it? Is that too personal?” 
 
    She smiled warmly and shook her head. “No—no, it’s fine. I’m trying to win the League of Loremasters championship—I want to be the top ranked player and the most watched streamer on Flinch, but it’s… an uphill battle for me.” I thought of what her orc neighbor told me. 
 
    “This is a computer game?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded, grinning excitedly. “Yeah, it is!” she said. “It’s the friggin’ best.”  
 
    I couldn’t hold back a grin. “Well—I’ll do my part, I guess,” I said. 
 
    “How about you?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged, the grin fading from my face. “I’ve got no clue,” I confessed. “I just got here. All I want for now is to take care of Blossom and you however I can.” 
 
    She nodded, blushing slightly. Then her face suddenly grew sullen. “Umm,” she started to say nervously. “Are you… are you alright?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “I mean, with your past life and all. It can be an adjustment. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I think so. I—” My stomach growled. Pinky Peach cocked her head and stared at my belly. “Didn’t you eat something?” 
 
    I cursed under my breath and tossed her a guilty look. “I spent some money on roasted manticore but had to go rescue Blossom before it was ready.” 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing!” she gushed. “Hold on! I’m gonna make you a sandwich!” 
 
    She excused herself to the kitchen while I remained in the living room, pulling out my phone. I typed in my name, created an account, and quickly figured out how everything worked. The security settings weren’t fingerprint based or facial recognition based—they were apparently based on soul signatures. When you turned the phone on, it would auto-unlock if the soul of the holder matched the soul of the phone’s owner. Seemed pretty flippin’ secure. 
 
    I did a WizNet search—that’s their search engine—for Pinky Peach, just out of curiosity. A few clicks later I found her Flinch profile, PinkyPrincess, and saved a few stream recordings to watch later. God, she was pretty. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” her voice called out from the kitchen as she put the finishing touches on my snack. 
 
    “Nothing!” I shouted back, turning off the screen guiltily.  
 
    She came into the living room with a plate and a sandwich on white bread that looked a heck of a lot like a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Handing it to me, she made an anxious face. “I hope you like it,” she said. “I’m not the greatest chef.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m so hungry I’d eat just about anything at this point.” 
 
    I took a bite into the sandwich—it really did taste like a PB&J. “It’s good,” I said, and I wasn’t bluffing. I’m not hard to impress when it comes to food. I was always partial to simple things. “Thank you.” 
 
    She beamed at me. “I’m glad you like it,” she grinned. “Okay—I need to go practice. I’ve got a ranked League stream tomorrow morning, and my APM was low in the last game.” 
 
    Smiling, I wished her goodnight, and she left me on the couch. After I finished the sandwich, I headed to the sink and scrubbed off the plate. I placed the clean dish gingerly in the drying rack. 
 
    When I headed to my room, Blossom was already asleep, standing in her pot on the bedside table. She was letting out tiny little snores with her eyes closed—a sound that made me smile at its cuteness. I turned my phone screen back on and navigated to Flinch. Grinning to myself, I gawked at the thumbnails of all Pinky Peach’s recorded streams, bookmarking the ones with the most interesting names: My Best ranked 1v1 Ever!!! had the most views by a long shot, with over one hundred thousand. Other notable stream titles were Pop Dancing With Scorpica Part 2, OMFG I swore I’d never do a hot tub vid, and one whose title shook me out of my semi-horny reverie: Opening Up About My Struggle With Survivor’s Guilt. 
 
    I froze, my finger just hanging in front of the thumbnail, wanting to click through, but it somehow felt like a weird invasion of privacy. That was absurd, of course, because she published it live for all her fans to watch. Still, knowing her personally, it felt like a betrayal to view something so intimate without permission. I set the phone down, resolving to come back to it if the time ever felt right. 
 
    And then my willpower left me, and I clicked it anyway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    4: Up Too Late 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I  swore at myself for my lack of self-control, a quiet utterance so as not to wake Blossom. The little plant chick was unconsciously reaching out for me as she slumbered in an odd standing position—though not that odd considering her legs were rooted to the soil of her little container at the knee. 
 
    The video started playing, and the first few solemn seconds honestly lost me for a moment because it seemed a bit overacted, with a heavy sigh right into the camera and everything. It reminded me of apology videos that celebrities used to do back on Earth, always starting with the same theatrical slumping of their shoulders and trite, predictable lines like “I let you down.” 
 
    I was about ready to close the video and dismiss it as a publicity stunt and nothing more—it did garner some of the most views of all her videos, after all. But something about the way she looked just kept me hooked and focused, even as my finger hovered over an X in the corner of the window.  
 
    The first words she uttered weren’t what I was expecting. “Hey, chat.” Her eyes fell to her own screen. 
 
    I smirked. Of course, this was a recording of a livestream. It wasn’t a prerecorded video that was scripted. Suddenly I was interested again, fully invested, eager to see what exactly this was about after all. 
 
    Pinky Peach looked cute as hell, too. I cozied up against the backboard of the simple spare bed as I took in the full view of her, even as small as she was on the screen of my phone. 
 
    Pinky was wearing a hot pink T-Shirt, her legs up and crossed in front of her. I couldn’t quite make out what she had on for shorts, but I thought I saw the beginnings of a blue elastic waistband. Her belly button was exposed—the shirt was a bit too short, a bit too tight. Her skin looked so smooth that I would have thought she was using a filter if I hadn’t seen the girl in real life only a few moments before.  
 
    Atop her head was a pair of black and pink cat-ear headphones. They seemed unnecessary given the fact that she already had pointy elf-like ears and a freaking unicorn horn jutting out from the center of her forehead, but I don’t think anyone in the chat would kick her out of bed for wearing them.  
 
    For a few minutes there was some idle banter back and forth between chat and Pinky. “Yeah, HummingHawk69,” she said, “I’m early for the stream. We’ll kill some time until a few more people are here.” 
 
    > Are u ok? 
 
    That was a message from one of the chat members that popped up on the screen with a five copper donation and a little animated emoji of a pulsating heart. It wrenched a smile out of Pinky Peach, and she nodded briefly but then stopped, letting her frown return. 
 
    “No,” she said at last. “I’ve got some Before-World stuff in my head today.” 
 
    > U wanna share? 
 
    Another donation, this one for three copper pieces, appeared on the screen. 
 
    “Thanks, HecoraIsBrokenPLZNerf69,” she smiled, forcing some brightness back on her beautiful face. “Umm, I don’t know. It’s personal.” 
 
    ‘Chat’ let it go for a while—by far the most civil chat for a gamer girl I’d ever witnessed, even if they were a bit on the clingy side. I could see how this particular girl would inspire that kind of response out of men, though. She was beautiful, sure, but she also seemed so… genuine. It’s hard to pinpoint why, but that was the impression I got from her. Like, every thanks she offered for a tiny donation was heartfelt, and every smile was her trying her best for her fans. She seemed to really care. 
 
    But I realized that’s the trap with parasocial relationships. In all likelihood, Pinky Peach was just damn good at what she did, and I was falling for her well-marketed trap as well. 
 
    “Well played, Pinky Peach,” I muttered to myself. I instantly regretted it as Blossom whimpered in the corner, rubbing her inky-dark eyes, and yawned. 
 
    “Whatcha doin’?” she said through her yawn, stretching like a cat under a sunbeam. Then she fluttered her eyelashes and her hips started swaying as she placed her hands on either side of her face. “Thinkin’… Maybe thinkin’ ‘bout givin’ a certain flower sprite some gentle kisses?” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll give you some kisses if you go back to sleep,” I said, chuckling at her. 
 
    “W—When?!” she pouted, widening her eyes to make them as big as she could. 
 
    Pinky Peach’s voice suddenly became audible on the phone again, and Blossom noticed, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh, so that’s how it is!” she fumed, crossing her arms. “Stalking a pony-girl in her own home while you let your adorable little floral beauty starve for your affection on the bedside table?” 
 
    I paused the video, picked up the pot, and pulled Blossom into my arms. She gasped at the sudden attention. “You like it when people sing to you, right?” I said. 
 
    Her face lit up like a light bulb, glowing with excitement and surprise. “Y-yes! Yessir, I do!” 
 
    I wasn’t a heartless bastard, and she was cute enough. I felt like I bore some responsibility for this little veggie-waifu, so I held her pot diagonally enough so that the soil stayed inside but so that I could still support her back with my arm. 
 
    I sang a series of lullabies to her in my most dulcet of tones. They didn’t have the effect of making her fall asleep, but they certainly made her happy. She squiggled and giggled in my arms, and I thought I even detected a sort of… rumbling inside her, like she was already growing a bit. 
 
    But that wasn’t possible. 
 
    After about five to ten minutes of that, she beamed up at me with a look of adoration on her face. “Thank you, Brock,” she said. “No one has ever sung for me before!” 
 
    I cocked my head back in doubtful wonder. “Really? No one? Eighteen years?” 
 
    She nodded firmly, her lower lip jutting out like she might cry at any moment. “Yes!” she blurted. “Our flowers are most potent when we’re small—so the bad men kept me from growing any way they could. There was a ‘no singing to plants allowed’ sign in the greenhouse!” 
 
    “Sounds awful,” I said. “Well, I can sing for you anytime. I don’t mind at all. I was in choir throughout high school, and I used to be the frontman for a band in college.” 
 
    She wiggled happily in my arms. “Ohh!” she trilled excitedly. “Then sing another one!” 
 
    “In the morning,” I promised, smiling at her. She was a picture of loveliness, as well-proportioned as a pin-up model, but I couldn’t quite get past the size difference. Not counting the pot, she was perhaps the height of a child’s doll. Slightly bigger than a Barbie, but not by all that much. I felt no romantic inclinations toward her, but I did feel an almost paternal desire to protect her surging inside me. I challenge any man to hold something as tiny and pretty as her in his arms and feel otherwise, though. 
 
    I set her back down on the bedside table. 
 
    “Don’t tell Pinky Peach I’m watching this, alright?” I said, suddenly feeling a bit guilty and nervous that she’d caught me. 
 
    “W-well…” she stuttered, and for a moment I thought that somehow her green face managed to blush. “M-maybe I won’t s-say anything if you… give me some fuggin’ k-kisses?!” 
 
    I squinted at her, still not totally sold on the necessity of it. “Is this some kind of pervert thing?” I asked. 
 
    “No!” she said, sounding appalled in just that one word. “How dare you!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, shrugging at her as I sank back against the headboard. “I’ve never met a flower sprite before.” 
 
    “It’s… it’s okay,” she muttered after a moment. “I’ve never met a human before.” 
 
    That stood out to me when she first mentioned it, but I realized then it shouldn’t have. Dr. Luna made it clear that humans were rare out here. Furthermore, Blossom had just spent the last eighteen years of her life underground in some exploitative black market petal-harvesting ring. It stood to reason that was the case. 
 
    “I suppose we’re both on equal footing,” I said, turning over onto my side to look at her. “Tell me one thing about flower sprites and I’ll tell you one thing about humans. You ask first, though.” 
 
    “Uhhh, do humans poop?” she asked. 
 
    I couldn’t contain a laugh. “Yes,” I said, snickering at her expense. “Okay, my turn. Tell me something about your people.” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked, and suddenly I realized what a weird request it was. It was too broad of an inquiry. I had to narrow it down, but I didn’t really know where to start. 
 
    “Oh,” I grunted, fumbling for something to focus on. “Umm, like—okay, how about culture? You’re clearly sentient. Do you have families? Civilizations?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she said. “I dunno! I never knew any flower sprite culture, but we do have our own songs.” 
 
    That sounded interesting. “Sing one for me,” I said.  
 
    She started fanning her little face with her hand. “Ohh, I dunno, I don’t think I could—” 
 
    I scowled. “I just sang for you for like twenty minutes.” 
 
    “It was five minutes at most,” she shot back instantly. 
 
    “Five minutes more than you,” I retorted, winking. 
 
    “Well…” Suddenly she yawned, a violent fit of out-of-nowhere exhaustion taking her. “My goodness! Is that the time? I’d better get back to sleep. You just—keep perving on the pony-girl. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Don’t you want your kiss?” 
 
    She gasped. “Y—yes, yes, I do!” 
 
    I sat up, leaned forward, and pecked her on the forehead. She whimpered as though it were some great tease. 
 
    “Well, it’s better than nothing I guess,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Wow, beggars trying to be choosers,” I said, rolling my eyes. “What kind of kiss were you planning on?” 
 
    She started wavering in her pot, running her fingers through her viny tresses. “Well,” she said, “maybe, just, like, a quick one right here?” She pointed at her lips. 
 
    “That’s so intimate,” I said, honestly a bit unsure how I felt about it. “In human society, that’d be something you do with a lover.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “Puh-scuse me?” 
 
    “I mean,” I started, sensing I’d said something to upset her, “that’d be something I’d do with, like, my girlfriend or something. We just met. And you’re viny and—uh—green?” 
 
    She furrowed her brow. “W-well, it’s not like you have to do it or anything,” she said, but she clearly looked a bit irritated. “I guess maybe I’m not pretty enough for a human, being green and all.” 
 
    I held her in front of me, sensing the sudden downturn in the tone of this dialog. “Well, look, I’m new here. You’re definitely pretty—though you’re a bit small for me, but—” 
 
    “I’ll fuggin’ grow!” she blurted out. Then she whipped her head to avert her gaze from me, hiding her dainty face in her hands. “I just… I just need some love, that’s all. And water… And fertilizer.” 
 
    “In no particular order?” I asked, almost laughing at the adorable display. 
 
    “No—in that order.” 
 
    I sighed, figuring I had no choice but to accept her word. “Well—” I gripped her pot securely and lifted it up, and she breathed out a shrill gasp. As I pulled her close, she closed her eyes and puckered her lips. 
 
    I pecked her on the mouth—and the nose and chin, because her head was so tiny. 
 
    “How’s that?” I asked, pulling away. “Good enough for day one?” 
 
    She was blushing for sure—I wasn’t imagining it. She fanned herself but still tried to look annoyed. I could practically see hearts in her eyes as she looked at me, though. “It’ll do,” she muttered, so quiet it was almost silent. 
 
    Smirking, I placed her back on the bedside table. I decided to get up to take off my shirt and shorts—I didn’t know how the air-conditioning worked in here, or if I should use it, and I was feeling a bit sweaty. By the time I got settled back into bed, Blossom had already dozed off. I smiled as I noticed the leaves on her vines were all pointing directly at me. 
 
    I thought, then, about just going to sleep, but there was some jet lag—reincarnation lag?—that I was experiencing, so I pulled out my phone again and stared at the screen. Pinky Peach’s still image was there, mouth slightly agape like she was about to start speaking.  
 
    But in the end, I thought better of it. This wasn’t my business. I should wait until I get to know her a bit better—earn this information, or at the very least get to the point where I figured it might not embarrass her too much if she found out I knew about it. 
 
    With a long sigh I slouched back against the headboard, slowly sinking onto my back, my head resting on the downy-soft pillow. 
 
    Despite the so-called reincarnation lag, I still managed to fall asleep. As my eyes fluttered closed, I remember thinking that I’d probably wake up back in my world, Earth. Perhaps sleeping with my head on my desk during my lunch break. Likely that I ate something that disagreed with me, hence the crazy dream. 
 
    How wrong I was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    5: An Awkward First Day 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I  was awoken by the tweeting of birds outside my window the next morning—as pretty a sound as anything I’d ever heard. I opened my eyes, expecting to see my own room welcoming me, my own four walls surrounding me on every side, but I didn’t. The ivory-white and lightly decorated guest bedroom of Pinky Peach’s simple home on Sylph Street was what greeted me. 
 
    “Morning, Brock!” a little voice said, whispering in my ear. “Would you like a g’morning k-kiss?” 
 
    I blurted out a harsh noise of surprise, rolling and falling off of the bed. 
 
    “Is it something I said?” Blossom asked, blinking at me in confusion, her pretty face regarding me with worry. 
 
    Something’s wrong. I shouldn’t be here. I was—I was back in my classroom. This was a dream… My students!  
 
    I looked around wide-eyed with desperation caught in my throat, so intense that I could tell I spooked the plant girl with just my expression. I was unable to calm down. Hyperventilating, I backed up against the wall, crawling backward like a crab until my head collided with the room’s boundaries. I cussed at the pain of my cranium banging against the painted wood.  
 
    Memories came flooding back to me all at once—memories of yesterday, of Blossom and Pinky Peach, yes, but also… 
 
    There was—there was a fire, and screams, and— 
 
    “No,” I groaned, seeing their faces in my mind. “Line up behind me!” I shouted it, reliving it, my eyes closed and nails digging into my brow. “Where’s Trevor? Caitlin, where’s Trevor?!” For a moment I seriously considered scratching out my own eyes to get the scene out of my head, to forget the pain that followed. 
 
    There was a fire—Trevor! I have to go back in for Trevor! 
 
    “Brock?” Blossom said, looking at me with obvious wide-eyed worry. “Brock, are you seeing something?” 
 
    I couldn’t control myself. My teeth clenched tightly together, gnashing and grinding until I howled out an anguished cry. “Go!” I wailed. “Just go!” 
 
    Trapped in here. Trapped in the flames. At least I got him out. At least… 
 
    My voice faded away into weak sobs as my mind replayed the feeling of my skin burning off of my face on repeat. I stared at a spot in the wall, coughing, breathing in smoke that wasn’t there, letting my mouth gape and my eyes glaze over as the scene played out in my mind again. And again.  
 
    At least they got out. At least they got out. It was all I could think to hide from the pain, from the certainty of death. At least they got out. 
 
    “Brock?” Blossom’s voice grew quieter, more cautious. Her tone was shaky. “Brock, please say something to me.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. I could barely hear her. She’s not real, I thought, at least on some level. I’m dead. This is a hallucination. No—it’s a bad dream, nothing more. None of this fits! None of this makes any goddamn sense! 
 
    “Brock, snap out of it!” she said, louder this time, but still not really fully registering. It wasn’t enough to convince me that any of this was actually happening. I just gawked, staring at a single spot over her head, trying to keep my eyes open so the images of my own charring, blistering flesh wouldn’t settle in so easily. 
 
    I mouthed something. A prayer, I realized after a moment. I was never religious, but a prayer found my lips in that dark moment. I didn’t make a sound, though. I didn’t speak the prayer aloud. Maybe I should have. 
 
    “Brock, come on, sweety! You’re freaking me out!” She was crying now, too, and it got my attention, but I was still so broken, so shattered that all I could do was look at her. I wanted to say something—to tell her this was just my bad dream, and she didn’t need to worry because in a moment I’d wake up and she’d disappear and none of this pain… 
 
    But by then I knew that wasn’t true. 
 
    “HEEEELP!” Blossom screamed like a banshee. Using all the momentum she could muster, she made her pot wobble until finally it fell onto the ground, shattering into a dozen pieces. 
 
    That shook me out of it. “What are you doing?!” I shouted at her as she started crawling her way to me, her body nothing but roots below the knees. Snot and tears soaked my face, made me ugly and filthy, but she didn’t care. She used every fiber of her own power to pull herself toward where I was sitting on the ground. 
 
    Suddenly the door shot open so violently that the knob probably left a dent in the wall, and my eyes followed the shape of Pinky Peach’s body up from her hooves all the way to her face. 
 
    “What in the hells is—” She stopped mid-sentence. She took one look at my face, at Blossom on the ground, and she walked over slowly to where I was, picking up the flower sprite along the way. The unicorn girl knelt down beside me and placed Blossom in my lap. Blossom hugged my chest as tightly as she could muster, and Pinky Peach grabbed me by the cheeks and oriented my face to stare her right in the eyes. 
 
    “I—” I tried and failed to say something, to apologize for waking her up, to manage any words at all, but I failed. 
 
    “You’ve got this,” she said, her voice a bit lower than I’d heard it before, more solemn and serious. Her face was firm, tears welling in her own eyes. “You can get through this. It’s the worst part, but it gets better. I promise.” 
 
    I nodded, but I felt like she was lying. There was so much pain in her eyes in that moment—it couldn’t all have been purely an empathetic response to me. She lived that pain herself, I was sure of it. She was still living it. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice so, so weak. “Blossom!” I wrapped my arms around the flower sprite and clutched her tightly. “You broke your pot!” 
 
    “You needed a fuggin’ hug!” she gushed. “I, uh—I can borrow a bowl or something.” 
 
    Pinky wiped her own eyes with her wrist and smiled down at Blossom. “I’m getting you a new pot today,” she said.  
 
    *** 
 
    Pinky Peach didn’t have a car. She dialed up a taxi for us, and we took another red hover cab into a different part of the Sylvan District together. I sat in the front seat, and the two girls sat in back, with Blossom situated on the unicorn girl’s lap. It was a much smoother and friendlier ride than my last one because our cab driver was an elf who said nothing and smiled warmly the whole time as he played weird flute music on his radio. Pretty ideal. 
 
    Eventually we were let out outside of a big department store called Meteor-Mart. It was an enormous structure but pretty unspectacular as far as I was concerned. It looked much like any department store I’d seen. The surrounding community of homes built out of mushrooms was far more interesting. That drew my attention, but both Pinky and Blossom seemed to regard it with disinterest and didn’t offer much when I asked about it. 
 
    “I wasn’t kidding when I said money is tight,” Pinky Peach warned me as we walked toward the automatic doors. “I’ll cover the new pot and some basics, but my budget is limited.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thankfully there appears to be soil everywhere,” I noted, thinking about the very earthy community. I pushed a shopping cart with Blossom in the child seat. She was planted into a tissue box. It wasn’t big enough for her, but it’d keep her alive for the time being, and that was the most important thing. 
 
    It was almost unsettling how similar the inside of the department store was to those from my world. The interior was so familiar that I felt right at home immediately. I almost instinctively located the menswear section on my own, picking up some simple shirts and pants that would get me through the next few days until I had my stipend. 
 
    “Those clothes will need to be tossed,” Pinky said, pointing at the gray Capsule Puppy standard issue outfit I was still wearing. “No one wears Capsule Puppy attire more than once.” 
 
    I nodded, more than happy to get some proper attire. “I’ll pay you back at some point. My money is your money, as far as I’m concerned,” I said. “As long as I get to eat, I’m sure I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She smiled at me but shook her head. “No, that’s not fair to you,” she replied sweetly. “I don’t want to be a burden —it’s my job to help, not hold you back.” 
 
    I cast a look in her general direction, falling silent for a few seconds. “You don’t know me,” I said. “If you did, you wouldn’t waste your breath. The only thing that matters to me is taking care of my friends.” 
 
    Pinky looked at me with her lips parted in a little ‘o’ of curiosity. She looked me up and down from head to toe, and for a second I thought she might have even sniffed the air. “You’re not bluffing,” she said. She chewed on her lip as she gazed into my eyes, running her hands through her gorgeous pink hair. 
 
    I shook my head at that, a cocky smirk on my face. “If there’s one thing I won’t be, it’s a burden,” I said. “You can forget about taking care of me. As soon as I’m able, I’m taking care of both of you.” 
 
    Pinky Peach blushed, and Blossom cooed happily, wiggling her arms with excitement. 
 
    “Still,” Pinky said after a moment. “I feel like I should help you, too. You know? Friendship—if you’re okay with calling it that already,” she continued, fluttering her eyes at me. I just beamed at her, happy to use any excuse to treat my eyes to the sight of her impossible beauty. She cleared her throat. “Friendship is a two-way street, y’know?” 
 
    “You helped me a lot this morning,” I pointed out, smiling at her. I also spared a downward look at Blossom, making sure she knew the words were meant for her too. “I’m so sorry about… that whole thing. I was in a dark spot.” 
 
    Pinky Peach broke my gaze as fast as she could, staring straight down the aisle. “Don’t mention it.” I could tell she meant it literally. 
 
    She grabbed some cheap frozen and canned meals—about the cheapest stuff in the store—along with some toiletries and products from the women’s hygiene aisle I didn’t dare ask about. As we walked through the store I tried to count the differences I could find. When I was looking for differences, I could find quite a lot. 
 
    The most obvious difference was in the people. There were alien-looking monsters, fantasy creatures, and folks that could have passed for humans in the right light or with the right haircut. They all made up the store’s diverse clientele.  
 
    As we walked, I heard the chatter of all those people around me, and I noticed that it all sounded like gibberish until I focused on trying to understand. 
 
    “That’s how the translator works,” Pinky explained when I asked her about it. “It’s not perfect. You have to be listening actively to something to make it do its job—it’s limited by your ability to focus, really.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. I went ahead with some light experimentation. I found that if I tried, I could listen in on two or three conversations at once, but it was tough to keep them straight. Without thinking, I tuned in either to the loudest or closest speakers, or really anyone who was speaking directly to me. Maybe they were right—the translator wasn’t perfect, but it worked pretty damn well. 
 
    Three six-limbed, eyeless xeno children with bulbous many-toothed heads scampered down the aisle, and I admired how they managed to be cute while remaining, frankly, a bit terrifying. It was a delightful paradox. A single parent—not sure the sex—was there following behind them, their cart full of items that I couldn’t name. 
 
    “Where are they from?” I asked, nodding at them, trying not to point. 
 
    “I honestly can’t say,” Pinky said with a shrug. “I, um… I try not to mess around with xenos, actually.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I dunno. Freak me out a bit, if I’m honest,” she whispered. 
 
    “They’re just people,” Blossom said with a somewhat judgy tone. 
 
    As we were walking through the aisle, I also noticed something else I found peculiar. There were some attractive people here, that was for sure, but Pinky Peach stood head and shoulders above just about everyone in terms of sheer good looks. And yet, most people didn’t even bother to look her way. 
 
    “Hey,” I muttered, speaking low enough in volume and register so that the conversation would remain private. “I noticed you don’t seem to get a lot of glances.” 
 
    “Not a lot of virgins here,” she said. “It can be hard to get service sometimes.” 
 
    That thought hadn’t occurred to me. “Wow, so if a place doesn’t have any virgins on staff—” 
 
    “—I usually call ahead,” she interrupted me. “Like, I specifically requested a virgin when I ordered pizza last night.” 
 
    “Did the pizza ever come?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she sighed. “Case in point—a few minutes after you left, they called and told me they couldn’t find a virgin on their delivery team. I just went hungry last night.” 
 
    I stopped the cart. “You didn’t eat? And you made a sandwich for me?” 
 
    Pinky Peach shrugged, a sad look in her eye. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
     “Wait, so if I date someone—” 
 
    She nodded with an awkward cringe on her face. “Yeah, when you start dating and finally have—uh—sex, you won’t be able to see me anymore, and you’ll start to forget me after a while.” 
 
    “Damn,” I said blankly, shocked by the unfairness of it. “That sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed. It was heavy and sad and made me frown sympathetically. I started moving the cart again, and she followed, though slightly behind. “It can be pretty lonely.” 
 
    I was still stuck on the mechanics of it. “So, if I let you push the cart, all these people would see a cart pushing itself?” I asked. It seemed strange. She must get weird looks all the time. 
 
    “Whatever magic curses me to appear invisible also forces people to disregard me unless I confront them directly,” she said. “So, yeah, I could grab a cart and push it around and no one would really think anything of it, even though they don’t see me.” 
 
    I considered that for a while. “Seems like it’d be really easy for you to rob or kill people.” 
 
    “That’s the worst part,” she moaned in irritation. “Whenever I leave my house, I’m tracked very carefully by the Magic Police simply because of my potential for crime. It’s another reason why I chose a job where I get to stay home most of the time.” 
 
    “Look!” Blossom gushed, interrupting the depressing conversation. “Mommyfriggin’ pots!” 
 
    I followed her finger to where she was pointing, and sure enough, the garden section was right there, just at the end of the aisle. We pushed the cart into that corner of the store, and I scooped up Blossom in my arms—she had made it very clear how much she loved that—and took her over to the flowerpots. 
 
    “How big do you get?” I asked, surveying the options. There were some rather ornate terracotta pieces, some plastic ones, metal ones, and even wicker containers available. We had our pick, at least at first glance. 
 
    “How big do you want me to get?” she countered. 
 
    “Well,” I said, eyeing the prices, “we can’t afford a huge pot today. What’s our budget?” I asked, turning to Pinky Peach. 
 
    The unicorn girl winced as she reached into her purse and counted the coins as they sifted through her fingers. “I guess ten copper pieces?” 
 
    “Ten copper won’t get you jackcrap!” Blossom whined, throwing up her hands in a show of indignation. 
 
    “We have to pay for food and toilet paper and stuff,” Pinky sighed. “I’m sorry, little flower.” 
 
    Blossom sulked with her arms crossed for a few moments, but then she said, “Okay, but only ‘cuz I like it when you call me little flower.” 
 
    That made me laugh. I looked around at the pots that were available, and, indeed, most that I could consider an upgrade were well outside of our budget for the day. There was one, though—it was thin and gray and felt shoddy, but it was big enough room for Blossom to grow at least a bit more. 
 
    “How about this one?” I said. 
 
    “It looks cheap,” Blossom noted sharply. 
 
    “It is cheap—that’s the point,” Pinky giggled. “Come on, at least for a little while, can you bear it for us?” 
 
    Blossom groaned. “Well,” she started, looking at me, “will you put the pot next to your bed at night?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure,” I said. “Why not?” 
 
    “Good,” she growled like a predator, rubbing her palms together. “I’m gonna sniff you when you sleep.” 
 
    “You could just do that without letting us know,” Pinky suggested, awkwardly scratching her arm. “Just something to consider next time.” 
 
    “Hey you!” a gruff male voice bellowed from somewhere behind us. I didn’t look, because I was sure he was talking to someone else and I didn’t want to make a habit out of sticking my nose in other people’s business. But the voice persisted. “Hey, scumbag, I’m talking to you!” 
 
    I felt Pinky’s hand on my shoulder as she realized before I did what was going on. I turned around, and there was a demonkin man who stood a full foot taller than me shooting daggers at me with his eyes. 
 
    I looked around just to be sure. “Are you talking to me?” It came out more confrontational than I meant it to. 
 
    “I don’t see any other humans around here,” the demonkin said, gesturing broadly. “You’re the one, right? I saw you at Goblin Street yesterday evening.” 
 
    “Oh,” I grunted, suddenly aware that this wasn’t a case of mistaken identity. I was already intimidated enough at the towering height and the hellish look of the guy. Being faced with the truth that he may have a valid grudge made this even more stressful. “Yeah, that was me.” 
 
    “Xerthrax, it’s not worth it.” That was a much calmer demonkin woman who was grabbing the man in question by the shoulder, urging him back. “There are people here. Don’t make a scene.” 
 
    “Did I do something?” I asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “Yeah, you did,” he said. “You knocked my wife over running through the crowd like a maniac!” 
 
    I felt a jolt of embarrassment in my gut as I realized that not only was that plausible, but there was an audience gathered around to hear the charges levied against me. 
 
    Pinky came to my rescue, though. “It wasn’t his fault—someone kidnapped our friend,” she pleaded, gesturing toward Blossom with jazz hands. 
 
    “What was that?” the demon said, looking around in confusion. “Who said that?!” 
 
    I fumbled the explanation, “Oh, that’s—she’s a unicorn, so you can’t—” 
 
    He hissed and cut me off once I started talking. “Doesn’t matter. I don’t care if you were rescuing a member of the Arcane Council,” he growled, steam shooting out of his nostrils, his yellow eyes glowing fiercely. “No one elbows my pregnant wife to the ground!” 
 
    The crowd gasped. 
 
    Damn. Can’t get much worse than this. 
 
    Suddenly a fist collided with my face, knocking me to the floor. 
 
    I stand corrected. 
 
    I stood back up, holding up my hands to demonstrate my commitment to a peaceful resolution. “You got me, man,” I said. “Let me apologize. I swear, I know I was reckless but it was an accident due to an emergency. I was just trying to help my friend here.” 
 
    “How about I throw her on the ground, then,” he said, jabbing Blossom right in the face so hard that she squeaked out in pain and I saw her neck extend backward in an unnatural angle. She was so small, and he went at her that hard? 
 
    That same burning in my chest I felt when I faced off against the xeno—it was back with a vengeance. “Now you lost me,” I said, and my voice had taken on a different tone, guttural and lower, resonating with something supernatural. Pinky noticed immediately, gasping at the transformation, her eyes darting over my body, looking for changes, but settling on my eyes. I felt my fists balling up despite my best efforts to remain calm. 
 
    I’m going to make a mistake now, I thought. 
 
    The demonkin known as Xerthrax reached out for Blossom, but I caught his hand by the wrist mid-flight. I twisted it, and an audible snap echoed through the silence of the onlooking crowd, followed by a dozen gasps as realization at what had just happened settled in. 
 
    “Ahhh! Shit, you broke my damn arm!” He seethed, trying to pull away from my grip, but I squeezed even tighter, feeling the fracture worsen as he struggled. 
 
    “You broke my damn patience,” I shot back with a rolling growl like the sound of enclosing thunder. “I told you it was an accident. She told you I was helping a friend. I tried to apologize. If you stopped there, I would have been in the wrong, and you would have come out on top. I could have even been persuaded to try to make it right for you somehow down the line.” 
 
    “Brock, your eyes… your voice,” Pinky mumbled, sounding utterly fearful. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “He’s so strong!” Blossom giggled with mirth in her voice. “Like Super-Orc from the movies!” 
 
    I ignored them, living only for the terrified, pained look in the demonkin’s eyes. “Forget my face. Forget my name,” I warned him. “Forget everything about me, because if I ever see you again, and I see you show even a spark of recognition for me or my friends, I swear to God, I’ll break more than just the one bone. Tell me you understand.” 
 
    “You’re insane!” he cried out. 
 
    Crack. “Let’s try again.” 
 
    The demonkin man blurted out a tortured wail of despair. “I understand! I understand! Let me go!” 
 
    “Say you’re sorry for making everyone uncomfortable,” I said, gesturing at the crowd with my free hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” 
 
    I looked at his wife and frowned, letting go of his wrist at last. “I’m sorry, too,” I said, returning my voice to normal. “I hope you believe me—I didn’t mean to knock you over, but I have no regrets because it allowed me to save my friend.” 
 
    The woman just stared at me like I was a monster. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on here!?” someone shouted, emerging from the gathered crowd. It was a man in a more formal version of the store uniform. 
 
    I made eye contact with the demonkin man as he gripped his wrist. “Nothing,” he said, panting. “Nothing, my mistake. I’m sorry for making a scene.” 
 
    The manager eyed him suspiciously, studying his obvious wound. “Are you sure, sir?” 
 
    “Yes,” Xerthrax insisted. “Yes, I—my mistake.” 
 
    “It really was,” I said. I looked out at the rest of the crowd. No one offered anything else. Realizing the spectacle was over, they dispersed in short order. 
 
    We were allowed to leave after some light questioning from the manager. Following that, he even checked us out himself—though I think it was because he wanted to make sure we left the store right away. 
 
    As we walked out, I felt Pinky’s eyes watching me—and Blossom. “Why are her leaves tracking you?” she asked suspiciously. “What the hell was all that? Why did your eyes glow like the sun? I thought you were human?!” 
 
    “I am human,” I said, frowning at her. “I really lost my cool in there, I know. I’m sorry—I didn’t want anyone to see me like that.” 
 
    “I don’t care about that,” she said, shaking her head and crossing in front of me so that I couldn’t take another step forward. I was pushing the cart, so I stopped it as quickly as I could so as not to run into her. We were a few yards from the curb, just a short distance from where we could hail a cab. “You were protecting Blossom. I’m into that. But what just happened back there?” Her eyes pleaded with me. 
 
    My mouth opened to say something, but nothing came out. I looked at Blossom, who just shrugged. 
 
    “Aww, she knows!” Pinky shouted, stomping her hoof on the ground. “She knows what you are, doesn’t she?!” 
 
    “I’m human,” I said. “That’s true.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you had a Splice Partner, didn’t you?” she asked. “I had one too—a high elf. There, now you know mine. What’s yours?” 
 
    I frowned at her. “I was—I was told not to say.” 
 
    “But you told your cute little plant girlfriend?” she asked accusingly. “I’m your host. Can’t I know?” 
 
    “What difference does it even make?” I said, searching for an excuse, any excuse at all. My mouth outpaced my brain in my desperation. “Sooner or later you’ll vanish to me anyw—” 
 
    She gasped so loud and shrill, covering her mouth with her hands, that it stopped me dead in my tracks. For the second time that day I saw her cry, tears forming so fast, so rapidly, that I didn’t even have time to apologize before the waterworks were in full force. 
 
    “Pinky Peach,” I said impotently, flailing to apologize and clarify my intent. “I didn’t mean it like that, I just—I’m so sorry, I didn’t think of how much—” 
 
    “Shut up,” she hissed, still crying, shaking her head, unable to believe what I’d just said to her. “I—you have no idea what it’s like.” 
 
    I just stood there silently, sparing a quick glance at Blossom. She had that look on her face like a kid who saw mommy and daddy fighting. My eyes went back to Pinky, then stared at my feet, my lips tightened shut. “I’ve got no excuse,” I said after a while, after she’d been sobbing for several seconds. I wanted to hug her, but given the fact that I was the one who made her cry, I knew I didn’t even have the right to offer it. 
 
    After a few minutes, Pinky Peach sobered herself back up, wiping her eyes. She put on a forced smile like nothing happened. She straightened up, slapped the shopping cart a couple times, and looked me in the eyes once more. “Okay,” she sniffled. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    6: Dr. Luna’s Recommendation 
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   T he rest of the day was excruciatingly quiet whenever I was in a shared space with my unicorn-elf host. Blossom somehow seemed to forget everything that had happened, and she continued to be her bubbly self the entire afternoon and evening. Pinky Peach excused herself to her room and only came out to make dinner, which she served to me without making eye contact even once. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, taking the plate upon which she’d placed another sandwich for me, this one with some meat inside it. “What is this?” 
 
    “Megaloid slices on rye,” she muttered. “Holstaur butter for some added calories.” 
 
    You know you’re broke when you bother to mention things like ‘for added calories’. I managed a smile and took it. It wasn’t bad, after all, but it wasn’t much to write home about. The meat reminded me of spam to some degree, but darker, more a bluish hue to it that made it feel decidedly otherworldly in origin. Taste-wise, it was a bit salty for my palate, but it was a meal—kind of. 
 
    “Thanks, Pinky,” I said, flashing her a smile, but she didn’t look at me to receive it. Without a glance in my direction, she took her own plate and started for her room. 
 
    “I’ve got a stream tonight,” she said, her voice as cold as ice. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay, I—” I was cut off by the closing creak of her door and a subsequent click that indicated she’d locked it. I looked at Blossom with a weary sigh, but she was just beaming at me. 
 
    “This new pot isn’t bad, Brocky,” she said in a girly, giggly tone. “I’m going to grow quite a bit, I can tell!” 
 
    “Good,” I said, forcing myself to smile for her. I didn’t want to let my dissatisfaction with my situation with Pinky ruin the good vibes I enjoyed coming from Blossom. But in the end, I wanted some space. “I’m going to my room.” 
 
    She gestured downward, pointing to her pot, which I quickly understood meant that she wanted me to pick her up and carry her with me into the guest room. I frowned at that little epiphany. 
 
    “I think I could actually use some alone time, if that’s alright,” I said. 
 
    Blossom pouted, her black eyes going dewy. “But—I’ll be all by myself!” she said, horrified by the prospect. 
 
    “Maybe you can see if Pinky Peach will watch you?” I suggested, but she just made a face like I asked her to lick a monster’s asscrack. 
 
    “I want to be with you,” she stated, leaving nothing for interpretation. “Never apart!” 
 
    I almost cringed, but I managed not to. I’d been with clingy chicks before, and it usually ended badly. I was responsible for her, though, and I may very well have been the first person to treat her well her whole life. “I’ll put you by the window, just outside my door,” I said. “You’ll get some sunlight, and I’ll be just a couple feet away on the other side.” 
 
    “But—we’ll be separated.” 
 
    I looked at Blossom’s needy little face and realized for the first time what I’d gotten myself into by taking her in. I smiled in spite of myself and hoisted her pot from the bottom. We’d dug up some soil from behind Pinky’s house to fill the pot earlier. It seemed to be doing alright for Blossom for now, but it made her container quite cumbersome; I simply couldn’t drag her around everywhere I went. Logistically-speaking, it was almost impossible. 
 
    I carried the plant girl into my bedroom and closed the door behind me. I didn’t bother to lock it.  
 
    “Blossom,” I said, “we should talk.” 
 
    She smiled, wiggling a little bit with excitement. “Okay,” she cooed. “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “When I go out, I won’t always be able to take you with me—you know that, right?” 
 
    Her expression went from flirtatious and giddy to shattered hopes and dreams in the blink of an eye. “But—but—” She froze like that, trying to think of something to say, but eventually she just slumped her shoulders and let out a single audible whimper. “…I know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, and on some level, I really meant it. “I’ll be in Pinky’s house most of the time, though, at least for a while. At least until I get a job and start paying Pinky back.” 
 
    Blossom scoffed. “For what? She didn’t do anything for you. I overheard last night—she brought you in for a tax write-off. She’s working hard on her own dream, Brocky, she doesn’t have any time for you.” 
 
    “And you do, I suppose?” I chuckled. 
 
    She sighed a girly, dreamy sigh as she gazed into my eyes with obvious yearning. “You are my dream.” 
 
    I blurted out a laugh. “Come again?” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” she grunted in protest. “Look at you! Super hot, super fit, heroic by nature, and a source of solar energy—it’s a flower sprite’s dream come true!” 
 
    I considered that carefully. When she put it that way, I could see where the odd obsession was coming from.  
 
    I really brought this on myself, didn’t I? I thought. 
 
    Blossom interrupted my inner monologue with a predictable question. “When I grow big enough to detach my roots, can I go with you wherever you go?” she asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, grinning at her. “I think I’d like that. At least sometimes. I doubt you could follow me to work.” 
 
    She giggled, her mood lifting up. “And we can go on dates; you can take me out to dinner and a movie!” 
 
    “Dates?” I asked a bit nervously. “What do you mean by that? And can you even eat people food?” 
 
    She pouted at that. “I am people, dummy. But—no, actually I can’t eat food like you eat. But I can watch you eat!” 
 
    “Would that even be fun for you?” I wondered aloud. “Sounds boring.” 
 
    “As long as I’m with you, Mr. Solar Dragon, I’m sure I’ll have a blast,” Blossom giggled in a near-whisper.  
 
    I noticed something a bit problematic happening as she talked. It was something that Pinky Peach noticed before, too, and it definitely made it harder for me to shuttle her around because she was at risk of outing me for what I was. All her vines were facing straight at me to receive my invisible rays of solar magic. Whenever I moved, they followed me in real time. There was no mistaking it. 
 
    “Can you control your vines?” I asked, watching as they stayed perfectly fixed on me even as Blossom wiggled and danced in her pot, still fantasizing about our hypothetical date. “I think they’re tracking me because of my solar energy.” 
 
    “They are,” she confirmed happily, hands on her cheeks. “It’d be kind of a pain to try to wrench them away from you, but I can manage.” Blossom made a strained face, balling up her fists, and slowly, her vines started pointing at the window instead. She let out a squeak of exhaustion and started panting like she’d just jogged around the block. 
 
    I couldn’t fight back a smile. She was fun to be around and genuine eye candy. Sweet, pretty, and innocent, the perfect stand-in for a little sister or a good female friend. Even if Pinky Peach wasn’t my biggest fan at the moment, at least I had a wholesome little cheerleader in the form of Blossom. 
 
    “And after we go out on our first date,” she whispered, a naughty look forming on her face, “you can pollinate me.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. So much for wholesome. “Pollinate,” I muttered, repeating the word. “Does that mean what I think it means?” 
 
    Blossom’s sultry look remained fixed on her face. “Oh, don’t worry—I don’t want to actually be fertilized,” she giggled. “I just mean, recreational pollination. You know, like lovers do?” 
 
    “Ehh,” I looked at her—honestly sizing her up. She was busty, thin-waisted, and undeniably gorgeous. Human-sized? She’d absolutely be a knockout. If the day came that it was mechanically possible, hell, it’d be hard to say no. “I mean—I’m down to clown, but what about Pinky?” 
 
    She gasped, her face exaggeratedly showing just how appalled she wanted me to believe she was. “What do you mean ‘what about Pinky?’ What are you getting at?” 
 
    “I mean—if you and I—I mean, if I pollinate you, that is… I won’t be able to see Pinky Peach anymore,” I said, frowning. “And—it means that I’d basically abandon her.” 
 
    “Well,” Blossom huffed, crossing her arms and digging her roots even deeper into the pot, “I don’t think she even wants you to see her at this point anyway, so where’s the loss?” 
 
    I shot her a look. “Ouch,” I said, and she winced, realizing she’d gone too far.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she muttered, not sounding all that apologetic. “But, well, be real, Brocky! One day you’ll have to get frisky with someone—me, of course—and when you do, it’s going to happen. That’s not your problem. It’s hers. Why should you be celibate forever just to be friendzoned by a unicorn girl who treats you like crap?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’re being ridiculous,” I said. “She doesn’t treat me like crap at all. I hurt her feelings. That’s the only reason she’s acting the way she is right now.” 
 
    “I would treat you better,” Blossom pouted. “I pwomise!” 
 
    “I know,” I grunted, believing it absolutely. Blossom was nothing if not devoted to me, at least as far as I could tell. In fact—that was the problem with her. She lacked much of an identity, being locked up for close to two decades, having her leaves harvested, being deprived of any affection or kindness. It only made sense that she imprinted on me so quickly like a baby bird to its mother. And I was a solar battery to help her grow and feel nourished twenty-four-seven. 
 
    “You know I’m right,” she said at last after my long pause. “She’s holding you back. If you asked her, I don’t even think she’d tell you to hold out for her. It’d be creepy to ask you to.” 
 
    I smirked. She was right about that. “Still—feels kind of ungrateful, for lack of a better word.” 
 
    We basked in awkward silence for a few seconds. The thing that broke the quiet was the sudden ringing of my phone. I looked at the caller ID. It was, of course, the only other person besides Pinky who had this number. 
 
    “Hey doc,” I said, answering it, putting the receiver to my ear. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Good evening, Brock. I’m sending a cab to you in the morning,” he said. “Unless…” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. Blossom was mouthing some questions, a look of worry on her face. “Who is it? Is it a girl? Hang up. It’s a girl, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m free now,” I said. Blossom made a face like she was screaming, her hands clenching her vines in disbelief. “Send the cab.” 
 
    I hung up the phone. “Who was that?” she asked, fuming. 
 
    “That was Dr. Luna, the guy who opened my capsule.” 
 
    “And he’s sending for you now?” she asked. “What about hugs and cuddles?” 
 
    I laughed, reached out, and affectionately stroked her hair on her doll-sized head. “Time for that later,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes lit up. “That’s a promise! Okay—I’m going to get myself ready. Have fun. I’ll be waiting.” The look she gave me was more than a little devious. 
 
    “Do I even want to know?” I asked. I leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. She giggled happily, and her vines wrapped around my neck, attempting to keep me there. “I need to change my clothes and get ready,” I said. 
 
    Blossom sighed. “Don’t be gone too long.” 
 
    That was a promise I’m glad I didn’t make. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Welcome back, Brock,” said Dr. Luna. He met me at the old, rusty-hinged, wooden door that led to his building. From the outside, the building looked rather impressive—like a towering log cabin, twenty stories high. 
 
    “What else is in this building?” I asked as I entered inside and followed him down the corridor toward his lab. 
 
    “Offices, a few other labs like mine with doctors like me.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow in curiosity. “Like you? Capsule docs?” 
 
    He nodded. “Among other things—but that’s not why you’re here today.” 
 
    I followed him into the lab. It seemed somehow even more impressive the second time. “I was willing to come tonight instead of tomorrow because I was told I can get my stipend mailed to me after this meetup,” I said. That was the reason I rushed. Pinky Peach was tight on cash, and I wanted to at least help out. 
 
    He looked at me curiously. “Your host isn’t able to provide for you?” 
 
    “She’s doing her best,” I said. “Money is tight. She keeps saying that, and I can tell it’s true. Poor girl mostly eats three sandwiches a day and that’s about it.” 
 
    “I see,” he grunted. “That’s not good. What is her job, anyway?” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and navigated to her Flinch stream, which was live at that moment. 
 
    Her voice filled the lab, echoing off the machinery. “I dunno, chat,” she said, “I’m thinking of going jungle, but if SnittyQueen is already taking Yelgor, there isn’t much point.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Dr. Luna squinted. “I hear her voice, but I don’t see her. 
 
    I looked at him with a bit more respect. “Nice.” 
 
    A confused look spread across his leathery face, his bushy white eyebrows raising in wonder. “Nice?” 
 
    “She’s a unicorn. So—” 
 
    “—Ah. I see,” he said in his low tone. 
 
    It suddenly felt a bit awkward in there. “You married, then?” 
 
    “Uhh. No.” 
 
    I nodded. “Nice.” 
 
    Dr. Luna cleared his throat, loosening up his collar. “Anyway, I can have the stipend sent to your house by tomorrow morning. But let’s get down to brass tacks, shall we?” 
 
    He gestured to two chairs facing each other in the center of the room. They were not here the last time I was here. I looked around at all the other capsules. Most of them were full. Sitting down in the chair, I asked the question on my mind. “When will they wake up?” I said. 
 
    “Some very soon,” he replied. “Within a couple of days. Others, it may be years before their souls are completely brought in and their bodies fully reconstructed. Still others may never wake up at all.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I noted. “Why is that?” 
 
    He waved his hand. “Unimportant,” he said. “What is important is that we help you learn to tap into your Splice Partner and deal with any trauma that you may be experiencing.” 
 
    The word trauma opened a door in my mind—back to the fire. Back to my school, the memory of dying, or being just at the edge of death. Even as far back as my sister’s disappearance. 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes,” he said. “The memories started coming back.” 
 
    I nodded, but it was strained and small, barely detectable unless you were looking for it. 
 
    “Then let’s start with that.” Dr. Luna reached into his pocket and pulled out a bottle of pills. “I have the authority to give these to you. They should dampen memories of your past life or lives, thereby reducing trauma. But you are not required to take them. It is entirely your choice.” 
 
    I reached out and took the bottle, studying the label. A word with no translatable name was written there, and I struggled to say it aloud. Dr. Luna smirked with amusement. 
 
    “My advice? Take it when you need it. Don’t overuse it, or you may find it hard to remember anything about your past life, even when the effects of the dose should end.” 
 
    “It can be permanent, then?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “It’s not harmful—you’ll still have knowledge and skills from your past life, but intimate, emotional memories will be gone. It may be worthwhile if you want a true fresh start, but… well, you understand.” 
 
    I did. “Thanks for the warning,” I said, but I handed the bottle back to him. “I don’t want to forget, though. Not even a little bit. Not even for one second.” 
 
    Dr. Luna smiled and nodded, placing the pills back in his own pocket. He studied my ensemble for a moment. “I see Ms. Pinky Peach got you some new clothes. That is good of her,” he noted aloud. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s pretty nice,” I sighed. 
 
    He pegged the look and sound of frustration. “Not going well?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s going alright, but I made a dumb comment when she was trying to understand what my Splice Partner was, and it hurt her feelings.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow. “I moved to make your Splice Partner classified. No one has access to that information except for you and me. You will read as human on retinal and blood tests from now on. Try your best to keep it secret.” 
 
    I cringed as I thought of how quickly I’d let it spill to Blossom. “Sure thing, doc,” I said. “But there’s a plant girl who—let’s just say she puzzled it out.” 
 
    He scowled in displeasure, scooting his chair forward to meet my gaze even more intensely. “Keep this plant girl close, if possible. Make sure she isn’t able to spill the secret.” 
 
    “I don’t think keeping her close is going to be a challenge,” I muttered, stifling a laugh. 
 
    He grunted. “Yes, I imagine she’ll quite like being around you,” he said. “What is she? Dryad? Wood nymph?” 
 
    “Flower sprite,” I said. 
 
    Dr. Luna jotted it down on a clipboard I hadn’t noticed him grab. “This is privileged information,” he said as he scrawled it on the paper. “It won’t leave this room.” 
 
    “I understand,” I replied, resting my palms atop my knees. “Her name is Blossom. She’s very sweet but—pretty demanding of my time.” 
 
    “A flower sprite’s leaves or vines will follow you,” he noted. 
 
    “Already on top of that,” I said. “She forces them to focus on another light source so people don’t notice.” 
 
    He wrote that down as well. “Make sure you remind her often,” he said. “It’ll definitely be noticed if it goes unchecked.” 
 
    “Pinky Peach already noticed.” 
 
    Dr. Luna frowned. “That’s bad,” he said. 
 
    “Why, though?” I asked. “Why does it matter what my Splice Partner is or was? Who cares?” 
 
    A smile broke across his face. “You’re right. Normally it doesn’t matter at all. Normally a Splice Partner is an inconsequential thing, but occasionally, when they’re a creature of great power, too immense to ever be reborn here on their own, it can cause a stir.” 
 
    “How?” I asked, pressing for more. 
 
    “Well, for one thing, it would make you an instant celebrity. Scientists and mages alike would want to run tests on you. You would quickly find it impossible to live a normal life as you’d be bombarded by offers, most of which would not benefit you in any way except financially.” 
 
    Hmm, I thought. Financial benefit is a pretty good way to benefit, though. 
 
    “So I’m legally forbidden to share what I am?” I asked. 
 
    Dr. Luna got nervous. “Well, umm, no, not exactly,” he admitted. “But—it’s a bad idea, especially for someone so new to the city.” 
 
    I leaned in. “Doc,” I said, whispering it even though it was just the two of us in there. The only other sound beside my voice was the humming of Dr. Luna’s machines. “I’ve been using my powers.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. “Already?!” he gasped. “Impossible.” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s true,” I said. “I’m strong—like, really strong. I broke a guy’s arm when he tried to attack my flower sprite friend. And that’s not all.” 
 
    His eyes were laser-focused onto mine. “Go on,” he said, an intense look burnt onto his face. 
 
    I hesitated. “When I found Blossom, she was being kidnapped in her pot by a xeno. I thought she was a kid, so I pursued on foot.” I held up my hands. “I had golden dragon talons and scales right here,” I told him, bending my fingers and wrist. “Light glowed through the cracks between my scales.” 
 
    “You attempted to save a child on your first day in Meteoropolis?” he asked, as though that were the big takeaway. He looked at me in a whole new way. 
 
    I shrugged. “She was screaming. Anyone would do it.” 
 
    Dr. Luna seemed unconvinced from the grim look on his face. “I’m afraid you’re wrong about that. People here are mostly good—but put them in a crowd, and few have the courage to take action when something is wrong. It’s… a problem.” 
 
    “I’ve never been one to stand back when people are in danger,” I confessed. “I guess that’s what got me killed in my past life.” 
 
    “Technically you didn’t die before your soul was released, or you wouldn’t be here,” Dr. Luna corrected me. Then he stood up. “I want to see your powers.” 
 
    I looked around. “In here?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Dr. Luna said, reaching for his watch and turning it like a dial. The floor behind him opened up into a staircase, leading down into a dark passage that glowed with faint yellow lights. “In there.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The room we entered into, once lit, was glossy and white with the same glowing tiles on the floors, walls, and ceiling. It was unsettling just how bright it was while still feeling like a claustrophobic dungeon due to the deep descent we had to make to get there. 
 
    Dr. Luna brought a syringe down with him, and at that moment he was examining it in front of me. “This should lessen the psychic wall between your Splice Partner and yourself, making it easier for you to tap into their abilities.” 
 
    “Is it permanent?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “No,” he said, but then he stopped. “But also yes—once you open the floodgates, it’s usually easier to establish that connection on your own.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t everyone do this, then?” I asked. 
 
    “Generally not necessary,” Dr. Luna said. “Most Splice Partners don’t have special powers, or if they do, they come in gradually, unnoticed by others around them. I think it’s good for you to know what you’re in for in advance, so you can guard against it, or…” His voice trailed off as he took my arm. 
 
    “Or what?” I asked. 
 
    “Or,” he continued, “in case you want to trigger the powers yourself.” 
 
    The needle bit my skin, and I watched as he emptied its blue contents into my veins. It felt weird, the puncture itself not really hurting any more than a normal injection, but the following effect was almost immediate. It was like the inside of my chest had been lit on fire.  
 
    “Doc,” I grunted, “this doesn’t feel great.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “Now, think. Think with your dragon mind. What can you feel? What can you do?” 
 
    I clutched my chest, wincing with discomfort as the injection took effect. I tried to think, like he said, but at first nothing came to me. “It’s not working, doc,” I said. “I—is there an antidote to that? I feel…” 
 
    “Hang in there, Brock,” he said in a rumbling tone, placing a leathery brown hand on my shoulder. “Find the dragon in your head.” 
 
    I shook my head slowly, but then I stopped. “There he is,” I said, clenching my jaw. I felt it. The dragon was in my head. Its presence was at once gentle and ominous, and I felt my whole body shudder as I realized the truth—that we were one and the same. 
 
    Good, he said to me, feeding words into my brain in an effort to communicate, to facilitate our bond. Use my power. It’s yours now—your desires are mine. 
 
    “What powers?” I asked aloud. 
 
    Would you like to travel as a beam of light? Would you like to breathe flames as hot as the surface of a sun? Would you like to sprout powerful wings and fly? 
 
    “Light speed seems good,” I muttered. No sooner had I said it than did the knowledge of all those abilities flow through me. When I opened my eyes, I looked at my hands and realized that my body had turned golden, with brilliant light gleaming between each scale that had replaced my skin. 
 
    This and more shall you discover when you deepen our bond. 
 
    “Sweet,” I grunted, staring at my newly draconic features. 
 
    Dr. Luna gaped at me in wide-eyed awe, his mouth dropped practically to the floor. “It’s even more powerful than I thought,” he said.  
 
    “Do I look cool?” I asked, my voice lower and way more badass than I anticipated. “Oh! Did you hear that?” 
 
    “You look like a dragon!” he said. “From head to toe, a full-blooded dragon but smaller, human-sized.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes, then,” I said. “Doc, watch this.” 
 
    In less than the blink of an eye, I disappeared from his sight, reappearing behind him. “Where did you go?!” he gasped. 
 
    “Light speed travel,” I whispered behind him. “I can move as a beam of light.” 
 
    He jerked around in surprise to face me, looking even more excited than I felt. “Incredible!” 
 
    “I don’t think the room can contain my wings if I spread them,” I complained. “I’ll need to find somewhere else to test those out safely.” 
 
    He nodded, putting thumb to chin. “This gives me an idea,” he said. “Brock, you might be just what this city needs.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked, though recalling some of his earlier remarks, I had an idea where this was going. 
 
    “Crime has been soaring in the Sylvan District lately. With your strength and the ability you have to get around quickly, you could easily do something about it.” 
 
    I cocked my brow at him. I wasn’t confident I had an eyebrow in dragon mode. “You mean like… a superhero?” 
 
    “Something like that,” he grinned. “I’ll make a deal with you: three gold coins every time you rescue someone or stop a crime.” 
 
    I went wide-eyed, my lips parting into a tight little ‘o’. “That sounds like a lot of money.” 
 
    “For a capsule doctor like myself, it’s doable. I’m already living off of savings, and I don’t pay taxes on my income, so I can do with it as I please,” Dr. Luna explained. “You’re brave. And you’re strong. This could work. We could make a difference together! What do you think?” 
 
    “Blossom won’t like it,” I noted. “But—with that kind of money, I can do a lot of good for her and Pinky.” 
 
    “You can’t flaunt it,” he pointed out quickly. “Not to people close to you, especially. They’ll know something is strange. That kind of money is uncommon for a Capsule Puppy to have.” 
 
    I nodded. “But I can still help,” I said. “I can figure something out.” 
 
    At the moment, my primary motivation was cold hard cash. The thought of Pinky Peach suffering in poverty, or of Blossom unable to grow because I wasn’t able to get her a high quality pot—those mental images haunted me enough to shake me into action. But, in the end, there was something else, too. 
 
    True, this wasn’t my world. It would be a long time before I ever accepted it as such, I was certain, but it was my home. I had to be invested in the people here, and I would do my part to make this city a better place. I’d always possessed that kind of moral compass.  
 
    “Come with me,” he said, and he took me back upstairs. I was still deep in my thoughts. As we walked, I allowed my dragon features to recede and my humanity to reappear, and before we’d made our way all the way back into the lab, I was my original self again. 
 
    Dr. Luna grabbed something off a table in the corner. It looked like a walkie talkie. “This is tuned to the police frequency,” he said. “Listen in on this when you have the time.” 
 
    “Is vigilantism legal?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t have any laws about it,” Dr. Luna said. “The city is young, and it has never come up—like I said, people here tend to keep to their own business.” 
 
    I chewed the inside of my cheek as I took the radio from him. “I’ll do my best, doc. How about my stipend?” 
 
    He sighed. “Yes, I suppose we’re done for now. I’ll have it sent in the morning; just sign these documents, please.” 
 
    I followed his directions, signing and dating a form that he pulled out of his pocket. After that business was concluded, I made my way outside and took a cab back to Pinky Peach’s house—or that was my intent, anyway. I didn’t realize it, but the walkie talkie was already turned on. I overheard a police report detailing a situation unfolding as I sat there in the back of the cab. 
 
    “Hissfolk woman, twenty-nine, name is Mamba, reporting a break-in to her apartment on Willow Street, address number 8642. Police en route. Suspect is believed to be armed, purportedly male, elf, age undetermined. Any cars in the vicinity are encouraged to provide backup.” 
 
    I leaned forward in my seat. “Excuse me, how far are we from Willow Street?” I asked the cab driver, an elven man with pink hair. 
 
    “Three blocks. You want to go there?” 
 
    “Let me off here,” I said. “I’ll walk the rest of the way.” 
 
    “Okay,” the driver said, sounding bored. I paid him and exited the vehicle. Ducking into an alley, I attempted to tap into my dragon powers again—thankfully they were still at the surface, bubbling there, ready to be harnessed. It was as easy as breathing—but there was that fury underneath. I’d have to keep that in check. 
 
    “Alright,” I grunted to myself. “Time to be a superhero.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    7: Super Brock 
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   I  morphed into my dragon form in seconds, my clothes vanishing as my skin transformed into golden scales. My back hunched until I was on all fours, even more bestial than when I shifted a few minutes ago. 
 
    The change was odd—it wasn’t painful, really. It’s more like I felt nothing, like I was just vaguely aware of it happening. It was almost like I was watching it from a distance. But when it was over, and I was situated in my new form, I felt the impact of its power surge through my body like I had licked a live wire. 
 
    The transformation in my body caused my muscles to bulge and swell. I still had four limbs, but my hands and feet were more like talons, and a powerful tail protruded from my back end. Ridges of spines shout out of my back, each blazing with brilliant light. And my wings—for now, I kept them tucked away, pressed tightly against my back. I didn’t have the time to play around. A woman was in trouble. Maybe she’d even turn out to be cute. 
 
    Hmm, I thought, self-examining that depraved wish. That was a bit out of character for me. What’s going on here? 
 
    I didn’t have time to dwell on it. Tapping into the power of my solar core, I activated my light speed travel ability. The new power converted my body temporarily into a weightless, substanceless beam of light energy. I targeted the location of the woman’s house, approximately anyway, recalling the instructions the cab driver gave me. 
 
    “Three blocks down,” I repeated under my breath. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Traveling through light is a weird experience, impossible to explain. Maybe someone could put words to it, but they’d have to be a poet, and you’d need to accept that it’d only be describable in abstract terms. Long story short, it left me a bit dizzy and disoriented, but as luck would have it, I wound up within spitting distance of the house. It was one of those hobbit hole type mounds of earth with doors and windows. I noticed this type of house was also common on Sylph Street; this particular dwelling was two stories tall. 
 
    A scream rang out from inside the humble home. Shadows appeared at the window—one feminine with a tail, the other masculine. They were grappling. 
 
    I didn’t want to wait another second to see who they were or what they were doing. This was the spot. It was now or never. 
 
    Feeling my heart thudding in my chest like the mallets of a double bass pedal against a drum, I charged forward and took a mighty leap. With a shattering crash, I burst through the window, scattering shards of glass on the wooden floor. 
 
    The woman screamed again. My eyes took her in only peripherally, and I noted reptilian features and a curvaceous figure, but there was no time to appreciate it all. At the moment my attention was transfixed on the other man in the room—a woman’s bedroom, I noted, with glowing blue LED light strips on the walls. Somewhat bafflingly, there was an expensive looking computer in the corner.  
 
    Is every chick in this world a gamer girl? I wondered. If so, I’m impressed. 
 
    The man looked to be about middle age, maybe mid-forties, but knowing how elves work that likely meant he was much older. He had a bit of a paunch to his belly but was otherwise thin with greasy golden hair. The elven man also bore features that managed to be handsome and yet a bit sleezy at the same time. He was dressed in black sweatpants and a tight black hoodie. The ensemble he wore implied that this was a break-in with some forethought. There was a knife in his hand, too, which didn’t help his case. 
 
    When I broke through the window, I pushed everyone backward, breaking up the grapple. The woman was recovering, knocked to her knees for a moment, and the man was thrown backward, almost falling over altogether. He narrowly managed to keep his balance. 
 
    “What now?!” the woman shrieked, her voice a bit lower and huskier than Pinky Peach or Blossom’s. In the end, that didn’t say much—both of those girls had voices that were unusually high and cute. This woman’s voice had more of an alto quality, resonant and innately seductive. Even her exasperated complaint dripped with appeal. 
 
    Is this dragon form making me unusually horned up for scaly chicks? I wondered. I’d have to explore that some other time, though. Other matters demanded my focus. 
 
    The home invader took one look at me and let out a scream unbecoming of any man. He jumped backward carelessly and collided hard with one of the snake lady’s shelves. The shelf in question was full of pop culture action figures I didn’t recognize—not being of this world. “What are you?!” he yelled, shielding himself from me prematurely. 
 
    “I am justice,” I roared. “I am the night!” 
 
    “What?!” he squeaked. “But—you’re literally exuding daylight!” 
 
    Shit. It was true; I was lighting up the room like a brand new lightbulb. I needed to workshop the taglines a bit harder before running in half-cocked like this. “Well,” I fumbled. “It’s kind of like, I light up the night.” 
 
    “So…” the guy lowered his guard, clearly addled. “You’re justice, and like, daylight in the darkness?” 
 
    “Yes!” I shot back at him, snapping my fingers and pointing triumphantly. “Hell yeah, let’s go with that. I am justice! I am daylight in—” 
 
    The woman interrupted. “The moment is gone, my guy,” she said. “Can you please just fry him or whatever you’re here to do?” 
 
    “Fry?” I asked, my deep draconic voice cracking. “Like, murder?” 
 
    “What were you planning?” she asked in confusion, throwing her hands up. 
 
    “Well, what was he doing?” I countered. “To be honest, I’m somewhat underinformed.” 
 
    The bad guy looked entirely caught off guard with this frank and open conversation about his fate. “She—uh—I think I’m just going to leave.” 
 
    “No, wait,” I grunted. I traveled to him in the blink of an eye and picked him up casually by the throat—not my doing, really. The bloodthirsty copilot of this body was taking over. 
 
    The man choked and stabbed at my scaled arms but found they were harder than steel. I didn’t even bother to disarm him. “I came all the way here,” I rumbled. “Don’t make me waste the trip.” 
 
    The woman—Mamba, I remembered—was showing excitement now, cheering from the sidelines. “Yeah, eat his ass!” she cheered, but her voice was fraught with heavy emotion. “Wait no, that was poorly phrased!” 
 
    I looked back at her. “I’m not going to eat him.” 
 
    The draconic voice inside my head let out a disappointed groan at my declaration. 
 
    “He’s a stalker. He deserves to die! He was gonna…” she pointed at the bed, her face suddenly looking choked and strained by the word she refused to say. 
 
    He deserves it, the dragon said. This and worse. You know what he was here to do. 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I understood, looking back at the sleazy elf. “Is that true?” I asked. “Answer honestly if you want to live.” 
 
    “She’s—she’s a Flinch whore. She led me on. She wanted me to find her!” 
 
    Flinch. That word again. “The video game streaming service? How many streamer chicks are there in this district?”  
 
    “He’s a liar!” she hissed, ignoring the question. “Just because I thanked you for a donation with a kiss emoticon doesn’t give you permission to break into my house and…” She shuddered, unable to finish the thought. The rattle at the end of her snake tail shook. “You stalked me! You found my address yourself and broke into my house! You have no right to be here!” 
 
    “I deserve you!” he choked back at her, flailing in my grasp. “I donated ten silver pieces!” 
 
    I let out a low rumble of a growl as I let the dragon’s fury bubble to the surface. “You know,” I started, “where I come from, it’s a bit of a cliche for superheroes to have a ‘no kill’ rule. I don’t have that rule—but I also don’t think you’re worth the trouble.”  
 
    A misplaced look of relief washed over him. With the dragon’s influence heavy in my mind, I knew that I’d enjoy watching that expression fall apart when he realized what I was planning. 
 
    “What I never understood, though,” I continued, “was that no one ever talked about a no dismemberment rule.” 
 
    The elf’s eyes went wide. “W-what are you going to do?!” 
 
    I carried him over to the window, just as some police cars were starting to appear in the street, sirens blaring. I dangled him over the ground from the second story. 
 
    “Dropping me from here?” he forced a laugh. “It’s not much of a threat.” 
 
    “Oh,” I laughed along with him. It was deep, and it unnerved him every bit as much as it clearly excited Mamba. My love of justice interacted darkly with the dragon’s rage, pushing me to violence. In this form, I could scarcely fight the urge. “You misunderstand. I’m not dropping you yet. I’m taking you here so I don’t make a mess on her floor and walls.” 
 
    The guy’s mouth hung open as he started twitching and flailing in my grasp. “Help!” he even dared to shout. I sneered at his weakness. I brought his knife-brandishing arm to my face and chomped, ripping the sinews and tendons, snapping through bone. I let his arm fall from my jaws. It was severed from just above the elbow. The large chunk of flesh landed on the grassy earth beneath the window soundlessly. He screamed, wailing in agony, his other hand reaching and trying to stop the profuse bleeding from the fresh stump. 
 
    “My arm! Please,” he cried, squealing in pain like an excited pig, “I won’t do it again! Let me go!” 
 
    Those cries triggered something inside of me—a bit of sympathy, maybe? At the very least, I wasn’t entirely lost to the bloodlust. I managed to pull myself back, feeling only a tinge of regret from my human side. “You’re right,” I said, “maybe we should drop the issue after all.” I released him, watching him fall from the second story onto the ground outside, right on top of his own arm. He was screaming so loud I didn’t even hear the thud, but the landing looked rough enough.  
 
    Then I turned to Mamba. She was breathtaking. The hissfolk woman bore vaguely humanoid features, but she was anything but human. Reptilian elements appeared in equal measure with the human bits; they ranged from blonde shoulder-length hair, smooth earthy-green scales across her buxom, feminine body, and exotically crimson serpentine eyes that glinted with wit.  
 
    Though Mamba possessed two arms and two bipedal legs like me, she also had a long snake-like tail, complete with a rattle. She was wearing only a pair of lacy white panties and a loose-fitting yellow babydoll t-shirt with a picture of three winged pigs—partially see-through to boot. I managed not to gawk at her chest, but only by the hair on my chinny-chin-chin.  
 
    She turned her gaze to the table where an array of tarot cards were laid out, and a crystal ball was glowing with blue energy that reminded me of humming tesla coils. At the sight of this, her snake eyes practically lit up and she stared back at me with even more interest. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked, powering down some of the light that I was emitting. 
 
    She took one long look at me and then leapt forward, throwing herself into my arms, or rather, wrapping herself up in me. Her tail coiled possessively around my legs, and she hissed in my ear, a long forked tongue tickling my shoulder blade.  
 
    The aural backdrop to her impromptu embrace was the sounds of police car doors opening and closing and officers barking orders at each other from outside. “Uhh,” I grunted awkwardly, “just let me know if you’re okay.” 
 
    “Thanks to you,” she said in a husky, hushed tone that was definitely filled with a certain erotic quality. “Ohhhh damn, you’re warm.” 
 
    “If you’re alright,” I said, voice cracking awkwardly again, “I think I should be going. The police are probably going to have opinions about what I did to that guy.” 
 
    She nodded, staring up into my draconic face. “How can I find you?” 
 
    I failed to hold back a frown, knowing she wouldn’t like the answer to her question. Neither would I, honestly. “You can’t... Sorry.” 
 
    Mamba tossed me a look of hurt and disappointment. “You can’t do that,” she said. “This is fate.” 
 
    “Do what?” I asked. 
 
    “Come save me from assault in my own home like a total badass, offer no explanation, and then disappear from my life,” she said, still holding onto me. “How is that okay? I know what’s good for me. You can’t lose me. The cards have spoken.” She nodded at the tarot deck on her desk. 
 
    “I am not privy to any such readings,” I mumbled. 
 
    She shook her head, nuzzling her smooth scaly face against my rough scaly neck. “You’re not allowed to just leave like this.” 
 
    I grabbed her arms and pried them away, freeing myself from her embrace—delicately, of course. The tail was a bit trickier. “That’s exactly what I have to do, Ms. Mamba.” 
 
    She looked at me with surprise on her face. “You know my name? And—no one calls me Ms. Mamba, titles like that are weird for hissfolk,” she laughed. 
 
    The sounds of booted feet running up the stairs filled the hall outside the room. “Good luck with the cops,” I said. “I’m sorry I have to leave like this, really.” 
 
    “No, wait, please—” 
 
    And I vanished. Well, from her perspective anyway. From my perspective, I did the lightspeed travel thingy into a bush just outside her house, then did it again a few more times. I gradually made my way through several stops to a spot from where I could find the way back to Pinky’s place—then, once I had that pinpointed, I flashed into her backyard, changed back into my human form, and crossed around to the front on foot. 
 
    I am going to save a fortune on cab fees once I know my way around, I thought. 
 
    “You and I need to agree to tone down the violence in the future,” I said, talking to myself as my hand grabbed the doorknob. 
 
    The dragon inside let out a wail of protest. 
 
    I opened the door to the house, unlocking it with a key Pinky Peach had left out for me. I walked inside and turned on the lights, expecting to find the room empty. Instead, once I walked into the living room, I was greeted to the sight of my unicorn girl host sprawled out on the sofa in a pair of black booty shorts and a white t-shirt with a rainbow graphic on the chest. 
 
    She sat up straight and looked at me with narrowed eyes. “Where were you?” she asked with suspicion in her voice. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. I took my shoes off at the door. “I was with Dr. Luna.” 
 
    I walked over to the couch. She sat up, grabbed my shirt, and sniffed. “I heard Dr. Luna was a man. You smell like women’s perfume… a familiar one.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said, managing to keep cool. “That’s weird.” 
 
    “That’s it?” she scoffed. “That’s all you have to say?” 
 
    I sighed. “I am under strict orders not to tell anyone about what I’m doing for Dr. Luna,” I said. 
 
    Pinky Peach lolled her head to one side and looked at me skeptically. “This is so unusual, Brock. I’ve never heard of a capsule doctor requiring this level of confidentiality. It’s related to your Splice Partner, isn’t it?” 
 
    Suddenly her cellphone rang. She stared at it for a moment with a heavy look of disdain. Then, she pressed the screen to silence it, keeping her focus on me. 
 
    “I’m really sorry I can’t be more forthright,” I said. “Believe me, I really am. You seem really cool, and down-to-earth, and you’re insanely pretty, and—” 
 
    “—What did you say?” she said softly, just shy of a whisper. Her phone rang again. “Dammit!” she shouted. “Not now!” She clicked the button to hang up again. 
 
    I cringed. “Crap, I just… I didn’t mean to be rude or creepy. My point is, if there was any way I could handle this better, I would. You’re exactly the kind of person I like to be around, so the fact that I’m in this position where I’m forced to be standoffish and cold—it’s a nightmare. It’s—it’s really not me, Pinky.” 
 
    She stared at me, long and hard, like she was trying to decide something. “Well, whatever,” she said at last. “It’s like you said, isn’t it? Sooner or later you’ll meet a girl you like better, and I’ll go invisible.”  
 
    She said it like it was no big deal, but I knew she was just putting up walls. I saw past the veil when I’d mentioned it earlier. This was a transparent attempt at damage control—to rewrite history, erase that moment of vulnerability. 
 
    “Don’t say that,” I said calmly, but my voice was firm. 
 
    “Why?” she replied with a matter-of-fact tang to her tone. “It’s the truth. This is how it is with every cool, hot guy that comes into my life.” She looked at me very closely after she said that, making sure it landed. 
 
    Oh—so it’s like that, is it? I thought. I can play ball. 
 
    “Well you’ve got it all wrong, I’m afraid,” I said. “Or at least half wrong.” 
 
    “Do I?” she asked, a coy look in her eye. “How so?” 
 
    I grinned. “I’m not that cool.” 
 
    Pinky giggled, diffusing some of the tension, and I laughed with her. I sat down on the couch beside her, summoning up the courage to keep this conversation moving now that the tides had turned in my favor.  
 
    “Honest to God, Pinky, I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. And—I know I messed up today. I’m going to make it better. No matter what happens or how our friendship ends up progressing, I will have a net positive impact on your life.” 
 
    “And how do you plan on achieving that?” she asked as she crossed her arms, clearly interested even if she was trying to play it off. 
 
    “You’ll find out,” I promised. 
 
    Pinky Peach smiled, some real warmth coming through at last. “You’re not a bad guy, Brock—in fact… you’re great.” She sighed and looked down at her hooves. “I was thinking about how brave it was that you rescued Blossom. And you defended her in Meteor-Mart, too—even if it got a bit more physical than I’d have liked. You’re brand new to this world, but you stick your neck out for total strangers in public.” 
 
    “Just my nature, I guess,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    She smiled. “And unicorns—we have a certain sense about… men. About heroes. So when you promise to be good to me—gods help me, I know it’s true.” She let out a vulnerable groan that made me want to hug her. “I can feel it in you.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Believe it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about being nosy,” she said at last, relaxing her shoulders and sinking back against the couch. “I guess I just have to learn to trust you. In my heart I know I can.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Honestly? I don’t blame you at all,” I confessed. “I handled our argument back in the parking lot pretty badly, and you were only as curious as it was natural to be.” 
 
    “You beat the shit out of the poor demonkin,” she cringed. “He didn’t deserve that. And don’t think I don’t know that’s not normal strength for a human.” 
 
    I shook my head, ignoring the latter part of her statement. “He didn’t deserve it at first, anyway,” I agreed. “But sorry—once he went for Blossom, all bets were off.” 
 
    Pinky frowned, though, sucking on her teeth as she thought about something. “You won’t tell me, but you told Blossom,” she noted, a hint of bitterness still there. Then a wry smirk. “I bet I could get the truth out of her.” 
 
    I laughed. “I bet you could, too,” I agreed. “All you’d have to do is promise you’d stay away from me, and she’d give you whatever you wanted.” 
 
    She giggled, raising an eyebrow at that. “Ohh, so she’s got it that bad, huh?” 
 
    I let out a low grumbly sound, sinking back into the couch cushion. “Yeah, she does.” 
 
    “She’s cute,” Pinky noted. Then she looked at me again with eyes ready to test me. “You could do a lot worse.” 
 
    “She’s definitely cute,” I agreed. “But I’m in no hurry to make romantic decisions. I just got here.” 
 
    Pinky Peach looked away from me at that point, just nodding silently. 
 
    “Pinky, I wanted to ask you something,” I said. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t answer any questions,” she shot back with narrowed eyes. “Top secret. I’m too mysterious and cool.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I guess I deserved that.” 
 
    Pinky Peach laughed and reached out for the remote control. “Okay, last chance to ask me a question for tonight, and then I’m turning on the TV.” 
 
    “It’s pretty late,” I noted. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be wearing curlers and a dress? Are you my freaking mom?” she shot back. “And for the record, that was the one question you get.” 
 
    “Ahhh dammit,” I groaned, but I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “What was your question, though?” she asked. “I’m curious enough to hear it.” 
 
    I swallowed a lump of nervousness in my throat. “Would you be okay with me watching your channel on Flinch?” 
 
    She looked at me with an amused glimmer in her pink eyes, holding back a smile. “Why would you want to do that?” she said, brushing the air with her long lashes. 
 
    “To get to know you better,” I said. “And support my friend.” 
 
    She giggled, her cheeks gone almost as pink as her hair. “Okay—sure. It’s free reign. It’s all public anyway, but,” she blushed, “maybe cool it on the hot tub streams until we’re a bit… more acquainted?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely,” I muttered, probably blushing back at her. 
 
    “In return, though, you have to promise me something,” she said, brandishing the remote control in my face half an inch from my nose. My eyes almost crossed to look at it. 
 
    I smiled. “Anything,” I said. 
 
    “Promise you won’t ever forget me, no matter what.” 
 
    I leaned back and fought the urge to gawk at her. “You’re pretty impossible to forget,” I said quietly. 
 
    She shook her head, her lips pursed tightly. “Say it,” she insisted. “Promise me you won’t forget me or I’ll—I’ll cry right now.” 
 
    I threw up my hands defensively. “Whoa, chill,” I said, kind of chuckling at that out-of-nowhere threat. “I won’t forget you, I promise. What’s this about?” 
 
    “When I’m invisible to you, and you can’t see how pretty I am anymore—your words, not mine, by the way—please, try to still be my friend.” 
 
    I nodded. “No problem.” 
 
    She sat up straight, suddenly frantic. “But it is a problem, she sighed. “People forget. It’s part of the curse—or whatever it is. Write, like, little notes to yourself, okay? They sometimes forget slowly. Maybe if you write it down every day, make a ritual out of it, you can remember me longer. Maybe—” 
 
    “—Is there no way that a person can avoid losing the ability to see you once he, uh, pops his cherry?” I asked, interrupting her. 
 
    She frowned. “Some girls can see me no matter what. Not sure what the rhyme or reason is. As for guys, so far it’s just virgins. I’ve dated a few guys—it always ended badly because they only liked me for my looks and usually ended up cheating when I didn't put out. My capsule doctor told me it if I give my first time to a man I love, it might allow him to see me forever. But then it’s probably a one time only thing, so I need to be careful who I give it to.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned, making a face of disgust. “I hate that tradition of female virginity being this special thing to be protected. I’m sorry you have to deal with a literal, magical version of that.” 
 
    “Anyway,” she sighed, “I’ve been stingy with choosing who’s going to be my first. I don’t want to give it to the wrong guy and end up alone forever and invisible to the man who would actually be right for me.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s brutal and unfair.” 
 
    “The gods must hate unicorns,” she whimpered. 
 
    I winked at her. “Well, I’m a huge fan of every unicorn I’ve ever met.” 
 
    She smirked, eyeing me curiously. “And how many is that?” 
 
    “Just the one,” I chuckled. 
 
    Her cellphone rang again. She groaned and reached for it, gracing me with an apologetic look. I gestured for her to take it and stood up, starting to head for the guest room. The last words I heard her say as I made my exit almost knocked me over. 
 
    “Holy crap, Mamba, I was busy!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    8: Mamba Moves In 
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   T he next day I woke up to the enchanting sound of Blossom’s singing. My eyes fluttered open and a smile breached my face, unable to resist the lure of her soft song. I watched her with eyes half-open, pretending to still be asleep. The way she swayed and moved in her little pot was as lovely as any sight I’d laid eyes on in recent memory. 
 
    “Wow,” I muttered, wiping my eyes and turning all the way onto my side to face her. “You have a beautiful voice.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she giggled, doing a little curtsy. “Good morning, Brocky. Did you sleep well last night?” 
 
    I nodded. “Pretty well, actually.” 
 
    “Good,” she said sweetly, beaming at me with a face full of adulation. Then she pinched her nose. “But you stink, so you should probably go take a shower.” 
 
    I made a gasp of pearl-clutching mock offense, which made her giggle—another sound that brightened up my mood. I sniffed my armpits. “Can confirm,” I groaned at the odor. “I am a certified stinker at the moment.” 
 
    “Now’s a good time,” she said excitedly, “because I think I heard Pinky leave a few minutes ago. No contest for the bathroom.” 
 
    That settled it. “Good enough for me,” I replied. I sat up and stretched, my eyes never leaving her. 
 
    “Take me with,” she suggested, reaching up to me with grasping palms. “I want to watch.” 
 
    “You’re a pervert,” I said, shaking my head at her teasingly. “An incorrigible, leafy little pervert.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’m your pervert,” she retorted with a wink. 
 
    I smirked at her and got up, grabbing a towel from on top of the dresser. I opened the door to the living room, clicked it shut behind me, and headed to the bathroom with only a blown kiss and a wave goodbye. 
 
    The bathroom was decorated with baby blues, the tiling showing its years with cracks in a few places and stains in the lining between them. Apparently, some things were beyond even Pinky Peach’s cleaning prowess. 
 
    This house wasn’t new by any stretch of the imagination. I was left to wonder whether the unicorn girl was renting or if she owned it, but there was no way she constructed it herself or even had it done by builders given her youth and her character-defining lack of money. Even so, it seemed impressive for a single girl, probably in her early twenties, to pull off keeping and maintaining a place like this on her own. 
 
    But I guess she has to, I thought. As far as I can tell, she’s totally alone. 
 
    Being a Capsule Puppy like me, she arrived in Meteoropolis without any family. She had a host, I guess—there had to be a story in there somewhere, but it wasn’t my business, so I wasn’t about to pry. If I were left to guess, I’d say her host was probably a virgin when they met, and now he isn’t.  
 
    Or hopefully it was a woman, I thought. That would probably be a much safer situation for a sweet and trusting girl like her. 
 
    I stripped down in the bathroom, folding my clothes next to the sink. I closed the toilet lid and gingerly placed the towel on top of it. I tried to lock the door; there was a click, but not a satisfying one. 
 
    “Oh, dang,” I murmured under my breath, realizing that I was talking to myself. “The lock doesn’t work.” I got on one knee to examine it. I tried to see if there was some additional lining up or jiggling I had to do to get it to function the way locks should. I came back up without a solution. 
 
    Guess I just have to be quick, I thought. In any case, it was probably fine. Anyone outside could hear me showering anyway, as long as the water was running. I certainly didn’t take Pinky Peach for a voyeur. 
 
    I admired myself in the mirror—a bit vain, I know. But all my scars were gone, even the ones from childhood. The scar I got from the neighbor’s dog when I climbed the fence to fetch my softball was notably absent. The scars I earned as a fry cook at Burger King in my teen years had vanished, too. I always thought they added some character, but I had to admit that I probably looked better without them. 
 
    But no—that wasn’t it. My complexion was clearer overall. Not only that, I observed, but my muscular definition was significantly more impressive than what I remembered. Dr. Luna already mentioned that I got a boost in strength and fitness due to the power of my Splice Partner. Still, now that I was staring my toned physique down in the mirror, it suddenly felt real. 
 
    I’d better stop ogling myself and get in the shower, I thought with one final simpering glance. I hopped into the shower stall, closed the curtain, and turned the dial that sent water out through the showerhead—in that order. An amateur mistake. A jet of cold liquid bludgeoned my face, feeling even colder than usual. That was probably due to my increased core temperature ever since becoming a freaking dragon. 
 
    I swore under my breath and jumped out of the way of the showerhead’s stream. I waited until the water started fogging the glass, steaming, showing signs of heat. Once it was finally ready for me, I took a quick shower indeed. A part of me was tempted to milk it for all the relaxation it was worth, but time was short. 
 
    The feeling of the warm water soaking my skin was therapeutically relaxing—especially given every odd thing that had happened in the last few days. I hadn’t really taken the time to realize just how stressful my new situation was. Stressful—but not bad. 
 
    I had to take a step back and think—how did I end up here? I mean, even given the weird nature of this city hurtling through space, how did I wind up in this unique collection of situations? Hosted in a simple home by a broke unicorn gamer girl? Charging headfirst into people’s houses to fight off would-be sexual assaulters? In possession of a cute little flower sprite who had X-rated intentions for me? It might sound awesome—because it was, mostly—but it was also a lot to adjust to in a short time. I was only human, after all. 
 
    No, a dark voice chuckled from inside me. You’re no longer only human. 
 
    “Oh shush, you,” I said. The dragon was gradually starting to insert himself more and more often into my personal thoughts. It never felt all that intrusive, perhaps because of our bond, but it certainly was unbalancing to feel all these new impulses. It got to be a bit much to make sense of. 
 
    I was more aggressive, for one thing—and that had as much to do with violence as it did sexual attraction. I’d been reining in my feelings so far, but with someone as forward as that hissfolk girl had been… I truly doubted I could keep the beast at bay forever. 
 
    After using just a dash of the shampoo and soap Pinky Peach left out, I rinsed myself off and fought off the urge to linger in the shower. There would be other chances, I assured myself. For now, I needed to get out before it became an issue. I turned the water off and reached out for the towel. 
 
    As I stepped out of the shower, genitals swinging freely in the open air of the bathroom, the door shot open with unsettling speed.  
 
    “Anyway, bathroom is here, so if you—” 
 
    Before I could even announce my presence and nudity to the world, I was face to face, eye to eye with Pinky Peach, who was opening the door for none other than Mamba. 
 
    As they looked inside of the bathroom, their eyes bulged to see me standing there. I whipped my body in shock to face them, and my manhood smacked the side of the sink with a distastefully loud slap. Their eyes trailed down to my equipment, and both of their jaws dropped. 
 
    Typical, I groaned inwardly. This is just about my luck. 
 
    “So,” I muttered, too mortified to even bother covering myself, “I’m in here, just so you know.” 
 
    The door slammed shut, and the silence on the other side was deafening. It continued for a disturbingly long time as I toweled off and processed what just happened. I couldn’t help but laugh about it—under my breath of course. What else was there to do? 
 
    That was bad, growled the dragon inside. But at least the mare and the snake know what they’re working with now. 
 
    “You are incorrigible,” I scolded him as I renewed my effort to dry off. 
 
    When I finished, I got dressed in the fresh clothes I brought with me and lumped my dirty garments under my arm. I took a deep breath and ventured out into the living room. Mamba and Pinky Peach were still staring at the door, though they’d moved over by the couch. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said, forcing a smile like it was done at gunpoint. 
 
    “Hi,” Pinky Peach replied, smiling back weakly. Then the outburst came as she repeatedly kicked her hooves against the side of the sofa and clutched her cheeks in her hands. “I’m—I’m sooo freaking sorry!” 
 
    I shrugged. “Well, now you know me a little bit better,” I said with a sincere chuckle. “No biggie, accidents happen.” 
 
    “I should have knocked,” she gushed, turning her body to face me before plopping onto the sofa. “I’m not used to living with someone else!” 
 
    “Did you know the lock is busted?” I asked. 
 
    She elevated her eyebrows to dazzling heights of bewilderment. “Is it?!” 
 
    The serpentine chick next to her, still staring unblinkingly at me, piped in at that point. “If I’m staying here, you’d better get that fixed.” 
 
    “Staying here?” I repeated anxiously. My butthole clenched in sudden alarm. 
 
    Yes, yes, YES, celebrated the dragon. 
 
    “I can probably fix it myself,” I noted, brushing off that news with grace. “I’ve got my stipend coming in soon, so I’ll grab some tools and take a look.” 
 
    Pinky Peach rolled her head to one side and tossed an inquisitive look my way. “I’ve actually got some tools under the kitchen sink, but you don’t need to do that.” 
 
    I brushed it off, throwing a smile in Mamba’s direction. “I’m Brock. I’m Pinky Peach’s Capsule Puppy.” 
 
    Mamba giggled, nudging the unicorn girl in the ribs. “Your Capsule Puppy, huh?” she teased. “You’ve already got him self-identifying as your property. That’s a good pony.” 
 
    I frowned a bit. “Sorry,” I blushed, “I’m not sure how to refer to these things.” 
 
    “Of course you aren’t,” Pinky said, defending me with a pointed glare in Mamba’s direction. “No one would expect you to be. Just—the way you said that is a bit weird.” 
 
    “He’s not bad, though,” Mamba said, sizing me up with a finger to her chin. She gave me a full once-over with an almost nostalgic look in her eye. “If he were my Capsule Puppy, I’d spoil him rotten.” 
 
    Pinky Peach quietly fumed for a few seconds, then got herself under control. “What I think she means is, ‘Pleased to meet you, Brock.’” 
 
    “Sure,” Mamba said, chuckling and standing up. She leaned on one hip and walked her eyes once more across my figure. “Anyway, if you’re done in the bathroom, I’ll take my turn. I won’t be long, so don’t go thinking about using the broken lock to your advantage,” she warned me. Her tone almost made it sound like a dare. 
 
    “I won’t,” I said, swallowing hard, “Ms. Mamba.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed open wide just as she started moving. She stopped dead in her tracks. “What did you call me?” 
 
    Shit. Did I just mess this up? “Uhh, Mamba.” 
 
    “No,” she said, stopping less than a foot in front of me. Her red reptilian eyes were rife with suspicion. “No, you called me ‘Ms. Mamba.’” 
 
    “I was just about to introduce her. How did you even know her name?” Pinky Peach asked, a befuddled look on her symmetrical face. 
 
    Thankfully, I had an excuse for this. “I overheard you on the phone when I was heading to my room last night. After we had our talk, I mean.” 
 
    Pinky Peach’s cheeks went strawberry red. “So you just assumed this was her? Hmm…” 
 
    “What talk?” Mamba said, chucking an amused grin at her friend. “You didn’t tell me he was the reason why you ignored my calls.” 
 
    Whew, I thought. Deflected. Hopefully this will be forgotten.  
 
    “I’m heading to the bedroom, then,” I said, waving politely. “I’ve got to check on Blossom.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Blossom?” Mamba asked with a cross of her arms. 
 
    “His, umm, houseplant.” Pinky Peach cleared her throat. “Actually, Mamba’s house was broken into last night, Brock. Some dragon guy—” 
 
    “—Sexy dragon guy,” Mamba corrected her with a pointed waggle of her index finger. 
 
    “Okaaay,” Pinky sighed, but she seemed a bit flustered from the lip-biting blush on her face as she composed her explanation. “A sexy dragon guy munched her attacker’s arm off and now the bad dude is in jail.”  
 
    Mamba smiled with a hint of sadism dimpled in the cupid’s bow over her upper lip. “Probably for more than ten years because they got him to confess to everything once they dug up some sketchy stuff on his PC.” 
 
    “Well that’s good at least,” I muttered, and I meant it. It was nice to see that the police in this city were more effective than they tended to be in superhero comic books. “Glad you’re safe.” 
 
    She blew a kiss and winked. I stole a peek at Pinky for her reaction. 
 
    “So,” Pinky continued, looking and sounding increasingly more irritated, “Mamba’s going to be staying here until she feels safe again—but I only have one guest room.” She was dropping a hint. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, getting the picture at last. “Say no more. I’ll clear my stuff out and she can take it.” 
 
    “Really?” Mamba asked, sounding genuinely surprised to arrive at that offer so fast. “Wow, what a gentleman.” 
 
    “Please,” I scoffed, “like I’d let someone who’d just suffered through a traumatic experience sleep on the couch while I had a guest room to myself.” 
 
    “Awww,” Mamba cooed, pinching my cheeks. She glanced back over her shoulder at Pinky Peach. “He’s a keeper. If you won’t call dibs, I will.” 
 
    Pinky Peach rolled her eyes dismissively. “No, you won’t.” 
 
    The snake girl smirked, relinquishing her fingers from my face. “I just might if he’s as sweet as he—” 
 
    “I said no, Mamba, you won’t.” 
 
    It got quiet after that for a solid three seconds or so until Mamba finally cleared her throat and said, “Right, I’ve got to pee, then. Be right back.” She disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. 
 
    I sat down on the couch for a moment. I looked over at Pinky, who’d plopped herself down as well. “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled, the dimples on her cheeks creasing in an endearingly cute way. “Everything’s fine. To be honest, Mamba and I aren’t even that close, but we collab often enough. This is probably just as weird for me as it is for you.” 
 
    “She’s pretty outgoing,” I noted, glancing back at the bathroom door.  
 
    “‘Shameless’ is a better word for it,” she commented. 
 
    I had to smirk at that. “I’m surprised she doesn’t have other friends to call on. That’s all I mean.” 
 
    “She does,” Pinky said, “but most of them are contracted, and they live in streamer houses. And she’s on my Loremasters team, so it kind of makes sense.” 
 
    “Streamer houses?” I asked, repeating the word like it was foreign to me, but I could probably guess at the meaning. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, those are houses where professional streamers live together for ease of collaboration and stuff. Like a family of streamers under one roof. They do well because there are usually cameras around the house, so viewers can watch slice-of-life moments unfold.” 
 
    “Sounds nice,” I said. “A bit overbearing on the streamers, though.” 
 
    Pinky Peach sighed. “I’ve been trying to get into one myself, but it’s an uphill battle with my, uh—condition.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, not really interested in revisiting this topic once again. It didn’t end well for me last time. I stood up. “Well, I should move myself out to the living room.” 
 
    “You can use the dresser to store your private things,” she said. “Feel free to drag it out here.” 
 
    “What about Mamba? She probably has more private stuff than I do.” 
 
    “She also has a suitcase,” Pinky pointed out, directing my attention to Mamba’s bags in the corner. “Her computer and fortune-telling junk will arrive in a bit, and those will fit on the spare desk. She’ll be fine.” 
 
    With a smile, I nodded my understanding and headed into the guest room, dragging Blossom out first. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” she squealed. “If we’re in the living room, when will we have any privacy? I’ve been dreaming up all kinds of intimate moments!” 
 
    “Keep dreaming, then,” I laughed. “Sorry, but the situation has changed.” 
 
    I got her up to speed and she grudgingly agreed that Mamba deserved the bedroom. I’d be lying if I said that the admission came without cuss words, bargaining attempts, and snake-based insults, though. 
 
    By the time I finished moving things, Mamba was back in the living room, sitting on the couch that henceforth had to double as my bed. “Well,” she said, “I guess this is your room, now.” 
 
    “Guess so,” I said, smiling at her. “I’ll have to get used to changing in the bathroom.” 
 
    “Thank you for being so understanding,” she beamed at me. She stood up and headed to her room. When she reached the doorway, she turned around, leaned against the doorframe, and eyed me like a snake staring down a rabbit. “You know—you can feel free to visit me in here sometime if you ever miss the way the bed feels.” 
 
    “Mamba!” Pinky shouted, throwing a box of tissues at the hissfolk woman. Mamba slapped it out of the air with her tail, grinning like a wolf at a lamb. 
 
    “Get her, Pinky!” cheered Blossom. “Teach her a lesson for making passes at our man!” 
 
    The unicorn girl whipped her head to face Blossom, suddenly supremely embarrassed by the show of unexpected comradery from the plant girl. “What?! No!” Pinky Peach blurted out as though she were caught in the middle of an incriminating act. “No, I just—don’t soil my spare bed, Mamba!” 
 
    “Oh, is that why you’re all worked up, Peachy Keen?” Mamba teased with mock innocence, popping one hip as she leaned against the open doorway. “I’ll be sure to take the sheets to the dry cleaners after his visits.” 
 
    Pinky’s voice got dark as midnight, and she clenched her fists tightly at her sides. “Funny, for someone asking for a huge favor, you’re sure acting like you think you have leverage,” she shot back. 
 
    Mamba didn’t say anything for a moment. Pinky looked like she was about to blow a fuse. I didn’t let it get to my head.  
 
    If it were any other girl, I’d think it was a pretty clear sign that she had a crush on me, don’t get me wrong. Still, with the unicorn girl’s particular situation, it was best not to read into it too much. It wasn’t necessarily that she wanted me all to herself. If Mamba and I did the things the hissfolk girl was insinuating, I would lose the ability to even see Pinky and end up doomed to forget her. The unicorn girl just didn’t want to compromise her budding friendship with her Capsule Puppy so soon. 
 
    No, Brock. She’s into you, said the dragon. I ignored his opinion. Wishful thinking on his part, most likely. 
 
    Eventually, Mamba smirked and bit her lip in consideration of Pinky’s outburst. “Point taken. Are we gonna stream later?” 
 
    Pinky nodded. “Afternoon. I’ll let you know when I’m logging on.” 
 
    “‘Kay,” Mamba said. “Love you, buddy,” she winked. 
 
    “Screw you,” Pinky winked back, blowing her a kiss. 
 
    Mamba closed the door behind her. I looked at Pinky, who smiled at me as though nothing had just happened. 
 
    “With friends like that, who needs enemies?” I asked at last, chuckling at my own cringeworthy platitude. 
 
    She laughed too, brushing back a draping tangle of pink hair that had fallen over her face. “Don’t mind her,” she said. “She’s just goading me. She wants me to start dating again.” 
 
    “Dating me?” I asked, tensing up a bit at the prospect. 
 
    Pinky Peach blushed, her cheeks flushing well past the point of rosiness. “Oh–it’s just, I may have mentioned how handsome you were, and she took it as a proclamation of love. You know how friends are.” 
 
    I tried to react casually to that, but ended up shuffling anxiously in my seat. Pinky Peach calling me handsome was about the highest compliment I could imagine, given that she practically owned the word ‘beautiful’ as far as I was concerned. “Cool,” I grunted nonchalantly as my foot tapped the floor. “Cool-cool-cool.” 
 
    Silence fell over the room for a few seconds. I reached out for the TV remote but was cut off at the last second. Pinky Peach caught me off guard with an unexpected question. “Do you… do you wanna go out for lunch or something?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said, probably a little too fast. “I mean, sure, yeah. Why not?” 
 
    “Good,” she said, exhaling a hot breath of relief. “I’m tired of eating sandwiches. I think I’ve got enough saved to cover this.” 
 
    “Well, let me check the mailbox out front. Maybe my stipend arrived, and it can be on me,” I offered. 
 
    “No,” she insisted, looking flustered and embarrassed by the suggestion, “I can’t let you do that.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do, given the fact that you’re hosting me in your home. I’m worried I’ve been nothing but stress for you since I arrived.” 
 
    She averted her eyes and looked at her hooves with an expression that read to me as shame or embarrassment. “Don’t say that,” she whimpered. “I don’t feel that way.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and stood up, feeling a bit bad that the comment had made her uncomfortable. “I’ll check the mailbox then.” 
 
    She clicked her hooves together, nodding, staying fixed in that position on the sofa as I left her side. I went out through the front door and opened up Pinky Peach’s mailbox. Inside there were two envelopes: one addressed to me, and one to her. I brought both inside. 
 
    “Mail for you, too,” I said. 
 
    She looked back in surprise. “Oh, okay. Who’s it from?” 
 
    “OnAirTV,” I said, squinting to read the seal. I cocked an eyebrow. “Is this one of those streamer houses?” 
 
    She got up and sprinted toward me, taking the envelope from my hands. She took a deep breath and opened it along one of her long, pink fingernails and pulled out the contents—a single folded paper. 
 
    Pinky Peach opened up the letter, her eyes darting over it frantically. Her look went from one of hope and surprise to sullen disappointment in a matter of seconds. She crumpled up the letter and tossed it onto the floor over her shoulder. A few seconds later, she stomped over to where it landed and shuttled it properly to the trash can. 
 
    “Sorry,” I frowned. 
 
    “Rejected,” she sighed, confirming my assumption. “But it’s for the best, anyway. I applied before I knew for sure you’d be coming. If I took a contract now, I’d have to find another host for you.” 
 
    “Jasper, your neighbor, seemed like a nice guy,” I noted. 
 
    She shot me a hurt look. 
 
    “I didn’t mean—I just don’t want to hold you back from your dream,” I explained. 
 
    She shook her head, tossing her vibrant pink locks. “Being in a Streamer House isn’t my dream. It’s just a means to an end—to some stability. I could sell this house and have everything paid for. I could just focus on my streaming and gaming. Free food, free room, decent money, insurance… it’d be nice.” 
 
    I nodded, staring at the contents of my own letter. 
 
      
 
    > Dear Brock. Enclosed is your Meteoropolis Balance Card and your first Post-Arrival Stipend. You will receive weekly updates to this account until your one year anniversary in Meteoropolis. At that time, your host will also no longer be obligated to care for you.  
 
    > Your current balance: 3 gold, 9 silver. You may cash out at any ATM or bank using your card. 
 
    > Additional Note: Your doctor, Dr. Aritigius Luna, also arranged for a personal transfer, which accounts for the unusually high sum. He indicated that this transaction is to be kept confidential. Further details about these and future transactions can be found in your MeteoBank account, accessible through any ATM terminal or on the MeteoBank app pre-installed on all phones. 
 
    > This has been an account update from MeteoBank AI. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, pumping my fist, “got my stipend!” 
 
    “How much is it?” Pinky asked hopefully. “Still 9 silver?” 
 
    I gulped. “Yeah. Let’s go to town. Lunch is on me.” I looked over at Blossom. “Do you want to come?” 
 
    “Of fuggin’ course I do!” she squealed, but then my flower sprite cutie smiled at me sadly as something appeared to dawn on her. “But… I think I’d be impossible to lug around in this big container for now, especially since it’s a bit, umm… cheap.” 
 
    My face was marred with a frown as I reacted to that. “Oh,” I grunted. “That’s very true. Will you be okay on your own?” 
 
    “Yep, I’ll be fine!” she said, a devious smirk appearing on her face. “Let’s just chalk it up to time that you owe me later, Brocky.” 
 
    Pinky Peach made a sound of disgust as she grabbed her purse and put her hand on the doorknob. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll make that time up soon. I’ll bring you back a present,” I promised. 
 
    Blossom clapped her hands excitedly, wobbling her container. “Wow, a present?! I’ve never gotten a present before!” 
 
    “Get used to it,” I said with a wave. I turned to Pinky Peach, who was smirking at Blossom’s happy little dance. “Shall we?” 
 
    Pinky bit her lip and ringed her arm around my elbow, nodding a bit nervously. “We shall.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Blossom’s Interlude 
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   B lossom cozied up by the window, catching a particularly nice sunbeam. She had already been watered, sung to, and kissed that day—everything a plant needs to grow happy and healthy. She grinned ear to ear, gazing out at Pinky’s tiny backyard. There wasn’t much to it: a grill and a bush, nothing else of note. Not even really much grass to speak of. 
 
    Fuggin’ boring view, she thought, but she was smiling. 
 
    The flower sprite looked down at her legs. Her roots were firmly planted into the soil of her new pot. The pot was flimsy and thin, but it was still a mark of her lover’s affection. Oh, sure, Brocky might not see her as a lover just yet, but in Blossom’s heart they were basically married. 
 
    She cast a look over at Mamba’s door. The hissfolk woman with the big boobs had come in and out several times since lunch. First it was to drag a suitcase into her room and then do some unpacking. Then, she met a car outside which delivered some more things—mostly computer stuff. Stupid crap like that. 
 
    Blossom closed her eyes, trying to soak in some of those solar rays penetrating the window glass. Compared to the intensity and the warmth given off by her beloved Brocky, the synthetic light of Meteoropolis’s dome felt underwhelming. It was like comparing a match to a bonfire. Both generated heat, but only one of them made her super horny, too. 
 
    Wait, no, that metaphor doesn’t add up. 
 
    But Blossom was growing. A couple inches, in fact, since she met Brock. His powers were potent, as was the effect he had on her emotionally. She had never known a solar dragon or a human. Both were exceedingly rare in Meteoropolis. Brock may very well have been the last human from Earth in all the universe. The notion made her giggle—as if he needed to be any more special than he already was. 
 
    The little flower sprite spared a thought for her sisters, too. All twelve of them, still stuck in that black market farm. She loved her sisters, but they always made her feel so lonely. They weren’t much for conversation, really, and as long as they got their water and a modicum of light each day, they were comparatively easy to please—she knew they were fine where they were. Not like Blossom, whose voracious appetite for more set her apart. 
 
    The door opened, and Blossom opened her eyes with it. She tossed a lazy glance over at the hissfolk beauty, whose height and breast-heft she envied. 
 
    “Hello, little one,” Mamba said, sitting down on the ground in front of Blossom’s pot. “I feel like we should chat.” 
 
    Blossom clenched her jaw as Mamba spoke to her, openly staring at the snake woman’s enormous jugs. “What about?” Blossom asked with transparent suspicion. 
 
    “Tell me about Brock—and Pinky,” Mamba said with a grin. 
 
    That got the plant girl’s attention. “Don’t you know Pinky better than I do?” Blossom asked, puzzled by the question. 
 
    Mamba lowered her head. “You misunderstand. Tell me about Brock and Pinky—as a unit. What’s their relationship like?” 
 
    Blossom frowned. “Oh. That,” she groaned. “It’s awful.” 
 
    “Awful how?” Mamba asked, seeming suddenly concerned. “It didn’t look too bad to me.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean,” Blossom muttered. “It’s awful because they’re getting along better and better all the time. He might… he might fuggin’ kiss her at this rate!” 
 
    Mamba grinned. “I see,” she said. “He’s a handsome one. I take it you fancy yourself as being romantically linked to him, too?” 
 
    “So will you, sooner or later,” Blossom said defeatedly, her face an open scowl. “He’s so… cozy and warm... There’s no one like him.” 
 
    Mamba’s brow lifted in curiosity. “What do you mean by that?” she asked. 
 
    “N-nothing! Sh-shut up!” But her attempt to get the snakey woman off her heels was met with disaster. 
 
    “Well, now I’m intrigued,” Mamba said, tapping her chin. “For a moment I was considering letting Pinky have him. She’s so lonely, you know, and they seem to have some chemistry.” 
 
    “You take that back!” Blossom shrieked. “They may have chemistry, but Brocky and I are gonna have fuggin’ physics as soon as I’m big enough to bounce my thighs on his—” 
 
    “—Got it,” Mamba said, holding up a hand to beg Blossom to stop. “I can see you’re serious about him. But—if you haven’t bumped uglies yet,” she grinned, “then he’s still fair game.” 
 
    “W-what are you gonna do?!”  
 
    Mamba shook her head. “Probably nothing,” she admitted. “I’ve already fallen for someone.” 
 
    Blossom let out a sigh of relief. “Good,” she said. “Who’s the unlucky guy?” 
 
    Mamba smirked, but then her eyes took on a dreaminess that Blossom found herself drawn into. The hissfolk woman reached out and grabbed Blossom’s pot, pulling it toward her so they were only a breath away from each other. “The solar dragon who rescued me last night,” she cooed. “He was so warm, and strong, and scaly… I could tell he was into me, too.” 
 
    Blossom’s face slowly twisted in horror as she listened to the hissfolk woman’s account. “Was not!” Blossom shrieked, unable to hold back. “He would never—I mean…” 
 
    Mamba jerked backward in surprise. “Where did that outburst come from? You weren’t there.” 
 
    “Uhhh,” Blossom fumbled to come up with an excuse. “N-nothing! Forget it!” 
 
    Mamba’s forked tongue darted out and tasted the air. “He rescued me, and I held him against my body. He got all nervous for a second.” She paused to giggle. “Blossom, do you believe in destiny?” 
 
    Blossom studied Mamba carefully and nodded. 
 
    “I’m a fortune-teller,” Mamba said. “I’m not an expert, but I have a real magical crystal ball and a set of enchanted tarot cards.” 
 
    Blossom remained silent, looking up and down the serpentine woman’s figure. She envied her curves. Blossom had her own busty, mature figure, but being so short, it didn’t count for much. Just one of Mamba’s fat boobs was easily heavier than the entirety of Blossom, discounting the pot and soil. 
 
    “I did a reading right before he showed up,” Mamba sighed. “A love reading. And the results were downright prophetic.” 
 
    “You’re downright pathetic,” Blossom spat. 
 
    Mamba winced, lolling her head back at the sudden barb. “That was uncalled for.” 
 
    “I know,” Blossom admitted, whimpering. “I’m sorry. The two words were just so similar. It felt right.” 
 
    Mamba ran an affectionate finger through Blossom’s vines. “You’re a cutie.” Her face scrunched up. “You’re also by far the wittiest flower sprite I’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    Blossom gasped, a look of offense on her face. “Are you saying flower sprites are stupid?” 
 
    Mamba shrugged. “I’m saying I’ve never met one quite like you, at least,” she said. 
 
    “Well—thanks, I guess,” the plant girl conceded. 
 
    “Is Brock taking care of you well?” Mamba asked, adjusting her posture to be more upright. She looked to Blossom as though she was almost done with this conversation, which suited the flower sprite just fine. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” she gushed. “He sings to me, waters me, checks my soil—” 
 
    “—I hope he gives you lots of kisses,” Mamba said. “Flower sprites need kisses to grow fast.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Blossom gushed. “That’s what I’ve been saying. He gives kisses, but they’re pretty annoyingly chaste.” 
 
    “Must take a lot of self-control not to mack on a hottie like you,” Mamba said with a wink, standing up. 
 
    Blossom enjoyed that compliment, but she wouldn’t let her guard down around the hissfolk woman. Although Mamba didn’t know it, she was Blossom’s love rival. Mamba may not be in love with Brock yet, but she was in love with the solar dragon—which was one and the same with her beloved. Sooner or later, it would be an issue. If she really did possess the power of fortune telling, that could speed matters up, too. 
 
    Blossom seethed quietly, staring back out the window to Pinky’s backyard. It was bad enough that Brock was clearly crushing on the unicorn—but damn, Mamba’s shapely snake boobies could make her president of the Meteoropolis Titty Committee. Furthermore, she was so… direct. Once she knew the truth, she was poised to simply reach out and take what she wanted—or at least fight for it. 
 
    This was more anxiety than Blossom needed in her life. There wasn’t a single path to victory she could see, save for the impossible one. She supposed there was some world in which all the girls simply learned to tolerate one another and share Brocky. But that wasn’t going to happen. Pinky and Mamba would never agree to share Brock with her, right? It would have to be a winner-takes-all throwdown. 
 
    …Right? 
 
    

  

 
   
    9: The Lunch Date 
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   T he cab ride into town was excruciatingly long knowing that I could just teleport to the location instantaneously whenever I wanted. Of course, in order to pull that off, I’d have to go alone, and that would lose the whole point of spending time with Pinky.  
 
    Then there was the fact that I didn’t even know where we were heading. My unicorn friend briefly mentioned the name of the place to the driver when we got in the car, but I missed it. 
 
    “Where are we eating again?” I asked. 
 
    “Someplace nice,” she said. “One of my favorite spots. It’s on the border of the Sylvan District and the Atlantean District.” 
 
    I followed the path with my eyes, taking note of landmarks that I may want to return to someday. There was an impressive shopping mall called the Mana Mart which seemed nice. Aside from that, we drove by a lot of small shops and restaurants with cuisines that were entirely alien to me. A store called Goblin Wraps was owned by a burly, gray-skinned, ogre-looking dude. It had me wondering if the wraps were in the style of goblin cuisine, or if they contained actual goblin meat. I decided I wasn’t ready to know the answer, so I kept my pie hole shut. 
 
    “Does this nice place we’re going have a name?” I asked, pressing Pinky. 
 
    “It does,” she nodded, grinning mischievously, “but I want it to be a surprise.” 
 
    “Ohh, alright,” I said, smiling at her. She was gazing out the window, watching the streets, cars, and carriages go by as we made our way through the traffic. The expression she wore was worth falling in love with; it was that sweet, content smile on the face of a pretty girl that erased every worry from your mind. I stared, gawking like a buffoon. This was the happiest I’d seen her. 
 
    Why, though? What changed? 
 
    “How is everything today?” I asked. 
 
    She turned that smile on me, staring me directly in the face. “Pretty good,” she said. “It’s… well, Mamba can be a bit much,” she said, but her smile didn’t break. 
 
    I nodded. “I can tell that about her.” 
 
    “But…” Her eyes returned to the window. “It’s nice to have company, you know?” 
 
    A pang of sympathetic sadness hit me as I understood this shift in disposition. “Yeah,” I said softly. “It’s nice to have friends.” 
 
    She looked at me, her eyes gone wide. Then she shook her head letting her smile fade. “Friends don’t last, though,” she said. “Best not to get too attached.” 
 
    “I get why you say that about men,” I admitted, “but what about Mamba? Or, like, other chicks?” 
 
    Pinky Peach started nervously fiddling with her purse. “I mentioned before in passing, but some girls lose the ability to see me and remember me, too. Some don’t. But even disregarding that, I’ve been burned by so-called friends one too many times.” 
 
    “Mamba?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head fervently. “Not her. Mamba is absurd and downright annoying—but she cares. I’ll give her that.” 
 
    I could see that about Mamba. She was perhaps a shade more carnally driven compared to the unicorn girl beside me, but she was genuine, wearing her wants and needs on her sleeve. I admired that kind of bravery. 
 
    “She seemed very… friendly,” I said, choking back a laugh, but Pinky didn’t show any amusement. She clearly was far less entertained by reminders of Mamba’s stunts back in her home. 
 
    Her voice went soft. “I wish she’d leave you alone.” 
 
    “I don’t mind the attention,” I chuckled. 
 
    Pinky Peach looked at me, and for a moment I realized she was fighting the urge to straight-up pout. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Brock,” she said, “but I—I like you.” 
 
    My eyes shot open as huge as they could humanly get. 
 
    “Shit! As a friend!” she squeaked. “I just said not to take it the wrong way! I just—” She got all flustered, fanning herself and hyperventilating. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, grabbing a Space Weekly magazine tucked into the back of the seat in front of me to help her cool off. “Relax, I know what you mean. The phrasing caught me off guard is all.” 
 
    She took a moment to calm down. “I just—I get really attached to people really quickly, and—one thing you might know about unicorns is we have some special powers.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “One of our powers is identifying people with pure hearts, heroic qualities, and of course—virgins.” 
 
    I said nothing, just looking at her. Where was she going with this? 
 
    She blushed, her lips curling weakly into a cautious smile. “Brock, you’re all three of those things. Your whole vibe is like catnip to a unicorn.” 
 
    “I assure you,” I said, “I am not a virgin.” 
 
    “You are a virgin here,” she said. “Your new body is. And you’re a hero, and a good man. You’re the kind of guy I would love to keep in my life—as a friend, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I nodded. But I was getting mixed signals. Was I really being friendzoned, or was this her guarded way of signaling something else? Like most men, I was bad at this game. 
 
    You really are, muttered the dragon in my brain. 
 
    A deep voice came back to us from the front seat as the cab stopped, shaking us out of our tunnel-vision for each other. “That’ll be six copper pieces.” 
 
    “Expensive fares today,” Pinky noted aloud with obvious nerves in her voice.  
 
    “Busy day, rates go up,” the driver offered. He was a many-eyed, many-tentacled xeno that frankly was a little hard to look at, but he had a friendly accent. 
 
    Pinky paid the fare. “I’ve got the meal,” I said. “Is there a place for me to withdraw money?” 
 
    “We’ll find somewhere,” Pinky assured me. “But you don’t need to pay, Brock, really.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I assured her with a warm smile. 
 
    We pulled up to a spot that was a bit out of the way of the rest of the city, sprawled out on a wide plot of flat, grassy land. Fences and stables dotted the property with signs hinting at what was in store for us. The sign at the front was clear enough. It said ‘Monarch Street Petting Zoo.’ 
 
    “A petting zoo?” I asked with skepticism in my voice. “Do they have food here?” 
 
    “There’s a little cafe in the corner, but can we please see the animals first?” she pleaded, clasping her hands together and looking up at me hopefully. 
 
    I grinned at the excited click of her hooves as she pranced around me, begging as soon as we got out of the car. “Of course,” I said. “I’m not that hungry.” 
 
    As if eager to prove me a liar, my stomach growled at that instant. Pinky gave me a mischievous smirk, like she’d caught me in the act. I returned her look with a conspiratorial whisper. “If you won’t tell anyone I’m starving half to death, neither will I.” 
 
    She laughed. “We can eat first.” 
 
    “You kidding?” I said, “Pshaw. Show me the animals. I love petting a good ol’ goat or pony.” 
 
    Pinky Peach perked up, her elf-like ears going taut as antennas. “You love ponies?” 
 
    “I mean,” I fumbled to clarify. “I love the animals.” 
 
    “So not, like, pony-adjacent people?” she asked, twirling her pink hair in her finger. 
 
    I struggled to read the situation. This felt like a big moment. What would I say? I cleared my throat. “I love all kinds of people.” 
 
    Oh, fuck you, Brock, groaned the dragon. 
 
    Dammit. That was not the correct answer. Pinky Peach’s face sank a bit with that. She walked ahead of me, her shoulders lowering. I felt compelled to stop everything and make it right, ego be damned. I was a man of action, after all. 
 
    “No, wait,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders and stopping her in her tracks. She let out a little gasp as my fingers made contact with her bare skin, aside from the spaghetti strap of her tank top. “I love pony-adjacent people, specifically,” I said. “They’re the best.” 
 
    She giggled, lightly removing my hands from her body, but in a way that felt somehow even flirtier than if she’d left them there. “Better than snakes and flowers?” 
 
    “Well,” I winced as I reacted to that question. “I don’t want to be racist or anything. Not smart to, uh, pick favorites…” 
 
    Pinky Peach glared at me, her bliss dispelled. “Hmph. I see.” 
 
    We walked in silence as I tried to imagine what a good outcome to that exchange would have looked like. I hoped there would be other chances to end this date back in her good graces.  
 
    Women are tricky, man, commented the dragon. 
 
    “So,” I said, clearing my throat. “Where are we headed first?” 
 
    That brightened her mood back up a touch. “To see the pygmy ground dragons,” she said in a voice as bright as the midday sun overhead. 
 
    “Whoa,” I muttered. “I was expecting pigs and sheep. Ground dragons?” 
 
    “Pygmy ground dragons,” she repeated, her face lit up with excitement. She pointed to a barn in the distance, standing on her tiptoes to see over the head of an orc in front of her. It wasn’t enough. “Over there, come on.” 
 
    Pinky Peach grabbed my hand, and for a second it was like the world went still. My adrenaline kicked in so hard at the touch of her soft fingers wrapped up in mine that I couldn’t think straight. I just grunted at whatever she said as my heart pounded like a machine gun in my chest. 
 
    “Sorry,” Pinky said, taking her hand back just as we arrived outside a wooden gate where several other people were waiting in line. Sure enough, there was a sign that said ‘Pygmy Ground Dragons, 1c’. 
 
    “Sorry for what?” I asked. “Did I miss something?” 
 
    Pinky Peach blushed, biting her lip as she looked up at me. Eventually she averted her eyes. “My hands are sweaty,” she offered. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” I replied. 
 
    She let out a little gasp, a cute puff of air, and I recoiled. I basically just told her I liked holding her hand. Crap. Not smooth. I felt like I was dating in middle school again, but somehow even clumsier. 
 
    “I guess 1c means one copper piece?” I asked, trying desperately to change the subject. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said in a shaky voice. “They’ve got a machine near the front of the line. An ATM, I mean. You got your card?” 
 
    I waved my MeteoBank card in her face. “Fat stacks of silver,” I said, beaming at her. “We can pet pygmy dragon thingies all day.” 
 
    “Pygmy ground dragons,” she corrected me with a stern look on her face. “Don’t make fun of them.” 
 
    I snorted a laugh. “You really like these things, huh?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded with unfakeable passion. “I loooove dragons. More than anything. They’re my favorite. I’m sooo freaking jealous of Mamba’s rescue. Have you been in my room yet?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted, sporting my best poker face ever. “I don’t think I have.”  
 
    Hmm. She loves dragons, huh? the deep monstrous voice inside me growled. You thinking what I’m thinking? 
 
    “I've got, like, a billion dragon plushies on my bed,” she sighed with joy and a hint of perhaps misplaced pride. “Moon dragons, gold dragons, chromatic dragons, gem dragons, solar dragons—” 
 
    If I were drinking water at that moment it would have been a spit take for sure. My eyes bulged, though, and she detected it, signaling that I was caught with a cocked eyebrow aimed right at me. 
 
    “What was that?” she laughed.  
 
    “Oh,” I shook my head furiously, desperate to dismiss all suspicion. “No, it’s—uhh. I like dragons, too!” 
 
    Pinky Peach rolled her eyes. “Of course you do, doofus. Everyone likes dragons. They’re the friggin’ best! They’re so majestic, and strong, and magical—and oddly sexy, you know?” 
 
    I just nodded awkwardly. 
 
    Eventually we got to the front of the line, and I withdrew some money from the ATM. I took out ten copper pieces and three silver pieces. I gave the coppers to Pinky and asked her to prepay for us and get our tickets while I checked some account information and changed my PIN. What I really did, though, was withdraw a gold piece. 
 
    We were escorted onto the grounds by a friendly-looking orc guy. The ground dragons were cute—like little goat-sized wingless dragons. Pinky grabbed me by the hand again and I eagerly let her drag me over to a cluster of the little beasts. 
 
    “Do we have to worry about them breathing fire on us?” I asked. 
 
    Pinky shook her head in the negative. “No,” she said, “ground dragons don’t have breath weapons at this age.” 
 
    “What happens when these ones get older?” I asked. 
 
    The unicorn girl shrugged. “I guess they’ll go to a farm and lay eggs or start breeding? Some may be raised for meat.” She got a bit sad to think about that, and I regretted bringing it up. 
 
    “Well, they seem happy now.” 
 
    “I wish I could have a dragon in my life,” she sighed. “I would give anything to snuggle up with one in my bed, you know?” 
 
    I almost couldn’t restrain my giddiness. I thought about Dr. Luna—surely he could understand if I spilled the proverbial beans? This was just too much. 
 
    But then I thought about how she might react to it. She might not like the vigilante aspect of my secret identity, even if it did bring in money. Maybe she’d even worry about me. If I was going to tell her, I’d need to do it at the right time. Letting her in on the secret now would make me seem desperate for her to fall in love with me, anyway. I didn’t want to take advantage of her passion for dragons, either. That would be uncool. 
 
    Chill, Brock. Patience is a virtue, I scolded myself. The dragon inside me was surprisingly quiet. Apparently when it came to moral decisions, he let me do the heavy lifting. 
 
    We spent the next few hours petting every animal in the park, my stomach growling more and more with each beast I saw. Eventually, I could tell the noise was wearing on Pinky. Finally, with an exaggerated sigh, she said, “Well, I guess we can eat now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured through a pathetic groan. 
 
    The cafe was quaint and had a rustic country vibe. They had candles at every table, even during the day, and the floor was covered in hay. That particular combination felt like a fire hazard, which triggered something inside me for a moment, almost forcing me to relive my final memory on Earth. I got it under control when Pinky hastily explained that the flames were a minor enchantment—they weren’t real. 
 
    The servers brought out our meals in clay pots and pans, scooping the contents and serving it onto our porcelain plates. The waitress was a pretty little half-orc girl with long red hair and olive green skin. The tusks that jutted out of her mouth were a point of fascination for me, and I had to remind myself not to stare whenever she came out to check on us. 
 
    Pinky Peach got cold around the third time she showed up to refill our drinks. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Pinky said. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked again, not believing it for an instant. All men knew what “I’m fine” means when spoken in that tone. 
 
    “Absolutely,” she said, eyeing me intensely. “Our waitress is cute, isn’t she?” 
 
    I swallowed, suddenly regretting having brought it up. “She’s okay I guess. I’ll have to check more closely next time— I didn’t really notice.” 
 
    “Oh, you didn’t notice, huh?” Pinky repeated sarcastically. “I think you’ll notice next time. Maybe you should ask for her number.” 
 
    I cringed. “I don’t think it’s appropriate to, uh, ask a girl for her number or hit on her when she’s in a position where she can’t simply walk away. The customer-waitress dynamic pressures her to—” 
 
    “—Ughh,” Pinky groaned, interrupting my improvised rant on the ethics of flirting with strangers. “I’m just saying, you obviously think she’s pretty. You’ve been staring a lot.” 
 
    “Have I?” I said, trying to demonstrate my innocence with the gentle tone of my voice. “Well—now that you mention it, I guess she is pretty.” I leaned in and made my eyebrows do a suggestive wiggle. “For a non-unicorn-elf, anyway.” 
 
    Pinky Peach blushed, a smile creeping onto her face slowly but surely. She looked away, pretending to be unimpressed, lifting her hand up to obscure her flushed cheeks. “Whatever. Creep,” she said. She stole a quick glance into my eyes, batted her eyelashes at me, and then looked down at her plate. 
 
    This is significant, I thought. Up until that moment, I had that stubborn male tendency to ignore all evidence that a woman likes you. Like many of my brethren before me, I honed in on the one tiny gap in logic that made it seem like just maybe she wasn’t interested. But seeing this, seeing obvious jealousy play out right in front of me, and watching her reaction when I flirted directly back with her—she was into me. 
 
    Finally he realizes it, taunted the dragon.  
 
    I ate the rest of my meal in awed silence. The notion that someone this fucking pretty could be crushing on me blew my mind. I didn’t even know what to do about it. I was a pitbull who chased a semi and caught it. Now what? Do I date her? What happens if she freaks out when things get heated? Or what if she’s too nervous to admit to her feelings openly and things stall? Or—what if we date, and it goes well for a while, but then we break up badly and I lose my host and my first friend in this world forever? 
 
    There were even more possibilities worth exploring. She mentioned a belief that giving her first time to a man she loved would make it possible for him to see her even after his virginity was gone. What if it didn’t? What if we progress to that point, have sex, and then she goes invisible? 
 
    My head was swimming with various scenarios and their many implications. I was stunned into decision paralysis. 
 
    “Are you okay, Brock?” Pinky asked sweetly. “You’ve been staring at your steak for a long time.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “Just—a lot on my mind, you know?” 
 
    She nodded. “The first few days in Meteoropolis are always tough.” 
 
    Adjusting to the city and my life here didn’t seem to be my problem. Things were coming easily for me. It was the relationship side of things that was getting complicated. What would I tell Blossom if I started dating Pinky Peach? She’d be heartbroken. Hell—even Mamba may be disappointed at this rate. 
 
    “I think you’re ready to go back,” Pinky said, smiling sympathetically. “Let’s get you home so you can crash on the sofa.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah—but wait, I need to buy a present for Blossom.” 
 
    Pinky Peach grinned. “Come with me,” she said, taking my hand again. Damn, I thought, Is this girl trying to give me a heart attack today? 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, staring at her fingers as they interlocked with mine. 
 
    “To the gift shop,” she giggled. “I know just the thing!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    10. Streamer Chicks 
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   W hen we got home, I was alarmed and amused to find that Blossom had learned to hop around in her pot, but I wasn’t half as alarmed as Pinky Peach was. The adorable plant girl had used her body weight to shift her planter forward one inch at a time. She apparently began her journey to meet us at the door when I called home to let Mamba know we were on our way back. When we opened the door, there she was. 
 
    “Blossom, no!” Pinky squealed, balling her fists and sweating profusely. “Bad flower! You spilled your soil all over the living room carpet!” 
 
    Blossom gave her a look that could have murdered lesser creatures. “Did you just say, ‘bad flower?’ Am I your fuggin’ pet?” 
 
    Pinky sputtered to respond, trying to balance her outrage and the fact that she had just done something somewhat offensive. “I—I didn’t mean that… but look at this mess!” 
 
    I surveyed Blossom’s so-called mess. It was far from devastation. There were maybe two spots where a tiny patch of soil left the pot and ended up on the floor, but I honestly wouldn’t have noticed it if she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’ll clean it up,” I said, beaming at the flower sprite in front of me. “But, Blossom, you don’t need to meet me at the door.” 
 
    Her arms were raised in the air, begging for my embrace. “Why are you still talking when you could be holding me?!” she fumed with indignation. 
 
    “I’ll clean it up,” Pinky said, setting her purse on the counter. “I don’t think your standards match mine.” 
 
    She was probably right. I bent down and scooped up Blossom, my own bag still over my shoulder. It was a plastic bag from the gift shop, though. I still hadn’t had the opportunity to properly accessorize. 
 
    “I got something for you,” I said, gazing into the little veggie-waifu’s big black eyes. 
 
    “No you fuggin’ didn’t!” she gasped excitedly. “You’re bluffing!” 
 
    I shook my head. “No—and you can thank Pinky Peach for the idea.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she said matter-of-factly, still grinning ear to ear. “But go on, what did you get?” 
 
    I set her on the counter so she was at eye level with me in her pot. I reached into my bag, looking inside of it as I pretended to rifle around inside, drawing it out to tease Blossom and build her anticipation. 
 
    “Ohhh I can’t wait!” she gushed. “I love it already!” 
 
    “Let me see,” I said. “It’s in here somewhere.” 
 
    She looked like she might start pulling out her vines. “Fork that shit over, Brocky, don’t torture me like this!” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I laughed, pulling her present out of the sack. “Here you go.” 
 
    She looked at it, and her face screwed itself up. “What am I looking at here?” she asked. 
 
    “What does it look like?” I said. 
 
    “It looks like a folded white tank top and black shorts combo. But it’s way too big.” 
 
    I opened it up, unfolding it so she could see the lettering. “Petting Zoo?” she said, reading the printed all-caps words on the tank top aloud.  
 
    “This shirt is enchanted,” I said. “It’ll shrink to your size and grow with you to be a perfect fit!” 
 
    “Whoa!” she squealed, suddenly seeing the appeal. She raised her arms up. “Put it on me! I suddenly feel so naked!” 
 
    That’s because you are naked, I thought to myself, though it was hardly a complaint. The closest thing she had for clothing was leafy growths over her breasts and nether regions, giving her a dearth of modesty. In terms of her general figure, nothing was left to the imagination. 
 
    I dropped the shirt on top of her and watched with wonder as it magically shrunk and conformed to her lithe yet busty physique. Honestly, she looked just as good with it on as she did in the buff, which isn’t something everyone can say. 
 
    “I can’t put the shorts on,” she whined. “I don’t want to uproot myself.” 
 
    “When you’re able to safely detach, then,” I told her. “Don’t worry, it’s fine. They’ll be waiting for you until then.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to try them on!” she squealed. “How do I look? Is it cute?” 
 
    “Crazy cute,” I said, running a finger through her vines. Thankfully the tank top was long enough to cover her crotch, so it kind of looked like pajamas on her. 
 
    “Are you two done?” Pinky asked, holding a handheld vacuum and a wet washcloth, looking rather annoyed about something. “Pick her up and put her by the window. I need to clean this mess.” 
 
    I looked at the countertop surrounding Blossom’s pot. I didn’t see any soil, but I didn’t want to argue. It wasn’t my house, after all. 
 
    “You heard the pretty unicorn,” I said, grabbing Blossom’s pot. 
 
    “Hmph,” Pinky mumbled, a weak protest betrayed by the appearance of a half-smile on her cream-white face. She cast a scrunched-up look at Blossom. “I may have an enchanted skirt she can borrow later. That look isn’t very modest.” 
 
    I carried Blossom back into the living room portion of the domicile, feeling Pinky Peach’s eyes on us the whole time, though I might have been imagining it. I set Blossom down and looked at her one more time. The flower sprite looked adorable, for sure—but also weirdly sexy in a tank top with no shorts. Kind of a naughty look, even if the intimate bit was obscured by her natural growths and the draping length of the top. 
 
    “You’re looking at me in a sexy way,” Blossom whispered. “Keep doing it.” 
 
    I shook my head and took a step back out of survival instinct, eyes darting over my shoulder to make sure Pinky Peach didn’t notice. “No, I’m not,” I said.  
 
    “You definitely were,” she said, striking a sultry pose with her hip popped out and her chest jutted forward. “It’s not a problem. Don’t be shy about it.” 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
    The door to the guest room flew open, and Mamba was there in a slinky red dress that practically made my eyes bulge out of my head. 
 
    “Don’t look at her,” Blossom squeaked. “Look back at me!” 
 
    Mamba was sipping something from a red and gold can. If I had to guess, I’d say it was some kind of soda, assuming that sort of canned beverage carried over into this world, though it could be beer as well. She eyed me curiously, then looked at Blossom. 
 
    “Petting Zoo,” Mamba read aloud, her voice sounding bored. Then a wave of realization hit her and her reptilian eyes narrowed to malicious slits. “You went to the petting zoo without me?!” 
 
    “He went without me, too,” Blossom sighed. “I’m in a pot.” 
 
    “You went by yourself, then?” she asked, her tone shifting to suspicion. 
 
    I shrugged. “Actually, Pinky Peach took me there.” 
 
    Mamba smirked, nodding her head and sipping from her can. “Oh, did she, now? Just the two of you?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Uh, yeah?” I said. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    Mamba’s eyes trailed the room to where Pinky was still obsessively scrubbing the counter where Blossom had been. “That sounds like a date, Peachy Keen.” 
 
    Pinky’s horse tail stopped flicking, and her shoulders tensed up. “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “So you admit it’s a date, then?” Mamba said, clearly loving every minute of teasing the unicorn girl. Her forked tongue flicked the air excitedly as she giggled at her own words. 
 
    Pinky spun on her hooves to face us. “You’re such a freaking bully!” 
 
    “That’s not a no,” Mamba grinned. 
 
    “No, then!” Pinky said, and I have to admit my heart sank a bit. “No, it wasn’t a date. We were just—we were eating lunch, getting to know each other, right Brock?” She flashed me a pleading look. 
 
    “Right,” I muttered, scratching the back of my head. “For sure.” 
 
    “Good,” Mamba sighed. “Then the fresh meat is still on the table.” 
 
    My head worked that sentence over two or three times until I finally landed on the only interpretation that made sense. “Am I… am I the fresh meat?” 
 
    “You definitely are,” Mamba said, eyeballing me like a snack. 
 
    Pinky clicked her hoof half-consciously against the kitchen tile in anger. “Am I going to regret letting you come here?” Pinky said, and for a second I thought she was talking to me, but when I looked at her I realized the comment was for Mamba. 
 
    “Oh, relax, Peachy Keen,” Mamba said dismissively, waving her hand and rolling her eyes in an overdramatic fashion. “I’m just playing around—” she narrowed her eyes at Pinky Peach and then looked back at me, “—unless you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I mind,” Pinky said, going back to her cleaning. “End of conversation.” 
 
    “What do you mind?” I asked, getting lost in the fast-paced exchange. “I just learned that I’m fresh meat.” 
 
    “End of conversation,” Pinky repeated. “My house, my rules. Rule number one: Mamba is not allowed to date my Capsule Puppy.” 
 
    “Oh, so now he is your Capsule Puppy after all?” Mamba said, catching Pinky Peach in that wording which I’d previously been called out for. 
 
    “Ladies, please, don’t fight,” Blossom pleaded, holding up her hands to calm everyone down, interrupting after being silent for the majority of the conversation. “Brock is already spoken for—none of this is necessary!” 
 
    “I don’t think that made it better,” I mumbled as Mamba suddenly eyed the plant girl with a hateful snarl and Pinky turned her head back to hurl a similar look Blossom’s way. 
 
    I looked around for somewhere to hide—but there was nowhere. Mamba’s room used to be my room, and now I was crashing on the couch in the living room where this whole shit show was playing out. 
 
    What a nightmare, I seethed silently to myself. And yet—kind of awesome. If I was reading this situation correctly, three gorgeous girls were basically fighting over me, though I wasn’t sure just how serious Mamba was about her advances, and how much of it was simply meant to tease Pinky Peach. Still, I needed this conversation to end. 
 
    “So,” I grunted, desperate to change the subject. “Hot dress. What’s the occasion?” 
 
    Mamba looked down at her sexy attire and grinned back at me. “Oh, this old thing?” she said. “It’s my anniversary stream tonight, my third year streaming full-time.” 
 
    “What did you do before that?” I asked. 
 
    “Freelance data entry. I also used to, and still do, run a food blog. I sometimes get free meals in exchange for reviews,” she explained. 
 
    “You’re going out tonight for dinner, then?” I asked. 
 
    “Nah,” she sighed. “Staying in my room tonight. I’m not ready to go out alone again.” Her eyes took on a haunted look, but only for a moment. 
 
    Pinky Peach and Blossom had both gone quiet. In fact, Pinky disappeared into her own room, slamming the door shut as our conversation went on.  
 
    “I think she likes you,” Mamba said. 
 
    “She’d better not,” Blossom seethed, shaking her tiny fist. “I’ll bust her face.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing,” I said. “Besides—she’s way out of my league.” 
 
    Mamba grinned. “Well—maybe you’ll consider stepping down to my league, then.” 
 
    “What time does your stream start?” I asked. 
 
    Mamba’s brow creased with a frown. “Are you changing the subject?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No—you’re streaming with Pinky, right? I was figuring I could catch both of you. Thought it’d be fun.” 
 
    Mamba giggled. “Oh my Goddess, that’ll be so weird,” she said. “I was definitely going to talk about you on stream. Just to get on Pinky’s nerves.” 
 
    I sat down on the couch. “You should go easy on her. She’s sensitive about that kind of thing.” 
 
    She sat down next to me, putting one leg up on the cushion and leaning against the backrest, letting a hand run through her blonde shoulder-length hair as she looked at me. “Yeah, I know. But I really just want to push her to take her love life into her own hands. It’s her only chance.” 
 
    “So your advances toward me,” I said, swallowing hard, “you’re just teasing her, right? It’s not for real.” 
 
    She bit her lip and looked down at my chest. “I wouldn’t say that. At some point, the wellspring of my magnanimity will run dry, and you’ll be fair game.” 
 
    I crossed my legs to conceal a certain growth I felt might be incoming if this conversation continued along this particular path. The hissfolk woman leaned forward, letting her plunging neckline display more of her smooth-scaled bosom than I had any right to see. 
 
    “Well,” I mumbled, “okay.” 
 
    She giggled at that, leaning back again. “You’re really cute,” she sighed. “I would swallow you whole.” 
 
    “All right, sister,” Blossom said, clearly unimpressed. “You had your fun. Go back and do your little anniversary stream or whatever.” 
 
    Mamba shot a hostile, impatient look at Blossom. “You are one bratty little snussy-blocking houseplant.” 
 
    “Snussy?” I asked. “Do I want to know?” 
 
    She grinned and pointed at her chest. “I’m a snake girl, so these are my snitties.” Her hands traced down her body slowly. “And this is my—” 
 
    “Got it,” I gulped. 
 
    She tossed her hair back and stood up. “The irritating vegetable isn’t wrong, though. I have to get ready for my stream. It’s at five o’clock. Are you watching?” 
 
    I nodded. “I don’t have much else to do,” I said. 
 
    “Cool,” she said, grinning through her sharp teeth. “Pinky will be setting up right now. I bet she’d love it if you showed up.” She winked, just to make sure I got the hint. 
 
    “Oh, I won’t let you know who I am,” I said. “Either of you.” 
 
    Mamba smirked. “Ohhh, gonna make us guess?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said. 
 
    With that she waved goodbye and slinked into her room, her long snake tail slithering behind her. I could see the blue glow of her computers and lighting setup as the door opened and closed. 
 
    She must have spent the whole afternoon setting that up while we were petting dragons at the zoo, I thought, feeling a bit guilty. 
 
    Blossom sighed a happy sigh. “Alone at last,” she said. “Want to see me take this tank top off?” 
 
    “Maybe later,” I said, but the offer was oddly tempting, even though I’d seen her without it so many times. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and logged into my Flinch account. I spent an extra minute connecting my MeteoBank card to the account so I could make donations. I had a plan. 
 
    The only Flincher I was following at the moment was Pinky Peach. I changed my username from SunnyBrock—a little on the nose, in retrospect—to SnittyAppreciator.  
 
    Next, I sought out Mamba’s account and subscribed. Now I was subscribed to both of my roommates’ streams and would be billed five copper a month for each. I did the math—that should be pretty damn easy to fund. In fact, the only thing I really wanted to do with my money was give it away or spend it on them anyway, Blossom included. 
 
    I navigated to Pinky’s stream, which I had bookmarked already. She was live, playing a game called League of Loremasters. On my phone, it was hard to make out the action, but it looked a lot like a MOBA from my world. The pretty pink-haired unicorn girl was alternating between biting her lip and gritting her teeth, occasionally letting out a triumphant squeak whenever she pulled off a kill. 
 
    I waited for her next big moment, tapping through the donation options, finger at the ready. Twenty copper pieces to a silver piece, Twenty silver pieces to a gold piece. That was the apparent conversion rate I was working with. Based on what I’d seen, a silver piece had a similar purchasing power to over twenty bucks of American cash, so five silver was worth more than one hundred dollars. A generous sum, but not enough to garner suspicion or be weird. 
 
    “Yes!” Pinky squeaked, pumping her fist. “Did you see that, chat? Ganked his ass.” 
 
    I submitted my donation. 
 
    > SnittyAppreciator has donated 5 silver pieces. “Awesome play, Pinky! You’re the best! ❤️” 
 
    The unicorn girl gasped, her hands covering her mouth in shock. “Oh my gosh!” she said. She froze and squinted at the screen, a look of disbelief on her face. “Did I really read that right? Five whole pieces of silver? Are you kidding me right now?” She started fanning her face, curling out her lip in a pout, on the verge of either crying or laughing. “That’s so much! Thank you SnittyAppreciator. Judging by your name, you’re going to like my friend, Mamba! It’s her anniversary stream tonight. Hope you’ll join us.” She blew a kiss directly into the camera and turned her focus back on her game. 
 
    It felt good to give her that moment of joy. I could live for that. I watched her play. It was hard to make out on my phone screen, but I could tell she was good. She won the three games I watched, largely responsible for most of the kills. 
 
    Of course, this wasn’t just about me simping. These were anonymous donations, basically laundering money that I earned being a badass superhero dragon in a way that would ease Pinky’s financial woes without her knowing it was me doing it. I didn’t need that credit. Better that she didn’t know.  
 
    But it was time to check on Mamba. I navigated to her stream and saw the hissfolk beauty lounging back in her chair, feet kicked up on her desk, perilously close to the camera. 
 
    Someone donated a few copper pieces to her. 
 
    > “Sexy feet” 
 
    I smirked. So there were foot fetishists here in Meteoropolis millions of years after the fall of Earth to giant sentient insects. Some things never change. 
 
    She was looking hot in that dress, too. She played her sex appeal up way more than Pinky, not that either of them needed to. They were both so gorgeous that they could wear baggy sweatpants and hoodies and still do numbers, I was sure. I’d been out and about in Meteoropolis a few times now, and it wasn’t like sexy women were everywhere here. People, male and female, varied a lot in appearance in the exact same ways that they had back on Earth. The only difference, of course, was that there were way more types of people here. 
 
    Time to donate, I thought to myself. 
 
    > SnittyAppreciator has donated 5 silver pieces. “New subscriber. Love your content. You should collab more with Pinky Peach.” 
 
    She grinned. “Damn, boy. Big spender. You know how to brighten up a girl’s mood. Also—I’m actually collabing with her later tonight, and due to certain… situations, it’s entirely likely that I’ll be working with her more often for the next couple months or so. We’re going to do a raid in Age of Twilight Online in a few. She’s just finishing her ranked solo matches for today in League.” 
 
    So she’s going to be here for a couple months at least, I noted. I set my phone down for a moment, leaned forward, and scooped up Blossom’s pot by the base. She let out a happy little whoop of surprise, and I set her on the sofa beside me, careful not to spill any soil. I didn’t need to incur the wrath of a unicorn. 
 
    “Is this all we’re doing tonight?” she asked. The flower sprite wasted no time in wrapping her arms around my bicep. 
 
    “I feel like the least I can do is get to know Pinky and Mamba a bit better, and I think this is a good way for me to understand them,” I said. “It’s not like I’m going to do this every night,” I assured her, noticing her whimpering sound from beside me. 
 
    “Promise?” she said. 
 
    I nodded. “Frankly, it’d be creepy if I did this too often,” I said. 
 
    She giggled. “You can be as creepy as you want as long as it’s directed at me.” 
 
    I watched their stream intently, hardly blinking for the next few hours. They came out every so often to go to the bathroom, and Pinky beamed at me when she sneaked a peek at my screen. “You’re watching me?” she said, her voice bubbly with mirth. 
 
    I beamed back at her. “You two are kicking ass in this raid,” I said. 
 
    She grinned and headed into the bathroom, retreating back into her room a few minutes later. 
 
    Eventually Blossom fell asleep, snoring softly, her arms and the vines of her hair still tangled around my left arm. I took a peek at her—adorable. I could feel the softness of her breasts through the fabric of the magic tank top, too, which was nice, but it was also odd given how small she was. She was kind of like a Barbie doll—well, a little bigger than that—with full, soft boobs. Nice, for sure, but it didn’t really get the blood pumping due to the size differential. 
 
    Pinky Peach had given me permission to check out her channel and watch her videos. I thought back to the one that I had been tempted to check out the first night I’d arrived, just a few nights ago. Damn, time was flying. 
 
    Something about survivor’s guilt? Ah, here it is. I found the video and took a deep breath. It still felt like a minor betrayal, but I had to trust that she knew what she was doing when she said I could watch any video. I stared at the thumbnail for a few seconds. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I whispered into the air, poking the screen with the tip of my finger. 
 
    “Well—maybe it’s time I tell someone,” she said on my screen, her musical tone as saccharine as anything I’d ever heard. I felt the muscles in my body loosen up just from the dulcet sound of her voice. 
 
    > No pressure, but we’re here for you 
 
    That was a message attached to a donation coming from a guy using the username WeretigerKing69.  
 
    With a dramatic sigh, Pinky sat up in her pink cushioned gaming chair. It was obvious to anyone looking at her that she had just made a decision. 
 
    “Screw it,” she said, but she still hesitated for a moment afterward. “Okay, yeah. I might as well.” 
 
    I turned down the volume and held the phone closer to my face, hoping not to disturb Blossom as she snored a breath away from me. Part of me felt guilty as hell for snooping around on what was clearly not my business, but this was publicly available, I was given permission, and besides, I really did want to get to know Pinky. I thought this video might be the insight I needed. 
 
    “I came from a world called Evercool—at least, the unicorn part of me did. That’s the part of me that came with the memories, the part I identify with. Like hundreds of thousands of people in Meteoropolis, I came here in a capsule. But there was missing soul data, so the capsule technicians merged my soul with the fractured remains of an elven princess from another world. So, that’s why I look the way I do,” she said, gesturing to her insanely nice body. A flurry of minor donations punctuated that statement. 
 
    Her perfect face gave way to a frown that hinted at depth I hadn’t foreseen when I first met her. “This is hard,” she said. “But I think it’s good for me, too. See, when I was living in Evercool, I lived with one other unicorn—my mother. I never knew my dad.” She squinted, apparently trying to make out some messages in the chat that weren’t popping up on the screen due to a lack of donations. “Nah, I know. I know I don’t have to do this. I think I want to. I was thinking about it all night, actually.” 
 
    She kept on going after typing something down and adjusting her camera. 
 
    “Okay… so, basically, our life was simple. Being a unicorn in Evercool was pretty idyllic and serene. We drank from crystal clear streams and occasionally appeared before pure-hearted heroes to bless them or act as a good omen to give them hope for their noble causes. Basic unicorn stuff, you know? But even then, I remember how lonely it was.” 
 
    She sighed, a high-pitched airy sound that broke my heart as much as it made it swell with affection. 
 
    “That’s my big thing, chat,” she whimpered. “I’m lonely. I know, I know, it seems weird to say when I have a small army of hundreds of subs on my Flinch channel, and loads of you are totally amazing. But my personal life is a mess. If I can be real—I have friends, but almost no real friends. I don’t even have a family.” 
 
    She took a sip from an energy drink in front of her, labeled ‘Firebolt.’ I recognized the can as the same one Mamba was holding earlier. 
 
    “Not anymore, anyway,” she said. She took a moment to take another sip, probably just buying herself time. “Okay, so—let me get heavy. All Capsule Puppies come through in mysterious circumstances, that’s no secret. We don’t know what event makes our souls detach from our bodies prematurely in the way that sets us on the radar of Meteoropolis’s reincarnation scientists and wizards. We just don’t. But for me—it was terror, I think. Or grief.” 
 
    Pausing the video, I looked over at Blossom, making sure she was still sleeping. She leaked a bit of drool onto my shoulder, which made me smirk. Slowly, gently, I pried her off of me and carried her pot back to the window. She didn’t wake up. I slumped back down on the couch, curling up, throwing a fleece blanket over my legs. I tapped the screen again to resume the video when I was situated and comfy. 
 
    Pinky Peach’s voice came back to me. “I was playing in a glade one day, chasing some deer, when I heard my mother whinny not far from where I was frolicking and hoofing about. I followed the sound, and it became more strained, pained, and obviously distressed. But, and I credit myself for this, I didn’t run away. I charged in to help her.” 
 
    She frowned, her eyes taking on a faraway look. “God,” I groaned, processing what was about to come. I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to hear this. 
 
    “By the time I arrived, she was already lying on the ground. Probably dead. A pack of orcs were sawing off her horn.” Tears were streaming down her cheek for this part of the story. “There were more than a dozen arrows in her. I was spotted, and I knew I was about to meet a similar fate.” She paused. By this time, she was a sniffling mess, though a beautiful one. She continued her story with a choked up voice, and the following words were less coherent. “But… but, I didn’t die.” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and I gaped at the screen in wide-eyed horror, wishing that I had the strength to put the phone down, to shut the video off and go to sleep and pretend I heard nothing at all. I didn’t want to know this. This wasn’t for me to know. But I kept listening, unable to tear my face away from hers. 
 
    “Anyway—as an orc sword pressed up against my throat, that’s the second I detached. The next thing I remember,” she said, “I was in a lab, staring into the face of Dr. Goldburn.” 
 
    A flood of small donations came, but they did nothing to brighten Pinky’s mood. Her eyes were swollen and red, and she wiped them continuously with some tissues she kept on her desk. I surprised myself to notice that there was a sympathetic tear forming in my eyes, too, just looking at her in so much pain. 
 
    Poor girl, I thought. That was a hell of a thing to go through. But the story didn’t end there. 
 
    “My first year in Meteoropolis I was so lost. I tried dating—but the virgin clause for a unicorn girl makes it tough. Once someone has sex, they can’t see you anymore if you’ve got unicorn blood. There are some people who say if a unicorn girl gives her first time to the man she loves, it might be different... but I’m the only unicorn girl I know, so I have no idea if it’s true.”  
 
    “I take it that unicorn girls are pretty damn uncommon then,” I noted, listening carefully. 
 
    As if answering me, she pressed on. “A lot of what we’ve figured out is based on lore across the universe and my own experience. What I do know is that the only two guys I dated both cheated on me and literally vanished from my life. I’ve still never even been kissed.” 
 
    She leaned back in her chair, putting her hooves on the desk. With that, several more donations came through. 
 
    “And friendship is hard, too, chat. I’ve got some friends on here—other Flinch streamers I do collabs with occasionally, mostly. And we do get together but… it’s never 100% social. There’s always some business angle to the meetup, like a pitch for a collab or an agreement to avoid a toxic streamer. It’s never really about friendship. And this isn’t me bashing anyone, by the way. SnittyQueen and WoodlandWaifu, I see you both in the chat. I totally want to do that hot tub stream with you both. This isn’t a diss at all. It’s just—it’s the way things are, you know? Hell, I know you know because I’ve heard you say the same.” 
 
    The video cut off there, even though it didn’t seem particularly finished. Maybe there was a hiccup in the connection, or maybe she chopped it because things got even more personal afterwards. No matter the reason, I came away from it with insight I hadn’t been expecting. 
 
    I lay back in my bed, put my arms behind my head, and stared up at the ceiling.  
 
    Already getting emotionally invested in two chicks—three if I count Mamba, and I haven’t even been here for a week, I thought to myself. In my defense, all of the ladies in question were uniquely charming. 
 
    Embrace it, urged the dragon, but I ignored him. I was too tired to argue. 
 
    In any case, I managed to fall asleep with relative ease. It was a good thing, too, because the next day proved to be quite eventful. 
 
    

  

 
   
    11. Busted 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I  woke up early the next day and took a piss and a shower—not at the same time. Luckily, this time my privacy remained intact and I managed to get in and out of the bathroom before anyone else had even stirred awake. Even Blossom was still snoozing by the window, looking adorable as she slept standing up. 
 
    I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. I pulled it out and, no big surprise, it was Dr. Luna calling me. 
 
    “Did you get the transfer?” he asked. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Did you get it?” 
 
    I sat back down, staring idly at Blossom as I talked on the phone. “Yeah,” I assured him. “No worries. Three gold on top of the nine silver.” 
 
    “Excellent. Next time report to me when you do something—I figured it out myself pretty quickly from the news, but don’t let me miss it.” 
 
    “Is anyone monitoring our calls, though?” 
 
    He laughed. “I’m higher level than you may think. No one is eavesdropping on us, don’t worry. And even if they did, we aren’t technically breaking any laws. Like I said—” 
 
    “There are no laws on vigilantes,” I said, finishing the sentiment. “I get it, yeah.” 
 
    “When are you going out again?” he asked. “I mean—to fight crime.” 
 
    I considered the question as I gazed at the sheer loveliness of Blossom, hands folded in front of her, standing in an elegant pose with her eyes closed. She was as pretty as an angel. 
 
    “I’m enjoying my time with my host and new friends,” I said. “They’re kinda clingy, too. They’ll ask questions when I’m gone.” 
 
    “Just tell them you’re training with me,” he said. 
 
    I soured my face up. “You mean straight-up lie to them?” Not that I hadn’t done it already. At the very least, I misled them, and I certainly obscured the truth. As I considered it, I figured that I wasn’t above it as long as the ends added up to a net positive for us all. “I’ll think about it,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t need to lie, per se,” he muttered into the phone. “You are working for me, after all. I’m paying you. Just say you’re doing something for the handsome Dr. Luna, and when they ask, tell them it’s sensitive. Tell them it’s a personal matter to me. That much is no lie.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good enough,” I said. “But if I make plans with the girls, I’m going to try not to cancel them.” 
 
    “Are they even awake now?” he asked. 
 
    I cocked my eyebrow, still staring at Blossom adoringly. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well—look, I called you for a reason. Turn on the radio. There’s something happening now that you should look into.”  
 
    I laughed into the phone. “Here I thought you were checking up on me.” 
 
    “I’ve been listening to the police scanner all night, and—it might be small, or it might be big, but finally, there’s something exciting going on. Sneak a job in while you’re free,” he suggested in his oddly low voice. “Come on. Do it. Do it.” 
 
    I smirked at his amusing insistence. “Alright,” I said. “Fine. You win.” 
 
    He sighed in relief. “Good,” he said. “Text me when you’re done. And if you’re worried about what the girls will say when you get back, I did some searching. There’s a Darkling Donuts two blocks east and one block west of your house. Women love Darkling Donuts and lattes. They even have Dryad-friendly ones that would also work for your flower sprite friend.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said, nodding judiciously. A pro tip for sure. 
 
    I hung up the phone shortly thereafter and clicked on the radio. I went outside so as not to be overheard as I did my superhero stuff. 
 
    There was fuzz for a few seconds, but soon a man’s voice came through, thick as a stack of pancakes. “The suspect is driving a cherry red Brimstone Citizen. Year on the car is 129.” 
 
    I perked up, listening closely, walking behind the house and crouching by some bushes where no one would see me being all sketchy. It was early in the morning, though. I probably wouldn’t be noticed either way. Still—I wanted this secret identity to last a few more days at the very least, so I erred on the side of caution as I kept my ear to the radio. 
 
    Another voice came in. “Police Airship Delta Six Six Niner radioing in, suspect is heading northeast on Elderheart Way. If he crosses the border into the Infernal District, we may lose him due to terrain.” 
 
    “What did this guy do?” I mumbled to myself, wondering if it was worth getting involved in or not. 
 
    One way to find out, suggested the dragon. 
 
    I opened up the built-in Maps app on my phone to attempt to get a sense of where this guy was at the moment. I typed in Elderheart Way and tracked it all the way down to where the road’s name changed to the oddly titled Torture Street. 
 
    “Torture Street,” I chuckled. “Couldn’t really be more thematically on the nose than that, I guess.” 
 
    I studied the map carefully. If I could just get up high, managing a bird’s eye view, I might be able to gain a sense of distance and direction and be able to approximate the suspect’s location in relation to myself. In doing that, I figured, I could probably use my lightspeed travel ability to intercept the vehicle and save the day. 
 
    I just hope this guy is actually a bad guy and not getting tracked for unpaid parking tickets, I thought. 
 
    I summoned up the burning feeling in my chest, the draconic energy that was locked away inside me until called upon. It came slower this time than last, harder to bring out, but eventually it emerged. I studied my arms as they changed in front of my very eyes, bulging with inhuman strength. They extended, cracking as bones grew and spines and spikes emerged from my back. 
 
    My hands became powerful, razor-sharp talons, and my back rippled with strength. Most of this experience was numbed by psychic distance as I sort of watched it unfold with strange detachment, but I felt the moment that the wings and tail shot out of my back. 
 
    I fought the primal urge to roar, instead trying to remain hidden. Looking around, knowing that I looked like a dragon hiding behind a bush, I leapt upward, letting my wings do the rest of the work. They carried me into the air, and then spread, catching the wind. I glided and flew, soared and adjusted my balance, daring myself to greater and greater heights. It was a rush, but I wouldn’t forget my purpose. 
 
    As exhilarating as it was to fly—and it was very, very exhilarating—I kept my mind on the mission, yearning only to earn my keep for Pinky Peach, Blossom, and Mamba, to watch the money I earned and spent on them translate to security and happiness. 
 
    I didn’t need much in life. All I needed was to know that the people I cared about were happy. And—I surprised myself as I realized this—I cared about them all. Mamba, sure, I was still very much getting used to her, but I could tell we were on a certain trajectory. I never had much of a family life growing up. I never knew my father, and I lost my mother and sister, so I’ve always depended on the idea of ‘found family’ to give me hope for the future. Now that I was a dragon, though, there was an added element to it. Was I… hoarding them? Attracting, collecting people that made me happy? 
 
    I got high enough that I could see, plain as day, where the lush green cityscape abruptly morphed into the brutal ash gray and red hellscape that had to have been the Infernal District. I reached for my phone, but it was gone, disappeared into my pants when I transformed and my clothes magically vanished—inside me? That posed a lot of questions I didn’t want to think about. 
 
    Still, I didn’t have time to worry. There was only one wide road with lots of traffic leading into the Infernal District from the Sylvan District, and I was hovering right over it. I just hoped I could get there in time. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused my draconic powers on transforming into a ball of living light. When I opened my eyes again, it was over, and I was on the other edge of the Sylvan District, my back to the Infernal border. 
 
    I looked down, surveying an unexpected calamity below. I was too late. Police officers, mostly elves from what I could see, and mostly men, were holding wands and guns and crossbows with glowing bolts, pointing them at a red car. 
 
    That cherry red car had pulled over to the side of the road, and its driver was hiding on the other side of it, his back occasionally peeking out and firing shots with his own weapon—a staff with a red crystal at the tip that rapidly fired magic projectiles that looked like diamonds. 
 
    Police officers huddled and ducked behind their own vehicles, one of them somehow flipped over. 
 
    And then they noticed me. “Ahh, Son of Jiminy, what now?!” a halfling cop said, pointing up at me soaring over their heads. 
 
    One of the elven cops chimed in his two cents. “Hey, wait a minute—could that be the dragon from the hissfolk girl case the other night?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’ll take it from here, officers!” I roared, but it was too loud and too powerful of a sound, and they all covered their ears, shrieking in pain. 
 
    Note to self—practice roaring. 
 
    “Sorry!” 
 
    More screams of pain. Shit. 
 
    I turned my attention to the suspect, and he responded in kind. “Stay back,” he said. “I’m warning you.” 
 
    The suspect was a demonkin man with red skin and white horns coming out of his head. He was wearing a leather duster and had a ton of piercings. 
 
    I appraised the situation. I figured using my powers to their fullest extent was probably an awful idea, given what just happened with the roar. I needed to hold back, because if I didn’t, I just might accidentally commit homicide in front of a dozen police officers and an airship that probably had a camera. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I said, grinning to myself. Before I executed my plan, though, the bastard got skittish. He pointed his wand at me and let a dozen shots of his magic projectiles fly all at once, all of them colliding with my chest. 
 
    I coughed. “Ouch,” I said. “That felt like you slapped me on the chest!” I complained. 
 
    “No way,” he grunted. “How—how could you survive that?!” 
 
    I floated down to the ground, landing in front of him. I stood a full two feet taller than him, so I looked down at the demonkin man’s face as I reached out for his vehicle, tossing it aside like a toy so that the police had an unobscured view of the criminal. 
 
    A dozen weapons fired at once, killing the demonkin man instantly. I don’t know why—I should have expected that—but it shocked me, and I ended up splattered with sulfur-stinking blood. 
 
    I cringed and took a step back, my wings spreading instinctively. “Aww, yuck!” I shouted. 
 
    The police officers traded confused looks. “Yuck?” one of them said. 
 
    “I mean,” I said, clearing my voice and suddenly glowing bright as I charged up my next ability, “I hope that helped! Have a nice day!” 
 
    They all covered their eyes, shrinking to their knees in pain. I have to get out of here, I thought, so I summoned up my light speed travel ability and pinpointed a spot behind Pinky’s house—the bush—where I could hide and morph back into my human form. 
 
    When I got there, I let the change happen. It took longer than I would have liked, even if it was only a few seconds, and I made a mental note to try to get faster and faster at it every time until it was instantaneous, though I wasn’t sure that was possible. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like the demon blood I’d been splattered with made the trip back home, so that was one less thing to worry about. 
 
    Finally back in Brock-form, I pulled out my phone and walked down the block, checking the location of the Darkling Donuts place that Dr. Luna mentioned. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what Pinky Peach liked, but I got her strawberry glaze, and Mamba would get chocolate. The dryad-friendly donut was a bit disappointing. It was just nutrient enriched water magically enchanted to take on donut shape. It looked weird, and I couldn’t quite characterize it as either a liquid or a solid. Still, I grabbed one for Blossom, and a classic glaze for myself. 
 
    When I got back to the house, I opened the door to find the three girls crowded around the TV set. Someone had even moved Blossom’s pot so she could see. 
 
    Pinky Peach looked back at me. “Where did you go?” she asked. “Did you see the news?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No,” I said. “What happened?” 
 
    They didn’t even bother to respond, just staring at the screen as if the question answered itself. It kind of did. There were several looping videos of me in dragon form looking cool as hell, tossing the car and flying away like a superhero. 
 
    “Ohh!” Mamba said as she turned her head to look back up at me. She stood up and started to jog across the room, snitties bouncing as she made her way over. “Donuts and lattes!” 
 
    I saw it at the last second—when she stood up, her slipper came loose and she tripped, stumbling several feet until she fell into my arms. I had to drop the bag of coffee and donuts on the ground to catch her, pulling her close against my chest. Thankfully, I noticed with instant relief, the bag landed upright. The lattes were likely intact. 
 
    Mamba’s eyes went wide with the glow of recognition. “You’re so warm,” she said. Then she whispered the next two words. “It’s you.” 
 
    I gaped back at her with an empty expression, not knowing how to react, just staring into her eyes for a solid five seconds. Her tail slowly wrapped around me, trying to possess me. She was making no effort to stand all the way back up, just letting herself remain limp in my clutches. 
 
    “Aaaand that’s enough of that, thank you,” Pinky said with some vitriol in her voice. She suddenly shunned the TV screen that she had been so glued to scant moments before, turning her attention fully on us. 
 
    “Soo… warm,” Mamba whispered again, her soft chest pressed tight against me. “It’s you—you saved—” 
 
    “—I got coffee and donuts!” I said, setting her down, desperate to avoid letting the secret slip.  
 
    But it couldn’t really slip much further. I looked over at Blossom and remembered that she knew, too. I told her what I was on day one. I had to give her props for not spilling the beans, but as I unraveled myself free of Mamba’s needy tail, the flower sprite eyed the screen and then looked back at me with a knowing lift to her leaf-green eyebrows. 
 
    “How much did it cost?” Pinky said, grabbing her donut. “Ooo! Strawberry, my favorite!” 
 
    I grinned. “Lucky guess,” I said. “And don’t worry about the cost. I’ve got this one.” 
 
    Pinky shook her head. “Nonsense, I actually got a really big donation last night.” 
 
    Mamba smirked and then looked at me when Pinky said that. “Was it SnittyAppreciator?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah!” Pinky replied with a cute jerk of her head. “Five whole pieces of silver.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Mamba said, her gaze never once leaving me, a cocky half-smile burnt onto her face. “Say, Pinky?” 
 
    “Yeah?” she replied, sipping her latte. “Awww yiss, Darkling lattes are sooo good.” 
 
    Mamba finally broke her stare with me to look at Pinky Peach and sip her own drink, which the unicorn girl had handed to her. “Didn’t you mention you had an argument with Brock the first day? He wasn’t telling you something?” 
 
    Pinky Peach shrugged. “Water under the bridge,” she said, flashing a smile at me. “It’s secret stuff with Dr. Luna. Not my business.” 
 
    “But what was it about?” she asked. 
 
    Pinky Peach looked around the room, her eyes settling on Blossom who was looking increasingly nervous, too. “Oh! I remember. He has a weird Splice Partner he can’t talk about.” 
 
    “Does he now?” Mamba said with mock surprise. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Pinky Peach said. “I mean, why bring it up all of a sudden?” 
 
    “No reason,” Mamba answered with a shrug. “Just remembering it randomly is all.” 
 
    A single chocolate crumb fell onto the floor, and I thought for a moment that I saw Mamba let it fall from her lips—deliberately.  
 
    “Ahh, crap!” Pinky Peach exclaimed. “My floor!” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, Pinky,” Mamba said, “Let me clean that up.”  
 
    “As if I’d trust you with such an important task,” Pinky sighed. “Hang on, let me go get the vacuum and the mop.” 
 
    She left the room, heading into hers. I knew we only had a few seconds, but I could tell I was in trouble. Was it like a danger sense power I was developing? Or was it just an internal sphincter-clenching reaction to the predatory look in Mamba’s cold, reptilian eyes? 
 
    “Mamba, I don’t know what you are thinking, but—” 
 
    She grinned, and the grin was so sharp-toothed and scary I actually stopped talking before she started speaking. “You’re busted, Mr. Solar Dragon,” she said, licking her lips with her forked tongue. “And now I’m calling dibs.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Mamba’s Interlude 
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   M amba sighed as she gazed vacantly into her computer monitor. It wasn’t a sigh of sadness or emptiness. It had a lovestruck quality, dripping with the saccharine secret that she had since learned she shared with only the flower sprite. 
 
    On the screen, her custom green cursor hovered over the PLAY button. 
 
    “Yo, Mamba,” Pinky’s voice hummed into the hissfolk girl’s headphones. “You there? Can you lock your champion in so we can get started?” 
 
    Mamba chewed on the inside fleshy bit of her upper lip. “No,” she said at last. “I think I need a break, Peachy Keen. I’ll catch up with you in a few, alright?” 
 
    Pinky’s voice came back high and filled with surprise. “Oh—okay. Are you alright?” 
 
    Mamba grinned into her camera just before shutting it off and logging off her Flinch stream. “Never better.” 
 
    The game’s epic hero selection screen music stopped abruptly as she returned to her desktop. Mamba double-clicked an audio file ripped from the internet named ‘meditation music 10 hours good for brainwaves’ and cranked the volume. 
 
    She pulled out her hissfolk tarot deck again. She was no mage, but this deck, gifted as an heirloom by her seer grandmother when she became a woman, was magic. It was real magic, too—not a discount deck that only someone with decades of training could make use of. Her deck always spoke the truth. 
 
    “Is Brock Clayton the one I’m meant to love? Is he the one the goddess Selina Silversnake has chosen for me?” She had to be sure. The signs added up. Aggressively. 
 
    When the dragon appeared in her room, her salvation, she had performed a reading only moments before. She drew three cards. 
 
    The first card drawn for a love reading was meant to represent the man one was supposed to end up with. The first card she drew was the King of Dragons. Imagine Mamba’s surprise when a literal dragon burst through her window minutes later to rescue her from a home invader. 
 
    The second card was meant to represent her. It was the Queen of Legends—a card that symbolized, in most cases, the need for forwardness and direct action. In order to win her dragon’s affection, she would need to be bold. 
 
    The third card was the Nine of Swords, the card that was supposed to reflect the manner of their meeting. She had to look that one up—she wasn’t an expert, not really. Its written meaning gave her chills to think about due to its specificity: in the context of a love reading, it stood for rescue from a false suitor. 
 
    It lined up so perfectly that she shuddered to recall it. And then, less than a day after she met him in her home, her dreamy dragon turned out to be living with her in her new home. He was practically gift-wrapped. A special delivery—destiny on her doorstep. 
 
    But she had to be sure. She had to repeat the reading. Mamba took the cards out of their box and shuffled them diligently. Her forked tongue kissed the air anxiously as she lay three cards out on the desk, face down. She looked at them with her eyes widened by her thrumming anticipation. Mamba could feel her heart pounding in her chest like never before. 
 
    She flipped the first card over and gasped. “The King of Dragons—again!” she said. Usually a second reading wouldn’t be so on the nose, even with a magic deck. There would be variation, albeit slight, to offer new insight. A repeated card spoke to the urgency that the prophesied reading be fulfilled. 
 
    She flipped over the second and third card at the same time, unable to endure the suspense. Sure enough—the exact same cards were there in front of her as last time. 
 
    “There’s just no way,” she said, shaking her head firmly. Even she couldn’t believe the unwavering truth that this implied. Could the power of her destiny be so strong? “Only one way to be sure,” she muttered. 
 
    Mamba found herself shuffling the cards again. Once again, she laid three cards out on the desk. When she flipped each card over, she received the exact same results as the first and second reading. 
 
    “Impossible,” she said, her mouth gaping in shock. Stubbornly, she repeated the process, this time leaving the cards in question out of the deck. She would force the deck to offer another perspective—not that she was in denial. It’s just that she had never seen anything like this and was desperate for new context. 
 
    But the result, somehow, was the same. The same three cards appeared in front of her. Whatever cards she should have drawn magically swapped with the original cards she set aside. When she flipped the card that should have been the King of Dragons over, she almost fell out of her chair to find that it was replaced with an entirely different one: the Six of Crowns. The tarot would offer her no variation. Her fated lover was an unwavering certainty. 
 
    She tensed up, unnerved by it all. Mamba had never known fate to be so resolute, even if she felt it in her heart whenever she looked at Brock. Even if she also felt it in her… 
 
    Mamba tossed her head to sober herself out of her distracted arousal. She decided to do a five card reading. This was a less conventional method because the last two cards were more open for interpretation. They had a meaning that was unique to the individual situation which could make it a challenge to understand. But, out of options and in need of more details, she proceeded. 
 
    The first three cards were the same, beginning with the King of Dragons and ending with the Nine of Swords. She wasn’t even impressed at that point. The next two cards… 
 
    The Princess of Unicorns and the Queen of Vines. Well, that much was easy to comprehend at first glance. The unicorn card was a reference to Pinky Peach, and the Queen of Vines had to be connected to Blossom, the floral floozy. But what did it mean? How did they connect to her destiny with Brock Clayton? 
 
    Love rivals perhaps? But no—the cards rarely identified enemies so brazenly. 
 
    “What does all this tell me,” she hissed. Mamba stood up and stripped off her clothes, eyeing herself in the mirror. She had a luscious, curvaceous body—but would Brock be into her? He was human, pink-skinned and weirdly textured. Could he love her? Her scales were smooth and soft, her body erotically shaped, but she must have looked so strange to him. 
 
    Sighing airily, Mamba put on her red satin pajamas. She would not stream again today. She needed to take a ‘thinking day’ as her grandmother used to call it. She curled up in her bed, her tail pulling the sheets up to just below her breasts. 
 
    “Brock Clayton,” she sighed. “My destiny. But… am I yours?” 
 
    A sudden knock on the door made her jerk into an upright position. 
 
    “Who is it?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s me.” That was Brock’s voice on the other side of the door. “Can I come in?” 
 
    “Door’s unlocked,” she called back. Her heart pounded violently in her chest. 
 
    The door opened with a click and a creak. Mamba smirked as Brock’s eyes went first to the computer desk in the corner, then, seeing she wasn’t there, found her in bed. “Are you alright?” he asked, worry clear in his voice. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Mamba wondered, her scaly brow cocked as she stared into his eyes. 
 
    He shrugged. “I was watching your stream when you suddenly seemed a bit out of sorts. When you logged off without even mumbling your signoff to your fans—” 
 
    “Catch ya next time, pervs,” Mamba said, grinning. 
 
    Brock smirked. “Right. That. Anyway, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. Did you need anything?” 
 
    I need you, she thought, but she didn’t say it aloud. Instead, she shook her head. “I’m alright,” she said. But then, grinning… “On second thought, I could use a snuggle buddy.” 
 
    To Mamba’s surprise, Brock closed the door behind him and stepped into the room. 
 
    “Lock it,” Mamba said, her eyes opened wide, her voice catching in her throat. 
 
    Brock smiled and followed orders. Good boy. 
 
    Instead of sitting on the bed, though, he knelt in front of it. He brushed her blonde hair out of her face, which confused Mamba, until he placed a hand on her forehead. 
 
    “Are you… checking my temperature?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m just trying to make sure you’re not sick. But I’m realizing this is stupid.” 
 
    “I’m cold-blooded,” she giggled. 
 
    Brock laughed. “Yep, that’s what I figured out.” He let out a handsome sigh that made Mamba nibble on her bottom lip. Just a hint of his minty breath hit her in the face. 
 
    “Get in the bed,” she commanded him. 
 
    Brock visibly recoiled. Mamba screamed internally, fearing that her worst suspicions had been realized. He can’t fall in love with me! She thought. He thinks I’m repulsive. 
 
    “If I do that,” he said, “I doubt I could control certain… aspects of my body.” 
 
    Mamba actually sighed with relief, which seemed to perplex Brock. She grinned at the cute look. “I’d love for you to lose control with me.” 
 
    “I think Pinky would love it less,” he said, chuckling. “It’d be hard to deal with her Capsule Puppy if he can’t see her.” 
 
    Mamba’s grin widened, and she boldly placed a hand on Brock’s throat, tugging him a little closer. “Are you saying you want to have sex with me, Brock?” 
 
    Brock’s lips pursed together, his brow furrowed in a look that would have made Mamba laugh if she wasn’t so excited about its implications. “I—I didn’t mean exactly that,” Brock said. “I’m just—” 
 
    “It’s okay, Brock,” Mamba whispered, her forked tongue licking his cheek. “I’d like it, too.” 
 
    “But—but Pinky,” he mumbled, offering a weak complaint. “I can’t.” 
 
    Mamba groaned. “I know,” she said. “She’s crushing on you, too, you know.” 
 
    He shrugged, offering no comment. To Mamba’s dismay, he stood up. “You sure I can’t get you anything?” he asked. 
 
    Mamba’s gaze trailed to Brock’s crotch, which was now at eye level with her. “I suppose there’s something you can give me,” she hissed seductively, her tail rattling. It was signaling her intent to strike. 
 
    Brock seemed to sense the danger. He took another step back and reached out for the door handle, unlocking it. “Just, uh, call me if something’s up, alright?” 
 
    Mamba pouted. She wanted to make a dick joke, but she paused too long trying to think one up. The opportunity passed, and all she could offer was a word of dismissal. “Bye, Brock,” she whimpered. “Visit me again soon?” 
 
    He beamed at her. “Of course,” he said. “How else am I going to ever see my room again?” 
 
    With that, he closed the door behind him, and Mamba got up off the bed and locked it. She walked over to the desk and made sure her camera was turned off. Then, for good measure, she turned it around, facing it against the wall. 
 
    Mamba took off her pajama shorts and started rubbing light circles around her navel. She fell backward onto the bed, her legs dangling off of the edge. As her fingers found her womanhood, her handsome future lover’s face burned itself into her mind. 
 
    “Ohhh, Brock,” she groaned as her fingertips tasted her warm girly wetness. “I’m coming for you soon.” 
 
    She meant it in more ways than one. 
 
    

  

 
   
    12. Movie Night 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   D espite Mamba’s ominous proclamation that she had claimed dibs, the next few days went by uneventfully. Sure, there were plenty of significant looks and lazy attempts at seduction. Still, Mamba made no particularly spicy or forceful moves other than to occasionally make obscene gestures in my direction when Pinky’s back was turned—usually in full view of Blossom. 
 
    In the space of those few days, I performed one more public act of heroism—well, kind of. A cat was stuck in a tree, and I thought it might be good publicity to be seen helping with matters of that nature. I was going to need the public on my side if this was supposed to be a long-term venture. As such, having random citizens spreading stories about me being a generally good guy sounded like a smart play. Unfortunately, after a brief discussion with Dr. Luna, I discovered that such trivial stunts weren’t enough to justify getting paid. He did buy me a milkshake, though. It was pretty good. 
 
    It was Saturday night—well, the local equivalent for Saturday. When I said Saturday, they all somehow knew what I meant. I could chalk that up to the magic of the translator chip, I guess. The important thing was that the end of the standard work week had come and gone, and the girls finished their busy afternoon streams. They decided to take the evening off to relax. To celebrate our first few days together, Blossom had the bright idea of holding a movie night. 
 
    “I know just the movie,” Mamba said, her forked tongue flicking in the air with excitement between sentences. “Slither Into Me!” She clapped her hands with excitement. 
 
    “Isn’t that the one with Caramella Garter?” Pinky asked with a vicious side eye. 
 
    “Yesss,” Mamba said, “so? What’s your point?” 
 
    Pinky looked at me and back to the snakelike woman. “And she gets naked in that one,” Pinky added, “right?” 
 
    Mamba crossed her arms, looking a bit guilty all of a sudden. “I fail to see where this is going.” 
 
    “Are you maybe trying to reinforce an attraction to hissfolk women in a certain human male in our company?” Pinky said, brazenly laying the accusation out on the table. 
 
    “Well sorry if the sexiest actress on Candle Street isn’t a unicorn girl,” Mamba hissed at Pinky. 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m down for whatever,” I said, smiling at them both. “And you’re all lovely, so no need to—” 
 
    “—Is there a fuggin’ movie with a naked flower sprite?!” Blossom blurted out in a panic. “Let’s get some flussy on that screen, people!” 
 
    I sighed in unison with Pinky and Mamba. 
 
    “Okay,” Pinky cleared her throat. “How about we watch Under the Bridge?” she said. “I haven’t seen it since I first got here, and I have it on my media center setup already.” 
 
    Mamba nodded. “Oh, I do like that one,” she said. “Isn’t that the one about the host who falls in love with and marries her Capsule Puppy?” 
 
    I felt my own cheeks blush at that, but they were nothing compared to the pink on Pinky’s face. “Umm, yes,” she said. 
 
    Mamba grinned a wicked grin. “Works for me,” she said, “as long as I can sit next to Brocky.” 
 
    “Oh,” Blossom said, her tone lower and darker than I’d ever heard it, “oh, I better have just misheard that.” 
 
    Mamba rolled her eyes and pressed her breasts against my arm. They were surprisingly soft and smooth, and even huger than I’d given them credit for. “You don’t own the concept of cute nicknames,” Mamba said. 
 
    “I own that one!” Blossom fumed. “Find your own!” 
 
    Mamba teasingly pressed a finger against her lip and smiled thoughtfully. “Hmm,” she said, “how about Brock Star?” she suggested. 
 
    I cocked my eyebrow up at her. “Why that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I gathered you’re quite a singer, so you’re like a rock star. Also—you have a unique connection to stars in general.” 
 
    My eyes opened wide with a warning. They said, “Please don’t do this.” 
 
    “What?” Pinky asked. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Mamba slowly shook her head, keeping intent contact with my gaze. “I saw a sign in the stars the night I met Brock,” she explained. “Our meeting was destiny.” 
 
    Pinky forced a laugh. “You and your silly fortune telling.” 
 
    “Laugh all you want,” Mamba said, not missing a beat. “The stars and the cards are never wrong.” 
 
    “Well,” I chuckled, deciding to add my two cents, “I certainly am not a big believer in fate, but if I were, I’d say that it brought me to all three of you. And, honestly? I can’t remember having more fun just hanging out.” 
 
    “Awww,” Blossom cooed. “That’s so sweet. Come over here and kiss me!” 
 
    Pinky shot a glare and Blossom. “Does he kiss you often?” 
 
    “He has to—I need to grow!” Blossom squealed with pride. 
 
    Pinky looked at the ground. “Hmph,” she muttered. “That seems—well, I suppose it’s none of my business. But not while I’m here, okay?” 
 
    “Well, put the damn movie on,” I said with a grin, pointing at Pinky. “I’m tired of being fought over by three insanely sexy women. It’s tiring.” 
 
    Blossom and Mamba each giggled, but Pinky looked like she’d been caught in a trap. “What?!” she gushed, “no—it’s not like that!” 
 
    “It’s sooo like that,” Mamba growled, her forked tongue darting against my ear lobe. 
 
    “Stop that!” Pinky said, pointing a finger at Mamba. “You’re gonna rile him up!” 
 
    “Rile me up?” I laughed. But I felt bad for Pinky. She was obviously not loving this, and I could certainly understand why. “I’ve got an idea—how about I sit on the floor, and you three get on the couch. That way, Mamba and Blossom won’t try any shenanigans, and—” 
 
    “No!” Blossom squeaked. 
 
    “I’m with the flower slut,” Mamba said, nodding thoughtfully. “It’s not ethical to deprive fate of opportunities to bring us closer together, Brock Star.” 
 
    “You need to revisit that nickname,” I said, gritting my teeth. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    Pinky sighed. “This is impossible. Brock is too hot, and you two are too needy.” 
 
    “Might I suggest going to bed, then, Pinky Pumpkin?” Mamba said with a sharp-toothed grin.  
 
    “The three of us will be up for a long, long time,” Blossom cackled evilly. 
 
    Pinky screeched her frustration out, clenching her fists and shaking them in the air. In a move no one saw coming, she stood up and plopped herself on my lap. “There!” she said. “Blossom is to his right, Mamba to his left, and I’m on his lap. Now I can swat your hands or slap your slutty faces if you try to pull any funny business.” 
 
    Blossom and Mamba exchanged smirks, each shrugging. “Fair enough,” Mamba said, the cocky grin of a master manipulator on her face. Had they been planning on something like this happening? That made no sense. What was the game? 
 
    Pinky Peach was on my lap, Mamba and Blossom flanking me on the couch on either side. We were tightly packed, with Blossom wrapping her upper body around my bicep, resting her head on my shoulder. As Pinky Peach started the film, the plant girl didn’t even bother to look away from my face. 
 
    Then there was Mamba. She put up some pretense that she was watching the movie, but her mission seemed to be rubbing her shapely boobs against me as much as possible. Which was problematic. 
 
    The reason why this was less than ideal was because Pinky Peach was in my lap. Her pink horsetail spilled off my thighs, resting between the tiny space between Blossom’s pot and my body. Her ass was dangerously close to my dick, and I had flower sprite boobs and snitties being smooshed against both of my arms. 
 
    I couldn’t even see the movie very well because Pinky Peach and her gorgeous mane were in the way. That wasn’t a complaint, by the way—just a fact of life. My nose was filled with the scent of her strawberry shampoo, which was incredible enough. Add to that the occasional little wiggles she did with her butt, trying to get comfortable, and we were perilously close to entering ‘friendship-destroying erection’ territory. 
 
    “So,” I grunted, trying to distract myself from the situation, “What’s going on in the movie?” 
 
    Pinky glanced back at me with a look of surprise. “Oh!” she said, “I’m sorry!” 
 
    I laughed. “It’s fine,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe I can bend over a bit,” she said. She did, bending over pretty deep, so much so that her shirt rode up and her shorts were pulled down. My eyes bulged as the movement basically placed her crotch right on top of mine. Either she was even more innocent than I expected, or this was an expert-level flirt. I could tell by the aggrieved look on Mamba and Blossom’s faces that they took it as a declaration of war. 
 
    I looked down for a moment, unable to bear the siren song of that view. Pinky Peach’s dimpled back and tiny waist were a sight unlike any other. I couldn’t see her panties peeking out from her shorts clearly or get a solid view of her butt because of the tail. For the best, I assured myself. 
 
    Mamba leaned closer, whispering in my ear. “How do you like the movie?” she asked, a bit of irritation in her voice. 
 
    “Best movie ever,” I mumbled back at her, though it wasn’t really the movie I was thinking about. 
 
    “I’ll bet,” she hissed. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know what to do with my hands,” I whispered, but loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    Pinky looked back at me and frowned. “Sit on them,” she said. 
 
    “Oh,” Mamba giggled, “how about I sit on them for him?” 
 
    Blossom groaned, squeezing my bicep tightly. “No fair! I don’t have a big ass yet!” 
 
    Pinky glared at Mamba and started adjusting her position to turn around and give the hissfolk chick a piece of her mind. The friction of her tight, bubbly butt grinding on my bulge forced me to stifle a groan, but my body reacted without holding anything back. 
 
    “Now listen, Mamba—” Pinky didn’t finish what she was saying. Her voice cut off abruptly, mid-sentence, as she felt my dick press up against her. Her pretty pink eyes bulged as huge as I’d ever seen them, and she let out a shrill gasp and a slight moan. 
 
    An awkward pause filled the room. I wished for death. The only sound was a woman on the TV saying, “Well, frankly I liked it more than I was willing to admit…” 
 
    “What just happened?” Blossom asked. 
 
    Mamba just pressed her face into my shoulder, laughing silently into my arm. She had puzzled it out easily enough. 
 
    “I—I—” Pinky didn’t move. She didn’t adjust her position, but stayed perfectly still, probably out of shock more than anything else. Or not wanting to make it any worse. 
 
    “Just watch the movie, Pinky,” Mamba sighed dramatically. “Boners happen.” 
 
    If all the blood in my body wasn’t currently rushing elsewhere, I was pretty sure my cheeks would be about as red as they could get at that moment. “Sweet Lord almighty,” I groaned. “Someone kill me.” 
 
    “You’re making it worse,” Pinky said, staring straight ahead like a smuggler walking through customs. “Just—shut up.” 
 
    Actually, the dragon interjected in my mind, this is awesome. 
 
    The movie played for a few seconds, and for a moment I thought that time would continue on and eventually the uncomfortable moment would just be an awkward memory. But Blossom had to ruin it. 
 
    “How big is it?” she asked. 
 
    Pinky just stayed perfectly still, saying nothing. 
 
    “The vegetable asked a question, Pinky,” Mamba giggled. “I mean, we saw it—but how does it feel hard? 
 
    “Don’t answer that,” I said. 
 
    “I am sooo not going to answer it,” Pinky said, shaking her head so forcefully that her pink hair slapped my face. 
 
    “Cough once if it’s big, twice if it’s small,” Mamba suggested. 
 
    After a few seconds, Pinky let out a single conspicuously forced high-pitched cough. 
 
    “Good girl,” Mamba giggled, tracing a finger on my chest. “Not a surprise.” 
 
    We watched the movie for a while in relative silence. Honestly, now that I could see it, it wasn’t bad. The cinematography wasn’t anything special, but it was a romcom, so it didn’t need to be. The lead actress was a blue-looking elf of some kind. She was hot, as actresses tended to be. Just as Mamba said, the plot seemed to revolve around the woman, Clariel, falling in love with her Capsule Puppy, a man by the name of Asher. It was pretty cute, all things considered, but it was no The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly. 
 
    I would be lying if I said I wasn’t having the time of my life, surrounded by gorgeous women each seemingly trying to stake her claim on me, but there was yet another growing issue. “My hands have fallen asleep,” I muttered. “It sucks.” 
 
    “You’re sitting on them?” Pinky asked. She looked back, a slightly sympathetic look on her gorgeous face. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She bit her lip. “You can… put them on my hips.” 
 
    “What the hell is this fresh BS now?!” Mamba said with indignance catching in her voice. 
 
    Pinky shrugged, blushing. “I—if I don’t let him do that, then he’ll just end up with his hands on your butt.” 
 
    “So?!” Mamba complained, leaning back and staring daggers at her streamer buddy. 
 
    “No, no,” Blossom said thoughtfully, “she has a point.” 
 
    “Well, these hands are coming out,” I said, and I slid them out from behind my back and placed them confidently on Pinky Peach’s hips. I didn’t need to be told twice to take that opportunity. 
 
    “I’ll bet he gets even harder now,” Mamba whined. 
 
    Pinky offered no comment about the truth in that statement, bless her heart. Instead she merely shifted forward to let my hands more easily and comfortably grip her. She shuddered as I unconsciously squeezed a bit tighter than I meant to. 
 
    “Your hands are so warm,” she said. “Actually, your legs are, too.” 
 
    Mamba and Blossom remained dutifully silent on that. My heart thanked them, even if every ounce of blood it was pumping was still going to my groin. 
 
    This is unsustainable. I thought. How long is this frickin’ movie? 
 
    At the moment I had that question we were probably twenty minutes into a two-hour film. Thankfully, we never finished, as Pinky Peach eventually fell asleep, slumping back against my chest, the back of her head resting on my shoulder. “Sooo warm,” she mumbled in her sleep. “Comfy.” 
 
    I looked over at Mamba. “Can you believe this bitch?” she seethed. 
 
    I smirked. “It’s fine,” I said. “Here—I’ll carry her to bed. We can finish the film in a minute. How much is left?” 
 
    “Maybe ten minutes,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. “Just wait for me, alright?” 
 
    Blossom tried to continue to cling to my arm, but as I stood she was forced to relent her grasp. She let out a droning whine as I carried Pinky Peach through the door to her room. 
 
    I flicked on the light with my shoulder. “Holy shit,” I grunted, looking around at the veritable shrine to dragons this room seemed to be. She wasn’t bluffing when she told me how much she liked them. There were dragon plushies, pillows, and posters everywhere. She even had a custom case for her computer that I realized was meant to look like it was covered in dragon scales. 
 
    I stepped forward slowly, careful not to mess up anything. I knew how anal Pinky could be about her things being even the slightest bit out of place. 
 
    The room smelled like her—that strawberry scent, but even sweeter somehow now that I was surrounded by it. I placed her on the mattress and brought the covers over her body, tucking her in. As I looked down at her, a sleeping beauty, mumbling softly in her sleep, I felt the impulse to kiss her on the forehead—but I didn’t. Still, I couldn’t resist letting my finger brush through her hair once before I left the room. 
 
    “All I’m saying is we need a truce.” 
 
    I stopped at the door, not closing it behind me, still undetected as Blossom and Mamba sat on the couch, conspiring about something. 
 
    Blossom seemed skeptical about whatever Mamba was proposing. “What kind of truce?” 
 
    “A harem truce,” Mamba said. “Look—you’re not going anywhere. He’s responsible for you, and he’ll never let you out of his sight.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Blossom said, flexing her arms. “I’m his first kiss!” 
 
    My first kiss here, I guess. 
 
    “And fate led him to me,” Mamba said. “You know the story—the solar dragon rescued me, and that very next day I moved into his house by chance? Right after reading portents that told me I would meet my true love after years of nothing?” 
 
    Blossom sighed. “You make a solid case.” 
 
    “So we need a truce,” Mamba said. 
 
    “A harem truce,” agreed Blossom. “But what about Pinky Peach?” 
 
    “She’s in on it, too,” Mamba said with a mischievous grin, “she just doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
    “Is it the only way?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “I want Pinky to be happy—she was there for me when no one else was. I want to be a good sister to her.” 
 
    “More like a sister-wife,” sniggered Blossom. “But what do you mean she was there for you?” 
 
    Mamba shook her head. “I used to work for one of the biggest streamer houses in the Sylvan District. It was a comfy job.” 
 
    “What happened?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “I got kicked out because I wouldn’t hook up with the manager,” she said in a bitter tone. 
 
    Blossom shuddered. “Gross.” 
 
    “So I had no home to turn to. I wasn’t a capsule puppy, but I had no close family left. My colleagues were my only friends. I asked everyone I knew for help. Guess who was the only one who responded?” 
 
    “Pinky Peach,” said Blossom. 
 
    “Pinky Freakin’ Peach,” confirmed Mamba. “She deserves to be happy—without her, Brock probably wouldn’t have come into my life. And I wouldn’t be living with him under the same roof. And—is it really so bad for three hot girls to share one amazing guy?” 
 
    “Not when that guy is a mommyfuggin’ solar dragon!” gushed Blossom, little hands pressed to her cheeks. 
 
    I decided that was the moment when I wanted to make my entrance and end this conversation. I forced a yawn and stretched as I walked into the room, shutting the door behind me with an intentional click. I yawned as loudly as I could so they would stop this plotting behind my back—even if it was awesome. 
 
    “Brocky!” squeaked Blossom. “We were just planning your harem!” 
 
    So much for being subtle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    13. Clothes Shopping With Mamba 
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   E ach night I slept on the couch in the living room by myself. Well—not really. Blossom was always just a few feet away at the window, and Pinky always drank way too much water before bed. As a result of the latter, I was frequently woken up in the middle of the night when she got up to pee. 
 
    Sometimes, early in the morning, around five or six, Mamba would wander into the living room to start brewing coffee. She would always banter with me during that time. 
 
    “Oh—I was going to sit on the couch,” Mamba sighed. “Guess I’ll just have to sit on your face.” 
 
    “No complaints here,” I said, not even bothering to obscure the fact that I was staring at her breasts as they hung over me. She usually wore this satiny red pajama top with spaghetti straps that was just a bit too tight for her impressive rack. 
 
    Mamba giggled, letting out a gasp of amusement. “Ohhh he fires back. That’s progress.” 
 
    I sat up straight, yawning exaggeratedly to make room for her. 
 
    “Sorry to wake you,” she said with a sympathetic pout. 
 
    “I’m alright,” I replied. “Best I can tell, I’m kind of like my own generator. I sleep to dream.” I paused, feeling a pang of guilt. 
 
    “You don’t need to sleep?” she asked, sitting down next to me, scooting far closer than she needed to. Her arm brushed against mine. “That’s wild.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I still feel the need to, but best I can tell it’s more out of habit than anything else. I always have the same amount of energy every day, even when I sleep terribly.” 
 
    “Interesting,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. “I should really go out at night and do my hero stuff, but… Pinky would notice that I’m gone.” 
 
    “She’ll be up soon,” Mamba agreed. “She drank a lot of water last night and she pisses like a horse.” 
 
    Smirking, I said, “that makes sense. She is a unicorn, after all.” 
 
    Mamba sighed, feigning a look of guilt. “Still,” she cooed, placing a hand gently on my thigh. “If you’ve got some morning wood to be rid of, I’d be happy to assume full responsibility.” 
 
    “That’s not how morning wood works,” I said, laughing at her over-the-top flirtation. 
 
    “I miss flustering you,” she said. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not sure anything could fluster me after that movie night.” 
 
    “We really laid our cards out on the table, didn’t we? Pinky, too.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I knew what Pinky’s intentions were. With Blossom and Mamba, it was explicitly outlined for me. Mamba believed we were meant to be together, and Blossom just wanted me to be with her forever. With Pinky, there were romantic feelings bubbling under the surface—for both of us, I was sure of it. Still, feelings didn’t translate to a clear intent every time. 
 
    I stood up, drawing a noise of complaint from Mamba. 
 
    “Relax,” I said, “I’m just going to pee and brush my teeth.” 
 
    “If you’re gone more than two minutes I’ll assume you’re in trouble and go in there after you,” she said through a wry grin. 
 
    I snorted a laugh. “Ha! Good luck. I fixed the lock.” I stood up, pecking Blossom on the lips lightly as she slumbered, making my way to the bathroom. I’ll confess I did it to get a rise out of Mamba. 
 
    “You just forced the flower sprite into an all-out war,” she said darkly. 
 
    “Can’t hear you, gonna pee,” I called back, shutting the door behind me. I relieved myself quickly, washed my hands, and then washed my face with some soap that definitely wasn’t intended for faces. I brushed my teeth with the spare toothbrush Pinky left out for me on my second day here. It was pink. That didn’t bother me—I was comfortable with my masculinity. 
 
    When I walked out of the bathroom, I half expected Mamba to have gotten up to pour her coffee from the coffee machine or return to her room out of boredom. She didn’t do either of those things. The hissfolk beauty was waiting on the couch with her legs crossed, staring down the bathroom door until I appeared there. She uncrossed her legs but kept them firmly together. 
 
    “Come here,” she said. 
 
    I obeyed, but had a raised brow on my face to demonstrate my suspicion. A look of unbridled need was painted on her face. “Mamba?” I said, my voice raised with more than a hint of caution. “What are you planning?” 
 
    She patted her thigh. “I just need some intimacy, Brock Star,” she groaned. “Nothing much.” 
 
    “You want me to—sit on your lap?” I smirked. “I’m pretty sure I’d crush you—I think my body is way denser and heavier than it used to be.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Use my thighs as a pillow. You kiss Blossom all the damn time.” 
 
    “She’s a plant,” I pointed out. “She needs it.” 
 
    “But she’s a woman, too,” Mamba said. “So she benefits in more ways than one. Where’s my benefit? Even Pinky Peach, the prude, sat on your lap. What have we done?” 
 
    “Well—” I almost said we weren’t dating, so we weren’t obligated to be affectionate. Thankfully my powers of common sense were activated and I realized that that would go over poorly. If I was being honest—I liked Mamba. I liked her a lot. She was aggressive, and sexy, and funny—not to mention hot as hell. So why resist? 
 
    “Well what?” she said, waiting for me, tapping her lap again. 
 
    I didn’t answer. I just sat on the couch and lay on my side. I placed my head gently on her lap. She shuddered when my warm skin made contact with her smooth scales. “Actually, I do have this thing I like,” I said. 
 
    “Name it,” she said. 
 
    “My ex-girlfriend back where I came from used to run her fingers through my hair and give me a light scalp massage. Nothing relaxed me like that.” 
 
    Without another word, she tangled her fingers up in my hair, glancing and gliding her fingertips across my scalp. I closed my eyes, centering in on the sensation. It took me back, brought me back to happy days back on Earth. It went on for a while. As I reexamined those happy days, though, I came to the slow but sure realization that I had never, ever had it this good. Never had my life been as blissful as it was in that moment with my head on Mamba’s lap and three beautiful women crushing on me at once. 
 
    “Mamba,” I said. “Can I ask you a favor?” 
 
    “Name it,” she said, repeating the last words she spoke. I could tell from her tone that she was enjoying this as much as I was. 
 
    “Wake me up like this anytime you get up early,” I said. “This is nice.” 
 
    Her hand froze and she let out a quiet gasp. “I would love that,” she said.  
 
    I asked myself a crucial, poignant question. Was I leading her on? The answer was no. In order for me to lead her on, I needed to be using her for my enjoyment without any hope to give her what she wanted in the future. In truth, I wanted what she wanted. 
 
    Ever since I heard her and Blossom talk about the so-called Harem Truce, I realized that the desire for it was in me as well. Had I been cultivating a harem all along? Was it a side effect of the dragon’s powers inside me? A new edge to my personality that was manifesting thanks to its influence? The dragon was conspicuously silent when I posed these questions, but I could almost feel him laughing. 
 
    In any case—yes, I liked Mamba. I wanted to be with Mamba, Blossom, and Pinky. I knew that was selfish of me, but if it’s what they wanted as well, was it so wrong? 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Mamba asked. “Your face got all cute and scrunched up like something important was on your mind.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Stupid boy thoughts,” I said. 
 
    Her hand stopped moving. “Would you like to… go out with me today?” she asked. Her voice was surprisingly nervous and shaky. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “But—best not to let Pinky know it’s a date.” 
 
    “If she knows we spend more than five minutes together, she’ll see it as a date and scold me for it,” Mamba laughed. 
 
    “She’s just worried she’ll lose me,” I said. “Honestly—that bothers me, too.” 
 
    Mamba sighed. “That’s the one thing I don’t have a clear answer for. The only hope is that Dr. Goldburn was right when she told Pinky that giving her virginity to the man she loves might give him the ability to see her permanently.” 
 
    “But it’s just speculation,” I said. “She could have sex with that person, and then still end up unable to be seen by them.” 
 
    “Right,” Mamba said. “Imagine the heartbreak.” 
 
    I didn’t want to. “Where did you want to go for our date?” I asked, eager to change the subject. 
 
    “Well, that’s easy,” Mamba said with a warm smile. “I need to head to the mall to pick up some new clothes.” 
 
    I lolled my head up at her. “Why?” I asked. “You had loads of clothes in your suitcase.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, “but none of them fit the aesthetic vibe of Pinky’s guest room. I need a more sporty, girl-next-door wardrobe for that.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t want my look to be incongruous with my room. It’s for the stream, you know.” 
 
    I could just barely see the argument, but it seemed like such a nitpick to me that I had to doubt it made much difference either way. “If you say so,” I laughed. 
 
    Her hand left my hair and started stroking my cheek. “Is this okay?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. The sound of Pinky Peach yawning in her bedroom crushed the euphoric look on Mamba’s face. 
 
    “Ughh,” she groaned with obvious irritation. “The walking cockblock will be out here soon.” 
 
    I couldn’t withhold a chuckle. “Get your coffee. We’ll head to the mall when the stores open.” 
 
    “Pretend I’m a plant,” Mamba said as I sat up. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She tapped her lips. “Equal treatment in the harem.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes but felt my heart race as her intent dawned on me. “Fair enough,” I said. I leaned forward and planted a peck on her lips. Her forked tongue darted into my mouth and followed me as long as it could when I pulled back. 
 
    She let out a happy moan. The door slammed open, and Pinky Peach was there wearing only a pink sports bra and a pair of baby blue boy shorts with a dragon’s picture over the crotch. A look of frenzy was on her face. 
 
    “Did someone freaking moan?!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The mall Mamba decided on was the largest mall in Meteoropolis. Central Shopping Plaza, or the CSP for short, was a sprawling, modern-looking complex. The mall was situated in the Sylvan District, but just along the borders with the Xeno and Infernal Districts, hence the name. It would have looked right at home back in any city I’d seen back on Earth if not for all the otherworldly people walking all around me. 
 
    We took an outdoor escalator onto a balcony level that was managed by a nice restaurant with plenty of outdoor seating. I couldn’t recognize or describe the type of cuisine they sold from a quick glance, but the smells were smokey and sweet.  
 
    “Are you hungry already?” Mamba asked when she caught me squinting. I was trying to catch a glimpse of the plates on the bistro tables that sat out on the veranda.  
 
    “No,” I said, smiling at her. “Just curious is all. I’m still pretty new here.” 
 
    “You’ve hardly been here a week,” she said. 
 
    “Less than that,” I laughed. 
 
    A silence fell. I walked side-by-side with Mamba toward a sign that said ‘Entrance’ in a language that I by now recognized as Sylvan. I felt her fingers seek my hand, tickling my palm. I opened up my hand and let her fingers slide into place, interlocking with mine. She made a mirthful sound and flashed a beaming grin up at me, baring all her teeth. I couldn’t help but to smile back down at her. 
 
    “Thank you for coming with me,” she said. 
 
    I shrugged. I took my hand back, which made her pout, but she revoked her pouty lips when she realized that I was putting my arm around her shoulders. “It’s no big deal,” I said. 
 
    “I’m surprised by you,” she said, resting her head on my shoulder as we walked, garnering looks from a few people in the crowd. “I didn’t think you’d… like me so soon.” 
 
    It is pretty fast, isn’t it? And yet I felt as though I knew her already, that I could trust her from what few interactions I’d had with her. 
 
    I suppose it wasn’t that unusual. I met my last girlfriend on a dating app and we were holding hands within an hour of meeting each other. Come to think of it—I always moved fast. That sometimes served to my advantage, because girls tended to fall in love with me quickly as well. But that fact also made it hard to get out of a relationship that wasn’t working because I was too worried about the girl’s feelings to let her down and break up with her. 
 
    True story: I once dated a girl for three years and convinced her to undergo therapy and gain professional certifications that allowed her to get a decent job as an X-Ray technician. I did all this so I could know she’d be okay once I broke up with her. In retrospect, that was supremely messed up, but I knew for a fact that she came out the other end of the relationship in a better place than when she got into it. We remained friends until… 
 
    A few quick flashbacks of the fire appeared in my head. Images of my students forming a single file line as smoke filled the classroom from the halls. Some kids jumped out the second story window. I shook my head. 
 
    “Where did you just go?” Mamba asked. 
 
    “Somewhere else,” I said, smiling back at her. “But I’d rather be here.” 
 
    “Are you having doubts?” she asked. Her forked tongue flicked the air in a way that I had come to understand meant that she was nervous. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not at all. But you’re right, I am sort of rushing into things. I guess when I spend all my waking hours with three pretty girls, it warps my sense of what a normal relationship progression is like.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Mamba said, settling her head back on my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re matching my speed.” 
 
    “I guess that’s it,” I said with a shrug. “I tend to go at my partner’s speed. You and Blossom are pretty open about your intent, so I reciprocate. Maybe I even push back a bit.” 
 
    She nodded. “And Pinky?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I like her. I definitely caught some feelings for her, but I don’t want to push her.” 
 
    “Push her,” Mamba said, squeezing my hand. “Make it clear that you’re as into her as she is into you.” 
 
    I sighed. “I only have a hunch, anyway,” I said. “She definitely puts out some signals that I’ve caught, but—” 
 
    Mamba pinched my ass. 
 
    “Ouch!” I said. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Why are boys so bad at this part?” she asked, looking into my face so I could see how severely she rolled her eyes at me. 
 
    I smirked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She likes you, Brock. A lot. She told me.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. Insider information? Yes please. “What did she tell you, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    Mamba grinned. “Got your attention now?” 
 
    I pinched her ass. 
 
    “Yow, shit!” she squealed, but then she giggled. “You just touched my butt for the first time. That’s basically a declaration of love.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I said. I smirked at her and she made a face back at me. 
 
    “Ughh, that wasn’t even a satisfying deflection,” she groaned. “Anyway—Pinky and I were talking when you went out to get breakfast this morning.” 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “She said, and I quote,” she put on her best, exaggerated, neurotic-sounding impression of the unicorn girl, “‘Mamba, I’ve never felt this way before! Every time you flirt with him I want to impale you with my horn!’” 
 
    I laughed. “She said that?” 
 
    “She did!” she giggled. “She also mentioned something about wrapping Blossom up in a towel so you stop staring at her body.” 
 
    I balked at that. “What?! I hardly ever stare.” 
 
    “You tend to stare when we want you to,” Mamba countered with a wry smile. Just to make her point for her, I looked down to enjoy the plunging neckline of her shirt and the glorious quantity of snitty it blessed me with. “Pervert,” she said, blushing. 
 
    I set my eyes back on the mall ahead of us. We had long since entered inside of the complex. “Where are we going again?” I asked. 
 
    “I—uhh—I think we might have passed it.” She turned around. “Oh, yeah, there it is!” she said. 
 
    Mamba was indicating a large women’s clothing story the size of something like a Macy’s. I cringed as I recalled memories of waiting around while my ex tried on clothes for hours. I hoped this wouldn’t be like that. 
 
    “Okay,” Mamba said, “if you don’t complain about how long it takes for me to shop, I’ll let you come into the dressing room with me whenever I try something on.” 
 
    My eyes bulged at the beautiful promise. “How many pairs of underwear are you buying today?” I asked. 
 
    She rolled her eyes but seemed to love the question. “Well… I was mostly looking at shirts that fit the vibe of the room. Maybe a few cute bras.” 
 
    “Just bras?” I asked. I frowned and jutted out my lip exaggeratedly. 
 
    “Shit, I just made a terrible mistake, didn’t I?” Mamba sighed. “If I let you see me naked—will you be able to control yourself?” 
 
    My mouth hung open as I considered the words. “If you can control yourself, I think I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes with a look that was meant to send a clear message. “I’m going to tell you right now—around you, I can’t.” 
 
    “…A few cute bras, then,” I conceded at last. 
 
    She blushed, and I thought her eyes settled on my crotch after she averted them from my face. “Yeah,” she said. “That should be okay? I guess.” 
 
    We shopped in silence for a while as Mamba started filling a cart with cute t-shirts and blouses and, indeed, a few sexy bras. My heart thudded at the promise of it. 
 
    I was actually having a decent time just being with her, but eventually our date was cut short by a shrill scream that rang out in Floral Magic, the garden shop across from the store we were in. I looked over at Mamba, who shook her head at me, but I just frowned. “I’ll call you in a minute,” I promised her. “Or I’ll find you back here.” 
 
    “Brock, no!” she protested, letting my hand slip away from hers. “Be careful!” 
 
    I ripped through the racks of clothing, whizzing past them, following the persistent scream. “Help!” the voice cried out. I got flashbacks to when I met Blossom. The circumstances felt immediately similar. 
 
    Someone rushed out of the store and started pointing in the direction of the screams. “Bring her back here! She’s special!” 
 
    I charged, this time avoiding bumping into anyone, and gained on a cloaked figure dressed in black. The situation was getting too familiar for coincidence. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted. I didn’t want to channel my powers in such a public place. It seemed unnecessary anyway—I was stronger and faster than a normal person, allowing me to gain on the criminal. 
 
    He looked back over my shoulder and I almost stopped when I saw his face. “You,” I said. 
 
    “You!” he shouted back at me, his voice guttural and gross but brimming with an energy that seemed even more powerful this time. It sent shivers down my spine and triggered that burning in my chest, but I fought it down, willing the dragon to remain locked inside. 
 
    Not now, I urged myself. Not here, in front of all these people. 
 
    This made no sense. I was looking at, without a doubt, the exact same xeno that I ran into last time. I would chalk it up to similarities in appearance between a race of people I wasn’t all that familiar with in normal circumstances. This wasn’t a normal circumstance. The xeno bastard recognized me, too. 
 
    “Stop!” I repeated. I looked, and under his arm was a flowerpot containing a plant girl not unlike my Blossom, but with barky skin compared to Blossom’s green viny texture. “I said stop!” 
 
    “Not this time,” he said. He suddenly picked up speed, his boots igniting with blue flames as he charged into a throng of people. He cut through them, seemed to pass right through some of their bodies like they were immaterial. I watched as he managed to escape, getting outside before I could. When I reached the door, I had already lost track of him. What’s worse, there were hundreds of people everywhere. I couldn’t even get deep enough into ‘Dragon Mode’ to use my light speed traveling power to catch up. 
 
    Defeated, I felt my gut twist and contort. I shook my head and walked back inside, finding my way back to the store, to the woman who had been so aggrieved. After that, I found Mamba. I told both of them the exact same thing. “I’m sorry. I failed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    14. Playing Detective 
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   W e paid for whatever Mamba had picked out at the time and headed straight home. When we arrived, I threw open the door and jogged into the living room. 
 
    “She’ll be fine, Brock,” Mamba insisted to me, but her tone was tremulous. 
 
    “Blossom?” I called out. She wasn’t there. “Blossom!” 
 
    Pinky Peach walked out of her bedroom, rubbing her eyes. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Where’s Blossom!” I said, trying not to shout. 
 
    Pinky yawned. “I got lonely so I took her into my room and started styling her hair.” 
 
    I let out the heaviest sigh of relief in my life and fell backward onto the couch. I rubbed the sweat from my brow. Mamba and Pinky Peach exchanged looks. 
 
    “A plant girl was abducted by the same guy that he saw trying to take Blossom,” Mamba explained. 
 
    “Broad daylight again,” I said. “He got away from me. The son of a bitch used the crowd to his advantage. Once he was outside, I couldn’t track him.” 
 
    Pinky Peach whimpered. “I see,” she said. “That really would be awful if it happened to our Blossom.” 
 
    “It’s awful it happened to anyone,” I corrected her. 
 
    “I know that, but—well, I know,” she said. “Do you want to see her?” 
 
    “Yes, but I need a second,” I said. I sat up straight. “Do either of you watch the news? For this to happen twice around me, that means something.” 
 
    Mamba smirked. Both of them sat down on the couch beside me as I adjusted my position to a seated one. They angled their bodies to face me. They were both so beautiful—as beautiful as Blossom. And they were mine to protect, all three of them. If anything happened, if even a hair on their heads was disturbed, it was my fault. 
 
    “I don’t think they’re specifically targeting plant girls around you, Brock,” Pinky Peach said. 
 
    “No,” Mamba said. “But this has been happening for a while in garden shops and botanical parks around the Sylvan District. 
 
    I turned to her, a dumbfounded look on my face. “What?” I asked. 
 
    Pinky shrugged. “I haven’t been watching the news all that much. I just have dragons pinged on my feed, so if there’s news about one of those, I'll hear about it.” 
 
    I smirked at that, but shook the cocky look off of my face. “Mamba, what have you heard?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sentient plants being abducted by xeno men all across the Sylvan District. Usually at least one attempted abduction in a week. It’s been happening for a couple months now. Most people just chalk it up to black market stuff.” 
 
    I shook my head. “The woman at the shop. She said the plant that was stolen was special somehow.” 
 
    “Did you ask her why?” Pinky asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Didn’t feel right to immediately start grilling her for information seconds after I failed to save her friend.” 
 
    I looked at the open door to Pinky’s room. “I’m going to go talk to Blossom, if it’s alright,” I said, nodding at Pinky. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Do what you need to. Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe you could search for some information about the other abductions, see what facts we dig up. Maybe we’ll figure out enough to put our minds at ease. Or maybe the opposite. Either way, we need to know more than we currently do.” 
 
    Pinky and Mamba traded looks at one another. “On it,” they both said within a few seconds of each other. 
 
    I walked into Pinky Peach’s room. Her strawberry aroma hit me immediately. In other circumstances, I would’ve loved it, but it seemed an inappropriate distraction now. Such pleasantness was out of place. 
 
    “Brocky!” Blossom said, her voice lifted by excitement. “You’re back so soon!” 
 
    I knelt down in front of her. “How are you doing, Blossom?” I said. 
 
    “I’m fine—where is this coming from? What’s everyone talking about?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Something bad happened at the mall today, cutie,” I said. 
 
    “What?” she pressed. 
 
    I looked into her pitch-black eyes for a moment and swallowed a gulp. “I saw that xeno guy again—he abducted another plant girl like you. I’m not sure if it was a flower sprite or what, but—” 
 
    “But he was dead!” she gasped. “How the heck is that possible?!” 
 
    Frowning at her, I said, “Your guess is as good as mine. But I’m worried about you. I can’t be taking you out or figuring out ways to make you more mobile until I know you’re safe. If you get big enough to walk around yourself, you should probably still chill here for a while.” 
 
    She pouted. “But I want to go on dates with my Brocky!” she said, tears welling up. 
 
    That killed me. “I know,” I said. “I want that, too, but right now I need to keep you safe. It won’t be just me locking you up here and taking no steps to set it right. Pinky Peach and Mamba are trying to figure out all the other cases out there.” 
 
    “Okay,” Blossom whimpered. I picked up her pot and carried her to the big window in the living room. “This should be safe,” I said. “No one will be able to see inside unless they’re already in our backyard.” 
 
    I turned to Pinky Peach and Mamba. 
 
    “I’ll start doing some research,” Pinky said. “I’m taking the afternoon off anyway.” 
 
    “Same,” Mamba said. “We got back early, so I’ve got the time.” 
 
    I nodded at them. “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll try to get the number of the place that was hit today and start making calls.” 
 
    Blossom’s look of fear almost broke me. “Am I gonna be alright?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled at her. “You will be,” I said. “We’re working on it, and we won’t give up.” 
 
    I remained in the living room with Blossom while Pinky and Mamba started cataloging news articles. Mamba’s background in data entry suddenly came in handy, because she created a spreadsheet to track what information was known. The vertical axis was organized by chronology, while the horizontal axis was information about the places and flower girls affected. 
 
    It didn’t take all that long to find the number I needed, so I started with that. A sobbing voice picked up. “Hello?” she asked, sounding rattled. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. “My name is Brock Clayton—I wanted to ask some questions about what happened at your store today.” 
 
    “Oh,” she sniffled. “Hi. I’m Kerrigan White. Are you a detective?” 
 
    “No,” I said, “but I’m on the case. I have a friend who is also affected by it.” 
 
    “Another wood sprite?” she asked. 
 
    “A flower sprite,” I told her. Blossom perked up, listening in from the corner. 
 
    The woman went quiet for a minute. “I see,” she said. “And let me guess—she’s special, isn’t she?” 
 
    I looked at Blossom and grunted a sound of confirmation. “She’s extremely special.” 
 
    “Most plant sprites aren’t fully self-aware. They’re kind of like animals, but Mossflower was far more lucid,” she said. “She could talk as fluently as you or I.” 
 
    I nodded. “Blossom is the same,” I said. “That’s a link.” 
 
    “But why in the world would they be gathering intelligent plant sprites?” she asked. “What benefit does it have for them?” 
 
    I shook my head, though she couldn’t see it. “Beats me,” I said. “I’ve only been here for like a week.” 
 
    “Capsule Puppy?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Fresh off the boat.” 
 
    “I see,” she replied. “Well, then you’re extremely fortunate to have found such a special friend so early in your life here. Welcome, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “I have a few special friends, but Blossom’s the one I’m worried about at the moment. Do you know anything else about these cases?” 
 
    She paused. “One thing,” she said. 
 
    “Tell me,” I pleaded, my voice just above a whisper. Blossom was staring at me hopefully.  
 
    “Same xeno every time,” she said. “At least—the description is always the same. The police have footage of him, but they haven't IDed him yet.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” I said. “But good to know. Has he ever made a second attempt on a plant sprite that he failed to grab before?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” she told me. “The news barely covers these stories anymore. I know of at least one case that the media didn’t pick up at all.” 
 
    She gave me the details of that case, and after that I let her go. I promised I’d check in with her if I found anything out, and she thanked me for that. She also told me that if what I found out was too dark that I shouldn’t let her know. I promised I’d respect that wish, too. I certainly hoped it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    I hung up the phone and smiled at Blossom. “Sounds like you’re a very special girl,” I said. 
 
    She smiled brightly at me. “I know, right?!” but then she paused and her face twisted itself up. “Wait, what do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s unusual for plant sprites to be as smart and talkative as you,” I said. “Were your sisters all like you?” 
 
    She frowned. “I… Am I strange?” 
 
    “Not strange,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re definitely special, though. And I think that’s why the guy was after you.” 
 
    Blossom whimpered. “That’s why he headed straight for me back then,” she said. 
 
    “So your sisters aren’t quite like you?” I asked. I needed to get that clarification out of her. It would almost certainly prove the hunch. 
 
    “Well—they’re smart in their own ways,” she said. “I love them all dearly.” 
 
    “But?” I pressed. 
 
    “They weren’t much for conversation,” she sighed. “It was very lonely growing up with only them for company.” 
 
    I nodded and stood up. “Blossom, this is good news. At least we know why the xeno was after you.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked. “Don’t leave me alone. Please.” 
 
    “I’m just checking in with Mamba and Pinky. I’ll be back as soon as I hear what they found out. Just in the other rooms, alright?” 
 
    She nodded. “Don’t be long.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Twenty-one recorded cases,” Mamba said, reading off her fact sheet. “Seven of them were flower sprites, ten of them tree sprites, and the remaining four were pseudo-dryads. All of these are plants known for having lesser levels of sentience than, say, a real dryad.” 
 
    “That settles it,” I said with a nod. “Anything else that ties them together?” 
 
    “Not really, no,” she admitted with a tone marked by disappointment. “They just seem to be after their souls.” 
 
    I blinked. “Their souls? What do you mean?” 
 
    She turned around in her gaming chair and faced me. “Sit on the bed,” she told me. 
 
    I obeyed, never breaking eye contact with her. “All creatures in Meteoropolis have soul signatures—powerful energies that feed into the magic here and keep this place together. Plant sprites make for potent batteries for mages because there is far less complex biology to them. Their bodies are almost entirely magically-based, but intelligent ones are supposed to be extremely potent. In general, the more personality and intellect a plant sprite possesses, the more powerful their soul signature. One that can be used for special purposes.” 
 
    “Why not just get a bunch of normal plant sprites, then?” 
 
    She shook her head, frowning. “It’s not the same. It’s like comparing a candle flame to a fireball.” 
 
    “So—some mage is trying to harness special plant sprites as a magical battery? For what?” I asked. It still wasn’t adding up. 
 
    “For himself, I guess,” Mamba suggested. “The abductor in every case is believed to be the same xeno, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “So?” 
 
    “Xenos don’t use magic,” she stated simply. “They can’t—unless?” 
 
    I swore under my breath, getting it at last. “Unless they’ve created a magical battery they can harness.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I leaned in. “That last time I saw him, he killed himself rather than be questioned by me,” I told her. “So imagine my shock seeing him today.” 
 
    It didn’t seem to surprise her. She leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs, and sucked on the end of a pen as she stared me down with her reptilian eyes. “So, he killed himself, and then resurrected like it was nothing? And we both agree that he’s got some sort of magical battery?” 
 
    I nodded, gritting my teeth at the strangeness of it. 
 
    “Then it’s plain as day. Open and shut. Brock,” she said, “The battery has to be a phylactery—a soul prison drawn upon for power. He’s a lich.” 
 
    *** 
 
    That evening we finally allowed ourselves to relax a bit when one fact had made itself clear in Pinky’s portion of the research—the xeno-lich had never attempted to re-abduct any plant sprites that he failed to snatch the first time around. Blossom was still in lockdown, and I was still hoping to figure out some more clues as to who this bastard was and how I could stop him, but at least we had that to take comfort in. 
 
    “It’s probably fine,” Pinky said, sitting on the couch with the TV on. Blossom was in front of her, and Pinky was braiding the flower sprite’s vine-hair. “Most of those places were publicly known. He could have easily posed as a customer and walked through all of these stores individually, looking for special plant sprites. He doesn’t have access to our home, and because of our jobs, Blossom is never home alone.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, smiling again at last. “I think you’re right. I just got spooked is all.” But then my face sank again as I spared a thought for the tree sprite that was abducted that day. “Still,” I said. “Someone has to do something about this eventually.” 
 
    Mamba and Blossom both stared at me knowingly. “Someone, Brock,” Mamba said. “Not you.” 
 
    “Brocky,” Blossom whined, “It’s fine. Don’t put your neck on the line for me.” 
 
    I ignored them both. I was already formulating a plan, and a damn good one, too. 
 
    Pinky snorted. “Why would Brock think he could face off against a lich? He’s not some kind of superhero.” 
 
    Awkward silence filled the room. The only sound was the mediocre game show on the TV and the forced laughter of its studio audience. There was something so amusing about seeing shots of an audience with orcs and xenos and centaurs sitting together in their Sunday best. Even better was the absurdist reality of watching people respond to bizarre trivia questions that sounded like nonsense to me. 
 
     Mamba sighed loudly after several seconds. I looked over at her. She flashed me a vulnerable look. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, suddenly worried by the apparent sound of distress. 
 
    She pouted at me. “I’m horny.” 
 
    Pinky Peach jumped to her hooves and shrieked. “Mamba!” she cried. “Control yourself!” 
 
    Blossom seemed pensive all of a sudden, tapping her chin as her eyes darted from me back to the hissfolk beauty. The flower sprite looked up at me with a serious look on her face and rebuked Pinky Peach for her outburst. “No, no. Pinky, she has a point.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    15. Pinky’s Photos 
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   I t’d been a week since the mall incident, and Blossom was coping just fine. She got a little skittish when I stepped out for superheroics or to pick up meals, but otherwise had settled back to her usual self. Truth be told, I was more on edge than her. 
 
    I didn’t take kindly to threats of any nature, especially not when they were levied against someone I was sworn to protect. In quiet moments I still scoured old news articles and looked for any clue as to where the xeno-lich might be based, or who he actually was, but I came up empty each time. 
 
    I went out for my morning ritual of picking up donuts and lattes for the girls as usual. This time I happened to run into Jasper, the friendly orc that lived down the block. We occasionally met up in the morning and had gotten on fairly good terms, but I hadn’t seen him for a few days. The last few times we spoke it was always quick and cordial. As he approached me this time, I knew he had something specific on his mind. 
 
    “Hey man,” he said. An innocent start to the conversation. 
 
     “Right back at ya,” I said with a warm, neighborly wave. “Where’s the pup?” 
 
    “I took Reggie out earlier,” he replied. He sped up his gait to set himself beside me. “Did I see that you have three chicks living in that house with you now?” 
 
    I grinned. “Yeah—Mamba is Pinky’s—” 
 
    “Mamba?!” he gushed, grabbing a tuft of his hair in disbelief. I worried he was about to pull it out. “I knew it! Flinch Mamba? Top lane specialist for the Dream Girls? She’s really living with you?” 
 
    “Uhh, yeah,” I said. 
 
    “That must be intimidating,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Pinky Peach and mother-effing Mamba sharing the same roof with you.” 
 
    “It’s not bad,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Do you get along with them?” he asked. “They’re both so hot. I can only imagine how weird it is to just try to be normal around them all the time.” 
 
    “You get used to it after a while,” I shrugged. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I noticed a hissfolk chick coming in and out of the house when I was taking Reggie out a few days ago. And I’ve seen you take a cute little flower sprite out onto a flatbed for walks every now and then.” 
 
    My face fell at that. It would be a while before I felt too eager to take Blossom out for another walk. Best I could do was the backyard. “Yeah. Keep quiet about the flower sprite,” I said. “As a favor to me.” 
 
    “Speaking of favors… Would you mind, uh, inviting me over sometime?” he asked. “I mean—I can’t see Pinky anymore so maybe it’s awkward, but man. I’d love to meet Mamba. Is she single?” 
 
    I frowned, but only because I wasn’t sure how to answer the question with humility. Ahh screw it. “She’s into me,” I told him. 
 
    “No freaking way,” he said, balling his fists up and shaking them by his cheeks in astonishment. “I mean—don’t get me wrong, you’re a good looking dude—but are you sure?” 
 
    I laughed. “Pretty damn sure.” 
 
    He nodded, a veil of disappointment falling over his orcish countenance. “Cool. Cool.” 
 
    I slapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll find someone.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah, sure. One of these days I’ll put myself back out there.” 
 
    “Say,” I said, “the last time I met you, it seemed like you could still see Pinky. Now you can’t?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Yeah. It’s weird, too. I hooked up with Mrs. Turin at the end of the block. I helped take her mail to the mailbox and, uh, I guess I caught her at the right time.” 
 
    “Wow. Hell of a first time. Gotta love cougars.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That’s the weird thing, though,” he said. “We just did anal because she was on her period.” 
 
    I cocked my head at that. “Huh,” I grunted. “Guess anal counts. Sucks that you can’t see Pinky, though.” 
 
    “Can’t see who?” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably. “Pinky Peach? Unicorn girl. My host. Leader of the Dream Girls esports team?” 
 
    He nodded and smiled as we continued to walk together. “Oh, yeah. Sure, I remember her.” 
 
    “When did you hook up with Mrs. Turin again?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess a couple weeks ago at most,” he said. “Shortly after you showed up.” 
 
    I nodded. Just one week and he was already forgetting her. Man, that was dark to think about. “Cool,” I said. “Anyway I’m going to Darkling Donuts to pick up some drinks and snacks for the girls. Wanna come with?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Say, who’s your host again? Was it Mamba?” 
 
    “Uhh, no, Jasper,” I said, my voice shaking with nerves. “It’s Pinky Peach. The unicorn girl.” 
 
    He nodded. “Right, right,” he said. “Is she cute?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You can’t go out buying Darkling Donuts every freaking morning, Brock!” Pinky Peach said. “It’s financially irresponsible!” 
 
    “We’ve got the money,” I sighed. “With Mamba’s income and her home rented out, plus my stipend, and then the dependent credit you get for both me and Blossom, we’re doing fine.” And of course, Pinky didn’t even know about the extra money I’d been making on the side doing superheroics for Dr. Luna. On two more occasions I saved the day, rescuing people from a burning building in one case, and stopping a MeteoBank robbery in the other. Both events got me paid. 
 
    She scowled at me. “If you keep spending all our money, how are we going to save?” 
 
    “Pinky, run the numbers. We are saving,” I said. “Mamba has been tracking everything. Relax—your days of living paycheck to paycheck are over, and you won’t be going back to it while I’m around.” 
 
    “And what about when you aren’t?” she said, her voice suddenly meek and small. 
 
    “Are you going to kick me out?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Then I’m not going anywhere,” I reassured her. 
 
    She pouted at me. “What about when my year of hosting you is up? What then? Will you leave me then?” 
 
    “Only if you want me to,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    She glared at me. “I won’t!” After confessing to that, she looked down at the ground to try to hide the pinkening of her cheeks. “I… Just, don’t go overboard, okay?” she whimpered. 
 
    I smiled and handed her a strawberry donut. She took it and chomped right into it. “Shit, these are so good.” 
 
    I put Blossom’s nutrient-enriched plant-friendly donut in her pot. The flower sprite was still asleep. I swear to God, she was noticeably getting a bit taller every single day. At this stage, I had actually seen adults around her height back on Earth—spectacularly short adults, but with her buxom physique, she could soon pass as a shortstack hottie. 
 
    Next, I knocked on Mamba’s door. 
 
    “If that’s Brock, I’m going to freak out.” Her voice was muffled through the door. From how it sounded, I could tell she was still in bed. 
 
    I laughed. “Why, exactly?” 
 
    “You know by now you never have to knock. Just come in.” 
 
    I opened the door, and sure enough, she was lying on her back in a seductive pose with her bedsheets covering her up to the waist. She wore only a black t-shirt that hugged her curves tightly, leaving little to my imagination.  
 
    “Next time just come in and wake me up like a fairy tale princess.” 
 
    I nodded with a twisted grin on my lips. “Ah yes, the legend of the Princess who woke from a deep slumber when her prince shoved a donut in her mouth.” 
 
    “All the things you could shove in my mouth, and you choose a donut? Tsk tsk,” she giggled, her voice low and still somewhat drowsy. She stretched, and I couldn’t draw my eyes away from her. “I’d let you get away with so much more.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that at this point,” I said. “That being said—” As she yawned, I gently pressed her donut between her lips. She gave me an annoyed look and then pulled it out of her mouth, but not before taking a bite. 
 
    “This is good,” she said. 
 
    “It better be—it’s the same donut I bought for you every day this week,” I pointed out. 
 
    “You know what would be tastier?” 
 
    “I think I can guess where this is headed,” I said. 
 
    She giggled and sat up. “You know, back at the mall, we had a deal, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I grunted. I’d actually totally forgotten about that, what with all the chaos on that day. 
 
    “Let me know when you want to redeem your prize for being such a good boy when I was shopping,” she said. Her tongue flicked the air in a way that I’d come to see as erotic. 
 
    Pinky kicked the door open with her hoof. “Brock has been in here alone too long,” she said. “Mamba, why don’t you get up and come to the living room if you want to see him?” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll see you out there in a few. Do you want your latte here, or should I just put it on the living room table?” 
 
    She reached her hand out and took it. “Best to chug it now. I’ll need it if I’m going to listen to another minute of Pinky’s snussy-blocking bullshit.” 
 
    Pinky stomped her hoof impatiently. “Mamba!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pinky Peach opened the door to her room. “Brock, are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    I looked over at her from my seat on the couch. She was standing in the doorway, wearing her white and pink-striped bathrobe. It looked confusing on her white body with pink hair. 
 
    “Ready for what?” I asked. I looked over at Mamba who was resting with her feet in my lap to see if she knew what Pinky was talking about. 
 
    “Umm—today was supposed to be the first day we took some photos. I don’t really have the costume I want to use, but I thought we might—practice?” 
 
    I nodded and stood up. “Sure, where should we do it? Wanna sit on the kitchen counter or something?” 
 
    “I was actually thinking we could maybe do it on my bed,” Pinky said meekly. 
 
    “Pinky,” Mamba said, cocking her scaly brow at her friend. “Phrasing.” 
 
    The unicorn girl blushed that familiar pink-cheeked blush, and it made me chuckle. “I mean—I could pose on the bed, and you could try taking photos from multiple angles. Standing, sitting, high up on a chair for like a bird’s eye perspective—whatever.” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” Mamba said. “I can’t have him in my room alone, but you can take him to yours?” 
 
    “It’s different,” Pinky said, twirling her hair and refusing boldly to make eye contact with Mamba. “I’m not going to try to seduce him.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Mamba said doubtfully. “How do I know I can trust you?” 
 
    Pinky Peach scoffed and scowled, leaning against the doorframe. “Come on, it’s not like I’m totally head over heels for him or something,” she said most unconvincingly. 
 
    “You’re right,” Mamba said, changing her position so she could wrap me up in a possessive embrace. “He knows I like him more than you do.” 
 
    Blossom yawned herself awake at last. “Ooh! Donut!” She looked around, noting the tension hanging in the air between the other two girls. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Pinky said. “Brock, come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    I took my phone and followed her into her bedroom, waving goodbye to Mamba and Blossom. Blossom looked puzzled. Mamba just rolled her eyes and blew me a kiss. 
 
    “You better not lock that door, Pinky Peach!” Mamba called out as the door shut. 
 
    “As if I would!” Pinky shot back. Then the door clicked. 
 
    “I think you just locked it,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Did I?” she asked as innocently as possible, fluttering her eyelashes and biting her knuckle. “Hmm. Weird.” 
 
    With each passing second I found myself wondering what was under the robe. It couldn’t be a heavy outfit, because the fabric of the robe held tight against her figure.  
 
    “Umm,” I said. “Are we taking photos in the bath robe?” 
 
    Pinky Peach’s cheeks flushed as she shook her head. The room suddenly felt a bit hotter—even for me. “Actually, I don’t have any good costumes ready, or even a swimsuit that fits me. I figured—well…” She opened up her bathrobe and revealed a pair of skimpy, lacy red panties and a matching lingerie bra. “I thought we could just practice with some shots only the two of us would see?” 
 
    “Oh my gentle Jesus,” I grunted under my breath as I saw her figure at its most exposed. She was always beautiful, always sexy, but I had never seen her like this. Pinky slid the robe the rest of the way off her shoulders and let it fall silently to the floor. She took on a bashful, modest posture, crossing one arm in front of her breasts and placing another hand on her cheek. “Don’t stare too much,” she said. 
 
    “Uhh.” I blinked a few times. I definitely stared too much, but she didn’t rebuke me or call me out on it. “I guess, get on the bed,” I said. I had fantasized about saying those words to her in a different context before, but this was good, too. 
 
    “Okay,” she murmured sheepishly, and she shyly sat down on the edge of the mattress. She struck her first pose, but I just gaped at her like an idiot.  
 
    “Are you going to snap a photo?” she asked, her voice so soft it was almost silent. 
 
    “Umm—sure, of course,” I grunted. I pulled out my cell phone and stood in several different places, taking photos from multiple angles. It was hard to pinpoint Pinky Peach’s good side because she was so perfect, so utterly flawless at any angle, in any light. “Damn,” I said to myself. 
 
    “Damn?” she asked, sounding a bit worried. “Why damn?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No—it’s nothing. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Do I—do I look good?” 
 
    “You know you do,” I reassured her. She lay back on the bed, striking another sexy pose, staring right into my eyes. “Look at the camera, not me.” 
 
    “Right,” she grunted, licking her lips. “Sorry.” 
 
    I had to laugh. It came out harder, more hysterical than I intended it to. Pinky scrunched up her face at me. 
 
    “What are you laughing about, you lunatic?” Pinky teased me, letting out a little snort. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, wiping my eyes. “I guess it was just—never mind.” 
 
    We got comfortable with each other as time passed and I snapped a few dozen photos of her. Still, there was always an air of tension.  
 
    “I’m so happy you’re my Capsule Puppy, Brock,” she said, still lying on her back, breathing heavier than was strictly necessary. 
 
    I looked down at her with supreme affection. I hoped she could see it written on my face. “I couldn’t imagine wanting to be anyone else’s Capsule Puppy—but didn’t you say it was weird to call me yours in that way?” 
 
    “I’m so far beyond caring about that,” she said, her voice thick with something heady and primal. “Brock—you, and Blossom, and Mamba—I’m so happy. I’m happier than I’ve ever been.” 
 
    I wanted to just hug her. She looked so lovely, and those words brought me so much joy to hear. “I’m happy you’re happy,” I said with a grin that was probably too sweet for how close to naked she was. “That means a lot for me to hear. I know it hasn’t always been easy for you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It hasn’t. But you’re like—you’re like my family. I feel so safe with you.” 
 
    “Words every man wants to hear from a pretty girl at least once in his life,” I chuckled. 
 
    She paused, holding that pose for a few more seconds. “Do you really think I’m pretty?” she asked. 
 
     “Of course,” I said. “Everyone knows you’re pretty.” I punctuated the sentence with a roll of my eyes and raised the camera back up to take another photo. “It’s actually pointless to discuss.” 
 
    “I don’t care about everyone,” she whispered. I knelt on the bed for a closeup, getting her face in frame. “I care about you.” 
 
    My lips parted to say something but failed to come up with anything. That sounded a lot like the confession I’d been waiting for all this time. I set my phone down and stared right into her absurdly gorgeous face. “Pinky,” I said, shaking my head. “You’d better how much know I care about you, too.” 
 
    That moment felt more like a dream than my first day in Meteoropolis ever did. 
 
    “Brock…” her voice faded away, but she kept staring me in the eyes with a look that was so intense it made me sweat. “Brock. Brock…” 
 
    She just kept saying my name like it was a request. Like it meant something. “Pinky,” I responded, not knowing what else to do. 
 
    Her voice came back a bit more frustrated. Brock,” she said, batting her eyelashes and licking her lips. “Please.” It was the softest of whimpers that came with that word, and it melted me completely. 
 
    And it hit me then, what I was supposed to do. The realization was like a burlap sack of bricks to the dick. “Do you—can I kiss you?” I asked, swallowing my nerves. 
 
    She nodded and closed her eyes. 
 
    Holy shit. This is happening, I thought to myself.  
 
    I lay down next to her, positioning myself on my side. My hand rested on her naked stomach, and she flexed her abs in response to my touch. She was clearly as nervous as I was. My other hand held the back of her head. I licked my lips—she licked hers, too. 
 
    The softness of her lips hit me first, and then the taste. She was sweet; her strawberry scent foreshadowed the flavor of her lips. I slid my finger up her abdomen and through the valley between her breasts until I could trace her chin and cheek. 
 
    But suddenly she recoiled.  
 
    I sat up straight. “What just happened?” I asked. “Did I do something?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Brock. This is a mistake. I can’t do this.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “You know why. What if I lose you?!’ 
 
    “What if we never get to have each other, Pinky?” I asked. 
 
    She went silent at that. “I’m sorry, Brock—I really, really like you. But if we—if we do what I want to do, if I let this go any further—” 
 
    “You might disappear,” I said. I thought of Jasper. I didn’t want that to happen to me. “But you might not.” 
 
    She pressed her nearly naked body against me. A wave of her scent ripped through my nostrils, the ambrosial power of it coursing through my body. I held her in an embrace, but it went weak with my disappointment. “It’s too risky. I don’t know, Brock! I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Sooner or later, we’re going to have to do something,” I said firmly. “This can’t go on forever—not like this. Not now that I know what it’s like to kiss you.” 
 
    She pulled away from my embrace to look at me again. “I’m sorry, Brock,” she said. Her eyes welled up with tears. “You should go.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    Pinky nodded and wiped her eyes on the sleeve of my shirt. “I need time to think. To figure something out.” 
 
    “How long?” I asked. “How long do you need?” 
 
    She scowled at me as I stood up. “Don’t rush me,” she said. “If I—if I fuck this up, Brock, I lose you. I’ve never come this close to… to finding happiness. I don’t know if I could take it!” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I agreed. “Mamba and Blossom want—” 
 
    “I’m not stupid,” she said, interrupting me forcefully. “I know about their ‘harem’ plans. I know about how they feel—I know it’s all so, so messy.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m sorry.” I headed to the door and unlocked it. I looked back at her one last time and sighed. “But I hope you know… I was your Capsule Puppy the second I met you.” 
 
    She let out one last, loud sob as I closed the door behind me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    16. Solar Dragon Saves the Day 
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   I  gave Pinky Peach some space for the next few days. What else was I to do? She was a wreck, hardly able to look me in the eye, and I wasn’t faring much better myself. 
 
    “What happened between you two?” Mamba asked that night, her voice hushed in gossip mode. 
 
    “Almost everything,” I sighed. “But she’s not ready to take the risk.” 
 
    Mamba and Blossom exchanged wide-eyed looks with one another.  
 
    “It got that heated?” Mamba asked. 
 
    “Heated is a good word for it,” I said, managing a chuckle, but it was shaded with bitterness. 
 
    The scaled beauty placed a hand on my thigh and favored me with a sympathetic smile. “I’d love to replace some of that pain with pleasure,” she offered. 
 
    “Feels in bad taste,” I said, shaking my head. “Too soon. Also—things could get out of hand.” 
 
    “Offer’s on the table.” 
 
    “Count me in, too!” Blossom squeaked in the corner by the backyard window. “Where is Pinky Peach now?” 
 
    Mamba sighed. “She said she was going to stream an hour ago but she never logged on. She hasn’t been online in two days. At this rate, she’s going to fall under budget for the month.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t worry about that,” I told her. “I’ve got it covered.” 
 
    “How?” she asked, pressing me. “Where do you get all your money? Your expenses have definitely gone way beyond a nine silver stipend.” 
 
    “I do some jobs for Doctor Luna,” I said, leaving it at that. 
 
    Her eyes flashed open. “Wait a minute,” she gasped. “No. Those jobs?” 
 
    I made eye contact with her for a split second. It was long enough to get the message across. 
 
    “Wait-wait-wait—the moment I met you, I started getting regular big tips. Pinky too. SnittyAppreciator—that was you, too, wasn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded, leaning back against the sofa. I stared up at the shaking ceiling fan. “I guess I don’t see a point in keeping it from you anymore.” 
 
    “You should tell Pinky,” she said, flicking me playfully on the nose. “If I know, it’s frankly stupid that she doesn’t.” 
 
    I groaned and stood up. Blossom and Mamba’s eyes followed me. “I know,” I said. “But she has this whole thing about dragons. I don’t want her to feel like I’m taking advantage of that.” 
 
    “Brock,” Blossom said sweetly, “that is the stupidest fuggin’ thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “The veggie vixen is correct,” Mamba said, wagging a finger at me. “She likes you, Brock—she just needs a reason to take the plunge. She needs an excuse to see it as the fate that it is.” 
 
    “Fate?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes—I believe it’s fate. I’ve seen it in my cards. The three of us girls are all meant to be with you.” 
 
    I shrugged and stood up, heading to the front door, taking my jacket off of the coat rack. “If that’s true, then it’s just a matter of time anyway,” I said. 
 
    Mamba pouted. “Sometimes fate needs a little push, Brock.” 
 
    “Then it isn’t fate,” I said. “I’m going for a walk. I’ll be back later.” 
 
    “How late is later?” Blossom asked, sounding worried. 
 
    I looked at her with immense affection. “Something I need to take care of—work,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “You’re not about to do something rash, are you?” Mamba said. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “I’ve been plotting with Ms. White—remember the garden store clerk from a while ago?” 
 
    Mamba nodded. “Sure, but why?” 
 
    “I think I have a way to find the lich,” I said. 
 
    Blossom whined and stirred in her planter. “Be careful, Brock,” she urged me. “A lich is a big deal—even for a solar dragon.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Mamba said, “but you shouldn’t trifle with him lightly. Between the two of you, I’m willing to bet he has a better grip on his abilities.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll see you when I get back.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The plan came to me when I was going over Mamba’s spreadsheet. There was one variable that I hadn’t noticed before in my first few times studying it: the businesses that were robbed. When I started looking them up, one by one, something that stood out to me was that three of the shops were newly opened—one of them was having its opening day when it was attacked. 
 
    This was significant. It demonstrated that the xeno-lich, at least in some cases, didn’t do much planning. It seemed as though all he did was look for spots that might sell or host plant sprites and pseudo-dryads. Once he found one, he acted immediately. 
 
    White and I started collaborating, working together on cooking up a trap. She was a wood elf, a few hundred years old and very kindly—but she wasn’t the pushover one might have expected. When I suggested my plan, she jumped at the chance. 
 
    “When and where?” she said. I remember that firmness in her voice, that surety that she wanted to help. 
 
    “I’ve reserved a spot for the booth on Goblin Street. It’s going to require a few rough days at most if he doesn’t come on day one. I’ll be there opening day and every day until he takes the bait.” 
 
    “Are you sure he will?” she asked. 
 
    I smirked. “Yeah,” I said. “Pretty sure.” 
 
    I actually borrowed money from Dr. Luna, calling it an advance. I did it to fund ads on the internet, in the newspaper, and even a few signs around town announcing the grand opening of a pseudo-dryad shop. That shop, I claimed, dealt exclusively in rare and unique plants. It was bullshit, of course. The pseudo-dryads on display were entirely mundane. A few could speak simple words at a toddler level, and most of them could sing a few songs, but none of them resembled Blossom in mental aptitude. 
 
    But that didn’t matter. All we needed to do was get him there. 
 
    I pulled the hood of my jacket over my head and covered my face with a scarf as I walked through Goblin Street. It wasn’t all that unusual to do—some people were germaphobes, so it was a common enough sight.  
 
    I nodded at Ms. White as I started looking around her display of about thirty proto-dryads. I was struck by how cute they were—less on the sexy side, they were bug-eyed with deformed proportions. Their skin was like bark and their hair was a mess of leaves. They didn’t need pots and could wander around freely within a certain radius of the sapling that they were bonded to. 
 
    The crowd that day wasn’t as dense as the first time I’d come to Goblin Street several weeks back. Time sure passed quickly, I thought. Just a few weeks ago I met Blossom—now I was on a quest to save dozens of other plant girls just like her. And of course, first and foremost, I wanted to secure her safety, too. 
 
    The sylvan folk were many and varied, but Goblin Street was a bustling enough spot that I did see some xenos, demons, and folks that I suspected were of Atlantean origin. The smell of the crowd rose thick in the air, a combination of body odor, perfume, and the acrid smell of sulfur whenever a demonkin walked past.  
 
    Occasionally I looked over at Ms. White—who surprisingly was actually selling some pseudo-dryads to curious customers. I chuckled to myself that our cover story was actually making business. 
 
    But my moment of levity ended abruptly when I saw a familiar hunchbacked figure in a black cloak slowly approaching the stand. He moved against the crowd, passing through it as if by magic. It was magic. I’d seen it before. 
 
    I looked down at my phone and warned Ms. White with a text message. 
 
    > He’s here. 
 
    She looked up, her eyes wide. 
 
    > Keep your head down. If he recognizes us too soon, he’ll probably run. 
 
    > What are you going to do? 
 
    I started walking away from the stand. I selected this booth for its access to a narrow back alley. 
 
    > I’m going to call for my backup. We’ve got him, don’t worry. 
 
    I could read from her expression that telling her not to worry was a waste of words. I breezed through the crowd into the alley where I was hidden in shadow. I needed to be fast. 
 
    I summoned up my connection to my dragon, but it was different this time. I heard his voice in my mind as I felt the transformative scorching in my chest. As he spoke, I watched my body shift, bend, and change into the form of the solar dragon. 
 
    You will need more than brute force to defeat this foe, he warned me. 
 
    “I know,” I grunted, but it was his voice that I heard. “Brute force and a plan.” 
 
    There is a crowd here, he cautioned me. People may be hurt. Are you alright with this cost? 
 
    I gritted my teeth. “No,” I admitted, “but I’ll scatter them first.” 
 
    I stared down at my draconic form, blazing gold with pillars of light shooting out of the cracks between my scales. With a flash of purpose, I transported myself back into the shop, displacing several stands, knocking a few pseudo-dryads onto the ground. 
 
    The crowd reacted even before the xeno-lich. They screamed and ran. Good, I thought. Run. 
 
    I roared as long and loud as I needed to in order to urge them all to retreat. Within a few moments, Goblin Street would be a barren battleground. 
 
    But the lich started running, too. 
 
    I moved at light speed and appeared in front of him. His shocked face made me grin with glee. The beast inside me had taken over—my plan would fail if I couldn’t rein it in. At the moment, all I wanted to do was taste his blood and chew his bones, but that wouldn’t solve the problem. That wouldn’t keep Blossom safe. 
 
    I grabbed the lich by the cloak, gripping him with my talon-like hands and suspending him off the ground. His hideous alien face grimaced up at me. His monstrous tentacles wrapped around my arm. 
 
    “Who are you?” he shouted at me. “You’re that one! It’s always you! Why do you harass me so?” 
 
    The insane question fueled my rage even more. “Who am I?” I asked. “I am the light in this city’s darkness! Who are you to harness the souls of sentient beings to make yourself artificially powerful? You’re nothing but a demented predator.” 
 
    His many disgusting eyes blinked at me with a gaping look I recognized as surprise. “You are smart,” he said, “but you are also dead.” 
 
    From thin air he conjured a dagger that seemed to be made of pure blackness. It oozed dark ethereal energy, distorting the air around us, and he plunged it into my chest before I could even react. I thought about using my light speed power to escape the attack as he broadcast it with his movements—but I’d come so far. I couldn’t let him go. I’d take him down even if it killed me. 
 
    And it just might kill me, I thought. The pain that I felt was unreal, like an icy hot pick had been gouged into my body and twisted once inside. The light between my scales flickered momentarily, as if threatening to die out. But it persisted. 
 
    “I brought this black hole dagger just in case I ran into you again,” he said, grinning at me. “Did you know that not even the light of a star can escape a black hole?” 
 
    “That may have come up in science class,” I grunted, wincing in anguish. I grabbed his wrist, and his eyes went wide at my resilience. Twisting, I ripped his arm off at the socket with a single motion.  
 
    Blood spurted. The sound of tearing meat filled the dragon in me with joy. 
 
    “I did some reading,” I said, discarding him onto the ground. “About liches and mages and stuff of that nature.” 
 
    His long tongue hung out of his mouth as he seethed and writhed in pain. He threw up his hand at me, a spell charging in his fingertips, dark magic forming like a storm cloud over his palm. 
 
    I flashed behind him and brought his remaining hand to the road with the talons on my foot. He groaned as I ground his wrist into a paste, making a crater in the pavement beneath his arm. I did the same to the remaining tentacles attached to his body. 
 
    “I learned a lot,” I told him. “For instance—mages of all types need use of their hands and tongues to cast spells. Some spells use only their hands, some only their tongues, while the more powerful spells use both.” 
 
    I crouched down on the ground next to his body. I reached in and grabbed his jaw. His eyes went wide as he realized what was about to happen. He tried to protest, to say “no!” or something like it, but it happened too fast. 
 
    I ripped off his jaw and discarded it, and as his tongue dangled onto his chest, I tore that out, too. 
 
    “You’re a lich,” I said, stating the obvious, but I had a point to make. “That means that if you die—say, from blood loss—you can just remake your body a few days later wherever you’ve hidden your phylactery.” 
 
    I picked up his broken body as he flailed pathetically in my grasp. 
 
    I dare say, the dragon in me growled, your plan may satisfy us both. 
 
    I smirked at that, though it was probably hard to see on my draconic face.  
 
    “One other ability I have is to heat my body to insane temperatures,” I told him. I set him in a seated position once he’d given up his weak attempts to resist me. Holding up my talon, his eyes went wide when it started to glow a magma orange. “This is perfect for cauterizing wounds.” 
 
    I placed my hand on his bleeding arm socket, and he screamed despite the lack of a tongue or jaw. A part of me actually still felt bad about the degree of pain I was inflicting here, but it was necessary. The other part of me loved it. 
 
    I repeated the same process for his jaw, his tongue, and the broken stump where his other hand had been. He howled in pain the whole time, unable to speak or protest in any other way. 
 
    I’m not proud of it, but I broke both legs for good measure. I stood around, waiting. Surveying the street, it was as empty as I’d ever seen it. It was oddly serene. 
 
    Sirens rang out in the distance and I knew my job was almost done. I looked down at the xeno-lich. “I wish I got your name,” I said, and I let out a sigh. “Hopefully the police can handle it.” 
 
    The police pulled up with dramatic skids and unloaded out of their cars, taking a fortified position behind them. I raised my hands behind my head as they drew their weapons. 
 
    “This is the xeno-lich who has been abducting plant girls and using their souls to power his magic,” I said, my voice booming over them all.  
 
    A thickly mustached elf appeared on the scene. He had rippling muscles, an intimidating height, and broad shoulders. The man wore reflective sunglasses, ripping them off showily as he stepped out in front of the cars, gesturing broadly to all the officers behind him. “Put your fucking weapons down, you antsy sons of bitches,” he barked at his team. “My office has been on the missing plant sprite case for months. That xeno is the culprit. And we all know the solar dragon is no enemy to the police force.” 
 
    He gave me a gesture I interpreted as being an order to put myself at ease. I sighed with relief and slowly lowered my hands. “Thank you, officer,” I rumbled, my voice low like teeming thunder. “I’ve been tracking him, too. I believe a woman named Ms. White, whose license and contact information you’ll see on this booth here, set up a trap to lure this man. She was a victim of his not long ago.” 
 
    “I recognize the name,” the mustached elf grunted as he lit up a cigar that seemed to come out of nowhere. “I interviewed her myself. Thanks for taking out the trash—it would have been a hard one to manage ourselves. There’s just one thing that’s bothering me,” he said, looking at the wreck of a man on the ground at my feet. 
 
    “What’s that, officer?” I asked. 
 
    “Where’s the phylactery? And the missing plant sprites—or what’s left of them.” 
 
    I shook my head, choosing not to think about what he meant by ‘what’s left of them.’ “I’ll have to leave the detective work to you,” I said. 
 
    He inhaled and exhaled a deep puff of cigar smoke as he waved over several members of his own team to detain the xeno. “How come you’re not in our database?” he asked me, his brow cocked with suspicion. “There are no registered solar dragons in Meteoropolis, and yet here you are.” 
 
    “I’m afraid a higher power in Meteoropolis has made my identity classified,” I said in my low monstrous voice. I spread my wings, letting them take up their full span.  
 
    “What if we need you?” he said. “How can we reach you?” 
 
    I grinned at him. “That’s something you’ll just have to figure out on your own, Officer—” 
 
    “Commissioner,” he said, extending his hand. He grabbed my wrist and shook it. “Commissioner Go’Urden.” He looked at the dark wound in my chest. “Is that going to be alright?” 
 
    I nodded. It still hurt. It was still doing some damage, too, but it was fading in intensity with time. “I think so,” I said. 
 
    “Black hole weapons are powerful counters to solar entities. Look out for them,” he cautioned me. He turned to his team. “Bobinski, pull the CCTV footage and submit it to the news. Trap, feed this headline to the Bugle: Solar Dragon Strikes Again: Xeno-Lich Pacified.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they both said. 
 
    “Hephi,” he grunted at a female officer, a lissom-looking elf that at some point had appeared behind him with a clipboard. “Make sure Elmo and Garth don’t fuck up their handling of the lich. Last thing we need is the bastard getting off on a technicality.” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” 
 
    He looked back at me. “You’d better get out of here. News crews will be on their way.” 
 
    I nodded, breathing the cool air of relief. I did it. It was over. “Will do,” I said. With that, I was back home. 
 
    *** 
 
    “That was so stupid,” Mamba whispered to me as we ate dinner in the living room. “Let me see your chest.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I insisted. “Relax. Mission accomplished.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You got hurt, Brock!” 
 
    Blossom was sulking by the window. “You got hurt for me.” 
 
    I frowned. “I’m fine,” I said. It was a white lie. The pain was still hard to ignore, and I was certain they could see it on my face. Whenever I moved too quickly, I grimaced, and so did they.  
 
    “Brock,” Mamba sighed, biting her lip between phrases. “Promise you’ll be careful next time.” 
 
    “I was careful this time,” I said. “Sometimes life is like a box of chocolates.” 
 
    Mamba and Blossom looked at me like I was crazy. 
 
    “You never know what you’re gonna get,” I explained. 
 
    Mamba cringed and closed her eyes to shake off what she considered to be a stupid platitude. “I’m not leaving you alone until you promise,” she said. 
 
    I made my eyebrows do the caterpillar dance from left to right. “Who says I want to be left alone?” 
 
    “Brocky,” Blossom whined, “be serious. You really got hurt out there!” 
 
    Finally, I sighed the sigh of defeat. “I’ll check in with Dr. Luna in the morning,” I said. “Maybe he can help if it doesn’t get better.” 
 
    The girls each squeaked or grunted sounds that indicated they were as satisfied as they were going to get. As we munched on our salads and sandwiches, Pinky Peach opened the door to her room with a look that was about as excited as I’d seen her in days. 
 
    “Did you guys see the news?!” she squealed. “That badass solar dragon took out the xeno-lich that was after Blossom! What are the odds?!” 
 
    I smirked. “Yeah,” I said, exchanging knowing looks with Blossom and Mamba. “What are the odds?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    17. Brock Sees Dr. Luna 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I  sat anxiously in the VIP room, waiting for my unlikely dinner date. I checked my watch—a gift from Mamba. It had a picture of her face at the center, with her tongue acting as the hour hand and her finger, pressed to her cheek, standing in for the minute hand. I hated to think how expensive it must have been, but it was an awesome gift. It made me laugh every time I looked at it. 
 
    The room I was in had a sliding wooden door, royal red velour carpeting, and black marble walls with neon-lit fish tanks inlaid into them. The crystal glass that I was currently sipping fruit juice out of probably cost more than anything I owned—save for the watch. 
 
    At last, Dr. Luna burst through the doors, clutching a briefcase to his chest. He arrived in a huff, meeting my eyes across the room, practically sprinting to where I sat. 
 
    “Relax, Doc,” I said with a laugh. “You look like you’re late for your wedding.” 
 
    “Oh ho,” he chortled, “No, I won’t make that mistake again. My apologies for my tardiness, Brock.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I said. “As long as you’re buying.” 
 
    He nodded and reached for his own glass. “Of course,” he said, taking a sip. “Is this grape juice?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “It’s early in the day,” I answered with a shrug. “Sue me.” 
 
    “We’ll get some proper drinks in here soon,” he grumbled, “but first, I need to see your chest.” 
 
    I laughed. “Sheesh, buy me dinner at least.” 
 
    He looked at me blankly. “That’s literally exactly what I’m doing—except it’s more of a late lunch, I suppose. Now hurry, lift up your shirt, let me see.” 
 
    I looked around for any signs of servers or bus boys, but we were in a private room with a button on our table. No one was coming unless summoned. I chewed my lip and lifted up my t-shirt, exposing my chest so that Dr. Luna could inspect the black mark left by the black hole dagger. 
 
    “Yep,” he nodded. “It’s as I expected.” 
 
    “What?” I asked anxiously. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It looks painful.” 
 
    I made an incredulous face at him as I lowered my shirt. “Well, gee, thanks for the diagnosis.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Relax,” he said. “I was checking to see if it was a career-ending wound—it isn’t,” he said. “You won’t regrow scales in that spot, and for a few more weeks there’ll be residual black hole energy at war with your solar powers, but you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Not regrowing scales on my chest sounds like a big deal,” I pointed out. 
 
    He mulled it over as he sipped his fruit juice with a neutral expression. “In your solar dragon form, I suggest you take to maneuvering on all fours and avoid exposing your chest.” 
 
    “So I’m still doing this job?” I asked.  
 
    “If you’re still willing to do some good, yes,” he said. “I’m not sure how much you’ve been following the news, but the press loves you. Toy companies are lining up to merchandise you.” He lifted up his button-down shirt and revealed my draconic face on a t-shirt he had on underneath, along with the words, ‘I’ve got your justice right here!’ “I must confess I’ve bought into the hype myself.” 
 
    “I never said that,” I noted with a cringe. 
 
    “Still—it’s on all the mugs and t-shirts, so I suggest you embrace it. The people need a symbol of good, boy. They’ve latched onto you like a middle-aged man to a dairy minotaur’s nipple.” 
 
    “That metaphor shook me to my core just now,” I said. “Doc, this is a strange city.” 
 
    “It’s your city now,” he shot back, pointing at me with a dark leathery finger. His aged, low, rumbly voice carried a hint of ferocity with it. “Brock, we’re just getting started.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Check your bank account,” he said. “Go on—do it. Do it. See how much I trust you.” 
 
    I cocked a skeptical, anxious brow at him and pulled my phone out of my pants pocket. The soul ID activated, and I was in my MeteoBank account staring at a number that was truly baffling. 
 
    “Doc,” I grunted. I paused, gawking at the obscene sum of gold for a good, long time. I wasn’t able to conjure up any more words from the ether. 
 
    “I’m pinning my hopes on you, Brock. I realize it’s a lot of pressure, but Meteoropolis needs you. Can I tell you something?” he asked. 
 
    “I suppose you’re going to anyway, so go for it.” 
 
    He nodded. “When I heard the readout of your traits, when you first got scanned and popped out of the capsule, it threw me. You’re the genuine article, a true, decent man—and now, you have the power to do real good. Not just running into burning buildings, or rescuing kittens from trees. I’m talking taking down drug lords, stopping the illegal trafficking of sentients, giving people a fucking role model, Brock!” He slammed the table, knocking his juice over. He didn’t even bother to pick it back up. 
 
    “I can see you’re serious,” I said and smiled. “ I was going to do it anyway, so no worries.” 
 
    He let out a sigh of relief. “That’s a good lad,” he muttered. “Now—for the love of Apollion, let’s get some service in here.” He tapped the black button on the table. “Oh—and there’s one more thing,” he said. 
 
    “What?” I asked, taking another swig of grape juice. 
 
    “I’ve arranged to have your home renovated—once you sign off on it.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “Doc, it’s not my house. Pinky doesn’t even know, remember?” 
 
    His jaw dropped. “How does she not know? How are you keeping this a secret from her?” 
 
    “You told me to,” I said, puzzled at what I was hearing. 
 
    “Yes, but your flower sprite knew on the first day, and they tend to blab quite a bit. I didn’t really think it’d go on this long.” 
 
    “She’s one of the rare, fully sentient flower sprites,” I explained. “She can keep a secret.” 
 
    He nodded. “Now it all makes sense why you took on that particular job. You were protecting your own. I see.” 
 
    “Are you disappointed?” I asked, studying him for any hints of how he felt about that. 
 
    “Not at all,” he replied, and I could tell he wasn’t bluffing. He swished the empty glass in his hands, probably out of boredom or as a nervous tic. “Whatever it takes. Anyway—at some point, your host will find out. I am aware I asked for it to remain a secret, but now—” 
 
    “Don’t waste your breath, doc,” I said. “I’ve already made up my mind to tell her.” 
 
    He nodded. “I trust you, Brock. I really, really do. Tell who you think you should. The main reason I was cautious to have the secret leak at first was because I didn’t know if you’d really take to your abilities very well, and you could have put people at risk or drawn attention to yourself before you were ready to deal with the consequences. I think at this point I can set you free a bit.” 
 
    “There’s more I want to talk to you about,” I said, thinking back to my last encounter. “The dragon—he’s violent. It kind of scares me, at least after the fact.” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s important to get in touch with your Splice Partner—I think you’re well on the path, but there are special classes that Capsule Puppies can sign up for, though many of those teachers happen to be based in the Atlantean District. I know a gal who’s based on our side of the border, if you’d like the reference. Her name’s Koriana. You can trust her.” 
 
    “Couldn’t hurt to reach out,” I said, eyeing the door. 
 
    He pulled out his phone and thumbed away at the screen. “There,” he said. “Done.” 
 
    I got a notification on my own screen, alerted by a pulsing in my pocket. “Thanks, doc.” 
 
    “No worries at all. Anyway—I wanted to celebrate your big success,” he said, gesturing openly at the lavish room around us. “Anything on the menu, Brock. It’s on me.” 
 
    With that, a female server walked into the room, dressed in a black suit with a red tie. She looked to be an elf of some sort. The woman, Brandiya according to her name tag, carried a pitcher of juice. She was about to refill the drink I’d selected before Dr. Luna arrived. 
 
    “If you pour that in my glass, I will absolutely overreact,” warned Dr. Luna.  
 
    Brandiya nodded. “Yes sir, of course.” She eyed the juice that he allowed to spill on the table and no doubt assumed the worst about him. “What might the gentleman be in the mood for this afternoon?” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and tapped his chin like he was thinking about it, but I could tell from the look on the server’s face that she already knew what he was going to ask for. “I’ll take a 110 Halfling Honeywine, from the Hillcrest Vineyards, if you still carry their products.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Brandiya said. “An excellent choice. And how about the young gentleman?” she asked, turning to me. 
 
    I nodded, tapping my chin, crossing my legs, imitating Dr. Luna as closely as I could. “Tell me: Do you have cran-apple juice?” I asked. 
 
    Dr. Luna hung his head in shame. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I got home, I thought about telling Mamba and Blossom about the money and the housing upgrades on the spot—but I decided to wait. I figured Pinky deserved to hear it first, so that meant I needed to find the time to talk to her one-on-one. But Pinky was out. 
 
    “Where did she go?” I asked. 
 
    Mamba shrugged as she rubbed my shoulders. There was a sports game of some kind on TV that no one was paying attention to. “She got a call from one of the streamer houses she applied to,” she said. 
 
    I felt a tinge of worry sting my gut. “That’s bad,” I said, adjusting in my seat. 
 
    “Relax,” Mamba reassured me. “No offense to Pinky, but once they see the scope of the logistical challenges her condition poses, there’s no way they’ll take her.” 
 
    “That’s a bit cold,” I noted. 
 
    She shrugged again. “It’s true, though. I’d be surprised if half the people in the house can even see her.” 
 
    I let out a sad sigh for Pinky. “I can’t even imagine how much that sucks,” I said. 
 
     “Anyway,” Blossom said, “she won’t be back until morning.” 
 
    “You know what that means?” Mamba asked, a naughty look appearing on her face. 
 
    I shook my head, unsure exactly what they were getting at, but it seemed like it was going to be fun. 
 
    “It means we have you all to ourselves,” Blossom cooed sweetly. Mamba reached out with her tail and brought Blossom closer to the sofa, dragging her pot across the floor so that the flower sprite could rest her palms on my lap. A bit of soil dropped out of the planter, and I knew Pinky would freak out over it if we didn’t clean it up. 
 
    “You’ve had a really rough few days,” Mamba said in a low, raspy voice as her finger traced my chest, avoiding the fresh wound. “Pinky had her chance for fun—now it’s our turn.” 
 
    I blinked several times, trying to summon up a sense of right and wrong that would apply to this situation. “Well, first of all,” I said, “let me just express how happy I am that you two are getting along—” 
 
    “Shhhhh shut up,” Blossom giggled. “Take off your clothes.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I groaned. “Pump the brakes for a second.” I held up my hand. Blossom misinterpreted the gesture and licked my palm. Mamba tossed me a somewhat irritated look. 
 
    “What’s the endgame here?” I asked. “If we have sex, that’s it. You think Pinky’s going to be thrilled with any of us? And—I think I’ve made myself clear by this point—I don’t want to lose her, either. I have feelings for her, too.” 
 
    Mamba sighed. “There are other ways to get you off besides,” she whispered the next words as though they were a dirty secret, “vaginal sex.” 
 
    “No penetration,” I said. I thought back to Jasper. By now, he’d probably forgotten everything about Pinky Peach. I couldn’t handle letting that be my fate. 
 
    “Mouths only,” Blossom said, crossing her heart. “And hands. And boobies.” 
 
    Mamba leaned in and kissed me—I didn’t resist. She teased her tongue across my lips and let out a hot growl that clarified the degree of her desire. I took hold of a clutch of her blonde hair and kissed her back, forcing my tongue into her mouth. I could taste hints of her morning latte as her forked tongue wrapped greedily around mine. Within seconds, we were all coiled up in each other. 
 
    I felt Blossom’s hand tugging at my pants. I broke the kiss and made eye contact with them both, one at a time. “You’re sure she won’t be back tonight?” I asked. 
 
    “Positive,” Mamba said, but it lacked her usual sultry confidence. Instead, her eyes had gone desperate, and her voice matched that frisky, impatient energy. “Come on, Brock.” 
 
    “How would she feel if she knew about this?” I asked. 
 
    “She knows about the harem, Brock,” Blossom whined. “She just—all she cares about is she’s the first to… you know.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes!” they both said in unison. 
 
    I took in a big breath and closed my eyes. This was such an intense situation, I was half afraid the dragon was going to come out and hog all the glory. “Alright,” I said, opening my eyes. “Why the hell not?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    18. Double the Pleasure 
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   W e moved to Mamba's room. I picked up Blossom's pot, meaning to show some restraint until we made it there, but the flower sprite had other plans. 
 
    The buxom little flower sprite had a body that was strictly shorter and smaller than I'd normally prefer my women. She'd grown quite a bit since I'd arrived in Meteoropolis, and I knew a large part of that was thanks to me.  
 
    Still, she was small. It would be fair to call her ‘goblin proportioned,' based on my experience here. That was a delicate way of saying the obvious—she wasn't as large as most human women, at least not yet. But there was no mistaking her very adult curves or the softness of her breasts. There was no denying the comeliness of her face, either. 
 
    When I lifted up her flowerpot and held it out in front of me, Blossom surprised me with a preemptive kiss. Now, I was not new to kissing Blossom—far from it, really. Usually it was me who doled out the smooches, but they were chaste and mainly done with the pretense of helping her grow. Truth be told, I'd grown quite fond of our kisses over the last month. I may or may not have even helped myself to a few extra pecks every now and then. 
 
    The kiss she initiated now was like none of those. Blossom pressed her little hands tightly on my cheeks and wrapped the vines of her hair around my neck, pulling me to her. She jammed her tongue down my throat and mewled like a frustrated kitten while she kissed me. Her hips gyrated forward in mid-air like they were trying to seek me out, to make contact with me. Caught by surprise, I almost dropped the pot. 
 
    “Someone has no restraint,” Mamba giggled as she opened the door to her bedroom. The neon blue lights from her computer cast an erotic glow against the bedsheets. 
 
    The first thing the hissfolk babe did was flip the camera on her desk around. “It's already off,” she assured me, shrugging. “Just to be sure.” 
 
    I pulled my lips free from Blossom and grunted a confirmation of my understanding. I would have wanted her to do the same anyway. 
 
    She didn't turn on the light switch, though. I set Blossom down on the bedside table. Seeing her there again, after several weeks, made me realize just how big she was now. I grinned at her, but my grin flickered to a wide-eyed drooling gawk as I saw her cross her arms and reach for the bottom of her ‘Petting Zoo' tank top. 
 
    I swallowed hard, finding my throat suddenly dry, despite being lubed up by the nectar from Blossom's soft tongue. As she slowly peeled her shirt off with a seductive grin, I realized I was crossing a line that there was no treading back over. This would change the dynamic with these women forever. I paused for a moment, still staring, to consider if that's what I wanted. 
 
    Of course I wanted it, though. I'd wanted it for quite a while. But the truth was that things were complicated now. I was so close to a breakthrough with Pinky, a breakthrough I hoped would be much like this one. But Mamba and Blossom had been waiting patiently for me, too. This was a precarious crossroads, a rope bridge across a deadly chasm. On my side, I stood on the cliffs of the status quo, but the other side was full of mystery. Promise, yes, but also danger. 
 
    Blossom dropped her tank top on the ground, and I almost shivered. Her chest was fuller, heavier than last I'd seen it—and it was nothing to scoff at back then, either. When she peeled away the little leaves covering each breast, I almost gasped to see the pale nipples that lay in wait beneath them. It was my first time to view them. 
 
    My doubts melted with my resolve, feeling a stirring in both my stomach and my pants. With a little snap, she undid the buttons holding her skirt upon her shapely hips. With a shake of her cute bottom, her skirt shrugged itself off, landing in heap in the soil at her feet. She reached for the leaf over her loins, but I had to stop her there. 
 
    “Please,” I groaned. “Leave some mystery. And help me to stay in control.” 
 
    “Oh,” she giggled, but then her face got all screwed up. “If you say so, but yeesh, I'm so fuggin' horny, Brocky.” 
 
    “Eyes on the prize, Brock Star,” said Mamba. She was kneeling on the bed beside me, waiting for my attention to shift to her. “Since you were such a patient boy in the mall, I owe your eyes a similar feast.” 
 
    I bit my lip, my eyes bulging as she stripped off her own shirt. Being a hissfolk woman, I wasn't sure what to expect, but I suspected I'd like it. 
 
    I wasn't wrong. Mamba's chest was as well-endowed as any I'd ever seen, her large pillows of smooth-scaled flesh hanging naturally, the perfect degree of ‘huge'. I wasn't sure at that moment what a non-mammal was doing with nipples, but there they were. They blended perfectly into the green and yellow of her scales, but the little nubs were undeniable for what they were. 
 
    “Suck me, baby,” she moaned, grabbing my head and bringing my face down to her chest. I obliged like a gentleman, licking her nips and biting them gently. “Aww yeah,” she cooed sweetly, her voice uncharacteristically airy. She wrapped her legs around my waist and pushed her boobs against my face. I sucked on one nipple as she ran her fingers through my hair. “Mmm, good boy,” she purred. 
 
    “Forgetting someone?” Blossom said from her pot, her voice ignited by angst. 
 
    I broke off my latch from the snake woman's breast and pulled Blossom's pot onto the bed, letting her take up residence on the other side of me. I kissed the flower sprite again, letting my hands explore the shape of her. I ran my hand over her soft, textured plant-flesh as we made out like only lovers could. Mamba helped herself to the other side of my neck, licking and kissing as her breasts mashed against my arm and back. 
 
    “This is pretty great,” I grunted in between smooches. 
 
    “You're not wrong,” Blossom moaned. “God I wanna do you so fuggin' bad.” 
 
    “Not today,” Mamba cautioned her. “We're so close, Blossom, but Pinky—” 
 
    “I knoooow,” the flower sprite whined. “I know, I know already. I just—Brocky, just feel how wet—” 
 
    “—Aww, no,” I grunted. “No, I'm not going there,” I said as the veggie-cutie tried to tug my hand between her legs. 
 
    Mamba giggled, her lips reverberating nicely against my neck. “What a devilish temptress she turned out to be.” 
 
    “I don't know what you were expecting,” Blossom whined, still battling with my hand. “I have been extremely transparent about my intentions. Fuggin' touch it, Brocky!” 
 
    I managed to pull my hand back, and she pouted at me, but she cut the pout short to resume making out. I felt Mamba's tail wrap around my back until I could see the rattle just under my belly button. “Take off your pants, Brock Star,” she commanded me. 
 
    I pursed my lips and pulled back. This was it. The big moment. The point of no return. With an audible groan, I reached for my waistband and took my pants and boxers down in one fell swoop, kicking them off of my feet. Blossom stopped kissing me. Mamba stopped tending to my neck. Both of them stared at my freed member. Suddenly, I could tell, I wasn't the only nervous one in the room. 
 
    “We don't have to do this,” I insisted, looking at both of them. 
 
    Mamba looked at me like I was an idiot child. “If you're interpreting my staring as me not wanting to blow you, you can fuck right off,” she said, rolling her eyes. She sank to her knees, grabbing my thighs and pushing them open to make room for her. Mamba's tail uncoiled from my waist. It started out thick but tapered to be quite thin—a trait of female snakes from my own world, too. I watched with wide-eyed shock as the narrow part of her tail wrapped around the root of my maleness. The odd, almost slimy smoothness of her tail twisted and pumped at me from the base as she licked her lips. 
 
    Blossom resumed her kisses, this time focusing on smooching my cheek wetly and nibbling sweetly on my ear lobe. That was nice, as she emitted a constant string of soft moans that sent shivers up my spine. 
 
    Mamba's tail did its work, but her tongue and lips were about to become the real stars of the show. She grabbed my knees and descended on my tip, swirling her forked tongue around the turgid head of my dick. She continued this, her eyes looking up at me as though pleading for something. At last, she could bear it no longer, and finally her lips wrapped around my tip and she applied wet, slurping suction. 
 
    I wrapped one arm around Blossom's back as the other hand ran through Mamba's hair. I groaned in pleasure from the building sensations their combined efforts inspired. Blossom continued her sweet ministrations, her hands rubbing my back and chest as she chewed on my ear. Mamba sank deeper down my shaft, filling her mouth with it until her lips brushed against her own tail, still wrapped around my base. 
 
    I closed my eyes, focusing on the sheer enjoyment of having two impossibly gorgeous women working on me in tandem. As my body tensed, Mamba slowed her pace and kept sucking. “Don't you dare,” she warned me. “Not yet—I want to enjoy this for a while longer.” 
 
    “No promises,” I said, furrowing my brow, trying now to hold back the pleasure as it started to spiral out of control. She smirked up at me as she resumed her adulatory licks and sucks. 
 
    “Brocky,” moaned Blossom, “I gotta tell you something, baby.” 
 
    I blinked frantically, struggling to focus on her words. “Yeah,” I said, “Please, talk. Give me something else to cling to here or I'm gonna burst.” 
 
    “I—” her voice faded, and for a second I thought it was me tuning it out from the insane pleasure Mamba was bestowing. I turned my head to look at Blossom and found her looking oddly shy. 
 
    “What's wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I... fuggin' love you, Brocky!” she squeaked, and then she mashed her face so hard against me, seeking a kiss, that her forehead collided with my nose—hard. Really hard. 
 
    I grunted in pain and grabbed it, fearing it would bleed, but thankfully it didn't. 
 
    “I'm so fuggin' sorry!” she said, grabbing my cheek. “Ahhh shit!” 
 
    I looked at her, smiling. The sudden action made Mamba slow her pace as she got sweet with my dick, looking up to see what was going on. But she held to her task, true to form. “I'm fine,” I said. I kissed her, ignoring the throbbing pain in my nose. “I love you, too.” 
 
    Mamba let out a jealous growl that buzzed on my cock. She picked up the pace with a vengeance as though it would punish me, but it had the opposite effect. Jolts of pleasure ran through me as the hissfolk beauty made out with my cock. She cranked its lower half with her tail while her soft lips and wet tongue worked the top. I let out a groan and closed my eyes, using both hands to grab Mamba by the cheeks. 
 
    The snake girl fellating me relinquished her grip on my knees. She, instead, grabbed my wrists. At first I felt mortified as I was sure she was telling me to let go of her, but that wasn't it. She was trying to tell me something else. 
 
    She wanted me to set the pace. Her jaw and throat seemed to open wider in preparation. She released my dick from her tail's grip. With a pleasured sigh, I thrust my hips forward, sheathing my member down her throat. She gagged slightly but persevered, and when I was satisfied she was alright, I repeated the thrust again. And again. 
 
    The soft, wet texture of her throat and the tickling sensation of her tongue were almost more than I could bear. My balls were aching, and the pressure was building fast. There was only so much more of this I could endure before I filled her mouth and belly with the cream of my conclusion. 
 
    “I'm going to burst,” I grunted aloud as Blossom sucked on my neck. “Don't leave a hickey,” I cautioned her, but it must have sounded half-hearted. I couldn't help myself; the pleasure was overwhelming me. I was a broken man. My mind was in shambles, mere pieces of what it'd been before this encounter began. My head swam in the liquid wasteland of my pleasure as Mamba throated me with a devotion that, frankly, impressed me. 
 
    The hissfolk beauty let out a unique sound that I took to be a grunt of permission—she was begging me to erupt in her mouth. She didn't slow her pace at all; she quickened it, going faster and more desperate the closer I got to the grand finale. 
 
    “Do it, Brocky,” Blossom cooed in my ear. “Right inside her mouth. Or maybe you can water my soil with that good stuff.” 
 
    I didn't want to go down that rabbit hole for now, so I stuck with Mamba's mouth. As I felt myself nearing the end, I started guiding Mamba even more, gripping her hair. I thrust down her throat with a fury that surprised me so much I wondered at the source of it. Tears streamed down her face as I stabbed her soft palate with my tip on repeat, but she kept the same determined, devoted look in her eyes, never looking away from me. 
 
    There was a dark passenger here with me, I realized. The aggression was coming out, more than I could control. I begged the dragon to leave me alone, to not soil this already questionable experience with its fury. It didn't listen. I gripped her hair tightly and used her face like a toy, thrusting in and out of her with a violence that shook me to my core. Mamba, for her part, didn't seem to mind one bit, but still, I feared the loss of control. 
 
    At about that point, the warm buzz in my balls reached a fever pitch. My manhood throbbed, and the release began, spurting several steaming waves of cream down Mamba's eager throat. She took it all, her eyes going heavy-lidded with lust or love or a combination of the two. The look I gave her was more primal, I was sure. 
 
    Panting hard, she withdrew me from her lips when she was sure she'd sucked out every last drop. Mamba gazed up at me with her crimson serpentine eyes full of adoration. She swallowed my load, perhaps a bit bigger of a gulp than was actually needed. What a showoff. 
 
    “Tasty,” she said, but her voice was a bit hoarse. 
 
    “You're a champ,” I chuckled. “I'm sorry I kind of got... intense there.” 
 
    She grinned. “I liked it.” 
 
    Blossom, meanwhile, remained fixed to my neck, kissing and sucking and licking me as greedily as possible. I wasn't even sure she realized I finished. 
 
    “I feel like I owe you,” I told Mamba, though it was really meant for either of them. “I could—you know,” I did the universal sign for cunnilingus, flicking my tongue between two V-posed fingers. 
 
    Mamba giggled as she lay her head in my lap. “Not today,” she said. “My self-control is all about worn out. Besides, if I learned anything about you in that session, it's that your restraint has a limit, too.” 
 
    I nodded. It was a fair point. “Then at least let me lick those snitties,” I said, reaching down to take her breast in my hand. 
 
    “Help yourself to some flitties, too,” Blossom cooed. 
 
    I let out a euphoric sigh, sinking back on the bed. “But first,” I muttered. “Give me, like, ten seconds.” 
 
    Blossom and Mamba got positioned next to me, both of them staring down at my face with the loveliest of smiles. “We'll give you all the time you need, baby,” Mamba whispered. “Rest easy. Everything's alright. You were a very good boy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Commissioner Go’Urden’s Interlude 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   T he rugged commissioner of the Sylvan District Police Force, Commissioner Go’Urden, sat on the creaking, aged work chair in his dimly lit office. The brown leather of the seat had cracks and peels, and moldy stuffing emerged from the cushion. Smoke billowed out the windows from the lit cigar that he chewed and puffed at with a grimace on his face. 
 
    The commissioner stroked his thick mustache, twirling the ends upward into a wily Q. Upon release, it always snapped a return to its downturned position, which was just as well. The Q-stache wasn’t a good look for him. Everyone said so. 
 
    “Goddammit, Hephi, get your ass in here!” he shouted through the semi-opaque glass. His name was painted on the window, but from his side of the glass, it appeared backwards, as though seen in a mirror. He kicked his boots up on the desk and took another deep, oppressive drag from the cigar. He blew the smoke out just as the sylphlike elven woman strolled into the room. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” said his secretary with an already tired look on her face. Hephimila had been fresh out of the academy when she first met Go’Urden—this was her dream job. She’d never really had much interest in getting positioned on the street beat, but she aced every written test. Thankfully, due to her meek physique and middling physical prowess, she was a shoe-in for a cushy desk job. She never suspected she’d end up assistant to the famous commissioner himself, though. 
 
    Go’Urden pounded his desk and brandished a copy of that morning’s Daily Meteor in his hand, refusing to set his feet back on the ground. “Do you know what this is, Hephi?” he asked in an almost accusatory tone. 
 
    “A… newspaper?” 
 
    The commissioner’s eyes bulged as though she’d said something supremely vapid. “No, Hephi, it’s…” his voice trailed off. “Hephi, you read the paper, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “And you read the reports about the solar dragon vigilante, I assume?” he said, seeking further clarification. 
 
    “Uh, of course.” 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden rolled up the paper and threw it at Hephimila, who caught it nimbly. “Front page. Read that fucking headline, Hephi, so we can move forward with this conversation.” 
 
    “Sylvan District Councilman White seeks to criminalize vigilante justice,” she read aloud. Hephi coughed, inhaling some of the pungent cigar smoke that filled the office and settled over her head. She looked at her boss cautiously. “This is… bad?” 
 
    “You’re godsdamned right it’s bad, Hephi,” Go’Urden said, standing up so suddenly that his chair flew backward and left a dent in the thin wall behind him. “This is as bad as it gets. Just when this city has a symbol for good and justice, just when people find their moral compass, that fucking taint-licking son of a snot golem wants to tear it all down!” He smashed his fist down on the desk so hard that it ripped through the wood, leaving a gnarly hole. 
 
    Hephi’s body went rigid and tense. “I’ll have a new desk sent in for you, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you Hephi—same model as usual, please,” he said, his tone suddenly far more reserved. But that didn’t last. “We need to get that motherfucker, Hephi.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said, not really knowing what else to contribute. She knew the commissioner well enough to predict where this conversation was going. Truth be told, she rather enjoyed his rants. They made her feel alive, even though they left her on edge, too. 
 
    “Buy a card, Hephi,” he grumbled. “Attach a photo of me flipping him the drake. Send it to his office, with this note.” He took a big breath, his eyes watching Hephimila carefully. After an awkward pause, the petite secretary realized she was supposed to be jotting down his dictation. Hephi pulled out her notepad, clicked her pen, and nodded. 
 
    “Dear Councilman White, you sack-licking queef-thief, you idiotic son of a pucker-sucker,” he started with a regal tone entirely at odds with his speech. Hephimila dutifully recorded his words, all polite grunts and nods. “How are you so fucking stupid that you think now is the time to pass anti-vigilante legislation? Have you seen the crime rates—YOUR crime rates? Don’t you see this for the platinum opportunity it is, you fucking cocksucker?” He stopped, took a violent drag of his cigar, and waited for Hephimila to brace herself before he exhaled. 
 
    “You want this on a card, sir?” she asked, squinting slightly, her nose scrunched up as though she’d licked a lime. 
 
    “Yeah, make it a nice one, Hephi. Send some donuts so the rectum-slurping turd burglar understands my diplomatic intent,” said the commissioner. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Hephi confirmed, making an additional note. “How should we end the message?” 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden scowled, thinking of the perfect closer. “Better go with, ‘Love, your Brother-in-Law, J’Jona Go’Urden.” 
 
    “A classic,” Hephi nodded. “And may I just say, sir, you’re showing remarkable restraint today.” 
 
    Go’Urden nodded. “Thank you, Hephi. You’re one of the good ones.” 
 
    “One of the good whats, sir? Women?” she asked with a smirk. 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden snorted at that. “Gods, no, Hephi, for fuck’s sake! All women are angelic creatures as far as I’m concerned, with the notable exception of my lunatic wife. Send chocolates to her for me, by the way; I clogged the toilet on my way out this morning.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Hephi nodded, adjusting her silver-framed glasses. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Have the interns freshen up my coffee when you get a chance,” he said, retrieving his chair from the wall. A heap of dust and drywall settled onto the floor as he sat back down. 
 
    “Sir,” Hephi said, thinking carefully about how to word it, “maybe I can do that.” 
 
    “That’s beneath you, Hephi,” he said with a dismissive toss of his hand. “I’d sooner get stabbed in the eye than delegate such things to you.” 
 
    “But you have me send cards,” she noted. 
 
    “Only the cards with sensitive information to high-ranking officials,” he pointed out. “But if you’d prefer—” 
 
    “—No, sir,” she said, shaking her head suddenly. “I’m fine with it.” 
 
    “Good,” he grunted. “Speaking of jobs worthy of your station, I’m making you the liaison to the solar dragon. If my dick-slit nuzzling brother-in-law does pass his insane directive, then we’ll need to have a backup plan in place. I’m leaving that in your hands.” 
 
    “It’s an honor, sir, but how do I reach the dragon?” 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden smirked deviously at his demure assistant. The look almost made Hephimila roll her eyes, because she knew what it meant. The commissioner had a dumb idea that he thought was brilliant. “Come with me, Hephi.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Hephi said through a veiled sigh. 
 
    *** 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden was one of only three people that had access to the rooftop. The other two were the janitors. He had been working closely with the custodial staff over the last several days to construct something that might be used to summon the solar dragon when he was needed. 
 
    “It’s like a giant flashlight,” Hephi grunted, staring dubiously at the ugly thing. “Just… Why?” 
 
    “Take a look at it from the front, Hephi,” chuckled the commissioner. 
 
    She crossed over to the front. “If you turn it on in my face, I’ll scream.” 
 
    “Hephi, please,” grunted Go’Urden in a tone of disgust. “Don’t take me for a classless rapscallion. Just look.” 
 
    Hephi took a look at the front of the spotlight and frowned at what she saw. “There’s a metal cutout of a dragon here, sir,” she said. 
 
    “Exactly!” the commissioner said triumphantly, pounding his fist in the opposite hand. “It’ll show up perfectly in the glass of the dome above. He can’t miss it. When he sees this, being a solar dragon, he can flash here in a jiffy, easily tracking the source of the light.” 
 
    “And what if he doesn’t come? Or he doesn’t know it’s a message for him?” 
 
    The commissioner frowned, and the degree to which his mustache sank almost made the elven secretary giggle. “Then I will be sad. But we have to try something.” 
 
    “How much did this cost?” Hephimila asked, tapping the light with her index finger. 
 
    “Enough to not touch it, Hephi,” the commissioner told her. “Now—don’t you have a card to send?” 
 
    “And chocolates,” she nodded. “Which seems like an intern-worthy job, but I’m not complaining. They’re afraid of you, you know.” 
 
    The commissioner guffawed. “Afraid of me? Big ol’ puppy dog Go’Urden? The insanity!” 
 
    “You did snap the neck of an armed ogre with your bare hands on live TV yesterday, sir,” Hephi pointed out, tapping her pen on her boss’s nose. “You should rethink the puppy dog nickname. It’s only used ironically.” 
 
    The commissioner cast a pensive look down at the elf who stood almost two heads shorter than him. “Well, I have a gentle spirit. Ask anyone.” 
 
    “Who was the last person you punched, sir?” 
 
    “Impossible to say, there’ve been too many this morning,” rebutted Go’Urden. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    The commissioner considered this for almost thirty seconds in silence as Hephi eyed him studiously. She prayed internally that the message would sink in. 
 
    “Welp. They all deserved it,” he said at last with a shrug. 
 
    Hephi let out a sigh. “Alright, sir,” she said, “I am sure they did. Shall we go?” 
 
    Go’Urden shook his head, pulling another cigar out of the breast pocket of his grime-brown trench coat. “You go on,” he said. “I’ll have a key to the roof made for you later. But I think I’d like to stay here and think for a moment.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hephi answered with a polite smile. She walked back to the door that led to the stairway and headed through, disappearing from the commissioner’s sight. 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden looked out at the beautiful city of Meteoropolis—at the Sylvan District, specifically. Traffic raced, and people moved about on the bustling streets below, looking a bit like ants from the top of the building. These were good people at their cores, but the apathy that came with urban life had shaken their values, left them cold and careless of others. 
 
    The warmth they needed had finally arrived. Go’Urden had been waiting for a decade for something like the solar dragon to appear on his doorstep. And now here he was. The commissioner wasn’t worried about the Councilman’s plan. He knew Hephi would figure something out, some way to block his brother-in-law’s wicked scheming. All he needed to focus on was the city, directing the people’s attention to the dragon. 
 
    But the truth was he didn’t know much about this dragon. True, he seemed altruistic, but dragons can be dangerous. That’s no secret. And so little was known about solar dragons in particular that Meteoropolis was truly heading into unknown territory. Was it worth the risk? 
 
    The commissioner had his worries. He wouldn’t confess it out loud to his assistant or his wife, but he knew damned well that one mistake on the dragon’s behalf could lose the city’s sympathy. 
 
    All the more reason why he needed to get in touch with the dragon sooner rather than later, he decided. The dragon needed to be put on the right path. 
 
    The commissioner finished off his cigar, tossed it on the ground, and stomped it out. Heading inside, he prepared his mind for the rigors of the rest of the day as he waged his private war for the soul of the city. 
 
    

  

 
   
    19. The Morning After 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   M amba and Blossom fell asleep in her room, but I got up in the middle of the night to migrate back to the couch. I figured that Pinky Peach might assume the worst if she came home later and found out that I had been in there with the pair of them all night. 
 
    Then again, as long as I could still see her, I supposed she wouldn’t really have to draw any conclusions. Still—just to avoid giving her the wrong idea or a mini heart attack, I figured returning to the couch made the most sense. 
 
    I slept there well—really well, as one might expect after an episode like the one I’d just had. I blinked a few times and practically fell right asleep. That said something because I didn’t need all that much sleep thanks to the dragon. 
 
    When I woke up in the morning before the crack of dawn, I arched my back off the couch and folded my blankets. I set them over the armrest, where Pinky liked them, and got up. Stretching, I let out an audible yawn. When I looked over to the window, I realized that Mamba had carried Blossom back out and set her there. 
 
    I smiled at the sleeping flower sprite, admiring her silently and from a distance. The sunlight played upon her green skin, casting a flattering shadow that sumptuously highlighted her natural contours. She was gorgeous. I wanted to wake her with a kiss, but I opted to let her sleep. Instead, I would go about my morning ritual as usual. 
 
    I peeked over at Pinky’s door. It was closed, but not all the way. Very slightly left ajar, I reached the conclusion that the unicorn girl hadn’t returned home just yet. I checked my phone and found no messages, which left me a bit anxious, so I texted her. 
 
    > You okay, Pinky? 
 
    There was no immediate response, but it was early in the morning. I understood that she was at some streamer house for an interview and a possible trial session. If it went all night long, that boded well for her—perhaps badly for the rest of us. 
 
    Still, I wanted to support Pinky. She had been wanting to get into a streamer house for a while. It would grant her the confidence and security she needed to follow her dream and put all her energy into her League of Loremasters training. The last thing I wanted to do was stand in the way of her self-actualization and personal ambitions. 
 
    But… it did sting. So soon after we’d shared our first kiss, almost going all the way, she was entertaining offers from a streamer house. If she accepted the offer, that was that—anything she and I had would essentially become long distance. I’d probably end up moving in with Mamba somewhere else, renting a place with the money we both had saved up, and Blossom would come along, too. Honestly? That didn’t sound bad at all. 
 
    “Maybe that’d be enough,” I grunted aloud for only myself as I dressed in the bathroom.  
 
    But the dragon inside me wasn’t satisfied with just that, and it let me know in no uncertain terms. Pinky is essential, I felt it say. You love her. You want her. It would be wrong to let her slip away. Extremely undragonlike behavior. 
 
    I smirked. The solar dragon was making himself known more and more often—which I’d come to understand was pretty uncommon, at least to this extent. Still, I took some comfort in it, never feeling alone even in my most lonesome moments.  
 
    “It’s not my business what she does with her life,” I pointed out. “She has the right to make her own decisions.” 
 
    Spoken like a clueless coward, he rebuked me. She knows what she wants. So do you. She’s scared. She’s testing you. How hard will you fight for her? 
 
    “You think so?” I asked, considering it as I buckled my belt. I walked out into the living room and headed for the front door. “I’m not so sure.” 
 
    She belongs in your care—she knows it. You know it. Even the flower and the serpent know it. 
 
    “They have names.” 
 
    Fight for her, Brock. Tell her. Tell her about me, about us. Tell her everything. 
 
    I nodded, grunting my agreement. “You’re right about that,” I conceded. “At the very least, I owe her the truth. She should know everything before she makes her final decision.” 
 
    Make it easy for her to choose you, Brock. She’s skittish, that’s all. She wants it badly, but she’s afraid to commit. 
 
    I left the house and started walking toward Darkling Donuts, heading down Sylph Road until the turn. I let the conversation end, not wanting to look like a lunatic talking to myself as I headed down the street. But the dragon wasn’t done yet. 
 
    Brock, he pleaded, don’t mess this up. 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised solemnly. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    Also, I would like to kill something soon. Or at least— 
 
    “Chill, man,” I whispered, mindful of people around me as I muttered it. A fey woman was walking something that looked like a cross between a crocodile and a dragon, but much smaller. I nodded at her, and she waved back. “Please don’t get out of control.” 
 
    Soon I arrived at Darkling Donuts, and I ordered my usual order. At this point, all I had to do was smile at the satyr chick behind the counter and she’d get to work on it. 
 
    “Morning, Mr. Clayton!” she said. “Three lattes, one black coffee, and the same four donuts?” 
 
    I nodded, but I was deep in my own head. Next time I saw Pinky, it’d have to be perfect. I’d need to have a plan. My plotting quickly transitioned into daydreaming, imagining sweeping her off her feet with a dramatic kiss as she walked through the door. I would tell her everything—about the money I’d been saving up, about the superheroics and my unusual solar dragon Splice Partner. I would tell her about my hopes for her future, and promise that I’d make her happy. She’d melt in my arms and tell me she loved— 
 
    “Mr. Clayton?” 
 
    I was shaken out of my rapturous fantasy by Satina, the sweet little Darkling Donuts clerk. Her palm was outstretched, waiting for the coinage to land in her hand. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, smiling back at the satyr girl. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    I nodded my head. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just—big day planned, getting my head straight.” 
 
    She grinned. “I see,” she nodded. “I have a big day planned, too!” 
 
    I cocked my eyebrow at her—we’d made conversation a few times, but it rarely got to this point. 
 
    “What’s on the docket for you?” I dared to ask. 
 
    She let out a blissful sounding sigh. “I’m meeting my friends at Mana Mart later.” 
 
    “The shopping mall?” I asked. I remembered seeing it, driving by it on the way to the petting zoo. 
 
    She giggled at my ignorance. “Mana Mart isn’t just a mall. It’s got the biggest indoor amusement park in all of Meteoropolis!” 
 
    “Oh,” I grunted. “I didn’t know. What’s the occasion?” 
 
    “It’s a friend’s birthday,” she said. “The amusement park was honestly my idea—it’s going to be such a blast!” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” I said, beaming back at her. She finished wrapping up my donuts and bagging the lattes, and I took them from her. “So you recommend it?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, definitely!” she exclaimed, setting her palms back on the desk. “It’s honestly super underrated. It was big news when it came out, like, ten years ago. Then everyone forgot it—but it’s amazing.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll check it out sometime.” 
 
    She nodded, but then her eyes fell to my chest. She nodded at a particular spot, grimacing slightly. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I looked down. I realized then that I had been bleeding through the white shirt I’d been wearing, albeit slightly. The wound I endured from the lich’s blade had started to heal, but a black hole slit still lingered, and the flesh around it remained raw and tender. 
 
    Frowning, I nodded. “Yeah, just a minor injury,” I said. “I’ll need to bandage it up when I get home.” 
 
    Satina leaned over the desk and looked around. There was no one else in the store, as I figured she’d just confirmed. “We have a first aid box, if you want me to help. I can take care of it now.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No,” I said, thinking of the black mark she’d see if I allowed that to happen. “I’ll handle it on my own.” 
 
    She frowned at me, more of a scowl. “Please,” she insisted, “let me help you. I’m studying to be a nurse. I can handle it.” 
 
    I let out a sigh, but continued to refuse. “No,” I told her. “There’s something there—something secret. No one else can know about it until she knows,” I said, holding up the strawberry donut as though it embodied Pinky. 
 
    Satina rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she said. “I’m just trying to help.” 
 
    I smiled at her, starting to head for the door. “I really do appreciate that. That’s extremely generous. It just wouldn’t be right.” 
 
    Finally she smiled back. “If you say so,” she said. “I suppose I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll see you in the morning,” I confirmed with a chuckle. 
 
    I headed back to the house on foot, putting a little pep in my step. Today would be a momentous day. I was so impatient for it to begin that I actually considered flashing back to Pinky’s house at light speed, but in the end I continued the walk as usual. The weather, though an artificial feature of the dome, was cool and comfortable this morning, deserving to be savored. Besides, I wasn’t even sure Pinky would be back yet. 
 
    I arrived at the house and opened the door. Stepping inside, I almost called out to the girls, but Mamba was already watching TV on the couch with Blossom in her pot beside her. 
 
    Both of them looked back at me, grinning. I grinned back. “Thanks for last night,” I said, winking. 
 
    “Thanks for the donuts,” Mamba giggled. 
 
    I walked the length of the room to them and handed her her latte and donuts, but she didn’t take them. Instead, she tapped her lips. “Not until you kiss me.” 
 
    I leaned over and pecked her on the lips, but she didn’t let me go that easily. She gripped the back of my hair, grabbing a clump of it and keeping me held against her for several seconds. 
 
    “Blossom’s turn!” the plant girl announced. Mamba took the bag and relinquished me at last. I repeated the process with Blossom, kissing her gently. She tried to get a bit more aggressive, but I managed to keep things from getting too heated. 
 
    I looked over at Pinky’s door—it was closed all the way now. “Is she back?” I asked. 
 
    Mamba nodded, her face taking on a somber look. “She looked super anxious and worked up over something. Maybe depressed? Hard to say. I said hi, she said hi back, then she shut herself in her room.” 
 
    I frowned. “I hope she’s alright,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe you should check on her,” Blossom suggested. 
 
    I shrugged. “If she’s feeling down, she may just need some space. But…” I mulled it over. “I suppose I can at least offer and see what she says?” 
 
    Mamba and Blossom nodded together. “I think that’s a good idea,” Mamba said. “It would be out of character for you not to try to care for her, anyway.” 
 
    I had to agree with that. I could be a bit of a worrywart. “I’ll see if she’s okay.” 
 
    Suddenly feeling my heart thump harder in my chest, I walked up to Pinky’s door with her latte and donut in a bag in my left hand. With my right hand, I knocked my knuckles against the wood. 
 
    “Hey, Pinky,” I said, caution in my voice. “You alright?” 
 
    “Come in,” she said, her tone unusually high and shaky, “Brock.” 
 
    I opened the door slowly, letting it creak as the pink neon strip lights cascaded onto my skin. Stepping inside, I was almost overwhelmed with the perfect smell of her. 
 
    I was never one for strawberries, said the dragon, but it works in this context. 
 
    I’d always been a fan of strawberries, personally. “Hey Pinky,” I said, looking around. I didn’t spot her. Maybe she was in her closet or on the other side of her bed? “Where are you?” 
 
    The pause was long enough for me to figure out what was going on. “Don’t joke, Brock,” her voice said, seemingly coming from the air itself. 
 
    Fuck. “Pinky,” I said, my throat instantly drying up. “I—I don’t see you.” 
 
    “Brock,” her voice sounded pained, suddenly full of gasps and audible tears that sprang out of nowhere, “Please tell me this is a bad joke!” 
 
    I shook my head. “This is not a drill—but how?” 
 
    “You didn’t, Brock!” she shrieked. 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
    “Brock, no no no, this can’t be happening!” she shrieked. “I was—I was going to—and you…” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, holding up my hands and the Darkling bag. “Let’s slow down.” I tried to remain calm, but inwardly I was a mess. I could feel the dragon inside reeling from the development as well. This was doomsday. This was as bad as things could get. “Last night, Mamba, Blossom and I—” 
 
    “I can’t believe it!” she said. “Get out!” 
 
    “I can explain!” I said. “We didn’t have sex!” 
 
    “Liar!” she screamed. A dragon plushie seemed to fly at me on its own, hitting me in the face. It took a second for me to realize she threw it at me. “I—FUCK! How can this—” 
 
    I couldn’t see her face, but I could imagine it. I could imagine in my head how twisted and screwed up with pain and betrayal it must have been. After everything I tried to do for her, in the end I got careless. I should have seen this coming. Just like Jasper—any kind of sex must count. Anal, oral too. How could I be so thoughtless? So stupid? 
 
    “I said get OUT!” she hissed at me one last time. 
 
    I closed my eyes in shame and lowered my head to the floor. “It’s not what you think,” I offered weakly. “I didn’t—” 
 
    “—I don’t care,” she said, interrupting me. “If I have to tell you to get out of my room one more time, I’m going to scream.” I noticed a black bra and a pair of panties lifting up off of the bed, floating weirdly through the air, and then disappearing. She had been naked—waiting for me. 
 
    “Promise me we’ll talk again when we have some time to cool down,” I said. “Give me a chance to explain.” 
 
    She was silent. “It doesn’t really matter anymore,” she said coldly. “It’s already begun. Soon you’ll forget me. What do we need to talk for? Closure? I’ve had enough fucking closure in my life, Brock. I thought this would be different. I thought I could love you.” 
 
    “You can,” I said, putting down the drink and donut on the desk. I took a step toward her bed, but another stuffed dragon flew at my face. I caught it this time and set it on the chair in front of her desk. Sighing, I turned around and headed back toward the door. “This isn’t over,” I promised. “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Pinky stayed silent—except for the sobs muffled by her ever-dampening pillow. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” I repeated as I opened the door and walked back out into the living room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    20. Hard to Explain 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   S o much for everything I had planned. So much for coming clean, for telling her about the dragon. So much for the future I dared to daydream about, the one where she would be at my side for the rest of my life. 
 
    Your despair is pathetic, grunted the dragon. I ignored him. 
 
    “What just happened?” Mamba asked warily. Both her and Blossom’s eyes were fixed on me, their expressions panicked and anxiety-ridden. “We heard Pinky yelling.” 
 
    “Not yelling so much as screaming,” I contested bitterly. I slumped down onto the sofa, but it felt like a betrayal. Did I even belong here? Having hurt her so badly, did I even deserve to sit on her furniture? 
 
    “What happened, Brocky?” Blossom repeated. 
 
    I looked at her with a weary look on my face. It was like that experience aged me ten years at once. “Take a wild guess.” 
 
    Mamba shook her head. “No—no, we were careful. We didn’t have sex!” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess oral counts,” I told her. Her face sank, and I could see the panic rising. 
 
    “This is so bad,” Mamba said, her eyes frantic and wide. “This makes no sense! It’s not what the cards told me!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “My love life isn’t a prophecy foretold by your cards,” I shot back impatiently. “I messed up, Mamba. I should have suspected this could happen—Jasper forgot Pinky.” 
 
    “Who’s Jasper?” Mamba asked quizzically. 
 
    “He’s a friendly orc down the street. A neighbor. He used to know Pinky. Stuck it in someone’s butt, and now he’s forgotten.” 
 
    Mamba shook her head. “We couldn’t have known. There’s no sense blaming ourselves.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Pinky Peach will be able to take any solace in those words, Mamba,” Blossom said with a flustered sigh. “What do we do?” 
 
    “What do we do?” I scoffed at the question as I repeated it, almost laughing. But it was legitimate. “I don’t know,” I said at last. “I suppose I need to find another place.” 
 
    “We’ll go with you!” Blossom said, but I shook my head.  
 
    I frowned so hard that my lips trembled from the strain. “I’m not sure that’s the right thing to do. Pinky was so happy. She told me. It would add insult to injury for me to take her only friends with me.” 
 
    “But… but…” 
 
    “Brock Star, there is no way we’re splitting up,” Mamba said. “We’re all staying together. No matter what.” 
 
    “How can I stay here?” I said, shaking my head. “I’m going to forget—” The treacherous words caught in my throat, and I almost started crying right then and there. 
 
    Mamba and Blossom’s eyes widened to see my sadness. “Brocky,” Blossom cooed, “we’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “I said the same thing,” I told her. “But what? What will we figure out? I just live here, and she watches you two have a relationship with me while I end up completely oblivious to her existence?” 
 
    Mamba gasped as though she suddenly realized just how bad the situation was. “You’re right,” she said. “That’s no good at all. We can’t do that.” 
 
    “There has to be a way to reverse it!” Blossom said. 
 
    “I don’t think she wants me at this point,” I told them. “She still seems to think I knowingly did this.” 
 
    “We’ll set her straight,” Mamba said. “Don’t worry about that. It’s the least we can do.” 
 
    Blossom nodded. “She’s going to gore us. I’m going to die by unicorn horn impalement.” 
 
    Mamba laughed softly, but cut herself off when she saw that my face remained as solemn as ever. “Brock. Don’t give up.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised her. “I’ll talk to Dr. Luna after I get some of this stress out of my system. And I’ll try to hold off on forgetting her as long as possible.” 
 
    “How are you going to do that?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “Any way I can,” I told her. I leaned down and pulled the police radio out from under the couch, turning it on. “I’m going out. Need to clear my head.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “It’s how I look for trouble. It’s how I do my superhero thing,” I told her. “There’s always something going on.” 
 
    She looked at my chest—blood was still leaking through my white t-shirt. “Brocky,” she whimpered, “don’t go. You’re still hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll find something light and breezy,” I said. 
 
    Mamba frowned at me as I walked toward the door. “Walking out is not a solution,” she said. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” I agreed. “But it’s better than sitting on my ass feeling bad about things, doing nothing at all.” 
 
    She had no reply for that, but the nervous message on her face didn’t stop. Her eyes said ‘don’t go’, but that’s precisely what I was set on doing. 
 
    “I’ll be back later.” 
 
    I shut the door behind me and sat down on a rock in Pinky’s front yard. I turned up the volume on the police scanner and waited. Nothing. Nothing exciting anyway. I perked up when a woman’s voice finally came in, but it was a false alarm. Parking violation. 
 
    Sitting on that rock, I cast a look back at the house. I wasn’t surprised to see both Blossom and Mamba standing by the window watching me. I turned my head away from them. Their gaze was too heavy. It was time to leave. 
 
    I texted Mamba a message as I waved goodbye. 
 
    > Don’t worry. I’ll be back soon. Love you both. 
 
    Unable to think of anything else to reply with apparently, she just sent a long string of heart and kissy face emojis. Well, at first anyway. A few seconds later this message came through: 
 
    > That was from Blossom. But it works for me, too. - Mamba 
 
    With a weak smile I headed off in a random direction, walking off of Sylph Road onto a side street I had no experience with. I wanted to distract myself with new sights, but everything looked the same. Every street was practically a copy of my own, half the houses looking uncannily like Pinky Peach’s. 
 
    Her name in my head renewed the sting. “Dragon, are you there?” I asked. 
 
    No response. Go figure. 
 
    “Screw it,” I said. I looked around to see if anyone was looking. Satisfied that I was the center of no one’s attention, I rapidly shifted into my draconic form. I extended my wings, letting them sprawl out to their fullest majestic span. With a leap and a flap, I took off into the air. 
 
    I righted myself on the wind, letting my wings catch the artificial breeze. Angling upward, I soared higher into the sky. I thought of the Flight of Icarus as I flew ever higher, but there was no sun. The semi-opaque dome featured a simulation of a sky, but it wasn’t real. 
 
    None of it felt real to me. How could someone like Pinky Peach fall for me? And how could I be so dumb that I screwed that up? For a moment I recalled my original notion once I’d arrived—I’d been so sure that it was some odd fever dream, but it wasn’t. I had to remember that. This wasn’t fake. This was my life. 
 
    Pinky Peach wasn’t just some dream girl. She wasn’t a figment of my imagination—she was a real, beautiful person, as deserving of happiness as anyone else. 
 
    “I can still be that happiness,” I grunted in the dragon’s voice, but the sound was mostly lost in the wind. 
 
    Suddenly and unexpectedly I felt a buzzing that seemed oddly to be coming from inside me. I realized with surprise that it was my phone. When I’d transformed into the dragon, my clothes and anything on my person were absorbed into the new shape. How could I retrieve it? 
 
    The buzzing was getting annoying, but below me was a busy road with hundreds of cars. I searched for a tall building with a flat rooftop, and for a moment I thought I would end up with nothing. Luckily, I spotted something, and I swooped down there like a falcon to land as rapidly as I could. 
 
    I shifted back into my human form—at least partially. Enough to reclaim my phone. I pulled it out of my pocket, gasping to see Pinky Peach’s name on the Caller ID. 
 
    Answering it, I cleared my throat. “Hey,” I said, trying my best to mimic my own voice. It was deeper by default in dragon mode. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    That’s all she said. I scrunched up my face, struggling to figure out what she wanted. “I’ll be back later—if that’s okay, I mean.” 
 
    She sighed. “Of course it’s okay—I… I wanted to say Mamba and Blossom told me everything. I’m not mad but—” Her voice faded into nothingness. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I don’t know what to do either.” 
 
    “We were so close,” she whined into the receiver, her high, breaking voice almost bringing me to tears. 
 
    “I know. I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “You keep saying that,” she groaned. “You’re not the first guy who said something like that to me. But… you’re the first guy I kissed.” 
 
    I looked down at the city as I tried to process her words, to understand what exactly she wanted me to say. But there was nothing. Nothing I could say or do in that moment to make things okay again. I think she knew that. I think she, too, didn’t know the magic words that would make everything right again. 
 
    Cars sped by on the busy road below, the sheer variety of their designs and the sorts of technology they appeared to use bringing me to a silent awe. But I couldn’t stay silent for too long. 
 
    “Pinky, you deserve to be happy. And I deserve to make you happy,” I said. 
 
    “Okay?” she said. It was phrased like a question, but she didn’t sound unimpressed or put off by it. 
 
    “There are a lot of things I wish I got to say to you before this all got so messed up,” I said. 
 
    “Like what?” she asked me, her voice going so soft that I could barely hear it over the sounds of the streets below. 
 
    “Like a proper ‘I love you’ for one thing,” I said. She got real quiet after that. A few seconds later I continued. “Like, ‘your quirks make you even more beautiful.’ I love how you get when there’s even one speck of dust out of place. About your dragon obsession, and your jealous fits when Mamba tries to pull her shit and rile you up. I love how you chew on your hair when you think no one’s looking, and how you always check to make sure your horn is still there when you wake up from a nap—like it’d go anywhere.” 
 
    She giggled. “It gets numb if I sleep on it.” 
 
    “I have to be the one to make you happy, Pinky,” I told her. “It has to be me, because I’m crazy about you. I couldn’t live with it being anyone else. Does that make me a dick?” 
 
    “No,” she said, sobbing, but it was a sob inside a smile. “No, it doesn’t, Brock.” 
 
    “What do we even do?” I sighed. 
 
    She fell quiet for a long time. After almost a minute, she finally said, “Where are you? The wind is blowing into the phone.” 
 
    “I’m outside,” I said, trying to be as unspecific as possible. 
 
    “Come home, Brock,” Pinky whined. 
 
    “Pinky, I can’t,” I said. “I can’t just go home like nothing happened. Being there will hurt even worse, trust me. Not being able to see you—I need to work some stuff out.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I think I need to see Dr. Luna,” I answered her. “It’s the only lead I’ve got.” 
 
    “Brock,” she whimpered. “Come home. It’s over.” 
 
    I felt a pit grow in my stomach. “What are you saying?” I asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let’s enjoy the next couple weeks of being able to talk to each other. After that, I want you to stay here—but you’ll forget about me. And that’s just going to have to be okay.”  
 
    “You can’t be serious,” I said, but she ignored me and pressed on. 
 
    “I’m still so, so grateful I met you, Brock. You brought me Blossom and helped me grow closer to Mamba, and for a while you made me feel like I was worth loving.” 
 
    “I’m not giving up,” I told her frankly. “Don’t talk like I’ve given up.” 
 
    “Brock—please, it’s just going to be even sadder this way,” she pleaded. “I really need you here. I need to be able to see you before I’m gone to you completely.” 
 
    Suddenly something hit me, washing over my brain like a bucket of ice water. My mind blanked. I stared at my phone in confusion. “Sorry,” I grunted, rubbing my scaly draconic forehead. “To whom am I speaking?” 
 
    I heard a shrill gasp and a sob come from the other line, and then a click. I shrugged it off, about to take flight again when it dawned on me. 
 
    “Ohh, shit,” I said. It was already beginning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    21. Never Forget 
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   A  few sad days had passed with little progress. I had trouble reaching Dr. Luna because he was busy with some important conference or another. I was finally on my way to an appointment to go see him when suddenly a monster attack interrupted my plans.  
 
    A titanic fire golem stomped its way down Bellview Street, igniting just about everything it touched. The Sylvan District’s buildings were largely made of wood or covered in grass—concrete was a rare sight indeed. While that gave the otherwise urban zone a nice natural aesthetic, it also left it highly flammable. 
 
    Someone had set the fire golem loose upon the largest street in the district. To make things even scarier, it was only maybe a mile away from my own home. When I heard the sirens blaring outside, I’d made eye contact with Blossom and Mamba. All either of them said was, “Go.” 
 
    I flashed my way into the fray, taking only a minute to survey the damage. Homes, buildings, and even the wooden planks that made up the sidewalk were ablaze, but if I acted soon, I could mitigate the spread. 
 
    There was something of a war of wills inside me, though. The flames, though harmless, reminded me of my Before-World death. Well, near-death experience, I suppose. I was flashing back to the event that ejected my soul to be scooped up by Meteoropolis millions of years later. Flames all around me, the sounds of screams and the smell of smoke heavy in the air, I struggled to keep my composure. 
 
    You’ve got this, Brock, the dragon said. With those words, I felt his influence seep into me, and the fear was banished. 
 
    The decision I had to make first was whether to address the cause of the damage, or to focus my efforts on rescuing people trapped in their burning homes. 
 
    The dragon inside me had his thoughts. Rip the gullet out of the creature, he urged me. Let its ashen remains enrich the soil. 
 
    “People are in trouble,” I pointed out, but I was already narrowing my sights on the blazing monstrosity. I don’t know if it was dragon-induced tunnel vision and blood lust, or if I had done the calculations on my own, but a decision was made. 
 
    I tucked my wings, descending like a hawk at the highest velocity I could manage. My fist collided with the red-hot stony face of the golem. It stood perhaps five times taller than me, but I was willing to bet I was stronger. The unimpressive flames were the giveaway. 
 
    You call that a fire? I thought mockingly. Or was it the dragon’s mocking tone I heard in my head? Either way, the yellow flames were rather uninspiring. My own core body temperature ran much hotter when I wanted it to.  
 
    When my fist made its impact, a spray of lava and stone splattered on the ground all around us. The debris set more homes aflame. I grimaced at the realization, immediately flashing to each of the scattered flaming pieces while the golem attempted to recover from the blow. 
 
    I picked up the stones and—in my rush to invent a solution—chewed and swallowed them. Onlookers gasped in surprise even as they cowered or ran for cover. The dragon did not rebuke me for the first stone consumed in this way, so I took it as a sign that this instinct wasn’t flawed. 
 
    Zapping from pile of debris to pile of debris, I consumed every bit of the golem that had fallen off, using my wings to beat back some of the spreading flames. The shrill cry of more sirens grew around me. I frantically glanced around, realizing that I was no longer alone in my handling of this chaos. That was a relief at least, but now there were cops and cameras and armored men with hoses. I had to be on my best behavior. 
 
    “It’s the dragon!” one of the cops shouted. “He’ll take care of the golem. Quimby, Jayce, help the aquamancers get the hoses situated on the pumps! My squad, evacuate the houses. Let’s go, people!” 
 
    I could breathe a sigh of relief—at least my job was clear. Take on the golem. I could do that. 
 
    “Hey, aqua boys!” I roared as I took off into the sky. “He’s made of fire, and that’s kind of my thing, too! Would you mind sparing one of those hoses to back me up and take care of the pieces I rip out of him?” 
 
    The two men I figured were Quimby and Jayce looked at each other and shrugged. Then they looked at a burly satyr dressed in an armored uniform who was fixing a hose to one of the pumps along the street. 
 
    “We’ve got your back, Solar!” shouted the satyr with a meaty thumbs up. 
 
    I let myself fall momentarily distracted by having to fix my attention on my backup’s response to my request. In that instant, a gargantuan flaming hand swatted me out of the sky. With the force of that blow, I collided against the ground with a thunderous crash. The strength of it was enough to create a hole in the wooden sidewalk I landed upon, turning planks into smoldering sawdust. 
 
    The officers let out grunts of surprise, but I would not be emasculated by a weakling fire monster. I used my wings and legs to kick off from the ground without standing back up, taking flight with whirring speed. I graced the face of the golem with another violent smack, sending more of its chunks flying. 
 
    “Get the flaming debris!” one of the men shouted. 
 
    I cast a downward look back at the street. Cops and aquamancers were working efficiently to rescue people and stop the damage from spreading. I was impressed. For a moment I wondered if they even needed me. 
 
    But then I remembered the golem. 
 
    The flaming titan’s composure was shaken. It did not stand as solidly as before, with so much of its head missing, but I gathered that this was not an intelligent creature. It was a monster—perhaps the magical equivalent of a robot. It seemed to show nothing resembling emotion in the way it carried itself, nor did it act out of self-preservation. It must have known it was outmatched, and yet it still attacked. 
 
    “But why?” I muttered, studying the thing for a moment. 
 
    Who cares? Eat its heart! growled the dragon. 
 
    “I’ll take your suggestion under advisement,” I grunted back with a smirk. 
 
    From there, it all unfolded rather unceremoniously for the next couple of minutes. I was simply too fast and too tough for the golem to do anything about. I staggered my blows, leaving spaces between each attack, trying to keep the golem fixed on only me. This way, the officers on the ground had enough time to put out the fiery bits that I punched loose as they left the golem’s body. 
 
    Everything was going well. The golem was within an inch of its life when a wayward scream from a man resisting rescue distracted me. It got one lucky blow, right in the soft spot on my chest, bruising and worsening the still-healing injury around the Black Hole Scar. The sudden riptide of agony knocked me out of the air, making my wings seize up. 
 
    Again, the officers uttered shouts and noises of alarm and surprise. More officers had arrived on the scene since the beginning of the fight. Several of them turned their hoses on the monster, and it helped. It slowed the thing down, but it wouldn't be enough to put out its flames or kill it. 
 
    They still need us, the dragon said calmly in my head. Get up. 
 
    I gripped my chest and sat up slowly. The pain was all-encompassing. “Can’t you feel it, too?” I asked, seething through the hurt. 
 
    I feel it, but I’m no weakling. And neither are you. Get. Up. NOW. 
 
    With a roar of pain that probably sounded like rage, I struggled back onto my feet. Anyone looking carefully could see that the situation had changed. It wasn’t that the tides had turned—I would still win this fight, without a doubt—but my apparent invulnerability was dispelled to any bystanders that were watching the chaos unfold. 
 
    I flashed in the golem’s face, using my lightspeed travel power because I couldn’t bear the pain of using my body to move. But that wasn’t enough; with a word of caution to my partner, I let the dragon take over. I allowed myself to become a passenger in my own body. I watched as he forced our hands, talons first, into the chest of the monster. He ripped it open, splitting what was left of its cracked torso apart. 
 
    Enormous pieces of the golem landed on houses and the street beneath us, but the police officers and aquamancers did their job. Bellview Street would survive, I assured myself. This golem would not. 
 
    At the center of the golem’s chest cavity was a golden orb the size of my head that gave off a powerful glow. I watched with confusion as my own talons reached out and shoveled the orb into my mouth, chomping down on it until it gushed magma down my chin. The dragon, thankfully, was careful not to let any of it spill into our wound. 
 
    I’ll take my body back now, I said. You had your fun. 
 
    With a profane utterance from the dragon, I felt myself quietly take back control. It was still difficult to manage the pain, but something about the act of eating the golem’s heart had made it more bearable. 
 
    I bet you feel better now, don’t you? the dragon said. 
 
     “Why?” I asked. 
 
    Consuming magical creatures empowers a dragon. You’re welcome. 
 
    Before I could offer an appropriately snarky response, I heard a voice calling out for me. “Thank you, dragon!” shouted one of the officers. He was holding a radio like mine in his hand. “Commissioner Go’Urden says watch the night sky from now on.” 
 
    I looked at him, feeling a puzzled snarl form on my bestial face. “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    The officer shrugged. “Beats me. That’s just what he radioed in.” 
 
    I shrugged. I helped them rescue the rest of the people trapped in their homes, but when things were under control, I excused myself. I had a very important appointment to keep. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m afraid I have no answers,” Dr. Luna said with a blank face. It was the kind of neutral expression you make when you give someone bad news, but you don’t have the emotional bandwidth to openly sympathize. “Brock, she’s a unicorn, at least predominantly. It was always going to end like this.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” I asked. “Any magic that can restore or protect my memory? Or magic clothes she can wear that her curse won’t make invisible? Or—” 
 
    “—By now you must have noticed,” Dr. Luna sighed, “that magic isn’t all that common among common folk. Much of our technology is powered by magic, yes, and people have their own innate abilities, but generally speaking, magic items and spells of any substantial power are highly regulated.” 
 
    “So you’re saying it’s possible,” I said, looking at him with an accusatory glare. “You’re just holding back on me.” 
 
    “I’m not holding anything back. You can talk to one of the alchemists or enchanters at one of the many hospitals, but I’m afraid they’ll find Pinky’s condition non-life-threatening. They won’t likely be in a position to do much without more money than either of us have to spare.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” I snorted at him. “Her quality of life is insanely low. The government barely even lets her go out, because they track her every time she does. She has no love life, major limitations on friendships, and she can’t even get a normal job or do errands by herself without calling ahead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Brock,” Doctor Luna apologized in his low voice, bushy eyebrows slanting downward. “I really am. But, hey—good job with that fire golem on the way here!” 
 
    I wasn’t in the mood to celebrate. “If there’s nothing you can do for me, then wire me the money and be done with it.” 
 
    I turned my back on him and headed for the door. As I opened it, I heard him croak back to me. “Brock,” he called out. “Wait.” 
 
    I looked back at him hopefully. “Yes?” 
 
    He frowned, and it suddenly became obvious that I wasn’t going to enjoy what he was going to tell me. “I think you should focus on enjoying your time with her while you can. I know what it’s like to lose someone, Brock. I even know what it’s like to struggle to remember them.” 
 
    I stared at him with renewed interest, pivoting my body slightly. 
 
    He breathed out a hot breath of sadness. “You know… I think for her benefit, if not yours, a meaningful goodbye is the best thing you can offer. Don’t spend so much time chasing a fool’s hope that you rob her of the closure she needs. You’ll forget. You’ll move on. That’s built into her situation. But she won’t move on if you don’t let her.” 
 
    I grabbed the door frame and nodded, trying to take his words for the wisdom they were. But my grip grew tense, and I made splinters of the wood. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I apologized. 
 
    “I hated that door frame anyway,” he grumbled. “Brock. Your wound.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know. I need to keep my guard up.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s more of a vulnerability than I thought. Take a few days to recover. Let me figure something out.” 
 
    I left him there, heading out into the bustling streets. Light-flashing home, I strolled through the front door with heavy shoulders, doing my best to make an entrance like nothing was wrong, even though literally everything was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Pinky Peach’s Interlude 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   P inky Peach was not in a great mood. She doubted if she ever would be again, for that matter. She woke up in her bed, the most expensive thing she owned besides her computer, and let out a yawn. The yawn came out like a screeching complaint aimed at the gods. 
 
    She stared at herself in the mirror, hating what she saw. The beauty that looked back at her was like a sculpture in an abandoned temple—what good was it without someone who could appreciate it? But no—that wasn’t what bothered her. She didn’t care about being appreciated for her looks. She just wanted to be… loved. 
 
    Brock almost loved me, she thought to herself. Like, really, really loved me. I’m sure of it. 
 
    Pinky Peach had nearly tasted that kind of love at last—and yet, she had never been further away. Being so close to happiness reminded her just how out of reach it always was. True—there was speculation that losing her virginity to the man she loved might end the curse, at least for the man in question. In reality, though, it was only wishful thinking: a wild hope with nothing concrete to back it up.  
 
    Pinky Peach didn’t know if her heart could survive the trauma of making love to Brock only to find that it didn’t work. She doubted she would ever come back from that kind of depression. But then, she wondered, could it really be any worse than it already was? Could she really find new depths of despair? 
 
    There are always new depths of despair, Pinky, cautioned a haughty voice inside her head. And you’re edging ever closer to a new precipice. Pinky had tried to silence that voice many times, but she couldn’t. She had attempted to shut it out, to make it cease its demands. Clean this, wash that, watch him sleep, tell him you love him, make him take you—its bullying never ended. 
 
    Pinky sat down in front of her computer but didn’t turn it on. She stared at her face’s reflection in the blackened monitor. Today Pinky was not in the mood to silence the voice. She didn’t want to feel quite that alone. 
 
    “What should I do, Eppy?” she asked, pouting at her own face. 
 
    Pinky’s face twisted into a smirk—but it wasn’t Pinky speaking any longer. The tone was higher, accented more thickly, with a regality that Pinky Peach lacked. “Tell him, Pinky. Tell him you love him. Tell him I love him, at the very least. I can’t bear being separated from him any longer.” 
 
    “What good would that do?” asked the unicorn girl. “He can’t even see us.” 
 
    “We don’t need him to see us to claim him. What good does it do to sit on your hands like a damned fool, in any case?” retorted her elven Splice Partner. “He is always on your mind—he has been practically since he arrived.” 
 
    “And what do I do when I vanish from him completely? When he forgets?” 
 
    The high elven persona in Pinky’s body pushed together the unicorn girl’s breasts suggestively. “Make him remember.” 
 
    Pinky Peach scoffed. “You are disgusting.” 
 
    “I bet Brock would disagree,” Eppy teased. “Tell me, Pinky—what’s important to you?” 
 
    Pinky knew what she should say. Paying her bills, ranking up in the League of Loremasters tournament ladder, getting more subscribers on Flinch—those things had been her entire world before Brock. But League of Loremasters, as much as she loved it, she wasn’t in love with. Things were different now… simpler and more complicated at the same time. 
 
    “Brock,” she whimpered, answering the question. “He’s important.” 
 
    “He thinks you’re important, too. Surely you aren’t so dense as to have shielded yourself from this knowledge.” 
 
    Pinky shook her head, her lip trembling. “No,” she murmured. “He likes me.” 
 
    “He wuvs you,” the high elf Splice Partner corrected in a mocking tone. “He really does.” 
 
    “So what do I do?” Pinky sighed. 
 
    “Talk to him, you simpleton!” Pinky saw her own impatient face on the black screen scolding her. For a moment, she thought she might have been answering the question herself. The answer did seem so obvious—even if it solved nothing. “Take some kind of action, at least. The more drastic, the better.” 
 
    Pinky stood up suddenly with a soft utterance of determination, curling her fingers into fists tightly at her side. She would talk to Brock. She would tell him how she felt in no uncertain terms and… she would see what happened from there. 
 
    The pink-haired unicorn girl’s tail brushed the air anxiously as she opened the door without a sound. She headed out to the living room just as silently. Brock was there—the TV was off. Blossom was asleep in the corner still, and Mamba was in her room. It was a good opportunity to try something.  
 
    Try anything, she heard Eppy’s voice instruct her.  
 
    Brock, for his part, was hunched over the coffee table. He seemed to be writing something—frantically, again and again. Without announcing herself, Pinky knew she’d go unnoticed. Her curse gave her excellent powers of stealth to whoever couldn’t see her—powers beyond mere invisibility. She sauntered right up to Brock and sat on the couch next to him. The handsome human didn’t react to her proximity. 
 
    Pinky smiled serenely as she looked into his pensive face. There was sweat forming on his creased brow and a look of determination in his eyes. She was only a breath away from him, and yet he had no idea. She wanted to reach out and stroke his cheek—depending on how far gone he was, he may not even notice her touch if she was gentle. 
 
    Pinky’s eyes strolled themselves slowly down Brock’s muscular arms to where they ended in his hands. She did not expect to see what she saw on that paper—written again and again. 
 
    I love Pinky Peach. I will not forget Pinky Peach. I love Pinky Peach. I will not forget Pinky Peach. I love Pinky Peach. I will not forget Pinky Peach… 
 
    Her eyes glazed over with the horror of what she read. She turned her gaze back up to his eyes and realized the look wasn’t merely focus but desperation. He was already deep into forgetting—she would be gone to him soon. Irrevocably. 
 
    “Brock!” she cried out, cupping his cheek, tears infecting the tone of her voice. “Don’t—don’t forget me, please…” 
 
    Brock jerked back in surprise, his eyes leaping all over the room, searching for whatever touched him. “Hello?!” he said. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “It’s me, Brock, can’t you hear me?” she sobbed. 
 
    He looked down at the paper on the coffee table and cocked his head. “Pinky… Peach? I… I love you?” It was framed as a question. 
 
    “Can’t you remember me at all?” she said. 
 
    He shook his head, his hands gripping his temples as though he were casting off dizziness. “Pinky, yes,” he said. “Of course I remember you. But—I’m losing it.” 
 
    “I can see that,” she wailed. She threw her arms around his shoulders, pressing herself against him. “You’re—you’re so warm. Why are you always so warm?” 
 
    “Pinky,” he said, “I want you to know, no matter what happens—” 
 
    Pinky placed her palm on his lips. “Don’t finish that sentence,” she said. “I’m not ready for it.” 
 
    He took her palm down, placing it on his shoulder. “By the time you’re ready, it might already be too late. Pinky, I want you to be happy. Promise me you won’t give up on that.” 
 
    “On… what exactly?” she asked, cocking her brow. 
 
    “On happiness. Find it with Mamba and Blossom. At least you have friends now.” 
 
    She pouted, her eyes swelling with a fresh batch of salty tears. “But I want you.” 
 
    She forced her lips against him, and he gasped in surprise at the unexpected gift of her affection. Brock apparently didn’t know what to do with his hands, not being able to see her, so Pinky guided him. She wrapped one of his arms around her slim waist and placed the other on her breast. 
 
    Brock gasped again, apparently recognizing the softness of her pillowy chest, and the unexpected thrill it gave him made Pinky giggle. She wanted him so badly. She wanted to— 
 
    “Brock! Pinky! Brock can see you?!” Blossom gasped, waking up to the unexpected sight of her friends sloppily making out. 
 
    Pinky pulled back suddenly, disrupted out of her bittersweet euphoria. She looked at the flower sprite and then back to Brock, whose hand was still on her bosom. 
 
    He released his grip of it with a confused look on his handsome face. “What was I just touching?” he murmured, looking at his palm like it knew a secret it wouldn’t tell. He turned to face Blossom. “And who’s Pinky?” 
 
    The unicorn girl sobbed, rose to her hooves, retreated back into her room, and slammed the door behind her. 
 
    Still, a voice inside her persisted. It’s not too late, Pinky Peach. There is still one thing left to try. 
 
    

  

 
   
    22. Getting Real 
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   O ne morning, perhaps a week and a half after the fire golem incident, I got up early for my shower, planning to head to Darkling Donuts to pick up lattes for Blossom and Mamba. When I entered the bathroom, I was surprised to find the water in the shower already on—piping hot to boot. 
 
    “That’s weird,” I grunted to myself. 
 
    For a split second I thought I heard a tiny gasp. I looked around, checked the spare room, and checked Mamba and Blossom. Everyone was still asleep. Nothing was out of place except the shower. I discounted the gasping sound as a trick played on my senses by the old pipes in the house. 
 
    Still, this was peculiar indeed. I worried over how long the shower had been left on. Had Mamba left it going all night long? The hot water was still working, too, which made even less sense. I didn’t know what else to do, though, so I stripped down one article of clothing at a time, deciding to take my shower as planned. I’d deal with the obscene water bill issue later. 
 
    “I may have to call in a favor to Dr. Luna to waive this,” I sighed. “Shit.” 
 
    When I was naked, I stood in front of the mirror for a moment. It was all fogged up, so I reached out and wiped it clean, revealing my reflected image. I studied the wound in my chest with a grimace. The Black Hole Scar, as I’d taken to calling it, had shrunk, but the burn mark left by the fire golem’s assault made the wound raw and look even worse than before. 
 
    “That fucking golem,” I grunted aloud. “I should have been more careful.” 
 
    I shook my head and clucked my tongue at myself, letting the mirror glass fog over once more. Walking into the shower, I smelled strawberry shampoo—which was odd, because the shampoo Mamba used was more citric. Blossom didn’t even have to shower, of course. She just always smelled like flowers because, well—flower sprite. Duh. 
 
    I climbed into the shower stall and let the water wash over me. I grabbed my own shampoo, Hero Dew, which didn’t sound appealing but it smelled good, and lathered up my hair. While my hair soaked up the suds, I took a bar of soap off the shower rack and started scrubbing my body. 
 
    After a few minutes, I turned around to let the water wash the soap off of my back. When I did, I thought I felt my skin brush up against something soft, but there was nothing there. I also heard that gasp again—more a sharp inhalation of surprise than anything else. 
 
    “Hello?” I said, looking all around. It sounded like the voice had come from right in front of me, but that was clearly impossible. Well, at least it seemed impossible until I felt the unmistakable sensation of a pair of feminine hands find rest upon my chest. 
 
    “Oh, Brock,” a voice called out sadly, tearfully whimpering from a few inches in front of me. I wasn’t alone. 
 
    My mind thrashed and reeled to make sense of what was going on, but for the time being, I drew a blank. Still—something stopped me from lashing out, panicking, or overreacting. Something kept me calm, compelled me to let those hands linger on my naked chest. 
 
    I stood there, still as a statue, waiting for something to happen. 
 
    “Hello?” I offered up at last. 
 
    “Hello, baby,” a voice cooed. A name flooded my mind, filling it to the brim. 
 
    “Pinky Peach?” I said in a solemn whisper. 
 
    “It’s me,” she sobbed. “Oh, Brock, your chest!” 
 
    I looked down at where her invisible hands were tracing the outline of my scar. I could not process the implications of this moment. My mind was a thick black haze—who was Pinky Peach? And why did I feel so strongly about her when I couldn’t even see her? 
 
    “Brock Clayton,” the voice said, “I see you.” 
 
    “I don’t see you,” I grunted, frowning at the air. 
 
    “No,” she said, and I felt her wet hair whipping my shoulders, “I see you, really, for the first time. I understand. You’re the solar dragon.” 
 
    This felt like a huge moment, but I was so bewildered that I could offer nothing. My mouth flapped open a couple times, but nothing came out. 
 
    “It explains so much—why you were always out whenever the news came on about him, why you’ve been keeping your Splice Partner a secret from me… and Mamba figured it out because you rescued her the night she came to our home.” 
 
    The things she was saying started to have an effect on me. Memories started coming back—almost everything about her returned to me in some form, except for her face. 
 
    “You can’t do that anymore,” she said with a pouty voice. 
 
    “Do what?” I asked. I wanted to reach out and touch her, but suddenly it hit me how we got into this situation. She was taking a shower, and I walked in on her. She let me walk in, not trying to stop me. Why? Was she afraid she’d confuse me? Or was there something else? 
 
    Her fingertips tickled my chest as she drew circles around the scar. “You can’t go out and fight crime. Now that I know, it’ll kill me with worry.” 
 
    “I don’t—I don’t even know how to have this conversation with you,” I groaned. “Honestly, this is so fucked up.” 
 
    Her voice shook with fear. “I’m sorry!” she said. “I should have made you leave! I—I don’t know why I didn’t!” 
 
    “That’s not even what I mean,” I said, furrowing my brow at the wall behind her. “You’re like a ghost haunting my brain. The memories I have of you don’t feel complete. Nothing makes sense, except—” my voice trailed off and I frowned. 
 
    “Except what?” she asked. “Brock, tell me.” 
 
    “Except I know how important you are to me. Except that.” 
 
    Her hands wrapped around my wrists. At first I didn’t understand the sensation, but I put it together quickly enough. Each digit squeezed tightly, almost independent of the others at first, as though she exaggerated the gesture for my benefit. Slowly, she guided my hands somewhere, and I let them follow her lead. They oddly hovered through the air en route to their destination. It was weird to watch my arms move seemingly on their own. 
 
    At last, my hands found something to grab onto. I swallowed an audible gulp as I recognized it as a nude woman’s hips. Her body was warm to the touch, probably especially because of the heat of the shower. I felt her shiver nonetheless when my hands gripped her naked flesh. 
 
    “Just… hold me, Brock,” she whimpered. 
 
    I slid my hands around her, resting one above the obvious hump that was her succulent peach of an ass. The other hand glided up her back, settling below her nape. I pulled her close to me, our naked bodies colliding softly. 
 
    She started sucking on my neck, peppering me with small but desperately passionate kisses as her own hands held me tightly. “I need you, Brock,” she whined between kisses. 
 
    “I don’t know much, but I know I need you too,” I told her. 
 
    Then she uttered three words that changed everything. “Let’s have sex,” she mewled in my ear. “Come on, baby, let’s just do it. Maybe it’ll work, and maybe it won’t, but if we don’t try—” 
 
    She didn’t need to try too hard to sell me on the proposal. I interrupted her with a kiss, pressing my lips against hers. My desire for her was approaching borderline insane levels of adoration, even if my concept of her was incomplete. Her voice muffled on my tongue as she moaned into the kiss. 
 
    Our tongues wrestled yearnfully, both of us eager to taste each other. The kiss got deeper until she surprised me by pulling back. I heard her panting in my face for a moment, and I looked around, frenzied and confused by her sudden unexpected withdrawal. But it wasn’t anything to be concerned about, apparently, because the next thing I knew she was licking my face and biting my ear. 
 
    I ran my fingers through her wet hair, letting her have her way. She was a giver, apparently. All she was interested in was tasting me—it was like she wanted to conquer every inch of my flesh. 
 
    Pinky’s hands ran up and down the length of my torso, front and back, over a dozen times, her nails occasionally scraping my skin. It didn’t bother me. If anything, I was flattered by the passion she was revealing. Still, she was rougher than I would have expected if I’d had a clear memory of her at that point, that’s for sure. 
 
    “Let’s get out of the shower,” she said. “Please.” 
 
    I nodded. I turned around and turned off the hot water. A switch was flicked on the wall—Pinky must have done it—and warm air blasted through the vents in the ceiling. 
 
    “Get on the counter, baby,” she moaned seductively. Her arms wrapped around me possessively as I obeyed, sitting on the counter by the sink basin. My heart thumped in my chest like a machine gun. 
 
    The deeper we got into this, the more I remembered: the first time I met her, the first time we kissed, our first date at the petting zoo, all of it had returned. Now there were only cracks in my mind that hadn’t been filled in. 
 
    “Pinky Peach,” I said, my voice croaking with my arousal, “I—I’m in love with you.” It was an admission for myself more than it was for her. I was dumbfounded by the sudden realization. Oh, sure, I’d had an inkling of it before—from the moment her name returned to my mind, it was there. But now, the feeling was so intense it almost left me breathless. 
 
    “I’m in love with you, too, Brock,” she said. I couldn’t see her, but I could sure as hell feel her as she mashed her tits against my chest and started nibbling my jawline and sucking on my neck again. “I fucking love you so much.” Her words were close to a sob. 
 
    My arms wrapped around her, my left hand settling on her ass this time. The firm roundness of it was like a taste of heaven. Pinky Peach’s juicy peach was in my grasp. The warm hill of soft flesh froze my mind with bliss. 
 
    “You can touch it,” she said, misinterpreting my pause for hesitation. “You can touch anything. I’m all yours, baby. Just be gentle.” 
 
    She should probably have taken her own advice. Pinky’s nails raked down my chest as I realized she sank to her knees, leaving red marks in their wake. I lost my grip on her ass to the reality of her new position, but something told me that wasn’t a bad thing. My cock was so hard by this point that I was actually kind of proud of myself for getting so erect without any visual stimuli whatsoever. 
 
    I felt the warmth of her tongue dance atop the skin of my glans. When I looked down, all I could see was my dick, but I knew what was happening. I closed my eyes to try to imagine it: Her beautiful face—perfect beyond description, beyond logic or reason—worshiping my cock. The gorgeous unicorn-elf licking my manhood from root to tip, before it sank into her mouth. 
 
    I could feel the unmistakable suction of her hollowing out her cheeks as she took me as deeply as she could manage. It wasn’t all that deep, but then this was her first time. She must have done some research, though, because she was pulling off some moves for sure. 
 
    “Shit,” I groaned, running my fingers through her hair, rubbing her horn affectionately. “You’re doing great.” 
 
    She just moaned on my cock, like the act was a service to her rather than me. I felt her wet lips run up and down the length of my prick again and again as she teased the underside of my shaft with her nimble tongue.  
 
    If I weren’t already in love with her, that would probably have done the trick. The passion she had for me was unmistakably clear with each gagging sound she made as my dick hit the back of her throat. My eyes got tired, my muscles lazy, and I leaned back against the mirror. The mirror glass squeaked as it rubbed against my wet skin. The pleasure of the unicorn girl’s ministrations consumed me. 
 
    I took her face in my hands. At this rate, I wouldn’t last all that long when we got to the real deed, and that would have been a real shame. So, I tried to pull back, to withdraw from her. 
 
    She didn’t like that. I felt her nails sink into my thighs in a protest or warning as her head continued to bob on my cock. She did not want to stop her task until it was done. 
 
    “If you keep going like that, I’ll blow in your mouth,” I told her. “And then it might take a bit for me to work my way back up.” 
 
    She seemed to reluctantly accept the explanation. With a lewd popping sound, I felt my cock leave the warm wetness of her mouth, suddenly exposed to open air. 
 
    “Do you—do you wanna suck my tits?” she asked with shyness in her voice that had to have been faked by this point. 
 
    “God yes,” I groaned, “but you’ve got me all worked up.” 
 
    She grabbed the root of my cock and pumped it slowly. “I’ll keep you hard,” she promised. “I just—I want us to do all the normal stuff before—you know.” I could hear the blush in her voice. It made me smile. 
 
    I nodded. I felt her hoist herself up onto the counter with me. With a series of sounds and sensations, she straddled my thigh. The sticky dew from her pussy became visible on my leg immediately since I could see through where she was. Apparently her juices were not invisible once they left her body. 
 
    The palm of her hand found the back of my head, guiding it forward and very slightly down. I let my face become buried in a mound of supple tit-flesh. My tongue came out to play, taking stock of the shape and size of what I was working with. It didn't take long to find the nipple. I latched on, sucking it between my teeth. 
 
    Pinky Peach exhaled a sharp gasp and a shrill moan, her hand squeezing my hair tightly and pulling me even more possessively against her. Her nails scraped my scalp in the hottest way, making me shiver. 
 
    She started gyrating her hips, generating friction against her pussy, effectively getting herself off on my thigh. I looked through her, watching as the puddle of juice on my leg smeared with every thrust. 
 
    Her hand diligently stroked my cock at an even, predictable pace. Not enough to get me off, which was great, but enough to keep me hard. 
 
    “Pinky,” I groaned, my lips buzzing against her nipple. “You’re pulling me too tight against you. I can’t breathe.” 
 
    “Sorry!” she squeaked. “I’m sorry! I can’t help it! I just—I want to be close to you. I want you to be a part of me.” 
 
    “If you’re ready,” I said, pulling back as she released her hold of my head, “we could do it now.” 
 
    “Do… it?” she said. I felt her body shaking as my meaning washed over her. “Okay. I’m ready.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked her. “We really don’t have to if you’re not sure.” 
 
    I felt her forehead press itself against my lips, her horn resting on the top of my head. I kissed her face instinctively. “I’m sure,” she said. “I’m ready, but—let’s take it slow.” 
 
    She stood up, leaving her mess on my thigh. I saw little handprints and the shape of her back appear in the condensation on the tiled wall opposite the sink. She was leaning against it. “Come to me,” she beckoned sweetly. “Baby.” 
 
    I got off the counter and stepped toward her cautiously. I reached out, trying to find her, and my hand landed on her stomach first. Her flat belly flexed at my touch. “Lower,” she said, just in case I couldn’t figure it out. 
 
    I ran my hand down her stomach, following it over the mound of her pubic flesh. She moaned at the mere touch of my finger when it found her hot, dripping slit. 
 
    “Shit, I’m so fucking ready for this,” she moaned. “But take it slow, don’t just jam it in.” 
 
    I nodded. Stepping forward, I guided my cock between her legs, but I wouldn’t impale her just yet. I wanted to freshen up my lubrication and hers to make the entrance as pleasurable for her as it could be. I closed her legs around my cock. My dick was pressed between her soft thighs, her slit rubbing against the top of my shaft. I thrust forward several times, letting her pussy lips part slightly to smear its moisture all over my length. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she moaned. “Feels… feels nice.” 
 
    “Just warming you up,” I said. “Do you want me to go in now?” 
 
    There was no response for a minute, so I paused. Maybe she was having doubts. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” she grunted, “I nodded, but you can’t see me. Okay—fuck me, Brock,” she said, her voice sounding suddenly so sure, if a little breathless. 
 
    Carefully, my tip pressed against her opening. I closed my eyes, letting her body be my guide. Slowly, but easily, I slid right inside of her until my dick was hilted at the base. I let out a low groan to signal my bliss to her. 
 
    I pulled her against me, then lifted her up by the ass. I pressed her back against the wall as I thrust into her. Her insides were a warm welcome. Her wetness dripped down my cock after just a few thrusts. 
 
    The echoing sounds of my body pounding into hers filled the room. Soon, however, Pinky Peach's whining moans became the loudest sound. She bit my shoulder hard, probably drawing blood, which surprised me enough to make me close my eyes even tighter. I tried to focus on that pain so I wouldn’t finish too soon. There was nothing more important to me than getting this woman to cum all over my cock. 
 
    Every thrust inside her was a new assault on my senses. The combination of her hot wetness around me and the feel of her soft skin against me drove me half mad. Delirious with desire, but still full of purpose, I entered her again and again, each thrust a gift to us both. 
 
    “Oh… oh fuck, oh gods,” she gasped in between each breath as I plunged into her. It wasn't just that she felt so good; it was also the fact that we had denied ourselves this bliss for so long. This had been a long time coming, and the moment was finally here. 
 
    Overcome with the desire to taste her lips again, I raised my head off of her shoulder and faced her. I opened my eyes as a reflex, but once they’d opened, they stayed open. 
 
    I stared. My jaw dropped and I stopped moving, just holding her in my grasp. The sudden change in action confused Pinky, and she lifted her lips off of my neck. She gasped at the recognition she saw in my eyes. It worked. I could see her. 
 
    “You’re looking right at me,” she said, cautiously at first, as though the words were not to be trusted. But then she repeated it, her eyes bulging with joy as I stared right into her gorgeous face. “You’re looking at me!” Tears flooded down her cheeks. She sobbed, but those were happy tears—the happiest tears I’d ever seen. 
 
    “I’m looking at you,” I echoed, grinning. “I remember everything. I can see you, Pinky.” 
 
    “Kiss me, you dick,” she said, but she didn’t wait for me to comply. She ravenously claimed me, sucking and biting on my lower lip. She pulled back for a second. “Don’t you dare close your eyes, Brock,” she warned me. 
 
    “Kissing with my eyes open,” I chuckled. “Kinky.” 
 
    But she didn’t laugh. She dotted my face, neck, and chest with hundreds of kisses as I found my rhythm inside her depths once more. With renewed vigor, I pumped into her, relishing the sight of her bouncing breasts with every movement I made—when she pulled back from kissing me long enough for me to see them, anyway. 
 
    I had never had sex like this before. My heart throbbed with emotions I couldn't quite name. Relief was a big one, though. I don't think I'd ever been so relieved in my life. 
 
    My hips bucked against her, and she moved to meet my thrusts with such a rhythm that I felt like I was losing my mind. She moaned wildly, like some kind of animal, as our lovemaking gradually degraded into fucking, but the love was still there. Always. 
 
    “Awww fuck, baby,” she whined, her wet hair hanging down her back, “I’m gonna cum! I’m gonna cum all over you!” 
 
    “Be my guest,” I growled, knowing that I was about to do the same. “Me too,” I said, barely keeping it together. “Inside or out?” 
 
    “Inside!” she moaned. “Just—do it inside!” 
 
    She screamed so loudly that I knew we’d woken up the rest of the house. It was only a matter of minutes before this indecent scene was discovered. Frankly, by that point, I couldn’t have given less of a shit about that if you paid me to. 
 
    Her pussy clamped down on my cock in a series of tight pulses. All the while, her nectar gushed down my dick until it splattered onto the bathroom floor. The volume was actually alarming. 
 
    But it was nothing compared to the veritable tsunami I was about to unleash. Having been relegated to the couch for so long, I never was quite assured of my privacy. As such, I simply didn’t have much of a masturbation habit. So believe me when I say that I regretted how huge that first load inside of her was because it probably set unrealistic expectations for the future. 
 
    With our orgasms subsiding, Pinky pulled me down onto the floor. We lay across the tile and the mat outside the shower, gazing like teen lovers into each other’s eyes. “I love you, I love you, I love you,” she said. “You’re mine, finally—you’re mine.” 
 
    I grinned at her. 
 
    “And you’re Mamba’s and Blossom’s too, of course,” she corrected herself. “But the important thing is you’re mine.” 
 
    I chuckled. “We established that.” 
 
    She shook her head, biting her lip at me as she cackled out an adorably musical laugh. “I’m sorry—I never thought this day would come. I’m just—I’m speechless.” 
 
    “Then just enjoy it,” I said, kissing her on the horn. 
 
    “Let’s stay here all day,” she pleaded. “Just lying here. Naked. Together.” 
 
    I squinted in consideration. “Sounds great, except Mamba is going to need to pee eventually.” 
 
    Pinky let out an exaggerated breathy sigh. “She can pee in a cup.” 
 
    “Or,” I said, picking her up, holding her in my arms like a princess, “you can let me carry you back to your bedroom.” 
 
    She gazed up at me with wide eyes. “That would be nice too,” she confessed. 
 
    Before I could make good on that suggestion, we were interrupted by a knocking at the bathroom door. The sudden noise made Pinky eep. The next sound was Mamba’s voice shouting in from the other side.  
 
    “Yo,” she said, “did you two just do it?!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    23. Flash Forward 
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   M y life from that point on was set to be bliss, I was sure. I spent the next few days making out with and making love to Pinky Peach in her room—loudly. Eventually, and without any variation, Mamba and Blossom would complain and demand their turn. It was a viciously demanding cycle, but a great one. 
 
    One morning, though, I got up, snuck out of Pinky’s bedroom, and found my clothes on the floor by the sofa where I’d left them. Pinky had gotten so horny the night before that she hadn’t even bothered to fold them and put them in the laundry hamper before dragging me to her room. The whole time, Blossom whimpered, campaigning for equal time and equal treatment, which I promised her would come. 
 
    Even Mamba was jealous, though she was as relieved as Pinky and I were that things had worked out. “The harem’s future is secured,” she said with a breath of relief and a drastic wiping of her brow once the dust had settled from the first full day of lovemaking. 
 
    This morning, though, my attempt to stealthily sneak out to buy lattes and donuts for the girls was met with failure. Blossom was awake, waiting, crossing her arms. She shot me a glare. 
 
    “Mamba!” she shouted, her tiny fist smacking the wall behind her. “He’s up!” 
 
    The door shot open frightfully fast, and my snitty queen was waiting there with a determined look in her red reptilian eyes. “Finally,” she said. “Okay, I’ve got the flatbed. We’re going for a walk.” 
 
    Pinky’s door opened behind me, slamming into the wall. “Who’s going out?!” she squeaked. “Not without me!” 
 
    I smirked. “Fair enough,” I laughed. “Let’s eat our breakfast at the restaurant this morning.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I walked through the doorway of Darkling Donuts, pushing Blossom’s pot on the flatbed. I hoped it wouldn’t be an issue. It was probably more likely to be an issue that Mamba and Pinky were each hanging off of one of my arms. 
 
    We got some looks from the other patrons in the quaint little cafe-bakery, but no one uttered a word. Satina smiled as I approached the counter. Pinky and Mamba had taken Blossom to a nearby table for four. 
 
    “Are those your friends?” Satina asked sweetly. “The tree sprite is a cutie!” 
 
    I smirked at her. “Yep, those three are my roommates.” 
 
    “Three?” she asked, squinting as she looked at the table. “I only see two.” 
 
    I frowned. I was suddenly reminded that even some women couldn’t see Pinky, and no one quite knew the reason why. “One of them is a unicorn. She has a whole thing about non-virgins and some women not being able to see her. It’s rough.” 
 
    She giggled, which surprised me. “There is no way a stud like you is a virgin.” 
 
    I actually felt myself blush. By instinct, my eyes scanned the cute satyr chick from head to toe. She had a full enough figure, but she was shorter even than Pinky Peach. Her red hair and freckled face did her a lot of favors, and the little goat horns and floppy ibex-like ears were disastrously cute. Her black and red Darkling uniform shunned all the top buttons, leaving a sweet, succulent valley of cleavage out for inspection. 
 
    Pinky loudly coughed and cleared her throat behind me. I snapped out of it, returning my facial expression to a polite smile. “The usual, please,” I said. 
 
    “So these are the ones you always buy for,” she giggled. “It must be hard on a girl having a roommate like you around.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged, breaking eye contact to jot my order down on the check boxes on the sides of our cups. “You’re too hot, and you’re sweet enough to never miss a day of buying their favorite breakfast. I don’t know much else about you, but that says a lot.” 
 
    Again, blushing, I paid for my order without muttering another word. I sat down at the table shortly afterward, grinning at the girls. Blossom grinned back, but a look of scrunch-nosed jealousy was on Pinky’s face, and Mamba looked similarly unamused. 
 
    “Breakfast should be here soon,” I said, trying not to read into their expressions. 
 
    Pinky just scowled at me even as she grabbed my hand and squeezed it lovingly. Mamba tried to keep herself busy by looking at the menu, but she was clearly annoyed, too. 
 
    Satina came to the table a few minutes later with our drinks and donuts. She was all smiles, bubbly and sweet, as she successfully guessed where each order went. I caught a very nice bit of cleavage as she bent over to give Blossom her water-based donut, but I didn’t stare. 
 
    You should have stared, the dragon groaned. Golden opportunity. 
 
    “There you go,” Satina said, beaming at me as she handed me my latte. “Enjoy!” 
 
    I smiled back at her. When I returned my attention to Pinky and Mamba, I regretted it slightly. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, she was laying it on pretty thick, wasn’t she?” Mamba said, her voice full of irritation. 
 
    I cocked my brow in her direction. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean she was practically shoving her milkers in your face, Brock,” Mamba said, rolling her eyes at me. “Don’t you dare try to tell me you didn’t notice.” 
 
    “There are some signs she might be interested,” I confessed. “But I’m spoken for three times over, so no worries.” 
 
    Pinky smiled at that, relaxing her shoulders and squeezing my hand tighter as if it were a reward—or a promise of one. 
 
    “So what’s everyone doing today?” I asked. 
 
    Mamba made eye contact with Pinky. “We have a stream later,” she reminded her. “You still up for it?” 
 
    Pinky nodded. “Hell yeah. I am up for literally anything. Let’s crush some noobs.” 
 
    “I wanna crunch some knobs, too!” Blossom whined. 
 
    Pinky and Mamba gasped as an idea came to their heads at the same time. “Blossom, are you serious? Because I have an older gaming PC at my place,” Mamba said. 
 
    “And my host was a goblin when I first arrived in Meteoropolis,” Pinky said. “I still have her tiny-sized keyboard and mouse you could use until you grow.” 
 
    A look of fierce determination lit up the flower sprite’s face. “Let’s crack some nudes!” 
 
    “That’s noobs, Blossom,” Pinky corrected her with a giggle. “But yeah, we can teach you to play. You’ll be the only flower sprite playing ranked, I bet!” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Most flower sprites don’t have the brains or coordination to play a high level esport,” Mamba said. 
 
    “Hurtful and rude,” Blossom scoffed. 
 
    Pinky leaned forward and pecked Blossom on the forehead. “We just mean you’re special, little flower.” 
 
    “Okay, I forgive you,” Blossom whimpered, “but only because you called me little flower.” 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee, black as the Black Hole Scar on my chest. It was good coffee, shockingly similar to the coffee I remembered from Earth. 
 
    So, so many things fit that description, too numerous to count. Cars, urban planning, the prevalence of cellphones, pop culture, etc. It was all so insanely close to what I remembered from home that there was always a small part of me that wondered if this was a dream after all. Part of me wondered why no one questioned it but me. Then again, if I was the only Earthling from my time period here, then I was likely the only one who would notice. Still, we were well past the threshold of coincidence. One of these days I’d do some digging. It was really starting to gnaw at me. 
 
    I looked at the girls, realizing that their gazes were each fixed on me. “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Pinky giggled. “I said, ‘what are you planning today, Brock?’”  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I snorted. “My head went elsewhere.” 
 
    “I can see that,” she said, still beaming at me, still holding my hand. 
 
    “I have to meet Dr. Luna later this morning. I guess I’ll probably do the solar dragon thing today,” I said, shrugging. “It’s been a few days and—” Pinky was now frowning. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought we agreed you were done with that,” she said. 
 
    I vaguely remembered her expressing some discontent about it, but I didn’t remember ever agreeing to that. “Did we?” I asked. 
 
    Mamba interjected. “Pinky, he saves lives. He saved my life.” 
 
    “Have you seen the scar on his chest? He almost died!” she said, a bit too loudly. Other people in the room were now looking at our table. She adjusted her voice to a whisper. “He almost died,” she repeated. 
 
    Mamba frowned, but Blossom was still grinning broadly. “He can do whatever he wants,” she said. “I trust him.” 
 
    “It’s not about trust,” Pinky insisted as she shook her head, “it’s about the danger.” 
 
    “Dr. Luna told me he was working on something,” I told her. “Let me at least see what he’s cooked up when I see him today.” 
 
    Pinky narrowed her eyes to worried little slits. “I don’t like it,” she warned me, her tone gone cold as ice. “Who cares about other people, baby?” 
 
    “I do,” I said, with a firmness that surprised even me. 
 
    She frowned and paused until she emitted a tiny sigh of defeat. “I know,” she said sadly. “And—I adore that about you. It’s practically built into me to love you for that.” 
 
    I expected a ‘but’, but it didn’t come. After a few moments I turned to Blossom. She was still growing a bit every day, though it was only noticeable on a weekly basis. “What are you planning today, Blossom?” 
 
    “I’m going to soak up some sun,” she said in a bright and happy voice. 
 
    “I suppose there isn’t much else you can do most of the time,” Mamba said, “but why don’t you and I go pick up my old rig out of storage? We can get you set up and run you through the tutorial on Loremasters.” 
 
    “Awww hell yiss!” Blossom grunted, pumping her fist. The aggressive gesture made me smile. “We’re gonna crash some nubiles!” 
 
    Mamba’s face twisted. “That’s ‘noobs’, Blossom.” 
 
    “We’ll take the lingo one day at a time,” giggled Pinky. But she turned her gaze back to me. “Brock, regarding the you-know-what,” she whispered, “please… just be careful. If something is too dangerous, let the cops handle it.” 
 
    “If something is too dangerous, can they handle it?” I asked. It was an honest question. The police force here in Meteoropolis did seem fairly competent. 
 
    “They can,” Pinky nodded. “Ever since Commissioner Go’Urden took over Sylvan District, they’ve been more efficient than ever.” 
 
    “But cop deaths in the line of duty did go up last year,” Mamba pointed out grimly as she chewed her donut. 
 
    “Still,” Pinky said, though her voice was less resolute than before. “They can handle it.” 
 
    “I met the commissioner,” I muttered, recalling the thickly built mustached elven man. “He definitely left an impression.” 
 
    “He’s a legendary cop,” Mamba said. “He took down the Kalidavi Crime Syndicate pretty much single-handedly. After he finished his period undercover and the arrests were completed, the previous commissioner made his involvement public knowledge.” 
 
    “Why did he do that?” I asked, fascinated by the apparent mythic status of the man. 
 
    Pinky shrugged, but her pink eyes were thoughtful as she sipped her latte. “Probably because he wanted Go’Urden to take over when he retired. He needed public support for that.” 
 
    Something came to my mind all of a sudden—something I’d been delaying discussing until Pinky Peach knew about my solar dragon secret life. “Wait,” I said as she rose to go to the bathroom. “There’s something I have to get off of my chest.” 
 
    “What is it?” Pinky asked, sounding somewhat worried. 
 
    “Dr. Luna subsidizes me for doing the solar dragon stuff. Those donations you’ve been getting from SnittyAppreciator? That was me,” I said, forcing it all out in one breath. 
 
    Pinky’s jaw dropped. “Did you know about this?” she asked Mamba. 
 
    “Only recently,” she confessed. 
 
    “I really haven’t thought much about money,” Blossom said sweetly. 
 
    “So we’re—we’re rich?!” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said, “but we’re doing fine.” 
 
    “It doesn’t change how I feel about your superhero activities,” she warned me immediately. “I still don’t like it.” 
 
    I smirked at her. “I get that,” I said. “But I just had to let you know.” 
 
    “You’ve been taking care of me since your first week,” she whimpered, looking at me like she was going to cry. “I was supposed to take care of you!” 
 
    “You did,” I said. “I couldn’t have asked for a better host as a Capsule Puppy.” 
 
    “Except for maybe me,” Mamba giggled. When Pinky shot her a look, Mamba stopped her tittering and hastily stared down at her latte. 
 
     “Say,” I said, looking at Pinky as she was still blushing from my previous comment, “can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Anything,” she whispered, her eyes practically piercing me with the force of her adoring stare. I couldn’t help but return the look. 
 
    “You have a Splice Partner, too,” I noted. “I’m curious how your experience is similar or different to mine.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, but her soft smile flickered away. “Eppimila is her name,” she said. “You already know she’s a high elf. I call her Eppy.” 
 
    I nodded. I recalled that detail. “What else can you tell me about your, uh… relationship, I guess?” 
 
    “She… she talks to me,” Pinky said. “Sometimes she bosses me around, gives me advice, welcome or not. Her personality has started to bleed over into mine. It’s because of her that I have a mostly humanoid body. In my past life I was just a straight up unicorn.” 
 
    “That would have put a strain on our relationship,” I chuckled. 
 
    She didn’t show any amusement. “Maybe you could have still loved me in other ways,” she said hopefully. “Anyway, Eppy is… well, it’s complicated. She’s like a toxic roommate, but sometimes she gives me good advice.” 
 
    “How is she toxic?” I asked. 
 
    “She makes me clean constantly. If it’s not perfect, she’ll scream in my head. It’s freaking awful,” she sighed, suddenly sounding weary from just thinking about it. 
 
    “That explains a lot,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t know that, Peachy Keen,” Mamba said, using her little sobriquet for Pinky. “You never told me that.” 
 
    “Splice Partners are hard to talk about with someone who doesn’t have one,” she explained. “You can’t know what it’s like, so why bother you?” 
 
    Mamba pouted at her friend, her lower lip protruding. “I would have wanted you to bother me with it.” 
 
    “No more secrets is, I think, a good thematic title to this conversation,” I said. “Let’s all agree on that going forward.” 
 
    “No more secrets!” Blossom shouted, pumping her fist in the air excitedly. 
 
    I smirked at her. “Do you have any secrets?” 
 
    “Just one,” she said deviously. “I love you.” 
 
    “That’s about as far from a secret as anything ever,” Mamba said, her red eyes rolling so dramatically I thought they might just plop out of her head. 
 
    I turned my attention back on Pinky. “My Splice Partner talks to me, too,” I told her in a low tone so others sitting near our table wouldn’t hear. “He doesn’t have a name, though. I just think of him as ‘the dragon inside’.” 
 
    “Sounds sexy,” she shuddered, her fingers tangling up even more with mine. 
 
    I furrowed my brow at her, then shot her a cockeyed look. “Are you into the dragon or me?” 
 
    “You!” she squeaked. “You, one hundred percent! But…” Her face took on a devious quality as she chewed her lip, “your ‘dragon inside’ doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Let’s get that ‘dragon inside’ me,” Mamba interjected, resting her hand on my thigh. “We’re all almost finished here, right? There’s time to bang before we stream, isn’t there?” 
 
    I smiled, leaning back in my chair. I suppose Dr. Luna could wait until the afternoon. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Wow,” Dr. Luna muttered bitterly as I walked through the door to his laboratory close to dinner time. “You’re so cool, six hours late for our appointment.” 
 
    “I did text you,” I said. “Sorry, did I ruin your plans?” 
 
    “No, I live here,” he replied, “but that’s beside the point. Respect your elders. I’m over three thousand years old. Least I could get from you was a ‘sorry I’m late’ as you walked through the door.” 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” I said. “But, I did let you know some things came up.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you were getting laid or something, because it’s about the only thing I’d accept for being quite this tardy.” 
 
    I smirked at him. He read the look on my face. 
 
    “Nice,” he offered. “Alright then, come in, come in and sit down.” 
 
    Some tubes from the floor curved and rose to form a makeshift stool in the center of the room. I sat down on it, waiting for further instructions.  
 
    Looking around, this place had started to feel a bit nostalgic already. The memory of my first day in Meteoropolis always came back to me whenever I was here. There, in the corner, was my containment pod, or capsule, now closed. Someone else was probably growing inside of it. 
 
    That was weird to think about. 
 
    “Now,” he said, “shift into your cool form.” 
 
    “My cool form?” I asked, laughing. 
 
    “Cooler than your lame human form, anyway,” he said. “Lame and late.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Oh, get over it, you coot.” 
 
    “I hope she was hot at least,” the doctor said as he typed something into his terminal. 
 
    “All three of them were, don’t worry.” 
 
    He whipped his head at me, a look of shock and offense on his face. “Now I’m mad again.” Dr. Luna finished typing his commands, and a box was lowered from a compartment in the ceilings by some tentacle-like tubing. I watched as the appendages dropped the box at my feet. It landed with a clanking sound that shook the floor beneath me. 
 
    I shifted into my dragon form, taking all of ten seconds to pull off. By the time Dr. Luna turned around, it was already done. 
 
    “Open the box,” he said with a nod, placing his hands in his pockets. 
 
    I studied him, then turned my draconic gaze down at the box. I used a clawed talon to cut the edges open, then peeled off the top. Inside was a gleaming metal piece of armor, so silvery it was almost white. 
 
    I pulled it out to inspect it. It had straps that connected the breastplate to the backplate. On the chest piece, a red embossed profiled dragon head added a bit of flair. “So,” I said in my dragon voice, “I’m a dragon, wearing a dragon on my chest? As my symbol?” 
 
    “You don’t have to pay any royalties for that symbol,” he explained, “and I didn’t want to commission a new symbol for secrecy’s sake.” 
 
    I laughed quietly and shook my head. “Fair enough,” I said. “Seems a bit vain, though.” 
 
    “Put it on, let me make sure it fits,” he said. 
 
    I placed the breastplate over my chest—it covered the wound and the bulk of my torso perfectly. Dr. Luna put the backplate in place and buckled the straps together. 
 
    “Fits like a glove,” I said. “But how will I take it on and off?” 
 
    “When you morph back into your human form, this will disappear into your body in the same way your clothes vanish when you’re in your dragon form. You shouldn’t have much need to ever take it off.” 
 
    “So my career is saved,” I chuckled, admiring the metallic shine of my new protective plating. 
 
    “Yes, but if you ever see black hole weaponry again, get out of there. Just to be safe,” he cautioned me. 
 
    I nodded. “Will do,” I told him. “Thanks, doc.” 
 
    “Let me know when you’re ready to begin renovations of your home,” he reminded me. “Your quality of life will improve, but I’m also planning to install a few goodies to make your hero business a bit easier.” 
 
    “So that’s why you keep pressing,” I said with a laugh. I reverted back to my human form and noted his look of disappointment at my decision to do so. “I understand.” 
 
    He wished me goodbye, and I headed out the door into the street outside. It was already starting to get dark, I noticed, the dome already going a deeper shade of blue. I looked up at the sky, expecting to see nothing new, but what I did see left me dumbfounded. 
 
    There was the silhouette of a dragon appearing on the semi-opaque dome, cast there by some distant light. My mind blanked as I made the obvious link back to yet another pop culture connection to my own world. Embracing the madness, I ducked into a telephone booth, shifted into my dragon form, and followed the light. I flashed, ultimately, onto a rooftop that had adapted an enormous spotlight, fixing a metal cut-out of a dragon silhouette. Standing beside it were Commissioner Go’Urden and a skinny but pretty elven brunette. 
 
    Go’Urden was just as big and imposing as I remembered him. He was wearing a dark brown trench coat and chewing on a cigar. The young-looking woman had her hair braided in an ornate bun with a single neglected wisp hanging over her gorgeously freckled face. She wore thick framed glasses and dressed in a smart business suit but wore a badge on her lapel pocket. 
 
    “Commissioner,” I said, placing a hand on the spotlight, “interesting solution you’ve come up with.” 
 
    “I’d prefer your phone number or MyFace account,” he grumbled, “but at least this worked.” 
 
    “Brilliant, sir,” the woman said, patting him on the back as though she were trying to soothe him. 
 
    It was an instantly odd dynamic between them, and I was very intrigued. “You’ve brought a friend,” I acknowledged. 
 
    “This is Hephi. She’s my assistant and my most trusted confidant. I’ve put her in charge of helping you out in any way that you need—intelligence, resources, training—just name it.” 
 
    I nodded. “I see. Nice to meet you, Hephi,” I said. 
 
    She nodded politely. “There are many things we have to coordinate. You will need to be briefed. Hubs of criminal activity, underground organizations, etc. But first, some good news.” 
 
    I raised my brow at her. “Good news?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled, but only slightly. “The plant sprites have been recovered and the lich Nixkliku has been put in an isolation chamber where he will remain for the next hundred years.” 
 
    “Wow,” I gasped. “That is good news. Were the plant sprites all okay? Also, that’s the first time I heard his name.” 
 
    She adjusted her glasses while her boss inhaled his cigar. “Some are rattled, a few are weakened and will need mana therapy to fully heal. It’s possible some will require psychiatric attention, but there were no casualties.” 
 
    “That is great news, then,” I said, smiling. I already couldn’t wait to tell Blossom. 
 
    “I don’t want to keep you,” grunted the commissioner. “I know you have your own life, and I respect your time, but I’d like for you to meet up with Hephi weekly at least. She’s very helpful. Anything you need, she’ll make it happen. She’s like a fucking wizard, except shorter and skinnier, and she smells considerably better than most wizards I’ve met.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Hephi said, suppressing a sigh. 
 
    I shrugged. “How about midnight on Saturday? I’ll let you know somehow if things change.” I spoke the name of the day of the week from my own world, trusting the translation chip would do its job. 
 
    Apparently it did because Hephi jotted something down on her notepad. “That should be acceptable. I tend to work late on weekends anyway.” 
 
    “Hardest worker on the force. She’s an absolute beast, dragon,” he beamed with pride. But then his face twisted somewhat, and he cleared his throat. He looked like my title just didn’t sit right with him. “We have to have something better to call you. You’re a solar dragon, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    He gestured with a broad sweeping movement of his hand. “Picture this: Solaris, Draconic Hero of the Sylvan District.” 
 
    I chuckled at it. “You can call me what you want, I guess.”  
 
    “Perfect,” he grunted. “Write that down, Hephi. Send it out to all the presses. Our dragon has a name.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    24. Harem Ending 
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    hank you for meeting with me,” I said, sitting across from the demonkin man on a park bench not far from where I’d first met him. “It took a lot for me to find you.” 
 
    “Make it quick,” Xerthrax grunted. His arm was still wrapped in bandages, but it wasn’t in a cast or sling. Some time had passed since that incident—I was hoping that meant we could speak on calmer terms. 
 
    “I know you probably don’t want anything to do with me, and to be honest, I feel pretty similarly about you, but I wanted to talk to you about what happened,” I told him. 
 
    He just studied me from the other side of the bench, his face gnarled in irritation and perhaps a little hidden fear. “Get this over with.” 
 
    I nodded. “Fair enough. Mainly I reached out to you because—what I did to you back in the supermarket, that wasn’t how I like to conduct myself. I never, ever would have resorted to violence, but—” 
 
    A vulnerable look spread on Xerthrax’s face. “I was out of line, poking at and reaching for your flower sprite.” 
 
    I shook my head, “You really were. And she isn’t like other flower sprites. She’s one of the rare ones—fully sentient. I realized later you probably figured she was as simple as the others, but—” I cut myself off, as he looked down at his lap in shame. “No need to belabor the point. I’m sorry. I get the feeling that, at least for that part, you’re sorry, too.” 
 
    “I love my wife, man,” he said. 
 
    I felt my throat close up for a second. “I can relate to that,” I replied. “I get it.” 
 
    He nodded. “I was so… so fucking mad about it when it all happened, but it was over so fast. I didn’t have the chance to talk to you or make you apologize when you did it. Then, out of nowhere, I saw you again. Unmistakably you.” 
 
    I smiled dimly, meeting his gaze. He favored me with a bit of eye contact, so I wanted to return it. “I totally understand. It’s a typical male impulse to protect and defend the people we love. I robbed you of the feeling that you could protect your wife. I can only say I never meant for it to happen, but if I didn’t do what I did, my friend could be dead.” 
 
    “I saw the news,” the demonkin man grunted. “That guy who was after her, that you saved her from—must have been that lich, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Right on the money.” 
 
    Xerthrax’s shoulders slumped as he looked up at the dome overhead, throwing his elbows across the back of the bench. “No hard feelings, then?” 
 
    “Certainly not from me,” I said. “By the way, how much did your medical care cost? After I broke the arm.” 
 
    “A few silver, it’s fine,” he said. “It didn’t break the bank.” 
 
    I fished in my pocket and pulled out a single gold piece. “Well, I just brought this,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t accept that.” 
 
    “Sure you can,” I said with a grin. “It’s as easy as taking it from me. Buy a gift for your new baby with what’s left over.” 
 
    He studied me, narrowing his eyes. “As long as we’re clear—this isn’t me that you’re doing this for. It’s so you can feel like you have a clear conscience.” 
 
    I frowned at that. On some level, was that true? I figured it might be for a lot of people, but I genuinely wanted to make things right. I didn’t want to touch the life of someone and leave it worse off. That just wasn’t who I was. 
 
    “If that’s what you need me to say to take it, then sure,” I said, still smiling. 
 
    Xerthrax sighed and plucked the gold coin out of my hands, a smirk crossing his lips. “You drive a hard bargain.” 
 
    “Thanks for meeting with me,” I said, standing up. 
 
    “Sure thing,” he nodded, smiling warmly now. “Hope I never see you again.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “Right back at you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Blossom is too short for half of these rides,” Pinky whined as we queued up behind a busty minotaur woman and a portal xeno that were holding hands. Well, holding hand and tentacle. Holding appendages? 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Mamba said, “Look—‘unless accompanied by a mature adult.’” 
 
    “Mature, huh?” I chuckled. “Guess that means she’ll have to go with me.” 
 
    Pinky giggled. Then her face straightened as the joke settled on her. “Hey, wait a second—” 
 
    “Yes please!” Blossom gushed excitedly, jumping up and down. Just this morning, she discovered that her roots had broken off and turned to feet, and now she could leave her pot for several hours at a time. To commemorate the special day, I decided to take the girls to Mana Mart’s indoor amusement park. 
 
    It was huge—much bigger than I was expecting, with full-sized roller coasters, tilt-a-whirls, and all kinds of attractions. 
 
    “We don’t have to do the rides right away,” Mamba said, sounding a bit nervous. She wrapped her fingers around my wrist in a pleading way. “How about you win us some prizes first, Brock Star?” 
 
    “And then carry them the whole fuggin’ day?” Blossom squeaked her indignation. “Screw that!” 
 
    Blossom was about a head shorter than Pinky now, coming up just past my sternum. Most people would probably assume she was a teenager at a glance—until their eyes had a chance to process her alluringly adult shape. All slopes and curves, the flower sprite cutie was wearing only a khaki skirt and the white ‘Petting Zoo’ tank top Pinky and I had bought her. 
 
    “We have to get you another shirt,” I said, staring at her chest. Her nipples poked through the thin white fabric, but she refused to wear a bra. “Something darker that will hide those nips.” 
 
    “I like this shirt,” she pouted at me. “It was your first gift!” 
 
    “It was kind of from both of us,” Pinky said, twirling her pink hair around her fingers. 
 
    “Let’s see,” I said. “Well, we do have lockers. I suppose we could give Mamba some time to hype herself up and put any prizes we win in those.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Pinky said, her voice all singsong and cute. “Whatever you guys want is fine with me.” 
 
    “I wanna go on some fuggin’ rides!” Blossom said, shaking her fist at the heavens. 
 
    “How about Pinky and Blossom go on the rides while Brock and I play some games?” Mamba suggested. It was an innocuous suggestion to me, but the unicorn girl and the flower sprite seemed to take it as an act of terrorism. 
 
    “How dare you try to hog him!” Pinky said, “You… you Brock-hogger!” 
 
    “Brock-hogger! Brock-hogger!” shrieked Blossom, pointing her finger at Mamba as though the newly invented word should shame her deeply. 
 
    I laughed. “Okay, okay, we stick together for now. Let’s play one game, and then do one ride—a calm one, first. Fair enough?” I said. 
 
    My suggestion was met with grumbles of acceptance. Everyone got what they wanted, but no one quite got exactly what they wanted. It was a classically disappointing compromise, but it had to do. 
 
    A centaur wearing a top hat started barking at the crowd at right that moment. “Step right up, ladies and gentlemen, step right up! Test your strength with this here mallet. Bring this bad boy down on the button, and have the power of your swing evaluated! Do you have the muscles of a kobold, or the power of an ogre? Only one copper piece to try!” 
 
    I grinned, pointing at the game. “Let’s try this one,” I said. 
 
    “You do it, Brocky,” Blossom said. “I just want to watch.” 
 
    “Same here,” Pinky added, hugging my arm tightly. She kissed me on the cheek and swatted my butt. “Go get ‘em, dragon-boy.” 
 
    “This should be hilarious,” Mamba giggled, placing her hand in front of her mouth. “Try not to break the machine, Brock Star.” 
 
    “I’ll try, sir,” I said to the centaur man. “Let me give it a whack.” 
 
    “Absolutely, young man! Step right up, stand here, and take this mallet! Do you have a copper piece?” 
 
    I handed him a copper coin and took the hammer in my grip, assessing its weight and balance. “Juice me up, dragon,” I grunted softly. I felt a rush of power flow through me, and if anyone was paying extra close attention, they might’ve made out the appearance of a few scales on my arm. 
 
    I raised the hammer over my head and brought it down in the bullseye of the target with a thunderous crash that shook the ground. A number was displayed on the screen: 9999. 
 
    Pinky Peach jumped up and down, clapping excitedly, while Blossom cheered with her hands flailing over her head, running little circles around Mamba. Mamba just grinned and bit her lip. 
 
    “I—I think the machine is broken,” the centaur grunted. 
 
    “Help yourself to test it out,” I told him, handing him the mallet. 
 
    The man considered it, took the mallet, and swung as hard as he could. 598. 
 
    “Hmmm… seems normal for me,” he said. “How—I didn’t even know it could reach that number. 9999? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “What prize do I get?” I asked, grinning like a buffoon. I always loved these carnival games, and I usually won them—but never quite this brutally. 
 
    “Oh—I suppose, yeah. You can choose two medium prizes, 3 small prizes, or five consolation prizes.” 
 
    I looked at the shelf of prizes behind him, all clearly labeled by their category. I gestured at the girls to come over, and they did, filing up behind me. 
 
    “Oh, is one of you the girlfriend?” the centaur man asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the three of them said in unison. 
 
    “If I do the small prizes, I can get one for each of you. That’s three small stuffed animals by the look of it, see?” I said, pointing at the shelf. 
 
    “Ohhh get me the bunny!” Blossom squealed, “Bunny bunny bunny!” 
 
    “We shouldn’t have gotten her espresso in her latte this morning,” Pinky sighed. 
 
    “I’ll take the coiled up cobra,” Mamba said, pointing at the stuffed toy in question. “Reminds me of my cousin.” 
 
    I turned to Pinky. “Let me guess—dragon?” I said, chuckling. She had dozens of dragon plushies already, so it was an easy assumption. 
 
    “I already have all the dragon I need,” she cooed, kissing me on the cheek. “How about we go for… the yellow bunny.” 
 
    “Awww fuggin’ shit!” Blossom whined. “Copycat!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The rest of that day went by as happily as any in recent memory. I was amused to find that, despite Mamba’s nerves about getting on the rides, it was Pinky Peach who didn’t fare so well on them. She threw up three times, but always insisted it would be the last time. After the actual final attempt, we took her paler-than-usual face as a sign that it was time to go home. 
 
    She made a quick recovery once we got some food in her. We had some manticore sausage pizza, which was remarkably similar to pepperoni pizza back on Earth. The pizza’s general quality didn’t measure up that well compared to what I was used to, but it wasn’t my first time eating it. I had adjusted my expectations by that point and learned to enjoy it for what it was. 
 
    That evening, we played a party game on the new DX-Tube 5 console that we picked up on the way home. It turned out that today was Blossom’s birthday—or so she said, anyway—so we decided to use it as an excuse to splurge on some entertainment. 
 
    But Pinky and I had evening plans. There was a small meditation and exercise studio along the Atlantean border that we had to visit. When I told her about Dr. Luna’s recommendation that I meet with this woman, she wanted to tag along. 
 
    “Maybe we can do it as a couple activity,” she suggested, still wearing only a bathrobe after her shower. “We can bond with our Splice Partners together and share what we learn.” 
 
    I grinned at her, loving the idea. “That sounds amazing,” I said. 
 
    “By the way,” she said, “the builders called again—they’re talking about starting construction soon, but have we even agreed on a floor plan?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No,” I said. “Though I think Dr. Luna suggested one for us.” 
 
    “Weird,” she muttered. “It’s my house.” Then she looked at me, grinning with lovey dovey eyes. “Well—it’s ours, I guess.” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled, “it’s still yours. And my understanding is that we can still override his recommendation, but the builders may not realize we were still on the fence.” 
 
    “So—the construction at the very least is going to add a cellar out back and a second floor. Why is he paying for all this again?” 
 
    I shrugged. “He mentioned it was something to do with my solar dragon activities. Something to make it safer and easier.” 
 
    “Safer is good,” she said with a loll of her head. She sucked on a strand of her pink hair. “I’m grateful for that chest armor he made for you, but… it still scares me.” 
 
    I flashed a sympathetic look and squeezed her hand. “I understand. I’ll be careful. Even Dr. Luna told me to hightail it out of any situation if things ever got too dangerous.” 
 
    “And what are the odds of you actually doing that?” Pinky asked crossly. 
 
    I let the question hang because I knew she wouldn’t like the answer. She pouted and rested her cheek on my arm. “I’m sorry to nag,” she said. “Please don’t leave me.” 
 
    “Whoa,” I laughed. “Where did that come from?” 
 
    “I’d be lost, Brock,” she said softly. “Please don’t leave.” 
 
    I kissed the hair on the top of her head, breathing in the strawberry aroma. “Never,” I said. “I promise.” 
 
    Later that night, Pinky and I got in a taxi and headed downtown. When we were heading out the door, Blossom and Mamba were getting ready for a two-on-two game of Loremasters, which made me grin. Blossom wasn’t at their level, but she was catching up surprisingly fast. She held her own in a solo ranked game just the day before. “I’m gonna clinch some nips!” Blossom exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?” groaned Mamba, to which the flower sprite cackled maniacally. 
 
    The car ride didn’t feel particularly long because both Pinky and I dozed off in the back of the cab. We awoke right out in front of the studio: Hidden Light Meditation and Fitness. 
 
    I paid the driver and got out of the car, reaching my hand in to help Pinky stand and make a graceful exit. We turned our attention to the two-story building as our cab drove away. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “It feels weird to be here because I already have a pretty direct link to my Splice Partner—as in, most of the time, I can just talk to her whenever.” 
 
    I chuckled at that. “I’m in a similar boat. But, my understanding is that this will help us unlock a deeper connection and possibly even some latent abilities even our Splice Partners may have forgotten.” 
 
    Pinky grabbed my hand and we approached the door together. Turning the lever, I pushed it open, and a set of chimes hanging overhead announced our entrance.  
 
    There were only two people here on the first floor. One of them was an older woman of orcish descent. She was doing some stretches on the floor. The other woman, I suspected, was the one we were here to see. 
 
    Her skin was such a deep purple that it was almost black. She had hair as white as spider silk and eyes that were all white sclera with no iris or pupil. She was unnerving to look at, but her smile was genuine. 
 
    As she stood up, I got a better look at her figure. Her physique could be best described as fit, her height matching my own. Her long white ponytail hung all the way down to the small of her back, and her body glistened with a coating of sweat. Once she’d approached us, she clasped her hands together and bowed. 
 
    “Greetings, friends,” she said in a husky but airy voice, “I’m Koriana. Welcome to my meditation clinic.” 
 
    I smiled and bowed back, not really knowing what else to do. “Hi, I’m Brock, and this is my girlfriend, Pinky,” I said. 
 
    Pinky let out a little gasp when I called her my girlfriend. It was the first time I’d introduced her as such. She rewarded me with a gentle squeeze of my hand that seemed like an oath that she would be doing some interesting things to me later on. 
 
    “Brock, Pinky, blessings upon you,” she said, bowing again. Her eyes were heavy lidded as though tired, but something told me that wasn’t what gave her the drowsy look. “Please, head upstairs. I’m finishing my seven o’clock in about three minutes, so I’ll be with you shortly.” 
 
    She directed us to the stairs, and together Pinky and I headed up them. “You called me your girlfriend,” she said, beaming at me. 
 
    “Should I not have?” I asked, smirking at her with a cocky look on my face. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is real,” she said, grinning ear to ear. “I’m your girlfriend!” 
 
    I chuckled at her unabashed cuteness. When we got to the top of the stairs, we found a room that was lit by dozens of magic candles, with bean bag chairs all over the floor. Soothing music and nature sound effects were playing from speakers built into the ceiling. 
 
    We sat down on two bean bag chairs that were side by side. We made conversation, but before we could say anything interesting, Koriana made her entrance, carrying a tray of three cups of tea or some other herbal concoction. 
 
    “I just drank a bunch of water,” Pinky said as she took the tea. “I’ll sip slowly.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re going to have to drink it fast for the effects to work fully,” Koriana said. “This tea isn’t to relax you—it is a powerful concoction brewed with magical supplements that have the power to draw out latent consciousnesses—in this case, we’re seeking a deeper connection to your Splice Partners.” 
 
    I nodded, taking my tea. “And you already know about mine?” I asked. 
 
    “Dr. Luna warned me that you are a very special case,” she said with a nod. “It’s good that you brought your girlfriend. Having someone here to anchor you can make coming down from the effects easier. As such,” she continued, setting her own drink down, which I realized was just water, “I highly recommend only one of you drinking at a time.” 
 
    I looked at Pinky. “I’ll go first,” I said. 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” Pinky asked, her voice high with nerves. 
 
    “Not really,” said the soft voice of Koriana. “It is… mostly informative, though there are almost always surprises.” 
 
    “I hate surprises,” Pinky said, shifting uncomfortably in her bean bag chair. 
 
    Koriana laughed softly. “Try not to psych yourself up too much, Pinky Peach. You’ll be fine.” She turned to me. “When you are ready, I will place my hand on your forehead. My channeling will be essential to producing the desired effect. Then you will drink your beverage. After that, your Splice Partner will come to the surface.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It means different things for different people,” she said. “I have never seen two of these sessions end exactly the same. I’ve done over one hundred.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I’m ready,” I told her. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Her cold hand touched my forehead. “Wow,” she said in a whisper. “You’re really warm.” 
 
    “Solar dragon blood burns hot,” I said. 
 
    “I imagine that’s true,” she smiled wryly. 
 
    Pinky Peach cleared her throat. “Drink your damn tea.” 
 
    I obeyed, chugging the herbal beverage down to the last drop. The flavor was unremarkable, like water with a bit of dirt and grass in it. For a moment, I wondered if this was a prank, but then a pulsing wave of magical energy started beating into my head like a silent jackhammer. 
 
    I jerked backward, but Koriana forced her hand against my head, pinning it to the bean bag chair. “Don’t withdraw from me or we’ll lose our window,” she warned calmly. 
 
    My body twitched and jerked, spasming like I was beginning a seizure. Pinky Peach shrieked beside me. “You’re hurting him!” she said, starting to reach out. 
 
    “Trust… her!” I shouted. I could feel something happening. Something heavy was rising to the forefront of my mind. I felt my body changing—growing, even, shifting and becoming huger, more bestial than ever before. I dominated the room, forcing Koriana back. 
 
    “There you are, you pretty thing,” she said through a white grin that contrasted strangely with her ash-dark skin. “Tell me your name.” 
 
    “I am nameless,” the dragon said in our shared body. “Names are beneath me.” 
 
    “What should I call you?” Koriana asked, oddly fearless in the face of my monstrous form. Pinky Peach either looked like she was going to scream with terror or moan with lust, I couldn’t decide which. 
 
    “Call me your master,” the dragon commanded. But then it looked around, jerking its head. “Where is Brock?” 
 
    “He’s inside you,” Koriana said. “He’s buried in your mind for a change, absorbing what he can to deepen your connection. I need you to focus—what would you like him to know? What powers would you want him to have access to?” 
 
    The dragon had grown to the point that it was filling the entire room. Pinky and Koriana had left their bean bag chairs and were pressed up against the wall to give it all the space it needed. 
 
    “I see,” he said, his deep, dark voice booming. “Very well. Brock, my brother, I am giving you the knowledge of my hoard. Do with it as you will.” 
 
    “Your… hoard?” Pinky asked. 
 
    The dragon looked down at her with obvious fondness. “Pinky Peach,” it said. “Our love. Do you fear me in this form?” 
 
    She shook her head frantically. “No—I don’t.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    With that, he roared, rapidly starting to shrink. Slowly but steadily at a consistent speed, he grew smaller until he was human-sized once more. A few seconds later, it was me sitting in the center of the room. 
 
    I was momentarily confused. I glanced around. “Huh,” I grunted. “What happened to my bean bag chair?” 
 
    “You… displaced it,” Koriana said, smiling. The bean bag chair had been pushed by something up against the window. “Think now, Brock—connect with your dragon. What new insights do you have?” 
 
    I considered it. “A lot of little things,” I said. “Snippets of his memories, flying through space. Some inklings of powers I might have access to, which is exciting.” I clutched my forehead as it throbbed with a dull pain. “And… the location of something. Its exact point in the universe.” 
 
    “The hoard,” Pinky Peach said, her voice awed. She ran from across the room, jumping on top of me. I caught her in my arms. 
 
    “What’s that for?” I asked. 
 
    She bit her lip and shook her head. “I’m just glad you’re still you,” she said. “But the dragon—I think he kind of liked me, too? Is that possible?” 
 
    “You tell me,” I chuckled. “Does your elf Splice Partner like me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Pinky said. “She does! But—she’s not a huge cosmic dragon!” 
 
    I looked over at Koriana. “Wait a minute, so—did I turn into my dragon self? Is that why you were all the way over there?” I asked. 
 
    Koriana grinned. “Yes. You got very big, Brock.” 
 
    “So…” I looked over at Pinky, “Will Pinky change into her Splice Partner?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s unlikely,” Koriana said, closing the gap between us as she pushed the bean bag chairs back in place. “Pinky’s body is already a fusion of her Splice Partner and her unicorn self. That being said, there’s no way to know for sure without trying.” 
 
    Pinky looked at me cautiously. “Should I try?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Definitely—I feel more… complete, I guess. Like, before the dragon and I were sort of glued together at the hip, but now it’s like we’re one.” 
 
    Pinky bit her lip. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    She sank back into her original position on the bean bag chair and picked up her tea—miraculously unspilled. Pinky nodded at Koriana, who reached out and touched her forehead. The unicorn girl chugged the drink, and all I could do was wait. 
 
    And wait. 
 
    Pinky closed her eyes after a moment, just staying like that for a bit too long for comfort. I glanced at Koriana, who shook her head at me, urging me not to interrupt. Something delicate was happening, and I wouldn’t break it with my panic. Still, I was worried. 
 
    Suddenly Pinky’s eyes shot wide open, and they seemed to glow. No—they were glowing. 
 
    She panted heavily, like she’d just emerged from an ice water bath. “Get off me,” she said, brushing Koriana’s hands away. Pinky Peach clutched the sides of her head, her teeth gritted with pain. “Shit—it hurts!” 
 
    “What hurts? Pinky, are you okay?” 
 
    She looked over at me, and an alarmingly lustful look spread across her face. “Oh, Brock,” she moaned drunkenly. She launched herself off the bean bag chair, pinning me against the floor. 
 
    I laughed as she started kissing me. “Koriana’s watching,” I told her. “What happened? What did you learn about your Splice Partner?” 
 
    She ignored my question, tasting my lips with demonic intensity. Her hand clutched my throat, squeezing slightly. The other hand scratched at the side of my neck, drawing blood. I winced. I was starting to have a slightly worried feeling about where this was headed. 
 
    “Brock,” Koriana said, her voice cautious and slow. “That isn’t Pinky Peach.” 
 
    My eyes went huge with the epiphany—it had all happened so fast I didn’t have time for the obvious to sink in until she’d said those words.  
 
    “Get away from me!” I shouted, grabbing her by the shoulders, but trying to be gentle. The last thing I wanted to do was to hurt Pinky while trying to get Eppy, her Splice Partner, off of me. 
 
    “No!” she moaned. “You’re mine! I’ve waited too long for this! She wouldn’t have you if it weren’t for me! I deserve my share!” 
 
    Koriana reached out, grabbing Pinky’s shoulder, but the elf inside her lashed out with a bestial screech, slicing her cheek. Blood oozed from the open wound on her face, and she took a step back in surprise. 
 
    “This has never happened before, Brock!” she told me. “Just—wait it out! Pinky will return eventually!” 
 
    “I’m going to make sweet, sweet love to you, Brock,” she said, cackling madly. “I love you! I love you, I love you sooo much! Say it back to me,” she said, her voice as desperate as it was dripping with insanity. “Say it back right now!” 
 
    “Uh, fucking no,” I grunted, finally getting her off of me. I pinned her on the floor. 
 
    “Mmmm, so rough,” she said with a wicked, love-drunk grin. “Do it. Fuck me, Brock, or I’ll gouge out Koriana’s eyes the second you let go. I need you inside me. I need you to live inside me!” 
 
    I did not see this coming. I looked despairingly over at Koriana, who was dabbing at the wound on her cheek and staring at the blood on her hands. 
 
    “I love Pinky Peach,” I said, roaring it in her face. “Give her back to me!” 
 
    She shrieked, struggling against me, but after a minute or two the glow in her eyes faded. Her face went from frenzied to scared. 
 
    “Brock? Why are you holding me down? What happened?” Pinky asked, afraid. 
 
    I looked at her carefully, not quite ready to trust her just yet, and then looked at Koriana. 
 
    Koriana nodded, but her eyes were still glazed over with shock. “It’s her,” she assured me. 
 
    I got off of Pinky and helped her to her feet. “What did you learn about your Splice Partner?” I asked her. 
 
    “A lot,” Pinky said. “I feel closer to her for sure—like she’s become a much bigger part of me. And—watch this!” She snapped her fingers and a little flame appeared in her hand. “Before-World elven magic! Do you have any idea how rare and powerful this is?” 
 
    I tried not to ruin her moment by grimacing. No matter what, I was still committed to Pinky. I loved her, and I knew that I would find a way to make this work. It’d been more than a month since I’d met the unicorn girl, which wasn’t truly all that long, but we’d built the beginnings of a life together. We’d formed something of a little family. I wanted—no, I needed Pinky to be a part of that. 
 
    This changed nothing. Just a new challenge to face, and one that I would conquer with Pinky and the others by my side. She, Mamba, and Blossom had plans to start their own Loremasters team, which was awesome, and our home was getting upgraded soon. Things were looking up, absolutely net positive. I needed to remember that. 
 
    I was happy. Things would be okay. I didn’t know how much power or influence her Splice Partner would have over her personality—maybe none. Maybe a lot. 
 
    I stared at Pinky with equal parts nerves and adoration. She snapped her fingers several times, repeatedly summoning and dispelling the little flame. “Isn’t this awesome?!” she squeaked. 
 
    “That’s great, Pinky,” I said, smiling softly. I stared at her, my heart full of both affection and fear. “But we’re going to have to talk about Eppy.” 
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