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    Chapter 1 – Welcome Back 
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   T he cityscape below twinkled a prismatic array of colors up at me, every light glowing in the streets or buildings with its own distinct flavor. Some of the lights on building exteriors were magical torches that hung below shop signs, sconced onto the front doors of small business offices. Others were electric bulbs, no different from any of the incandescent or fluorescent lights from my world and time. Still others were glowing orbs or lanterns that hung over the streets, illuminating the roads for evening drivers. All these lights came in a variety of colors, strengths, and qualities, each suited to its own purpose—which never was that different from the others. 
 
    People were like that, too. Some of the denizens of Meteoropolis traipsing on the ground below me were businesspeople. Some were parents. They came in a variety of shapes, colors, and sizes, to be sure, but there were ties that bound us all together.  
 
    Many of Meteoropolis’s citizens were common workers trapped in the lower echelons of society, whilst others had less traditional jobs, or even none at all. In the end, however, we shared a similar purpose—to enjoy our lives while doing our part to make it possible for others to do the same. 
 
    I don’t mean to wax poetic or claim myself to be some sort of guru perched on a mountaintop with a flowing white beard denoting my wisdom. Still, if my rebirth in this city bestowed one lesson upon me, it’s this: there is no real meaning to life. That might seem unsettlingly nihilistic, but I found it liberating—if nothing mattered, then only we do. One could interpret that as a license to a life of hedonistic pleasures, selfishly pursued at the cost of others, but I preferred a more optimistic mindset. 
 
    Tonight the Sylvan District looked as awe-inspiring as ever—a skyscraper ahead of me was constructed from the husk of an ancient silver tree that seemed like it must be thousands of years older than this city itself. It begged the question of how it got here, but I almost didn’t want to know. These little mysteries gave me something to ponder as I flew all over my part of the city, looking for crime to stop or people to help. 
 
    Sometimes, though, I just liked to fly. I wasn’t the only one who did so, either. In a city brimming with magical creatures and folks, many of them also descended from dragons or pegasi or other mythical creatures, quite a few could fly. Of all the things that made me special, my wings weren’t necessarily one of them. 
 
    Stone-skinned gargoyles and griffinkin men in black business suits made a shrill whistle in the wind as they flew past me. Winged succubi and angelkin soared even higher than I liked to fly, so I could occasionally spot some of their tummies when I glanced upward. Sometimes there was even a little light traffic up here in the sky, but we flying types were rarer than groundlings after all. 
 
    I chuckled at myself for using that term, adopting the lingua franca of Meteoropolis’s people. I was one of them now. There was nothing separating me from anyone else in this city, in reality. Half the residents were former capsule puppies, and half of those had Splice Partners like me. It wasn’t all that unusual to see a man murmuring to himself as he waited to cross the street. Back home on Earth, you might think such a person could be unhinged or mentally unsound. Here, you just figured they were conversing with their Splice Partner. 
 
    No, in the end, I had to admit that I felt at home. I quickly became possessive of this domed city soaring through space on the back of a wizard-piloted meteor. At one point, that premise sounded insane to me. Now, it was just one of the many facts of life. 
 
    The dome was dark tonight—darker than usual, even. I worked hard to make out the stars as we soared in and out of range to see them. Some smaller meteors would occasionally pelt themselves into the dome, exploding and being reabsorbed into the mana tapestry. I enjoyed that brief splash of color they created. 
 
    It was hard to make out anything like that going on tonight. Usually, that meant that we were traveling through a particularly dense asteroid belt, and the constant barrage that we were currently under would either worry or distract people if they could see it. On such nights, the Arcane Council of Meteoropolis turned down the glow and cranked up the opacity on the dome so as not to trouble us. 
 
    I still knew precious little about the Arcane Council, or the Founders, or any other specifically important individuals in this city’s history, but it was on my short list of things to research, somewhere between ‘maximum flower sprite heights’ and ‘male birth control options.’ The latter in particular was a rather pressing matter for reasons I won’t go into at this time. 
 
    As I soared from my place in the sky, a distant cry invaded my awareness. I locked eyes on its source—I didn’t have eagle eyes, not quite, but my vision was damn good anyway. 
 
    I flew lower to get a better look and realized that the sound was coming from a cul-de-sac situated in front of a tin-roofed warehouse. 
 
    An elven woman was fleeing from something—that much was easy to comprehend with even the most cursory of glances. Her waifish figure attracted my eyes first, dressed in stark whites that contrasted against the brown dirt road. Her feet kicked back and she sprinted at a surprising speed to get away from—something. My eyes darted to discover what had her in such a flurry, or where she might have come from, but the only obvious answer was the warehouse. 
 
    “Ma’am!” I shouted, dipping downward and plucking her from the ground into my arms. To me, her body was featherlight, her scent like sweat and honey intermixed in a pungent but not unpleasant cocktail. She shrieked at first, not understanding why she was suddenly flying in the air, her feet kicking the wind—until her eyes landed on mine. 
 
    “It’s you!” she gasped. “I’m saved!” 
 
    “Saved from what?”  
 
    “There’s a xenobeast in the laboratory!” she screamed, burying her face in my chest. 
 
    “How important is the stuff in that laboratory?” I asked. “Does it need to be saved?” 
 
    She looked at me in wonder. “Are you going to take care of the monster yourself?” she gasped, her face contorted at the insane prospect. 
 
    I smirked at her and flashed a cocky draconic grin. “I’m a grown boy, ma’am. I can handle it.” 
 
    “It’s big,” she warned me. 
 
    “So’s my courage,” I grunted. 
 
    That seemed to press the pause button on her. “Sorry… your courage is… big?” 
 
    “My courage and other things. Where should I put you down?” 
 
    “Can you take me to Wildberry Street?” she asked. “That would help a lot.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to scrunch up my face with surprise. “That’s, like, thirty blocks away.” 
 
    “You asked,” she grumbled. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were going to direct me across town while—” 
 
    My statement was more or less finished by the xenobeast as it burst through the tin roof of the lab and expanded past its walls, reducing the structure to ruins. It was huge—easily the size of half the building on its own. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I muttered. 
 
    “Ugh, you swear?” the elven scientist said with disgust. 
 
    I shot her a look. “I’m just going to put you down over here. Try to get a cab while I fight the thingy. How did that big dude fit in there, exactly?” I asked, pointing back at the building and the unspeakable monstrosity that was ripping it to pieces. 
 
    “I don’t know!” she said, her head in her hands. “My colleagues and I—” 
 
    “Where are they?” I interrupted her, my eyes wide. “There are more people inside?” 
 
    “There were,” she moaned despairingly. “I’m afraid they’re probably dead now.” 
 
    “How did you survive?” 
 
    “I ran across the street to use the bathroom before it started to expand like that—we have the squatting kind of toilet, so I use the Quickie Stop one when I need to tinkle.” 
 
    “Oh, God, I hate those squatting toilets,” I muttered. 
 
    She nodded profusely, her eyes lit with the flames of passion. “Me too!” 
 
    Another monstrous bellow came from the wreckage that was once the warehouse laboratory. I set her down on the ground a few blocks from the warehouse, then flashed back to face the xenobeast man-to-monster. 
 
    “Listen up, evil scum!” I shouted. A news van was peeling up across the street and its team was unloading their equipment. I would have to drag this out a bit so they had time to set up. It’s always good to get press when you can. 
 
    The monster faced me—I think, anyway. It was so disgustingly alien and freakish that I couldn’t be one hundred percent certain either way. It rebutted my jeering shout with its own clicking gurgle. This xenobeast was a building-sized, pink, fleshy mound, teeming with red, blue, and black veins. It had dozens, if not hundreds, of mouths—some of them were bigger than me, while others were perhaps the size of a man’s mouth, making them nearly imperceptible from a distance. In addition to the many monstrous maws mulling over making me a meal, there were easily a thousand eyes—but only one big eye. That one was staring at yours truly. 
 
    “That’s right, you ugly son-of-a-bitch bastard. Look over here.” I focused on my capacity to breathe fire, building the solar heat inside my core. As the power mounted, shafts of light glimmered through the cracks in my scales. 
 
    Those wriggling things I mistook for veins beneath the fleshy surface of the grotesque xenobeast shot out of its skin in an explosion of fluid, a hundred grasping blue, black, and red tentacles reaching out for me. I dodged each lashing strike by flashing away at light speed to another location around the creature. With its multitudinous eye count, however, I couldn’t ever quite sneak up on it. 
 
    I still needed time to charge, so as I noticed reporters wielding their cameras from a safe distance away, I decided to absorb one of the lashing strikes, taking whatever damage I had to. I wouldn’t be able to charge up the full power of my fire breath without being able to stay still and out of my lightform for at least several consecutive seconds. 
 
    “Solaris!” a reporter shouted below, right as I was taking a big breath. Flames spewed out of the corners of my closed mouth and I made a ‘huh’ gesture down at the guy right at the moment one of the tendrils struck me. 
 
    It… didn’t hurt. It kind of tickled, really, so that was a nice surprise. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it was more than that. 
 
    “Come down here and pose for SDNN when you’re finished!” the man shouted. With my dragon cheeks puffed, I tossed him a thumbs-up followed by a ‘just one second’ gesture. 
 
    I breathed out a pillar of light and fire, so bright and all-encompassing that the news team members shielded their eyes with their arms, wings, tentacles, and other appendages they had to do so. 
 
    My powerful beam of draconic fury struck the xenobeast in its gigantic central eye, and it exploded with an eruption of nastiness. I seared right through the thing, then adjusted the angle of my neck to drag the beam across its body, making sure I cooked as much of the creature as I could. 
 
    By the time I ran out of breath, the vicinity surrounding the warehouse it had destroyed smelled like burnt meat. It made me hungry. 
 
    We could eat the pieces, the dragon suggested. 
 
    “We could,” I admitted, “but I don’t wanna get that kind of rep, especially with the cameras around, y’know?” 
 
    Would people not like that? 
 
    “Pretty sure they wouldn’t, my man.” 
 
    “Solaris! Please! A photo for the station! A quick interview, if you got the time!” 
 
    You are a god to them, the dragon side of me bellowed. Make them bow to you accordingly. 
 
    “Nah, that wouldn’t go over well,” I muttered as I brought us down to the ground, making sure my wings were outstretched as much as they could be for the effect. 
 
    “Solaris! One sec!” The reporter, some kind of satyr-like deer person, stood beside me, comically juxtaposed against my huge body. He pivoted toward the camera and grinned a pearly white smile. “That’s right, I’m at the scene of the incident with the one and only Solaris.” He turned to face me. “Solaris, how does it feel to save the day yet again?” 
 
    “Feels good,” I grunted awkwardly. What kind of question was that? 
 
    “And what’s the story behind the new chestplate? The dragon symbol on your chest, does that carry some special meaning to you?” 
 
    I blinked at the guy. “I mean, I’m a dragon. So, yes.” 
 
    “Incredible.” He took the microphone back for a second. “The people of Meteoropolis have got to know, Solaris—are you single?” 
 
    “Uhhh—no,” I replied. 
 
    “Wow wow wow!” He pumped his fist and adjusted his bowtie like that was the revelation of his career. “One last question—maybe two more. Do you have time for two?” 
 
    “I mean—” 
 
    “Okay, two more,” he murmured excitedly. “If you could be any kind of animal, what animal would you be?” 
 
    At that moment I noticed even the cameraman looked embarrassed by the reporter’s questions. 
 
    “A rabbit,” I said, just picking the first thing that came to my head, willing with all my heart and soul that this interview would be over. “I need to get back on patrol—” 
 
    “One final question.” That stupid grin was still plastered on his made-for-TV face. “Do you have a message for the people watching at home?” 
 
    “Oh,” I muttered, surprised that this question was actually one worth answering. I wanted my response to be profound, but I was caught so off-guard that I could barely come up with anything. “Kids, don’t do drugs. And everyone, be good to each other.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” the man gushed, looking back at the camera. “Well, folks, you heard it here! Solaris’s message for us all! Don’t do drugs, and be good to each other.” 
 
    My stomach growled—loudly, extremely audibly. It was such a powerful sound that the camera crew, the mic guy, and the reporter all turned their heads to face me. I laughed awkwardly and got ready to flash away at lightspeed. 
 
    The dragon inside let out a monstrous groan directed at me to announce its irritation. I told you we should have eaten the thing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 – Harem Dynamics 
 
      
 
   S leeping arrangements had gotten a bit troublesome, and I mean that in the best of ways.  
 
    It had started out simple enough. The night after Pinky and I hooked up for the first time, effectively solidifying and officiating the now three-way harem truce between all the girls living under Pinky’s roof, I slept in the unicorn girl’s bed. That was nice for a lot of reasons. Breathing in her aroma, like freshly picked strawberries, was soothing enough, but that was also the first time I’d slept in an actual bed since Mamba moved in. 
 
    Gone were my days of crashing on the sofa like a couch-surfing bachelor. And that was kind of the problem. That’s how we ended up here, in this predicament, just a few weeks later. 
 
    “Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you sleep with Brock last night?” Mamba asked bitterly, her devious, sexy reptilian eyes staring down the unicorn elf in front of her. 
 
    “I fail to see your point,” Pinky Peach retorted, crossing her arms and raising an indignant eyebrow at the hissfolk beauty. 
 
    Scenes like that one played out on repeat until Blossom cracked a joke about making a calendar. The idea struck a chord with the other two girls, and next thing you know, it was happening. This was the harem drama that I was afraid of, but it wasn’t so bad.  
 
    I stared at the table, resting my elbow on the armrest of the wooden chair, unable to battle back the urge to smirk. Pinky squinted over the calendar, horsetail swishing as she stood in front of the dining room table, while Mamba sat beside her and Blossom stood in her pot, flanking the unicorn girl from the opposite side. 
 
    I was at the other end of the table, watching with confusion at how my life had ended up quite like this—the eternal center of a monster girl cuddle puddle. 
 
    “Okay, it’s a bit complicated,” Pinky started, “but I think we can make it work. Mamba can have Brock in her bed three days a week, and I take him for four. On two of Mamba’s nights and one of mine, we can bring Blossom’s pot in with us, so she’s got him for three, too, but sharing—since she has no bed of her own.” 
 
    “You’re not even pretending to be fair,” Mamba hissed at her in irritation. “Why should you get more days than anyone else?” 
 
    Pinky rolled her eyes. “I dunno, it’s pretty fair considering you’re squatting at my house. Beggars can’t be choosers.” 
 
    “Do I get a say in any of this?” I asked, a little exasperated. 
 
    “You just sit there and be sexy.” Blossom winked an inky black eye at me. “I’ve got this taken care of. I have a feeling I might be able to negotiate my way up to five nights a week, so—” 
 
    “There isn’t a chance in the Pit that’s happening,” Pinky stated, her jaw tightening. “I love you, Blossom, but sharing one night a week is already—” 
 
    “Awesome,” I interrupted her, sniggering playfully. “Sharing is caring, girls. In all seriousness, once the renovations are going full speed ahead, that could affect things, too.” 
 
    The unicorn girl’s eyes flashed open with shock. “Crap, that’s right!” Pinky blurted out. “Ugh. Okay, back to the drawing board.” She picked up the calendar and held it like she was going to rip it up, but then she hesitated. “I bet we could still use this for something,” she muttered, setting it back down. “It’s still clean. Just has some names on it that no longer mean anything.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with a useless calendar full of your chicken scratch writing?” Mamba leered with a smug grin, like she couldn’t wait to hear the unicorn girl fumble her answer. 
 
    “It could be a decoration. It’s a waste to throw it away. I bet we can think of—” 
 
    “Pinky, put the fuggin’ paper in the trash,” Blossom squeaked, tangling her fingers up in her vines in an exaggerated display of irritation with the penny-pinching pink-haired pony girl. “You are incorrigible!” 
 
    “Do you even know what that means?” Mamba asked with an amused smile. 
 
    Blossom’s face quivered as she pondered the question. “No, but I’ve heard Brock use it in similar situations. Not sure why you had to call me out like that.” 
 
    I decided to chime in after reading all their pretty faces and deciding this wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. “Let Pinky keep the calendar if she wants to,” I chuckled under my breath. “But in all honesty, Pinky, we’ve never been better financially. You can relax.” 
 
    Pinky Peach pouted her plush lower lip and batted her long lashes at me. “I know,” she said, “but I can’t shake the instinct. I’ve been so broke for so long!” 
 
    Mamba stroked Pinky’s lustrous mane and patted her on the top of the head. “That’s fine. I have to admit, even I’m having trouble adapting,” she cooed 
 
    Blossom straightened up and looked at me. “When will the construction start up again?” The contractors had already brought their supplies to the house, and by the look of the materials and the plans that Dr. Luna had us approve, it seemed like we were going to be getting a full architectural makeover by the time the whole thing was said and done. 
 
    I sighed. “I think they’re starting this weekend.” 
 
    “I’m so looking forward to having my own room,” Blossom squealed, punctuating her joyful statement with a little hum. Her dainty hands clasped her rosy green cheeks as she wiggled from head to root. 
 
    “Wait, why did you just sigh like you weren’t looking forward to it?” Mamba asked, raising her brows at me in worry. 
 
    “I’m not a fan of noisy construction. I have no idea how you girls are going to get any streaming done,” I fretted. 
 
    Pinky giggled. “Oh, don’t worry about that at all,” she insisted with a sweet smile on her perfect face. “They’re doing the construction in the mornings, but we mostly stream in the afternoon and evenings.” 
 
    “Peak stream hours,” Mamba reiterated. 
 
    I nodded and turned to Blossom. “And how have you been enjoying playing Loremasters?” 
 
    “They won’t let me play ranked matches with them,” Blossom said with a look of frustration twisting her otherwise adorable features. “This is what they call cyberbullying, I think.” 
 
    “No,” Mamba said, her eyes blinking rapidly in confusion, “that’s not what that is. We’re just cautious—if you play ranked games with us and we lose, it’ll drag our ranking down.” 
 
    Pinky let out a little puff of air and leaned against the table, turning to face the flower sprite. “Honestly?” she started, “Blossom’s pretty cute. And Woodland Waifu dropped out of the Dream Girls because of her boyfriend. We aren’t going any further in rank this season. That’s just the way it is.” 
 
    Mamba grimaced. “I guess you’re right,” she admitted with a groan of resignation. She flicked a piece of lint off of the shoulder of her T-shirt and shook her head sadly. 
 
    “So what does that mean?” Blossom asked, eyes gone wide and full of hope. 
 
    “It means we might as well start playing with you on stream. You’ll definitely get some followers, and we can spend the rest of the season training you on bots and unranked PvP.” 
 
    “Penis vs. pollen?” Blossom asked, cocking her head and clasping her hands together hopefully. “I’m still too small—” 
 
    The rest of us blinked. “No, it means player versus player,” Mamba explained calmly. “Is… is that a thing?” We were all uncertain if her remark was intended to be a joke, or if it was a genuinely tragic misunderstanding. 
 
    Blossom shrugged. “Just where my mind went. I’m pretty good at guessing acronyms.” 
 
    “She is not,” Pinky muttered plainly. She adduced the statement by adding, “Yesterday she saw the word ‘cat’ written in all caps on the news banner on TV and guessed its three letters meant ‘calling all viewers’.” 
 
    “But ‘viewers’ doesn’t even start with a ‘T,’” I pointed out, squinting to try and follow the logic. 
 
    “Exactly,” Pinky replied with a dreary sigh. 
 
    Blossom shrugged, grinning at me as sweetly as ever. “In my defense, I’m mostly illiterate.” 
 
    “Huh,” I grunted as I almost broke out into an unexpected laugh, “I guess you would be.” 
 
    “Yep.” She nodded with a big ol’ grin, but it quickly faded. “Wait, what do you mean by that, exactly?” 
 
    I shrugged, still trying to fight my urge to grin at her overbearing adorableness. “Well, you grew up locked away in a black market greenhouse in the ground under a bridge or something like that, right?” I stated matter-of-factly. “I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that the education opportunities were extremely limited.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Blossom lamented, her hands over her heart, “That place was a fuggin’ hole.” 
 
    “Speaking of fuggin’ holes,” Mamba tittered, reaching over to me and squeezing my wrist, “you’re in my room tonight.” 
 
    “Sweet Lord,” I mumbled under my breath, but everyone heard it as we were all in close proximity. “Well, there’s no need to split up the gang just yet, babe,” I pointed out. “It’s not even lunchtime, and I got up late, so—” 
 
    “And just whyyy did you get up late?” Pinky interrupted, giggling impishly. Blossom let out a high-pitched groan of disapproval, and Mamba simply flashed us a puzzled look. 
 
    I squinted one eye at the unicorn girl as the opposite eyebrow elevated in surprise. “I mean… you know.” 
 
    Pinky smirked and chucked me a pretty wink. “I know that I know, but they don’t know, you know? You’d better tell them.” 
 
    “I could hear you from the living room,” Blossom groaned, crossing her arms. “No need to gloat.” 
 
    Mamba giggled, though, unimpressed by Pinky’s bragging. “Oh, it’s like that, is it? Well, I’ll make sure to put on a good show tonight, then.” 
 
    I let out a sigh even as a smile remained fixed on my face. “Don’t objectify me,” I said with mock bitterness. “In any case, let’s head down to Darkling Donut. Satina slipped me a coupon yesterday.” 
 
    Pinky and Mamba exchanged annoyed looks with one another. “That’s the cute satyr girl, right?” Pinky Peach inquired, her voice gone high and aggravated all of a sudden. 
 
    I had forgotten how much they disliked her. “Uh, yeah. Look—I know she’s a bit flirty, but she’s actually really nice.” 
 
    “I’ll bet she is,” Mamba grunted, hissing out the last word, her forked tongue flicking in the air. 
 
    I shook my head and chuckled. “Don’t you trust me? Come on—there’s literally nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about anything,” Pinky said, sighing. “It’s just really weird, you know? How she tried to come on to you right in front of us? Isn’t that rude?” 
 
    I nodded, and I had to admit that I saw her point. “Fair enough,” I granted her. “Tell you what—I’ll pull her aside and ask her to respect our relationship next time she does it. If she can’t do that, then we’ll leave and find somewhere else to get our breakfast.” 
 
    Pinky’s eyes widened. “Well, let’s not be hasty,” she squeaked anxiously, twirling her hair and fretting as though she’d made a grievous miscalculation. I could sense tension in the other girls, too, their shoulders tightening at our exchange. “I’m—I’ve kind of grown dependent on their coffee over the last month or so.” 
 
    I laughed and rolled my eyes. “I’m sure it won’t be an issue,” I told her. “Satina’s actually a sweetheart, and she’s not that aggressive—most of the time.” 
 
    The three of them traded looks again, with Blossom giving a shrug of acceptance first. “Fine with me, Brocky.” 
 
    A low gurgling sound emerged from under the table, and it took me a few seconds to realize it was Mamba’s belly. “I’m used to having donuts in me by now.” She smirked bashfully, dropping the hint. 
 
    I nodded with a wide grin in her direction. “I guess that’s our cue to go.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Darkling Donut was always clean on days when Satina worked. The girl not only managed the counter on her own, but also cleaned tables, swept, and mopped when there was no one ordering. They really kept her busy. 
 
    The only other person working was the guy who made the donuts in the back. I had never met him, but Satina told me he was a lizardkin who was even taller than me, and pretty buff, too. 
 
    “Good morning, Brock and friends!” The cute satyr girl grinned as we walked through the door. She planted her palms on the counter in front of her. Her elbows mashed her hefty boobs together in such a way that her partially unbuttoned work polo, which wasn’t designed for cleavage, still displayed a lot of it. 
 
    “Hey Satina,” I said, smiling and waving. The girls all offered their polite greetings as well, but they were obviously faked, artificial smiles and half-hearted ‘hellos.’ I watched that realization sink in on Satina’s face and noticed her peppy smile falter for a moment before recovering. 
 
    “The usual?” she asked, blinking a couple of times as though she was trying to shake something off. 
 
    I nodded, beaming at her, feeling bad for that brief look—a look of sadness or defeat. 
 
    We sat down at the table and occupied ourselves with a bit more chit-chat. At that moment, we were the only customers in the restaurant. A few people came and went, taking their orders to go, but otherwise, we had the place to ourselves. 
 
    “It’s nice to get out of the house,” Mamba noted happily. “We’ve been streaming too much lately.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the way it is,” the unicorn girl said with a sympathetic bounce of her brow, shaking her head at the hissfolk beauty. “I don’t know what to tell you. This is the life we live.” 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” Mamba giggled, winking at Pinky and squeezing my thigh under the table. 
 
    “I’m gonna start streaming, too,” Blossom gushed like a broken dam. “I’m gonna have my own fuggin’ podcast: Petal Power!” 
 
    “What’s Petal Power going to be about?” I asked. 
 
    Blossom’s eyes flashed wide and her mouth gaped open. “Ahh crap! That’s a good point!” 
 
    At about that moment, Satina appeared behind me with the donuts we’d been waiting for. “Here I come, and there you go,” she said, placing each of our orders in front of us without needing to be told whose donut was whose. “I’ll be right back with the coffees.” 
 
    “Take your time,” I said, smiling up at her. 
 
    She nodded, bit her lip, and turned around, her adorable little satyr tail wagging above her rump as she walked behind the counter. 
 
    Blossom tapped her jawline pensively. “She bit her lip. I do that when I’m turned on. Which is, like, fairly often.” She paused, stealing a look at me. “I guess that’s why my lip always hurts, come to think of it.” 
 
    Mamba shrugged. “I’ll give her a pass on that one. She didn’t really do anything annoying this time.” 
 
    Pinky didn’t say anything. Her eyes were fixed on the peppy satyr, watching her go back to fetch our drinks, and still watching her when she came back. A neutral expression was on her face. An appraising look, to put it another way—but it still made me a bit nervous. It made me wonder what Eppy, Pinky’s Splice Partner, would think of Satina’s passes at me. 
 
    As Satina returned, her cloven hooves tapped gently on the tile of the restaurant floor. “Here you are!” she sang sweetly. “Just let me know if any of you need anything else.” She squeezed my shoulder as she walked away, and I clenched my buttcheeks as my head whipped to see who had noticed. 
 
    Answer? Everyone noticed. 
 
    No sooner had she disappeared behind the counter than did Mamba lean forward and whisper the angriest whisper I had ever heard. “That’s it. She touched you. That’s basically sexual harassment, and right in front of us. If you don’t talk to her, I will,” she insisted, putting her hands on the table to signal her readiness to stand up and take care of business on her own. 
 
    Pinky was frowning by that point, but she didn’t say anything—that made me even more nervous. 
 
    “I’ll talk to her. But—Pinky, why are you staring at her so intensely?” 
 
    “It’s weird, but I was sure she made eye contact with me… but she can’t see me, right? We established that?” 
 
    I furrowed my brow in wonder at the implications. “Huh. One more thing to ask her about, I suppose.” I stood up, casting a forlorn look at my donut. “I’ll be back for you soon, little guy.” 
 
    I shifted my gaze to Satina to find that she was already looking back at me. As I approached, her eyes seemed to twinkle like stars, energized with both curiosity and excitement. I had a feeling this conversation was not going to be the one she was hoping for. It would turn out that both of us would end up surprised. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 – Valestrian Satyrs 
 
      
 
   “H ey Satina,” I said, approaching her, feeling my heart break at the eager, excited look that was already settling on her face. 
 
    Satina was pretty. Really pretty, actually, but she had some features that I would have considered a dealbreaker before I arrived in this world. Despite the fact that she was both busty and petite and stood at about five feet and two inches, she fell a bit further on the ‘monster’ side of the monster girl spectrum than a lot of girls in Meteoropolis. 
 
    Sure, she had a long, lustrous, high ponytail that went down to her shoulder blades, which was a great look, and it blended nicely with her painfully adorable freckled face. And true, she was the very definition of a short-stack hottie—but the satyr features were a bit much to take in. Her eyes were a sort of dull yellow and had those weird sideways pupils that goats have, which had unnerved me the first time I’d met her, but they’d grown on me. Below the waist, though, she seemed to be more goat than girl, with thin, furry legs that ended with cloven hooves. Her little tail was cute, but it was hard to sexualize that lower physique, even if that furry butt filled out her work shorts impeccably. She also had small black horns on the top of her head, which didn’t sway me either way. 
 
    “I want to talk to you really quick,” I said, “and this is going to be a little bit awkward.” 
 
    The painfully cute satyress smiled and pressed her hands together, nodding like she expected me to ask her to prom or something. “Okay.”  
 
    “You understand I am in a relationship, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, still grinning, her freckle-speckled cheeks flushing a sweet bubblegum pink. “Go on.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself from cocking an eyebrow at her. “Well—how to put this delicately…” That was the moment when her face sank and she realized that this conversation wasn’t drifting in the direction she thought it was. 
 
    “What?” she whimpered, her lip quivering. 
 
    I sighed. “I think you’re really sweet, and I appreciate the attention, but my, uh, partner thinks it’s a bit uncomfortable to see another woman flirting with me in front of her.” 
 
    She got all pinch-faced, like what I’d just said made no sense. “Sorry, what?” she said, not in a rude way, but clearly taken aback. “Partner? Don’t you mean partners, plural?” 
 
    I blinked. “Right,” I added. “I’m trying not to publicize that too much.” 
 
    Satina nodded. “Okay, I understand that, but I thought—well, you see, I have a reason for acting the way I did. I thought you realized I was a Valestrian satyress,” she murmured, smiling a bit sadly. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m still pretty new here after all,” I explained, scratching the hair on the back of my neck. “Dumb it down for me.” 
 
    She made a sour face in return for my clueless words. “Oh, gods of the hill and vale, no,” she whimpered, shaking her head, too. “It’s so humiliating to speak about this so openly.” 
 
    I laughed. “Okay. Fair enough. But we’re on the same page now, right?” 
 
    She nodded slowly, and her mouth opened like she wanted to say something, to tell me something, but every time she seemed ready to speak, a new shade of red visited itself upon her cheeks. “This is—okay. I understand.” 
 
    I smiled at her, but I couldn’t help but feel sympathetic toward the girl. “Thanks, Satina,” I said, my voice a bit weaker than I meant for it to be. I slapped the counter once and turned my back on her when she nodded her understanding. 
 
    Facing my table, I saw all three of my girls staring at me with surprisingly concerned faces. I sat down, shrugging my shoulders. “I took care of it. I don’t feel good about it at all, but it’s done.” 
 
    “By the Silversnake, she looked so sad,” Mamba intoned with hints of regret, mixing some sugar into her latte with a stirring stick. 
 
    Pinky’s lips curled downward in a worry-laden frown as well. “I mean—we were within our rights, but… poor girl.” 
 
    Blossom sighed. “She’s so short, too. Poor girl needs some kisses to grow big and strong.” 
 
    “Looking like her,” I said, tracing her hourglass figure in the air, “I’m sure she’ll find someone.” 
 
    Pinky shrugged, clearly unmoved by my statement. “What did she even say?” 
 
    I looked up at the ceiling fan hanging over our table as I tried to recall. “She thought I knew what kind of satyress she was.” I paused to conjure up the word. “Val-something-or-another.” 
 
    “Valestrian?” Mamba said, perking up. “Is that what she said?” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Pinky uttered, nodding a few times slowly and gazing at the sad satyr clerk behind the front counter. “The eyes should have given it away.” 
 
    I chuckled at my ignorance. “I’m glad it makes sense to you, but now I’m in the dark again. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Valestrian satyresses have an extremely hard time finding husbands because they only marry into a polygamous relationship with a male at the center of it. It’s extremely rare in Meteoropolis—” 
 
    “And it’s exactly what we have,” Blossom added. “No wonder she was so horned up for Brocky.” 
 
    I laughed quietly and took a sip of my pleasantly bitter black coffee. “That sure does explain it,” I agreed. “Poor girl indeed. That’s tough.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a while, none of us really knowing what to say. Eventually, after enough time had passed, Blossom cleared her throat. “I’m almost as tall as the goat girl,” she pointed out. “I’m getting bigger!” 
 
    “You’ve had a healthy regimen of kisses and songs sung to you every day,” Pinky Peach cooed, booping her on the nose. “If you didn’t grow, frankly I’d be worried.” 
 
    “I think these dryad-friendly donuts help, too,” she said, holding up her water-based pastry which she hadn’t taken a single bite out of yet. “They’re loaded with nutrients!” 
 
    “Pretty much the opposite of my donut, then,” Mamba giggled. She cast a glance back at Satina, who, I also noticed, was no longer looking in our table’s direction. The satyr girl was, instead, staring at the cash register blankly for minutes on end. “Damn. I kind of feel bad.” 
 
    “I don’t know what we can do for her,” Pinky sighed, seeing Mamba’s worried face. “It is what it is.” 
 
    “Still—that girl probably grew up her whole life in this city knowing how hard it would be to find a match. One day Brock walks in, orders for three girls—and I bet she just knew. I bet she smelled it on him, you know?” 
 
    Blossom wistfully stared out the window, no longer thinking about the same topic judging by the look on her face. “I want a new pot.” She turned her head to look at me with her big black eyes. “C-can I…. can we get a fuggin’ pot today?!” 
 
    “We can definitely afford an upgrade,” I chuckled, face lit with a bright smile tossed in her direction. “But Mamba was talking about Satina.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Blossom replied, thrumming the table, “it was too depressing for me. I moved on.” 
 
    “It’s definitely not uplifting to think about, I’ll give you that,” I mumbled. I cast one more wayward glance back in the satyress’s direction. Her face had gone back from sad to neutral, but I knew she was still masking her disappointment. “I wish there was something we could do.” 
 
    Pinky shook her head and tapped my knuckle. “We can’t go sticking our necks out for every cute girl in need of a boyfriend, baby. Eppy is already enough to worry about.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably in my seat at the sound of that name. 
 
    I recently took Pinky Peach to a specialist, Koriana, who was trained in the delicate art of helping capsule puppies connect with their Splice Partners, if they had one. Pinky Peach had one—and of course, so did I. 
 
    Pinky Peach, in her past life, had been a unicorn with a gorgeous pink mane and tail and a spiraling horn on her head—much like she is now. But now, she has a generally humanoid form, and long, pointed ears. Those features are owed to Eppy. 
 
    Pinky Peach’s Splice Partner, Eppimila, was a high elf from a totally separate fantasy world somewhere out there in the universe. She was a princess, too, I’d come to understand, and had some character flaws that came with that profile. 
 
    While Eppy was apparently ridiculously beautiful and renowned throughout the three empires for her charms, she was also troubled. She grew up in an overly sanitized environment, and always needed things to be perfectly clean and tidy at all times. Of course, she preferred to have her servants do the dirty work, but if no one else was around, she would do it herself. And her standards were high—higher than anyone else’s. 
 
    Eppy was also a bit obsessive about certain things—and the elven princess’s most recent obsession was me. 
 
    This became an issue after Koriana got involved and Eppy gained the ability to occasionally take over Pinky’s body. Koriana was a dark elven spiritual guide I later learned was a former fling of Dr. Luna’s. Her whole thing was that she specialized in helping people connect with their Splice Partners. 
 
    When she helped bond Pinky with Eppy on a deeper level, though, things got pretty dicey for a while, and Eppy even took over Pinky’s body for a few minutes. That was scary enough, but it’s happened two other times since then, though fortunately  never lasting for long. 
 
    We finished up our routine breakfast and rose together, but with a quick explanation, I decided to head back over to Satina. Not to rub salt in the wound, or anything—there was one more question I had forgotten to ask earlier. 
 
    “Hey again Satina.” I meekly waved at her as I approached the service desk. 
 
    She smiled as sweetly as ever, but there was still more than a hint of sadness there—the twinkle in her eyes had dulled. “Oh, hi,” she intoned, trying but failing to sound upbeat. “Can I help you?” 
 
    I looked over at the door where Pinky, Mamba, and Blossom were waiting just outside, still visible through the glass. “Can you see the unicorn girl?” 
 
    “Oh!” she said, smiling again. “Yeah, I can. That’s weird, isn’t it?” 
 
    I scrunched up my face and nodded. “Yeah, it’s very weird. I’d love to interrogate you more about it, but I don’t want to eat up any more of your time and I doubt we’d get anywhere. But that’s interesting to know.” 
 
    She just smiled back at me and nodded. “Sure thing,” she said, looking down at the till for a second. Then, looking back up, she added, “Will I see you tomorrow?” 
 
    I beamed back at her with a warm, patient smile. “Oh, definitely. Look—” I looked around to make sure the girls weren’t watching too carefully, “I’d love to talk to you more and hear more of your story sometime, but we’re really not, uh, looking to expand, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    Straight-faced, she nodded. “I take it your girlfriends explained my culture?” she queried without showing any more emotion. 
 
    I nodded. “I can see how that’s tough. I really wish you the best.” 
 
    Satina grated out a pained groan that probably was supposed to be a simple sigh. “Golly, don’t feel bad. It’s not your fault. Here,” she reassured me, “I’ve got one extra coupon you can have.” 
 
    I shook my head and waved my hand to dismiss the unnecessary kindness. “No thanks, I appreciate it, but there’s no need.” 
 
    “Just take it,” she said, her voice calm but her eyes pleading. 
 
    I took it and looked at it, the same buy-one-get-one half-off deal she had given me before. I flipped the card over, and there was something else written in pen on the back. 
 
    > XXX-555-4910. Call me sometime if things ever change. I’m sorry I bothered you. Love, Satina. 
 
    I looked up and found her turning her head shyly away from my eyes. “Bye,” she said. 
 
    “Bye,” I returned the farewell, slipping the coupon into my pocket and heading toward the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I think you should call her,” Blossom urged me. “Maybe she plays Loremasters!” 
 
    Pinky let herself smirk at that, but she shook her head. “He needs to just cut ties with her. Honestly, we should probably find another place for breakfast after all. Not to be mean to her or anything, but to help her move on.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “I have to disagree. She seemed like she had so much more to tell me. I’ll give it some time and think it over. It didn’t seem like she expected me to call her tonight or anything, but the least I can do is hear her out.” 
 
    “You can absolutely do that, and I support you,” Mamba agreed, but cautiously, as the next thing she said was, “Still… don’t break that girl’s heart any more than it’s already been broken.” 
 
    We walked back home and went about our day. Pinky and Mamba played a few rounds of 3-on-3 co-op vs. AI games of League of Loremasters. Blossom was pretty good with Monga, a big purple elven guy whose general vibe reminded me of the Incredible Hulk, except that he could breathe fire. 
 
    Meanwhile, I had taken up my own hobby. I spent an hour in meditation, using advanced techniques that Koriana had taught me in my follow-up sessions. Pinky wanted to come along, but unfortunately, the dark-elven woman insisted that she wasn’t allowed, so that was that. I was also nervous about teaching Pinky the meditations myself, because they were designed to strengthen a person’s connection to their Splice Partner and, well, strengthening Eppy in any way was pretty much a non-starter at this point. 
 
    I focused on my connection to the solar dragon inside of me, feeling that all-too-familiar burning in my chest. The first time I’d felt it, it was almost painful, and definitely unsettling. Now, though, it was like a gentle warmth emanating from my heart, with the knowledge that a close friend was waiting to greet me when it subsided. 
 
    The dragon and I had bonded. In some ways, we were one and the same, but in others we were still very distinct. 
 
    I came to understand, little by little with each meditation, that the nameless dragon was not so much enigmatic as he was incomplete. Splice Partners are themselves fractured souls, bonded with a dominant soul—mine in this case—to complete them. Over the millions of years that my soul was floating in space, it deteriorated somewhat, so it needed another creature to fill in the gaps. That was the dragon’s job. 
 
    When it came to Pinky Peach, that was Eppy’s job, too. 
 
    And with that thought, I came to a jarring realization as I peeked one eye open to see Pinky Peach bouncing with excitement as she coached Blossom through a solo PvP match. Eppy was in there, completing Pinky. She was a part of the woman I loved, impossible to sever without breaking the unicorn girl herself. I owed it to Pinky Peach to help her deal with her body’s elven copilot. Like it or not, Eppy was a part of this relationship, too. 
 
    “Hey, Pinky?” I called out. 
 
    She turned her head back and smiled at me, brushing her hot pink hair behind one pointed white ear. “Yeah, babe?” she cooed back to me, still leaning over the plant girl. 
 
    “Bahahahahaha! Lick a bitterberry, you fuggin’ noob!” 
 
    Mamba let out an almost motherly sigh. “That’s a computer player, sweetheart. They can’t be noobs.” 
 
    “You wanna try meditating with me this weekend?” I asked the unicorn girl, already half-regretting the offer. Anything that potentially opened Eppy up to the world was risky business. Still, I knew we had to deal with it eventually. 
 
    Pinky’s smile grew, and she nodded, her cheeks swelling with enough pink to match her hair. “Of course.” She beamed back at me lovingly and added, “It’s a date.” 
 
    I grinned in spite of my worry. I could handle Eppy, right? Sure I could.  
 
    “Great,” I said, though a bit shakily. “I’m sure this will go just fine.”

  

 
   
    Tahini’s Interlude 
 
      
 
   T ahini Go’Urden’s cheek pressed up against the window, trying to peek through the tinted glass. It was raining, she quickly discovered, as it had been all afternoon. 
 
    “Daaad,” she called out in a daughterly whine, but there was no answer. “Dad?” 
 
    Tahini stood up slowly, navigating the floor of her room, utterly covered in computer parts that she’d collected from across the multiverse. All of this tech was based on twenty-first century Earth Prime, just before the AI Apocalypse struck and wiped out civilization. 
 
    The kitten-elf grimaced at a painful feeling on the sole of her clawed foot that came with an unhappy crunching noise. “Oh pooptacular,” she groaned. “Please tell me that wasn’t my—” 
 
    She lifted up her foot to inspect the damage and almost cried with relief when she saw it. “Oh, thank Ankhankhamen,” she said with a toothy grin of relief. “Just a Taurian Cheez-Crisp.” 
 
    She was in the middle of a project, trying to figure out a way to assemble an Earth Prime computer from the parts that she had gathered. It took a lot of work to get these parts, and though half of them were reproductions, she was assured they were functional ones, all coming from about a fifty-year span of time. Surely all the parts were contemporary enough with one another to work? 
 
    But so far, most of them were either duds or simply didn’t connect with the others. She would figure it out eventually, she knew, but she pursed her lips in irritation when she thought about how long it might be until that happened. 
 
    She opened the beige door leading out from her room and walked into the hallway. Paintings and big, blown-up photos of various locations in the Sylvan district were framed and adorned either side of the corridor. Tahini’s finger idly traced the bottom edge of the frame of one of her favorite pictures: a painting of Nexus Park, the public garden where the Sylvan District’s largest power source was housed—a captured Solar Elemental the size of her home. She’d never been allowed in the building where it was contained, but her father had been there, and he claimed it was quite an illuminating experience. 
 
    She passed through her living room and went down the stairs into the basement, following the sound of heavy thuds like someone was striking a sack of meat with a grogball club. 
 
    Tahini knew what that meant. She stepped her way down the stairs to where the electric lights became perpetual jadefire torches on the wall. In her father’s basement, the modern house’s pastiche of Earth 8470B architecture dwindled away into the ancient stonework stylings of a Werifesterian dungeon—where her father felt most at home. 
 
    She found him there, punching a burlap bag filled with sand as it dangled from the ceiling. His body rippled with the sort of thick lines of muscle you’d never expect from someone of elven descent. He was built like an orc barbarian from Grundelok, The World of Infinite Battle. 
 
    His fist slammed into the bag with the force of a hover truck, impacting it with enough force to snap the chain it dangled on, causing sand to pour out of the bag when it struck the ground. 
 
    Wiping some sweat off of his thickly mustached face, her father noticed Tahini for the first time. 
 
    “Sweetheart,” he said, grinning at her, “how’s your little project going upstairs?” 
 
    She shook her head and frowned. “Not great. Actually, I’m going to go out.” 
 
    “Is it still raining? It’s scheduled to rain for at least a few more hours.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him the way only a daughter could. “Can’t you, like, call the Wizard Council or something? Just get Lady Styria to turn it off.” 
 
    “So you can go out?” the commissioner laughed. “I didn’t raise a damn brat, did I? Even I don’t have those kinds of connections. By the Etherborn’s corn-cob pipe, you can’t be serious.” 
 
    She pouted but shook her head with defeat. “No, I’m not—but I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Use my MeteoBank card and order us something. Your mom called earlier—she’s stranded in the Xeno District for work tonight one the top floor of Xylotonica VI.” 
 
    “Is that the skyscraper that’s literally just a wet tentacle with doors and windows?” Tahini asked, making a face. 
 
    Her father nodded grimly. 
 
    “Yuck. The news said it smelled like squid butt in there.” 
 
    “No,” her father said, shaking his head with a dark look on his features. “That does an unkindness to squid anuses everywhere.” 
 
    Tahini giggled, covering up her mouth, partly to appear modest, but mostly to hide her tongue piercing from her father. “I’ll order us some ground dragon omelets.” 
 
    “Do we have milk in the fridge?” her father asked, scratching his mustache. Before he could answer, his phone rang from where it sat on the table close to the stairs. “Hold that thought, sweety, let me take this.” 
 
    Her father, the police commissioner of the Sylvan District, walked over to the desk and lifted the phone up, his voice immediately transforming into his gruff work tone, which he tried to conceal with a hand to his mouth. 
 
    “Hephi, godsdammit, I’m with my daughter,” he muttered. “If this isn’t important, I’ll set Quimby’s desk on fire.” He paused, listening to what the woman on the other line was saying for a moment. “Well, I don’t like Quimby, that’s why.” 
 
    Tahini sighed and crossed her arms as she waited. She reached up and straightened her thick, red-framed glasses and combed her fingers through her bobbed, chin-length black hair, stopping once she got to the top of her head to scratch behind her cat ears. 
 
    “Hephi, this had better be your sick idea of a joke. I just went through three punching bags, and if I punch through the walls again, my wife will make me sleep in the rain.” 
 
    Tahini pulled out a stick of bubblegum, opened the wrapper, and placed the gum in her mouth. She made certain to chew as loudly as she could. After the gum had gotten nice and pliable and lost some of its sweetness, she blew the biggest bubble she could—and let it pop. 
 
    Her father shot her a look of heated irritation, which quickly diminished. She was the only one who could get away with teasing her dad like that. Besides mama, she thought. She can do whatever she damn well pleases. 
 
    “Okay, Lieutenant, I got it. I’ll meet Agent Lawthorpe by the acid pits along the border in—” he looked at his watch and frowned, “twenty minutes. Best I can do.” 
 
    Realizing she was about to be left totally alone again, Tahini sighed an exaggeratedly loud sigh. Her father tossed her another look that could probably kill a lesser man, but Tahini was immune to his nonsense. 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden turned his back to Tahini and raised his hand to hide his next words, but that trick didn’t work against her sensitive ears. “Do you think we need to bring Solaris on board for this one? I’m not sure how he’ll feel about taking down another dragon.” There was a pause. “Right,” her father said, straightening up and letting his hand fall back to his side. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    He put the phone down and turned back around to grin at Tahini, who he was about to abandon for the evening. “Don’t even say it,” Tahini chided him. “I know your work is important. Just go.” 
 
    “You know I wouldn’t if I didn’t have to, princess,” her father’s thick voice said. He was soaked with sweat, so when he walked toward her and gave her a hug, she almost cried out in disgust. 
 
    “Oh yuck. Dad, you smell like a rotswine.” 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he tried to reassure her, kissing her on the cheek. “I’ll leave my MeteoBank card out for you, so go ahead and order whatever you want for dinner.” 
 
    Tahini nodded weakly. “Sure thing, dad, will do.” 
 
    The commissioner changed and left within the next few minutes. Tahini immediately went to follow his instructions, finding the MeteoBank card exactly where he always left it. But she suddenly lost her appetite when she saw her father’s work laptop sitting on the table beside it. 
 
    “Hmmm,” she muttered to herself, feeling guilty for even having the thought. “I really shouldn’t.” So she turned away and headed back to her room like a good girl. 
 
    Five minutes later, she walked right back, snatched the laptop, and opened up the police database. She wasn’t new to using her father’s credentials to get information. She’d done it plenty of times before, but this time, she was on a focused mission. 
 
    She cracked her knuckles and placed her fingers on the keyboard. “Now let’s see,” she said to herself. “If I were information about Earth technology, where would I be?” She figured the Meteoropolis Knowledge Database would be a good place to start, but she had also tried that before and it had gotten her nowhere. Her father’s credentials couldn’t dig up that information without a phone call, and all she had was his password. 
 
    Tahini frowned at the screen, trying a dozen things, but all of them led to dead ends. Then, finally, she opened a tab from her father’s browsing history. She clicked it mostly out of boredom. 
 
    The tab was labeled “New Capsule Summons, Aenarius of Year 140.” 
 
    “Why would he be looking at that?” she wondered aloud. She scrolled down the page, where there was a list of close to a thousand names. Besides those names, there were columns for the date they arrived, their species, Splice Partner, and the address of the assigned host’s residence. Pretty boring stuff, really, but lots of sensitive information. 
 
    Tahini scrolled down idly, her eyes glazing over, not quite sure why she was still looking at this lame spreadsheet to begin with. Her eyes came to a stop, though, when she noted a big, black, bold font displaying the word “REDACTED” under the Splice Partner column. 
 
    “Huh,” she mumbled to herself, her voice still sounding bored, even if that was moderately interesting. “Let’s see… Brock Clayton… from—” Her eyes shot open wide and she gasped. “No flipping way! Earth?! An Earth human?!” 
 
    She didn’t allow herself to get too excited. After all, Earth had a long history, and he could have come from literally any era. Still, unable to help herself, she jotted down the name and address and decided to investigate further. 
 
    She closed her father’s laptop and left his room, heading back to her own. She walked through the ornate dining room, through the corridor with the framed pictures on the wall, and returned to the mess that was her private workspace. 
 
    Well—calling it a workspace wasn’t that honest because Tahini was between jobs at the moment. At only twenty years old, still young for an elf, she had a lot yet to do before she decided on her career, but she already knew it was going to be something with technology. Or law enforcement. Maybe technology and law enforcement? Like one of those hackers that work for the police. That could be cool. 
 
    Tahini, given the time, could probably hack into MeteoBank and steal their data on just about any account. She may even be able to make a transfer from one account to another, but that was a recipe for getting caught. The kitten-elf was skilled with coding and hacking, but the hardware side of things was still a weakness. 
 
    She surveyed the mess of chips and boards that littered the carpeted floor of her room, gingerly tip-toeing over all the equipment until she landed face-first into the safety of her bed’s blue sheets. 
 
    She grabbed her own laptop and booted into the niche hacker-based distro of NexOS. Next, she jacked into the MeteoGrid through her triple-encrypted proxy network, and set to work digging up everything she could about this Brock Clayton… whoever he was. 
 
    The city registry had a lot of information about him—more than she would have expected, actually, given how short of a time he’d been in Meteoropolis. It turned out that he was living with a unicorn-elf named Pinky Peach and a flower sprite named Blossom. It was also suspected that a hissfolk fortune teller named Mamba was residing there, too. Her mouth gaped open at all the data, not expecting there to be so much. Tahini sighed. She had a lot of reading to do. 
 
    But then her eyes went to the capsule doctor section on Brock’s profile. “Dr. Artigius Luna,” she whispered. “Hmmm. And who is he?” 
 
    Her fingers hammered the keys as she pulled up Dr. Luna’s page, and she grinned. “Oh, interesting,” she remarked, “He’s been here since practically the founding.” And then her eyes opened in shock as she read his highlights aloud. “‘Dr. Artigius Luna specializes in the splicing of uncommon entities. He has even started experimenting with a way to fuse native citizens with Splice Partners.’ Whoa. Who is this dude?” 
 
    Oddly, there wasn’t half as much statistical data available for Dr. Luna as there was for Brock Clayton, despite his being in the city since the very beginning. Entire sections were black-barred with fat lines that covered up key information. But most of that information was inconsequential. She had enough to be curious. 
 
    “That’s two leads to follow—one real live Earthling, and the capsule doctor who brought him here. Not bad.” She crossed her arms behind her head and lay back on the mattress. “Not bad at all.” 
 
    The rain pitter-pattered on the window beside her as she fell asleep. Like her father, Tahini dreamt of a safer city, a more just city, and a way for her to help achieve her dad’s vision for a better Meteoropolis. 
 
    But before she could achieve that, she had some snooping to do. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 – Telling Fortunes 
 
      
 
   “H ey babe, could you come over here for a moment?” That was Mamba’s sultry voice, summoning me into her room. She had the door open, so I heard her easily. 
 
    I looked over at Blossom, who was still sitting on the couch next to me, and she gave a predictable pout. “Go be cute on Pinky’s stream for a little bit. I’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    “But later you’re going out in the backyard with Pinky to take your medication,” Blossom whimpered, her glossy, pitch-black eyes looking up at me fretfully.  
 
    I smirked at her. “That’s practice meditation, not take a medication.”  
 
    “Whatever,” she replied with a shrug. Blossom’s appearance was striking—green, leaflike, textured skin with hints of brown veins under the surface. She didn’t have hair in the traditional sense of the word, but instead possessed long, leafy vines that had dozens of pink flowers growing in them. Her face, weird inky eyes and all, was as beautiful as a model’s, even prettier than any of the other flower sprites I’d seen. Her shape was as feminine and humanoid as they come, gorgeously contoured with all the curves you’d expect a woman around twenty years old to have. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a minute,” I said, and she beamed up at me and nodded. 
 
    “Okay. Can’t fuggin’ wait!” she purred. 
 
    I got up from the sofa, picked up Blossom’s pot, and set her back by the window. “The sunlight’s nice, but not as nice as your direct solar energy,” she cooed.  
 
    “Your leaves are facing me again,” I warned her. “Careful with that.” 
 
    With a grunt of complaint, she nodded, and I headed into the guest room—Mamba’s room, originally my room. It was where I was supposed to be staying as Pinky Peach’s capsule puppy, but in the end, Mamba took it due to her more pressing situation and need for privacy. I was so happy to oblige, though I suppose I was a bit of a doormat those first few days when I thought about it. It worked out for the best, though. 
 
    “What did you need?” I asked, still leaning against the door frame. I looked down at Mamba, who was lying on the bed, sprawled out in a provocative pose, wearing only a pink tank top that her nipples poked through and a pair of blue pajama shorts. Her long tail rattled with excitement when she saw me. 
 
    “Sit on the bed. You can leave the door open, don’t worry. As tempting as it is, I don’t have time to try anything kinky,” she stated with a sultry wink. 
 
    I chuckled and plopped down next to her, and she sat up from her supine position. She reached behind me, going for the bedside table where I used to put Blossom while I slept. On that table, Mamba had a deck of tarot cards and a crystal ball. She took the ball, which was about the size of an Earth grapefruit. 
 
    “Are you reading my fortune?” I asked, smiling at her, but raising a skeptical brow. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not for fun,” she asserted. “I’m thinking of applying to join the Seers’ Guild, and I need to practice on other people.” 
 
    I nodded. “Easy enough,” I said with a grin, stretching my arms and cracking my knuckles. “How do we do this?” 
 
    Mamba inhaled a big breath, held it, and crossed her legs. She set the crystal ball down between us. “Mirror my posture,” she instructed me, and I obeyed. 
 
    I waited for the next set of directions, but none came. Instead, she grabbed my palms and held both my hands in hers. Her soft, smooth-scaled green skin felt cool against me, and she exuded no sweat. Mamba’s eyes rolled back in her head, her shoulders dropped, and every muscle in her body seemed to relax. She closed her eyes, her lips parting ever so slightly to take in a breath of air as though she was sucking it through a straw. 
 
    “Selina the Silversnake, Goddess Divine, show me a truth that should be mine.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, those red, reptilian orbs I loved so much, and smiled at me. I grinned back at her like a doofus. “Now what?” I asked. 
 
    She looked down at the orb and nodded her head to direct my attention there as well. “The crystal ball shows us both a unique image. One for you to see, and one for me to see. If you feel comfortable with it, tell me what it is that appears on your side.” 
 
    I looked at it, and sure enough, an image was there, as clear as, well, crystal. “I see... a cat following me. Following... the dragon form. Aaand it’s gone.” 
 
    “Already?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Is that weird?” 
 
    “No. But it means something. If the image is fleeting, it means that this future is certain, but possible to direct toward good and bad outcomes. The fact that the image appeared so quickly also hints that it could be happening very soon—maybe even as we speak.” 
 
    “A cat following me?” I asked. “Not the most profound reading.” 
 
    “No,” she admitted, “but don’t take these readings as literal. The cat could mean something—a feeling, or a person, or it could just be a cat, too. But if it’s showing up in the crystal ball, it has a significant bearing on your future.” 
 
    I squinted at the orb like a kid trying on his dad’s glasses in the mirror. “What happens if we do another reading right after this one?” 
 
    “With the crystal ball, it simply won’t work. With the tarot cards, we might be able to press for more answers, though I need some time to formulate the right questions. If you ask the wrong questions and then make decisions based on that, it can tempt a bad outcome.” 
 
    “Don’t mix fortune-telling methods? Is that the lesson?” I asked. 
 
    “Or do so with caution,” Mamba giggled, squeezing my hand. “Do you want to know what I see?” 
 
    I blinked at her as she looked back at the orb. “See? As in present tense? It’s still there?” 
 
    She nodded. “I see a little goat in front of our door.” 
 
    I had to chuckle at that. “Satina, I guess?” 
 
    “That’s the obvious answer, but it’s hard to say with any certainty. Again, if we’re careful, the tarot cards could probably provide more answers, but I’m not sure it’d be worth it for this particular one.” 
 
    I let go of her hands and placed them on my knees, my brow furrowing as I took in what had just happened. “So this is all real,” I noted tensely, though I knew it shouldn’t surprise me in the least. “Magic and fate and fortunes.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m aware that Earth didn’t have many powerful magic systems, at least, not in our universe.” 
 
    I shook my head in the negative, staring back at the orb as though willing it to do something again. “No, we don’t. It’s not exactly the first time I’ve seen magic, though, obviously. I’ve seen thousands of examples of it here in Meteoropolis—Blossom’s Petting Zoo shirt, for example, or perhaps the fact that I can turn into a freaking dragon.” 
 
    Mamba giggled. “Yes, that’s a pretty serious example of magic. But I think I know what you mean. There’s something different about seeing spellwork or farseeing happen right in front of you.” 
 
    “And again, not at all the first time I’ve seen something like this here. Everything in this city is magic, right down to the very existence of some of its people. Still. Yeah. There’s something different about this.” 
 
    Mamba nodded. “Thank you for letting me practice. Keep an eye out for either a cat or a goat to pop up in your life in the next week or so.” 
 
    “My pleasure. You’re streaming soon?” I asked, standing back up. 
 
    “Yes. What are you going to do while Pinky and I are online?” 
 
    “I think it’s time I take Blossom to pick up her new pot,” I said. “She hasn’t had any one-on-one time with me in days.” 
 
    Mamba put on a worried face and offered up a word of caution: “Don’t keep her out of her pot longer than a few hours, though. It’ll stunt her growth.” 
 
    “Yes, mom,” I replied, rolling my eyes as I walked through the door. 
 
    She smirked. “Call me mommy, at least. It’s hotter.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Jesus Christ, look at all these fuggin’ pots!” Blossom squealed, hopping up and down with a bit too much energy for the beige department store shelves that stood on either side of her little body. 
 
    Of course, that utterance couldn’t go unaddressed. “Did you just say ‘Jesus Christ?’“ I asked, though I was able to guess where she got it from. 
 
    “Oh, yeah... Sometimes, when I say something really needy, you say that under your breath. I’m trying it out. Does it sound good when I say it?” 
 
    “Everything sounds good when you say it,” I replied with a grin, reaching out and ruffling her vines, which made her beam right back up at me, “but... that’s a bit weird. I should probably just adopt the things people say here rather than have you copy me.” 
 
    She shrugged, her green cheeks dimpling with her grin. “Everyone says things from their Before-World or past lives, I think. But I don’t have a Before-World.” 
 
    “The other flower sprites didn’t have any of their own expressions?” I asked, though I could probably guess why. 
 
    Blossom’s smile wilted for a moment. “No,” she conceded. “They were... not very clever. My sisters’ use of language was a lot more basic.” 
 
    I nodded and turned my head toward a particularly large and ornately carved terracotta pot. “If we buy that one, we probably won’t need to come back again for a while.” 
 
    “Well,” Blossom scoffed, “I mean, can you ever have too many pots?” 
 
    “I’d say so,” I answered, favoring her with an adoring smirk. “How big do you think you’d get if you spent your time growing in a pot like that one?” 
 
    Blossom stood in front of it and thumbed her chin. “Hmmm. Let’s see... I think if I spent a month in a pot of this size, given my current height and build, I could max out at around... like, two heads taller than you, basically.” 
 
    I guffawed. “Welp. That’s too big then. You’d be almost too large for some of the rooms in the house, even after the renovation.” 
 
    She waved her hands in my face. “Shhh, no no no, you don’t understand! I need to get... at least a little bigger.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Let’s try to get you around everyone else’s height. You’ll attract too much attention if you tower over the rest of us.” 
 
    She offered an agreeable nod, but still looked a bit anxious, maybe even shy. “Well, uhh,” she muttered in a meek but shrill whisper, “it’s just that I’m afraid I need to grow some more, you know—for things to fit properly.” 
 
    “Hmm? Fit properly?” I repeated, befuddled by her meaning. The brown, root-like veins under her skin seemed to pulse, making her cheeks change to a brighter hue. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    She took my right hand and fiddled my index finger and thumb into a ring, then took my left hand and shoved its index fingers through the hoop it formed. When the finger was about halfway through, she squeezed the ring down on it—hard. Hard enough to cut off the flow of blood to my fingers if she maintained that grip. 
 
    “Get the picture?” 
 
    “Oh,” I grunted. “Listen—you don’t need to worry about that. There are more ways than that to show each other some affection and intimacy.” 
 
    “I want that way,” she demanded, and punctuated the point with a bratty pout, brow furrowed and everything. She crossed her arms and turned her head away from me, closing her eyes. 
 
    I nodded, though she couldn’t see it. “Fair enough.” I ruffled her vines again. She continued to pout and maintained her angry face even as she took my hand. 
 
    Blossom opened her eyes and then gasped. “Holy fuggin’ cow!” she squealed, immediately relinquishing her grip on my palm to point at one pot in particular. “That one is perfect!” 
 
    The pot in question was a decently large chocolate-brown ceramic pot with a beige clay interior that had a drainage tray included. It had floral patterns etched along the side, and the price was manageable as well. 
 
    “You like it?” I asked. “Cool. We’ll get that one for you.” 
 
    She grinned excitedly as her mind ran wild with ideas. “Get me three. One for the living room, one for Pinky’s room, and one for Mamba’s room.” 
 
    I laughed. “I guess we could afford it, but I can just imagine the look on Pinky and Mamba’s faces if I tried to pull that little stunt without informing them.” 
 
    “Too fuggin’ bad. No—wait! We’ll have a second story after the renovations! We need, like, five! Just to be safe. Or maybe six, ‘cuz the garden needs one, too!” She paused. “Actually it’s insane we don’t have one for the garden yet, come to think of it. Better make it seven. Or eight! Can we put one on wheels?!” 
 
    “The garden is full of soil, though,” I remarked, ignoring the latter suggestion entirely. “That’s where I’ll be meditating with Pinky tonight, as a matter of fact, so we’re finally getting some use out of it.” 
 
    “See!” Blossom declared triumphantly, “and I could be there, too! I could meditate and try to connect with my Splice Partner or whatever n’ stuff!” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at her and lowered my head. “You don’t have a Splice Partner. You know that.” 
 
    “You never know,” she replied obstinately, crossing her arms with a defiant look on her face. “Maybe that’s why I’m a genius. Maybe my Splice Partner is a super-intelligent xeno with a brain the size of Mamba’s glorious jugs.” 
 
    I let out a hearty laugh at that and reached up to grab the pot. “I only brought enough coinage to pay for three pots, so that’ll have to do for now. But I’m giving Mamba and Pinky final say on if they want one of your pots to be in their rooms permanently.” 
 
    “What’s with this compromising?” she sighed exasperatedly. “All this fuggin’ cyberbullying is getting out of hand.” 
 
    I squinted at her, contorting my face into a muddled expression. “That’s not what cyberbullying is. There’s nothing cyber about—you know, forget it,” I replied, chuckling under my breath. 
 
    Blossom helped me load the cart—as best she could, anyway—and we paid for the pots without issue. Actually, I probably could have afforded one more, but you never know if an unexpected expense is going to pop up on the way home, so I granted myself a little leeway. 
 
    Fortunately, we made it back to the Sylph Street cabin without spending another copper piece, and neither Pinky Peach nor Mamba had any issue with putting the pots in their rooms so long as Blossom stuck to the schedule. 
 
    For dinner, we had an assortment of fruits and veggies with some roasted manticore bacon and miniature basilisk eggs. I don’t know why, but I was really excited to try the eggs, though sadly they tasted kind of fishy and gross. I made a mental note not to buy them again when it was my turn to do the shopping. 
 
    After dinner, Mamba and Blossom started up their co-op duos stream of Loremasters, and I filled Blossom’s new pots with nutrient-rich dirt and padded some eggshells and compost just under the layer of topsoil. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Pinky Peach asked, eyeing me with a sweet smile that almost made me forget about the threat of Eppy. 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied. “Change into something a bit warmer because it’s cool outside.” 
 
    She nodded and headed into her room, and I stripped down and put on a different outfit right in the middle of the living room because, honestly, who gives a crap when all of your roommates have seen you naked multiple times? 
 
    Pinky came out wearing a neon-pink hoodie that had some silver and black variant of the League of Loremasters logo on it with Karata, a succubus character that I’ve never seen Pinky actually use. On the back, in big block letters, it said “PINKY PRINCESS.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand as we headed out the front door and walked into the fenced-in garden that was her fairly humble little backyard. I breathed some fire into the barbecue grill, getting a little flame going for ambiance and lighting, and Pinky sat down on the grass. I sat across from her, looking through the flames at her pretty face as the sun set behind me. 
 
    “Okay,” I started, “the first thing you’re going to want to do is take a deep breath.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 – A Simple Meditation 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “R ight,” I said, following my own instructions and taking a deep breath through my nose as I inhaled. “Keep your eyes closed and make sure that your sitting position is comfortable.” 
 
    Pinky Peach nodded slowly, closing her lips tightly enough that a bit of color drained from them. She placed her hands on her lap, palms facing up, fingers posed in something like the ‘okay’ symbol. 
 
    “You don’t need to do that with your fingers,” I corrected her, “just sink into the most relaxed position you can.” 
 
    Her cheeks pinkened slightly, and her tail flicked once with embarrassment.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I did the same thing my first time,” I laughed, which made her smile in reply, too. She looked so cute, grinning with her eyes closed. 
 
    Pinky reached down and scratched the spot where her right hoof met her thin equestrian ankle. “Why is it that every time I try to consciously relax I get itchy,” she whined. “Freakin’ sucks.” 
 
    I held back a chuckle and sighed sympathetically, scratching my own leg. “I have the same problem. Just focus on your breathing.” 
 
    She jerked her head in a cute nod, squeaking out a girly grunt of confirmation as I watched her. 
 
    Pinky Peach was so beautiful. That milky white skin, the long, pink locks, and her insanely sumptuous body… With her eyes closed, she had that ‘sleeping beauty’ appeal, so uncommonly pretty that it actually was hard to focus on the task at hand. You’d think I’d get desensitized after a period of time, but nope. 
 
    “Okay,” I continued, “we’re going to do something that Koriana called a body scan, and then we’ll move inward from there.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Pinky, I want you to take three of the biggest, longest breaths you can take, starting now.” 
 
    She began at once, her eyes still closed, inhaling so that her chest rose as her lungs filled with air. The sounds of vehicles were barely audible in the streets out front. Otherwise, we had the perfect ambiance—chirping birds, rustling leaves, swaying grass. Pinky fell into a trance-like breathing pattern easily. 
 
    “Now,” I continued, “I want you to continue breathing like this, but also focus on each part of your body one region at a time. First, focus on your adorable little hooves and ankles—” 
 
    “Are you supposed to comment on the likability of my body parts as you narrate this?” Pinky asked with a wry smirk and a cocked eyebrow, even as her eyes remained closed. 
 
    “Shh—don’t question it. Just wait until I get to your boobs.” 
 
    She giggled at that, making me feel smug. “Perv.” 
 
    “Focus on your damn hooves,” I reiterated, fighting a laugh of my own. “Then move up to your adorable calves. If something feels tense, relax it completely. Understand?” 
 
    She nodded, battling her smirk back down to a more neutral expression. 
 
    “Now, move your attention up to your thick, sexy thighs. Any tension that you’re feeling there, just let it go. Focus back on your breathing for a moment.” 
 
    Pinky just shook her head but stayed quiet, probably as curious as I was about what I was going to say when we got to the next part. 
 
    “Now. Draw your attention to that juicy peach of an ass. If there’s any tension—” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you,” she giggled. “How am I supposed to meditate when you’re talking like this?” 
 
    “This is just the warmup. In all seriousness, all we’re trying to do now is make sure that you are aware of each part of your body and have made them, one at a time, as comfortable as they can be.” 
 
    Pinky sighed but bobbed her head with an accepting nod. 
 
    “Now, relax that sweet hump,” I continued, watching with satisfaction as she shook with silent laughter. “And then focus on your abdomen. Release all tension from your stomach muscles as you take your next breath.” 
 
    “I’m bracing myself for—” 
 
    “Relax those titties,” I chuckled, not allowing my joke to be delayed. “If you need assistance in relaxing them, I can perform a therapeutic massage.” 
 
    “And Koriana taught you this?” she inquired skeptically, amusement shaking her voice. 
 
    “Well, no,” I admitted, “But the student has become the master—” 
 
    “—bator,” she inserted. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Touche. Anyway, we’re almost done with the first part. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Pinky Peach inhaled through her nose and nodded, her face going serious. “Actually, pretty good. I think it’s helping me get into the right frame of mind.” 
 
    “Good,” I responded cheerfully. “All that’s left is to relax your shoulders, and follow that up with the muscles in your face. Now, this time, do a quick scan internally from top to bottom, head to hoof, until you’re sure you’re ready to move on.” 
 
    Pinky Peach followed those instructions brilliantly, maintaining a stable pattern of deep, meditative breathing as she once again let go of all the pressure locked in each part of her body. Her head seemed to grow heavy, drooping forward a bit, and I knew she was ready for the next part. 
 
    “Now, Blossom’s leaves could make this next part easier, and the connection deeper—she’s a willbreaker flower sprite, and her leaves, when burnt and the fumes inhaled, lower inhibitions. But I think for your first try, we should probably stay away from herbal enhancement.” 
 
    Pinky Peach, eyes still closed, just grunted a soft response. 
 
    “So, I want you to focus on your chest, now, just as I have been focusing on your chest this whole time.” 
 
    “Bastard,” she snorted with a cute chortle. 
 
    “Every time we feel the presence of our Splice Partner, the connection first manifests itself through a feeling in the chest. I assumed for a while this was something only I experienced, but Koriana suggested it should be true of just about everyone with a Splice Partner.” 
 
    Pinky Peach nodded her understanding. “I sometimes feel, like, a chill run through my heart when she is coming to the surface for a chat,” she said. 
 
    “I feel a burning in my chest, mostly when I transform, but sometimes also when he talks to me or through me.” 
 
    “So I focus on that feeling?” she asked. 
 
    “Try to summon it. Focus on your heart as you continue to take deep, consistent breaths. Remember that chilling feeling that she brings with her when she comes, and try to coax her out with it.” 
 
    Pinky’s face scrunched up as she concentrated, and I had to remind her to relax. She maintained the breathing, her chest expanding with each deep inhalation. After a minute that seemed like an eternity, her eyes lazily fluttered open. 
 
    “Oh, Brock,” she groaned in a very different tone, her cheeks flushed and her hand instantly reaching out for me. The voice was more desperate, feral, like its speaker had just spent the last eternity locked in a rusty cage. 
 
    Before I could mutter “not again,” Pinky’s fingers on the opposite hand grabbed the wrist that was going for me, and the unicorn girl’s face twisted with a look that I couldn’t describe even if I wanted to. 
 
    “No touching, Eppy!” Pinky’s voice came back. 
 
    “He’s mine as much as he’s yours!” replied the other an instant later, this tone raspier and slightly accented. She shot up to her knees and seemed to be warring with Pinky for control of their shared body, jerking forward unnaturally and ineffectually, trying to clamber her way to me. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” I grunted, watching the scene play out. “Eppy, if you want to have any part in my life, I need you to stop moving and talk to us.” 
 
    Pinky, or Eppy, let out a little growl of complaint, but shakily lowered her hand and got back down into a properly seated position. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, letting out my own deep sigh of relief at that development. “Good job. Now, let’s talk.” 
 
    “I want to talk to you so badly,” the elven voice moaned headily. Her eyes narrowed more than Pinky’s usually did whenever she spoke. I desperately looked for these little cues, hoping I’d be able to tell at a glance who was who at all times. “But we’ve never shared our love before, Brock!” 
 
    “Eppy, I need to be clear with you. I’m in this relationship with Pinky Peach, not you.” 
 
    “Eppy, please,” Pinky implored her, hands over her heart, “just be happy for me. You get to feel the love through me, right?” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” the elven princess in Pinky’s body groaned, fingernails raking down her face, leaving red marks but not quite drawing blood. “I experience that love with you, yes, but—I don’t get to enjoy the fruition of it in the same way. It’s… torture!” 
 
    Pinky’s facial expression relaxed, becoming her own once more, and she looked at me. “Does your dragon express the same problem?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No,” I admitted, “but Koriana did say that the Splice Partners’ experiences are all different based on the percentage of you that they make up and the type of creature they are.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    I shrugged limply. “I don’t know. That’s the point, I guess. No one can say for sure how Splice Partners will react under any given circumstance—but Eppy,” I continued, directing my voice now at the high elf inside Pinky, “Koriana did say your situation was very unusual.” 
 
    “Well,” Eppy whimpered pathetically, shrugging her shoulders lightly and placing her hands on the ground. “I suppose I should just accept my lot in life, then.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes in suspicion, not sure I trusted that tone of voice or the way her face seemed to just barely beat back the instinct to smile as she said that. 
 
    As she grabbed a clump of grass between both palms, fusing them into thick vines that tore through the ground and emerged underneath me, my doubt was vindicated. Within two seconds, her elven magic restrained me with prehensile vines wrapping around my ankles and hands and jerking me against the ground. 
 
    Oh, I like her, growled the dragon inside, and I kind of feared that was the response he’d have. Pinky Peach’s body, with Eppy at the helm, stood up, and she stared down at me with eyes that glowed with white fire as she kept her magic focused on me. 
 
    “Pinky,” I called out, “are you still able to interrupt? Now would be a good time.” 
 
    The solar dragon had different ideas. No, no. Let’s see how this plays out. It might be fun. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at the dragon, and soon Eppy had knelt down with her knees on either side of my abdomen, grinding her groin against my stomach. She bit her lip, staring into my face. “Let me kiss you,” she begged. “That’s all I want for today, I promise. One kiss and I’ll—” 
 
    I broke free of the restraints easily after summoning even a modicum of the dragon’s might. 
 
    Oh, this is bullshit. She just wants a kiss. Where’s the harm in that? chided the dragon. Come on, Brock. 
 
    I squinted as I considered it. “If I kiss you, you’ll go away? That’s it?” 
 
    “For today, I’ll let the connection your meditation brought out fade for now, but you have to promise me one more thing.” 
 
    I cocked my brow at her as her hands rubbed up and down my chest. “Promise what?” 
 
    “Once per week,” she started. “Let me love you once a week, that’s all I ask.” 
 
    I frowned. Do it, urged the dragon. She’s practically two women in one. What a deal! 
 
    “I promise that I’ll talk to Pinky Peach about it,” I replied. “But this is a short-term solution.” 
 
    “Fine,” Eppy agreed, her voice thick with need. She dragged her ass down to my crotch so she could bend over easily for the kiss. “Touch my waist,” she moaned. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Pinky,” I muttered. “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Eppy’s lips pressed against mine, and for the first few seconds, it was easy to pretend that I was kissing my beloved unicorn girl. The strawberry taste and scent that had started to feel like home to me came in hard and fast. But everything else, after only a few moments, was different. 
 
    Eppy ground her crotch against mine, tempting me to hardness and moaning with primal lust when she succeeded in driving it out of me. She bit my lip and tugged it back, and I felt the ferrous taste of my own blood mingle with the sweetness of her saliva.  
 
    My hands rested on her hips, and at first, I was making my best effort not to move them or do anything adventurous, but with the odd combination of pain and pleasure that Eppy brought along, my hands betrayed me. They squeezed her hips, my nails slightly digging into her skin, an unconscious reaction to all the intensity on display. 
 
    “Eppy,” I grunted, and though I meant it as a rebuke, it came out like a lover’s groan of affection. 
 
    “Brock,” she whined back, “I want to cut you open and crawl inside your skin.” 
 
    My eyes shot open. “Aaaand I’m done,” I deadpanned, instantly gone soft. “There’s no coming back from that for today.” 
 
    She pulled back and glowered down at me. “Fine,” she said bitterly. “No need to be squeamish in the face of true love. Pinky, you can have him back… for now.” 
 
    And with that, the glowing white eyes went back to pink, and a look of embarrassment flushed the cheeks of the busty beauty currently on top of me. 
 
    “Hey,” I muttered nonchalantly, resting my arms behind my head like a pillow. “Wanna make out?” 
 
    “Oh my gods, Brock, are you okay?! I’m so sorry she was so rough with you!” 
 
    “Did you see it that time?” I asked. “Last time you didn’t have any memory of what happened.” 
 
    “I saw it!” She nodded as her hands and eyes probed me for any damage. It was pointless, though, because any minor nicks or scrapes that she might have given me would have healed almost instantly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I soothed her, grabbing her thin, delicate wrists to stop her probing me. “At least we succeeded in reaching out to Eppy and getting her to agree to some kind of truce.” 
 
    Pinky frowned. “I’m not sure I like the terms, but it’ll have to do. I don’t know how I feel about being made a cuckquean by my own Splice Partner.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the issue. But we have some time, at least, to figure something out. Maybe something else will make her happy.” 
 
    Pinky sighed, still sitting on top of me. “I can’t imagine what it’d be, but yeah. We’ll keep our minds open to ideas, I guess. Best we can do.” 
 
    Deep down, I think we both knew that we weren’t going to come up with anything. The pause between us told me that. 
 
    “Well,” I grunted at last, “we finished the task earlier than I imagined we would. What do you want to do now?” 
 
    Pinky shrugged and chewed on her lower lip as her eyes narrowed at me seductively. “I dunno, baby. Whatever you want.” 
 
    I reached up, my hands resting atop her breasts. When I had as much of them as I could possibly fit in my grasp, I squeezed twice. “Honk honk,” I teased. “Okay. Now I’ve done what I want. Should we get some ice cream?” 
 
    Pinky’s eyes slanted in irritation and she crossed her arms in a way that forced my hands off her breasts. “You freakin’ man-child.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 – Exploding Raccoons 
 
      
 
   T he strong but somewhat relaxing smell of expensive whiskey made its way into my nostrils as I jiggled the tumbler in front of my face. “Ah yes,” I said, as crisp-toned and pretentiously as I could manage, “a fine vintage. I’m picking up a quality of oakiness to this one. What year is this, Arty?” 
 
    “Shut your poor-person mouth,” Luna grumbled as he took a generous swig from his own glass, long white eyebrows twitching atop his tanned, leathery face. “And don’t get that familiar with me. I didn’t get a doctoral degree in arcanobiology to be called Arty by someone one-thirtieth of my age.” 
 
    The place where we were eating was a darkly lit and expensively decorated steakhouse with a name that I couldn’t pronounce because it was based on a Xeno word with no translation. The decor was eerie, with lava lamp-like orbs at the center of each table and spaced five feet apart on the wall, going all the way around the pentagonal room. The wall was carpeted, which was an odd touch, and had strange embroidered geometric patterns that I couldn’t recognize, some even blending into similar patterns on the floor. 
 
    I chuckled at Dr. Luna’s rebuke, raising my glass with respect before taking another sip. “Sorry, Doc,” I apologized half-heartedly—but then Luna wasn’t really angry to begin with. He just liked to be a pissy old codger for the banter. “So, what’s this dinner about?” 
 
    “Nothing, really,” he replied with a shrug, though his eyebrow arched as his gaze drifted to my chest. “Checking in. The construction is starting up again, and of course I worry about your health. How’s the ol’ wound in your chest?” 
 
    I shrugged, pawing at the spot where said injury used to be. “Doesn’t hurt much anymore. It’s fully sealed at least, if not healed. I don’t know if it’ll ever completely go away, though.” 
 
    He nodded. “I imagine it won’t,” he agreed with a dark tone, perhaps a blemish of guilt on his mind, though who could say? 
 
    I took another sip of the whiskey and chomped a bite out of my fancy steak. Honestly, it was the best piece of meat I’d had since arriving in Meteoropolis, juicy and tender in equal measures, with a perfect balance of salt. “One time, when I was at summer camp, we had this raccoon that kept jumping into our trash bag every night, even though we tied the bag to a tree. Smart bastard,” I said, slapping the table as I recalled the memory. 
 
    Dr. Luna’s eyes grew dreary as he tried to listen. “Incredible.” 
 
    “Anyway,” I went on, “Pete Hitchins got the idea to douse the bag in gasoline and flick matches at it when the raccoon approached, to scare it away and teach it a lesson.” 
 
    “That sounds like a terrible idea,” Dr. Luna noted. 
 
    I nodded in solemn agreement. “Terribly awesome, sure. But it actually backfired, because someone had tossed out some rancid wheat powder that day. Turns out that’s flammable, too. So when the raccoon jumped, we flicked a match at the bag.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Dr. Luna interjected, scratching his brow, all of a sudden visibly intrigued. “I must admit I’m wondering why you’re telling this story, but continue.” 
 
    “The first match missed, so Pete flicked another, and then another. Eventually, it struck the bag, dripping with gasoline, right at the moment the raccoon started clinging to it and trying to tear it down from the tree. The wheat powder exploded inside it and we almost burned down our campsite. But I’ll never forget it because the explosion flung a glob of burning trash onto my wrist, and I had a gnarly scar after that.” 
 
    I looked down at my wrist, but of course the scar wasn’t there. When I appeared in Meteoropolis, the body that I was in was a brand new version of my old body, all scars and blemishes removed. 
 
    “What happened to the raccoon?” Dr. Luna asked, though he posed the question with a somewhat bored tone as he sipped from his tumbler, pinky out like a true gentleman. 
 
    “The campsite manager made us clean up all the body parts the next morning when it was light enough to find them,” I said, shuddering with the recollection. “It was pretty gross.” 
 
    Dr. Luna shrugged indifferently. “You live and learn, Brock. And what was the point of this story?” 
 
    “Just that scars, whether emotional or physical, come with stories, and those stories come with wisdom. I don’t regret the Black Hole scar,” I told him, smiling at him from my side of the table as I shoved another piece of steak into my mouth. “Because of that scar, I learned to be careful, and I learned about my greatest physical weakness early on in my career in a non-fatal way. So that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Luna replied. “I’ll drink to the wisdom of scars.” He raised his tumbler, though he didn’t wait for me to raise mine in return, instead just taking a labored sip. 
 
    “Do you have any scars?” I asked him. 
 
    Dr. Luna laughed, his ancient-looking white eyes staring at his glass as he held it delicately between his index finger and thumb. He leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “I obtained all my wisdom long before arriving in Meteoropolis.” 
 
    I let that go for the time being, though something about the way he said it made me even more curious. “Alrighty then. Fair enough. Anyway, you’ll be happy to know I’m doing fine. The super-heroics are going peachy, nothing to report.” 
 
    “I know that,” he grunted, “and I’m glad, too. Here’s hoping you’ll be a symbol of justice in this city for a thousand years or more.” 
 
    I blinked. “I’m a human. I don’t think I could achieve enough in my life to end up with quite that legacy.” 
 
    He chuckled, picking up a fork and his steak knife to gingerly cut himself a filet. “I don’t think you understand the status of your mortality,” he commented, “or lack thereof.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    “You’re going to live for a very, very long time, Brock. With a solar dragon soul fused with yours, and his physiology impacting yours, you’re functionally immortal. Save for the unicorn-elf, you’ll likely outlive all your girls. That’s something you should get comfortable with.” 
 
    I winced. “How am I supposed to get comfortable with that?” I asked, my tone dark and suddenly brooding. My spine hunched as I sank back against my chair. “Is there any way I might hope to avoid that?” 
 
    He started to shake his head, but then he stopped as his hand hovered over the breast pocket of his suit jacket. “Actually… but no. I shouldn’t say.” 
 
    I leaned forward even more, my elbows on the table. “Well now you have to tell me. You can’t leave it there. What do you have?” 
 
    He sighed and reached two fingers into the pocket, plucking out a single orange piece of what looked to be a shard of broken glass. “Something I’m working on,” he muttered, almost under his breath. “But it needs more work before I’m ready to test it.” He looked around anxiously, but we were the only ones in the VIP room of the restaurant. 
 
    “What does it do?” I asked, my attention gripped. 
 
    He hesitated, but then relented, apparently too eager to share his invention with someone. “I’m calling it a Splice Shard,” he whispered. “Inside of this one is a fragment of the soul of a duplicron: a rare, ancient type of xeno that could create temporary copies of itself, all with their own independent judgment and actions.” 
 
    I blinked a few times, trying to piece it together. “Interesting. What does that have to do with my girls?” 
 
    Dr. Luna smirked and placed the shard back in his pocket. “Practically nothing—except that if someone without a Splice Partner breaks this shard in their hand—or foot, or wherever—they will gain the soul inside as their Splice Partner. It’s unstable, but it should work.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “So, Mamba and Blossom could get an immortal for a Splice Partner, thus increasing their longevity,” I mused. “Interesting.” 
 
    “I’m not promising that to you,” he told me with his tanned brow creased in a severe expression. “Don’t get any ideas. These shards will be highly regulated once they’re out of the prototype phase.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’d have to talk to the girls about it, first, anyway. No sense in me making their decisions for them, even if it does affect our future.” 
 
    “Wise young man,” he noted with a smirk. “Blowing up that raccoon truly served you well.” 
 
    “Technically Pete was the one—” 
 
    He waved his hand aggressively enough to stop me. “All that said, of course, I’d put your roommates on an early waiting list if I had a match, but it could be years away. I’ve only got three shards including this one, and they’re still prototypes.” 
 
    “Why are you carrying this one in particular with you?” I asked, leaning against the chair so that the front two legs lifted slightly off the ground. 
 
    “They’re safe—with some of my closest confidants, under lock and key. I just finished this one in the lab before I met you.” He gently tapped his breast pocket. “I didn’t even have the time to secure it properly.” 
 
    “What would happen if someone with a Splice Partner broke it?” I asked as I finished up the last bit of my steak. “Just curious. I’m not planning anything.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You don’t have the guile for something like that.” 
 
    “Rude,” I stated with mock indignation. 
 
    “In all seriousness, I don’t exactly know. They likely would wind up with two Splice Partners, but I suspect that would end with some psychological and physiological instability. I doubt it’d turn out well for that person. Having one Splice Partner can be jarring enough at times.” 
 
    I thought of Eppy at that moment and nodded somberly. “True.” 
 
    We finished up the rest of our meal, and I let Luna pay the bill as he always did. Even with what he paid me, covering the cost at any of his favorite restaurants would have been a tough ask for me. We were escorted out of the restaurant and bid farewell by all our servers, which was a bit much. Then, we walked back to the lab, only five blocks from the restaurant where we had eaten. On our way there, I took note of the people around us. 
 
    In the Sylvan District, you had a lot of the various species of humanoid you’d associate with something like Dungeons & Dragons: gnolls, elves of several types, dragonkin, fey, satyrs, centaurs, and more. As a human, I probably should have ended up in the Atlantean District, which had more in common with Greek and Roman mythology, but my dragon side won out, so here I was. 
 
    As we headed back to the lab, we chatted idly about our plans for the week, and I took note of the various people out and about—a wood elf couple was carrying a grocery bag full of vegetables to their car from Astro Mart across the block. A gnomish man wearing a business suit with a beard that went down to his feet was skipping to his tiny hover car. A black dragonkin man had jumped out of the window of a nearby building and taken wing, flying from one side of the street to the other. While we were noticing him, Dr. Luna collided with a girl in a black hoodie, knocking her to the ground. 
 
    “Oh, I’m terribly sorry, young lady!” he said, quite embarrassed and flustered. “I was distracted.” 
 
    She smiled at us, though I couldn’t make out much of her face in her oversized hood. He reached out for her to help her up, and she grabbed his wrist with one hand and allowed him to. For a moment, they collided again, her other hand and her face slamming into his chest. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” she cried out, her voice having a sort of quirky, nerdy quality to it right away. “I came out of nowhere!” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Dr. Luna asserted, “entirely my fault.” 
 
    “He’s old, please forgive him,” I added, trying to take stock of just who or what the young woman was, but she just nodded, pulled her hood tighter over her face, shoved her hands in her pockets, and took off.  
 
    “Gotta go, bye!” she squeaked in a high, anxious tone, and then she disappeared around the corner. 
 
    I shook my head. “You graceless old bastard.” 
 
    “You should have warned me if you’re so observant. Shouldn’t your super dragon senses have picked her up?” 
 
    “If I was paying attention, maybe,” I replied, brushing back my hair with my fingers before slapping my pocket to make sure I remembered my phone. “I’ll hail a cab from here.” 
 
    Dr. Luna nodded. “Very well,” he sighed. “I enjoyed catching up.” 
 
    “You enjoyed the steak and booze,” I corrected him. 
 
    “That too,” he laughed, wheezing slightly. “Well, there’s much work to be done. You’ve done good things for this city, but I feel as though our work has only begun.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed as something hit me for the first time. “Those shards… You want to make more supers, don’t you?” 
 
    He grinned. “Have a good evening, Brock. Tell the girls I say hi.” 
 
    We shook hands the Meteoropolis way, but I kept my eye fixed on him suspiciously until he walked through the door into the lab. I turned my attention to the dirt road, oddly juxtaposed between towering buildings made of logs, vines, and stones. I’d never get used to the strange urban forest that the Sylvan District was. 
 
    I took my cab home, tipped the driver generously, and went back into the house, taking note of the scaffolding that had appeared alongside it, as well as a few casting circles in the front yard. When I walked through the door, Blossom uprooted herself from her pot and waddled over to greet me, looking up at me with her arms extended impatiently. 
 
    “Fuggin’ hugs!” she said, her fingers wiggling. 
 
    I gave her the embrace she’d been waiting for, and she kissed me on the cheek. “How was the food?” she asked. 
 
    “Good,” I replied. “Dr. Luna offers his greetings. He said I should—” Just then, though, I was interrupted by a buzzing on my phone. I pulled it out of my pocket, nodding to Blossom, and answered it. 
 
    “Dr. Luna?” I answered, surprised to hear from him so soon. “What’s up?” 
 
    “The shard!” he shouted in my ear. “She took the shard! The little thief stole the Splice Shard!” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Welp,” I replied, “At least it’s not my fuck-up.” 
 
    “It might not be,” Dr. Luna agreed, his voice already hoarse from panicking. “But I’m going to need your help to find it.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 – Basilisk Burgers 
 
      
 
   A fter giving Dr. Luna a piece of my mind for barking orders at me, I still obediently headed back outside, but not before getting the girls up to speed. I didn’t tell them everything, of course—I was fairly sure that there was some sort of implied secrecy clause that I needed to adhere to regarding the shard. Still, the grave manner in which I suddenly departed conveyed the seriousness of the matter. 
 
    Truth be told, I didn’t want the shard to fall into the wrong hands. I didn’t want Luna’s work to get stolen, or have a third party take credit for it. Or possibly worse, someone could use the shard on themselves or someone else. I wasn’t sure how stable the shard was, or how fragile. For all I knew, it could be shattered in someone’s hand with the slightest squeeze, or it could also be as resilient as steel, needing a special machine to get the job done. When I asked Luna on the phone, he didn’t seem to be certain, either. 
 
    “Just focus on getting it back in one piece. I sincerely hope we don’t have to find out the answer to that question just yet,” he’d said. 
 
    “Can you give me any ideas?” I asked. “How am I supposed to find this thing, anyway?” 
 
    I could hear him groan through the phone. “I don’t know. You can travel at light speed, right? You can check anywhere—so scan the whole city!” 
 
    Letting out a sigh, I had to explain the way my powers worked to him in more detail than I’d ever done before. “When I move at light speed, I move functionally as a beam of light. It happens so fast that my body changes, and I can’t see anything. I just direct my will toward the destination, and if I’m not sure about exactly where it is, I have to stop partway there and slow down.” 
 
    “I see,” he said, resolve still clear in his voice. “Well, in any case, we simply must try. The stakes are too high to fail.” 
 
    I dared to ask the question on my mind. “Dr. Luna—what’s the absolute worst-case scenario?” 
 
    “That my innovation is unstable and causes harm to whoever has taken it. I haven’t tested the shard. It could be dangerous. It could even be deadly.” 
 
    I nodded, though he couldn’t see me as we were chatting over the phone. “You’re a good man to have that be your highest concern.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, my second-highest concern is related to money—the cash I could make from that prototype alone would be enough to sustain my lifestyle—and yours—for centuries to come.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Also important. But—why don’t you just call your superiors and let them know what happened? Get the word out that this is your invention, back up your research now. Fuck it, let the news run with the story. Put some pressure on the thief, you know?” 
 
    “The thought has occurred to me,” he admitted. “And I very well may have to do that, though it isn’t ideal. The Founders might get involved, among other parties, and that… Just let me worry about business and politics. You go do your thing.” 
 
    My thing, I understood, was using my superpowers to go on a desperate search for the shard, and I did exactly that. Still, as I expected, after searching for several hours, all I managed to find was a bit of trouble—I stopped a single robbery happening at a movie theater, of all places. A pair of ogres were the perpetrators, and I got caught by a crowd outside said movie theater and ended up posing for photos with a few blood elf teens. Not the most productive use of my time, but the PR didn’t hurt. 
 
    At the end of the night, I went home and called Dr. Luna to let him know the trail had gone cold. 
 
    “I have to come up with a plan,” he declared, his voice a dark shroud of infectious anxiety. 
 
    I tried to calm him down. “Take a step back and think. How long would it take you to make a new prototype?” 
 
    “Not long,” he confessed. “If I don’t care about the sort of soul that I catch, probably three weeks, maybe four?” 
 
    I grunted. “Well, there you go,” I said. “Look—maybe we get it back, and maybe we don’t, but I think this is a one-off situation. Can someone reverse engineer your discovery and steal credit for it in three or four weeks?” 
 
    He scoffed. “Not in a year, let alone three weeks. No, if someone stole it, I fear they mean to use it.” 
 
    “Then it’s a minor debacle at the worst. I say you make it a public matter. Maybe don’t mention what was inside of it, but hype the tech and have people on the lookout for… well, I don’t know. A nerdy girl in a hoodie?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Right, it isn’t much to go off of. The security cameras in the neighborhood may give more of a clue to us, and I can make a case to the Founders for access to those if I tell them about what happened.” 
 
    “So, what’s stopping you?” I asked, still sensing some trepidation in his voice. “Why hesitate?” 
 
    “Because it’s… embarrassing. Sloppy.” 
 
    “I guess it is,” I agreed, “but that technology is more important than saving face, right?” 
 
    He paused. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Then think it over,” I suggested. “Have a good night, Arty.” 
 
    “You too, Brock. But call me Arty again and I’ll stop paying you.” 
 
    I chuckled as I hung up the phone and let out a sigh. Blossom, Mamba, and Pinky Peach were all sitting on the couch a few yards away from me, as I was seated at the dining room table. 
 
    “How did he take it?” Pinky asked. 
 
    “He’s pretty distressed, but the worst case isn’t that bad after all. It’s just a bit humiliating to let such a sensitive piece of technology get stolen like that.” 
 
    “It also begs the question of how she even knew about it, right?” Mamba asked, leaning back over the sofa to look at me. 
 
    I nodded. I stood up and walked toward them, standing behind the couch where the three girls were seated, but I didn’t sit down. “That’s the other thing, and I’m sure Dr. Luna is more worried about that than anything else. How the hell did whoever that was figure out what he was working on? Or that he had it on his person the whole time?” 
 
    Blossom yawned. “Who cares? We’re all safe, right?” 
 
    “If this person was able to figure out Dr. Luna had this pet project that he kept secret even from me,” I started, “I don’t think it’s that big of a stretch to assume she could figure out my secret identity as well.” 
 
    The room went silent for a moment, save for the news on TV. I chuckled as the newscaster, a petite nymph, detailed the story about me stopping the robbery at the theater. The photos I took with the elven kids were there, too, and I had to admit, I looked pretty cool. 
 
    “Many citizens and analysts are intrigued by the metallic chest covering that Solaris has started wearing in the last few weeks,” she went on. “Although it appears to bear a dragon symbol on it, some speculate that Solaris started wearing it to protect his heart from void weaponry, like the knife that pierced him when he was saving the city from the necromancer.” 
 
    I frowned as I heard that, and the girls all noted my reaction. “That’s so irresponsible for them to speculate in public like this,” Pinky grunted, stomping her hoof on the floor. “They’re basically advertising your one weakness to the whole city.” 
 
    “It’s not hard to research a solar creature’s weakness to void magic, but yes, it is nerve-inducing to hear it stated so thoughtlessly on TV,” Mamba murmured with a slight shudder. 
 
    “Well, time to retire,” Blossom cooed as she smiled brightly back at me. “Guess you’ll have to find satisfaction in a simple life of sucking flitties and licking flussy.” 
 
    Pinky Peach winced. “That’s so gross,” she uttered with a groan. “Who talks like that?” 
 
    Mamba raised her hand and smirked. “Relax, it’s not like he’s neglecting your unicussy.” 
 
    I eagerly interrupted the vulgar back-and-forth. “I haven't eaten anything since lunch with Luna, so I think I’ll be heading out to pick up some food.” 
 
    “It’s late,” Pinky plainly stated as she looked at the TV. I figured she did that because there was a clock in the bottom right corner of the news station. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I replied with a shrug. “I’m a growing boy.” 
 
    “You’d better not grow,” Blossom growled, shaking a green fist at me. “It’s already gonna be a tight fuggin’ fit as it is.” 
 
    “Actually, Brock, I’ll go with you,” Mamba offered, standing up and stretching in a rather eye-catching manner. “Someone’s going to take over my rent at my old place beginning next week, so I was hoping to pick up the last of my stuff in the morning anyway. If we go together now it’ll take less time.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Sounds good. Any good restaurants around your old place?” 
 
    “A few. There’s a great place that makes the best basilisk burgers.” 
 
    I cringed. “I hope their meat tastes better than their eggs.” 
 
    We said goodbye to our roommates and called for a cab. “One of these days we need to get a car for ourselves,” I remarked. 
 
    “I don’t have a license,” Mamba told me as we got into our taxi. The driver nodded at us, took the address, and drove silently in the direction of our destination. 
 
    “How hard is it to get one? Maybe I should try.” 
 
    “You have to take some classes for a few weeks,” she told me. “You also need to have been in the city for at least six months, so you’re still ineligible. I think Pinky Peach tried to get a license, but everyone at the DMV was married with kids, so no one could see her at the time. She gave up.” 
 
    “Ouch,” I mouthed with a wince. “Maybe we could see if Blossom wants to try.” 
 
    Mamba gave me a look like I’d just said something truly insane. 
 
    “What?” I groaned, throwing my hands up quizzically, “she has excellent coordination.” 
 
    “You should see her freak out when we play League of Loremasters. She’d have road rage for sure.” Mamba told me with a low shudder.  
 
    We arrived at Mamba’s place a bit later and filled a suitcase with some more of her things—clothes, makeup stuff, fragrances, a few books, and some photos. There was another hissfolk woman in one of the photos with her. I assumed it was her mom, but she packed it so quickly that I figured she didn’t want me to ask. 
 
    “We should call the restaurant ahead of time. They’re usually busy at night because they’re on a block with a bunch of bars.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “Lots of late-night business?” 
 
    She just giggled impishly and dialed a number that appeared to be already saved on her phone. She ordered two basilisk burgers and asked me if I wanted anything else. I shook my head as I punched the restaurant’s  address into the taxi app on my phone. 
 
    We didn’t have that much left to say for the day, so I let Mamba rest her head on my shoulder as we watched the news on the little monitor on the back of the taxi driver’s seat. 
 
    “In other news,” the anchor said, the same one I’d seen earlier back when we were at home, “Lady Styria made a rare public appearance today to express her gratitude toward the citizens of Meteoropolis for their Founders’ Day Tributes.” 
 
    The picture on the screen cut away to a woman with pale skin, red eyes, and long, black hair that hung down her back. She wore an elegant red dress and a black cloak, and she looked out at a huge, diverse audience with a beautiful fanged smile. 
 
    “Who is she?” I asked, tapping the screen. 
 
    “That’s Lady Styria, one of the three Founders of Meteoropolis.” 
 
    “She almost looks human,” I noted. 
 
    Mamba nodded, also staring intently at the woman on the screen. “Rumor has it that her parents were human at some point. I couldn’t tell you that much trivia about them, though.” 
 
    “Who are the other two Founders?” I asked, curiosity now lit like a fire inside me. She looked very human. And she was a founder of the city? 
 
    “There are a few people at that level of power, but the official founders are Styria’s half-brother and half-sister,” Mamba told me, playfully nipping at my shoulder.  
 
    “Are they human?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she corrected me, shaking her head. “Lord Dorian is more xeno than human at this point, and Lady Kayla is part demon.” 
 
    My eyes shot open at the sound of those names. “Dorian and Kayla are, like, standard-issue human names,” I noted. “I mean—from when I was alive, even. I dated a girl named Kayla in high school!” 
 
    Mamba shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “So, even if they aren’t human, they seem like they’re at least human-adjacent, maybe even from some version of Earth,” I blurted out excitedly. “Wait a minute—” 
 
    So many thoughts were connecting in my head, concepts about this little world they’d created. “What is it?” Mamba asked. 
 
    “I think this explains… a lot. I’m, what, millions of years in the future from when I died, right?” I asked her, thinking of the strangely familiar nature of  this city. 
 
    “Beats me. If that’s what Luna told you.” 
 
    “He did. But the technology of Meteoropolis is eerily similar to the world I grew up in.” 
 
    Mamba cocked her brow at me and smirked. “Okay?” 
 
    “And they have names that are similar to human names from my time, Mamba!” I maundered, grabbing her shoulders. “They’re from my time! Tell me—who engineered the basic technology here when the city was founded?” 
 
    “I guess the Founders did. But you realize that if they are human, they’ve almost definitely got to be from a different Earth than yours, right?” she asked with cocked grin. 
 
    I nodded. “But they are from some version of Earth. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    She giggled, grabbed my wrists, and took my hands off of her shoulders. “I’m not as sure as you are, but I’m happy if it makes you happy.” 
 
    “How can I meet them?” 
 
    “Meet the Founders?” she asked, almost laughing. “You’d have to be someone extremely important to meet them.” 
 
    I grinned smugly. “Like the city’s first superhero.” 
 
    Mamba made that look people make when they’re considering something they realized they probably should have thought of earlier: brow lifted, lip jutting out. “Hmm. Good point.” 
 
    The car came to a halt, and we arrived at the burger joint. We went inside, and they recognized Mamba immediately. “Your order isn’t ready,” a ghoul behind the counter told us. “Still about twenty minutes. Sorry for the delay.” 
 
    “Wow,” I grumbled, shaking my head. “We had time to pick up your luggage, and they’re still not ready.” 
 
    “I told you they were busy,” Mamba giggled. “But there’s another reason why I chose this place. Come on.” 
 
    She clasped her fingers in mine, took my hand, and guided me into a corner with stairs. I followed her up into a dark passage. “Are we supposed to be here?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m friends with the owner,” she intoned as though it were completely normal. “Trust me.” 
 
    I did trust her, so I followed her to the top of the staircase until we reached a door that exited out to a rooftop. “I used to come here and eat with my friends,” she told me, gesturing out at the view of the lit cityscape.  
 
    We weren’t all that high up—five floors by my estimation—but the buildings here were lower to the ground, so we could still see pretty far. The stars moved in the sky as our space rock hurtled through the cosmos, and it made for quite the spectacle, looking up from the top of a building. “It’s beautiful,” I uttered, my mouth agape.   
 
    “It’s also a great place for meditation… and divination,” she hinted, her voice heavy with intent. 
 
    I smirked. “Ahhh,” I chuckled. “More practice?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, actually… but yes. But this is for you and Dr. Luna, not for me.” 
 
    I squinted at her, confused. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Tell me, did the thief you met today bump into you at all?” she asked, rubbing her palms together, her forked tongue flicking the air excitedly. 
 
    I nodded. “Actually, yeah. Maybe just her elbow or something, but she was wearing a hoodie, so no skin -to-skin.” 
 
    Mamba nodded. “Good enough.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Mamba grinned, her red serpentine eyes lit wickedly under the dome’s dancing lights. “I’m going to read your blood, baby.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 – Reading Blood 
 
      
 
   “S orry, it sounded like you said ‘read my blood,’” I replied. “Did I mishear, or are we about to get freaky on a rooftop?” Mamba rolled her crimson eyes and pressed her open palm on my chest, pushing me back against the waist-high baluster of the rooftop balcony.  
 
    “You heard correctly,” she clarified, forked tongue flicking at the air. “I need a bit of your blood for this, but it’s the only way I know that I can home in on the energies of all the people who’ve crossed your path today.” 
 
    I leaned into the short wall, feeling my back chilled by the wind as it breezed a reminder that we were still very visible to the world below us. “Is this the best place for something like this?” 
 
    She frowned. “Not really, but we’ve got time to burn, and I don’t think anyone will come up here. We’ll definitely want to sit down. I’m going to need you in your dragon form for this.” 
 
    “What?” I sputtered, suddenly even jumpier about these proceedings. It wasn’t the bloodletting that put me off—it was how public it was. At any moment someone could, theoretically, come strolling up those stairs and find us in the middle of some occult ritual, me in my superhero form, which was extremely recognizable. 
 
    “Your dragon form possesses more magic for me to work with. It shouldn’t take all that long,” she encouraged me, reaching out and stroking my cheek with her delicate green fingers. “Come on. I’ll be as quick as I can. I’m the one who should be nervous, not you.” Mamba pulled me away from the edge of the rooftop and sat down in its centermost location. She held my hand as she dropped, guiding me to the ground with her.  
 
    “I’m a bit anxious about the bleeding in dragon form part,” I noted, gazing into her hypnotic eyes. 
 
    She giggled. “I wouldn’t have thought of you as being shy around a bit of blood.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I told her, taking my hand back to scratch the back of my neck. “I just don’t know how to bleed. My hide is pretty tough.” 
 
    Mamba laughed. “Oh. Well I guess I can’t say for certain, but for most impenetrable creatures, one of the few things that can damage their skin or scales is their own claws. You have claws, right?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Pssh,” I snorted. “Do I have claws?’ she says. Puh-lease. I’ve got the best claws.” 
 
    “Then use them, dragon boy,” she purred with a grin. “Let’s see what you can do.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling a bit self-conscious as I summoned the burning feeling in my chest that triggered the change. It was practiced to the point where it could happen almost immediately when there was no pressure on me, but this time, I felt some emanating from Mamba’s intense stare. I had never changed in front of anyone except for Dr. Luna. When I pressed myself, though, I couldn’t come up with a reason why shifting in front of my own girlfriend should make me anxious. So, I did it. 
 
    The change came on slower than I had hoped it would—a little bit of performance anxiety, perhaps. I was glad Mamba didn’t make a remark about this happening to lots of guys before I finally managed to trigger the transformation. My body grew and morphed, scales and spines appearing, along with my metal chestplate. I fought the urge to let out a showy roar, just to get her horned up. The braggadocious temptation was a dragon impulse, not a Brock one. 
 
    “W-wow,” she stammered, her eyes glistening as she looked up at me. We were both sitting, but my dragon form was significantly taller than my human one. “I wanna bang you so bad right now.” 
 
    In my draconic voice, I rumbled a low laugh back at her. “Don’t tempt me. Now, you need some blood, right?” 
 
    She nodded, her face unblinking, her lip quivering as she watched me raise a claw to my own forearm. I dragged it across my scaly flesh and, just as she suggested would be the case, I managed to pierce myself. A bit of blackish, reddish blood leaked from the fresh wound. “Better hurry,” I grunted at her. “I heal quickly.” 
 
    She nodded, biting her lip, and reached out for my arm. Her fingertips glanced across my skin, a bit more sensuously than what I figured was completely necessary, but I didn’t comment. She took the blood from my arm and painted it on her forehead with two fingers, forming a surprisingly perfect circle of blood at the center. 
 
    “And what does that do?” I asked, cocking my brow at her. 
 
    “Look at us, two sexy, scaly lovers,” she giggled, ignoring my question. “We should totally fuck.” 
 
    “Later,” I said, grinning toothily. “How does your fortune-telling work?” 
 
    She shrugged and folded her hands in front of her. “Unfortunately, I’m going to have to close my eyes now. Then I’ll focus on my third eye and try to see through the lens of your blood. It should give me some impression of all the people you’ve interacted with today. It may also give me a bit of intimate information about you. Are you okay with that?” 
 
    I idly scratched my scaly head. “I think so. What kind of information, though?” 
 
    “Images, mostly. Pictures of the things you thought about, that weighed on you. Snapshots of things you did,” she explained. 
 
    I cringed at that. “You’re probably going to see some unicorn-elf pussy from this morning,” I warned her. 
 
    She giggled, placing a hand on my leg. “I figured as much. I’m not the jealous type, at least where Pinky and Blossom are concerned. It’s not like I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    Nodding, I gave my consent. “If it’ll help, then I say go for it. Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she quivered, her voice suddenly a shade more nervous than it had been only a moment ago. “I’m going to need it. I’m not a very skilled fortune-teller yet.” 
 
    “Hey, I don’t know about that, but I know that I believe in you. No pressure, though. If it doesn’t work, we’ll figure something else out.” 
 
    She seemed to relax, rolling her shoulders as she closed her eyes. “It probably won’t work, at least, not all that well. I’ve never done a blood reading before. But if it doesn’t work out, I know of other fortune-tellers—my old teachers. Maybe they can help.” 
 
    I said nothing, not really sure if I wanted to trust a third party with my blood, especially if it meant sharing the secret identity of my Splice Partner with them. I just watched Mamba for now, observing as she closed her eyes and started controlling her breathing. I noted the similarity between what she started to do compared to the method Koriana had taught me. It seemed that meditative breathing was a constant when anything spiritual was involved. 
 
    Her succulent snitties rose and fell with every deep and focused breath. The cycle of undulation and relaxation was so hypnotic that I got lost in it for a few minutes as she fell deeper and deeper into her trance. She was gorgeous. That wasn’t new information, of course. I knew this about her very well by now, but there was something else, too. I felt a power rising inside of her as she sank into her meditation. Magic. I could feel magic inside her. 
 
    About ten seconds or so after I had honed in on that certainty, something happened that almost caused me to jerk backward in surprise, even in my badass dragon form. From the center of her forehead, I noticed a slight movement, like my blood was coalescing and taking a new shape—and then it opened. A third eye, literally an eye, opened in the perfect center of her forehead. 
 
    “Whoa,” I grunted, shocked at the development. 
 
    “Whoa, what?” Mamba asked, sounding confused. “Don’t interrupt me. I’m in the zone right now, baby.” 
 
    “No shit,” I breathed out in wonder. “You have a new eye.” 
 
    Her other two eyes opened and she gave me a quizzical look. But then, suddenly, she realized what I meant, and her jaw dropped to an appropriate degree as her fingers gently poked at her new peeper. “Sweet Silversnake!” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure this means you’re on the right track,” I noted. “Do you see anything?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Give me a second… It’s a bit overwhelming. I… I see Pinky and—wow, you really clapped her cheeks.” 
 
    If I were in human form, I probably would have blushed. Her face twisted and her eyes, all three of them, squinted as she looked at me.  
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “Let’s fast forward past that,” I murmured. “Focus on my time with Luna.” 
 
    “He’s got some wild eyebrows,” she noted. “Okay—I see you walking together. Eating together… now walking again.” 
 
    “Can you see the girl? The thief?” I asked, placing my palms on the ground and leaning forward, my talons curling and scratching the concrete floor. “Focus. It would be such a relief if you—” 
 
    “Shhh… shush,” she hissed, narrowing her eyes to the thinnest crescents she could probably manage. “I see a dark figure—diminutive frame, clad in black, certainly female. Details end there.” 
 
    I frowned in disbelief. “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s all I can see, but… that’s not it. There’s more. Wait for me, Brock Star.” She grabbed me by the forearm that had the cut, but it had healed. A little of the dried blood was left behind, though. Maybe that’s what she was reaching for. Either way, it seemed to work. Her third eye glowed with a brilliant light, but her face twisted as though in pain. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked fretfully. Mamba’s response was to jerk backward, like she was recoiling from an electric shock. Her back hit the concrete of the rooftop surface and she let out a sharp cry. Her dainty hands reached and covered her magic eye, and she started rolling around on the ground. 
 
    “Mamba!?” I blurted out, turning back into myself. I rushed over to her and lifted her into my arms. “Babe, what happened?!” 
 
    “Go’Urden!” she shouted, screeching the name out into the sky loudly enough that I was sure someone could hear us somewhere. “Go’Urden! Go’Urden!” 
 
    My expression wilted into a puzzled frown. I stroked Mamba’s blonde hair and cradled her in my arms. “The commissioner sent her? How could he know what Luna was working on?”  
 
    “Go’Urden,” she groaned again, the desperate sound breaking my heart. 
 
    “Shhh, you’re okay. You’re alright.” I whispered it as much to reassure myself as I did for her. 
 
    “Go’Urden,” she grunted again. “Go’Urden.” She was calming down. She pulled her hands away from her forehead, revealing that the third eye had vanished. 
 
    “I got it,” I told her, “Go’Urden.” 
 
    There was a pause. Her breathing grew so faint and quiet that for a second, I thought it had stopped, but then she spoke again. “Just the name. That’s all I’ve got. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” I told her, shaking my head firmly. “That’s a hell of a lot more than I had before. It means something. This is actionable information I couldn’t have gotten without you.” 
 
    She nodded, suddenly looking so very exhausted. “Let’s wait for our food downstairs,” she panted. 
 
    I nodded, though I wondered if she could even make it down the stairs as I watched her feeble attempt to stand. “Piggyback ride?” 
 
    She giggled. “People will wonder.” 
 
    I shook my head firmly. “Let them wonder. I’ll just say you’re my stepsister and you sprained your ankle.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” she giggled. “Sounds like a fun roleplay opportunity to explore later. Help me, stepbro! I’m stuck!” 
 
    “Aaaand she’s back,” I grunted. “Alright. Hold on tight, spider monkey. Let’s go.” No, I’m not proud of the reference. 
 
    *** 
 
    “There you guys are,” Pinky effused with relief, beaming our way as we walked through the front door. “I was just about to call in and check on you.” 
 
    “We got a lot done!” I announced. “I’ll let Mamba catch you up.” 
 
    Pinky and Blossom both looked at me in confusion. “Are you leaving already?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Thanks to Mamba, I’ve got a lead,” I explained, playfully patting the hissfolk beauty’s ample backside. “I think it’s wise to cook while the fire’s lit if you get my meaning.” 
 
    Blossom grinned sweetly. “I don’t!” 
 
    Pinky nodded and smiled weakly. “I made sandwiches for tomorrow’s lunch—if you think you’ll be gone a while, you can take one with you!” 
 
    I smirked at her. “That’s sweet of you,” I said, and I crossed the room to give her and Blossom each a kiss. “Thank you. I’ll be fine. We just ate.” 
 
    Mamba grinned. “I brought some snacks back for you, too, Pinky.” 
 
    “What about me?!” Blossom asked. 
 
    “I had them fill you up a water,” Mamba giggled as she addressed the flower sprite. “But we have plenty of water here, you know.” 
 
    Blossom grabbed her cheeks and wiggled her butt excitedly at the prospect. “It’s not the same. I like collecting cups from different restaurants. Makes me feel classy.” 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled as I headed back toward the front door, waving. “I’ll see you all soon.” 
 
    “See you in bed tonight, Brock Star,” Mamba cooed with a wink. 
 
    I nodded. “Don’t wait up, though.” 
 
    “Alright,” she replied with a naughty tone as her eyes drifted to my crotch. “Feel free to slide right inside when you get home.” 
 
    “I’ll take it under advisement,” I croaked. 
 
    *** 
 
    Thanks to my ability to travel at light speed, I was atop the police headquarters rooftop only a few seconds later. I stood in front of the commissioner’s lamp—my lamp, I guess—and fiddled with the switches, trying to figure out how to turn it on. Eventually, it worked, and the spotlight blasted the image of a dragon onto the dome’s surface in the sky overhead. 
 
    After that, it was just a matter of waiting. I didn’t actually think much about how much time I was expected to wait until I’d been waiting for about three minutes. The first thing that happened was that Hephimila, the pretty bookworm-looking assistant to Go’Urden, came sprinting out the rooftop door. Panting with eyes wide, she stared at my draconic figure in shock. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    I stood up straighter, looming over her, almost double her height. “I need to speak to the commissioner.” 
 
    “Why?” She looked flustered, her eyes darting to me and the door, and that made perfect sense, given the situation. I cast a look out at the city, admiring the blinking lights in the street below as an artificial wind wafted the floral scent of the Sylvan District into my face. 
 
    “I’m going to need to speak to him in confidence. I have a feeling he’ll want discretion as well.” 
 
    Hephi sensed something in my tone, I think, and resolve bubbled to the surface. She stared at me with a snarled lip for a good, long moment, and didn’t even break from my gaze as she pulled her phone out of her purse and started dialing the commissioner. That was impressive. 
 
    “Hello, sir?” she intoned, all business. She paused, listening. “Yes, sir, I figured you’d already be on your way. It’s him, sir.” She nodded up at me. “He’s asking what you want.” 
 
    “The truth,” I told her. “Well—for starters.”

  

 
   
    Go’Urden’s Interlude 
 
      
 
   C ommissioner Go’Urden fired his handgun twice, hitting the ziggarok once in the face and again in the chest. The creature reeled in pain, extending a long pink tentacle made of fibrous strands and substances the common tongue had no words for. 
 
    The tentacle managed to wrap itself several times around the brawny elf’s arm, squeezing tightly enough that the hero cop was forced to drop his gun. It went off as it hit the ground—as the bullet grazed his ankle, he noted that there was an astronomically small chance of it firing on impact like that. Seemed like it was a lucky night, he thought with a bitter laugh. 
 
    Go’Urden gritted his teeth in pain, but paid the sensation no mind. “I bet you think you’ve got me restrained, you ugly son of bitch,” he growled, almost laughing as the ground started soaking with his blood. “Truth is, you’ve only invited me right where I want to be.” 
 
    He tugged the tentacle, pulling the ziggarok closer to him, then leapt forward and slammed a pulse-enchanted diamond-knuckled fist into one of the monstrosity’s two alien faces. At least a dozen of its eyes exploded from the impact, and neon green fluids sprayed outward, covering the commissioner in the filth of his impending kill. 
 
    The Void Cartel was bringing xenosaurs into the city and selling them to trusting citizens in search of exotic pets. They always grew far beyond the expectations of their owners, sometimes all at once, thanks to the nature of their exotic biology. This one was the worst so far: a blasphemous, twin-mawed, six-legged, four-tentacled horror descended from the Architects of the Void—at least, that’s what the brief said. Go’Urden didn’t care much about that. The only thing he cared about was getting this gangly bastard out of his city. 
 
    The xenosaur closed the gap between them and chomped down on his shoulder, but the elven cop’s only reaction was to headbutt the creature’s nearest forehead, creating another shockwave of power that ruptured more eyes and resulted in another bloodbath. 
 
    Go’Urden pried his shoulder free and performed a series of thrown elbows and knees that brought the monster to the ground, though it was almost twice his size. As two more tentacles wrapped themselves around his ankle, the phone rang. He used the hands-free receiver Hephimila had bought him to answer it with his voice. 
 
    “Cylus, answer,” he grunted, as the monster positioned itself over him, pulling him beneath the creature’s body to coax him into its undermouth. 
 
    “Commissioner, it’s me.” It was Hephi’s voice. Sweet Son of Thimuria, this broad had the worst fuckin’ timing. “Can you see the dome by chance?” 
 
    At that moment, the only thing Go’Urden could see was a man-sized xeno mouth wrapping six tongues around his arms and legs, trying to pull him inside. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” he grunted. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “It’s the sign. I know you’re taking care of the zigga-something. Are you almost finished?” 
 
    “Nearly done,” he replied as he ripped off three of the tongues and forced his fist down the creature’s throat, making it choke and spit up a tub’s worth of digestive goop onto him. It burned his skin and dissolved some of the fabric of his clothes, but he would heal, and the city would pay for a new wardrobe. “Three minutes. Maybe four,” he estimated. 
 
    Hephi cleared her throat. “I think he’s on the rooftop.” 
 
    “Then go to him,” he grunted. “I’m a bit busy, Hephi, by Grimgul’s silky taint—Officer Bladeleaf got eaten.” 
 
    “That’s horrible, sir!” Hephi squealed in distress. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” the commissioner grumbled. “I’ll give him the morning off once I fish him out of this bastard’s bulbous belly. We’ll be down one man on a Drakeday morning, but we can handle it.” 
 
    “Isn’t he supposed to be picking up donuts from Darkling for everyone tomorrow?” 
 
    “Krixi’s hairy cock and balls, you’re right,” he shouted as he ripped out the last of the creature’s slobbering tongues. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the xeno’s tentacle whip the gun his way, just within his reach. He grabbed it, shoved it in the monster’s mouth, and fired off half a dozen shots. “Sorry, Hephi,” he muttered, “I forgot to warn you it was going to get loud. Anyway, I’ll get the donuts myself.” 
 
    “It’s fine, sir. Is it dead?” 
 
    The monster’s massive body quivered and collapsed on top of the commissioner, but it was gooey and viscous enough that he was able to slide himself out. He was covered in alien blood and gore, bleeding out of his ankle from a fresh gunshot wound, and his skin was burning with digestive acid, but he felt fine. 
 
    “It’s taken care of,” he replied. The commissioner wiped some gunk off of his face and took a big breath, looking out at the crowd of hiding spectators. “Attention all bystanders: the emergency is over,” he announced. “This is why it’s a code seventeen violation to keep xenosaurs as pets. They always grow bigger than you think, and though only a few people were eaten or disemboweled today, we got lucky. Next time it could be a hell of a lot worse.” 
 
    The students of Saint Thistlewell’s Kindergarten and Primary After School Center had been skulking behind the slides on the playground. They looked utterly horrified and confused at the commissioner’s words, he realized. Most of them were crying, practically spewing tears and snot out of the holes on their faces. 
 
    “Hephi, let me call you back,” Go’Urden said as he finally noticed the sign in the sky. He fixed his eyes back on the crowd. “Alright, kids,” he grunted, forcing a smile on his face that only terrified the children even more. “Who wants to help gut a monster and get our coworkers and teachers back before they’re all digested?” 
 
    *** 
 
    On his way back to the office, Commissioner Go’Urden took a moment to call and check in on his daughter. He dialed his home phone, punching in the number manually out of habit, but she didn’t answer, so he called Tahini’s cell next. Thankfully, she picked up after only three rings. 
 
    “Yeah, papa?” she said, her sweet voice music to his ears. 
 
    He let out a sigh. “Just checking on my baby girl.” 
 
    The commissioner heard a groan and a giggle come from the other end of the call. “Daaad,” she whined, “I’m not a baby anymore.” 
 
    “No, I know,” he muttered. “You’re nineteen now—” 
 
    “I’m twenty,” she corrected him, and her eye roll was practically audible to her father over the phone. “You forgot my birthday last week.” 
 
    He blinked, and his heart sank in his chest. “Did I? Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. Things have been really intense at work, and—” he paused, wiping a bit of monster gore off of his shirt. “I’m not going to make excuses. I’m sorry, baby. I’m a bad father.” 
 
    “No you’re not,” she replied. “You’re a good daddy. You paid for all my computer lessons, my self-defense classes, my gymnastics and dance clubs…” her voice drifted off as she seemed to put something together for the first time. “You were just keeping me busy while you were gone, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Sweetheart, I’m going to do better. I’m trying to get Project Solaris off the ground to help ease some of the load at work. If we had more supers like him, I’d probably be able to take a bit more time off.” 
 
    There was a long pause on the other side of the call. “You promise?” Tahini asked. “I worry about you sometimes.” 
 
    He swallowed, his eyes glazing over even as he tried to keep them focused on the road. “Why, sweety?” 
 
    “You come home exhausted every single day,” she said bitterly. “Why is your job getting more stressful even as crime rates go down?” 
 
    “It’s not,” he countered. “I’m just trying to do my part. The young guys on the force, they’re good lads and gals, but they… they don’t have what it takes to handle the big jobs.” 
 
    “Hmph. What did they call you in for tonight?” she asked, her voice almost accusatory in tone. 
 
    Mercifully, a beep sounded in Go’Urden’s ear. “Honey, that’s Hephi. I need to take that call.” 
 
    “I’m onto you,” Tahini growled. “You’d better come home healthy, full of energy, and well before I go to bed or I won’t talk to you for the rest of the week.” 
 
    He winced, suddenly wondering how many of his wounds he might be able to hide or magically treat on the way home. “I’ll see you soon, baby, but don’t stay up.” 
 
    “I’m staying up,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument. “I’m standing at the front door until you come home.” 
 
    “Don’t do that—honey, I really have to go.” 
 
    “Okay. Just so you know, my legs are getting tired. Factor that into your decision-making paradigm tonight.” 
 
    He growled as he switched over to the other call. 
 
    “Hello, sir?” Hephi’s voice came. 
 
    “I’m driving there now, for fuck’s sake,” Go’Urden growled into the receiver. “I’m covered in fluids we don’t even have words for, Hephi, so catch me the fuck up, would you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I figured you were already on your way. It’s him, sir.” 
 
    “Well, what does Mr. VIP want?” he remarked bitterly. 
 
    The Commissioner heard Hephi repeat his question to Solaris, and he sighed as he waited. He would be back at the office soon, so asking was almost pointless, but he didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    “He says he wants the truth. Something about a piece of experimental technology.” 
 
    Go’Urden’s face contorted so violently that he almost swerved his car. “The hell is he talking about?!” he roared. “Forget it. I’ll be there in five.” 
 
    The commissioner calmed himself down, turning on the radio and dialing to a classic elven rock station. ‘Dad Rock’ was what his daughter called it. The thought of Tahini made him smile, but the idea of her anger directed at him twisted his features into a frown once again. In any case, he was calm for the moment. His little girl was the only one who could do that to him every single time. 
 
    Go’Urden remembered how precious she was when she was born. Her oversized cat ears constantly wiggled even during the days when her eyes were still closed, and he couldn’t stop himself from talking to her just to see them react to his voice. He remembered the first time her tiny tail wrapped around his wrist when he picked her up and held her to his face to kiss her for the first time. He chuckled as he remembered the jealous look on his beautiful wife’s face when she did that. 
 
    His eyelids suddenly felt heavy. Things weren’t going so well with his wife. He still loved her, but unless he really thought about it, he couldn’t remember the last time they kissed. She was always busy, and so was he. When he did see her, they were usually arguing about one thing or another. Trivial stuff, like ruining the toilet, or disputes about money. 
 
    Go’Urden sighed and wiped his eyes with a clean handkerchief he kept in his glove box as he parked his car in his reserved space outside the police station. There was one calm constant in his life, one person that he could always count on to stay out of trouble and always be her perfect self—his daughter. Tahini’s safety and happiness was all he needed to keep himself going day in and day out. 
 
    As he headed to the rooftop, he relaxed, knowing that his daughter was about as far away from all this danger and drama as anyone in this city could be. That would be enough for now. It would even be enough for tomorrow, too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 – The Loyal Assistant 
 
      
 
   A fter Hephi and I stood around awkwardly for several minutes, the commissioner finally came barreling through the rooftop door. 
 
    “Solaris,” he greeted me, voice unexpectedly calm given the circumstances. He was covered from head to toe in filth of some kind, and I could tell that he had just changed clothes, too. “Sorry to keep you waiting, but I wasn’t exactly planning on taking a meeting with you tonight.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied, “and I’ll thank you now for making the time, since it seems like you were already previously engaged.” 
 
    The commissioner’s face tightened and he leaned toward the small elven woman who looked almost like a child next to him. “Hephi, do I still have anything on me?” 
 
    “Copious viscera, sir,” she answered. “You smell like a barnyard explosion.” 
 
    “Well well well,” I said, hoping to diffuse the tension, “another one of my high school nicknames.” 
 
    Neither of them laughed. Hephi actually winced, her lip curling upwards in a pitying snarl. “Solaris, please, get us caught up on what’s going on, would you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Of course. I was with a prominent capsule doctor today, and our meeting went as expected. However, he unveiled a powerful new piece of splice technology to me. At the end of our time together, a female rogue pretended to bump into him by accident, but she actually stole the technology from his pocket and ran off with it. I have no idea how she knew about the tech, but she seemed to be going right for it. Nothing else was taken or touched.” 
 
    “That’s indeed dreadful news,” the commissioner granted, “but what does it have to do with me?” 
 
    “I saw a very powerful fortune teller, and she did a blood reading,” I told them. 
 
    “Blood readings are illegal, so I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” the commissioner grumbled in a low voice. 
 
    “Uh… umm,” I stammered. “They are?” 
 
    Hephi hesitated, looking at Go’Urden for approval. When he nodded, she explained further. “Fortune-telling in general is a highly controlled practice. If we have too many seers active in the city, it can mess with the various threads of fate that the mages running things depend on to keep the dome and other important functions stable. A powerful fortune teller could disrupt a lot. Tarot decks are generally allowed, as are lesser crystal balls, but anything beyond that is getting legally dicey. Keep it in mind.” 
 
    Go’Urden eyed me suspiciously. “I find myself wondering how you stumbled upon a fortune teller powerful enough to do a blood reading, let alone convinced them to put their neck on the line for you. Blood reading in particular can be dangerous for some.” 
 
    A million questions were pirouetting in my brain at that moment, but they would have to be addressed later in different company. “Thanks for the information. Anyway, if I may continue?” 
 
    “Please,” nodded Go’Urden, and he took a fat cigar out of his pocket, which Hephi instantly lit with a match without even turning to face him. “Go right on ahead.” 
 
    “My fortune teller tried to identify the assailant, but she couldn’t. She was able to come up with one detail about her, though,” I said, my tone dripping with implication. “Your name.” 
 
    Go’Urden’s brow furrowed deeply, casting a shadow over the rest of his face. “My name? First and last?” 
 
    “Go’Urden,” I clarified. “I don’t know what conclusion to draw, but this person seems connected to you somehow. I thought it might be one of your agents?” 
 
    He frowned and looked at Hephi, whose eyes were wide with confusion. “Does this mean anything to you, Hephi? Speak freely.” 
 
    “No sir,” she replied meekly. “Not a thing. Can you recall anything about her appearance?” 
 
    “Young,” I noted, “thin, about your height, Hephi,” I said, gesturing toward her. “She was dressed in a black hoodie and leggings. I didn’t see her face or any other features that might have hinted at her species, but she seemed to have a tanner skin tone when compared to me, for instance.” 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden’s face was a puzzle. “Copy that. I take this seriously, Solaris, I really do. But I don’t know exactly what to do with this information other than keep my eyes and ears open. You have my word, I don’t have anyone tailing you, let alone stealing from your allies. Is there any other information you can give us?” 
 
    “Who was the capsule doctor, for instance?” Hephi chimed back in. “That could be helpful. We could keep eyes on him or speak with him for more information.” 
 
    “And I’m curious about this technology. Was it a big discovery?” the commissioner asked, stroking his stubbly chin as he inhaled a long drag of his cigar. 
 
    I sighed. “Huge discovery, from what I gathered. Game changing. But so far I haven’t gotten permission to share any intelligence with you—and given that you’re still a suspect, no offense—” 
 
    “None taken,” grunted the commissioner, “and no need to explain. But the less information I have, the less I can help.” 
 
    I nodded. “I understand that. Thank you for your patience and everything. It’s a tough situation.” 
 
    He chewed the cigar for a moment as he prepared his next reply. “I really would like a way to contact you more directly. Turns out this sign doesn’t work well during the daytime and, go figure, we occasionally have crime or fires or other matters you could help with at times other than the middle of the night.” 
 
    I frowned at the obvious truth. “Again, this relationship between us is still pretty new, and at the moment, a reliable fortune teller has told me your name is somehow linked to a crime affecting my capsule doctor. I’m not quite ready to give you even greater access to me.” 
 
    The commissioner’s face tightened and he grumbled a bit but ultimately let it go. 
 
    “Well, Solaris,” Hephi said, her shoulders tensing up, “can I ask if we are still on for your orientation this weekend, then?” 
 
    “Should be alright.” 
 
    “Very good,” she replied, forcing a smile before looking up at her boss. “Let’s get you some bandages and dwarven bourbon, sir.” 
 
    “I can’t drink,” complained Go’Urden. “I need to drive home. My daughter is waiting for me.” 
 
    “I’ll drive you home, sir. Why don’t you go back to your office and I’ll finish up with Solaris here? I have some things to discuss with him about the weekend meetup.” 
 
    Go’Urden slapped Hephi hard on the back. “Best choice I ever made was stealing you from the street beat.” 
 
    Hephi coughed a few times, and Go’Urden nodded at me before turning his back. 
 
    “Go’Urden,” I called out to him. He looked once more at me as he was about to walk through the rooftop access door. “What’s your endgame? For me? And the city?” 
 
    He sighed. “I’d like all of our jobs to be a bit easier, that’s all.” Then he closed the door and disappeared behind it. 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. 
 
    Hephi gave me a stern look, though, which I didn’t expect to see when I turned my head back to her. “May I speak frankly to you, Solaris?” 
 
    I blinked at her. “Uh, sure?” 
 
    “It disgusts me that you came in here throwing accusations at the commissioner,” she started, her tiny fists shaking at her side. “You don’t scare me, and you sure as hell don’t scare him. I don’t know what stunt this is, trying to put pressure on the one man advocating for you the most in all of Meteoropolis, but it’s sick, and—” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said, laughing and holding up my hands. “First of all—I respect the loyalty, Hephi—” 
 
    “Call me Hephimila,” she insisted. “Only people I’m on good terms with call me Hephi.” 
 
    “A fortune teller gave me this information. What should I have done?” 
 
    “I don’t care if The Elloway Himself flew down from a purple portal and gave you a signed and sealed statement indicting the commissioner—you should know by now he is a good man. Maybe the best man in this city.” 
 
    “He seems… complicated,” I noted, my scaly brow arched. 
 
    She looked up at the dome overhead. “He’s actually painfully simple. But he’s not invincible. He needs your help. He’s leaning on you because he sees you as an equal, someone with the potential to help the city like he does. But you’re not his equal. Not even close.” 
 
    “Wow, tell me how you really feel,” I chuckled. 
 
    “That’s what I’m doing,” she growled, her pink lips snarling as she adjusted her glasses. “We’ve respected your privacy every step of the way. We’ve respected your anonymity and haven’t made any demands of you. But your appearances aren’t half as useful as his own efforts. The truth is, though, both of you are just putting out fires. None of it is going to secure the future of Meteoropolis.” 
 
    “What’s the solution?” I asked, utterly entranced by her passion. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me and adjusted the strap of her purse on her shoulder. “I’m still thinking about it, but having you pop in and save the day as some half-baked symbol of justice three or four times a week… it’s useless. You need a mission: something that’ll actually matter ten or a hundred years from now.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” I stated, spreading my arms. 
 
    She squinted at me. “You don’t have any ears,” she pointed out. “You’re a dragon.” 
 
    “It’s an expression,” I replied, shrugging limply. 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s a dumb expression for a dragon. You need to think more carefully about how you speak. You talk like a boneheaded half-orc from New Middenheim, not a solar dragon. Your image matters.” 
 
    “I can tell you’ve had a bad day,” I said, immediately regretting my choice of words when I saw her look of irritation deepen even more somehow. “Sorry, I—I’m not trying to—” 
 
    She let out a frustrated growl, which was actually pretty sexy, my solar dragon half was eager to let me know. 
 
    “You’re some kid, aren’t you?” she accused me. “You’re probably less than half a century old!” 
 
    “Well, I—” 
 
    “You have a lot to learn about this city. You have a lot to learn about its people, its culture, the way things work… Meteoropolis may not be all that old, but we’re proud of the history we do have, and we don’t want it going anywhere.” She was practically seething now, so I decided it was probably time to remove myself from the conversation with grace. 
 
    “I absolutely underestimated you,” I replied, smirking at her. “I really should get home—and you should see to your commissioner. But I’ll leave off here by saying I’m looking forward to learning about all my deficiencies in more detail the next time we meet.” 
 
    “Fine,” she muttered. But then she jabbed me in the chestplate with a comically small finger—compared to my size, anyway. “Don’t let me catch you suspecting the commissioner ever again.” 
 
    Truth be told, I still wasn’t fully convinced the commissioner wasn’t involved with whatever had happened earlier that day, but I was smart enough to leave well enough alone. “Got it,” I placated her. 
 
    You have to respect a man who inspired that kind of devotion in his subordinates. As I took off into the night sky, savoring the feeling of the wind beneath my wings for a few minutes, I tried to make sense of everything. These post-mission moments were basically my best chance at clearing my head by myself, and oh boy, did I need a moment to myself right then. 
 
    Hephimila was ready to throw down in order to defend the Commissioner’s honor. Even in my dragon form, I didn’t intimidate her. The only thing she cared about was that I knew that Go’Urden was a good man. He certainly was an intriguing one. That much I’d happily grant her. 
 
    She also let on that Go’Urden was doing his own share of acts of heroism every day, and I wondered what that looked like. Obviously pretty messy, given the state that he had shown up in, I figured. That seemed unsustainable. He may have access to healing herbs and medicine and such, but he was just a normal elf, from what I could tell. 
 
    And he mentioned a daughter. Female. Maybe thin, like a certain thief? I wasn’t an idiot, so I pegged that right away. Could she be connected? Might she even be the one that stole the shard from Dr. Luna? In any case, that was now on my mind, but I didn’t think it would be a great idea to start stalking the commissioner’s daughter on the off chance that she was secretly a criminal. I would have to run any course of action by Dr. Luna first. 
 
    The air was cooler the higher up I flew. I let the chill run through me for a few more minutes until I had flushed out all the thoughts of work and politics. Focusing on drawing out my power, I flashed back home, right into the garden, where I found Blossom rooted into a patch of soil in a sitting position, her eyes closed. 
 
    “Hey there, sweety. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m fuggin’ meditating,” she said. “Getting in touch with my Splice Partner.” 
 
    “You don’t have a Splice Partner.” 
 
    “I’m manifesting one,” Blossom explained. Then she started to chant. “Hum hum hum hum…” 
 
    “Well, I’m going inside,” I told her. “Goodnight.” 
 
    Her inky black eyes opened wide. “B-but… kisses! I gotta grow!” 
 
    I walked up to her, knelt down, and gave her a warm kiss on the lips. She grabbed my hand and tried to pull it toward a certain spot between her legs. “That’s it, just keep going,” she cooed. Her vines wrapped around my wrist and kept urging me further. 
 
    “I should say hi to the other girls,” I reasoned, pulling myself free. “Join Mamba and me in bed later when you’re done… manifesting.” 
 
    “You’re such a tease,” she whimpered, wiping a nonexistent tear from her eyes. “But okay. See you inside.” 
 
    I went through the back door, suddenly very aware of how mentally tired I was from the events of the day. I wanted to shower before going to bed, but I decided to crash on the sofa for twenty minutes or so first. The other girls were in their rooms streaming, so I probably shouldn’t barge in unannounced anyway. 
 
    I figured the couch was as good a place as any to take a quick rest. Maybe it’s because I had spent so many nights crashing on that couch, but within a few minutes, I fell completely asleep.

  

 
   
    Blossom’s Interlude 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   B lossom had a plan. True, some disbelievers might scoff at her wily scheming, saying nay as naysayers are liable to do. But she was onto something, and she knew it. 
 
    No, this wasn’t about the Splice Partner manifestation attempt. That admittedly was not going well, but she hadn’t given up on that yet, either. This was about a certain goat-legged hottie with slappable boobies and a furry tush. 
 
    Maybe she can be my Splice Partner, Blossom mused, but that didn’t make any sense and she knew it. Splice Partners were way more complex than simply buddies that let other buddies smack their boob-meat around for shits and giggles. Maybe she can be my Tiddy Partner, Blossom thought, readjusting her expectations to a far more reasonable, if less appropriate, ambition. 
 
    Blossom stretched her lissome green body and slowly stepped out of her pot in Mamba’s room. As Pinky Peach had demanded, she swept up the soil that she spilled onto the ground and gingerly dropped it back into her planter. It was an annoying rule, but then Blossom didn’t own the house, and for some reason Brock thought the rule was reasonable. In the end, Blossom learned she should pick her battles a bit more carefully. 
 
    Sighing, she tiptoed into the living room where Brock was sleeping peacefully on the couch. His fit, tall, muscular body was godlike in its perfection, and she stood there gazing for a perversely long time before she finally remembered her original intent. 
 
    He must have been so sleepy last night that he didn’t even remember to come to Mamba’s room, she thought. They had waited for him to join them in bed, but he never did. He crashed on the couch, whether he meant to or not, and though Mamba had insisted they not wake him, Blossom questioned her rationale. He’d thank me for waking him when I’m sucking his soul out of his dick, she reasoned. Ughh… Just look at him. 
 
    The nubile flower sprite let out a heady sigh, secretly hoping it’d be enough to rustle her man to consciousness, but it didn’t. Defeated, she bent over and lightly pecked him on the forehead. “I’m not sure it counts if I kiss you,” she whispered, “but I need my daily kisses to grow.” 
 
    Blossom walked out the front door moments later. She was on a mission. She carefully traced her steps to try and remember how to get back to Darkling Donut by herself. She had to get there before Brock got up and ruined her chance to have a one-on-one with the narrow-waisted, fat-titted satyress.  
 
    “Why are her boobs so big?” she groaned, cupping her own and shaking them slightly. A confused half-orc walking his pet horned wolf gawked at her in shock. “What are you lookin’ at? They could get bigger!” 
 
    The man mumbled a startled apology and stared at his equally befuddled pooch. Blossom growled in his direction—a noise that likely no one in existence would have found intimidating. 
 
    It took her much longer than she was sure it should have, but finally, she saw the automatically opening doors of Darkling Donut and the accompanying sign. She couldn’t read the fancy font, so she wasn’t totally sure she had the right place from the name, but the building seemed to be the right one at least. 
 
    Blossom walked through the front entrance and her eyes went straight to the counter. Sure enough, the round-breasted bleating beauty was standing there, polishing the countertop with a pink rag as she let out a bored sigh. But then Satina spotted the flower sprite. 
 
    “Oh! Hi! Blossom, right? You’re one of Brock’s girls,” she said cheerily. 
 
    “Yes.” Blossom nodded, approaching the counter. “I’m his favorite one.” 
 
    Satina giggled. “I can see why. You’re a cutie for sure.” 
 
    Blossom furrowed her brow. “Thank you for your accuracy. I’m here to discuss… business.” 
 
    The satyress blinked down at Blossom a few times in surprise. “Sorry, what? Business? Like, buying donuts?” 
 
    Blossom shook her head. “I don’t have any money—unless you want to lend me some?” she asked hopefully, 
 
    “Umm, no,” Satina replied, smirking. “What is it that you need?” 
 
    “I’m here to discuss a truce,” Blossom stated in an overly conspiratorial tone, her eyes darting dramatically from side to side. 
 
    “A truce?” Satina asked. “What are you talking about? What kind of truce?” 
 
    “A harem truce,” Blossom whispered. “The other girls aren’t totally sold on it yet, I think, but they’ll do whatever I tell them, so it’s not a problem.” 
 
    Satina’s eyes went wide. “Really?” 
 
    Blossom nodded. “Yes, I’m the boss, basically. Brock will be the only other one you need to convince with me on your side. But I think we can start it off nice and slow and win him over. Can you tell me more about your situation?” 
 
    The gorgeous satyress nodded eagerly. “Oh my gosh, I can’t believe this is happening!” 
 
    “Fuggin’ focus, babe,” Blossom replied, trying and failing to snap her fingers. “Brock will be here any minute at this rate. Time is short.” 
 
    Satina nodded with determination. “Right,” she said. “Sorry. Valestrian satyresses have to find a harem to join after becoming an adult or they can’t return to their families. It’s a messed up tradition, but one that I’m a victim of.” 
 
    Blossom nodded. “I see. I see, I see, I see. Okay. My brain is turning. Brain juice is flowing.” Her eyes suddenly went wide, and she snapped her fingers triumphantly. “I’ve got it!” 
 
    “What?!” Satina asked hopefully. 
 
    “I think I just internalized some fertilizer tips that I saw online last night. Good info. Yes, very good.” She rubbed her palms together. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Satina murmured awkwardly. “Wait, what about me?” 
 
    “Huh?!” Blossom asked, suddenly remembering where she was. “Oh, right! I figure we sell the idea to Brock like this: you need him to accept you so that your family will take you back. He’s too sweet to refuse to help you. Your romance can be a sham at first—but over time, he’ll ease up to the idea of making the relationship official.” 
 
    “And the other girls?” Satina asked. “They didn’t seem to be my biggest fans.” 
 
    “Relax,” Blossom said, wiggling her fingers dismissively. “They’ll see the wisdom in whatever I say.” 
 
    By this point, Blossom had detected a little bit of doubt on Satina’s face when she made these claims, though she couldn’t understand why. 
 
    “Umm,” Satina mumbled, “Maybe this isn’t the best idea. Why do you want to help me, anyway?” 
 
    Blossom thought about it for a good, long time. “Hmmmm. I guess because I just heard about your problem and thought it’d be fugged up not to help, you know? Also, you have huge boobs, and it fits with our whole aesthetic.” 
 
    Satina’s eyes went down to Blossom’s comparatively small chest, her brow raising. “Gosh. Does it, though?” 
 
    “W-what are you t-tryin’ to say?!” Blossom huffed suddenly, covering her breasts with her elbows. 
 
    “Sorry,” Satina giggled, “I like your plan, but I don’t really love the idea of going behind Brock’s back on this. Maybe we can just be up front about the whole thing and leave the door open for future romantic developments if and when he’s ready?” 
 
    Blossom thought about it. “I don’t know. Mamba and I broke his will the old-fashioned way—needy begging and waving our scantily clad bits in his face. I figure it’ll work for you, too.” 
 
    Satina giggled. “If you say so, but if he asks if I’m interested in real romance, I won’t lie.” 
 
    “Do you like him, or is it more about the potential he has to help your situation?” Blossom asked. “This is kind of important, so be honest.” 
 
    Satina didn’t have to think. “I like him. He’s very sweet.” 
 
    “He is,” Blossom agreed, nodding firmly. “But he has a badass side, too. He’s got secrets. Sexy secrets.” 
 
    Satina giggled. “If you say so. He seems so wholesome. Like a loyal puppy, you know? But yeah, a sexy one.” 
 
    Blossom nodded. “I’m glad we’re on the same page. There’s only one more thing we need to discuss, then.” 
 
    “Which is?” Satina asked. 
 
    “When we have our inevitable threesome, who rides his face and who rides his dick?” Blossom said, slamming her hands down on the counter. 
 
    “W-what!?” 
 
    “And can I b-bop your fuggin’ t-tiddies?!” 
 
    Blossom would later note that out of all possible points in the conversation for Brock to walk in on, that was the worst. Lo and behold, fate intervened in such a way that Brock stepped through the door at precisely that instant. 
 
    “Blossom!” he grunted in surprise, his voice so deep and fuckable. “What are you doing?!” 
 
    “Oh!” Satina blurted out in shock. “Brock! Blossom and I were just—comparing our figures!” 
 
    Blossom watched his eyes narrow and his mouth hang open. “Titty bopping is a totally normal thing for satyresses to do with cute flower sprites!” she declared. “Nothing to it!” 
 
    “Umm, that’s right,” Satina muttered uncomfortably, not selling it as well as she should be, the flower sprite noted bitterly. “Blossom came by to get to know me, that’s all.” 
 
    Brock shrugged. “Blossom, I know I shouldn’t worry, and you have every right to leave home on your own, but remember, it’s always risky. You’re still lighter than most people in the Sylvan District, if not shorter, and if you’re away from your pot for more than four hours—” 
 
    “It’s only been like an hour at most. Relax, baby.” 
 
    “Actually, Blossom did have an idea,” Satina continued sheepishly. “I suppose we should run it by him now rather than later?” 
 
    “Let me do the talking,” Blossom said, eyeing a warning at the satyress. “Brocky, honey, Satina and I have been chatting, and I think her situation is very sad. Don’t you?” 
 
    Brock nodded, standing beside the flower sprite and running his fingers through her viny hair, covertly checking for any marks or scratches like a protective mama bird. “Definitely, though I don’t quite understand just how bad it is.” 
 
    “She can’t go home or see her family until she joins a harem,” Blossom explained, pouting sympathetically. “It’s horrible!” 
 
    Brock looked at Satina and grimaced. “Is it really that bad? You’re all alone?” 
 
    She sighed and jerked her head in a nod. “It’s true. I’ve been on my own since I became an adult, and I can’t contact any other satyrs until I join a harem, in accordance with our traditions.” 
 
    “That’s messed up,” Brock noted. 
 
    “That’s my backward culture,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    “And I’ve got the perfect solution!” Blossom inserted, slapping the desk again, which made Satina jump. At that moment, Brock knew something was up, and he regarded the plant girl with the suspicion she knew she probably deserved. “Hey, don’t look at me like that! I’m just trying to help a neighbor!” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Brock replied, crossing his arms. He stole a look back at Satina, who had her hands clasped together as though she were praying that he’d hear Blossom out. 
 
    “You have an established harem,” Blossom pointed out. “What if we have her join us—shift her rent payment over to us as an extra source of income, and she can pretend to be in your harem, too?” 
 
    Brock looked back at Satina and smiled warmly. “I’d have to run it by Pinky, since she owns the house,” he explained. “And, well—” he looked at Blossom, “trust is really important in our house. There are some things I worry about, Blossom. You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?” 
 
    The flower sprite nodded. “When the house construction is finished, it’ll be big enough that your privacy won’t be a problem.” 
 
    Satina looked confused, but she said nothing. She just watched as Brock seriously considered the plan, full of hope and not about to look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    “Do you play League of Loremasters by chance?” Brock asked. 
 
    Satina shook her head. “No—I play Rites of War. It’s the same kind of game, but it’s on mobile only.” 
 
    “The girls are professional streamers and looking for another couple of players to round out their team,” Brock said. “It’d be perfect for them if you could fit into their dynamic, and if you’re already familiar with that kind of game, then maybe it’s worth switching over. It might help them accept you faster.” 
 
    Satina nodded. “I’ll download Loremasters tonight. I watch tournaments sometimes, and RoW is basically the same thing, but for phones, so I should learn fast… though I’m not a pro yet or anything.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, it’s okay, I’ll carry your ass to victory,” Blossom growled confidently. “I knew this was the best fuggin’ idea. Alright, Brocky, let’s go home! Goat girl, call him after work, alright? Let’s set up a time to help you move.” 
 
    “Oh—okay!” Satina said. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Brock interjected. “We need to get Pinky and Mamba on board with this first. We can’t make any official decisions without them.” 
 
    “Fine,” Blossom whined, wagging her finger in his face. “But you owe me like fifty kisses when we get home.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how that connects to this, but I’m fine with it,” Brock said, smirking. He looked over at Satina. “I suppose I’d better give you my number just in case?” 
 
    She nodded shyly. “Okay! And… you already have mine.” 
 
    “Yeah… sorry I haven’t called. It’s been busy.” Brock gave Satina his digits, and after that, the rest of their business proceeded as normal. Blossom had actually forgotten about the coffees and donuts, but thankfully Brock hadn’t—and he even had money! He paid for their breakfast and headed back to the house with Blossom. They walked in silence most of the way. 
 
    “You’re plotting something, aren’t you?” Brock asked her. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Blossom said, shaking her head a bit too violently, “and even if I am, it’s in your best interest anyway so you should just accept it. But I’m not plotting anything. I’m just saying if I was, it’d be good for you.” 
 
    Brock grinned. “Solaris likes whatever plan you’re cooking up, but I’m a bit more cautious. Feelings are on the line, Blossom. I hope you didn’t promise anything to this girl that I can’t deliver.” 
 
    “No.” Blossom grinned right back at him. “I promise I didn’t do that.” In her defense, it wasn’t a lie. In Blossom’s mind, she really believed Brock could do anything.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 – Doubling Up 
 
      
 
   “T here you are,” Mamba cooed as the two of us walked through the front door. She was sitting on the couch, her arm over the back of it, turned to face us. “I was starting to worry with Blossom out of her pot so early in the morning.” 
 
    “Hmph! I’m an adult!” Blossom replied, narrowing her eyes at the hissfolk woman. “I don’t need everyone freaking out every time I wanna stretch my legs.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all you were doing?” Mamba asked doubtfully. 
 
    “No,” I said with a resigned sigh, “she was going behind our back to invite Satina into our home.” 
 
    The look on Mamba’s face was almost performative in how big of an expression it was. Her jaw dropped to a degree that made me wonder if it had unhinged. Being a snake woman, after all, it seemed reasonable that she could do such a thing. “You did what?!” 
 
    “I felt bad for her, so I went there to listen to her side of the story,” Blossom moaned. 
 
    “I wanted to run it by Pinky and you, but it really isn’t that bad of an idea,” I admitted, sitting down on the couch beside Mamba. She viewed me with suspicion on her face even as her hand started rubbing my thigh. 
 
    Mamba smirked with narrowed eyes. “Explain this idea. I’m listening.” 
 
    “She’s banned from seeing her family. She’s alone in this fuggin’ world!” Blossom squealed, pirouetting in front of her pot before she hopped back into it. “And her tits are huuuge!” 
 
    I tried to piggyback on Blossom’s worrisome first attempt at persuading Mamba. “I just—she doesn’t deserve to be alone or cut off from her family. I know it’s a cultural thing, but it doesn’t make it fair. I got the feeling she doesn’t have that many friends, either. So—” 
 
    “So you’re gonna add her to the harem, is that it?” Mamba accused with a judgy glare. 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s not the idea. Blossom just thought she could live with us since we’ll soon have all this new space to work with after the construction. She can crash on the couch for now and change in the bathroom, but when construction is over, she can just rent a room from Pinky. She gets to pretend she’s in a harem for her family, and she won’t be alone.” 
 
    “She also plays Loremasters!” Blossom exclaimed. “I don’t know much about streaming, but with milkers like hers, I bet she’d pull in a lot of views.” 
 
    Mamba’s brow quirked at that as she massaged my inner thigh. “She plays Loremasters?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” I shot a look at Blossom. “She plays the mobile version or something. But she said she’d be willing to switch over to Loremasters.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s all about reaction time and mechanics. If she’s got any talent for RoW, I think it could work.” She scooted closer to me. “But now we should probably address the real problem at hand.” 
 
    “Which is?” I asked, my brow elevating. 
 
    “You didn’t come to bed last night,” Mamba said, prodding me in the chest. “I didn’t get my fill of you, and tonight it’s Pinky’s turn. That’s not fair.” 
 
    “Not fair! It was my turn, too,” Blossom echoed, crossing her arms. 
 
    I smirked. “Well,” I replied with a wry grin as I eyed the way Mamba’s breasts almost spilled out of her red negligee, “I suppose I could make it up to you now, if you’d let me?” 
 
    “If you didn’t suggest it, I was going to just have to whine like a cat in heat until you gave me what I wanted,” she purred, shoving me onto my back with both hands. “I’m glad I don’t have to degrade myself like that.” 
 
    “Well now I wish I had put up more of a fight.” 
 
    I would’ve liked to have seen that, too, the dragon growled. 
 
    She grinned at me as she pulled herself onto my lap. I felt my erection burrowing between her thighs and pressing against her still-covered slit, already damp. “If you’re ready, let’s get this couch messy, Brock Star.” 
 
    “Oh fuggin’ hell, are we doin’ this?” Blossom gasped, her roots only just settled into the pot. 
 
    “I think we’re doing this,” I said, growling in her direction. “When is Pinky coming back?” 
 
    “If Pinky walks in on us, she can participate like everyone else,” Mamba hummed, grinding her crotch against mine. I felt the surprising heat of her sex rubbing against me, urging my already erect cock into an iron-like status. 
 
    I grabbed the bottom of her lacy red pajama tank top and tugged it suggestively. “Let me see those snitties,” I rumbled at her. 
 
    She bit her lip and stifled a moan as my prick prodded her groin while she grabbed the bottom of her shirt, slowly lifting it over her head. Her two plump green breasts, smooth-scaled but delightfully bouncy, fell free, with one of the most satisfying titty drops I’d seen in recent memory. She leaned forward, one hand on my face, and another on her left breast. 
 
    “Suck it for me, baby,” 
 
    “Awww, come on, wait for me!” Blossom whined, hastily stripping off all of her own clothes until she was nude from head to toe. “Wait, where do I even fit in this equation?” 
 
    “Get on your knees beside the couch, you two can take turns feeding me your tits,” I said, grinning wickedly,  
 
    “Aww yiss,” Blossom celebrated, pumping her fist, which made her pert bosom bounce in a delightful way. She wasn’t nearly as stacked as Mamba or Pinky, but she was also far from flat, and the size of her endowment also worked well with her petite physique. My cock flared as I stared at her tempting nudity—the only endorsement that I felt she should need. 
 
    Blossom took her spot beside me, but I sucked in Mamba’s smooth nipple first. My tongue swirled amorously around her teat, my hand cupping her breast just to enjoy the heft of it. I massaged it, letting her moan and call out my name as I administered my affections to her lust-swollen breast. 
 
    “Oh, Brock,” she moaned, “It’s so good.” Her fingers ran passionately through my hair, but I didn’t want to leave Blossom unattended. I could feel her growing antsier with every second I wasn’t touching her. 
 
    I reached my free hand around Blossom’s waist and pulled her chest to my face. Relinquishing Mamba’s nipple from my mouth, but still pinching and playing with it with my fingers, I turned the majority of my attention to the whimpering flower sprite. 
 
    “I hope it’s big enough for you,” she said softly. 
 
    My only reply was to latch on, maintaining eye contact so I could enjoy the look of love and bliss on her pretty face. Her ink-black eyes swam with emotion as she watched me nip and suck on her bosom. And then something unexpected happened. 
 
    With a moan, she expelled something sweet into my mouth—sweeter than the sweetest honey I’d ever tasted, coming in little bursts of nectar. My eyes went wide with surprise and wonder. 
 
    “Ohh!” she moaned. “Do you like it?” 
 
    I unsuckled myself from her for one painful moment to ask, “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “My love syrup,” she said, cheeks flushing a new shade of green. 
 
    “Love syrup?” Mamba grunted. I continued to play with her breasts while she ground her sopping sex against my groin. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I—uh—when a breedable Flower Sprite is fertile and, umm, in love, she secretes a special sap as a treat for her mate. It’s said to be an aphrodisiac to some species.” 
 
    “I can see how that might be true,” I grunted. I wasn’t feeling any direct effects, but the taste was sweet and made me want to suck on her boobs a bit more. 
 
    “Do you like it?” she asked, repeating her previous question. 
 
    “I do,” I declared, nodding fervently as I went back to work. 
 
    “Oh, good!” she sighed happily. “That’s one less thing to worry about. Suck away, Brocky!” 
 
    Mamba groaned. “I’m taking off your pants,” she warned me, not making it a request. She did so, sliding them off me easily, but she didn’t stop there. 
 
    The hissfolk beauty stood up, and I had to let go of her boob for a sad minute as she stripped off her own sexy pajama shorts and black satin panties, revealing her naked pussy. It was naturally bare, since hissfolk could only grow hair on their heads, and it was already dripping with anticipation. 
 
    “Wait,” I grunted. “Let’s change positions.” 
 
    Mamba nodded, but looked a bit tense and impatient. “To what?” she asked, her tone loaded with excitement. 
 
    I thought about it. “Umm, Blossom on top, you on the bottom, and me sliding in between?” I proposed. “I can’t do you both at the same time, but I can come close.” 
 
    Mamba and Blossom looked at one another and shrugged. “Works for me,” Mamba said, “but you better make me cum one way or the other.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” I stood up, and Mamba lay down on the couch where I had been. 
 
    “So I just… lie on top of her?” Blossom asked, her voice a bit quivery. 
 
    “Yeah, like she’s your bed, but face down.” 
 
    Blossom planted her legs by Mamba’s sides and slowly lay down atop her. 
 
    “You’re so light,” Mamba giggled, throwing her arms around Blossom’s waist. 
 
    “You’re warmer than I thought you’d be,” Blossom said softly, her lips hovering over Mamba’s neck, her eyes staring at it anxiously. 
 
    I studied the position the girls were in. It wasn’t going to really work out for what I had in mind. Blossom’s cute little rump was on top of Mamba’s lower abdomen, due to the size difference between them, but I needed them to line up. 
 
    “I’m going to do some positioning,” I warned them. “Hang on a second.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” Blossom mumbled as I grabbed her thighs and pulled her toward me, toward Mamba’s feet, lining up their pussies so that one was perfectly on top of the other. 
 
    “That is a work of art,” I gushed in reverence of my arrangement. Blossom’s face was now directly over Mamba’s chest, and she fell conspicuously silent. 
 
    “Is everything alright down there, Blossom?” Mamba asked with a chortle. 
 
    “I wanna rub my face in your snitties so bad,” the flower sprite whimpered. “I’m gonna suck ‘em.” 
 
    “Go right on ahead, as long as Brock’s okay with it,” Mamba cooed. 
 
    “Live your best life, ladies.” 
 
    I soon could hear the sexy sounds of Blossom’s lips fastening themselves to Mamba’s breast, slurping and licking away as they both moaned together. That was more than fine by me, and it only got me harder. 
 
    I pulled Mamba’s legs, but with Blossom on top of her, over the end of the sofa until her knees were hanging over the edge, and Blossom bent her legs upward to accommodate for the fact that Mamba’s were no longer there for support under her. I grabbed Blossom’s ankles with one hand as I reached forward and under to caress the plant girl’s breast. 
 
    “Ohhh, what’s that for?” Blossom moaned as I claimed a dribble of her slick love syrup. I took the sweet fluid and rubbed it on the tip of my cock, my eyes practically glazing over at the sight of the two green snatches that were practically calling my name.  
 
    “You’ll see,” I said in a heated growl. I shoved my manhood between both women’s nether lips, and I realized at that moment just how overkill it had been to use the love syrup as a lubricant, because both of my beauties were as wet as waterfalls. I eased right in, my dick sandwiched lovingly between two piping hot pussies, their labia wrapping around either side of my cock. The resulting girly moans that came back to me were all the encouragement I needed to continue. 
 
    As I thrust forward, my hands migrated to Blossom’s ass, prying her cheeks open to get a better look. She groaned with every action my hands made, but shook with bliss at the way her slit tried to swallow me up. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Mamba moaned, her voice going airy and high, “this is a creative solution.” 
 
    “How’s it feeling down there?” I asked. “Feels pretty good from up here.” 
 
    “It’s fuggin’ working for me, baby,” Blossom whimpered, her body twitching. “Mamba, can I keep playing with your boobies?” 
 
    Blossom didn’t actually wait for permission, but Mamba didn’t seem to complain as the flower sprite’s hands and mouth got to work on her chest. I had quite a show going on in front of me, but it was hard to focus on anything other than just how damn good it felt to be taking a double pussyjob from two of the hottest girls in Meteoropolis. 
 
    “I’m not gonna last forever,” I warned them. 
 
    “Me neither,” Mamba grated out through her teeth, “I’m gonna cum soon, but—” 
 
    Whatever she was about to say was broken by Blossom’s bombastic whines as the flower sprite flooded a new sort of nectar all over my cock and Mamba’s thighs. “Guh-aaahhh–ffffffaaa… Oh, Brocky!” was all she managed to get out as her body shook like she was on a fault line in the middle of an earthquake. 
 
    Mamba came next, gushing out her own orgasmic burst as I kept thrusting away, but she managed to keep her voice fairly even, even as her body whipped and rippled. For a moment, I thought she’d end up tossing Blossom off of her. 
 
    “Where should I finish?” I asked, sensing my time had come. 
 
    “In my butt!” Blossom squeaked. “It’s stretchy, and I don’t poop, so it’s always clean!” 
 
    “Why not your pussy?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s too tight! hurry!” 
 
    That was good enough for me, though I had to wonder why in the name of all that is holy she had a butthole at all if she didn’t use it. I gripped her hips tightly, pulled my cock out from between the two pussies, and prodded her winking pucker. 
 
    “Oh shit,” she muttered, “this feels like it’s gonna sting for a sec.” 
 
    “If you don’t want me to do it, fine, but I’m running out of—” 
 
    “Do it!” she squealed, “slam it in there!” 
 
    I wasn’t going to get a better offer than that, so I followed her instructions and, thankfully for us both, it slid in with relative ease. Still, it was a tight fit, and Blossom let out a shout of surprise at the first sharp insertion. I found a rhythm, though, and the lustful flower sprite bucked backward, urging me deeper, her grunts of discomfort quickly morphing into groans of bliss. 
 
    And then it was my turn. My eyes closed and my jaw quivered as I shot a generous volume of milky seed into Blossom’s depths. She squeezed her sphincter tight as I released, seemingly instinctively, milking me for every drop. 
 
    “I’m a little bit jealous,” Mamba whined. “He hasn’t been in my ass yet.” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge someday soon,” I promised as I pulled out of Blossom and raised my arms in a triumphant stretch. “I think I needed that!” 
 
    “You’re a lot more aggressive than you were when we first met,” Mamba noted as Blossom rolled off her. “Oh—Blossom, you’re dripping onto Pinky’s carpet!” 
 
    “Oh, dang,” I muttered. “That’s okay. We still have time to clean up. Quick, grab the—” 
 
    The door opened at precisely that moment. “Hey guys, OH WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON!” 
 
    Blossom stood up straight, naked, yipping in surprise at the sight of the unicorn girl. “Pinky, I can explain! Brock did me in the butt on your couch!” 
 
    Well, that was indeed an explanation, I had to give her that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 – Gamer Girls 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “S o,” Pinky said, her voice still slightly high with jealousy and irritation, “I guess you guys had a good morning so far?” 
 
    Mamba grinned at her in reply. “We sure did,” she confirmed. “Pity you weren’t here to join us.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I would have fit in your… uh, configuration,” the unicorn girl noted, her sculpted brow askew. 
 
    Blossom slammed the table, though it hardly made a sound under her weak hands. “That’s nonsense!” Blossom shouted. “Problem solving skills, people! Are you a unicorn or a unicornnot?” 
 
    Pinky Peach just sighed. “I’m going to have to burn that couch.” 
 
    “What? No, I like this couch. I have many good memories on this couch,” Mamba whimpered. 
 
    “I’m realizing just how true that is,” Pinky shuddered with a high pitched growl. “We’re having a visitor come by later, and I have no clue how I’m going to get the smell of snake and flower girl juice off the cushions in time.” 
 
    I raised my hand and their attention shifted to me. “If I may, I just want to point out that Eppy isn’t making you freak out about the cleanliness quite as much as I thought she would.” 
 
    Pinky smiled weakly. “That’s true,” she agreed. “I wonder if she’s taking it easy for a while because we’ve appeased her wishes. I haven’t felt her presence as much today. It’s nice, but also a bit lonely.” 
 
    “I can see that. My dragon has been quiet, too, except every once in a while he’ll urge me to be horny or beat someone up.” 
 
    “He sounds like a lovely influence,” Pinky noted with a quirky grin. 
 
    Mamba and Blossom, sadly fully dressed, sat on either side of me, with Pinky on a chair facing us. The living room felt so quiet after what had so recently transpired, and every lull in the conversation seemed to hang on artificially long. 
 
    “Anyway,” Pinky continued, “I was looking for a fourth girl for our team, and I think I found someone. I invited her over for a training session this afternoon. She’s bringing her own laptop. I just hope the wifi is strong enough to support us all.” 
 
    “Oh. Well that’s good news, I guess. Who is she?” I grunted. 
 
    “She’s a half-elf, half-catgirl named Tahini. She seems very sweet, if a bit nerdy.” 
 
    “Does she have boobies?” Blossom asked, leaning forward eagerly as her brow furrowed. “This is important.” 
 
    Pinky shrugged. “She’s got a more lithe physique, but she’ll hit all the gamer girl fantasies without a hitch, so it’s nothing to worry about regarding a conflict with our team name. She has a small following on Flinch, but she’s no professional streamer yet.” 
 
    “Is she looking to be one?” I asked. 
 
    Pinky shrugged. “She says she’s interested in starting. Her dad is apparently a pretty important guy, but he’s always busy, so she wanted a job she can do from home to keep herself occupied.” 
 
    Mamba gave me a look, and I knew what she wanted to bring up. My shoulders tensed, along with most of the muscles in my back, but I nodded. 
 
    “We actually might have a fifth and final girl, too,” Mamba said. “Blossom did some, uh… scouting this morning.” 
 
    Pinky’s face instantly darkened with suspicion. “Oh really? I wouldn’t have imagined Blossom to be so aggressive with the recruiting.” 
 
    “It’s Satina!” Blossom blurted out excitedly as though she expected Pinky to be as thrilled with the revelation as she was. “The goat with the knockers!” 
 
    “She’s a satyress, not a goat,” Mamba corrected her. “You really need to be cautious saying things like that.” 
 
    “Her?!” squealed Pinky. “Are you serious?!” 
 
    I reached out and squeezed Pinky’s hand. “Give her a chance. We’re going to have loads of room in the house, so we were thinking about letting her rent a room from you so she could pretend she was in my harem for her family’s benefit. It was Blossom’s idea, but it’s not a bad one.” 
 
    Pinky’s face twitched. “Rent a room? Really? Are you sure?”  
 
    I shrugged, looking to the other two girls for help. 
 
    “She’s willing to join the team, Pinky. We need a fifth girl, and we won’t find anyone as photogenic as her,” Mamba pointed out. “Let’s give her a chance. If it doesn’t work out, or you get bad vibes, we can always say no.” 
 
    Blossom’s lip quivered. “Please, we have to help her,” she whined. “Think of how lonely she is without her family!” 
 
    Pinky’s eyes darted between the three of us and she let out a long sigh of defeat. “Fine. We’ll give her a chance. Can she come today? We can do a training session in the afternoon together to test our compatibility. Tahini’s already planning to show up, so it’s a good opportunity.” 
 
    “I’ll call her,” I said. Pinky cocked an eyebrow at me. “She gave me her number, it’s true,” I chuckled. “I also gave her mine today.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she sighed, rolling her eyes and tossing up her hands. “I just hope it works out. I’d really like for us to have a solid full team ready for training between seasons. With newbies and casuals on the team, we won’t go that far, but we can probably get a Flinch following and maybe win some smaller tournaments.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Blossom squealed excitedly. “Call her now! Call her now, Brocky!” 
 
    I nodded and dialed Satina’s number. The call went quickly, and I could tell she was very happy to receive it from the excited, breathless tone she spoke in. She agreed to come to our house as soon as she finished her shift, which coincidentally was around the same time that Tahini was supposed to show up. 
 
    The girls all got on their computers, so I checked the police scanner to kill the time, but nothing interesting came to my attention, so I just laid low and helped Blossom keep an eye on her minimap as she practiced with bots. 
 
    Soon, though, the moment came in which a knock sounded at the door. Pinky appeared at the doorway to her room and looked at me, her eyes glimmering with excitement. She dashed to the front door, her hooves clip-clopping, and threw it open. 
 
    “Welcome, Tahini!” she said, and there was a skinny little bronze-skinned catgirl with dark brown hair and heavy black eye makeup done with almost Egyptian-like sensibilities, wearing a white tank top that simply had a picture of a bottle of milk and the word ‘yum’ across the front. She also wore a pair of faded, ratty mini shorts and black knee-high boots. Around her neck, she had a hilariously superfluous pair of blue cat ear headphones, and over her shoulder was a leather messenger bag just big enough for a laptop. 
 
    “Hey,” the catgirl replied, a little coldly, maybe shyly, offering the weakest of smiles. “I guess… you’re Pinky, huh?” 
 
    “That I am!” Pinky twitched suddenly, perhaps realizing the cringiness of saying ‘That I am’ with as much enthusiasm as she had just leaned into. “Umm, please come in.” 
 
    Tahini nodded slowly as she looked around. “I saw some scaffolding and construction casting circles outside,” she noted. “You guys doing some renovation?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Pinky answered her, leading the catgirl into the living room. I stood up, and so did Mamba, but Blossom stayed seated, as she was in the middle of a game—which wasn’t going well. 
 
    “Fucking uninstall, you piece of shit!” she shouted into her microphone. “You’re useless!” 
 
    “Whoa,” Tahini giggled. “She’s intense.” 
 
    “She’s Blossom,” Pinky sighed. “I’m Pinky Peach, as you know, and this is Mamba.” 
 
    The hissfolk woman waved. “Hey,” she grunted. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Tahini nodded, “Nice to meet you, too.” Then she set her eyes on me, and they went comically wide. “Whoa, dude. You’re… statuesque.” 
 
    Pinky Peach cleared her throat. “That’s Brock. He’s my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Oh, right on. I dig it. Sorry, I just—Shit, did I just call you statuesque aloud?” She blushed profusely, making me warm up to her right away. 
 
    “I’ve been called worse.” I shook her hand at the wrist, Meteoropolis style. “Great to meet you, Tahini.” I couldn’t help but feel something, though, when I looked at her. Familiarity. “Have we somehow met before?” I asked. 
 
    Tahini’s feline eyes went wide for a moment, then settled back into their normal look as she took back her hand. “Umm, no, I don’t think so.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Weird. I just feel like maybe I’ve seen you around.” 
 
    “Oh,” she chuckled, but it came with a nervous twitch of her lip. “Probably not, I live on the other side of the Sylvan District. I don’t come around here too often.” 
 
    “The rich side?” Mamba asked with a smirk. 
 
    Tahini blushed and adjusted her glasses. “Uhhh, yeah. Kinda? My dad is the police commissioner, so—” 
 
    “Wait, your dad is Commissioner Go’Urden?!” I blurted out loud. There was no way this was a coincidence. I also recalled Mamba’s reading about a catgirl entering my life. What was it she said? I looked over at Mamba, and she seemed to be running the same calculations I was.  
 
    Tahini’s eyes fixed back on me. “Yeah. So?” 
 
    I shook my head, calming down. “Nothing,” I lied, “just an important guy is all.” 
 
    “He’s ridiculous,” she snorted, giggling openly at her father’s expense. “But I came here to play and get to know you all. So let’s play.” 
 
    “Not just yet,” Pinky chimed in. She looked at me. “Is Satina on her way?” 
 
    I checked my phone. “Let me—” 
 
    And then there was a well-timed knock on the front door. 
 
    “There she is!” squeaked Blossom excitedly. “Let me go get the door!” 
 
    “Blossom, your game is still going!” Pinky exclaimed as Blossom stood up and sprinted away from the desk. The unicorn girl growled and sat down in her chair to take over. “I swear to the gods…” 
 
    Tahini smirked. “I like the vibe you guys have. Like a family.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled. “I totally agree. Well, why don’t you set up at the kitchen table? There’s an outlet by the wall. I should also greet Satina.” 
 
    “Cool,” Tahini said, then turning her head toward me with interest. “Talk later, maybe?” 
 
    “Umm, sure,” I replied, and went to the door. When I saw the satyress standing there, I was sure I let my jaw hang like a cartoon character. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Satina was dressed in a red halter top with a white checkered pattern. It exposed her entire back and most of her midriff, and down below, she wore a pleated blue denim miniskirt. Aside from some rings and earrings, that was it: she left her furry satyr legs uncovered, but the skirt was so short that I could see that once the fur transitioned to her inner thigh, it disappeared, and her skin became more humanlike. 
 
    “Hey, Brock!” She waved at me over Blossom’s head. “I brought my laptop. I didn’t ask, but I assumed that’s what I had to do?” 
 
    I nodded, realizing I probably should have clarified that earlier. Good thing she was quicker on the draw than I was. “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    She leaned in, her hand on my shoulder, and whispered in my ear. “I spent my whole shift reading up on Loremasters and practicing on the work computer during downtime,” she giggled. “I’m feeling pretty confident.” 
 
    I smiled back at her. “Nice. Good luck!” 
 
    “You’re gonna need it, sister, if you’re playing against me!” Blossom growled. 
 
    “Blossom,” Mamba sighed, “we’ll all be on the same team.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Blossom squeaked, nodding, her brow furrowed adorably. “I forgot.” 
 
    Satina lifted up a bag and cleared her throat. “Also, as thanks for giving me a chance, everyone, I brought another order of all your favorite coffees and donuts—” she turned to Tahini, “except, uh, I didn’t know what you wanted, so I just got you an iced latte with half sugar and a chocolate donut with rainbow sprinkles.” 
 
    Tahini looked up at her in wonder. “I think I love you,” she muttered softly. 
 
    I watched and tried to make myself useful as the girls got themselves set up and played through their first co-op vs. bots match together. There were some minor issues—mainly Blossom dominating the voice chat with smack talk directed at the bots. 
 
    “What the fuck, bro?!” she shouted as she cleared out three of them in one go with her ult, “fuggin’ uninstall, you loser. That’s what you get for maining a bottom-tier support champion.” 
 
    “On the plus side, Blossom’s lingo is developing,” Pinky sighed into the microphone. 
 
    “I mean, our viewers love her,” Mamba giggled. 
 
    “I love her,” Tahini added, with a strong emphasis on the ‘I’. “She’s hilarious. I’m having a blast.” 
 
    Satina was mostly silent, entirely focused, obviously desperate to prove that her place on the team was well-deserved, and she didn’t disappoint. In the second game, she got the most kills, and wasn’t eliminated even once.  
 
    “Whoa, Satina,” Pinky said with awe, “I thought you just played RoW?” 
 
    “I’m… focusing,” she growled as she fired off her E-key ability, taking out another enemy champion with a spray of silver daggers. “My goodness!” she squeaked excitedly. 
 
    I considered it a good sign that they initially only planned to play two games, but went on to play five more, three of them in Ranked PvP—and two of those games they won easily. Afternoon turned into evening, and soon I heard a unicorn tummy rumbling when I went into Pinky’s room to check on her. 
 
    “Baaabe?” she called out to me, not taking her eyes off the screen. “Could you do me a super solid?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Want me to pick up some dinner? No problem.” 
 
    “Thank you, honey, I’ll make it up to you later.” She muted her mic for a moment and looked at me with wide eyes. “This is going so well!” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m really happy for you. Keep kicking ass. I’ll be back soon. What should I get?” 
 
    “Umm—let the new girls choose what they want, and you can just buy me whatever. My treat. We need to keep them.” 
 
    I beamed at her. “Look at you, being all open-minded about Satina.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with results,” she giggled. “Let me know how much it costs, okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure thing. I’ll be back soon.” I headed out into the living room again. “Alright, Dream Girls—that’s your team name by the way, if you didn’t know,” I explained when Tahini shot me a weird look. “Quick, shout out what you want to eat and Pinky will pay for it. I’ll go out to pick it up now.” 
 
    “Uhhh—ffff…fried manticore legs!” Tahini blurted out, her eyes fixed back on the glowing screen. 
 
    “Get me a cockatrice sunrise salad with a triple order of breadsticks and griffin pepper poppers,” Satina said, and I hastily typed it down on my phone. “The goblin place across from Darklings has that, and a few blocks down you can get the fried manticore she wants from the day market. Kalinda the gnoll has the best stuff.” 
 
    I nodded, impressed with her local culinary knowledge. “Mamba?” 
 
    “Mmmm… I know the place Satina’s talking about. Tell them Mamba wants her usual.” 
 
    “Nice,” I chuckled. I turned my head. “Blossom?” 
 
    “A cup of water and fuggin’ k-kisses!” she squeaked, looking at me over her shoulder. “Pronto!” 
 
    I acquiesced to Blossom’s request first, but that officially outed the harem-relationship, I noted, if Tahini hadn’t already figured it out. Next, I headed out the door and set out to fill each of the girls’ individual orders. 
 
    Right, I thought, Just a few meals to buy, plus something for myself. What could go wrong? 
 
    

  

 
   
    A Harem Interlude 
 
      
 
   “S o… I thought that he was Pinky’s boyfriend,” Tahini queried after they finished their match. They were all sitting in the lobby, taking a break because Pinky Peach needed to pee. 
 
    “Well, he is,” Mamba said, smiling wryly. “And he’s Blossom’s boyfriend. And mine.” 
 
    Tahini’s eyes went wide as she looked over at Satina. “Oh, fuck! You’re a Valestrian Satyress,” she noted. “Is this ‘cuz of you somehow?” 
 
    “Because of me?” Satina asked, hand on her throat in confusion. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Tahini shrugged. “Well, I dunno,” she started, “Just—everyone knows Valestrian satyr girls only date in harems.” 
 
    Satina sighed and made brief eye contact with Mamba. “As odd as it might seem, I’m actually the only one here besides you not in the harem.” 
 
    “Yet!” Blossom said from her place in the corner. “Give him time.” 
 
    “Give us time,” Mamba implored, shooting a look at Blossom, then flashing an awkward, semi-apologetic smile back at the satyr woman. “Don’t get me wrong—I’m really sympathetic to your situation and everything, but… well, you know. We already had to make compromises to arrive at the situation we’re in.” 
 
    “Does that mean you aren’t happy?” Tahini asked, closing her computer lid, extremely interested in the weirdness of this social arrangement that she’d wandered into. “It must be rough sharing the love of one guy.” 
 
    Mamba smiled softly at her and shook her head. “It’s not as hard as you think. The problem is it’s already really good the way it is. I think expanding our relationship to include another woman is… doable, but we’d need to be sure it wouldn’t change things too much in a bad way.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Satina nodded, encouraged by the lack of a flat rejection she was getting. “Brock seems like a really great guy, but when it comes down to it, I don’t know him all that well. Tell me about him?” 
 
    Blossom and Mamba made eye contact for a moment. “He’s very sweet,” Mamba said. “He always knows when something’s wrong and goes out of his way to listen. He’s one of those rare guys that understands that sometimes we don’t need problem solvers for boyfriends, we just need a shoulder to cry on.” 
 
    “He kisses super good,” Blossom added. “Oh! And he can sing!” 
 
    “Really?” Tahini asked with a curious lift to her voice. “I wouldn’t have guessed that. He looks shredded as fuck. He must spend hours a day in the gym for a body like that.” 
 
    Pinky walked out of the bathroom at that moment. “What are you all talking about?” 
 
    “Brock,” the four of them said in unison, with varying degrees of adoration obvious in their voices. 
 
    “Oh,” she giggled. “Yeah, he’s great. I guess the cat’s out of the bag about our communal relationship, then?” 
 
    Mamba giggled. “Brock kissed Blossom on the way out, and that raised questions.” 
 
    “Sloppy of him.” Pinky shook her head but couldn’t let go of her smile. 
 
    “It wasn’t sloppy enough!” Blossom wailed. “I wanted some tongue but he shut me down.” 
 
    Satina leaned forward, eyeing Tahini. “So you don’t have a boyfriend or anything?” 
 
    “Huh?” she replied, sudden obvious nerves making her voice and body language awkward and jittery. “No, I—I’ve never actually been in a serious relationship with any boys. My dad didn’t let me when I was in school, and now I’m just… I kind of gave up on it, I guess? I don’t know.” 
 
    Pinky sighed. “I’ve been there. But, I’m living proof that if you keep your heart open to the possibility, the right guy might just show up—or girl, or monster, or whatever you’re into.” 
 
    The catgirl giggled. “When I figure it out, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Do you have a type? We know a few cool male streamers. Haven’t talked to them in a while, but maybe we could set you up?” Mamba suggested. 
 
    “Oh, fuck no,” Tahini giggled, snorting once and shaking her head violently. “No way. But as for my type… well,” she raised her eyes and watched their expressions carefully as she said, “That Solaris guy on the news is pretty fine, isn’t he?” 
 
    Tahini watched as Blossom, Mamba, and Pinky traded quick glances that varied from smug to nervous to shocked. They only lasted for the briefest of seconds—but Tahini was ready for it. She caught those looks, and she had suspected enough to know what they probably meant. 
 
    “I mean, he’s alright,” Pinky offered, her voice aquiver. “I’m not really into dragons, but—” 
 
    “Didn’t I see, like, fifty dragon stuffies on your bed when I peeked into your room earlier?” Satina asked, blinking. “You’re not into dragons? Could have fooled me.” 
 
    “They were gifts!” Blossom gushed. 
 
    “Gifts from who? Brock?” Tahini asked, sounding a lot like a police interrogator to Pinky. 
 
    The unicorn girl’s voice went meek, and her ankles shook, making her little hooves rattle against the floor. “Uhh, no, they were from—” 
 
    “Me!” Mamba blurted out, thinking fast. “I won some dumb competition at a carnival, and I got dozens of plushies as a reward, so I gave them to Pinky back when she moved into this house. As a housewarming gift.” 
 
    “Oh,” Satina said, smiling, “That’s cute. You do have the best friend vibe.” 
 
    “Wow, and they gave you the dragon posters and the dragonscale computer case, too?” Tahini asked with mock wonder, just pressing their buttons at this point. “That’s incredible!” 
 
    “Uhhh…” 
 
    “—Brock has a really nice dick!” Blossom blurted out. The resulting pause was so pronounced that you could practically hear the clock on the wall ticking—and it was digital. 
 
    “...Should we play one more game?” Satina piped up at last. “I’m having a lot of fun.” 
 
    “Girls,” Pinky said, happy that Blossom’s unusual tactic seemed to have worked, “I feel really good about this. But let’s take a break and talk business for a second. Mamba, let’s sit at the kitchen table with them for this.” 
 
    “Oh—okay,” Mamba muttered, standing up.  
 
    Pinky went to Blossom’s corner and dragged her pot over to the table, too. All five of them were sitting together for the very first time, and somehow, even to Tahini and Satina, who came with their own separate agendas, the moment felt sacred—even magical. 
 
    “Our original team is one of the only all-girl teams in the Sylvan District, and the very first all-girl team to make it to a sponsored tournament event. We’ve never won the whole season or anything like that, but Mamba and I have been doing this for a few years now—” 
 
    “—Basically since Loremasters came out,” Mamba added. 
 
    Pinky nodded. “We had a good team before, and I think we could have moved on to do very well—but changes in the lives of some of our players caused them to have to quit the game and, in one case, quit streaming altogether. But I’m not ready to give up, so here we are.” 
 
    “Here we fuggin’ are,” Blossom shouted, slapping the table with her tiny fist. The resulting shock made Tahini’s can of Monster Girl energy drink fall over. Thankfully, it was almost empty. “Sorry,” Blossom muttered. “I got excited.” 
 
    “Now, I won’t lie,” Pinky started, “Satina, Blossom, and Tahini—you aren’t pros. None of us are. But I felt real team chemistry today when we played together, and that counts for a lot. If you’re serious about doing this, I think it could work.” 
 
    “You know I’m in!” Blossom said, flexing her plant fiber-based muscles. 
 
    Satina nodded. “I… Yeah, I’m in! Gosh, why not? I’ve got nothing else going on these days except for work.” 
 
    “This could eventually replace that job,” Mamba explained, trying to tempt her. “You averaged three hundred viewers today—those are insane numbers for a new streamer.” 
 
    “It’s the titties,” Blossom whispered with a wink. 
 
    “How about you, Tahini?” Pinky asked, feeling a bit more reticence coming from the catgirl. She watched as Tahini scratched her neck and scrunched up her face. 
 
    “I mean… yeah, okay,” she agreed with a sigh. “At least for a season, and then we’ll see.” 
 
    “Yes!” Pinky squealed happily. “This is going to be amazing, you’ll see!” 
 
    Mamba cleared her throat. “There’s one thing worth mentioning. You saw the construction materials outside. They’re doing some renovations to the house and adding a second level, and that’ll take a few days, so we will have to do our next training meetings from our own homes, probably. Or meet up somewhere else.” 
 
    “Who’s paying for that?” Tahini asked. “You all make enough as streamers to get the house renovated? Does Brock have a job?” 
 
    “Oh—it’s complicated,” Pinky said, thinking up a tiny fib in a flash. “It has to do with some special experiments he does with his capsule doctor. Brock is still relatively new to Meteoropolis, and he’s the first human in a long time.” 
 
    “Does he have a Splice Partner?” she asked, narrowing her eyes and stroking the length of her jawline as she waited for the next lie. 
 
    “Yes,” Mamba murmured, “but we don’t know what it is. He has a non-disclosure agreement with the capsule doctor.” 
 
    Tahini grinned. “Interesting,” she noted. “Don’t you ever just get curious?” 
 
    Satina giggled. “Well, what creatures or species are known for having harems?” she inquired. “I bet we could figure it out.” 
 
    “Well,” Blossom muttered, “there’s no need to—” 
 
    “I bet he’s a Valestrian Satyr like you,” Tahini said, pointing at Satina. “That would make sense.” 
 
    Satina shook her pretty head, her ponytail bouncing as she tapped her chin. “No, probably some kind of fire elemental. When he shook my hand one time I thought I was grabbing an ember.” 
 
    “Ohh, yeah, now that you mention it, he very well could be,” Tahini played along, though she was already pretty sure she knew exactly what he was. “But fire elementals don’t have harems, Satina.” 
 
    The satyress shrugged. “I mean, maybe Brock came from a time in human history when harems were common. Maybe his human side is the cause for this situation all on its own.” 
 
    Pinky could actually hear her heart pounding. “Well, we should probably respect Brock’s priva—” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Tahini said, snapping her fingers. “You know what he is? A dragon!” 
 
    Satina nodded. “I could see it—it’d explain the physique and the body heat. Does he have any hoarding behaviors, though? Gold dragons hoard gold, Gem dragons hoard gems, moon dragons hoard friends—” 
 
    “Solar dragons hoard magical items and lovers,” Tahini said with a grin. “What do you think, Pinky? Could I be onto something? Is Brock Solaris?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 – Saving a Life 
 
      
 
   T hings seem to be going really well for us, the dragon noted as I picked up the last of the food orders and strolled out of the store. I used my ability to travel at light speed to get from restaurant to restaurant in a hurry, and that meant that I was able to acquire all the food within a matter of minutes. The girls wouldn’t be expecting me back for another twenty or thirty—at least, not Satina and Tahini. 
 
    “Don’t ever say ‘things are going well.’ Where I’m from, we call that jinxing it,” I said, but I couldn’t deny my urge to smile. “You’re not wrong, though. The ladies have got their new team, and my love life has never been better.” 
 
    It seems like it’s bound to get even more interesting, growled the dragon. The satyress is practically begging for your affection. 
 
    “She is,” I agreed thoughtfully, stopping on a street corner to pretend to talk into my phone as I continued the conversation.  
 
    I still felt self-conscious about looking like I was talking to myself in public, but I’d grown quite fond of these little asides, and I’d noticed that I wasn’t the only one in the city who took time to commune with their Splice Partner. People whispering to themselves in city parks were a relatively common sight.  
 
    I continued my train of thought. “You know, dragon, the old me would have made excuses for all the reasons why we shouldn’t add to our fun arrangement, but...” 
 
    But? the dragon hummed hopefully. 
 
    “But why the hell would I stop now?” I asked, thumping my chest a bit overdramatically, drawing a funny look from a faun woman on the other side of the street. “Seriously, where’s the harm? It’s a win-win situation, as far as I’m concerned, assuming there’s some romantic chemistry there and it doesn’t create problems for the other girls.” 
 
    That’s the spirit, the solar dragon roared with delight. I was certain I’d rub off on you sooner or later. 
 
    “You’re a horrible influence,” I chuckled. “Still—I’m thankful for you. Without you, I wouldn’t have the life I have now.” 
 
    Maybe not, admitted the dragon, but I would still be space dust without you. 
 
    I blinked at that sentence, realizing for the first time that this was the most vivid back-and-forth exchange I’d ever had with the dragon. “Your personality is coming out a lot more than it used to. I feel like I know you as well as I know myself.” 
 
    It’s the dark elven woman, Koriana. Her tonics and trances have revealed quite a bit of me that I thought was gone, he explained. Have you considered what to do with the knowledge of my hoard? 
 
    I shook my head. “Not really. It’s pretty low on my priorities.” 
 
    We could have wealth and women beyond your wildest imagination. We could rule the Sylvan District, if not the city, with the influence my riches would give us. 
 
    “I have no doubt. But I don’t want to leave my life here behind to go on a treasure hunt across the universe. I’d also have to work out a way to get out of the dome.” 
 
    Very well, the dragon relented calmly. Our life here isn’t so bad. That treasure isn’t going anywhere, so we can always claim it in a century or two. 
 
    “Hey, dragon?” I asked. “Can I get your opinion on something?” 
 
    I was standing on the street corner with my phone to my ear, pretending that this conversation was with someone on the other end of a call. Still—I got the feeling that a couple of passersby were looking at me oddly. Maybe because I was a human, or maybe they suspected I was up to something because of how long I’d been standing still for a little while now. 
 
    Ask away, muttered my Splice Partner. 
 
    “Were you ever in love in your past life?” 
 
    There was a long, awkward silence in my head. Finally, the depressing answer came back to me. Yes, but I don’t remember the women of my original harem very well. 
 
    “I’ve been there,” I shuddered, recalling the brief period of time when Pinky Peach had disappeared from my memory. “So you have my sympathy.” 
 
    I imagine relatively few understand that pain. We share a unique bond. 
 
    “We share multiple unique bonds. Will you and I ever merge? Our personalities, I mean. Will they ever blend completely?” 
 
    I can’t say. These magics are not the spells I know. It’s the magic of the primordials, the first sentients in the history of the multiverse. Their empire spanned all of creation once, my partner replied. 
 
    “Did you meet them?” I asked, my voice full of wonder at the concept he was laying out for me. 
 
    No, I am not that ancient. This was billions of years ago, not millions—but I have had visions of them and seen their fingerprints on certain corners of our universe. 
 
    “Sounds intense,” I noted. 
 
    He continued. I’ve heard a name that interested me, spoken casually in public spaces. It’s a name I knew before. The Elloway—the supposed god that this city is a tribute to was once human like you... if it’s the same entity that I knew of. 
 
    “Why do you bring him up?” 
 
    His magic is that of the ancients. He knows their spells and has blood that’s been gifted with the power to wield their secrets. There are others like him, but not at his level. He elevated himself to godhood through the cultivation of his unique array of powers. 
 
    “How far are we away from him in power level?” I asked out of morbid curiosity. 
 
    Like a flea to a dog, I suppose, groaned the dragon. We are talking about cosmic magic, on par with the gods of creation and destruction—but we have an undeniable potential all our own, Brock Clayton! 
 
    I smirked at his sudden enthusiastic outburst. “Certainly a potential to build and maintain a solid harem,” I agreed, “and that’s a pretty awesome kind of potential.” 
 
    More than that, urged the dragon, our power can yet grow. We may not have the magic of the primordial god-race, but we have the proud blood and soul of a solar dragon! And with that soul comes a hunger that must be fed! 
 
    “Where is this going?” I asked suspiciously, recognizing that excitable tone in his voice. 
 
    Let me kill someone! he roared. 
 
    I sighed. “Listen, we’re supposed to be heroes. We shouldn’t be murdering people.” 
 
    I don’t follow. 
 
    “Murdering isn’t heroic,” I explained patiently. A little halfling woman shot me a strange look as she crossed the street in a hurry to get away from me. 
 
    You are being unclear, grunted the dragon. What if we eat a bad guy? 
 
    “Okay—we’re not eating people,” I said firmly. “That’s just gross. I’m still mostly human. That’s essentially cannibalism.” 
 
    I cannot relate to this personal failing of yours. I’d eat a dragon, he remarked. Hell, I’ve eaten plenty of dragons. 
 
    I sighed. “The optics of eating people would be really bad, I think. I’m still new here, but assuming the culture is as similar to Earth as it seems to be… Best I can offer you is maybe biting an arm off or something—” 
 
    And eating it?! 
 
    “No. No eating sentient creatures’ body parts,” I scolded him, wagging my finger in the air as though he were right in front of me. 
 
    Fine. But this conversation isn’t over. We’re navigating back to this topic later. For now, check your police scanner. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I mean—I guess we have a few minutes, but I can’t afford to do something that’ll take an hour.” 
 
    Agreed, said the dragon. We can’t let down Pinky Peach and the others. 
 
    “That’s a value I’m glad we share.” I looked around, then walked into an empty alley and ducked behind a dumpster. Pulling the scanner out of my pocket, I switched the power to on and cranked the volume up just enough to hear clearly. Almost immediately, we had a hit. 
 
    “Calling any available officers or aquamancers in the Sylvan District—” that voice was familiar by now. It was the same voice I heard most of the time, dispatching police to the scene of some of the bigger rescues and catastrophes I helped with. 
 
    “This city never gets a day off, does it?” I asked with exasperation, and Hephi’s words stung me at that moment. “I need to be more active. I can’t even keep up with the commissioner.” 
 
    The dragon didn’t answer except to urge me to transform. And so I did, right there in that alley, of course with no one around. I summoned up the burning in my chest that heralded my shift into the hero known as Solaris. My muscles bulged, my body grew, scales emerged where skin had been, and wings and spines jutted from my back. I let out a triumphant, cathartic roar, and then took on my lightspeed flight power, rushing to the scene. Little did I know how important my decision to heed the dragon’s request would turn out to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I arrived at my destination, I found myself looking around in confusion for the trouble referred to by the dispatcher. It seemed serene enough of a day, except that three cop cars were parked at the base of the Silverquest Plaza, a shimmering horseshoe-shaped tower that was actually more like two towers sharing one base. It was quite an impressive sight, and I’d always meant to take the girls there sometime, but it hadn’t happened yet. 
 
    But… there was nothing out of the ordinary that I could see, and the police scanner had been absorbed along with my clothes and whatever else I was carrying when I shifted out of my human form, so I just had to rely on my senses to figure it out. 
 
    Or you could fly down and ask, the dragon noted astutely. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” I grunted back. “Solid point.” 
 
    I landed on the ground beside the cop cars and saw that one of the police officers, an orc, was looking up at the western tower through a pair of binoculars. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” I asked. 
 
    The orc’s eyes reacted in surprise to the sight of me, but he regained his composure only a moment later. “Solaris. I’m not sure you’ll be much good with this one.” 
 
    “Fill me in, if you don’t mind. I’m worried my time is short, but I’ll help if I’m able.” 
 
    His brow furrowed as he pointed up at one of the towers. “There’s a kid up there. Every few minutes or so he gets on the ledge on the ninety-third floor. So far, he’s backed down several times, but every time someone tries to open the door to the floor to talk to him, he gets back on the ledge.” 
 
    “Suicidal?” I asked, my voice softer than perhaps it’d ever been in this form. 
 
    The cop nodded. “Seems like it, yeah. We don’t know anything. All we know is the kid’s name is Gortoz.” 
 
    I took a big breath. “Age? Species?” 
 
    “Not sure,” he said. “Goblin for the species, I think, but age is unknown. Teen most likely. The current line of thinking is to get the aquamancers here to set up an invisible net along the ninetieth floor’s window to catch him if he tries it, and we’re scrambling to figure out more about his identity so we can have the parents talk him out of jumping.” 
 
    My dragon talon-like fists clenched. “Let me try.” 
 
    He cocked his brow at me. “You sure? If something happens, the media will blame you.” 
 
    “Nothing will happen,” I assured him. “If he jumps, I’ll catch him. I can move into his path at the speed of light. But he won’t jump.” 
 
    He tipped his uniform hat at me. “Gods be with you, then.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, and I took flight, kicking off with my powerful legs and soaring upward until I had to flap my wings to continue my ascent. I didn’t have to estimate which floor it was, thankfully, because there were numbers painted in white on the ledges themselves. I found the ninety-third story easily, but when I got there, I was greeted with the sight of a crying adolescent boy with green skin, a small, wiry frame, and a crooked nose. His beady red eyes opened in shock as he saw me. 
 
    “Y-you!” he stammered, and he jumped back on the ledge as if challenging me. “Go away! Not even you.” 
 
    “Gortoz,” I said, my voice as calm and low as I could get it, “don’t be afraid. I’m here to listen.” 
 
    “What?” he muttered. 
 
    I smiled at him, though it probably looked a bit freakier than it did calming with my draconic visage. I decided I was going to have to be the one to open up first. “I’m going to let you in on a secret, Gortoz. Do you promise not to tell anyone?” 
 
    “Uhh—okay,” he murmured, wiping his eyes. 
 
    “In my past life, my Before-World, I was a teacher.” 
 
    His face contorted in disbelief. “You?! A teacher.”  
 
    Nodding, I continued. “I had a boy in my eighth grade class named Kyle. He was being bullied by students and even his History teacher for reasons that, frankly, don’t even matter.” 
 
    “Did he kill himself?” the young goblin asked. “Did he do it?” All evidence of fear on his face seemed to be replaced by a brief jolt of hope. Whether he was hoping my answer would vindicate him or sway him against his attempt on his life, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “No. He tried. I won’t go over the gory details, but he did make an attempt. It wasn’t until he saw the aftermath of his attempt that he realized how valued he was.” 
 
    “I’m not valued,” Gortoz sniffled, rubbing a bead of snot onto his blue t-shirt. “If I died, no one would care.” 
 
    “I doubt that’s true. I value you, for one thing.” 
 
    “That’s cheesy,” he protested, rolling his eyes at me like only a teen could. “You’re a hero. Of course you care. But you don’t even know me. Your caring doesn’t actually mean anything.” 
 
    “It means something to me. And that’s all it takes to be a hero,” I told him. “Deciding you care when you don’t have to. Gortoz, how did you even get all the way up here by yourself?” 
 
    He shook his head. “My dad works in the building. He left me alone for a meeting.” 
 
    “Don’t you go to school?” I asked. 
 
    Again, he shook his head. “I’m taking a break. I didn’t have any friends at school, so my parents are looking for a new school for me. Their lives would be so much better if they didn’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    I maintained a soft smile as I spoke to him. “That’s nonsense, and I hope you know it. I don’t even have to meet your parents to know how much they love you, just from what you’ve told me already.” 
 
    He looked at his shoes and nodded slightly. Progress.
  
 
    “If you’d like, I would love to hear exactly what has driven you to this point,” I offered, sitting down on the ledge and motioning for him to join me. 
 
    He balled his fists. “I’m stupid, I get bad grades in school, I have no friends, and my parents don’t know what to do with me. I’m a total screw-up.” 
 
    “Did these things happen because you’re a screw-up, or because you’re just depressed?” I asked sincerely. “Take that question seriously. Do you sometimes just feel sad for no reason?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he groaned. “It’s… it’s so tiring. I get so exhausted with just feeling bad all the time.” 
 
    “I understand,” I told him. “It might never get completely better, but there are things you can try to deal with your bad feelings. The first thing is for you to talk to your parents. Do they have any idea that you feel this way?” 
 
    He shrugged. “They know I’m not happy.” 
 
    “Do you think they were expecting you to try this?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    I gestured toward the ledge. “This isn’t what you need. You need help. You need counseling, maybe some medicine or herbs or whatever they do here. You need a plan—but it needs to be your plan, not anyone else’s, and all it has to be is a promise to yourself not to give up.”  
 
    “My… my plan?” he mumbled, like he was trying the words out for himself.  
 
    “That’s right. Take responsibility for your own life and happiness. If you don’t tell your parents you aren’t happy, you can’t expect them to give you the help you need. They’re not perfect. No one is.” 
 
    “Not even you?” he asked. 
 
    I laughed at that. “Especially not me. I have a voice in my head telling me to eat bad guys.” 
 
    He actually laughed at that. “Gross.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” I answered triumphantly. “But the point is… we’d like to imagine that our loved ones always know what we need every hour of every day, but it doesn’t work like that. People are flawed. Even the people who love you make mistakes, or can be self-centered at times.” 
 
    He paused for a long time. “I could still jump,” he said finally, though I could tell his resolve was wavering. “You’re a hero. Not everyone will want to help me like you do.” 
 
    “You could jump,” I agreed, “but not today. I’d catch you. And I have a feeling that you’ll find out tomorrow that you’re valued enough to keep on living. So do what you have to do. I’ll be here.” 
 
    The poor kid broke down into tears, and I put my arms around him, giving him a bear hug—a dragon hug. He was so small, being a young goblin, that my massive arms practically made him disappear, so I had to be delicate, but I gave him the strongest, warmest hug he’d ever had, and he hugged me right back. 
 
    A few minutes later, I flew him down slowly to the base of the tower where the police cars were. The orc cop was grinning a tusky grin right at me. 
 
    “Nicely done, Solaris,” he congratulated me, and he crouched onto one knee to greet the goblin kid. “And nicely done, Gortoz. I’m Officer Hammerskull. Do you know how to contact your parents?” 
 
    Time was running short, so I wished the boy the best and promised I’d check in on him and his family from time to time. I urged him to be strong and remember not to treat each day as a battle but as a gift. Sometimes we don’t like the gift, but it’s still a gift, and for that, we should always be grateful. I think I got that in a fortune cookie once. 
 
    I returned to Pinky’s house with a lightspeed flash and took my human form, food in hand. 
 
    Well done, growled the dragon, but I wish we could have killed something. 
 
    “Maybe next time,” I said as I tidied up my attire and made sure the takeout bags weren’t ripped or messed up. I had to hide them behind an alley fire escape when I went to Silverquest to help Gortoz, but thankfully everything was intact, if a little cold. I heated it all back up, routing some extra warmth into my hands, and stepped through the front door. 
 
    To my surprise, the ladies were no longer playing League of Loremasters, but were crowded around the TV. 
 
    Tahini’s head whipped toward me first, her sensitive ears hearing the second the door began to creak. Her expressive eyes favored me with a worshipful look, and she jumped to her feet with catlike agility. “There he is!” she exclaimed, jumping up and down. “You’re Solaris!” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “Ummm. Girls?” 
 
    Pinky stood up a bit more slowly than everyone else, but she was the next one to speak. “So,” she started calmly, “you know how we’re really bad liars?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 – Such Bad Liars 
 
      
 
   “I ’m going to need a quick debriefing on what exactly happened after I left,” I said. I put the bags of food down on the table. “Dinner’s here, by the way.” 
 
    “Oo!” squealed Satina. “Yummy, thanks!” She crossed over to me and dug her huge salad out of the sack, flashing a carefree smile. 
 
    “Umm,” Pinky started nervously, “Tahini kinda put it together on her own.” 
 
    The catgirl grinned a sharp-toothed grin at me, her eyes reminding me of the predatory look Mamba had when she first figured it out. But this wasn’t a look of arousal—it was a genuine ‘gotcha’ face. This chick might be trouble. 
 
    I say we eat her, suggested the dragon. 
 
    “Your vote doesn’t count on this,” I whispered under my breath. 
 
    “What was that?” Mamba asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Nothing,” I replied with a straight face. “The voice in my head.” 
 
    Tahini’s eyes went wide. “It’s him, isn’t it? Solaris? My dad would be so flipping impressed if I—” 
 
    “Your dad wouldn’t want to know,” I told her, and I believed that with every fiber of my being. “I’ve spoken with your dad. He respects my secrecy.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Blah blah blah—the point is, you just admitted it.” 
 
    “Sounds like they already admitted it for me,” I replied, sighing and slumping into the chair as I gestured at the guilty faces my girls were wearing. 
 
    “You saved that goblin kid on the news just now. We saw the police footage,” Satina said with a sweet but disinterested smile. “Nice job!” 
 
    I cocked my brow at her. “This doesn’t impress you much, does it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not big into dragons, and I don’t care about fame, but it was very selfless of you,” the satyress answered, batting her lashes in between nibbles of her dinner. “Can someone else please eat? I feel like a pig.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you can eat at a time like this,” Mamba groaned. “This is such a disaster.” 
 
    Blossom’s chin was trembling, as though she were on the verge of tears. “Brocky, I’m so, so sorry! We’re so useless!” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I assured her, but I was still tense. 
 
    Tahini leered at me, her expression shifting from mischief to curiosity to anxiousness within the span of the last minute. “Wait a second… What do I do with this information?” she blurted out like she was genuinely ready to consider any suggestions we might have. 
 
    “Take it to your grave,” Pinky uttered, pleading desperately. “I’m begging you—let no one find out about it.” 
 
    Tahini shook her head. “I won’t snitch. It’s... it’s tempting, but I don’t think it’d put my father in a good position.” 
 
    “I’m glad you were able to put that together on your own,” I said, meeting her stare with mine. “Listen—I guess we all need to be more careful, but Tahini, this is our life in your hands.” 
 
    Her smug grin returned to her cute face. “I think you’re being a little dramatic. What’s the worst-case scenario if people find out?” 
 
    “Worst case? Well, a City Councilman is trying to label me a criminal, so assuming he succeeds, they’d know where to find me and probably arrest all of your new friends here for being connected to me.” I gestured broadly at my girls. 
 
    That sobered the nerdy catgirl for a moment. “Oh.” 
 
    “That’s actually not even the true worst case. Assuming there are powerful people out there that don’t like me, everyone I care about becomes a target. Hell—with you being associated with me, you’re a target now, too.” 
 
    Tahini shuddered and chewed on the inside of her cheek for a second. “I’ll never be a helpless target again,” she said cryptically. 
 
    I blinked. “Again? What do you mean?” 
 
    Satina’s eyes widened, and she struggled to swallow a huge bite of her food to spit out the words she wanted to say. “Oh, my gosh! That’s right! You’re her!” 
 
    “She’s who?” I asked, my face agog as I glanced back and forth between Tahini and Satina. “Who is she exactly?” Sweat dripped down the back of my neck as I struggled to keep pace with this incredibly stress-inducing conversation. 
 
    “She was kidnapped a few years ago and the commissioner was blackmailed by a bunch of mage-vault robbers trying to escape the dome,” Satina explained after swallowing a mouthful of lettuce or something like it. “I don’t remember how it ended.” 
 
    Tahini apparently did. Tears formed as though in a hurry, pooling in the corner of her dark eyes, threatening to smear her makeup. “He let them go,” she whimpered softly. “It was the only failure in his entire career.” 
 
    Mamba let out a half-vocalized sigh. “I remember that. You were just a little girl then, weren’t you?” 
 
    “I was fourteen. It was six years ago,” Tahini sobbed, wiping her eyes, that devilish smirk now only a memory. “Why did you have to bring it up?” 
 
    Satina’s lip quivered as she started tearing up too. “I’m sorry!” she wailed even as she continued to eat. “I didn’t mean to!” 
 
    “This is getting out of hand,” I groaned with a rather defeated frown, my eyes darting between the crying catgirl and the sympathetically sobbing satyress. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Blossom whined. 
 
    I shrugged. “We eat dinner.” 
 
    And that’s what we did. The six of us sat crowded around Pinky Peach’s table and ate our meals in silence, the only sound being Satina and Tahini’s occasional cries and whimpers.  
 
    “This dinner is really good,” mumbled Satina as her cheeks glistened with wetness, a look of pure sadness on her face. “Thank you for paying, Pinky. And thanks for picking it up, Brock. I’m sorry I’m ruining it.” 
 
    “No one’s ruined anything,” I tried to comfort her, shaking my head. “Look. I think we all know where we each stand at this point, right?” 
 
    Tahini nodded. “I won’t tell anyone,” she promised, wiping her eyes. “But I’m not saying I’ll never call in a favor. My dad is... he’s overwhelmed. He doesn’t want me to see how much he struggles, but I know the truth. He needs you.” 
 
    “He needs you, too,” Pinky said, placing her hand on Tahini’s shoulder. “Just keep being there for him, and that’ll also help.” 
 
    Tahini frowned at her bitterly. “I know that. I’m always there for him—but he’s afraid of letting me know what’s going on at work, and whenever I dig through police records to find out for myself—I almost always regret it.” 
 
    “Dig through police records?” I asked. That sounded fishy. 
 
    She nodded, taking a deep breath as though she were about to jump off a cliff. “I’m a hacker. They call me Prophet on the NegaWeb. I might as well tell you one of my secrets since I know yours.” 
 
    “That name doesn’t mean anything to me.” I shrugged as I bit into a haunch of meat. 
 
    “I’ve heard of you,” Pinky muttered in an awed hush. “You helped leak the Void Cartel’s internal documents last year, right?” 
 
    Tahini beamed at her with pride. “Yes. They’re the worst, but even that wasn’t enough to take the organization down for good because the files were obtained illegally. The few people I managed to implicate all denied the source, and no one could prove anything. Luckily, it still helped bring them to the forefront of the police’s attention.” 
 
    “What’s the Void Cartel?” I asked. “I feel like I should know.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Tahini agreed, looking at me pityingly. “As a hero, for sure. They’re an underground crime syndicate that technically doesn’t exist. We don’t know who any of the leaders are, but I suspect they’re higher-ups, people of influence in industry and politics.” 
 
    “What’s their whole deal?” Mamba asked. “I’ve only heard a little about them. I don’t follow the news that much.” 
 
    The catgirl made a pensive face and scratched her sharp chin. “It’s a lot of speculation, but the one thing we do know is they’re trying to smuggle specific breeds of xenobeasts and magical artifacts that attract void things into Meteoropolis. Their motivation is... unclear.” 
 
    “I’m way behind on this,” I said, my face puckering as I tried to make sense out of her words. “Void things? What’re those?” 
 
    “How much do you know about the Founders?” she asked me, her brow lifting at the question. 
 
    “Assume I know nothing,” I answered her immediately, laughing at my own ignorance. I felt a little ashamed about that, but they hadn’t been mentioned much whenever I was watching the news. I wondered if my recent prevalence on the airwaves was partially to blame for that. 
 
    She nodded patiently and pressed on, unfazed. “So, the city is less than two centuries old, but it has its roots in one version of Earth millions of years in the past. The Founders’ father was, for a while at least, King of the Elder Gods, known to most as The Elloway, but there are rumors he was once human himself.” 
 
    My eyes widened to hear that name again. I was noticing it more and more often lately. “I literally just had this conversation with my dragon, but he didn’t tell me this much,” I relayed to her. 
 
    “Well—he’s new here, too. What knowledge he has is probably from roaming the cosmos,” Tahini offered with a shrug. 
 
    “And—the Founders, like Lady Styria,” Pinky added, “they’re supposedly his children. Styria is supposed to be his daughter.” 
 
    I gripped my forehead. It was starting to throb a bit with all the new and important information. “Everything in this city reminds me so much of home,” I said, my face tightening into a grimace as I tried to make sense of this set of revelations. “The architecture, the technology, the culture—” 
 
    “So you’re really from Earth, too?!” Tahini gasped. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah,” I grunted. “I am.” 
 
    “Can you build a computer?!” she gushed. 
 
    I regarded her with slack-jawed befuddlement. “Uhh… probably?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “One day you’re coming over to my place.” 
 
    Mamba cleared her throat and faced me. “If I recall correctly, rumor has it that Styria and her brother Dorian specifically made this city as a tribute to their father, but some people say he made it himself. Anyway, they hoped he might come back,” she added. 
 
    “Come back?” I asked. 
 
    “Apparently he’s... missing,” Tahini said, shrugging. “Some people claim that’s a lie, that he’s here in the city now, but no one has ever laid eyes on him.” 
 
    I let out a deep breath. “Okay.” I nodded solemnly. “That answers a lot of questions. Lady Styria and her brother founded a whole magic city in space to deal with their daddy issues, and that’s why it looks weirdly like twenty-first century Earth.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t speak about the Founders that way,” Tahini whispered shrilly, her eyes wide with horror. “You never know who’s listening!” 
 
    Pinky cleared her throat. “You know, come to think of it, there is one more question I have, since we’re all sharing information so freely,” the unicorn girl murmured. “Satina—” 
 
    The gorgeous satyress’s brows went up in surprise, her cheeks still full of food. “Hmmm?!” 
 
    Pinky giggled. “It’s just that the first time I met you, you couldn’t see me. And now you can? Do you have any idea why?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No,” she admitted. “But it happened with a unicorn-goblin hybrid in my high school, too, shortly after she got a boyfriend. Most people who had lost the ability to see her before could suddenly see her again. I don’t know if that’s still true or what, but I heard she became a recluse when they broke up.” 
 
    I looked at Mamba. “You’re the professional seer here—do you have any insight on why that might be the case?” 
 
    “She’s a seer?!” Tahini and Satina both said with a gasp. 
 
    Mamba smirked mischievously. “Not without breaking a few laws in front of a cop’s kid. I mean, I guess I could do a blood reading on her, but... you told me not to do that again.” 
 
    “Oh, golly!” Satina gasped, her eyes going wide. “I faint at the sight of blood!” 
 
    Pinky scoffed. “You definitely seem the type.” Satina just grinned back at her and kept on eating her breadsticks. 
 
    Blossom’s eyes darted fretfully between everyone at the table, then finally settled on me. “I have no fuggin’ clue what we’re talking about right now,” she stated in all seriousness. “I spaced out, like, five minutes ago.” 
 
    Tahini, all her tears finally dried, laughed at the flower sprite’s confession. “You’re a riot, Blossom,” she grinned, reaching out and ruffling her vines. 
 
    “Don’t fuck with my flowers, please!” Blossom squeaked as Tahini started scratching her scalp. “Ohh—but that feels nice. Okay. You may proceed.” 
 
     “Are we all cool, then?” I asked, looking around the circle. Mamba and Pinky hadn’t even touched their food yet, and Tahini was only just really starting to go for hers. 
 
    Tahini nodded, grinning wickedly. “We’re cool. Your secret is safe with me, and believe me—I can keep secrets.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Thank you.” I looked at Satina next. 
 
    Satina gazed right back at me with a dreamy expression, then suddenly realized that I was expecting some sort of response from her. “Oh—you think I would ever tell on you?!” 
 
    I laughed. “I guess not, but it’s nice to hear it from the source.” 
 
    “From the goat’s mouth,” Blossom added. “That’s an idiom.” 
 
    “It’s actually from the horse’s mouth in most cultures, but I’ll allow it,” Pinky giggled. “Though—being horse-adjacent, it’s kind of offensive.” 
 
    Satina beamed at Blossom. “Being a satyr, and not a goat girl, it’s extremely offensive, but you’re too cute to get mad at.” 
 
    “Fugg’ yes!” Blossom said, pumping her fist. “My secret weapon.” 
 
    Satina looked back at me. “I suppose I could be tricky and make some demands,” she mused, “but no, Brock, I won’t tell anyone your secret. It doesn’t make me like you more or less, by the way. You’re still the same charming guy who walks into my donut shop every morning and brightens my day with your sexy smile.” 
 
    “Okay, laying it on a little thick there, sister,” Pinky growled as Satina shot me a sultry wink. “Remember, you’re not really in the harem. We’re just helping you fake it.” 
 
    “For now,” Blossom said, and I struggled not to nod in agreement.  
 
    I won that battle against my neck muscles and launched into another question. “After we eat, what’s the plan?” I asked, cracking open my second takeout box. I shoveled some devil’s hair black noodles into my mouth as I waited for someone—anyone—to reply. 
 
    Pinky looked at Tahini for an answer, but supplied her own suggestion when the catgirl gave her nothing. “We could do a couple more games?” she suggested with a bounce of her eyebrows. 
 
    “I could go all night,” Tahini agreed with a shrug. 
 
    “I can’t,” Satina pouted. “I have work at five in the morning.” 
 
    “Crash here tonight,” Mamba suggested. “Brock will walk you there since he’s going to pick up our breakfast anyway.” 
 
    Satina blinked at me hopefully. “Is that alright, Brock? I do have a uniform in my locker at work.” 
 
    Pinky shot me some side-eye, but didn’t offer any complaint when I said, “Of course.” 
 
    The remainder of the evening consisted of three more matches of PvP Loremasters, all of which the girls won. By the end of the night, Satina, a brand new streamer, was up to thirty paid subscribers. Her success flabbergasted her, but it made sense to me. She was linked to Mamba and Blossom for the whole evening, which more or less guaranteed a bunch of views, and she kept her blouse mostly unbuttoned because, as she explained to her viewers, she couldn’t find a shirt her size that could ‘contain her.’ She apologized profusely for all the cleavage, but I had a feeling that no one was complaining. 
 
    Tahini was already a streamer, but I reviewed her Flinch account and noticed she rarely streamed Loremasters. It made me wonder how Pinky found her in the first place. 
 
    The happy team vibes seemed poised to continue all night long—until Satina looked like she was about to slip into a food coma on her keyboard, and everyone agreed to call it a day. 
 
    It was the first time that the guest room was actually functioning as a guest room in quite a while. Satina and Tahini shared that room. I had no idea how they decided who would sleep on the floor and who would sleep on the bed, but Satina had big bottom-bunk energy, so I made my private assumptions. Blossom, Mamba, Pinky, and I shared Pinky Peach’s room, with Blossom’s pot placed adjacent to the bed, and Mamba and Pinky cozying up with me on the mattress. 
 
    I slept soundly, as did everyone else, but when I woke up that morning, I received a surprising text from Dr. Luna. 
 
    > Brock, I used all my resources and honed in on the location of the Splice Shard, though not precisely. If my calculations are correct, it seems to be somewhere in your neighborhood. Have you found it and failed to inform me? 
 
    I wiped my eyes and stared at the text, trying to make sense of how that could be the case. 
 
    > Keep an eye on your readings, Doc. If it leaves the neighborhood, tell me when. I don’t know anything. I’ll be on guard. 
 
    > I see. Understood. What are your plans this evening? Are you free? 
 
    I almost replied yes, but then I remembered my prior engagement. 
 
    > No. Got a date with an elf on a rooftop. Commissioner’s assistant, Hephimila. 
 
    > I see. Call me when you finish if it’s not too late. 
 
    I replied before shoving the phone back into my pocket with the resolve to ignore the next message… at least until I had a chance to pee and brush my teeth. 
 
    > Got it. No promises. But I’ll see you soon. 
 
    I exited the room and found a certain sexy satyress sprawled out on the couch, her blouse unbuttoned completely so that her chest, and the lacy bra on it, were on full display. I froze and stared for a few seconds. 
 
    Satina snorted and wiped her eyes before sitting up and buttoning her blouse. 
 
    "Oh, sorry Brock. Tahini kicked me out of the bed and the floor was too hard." A half-grin rested on her lips, showing that she knew where my eyes rested. 
 
    “And... the shirt?” I asked, feeling an oppressive bulge forming in my shorts. 
 
    She shrugged. “The girls needed to breathe.” 
 
    “I will not argue with that. I’m going to use the bathroom real quick and then we can head out.” 
 
    “I’ll need a turn, too,” she informed me with a saccharine grin. 
 
    I nodded, smiling at her, suddenly finding her chest drawing my eyes like a high-powered magnet. “Of course.” 
 
    We set out to Darkling Donut together and, upon arriving, went about our normal transaction—almost. Satina kissed me on the cheek at the door and then blushed. “I’m sorry—was that too much?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not at all,” I told her. 
 
    She bit her lip as she looked at me and smiled. “Thanks for including me last night. I love your harem. Everyone is so fun.” 
 
    “I think you fit in very well,” I allowed my eyes to drift over her, hoping she got the message. She did. She grinned broadly and waved as I walked out the door.  
 
    I took the coffees and donuts back home. The morning went by peacefully after Tahini left, as did the afternoon, when Satina came by after her work finished. It was a pretty nice, relaxing day. 
 
    It was that evening that sucked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 – Rooftop Rendezvous 
 
      
 
   I  waited anxiously for that signal to shine in the evening sky. It happened about twenty minutes after the dome faded from the synthetic sunset hues of orange and pink to a deep and foreboding purple. 
 
    The dragon sign illuminated the clear shell of the dome, visible right from our living room window. Mamba was reading a book on the couch, her feet resting on my lap, when it happened. 
 
    “Guess that means you’d better go,” she said, smirking at me. “Your first information and training session with Meteoropolis PD. Are you nervous?” 
 
    I shrugged, gingerly lifting her feet by the big toes and placing them on the ground. “Not really,” I admitted. “Though it’s weird that I personally know the commissioner’s daughter now.” 
 
    “And she knows you,” Mamba reminded me. “She knows you a bit better than we were counting on.” 
 
    Nodding, I slipped on my sandals and bid a goodbye to her. I popped my head in Pinky’s room to wish her farewell, too, and smirked when I saw her dutifully coaching a half-asleep Satina. The satyress still managed to chow down on some oat bread that had been going stale in the kitchen as she tried to listen to Pinky’s pep talk. 
 
    “That’s why when you play Korkus, you just gotta spam Q. Like, once you step outside of base, your finger should just be slamming on that key like—” 
 
    “Like Brock slammed you the other night while I was trying to sleep!” Blossom shouted. 
 
    The unicorn girl blushed and shrieked. “N-no! Well…” Pinky relented, “I suppose it’s apt.” 
 
    “Must be nice,” Satina muttered, her eyes dreary, and she was the first to notice me standing at the door. “Hey there, big fella,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “Hey there Satina,” I replied, granting her a warm grin. 
 
    Blossom cleared her throat. “We’re calling her Goaty McGoatface.” 
 
    “We are absolutely not doing that,” Pinky informed everyone, but Satina giggled anyway. 
 
    “That’s so offensive,” she muttered, still smiling in between bites of the loaf in her hands. “This bread is delicious.” 
 
    “I think it’s going bad,” Pinky noted with a worried expression. 
 
    “I have a feeling we’re never going to have leftovers again,” I quipped with a laugh. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know I’m heading out. Don’t wait up for me if it goes late.” 
 
    “If what goes late?” Satina asked, fluttering her eyelashes at me. 
 
    Blossom beamed at her with pride. “He’s a cop now.” 
 
    “I’m not a cop,” I clarified, shaking my head. “I’m just having a meeting with one.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning, honey,” Pinky cooed, tapping her lips, eyes full of expectation. 
 
    I stepped forward and gave her and Blossom each a kiss. Waving at Satina, I walked out of the room, hearing her utter a complaint just before I closed the door. “This is torture,” she whined. “Everyone gets kissed but me.” 
 
    I chuckled at that, but I also felt a bit sad for her. Still, there wasn’t much time for feeling morose or sympathetic. That beacon was shining, and I had to go to work. 
 
    When I got outside, I ducked behind a bush in the garden and took on my dragon form. Once that was done, I beamed to the memorized location of the rooftop in less than a second. 
 
    “That took you almost two minutes,” Hephi noted. “What did you do, kiss your girlfriend goodbye?” 
 
    I shrugged, feeling a bit sheepish and on the defensive already. The elven cop was dressed in a tight black police skirt uniform, wearing her badge around her neck. She was already half-scowling at me, apparently full of attitude right from the jump. It was going to be a long night, I figured. 
 
    “For most people, two minutes is pretty fast.” 
 
    She pulled a clipboard out that had been pressed against her chest and wrote something down. Suddenly I felt like I was in P.E. class again, getting evaluated for my performance on every level.  
 
    Hephi spoke up, adjusting her glasses, pushing them up the bridge of her pointed button nose, and tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “This may be a hobby to you, but serving this city is my job. You’re on my schedule tonight, Solaris.” 
 
    “Understood,” I nodded, “Still, it’s just—” 
 
    “Don’t even start. In two minutes, a lot can happen. Someone could be shot. A building could explode. A thief could get away. A void grasper could disembowel a grown ogre. When you take your sweet time in getting from home to work, you’re playing god with the lives of the people you should be saving. Are you comfortable with that?” 
 
    I had a lot of feelings at that moment, but it was the dragon inside me that urged me to stand up for myself. Are you really going to let this diminutive elfmaid talk to you like this? 
 
    “Hephimila, I understand and respect your passion for your job—but I don’t have to be here. I can do this on my own, on my own terms, and I don’t think you can or will stop me. Your point is taken. I respect your time, and I will certainly make sure to hurry when I know there is danger that I have to thwart, but respect is a two-way street. If this is what I can expect, then I’ll just tell the commissioner ‘thanks but no thanks’ the next time I see him.”  
 
    She showed her teeth for a moment, fighting the urge to snarl and mostly failing, but she sighed and relaxed her tensed physique and nodded. “I won’t lie—when I look at you, all I think is what good the commissioner could do with your power. I can’t help but think it’s wasted on you. But… I am grateful that you are a good man with a moral compass. I can’t expect everyone to be him.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind my saying,” I smirked, “it almost sounds like you’re in love with him. 
 
    I was so used to bashful, cute women that I expected Hephi to blush, but she didn’t. She laughed a high, throaty laugh that infected me with its unexpected warmth. “If you knew him like I do, you’d realize what a ridiculous notion that is. He’s a great man, but about as crush-worthy as a wet fart.” 
 
    That made me laugh, catching me by surprise. I didn’t expect such a colorful turn of phrase from this woman who had been nothing but business and stern around me so far. “I don’t know,” I said, shrugging, “he seems like a pretty good guy to me.” 
 
    Her eyes bulged wide open, and she slapped the clipboard on her thigh as if she’d just remembered something. “Do you know what he made me do today?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, grateful for this sudden change in tone. 
 
    Her face scrunched up and she made a fist with her free hand. “He had me make dinner reservations for him and his wife for tomorrow night, which is fine—” 
 
    I nodded, “Sounds normal, if a bit unrelated to policing.” 
 
    “—No, listen! He also made me transcribe a poem he wrote about the heft of her boobs and how they smell! And that was after he made me send a birthday card to a City Councilman in which he called him ‘The Ugliest and Dumbest Son of a Bitch Alive.’” 
 
    I squinted. “Are you for real?” 
 
    She nodded solemnly. “He’s violent, too. But he’s so valuable that the city has a thousand gold coin budget for furniture and window damage in his office.” 
 
    My brow cocked, I angled my head at her questioningly. “I can’t tell if you love him or hate him.” 
 
    “I love him—as a servant of the city. There’s no one who gives more of himself for Meteoropolis than he does. Even as we’re speaking now, he’s out on patrol, looking for people to help.” 
 
    “He has a daughter,” I noted. “How does he make time for her?” 
 
    She sighed. “That’s why we can only love him as a servant of the city. He’s… not the best father. He tries… but not—I shouldn’t be talking about this.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I grunted, looking off into the dome for a moment. “Neither should I. What makes a person like that?” 
 
    Hephi paused for a long time, picking up her clipboard, staring at it, and then setting it back against her thigh again. “I have no idea.” 
 
    I scrutinized her with slitted eyes. “You seem like you want to tell me something. What is it?” 
 
    She smiled softly. “I met him once before I started working here, thirty years ago.” 
 
    I said nothing, just nodding and waiting for her to continue. 
 
    “I shouldn’t tell you this,” she whispered conspiratorially. “It’s kind of personal.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” I grunted with a shrug of my powerful shoulders. “No pressure from me.” 
 
    She smirked and pressed on anyway. “So, this happened when I was in grade school,” she started. 
 
    “How old are you?” I asked. “Elves age slowly, right?” 
 
    “Oh—yeah, but we age like humans for the first twenty-five years of our life. Once we hit physical maturity, it slows down. So I’m thirty-nine now, and I look about mid-twenties to you, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, that’s good to know,” I muttered. “Sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    She took a breath and continued. “When I was in grade school, I went on a school field trip to the Sylvan District Zoo. It was a lot of fun—right up until a highland griffin got out of its enclosure and started attacking people.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered. “Did anyone die?” 
 
    She nodded. “One teacher from my school, and one random old man who was there with his family. Not connected to my school, but of course it was still sad. He was a good man, over five hundred years old, well-loved by his community.” 
 
    “What a nightmare for a little girl,” I commiserated. It tore me up to think that millions of years in the future, this kind of horrible thing could still happen. 
 
    “But then he came.” Her eyes went dewy with the memory. “I was running from the griffin, holding my line buddy’s hand, but he let go. He was the faster runner. When I looked back, the monster was closing in, bearing down on me so quickly. I swear, it was like its open beak was right in my face, but…” She shook her head and grinned. “The commissioner, just a cop at the time, did this insane flying kick and knocked the griffin out of the air.” 
 
    “Damn,” I grunted. “He’s just an elf. How is he so strong?” 
 
    She shrugged. “We often guess that he might have had a titan for a Splice Partner, but the truth is that he trains and conditions his body with an ungodly discipline.” 
 
    “Is that the end of the story?” I asked. 
 
    Hephi smirked. “No, it gets more messed up from there. He beat the griffin to death on the ground, shouting obscenities the whole time. The zookeepers were very upset with him, because they were seconds away from administering a tranquilizer—a great example of his graceless style of justice. Sometimes he’s the right man for the job, and other times he can make a mess. But no one can ever deny that he’s made the city a better, safer place.” 
 
    I frowned and stood there in silence, once again, letting my eyes drift to the sky. 
 
    “Can I ask what you’re thinking?” Hephi murmured. 
 
    “Just how much the city has already given me,” I replied, my tone a mirror to hers. “I should be more grateful. It makes me wonder how much Meteoropolis gave Go’Urden that would make him this way, you know?” 
 
    “It gave him a bitter wife and a daughter he neglects—but he loves them, make no mistake. Not everyone’s good at love, though.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed. “In my past life I kind of used to be like that with my sister, Melody. But when she disappeared—” 
 
    “Disappeared?” Hephi asked. 
 
    I nodded, letting out a pained breath. “Yeah. She disappeared. Kidnapped, maybe. We don’t know. We looked for her for years—I think that her loss is what led to my mom giving up on life.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Hephi said. 
 
    “Point is,” I continued, “sometimes it takes losing someone to force yourself to learn how to love. That’s a sad truth. I hope the commissioner never has to learn that lesson.” 
 
    The dainty police elf stared at me like she was trying to decide something, but instead she finally looked back down at her clipboard. “We’ve been chatting for far too long. It’s time to begin our meeting.” 
 
    I smirked. “Sorry, I have a way of making things go off the rails.” 
 
    Hephi ignored me, probably trying to remain diligent to her task. “Okay, the first thing I need to know is all the powers you possess that you’re aware of.” 
 
    I thought about it. “Flight, of course. Basically teleportation to anywhere inside the dome—moving as a beam of light. So I can’t observe things while I’m in that form. It’s no good for searching quickly or anything like that, and if I use it too many times in rapid succession, it can wear on me a bit. My skin is hard, almost impenetrable—” 
 
    “Except when it comes to Black Hole energy,” she noted, jotting everything I was saying down. 
 
    I nodded. “Right, except that. And my own claws, it turns out.” 
 
    “The former one is a potentially huge weakness. There are big players in Meteoropolis that have limited access to Black Hole energy,” she muttered. “We need to be cautious about that.” 
 
    I nodded in stern agreement. “I’ll want to circle round back to those so-called players later. As far as other powers—I can breathe fire, I radiate solar energy—” 
 
    “About that,” Hephi interrupted me with a giggle that was uncommon for her. “Last time we met, I wore my phone around my neck in my lanyard. I have a solar charging case, and being around you charged my phone.” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s funny.” 
 
    “It is,” she agreed, “but it’s also dangerous for you. People might realize their devices are charging around you and put two and two together, so be careful.” 
 
    “There’s a flower sprite who knows my secret, and when she lets her guard down, the broadside of her vines and leaves all face me. It’s kind of cute, but it’s similarly dangerous.” 
 
    Hephi jotted something down. “I won’t put my knowledge of the flower sprite in writing, but yes, that is something we need to keep an eye on. Any other powers?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Super sharp talons and teeth, if that counts?” I offered. 
 
    “It does,” she noted, “but I wrote it down a long time ago.” 
 
    “Right,” I grunted. “That’s not new information to you.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. You have a habit of ripping off body parts.” 
 
    I blinked. “I guess I do, don’t I?” 
 
    She shuddered. “Yes, it’s quite messy, but I’m not here to cramp your style.”  
 
    “You’re way too understanding for a police officer,” I noted. 
 
    She giggled again—it still sounded weird coming from her. “It’s a time of transition. We’re in a fortunate gray area—there are no laws about vigilantes acting in defense of an illegally threatened person or property, so as long as the police simply choose not to pursue you, then you’re fine.” 
 
    “But theoretically, at any moment, you could decide to prosecute me?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head and tapped the clipboard. “Not once an order has been given explicitly to let you do your thing—which has been the case so far. We’d have to do a reversal of policy, and even then, we couldn’t charge you for things that happened during the time when the previous policy was active.” 
 
    “Makes sense, but it’s still really loosey-goosey,” I noted with a bounce of my shoulders and a stretch of my wings. “What’s next?” 
 
    Hephi adjusted her glasses and joined me at the edge of the building, standing next to me. The height difference between us in my human form would have been laughable, but when in Solaris form it was extreme to say the least. She looked up at me, and I had to smirk at how cute she looked staring from way down there. 
 
    “What’s next is I tell you what you need to know to do your job.”  
 
    “The Void Cartel,” I said. That organization was fresh on my mind after my recent talk with Tahini. “I assume they’re one of the players you referred to? Tell me about them.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you the bit that the public doesn’t have access to,” she replied, “but you should also do some of your own homework. There is information out there.” 
 
    I nodded. “Of course. What do I need to know right now?” 
 
    “The long and short: we don’t know everything about the V.C. just yet, at least not that we can prove. What we do know is that it’s a secret brotherhood of highly ranked officials across all the districts of Meteoropolis. We aren’t certain if they meet in person or if they keep correspondence only online or through other means. We don’t know their reasons, but we do know their goal—to have Meteoropolis reclaimed by the Void.” 
 
    “What’s the Void?” I asked. “Maybe that’ll be a good place to start.” 
 
    “The Void is a dimension outside of the rest of the multiverse that exists in the cracks between realities. It was created for the sole purpose of hunting wizards who abused the power of the gods, using magic devised by an ancient race whose name we’ve long since forgotten.” Hephi leaned against the rail, looking out at the city. “The Void would love to destroy this city. It’s built on that forbidden magic—The First Profanity. Its Founders wield it to this day.”  
 
    “Lady Styria?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, Lady Styria. And her brother, Dorian. And the First Phantomess, Lady Melody, and her daughter, too.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That’s a coincidence. I mentioned my sister’s name was Melody.” 
 
    Hephi nodded and looked back up at me. “You did. It’s a fairly common name across many races, even to this day. A sequence of beautifully arranged musical notes—it’s a timeless concept that transcends culture.” 
 
    “And The Elloway,” I added. “I’ve heard that name, too.” 
 
    “He’s probably not a Founder—not really,” she said. “He’s who this city was built in the image of, but we have no proof he had a hand in its making.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I know that much,” I grunted, stealing a look out at the cityscape below. “Tell me one more thing. Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    She looked at me again, and this time the expression wasn’t cute, but pitying. “As far as the Void Cartel goes,” she started, “I’ll tell you something classified. We suspect that we know who the leader is, but our hands are tied because we don’t have enough evidence to prove the connection, and if he knew what we know, he’d likely turn violent.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me who it is?” I asked. 
 
    She looked down at the city, staring out at its many lights. “His name is Renkor Fisk. He’s a hill troll and the CEO of Sylvania Entertainment Corporation. Our cyber intelligence officers are doing everything they can to dig up more on him, but it’s tough.” 
 
    “You want me to—” I did the cutthroat gesture with my talon, pantomiming the slicing of a neck. 
 
    She grinned. “The thought had occurred to me, but the people of the city wouldn’t accept it. As far as most people know, he’s just a successful businessman and philanthropist. Murdering him without obvious proof would make it hard for us to support you, and you’d never get him alone without witnesses.” 
 
    I nodded. “I didn’t really want to murder him anyway.” 
 
    I did, the dragon inserted. 
 
    “In any case, I would like to invite you to read up on the Void Cartel yourself, as I mentioned, if you’d like to make them your mission. But first, there are a few simple tests of your abilities that I’d like to conduct, if you can spare an hour or two of your time.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 
    Hephi grinned deviously, bringing her clipboard back up to her chest. “Yes, Solaris. You certainly are.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Tahini’s Second Interlude 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   T ahini sat cross-legged on the floor of her room, staring at the glittering saffron shard as it rested upon a cushion she had stolen from the living room couch. That shard was her treasure, her ill-gotten gains, but it was also a curse. It implicated her, and she wasn’t sure exactly what she wanted to do with it to begin with. 
 
    Well—sort of. She knew what she wanted to do, but she wasn’t sure it was the right move. When she had hacked into Dr. Luna’s computer, it had allowed her to spy on him through his own netcam, and she overheard the loony elf talking to himself. She knew that that shard had some sort of unique power attached to it, and that it was an unstable prototype of futuristic technology. 
 
    Tahini was pretty unstable, too. She considered her tendency toward chaos as she leaned forward to observe the light-speckled glassy shard in front of her. 
 
    “All I have to do is break it,” she said. “Just—squeeze a bit too hard, and it’ll crumble, and...” 
 
    And then what? She didn’t know, so she allowed the sentence to die on her lips. Still, the unknown always had a great appeal to her. She thought of Brock. He had a chance to be a hero, and he took it. He didn’t wait or weigh the pros and cons—and true, it seemed kind of like he benefited financially for it—but he put his life on the line and had come damn close to dying at least once for this city. 
 
    Her father, too, brash and belligerent though he undeniably was, was a good man and a true hero. She wanted to help him—to help them both. Yes, she stole this technology. Yes, it was wrong. But what could she do now—give it back, knowing that with its help, she could have been empowered to make a difference? Should she trust the shard to someone else? Trust its power to a hypothetical third party that might turn out to be an absolute bastard? Not freaking likely. 
 
    So, in reality, there was only one choice. She parted the sea of circuit boards and broken computer parts on the floor in front of her and crawled to the pillow, her tail going straight up in the air with excitement as her resolve became ironclad. 
 
    Tahini lifted the shard off the cushion, and she felt something almost electric course through her when she held it close to her face. 
 
    “Hello?” she called out. She couldn’t quite understand why, but she felt an intelligence coming from the shard—a soul. She didn’t expect it to answer her back, but she had to try. “Last chance if you want off the Tahini Express,” she joked, giggling to herself. “Speak now or forever hold your peace.” 
 
    The silence that came back to her was almost excruciating. It was the kind of silence that made her take notice of that faint ringing in her ears. She scratched her neck nervously, lifted the orange piece of magic glass toward the light, and, with a sigh, broke it in her hand. 
 
    Nothing really noticeable occurred at first, and for a moment, she almost had a panic attack. “Oh fuck, why isn’t anything happening?!” she lamented, looking at her hands as if they’d failed her. “Come on—did I just waste this tech?!” 
 
    The answer was a resounding no, and it came to her in a wave of red light that blasted itself out of her eyes. At first, she thought her vision had gone crimson, and though it was an alarming development, she was put at ease because at least something was changing in her. She looked at her hands, all four of them, and—huh?  
 
    Four hands? That didn’t look right. And then it hit her. Not four hands, but two bodies! She had duplicated herself, made a perfect copy. What’s more, she felt her twin bodies tightening with muscle, throbbing, but not unpleasantly. 
 
    And then there were three bodies—this time she felt it happen. She noticed her third form pop into existence behind her, whereas the first copy appeared in front of her. She was piloting each body, seeing through its eyes, somehow not overwhelmed by all the competing stimuli.  
 
    “This is... so fucking weird,” she muttered, and her two copies said the same thing at the same time. 
 
    A few questions appeared in her mind the moment that happened. What would happen to her if one of the duplicates died? Could she make the duplicates go away? Could she make them say different things from her main body when she tried? At the moment, they were almost like mirrors, doing what she did, but not precisely. And finally—if she hooked up with one of her duplicates, would it be considered masturbation? 
 
    All of these important questions needed answers, but first, she had to figure out how to dismiss and summon them at will. 
 
    “Go away now!” she shouted. Nothing happened. She sighed, and the copies sighed in unison. Tahini tried snapping her fingers. She tried shouting “Disappear!” and “There can only be one!” but her copies didn’t get the hint. As she did all these things, though, she gradually felt their will separate, and the actions she performed with her primary body were independent to the ones performed by her duplicates. 
 
    Tahini revised the plan. She couldn’t dismiss her duplicates until she understood them. That was obvious enough. She crawled under her bed and pulled out an old board game her mother had bought her when she was a little girl. 
 
    “Dragon King,” she muttered as she brushed some dust off of the box. “I haven’t played this in years.” Tahini raised her head and studied one of her copies, which watched her with the vacant eyes of a doll. “You need to be a bit more lively, honey,” she teased her clone. 
 
    She opened the box and unfolded the checkered board, pulling out all the pieces and setting them up. With some focus, she managed to get the doubles to chip in and set things up, too—but at one point, one of them froze, holding the Empress piece in front of her face like an idiot. 
 
    “This is so embarrassing,” she whined, shaking her head. “What am I supposed to do with you guys?” 
 
    Tahini resolved to play three games of Dragon King with her doubles, having them take turns. Each game would have a distinct goal. The first game’s objective was to practice controlling the movements of her doubles more fluidly until they became natural and could pass as sentient beings on their own. 
 
    The second game was to put some polish on that and try to control both doubles at the same time. With a little bit of practice, Tahini figured that she could get both clones behaving believably and differently from each other. 
 
    Finally, in the third game, she would try to separate her consciousness from them, urging them to act independently. She wasn’t certain that was something they were capable of, but something about the way they acted when she idled in her attempts to control them told her it might be the case. 
 
    The first game went as planned, as did the second one. Her control over the copies grew with each minute until she finally felt like the goal of the third game was going to be trivial to realize. 
 
    When the third game came, though, she made her initial effort to set the consciousness of her doubles free from her, but they just turned into vegetables again. She groaned, watching them sit lifelessly with glazed, glassy eyes. She lay back on the floor, stared up at the ceiling, and let out a high-pitched groan of frustration. “This sucks,” she complained. “What’s the point of this power if you can’t even do anything useful with it?” 
 
    Tahini closed her eyes and shook her head. She stretched, and when she opened her eyes a moment later, she did not see the view she expected to see. She was looking down at herself, lying on the ground. 
 
    “What the shit?!” she gasped, suddenly disoriented. She stared at her hands disbelievingly, then her eyes darted all around the room. It took her a few seconds to understand what had happened. “I jumped bodies!” 
 
    Tahini stood up and pointed at her original, now still body on the floor. “Body Jumper Power, activate!” Nothing happened. “Shit!” 
 
    She crawled over to her original body, reached out her hand, and tried to shake her own shoulder. To her surprise, that body vanished the moment she touched it. “Whoa!” she gasped. She ran over to the other one and repeated the same action, grabbing its shoulder. It disappeared with a little audible pop. 
 
    “Okay, so my mind can hop between my doubles, and they vanish if I touch them. How do I bring them back, though,” she muttered, and she stood up and stared out the window as she considered it. Her eyes fixated on a point on the rooftop across the street from her, and she let out a puff of aggravation. To her surprise, though, she saw a shape appear at that point on the rooftop—and then saw through its eyes as it looked back at her. “No flipping way,” she said. “Just like that?” 
 
    She focused her will on her fresh clone, and with a snap, she was in its body, standing atop that roof across the street. She looked down at the traffic, her eyes going huge for several reasons, not the least of which was the sudden realization that she was very high above the ground. She focused back on her other body, and with another clicky snap, she was back in her room. 
 
    Things were coming more naturally now. She squinted at her copy, gritting her teeth as she focused on it, and with no fanfare, it vanished. “This is crazy!” she cried, stroking her hair and shaking her head. 
 
    The next question in her head was about how many copies she could have and control at once. Tahini grunted, tightening her muscles without the intention to as she focused on summoning up more copies. One, two, three, four, five perfect duplicates of herself, wearing the same clothes as her, appeared in front of her. 
 
    With some practice, she found that she could indeed interact with her clones without making them pop out of existence. She could also make them act more naturally, or follow her general will in an intelligent manner, but when she tried to make them act entirely on their own, they became stupid sacks of flesh. 
 
    The potential for this power wasn’t lost on her. She wondered what its limits were, or if the power would become even more useful with time. Only practice would provide the answer, she decided. But to be sure that these abilities had any potential to turn her into a superhero rivaling Solaris in coolness, she needed to test one more thing. 
 
    “Stand still,” she told her clone, who was already standing very still. She lifted a pocket knife to her copy’s index finger and sliced it. The copy reacted in pain, which made her feel a bit guilty—but then she looked at her own matching finger. “No wound,” she noted, giggling happily. “Hmmm. But wait.” 
 
    She moved her consciousness into the body of the clone whose finger she’d just pricked. She felt a tiny sting of pain, which immediately told her that she had succeeded in hopping into the right body. She focused, erasing one of her other copies, and then made a new one. To her irritation, but not surprise, the new copy in front of her shared the finger injury. 
 
    “I’ll just have to keep a spare body under the bed,” she grunted to her clones. “That way, if I sustain too many injuries, I can just instantly teleport back into that body and be clear of damage.” 
 
    She jumped back into an uninjured body and dismissed all the other duplicates, except for a fresh one she tucked underneath her bed. 
 
    A hero needs a costume, however, and she didn’t have much to work with. She had a long, white wig from when she was in the Theater Club in high school, a black, skin-tight morph suit from a ballet recital a few years ago, and a leather eye mask she used to help her sleep. 
 
    She cut holes in the mask for her eyes, used a stencil to spray paint a yellow cat face on the chest of the morph suit, and threw away the head covering. She modified the wig so that her cat ears could poke through easily—one such spot had already been professionally designed in the suit to accommodate her tail. She found some black leather boots she had never worn and tried them on, relieved to find that they still fit. 
 
    Staring at herself in the mirror, dressed up in her full ensemble, she had to admit she looked like a hero, even if she seemed a bit on a budget. Tahini considered it fate that she had precisely the materials needed to throw this suit together. The morph suit was even lined with pseudomithril fibers, making it more durable than it looked. 
 
    Tahini eyed herself in the mirror, willing two more copies into existence behind her, each striking a sexy pose. She grinned seductively at herself, letting her fingers run teasingly up her lissome body and flipping back the long, realistic hair of her white wig. “What do you think, girls? Personally, I think it’s time the world gets acquainted with... Copycat.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 – Copycat 
 
      
 
   “T hat’s right, folks,” the broadcaster announced. The top anchor of Meteo News was a beautiful dark elven woman by the name of Cleopaldi Ignitius. I watched with grim focus as the scene she described played out in real time. “It’s true! Meteoropolis has seen the debut of its second—and arguably sexier—superhero.” 
 
    Pinky scoffed, making a high-pitched noise of offense. “You’re way sexier, honey,” she said, reaching back and rubbing my leg as if that were the part that bothered me. I smirked at the strange consolation and squeezed her hand, but offered nothing in the way of spoken words. 
 
    “How can she be the sexiest? Even my boobs are bigger than hers,” Blossom snickered as she jiggled her breasts. “Look, they can bounce now!” 
 
    I pointed at the screen but was interrupted by Mamba. “Her body is pretty tight. It’s a pretty sexy outfit at least, and she doesn’t look bad in it,” Mamba said. 
 
    “It’s not her sexiness that I’m worried about. Look how young she is.”  
 
    “You’re not exactly an old-timer yourself,” Pinky teased me, looking up and winking. “You’re maybe a few years older at most.” 
 
    “True,” I granted her, nodding, “but—” 
 
    “But nothing,” Pinky interrupted me. “It’s not your business what she does with her life, especially when you’re doing the same thing.” 
 
    I sat up at attention, shaking my head. “It’s as if I’m her inspiration. If something happens to her, it’s partially my fault.” 
 
    “Shhh! They’re cutting away to a full-screen of the fight now!” Satina said excitedly, clicking her hooves on the floor as she pointed at the screen. 
 
    I watched at first with a feeling of disgust forming a sour pit in my gut, but that disgust morphed as I watched the scene unfold. The woman—clearly one of the city’s many catgirls—was chasing down a mugger who looked like he was going to outpace her. 
 
    “Stop, foul evildoer! It is I, Copycat, your reckoning! Hand over that purse, or face the fists of justice!” 
 
    Collective groans rang out, filling our living room with secondhand embarrassment. Even I found my face twisting sympathetically as my lips puckered and I shook my head. 
 
    I grunted. “That’s... yikes.” 
 
    Mamba swatted my arm softly and clicked her tongue. “Cut it out. She’s new, give her a break,” she scolded me. 
 
    When the man didn’t stop as she requested, Copycat did, standing in place and focusing on something. “Is she okay?” Pinky asked.  
 
    I leaned forward, her name sinking in, and guessed correctly at what was about to happen next. Sure enough, four perfect doubles of the catgirl superhero appeared out of thin air, surrounding the dwarven mugger. Copycat’s next move was efficient, even if it lacked some grace. 
 
    Two of the doubles grabbed the dwarf’s arms and held him back, not even bothering to take the purse. She was on a mission to punish. The remaining two doubles started going ham on the dwarf, kicking him in the face repeatedly with the studded soles of their black combat boots. 
 
    “This is... hard to watch,” Pinky said, cringing. 
 
    I sighed. “I mean, it’s better than biting off someone’s arm,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Not if she keeps doing that.” Mamba winced as the catgirl doled out psychopathic levels of punishment on the thief. 
 
    Speaking of thieves, the implications of what I was seeing weren’t at all lost on me. A sudden superhero, lithe and petite with plenty of black clothes, had appeared out of nowhere with self-duplication powers. And, as far as I was concerned, Mamba’s crystal ball prophecy about the cat and goat were officially about Tahini and Satina. There wasn’t much room left for doubt.  
 
    More importantly, I was sure that she was the one who had stolen the Splice Shard, and I knew that at about this moment, Dr. Luna was figuring it out as well. 
 
    My phone vibrated. 
 
    > Are you seeing this shit? 
 
    I smirked at the capsule doc’s message. 
 
    > Yes. It’s definitely her. I think I know who she is, too. 
 
    Yep. I’m not an idiot. I turned my attention to Pinky Peach. “Hey, honey,” I said sweetly, “how did you find Tahini?” 
 
    “Oh!” She raised a finger, leaning against my leg from where she sat on a cushion on the floor. “I put up an ad for Dream Girls auditions and she applied, like, within three minutes.” 
 
    I nodded. “Figured as much.” 
 
    Mamba’s eyes darted to me, then back at the screen. “No way—it’s her?!” 
 
    I nodded once more. “I can’t figure out a reasonable way to doubt the fact,” I noted. “She stole the Splice Shard and used it to make herself a superhero. She stalked you to get close to me. She mentioned she’s a hacker, didn’t she?” 
 
    Satina gasped dramatically. “Goodness! I’m friends with another superhero?!” 
 
    “I’m not sure we should count her as a friend,” I noted. “If she’s comfortable stealing from Dr. Luna and lying to our faces to spy on me up close, that doesn’t sound too friendly to me.” 
 
    Pinky grated out a frustrated noise. “Shit. Things were going so well.” 
 
    “We can’t just let her go,” Blossom whined, looking at me like I was crazy. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “She knows your secret. Do you really want to lose track of her?” That was a fact that I hadn’t yet had the distance from the situation to consider. 
 
    “That’s a very fair point,” I conceded. “And... you girls did have a good rapport.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” asked Mamba. 
 
    Satina jumped up to a standing position, her hooves click-clicking on the floor loud enough to make Pinky cringe—which was hypocritical, because her hooves do the same damn thing. “I’ve got it!” 
 
    I leaned forward, my eyes wide. “Yeah? Well tell us.” 
 
    “We pretend like nothing happened!” 
 
    “I don’t know what I expected her to say, but I’m still disappointed,” Blossom sighed. 
 
    “No, listen,” Satina said, shaking her hands violently to draw our attention back to her. “Seriously! Just pretend like we know nothing, and wait for the topic to come up organically. Let’s see if she tells us herself. If she does—she’s trustworthy enough to give her a chance. If she doesn’t, see how she reacts when you bring it up, Brock.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that. She stole experimental technology from a capsule doctor,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Well, motives count for something,” Satina offered with a shrug. “If she’s trying to do the right thing, and I think she is, then who are we to judge? Brock, you bite people’s arms off—” 
 
    “Okay, that was, like, two times, max,” I said, rolling my eyes. “And I didn’t enjoy it.” 
 
    I did, grunted the dragon. 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t enjoy stealing, but she wanted to be a hero like you. You ever consider that?” the satyress asked. “Point is—I like Tahini! She’s cute, and she’s fun to play Loremasters with, and by golly, I think she likes us, too.” 
 
    I sighed. “Dr. Luna deserves to know what’s going on, though.” 
 
    “What is going on?” Mamba asked. “As far as I can tell, the commissioner’s daughter stole superpowers from a high-ranking capsule doctor to copy her superhero crush.” 
 
    I let out a snorty laugh in response. “I don’t think she’s motivated by her attraction to me. I didn’t get that vibe from her, did you?” 
 
    Pinky shrugged. “Not specifically from her,” she said, shooting a dirty look at Satina. The satyress beamed back at her sweetly, her freckled cheeks dimpling as she brushed her high ponytail back over her shoulder. 
 
    “I think she genuinely wants to help her father,” I reasoned. “Commissioner Go’Urden. I think this is all for him.” 
 
    Satina let out another exaggerated gasp, covering her mouth with both hands. “Do you think he knows?!” 
 
    I frowned at the question. “Oh, definitely not. I don’t think he’d approve at all.” 
 
    My phone vibrated, and I looked at the message on my screen. 
 
    > Get your scaly ass down here as soon as possible. 
 
    I texted him back. 
 
    > I’m on my way. 
 
    I excused myself from the company of my girls, letting them know where I was going and why. Satina had questions about Dr. Luna, but I didn’t have time to answer them, so I let Pinky field her inquiries as I bid them farewell and walked out the door. 
 
    Within seconds, I was in the alley behind Dr. Luna’s building. I walked out onto the boulevard, where planks of richly lacquered wood filled the job of sidewalks as the strangely nature-themed cityscape sprawled out around me. 
 
    I entered Dr. Luna’s building and followed the corridors to where I knew his lab was. I entered the room with a key that he had made especially for me and found the doctor staring at a monitor that was suspended over his head by a bunch of wriggling cables floating in the air God-knows-how. 
 
    “Brock,” he grunted, taking note of me as I walked in the room, but not looking directly at me. “This is—” 
 
    “Bad, I know.” 
 
    But he shook his head. “Honestly, it’s not as bad as it could be.” 
 
    I blinked at him in confusion, my face and the tenseness of my body language displaying my lack of understanding. “Come again?” I muttered sheepishly, no longer knowing what to expect from this conversation. 
 
    “As far as candidates for the Splice Shard go, she’s about as good as they get,” he grunted. “She wants to use the power for good—but I still have many questions about her.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. No going back now. “I have the answers,” I said, and that’s the first time in that conversation that he looked right at me. “She’s Tahini Go’Urden.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he murmured. 
 
    I nodded. “The good news is she’s been stalking me and thinks I don’t know. She’s friends with my girls, and I expect her to visit my home more often. If you want, I can talk to her.” 
 
    “Well, don’t put her on the defensive if you can avoid it. If you see an opportunity to question her gently, I’ll leave it up to you what you think the best course of action is.” 
 
    “Alright,” I replied with a nod, “but I’m genuinely curious. I think she has good intentions, just bad methods. But now—she’s linked to us both, and if something happens to her, it’ll shine a light on you. And... I don’t want anything to happen to her.” 
 
    Dr. Luna nodded. “I understand. You do as you see fit. But it’s good to see that other good people exist in this city, people who would seek and wield power in order to help others instead of exploiting them.” 
 
    I nodded, and silence fell between us until there was only the humming of Dr. Luna’s machinery. The capsules all around us made me feel like we were being watched by dozens of people, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Still, the gaping faces of elves, ogres, and xenos inside pods of varying sizes—they unnerved me. 
 
    “Dr. Luna, can I ask what you know about the Void Cartel?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “Bad folks in power. That’s all I know. I didn’t read Prophet’s leak—if you know about that.” 
 
    Jolted by the name, I tried to remain as nonchalant as possible. “Oh—Copycat is Prophet, by the way. But I’m trusting you with that secret because it’s relevant, and since she stole from you, I think it’s only fair.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed to crescents. “So—Commissioner Go’Urden’s daughter stole my Splice Shard and is both Copycat the superhero and Prophet the hacker?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yep. It’s a lot to take in, I know.” 
 
    “What exciting times we live in,” he said, his voice lifting with vigor. “Brock—just be careful. Don’t take the fight to the Void Cartel, because they’ll take the fight back to you. I suspect calling them out in any capacity will end with death threats and them finding out who you are. Never doubt their network of spies and their unlimited resources. Even the Founders and the Council haven’t been able to sort them out.” 
 
    I almost shuddered with a dark thought. “I wonder if the City Council has a few members on it.” 
 
    “Gods, I hope not, but it’s certainly possible. It’s one of those things that those of us in the know fear in quiet moments, but the average simpleton doesn’t believe in the threat, even if they know it’s out there. There’s a difference between knowing the danger is real and believing the danger is real.” 
 
     “What a wise old man you are,” I joked, laughing at my own attempt at humor. To my relief, Luna smirked back at me. 
 
    “If you’ve lived as long as I have without picking up any wisdom, that would make you a damned fool.” 
 
    “Well, the verdict’s still out. In any case, I imagine that Go’Urden’s going to reach out to me soon to discuss Copycat. I’m not going to tell him that she’s his daughter—but I don’t know what to do about her, generally speaking. Should we team up? Should we ignore her? I don’t have any answers there. Trust is definitely a factor.” 
 
    “Given the fact that she stole her superpowers from me, you mean?” Dr. Luna remarked. 
 
    I nodded. “And the fact that she knows who I am, hacked into your computer to find out about the Splice Shard, and secretly wheedled her way into my girls’ lives just to spy on me and confirm her hunch. It’s hard to trust that.” 
 
    “Intent matters,” Dr. Luna reminded me. “Some people are more mischievous than others, but if they share our values, then they’re better allies than enemies.” 
 
    I crossed my arms and clicked my tongue at him. “Look at this old bastard, spouting his sage wisdom like it’s his job.” 
 
    “Was that wise?” He tapped a thin finger on his leathery chin. “Hmm, I suppose it was. I’ll take it. I should grow a beard.” 
 
    “Can you?” I asked. 
 
    “No—very few elves of any kind can,” he muttered bitterly. “I’ve considered buying a beard-growing tonic, but it can have dreadful side effects.” 
 
    “Such as?” I asked, arching an eyebrow in curiosity. 
 
    “Penis growth, for one,” he said grimly, “I can’t afford to get any bigger; it’s already such a burden.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Okay, time to go,” I muttered, taking a step backward. “I’ll keep you updated.” 
 
    “Same to you—I’m working on a replacement Splice Shard, but the Splice Partner it’s housing is nothing special. An orc, that’s all. Even less noteworthy than the others.” 
 
    “Good. Good luck on that. Hopefully no one will steal that one.” 
 
    “Just keep the Go’Urdens out of my lab,” he grunted. “And Brock?” 
 
    I looked back at him as I opened the door. “Yeah?” 
 
    He paused and narrowed his eyes. “It’s nothing. Just be careful. With your life, and with Copycat’s. The Void Cartel and others will start challenging you eventually if they see you as an enemy, and with another superhero showing up, I fear that may happen sooner than anyone thinks.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks, doc,” I said as I left his laboratory. “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Dr. Luna asked. 
 
    “I’ve got a chill evening planned at home tonight, but first—” I murmured as I fished the radio out of my pocket and grinned a toothy grin. “Hero stuff.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Satina’s Interlude 
 
      
 
   “Y es, mommy, it’s true!” Satina cooed into her cell phone giddily. “I met the most amazing boy, and he has an active harem!” 
 
    She heard her mother’s tearful voice sniffling into the phone. “Oh, Satina, sweetheart, your father would be so happy. I’m sure he’s looking down on you from the Fields of Korkola with love in his heart.” 
 
    Satina wasn’t an idiot. She knew that the cultural expectations that her parents had foisted onto her were unfair and disgustingly sexist—but she was in a tight spot. It was against Valestrian bylaws for a satyress to get married to a man without at least one other wife—unless it was a harem wedding. 
 
    Her whole life, the beautiful satyress had had trouble dating. “Does he have another girlfriend, Satina?” her papa would ask—either him or one of his mother’s sister-wives. “If not, don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    Satina had grown up an undeniable beauty but had never bothered with serious relationships. If word got out that she had a boyfriend, people would talk. If her parents ever figured it out, she could end up disowned. 
 
    At times she considered the merits of being disowned. She was already mostly on her own, accused of being a tremendous shame to her family, closing in on her mid-twenties without securing a worthy husband. The thing was, this was a familiar problem for the dozens of Valestrian satyresses in Meteoropolis, not just her. Still, each oppressive family knew precisely how to make their daughter’s struggle to marry into a harem feel like a unique failing on her part. 
 
    Satina’s brow furrowed as she tried to talk sweetly to her mother—even though she hated her. She hated her and her dumb, dead father and the stupid tradition that they represented. She had almost given up on love altogether. Day in, day out, serving donuts to random people in the Sylvan District—that would be her useless calling and her lonely legacy. That’s what she thought, anyway, until Brock showed up. 
 
    It was like a sign from the gods, but one she felt conflicted about. On the one hand—Brock was dreamy, kind, and sweet, but on the other hand... he actually had a harem. Yes, that certainly made things easier, and she took it as a matter of fate that he had walked through the door and into her life. But she didn’t feel good about how badly she wanted him. If things went well, as they seemed to be going, the system that she had hated her entire life would be one that she would do her part to uphold. By falling in love with Brock and joining his harem, she had furthered that horrible tradition. 
 
    But Brock was different. He wasn’t like any other man she knew, much less any man with a harem. He was tender and selfless, and with each smile he tossed her way, she felt her heart blossom and burn. Even now, as she was humoring her insufferable mother on the phone, her thoughts flew to the dimples in his cheeks, his chiseled jaw, his powerful arms, and the surprising softness of his touch. 
 
    She would never say it out loud, not in front of him, but she was in love with Brock Clayton. It wasn’t a crush. It wasn’t lust. It was unshakeable, unbreakable, unquenchable love. Her heart was bottomless for him, and though she did her best to stay calm around him, remaining sweet and demure as her culture had trained her to be, she felt a feral need to lock lips with the object of her affection. 
 
    She dreamt of him. At least once a week since she had met him, and now every single night since she had moved into his home. She had to satisfy her need sooner or later, lest her entire identity ended up belonging to him. Then she really would be little more than a pathetic traditional Valestrian harem girl. 
 
    “I would like to meet him and the other girls,” her mother said. 
 
    “Yes, mama, of course,” Satina purred, sweet as sugar, with venom hiding under the surface. “Of course.” 
 
    She had to abide by it. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t receive the Blessing of Valestria. She’d be locked out of paradise and wander the forest of the fae world as a lonely, hungry ghost. Just as bad, she’d be left out of her mother’s will. 
 
    Satina finished up the call as quickly as she could. “Sorry, mommy. I just wanted to tell you the good news! We’re all very happy here.”  
 
    “I’m so excited to hear this news, my sweetheart. Can you please schedule a time for me to visit?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’ll ask him when a good time will be, but he’s been very busy lately. The house is under renovation to make more room for me.” 
 
    “Incredible,” her mother breathed in wonder. “He must prize you greatly. Could you at least send a photo later for me to show the other wives?” 
 
    “Of course, mama. My break is ending, so I have to go. Talk to you again soon?” 
 
    Satina wrapped up the call with her mother, but she still had ten minutes left on the clock. She pulled out her phone and used the remainder of her lunch break to sneak in a game of Rites of War. It felt a bit like going home after all the time she’d spent recently in League of Loremasters, but she was surprised to find that, just like her real home, she hadn’t missed it. 
 
    She had the Dream Girls now. Although Loremasters wasn’t really much better of a game than RoW, and she still had a lot of learning to do, a warmth grew on her cheeks as she smiled at the thought of her teammates. She was so happy thinking of the cute flower sprite telling the bots to uninstall, or Pinky Peach earnestly and sincerely coaching the team to victory. She hadn’t interacted with Mamba quite as much, yet, but even the sultry snake woman had a surprising ease to her personality that made Satina feel welcome. And then there was Tahini, devious and naughty and tons of fun. 
 
    Time flew by, and the alarm sounded. Satina silenced it, stood up, and stretched. She headed out of the break room and back to the front counter, where she relieved the cook, Lizgar, from front desk duty. 
 
    “Lots of business?” Satina asked. 
 
    “Like, two customers. Slow afternoon,” he grunted her way. 
 
    “It should be,” Satina noted. “Lunch rush was over an hour ago.” 
 
    She turned her head toward the TV suspended on the wall, hanging from a corner, and her eyes went wide with surprise. “Whoa!” 
 
    “Yeah,” grunted Lizgar as he tossed his hand towel over his shoulder and started to step back toward the kitchen. “Solaris is on a heroic spree today.” 
 
    Satina’s jaw dropped at the scene that was unfolding in front of her very eyes on live television. Solaris stood, towering over a dozen cowering civilians of many colors and species—orcs, gnolls, goblins, elves, and more. They all huddled behind him like he was some majestic, dragon-shaped shield. In front of him were five Steel Golems—magical constructs that had been programmed by MeteoBank artificers to guard the vault of the Sylvan District’s bank. 
 
    They were in the front lobby of the bank, and flames were all around. The news was sharing the live feed that one of the people in the bank was streaming out through social media. Red carpets were burning, desks had been reduced to crushed and smoking heaps of ash, and the five malfunctioning security golems pointed their mage cannons at the solar dragon menacingly. 
 
    Solaris was in a tough spot. If he moved, the innocent civilians would be exposed to the golems’ attacks. If he didn’t move, he would be at the mercy of their strikes. It seemed a desperate situation for just about anyone. Anyone who wasn’t a dragon, at least. 
 
    As one of the steel golems renewed its beam weapon’s assault on Solaris, the hero took in a big breath, mostly shrugging off the attack. He exhaled, and a wide, cone-like stream of blue fire shot out of his mouth, melting the mage cannons mounted to each of the golems’ arms, as well as doing structural damage to the golems themselves. 
 
    With that, the dragon moved with untrackable speed, stopping right in the face of one of his five foes. 
 
    “Wait, Solaris!” a man said, dressed in the uniform of a bank manager. “Don’t harm them! The bank will have no security if you break them!” 
 
    You could see the look of uncertainty on Solaris’s face, and Satina’s face mirrored his. What could he do? 
 
    “Get everyone out of here!” Solaris yelled. “Evacuate now while you can! I’ll keep them busy until the police arrive!” 
 
    “Is there some way to shut them down?!” a goblin woman screamed with exasperation. 
 
    “That’s a good question!” Solaris roared. “What she said!” 
 
    The manager chimed back in, standing up and dusting his suit off. “In the vault! But—they’re blocking it.” 
 
    As he was speaking, most of the people in the bank managed to use that moment to make a break for the front door. They ran outside, and seconds later, police flooded the bank, along with one cop that Satina recognized. “That’s Tahini’s dad!” she gasped. 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden charged into the room wearing some sort of metallic gauntlets and boots. 
 
    “Commissioner,” Solaris bellowed, turning toward the man, “they said we can’t take the golems out because the bank won’t have any security.” 
 
    “The bank can lick my meaty scrote!” the commissioner shouted. “Hephi, make a note: send apology card to MeteoBank CEO.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to take down the dictation, sir,” a narrow-waisted elven officer remarked sarcastically, jotting something on a clipboard as she fearlessly stood by the door and watched people evacuate. She seemed shockingly bored to Satina, given the circumstances. 
 
    The satyress could just make out the bank manager cringing at that exchange. The resulting onslaught was as incredible as it was one-sided. The other police mostly stood back as Solaris and Commissioner Go’Urden destroyed the golems in an odd partnership. 
 
    Solaris could have no doubt handled the matter himself, Satina thought, but having the commissioner there worked out for the best. He shared the responsibility for the damage they did to the bank’s property, and the satyress speculated that that might have been Go’Urden’s intent in showing up to begin with. 
 
    The feed ended shortly after that. The bystander who’d stayed behind to record the chaos as it unfolded was forcibly evacuated, and so they lost line of sight on Solaris and the commissioner and how brutally they were ripping apart the golems together. A few minutes later, the video cut to a sobbing MeteoBank manager. 
 
    The news sure is a lot more exciting these days, Satina thought to herself. But it didn’t actually excite her. On the contrary, seeing that action unfold, knowing what she knew, filled her with anxiety. That was the man she loved, putting his life on the line for a city that owed him nothing. She hated it. She preferred he stopped doing it altogether. 
 
    “When I’m yours, Brock Clayton,” she sighed dreamily. “When I’m yours, you can finally rest.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 – The Charity Tournament 
 
      
 
   “C ome on, everyone, hurry up!” Pinky squealed excitedly as we walked through the rusty-hinged gymnasium doors. 
 
    I had arrived back home just in time to get caught up in some madness or another that the gorgeous unicorn girl had concocted for her new Loremasters team. A ‘team-building event,’ she called it. At a local community college gym less than a mile from our house, there was a charity esports tournament: The Feast of A Million Mouths. 
 
    It sounded like a noble cause—the nonprofit in question was dedicated to lifting xeno children out of poverty. The name came from the fact that, while there were only about one hundred thousand xenoforms in the whole city, the majority of them had multiple mouths. Back home, a name like that might have come across as offensive to some—I personally thought it was kind of hilarious. And of course, I was happy to support the cause. 
 
    “So, remind me how this works?” I asked as Pinky, holding me by the hand, dragged me toward a front row seat on the bleachers. About a dozen large TV screens were mounted on tripods all around the gym, each of them showing different teams at the center of the web-ball court. Yes, it really did seem to be a very misunderstood and poorly imitated version of a similar Earth sport. I’d seen it played on Net-Tube, and it was quite entertaining, like if rugby and basketball had a particularly difficult baby. 
 
    “At any given time, there’ll be four games going on at once—for the first half of the event,” Pinky started, spinning around to face me. “Each team—hey, where’s Satina?” 
 
    “Here!” the satyress shouted, lagging behind us at the door. She jumped once to get our attention, and I prayed a silent prayer of gratitude because her boobs jiggled majestically as a consequence. “Sorry! They had popcorn and hot dogs!” 
 
    “About how much of your Darkling Donut income do you spend on food?” Mamba asked with a wry smirk as Satina caught up to our group. 
 
    The gorgeous satyr girl shrugged—once again, titties bouncing gloriously. She must have worn a very loose bra. 
 
    Or none at all, grunted the dragon inside my subconscious. She might pop out of that top any second now, the way things are going. 
 
    “Down boy,” I whispered. “Let’s not go goblin-mode horny in front of all these people.” 
 
    “That’s extremely offensive!” came a little voice underneath me. A short and wrinkly old goblin man shot me a disapproving look, clicking his tongue and storming away before I could utter an apology. 
 
    Pinky cleared her throat. “Okay—short version: charity game, yay! We get to watch a bunch of semi-pro Loremaster players compete. I figure it’ll be a good experience! We’ll get to bond with our team, and also see how real top-ranked players do it.” 
 
    “Speaking of our team, where the hell is Tahini?” Blossom whined, looking around.  
 
    “Tahini’s coming?” I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, given recent revelations.  
 
    Blossom jumped up and down a few times to have a better look, then helped herself onto my back, climbing like a monkey onto my shoulders. 
 
    “It’s absolutely alarming how light you are,” I noted. 
 
    “I’m not that light,” she corrected me, “you’re heavy and strong.” 
 
    “She’s right, you know,” a nerdy but cute voice snickered from behind us. I turned around and—there she was. 
 
    “Tahini,” I muttered, more coldly than I meant to. 
 
    “Brock,” she called back with a bounce of her eyebrows. “Blossom has a point, actually. You’re built like a bank vault. I bet even Pinky Peach feels light to you.” 
 
    The unicorn girl gasped. “Brock likes my thick thighs!” 
 
    I stole a look at them and nodded firmly. “Mmmhmm,” I confirmed. “You’re goddamn right.” 
 
    Tahini’s eyes walked the length of me once or twice more, sizing me up for whatever reason, then turned to Pinky Peach and Mamba. “What the hell are we doing here again?” 
 
    “Gahhh!” Pinky screamed in frustration. “I keep trying to say, but—” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for attending The Feast of a Million Mouths’s Special Loremasters Tournament. This is a sanctioned event, and all ranked matches today will have double the impact on our players’ seasonal scores, so you’d better believe our teams today will be taking this event very seriously—and so should you!” 
 
    “Oh shit!” Pinky gasped, pulling on her own hair. “Quick, sit down!” 
 
    Pinky threw her backpack full of who-the-fuck-knows onto a front row bleacher, just a few feet away from a huge television screen that was showing one of the teams as they played a warmup match against an AI opponent. 
 
    The rest of us followed suit, sitting down in the first and second rows. “I’ve never been to a live game,” Mamba muttered. “This is kind of exciting, I have to admit.” 
 
    “Wow, people really play this game in front of an audience?” Satina asked. 
 
    Pinky looked at the satyr like she’d flicked her horn. “How are you this unaware of the esports scene?” 
 
    “I don’t watch much TV,” Satina said, still beaming at her. “I don’t spend much time on the internet, either. I just try to keep up with my hobbies. I’ve watched ranked games online before, but it’s weird to imagine gyms and convention halls full of people just in the name of Loremasters.” 
 
    “What are your hobbies?” I asked, instantly curious at the mention of them. 
 
    Satina beamed at me with a look of adorable pride on her face, flicking her high red ponytail back over her shoulder. “Do you want to see?” she asked. 
 
    My mind ran wild—but we were in a public place, so I knew it wasn’t anything sexy. Not that I could even think of a sexy hobby, actually. “Sure.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re still talking right now,” Pinky whispered shrilly. 
 
    “I want to see Satina’s hobby too,” Tahini spoke up, ignoring Pinky. I eyed the catgirl out of the corner of my gaze. Did she suspect I knew her identity? If she did, she wasn’t showing any sign of it. Was she that savvy of an actress? 
 
    Satina reached into her backpack—just as packed as Pinky’s, though hers was predictably loaded with snacks, which she took the opportunity to pass around. Everyone politely took whatever she offered—even Blossom, who couldn’t eat—but no one actually opened them. 
 
    “Your hobby is passing out chips and pastries?” Mamba asked, confused. 
 
    “Shhh,” Blossom hushed the hissfolk beauty. “I want to see if it involves her jugs.” 
 
    Satina pulled out a brown knitted cap, held it up for us to see, and then placed it on Blossom’s head. 
 
    “By the Silversnake, Blossom,” Mamba giggled, “you look so cute with that little hat!” 
 
    Blossom squinted at the satyr woman. “I’m confused. Your hobby is putting hats on people’s heads?” 
 
    “No, silly!” huffed Satina. “I knit! Scarves, gloves, blankets, and caps mostly. I can make cute little dolls and stuffed animals if you give me enough time, too.” 
 
    I smiled approvingly. “That’s really cool. A practical skill.” 
 
    She blushed and licked her lips, causing Pinky to let out an irritated groan. “I’m glad you think so, Brock. My family raised me to be a high-class harem girl, so I have a bunch of weird skills like that, but knitting is the only one I really enjoy.” 
 
    “What else can you do?” I asked, suddenly entranced by her. 
 
    She looked at her hands and started counting as she began to list things off. “Let’s see—I can play the pan flute, sing at a professional level, paint landscapes, I know dining etiquette across seven cultures, and I can cook pretty well.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Whoa,” I grunted. “That’s really cool.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I kind of hate it, though. The whole harem expectation, and the need to make ourselves sooo… marketable? It’s really a lot, especially since a satyress actually finding an established harem in this city is like one in a hundred, and that’s if you’re a real go-getter. Which I’m not.” 
 
    “Well, you go-got me,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Did she?” Pinky asked, her voice raised. “That seems like a conversation we should all have, if you’re serious.“ 
 
     “I just meant—forget it,” I sighed, pointing at the TV screen. “Let’s watch the tournament.” But I noticed a little smirk on the unicorn girl’s lips as she eyed Satina one last time. 
 
    Pinky, Mamba, and Tahini tracked the event earnestly, even getting up from time to time to check out the different TVs and keep an eye on the scores of all the games in progress. I have to admit, it was pretty exciting. 
 
    Some of the teams were apparently popular enough to have a following—they were the teams that bothered to come in their uniforms, and far more people gathered around them, getting as close as they could to watch their matches unfold.  
 
    Whenever a kill was scored, you’d know—cries of celebration rang out. These were real fans of the game, and my heart throbbed a bit for my girls as I imagined what it would feel like for them to have their own fans attend their games one day. It would be a reality sooner or later, I was sure, the way things were going. 
 
    So, yes—Tahini, Mamba, and of course Pinky Peach were all very invested in the event. Tahini even seemed to have a favorite team that she cheered for and hung around the most—The Ember Street Owlbears. 
 
    “Let’s go, Vulgarious! Kick her ass!” she shouted, making me chuckle at her endearing enthusiasm. 
 
    Vulgarious appeared to be a diminutive lizard-looking guy with red scales who needed a special cushion and a smaller keyboard to play. I wondered about how that impacted the game in terms of fairness, but if it had any bearing on it, people didn’t seem to care. They were lost in the excitement of the match. 
 
    Meanwhile, Satina and Blossom were behind me. Satina was busy knitting Blossom matching brown gloves, while Blossom casually attempted to negotiate rights to squeeze Satina’s boobs once a day and twice on the weekends. That conversation didn’t seem to be going anywhere, but Satina grinned at the little flower sprite for its duration, even as she politely and repeatedly shut down her proposals. 
 
    “I’m just pointing out,” Blossom continued, “some people say that flower sprite hands have healing properties.” 
 
    “Who says that? And what would you be healing?” Satina asked sweetly. 
 
    Blossom shrugged. “Your back must be so sore from carrying those milk bags around, right?” 
 
    “Ohh! Good point, Blossom!” Satina squealed. “I’d love a back rub.” 
 
    “Ahhh fuggin’ crap,” Blossom whined. 
 
    “Ladies and gentleman,” came the announcer’s voice again. I looked around for the source of it and spotted a minotaur man sitting at a foldable table on the opposite side of the gym where only VIPs seemed to be seated. “It’s time for our raffle!” 
 
    Pinky sprinted back, dragging Mamba by the sleeve of her zip-up sweatshirt and Tahini by the wrist. 
 
    “Wow, we are not that familiar, my chick,” the catgirl said, but she was grinning as wide as I’d ever seen. “What is going on, anyway?” 
 
    Pinky dropped her backpack on the floor, a panicked look on her face. “Shit! It’s happening faster than I thought!” she croaked. She bent down and unzipped the bag, pulling out five white esports uniform shirts and identical black shorts. 
 
    “What’s happening?!” Mamba asked, getting secondhand nervousness from the sight of Pinky freaking out and retrieving unexplained items of clothing from her bag. “What are those?!” 
 
    “Quick!” Pinky shouted as she tossed a shirt and pair of shorts at all of her teammates, “we’re going to win the raffle.” 
 
    “What raffle?” Tahini asked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I bribed the minotaur,” Pinky explained, rolling her eyes as though she thought it needed no explanation. Then she shot an ashamed look at me. “Sorry, Brock—it cost more than I would have liked.” 
 
    I just shot her a thumbs up. “Cool,” I grunted. “No idea why you think I’d care.” 
 
    Pinky cleared her throat, and even Satina and Blossom granted their full attention to Pinky as they held their new uniforms in their hands. “So, there’s a raffle to see who gets to play the winners of the tournament at the very end, and—” 
 
    “Pinky Peach, no you did not. Tell me you did not,” Mamba said firmly. 
 
    “I super did,” she replied, winking back. “I took all your measurements when you were either asleep or not paying attention, and I ordered these custom jerseys, and—well, sorry about the boob window, but they’re super cute, and they’re in your exact sizes!” 
 
    Satina held the uniform shirt up to her chest and blushed as she saw the scandalous and intentional hole in the chest. “Pinky!” she gasped. “This will show so much of our cleavage!” 
 
    “It was the only shirt that came in exactly all our sizes!” Pinky shouted, stomping on the ground. “I am giving you a gift!” 
 
    Blossom eyed the promising hole in Satina and Mamba’s uniform shirts and nodded solemnly. “Yes, Pinky, you really have. Thank you, from the bottom of our hearts. We will always remember what you did for us today.” 
 
    The unicorn girl blinked. “Wow, Blossom—thanks for getting it. So, anyway, in like one minute the guy is going to call our team name, and we’re going to have to play the exhibition match against the winners, and—” 
 
    “Wait, fuggin’ what now?!” Blossom squealed. “Are they bots?! I can handle bots.” She pointed at one of the kitsune boys on the Elfwood Road Slayers. “Is he a bot?” 
 
    “These are real players, Blossom,” Pinky said, squinting at the flower sprite, not sure how to answer, “but you can pretend they’re bots if it helps you, I guess.” 
 
    “Ohh, okay. Cool. No sweat then.” That somehow placated Blossom, but Satina was next to complain. 
 
    “I’m hungry, though,” Satina whimpered. “Can we go out for dinner afterward?” 
 
    No one mentioned the fact that Satina had been eating pretty much non-stop since we arrived. “We’ll have a big dinner after this… but tell you what—it’ll be a fucking feast if you win,” I promised with a wide grin. 
 
    “Oh, gosh,” Satina giggled. “I don’t think we can win against the first place team, can we?” 
 
    Pinky shrugged. “Never say never. Our team chemistry is off the charts, and that counts for a lot. Just play your best champs—or the one that you played last time. Except, Mamba,” she turned to the hissfolk woman, “I’m going to need you to play a support champion.” 
 
    Mamba nodded. “You got it. I’ll lock in Elcore right away, assuming he isn’t banned.” 
 
    “Perfect!” And then Pinky turned to Satina. “You stay with Blossom on top lane. Tahini, you’re with Mamba on bottom, but you two will need to keep map awareness because—” 
 
    “That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, the Dream Girls have won the raffle! Dream Girls, are you in the building?” 
 
    Pinky let out an eep of excitement and fear. She cut short her instructions to Tahini and Mamba, turning to me. “Can you confirm for us? We need to change into our uniforms!” 
 
    I nodded, clapping a few times and cheering. “You got it. Kick their stupid asses.” 
 
    “Oh, they’re not stupid,” Pinky corrected me, shaking her head. “Jiminy Brusselberry is actually really nice.” 
 
    I blinked. “I’m just trying to be encouraging,” I mumbled, smirking awkwardly. 
 
    “I know,” Pinky giggled, throwing her arms around me for a quick, tight hug. “Okay! Everyone, kiss Brock for good luck!” 
 
    “What?!” Tahini grunted, her jaw dropping at the absurd order. 
 
    The unicorn girl’s face turned serious. “Just do it. I’m superstitious, and there’s no doubt that Brock is our lucky charm.” 
 
    “Do I get a say in this?” I asked, cocking a brow at Tahini and Pinky. 
 
    Pinky groaned and stomped her hoof like she was out of time. She hopped up and pecked me on the lips, then shoved Blossom in front of me to do the same. One by one I made my way through the girls, and I don’t think I’d ever felt as self-conscious as I did at that moment, because it didn’t take long for people in the crowd to notice and stare. 
 
    “That’s one lucky motherfucker,” someone growled behind me. He wasn’t wrong. 
 
    When I got to Satina, she batted her eyes up at me. “I didn’t imagine our first kiss would be so ho-hum,” she whispered. 
 
    “Hurry!” Pinky squealed. 
 
    “Dream Girls, can you confirm? Are you here?” the announcer shouted into the mic. 
 
    Panicking, Satina wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a cinnamon-flavored kiss, closing her eyes and letting out a cute little whimper as she tugged herself away. 
 
    Tahini blushed, but managed to keep a cocky smirk on her face all the same. “Would’ve been more fun if I could kiss the dragon,” she said softly as she licked her lips. 
 
    “Or if I could kiss your duplicates,” I whispered back, unable to help myself. Not the best way to drop my knowledge of her secret, but it sure felt good. 
 
    Her eyes flashed wide open—far wider than I would have thought they could get. Something propelled her forward, then, and she smashed her lips against mine with unexpected zeal—perhaps unexpected by us both. 
 
    “To be continued,” she purred, winking at me, “Solaris.” 
 
    “You got it, Copycat,” I winked back. 
 
    I ran to the table where the minotaur was sitting and confirmed that the Dream Girls were present and ready to play. We still had about twenty minutes to go, so I went back to the bleachers and sat down, waiting for my girls to return to me. They walked out of the ladies bathroom together, and within seconds, the loud cheering and chattering in the gym fell to a hushed silence as every head in the room turned to watch the new team make their entrance. It was like they moved in slow motion, each of them an utter goddess in her own right—even Tahini, who had a rather petite physique, looked damn good with an outfit fitted so well. 
 
    Their uniform was a pair of tight black shorts with a white stripe going down the side and a white esports jersey, also tight, with pink, purple, and orange patterns coalescing into their team name. The scandalous bit, and probably the part that not only drew but kept the attention of the audience, was the open chest window, which showed off a heaping helping of cleavage. 
 
    “Ladies and… gentlemen, it’s…” The minotaur announcer was really having trouble. “It’s the Sylph Street Dream Girls, and wow—I’m not certain there has ever been so apt a name for an esports team as this one!” 
 
    The crowd went wild, and Pinky Peach’s face sank into obvious anxiety and panic. All of them looked utterly horrified—save for Blossom, who was jumping up and down excitedly, grinning from ear to ear, living her best life, relishing all the attention. 
 
    They sat down on the bleachers next to me. I put my arm around Pinky Peach and whispered into her ear, “You’re going to be fine.” 
 
    “These uniforms are too good. I feel so shy,” she murmured shakily. 
 
    “Well,” I grunted, looking around at all the people staring at their phones, investigating the quality of the pictures they had just snapped of the ladies’ cinematic entrance, “I guarantee you’re going to go viral.” 
 
    “This is too much!” the unicorn girl screeched, finally falling to the pressure. “This was a mistake!” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t!” Mamba said. She grabbed Pinky playfully by the horn and kissed her on the forehead. “We’ve got this. We don’t even have to win. We just have to not get our asses totally kicked. That’s it. No one’s expecting us to beat the tournament champions.” 
 
    Pinky nodded, taking a few deep breaths through puckered lips. “You’re right,” she agreed, calmer now. “Just… we need to be competent. That’s it. It’s only an exhibition match, and it’s against the winners.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said, and I looked over at Blossom and Satina. Satina was already knitting again, and Blossom’s brow was furrowed as she concentrated on everyone’s openly displayed cleavage. 
 
    “This is a great day,” the little flower sprite nodded. “Pinky, hey. I need to tell you something.” 
 
    Pinky looked at her, wide-eyed and shaky, perhaps on the verge of tears. “Yeah?” she asked. 
 
    “You did a great thing for us today,” Blossom stated solemnly, grabbing her by the shoulder. “I mean it. You proved yourself a worthy team leader, and any doubt I had in following you—it’s gone. Fuggin’ history. You’re the best leader we could possibly have.” 
 
    Pinky smiled—and then she frowned. “Are you talking about rigging us to play the exhibition match or just going on about the boob windows?” 
 
    “The second one,” Blossom said, her voice as solemn as a prayer. “Definitely the fuggin’ boob windows. But also the first thing. Just less.” She swallowed hard as her eyes drifted, failing to maintain eye contact with Pinky. “Much less.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Hey,” I joined in, grabbing Pinky Peach by the chin and playfully directing her eyes back to me until we were touching nose to nose. “You’ve got this.” 
 
    She nodded and pecked me on the cheek, then eked out a relaxed sigh. “You’re right. We’ve got this.” 
 
    About ten minutes later, the fated moment came. “Ladies and gentlemen,” roared the minotaur, his confidence returned, “now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for! But first, a kind reminder—after this exhibition match is done, the event is officially over. Please remember to leave an extra donation on your way out if you have the means. A million mouths will all say thank you.” 
 
    People clapped politely, but the crowd was getting antsy. I looked at my girls. Everyone—save for Satina—was showing their nerves on their faces. 
 
    “Our final match of the evening may not count for much, but it looks to be a stimulating one!” the minotaur growled into his microphone. “The Dream Girls vs. our tournament winners, The Willow Street Ground Dragons!” 
 
    “Okay girls,” I said as they stood up. “These bastards might beat you nine times out of ten. But not tonight. Tonight, we win.” 
 
    “That’s really inspirational!” Satina squealed. 
 
    “It’s from a hockey movie,” I confessed. “Now go make them cry!” I shouted, swatting Pinky on the butt as she got up. She tossed a wink back to me, some of the fight returning to her face. 
 
    “Quick, slap my butt, too!” Blossom cried out, bending over in front of me. I obliged, but felt very weird doing it. 
 
    The girls sat down at their table across from their competitors and signed in to their own accounts. There were some gasps when people noted just how few ranked matches Blossom and Satina had partaken in when their stats showed up on the screen—but Blossom had been training night and day, not really needing to sleep nearly as much as a normal person, and Satina was a very experienced player of another game in the genre. Good, the dragon growled. Let them underestimate our girls. It will be their most grievous error. 
 
    “Go Dream Girls!” I shouted, clapping my hands. A few other people howled for them, too. A couple folks in the crowd, I figured out from the chatter, actually recognized them, probably following some of the girls on Flinch already. 
 
    The announcer made some more boring declarations and reminders, and then the match kicked off for real. The atmosphere in the gym was tense—when the first team fight broke out, the whole crowd fell unusually silent. 
 
    “Double Kill!” the in-game announcer cried out, a feminine voice that blasted the words so loud on the speakers that it was almost deafening. The volume had been cranked up because previous games were so noisy with everyone in the crowd talking, but now it seemed excruciatingly loud since no one was making a peep. 
 
    “Ladies and gentleman, our first kill, a double kill, goes to Satina the satyr from the Dream Girls! What an upset!” 
 
    The game continued. Blossom was first on our team to die, but she avenged herself minutes later after she respawned. 
 
    “Blossom, don’t you dare shout for them to uninstall right now,” Pinky accidentally whispered into a hot mic, which thankfully earned laughs from the crowd who likely thought she was joking. Blossom’s lip twitched with the proof of her self-restraint. 
 
    If you asked me, I’d openly admit that I didn’t expect the girls to do all that well, but I knew they could surprise the audience with their teamwork. Even I underestimated them, it turns out. They didn’t completely mop the floor with the competition—but they sure surprised us all. 
 
    In the end, the tides had turned back and forth several times. You could see the perspiration on the enemy team’s faces, and the excitement on the faces of my girls. At one point I saw Pinky mouthing, “Holy shit, are we going to win?!” I think a full minute had passed since anyone in the gym had even blinked. 
 
    Every single mid-lane turret on both sides had been destroyed, and the nexuses of both teams had suffered intense damage. It was a simple matter of which team got to the opposing side next and was able to use an ult or fire a few attacks on the enemy’s last remaining structure. There were likely seconds, not minutes, left in the game. 
 
    I actually chewed my nails, I was so fucking nervous. I don’t think I’d ever gotten that excited for someone else’s sporting event or video game in my entire life, but I knew how much this meant to my team—so it meant just as much to me. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I grunted—the enemy Monga looked like he was going to peel into our base, and that would be it. I took a deep breath and nodded. It wasn’t a bad outcome, after all. My girls had shattered the expectations of the crowd into a million pieces. I sat down and braced myself to politely clap, trying to relax my face muscles so I wouldn’t be caught frowning. 
 
    But then something beautiful happened. I saw on the monitor as Satina’s eyes lit up with some kind of realization. I watched her mouth something, but the mic in front of her wasn’t on, so I didn’t know what she said. Blossom whipped her head to look at her, and I recognized her words easily. “Do it!” she shouted. 
 
    Satina had just remembered that she hadn’t used her champion item—a once-per-match teleport that could instantly return her to base. She pressed the trigger key and appeared back in our territory, then used the flash move to jump forward and begin her dash to intercept Monga, who was played by a half-orc on the other team. Satina, biting her lip so hard I think she might have been bleeding a bit, used her crowd control power, freezing the Monga in its tracks. Right then, Blossom’s hero came out of the bushes, unloading her ult, finishing the enemy champion off. 
 
    On the other side, Pinky and Mamba’s heroes trekked through the enemy jungle and crept out of the left lane, where there was still a turret active. They tanked the hits, because all they needed was just one blow each. Pinky launched her W ability, a long-range spear attack, which struck the enemy nexus, bringing it down to only three health. Then Mamba used her hero’s main heal to recover enough HP so Pinky’s champion could survive the turret strikes that came with dipping into enemy territory. She got in range of the opponent’s nexus and landed one more blow just as the turret was set to eliminate her. 
 
    Boom. The volume on that explosion was way too loud, but at that moment, I wouldn’t have had it any other way. They won. They fucking won. 
 
    Holy shit, they won, growled the dragon, equally as thrilled and surprised as I was. I hugged myself in an attempt to share a celebratory embrace with Solaris, only stopping when I realized how weird it must have looked. 
 
    The crowd shot up to their feet, screaming and cheering like wild animals. Some of them rushed the court, though thankfully, they all kept a respectful distance when the Minotaur ran to the center and waved them away. 
 
    “Everybody loves an underdog,” I muttered to myself. “Especially when that underdog is five improbably hot girls.” 
 
    Now what? asked the dragon giddily. 
 
    I sighed and stretched, making my own way through the crowd to end up in the arms of all my girls at once. Even Tahini hugged me without restraint or reservation. 
 
    “Now, we celebrate.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 – Goat and Unicorn 
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   A s soon as we walked out of the gymnasium after the big win, we started planning our victory party. In our time together, there hadn’t been any one specific event worth a celebration more than this, save for maybe the moment Pinky and I successfully navigated invisible sex. The result of that, I reminded myself, was that I had suddenly, and happily, regained my ability to see her again. 
 
    There was nothing so magic about winning a game of Loremasters—not to me, anyway. But the looks on the girls’ faces when they realized they’d beaten the champions of that local event, that was all the magic I needed. 
 
    “Oh! Get those colorful fruit chips, you know, the multicolored pack with the donkey on the front!” Satina squealed, clapping her hands excitedly as she accidentally kicked the cab driver’s seat. 
 
    But Tahini shook her head. “As much as I’d love to take this party back to your crib, tonight’s the one night of the week my mom is going to be home, so I can’t miss it.” 
 
    I nodded at her and grinned in spite of myself. There was a lot left unsaid between us, lots of things we had to hash out at one point or another, but I wasn’t in the mood for a heavy talk right now anyway. “We’ll save some stuff for you next time,” I promised. 
 
    The girls all hugged Tahini like they’d known her for years, and I watched a look of surprise wash over the catgirl’s face. It was the look of someone starved for affection who had just figured out that she finally had more of it than she knew what to do with. I smirked as I realized what an unhappy accident it was for her. She started stalking me, I figured, because she had a hunch I was Solaris, but she ended up with so much more than she had bargained for. 
 
    Good, the dragon said. Good for her. And good for us, too. 
 
    I averted my gaze to roll my eyes at him covertly so that the ladies wouldn’t take special note and ask what it was about. After everyone was done hugging Tahini, I sent the girls home and happily paid for their cab. It was a symbolic gesture, of course, since we shared our money pretty freely anyway. They told me later that Pinky cried all the way home, and the taxi driver was apparently pretty worried about her until he figured out the story. 
 
    Next, I headed to the local Quickie Station to grab booze for everyone and snacks for the busty, beautiful satyress. I grabbed the chips she wanted—four bags of them—and a few packs of goblin wine coolers, as well as a xeno liquor labeled ‘technically safe for humanoid consumption.’ That one was for me. 
 
    There was a satyr man behind the counter, with the same goat eyes as Satina. He was attractive in a wiry sort of way, but a bit greasy. 
 
    “That’ll be four silver,” he told me, smiling with a warmth that also reminded me a bit of Satina. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. “I’m so sorry if this is rude,” I grunted. “Did you see the girls I was with outside?” 
 
    He shook his head and eyed me curiously. 
 
    “One of them was a Valestrian satyr. I just wanted to ask something. Are you one, by any chance?”  
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, man. The eyes give it away,” he said, pointing at his elongated sideways pupils.  
 
    I let out a sigh of relief and leaned forward on the counter. “She’s so cute, but she eats like crazy,” I noted. “Is that a thing?” 
 
    He laughed. “For some satyrs, yeah. My grandma was like that. She said it’s normal for a high-value girl—sorry, I realize that’s not much of a thing anymore.” 
 
    “In her family, it apparently is,” I muttered sadly. 
 
    “Oh,” he replied with a grimace. “That sucks. But, answering your question, just keep her fed and she’ll be easy to please. She’s probably insanely gorgeous, too, right?” 
 
    I nodded, my eyes narrowing as I pictured her in my mind. “She is. Honestly, it seems like she’s getting cuter by the day. How did you know?” 
 
    He bagged my goods and continued to talk. “A so-called high-value Valestrian satyr in love is the only one who typically develops the appetite. All those calories tend to go toward making her more lovely—maybe her, uh, boobs will get bigger. Or her skin will become clearer, or whatever.” 
 
    “In love?” I asked. “It only happens when they’re in love?” 
 
    He nodded. “You’ll find there’s a lot of love-related magic in the Sylvan District, dude. Moon elves literally glow when they touch the person they’re in love with, for example.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That’s got to be embarrassing in school. Imagine passing a quiz back to your crush and your hands accidentally touch.” 
 
    “You laugh, but something like that happened to a friend of mine at his office job,” the satyr chuckled, scratching at his goatee. “So, yeah. I’m sure if you search it online you’ll find a ton of examples of things like that. Are you human?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I am.” 
 
    He made a face like he was impressed. “First human I’ve seen in the Sylvan District. There might be a few in the Atlantean District, probably in the Lemurian Quarter.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that,” I confessed. “Some people told me I might be the only one.” 
 
    “Only pure one, maybe. But you’ll see lots of quarter-human folks and distant descendants of gods and such if you look around,” he shrugged. “It’s a weird city.” 
 
    I reached out and took the bag. “Thanks for humoring my question, man. Guess I’ve got a satyress in love living with me.” 
 
    “In love with you?” he asked. 
 
    “‘Fraid so,” I chuckled with a smirk. 
 
    “Well, do you love her back?” 
 
    The question hit me like a bucket of ice water to the balls. Did I love Satina? It seemed too soon to commit to anything like that, but there was certainly a profound attraction, and there were a lot of things I loved about her. 
 
    I sighed. “That’s a big question.” 
 
    “Well,” he continued, “good luck anyway. Thanks for the chat. You’re the first person who said more than ‘thanks’ to me in more than two hours.” 
 
    I chuckled at that and left, honestly a bit disappointed to leave the friendly conversation behind for a moment. But then I remembered what was waiting for me at home. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Honeys, I’m home!” I shouted as I pushed open the door. The girls were all lazing on the couch in various stages of undress.  
 
    Mamba was wearing only a pair of pink shorts and a sheer white tank top. I knew from experience that the odds that she was wearing anything under those was pretty much zero. 
 
    Pinky Peach hadn’t yet taken off her esports uniform, still proudly showing it off, along with the black shorts, as she turned to look at me. “What did you get?” 
 
    I put the heavy bag of booze and snacks on the kitchen table and unloaded. “Tada!” I shouted, doing jazz hands to show off my purchases. 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll do,” Mamba said approvingly as she slinked over and grabbed a pink wine cooler from the table. She planted a kiss on my cheek, and her forked tongue continued to tickle my face for a second or two even after she withdrew her lips. 
 
    Blossom and Satina came over together. Blossom was wearing her ‘Petting Zoo’ tank top and a pair of boy shorts panties. The panties were getting pretty tight for Blossom by that point, and I realized at that moment with a bit of shock that she and Satina were almost the same height. 
 
    Satina had on a hilariously cute and fuzzy green frog kigurumi—one of those full-body pajama suits that were made to look like an animal. 
 
    “You look cozy,” I said to her, grinning. 
 
    “I feel cozy,” she beamed back at me with a big grin, her flawless cheeks blushing slightly. She was radiant. “I’m just here for the snacks.” 
 
    Pinky scowled at her and made a tsk tsk of disapproval. “Screw that! You’re drinking!” 
 
    “Now, Pinky, no peer pressure,” I warned her. 
 
    “Well, I’m drinking,” Pinky squeaked, standing up and walking over to me, but she didn’t go for the wine coolers. First, she wrapped her arms around my waist and planted a strawberry-flavored kiss on my lips. Afterward, she hugged me tightly, rubbing her nose lightly against my neck at an awkward angle to avoid horn problems. “This was the second best day of my life,” she whispered. 
 
    I didn’t need to ask about the first.  
 
    Satina took the chips and one wine cooler and withdrew back to the sofa. Blossom grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and poured it out in her pot. “Ahhh yeah. This’ll be so nice when I root myself back in there.” 
 
    “So,” I pressed the conversation forward, “what’s the plan for tonight?” 
 
    To my slight dismay, Pinky pulled back from the hug, but I still tried to cling to her scent. “The plan is we drink like crazy!” 
 
    It didn’t end up getting all that crazy, actually. The party energy remained in the atmosphere for a little bit. Pinky Peach turned on some loud music and Blossom stood by the light switch, flicking it up and down for a strobe effect while the rest of us danced, but that didn’t last for more than a few songs before people got tired of it. 
 
    “We really need to invest in some proper party equipment,” Satina noted. 
 
    “I’m not wasting money on that,” Pinky scoffed with a wave of her hand as she sipped on her wine cooler. 
 
    “You bribed a man today,” I pointed out with a laugh.  
 
    “And look at what it did for us!” she gasped. Her voice was high and whiny as though I were brushing off her achievement. 
 
    I grinned at her. “I’m just teasing. I’m proud of you.” I kissed her on the forehead, then wrapped my arm around Mamba, on the other side of me, and kissed her, too. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she moaned. “Can’t wait until it’s my turn again tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Pinky said, looking at me and squeezing my arm, “tonight’s our night!” 
 
    I noted a sad little whimper coming from Satina’s direction, but when I looked over at her, the same big, sweet smile was on her face as usual. Had I imagined it? I didn’t think so. 
 
    Blossom, though, was booting up her computer. “Come on, I wanna crush some noobs,” she growled. “Let’s play some Loremasters.” 
 
    Pinky blinked at her and smiled. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I don’t think I’m up for it tonight. I just want to bask in the victory, you know?” 
 
    Blossom looked at Pinky with an expression of brazen incredulity. “Who are you? What did you do with my friend Pinky Peach?” 
 
    Pinky laughed. “You’re funny, Blossom.” 
 
    The flower sprite let out a sigh. “I won’t tell you I’m disappointed because I think you fuggin’ know.” 
 
    “Well, who wants to play with Blossom, and who wants to party with Brock and me?” Pinky asked with a whoop. 
 
    Mamba squeezed my crotch. “I would love to be greedy, but seeing as tomorrow’s my night anyway, I’ll keep Blossom company. Hey, cutie?” 
 
    “Yup?” Blossom yipped back, looking at Mamba over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m heading to my room to log in. Shoot me a party invite.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Satina sighed. “I don’t really feel like playing, but I don’t want to intrude, either.” 
 
    I looked at Pinky and back at Satina. “Don’t say that. You’re one of us now. You live here, you shared our food—” 
 
    “You scored the kill that helped us win the game today!” Pinky exclaimed, surprisingly passionate in her support of the satyress. “Satina, pleeeeease hang out with us.” 
 
    The satyress’s cheeks glowed with pink radiance and her syrupy sweet smile grew. “Oh—okay!” she giggled happily. “If you say so!” 
 
    “Well go to your fuggin’ room, cuz it’s gonna get loud out here, bitches,” Blossom warned us, casting a severe look over her shoulder. “I’m taking no prisoners tonight.” 
 
    Pinky chuckled. “Fair enough. Let’s go to my room, then!” 
 
    Satina gasped at the prospect as though it were some huge relationship milestone. “Wow, really? I don’t think I’ve ever been in your room!” 
 
    “You definitely haven’t,” Pinky confirmed. “I never invited you in before. I like it… a certain way.” 
 
    I chuckled at the understatement. “She has a cleaning compulsion, you know, and it’s the worst in her room.” 
 
    Pinky shot me a dirty look. “I’m getting better. Eppy is more laid back now that we’ve promised her—well, let’s not think about that tonight,” she said with a shudder. 
 
    We went into Pinky Peach’s bedroom and I flicked the light switch on. 
 
    “Whoa,” Satina gasped. “That really is a lot of dragons.” She looked around, scanning all the plushies and dragon toys in the room. 
 
    “I love dragons,” Pinky sighed. 
 
    “Because Brock is a dragon?” 
 
    Pinky Peach shook her head. “Well, I always loved them. I think it’s natural for dragons and unicorns to have a thing for each other. My mom was into dragons, too.” She let out a sigh. “If only she knew I bagged the hottest dragon of them all.” 
 
    “Dammit, where is he?!” I grunted with faked anger, balling up my fists. “I’ll fuck him up!” 
 
    Pinky swatted me on the arm and bit her lip. “Get on the bed, dummy.” 
 
    Satina’s eyes went wide. “Maybe I should go?” 
 
    “Oh, I just meant to sit down,” Pinky sputtered through a frenzied blush. “I’m sorry! You can sit, too!” 
 
    We all plopped down onto Pinky’s bed and leaned back against the headboard or pillows. Pinky grabbed her wireless keyboard and trackpad and put a movie on in the background, but none of us were paying attention to it. It was some movie with a famous hissfolk actress that only vaguely reminded me of Mamba. This woman had intricately patterned copper scales and a more petite physique, but she was gorgeous for sure. Full disclosure: Mamba had bigger boobs. 
 
    “So, Satina,” Pinky broke the silence, “how are you liking living here? What’s it like compared to your old apartment?” 
 
    “Oh,” Satina giggled, a honey-sweet grin on her lovely face as she angled her head to see past me to Pinky, “it’s much better. I lived in a homeless shelter before, so anything is an upgrade.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “You what?! I thought you had your own place?” 
 
    She shook her head, still smiling. “No. If I did, I wouldn’t have been able to move in here so quickly. I’d have to cancel my rent, right?” 
 
    “Why were you living there?” Pinky asked with a slack jaw, equally horrified. “Is it your diet?” 
 
    In any other circumstance, that question probably would have seemed horribly rude, but it wasn’t exactly a secret that Satina had an expensive appetite. “No, actually—that’s a relatively new development.” She blushed, making brief eye contact with me, and started absent-mindedly braiding her hair as though it were a totally normal nervous tic. 
 
    “Huh,” Pinky muttered, not asking anything else. 
 
    “So, wait. But why, then?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “There’s a homeless shelter not far from here. When I was kicked out of my family’s house, I ended up there, and I had no money to pay rent. After I got the job at Darkling Donut, I started sleeping there several nights a week on a cot in the kitchen.” 
 
    Pinky gaped in shock at the revelation. “Holy crap! That’s so awful!” A guilty look crossed her pretty features. “We were so mean to you before.” 
 
    “No, you weren’t,” Satina corrected her, genuinely confused judging by the look on her face. “You were always nice to me.” 
 
    “When you first met, you couldn’t even see her,” I pointed out. “Actually, that’s something I wanted to bring up.” I turned to Pinky. “Did you notice that it seemed like everyone at the game today could see you?” 
 
    Pinky’s eyes seemed to light up at the mention of that. “You’re right. I noticed it, too, but I thought I was going crazy, and I was more focused on winning!” 
 
    I raised my pointer finger in the air. “I have a hunch,” I said, thinking back to my conversation with the satyr male at the Quickie on my way home. “In the Sylvan District, a lot of races have love-related magic attached to them. What if once a unicorn girl falls in love, her so-called curse is broken?” 
 
    Pinky Peach’s eyes, pink and huge, stared back at me with her mouth open. “I—I suppose it could be true—but not even my capsule doctor dared to hope for that.” 
 
    “Do you love me?” I asked with a playful peck on her nose. 
 
    “You know I do.” She hit me on the arm with an adorably pouty look on her face. “I love you sooo much.” 
 
    “I think once that love had time to settle in, more and more people have gradually been able to see you. That minotaur at the charity tournament was definitely looking at you when he said your name, and I doubt he’s a virgin. I think I saw him walking out with his family.” 
 
    Tears appeared at the corners of Pinky’s eyes. “I don’t want to get my hopes up,” she murmured. “It’s just—it’s just a theory for now, but… but… I’ve been getting so many more views on Flinch lately and noticed some chatter about it in my feed. I started to wonder in the back of my mind…” 
 
    I nodded, leaning forward and kissing her softly on the lips. “It’s just a theory. We’ll test it more soon. But… I think it may be true.” I could hardly contain my grin at the happy look on her face. 
 
    She nodded and wiped her eyes. “I think you’re right. Brock, I love you so much!” She launched herself on top of me, sitting in my lap, her knees straddling my waist as she grabbed my cheeks and plunged her tongue down my throat. 
 
    Satina whimpered at the sight of that. “Hmmm. Well, I’m very happy for you. I guess I should say goodnight here.” 
 
    As the satyress rose to stand up, both she and I were surprised to see Pinky Peach’s pale hand grip her by the elbow to stop her. 
 
    Pinky Peach opened her eyes and shook her head firmly. “No. Tell me something, Satina. I need to hear the truth.” 
 
    Satina looked like a deer—or goat—in headlights, but she nodded. 
 
    “Are you in love with my boyfriend?” the unicorn-elf asked with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Satina whispered, closing her eyes as the admission came without a second of hesitation. “I am, Pinky. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” Pinky said. “You know—the Pinky Peach from two months ago would never have even considered this, not even for an instant, but…” 
 
    Satina and I made stunned but hopeful eye contact. 
 
    Pinky continued. “I think—I mean, I’ve been talking to Blossom and Mamba. We think you—we know you’re good for our… our family.” She breathed out that last word like it was so heavy to let go of. She wiped her eyes again and smiled at the satyress. “And I know Brock will never come right out and demand anything because he doesn’t want to be greedy or hurt our feelings, but he likes you, too. We all do—so what the hell are we waiting for?” 
 
    “W-what are you saying to me, Pinky Peach?” Satina stuttered, her hands clasped over her chest. “Is this what I think it is?” 
 
    Pinky nodded. “I think Blossom would kill me if I let your boobs walk out of her life anyway,” she giggled. “So what do you say, Brock? Satina—do you want to officially, really, actually join the harem?” 
 
    Satina sobbed loudly, her hands grabbing her cheeks, and threw her body forward to hug us both. Her pillowy bosom smashed against me pleasantly as she shouted, “Yes! By the gods, yes!” 
 
    I can’t even believe this, the dragon grunted inside my mind. Are we going to bang them both right now? 
 
    “I think so, dragon,” I whispered, trying to hide my giddiness. The end result was that I probably looked constipated. 
 
    “What?” Pinky asked, nuzzling her cheeks against both me and Satina. “Did you say something?” 
 
    “No. Just talking to myself. This is a happy moment for us all.” 
 
    Best day of my fucking life, the dragon added. 
 
    “I don’t want to assume too much, Pinky,” Satina uttered cautiously, pulling back from our three-way embrace. Her hands went for the buttons of her kigurumi, undoing several of them until I could see a new line of her flesh going from her chin down to her navel, “but are the three of us going to make love?” 
 
    “I’ll answer that,” I said, holding up a hand. “Yes.” 
 
    Pinky’s arms pulled me even tighter against her as she licked and sucked on my neck while I watched the satyress continue to undress. Satina bit her lip as she stood up and let her pajama suit drop to the floor, going from fully clothed to naked as the day she was born in less than a second. 
 
    “Oh my gracious God,” I grunted as I took in the sinful sight of her. She was even more gorgeous naked than I possibly could have imagined, her breasts full and plump in the best way. She didn’t have six-pack abs or anything, but her stomach was flat, and her waist was as thin as her hips were wide. Her legs from the beltline down were furry, and of course, like Pinky, they ended in cute little hooves. But thankfully, the furry legs parted at the groin, leaving a bare, humanlike pussy and tummy. 
 
    “Do you like it?” she asked shyly, still smiling, but more nervously than before. 
 
    “Definitely,” I replied, and I reached my hand out for her. “Get over here.” 
 
    Pinky continued to suck on my neck, wiggling her butt on my lap, but she took a break to remove her own shirt, the esports uniform she was so proud of. I watched her tits fall free—those perfect fucking tits—and my free hand instantly took hold of the supple globes of flesh and started playing with them, kneading them with the intent to bring my lover pleasure. 
 
    Pinky Peach ground her crotch against my leg as she moaned and let me have my way with her boobs. As that was going on, Satina knelt beside me and lifted her own tits from the underboob, proffering them to me like a gift to the gods. 
 
    I took her boob into my mouth and swirled my tongue on one of her nipples with playful abandon. “Oh, golly,” Satina whimpered. “That feels really nice.” Her hands began rubbing the back of my head as I worked her nub into a state of near-painful arousal with my devoted mouth. Her delicate hands sifted lovingly through my hair, and every few seconds she erupted with a soft moan. 
 
    “Is this your first time?” Pinky asked, finally opening her eyes to regard the satyress with a smile. 
 
    Satina nodded. “You don’t need to be gentle, though. Valestrian satyresses are taught to prepare and condition our bodies to be the best lovers we can be. It’s part of our upbringing.” 
 
    That was kind of messed up, but my mouth was too full of delicious titty to complain. Besides, at about that moment, the women took charge. 
 
    It started with Pinky Peach gently shoving me back onto the mattress into a supine position. This unlatched me from Satina’s tit and forced me to break my contact with Pinky’s boobs, but I had all the trust in the world that I was going to like whatever it was that the unicorn girl had planned. 
 
    “Did you enjoy kissing him earlier? Before the match?” Pinky asked with a devious grin. She stood up and slipped out of her shorts. They fell down to her hooves and she kicked them off, then repeated the process with her lacy red panties. 
 
    Satina nodded and watched Pinky strip down with as much awe as I did. “Yes, of course,” she said. 
 
    “Kiss him all you want, then,” Pinky commanded. “I’m riding first.” 
 
    Satina obeyed, crawling behind me, her eyes staring into my face the whole time. She lifted my head and placed it on her knees, looking down at me from above. Her fingers began rubbing my neck, then my temples, finally ending in a scalp massage as she smiled down at me, licking her lips like a cat with a mouse. 
 
    Pinky Peach impatiently tore off my pants and underwear so rapidly I worried about the durability of my boxers, but I would gladly suffer a rip in the fabric for what she was about to do. 
 
    I didn’t watch Pinky as she did her deed, because Satina’s adoring eyes demanded my focus, but I felt it and heard it: the firm but soft grip of her hand on my cock as she guided it into place; the shocking warmth of her slit as she rubbed my tip against it, lubricating it with her love; the lewd and vulgar squelching of her pussy as my cock sank into her hot depths. 
 
    “Ohhh yeah,” she moaned. “How’s that, baby?” 
 
    “It’s good,” I grunted—all I could manage. I was overwhelmed by pleasure as Pinky fucked me and Satina caressed my face.  
 
    The satyress next palmed my cheeks and leaned forward, her eyes going dewy. “I’m going to kiss you now. I want you to know it’s my first real kiss.” 
 
    I nodded, staring back into her oddly crimson goat-like eyes. They were still beautiful, like the rest of her, if a bit unusual. Her red ponytail tickled my neck as she bent and locked lips with me, upside-down as my head was in her lap. 
 
    Her tongue circled my lips, savoring my taste, then gently pressed its way into my mouth. Our tongues danced together, then—or wrestled. It was pretty aggressive, very sexually charged on both ends. She let out a soft cinnamon moan of desperation into my mouth that caught me off guard with its sweetness and cuteness in equal measure. 
 
    “I want to be yours,” she whispered. “I don’t mean—I hate my culture, the whole harem thing that my family foisted on me, but at this moment, I’m grateful for it all because it led me to you.” 
 
    “If you want to be mine, then be mine.” I raised my hands back up to her face and savored the softness of her cheeks. 
 
    To my dismay, she pulled back from her kiss for a moment and stroked my neck. She looked up to see Pinky Peach bouncing on my cock. An addled twitch appeared on her face. 
 
    “Is there a reason you’re bouncing instead of grinding? You want him to cum first?” Satina asked in her sweet voice. 
 
    “Huh?” Pinky grunted, sweat dripping off her body. 
 
    “According to my lessons—it’s just… wouldn’t it make more sense to let him take his time? Then you could—”  
 
    “Are you seriously backseat fucking?!” Pinky squealed, not changing up her style a bit. 
 
    Satina blushed. “Oh, sorry. And, can I confirm—I assume it’s okay to try for pregnancy?” the satyress asked, looking down at me for that part. 
 
    I grunted in surprise. “What? No, please,” I groaned, barely forming the words as Pinky’s sex around me had a rather disorientingly pleasant effect on my brain. 
 
    “Just checking,” Satina squeaked, tossing me her characteristically cute smile. “Let me know if you change your mind.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Have it your way, baby,” she grinned. With that she simply lay on her side and wrapped her arms and legs around me like a little koala. The sweet snuggly position was an odd but not unwelcome contrast to Pinky Peach loudly fucking me at the same time. 
 
    “Ohh gods, baby!” Pinky moaned, her ass slapping against my thighs so loudly I was sure they’d be as pink as her swinging tail by the end of our session, “How does it feel for you?” 
 
    I reached up and grabbed her tits, and she stopped bouncing at that moment to make it easier for me, switching to gyrating her hips in a slow, circular pattern. “It’s good,” I grunted. “I’m a big fan of my dick being inside your pussy.” 
 
    Satina giggled into my ear. “So lewd.” 
 
    “You can cum inside,” Pinky moaned. “Anytime you’re ready, just finish inside.” 
 
    “Did you start birth control like we talked about?” I asked, feeling myself grow closer and closer to doing just as she begged for. 
 
    “No,” she moaned, “It’s okay—let it happen, baby. Just—I need it.” 
 
    I frowned as her wet pussy gripped my cock like a vise, milking me from the base as she writhed atop me. 
 
    “Save some for me, too, okay?” Satina cooed, kissing my cheek half a dozen times. 
 
    I blinked. “Is there a magical male version of birth control?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” Satina started. 
 
    “I’m making a fucking appointment with Dr. Luna as soon as this shit is over. Assuming I survive.” 
 
    Pinky started shivering, and her pink eyes rolled back in her head. One of her hands clutched at her own tits, pinching a nipple as she moaned. The silkiness of her insides pleasured my cock as her inner walls tightened around me, convulsing repeatedly as she leaked her love all over my thighs and onto her bedsheet. “Oh, fuck, baby,” she moaned. “I’m cumming! Ahh! Do it with me!” 
 
    “Pass,” I grunted, clenching my ass as hard as I could, but Pinky was relentless. The bouncing began again, louder and more aggressive than before, and her moans were getting so noisy I worried that the neighbors would hear. “Pinky, please, I’m begging you—” 
 
    With one more squeal of bliss she fell forward and kissed me on the lips. Satina joined her, and soon both of their tongues got tangled up in pursuit of mine. I grabbed Pinky by the hips and lifted her up, popping her off of me with a wet plop. I made it. 
 
    The unicorn girl shot me a crescent-eyed look of irritation, even as she continued kissing me. “One of us had better take contraception soon, because pulling out like that is torture,” she moaned. 
 
    “My turn?” Satina asked hopefully. 
 
    “Let me see if we have a condom or something,” I grunted. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” she told me. “I’m totally clean.” 
 
    I whimpered under my breath. “That’s not what I’m worried about.” 
 
    “It’ll feel better for you if we do it unprotected,” she cooed, her voice as honey-sweet as ever. “I do special exercises twenty minutes a day. I have a lot of control down there.” 
 
    I gulped. “More harem conditioning?” 
 
    She kissed me on the cheek and rolled over so that she was fully on her back. “I’d like for you to be on top,” she whispered. 
 
    I nodded and sat up, eager to buy myself a few moments to calm down. “Give me a second to see about that condom,” I muttered. 
 
    “Would you really spoil our first time with a condom?” she asked, batting her lashes at me, her invincible smile finally breaking into a pout. 
 
    Shit, the dragon grunted. We’ve already lost, haven’t we? 
 
    I nodded, knowing deep in my heart that I didn’t have one anyway. “Okay, but I’m pulling out.” 
 
    “That’s only about seventy-eight percent effective at preventing pregnancy,” Satina uttered with a smug little hum. “Better be extra careful.” 
 
    It was probably weird to be frowning as you wrapped the legs of one of the most beautiful naked women you’ve ever seen around your waist in preparation of fucking her, but I did it anyway. 
 
    “Dragon, give me your strength,” I grunted under my breath as my tip sank into Satina’s heavenly folds. “Oh shit, this is bad.” 
 
    You’re on your own, brother, the dragon said. Her power is too great. 
 
    I started thrusting, but I was already hypersensitive from my bout with Pinky Peach, which brought me to the edge. I only had a few seconds of reprieve, and now, as I started railing Satina, Pinky was in the middle of positioning herself behind the satyress and spreading her legs. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I grunted at the unicorn girl as Satina’s velvety pussy tormented me with its pleasures. 
 
    Pinky’s finger went to her own slit. “I’m fucking myself, watching you fuck her, imagining it’s still me,” she said with a grin. “I love you, baby.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and prayed. “Dear God,” I grunted, “I will build a church in your name if you can just—just make her cum first.” 
 
    “You don’t need to make me cum,” Satina moaned, her fraught face looking up at me in worry. “Don’t give yourself that pressure. I’m just happy to—nyaahh!—be with you!” 
 
    I shook my head as I thrust into her. “No,” I grunted, “I’m pulling out all the stops.” I leaned forward and latched onto her nipple again with my lips and started flicking my tongue against it with the fury of a paladin on a holy quest. I slowed the pace of my hips, instead bringing my thumb down to her clit. I found that little pearl easily and started rubbing it in time with each thrust. 
 
    “Ahhh,” she moaned. “The goddess blessed me with such a talented—ohhh gosh, Brock!” 
 
    She wasn’t cumming, not yet, but I was on the right track. Meanwhile, Pinky was masturbating in front of me, her pussy less than a foot away from my head as I suckled the satyress’s meaty breasts. I could smell the dew of the unicorn girl’s sweet womanhood on the air. It did not help me manage my arousal levels. 
 
    “Are we trying for a baby?!” Satina asked, repeating her earlier question, this time her voice breaking and cracking. 
 
    “Still no,” I grunted. 
 
    “Okay,” she whimpered. “J-just checking. Ahh!” 
 
    She mewled loudly in my ear, hugged me tightly, and I felt the beginning of her climax signal itself. Her hips shook, her voice caught on a breath she couldn’t finish taking, and her pussy started clenching, quaking, and tightening around my length like a warm, wet fist. 
 
    It was all or nothing now. I stopped rubbing her clit and sucking her tits and planted my palms on the bed on either side of her, thrusting away like a madman. She screamed her bliss out into the world, her passionate cries of ecstasy likely known to everyone in the house, and perhaps beyond. 
 
    “I’m cumming!” she moaned. “Gyaah!” Her nails dug into my skin, and she arched her back and let out a feral cry as I pumped away at her hips. 
 
    And then it happened. I was about to finish. I pulled out, even though she clenched so tight that I worried about the consequences of a sudden withdrawal. I came all over her tits, painting rope after rope of pearly white seed across her naked boobs and belly. 
 
    Her eyes were glazed over and tired, but when she finally calmed down, she cast an amorous look up at me. “A bit of a waste of baby batter, but wow,” she gasped. “That was incredible.” 
 
    I fell onto my back and stared up at the ceiling, hardly conscious of the movements of the women as a dumb smile made itself at home on my face. I barely noticed Pinky’s orgasm from masturbation, or when she wrapped her naked body around mine in a tight embrace yet again. I was vaguely conscious of Satina using some wet wipes to clean off my semen before she joined us in the hug. 
 
    “Hey dragon?” I grunted, my voice hoarse, my bones tired. “We did it, didn’t we?” 
 
    That’s right, Brock, he answered softly. We did it. Now rest, little prince. You earned it. 
 
    I nodded and drifted happily to sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 – Team-Up or No? 
 
      
 
   T he very next night I was called back to the police station by the dragon symbol lighting up the night sky. I braced myself mentally for whatever emergency mission I was being called for, but the strange thing was that when I checked the police scanner on the way out, I didn’t hear anything. 
 
    In dragon form, I teleported to the police headquarters rooftop, appearing right behind Hephi. “You called?” 
 
    She let out a squeal of surprise. “Gods, you bastard,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me in irritation. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.” 
 
    I tried not to chuckle a bit at her expense, but so did she. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to. What’s the word?” 
 
    “The commissioner wants to talk. He’s on his—” 
 
    Before she could say “way,” Commissioner Go’Urden threw open the stairwell door and stormed up to us with a severe look on his face. 
 
    “Solaris!” he shouted, though I couldn’t tell from his tone if he was amped up or pissed at me, “we gotta talk.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m listening. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    He looked at Hephi, who stared back at him with a conflicted expression. Then his gaze landed back on me. “I need your opinion: Copycat. What do we do about her?” 
 
    I frowned. He didn’t know it, but he was talking about his own daughter. Shit—there was a very real temptation in me to share the truth of her identity with him, but there were several problems with that. 
 
    The first problem was that she trusted me. Telling her father after she’d promised not to tell my secret would be a dick move no matter how you sliced it. Yes, she was young—but at twenty, she was an adult, free to make her own decisions. 
 
    It’d also lead to a discussion of how she got the powers. If it came out that she was the one who stole Dr. Luna’s experimental technology, I’d be putting Go’Urden in a tough spot. He’d probably be duty-bound to arrest his own kid. 
 
    The third reason, which seemed silly but was actually something that meant a lot to me, was that Pinky Peach, Mamba, Blossom, and Satina liked her a lot. So did I. She had real chemistry with the group, and she was the perfect fifth member for their team. That may seem unrelated, but I’d be willing to bet if I snitched on her, one way or another, those good vibes would end. 
 
    I studied Go’Urden’s expression, trying to read the proverbial room. He certainly seemed to be leaning one way, his excitement clearly showing on his face. Hephi, however, looked far more worried. 
 
    “She’s young,” I pointed out. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “That’s what Hephi said,” Go’Urden grunted. “She looks about the same age as my daughter. Same species, even, too, which I’ll admit makes me think twice. But if she’s doing this already, shouldn’t I at least offer the support I offered you?” 
 
    “There’s another thing,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Her powers come from the stolen Splice Shard. She’s the one who took it from Dr. Luna.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed like he was trying to decide if I was telling the truth or not. Hephi gasped. 
 
    “Dammit,” Go’Urden growled after a moment. He threw a punch at the concrete wall by the stairwell, crumbling it far too easily. “We need more allies, Solaris. Councilman White, that sniveling, rump-licking taint gremlin, is breathing down the back of my neck. I’m working on a countermeasure—” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and interrupted him. “For what?” 
 
    “He’s trying to ban you,” he explained. “He’ll make a criminal out of you soon. Maybe as soon as this month. Hephi and I have drawn up some policies of our own—but I’m not sure they’ll hold up once the city lawyers get involved.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” I dared to ask. 
 
    He shook his head and wiggled his wrist, letting some concrete dust from the damaged wall fall to the ground. “Two schools of thought—we could name you an official member of the police force, but that would require personal information from you. We could make it confidential, but I still doubt you’d go for it.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re right. I don’t like that idea. That would be the same as putting the people I love on the line, too.” 
 
    “I figured you’d say something like that. The only other option is to declare a departmental policy that we will not be enforcing any laws aimed at criminalizing allies of the police department.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “That sounds legally dubious.” 
 
    “We might get away with it, but…” He looked over at Hephi. “I would almost definitely get fired. It may take them months, but it’d happen. All I could hope for is that Hephi would be able to convince my successor to keep the policy going.” 
 
    I frowned at that. “They’ll just put someone in that they know they can control. That’s how these things always go.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree,” he growled. “Councilman White’s been gunning for me since the day I married his sister.” 
 
    I blinked. “Your wife is Councilman White’s sister?” 
 
    Hephi cleared her throat. “Let’s not get distracted. There are two issues that need to be closed by the end of this conversation, and I don’t want to be here with you two absurdly large men all night.” 
 
    Go’Urden chortled and slapped Hephi on the back, making her eep. “You’re right, Hephi, you little beast.” 
 
    “Regarding Copycat,” I said, making very sure I didn’t accidentally use her real name, “I’m going to have to say we distance ourselves from her for now—at least until I have a chance to talk to her one-on-one.” 
 
    “People will wonder about why Solaris is endorsed and Copycat isn’t,” Go’Urden pointed out. 
 
    I thought about it, and my wings opened and closed a few times as I scratched my chin. Hephi watched them with interest. “Make up something. Something about her age, maybe. She’s too young, so you can’t condone her activities.” 
 
    Go’Urden shrugged, staring at me intently. “I’ll take it to my people and we’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Good. Was that all?” 
 
    The commissioner shot me a hard look and shook his head. “I got to the bank as fast as I could. I know you could have handled it on your own—” 
 
    “With you there, I could take out the security robots and not worry about the bank freaking out. I get it. And thank you.” 
 
    His face tightened. “Dammit, just another fucking shit show on the horizon,” he grunted. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    Hephi was the one to respond. “Without being officially affiliated with the police department, anyone who decides to hold you responsible for any collateral damage you do is within their rights to do so. At the very least, it’ll be a press nightmare when it happens.” 
 
    “Note that she said, ‘when,’ not ‘if,’” said Go’Urden. He fiddled with his mustache for a moment, his lips curled into a snarl. “I wish I could protect you, but we won’t always be able to be there.” 
 
    “If you were, you wouldn’t need me.” 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” he muttered. “If you only get into trouble with us around to bail you out, then you’re not really doing your job.” 
 
    I sighed. “It seems like the only solution is for me to take the offer and become officially allied with the police force, but I can’t do that if it means sharing my identity.” 
 
    Hephi looked at Go’Urden and he returned her glance. She cleared her throat. “I wish I could tell you that that’s nothing to worry about, but the truth is, you would be taking a risk. We can’t promise that information will be safe. A hacker—” 
 
    “Like that Prophet punk,” Go’Urden growled. “She could easily get into the files, no matter how secure they were. And I know for a fact she’s been in police files before.” 
 
    I bit my tongue and didn’t share what I knew about his daughter. In that long chain of uncomfortable revelations, I wasn’t sure which one he’d like least. Pretty sure she also had a tongue piercing he might not know about. 
 
    “Thank you for being transparent about that,” I said. “Maybe there’s a third way, though.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Hephi asked. 
 
    “Well, Councilman White is threatening to pass a law banning vigilantes like me, right?” 
 
    The Commissioner nodded. “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Then all we really have to do is change his mind, or at least make it impossible for him to follow through and actually do it.” 
 
    Hephi nodded slowly, her eyes half closed as though she were deep in thought. “It could work, but he’s a tough nut to crack. He wouldn’t make it easy on us.” 
 
    “Make a deal with him,” I suggested. “Make a concession, maybe?” 
 
    Go’Urden’s face twisted into one of disgust. “Even if I wanted to do that, there isn’t much he wants.” 
 
    “How about reelection? Can we make him think his job is in danger if he passes that law?” 
 
    Hephi shrugged. “I have a cousin working for the Daily Meteor. We could have him do a poll in the Sylvan District. If you have widespread support, then he’ll at least delay, I bet.” 
 
    Go’Urden slapped Hephi’s back so hard I winced. Her eyes looked like they were about to bulge out of her head at the impact, but she shook it off with surprising grace. “Brilliant thinking, Hephi. I knew I hired you for something.” 
 
    “Your life would be in shambles if it weren’t for me, sir,” Hephi deadpanned, shooting him a sharp look. 
 
    “True—speaking of which, I peed in the shower this morning, Hephi. I’ll need a bouquet for my wife. The usual kind.” 
 
    She tossed him a confused look, as did I. “For peeing in the shower, sir?” 
 
    “She was showering with me,” he murmured. “I’ll admit it was a spot of bad judgment on my part.” 
 
    Hephi nodded and jotted something down on her trusty clipboard. “Got it, sir.” 
 
    “That was a lot for me to hear,” I mumbled. “Anyway, before you do the poll, maybe wait until I save the day one more time, something high profile.” 
 
    “Pull some cats out of trees, too,” Go’Urden said, smirking deviously. “People love that shit. Get your picture taken, if possible.” 
 
    “We can dig through Solaris-Sightings.MT for some good pictures like that to accompany the survey,” Hephi added. 
 
    Go’Urden chuckled. “We probably don’t even need to be that crafty, Hephi,” This time he slapped my back. I reacted far less than Hephi always did. “People already love Solaris.” 
 
    “Most people—but to make Councilman White fear for his job, we need it to be just about everyone: a total landslide,” she said with a thin-lipped smirk, adjusting her glasses. “I think we can pull it off. We may even be able to ride the coattails of that survey to get some pro-Solaris policies passed, like making him immune to collateral damage charges in the line of duty.” 
 
    “Look at us,” I said proudly, patting my chestplate. “Bunch of plotters plotting together. Making plots and plans and stuff.” 
 
    “Indeed,” grunted the commissioner, though he wasn’t smiling with pride. “I have to admit, I don’t feel good about being underhanded, but it’s the soul of the city at stake here.” 
 
    I expected Hephi to say something about him being dramatic, but she just nodded and let out a squeak of agreement. 
 
    I looked up at the dome for a moment as I processed my next words. “Well, in any case, we have to think short term and long term. If we are serious about me doing this job for a good long while, then we do need to move toward a city with the infrastructure to support me doing it without fear of legal consequences. Let’s be honest—there will be some catastrophe at some point. Maybe directly caused by me, and maybe indirectly. But we have to look at the net positives that our partnership causes and not lose faith.” 
 
    “What kind of disaster are you expecting?” Hephi asked cautiously, cocking one slender eyebrow my way. 
 
    I looked down at her and sighed. “Honestly, I don’t know. I will be careful, but I’m worried one day maybe a battle will spiral out of control and I’ll be left with the blame when the dust settles. Do you remember the fire golem?” 
 
    Go’Urden nodded, and so did Hephi. “Of course.” 
 
    “There were a dozen ways I could have made that worse, but thanks to the aquamancers, I didn’t.” 
 
    “I don’t think anything could have made that situation worse than it would have been if you hadn’t shown up,” said the commissioner. “And the community of pseudodryad, tree nymph, and flower sprite cultivators in the city won’t forget what you did for them, either.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and spread my wings. “Is there anything else for tonight?” I asked. 
 
    Hephi looked up at Go’Urden, who shook his head. “I’ve got the rare night off. Might try to have a proper late dinner with my little girl.” 
 
    “Well then I’ll be out on the town,” I replied, “saving lives and stuff.” 
 
    Hephi smiled and adjusted her glasses. She seemed impressed. “Going out there more often?” 
 
    I nodded. “Eventually I’ll put your work ethic to shame, commissioner.” 
 
    Go’Urden grinned a white, toothy grin at me. “If you do, I might be able to save my godsdamned marriage.” 
 
    With that, I took off into the sky, more for the cinematic effect than anything else. I could have used my lightspeed travel power to get out of there, but I thought this would look more impressive. To my amusement, Hephi gasped as I took off, and then looked down at the ground to hide the fact that she was blushing. 
 
    I flew out into the night, having a much better idea of some of the problems on the horizon in need of solutions. That was fine. After all, knowing was half the battle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Another Harem Interlude 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
     can’t let you spend that much money on me,” Satina said. 
 
    “Yeah, listen to her,” Pinky added tartly. “I realize we’re doing well, but we’re not exactly made of gold here.” 
 
    Mamba rolled her eyes at her unicorn friend as she pulled a blouse in Satina’s size off the rack. “She’s one of us now, right? We need to take better care of her. Look at the frumpy outfit she’s wearing now.” 
 
    “Frumpy?” murmured Satina with flushed cheeks, staring down at the baggy button-up she was wearing. “I know it’s not my size, but I didn’t really have a need for new clothes. I mostly lived in my Darkling Donut uniform until I met you all.” 
 
    “Let’s make sure to accentuate the chest region,” Blossom said, tapping her chin. “Low cut, boob window, tube tops—these are the ingredients for a happy Brock.” 
 
    Pinky Peach smirked and shared a knowing look with the satyress. “I don’t think you’re that worried about Brock’s happiness at the moment, Blossom.” 
 
    “Gasp!” The flower sprite actually spoke the word aloud, placing her hand to her lips. “How dare you suggest such a thing! You’re outta fuggin’ line, sister!” 
 
    “Blossom, it’s fine,” Satina murmured. “We all know you enjoy boobs.” 
 
    The plant girl crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at the satyress. “How is it possible that you have come to this conclusion? Did I talk in my sleep?” 
 
    Mamba interrupted so that Satina wouldn’t have to explain to Blossom just how transparent the flower sprite was. “Take a look at this one.” She handed Satina an earthy tan crop top that would only cover her chest. “This will be cute on you.” 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Satina gasped. “It is really pretty, but it’s a bit revealing for me. I would prefer if only Brock has access to this much of my skin,” she said, pointing at the tiny piece of fabric. 
 
    Pinky Peach smiled gently at the satyress. “Brock isn’t that conservative about those sorts of things, but of course we want you to be comfortable. What kind of outfits do you see yourself in?” 
 
    “Hmmm, skirts and t-shirts, mostly. Some blouses—maybe cuter ones that aren’t so,” she looked down at her own attire and frowned, “frumpy?” 
 
    Mamba nodded, but her lip was quirked in a dissatisfied smirk. “A lot of wasted potential on a body like yours, but if that’s your style then that’s your style.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have a style,” Satina giggled, palm over her mouth. “I’ve never been able to afford a style.” 
 
    Construction at Pinky Peach’s house was well underway, so the girls had decided to take Satina out for a bonding session while the machines, golems, and builders raged on throughout the day. They weren’t going to be able to get any work done with all the noise, so a shopping excursion seemed like the next best choice. 
 
    “You know,” Blossom started to announce as they sorted through rack after rack of clothes, “I think I’m about as big as I want to be.” 
 
    Pinky Peach looked at her and nodded, sizing her up. “You’re about my height now, but a bit thinner. It’s a good height, but you probably are a bit on the lighter side.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I can do about that,” Blossom sighed. “I’m cursed with this physique.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad physique, honey,” Mamba cooed. “You’re adorable.” 
 
    Blossom's face fell. “I’m skinny,” Blossom uttered with an accompanying whimper. “My boobs are the smallest.” 
 
    Satina smiled at the flower sprite and put her arm around her waist. “I don’t know if you need to hear this, but your physique isn’t the reason why people like you, Brock included.” 
 
    Pinky smiled at the satyress’s attempt to comfort the flower sprite. “It doesn’t hurt, though. You’re fine the way you are.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Blossom sighed. “It’s not really about him, to be honest. I just—well, you’ve cracked the puzzle. I like boobs. I would like to have bigger ones myself.” 
 
    Mamba tapped her jawline as she ogled the flower sprite. “I don’t know if implants for plant girls are a thing, but I don’t think it’s necessary either way. You’re curvy enough—definitely on the curvier side for flower sprites, as far as I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Oh, definitely,” Pinky agreed. “You at least look like the adult woman you are. Half the flower sprites I’ve seen look like children.” 
 
    Blossom giggled. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. It’s cuz I’m breedable and they aren’t.” 
 
    “Everyone has insecurities,” Mamba went on, breathing out a soft but noticeable sigh. The other girls looked at her, expecting her to expand on that, but she didn’t. 
 
    Satina cleared her throat. “Gosh, I think Mamba’s right, Blossom.” She let go of the flower sprite’s waist, but was surprised to see Blossom frown at her when she did so. “Until a few nights ago, I thought I might die alone.” 
 
    “What else eats at you?” Pinky asked as she handed her a T-shirt to consider. It said ‘baaaaaa’ and had a picture of a cartoon goat in black and white. The satyr girl smirked but shook her head. “You can’t be totally without hopes or regrets, Satina.” 
 
    Satina groaned a bit. “Oh, you’re right, of course. After I resolved myself to the fate of being alone for my whole life, I started to think about myself selfishly. To manifest my own dreams and goals.” 
 
    Blossom perked up at that. “What kind of dreams?” 
 
    Satina smiled at her. “I always wanted to be recognized for some of the music I’ve written.” 
 
    “You write music?” Mamba asked with interest, pausing as she lifted a hanger off the rack and hung it on her tail. 
 
    Satina’s cheeks flushed red. “I never showed anyone, but yes, it’s another hobby of mine.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to put any pressure on you,” Pinky started, “but if you don’t show us some of that music soon, I’m going to kick your ass.” 
 
    Satina giggled. “I’ll think about which one would be the best to show you.” 
 
    “How many have you written?” Blossom asked. “I sing, too. I wrote a few short tunes but I’m no good with lyrics. I just keep rhyming ‘Brock’ with ‘cock.’” 
 
    Satina giggled. “I’ve written about fifty, but there are only twenty-two or twenty-three I’d consider showing anyone.” 
 
    “F-fifty?!” Mamba blurted out in shock, her tail jerking so that a line of hangers fell to the ground with a soft clatter. Pinky Peach wordlessly picked them up. “That’s a lot!” 
 
    “Not really,” Satina said. “I’ve been songwriting for years. It’s actually kind of sad that’s all I’ve got.” 
 
    Pinky shook her head, straightening the shirts on their hangers as she offered her disagreement. “No, Satina, that’s really impressive. Especially as a hobby.” 
 
    “I’m sure your songs kick fuggin’ ass!” 
 
    “Gosh.” Satina scratched her blushing cheek with her pinky finger. “You don’t know me well enough to make that assumption.” 
 
    “Well, I think I know you pretty damn well after the other night,” Pinky quipped  with an arched eyebrow, “and you were definitely making some musical noises.” 
 
    “Pinky Peach!” Satina squealed with embarrassment, hiding her face in her hands, “stahp!” 
 
    Mamba chuckled at that. “I think Blossom’s mic in the living room even caught a little bit of your musical performance.” 
 
    Pinky Peach was grinning wide for a while after that, but her expression softened over time. “I think you all know my dream, right?” 
 
    “Get number one in Loremasters?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “Well… yes and no,” said the unicorn girl. “I believe in infinite goals rather than finite ones.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Satina. 
 
    “Well, a finite goal is something like ‘Win first place in a tournament.’ They’re good as benchmarks, but you can focus on them singularly, because after you achieve them, you lose purpose and sink into depression. An infinite goal assumes that the goal will never really be finished—like simply improving year after year, and competing with your past rather than trying to beat everyone else.” 
 
    “So what’s your infinite goal?” Blossom asked, arching her brow at the unicorn girl as she selected a tank top for herself. This one had a picture of a fat unicorn on it, and she thought it would be perfect for teasing Pinky Peach. 
 
    “Of course, there’s the finite goal of winning a tournament, and maybe one day even winning the overall ranking—but we’re so far from that. My infinite goal is just to be happier and healthier than I was the previous year. Put that fucking shirt back.” 
 
    “I bet this is a good year for that goal,” Mamba noted, her tail rattling playfully. 
 
    The unicorn-elf smiled. “It is,” she agreed. “How about you, Mamba?” 
 
    Mamba failed to meet Pinky’s smile with her own. She frowned as she thought about just how much she wanted to share. “I just want to honor the Silversnake.” 
 
    “The what?” Blossom mumbled. 
 
    “Oh—Selina Silversnake, that’s the goddess of fate in hissfolk culture,” Satina said. “Did I get that right?” 
 
    Mamba grinned at her. “Yes, you did.” But her grin faded as she continued. “My family was once a high ranking clan of skilled fortune-tellers, but when fortune-telling became heavily controlled, we were singled out as being too powerful and commanded to stop practicing the art. But we couldn’t—it’s a religious obligation.” 
 
    “That’s tough,” Pinky noted. 
 
    Mamba nodded. “I’m not nearly as skilled as the other women in my family, but I have their tools and some of the gift. It feels horrible to let it go to waste. I got to use my blood reading ability for the first time with Brock recently and—it was such a rush. I felt like I was making my ancestors proud.” 
 
    “But it’s against the law, Mamba,” Satina said softly. “You need to be careful.” 
 
    “I know that,” spat the hissfolk beauty as she took back the shirts she dropped from Pinky Peach. “It’s not fair, though.” 
 
    Pinky gave her a sympathetic side hug. “Is there any way you might become a licensed seer?” 
 
    Mamba paused to consider the question as though she hadn’t thought about it a thousand times. “Not that I know of—unless some of the police force’s fortune tellers die or lose their powers, which is rare. They’re the only government agency allowed to use seers, and even then it’s very frowned upon because of issues with accuracy and ethics.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s important to you, then don’t give up,” Satina cheered her on with a grin. 
 
    “Brock knows the commissioner,” Blossom pointed out. “I bet he could call in a favor.” 
 
    “Then the question becomes, ‘how does Solaris know this skilled fortune teller?’” Pinky pointed out. “After that, it’s a matter of connecting the dots to figure out Brock is Solaris. That’s too risky.” 
 
    “What about Tahini?” Satina suggested. “She could make the introduction instead of Brock.” 
 
    Mamba shook her head. “It’s fine, girls—forget I said it.” 
 
    Blossom grimaced. “I’m gonna be thinking about it all fuggin’ day.” 
 
    “There has to be a way to help—” 
 
    “I said forget it!” Mamba said, turning to face the rest of the girls angrily. “It’s fine.” 
 
     It got quiet after that for a while. The girls finished up in that store, Forever 121, and made their way to the food court. 
 
    Meekly, Pinky was the one to break the silence. “What are you going to eat for lunch, Mamba?” 
 
    “Holstaur shake, I think. You?” 
 
    “I could do a shake,” Pinky agreed. “Satina?” 
 
    “A little bit of everything, I suppose,” the satyress replied, gesturing with a broadly sweeping hand at over a dozen restaurants. 
 
    Blossom frowned. “I guess I’ll dip my fuggin’ toes in that wishing well and coax out my footy-rooties.” 
 
    The girls regrouped about ten minutes later, Satina and Pinky pulling a bistro table across the cafeteria floor to be closer to where Blossom was soaking her roots. Mamba was already sitting beside Blossom along the rim of the well, back to back with her. 
 
    “So, Blossom,” Mamba said as the other two women sat down to join them. “You never really shared your own ambition.” 
 
    “My… ambition?” Blossom squeaked. “I don’t really have an ambition.” 
 
    “You should,” Pinky giggled, beaming at her. “You’ve got a lot of personality. You deserve your own identity and goals.” 
 
    Blossom smiled softly, feeling her cheeks blush a brighter shade of green. “Thank you,” she whimpered. “But I have no fuggin’ clue. Goals don’t come naturally to flower sprites.” 
 
    “Do you want children?” Satina asked. “I want lots of kids.” 
 
    Pinky winced. “Ugh. I only want, like, maybe one. And not any time soon.” 
 
    Satina’s face pinched into a look of utter confusion. “But—you were working so hard to get Brock to finish inside you the other day.” 
 
    “Pinky, you have to stop doing that,” Mamba groaned, palming her face in her hand. 
 
    The unicorn girl shrugged. “I can’t help it in the heat of the moment.” 
 
    “You’re lucky Brock is more responsible than you, that’s all I can say,” Mamba chided her as she sipped her shake. 
 
    Blossom giggled. “One day I’d like some little seedlings... But flower sprites are pollinated by elves and fairies, normally. I don’t know if it’s possible with a non-fey.” 
 
    “Much less a dragon,” Mamba added. 
 
    “Right,” Blossom said. “But yeah, maybe someday we can try?” 
 
    “How about career goals?” Pinky suggested. “You could sing with Satina! You have a really pretty voice!” 
 
    “Thank you, and I’d be happy to sing with Satina, but I’m not sure if that’s my personal ambition or just something I’d do for fun,” she sighed, grinning politely at both the unicorn girl and the satyress. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Satina replied with a smile. “Golly, I’m sure grateful for your willingness to help, though! That could definitely come in handy!” 
 
    Pinky and Mamba made eye contact, both of them deep in thought, worried about their friend. “Blossom, are you happy?” Mamba asked gently. 
 
    “Of course I am!” Blossom squealed. “I have Brock!” 
 
    “I don’t mean just with Brock, though.” 
 
    Pinky’s lips tightened. “Yeah, we all love Brock, but we have to take care of ourselves, too. Our entire identity can’t rest on our relationship to him. That’s too much pressure for any man.” 
 
    Blossom sighed. “I’ll think about it. Maybe I could… nah, that’s stupid.” 
 
    Pinky Peach’s eyes widened. “No, say it. What were you going to suggest?” 
 
    Blossom closed her eyes and cringed at the words she was about to speak. “Maybe I could start a shop for pots? Like, I could learn to make them myself as a hobby first, and then sell them to other plant girls and boys?” 
 
    The hissfolk woman grinned at her friend. “That’s an awesome idea. I endorse this plan—if you think you'd enjoy it.” 
 
    Pinky Peach excitedly slapped Blossom’s skinny thigh. “I’m in. I’ll even help you buy a pottery wheel.” 
 
    Blossom’s eyes welled up at the generous offer. “R-really?!” You don’t have to do that!” 
 
    “Of course!” Satina added. “I’m with you, too. And—” 
 
    Suddenly all of the girls’ phones buzzed at once. They all reached into their purses and pulled them out, their faces shifting in unison. 
 
    It was a text message from Brock. All it said was: 
 
    > I love you girls. Go home soon and stay indoors. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 – The Void Cartel 
 
      
 
   I t all began with a ringing in my ear. It was distant at first. I was flying through the city on patrol, taking in the sights from an aerial point of view.  
 
    The city was magnificent—densely packed in places, with skyscrapers seeming like they might scratch the top of the dome if they grew another inch. And yet surrounding every commercial or recreational district was a residential one, with shorter buildings and well-planned communities mostly laid out on equally sized square blocks.  
 
    Being in the Sylvan District, but influenced by Earth’s 21st century urban design, the neighborhoods had a signature look to them. ‘Urban cottage core’ was what I’d dubbed it, with suburban blocks more or less looking like any residential community I had grown up around—but the architectural influences were like nothing I’d ever seen before. 
 
    Pinky Peach’s house was like a cabin in the shape of a typical modern one-story home, on its way to being two completed floors very soon. Hers was more familiarly designed than many others, though. Some were literal treehouses, carved out of the trunks of mighty sequoia-like trees, or structures made of wood and stone built within the branches of such a plant. Others were mounds in the earth with rounded doors and windows—halfling holes. 
 
    It lent the Sylvan District a picturesque charm that never let me forget where I was. My hometown was millions of years and billions of lightyears distant, but this would do. This was home now. 
 
    So as I was flying over one community in particular, I noticed a strange ringing coming from the ground below. It was painful to listen to, downright horrible, really, but I couldn’t pinpoint its location from up above. I didn’t know this city well enough to make any assumptions about what the sound might be or what could be emitting such a horrible frequency, but as I looked down at the streets, I realized that no one on the ground seemed to notice it. 
 
    With the girls out on their shopping trip together, I had decided to go on patrol. I took care of a few minor things—helping old ladies cross the street, helping police catch a suspect in a car chase, and finding a rat-hound that a goblin kid was out looking for—but nothing big seemed to be going on. 
 
    I had actually been on my way back to Pinky Peach’s house at that point, deciding to fly halfway there, not just lightspeed flashing, when I heard the sound. 
 
    To call it nails on a chalkboard captured the general feeling that the sound gave me, but it was persistent and even harder to shake off. Best as I could tell, it was coming from a parking lot outside a gas station, and once I had figured that out, my curiosity got the better of me. I swooped down to the ground and followed the torturous noise, ignoring the gawking citizens who watched me as I snooped around the Sylph Stop lot, trying to pinpoint the source of what I was hearing. 
 
    The pain of the sounds grew more and more unbearable as time ticked on until I could feel it vibrating in my whole body, no longer just my head. 
 
    I clenched my jaw, my sharp draconic teeth grinding together as I searched from car to car, no longer even aware of the bewildered crowd that had formed behind me. I could only focus on that evil sound. 
 
    There, the dragon roared inside me. In the boot of that truck.  
 
    A beat up pickup truck with wood panels and what seemed to be a little garden in the back was undoubtedly the source of the sound. I leapt into the boot and looked down desperately, driven half mad by the noise. 
 
    “Solaris?” one of the bystanders said—a faun man dressed in business casual attire. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “None of you hear this sound?” I asked. 
 
    Everyone exchanged shrugs of confusion and worried looks. 
 
    “I’d get out of here if I were you, then,” I suggested. “Something doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “Correct, Solaris,” a tinny voice pierced the air. The painful sound suddenly stopped. 
 
    “Who said that?” I grunted, though I was more than a bit relieved to no longer be tormented by that terrible noise. 
 
    “Who said what?” the faun man’s wife muttered, her worry growing by the second. 
 
    I shot a severe look at them and pointed a clawed finger. “All of you, go! Now! Alert the police just in case. Something is wrong.” 
 
    “Something is wrong,” the voice said. It was the voice of a woman—throaty, haughty, perhaps old. “It’s time for us to have a chat.” 
 
    I crouched down and removed a blanket, tossing it out the side of the truck, revealing a large speaker almost the size of my chest. 
 
    “What do you want?” I grunted as the crowd dispersed in fear, several people pulling out their phones at once. Some were taking photos and videos of me, while others were filling my request. There was a police station nearby—as I recalled from what Tahini had said, the Go’Urdens’ home was near here as well. 
 
    “You’re speaking to a we, not an I,” the voice droned. 
 
    “The Void Cartel,” I grunted. “Am I right?” 
 
    “Tell me—why do you do what you do?” the voice asked, sounding equal parts annoyed and amused. “You’ve already put yourself at risk for this city more than once. We need to understand what makes you tick.” 
 
    I calculated my answer carefully, not wanting to antagonize the Void Cartel needlessly and force them to make a move against me before I was ready. I knew this day would come, but they didn’t have to peg me for their adversary just yet. 
 
    In all likelihood, there was some kind of weapon rigged up in this truck. I didn’t want to anger them and get them to trigger it. I also didn’t want to flash away and prematurely end this conversation before I learned something. So I decided to ignore the question by posing my own. 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “You’re deflecting. But, we didn’t find you—you found our signal. We knew that you regularly patrol most of the larger neighborhoods of the Sylvan District, so we planted this transmitter in the hopes of making contact.” 
 
    “Clever. What do you want?” I asked, my voice as calm as I could get it. 
 
    The person on the other end of the line cackled, and I thought I heard a few other laughs in the background. “You first. What is your endgame, Solaris?” 
 
    “Keeping people safe. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Well,” the voice replied, sounding disappointed, if not surprised, “It seems we are diametrically opposed after all. You see, this city simply shouldn’t exist. We’re here to correct that problem, which makes a solar dragon with a savior complex a bit of a loose end.” 
 
    My brow furrowed, but I kept quiet. 
 
    “Solaris? Solaris, are you there? Please engage with us or there will be consequences. We have a proposal for you.” 
 
    I ground my teeth with frustration. “What consequences? Is there a bomb in this truck?” 
 
    “Of course there is—a Black Hole bomb. It might not kill you, knowing how fast you are, but I’m willing to bet we’ll do some damage.” 
 
    “Is this the only bomb?” 
 
    “There could be many more,” the voice said darkly. “There may be other active bombs across the city right now, just waiting for you to find them in the same fashion as you discovered this one.” 
 
    “You’re bluffing. That many bombs made of Black Hole energy? That has to be insanely expensive and hard to source without suspicion, even for you. You’d waste all that on multiple potentially failed assassination attempts?” 
 
    The voice laughed mockingly, “It wouldn’t be a failure—even if you survive this one, we’ll be able to track the residual Black Hole matter back to wherever it is you hide even a speck of it ended up on you. An underground lair, perhaps? Or maybe a delightful little apartment with someone you love? Ohh, it sounds so sad.”  
 
    “What’s stopping me from leaving now, then? Before you detonate it?” 
 
    “Nothing… Nothing except for a promise that if you leave before we’re through with you, we’ll make sure this bomb or another one is used to dramatic effect elsewhere.”  
 
    I crouched low and started looking around for signs of this bomb, but remained as silent as I could. “What do you want, then?” I asked. “Why haven’t you already detonated it? What do you even want from me?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, the status quo actually suits us for the time being. Creating drama with you now would be a complication that would force us back into hiding, but one we could bounce back soon enough. Still, you’re trash that’ll need to be taken out sooner or later—though perhaps not today. That may upset the masses and unite them against us.” 
 
    “How magnanimous of you,” I grunted. “It sounds like we’re on the same page about the status quo at least.” 
 
    “We’ll see how long that holds. But there is more to discuss.” 
 
    Police sirens were coming closer. Soon I wouldn’t be alone anymore. People had exited the gas station and poured into the supermarket across the street. I couldn’t say with confidence that that would be any safer. 
 
    “The cops are here,” I noted. “I think we’re done for today, unless you want to make a scene. If you’re going to detonate your bomb, better do it now. Just one thing—I’ll survive, and when I find you, I doubt I’ll be in a great mood.” 
 
    The voice paused for a long time as cops approached me, weapons still on their hips. They watched in silence, and I held up my hand to keep them that way as the voice continued. “You’re bold, I’ll give you that. Smarter than I thought you’d be. Braver.” 
 
    “I guess that makes me a peskier threat,” I said. 
 
    “Trash to be taken out, as I said, nothing more.” 
 
    I chuckled. “At least recycle, please. It’s better for the environment.” 
 
    The voice was no longer amused. I’d called their bluff. At that point, part of me doubted the bomb even existed. “Solaris, you should take us a bit more seriously. We will be the death of you. Listen to our demands.” 
 
    “I was more afraid of my little sister than I am of a bunch of demented, self-important plutocrats. I’ll let you in on a little secret—I’ve got two personalities, and one of them is very pro-cannibalism. When I find you, I’m going to have the meal of my life. I don’t care how many of you there are—” 
 
    “Solaris, wait!” 
 
    That voice. I whipped my head over my shoulder and winced at who I saw. “Copycat, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I followed the cops,” she said, flipping with catlike grace up into the boot of the truck beside me. “Why are you hanging out in the back of a shitty truck?” 
 
    “Two for the price of one—now we’re very tempted.” 
 
    I frowned. She couldn’t hear the sound. “This speaker is emitting at a frequency only I can detect,” I explained, ignoring the mocking voice. “A representative of the Void Cartel is speaking to me—they claim to have a Black Hole bomb rigged to this truck and want me to listen to some demands.” 
 
    Copycat’s feline eyes went wide. “No shit,” she grunted. “That’s not very good news.” 
 
    “We’re both right in the blast zone, if it’s even real,” I said. “You should get out of here.” 
 
    “And they can hear me?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “In that case, yep, I’d better get going! Bye!” She did not leave. Copycat looked around, her eyes darting everywhere. All of a sudden there were six of her, each of them crouching and searching frantically and silently. 
 
    “Hey, don’t you think that’s a bit risky?” I whispered. “Maybe it’ll detonate when you touch it.”  
 
    She shook her head, the nearest clone standing up on her tiptoes and whispering back to me, “Black Hole bombs can’t detonate like that. Whoever is talking to you has a switch—and it’s probably close range, too.” 
 
    Wordlessly I eyed the police officers and gestured for the gas station and the department store across the street. They got the idea, grabbed their weapons, and started heading in each respective direction. It was still risky to make any move, but I liked the idea of getting more people out of the way—and giving the cops places to search out for the remote. 
 
    “I’m going to get some distance,” Tahini announced with another whisper, one of her clones backflipping out of the vehicle. 
 
    “Good, leave this to me.” 
 
    She lowered her head as though in shame for a second and whispered her next words. “No, I’m leaving my clones with you. I’m taking off.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Did you find something?” I mouthed the words, hoping she’d understand. 
 
    She nodded and made something that seemed like the pantomime for vomiting at the truck. 
 
    “Throw up on the truck?” I asked, a bit too loudly. 
 
    “What?” queried the voice. “What are you talking about now? Let’s get this conversation back on track—” 
 
    One of Tahini’s duplicates violently ripped the cables out of the back of the speaker, and my eyes went huge with surprise as it picked up a tiny black box and took off into the distance, running in a mad dash. 
 
    “Relax,” another clone spoke up as the bomb-holding copy of Tahini ran off as fast as she could, “it’s a two way sound system, and it wasn’t hooked up to the bomb.” 
 
    “But now they’ll know we turned off the sound system and they’ll—” 
 
    There was no time to finish the sentence. Something black erupted in a sphere right where the retreating clone had been, occupying the size of half a city block and exploding outward and then imploding inward in several cascading waves of indescribable darkness. In less than a second, a stretch of road and half of two small buildings on either side were simply gone, as well as the ground beneath. It was like someone just deleted everything caught inside the black sphere’s radius. Tahini’s copy—or the original, it was hard to say—was also gone. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I grunted, my jaw dropping. “Did that—” 
 
    All five remaining catgirls gathered around me. “I found the bomb,” they said in unison, “I did what I had to do.” 
 
    “So one of you… died?” 
 
    The clones all shuddered, almost in sync with each other. “I’ll be able to make a new one soon,” she explained, “to replace that one. But yeah.” 
 
    She died. Tahini experienced some version death to help me. “Copycat, you—” 
 
    “We gotta get out of here,” she interrupted me, four of her clones disappearing until there was only one Copycat left. “Tell the girls to go home and stay home until we’re sure that was the only bomb.” 
 
    “They implied there were more,” I told her. 
 
    She looked up at the sky. The dragon symbol could be faintly seen on the midday dome’s surface. We were being called. “It’s unlikely there are many more. A Black Hole bomb is hugely expensive to produce and even more expensive to hide from seers, even for them. They just wasted one, and we know their tactic now. It won’t work twice.” 
 
    “They’re a bigger threat than I thought,” I growled, my wings spreading. 
 
    She looked at me, her eyes scanning my body, probably for injuries. “What did they want?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You cut them off before I could find out.” 
 
    Copycat frowned. “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “Don’t be. If they only have a couple of those bombs, they meant to use it. They were probably just buying time until they were sure they had me rooted in place.” 
 
    Tahini looked up at the dome. “Are you going to see my dad?” she asked, her voice gone soft. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I want to go, too.” 
 
    “He’ll recognize you,” I pointed out. “It’s too risky.” 
 
    “I’ll stand in your shadow. Please, take me,” she pleaded, practically meowing it. 
 
    Sighing, I held out my arms. “Okay. Want me to carry you?” 
 
    She cocked her brow at me quizzically, and a flirty smirk fell across her lips. “Ohhh, Brock, look at you—” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. And now’s not the time.” 
 
    She giggled. “Sorry—Solaris, just feels like you’re putting the moves on me is all.” 
 
    I frowned at her. “Check your tone. You just died.” 
 
    Her expression fell, forced to address the reality of what had just happened. “Sorry. You’re right. Text your girls, and then let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 – Daughter and Daddy 
 
      
 
   “Y ou took longer this time,” the commissioner said, smoking a thick brown cigar as he watched me descend with Copycat in my arms. “And you brought a friend.” 
 
    “She’s the reason I’m a bit later than usual,” I explained. “I can’t travel at lightspeed carrying someone.” 
 
    I set her down on the ground. Tahini’s lip quivered as she studied her father. He was standing in front of us in an office shirt stained with blood and bandages around his arm. “Were you dealing with the Void Cartel, too?” she asked, disguising her voice to be a bit higher and girlier than its natural tone. It was an odd choice. 
 
    The commissioner smirked and tossed his cigar on the ground, stomping it out. “These? Just a normal day in the office,” he grunted. “Dealing with a red dragon on 7th street, and the fucker got a good bite out of me. I hope the cocksucker enjoyed the taste right before I cut his head off with a chainsword.” 
 
    “Is this degree of injury common for you?” she asked, struggling to hide the shakiness in her voice. 
 
    “Run of the mill shit, yeah. We haven’t met yet, Copycat.” The commissioner took a few steps forward and reached out his hand. She grabbed his wrist but lowered her head to hide her face. “By the Everdawn, you must be about the same age as my own daughter,” he grunted, relinquishing his grip. 
 
    “Sorry,” she replied, trembling. “I’m a bit shy.” 
 
    “Could’ve fooled me,” the commissioner guffawed. “Officers on the scene told me what happened. You seem like a woman of action—much appreciated. Glad you’re on our side, though Solaris has some doubts about your age.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Can you blame me?” I said, looking down at her. Although I had brought her age up with him as a facade to hide her identity, the truth was that it bothered me, even if we weren't all that far apart. 
 
    “I can handle myself,” she insisted coldly. 
 
    “Do you have anyone missing you right now?” the commissioner asked. “Putting yourself in danger for the city is noble, but have you considered how your family would feel if they knew the truth?” 
 
    Copycat frowned at the ground and took a few steps back into my shadow. “I could ask you the same question,” she spat bitterly, nodding at his bloody, torn clothes. “I bet your family wouldn’t love to know what you go through every day.” 
 
    “No, they wouldn’t,” he admitted. “But I’ve got the best healers in the city at my disposal, so I can go home to them in one piece, more or less. All I have to do is not die. And when I do, at least I won’t be around to explain myself.” He uttered a forced laugh. 
 
    I cringed inwardly, knowing just how hard hearing all this must have been for Tahini. I had only considered what would happen if Go’Urden found out about her secret life. I hadn’t considered the ramifications of Tahini finding about what her father put himself through every day. Seeing your father standing before you with a bloody wound in his chest—that was a lot to take in for anyone. 
 
    “We didn’t come here to talk about our families,” I pointed out. “At least, I don’t think we did.” 
 
    The commissioner rubbed the stubble on his chin and nodded. He walked over to the searchlight with my logo on it and turned it off. “I wanted to give you the latest intelligence on what just happened.” 
 
    “It literally just happened,” I pointed out. “The dust has barely cleared.” 
 
    “All the same, some perspective might help. Hephi is in the office now, taking calls and dealing with journalists wanting our spin on today’s events. The truth is, there isn’t anyone we can trust in this city. Anyone in a position of authority could be a member of the Void Cartel. The councilors, the other police chiefs and commissioners, district attorneys, business magnates, media moguls—it could be all of them or none of them. So that’s the bad news.” 
 
    My draconic face soured, and I tucked my wings behind my back, bracing for a potentially long conversation. “What’s the good news?” 
 
    “I didn’t say there was good news,” he remarked. “But there is something—that attempt they made on you today was a shot in the dark, Solaris. They were stress testing you, trying to figure you out. They probably hoped they could have gotten you with that bomb, of course, but even if they had, there’s no guarantee it would have killed you.” 
 
    “Seemed like it could have come close,” I murmured. “The blast was like nothing I’d ever seen before. It was like the bomb just ripped a chunk out of reality.” 
 
    “That’s more or less accurate,” the commissioner said. His eyes darted to the ground. “I regret stomping on my damn cigar.” 
 
    Copycat, standing a little behind me, took that opportunity to speak up. “Do you think they really have more bombs?” 
 
    “Not a dicklicking chance,” the commissioner guffawed. “We know exactly how many Black Hole artifacts there are in the city, even if we can’t account for all their locations—our seers do have their uses. There’s only one other such bomb now, and that one we do know the location of—under lock and key in the Xeno District’s Museum of Xenotech and Culture.” 
 
    “So they were bluffing?” I asked. 
 
    The commissioner nodded his head firmly. “Those taint-sucking snakes wish they had more. If they did, they would have made a move on you much sooner and probably could have expedited a load of their other plans.” 
 
    I let out a breath of relief, a bit of golden fire accidentally escaping my maw. “That’s damn good news.” 
 
    “So there was some after all,” the commissioner grinned, pulling out another cigar from his pocket. “Care to light me up, Solaris?” 
 
    “With dragon fire?” I asked, perplexed. “You also literally just finished one of those.” 
 
    He reached out with his hand and waved the cigar in my face. “My madwoman of a wife always tells me not to dwell on the past—at least when it’s her mistakes up for discussion.” 
 
    Tahini let out a soft growl behind me. “Do your wife and daughter know you smoke so much?” she asked. 
 
    The commissioner smirked as I breathed a tiny jet of fire to ignite the tip of his cigar, but I accidentally incinerated about half of it at once. Go’Urden let that pass without comment, merely shrugging as he sucked the smoke in with hollowed cheeks.  
 
    “You shouldn’t encourage his habit,” Copycat said, scowling at me. 
 
    Go’Urden shot her a quizzical look. “What is she, a fucking cop?” He busted out laughing at his own joke. “I’m a cop, that’s why it’s brilliant,” he explained. I laughed politely. Copycat didn’t. 
 
    I watched him smoke the cigar, trying not to look over at Copycat. “Is there anything else we need to know before we head out? I need to check on my own family.” 
 
    “Of course,” he muttered as he inhaled a drag and tried to straighten a rebellious bit of mustache hair. “If you can wait a moment or two, Hephi will be up here with the latest, and we’ll see what she has to say.” 
 
     I nodded and turned to my partner. “Hey, do you have a means of moving quickly?” I asked. “I carried you here, but you got to the scene pretty fast.” 
 
    “I can cloneport,” she explained, nodding, but her eyes remained fixed on her clueless father as he did further damage to his lungs. 
 
    “Cloneport?” That was a word I’d never heard before. 
 
    “I can make distant copies of myself within visible range and move my consciousness in a blink to that body. It was pretty hard to pull off at first, but now it’s second nature. I just keep canceling the clones behind me and making new ones in front of me and hop into their heads. That allows me to travel great distances in a matter of minutes.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty wild superpower,” I commented with awe in my voice. 
 
    “Not as wild as flying, breathing fire, and teleporting as a beam of light,” she pointed out, winking at me, finally lightening up for a moment. 
 
    “You two have real chemistry,” Go’Urden noted. “My daughter’s a lesbian. It’s a pity you two will probably end up together, because I think she’d like you, Copycat.” 
 
    The very violent, visceral reaction from Copycat was one for the records. Her expression twisted so dramatically that one eye ended up closed as her jaw fell in horror. “You—your daughter—you think she’s a lesbian?” 
 
    “She hasn’t said anything about it, but she never really dated guys all that much, and she’s been hanging out with a bunch of girls more and more often as of late. Not my business, of course,” he muttered as he finished off his second cigar and crushed it under his boot. “As long as she’s happy and safe, that’s what matters.” 
 
    Copycat’s face relaxed a bit, but her brow remained unnervingly furrowed. “Well, you get points for that, but—” 
 
    “Sorry, everyone,” Hephi’s voice rose above us as she walked through the roof access door, holding her clipboard tucked under her arm. “Our media team is going to be living a nightmare for a couple of days.” 
 
    “What’s the latest news?” I asked, tapping my wrist like there was a watch there. “I really want to check on my people, make sure everyone is alright.” 
 
    She frowned at me, a look of renewed disappointment, like I’d let her down just for saying that. It stung more than I’d like to admit. “Of course. The only news I have beyond what the commissioner must have told you is that the officers you sent into the gas station found the detonator and a dead body attached to it.” 
 
    “A dead body?” Go’Urden muttered. “I missed this news.” 
 
    “I just got a call from Quince as I was heading up here,” she said. “Dead half-orc, believed to be the owner of that gas station.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Copycat asked. Hephi seemed to notice her for the first time and immediately narrowed her eyes at the girl, a cautious, appraising look on her face. 
 
    “Only a couple things it could mean,” I noted. “Let me know if I’m off-base, but that either implies that the Void Cartel membership extends even to small business owners, or that body was a plant. But how did he die?” 
 
    “Police-issued crossbow-bolt to the head. That’s the strange part—the officers that found him claimed he was already like that when they arrived, and the only officer carrying a hand crossbow didn’t discharge it once today.” 
 
    Go’Urden grimaced with blatant disgust. “That implies someone on the force killed him to silence him before he could be taken in. We need to pull camera footage within a five block radius and see which sphincter-sucking son of a cock wart is responsible.” 
 
    “Already on it, sir,” Hephi said, “that was one of my first calls when Solaris landed on the scene.” 
 
    “What would I do without you, Hephi?” Go’Urden remarked, grinning wide, slapping his assistant on the back hard enough to make her drop her clipboard. As a reflex, Copycat made a double of herself appear in front of Hephi to catch the falling object, then handed it back to her with a smirk. I noticed a wide-eyed look appear on Hephi’s face as she got a good look at Copycat’s masked visage. 
 
    “Thanks,” Hephi said, recovering. “He doesn’t know his own strength.” 
 
    “I know my strength,” Go’Urden huffed, “I just keep thinking you’re stronger than you are, because I’ve seen you make grown men cry more than any woman in my life. Save for my psychopathic wife, perhaps.” 
 
    Copycat made the duplicate in front of Hephi vanish and crossed her arms to look at her unsuspecting father. “Psychopathic wife? Really? That’s the way you talk about the woman you love?” 
 
    Go’Urden ignored her remark. “Well, Solaris, Copycat, I’d better get back to work. And I understand you have homes to return to. I’m glad you both made it out unscathed.” 
 
    I shot a nervous look sideways to Copycat, knowing what she had endured to protect me. A rush of guilt stirred in my chest, like someone had grabbed my heart and squeezed it with an icy hand. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, holding up my hand to stop the commissioner as he moved to turn his back to me. “Quick question.” 
 
    “Shoot it,” Go’Urden replied, mustache so slick. 
 
    “What’s our next move?” I asked. “Kind of feels like we’re playing this thing by ear, but the stakes are way too high for that.” 
 
    Go’Urden nodded and pulled another cigar out of his pocket, eliciting a groan from Copycat. “You’re right, but right now we need time to sit on these events and formulate a plan. Talk with your people—your capsule doctor, your seer friend—gather intelligence in your own way. When you have information to share, let us know. We’ll do the same.” 
 
    Hephi was staring at Copycat with a narrowed gaze, a look of suspicion on her face. If Copycat noticed this scrutiny, she didn’t show it. 
 
    I nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    The sultry catgirl superheroine grabbed me by the shoulder. “Hey, wait,” she called out as the other two walked back through the roof access door. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “We should meet up again soon. You, me, and the girls, I mean.” 
 
    I smiled and spread my wings. “You’ve got our numbers. See you this weekend?” 
 
    She winked and stuck out her tongue, showing off that piercing. “Glad you’re safe.” 
 
    “Glad you saved my ass,” I replied. With that, I disappeared from her sight as my body shifted into a lightform. 
 
    I arrived in my backyard, still in dragon form, then changed back into my original shape. I might be wrong, but I felt that with each passing day, my body resembled the body I had back on Earth less and less. Gone were my flaws, replaced by rippling muscles and the kind of figure you typically only see in action movies. It was nice, but I had taken to wearing baggy clothes to better fly under the radar. 
 
    With the Void Cartel attempting to find me, I needed to be even more careful than ever before not to stand out. Getting elf-ear implants had some appeal, since humans were so rare. Anything to vanish into a crowd. 
 
    I opened the door of my home and let out a sigh of relief to see Pinky Peach, Mamba, Blossom, and Satina all sitting around the kitchen table with their hands folded—well, actually, Satina was eating a bag of fruit chips. 
 
    Their heads whipped almost violently when they heard the door creak. They rushed to their feet and greeted me with warm, loving hugs, worried looks still plastered on their perfect faces. “I’m fine,” I said, and it was true this time. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Pinky sighed, tears forming in her eyes. “When we got that text from you, we were so worried. We grabbed a cab and watched the news and headed straight home.” 
 
    “That’s what I hoped you’d do. But the good news is that it seems we’re safe for now.” 
 
    “What even fuggin’ happened?” Blossom asked, her inky black eyes looking up at me fretfully. 
 
    I beamed at her. “Let’s just enjoy the evening. Give me some time to process everything. I have some thoughts, but for the most part, what you saw on the news is all I could tell you anyway.” 
 
    Blossom nodded. 
 
    “Is there any way we can help?” Satina asked hopefully. 
 
    I shook my head, still grinning. “You already help me enough by being an emotional anchor. I can’t overstate how nice it is to have that for once in my life.” 
 
    Mamba’s lip curled upward on one side as a devious thought seemed to appear in her mind. “I think there might be something else I can do… assuming you’re open-minded.” 
 
    I cocked a brow at her, taking a moment to break free from their possessive hugs. “Tell me—what did you have in mind?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 – Under the Bridge 
 
      
 
   “A s long as I’ve been in Meteoropolis, I’ve never heard of the Void Cartel doing something so public,” Pinky said tremulously. 
 
    My gaze set upon her, all I could do was stare vacantly. I had none of the answers, only more questions. We all sat in the partially renovated living room on the floor. The furniture had been moved out into the backyard and covered with waterproof tarps, then secured with knotted tweed—we just had nowhere else to put it. 
 
    Sawdust covered the floor, but the workers had just left for the day, and we had our privacy once more. The house, from the outside, was already hard to recognize, with a front deck expansion and a second floor having been added—or the skeleton of such things, anyway. They still had a ways to go. 
 
    Mamba spoke before I could. “There were minor things. In general, it makes sense that they never were all that publicly active, if you think about it. If Tahini is right, and they’re all plutocrats, they have access to all the resources they need. It’s not like they need to pull off heists or anything. They just collect void-based xenobeasts and use those to attract void things by setting them loose in random places around the city. It’s unnerving how simple it is.” 
 
    “How do you stop an enemy like that?” I groaned with a dreary sigh. 
 
    Blossom reached out and rested her hand atop mine. “Are you okay, Brocky?” 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks to her,” I muttered, nodding at the catgirl across from me. “She very well might have saved my life.” 
 
    “Saved your afternoon, for sure,” she agreed with a simpering look. “I’m still doubtful even a Black Hole bomb would wipe you out completely.” 
 
    I leaned forward on the table, resting my chin atop my folded hands. “I’ve been harmed by Black Hole energy before,” I reminded them. I let the sentence hang, forgetting that for at least Satina and Tahini, it needed a bit more clarification. 
 
    “When did that happen?” the satyress asked, her voice high with syrupy-sweet concern. She blinked at me a few times, the sort of thing your face did on its own when you were trying to maintain an emotional mask. 
 
    “Did you see on the news when I got the Xenolich?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, of course. It was all over the news for days afterward.” 
 
    “I got stabbed with a Black Hole Dagger in that fight. Could have just as easily killed me.” I tugged the collar of my shirt down to show the ugly purple scar I sported on my upper chest. Tahini’s  eyes went wide. 
 
    “Oh, so that’s what that is,” Satina gasped. “I saw it when—” she blushed, realizing the catgirl wasn’t up to date on her new relationship status with me. “Uhh, never mind.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” the catgirl said. Her eyes darted to the somber looks on Pinky Peach, Mamba, and Blossom’s gloomy faces. “You know about this and you still let him go out?!” 
 
    Pinky’s lip curled downward into a defeated frown. “Believe me, I’ve tried to stop him.” 
 
    “Brock can do what he wants,” Mamba stated solemnly. “He learned his lesson from that experience. He won’t be that careless again.” 
 
    Blossom remained silent, just squeezing my hand. 
 
    The satyress, however, had something on her mind. She cleared her throat. “Forgive me, Tahini, but aren’t you throwing stones in a glass house?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the dark-featured catgirl muttered, though I could tell she had already had a similar thought from the way she had sunk back into her chair when Satina called her out. 
 
    “Do you really think your father would like it if he knew what you were doing? Superpowers or no, I bet it’d kill him to hear about you putting yourself in danger.” 
 
    Tahini’s face took on an angry expression, her brow furrowing and lips tightening in a way no one seemed to expect. “He does the same fucking thing,” she spat venomously. “He’s going to die one of these days and leave my mom a widow.” 
 
    The other girls regarded her with puzzled expressions, so I explained. “She saw her dad on the job for the first time today. Saw injuries on him—bad ones. It was hard for her to take. He didn’t recognize her, and he basically admitted to her face that he hides the danger of his job from his family… So she’s a bit raw at the moment.” 
 
    “Ohh,” Pinky sighed. She scooted over beside Tahini and gave her a side hug. “That must have been hard to see.” 
 
    Tahini sobbed, leaning into Pinky’s embrace and rubbing her eyes with her forearm. “He’s going to get himself killed,” she whimpered softly into the unicorn girl’s shoulder. 
 
    “He’d be saying the same thing about you if he knew what you were up to,” I pointed out. “I’ll keep your secret because you keep mine, but I can’t say I’d blame him for freaking out when he finds out the truth of your identity.” 
 
    “And he will eventually,” Mamba said firmly. “Soul recognition tech is a thing, as is facial recognition. If the police wanted to, they could figure you out pretty damn fast.” 
 
    “Go’Urden wouldn’t weaponize that tech against us,” I argued from experience. “He values our anonymity.” 
 
    Pinky nuzzled Tahini’s cheek but had her own words of caution. “A private firm with lots of resources could figure it out with enough data. They could even connect the dragon to your MeteoBank card or phone if your soulmetrics got leaked. Like, in one of those security breaches that happens to a big company every once in a while.” 
 
    That was an unnerving thought, given that most corporations probably had at least one higher up member of the Void Cartel. It was something I hadn’t considered yet, even though soul recognition tech was a basic feature on any smartphone. 
 
    “Is there any way to protect myself from that?” I asked. 
 
    Mamba raised her hand. “I guess I could, but it’d be pretty exhausting.” 
 
    “You could?” I asked, confused at that sudden suggestion. “Really? How?” 
 
    “Seers don’t just receive information from fate—we broadcast psychic energy outward as well. I could probably obfuscate your soul signature, but it’d be something I’d need to work hard to maintain every day.” 
 
    “I don’t want to put you in that kind of situation. I don’t want my business to become your burden.” 
 
    The unicorn girl let out a pathetic whimper from across the table. “In some ways, it already is our burden,” she said without shifting her gaze toward me. “Every time you go out, I wonder if that’ll be the last time I see you.” 
 
    I frowned at her, my face drooped in a guilty expression. “I don’t even have a defense for that anymore. Honestly, I don’t know the way forward.” 
 
    Tahini straightened up, shrugging out of Pinky’s embrace gently. “We’re burying the lede here. Dad said that the danger actually posed by the Void Cartel at the moment is negligible at best. They were taking a wild shot at you today, both testing you and trying in vain to wipe you off the table. They don’t have anything like that bomb that can make another attempt on your life so easily.” 
 
    “Are Black Hole bullets a thing?” I asked. 
 
    Tahini shook her head. “No, they’d implode upon being fired and do more damage to the one firing the gun than anything else.” 
 
    “But there are Black Hole swords, arrows, crossbow bolts, and other weapons,” Blossom added. “I saw some weird stuff back when I was under the bridge.” 
 
    We all looked at her in confusion. “What?” I asked. “Why would you see that? Weren’t you in some kind of greenhouse environment?” 
 
    She nodded. “The guys who guarded it always had some weird stuff, though.” 
 
    I made eye contact with Tahini, who seemed to be lost in thought over this new revelation. “Black Hole weapons are insanely expensive and rare. Anyone with those would have to be super connected to very rich people.” 
 
    “Wait a second—Blossom, you’re a willbreaker flower sprite, right?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    “Yes,” she cooed giddily. “You remembered!” 
 
    “And they were harvesting your petals and leaves for the black market? Are you sure they were selling them?” 
 
    “What are you thinking, Brock?” Tahini intoned curiously. 
 
    I slammed my palms on the table. “What if the Void Cartel was planning on using willbreaker flower sprites to control the masses? What if they weren’t selling those petals, but were harvesting them for their own plans?” 
 
    “And those guards were connected to the Void Cartel directly?” Mamba asked, piggybacking on my train of thought. “That’s an interesting proposition.” 
 
    “But the police cleared that place out weeks ago, shortly after the Xenolich thing inadvertently brought attention to black market flower sprite farming. When they got there, the whole operation had vanished,” Blossom sighed. “There’s nothing we can do now to verify that.” 
 
    A wicked grin appeared on Mamba’s gorgeous green face. “Actually—I might be able to try something.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” I asked. 
 
    Mamba shrugged. “Safe enough. You didn’t bump elbows with anyone this time, so a blood reading won’t do us any good. But I could do a generalized reading on that location—where Blossom used to be in captivity.” 
 
    I looked to Tahini for her opinion. “You’re the cop’s daughter. Do you think it’s worth it?” 
 
    “I don’t know shit about divination,” Tahini admitted. “In my opinion, anything is worth a try, especially soft moves like that that aren’t likely to kick the hornet’s nest.” 
 
    Next I turned to Blossom. “If it’s okay with you, I’ll stay here when you do that,” she whimpered. “I don’t… I don’t want to see that place again. I’m very happy to just try and forget that part of my life.” 
 
    There was something profoundly sad about Blossom wanting to forget what more or less amounted to the entirety of her life—she’d only been free with me for a couple months. Before that, as I understood it, her whole life she’d lived there, growing in that place she now wanted to pretend never existed. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, nodding. “That’s fine with me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    In the end, it was just Mamba and I who visited that spot. We followed Blossom’s directions, crawling down the river embankment. The Emerald River separated the two sides of the Sylvan District, and the bridge connected them. On one side was the more residential communities, like the one that I lived in with my lovely ladies, but on the other side was the more commercial and business part of the district, as well as the more affluent communities like Tahini’s home. 
 
    One of the bridge supports apparently had a secret entrance. Blossom said that the door could be opened by placing your hand on a brick that was slightly discolored compared to the others and pushing it inward. When we got there, though, there simply was no brick in question. I pressed every single brick under the damn bridge and nothing happened. 
 
    Mamba shook her head, though she looked annoyed. “That’s okay. We don’t need to go inside to figure this out.” 
 
    I looked at her with an elevated eyebrow. “We don’t?” 
 
    Mamba smiled. “No, actually. I think it’ll work almost as well for me to do it from here.” 
 
    “Are you picking up anything? Psychic signatures or whatever?” 
 
    She shook her head, frowning. “It doesn’t work like that. I need to activate my third eye to pull this off.” 
 
    I stepped out of the way, placing my hands in my pockets. My eyes darted around for signs of any security cameras, but there were none that I could see. Admittedly, there could just as well have been dozens of hidden pinhole cameras, but if Mamba wasn’t worried, neither was I. 
 
    Mamba placed her hand onto the wall and closed her eyes. She went silent for a few minutes, so I stood by patiently and kept watch. After what seemed an eternity, though, I heard her voice rise up again. 
 
    “Selina the Silversnake, in all your grace, show me the secrets of this place!” she hissed, and a faint light seemed to emanate from her face. I was standing behind her, watching from a distance, but I guessed that the third eye I’d seen on the rooftop of that restaurant we’d visited together was probably making another appearance. 
 
    After about ten seconds, though, Mamba let out a bloodcurdling cry. I rushed to her side, but she had already hit the jagged, stony embankment as hard as if a boulder had suddenly fallen on her. When I knelt down and elevated her head onto my knee, dark blood was oozing out all three eyes, her nose, and ears. 
 
    “What the fuck,” I said. Her face was frozen in a look of pain. 
 
    “It’s—it’s blocked,” she managed, unblinking, staring past me rather than at me as I cradled her close. I felt tears burning my eyes to see her like that. 
 
    “What just happened?” I asked frantically. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you, but I don’t see you.” Her gaze was fixed over my shoulder, her eyes wide open but vacant. 
 
    My face tightened, “No, no, no,” I muttered, softly at first, but growing fast in intensity as the truth settled on me. “No, Mamba, fuck. Dammit! I need to get you to a hospital.” 
 
    “No,” she hissed, shaking her head. “No hospital.” 
 
    “Why?” I growled impatiently. 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    *** 
 
    I carried Mamba home, and it was probably the longest mile of my life. I couldn’t fly there, because it would out me as Solaris, and I couldn’t get a cab, either, because the driver would have to take her to the hospital against her wishes. Instead, I carried her in my arms and got weird looks from everyone in the neighborhood.  
 
    I even got stopped by a cop, a real horrifying moment, and had to explain that she was my roommate and I was just taking her back to the house because she was feeling dizzy. It was a lame excuse, but thankfully Mamba was conscious enough by that point to verify it for the cop, which was all he needed to hear to move on in good conscience. 
 
    When I made it home, I raced to Mamba’s bedroom and set her on the bed, the other girls following behind me. Tahini had already departed for home before Mamba and I headed to the bridge, so it was just Pinky, Satina, and Blossom who crowded around with worried looks on their pretty faces. 
 
    “She collapsed under the bridge,” I explained, pulling the sheets up over her body. 
 
    “She’s bleeding! Is she okay?” Pinky squealed fretfully. 
 
    “She doesn’t look very okay,” Satina huffed. “Oh, goodness me, what are we going to do?” 
 
    I ignored them and crouched down next to the bed. “Mamba, are you conscious?” 
 
    Her eyes were closed, which made me feel a bit better than when they were frozen in a horrified stare. She nodded. “Yes,” she said, and she opened her eyes—except the third one. That one was gone. “I’m awake.” 
 
    “Can you see?” 
 
    “Everything is blurry, but yes. My vision seems to be returning.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief, exhaling it onto her neck. She reached up and stroked my cheek. “A powerful seer has sealed that location off from prying eyes,” she explained. “There’s nothing I can do to see into there.” 
 
    “What about Blossom?” Pinky asked. “She was in there for ages. Can’t we use her to understand the place better?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Mamba said, but I had to interject. 
 
    “No. No more divination. Mamba, you are resting until you’re back to one hundred percent,” I stated firmly. 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll try then.” 
 
    “No,” I repeated. “Never again. It’s too dangerous. For all I know, that attempt might have just put you on their seers’ radar.” 
 
    Mamba didn’t respond, which told me my assumption had merit. Still she made an aggrieved face at me. “This is how I can be useful to you.” 
 
    “What makes you think I need you to be useful?” I asked, brushing her hair between my fingers. “I don’t love you for your utility.” 
 
    She smiled at that, cupping my cheek. “I want to be useful to you for myself. This is my gift, and there’s no one else I’d ever want to share it with more than the people in this room.” 
 
    “That’s very sweet of you, honey,” Pinky said, her voice high with anxiety, tapping her hoof on the floor, “but Brock is right. We’re playing with powers we don’t understand.” 
 
    “I understand them,” Mamba contradicted her. “I can improve. I can get stronger with practice!” 
 
    “The rest of us don’t understand, though. You’re not the only one involved in this decision, Mamba,” Pinky fired back. 
 
    Blossom and Satina traded nervous looks, as though the scene were about to break into a full argument at any second. I sought to stop that from happening. 
 
    “For the foreseeable future, let’s not mess with your powers again, Mamba. Not for stuff like this, okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “Fair enough. But—little things, maybe?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I let my hand rest on her cheek. “Sure, it’s possible. But not until you’re totally recovered.” 
 
    “How long will that be?” Blossom asked sweetly. “Can we play Loremasters tonight?” 
 
    Mamba giggled and squeezed Blossom’s hand. “I think you’ll have to play without me today. Probably tomorrow or the day after I’ll be awake enough to handle it. Pinky?” 
 
    “Yeah?” the unicorn girl replied. 
 
    “Can you help me post a message to my Flinch page? I need to let people know the stream is canceled tonight.” 
 
    Pinky nodded. “On it,” she said, and she went into the other room to retrieve her phone. 
 
    “Let’s let her get some rest,” Satina suggested wisely. “I’ll cook some cockatrice noodle soup. One of the women in my dad’s harem used to make this recipe, and it always made me feel better when I was sick.” 
 
    “I’m happy to try it, little goat,” Mamba teased her, “but I’ll point out that our physiology is very different.” 
 
    “I’ll make it with love,” she said, beaming at her. “That should maintain its effectiveness.” 
 
    Blossom nodded firmly and sat down on the bed. “Would you like a breast massage?” Blossom asked softly. “I’ve heard that—” 
 
    “No,” Mamba interrupted her. 
 
    Blossom nodded and stood back up, clearing her throat. “Message received. Try again later. Got it.” 
 
    “I’m just going to sit beside the bed in case you need me,” I told her. 
 
    “You don’t need to do that,” Mamba cooed, reaching out for me again, squeezing my arm. “I’ll be fine. In a month or so, we’ll forget all about this.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 – Placating Eppy 
 
      
 
   A  few weeks after the bridge incident, things were indeed better. Mamba was certainly wrong about me forgetting that whole experience, though. 
 
    The Void Cartel slunk back into the shadows, but their debut didn’t go unmentioned in the news. Pundits bickered over the meaning of their sudden appearance, with some of them blaming me. The argument seemed to be that they never felt the need to commit acts of public violence until I showed up. 
 
    Thankfully, Commissioner Go’Urden had my back on that front, publicly defending me and pointing out the absurdity in those lines of thinking. 
 
    “I wonder what it’d take to be that fucking dense,” he spat in a reporter’s face when they posed the criticism to him. “Blame the hero of the city for a villain’s actions? That’s rich. What’ll they think of next?”  
 
    After that, he actually grabbed the microphone away from the reporter and seized the camera to point it directly in his face. 
 
    “Let me make it absolutely clear for any scrote-snorting, snot-sucking clowns out there who want to blame Solaris or the police for the Void Cartel’s actions: vermin scatter when you shine a light on them. The cartel might have shown some big balls for a hot minute, but with Copycat and Solaris easily side-stepping their ill-advised assassination attempt, those punk-ass roaches have sunken back into the shadows where they belong. And like a good exterminator, I will lift up every piece of furniture in this city until the Void Cartel is eliminated, mark my words.” 
 
    “Isn’t he afraid of them?” Mamba asked incredulously as that particular clip aired. “He’s such a high profile figure. What’s stopping them from killing him?” 
 
    I laughed. “I don’t think he’s afraid of much. Honestly, it’s probably better for him to be vocal. If he tried to oppose them quietly, he’d be easier to take out. If he disappeared or got killed now, people would ask questions, and the Void Cartel would be even more of a public concern.”  
 
    The best part about that particular tirade was Hephi cringing in the background as she furiously jotted down each thing the commissioner said that she’d have to try to reframe and smooth over later. 
 
    Another development was that construction was mostly completed—there was just one room remaining that Dr. Luna said he’d have to come over and finish himself, but he wouldn’t elaborate on it. 
 
    At the moment, we had six bedrooms, three bathrooms, an upstairs living room, a downstairs living room, a kitchen, and a room that would be used for unknown purposes. Dr. Luna implied it might be superhero related. 
 
    Our house was now kind of an eyesore on the block, though, being much larger than any of the other homes. I kind of felt like an asshole for that, but there wasn’t really much I could do. Pinky was overwhelmed with glee over the changes—especially when it was announced that her mortgage had been canceled by the bank at the request of Dr. Luna. She still had twenty-eight years left on her payments at that point, but now it was simply hers. Dr. Luna didn’t even bother to let us know until a week after the fact, treating that life changing favor as ‘no big deal’. 
 
    One afternoon, after I went to Darkling Donut to walk Satina home from work and bring some extra coffee and donuts back for everyone, I was sitting on the couch with the TV volume set low. 
 
    I ate my donut as Satina returned to the second floor to shower and change. Blossom was still asleep in her own room, so I was able to relax, basking in the quiet atmosphere. Light poured in through the windows in golden beams, casting the shadows of backyard plants onto the carpet. 
 
    The door creaked open, drawing my gaze. My vision settled on the alluring figure of Pinky Peach, leaning seductively against the door frame with one hoof lifted in the air. 
 
    “Well good afternoon,” I said, my eyes trailing the entirety of her voluptuous body from head to toe. She was wearing a sheer white nightgown, one I’d only ever seen her wear when she wanted one specific thing from me. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” she replied, but that accent and sultry tone made my face fall slightly. “Oh, don’t be like that, Brock,” Eppy whined. 
 
    That’s right—it wasn’t Pinky I was dealing with at the moment, but her Splice Partner, Eppy. “Hey, Eppy,” I grunted, leaning back on the sofa and adjusting my gaze back to the TV. 
 
    Time to pay up, the dragon growled happily. This is going to be fun. 
 
    Eppy slinked over to the couch with a lusty swagger, but I tried not to look. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. True, I was probably going to nail her in a minute or two, but I’d play hard to get to show my disapproval of her methods. 
 
    “You delayed our appointment this week,” she cooed, helping herself to a seat in my lap. “If you try that again, I might just have to do something about it.” 
 
    “You promised not to hurt anyone,” I reminded her. 
 
    “You promised to give me my playtime,” she rebutted, pouting with a false display of meekness. “I love you, Brock. Can’t you at least pretend you feel the same?” 
 
    I shrugged lazily. “Meh.” 
 
    She pouted at me, her hands seductively trailing up and down her body. “And now there’s that little satyress stealing even more of your affection away from me,” she moaned in complaint. “Oh, how I’d like to punish her for that.” 
 
    “That’s a good plan if you never want to talk to me again,” I warned her. 
 
    “Can’t you find a way to adore me as much as I adore you?” 
 
    “Threatening my other girls makes that kind of hard for me.” 
 
    She reached down and squeezed my dick through my pants. “Mmmm, I’m glad for that.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” 
 
    She ignored that. “I’ve got a surprise for you, Brock. Would you like to see?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I didn’t fight her off of me, either. She was all talk, and in the end, I had an obligation to her—Pinky may no longer have to pay a mortgage, but we still had something like rent to pay to Eppy, and it didn’t cost more than a bit of a pump and dump every week or so. 
 
    “Watch this,” she said. I reluctantly faced her, my curiosity getting the better of me. The unicorn girl threw back her head and closed her eyes, raising both her hands to rest on my shoulders as her crotch pressed against my thigh. To my surprise, I noticed her skin begin to glow. For a second I thought maybe the sunlight came through the window at just the right angle, but no. That wasn’t what happened. 
 
    The glow grew in intensity, and then it spread to her hair until the gorgeous woman was entirely consumed by aureate light. My jaw dropped at the sight, breathtaking on its own, but fell to a look of profound wonder when the light had faded. 
 
    The woman who sat on my lap now was no longer Pinky Peach in appearance—she was similar, for sure. The facial features were there, for the most part, with some minor differences in bone structure maybe, but her eyes were blue, and the horn was gone. Her long, pink hair was replaced with golden-blonde locks that fell all the way down to the small of her back. The tail had vanished, the hooves had been replaced by feet, and the milky white skin was now a healthy, human-like shade of pink. 
 
    The long elven ears remained, as did the fullness of her figure. My eyes greedily drank down the ethereally beautiful sight of her. Except for the predatory look on her face, she was the very definition of ‘elven princess.’ 
 
    Nice, grunted the dragon. Blonde elves have always been a weakness of mine. 
 
    “Good Lord.” I shook my head, even if she was impeccably hot. “I hope you’re about to tell me you can go back and forth between these forms.” 
 
    “Oh, slipping back into the body you think of as Pinky Peach will be easy, so don’t worry about that. And Pinky Peach, with practice, should be able to find her own original form, though I’m not sure if it would make much sense for her to do so. The infrastructure of this city isn’t very accommodating for centaurs, so I imagine it’ll be just as challenging for a unicorn. Even worse, because she’ll be the center of attention wherever she goes.” 
 
    “So, this is you?” I muttered, gesturing at her irritatingly nice body. “This is what you looked like in your Before-World?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, biting her lip and studying the look on my face. “Do you like it?” 
 
    I smirked. “I mean, I’m a big fan of the way you looked before, to be honest…” 
 
    “But?” she pressed, sensing the word on the tip of my tongue. 
 
    “But… I don’t hate this, either,” I admitted. 
 
    She let out a strawberry sigh onto my face, then leaned in to kiss me on the lips. I didn’t kiss her back, but I let it happen. “I call upon you to fulfill your oath, Brock Clayton. You know Pinky is fine with this.” 
 
    “I know,” I groaned awkwardly. “It’s just… weird to me.” 
 
    Eppy didn’t complain further about my hesitation; she just continued to make her case as she ground her lap against my leg and held my face between her hands. “I’m a part of her, you know. You wouldn’t even have her, or love her, without me. Her personality—it’s mine, too, partially. Her humanoid appearance you find so beautiful—that’s mostly me. You’d be romancing a horse with a horn without my influence.” 
 
    She had a point there. 
 
    “You love me already, Brock—which is why your resistance doesn’t sting me. I know that you want me. I’m certain that your heart already belongs to me. You just haven’t figured it out yet.” 
 
    “Playing the long game, then?” I asked, allowing my hand to grab a hold of her hip.  
 
    “Yes,” she moaned, shivering at my touch. “I need you, Brock Clayton. Take me here, on this sofa, with the windows open. I need you inside me.” 
 
    The windows being open sounded sexier than it was, since the windows in question gave only a view to the backyard. I smirked at how erotic she made it seem. She really was desperate. 
 
    I answered her begging with a kiss, and she moaned into it as my fingers dug deep into her soft flesh. It was hard to focus with the intense taste of her lips almost overpowering my senses, but I managed to strip off her negligee and lay her on the couch. Her skin still seemed to glow slightly, enhanced by the healthy new hue she possessed and the blush of arousal on her cheeks. I gazed down at her in awe as she lay there, her hair spread out flawlessly on the couch cushion like a golden halo. 
 
    Eppy reached up and tugged my collar, bringing my body almost parallel with hers. Her tongue darted for my lips, and her hands pushed down the waistband of my pants and boxers. I grunted as I awkwardly slipped them the rest of the way off, freeing my cock from the confines of my clothes. It pointed directly at the elven princess like a dowsing rod, and I allowed myself to succumb to her lips. 
 
    Her tongue met mine with sudden passion, and we devoured each other in heated, aggressive kisses for a few seconds. She probed deeper into my mouth and her hands grasped my ass as she pulled us flush together. I groaned at her eagerness, and she moaned delightedly against my face as her arms encircled my back like the tight grasp of a python. Her nails dug into my skin, causing me to let out a muffled groan against her lips, but I didn’t hate it. 
 
    “That’s the melody,” she moaned as I nipped at her jawline, inhaling the sweet scent she shared with Pinky Peach. That scent oddly made me more comfortable with the whole thing, a constant reminder that Eppy was right. At the end of the day, she and Pinky were the same person on a very fundamental level. “Oh, I want to drink a goblet of your blood and pour it all over my naked body.” 
 
    “You get one free pass on weird shit like that per session,” I warned her. “That’s the one. You used it up.” 
 
    She raised her hips off of the couch to rub her belly against my dick. One hand left my back to grab my cock by the base, pumping it with surprisingly delicate strokes. Her other stayed wrapped around me, clawing my skin all the deeper to accommodate the hand that had left. I felt a hint of blood trickling down my back, but it didn’t put me off. I heal quickly. 
 
    “We’re going to make a mess on this couch,” I warned her. 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” she moaned desperately. 
 
    “I meant the blood,” I said, chuckling against her neck. “Keep it under control, alright?” 
 
    She whined a bit as she stroked my cock, but nodded, her chin bumping my face as I kissed her neck. “Alright,” she acquiesced, loosening her grip a bit. 
 
    “I thought you were the neat freak,” I pointed out as I sucked a spot hard enough to leave a little hickey. 
 
    She giggled. “Pinky will clean it up for me.” 
 
    I shook my head and clicked my tongue at her. “I’m going to punish you for that,” I told her, and I lined up my cock with her pussy, withdrawing it from her grip. I reached down there with one hand, gripped my base, and slapped her cunt several times with the meat of my dick. 
 
    “Ohh!” she moaned. “Harder!” 
 
    I obliged, smacking and rubbing the rod of my manhood against her engorged slit. With each impact, the sound grew wetter, damper, and louder. Eppy moaned like a horny homecoming date and clawed at the armrest behind her head, trying to pull herself closer to my body while I kept the pace steady. 
 
    “That slit should be wet enough now,” I grunted, and I inserted the tip slowly at first. When I realized just how slick it was, I slammed the rest of the way inside her. She gasped loudly and let out a droning moan of bliss. As I held myself over her, her legs wrapped around my back and her arms around my shoulders, I felt her hands squeeze my ass and dig their fingers in.  
 
    “Goddamn, this pussy is incredible,” I groaned. “I always wanted to fuck an elf.” 
 
    “Anytime, anywhere,” she whimpered just before her eyes rolled into the back of her head. “Ohhh, gods!” 
 
    I thrust in time with her rapid breathing, my hips pounding her insides with a fury and a lust I had almost forgotten that I possessed. My body burned with the heat of the fire inside of me, kindled to wild heights by the sound of her moans and the look of surrender on her perfect face. 
 
    I leaned forward and sucked on the pointed tip of her ear. My body pressed against hers, and she used the opportunity to tighten her grip on me. “I need you,” she moaned. “Never let me go. Let me live life attached to you like this. Let me live on a diet of your spit and blood—it’ll sustain me better than the nectar of the gods!” 
 
    “We’re at an eleven,” I said, “let’s bring it down to a seven.” 
 
    The sound of my body slamming into hers filled the room, shaking the couch beneath us and rattling the glass panes of the window. Her nails dug into my back, and her hips bucked in time with my thrusts. It was intense, but we weren’t fucking. We were making love. As hard as I tried to just rail her without passion, I couldn’t. I felt the truth in her earlier words. Pinky was still in there, a part of her, just as she was a part of the unicorn girl. I couldn’t have one without the other, nor could I deny the way kissing her made me feel. Eppy was psychotic, perhaps, maybe a murderer, for all I knew, but... meh, I can fix her. 
 
    “I’m gonna cum soon,” she moaned. 
 
    “Me too,” I said, grunting it out almost incoherently as my cock slid in and out of her flaming hot pussy. “Like, seconds away.” 
 
    “What?!” she gasped. “Quick, take it out! What if I get pregnant?!” 
 
    I looked at her in wonder, seeing her as though for the first time. “Fucking thank you,” I grunted disbelievingly, and I proceeded to do just as she asked. She scrambled to reverse our positions, pushing me off of her and then onto my back. She shoved my cock into her mouth and grabbed a clutch of her hair, handing it to me like I should instinctively know what to do. 
 
    I hesitated, but then watched with awe as she shoved the whole thing down her throat. I erupted inside her gullet, and she didn’t even gag once. Her cheeks filled like a squirrel whose mouth was loaded with a very different kind of nut, but when she was certain I was done, she pulled off of me and swallowed it all in one big gulp. 
 
    “What a champ,” I muttered. “Nice job.” 
 
    “Now it’s my turn,” she purred with a wry look. “I lost my peak because of that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Despite my complicated feelings about you, I am, after all, nothing if not a sexual egalitarian.” I entombed her in an embrace, pulling her onto the couch cushion. Reaching down, I kissed her neck as my fingers found her slit and started rubbing up and down its folds. I centered my efforts on her still-engorged clit, circling it fast, providing the warmth of fingertip friction as she mewled in my ear desperately. 
 
    “Oh, by the gods, I need this,” she moaned desperately. 
 
    I could sense her pleasure building, could feel her cum dripping in thicker and thicker droplets of womanly dew. She arched her back, giving me the signal I needed. 
 
    “That’s right, Eppy,” I whispered into her neck, “cum for me.” 
 
    She did exactly that, moaning with such fervency that her body shook in my arms. Her juices covered my fingers as her muscles clenched and spasmed, and she let out a guttural cry as the euphoria washed over her in three or four waves. 
 
    “Ohh,” she moaned. “That was—” 
 
    A knock sounded at the door. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I grunted, standing up. I picked my pants and boxers up off the ground. “Coming!” I called out. 
 
    “Don’t get that,” Eppy whimpered. “Stay with me. Let me spoil you.” 
 
    A part of me considered it, but it seemed just a bit too irresponsible. “I’ll be back in a minute,” I told her. “Hold that thought.” 
 
    I walked to the door and opened it and was surprised to see Tahini standing there with a backpack hanging off of one shoulder. “Uhh, hey,” she muttered. “I’m super sorry to impose like this—I tried calling but neither you nor Pinky answered.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She seemed on the verge of tears, unable to look me in the eye. “I got into a fight with my dad. I lost my cool, told him he couldn’t risk his life on the job, and he denied that he was.” 
 
    “Did he?” I asked. That surprised me. Still, it made some sense that the man would go to any length to make sure his daughter didn’t worry. 
 
    She nodded, staring at my bare feet. “I need a place to crash. I can’t be in the same house as him, thinking about the danger—and it also helps me put some distance between us so he won’t notice that I’m Copycat, too.” 
 
    “Are you asking if you can stay here?” I asked. 
 
    She started to turn around. “I’m sorry—this is super rude of me. I just... I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    I grabbed her shoulder. “It’s fine. Hang out for a bit, and we’ll figure out what to do when everyone is awake.” 
 
    “You sure?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, come on in.” 
 
    I led her inside, looking around cautiously. Eppy had disappeared back into Pinky Peach’s room, so that was good.  
 
    “Whoa,” Tahini huffed, blinking as she walked into the living room. “There is a certain smell in here.” 
 
    I didn’t ask what she was referring to, but she offered it anyway. 
 
    “It’s like a strawberry got super lewdly fucked.” 
 
    As if on cue, Pinky Peach, not Eppy, opened the door to her room, emerging with a smile. “Tahini! I just got your message.” 
 
    “Oh, hey Pinky,” she muttered, setting her backpack down on a chair. “I’m so sorry to show up like this.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she reassured the catgirl. “Actually, it’s great for me! Now all the Dream Girls are under one roof! We could technically start our own Streamer House!” 
 
    I cringed a bit at her enthusiasm. “Maybe dial it down just a bit, babe. It sounds like she just had a huge fight with her dad.” 
 
    “Of course,” Pinky said, blushing. “I’m sorry—I just want you to know, you’re always welcome here.” 
 
    Tahini looked at Pinky, then at me, and a smile blossomed on her face. “Thanks, you guys,” she murmured, brushing her black hair through her fingers. “I’ll try not to stay for too long.” 
 
    “No, no!” Pinky protested, waving her hands violently. “Stay as long as you want! And if you decide to move out, get a place in the neighborhood at least.” 
 
    Tahini giggled. “You’re pretty funny, Pinky Peach. You have a one track mind for the Dream Girls.” 
 
    “Two tracks,” she said, winking at me. 
 
    “If I knew you were coming,” I started, gesturing at the bag of Darkling Donut and the lattes on the table, “I would have gotten you something.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she muttered. “I already ate.” 
 
    Satina suddenly appeared as if on cue, walking down the stairs from her own room with hair that was only half-dried. “Did someone mention eating?” she asked, making a beeline for the refrigerator. 
 
    I chuckled. “Tahini’s here,” I informed her. “She’ll be staying with us for a while.” 
 
    “That’s wondrous news!” Satina said as she opened the refrigerator door and bent over, her little tail dancing above her juicy rump. She pulled out a tray of something. “And I have just the thing for it!” 
 
    Satina pulled the lid off of her tray and revealed pastries that appeared to be little balls of oats, chocolate, dough, and a few pieces of sliced fruit. “These are no-bake sweetness balls!” 
 
    “Ah,” I nodded, “you’ve come upon another one of my high school nicknames.” 
 
    She ignored that as Pinky groaned, brushing past with an explanation. “I had a bit of trouble falling asleep in the new room. I was used to sleeping on the couch, so I thought I’d make some snacks we could share.” She walked over to us and handed each of us a pastry ball. Pinky studied it carefully, licking her lips. Tahini’s eyes were wide as she inspected it. “When we eat these, we usually do it with a group of friends, going around a circle and expressing a wish like you’re making a toast.” 
 
    “Care to demonstrate?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded, grinning brightly. “To world peace,” she said, and she shoved the ball in her mouth and started chewing. She looked at me and gestured for me to give it a try. 
 
    “To our continued safety and happiness,” I offered up, and threw it in my mouth. It was good, reminding me of a fruity spin on chocolate chip cookies with a bit of oat and grain mixed in. It was just the right texture, too, not too gritty and not too soft. 
 
    “To true love,” Pinky cooed as she tossed hers into her waiting mouth. “Mmmm!” she squealed, wide-eyed and adorable as she flashed a thumbs up to Satina. “It’s good!” 
 
    Satina beamed at her, then looked at Tahini. “Your turn,” she said, sweet as brown sugar. 
 
    Tahini hesitated with the pastry an inch away from her lips. Then a look of confidence appeared on her face as she finally seemed to decide what to toast. She looked directly into my eyes, grinned, and said, “To new beginnings.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 – Until Next Time 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   A  few days later, when I was on my way to Darkling Donut, I ran into Jasper, the half-orc down the street. His horned wolf wasn’t with him, which instantly put me at ease, since the mutt typically liked to put the moves on my leg whenever it got a chance. 
 
    “Oh, hey there, Brock,” he called out, waving at me. “How’ve you been?” 
 
    What a loaded freaking question, I thought. I’d been through so much lately that it was hard to imagine giving a succinct answer. Instead, I decided to redirect him to a topic of interest to me. “Hey, dude,” I muttered with a nod, “do you remember Pinky Peach?” I smirked as I noted his ‘Don’t do drugs and be good to each other!’ t-shirt with my logo on his chest. 
 
    “Huh?” he murmured. “Yeah, of course. Isn’t she your girlfriend now?” 
 
    I smiled. “Do you remember the unicorn virginity clause issue she used to have?” I asked, following up. 
 
    “Oh, yeah—whoa! Is the curse broken?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said, idly shifting my weight onto one foot. “I’m not sure it was ever really a curse per se. Might be more of a ‘feature not a bug’ situation that felt a hell of a lot like a curse due to her circumstances.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Jasper asked. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it. She ended up a beautiful girl looking for love and friendship instead of a beautiful horned horse prancing through a magical glade. I think in normal circumstances, the virgin clause would have suited her just fine.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah.” He jerked his head to one side. “That makes sense. How did it break?” 
 
    “Ehh,” I muttered, scratching the back of my neck. “Let’s go with true love’s kiss?” 
 
    Jasper nodded, seeing right through my surreptitious turn of phrase. “Nice,” he said. “Lucky dude.” 
 
    “How about you?” I asked. “You been seeing anyone?” 
 
    To my surprise, his green face blushed a sunrise orange. “Yeah, actually,” he murmured, his voice cracking. “I’m in something of a polyamorous arrangement with Ms. Oakenarmor and Mrs. Brandywine down the street.” 
 
    “The two day-drinking single moms?” I asked, my jaw dropped. “You’re with both of them?!” 
 
    “It’s pretty funny,” he sighed contentedly. “Long story short, I’m the Griffin Scout troop leader for our community, and Mrs. Brandywine, she’s a divorcee—well, let’s just say she made a strong case for little Boro to get quite a few merit badges.” 
 
    “I don’t really follow, but it sounds like you got laid, so I’m happy for you,” I muttered, chuckling with him. 
 
    “What’s new with you?” he asked. “Are you starting a Streamer House or something? I thought I noticed another smoking hot gamer girl knocking on your door the other morning, and I think I saw her at the marketplace with Pinky Peach and Mamba last night.” 
 
    “Oh,” I laughed nervously. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Also, there’s Satina,” he said. “I know her from Darkling, and she’s staying with you now, too? With the renovations, I just figured—Streamer House, right?” 
 
    It honestly was a good cover story. I wondered what it’d take to get approved by whatever overseeing body officiated Streamer Houses to begin with. “Yeah,” I replied. “We’re mulling over the possibility.” 
 
    Jasper clicked his tongue as he shook his head in pity. “Dude, it must be so hard living in a house full of slamming hotties but having to limit yourself to one.” 
 
    “I imagine it would be,” I sniggered, bouncing my eyebrows at him. His face went on a little journey from confusion, to surprise, to awe, landing at indignation. 
 
    “Fuck you, dude,” he said bitterly. 
 
    “Sounds like you’re doing pretty well for yourself on the dating front, too,” I pointed out. “Next time I chat with you, maybe there’ll be three MILFs involved.” 
 
    “We can only pray,” he whispered solemnly. “We can only pray.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After leaving the Darkling Donut order on the coffee table in the living room, I snuck out the back door and flashed into an alley a few miles away where I would be meeting Dr. Luna. 
 
    “You must save a lot on cab fare with that power,” a voice  said jealously, eyeing me from head to toe. Dr. Luna was already standing there, waiting for me. 
 
    “We’ve been out of touch for too long,” I noted with a sigh as we did the Meteoropolis handshake. 
 
    “You make it sound like that’s a mutual problem. I’ve been available constantly. You’ve made yourself busy, not me.” 
 
    I smirked at the old codger. “Fair enough,” I said. We walked out of the alley together. “So, Copycat, the girl who stole your Splice Shard—she’s moved in with me.” 
 
    “Son of Glorcas, Brock, how many is that now?!” he barked at me incredulously. “Are you spicing the drinks or something? I’ve seen your penis, it’s not that great.” 
 
    “I’m not dating her,” I chuckled. “She had a falling out with her father. And, excuse you, my penis is a real crowd pleaser.” 
 
    “Oh. So you were the only one she could turn to? Seems a bit risky.” 
 
    “She already knows my secret identity.” 
 
    He nodded as though it was expected. “Yes, you’re comically bad at keeping it. So who knows now?” 
 
    “Just the five girls I live with and you.” 
 
    He looked at me with a wildly arched eyebrow. “Five? There’s the new girl, the unicorn-elf, the flower sprite, and the hissfolk woman, right? Who’s the one I’m forgetting?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, the chick from the Darkling Donut down the street from my place moved in, too.” 
 
    “Ahh, sure, sure,” he muttered, incredulity building in his voice. “Why the fuck not? Might as well have every cutie in the neighborhood move in at this point, just to stay on brand. Post some flyers around, why don’t you?” 
 
    I slapped him on the shoulder, laughing at his crotchety tone. “You’re such a dick, Dr. Luna, and I love it.” 
 
    We exited the alley and turned the corner, ending up in front of another fancy restaurant that didn’t really seem that interesting to me. “In all honesty, Brock, we should consider preparing for an eventuality in which your secret identity is exposed, because at this rate, it will happen sooner rather than later.” 
 
    That sobered me. “I guess you’re right,” I admitted. 
 
    “Of course I am,” he grunted. “I’m old.” 
 
    We didn’t have to wait in line, despite having no reservation, because the receptionist saw Dr. Luna and rushed over to escort us into the building like we were VIPs. We were taken through the main dining area and into a secret back room with doors that blended into the wall. 
 
    “One day you’re going to have to explain to me why you’re treated like a celebrity everywhere we go.” 
 
    “To be fair, we go only to the places where I’m treated like a celebrity,” he replied, chuckling at his own joke. 
 
    We were seated at a finely lacquered wooden table. A fey server approached us immediately after we sat down, holding a menu with a smile. 
 
    “Would either of you care for any drinks?” he asked. 
 
    Dr. Luna pushed up his spectacles and studied the drink menu in front of him. His brow furrowed slightly. “The usual for me,” he replied. 
 
    “Orange juice here,” I added, nodding politely. 
 
    “He’ll have the same as me,” Dr. Luna muttered. “But get him the orange juice, too, I suppose.” 
 
    “Of course, Dr. Luna, I’ll be back with your drinks shortly.” 
 
    I shifted my chair to face the doctor more directly. “So, there is one more thing I’d like to bring up.” 
 
    “Go on,” he pressed, leaning forward. “I hope it’s about Copycat.” 
 
    “It is and it isn’t. I was thinking about the Splice Shards.” 
 
    He locked eyes with me. “Ah. And?” 
 
    “And—when we first discussed them, you mentioned you had three, including the one that Tahini stole. You also made a new one to replace that one. The orc.” 
 
    He nodded. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Two things. First of all, I have to know what the other two Splice Shards have inside them in terms of potential Splice Partners.” 
 
    He nodded. “One is a pit fiend, and the other is a dhampir. I’m in the process of creating a fourth shard.” 
 
    I leaned forward. “Are any of those immortal?” 
 
    “Brock,” he cautioned me, “don’t go down this route so soon. You have many years until your women will start to grow old and need something like this. I can’t guarantee its results, either—and do you even think they would want this?” 
 
    “I’m just asking,” I replied innocently, sighing and placing my hands on the table. “Why haven’t you made the Splice Shards public knowledge?” 
 
    His face took on a grim expression as he anxiously thrummed his fingers on the table. His eyes darted around the room. “With the Void Cartels so active, I can’t help but think… What if they get a hold of the technology? What if they start making their own villains?” 
 
    “Isn’t that a bit paranoid?” I asked, my eyebrow arched as I stared back at him. 
 
    “What if we keep this tech, Brock—you and me. What if we make our own team?” 
 
    I nodded, considering it. “Well—” I got cut off by the server reappearing to deliver the drinks, and I instantly fell silent. We cordially thanked him, but when he left, Dr. Luna had moved on from the topic for the time being, which was probably for the best. 
 
    “Let’s just table it for now,” he said. “The tech isn’t stable yet. But it’s an option.” 
 
    I took a sip of my orange juice. “Fair enough. Next time.” 
 
    Dr. Luna cleared his throat as he swished his beverage like the classy gentleman he pretended to be. “By the way, I would like you to introduce me to your little harem family, Brock,” he suggested. “Doesn’t have to be this week or next week, but in a month or so, it’d be appreciated.” 
 
    I could do nothing but agree eagerly. “After sponsoring the renovation and paying off Pinky’s mortgage, inviting you over for dinner is the least I can do. I’m sure the girls will be thrilled to meet you, too.” 
 
    He nodded. “Likewise, of course. I can tell how much they mean to you. I’d like to see your dynamic, to understand you better through them. I wonder if they’ll inspire me.” 
 
    I placed my elbow on the table as I sipped at my juice. “Say, doc,” I grunted. “What do you make of all this Void Cartel stuff?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that I only know what’s been in the news lately,” he murmured, almost ashamedly. “I’ll ask around, but it’s a bit frightening to do so. It makes me wonder who I know that secretly is aligned with them.” 
 
    “Can’t be that many,” I noted. “They’d be moving faster if it were a large group.” 
 
    Dr. Luna’s face soured. “I’m afraid it may be more than we dare to suspect. If indeed the owner of that random gas station was a member, as well as the cop that killed them, that seems to imply a wide network indeed.” 
 
    “Or a small one that they’d like to imply to us is bigger than it really is,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Or that,” Dr. Luna agreed. “That is a possibility. Still—we must remain vigilant.” 
 
    I remained silent for a minute or so after that until finally something popped into my head. “Mamba—she’s a seer, I think I mentioned that?” 
 
    “Go on,” Luna said with an expectant gesture of his hand. 
 
    “We had her try to do a reading at the location where I found Blossom, the flower sprite, because we suspected that it might have been run by the Void Cartel.” 
 
    He grunted as he practically inhaled the rest of his drink. “I supposed that didn’t yield many results, or I imagine you would have told me about it sooner.” 
 
    “Correct. In fact, it basically made her bedridden for more than a day. They had some kind of psychic ward on that place. Mamba claimed someone might have been actively maintaining it.” 
 
    Dr. Luna stood up at once. “Now that is interesting,” he said, in almost an awed whisper. 
 
    “What does it mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a big fucking clue, Brock, if only for the reason that I can think of just one seer in the entire city powerful enough to maintain a ward like that indefinitely.” 
 
    “So you know who the seer is?!” 
 
    He nodded, a smile spreading across his thin lips. “I can’t say too much just yet, but Brock? I have a damn good idea.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Oh my fuggin’ gods, can someone go top with me? Kalthasi is low on HP but I need support if I have to dip behind enemy towers,” Blossom squealed, fingers hammering away on the keyboard with hard-earned skill. 
 
    “It scares me how good she’s gotten in such a short time,” Mamba said, audible to me through Blossom’s speaker. “I’m on my way to you, little flower.” 
 
    Blossom cooed happily. “I love it when you call me that, big snitties.” 
 
    “I love it less when you call me that,” Mamba replied. 
 
    The girls were streaming earlier than usual today, trying to climb the ranks as high as they could. They wouldn’t get Blossom and Satina too far this season, but it was good practice and a great confidence booster to them both to see their rating go up so much in such a short time. 
 
    The doorbell rang, and I put my book down and stood up to answer it. I opened the door and saw an ogre there, probably three times my weight, standing in front of me with a huge box at his feet. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked. 
 
    He was dressed in a navy blue uniform, and I could tell by the matching truck on the road and the box between us that he was a delivery guy. 
 
    “I dunno, man, just sign the thing,” he growled, handing me a tablet, which I used my fingerprint to initial. 
 
    I picked up the package with ease, though I had to call on some of my draconic strength to pull that off, and brought it inside. I set it down on the floor and stared at it, confused as all hell. I used a pair of scissors from the kitchen counter to slice through the tape, popping open the box to study its contents. 
 
    “Did someone order… a pottery kit?” I asked. “There’s a pottery wheel and a stupid amount of clay here.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Blossom screamed, making me cringe. 
 
    “It’s always so weird when you say that,” I muttered. 
 
    She ignored me, or at least didn’t respond. To her credit, though her heart was clearly with the package, she kept her eyes on the game. “Pinky, Mamba, Satina, Tahini—we need to win this game right now! My fuggin’ pottery wheel came!” 
 
    “Wow, so fast!” Pinky’s voice came through. “Congrats!” 
 
    “Golly, that’s so exciting!” Satina’s voice purred, coming in through Blossom’s speakers. 
 
    They finished the match with another victory a few minutes later and Blossom screamed the whole way as she ran across the room and took a diving leap at the box, skidding across the kitchen tile on her belly. 
 
    “Let me in this thing,” she growled. She reached in and tried to pull it out, but she couldn’t. She looked at me and pouted, whimpering pathetically. 
 
    I laughed at the cute sight and helped her get the stuff out of the box. “Where do you want this?” 
 
    “I’d say in my room, but I spend most of my time here. Maybe by my computer desk?” she said, pointing at the living room desk she did most of her gaming on. 
 
    “Shouldn’t it go in the garden?” I asked, puzzled. “It’ll make a total mess, flinging clay everywhere and stuff.” 
 
    Blossom grinned and shook her head with pride. “No, it’s got a ‘no mess’ enchantment on it! It’s fine indoors.” 
 
    I nodded and pulled the items out of the box one by one and either carried or dragged them to the spot she indicated. “Do you know how to set this up?” I asked. “And—why do we have it?” 
 
    “Pinky got it for me. I’m going to start selling pots online for other plant people in need!” she gushed with pride. “Cute pots are seriously lacking in this city.” 
 
    I beamed at her and wrapped her in a tight hug. “That’s so awesome,” I told her, so thrilled to see her finding something she was passionate about. “And that’s really cool of Pinky to hook you up like that.” 
 
    That night was movie night. We crammed together on the couch, elbow to elbow, even with Blossom sitting on the floor at my feet, trying to make her first pot. 
 
    Pinky watched her adoringly. “When you finish with that, we’ll put it in the kiln in the backyard. I don’t think I’ve ever used that thing, though, so it probably needs to be cleaned out.” 
 
    “I’ve been practicing with the kiln already,” Blossom boasted. “I wanted this to go perfectly. But it’s dark now.” 
 
    “We’ve got lights out in the backyard now as part of the renovation,” I reminded her. “Just flick the switch to your right when you walk out the backdoor.” 
 
    “Aww yiss,” Blossom said, her hands covered with wet clay as she shaped her spinning creation. “This is fuggin’ therapeutic.” 
 
    Mamba leaned on my left shoulder, Satina on my right shoulder, Pinky sat next to Satina, and Tahini next to Mamba. 
 
    “Your arms have gotten so hard,” she cooed. “Like a rock. You could fatten up a bit to be better at snuggling.” 
 
    “I’ll double up my donut order,” I chuckled. “Not sure that’ll do anything.” 
 
    “It all just goes to my boobs,” Satina sighed. 
 
    Blossom stared up at Satina’s chest with interest out of the corner of her eye. “Better double up Satina’s order, too,” she said, just above a whisper. 
 
     “So, what are we watching tonight?” I asked. 
 
    “Please, not a romantic movie,” Tahini groaned. “I feel so alone with everyone being all lovey-dovey with you. It’s like the ultimate third wheel experience.” 
 
    I laughed. “You can always make copies of yourself if you feel lonely,” I suggested. 
 
    “I bet I could use my copies for more creative things,” she cooed slyly, and one of her clones popped into existence right on top of my lap, straddling me, with another one standing behind me, massaging my shoulders. 
 
    I must have been visibly frazzled by that, because she erupted with laughter even as the other girls all made lemony faces at her. “That was hilarious,” she guffawed, congratulating herself on her little stunt. I recognized a bit of her father’s laugh in her voice, too, which made me smirk. 
 
    Are we going to talk about how awesome that was? the dragon asked, Because it was awesome. 
 
    I had to admit that the bedroom potential for that power was pretty incredible. In a matter of seconds, she certainly made the case, and though she played it off like it was a prank, I noticed her looking my way quite a few times after Pinky pressed play on the movie. 
 
    “Let’s watch that action flick. You know—the one with the cars,” Mamba suggested. 
 
    “Is that the one from Sylvania Entertainment?” Pinky asked. 
 
    Alarm bells rang in my head. Where had I heard that name before? 
 
    I cut through their chatter a minute later, interrupting by clearing my throat. “Sylvania—that’s the company owned by Renkor Fisk, right?” I asked. 
 
    The girls looked at me in confusion. “Of all the trivia you could absorb, Renkor Fisk is what sticks with you?” Pinky laughed at my expense. 
 
    I forced a smirk and laughed with her, but I think they knew it was faked. They eyed me with curiosity for a moment, but no one pressed. 
 
    Renkor Fisk. That name needed to be added to my agenda. As I saw Tahini make meaningful eye contact with me, I realized she probably knew what I knew. It made sense. As Prophet, she was responsible for the leaks that gave the police most of their intelligence on the Void Cartel. 
 
    Hephi was right. I needed a mission, and taking down the Void Cartel was it. I would start with the snake’s head. But not tonight. Tonight was movie night. 
 
    *** 
 
    Well before the end of the boring movie, Blossom was out in the yard watching the kiln bake her first pot, Tahini was sprawled out on the floor with three empty beer cans, Mamba and Pinky were asleep on my shoulder, and Satina was in the kitchen baking ‘breakfast cookies,’ whatever that meant. 
 
    I carried Pinky and Mamba to their rooms After that, feeling a bit drowsy, and since my room didn’t have a bed yet I decided to crash on the upstairs living room sofa. That way everyone could get a good night’s sleep without me to distract them. Over time, the girls stopped worrying about getting turns with me as dictated by the calendar, instead settling on a simple rotation. Now that Blossom had her own room, and I had mine, that made things even easier. 
 
    I dozed off into dreamland fairly quickly—I’d had a few beers myself, and that always knocked me out at the end of a night. Still, with my Solar Dragon immune system, I had to wonder how much of that was just psychosomatic.  
 
    Sleeping soundly, I expected to wake up the next morning alone,  rouse Satina in her room, and walk with her to Darkling Donut to help her open the shop and take the coffee and donut order for everyone back home with me. 
 
    That’s not what happened. 
 
    I rose with the artificial sunlight on the dome outside around five AM, and I was not alone. Someone had pulled Satina’s extra futon out of her bedroom—probably Satina—and pushed it against the couch I was sleeping on. Blossom was rooted into her pot and slumped over the armrest of the couch, while Mamba, Pinky, and Satina all hugged a different part of my body. Even Tahini, to my surprise, was sleeping on the futon as well, reaching with one finger to touch my cheek. 
 
    “Dragon,” I whispered, smiling at the sweetness of the scene. “Are you seeing this?” 
 
    I felt that burning in my chest as the dragon uttered his reply in my head. Yes, Brock, he said, his warmth growing comfortably in my chest. Best dragon’s hoard ever. 
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