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    To all the people who made this series’ success possible. I’ve got great news coming in the near future. Make sure to watch me on social media. 
 
   



 
   
    A Harem Prologue 
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   B lossom idly braided the vines that hung from the top of her scalp in lieu of traditional hair. She was careful not to disturb the pink flowers that grew among them as she did so, staring dead-eyed at the valley of cleavage that Pinky Peach’s white tank top displayed. Her unfocused eyes crossed ever so slightly as a bead of distracted drool dribbled from her lips onto her chin. 
 
    “Blossom!” Pinky said, throwing a cruel hand over the window to her boobage, “are you paying attention?” 
 
    The petite flower sprite wiped her eyes and yawned, looking around at her roommates as they all shared the dining room table. “Huh? Wha? I think I almost dozed off for a second. Where am I?” 
 
    Mamba let out a breathy sigh and eyed the plant girl with a knowing smirk. “Blossom, sweety, we’re talking about something important, and we want you to be a part of this conversation.” 
 
    Blossom stretched, casting a surreptitious look down at her own cleavage. She was wearing a low cut tank top and a push up bra to maximize the impressiveness of her tit valley, but to little avail. Sitting at a table with Satina, Pinky Peach, and Mamba, she looked almost childish in comparison—despite now being the same height as the aforementioned unicorn girl ever since her last growth spurt. 
 
    “Whatever,” Blossom mumbled in her cutesy, gremlin-like growl. “I fuggin’ know what we’re doing. I was paying attention, mostly.” 
 
    “Okay,” Satina humored her, smiling with endless warmth as always—the satyress’s own tits each approached the size of Blossom’s head. “But just so you know, we’re talking about Tahini.” 
 
    “I said I know,” Blossom spat back in reply. “But thank you, the reminder is much appreciated.” 
 
    Pinky Peach cleared her throat and kept a traitorous hand over her breasts. Blossom knew it was intended to help her focus, but it still hurt. “Okay, so—Tahini and Brock have been collaborating a lot as Copycat and Solaris. Their banter and inside jokes have started to leak into their interactions in daily life. In addition to that, it’s undeniable that Tahini has developed feelings for him beyond the norms of mere partnership. Behold! Appendix A!” 
 
    The unicorn girl retrieved a remote control from the underside of the table and clicked a gray button on the white device. A projector screen began to lower itself slowly and noisily behind her. All the women in attendance adjusted their chairs as needed to see it face-on, but by the time all the adjustments were made, the screen was only halfway down. 
 
    “One moment, please,” Pinky said anxiously, primly resting her palms atop her thighs. 
 
    Mamba turned her head and faced the satyress next to her, apparently accepting that this was going to take a while. “You’ve got work tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” Satina smiled warmly at the hissfolk beauty beside her. “Are you streaming?” 
 
    “In the evening. I’ve got some shopping for the stream to do and some other errands. Care to join Pinky, Blossom, and I during tomorrow night’s stream?” 
 
    “Oh, I’d love to! I’ll be back by four in the afternoon so it should be totally doable after a two hour-long dinner or so, depending on how hungry we are.” 
 
    “Two hours seems like a lot,” Blossom squeaked. “I just soak my toes in muddy water and I’m fuggin’ good to go.” 
 
    “Okay, just a second.” Pinky Peach had started to sweat as she watched the projector continue its sluggish journey downward. Finally, it reached its full length of unfurling, but then the screen had to be turned on. “Oh, hang on, the projector bulb takes a minute or two to warm up.” 
 
    Mamba leaned back in her chair. “Has anyone checked in with Brock Star today?” 
 
    Satina reached under her seat, where her purse was, and pulled out a big black brush. She started going through the knots in her hair as though the meeting was already done. Blossom watched enviously—her vines would get all messed up by the thing, but it seemed so nice. “I think he’s with Dr. Luna,” Satina recollected with a thoughtful lilt to her voice. “Something about picking up his contraceptive pills—any meeting with Luna takes a while because they spend at least an hour on banter.” 
 
    “The contraceptives came in? Thank the gods,” Pinky puffed out with obvious relief. “There’s been a dry spell up in this house for two days now.” 
 
    “I mean, there are other ways to fool around without risking pregnancy, Peachy Keen,” Mamba pointed out, gesturing at her flickering forked tongue. 
 
    Pinky scoffed, her face twisting into a look of disgust and offense. “That’s all well and good, but I don’t want to live in a world where some romantic liaisons don’t end in cream filling.” 
 
    Mamba tittered and clicked her tongue at her friend, leaning forward on her elbows. That action framed her chest nicely enough for a certain bosom connoisseur at the table to enjoy. 
 
    Perfect, thought Blossom, rubbing her palms together. Ample fuggin’ cleavage. Sumptuous, scrumptious, and plumptuous. I’m gonna bop those tiddies. Bop bop bop! Bop bop— 
 
    “Blossom, are you okay?” Satina’s voice came at her every bit as sweetly as usual, but the satyress knew damned well the sacrosanct moment she was interrupting, Blossom was sure. The flower sprite sulked, leaning against the back of her wooden chair, crossing her arms and pouting. 
 
    “Shut the fug up, goat girl,” she spat. 
 
    “Oh, look!” Pinky squealed. “The screen’s on!” 
 
    With that, the front door opened, and Tahini Go’Urden stepped inside the room. “Hey gals!” she exclaimed as she made her way into the living room. This, more or less, was the scene she walked into: 
 
    Her four female roommates were seated on opposite ends of the long, six-person dining table in the new dining room. They were looking at her with expressions that ranged from guilt—such as the faces Pinky and Mamba wore—to an irritated pout—which is what Blossom’s face still very clearly displayed. Satina landed somewhere in the middle. 
 
    They were gathered around Pinky’s new projector screen. Previously, it had been hard to get Pinky to spend money on just about anything—but now that they all had more cash than they knew what to do with, she was buying all kinds of gadgets and gizmos. The screen in question, which was on the more expensive side of the unicorn girl’s latest acquisitions, was freshly turned on, still focusing and adjusting, and on the screen was a picture of Tahini herself—a screencap from one of her recent Flinch streams. 
 
    “What the butt is going on?” Tahini demanded, setting down her bag on the counter so she could cross her arms and toss a gloomy look of well-justified suspicion at her roommates. 
 
    Pinky had been frantically pressing the power button on the remote control for the last five seconds or so, but the machinery was slow to obey. Blossom sniggered at the frazzled unicorn’s expense, greatly amused as her friend tried and failed to dispel the incriminating image. 
 
    Mamba’s shocked face melted into one of amusement as she reached over and pulled out a chair at the head of the table, tapping its pink seat cushion. “Well, you may as well be a part of this.” 
 
    Tahini raised an eyebrow in suspicion and walked over to the table, plopping herself down on the indicated chair. At about the moment that her butt landed on the seat, the image of Tahini finally disappeared, and the projector screen started its long journey upward in retreat, rolling itself into obscurity once more. 
 
    “Ahh—I spent like forty minutes on that presentation,” Pinky whined. “But now that you’re here, we may as well just come out with what’s on our minds.” 
 
    Blossom appreciated Tahini. She nodded warmly at the catgirl, taking in her slender figure and the smallness of her chest—she was the only one in the house that the flower sprite’s boobies looked somewhat respectable beside. For that reason, Tahini was already an honorary member of the harem in Blossom’s heart, and she would fight tooth and nail to make sure the others reached the same conclusion, if she had to. However, she suspected no such conflict was needed. 
 
    “Seems like you were all fully prepared to talk shit about me behind my back,” Tahini muttered, eyeing Pinky with the majority of her irritation. 
 
    Pinky waved her hands feverishly in front of her. “No—that’s not it at all! It’s just, well—you’re getting along really well with everyone—” 
 
    “Including our boyfriend,” Mamba added with a smirk. 
 
    The unicorn girl nodded. “Right. What she said. And, well, it’s high time we girls touch base about how we all feel about that.” 
 
    Tahini slouched in her chair a bit, feeling suddenly self-conscious. “Well—that was a pretty cute screencap you chose… so I guess I’ll tentatively believe your intentions weren’t to badmouth me.” 
 
    Mamba twirled her fiery hair in her fingers, her forked snake tongue darting out of her mouth as she looked skeptically at Tahini. “What in our history together would make you think we’d do something like that?” 
 
    “You mean besides the secret slide show?” 
 
    “Ahem,” Pinky cut through the chatter, tapping the floor lightly with her hoof. “We have gathered here today—” 
 
    “It’s not a wedding, Pinky Peach,” Mamba teased. 
 
    “I mean—we are here to talk about Tahini’s role in our home going forward. Is she just a roommate? Or is she perhaps destined to be… more?” 
 
    Tahini’s lips tugged upward in an amused smirk. “Did you write a speech?” 
 
    “I prepped a bit,” Pinky said softly, blushing red. Blossom rolled her eyes as she noted the pink-haired girl’s thumb twitch as though she were pressing a button on a remote control. “Tahini has been an integral member of the Dreamgirls for the last few months. She has also been a responsible roommate. With only a few gripes—” 
 
    “Gripes?” Tahini cut her off with a swish of her hand and tail. Her eyes narrowed. “Fucking gripes, Pinky Peach?” 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to be here for this part,” the unicorn girl fretted, tugging awkwardly on the bottoms of a few locks of her own hair. 
 
    Tahini crossed her arms. “What kind of gripes, exactly?” 
 
    “I’ve got one—you’re not super clean,” Mamba said, raising her hand. “You brought your dinner home last night and left the takeout bag on the coffee table in the living room.” 
 
    Satina giggled demurely. “Oh my, you should have seen Pinky Peach’s face when you just went to bed instead of cleaning it up.” 
 
    Tahini blushed a bit. “I was going to clean it up in the morning.” 
 
    “Like Pinky and Eppy would ever let a mess sit for that long,” Mamba pointed out. “Come on, you were just lazy.” 
 
    “Suddenly I’m on the defensive here,” Tahini pouted. “This is bullshit.” 
 
    Pinky smiled at her, though. “Look, this wasn’t supposed to be a trial. The gripes are just gripes, not complaints. Blossom tracks dirt everywhere when she wakes up and gets out of her pot, and Mamba is going to start molting soon—now that’s a mess. No one’s perfect.” 
 
    Mamba tossed an irritated look at the satyress beside her. “And Satina apparently needs twelve thousand calories a day just to maintain her already insanely good shape. Meanwhile I can eat once a day and gain weight if I don’t work out.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re all fuggin’ wrecks, but not even I’m entirely perfect,” Blossom added sincerely as she looked down at her uninspiring cleavage. “Though it’s admittedly too close to call most of the time.” 
 
    Pinky cleared her throat and reached half-consciously for the presentation remote—but quickly dropped it when she remembered the screen was off. “Anyway, as I was saying: Tahini has proven herself a good roommate and friend. She also already knows Brock’s sexy secret, which is another reason for us to want to keep her close. Furthermore, it’s apparent from these photos of our day out at the local petting zoo—no wait, no photos. I’ll… fuck, should I turn the projector back on?” 
 
    “No,” everyone else responded in unison. 
 
    “Not unless we want to be here for a fucking hour,” Mamba added. 
 
    Pinky’s lip quivered. “Okay, that was slightly hurtful, but sure. Anyway, there was a photo of Tahini licking her lips as we posed for a group photo while she was looking at Brock. And—” 
 
    “I told you to delete that one!” Tahini growled, slamming her palms onto the table. “Pinkyyyy!” 
 
    “It was far too illustrative,” the unicorn girl retorted, unfazed. “Anyway, the next picture was a photo of Tahini sniffing Brock’s t-shirt while he was in the shower—” 
 
    “Pinky, what the fuck is wrong with you!?” 
 
    Satina placed a hand on Tahini’s shoulder and pinched her cheek. “You’re so cute. Relax, you’re in good company here.” 
 
    “You think you’re the only one at this table who sniffs his clothes?” Blossom asked. “Please, kitten. My fuggin’ greenhouse gas effect triples when I get his shorts in my hands.” 
 
    “What she said,” Pinky muttered with a shrug. “In any case, there was also a very cute picture of Brock stroking your hair as you slept that time we went to the beach. So let me get to the next part.” Pinky cleared her throat, delighting in the look of surprise on Tahini’s face at that revelation. 
 
    “Can you, uh, send me that photo, by chance?” 
 
    “Later. Anyway—not only has Tahini developed a strong attraction to Brock, but it’s evident that Brock is attracted to her as well. Which, of course, invites the question: should Tahini be formally invited into the harem?” 
 
    There was a pause as Pinky Peach scanned the eyes of the other girls, avoiding Tahini’s intensely nervous gaze. 
 
    She continued. “There are a few reasons to consider why this might not be the best idea. First of all—the harem size is already large enough. We all agree on this. Any bigger, and we will be sacrificing even more of what little alone time we have to a girl who can make multiple copies of herself, supplying Brock with a one-woman orgy. It will be hard to compete with this.” 
 
    Tahini snorted. “What the fuck kind of logic—” 
 
    Blossom raised her hand. “Wait. No. She has a point.” 
 
    “Furthermore, there is the question of Tahini’s family ties. Though there is nothing wrong with her being the commissioner’s daughter at face value, it certainly puts an uncomfortable degree of pressure on Brock, knowing that he is hiding such a potent secret from a man who is supposed to trust him as Solaris. What would the commissioner think if he knew that Brock was filling Daddy’s little kitten’s tight kitty up with dragon goo?” 
 
    The satyress had been sipping some water and burst out coughing at the end of that statement. “That’s—Gosh, that was pretty graphic, Pinky, hon,” Satina gasped after recovering. 
 
    Mamba shook her head. “No, no—that’s another really solid point.” 
 
    Blossom forcefully nodded her agreement. 
 
    Pinky smirked confidently at the reactions of her audience. “All this notwithstanding—” 
 
    Tahini interrupted with a groan and a performative roll of her feline eyes. “This bitch just said notwithstanding.” 
 
    Pinky grimaced. “Notwithstanding, it’s worth pointing out that there would be obvious benefits worth considering as well. Number one—team synergy. With all of us romantically sharing one partner, it’s inevitable that we will end up in incredibly intimate situations with Tahini. This means that the Dreamgirls will be even more mentally and spiritually connected than before! We’ll know every inch of her body and soul!” 
 
    Tahini’s eyebrow twitched, and she adjusted her red glasses, pushing them up the bridge of her little nose. “Umm. That seems like it might be a bit of a leap.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Satina giggled. “I definitely felt much closer to Mamba after we went down on Brock together a few weeks back—and Pinky and I have been on a really good wavelength ever since my first time with him.” 
 
    Blossom considered it. “I mean, we’re united by our mutual love of Brock and crushin’ noobs. The more points of connection we have, the better, I say.” 
 
    Pinky nodded sagely, feeling in her element with all the agreement. “Positive consideration number two: Brock’s happiness. We all want Brock to be happy. I don’t know that it’s fair to say he loves Satina yet, but I believe he would be happier, as a dragon, to add her to his love hoard.” 
 
    “Love hoard?” Satina questioned the curious phrase. 
 
    Tahini shrugged. “Dragons. It’s a thing. Look it up.” 
 
    The unicorn girl brushed past the interruption. “I don’t know about you, but I want Brock to be happy. And I firmly believe that he is enough of a man to keep us all happy in return.” 
 
    “Can we vote already?” Blossom asked, growing more and more bored by the second. “We all know which way this is headed.” 
 
    Tahini’s eyes shot open in alarm. “V-vote?!” 
 
    “Sorry, Tahini, it’s the fairest way to decide,” Pinky said. 
 
    “Shouldn’t Brock have a say?! Shouldn’t I have a say?!” 
 
    “You can vote too, if you want,” Mamba told the catgirl, patting her sympathetically on the back. “I doubt it’ll change anything.” 
 
    “W-wait!” the young Go’Urden girl cried out, but it went unheeded. 
 
    Pinky sat up straight. Tahini closed her eyes and looked down at the floor. Blossom snickered at the catgirl’s nervousness. “All in favor of informing Brock that we disagree with the induction of Tahini into the harem, raise your right hand.” 
 
    Blossom smiled as they took the vote, amused that the kitten elf hid her face in her own lap, unwilling to watch the tally be counted. 
 
    “All in favor of allowing Brock to introduce her to the harem arrangement, speaking to him as a united front of approval, raise your right hand.” 
 
    Tahini raised her own right hand, and Blossom watched with growing amusement as the catgirl dared to lift her head from her lap and count the votes herself. She gasped, tears filling her eyes at the sheer relief of what she beheld. 
 
    “Everyone voted for me?!” she sobbed, rubbing her eyes in disbelief. “Really? It’s really okay?” 
 
    “I was planning on more discussion,” Pinky confessed, “but it became clear to me from the looks on everyone’s faces that no one was going to vote against the idea anyway—so welcome aboard!” 
 
    “When Brock makes a move,” Mamba added. “But I imagine it should be soon enough. When do you think we should let him know we approve?” 
 
    Tahini shook her head. “It’s too soon. Don’t say anything just yet—I don’t want him to feel pressured. There’s always the chance that he doesn’t want it, and if you went through the trouble of telling him and then he still rejected me—I don’t think I could take the heartbreak and embarrassment.” 
 
    Satina put a hand on her shoulder, then rubbed the catgirl behind the ears. “He won’t reject you—but we can wait. Just tell us when.” 
 
    Tahini nodded and wiped her eyes off on her elbows. She shook her head in disbelief and grinned from ear to ear. “Thanks for—for everything. For taking me in when I moved out of my parents’ home, for supporting me and keeping my secret as Copycat, for changing my life by letting me be one of the Dream Girls—and for this. This is—I don’t even know how to process it.” 
 
    “Do you love Brock?” Mamba asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m definitely stupidly attracted to him, and I can see myself falling for him soon enough, y’know? But I don’t think I’ve got the right to say I love him in front of you all, if that makes sense?” 
 
    “No one has the right to tell anyone who they can or can’t love,” Pinky noted. “You know, this reminds me—” 
 
    Suddenly all five of the girls looked down at their purses or their phones as they shook violently. 
 
    “Emergency broadcast?” Mamba muttered, picking her smartphone off the table. Her red, reptilian eyes widened in horror. “There’s a Void Thing incursion at Meteor Park.” 
 
    Pinky’s eyes displayed similar worry. She shifted in her seat as she checked the warning on her own phone. Everyone was checking by that point. “Isn’t that—” 
 
    Blossom whimpered as the truth dawned on her. “That’s just a few blocks away from Dr. Luna’s office!” 
 
    Satina nodded with similar anxiety on her face, but she tried to be the voice of reason. “Now, hold on everyone, let’s not get too excited. It’s blocks away from the lab. I’m sure he’s—” 
 
    “Check the group text,” Mamba said, her voice sharp and severe. 
 
    They all followed her directive, staring at the group text that everyone living under that roof shared to update each other on their plans throughout the week. Collectively, their jaws fell open in shock at what they saw. It was a text from Brock, sent not five minutes before the citywide alert. 
 
    > Hey girls. Just a quick update. Dr. Luna didn’t have the pills ready, but he said we can pick them up tomorrow. Since Pinky is going to be heading that way for her aerobics class anyway, maybe she can grab them. Anyway, Lady Styria is speaking at Meteor Park, supposedly, and I want to see one of the founders in person. I’m going to check it out really quick and then I’ll be back home soon after. Text if you need me to pick up something on the way back. 
 
    “I’m calling him,” Pinky announced, bringing her phone to her cheek and ear. “It’s ringing. Still ringing.” Her eyes went wide in a look that Blossom figured meant that he had answered. “Baby?! Baby, are you there? Brock? Brock! Can you hear me?!” 
 
    “What’s going on, Pinky?” Mamba asked, her voice fraught with obvious trepidation. “Can you hear him?” 
 
    Pinky shook her head and jutted out her lip in a worried pout. “All I can hear are screams.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    1: A Walk in the Park 
 
   I  touched base with Dr. Luna for the second time in a week, though this time I had a more practical purpose in mind. I had to pick up a certain sort of medication that would surely serve to make life in the harem house far less stressful in the long term, but unfortunately the Dr. suckered me in with the promise of male contraceptives that hadn’t been delivered yet in order to have a talk. 
 
    I shot him a scathing look, my jaw clenching with irritation. “This isn’t a matter I take lightly, Dr. Luna,” I said. “This is the worst bait and switch I can imagine.” 
 
    “In my defense, I didn’t know that the medicine wouldn’t be here today, and I simply neglected to tell you that the, ahem, ‘pharmacy’ didn’t have the prescription filled.” 
 
    “Why did you just emphasize the word pharmacy in a sus way?” I scratched my chin somewhat fretfully, reading the subtext of that delivery. “Are these black market male contraceptives? And… why?” 
 
    “Well, it’s just that this particular pill is a highly controlled substance. It requires you to fill out personal information for a legal prescription.” 
 
    “So what?” I shrugged limply, not really seeing the reason for all the cloak-and-dagger nonsense. “I’m not too shy to fill out some paperwork.” 
 
    “I’m too shy to let you.” Dr. Luna peered over his shoulder at a rebirth pod that was oozing cloudy vapors. “I need to get that soon—looks like the snake guy from Thune is waking up. Long story short, Brock, you would have to disclose your Splice Partner.” 
 
    “I thought all the official paperwork said I was pure human?” 
 
    “It does, but in an in-person visit, there’s a pretty high likelihood that the doctor would figure out that was a fucking lie.” Dr. Luna sighed, eyeing the pod guiltily as it started to open and the lights in that half of the lab turned on fluorescent, glowing lamps that eerily lit the many tubes and gizmos in the lab. “I really should get that pod.” 
 
    “Hang on—why couldn’t you just write the prescription yourself?” 
 
    Dr. Luna shot me a cockeyed look with his wrinkly, bronzed-skinned, ghoulish face. “What kind of doctor do you think I am, Brock? I don’t have a medical license. I specialize in research and technological development.” 
 
    I laughed at myself for the dumb assumption. “Oh. Fair enough. So then why did you get me to come here?” 
 
    “There’s an event in the park just a few blocks away. I was thinking you might want to go with me—” 
 
    “Like, on a date, doc?” I said, tossing him a wink. 
 
    Dr. Luna smirked. “Certainly not. One of the Founders is making a rare public appearance—I thought you might be interested.” 
 
    Oh damn. I was interested. I was very interested. “What’s the occasion?” 
 
    “Today is the 98th anniversary of the founding of the Sylvan District. These are the only sorts of events that founders tend to show up at, and it’s usually Lady Styria or Dorian.” 
 
    “Are there others?” 
 
    “There’s Melody the Phantomess, but I’ve never actually seen her anywhere. People just say she’s around.” 
 
    I winced at the name. It brought back many repressed memories of my bratty, sailor-mouthed little sister. We never got along that well—at least not consistently—but I loved her and still carried some of the mental scars of her disappearance.  
 
    One night, she was at home with us, the next my sister was gone, no trace of her found after a bloody mess occurred at the movie theater for which the cops had no explanation. After a desperate search that ended after turning up nothing, we were left to assume she also suffered a terrible fate at the theater, despite none of her DNA being at the scene—what else could we do? 
 
    It’s not like we didn’t look for her. We did. The police got to it right away, to their credit. In movies and TV shows they always say something like the cops won’t consider someone missing until they’ve been gone a certain number of days, but it turned out that was bullshit. They got right on it, and still—well, they found nothing. 
 
    And years went by. Things got worse. 
 
    I must have shown the trauma on my face, because Dr. Luna’s eyes shone with a sympathetic look. “Where did you go just then?” 
 
    “Nowhere,” I replied, inhaling a deep breath and then pushing it out. “I’m fine. What’s the name of this park?” 
 
    “Meteor Park—we walked by it on the day that Ms. Go’Urden so rudely bumped into me and stole my Splice Crystal.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure. Yeah. Then I know the one. You ready to go?” 
 
    He looked at me like I was an idiot. “I was planning to, but it looks like I’m going to be busy.” He nodded at the pod that was opening, and sure enough, the man inside appeared to be waking up. He had the lower body of a snake and the upper body of something humanoid but similarly reptilian. 
 
    “No worries, then. I’ll text the girls and check it out on my own. When’s it starting?” 
 
    “In no more than fifteen minutes from now—we really spent too much time catching up.” 
 
    I smiled at him and slapped him on the shoulder. “It’s almost like we’re friends.” 
 
    “I’m far too educated to be friends with you, but nice try. It’s smart to try to schmooze with the likes of me.” Dr. Luna smirked and turned his back on me, heading over to the computer panel nearest to the freshly opened pod. “Swing by or send one of the girls to pick up your medicine tomorrow. It should be here by the afternoon.” 
 
    “How about you let me know when it arrives?” 
 
    He typed something into a strange looking keyboard. “Huh? Yeah, sure I can do that. Computer, identify the subject for me.” 
 
    Dr. Luna was clearly busy, so I saw no reason to dawdle any longer. I sent a text message to the girls, informing them of the change of plans and where I was headed. No one responded right away, so I figured they were busy and simply slipped my phone back into my pocket. 
 
    I headed to the park on foot, not bothering to change into my dragon form for the walk—seemed like overkill. The weather was warm and the dome was a crystalline blue, and I was enjoying the stroll. A hover car flew overhead as a wheeled cart avoided potholes in the medieval vehicle lane on the street beside me. The horselike monstrosity with flaming hooves pulling the cart seemed to enjoy its job, trotting proudly as he passed me by. 
 
    The Sylvan District was weird—futuristic alien technology anachronistically mingled with primitive machinery. The architecture was even more surreal. Modern skyscrapers were remixed with fantasy-like sensibilities—giant buildings constructed out of gargantuan, still-growing trees, apartment complexes elegantly curved and covered in the gilt-leaf patterns of high elven sensibilities, sidewalks constructed out of planks of untreated wood, all arranged within the framework of a twenty-first century Earth city planner. This place made no sense, but I loved it anyway. 
 
    After all, it gave me my women and my rather comfortable lifestyle. We were doing quite well for ourselves, thanks to Dr. Luna acting as my patron, and the girls’ burgeoning careers as professional Flinch streamers. Pinky made the list of the top twenty-five most viewed female streamers on the platform just last week—which translated to a lot of subscribed users, meaning a pretty cushy income. That, of course, said nothing about our recently renovated house. 
 
    I didn’t have too long to get lost in thoughts of gratitude because it was a short walk to Meteor Park. Even in my human form, I was taller than average, which meant long, fast strides. In the distance, I could hear the sounds of event organizers and police officers barking orders into megaphones at a nervous, excitable crowd. It wasn’t long until I could actually see the scene for myself. 
 
    Meteor Park was very picturesque. The Sylvan District was full of beautiful, nature-based architecture, but this place was exceptional. There was greenery everywhere you looked, so it didn’t surprise me that they took their parks very seriously. Man-sized flowers framed an arched golden gate that welcomed visitors to the city in the elven dialect that served as the written lingua franca in the Sylvan District. Shrubberies sculpted expertly into the forms of mythical beasts lined the outer boundaries of the park, blooming boldly with prismatic petals. A stepped walkway covered with a gemstone mosaic guided me inside, and on either side of the path, I was flanked by jade-green ponds and even more flowers. 
 
    Eventually the path gave way into a comparatively simple field with a landscaped lawn that faced a half-domed stage. People sat on the grass as though they were having a picnic—some of them even had blankets. Others were standing around anxiously, eyeing the stage with impatience as a dozen security personnel paced back and forth. This was apparently a big deal. 
 
    Hundreds of people had come to this little park, which seemed like a big group at first—until I thought about it. A similar event back on Earth would have drawn a much larger crowd in a city of this size, and I wondered why that was the case. True, it was a workday, but this seemed like an important event involving a very significant guest and figure in this city’s history. It certainly begged the question why there was such a discrepancy, but I figured I could follow up later. 
 
    We weren’t exactly elbow-to-elbow out here, but I didn’t have a ton of space to myself. I found a nice tree on the outer edge of the field that still had a satisfactory vantage of the stage and leaned against it, opting not to sit. 
 
    I was between an ogre couple and a goblin who had apparently come alone. I had enough room to stretch out my arms, and that’s about it. As I waited in place, I noticed an important-looking guy in a suit coming to the front of the stage and grabbing a microphone away from one of the event organizers—a halfling woman who looked to be pretty young to have this job. 
 
    The man was an elf—if the ears didn’t give it away, the leafy pattern on his suit reeked of wood elven fashion. He cleared his throat and tapped the mic, and at once the chattering crowd came to a strained silence. “Excuse me, ladies and gentleman and others,” he nodded to a slimefolk person near the stage. “We will be starting in just a moment. No mirrors, garlic, or photographs are allowed during this event, and smartphones are to be kept in your bags or pockets at all times. If you have any silver jewelry, please place it in your pocket now.” No one in the crowd seemed to be surprised by this except for me. 
 
    What they were surprised by, however, was that the air around us suddenly went thick with fog, and the dome blackened as if preparing for something grim. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck prick up, and my skin covered itself with a layer of goosebumps. 
 
    Something ancient and powerful is coming, noted the dragon in my head. 
 
    I realized that the patch of sky visible overhead that had blackened was in fact not dark due to someone messing with the settings on the sky dome. The blackness moved, writhed, shifted, parted, and coalesced before descending upon the stage. It poured down over our heads, a tsunami of black bats, screeching as they filled the platform. 
 
    Once the stage was entirely consumed with them, they collected themselves together, impossibly dense, slowly but surely taking on the shape of a woman. People gasped—an appropriate response to the madness that was unfolding in front of us, I thought. The womanly shape was suddenly less of a shape and more of a figure, and before I could really comprehend when it had happened, the bats also stopped being bats. They were… a woman. 
 
    A hot woman. A woman almost as tall as me—maybe taller in her black heels. She wore a black cloak over a black dress, and black hair spilled down her face, framing her black eyes—with a splash of red for the irises. As a nice contrast, her skin itself was as white as a cloud. 
 
    I looked over at the ogre couple and whispered, “That’s Lady Styria?” I couldn’t help myself. I wasn’t sure what the hell I was expecting, but it wasn’t a vampire queen. The man looked back at me with a wide-eyed grin and nodded. 
 
    And then she spoke. 
 
    “Like, hey everyone!” 
 
    Loud, raucous cheers rang out. I almost got swept up in them myself. The lady knew how to make an entrance. Literally everything about her was a surprise, from her regal gothic appearance, down to her bizarre Californian accent. That, more than anything else, caught me by surprise. 
 
    “It’s sooo nice to be here. I don’t spend much time in Meteoropolis anymore, and as you may know, it isn’t particularly safe for me stick around too long, but it is my total honor to be here today to celebrate the anniversary of the Sylvan District’s founding!” 
 
    People clapped and cheered, a bit more calmly now than a moment before. I was still dumbfounded—flabbergasted, even. I wish I had one of those scouter things from an anime so I could check out her power level, but the lens would probably shatter when I tried to do a reading. Over 9000 indeed. 
 
    The dragon stirred inside me. I sense divinity in her. 
 
    “She’s a god?” I whispered. 
 
    Or very close to one. 
 
    “That’s… wild.” I was at a loss for words. I believed it right away, but there was something so eerily human about the way she spoke. Gods don’t speak with a Cali accent and say ‘oh my gawd.’ She definitely didn’t have her roots in any cosmic pantheon I could imagine. No—she was a homegrown Earthling, just like the rumors said. I was positive of that fact. 
 
    She kept on speaking, but I was so deep in my head that I had trouble paying attention to the words. What did catch my attention, however, were purple fissures and cracks that were forming in the sky—one of them directly over my head. I eyed it strangely, not knowing what to make of it—luckily, though, at least a few people in the crowd seemed to know. 
 
    “It’s happening again!” a gnoll woman screamed, pointing at another growing fissure in reality in front of her. Some people looked entirely clueless, while others watched slack-jawed in horror. 
 
    Lady Styria stopped what she was saying as an inky black appendage reached out of one of the portals, maybe a dozen feet over her. “Oh no—not this again.” She mumbled that into the microphone, and I wasn’t sure if she meant for us to hear it or not, but we did.  
 
    Whatever was happening, some people knew what it was, and it seemed bad. “Ladies and gentlemen, due to a recent spike in Void presence in the city, it seems I can no longer make appearances at all without drawing the Void Things! I am super freaking sorry, but for your own safety, I have to go!” 
 
    A swirling red vortex opened behind her, which she backed into, waving at us with a nervous smile. People clapped awkwardly, looks of confusion and disappointment on most of their faces. 
 
    The fissures opened wider, despite her departure. I could tell from the looks on some people’s faces that her absence was supposed to have a different result. Indeed, it seemed that Lady Styria leaving was supposed to make them go away—but they didn’t. 
 
    They continued to appear, and those fissures that were already here cracked further and expanded. Black, glossy tentacles reached through the cracks, groping out at the air as if in search of something. It was like shards of lightning hung in the atmosphere, rips in the tapestry of the universe. It felt so very, very wrong. 
 
    At first, there were only three or four tentacles, but the number grew, and people panicked. They started moving, and it was a disaster ready to happen. We were seconds away from a stampede of people, some of them with hooves, and some of them rather big, and there was nothing I could do about it. Children were going to be trampled, and— 
 
    It turned out that was the least of my concerns. The tentacles set themselves upon the crowd, lashing at them violently, sending entire throngs of innocents flying through the air. Some of the tentacles lifted people off the ground. 
 
    “This is bad,” I grunted to myself. I looked around for some place to shift into my draconic form, but there was nowhere. A lone porta potty, much too small to support my full transformed size, loomed on the opposite end of the crowd. I would have to charge through the moving herd, jump into the porta potty, and transform, thereby destroying it—it wouldn’t work. 
 
    Nope. I had a choice to make. I could out myself to this entire crowd of people—or do nothing. 
 
    Maybe there’s a middle ground, the dragon mused. Brace yourself, Brock. We’re going to try something new. 
 
    

  

 
   
    2: Humans Can Be Super Too 
 
    
     “W 
 
   
 
    hat did you have in mind?” I asked the dragon, taking an estimation of how many tentacles there were that I had to deal with—and people to save. All-in-all, I counted about twenty tentacles, but some were retreating back into their fissures, which was a reassuring sight. Maybe they weren’t here to stay after all, now that Lady Styria was gone. 
 
    It’s an idea I got from Eppy, the dragon bellowed in my brain. Pinky shares access to Eppy’s magic to some degree, even in her original form. I’ve been working on a way to do the same for you. 
 
    “I hope you’ve had a breakthrough,” I muttered. Ten feet in front of me, a drow family was trying to run, but their daughter, just a little kid, was scooped up into one of the tentacles and instantly constricted. She was raised into the air, screaming her lungs out, and her parents could only watch in horror. “Out of time.” 
 
    I took off running, ready to jump and try to disturb the tentacles myself. To my surprise, though, I felt different—stronger, lighter on my feet. My vision was sharper, and there was even fire in the back of my throat. 
 
    I leapt into the air, soaring a far more impressive distance than any human should be able to, and latched onto the tentacle with my arms. Its Void energy singed my skin, but I roared and pulled at its stalk, rupturing it, splitting the bulk of the extremity away from the root that was coming out of the portal. Once separated into two, the portion holding the girl started to fall apart into ashy black specks, and the fissure rapidly closed. 
 
    I landed first and dashed into position to catch the little girl. Snatching her out of the air, I set her back on the ground, patted her on the head, and sprinted off in another direction before she or her parents could even offer a word of thanks. 
 
    A pair of tentacles coming from two separate cracks were battling over a red-haired satyr man, and it looked like things were seconds away from getting ugly. If I didn’t act immediately, the poor son of a bitch would be torn in half. 
 
    I jumped and flipped through the air, feeling the rush of adrenaline burn like fire in my veins, and caught one of the tentacles in my teeth. I gnashed into it—but my purpose wasn’t to bite it. I exhaled a jet of solar fire, charring through the inky black stalk, freeing the man at least from being ripped in two. 
 
    No one saw the fire because my mouth was attached to the tentacle. That was the point of taking that approach, but my lips burned from contact with the Void Thing’s blasphemous energy. Also—yikes, it tasted bad, the way I imagined crude oil would taste after getting buttfucked by a rotten egg. 
 
    Next, I set my sights on the other tentacle, but it was a torturous decision to make, because within spitting distance of me, a beautiful centaur woman was under attack from another tentacle that seemed focused on dragging her into its blasphemous realm. I would save her, too. I had to. But I needed to finish my job here first. 
 
    I freed the man in a hurry, repeating my process, biting and burning through the other tentacle. I didn’t even look at him when he hit the ground, feeling my heart beat thunderously as I sprinted over to the centaur chick. 
 
    Good Lord, the woman could scream. It pierced my ears, but I had a hard time blaming her. One tentacle wrapped itself around her waist and raised her rapidly into the air like she was as light as a feather. Half of her horsey butt had already been pulled into the fissure when I arrived. 
 
    There was no way I could get that kind of height in a single bound, so I jumped onto a tree branch about ten feet up, then leapt again from there. I soared through the air and wrapped my arms and legs around the tentacle like a kid around his dad’s leg. My lips still burned badly from the last bite, and I wondered if the taste would ever leave my mouth, so this time I just squeezed. 
 
    I felt my veins throb and muscles flex, bulging to unforeseeable degrees of strength as I constricted the tentacle into a paste. It broke apart, and I dropped about twenty feet, landing hard on my back. The centaur girl fell alongside me. 
 
    She screamed again—or rather, she continued to scream, but this time in pain. 
 
    I got up and approached her, planning to check on her, but there was no time. Most of the tentacles were gone now, which was the good news—the bad news was that three more had managed to snag victims, which they were hastily pulling into the seams between dimensions. 
 
    My heart burned and my belly ached. I knew what I had to do—I was out of options. I was out of time. “Dragon, I think it’s morphin’ time,” I growled. 
 
    Do what you must. 
 
    Just as my skin was starting to glow golden, I heard the sound of gunfire and flamethrowers, as well as the revving of several engines. I turned my head and my eyes bulged as I saw Commissioner Go’Urden riding a black motorcycle with a police siren fixed to the back of it, tracking it through Meteor Park, wielding a flamethrower in the hand that wasn’t steering the vehicle. 
 
    As he drew closer to the action, I noticed half a dozen cops behind him, either attacking different Void Things or getting ready to. I sighed with relief, realizing my job here was done. I hadn’t talked to anyone, either, so I could slink out of here and return home to my girls at the first opportunity. 
 
    My hand grazed my pocket, and with a rude awakening, I realized I had dropped my phone. “Fuck,” I growled. “That’s not good.” 
 
    Go’Urden stood up on the seat of his motorcycle and jumped into the air, letting it crash into a tree. The motorcycle exploded for some fucking reason, its flames catching a nearby Void Thing and causing it to… shriek, for lack of a better word. It writhed like a slug that had salt poured on its back. 
 
    Go’Urden barrel rolled through the air and reached out his arm, hooking it around a tentacle that was dangling a goblin boy over the ground. He spewed a steady stream of fire from the flamethrower, laughing like a madman as the monster burnt to cinders.  
 
    He cleaned up that mess very efficiently indeed, and seeing the police making quick work out of the rest of the Void Things, I decided it was time for me to make my exit—phone or not. I snuck off into the bushes, but someone noticed me, and they weren’t about to let me leave. 
 
    “My hero!” I heard from behind me, and I knew that voice’s worshipful cry was intended for me. I didn’t turn around—I started running. I sprinted, but as fast as I was in this elevated version of my human form, somehow, she was faster. 
 
    Galloping hooves gained on me quickly, and I knew I wasn’t going to get away. I skidded to a stop, turned around once I had gotten behind a rather out-of-the-way tree, and raised my hands pleadingly in the air. “Please—I just want to go home.” 
 
    “You’re a superhero!” she gasped. “You just saved so many people!” 
 
    “The police are the real heroes,” I said, gesturing back at Go’Urden and his force, hoping she’d get distracted. She didn’t take the bait, keeping her eyes unblinkingly fixed on me. 
 
    She was a thick pony, and her lower, equestrian body was white as tissue paper. Her upper, humanlike half was pretty for sure, a little more buxomly built than my girls, but she had her own appeal. She was wearing a t-shirt and a flap of denim around her human waist that was kind of like a skirt. 
 
    “What’s your name?!” she asked, her cheeks bright red. “You should be famous!” 
 
    “I really don’t want that,” I said, backing away, but she pursued step-for-step. “Please—I need to go home. I have a family.” 
 
    “Can I get a selfie with you?” she asked, hands over her heart. “Please—you saved my life!” 
 
    I tapped my foot anxiously and shrugged. It was a simple enough request, and if it would let me end this interaction, it was a small price to pay—provided one thing. “Don’t post it anywhere,” I demanded. “I take my privacy very seriously.” 
 
    She nodded. “Oh, of course not! This is just… material for me!” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at that, my face twisting as I tried not to overinterpret her meaning. 
 
    She’s gonna flick the ol’ bean to a photo of you, Brock. 
 
    “Crass,” I muttered. “Vulgar trash.” 
 
    “What was that?” the centaur girl asked as she produced her phone from her purse. How did she manage to hold onto her purse and I somehow lost my phone? Life was truly unfair. 
 
    “Nothing. Hurry up, please—I need to get back home. My girls will be worried.” 
 
    “Oh, you have… daughters?” she asked, arching an eyebrow at me in surprise. 
 
    “Uhh. Yes?” Lying was a lot easier than telling the truth in this particular scenario. “Okay, hurry up. Get over here,” I said, motioning for her to join me in the shade of the tree. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, the lighting is better here.” 
 
    “I know,” I groaned. “Fine.” I looked over her shoulder and sighed a breath of relief. The Void Things were all gone by that point, and the police were tending to the injured, as well as taking statements from what few people were still around. 
 
    I walked over to her location, and she snapped one photo, and then another. “The first was blurry,” she explained. 
 
    “Okay. Time for me to go. Stay safe—” 
 
    “Hart,” she said, offering her hand. 
 
    I hadn’t asked her name, and I wasn’t going to, but I smiled anyway. “Nice to meet you, Hart.” 
 
    “Aaaand… what’s your name?” 
 
    My eyes darted around frantically, panicking. “Uhh. Bob.” 
 
    “Bob?” she asked, narrowing her eyes to unbelieving slits. “Are you… sure about that?” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “What’s wrong with Bob?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she sighed, likely figuring out on her own that I wasn’t about to offer my name. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    A group of police officers were headed our way—led by the commissioner himself. “Fuck,” I muttered, “I gotta go.” 
 
    She tried to grab my shoulder, but I snaked out of her grasp. “Wait—the police will want to know who you are!” 
 
    That’s what I was worried about. I took off running—which I suddenly realized probably looked really bad, dashing away as soon as the police started heading toward me. But they didn’t give chase, likely because they were mostly concerned with taking care of the injured. 
 
    The field behind me in front of the stage had been so crowded just a few minutes ago. The crowd had scattered damn fast when the horror struck, the people all trampling over each other, but miraculously, the number of wounded seemed pretty small. I did my part, and I’d certainly earned my rest and the company of my girls. 
 
    I ducked behind a quiet bush and quickly shifted into Solaris so that I could instantly solarport myself home. Unfortunately, when I stood up, I wasn’t as alone as I thought I was. 
 
    “Solaris!” That was the commissioner’s voice. “Were you here for all this?” 
 
    I turned around and faced him, suddenly grateful that he hadn’t wandered over literally two seconds sooner. “No—I just got here. I heard about what happened, but it looks like I’m too late to make a difference.” 
 
    “Thankfully some human showed up and helped out. Probably would have lost some civilians without him.” 
 
    “Sounds… lucky,” I muttered. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll probably finish my patrol and call it a day, commissioner.” 
 
    Go’Urden chuckled and folded his arms. “I envy your scaly ass for not having to deal with the fucking mountains of paperwork Hephi and I will be facing in the aftermath of this. You get to just fly away and head home to your family. It’s not so easy for the rest of us.” 
 
    Shit, I had never spent much time thinking about that. I got all the exciting and glamorous parts about saving the day, and none of the shitty responsibilities and cleanup duties. I frowned a bit guiltily at the commissioner and nodded with appreciation. “You have my sympathy there. If there’s anything I can do to help, except for paperwork, let me know.” 
 
    He smirked. “I’m glad you said that. As a matter of fact, we’re overdue for another meeting.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. I had started to relax as I felt assured by this point that no one was going to discover that my human form and dragon form were linked, at least not here. Not now. “About what?” 
 
    “A multitude of things, but there is one thing in particular that I have in mind. Do you have the time—say, tomorrow morning?” 
 
    I blinked as I processed it. “It should be fine. Where? On the station rooftop?” 
 
    He shook his head, his face sinking into a frown. “No. Unfortunately I think it’s better to head to a different venue for this one.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After receiving the details from Go’Urden, I rushed home in a hurry. I was understandably eager, nay, desperate, to check on my girls. I appeared in the backyard and turned back into my human self, then threw open the sliding porch door to the living room, relieved at the immediate sight that awaited me. 
 
    My eyes landed on the girls, who were seated on the floor in front of the television, eschewing our expensive sofa altogether. They rose at once, wordlessly for the most part, and met me by the entrance, surrounding me with a five-woman embrace. Even Tahini joined in. 
 
    “Your face and arms are all burned up,” Pinky whimpered. 
 
    “They’re healing fast,” I noted, sneaking in a silent whiff of her hair as her horn pressed into the side of my head. It was true, too. Apparently, suffering Void-based injuries in human form was far preferable to enduring them in dragon form. My healing factor still worked when the damage was dealt as a man. Or it could just be that the Void energies of those things that attacked us were less potent than the focused power of the Void dagger that once pierced my chest. I had a scar from that—it still hurt from time to time. 
 
    Mamba kissed my other cheek and was the first to take a step back and give me some space. “We saw the news and got an alert on our phones about the Void Incursion event. After your group text, we were all so worried.” 
 
    “What did the news say?” I asked. 
 
    Tahini pulled away too and smirked a bit sadly, gesturing at the TV. “It says there’s a new hero in Meteoropolis.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. “No fucking way.” No wonder the girls had such somber faces. This was really bad. We were days, maybe weeks away from my name being blasted on the citywide TV. News crews at our front door? It was a possibility. Even worse, this connected my face to Solaris in one significant way. 
 
    I sat down on the couch. Satina and Blossom flanked me on either side, while Pinky and Mamba sat on the floor with their backs against my legs. Tahini slumped in the recliner, eyeing us out of the corner of her vision. 
 
    A familiar face was on the TV screen—mine. “That fucking centaur chick,” I growled. 
 
    “You took a selfie with a girl you rescued and expected her not to immediately show the face of her hero to the world?” Pinky asked, giggling slightly at my silliness. “Honey—that was dumb.” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just turn into Solaris?” Blossom asked sweetly. “You could have saved everyone so much faster, and then your face wouldn’t be on the news.” 
 
    I placed my hand on her knee for my own reassurance. “I was in the middle of a crowd. There was nowhere for me to go to transform.” 
 
    “That fuggin’ sucks,” Blossom noted, leaning against my shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s not panic,” Pinky soothed me. I ran my other hand through her hair. “We can weather the storm. We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    The screen flashed to an orc newscaster woman who sat in a suit with her back straight and her hands folded on the desk in front of her. “That’s right, a third hero has appeared in Meteoropolis, and this one appears to be… human? Believe it or not, video footage captured a human male in his mid- to late twenties rescuing multiple bystanders during the Void Incursion event. The Incursion occurred for unclear reasons, though it’s expected to have something to do with the presence of the Founder, Styria Tepes-Elloway. Thankfully, no casualties were confirmed, but several people have disappeared, and police fear that a few of those may have been taken into the Void.” 
 
    “Damn,” I said, my voice hoarse and tired. “I couldn’t save everyone. I should have just risked it. Now things are ten times worse.” 
 
    “Don’t beat up on yourself, hon,” Satina cooed, rubbing my chest. “You did your best and you saved lives. Maybe it’s time to consider taking a break from the hero thing for a little while.” 
 
    “I agree,” Pinky muttered with a firm nod. “We’re doing just fine financially now. We don’t need the extra money.” 
 
    I stopped scratching her scalp. “It’s not about the money.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “Whether or not Brock quits being a hero is up to him.” Mamba tossed Pinky a judgy look. “I thought you were over trying to pressure him like this.” 
 
    The unicorn girl shrugged and puffed a stray lock of hair out of her face. “So I don’t like my boyfriend risking his life for strangers. Sue me. I’m surprised you’re all okay with it.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Satina chimed back in. “He doesn’t need to try and find meaning with heroism—he has us. Frankly, it’s a waste of all our time, and it only serves to make us all worry.” 
 
    I frowned at her. “I didn’t know you felt that way.” 
 
    “Well, I do.” 
 
    “Fuck.” I withdrew my hands from Blossom and Pinky and folded them in my lap. “I have no clue what to do. I can’t quit—sorry, Satina. Sorry, Pinky. I just can’t. I’ve made commitments. If I quit, I’ll feel guilt every time I see someone die or get hurt on the news after I’ve actively made the choice not to be a hero. I have the power to help—if I don’t do it, that makes me… a monster.” 
 
    “No,” Pinky said, turning around. She knelt in front of me, placing both her hands on my knees. “That just makes you safe.” 
 
    Tahini cleared her throat, earning a look from us all. We turned our heads in unison to face her. “Sorry—as the other superhero in the room, and the daughter of a man who risks his life every day just like Brock, I can see both sides. Can I offer my take?” 
 
    Half of the girls nodded. The rest just remained silent. 
 
    “In my opinion, Pinky Peach and Satina are right. Brock—your first responsibility is to your family, not the citizens of Meteoropolis, and not whatever promises you made to my father.” 
 
    My stomach turned at her words. Part of me saw her point. 
 
    She wasn’t done, though. “But—Brock is his own individual. He has the right to do what he wants with his life, and sometimes, that includes unfortunate risks. He’s not blowing your finances on an unhealthy hobby, nor is he cheating with women outside the harem. At the end of the day, this is his decision, so while you girls are well within your rights to share your feelings about him choosing to put his neck on the line every day, that doesn’t give you the power to stop him. He’s a grown man who is capable of balancing the risks on his own.” 
 
    “Wise words,” Mamba giggled with a smirk. “I agree entirely. It’s Brock’s choice—but Brock, you know we all worry about you. Do with that information what you will.” 
 
    I looked over at Blossom, who had been uncharacteristically quiet during this whole conversation. “Can I ask where you stand on this issue? Just so I know everyone’s opinions.” 
 
    Blossom looked up at me, pouting. “I love you,” she whimpered. “I don’t like being away from you, but I know how important it is to you to help other people. You saved my life the first time I met you, when no one else would. As much as I want to agree with Pinky Peach and Satina—I don’t want to stop you from being yourself.” 
 
    Satina and Pinky Peach traded guilty looks at the flower sprite’s words. 
 
    I let out a sigh and slouched a bit in my seat. “I’m not making any final decisions today. I have an appointment with the commissioner and Hephi in the morning, right after I pick up a new phone.” 
 
    “Pick up a new phone?” Pinky asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumbled, clenching my jaw. “That’s the other thing—the salt in the wound. I lost my phone at the scene of the incident. Someone else will probably end up finding it and tracing it back to me. Hopefully we can avoid them getting into our personal information.” 
 
    Pinky Peach gasped, her shoulders tensing until they almost touched her pointy ears. “Does your phone still have that video we took last week? The one with the thing in my you-know-where?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. That’s on your computer in the folder called ‘Not Sex Tapes.’ Don’t worry, I’m not that dumb.” 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods,” Pinky sighed, wiping her brow. “Whew!” 
 
    Mamba cringed, earning my attention. “What is it, Mamba?” I asked. 
 
    “I texted you a picture of my snussy when I woke up this morning,” she groaned. 
 
    “Talk about ‘rise and shine,’” Satina giggled. 
 
    I gestured at Blossom’s computer. “Welp, girls, I think I’d better log into the cloud services and trigger a remote wipe,” I said, cracking my knuckles. I stood up and began the journey over there. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Mamba whimpered, raising her knees up and burying her face in them. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured her, patting her blaze-orange hair. “Come to think of it, I’m pretty sure Blossom texted me a picture of her asshole last night anyway.” 
 
    Blossom nodded, grinning proudly. “That was a good shot.” 
 
    “Please never ask me to photograph that for you again, Blossom,” Satina said, smiling with her characteristic syrupy sweetness, but her eyes concealed some trauma. 
 
    Blossom’s smug smirk remained a fixture on her pretty face, her ink-black eyes glistening with a mischievous undertone. “Sorry, goat girl. No fuggin’ promises.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    3: Mommy’s Angry 
 
   T he rest of the night went by uneventfully, save for a toss in the sheets with the harem girls while poor Tahini solo queued in Loremasters. After that, Pinky Peach loaned me one of her old phones and I got that set up. That took a little while because I had to install all my apps all over again and sync back up to the cloud services. 
 
    When that was done, I laid on my back on the living room couch and rested my eyes. I took a moment to reflect on the happenings of the day—I’d learned and seen a lot of new information that reframed much of my prior knowledge about the city. Lady Styria, for one thing, was a far more interesting and powerful figure than I had previously imagined—and she attracted Void Things, which explained why no one seemed to know much about her despite her being a storied figure in the city’s history. 
 
    The following day came quickly enough, though, and before I knew it, I had arrived at the preappointed meeting location—which was far less formal than I was used to. It wasn’t often that I met with Go’Urden and Hephimila during daylight hours, but this morning, we had that rise and shine meeting scheduled to touch base for the week and talk about some issue or another. I still wasn’t clear on what the purpose of this session would be. 
 
    We didn’t meet in the usual place, either. Instead, it was breakfast at the Go’Urden’s, a sure sign that I was getting perhaps a bit too familiar with the commissioner, but as time went on and we worked closer and closer together, I had to admit that something resembling a friendship, or at least mutual respect, had taken root. 
 
    It was awkward, too, because he had no idea that his daughter was living with me. Sooner or later, Brock would meet Commissioner Go’Urden as well. There were already talks about inviting them to the house, and we had already hosted Dr. Luna a couple of times. Satina’s mother had been floated as a possible guest at one point or another as well, but since we were doing so well financially as of late, Satina didn’t feel too much pressure to reestablish her link to the family fortune. 
 
    We were sitting out on a porch overlooking a broad, well-landscaped yard that seemed to go on for miles. I had no idea that places like this even existed in the Sylvan District, but there were apparently loads of houses like this on this side of town. 
 
    “Well, Solaris, I hope you don’t mind waiting a bit. After Tahini moved in with her ‘electric sports’ team, we decided to let go of the maid, so my wife is cooking for us this morning.” 
 
    That was surprising to me, given the fact that I knew Go’Urden’s relationship with his wife was a troubled one. I’d heard both him and his daughter make snide remarks about that fact. 
 
    “I was under the impression that Mrs. Go’Urden was a high-powered businesswoman, not a housewife.” 
 
    He smirked. “You’re right about that. She’s about the least domesticated woman in the Sylvan District. You’d have to go over the Infernal border to find another hellcat like her.” 
 
    His words were sharp, but there was undeniable affection in the delivery—it was obvious in the way he leaned back in his chair and smiled half-drunkenly at the mention of her. 
 
    “Sounds like a woman I’ll enjoy meeting,” I said, offering a draconic smile that made poor Hephi shift a bit in her seat. 
 
    “Ahem. Solaris, although the venue is casual, we actually do have official business to discuss today. Not to dampen the mood,” she said, bringing her clipboard onto the table in front of her. Hephi clicked her pen and circled the first item on her paper, then used the cap of the pen to push up her glasses. “The first order of business is about your status in regards to the Sylvan District’s legal framework.” 
 
    I nodded, and the chair creaked under my massive weight. “Lay it on me,” I said. “I’ve been watching the news, so I think I know what this is about.” 
 
    There had been reports about Councilman White attempting to push forward a law aimed at Copycat and me, attempting to ban superhero-like activity from Meteoropolis, or at the very least, the Sylvan District. It was an unpopular law, and thanks to a poll engineered by none other than Hephi herself, protesters had organized on behalf of us to voice their opposition. 
 
    That didn’t seem to dissuade White, though, and he’d been trying to push forward with the law’s passage—which had raised a lot of eyebrows and gotten a lot of folks talking again. 
 
    “Is it possible that Councilman White is among the Void Cartel’s members?” I asked, voicing the obvious question. “If he’s not dissuaded at the prospect of losing his job, and not even able to offer much of a defense, no less, one has to question his motives.” 
 
    Go’Urden clenched his jaw and ground his teeth as he looked at the patio sliding door that led to the interior of his home—where his wife was preparing our meal. “No doubt we’ve all had the same thought, but it’s particularly hard for me to discuss given my personal connection to him.” 
 
    “Personal connection?” I muttered. 
 
    Hephi nodded. “We may or may not have mentioned it before, but Councilman White is Nefertari Go’Urden’s brother. She used to be Nefertari White.” 
 
    I nodded and suddenly understood the tension. “Right. I may have heard or read that in passing.” 
 
    Go’Urden placed his hands on the table and nervously drummed his thumbs against the edge. “And that’s why, although it’s supremely uncomfortable, I’ve invited my wife to be here today.” 
 
    As if on cue, a tall, dark-skinned woman with flowing black hair and coal-black eyes slid the patio door open with a long, chocolate-brown cat tail. She held a large tray with three plates in her hands and bussed them over to our table with a warm grin on her mature, admittedly beautiful face. 
 
    Tahini was more or less the spitting image of her, just a bit lighter of skin and more angular of face, owing to the elven features she had inherited from her father. The hairstyle was also different, with the mother—Nefertari—styling hers in a single thick braided ponytail that went nearly down to her waist, while Tahini’s was fashioned in more of a cute, shoulder-length bob. Tahini was also significantly shorter than both of her parents, which struck me as odd, but it wasn’t exactly unheard of. 
 
    “Good morning, everyone,” Nefertari said, beaming particularly at me. She set the tray down in a cart beside the table, then reached for my plate first, which was composed of a single item—a huge, bloody steak. 
 
    “I already like your wife, Go’Urden,” I grunted as I licked my chops and stared at the slab of meat in front of me. 
 
    I do too, the dragon inside noted approvingly. 
 
    The commissioner chuckled and placed a hand on his wife’s back, to which she didn’t respond in any discernible way. She set out the plates for both Hephi and her husband, then offered a word to excuse herself. 
 
    “I’ll be right back with the drinks and my own plate,” she said, taking the tray. 
 
    Go’Urden watched his wife go dreamily, which was a pleasant enough surprise. The way he spoke about her, I had been under the impression that he had long since fallen out of love—but whatever the case was, that definitely wasn’t it. 
 
    “She looks a lot like your daughter,” I noted. 
 
    That got his attention. He whipped his head to face me and cocked his eyebrow. “How do you know what my daughter looks like?” 
 
    Hephi chuckled as she gripped the corners of her clipboard. “The whole city knows what your daughter looks like, sir. You’re a very public figure.” 
 
    I nodded. I actually did have an explanation for this prepared, along with a few other coincidences. “When I first arrived to Meteoropolis and we met, I looked you up. I saw pictures of your daughter in the Gazette’s archives dating several years back—from when she was held hostage.” 
 
    The commissioner’s face darkened. “One of my greatest failings as a cop.” 
 
    I knew the memory of it would be unwelcome for him, but it was too convenient of an excuse. “You did the right thing as a father.” 
 
    The patio door slid open again, and out came Mrs. Go’Urden, just as eye-catching as she had been a moment before. The mere sight of her tempted a smile from me, dressed in her long, white summer dress with a black sash tied around her waist. 
 
    She served our drinks and took a seat in the empty chair beside her husband. She didn’t look at him, but she was the only thing he could look at. 
 
    “So,” Nefertari Go’Urden began, her voice smooth as Egyptian cotton, “first of all, I want to thank you.” 
 
    I straightened a bit. “Me?” I asked, entirely caught off guard. 
 
    She nodded primly, placing one hand on her husband’s knee. “For your quest to keep my husband out of danger’s way, of course.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, nodding. “That’s not exactly the way I frame what I do, but—” 
 
    “Well, as far as I’m concerned, that’s what you’re good for.” Her eyes went cold and the smile was just a memory now. The air suddenly felt chillier. 
 
    “Tari, please.” The commissioner grabbed his wife’s comparably tiny hand in his own massive ones. “Let’s not start like this.” 
 
    She hurled a stormy look at her husband with eyes so frigid they gave me the chills—and my insides were basically fire. Hephi cringed in her seat, her jaw clenched, looking an awful lot like a little girl who’d caught mommy and daddy fighting. 
 
    “I’m sorry Mrs. Go’Urden, I…” My voice faded away. I was entirely taken by surprise and had no idea what to say that could move this conversation forward and quell the obvious anger and fear in this woman’s heart. 
 
    “Tari,” the commissioner continued, his voice softer than I’d ever heard it, “let’s not do this right now.” 
 
    She stared back at her husband with a hurt scowl. “I’m tired of this. And now you’re bringing me into it. I don’t want to know, J.J. I really don’t want to know about any of this.” 
 
    “But it affects you,” he said. “You’re right—you don’t want to hear this, and it’s only going to make things worse, but you need to. I need you to be a part of this conversation.” 
 
    Hephi cleared her throat, drawing an especially vicious gaze from the commissioner’s wife. “Pardon me, Mrs. Go’Urden but—” 
 
    “Why did you have to bring your little cheerleader, J.J.?” she groaned through slitted eyes aimed right at the young elf. 
 
    “—Ma’am, we’re talking about your brother.” Hephi spat the words out bitterly, and I could tell she was not unfamiliar with Mrs. Go’Urden’s apparent dislike for her. 
 
    Nefertari gasped at that revelation. “My… brother?” 
 
    “Councilman White,” Go’Urden nodded. “Look, I know you love him, but you’ve seen what he’s been doing in the news. You said so yourself, you’re thankful to Solaris, but your brother is the one obstacle to our vision for a safer city.” He took his wife’s hands—both of them this time—and looked her sweetly in the eyes. “And yes, for me to retire.” 
 
    Nefertari’s eyes glistened at that. “What do you want me to do?” she asked. 
 
    Hephi leaned in and circled a subheading on the agenda on her clipboarded list. “Is it possible you have any idea what drives him to be skeptical or prejudicial toward Solaris and Copycat?” 
 
    She chewed her lip. “No. To be honest, I have no clue why he’s so vehement about it. It’s not exactly out of character, but I’m as surprised as anyone else how much of a sticking point he’s made the issue.” 
 
    “He’s days away from passing some kind of legislation, just forcing it through city council. It’ll be career suicide for him, or close to it,” Go’Urden went on. “There are whispers, Tari.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “You mean the Void Cartel whispers? Please. My brother wouldn’t have anything to do with them.” 
 
    “Great,” Hephi said with fake enthusiasm, but she corrected her tone quickly enough. “In that case, would you mind doing some information gathering? Maybe help us on a peace mission?” 
 
    Nefertari scowled at the elf viciously enough to make everyone else at the table shift in their seat uncomfortably. “I’m not taking suggestions from you, whore.” 
 
    My eyes bulged. Things had just escalated, and I was not in a position to comment on any of it. 
 
    Oh damn, did she just say what I think she said? the dragon whispered in my head. 
 
    “She did,” I whispered back out of the corner of my mouth. “This shit just got real.” 
 
    Hephi actually gasped and looked like she was about to cry. I kind of wanted to comfort her, but I was so out of my element, being stuck at a patio table in full-on dragon form. Patting an elfmaid on the shoulder just felt weird, and we weren’t quite that familiar. 
 
    “Nefertari!” Go’Urden choked out, trying not to shout at his wife. “Please, we’re in front of guests, for fuck’s sake!” 
 
    She shot a cross look at her husband. “Fire her. Or demote her, send her to another precinct.” 
 
    At that point, I just had to ask. “I’m so sorry—what am I missing here?” 
 
    Go’Urden’s cheeks flushed, and he looked utterly mortified. “My wife is under the deluded impression that there is some kind of attraction between Hephimila and me.” He quickly turned back to her. “Which there isn’t.” 
 
    Hephimila looked like she was going to vomit. “There truly, truly isn’t,” she said, and Lord help me, I believed her every time I heard it. 
 
    I actually laughed, which drew a look of surprise from everyone else. “Mrs. Go’Urden, please—I’ve actually talked to Hephi about this myself, and I can promise you, you’re being paranoid. I know it’s not my place, but there is nothing going on between Hephi and your husband.” 
 
    “He bought her a car for her birthday—did she tell you that?” Nefertari interrogated me, slamming her palms onto the table. 
 
    I shot a questioning look at Go’Urden—it wasn’t that it made me doubt his fidelity to his wife, but I did doubt his wisdom. Buying a car for another woman—a woman who works directly under you, no less—that’s bad optics. 
 
    “It was used, and I didn’t buy it,” he said. “I gave her a loan. I just paid for her cake.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Hephi added, still looking like she might cry at any moment. “And it was a very good cake—which you ruined by throwing Officer Quinn into it.” 
 
    “That ass-huffing taint sucker had it coming,” Go’Urden growled, shaking his fist. 
 
    I shrugged at Nefertari. “Communication is key. See? It’s nothing.” 
 
    “They’re both the same kind of elf,” Mrs. Go’Urden hissed. “Werifesterian—they’re from the same world!” 
 
    “Excuse me, but what does that have to do with anything?” I asked, trying to sound as respectful as I could while being an eight foot tall dragon man sitting at a bistro table. 
 
    “It—it’s just… it’s suspicious,” she grumbled, crossing her arms. “He’s my husband.” 
 
    “You never used to be this jealous,” Go’Urden grumbled, shrinking into his chair, which also looked weirdly small beneath his bulk. “When did this happen?” 
 
    “When you were voted Sexiest Citizen of Meteoropolis in Demihuman Weekly,” she explained crossly. “After that, all the whores like this one came out of the woodwork.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m a virgin,” Hephi said as tears streamed down her cheeks. She winced at her own admission, looked up at me, and promptly buried her face in her hands. 
 
    I awkwardly patted her on the back. “There, there,” I muttered. “Lots of people are virgins. I know a girl who used to only be visible to virgins.” 
 
    “Pinky Peach?” uttered the Commissioner. “That, uhh, electro sports girl on Flinch? My daughter told me about her.” 
 
    You fucking idiot. That was the dragon, telling it like it was. Might as well spill your whole secret identity right now while you’re at it.  
 
    But I didn’t have the opportunity to respond. “Oh, I see now,” Nefertari spat out with a smirk aimed at the now-sobbing elf beside me. “You’re not in love with my husband—you’re in love with Solaris.” 
 
    “No!” Hephi squeaked in surprise, but she looked so flustered that she didn’t manage to offer anything else up to defend herself. 
 
    “Let’s bring this back to the original intended topic,” Go’Urden grunted, eyeing his assistant sympathetically. “Is there some way that you can talk to your brother? Reach out and see if there’s any way we can get him to come to the negotiating table before he jeopardizes the city’s future and his own career?” 
 
    “I don’t care about the city’s future or his fucking career,” Nefertari whined as she glared at her husband. She cupped his chiseled face in her comparatively small hands. “I want you to retire.” 
 
    He frowned, but he nodded, too. “When the city is safe and in good hands, I can step down.” 
 
    She sighed and crossed her arms. “Then I’ll do it for that reason alone. Now,” she looked around the table at all the uncomfortable faces, “will someone start eating their godsdamned breakfast?”

  

 
   
    4: Crazy Love 
 
   T he tense meeting finally did come to a close. After we moved past the horrible awkwardness, it was a productive session. We talked shop for a while after Mrs. Go’Urden had calmed down, and though she still seemed to hold some lingering disdain and suspicion for Hephi, her tone toward the poor girl became more neutral after she’d decided “the whore” was in love with me. 
 
    We set our planned patrol schedules and locations for the week and touched base on the topic of Void Cartel intelligence. Go’Urden and Hephi also floated the possibility of hiring me as an officially licensed member of the police force, but as that would put my identity into the police’s hands, I had to refuse for the time being. The idea of my name leaking, or even the commissioner realizing I was living with his daughter—who was also Copycat… it was a nonstarter. 
 
    To Nefertari Go’Urden’s credit, the meal was actually damn good. Granted, all I had gotten was a steak—being a dragon—but I certainly wasn’t about to complain. The quality of the meat and the way it was cooked was probably enough to satisfy even Dr. Luna’s picky tastes. 
 
    At the end of the meeting, I solarported home. With that, the day was pretty much wide open. That was damn nice, and I even had a bit of time to myself. I had just taken a shower and put on a movie, though, when the phone rang. 
 
    “Brock! Babe! Is Mamba there?” Pinky Peach asked through the receiver of my smartphone. 
 
    “What don’t you call her yourself and ask?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    My pink unicorn-elf girlfriend snickered mischievously, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. “Because I’m hoping she’s not.” 
 
    I shifted in my seat on the couch, where I’d been idly half-watching Mamba’s copy of Slither Into You, a romantic comedy about a hissfolk woman and her Elven boyfriend. I’d been told many times that I had to watch it, but every time we put it on, someone ended up in a frisky mood, and we ended up turning it off to do other... activities. 
 
    That wasn’t going to happen to me today. I was home alone, and in a house with six people living together, that was exceedingly rare. To put it bluntly, I didn’t even know what to do with myself. Putting the movie on seemed as good an option as anything else. 
 
    “Mamba’s still out with Tahini buying something for her mom’s birthday,” I said. “They went all the way to the Atlantean District, so I’ve got no idea when they’re coming back.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Pinky cackled evilly. “And Blossom?” 
 
    I bent my head to look absently at the flower sprite’s empty planter. “She’s got that pottery class on Elmsday mornings, but she should be back in a couple hours because she can’t be out of soil for too long.” 
 
    “And Satina’s at Darkling Donuts for a while longer, filling in for her replacement’s shift as a favor. I just had coffee with her on her break.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re close,” I noted. “That’s walking distance.” 
 
    “And I’m walking right now. And guess where else I’ve been?” 
 
    I arched my brow in wonder and reclined until my head was pillowed by the sofa’s armrest. “Do tell.” 
 
    “I just swung by Dr. Luna’s lab. I’ve got a full bottle.” 
 
    I sat up suddenly. “Of the contraceptive?” I asked, hope fluttering in my chest. 
 
    “Yep,” she giggled, then let out an exuberantly blissful sigh. “Ahhh. I’m about to get filled to the brim with draconic love.” 
 
    I blinked, my eyes darting to the door. She had to be close if she had just been with Satina and was walking home. “Like, you wanna do this right now?” 
 
    “Duh. If we wait any longer, it’ll turn into a threesome or a foursome... or a fivesome. Again. And I don’t know about you, but I need something a little bit more intimate than that every once in a while.” 
 
    “No, I get that,” I agreed, fervently nodding for no one but myself. I broke into a whisper though. “But, well—what about her?” 
 
    “Her?” 
 
    “You know. Eppy.” 
 
    Pinky paused. “She can hear you, Brock. The whispering doesn’t help.” 
 
    I chuckled at myself for that, deservedly so. “Right, but she’s been a little... needy lately, hasn’t she?” 
 
    Pinky hummed a sound of agreement. “She’ll be good this time. Won’t you, Eppy? This is Pinky’s turn. Eppy can have her turn next time there’s a big harem… collaboration.” 
 
    I paused, waiting for a sign that she had come to some kind of understanding with her high elf Splice Partner. No further noise came. 
 
    “You still there?” 
 
    Her voice returned, but it was just a bit more nervous than the last time she’d spoken. “Yeah. Hang on, I can see the door. Take off your clothes and get your hot-ass body on my bed. See you in a sec.” 
 
    I felt a bit objectified, but I voiced no complaint as I discarded my shirt onto the living room floor, letting it land on the faux-owlbear skin rug that Mrs. Go’Urden had mailed us as a housewarming gift when Tahini had first moved in. I hadn’t met her in person yet by that time, and as far as the Go’Urdens knew, I still hadn’t. 
 
    Strutting into Pinky Peach’s bedroom, I left my boxers hanging on the door handle, hoping it looked sexier to her than it did to me. For some fucking reason, Blossom had bought me several pairs of underwear with floral patterns on them, claiming that somehow me wearing them would “bring us closer together.” 
 
    Pinky Peach’s bed was piled comically high with dragon stuffies. In her defense, I’d given her a few of them, namely the ones that were modeled after Solaris, my superhero alter ego. One of them wasn’t so much a stuffed animal as it was a body pillow with my likeness on it—those were selling incredibly well. Dr. Luna got in on the ground floor of the Solaris merchandise scene early and had made us all a ton of money as a result. 
 
    I started to chuck several of the larger plushies on the pink carpeting, but just as I did so, I heard a shrill gasp behind me. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” Pinky squeaked. 
 
    I turned my head to face her, pivoting my body. My penis slapped the side of her end table, making a distressingly loud noise. “The bed’s a little crowded, hon,” I muttered, gesturing at the insane pile of draconic toys. 
 
    “It’s hotter if they watch us,” she giggled as she reached for the bottom of her t-shirt. Her eyes went toward the desk. “Hang on, I’m just going to turn the webcam around—just in case.” 
 
    I chuckled at that. “Mamba does that, too,” I noted. 
 
    “Every streamer does that.” Pinky finished the task and turned back to face me, her ass leaning against her desk. Once again, she crossed her arms in front of her to reach for the bottom of her t-shirt, then drew it up and over her head slowly, seductively, inch by inch. 
 
    She took her damn time, letting the underboob peek out from the bottom of the fabric, then finally raising it to her neck. The titty drop bounced beautifully in front of me, forcing a solemn “ahhh” to escape my lips. It was a sound of refreshment, as though I hadn’t had a cold drink for several hot summer days, and had at last treated myself to a glass of ice water. 
 
    “I see you like that,” she giggled sweetly, biting her lip just before her face momentarily disappeared when she removed the shirt once and for all. 
 
    “I sure di—oh my GOD!” I almost fell back on the bed in surprise because the face that was waiting for me when the shirt was discarded was not Pinky’s pale, pink-maned one, but the countenance of a high elf with lustrous blonde hair and golden eyes. 
 
    “What?! What’s wrong?” Pinky asked—and it was her, after all. Shit, had it always been her? Did I just imagine that? My heart was beating fast now, and I was so sure I had seen Eppy, even if just for a split second. 
 
    “I—I thought you were Eppy for a moment there,” I said, shaking my head and laughing at myself for the unneeded outburst. “Guess I’m just a bit high-strung.” 
 
    Pinky Peach looked at me with her head lolled to the side, wearing an expression heavy with worry. But what she wasn’t wearing was a shirt, so while she fretted over me, I soothed myself by staring at her hefty, perfectly shaped breasts. 
 
    “Get over here,” I said, sitting down on the mattress. 
 
    She obeyed, smiling weakly as she sauntered her way in front of me. As soon as she was within touching distance, I reached out, wrapped my arms around her, and pulled her breasts to my lips. Pinky Peach gasped, sucking in a sharp intake of air, and bit her lip. “Ooh,” she whimpered. “Don’t bite too hard.” 
 
    I suckled her nipple gently, softly. It was already hardened by the cool conditioned air of her bedroom, ready to be teased and enjoyed. I danced my tongue delicately around the outer circle of her areola, burying my cheek in the squishy mound of her bosom. 
 
    While I worked, she ran her fingers through my hair, gently caressing my scalp with her long nails. Her breathing was already heavy, and tiny hints of her high, girly voice broke through it in gasps of bliss. 
 
    “It is nice to do this one-on-one,” I muttered, my words breaking upon the flesh of her boob. “A bit of alone time does really go a long way.” 
 
    She didn’t respond or say anything, and I didn’t look up to see why. I assumed she was lost in the bliss of my kiss, so I just kept on going, switching to the other nipple, my hand taking care of the one that I’d just left behind. 
 
    Meanwhile, my free hand fiddled with the elastic waistband of her gym shorts. I pulled them down, letting them fall to the floor of her room. Now there was only a pink pair of lacy panties separating me from the sweetness of her slit. Saliva pooled in my mouth as I already began anticipating the taste of her girlcum. 
 
    I pulled away from her chest to grab both sides of her panties, one with each hand. I guided them slowly to the floor, inhaling the scent of her womanly musk—like pussy-soaked strawberries. No lights were on, but a window facing the backyard was open, and it provided all the light we had in this room, draping us in dramatic, sexy shadows. 
 
    Her slit was already leaking a few sticky threads of dew that clung cutely to her quivering thighs. The sight made my cock throb painfully, and I licked my lips as my desire for her reached a breaking point. 
 
     She was still standing, and I was still sitting—and I knew her well enough to know that if I started eating her out while she was standing up, it’d probably end in disaster for her. 
 
    “Let me get you on the bed, babe,” I grunted as I guided her by the hips onto the mattress beside me. Her body came into a seated position next to mine, and as I was turning to face her, she reached out and covered my eyes with her hand. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Shhhh. Relax,” she whispered. She turned my head away from her and guided me slowly to my knees, opening her legs. Happily, I found my face nestled between her thighs, inhaling the fragrance of her womanhood again. 
 
    I placed my hands on her hips and got to work, burying my face in her sweet pussy. My lips and tongue treated her roughly, going up and down, in and out, until I felt the tiny pearl of her clit swell proudly. 
 
    Taking back one of my hands, I instead deposited two of its fingers into her snatch while my tongue focused on her pleasure bead. I flicked my tongue at high speeds, pumping my fingers into her sex like they were digging for buried treasure. She moaned. 
 
    That… that moan was not Pinky’s moan. 
 
    I looked up, already knowing more or less what to expect. “Eppy,” I growled, still pumping her slit. “This was supposed to be alone time between me and Pinky Peach.” 
 
    The blonde high elf looked down at me with wide-open eyes that glowed ominously, her face bent in an evil smile. “Now it’s alone time between us, lover,” she cooed, batting her eyelashes—but she couldn’t keep her composure. “Nyaah, Brock,” she whined. “You really know what you’re doing.” 
 
    In a flash, though, she was gone, and Pinky was back where she should be. “Mmm baby, that feels good.” 
 
    “Are you aware that Eppy just hijacked your body?” 
 
    Pinky whined and whimpered again, tightening her thighs and pressing my head between them. “Ugh! I mean—yeah, I know. She—ooOOoo baby!—she and I are fighting it out right now.” 
 
    I shrugged and got right back to slurping her gushy pussy. “Oh,” I added at the last second. “Just to be clear, I keep going no matter what?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you better wait until I’m here before you come inside me! It’ll ruin my fucking mood if you do it in—” 
 
    Eppy was back, all blonde hair and gold eyes, constricting her thighs even tighter against my head. “I’ll take every ounce of that cum for myself, my love, don’t you worry about her.” 
 
    This was stress that I didn’t need, but I wasn’t going to let it ruin the fun. I reached up as I continued to munch Eppy’s lady parts and fondled her soft elven tits, taking the nipples in between my fingers and twisting. 
 
    She responded to that well, arching her back in a way that exaggerated the already divinely perfect shape of her body, then letting out a bestial moan that got the blood pumping to my groin even harder. 
 
    I spoiled myself with the sweet taste of her feminine nectar, sucking it all in and drinking it down as much as I could, hating to spill a single drop. But I spilled plenty of drops, sadly, because Pinky and Eppy were nothing if not overactive producers of ladycum. 
 
    “Ohh, Brock,” Pinky moaned—apparently, she was back—”I’m gonna cum in your mouth, baby!” 
 
    “Not if I do it—hnngh—first!” Eppy squealed, and made good on her threat. I felt her insides milk and spasm around my fingers, deluging me in a dangerous wave of her love, soaking me from nose to neck. 
 
    Eppy fell back on the mattress, spreading her arms and legs out like a starfish as she luxuriated in the aftershock of her climax. 
 
    “Looks like you won the first round,” I chuckled. “You’d better let Pinky have hers, though,” I warned her. 
 
    Eppy grinned at me wickedly. “Oh—but now it’s time for you to get yours.” She let out a mad cackle as she sat up and extended a hand in my direction. A golden light speared out of her palm, striking me in the stomach. The warmth of her spell spread through me, raising me up off the floor, then slamming me roughly and loudly against the pink wall with a thud. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. I was pretty high up in the air at the moment. When Eppy stood and slinked over to me, though, I realized my little dragon was right at face level for her. “Ah,” I said as I connected the dots. 
 
    She didn’t waste time on explanations—she just speared her throat with my dick, deepthroating me with shocking ease and little prep—was this the power of elven magic? Whatever it was, it was nice. 
 
    Eppy rocked her head back and forth, letting out murmurs and grunts as she sucked me off. Long beads of spit spiderwebbed down onto her tits, which had only just started to dry after I’d sucked them. 
 
    Her tongue worked me passionately as she raked her nails down my thighs, scraping, breaking the skin, drawing out a groan of pain that mixed with the pleasure brought on by her skillful mouth. 
 
    Then there was a gasp—the unicorn girl was back. “Oh, Brock, baby, she scratched you!” Pinky said, her fingers lightly going over the marks on my legs, which were already healing thanks to my draconic blood. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Less talky, more sucky,” I murmured. “And scratch all you want—I don’t mind one bit.” 
 
    Pinky’s blowjob technique was just as urgent but a lot more delicate. She restarted giving me head by stroking me at the base and planting a series of wet, loving kisses on the stalk of my manhood. I groaned, then straight-up growled when she sucked my cockhead into her mouth and teased my glans with her tongue. 
 
    I wanted to reach out and gently touch her cheek or tease her horn, but I was still plastered to the wall. “Hey, dragon,” I whispered to my counterpart while Pinky Peach devotedly throated me. “Can we negate this spell somehow?” 
 
    Elven magic is powerful, but it should just be a case of mind over matter, he rumbled in my head. 
 
    “Oh, did you want down?” Pinky asked sweetly. She took a step back and snapped her fingers, sending me falling to the floor. I landed on my feet, my knees bending slightly as my soles made impact with the ground, but the drop was nothing I couldn’t handle. 
 
    Pinky Peach giggled, her hands rubbing down my chest as she sank down into a kneeling position. “Now, where was I?” 
 
    “Actually,” I grunted, “I wanna move things forward, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Pinky looked up at me, pouting a bit. “Your call, baby, but I wanted to get you off at least once.” 
 
    “We’ve got all afternoon, or at the very least, an hour. We can go a few rounds, but at the moment, I need to get inside you.” 
 
    She nodded, grinning coquettishly, and turned around. Pinky Peach bent over and arched her back so that her ass popped in the most tantalizing way. There was an indecent volume of moisture trailing down her legs, which turned me on well past the point of no return. 
 
    I grabbed her ass and positioned myself behind her, squaring up my cock with her tight pussy. Slipping inside was so damn easy, one of the easiest things I’d ever done—her body gave into me just like that. 
 
    Immediately I was overpowered with the sheer warmth of her wet inner walls, the textures of her insides stroking me like the lube-soaked hand of a knowing lover. I looked down, expecting to see a lush, pink mane of hair, but I found only a golden storm belonging to Eppy. I should have expected it when I didn’t see the tail. 
 
    I railed her anyway, grabbing her hips and taking a rough pace reserved only for the psycho elf. I didn’t mind being a bit harder on her—that was how she’d want it, anyway. She let out high pitched yowls of bliss as our bodies clapped together, sweat splattering off her bubbly asscheeks as we made rough love in the dim light cast from the backyard window. 
 
    Speaking of backyards, I took in an eyeful of the high elf’s butthole, winking at me slightly with every thrust. Just as questionable ideas started to creep into my brain, though, a lush pink horse tail appeared, and the sound of hoofs grinding against the carpet replaced the soft soundlessness of Eppy’s bare feet. 
 
    “Baby!” Pinky shouted out urgently, “Are you almost done?” 
 
    “I can be,” I grunted. “I just need a few more minutes.” 
 
    “Ooohh,” she whined as my dick found somewhere inside her that was particularly vulnerable. “Just let me know when you’re ready—I’ll tag back in for the finish.” 
 
    And with that, her tail was gone. 
 
    It was an odd scenario, but I wasn’t about to trouble myself over it at the moment. Eventually, the problem of Eppy would need to be solved, but now? The closest thing to a solution was to do what I was already doing. 
 
    I rammed into her hard, again and again, letting the textured tunnel of her pussy stoke me and stroke me until I knew I was getting close. At that point, I don’t think anything any one person could say would stop me from putting a high-elf shaped imprint in these bedsheets. I was in the zone. 
 
    And then I felt it—that tingling in the pit of my stomach that warned me that the end was very, very nigh. “I’m coming, Pinky,” I muttered. “You’d better come back now!” 
 
    “Nooo!” Eppy whined immediately, clenching her pussy tightly around my cock. It was an impressive display of pelvic floor muscle control. “Let me have this!” The beautiful body beneath me flickered back and forth between Pinky Peach and Eppy, like they were duking it out for supremacy. In a way, this was good—it took a lot out of Eppy to dominate Pinky like this. She would be pretty quiet for a while, maybe even a few weeks. 
 
    I tried to hold out until I saw the pink hair and horse tail return, but as I looked down, I was mainly just watching the fine dimples in the small of a high elven back. 
 
    “Hurry up,” I growled. “Pinky, I’m set to burst here.” 
 
    After another couple grunts, she was back, looking up at me over her shoulder with a grin and a thumbs up. “Finish inside of me, baby, I’m ready!” 
 
    And that’s precisely what I did. I emptied an entire load and a half in her, groaning as I fired shot after shot. It felt like a soda can’s worth of cum. 
 
    With that business resolved amicably, I collapsed onto the mattress beside her, forming a face-down starfish much like the position Eppy had made after I finished eating her out. “I am spent.” 
 
    Pinky panted, gasping for air, throwing her arms around me. I relaxed, enjoying the feeling of her soft breasts pressing against my side as her lips touched my ear. 
 
    “Sooo,” she started, sounding a bit nervous. “I just remembered I forgot to give you the contraceptive.” 
 
    I buried my face in a pile of dragon stuffies and groaned. “Okay. We’re probably fine, though, right?” 
 
    Pinky nodded—I could feel her tapping the broad side of her horn against the top of my head as she did so. “Definitely. I just had my period like a week ago. I’m just going to enjoy the feeling of having it all inside me for a bit, and then I’ll take a good shower and do a full rinse. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    I blinked. “I think you should probably take that shower sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Just let me enjoy—” 
 
    “Pinky,” I pleaded, “I’m fucking begging you.” 
 
    She sighed, whined, pouted, and shot me an irritated look to further the point. “Fine. But you owe me another round afterward. Take the fucking medicine.” 
 
    I sat up and nodded. “Sure. Where is it?” 
 
    She looked around, slowly at first, then frantically. She peeked her head out into the living room, then threw her face into her palm. “Shit,” she muttered. “Shit shit shit.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, standing and joining her at the door. 
 
    She looked at me sweetly and batted her lashes, tracing delicate circles on my chest with her fingers. 
 
    “I maaaay have left the medicine at Darkling Donuts,” she said. “Maybe I should—” 
 
    “I’ll call Satina,” I said solemnly. “You shower.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah. Okay. I love you.” 
 
    I smirked at her and kissed her on the horn. “I love you too.” Then I looked down and sniggered as I rubbed her tummy, drawing a confused look from her. “And I love you three.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you, I’m not pregnant,” Pinky said, rolling her eyes. “Hmph! I’ll be in the shower. Join me after you call Satina.” 
 
    I found my phone in the living room and sat down on the sofa, still naked, to call the satyress. 
 
    “Hey honey,” Satina’s voice came at me with all its usual sweetness. “Are you calling about your contraceptives?” 
 
    I snickered. “Yeah, that’s why. You got ‘em?” 
 
    “I got ‘em. I’ll be back in a couple hours unless you want to come pick them up and use them with Pinky now?” 
 
    I sighed. “Sadly, it’s already too late for that.” 
 
    There was a pause for a minute. Then: “Hmm. I see.” Her voice seemed cold. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yes, everything is fine—I just think it’s a bit unfair, is all.” 
 
    “Unfair?” 
 
    Satina made an irritated sigh. “Nothing, sweety. Do you want me to pick up anything else?” 
 
    I looked over at the bathroom door. I could already hear the sound of water falling from the showerhead onto the bathroom tile. “Uhh. Maybe a pregnancy test.” 
 
    “I’ll grab two,” she said. 
 
    “Two? Why?” 
 
    “No reason. Just in case you feel like giving me the same treatment you gave Pinky Peach.” 
 
    I scrunched my face up, then released all the tension with a heady sigh. “Okay. Fine. Pick up two.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    5: Dr. Luna’s Visit 
 
   T hat evening, Blossom, Satina, and Pinky were all at home with me, and they ended their streams early. Pinky had a stomach ache, and Blossom got a two day ban from League of Loremasters for uttering profanities at the enemy team and threatening to make out with their mothers. 
 
    It was a lazy evening, snuggling on the couch while we tried to avoid the news stations at all costs. Ever since the incident at Meteor Park, my face had been plastered all over the airwaves, with people clamoring to identify me, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before my name got out. After all, I was possibly the only registered human in the Sylvan District, and people in the neighborhood did know me well enough to ID me on the spot. 
 
    Pinky Peach was wearing a lacy pink nightgown that showed off a lot of cleavage, while Blossom had on only a pair of black panties and a matching bra with red hearts and a white ribbon on the front. She had her vines done in pigtails that went almost down to the floor, and it was a very sexy look when juxtaposed against her scantily clad figure. 
 
    Satina was the only one dressed decently, wearing a pajama onesie with a bunny ear hood and a bunny tail. What made it weird was that it also had a place for her actual tail, which popped out over a buttflap in the back. The onesie was white and fit her loosely, for the most part, except that it bunched and tightened around her large chest—threatening to pop the buttons. 
 
    Pinky and Satina completed their lazy looks with mugs of hot cocoa cupped in both their hands. We all leaned back against the couch, resting our feet either on the coffee table or the ottoman. I had one of our leftover wine coolers rather than cocoa—hot drinks didn’t really do much for me given that my internal body temperature was basically that of a nuclear furnace. It also made me really cozy to snuggle with. 
 
    Currently on TV, there was a mustachioed dwarven man performing standup comedy—or something vaguely like it—on a stage in front of a large auditorium. I actually recognized the auditorium. 
 
    “That’s the place where you’re gonna do the thing,” I noted, nodding at the screen. 
 
    “Whuh?” Pinky said, yawning cutely and stretching out her arms. Her little black hooves clicked together as she crossed her legs over the ottoman and nuzzled against my shoulder. She opened one eye to peep at the screen. “Oh. Yeah—that’s Dramagica Auditorium. We’re joining the Minstrel Park tournament there in two weeks.” 
 
    “You’re gonna kick their asses,” I said, kissing her on the horn. She smiled and closed her eyes, letting out a soft giggle that was an ample reward for my affection. 
 
    “We’ll see. We’re in the biggish leagues now. Honestly, I’ll be happy just to place in the top five.” 
 
    Satina looked over at us and nodded, her near-permanent smile affixed to her face. “It’s just nice we get to participate.” 
 
    Blossom shot up in her bra and panties, wiggling her little bottom as she alternated pumping her fists. “We’re gonna make them cry!” 
 
    Pinky Peach rolled her eyes lazily as she looked up at her teammate. “Blossom—I don’t want you to expect too much. We’re actually ranking now, which means our competitors are tougher as well. We won’t get much higher this season, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Spoken like a fuggin’ unicannot,” Blossom growled. “I’ll train night and day! I don’t need to sleep much or stop for meals!” 
 
    “The rest of us do,” Satina giggled. “Still, I admire your enthusiasm. I’ll certainly try my best, hon.” 
 
    Suddenly my phone rang—or rather, the phone I was borrowing from Pinky Peach rang. I was wearing sweatpants, so I fished in my pocket and pulled out the phone, checking the caller ID. 
 
    “It’s Dr. Luna,” I muttered. I stood up, and Satina and Pinky whined in unison as I had to shrug them off my shoulders. “Sorry, I should take this.” 
 
    “Take it heeeere,” Pinky whined, kicking her hooves on the floor. She tapped the seat that I had just abandoned. 
 
    I chuckled and sat back down obediently. “Alright, I guess I can do that.” I touched the screen and tapped the answer button, holding the phone to my ear. 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Clayton. Are you busy?” 
 
    I almost rolled my eyes. “I think we’re a bit beyond Mr. Clayton now.” 
 
    “Who the fuck is Mr. Clayton?” Blossom asked with a cockeyed look on her painfully cute face. 
 
    Dr. Luna chuckled. “I suppose we are. I’ve got some good news for you.” 
 
    “Oh? What do you got?” 
 
    “Your phone,” he said. “The one you apparently dropped in Meteor Park when you decided to more or less expose your secret identity to the whole city.” 
 
    I sat up suddenly, scooting to the edge of my seat. Pinky endeavored to follow me there, leaving her cheek pressed against my arm even though it bent her back in a weird way to do so. Satina just let me go, choosing to place a hand on my back instead. 
 
    “How the hell did you get a hold of that?” 
 
    “I gave you your cell phone, remember? The police found it, but it was wiped, so they delivered it to me because my registration was marked on the chip.” 
 
    “Nice,” I grunted, nodding. “That’s a relief. I’ll swing by and pick it up.” 
 
    Dr. Luna chuckled mischievously. “No need—I’ll drop in. I’m in the neighborhood.” 
 
    My eyes went over to Blossom’s revealing panties as the flower sprite was pulling out her anti-mess pottery wheel. “Now’s not a great time.” 
 
    “Well, I’m right outside.” 
 
    I shot up to my feet, and Pinky Peach fell on the floor trying to move with me. “What the fuck, Brock?” she whined. 
 
    “Wait, like, five minutes,” I grunted into the phone. “I’ll be at the door soon.” 
 
    I hung up on him and turned around, facing the girls with urgency clearly expressed in my eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Satina asked, smiling up at me gently. 
 
    “Dr. Luna is outside right now.” 
 
    Pinky looked down at her sheer pink negligee and gasped. Without another word, she retreated into her bedroom and slammed the door. 
 
    Blossom stopped what she was doing and started walking toward the door. “I’ll get it!” she called out. 
 
    “Blossom! You’re almost naked!” 
 
    She looked down at her underwear and gasped. “You’re right! I could be entirely naked!” 
 
    “Not while Dr. Luna is here, please,” I said. 
 
    She tapped her chin. “Oh yeah—that would be bad. I’ll go throw on one of your hoodies.” She retreated out into the backyard to grab something off of the clothesline, and I turned my gaze to Satina. 
 
    Her sweet smile seemed a bit puzzled by the look I gave her. “Why are you staring at me? I’m fully dressed.” 
 
    “Your button is going to pop,” I noted, nodding at her heavy bosom that threatened to tear through the front of her pajamas. 
 
    Her smile vanished and her eyes went stormy. “I have big boobs. Almost all my pajamas are like this.” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s fine—forget it.” 
 
    “It won’t pop,” she assured me. “Relax.” 
 
    I nodded and answered the door, and Dr. Luna was standing there, smiling smugly like he had a line ready to drop. 
 
    “Nice home you’ve got here. Whoever paid for it must be a cool guy,” he deadpanned, nodding approvingly as he peered inside. 
 
    “Yeah, screw you,” I said, grinning at him. “Come on in, Arty.” 
 
    His smug look faded as he walked through the door. “I told you not to call me that.” 
 
    I took his coat and threw it over the coat rack, gesturing toward the living. Satina was standing with her hands folded in front of her, bowing slightly to acknowledge the capsule doctor’s presence. “Dr. Luna, it’s a pleasure to see you.” 
 
    “Satina,” he smiled, nodding his head. “One of the four women Brock doesn’t even come close to deserving.” 
 
    I smirked at him. “Watch it, buster. Take a seat—the other girls are changing really quickly, but they’ll be back in a minute. Mamba’s out, though.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s quite alright,” he noted as he sat down where I’d been seated a few minutes before. “I’m not really here for a social call. I just wanted to deliver your phone and touch base about a few things that I was overdue to discuss.” 
 
    “Sounds good, doc,” I said. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “Water. I’ll be riding my motorcycle back and can’t afford booze-breath.” 
 
    Satina blinked a few times. “Motorcycle?” 
 
    “Manacore Cerberus 5100,” he said, nodding proudly. “My pride and joy, and the closest thing I’ve got to a wife.” 
 
    “It’s good that you’re being careful,” I noted, fighting my own surprise. 
 
    “I’m much better at driving when I’m drunk—but cops, you know?” he said, shrugging and throwing up his hands. 
 
    Satina and I traded worried, skeptical looks, but suddenly Pinky’s door opened and she emerged, fully dressed in a salmon-pink polo shirt with white stripes on her sleeves. She also had on a pair of blue jeans that were tight, but not distractingly so. It was honestly one of the most conservative ensembles I think she owned. 
 
    Blossom stumbled through the sliding door to the backyard wearing my XL Dream Girls merch hoodie like it was a dress. The sleeves were comically long on her, and the hoodie itself went well past her knees. The whole outfit reeked of ‘I’m naked under this’ energy, and Dr. Luna’s raised caterpillar eyebrows showed that he picked that up, too. 
 
    “Dr. Luna,” Blossom said with a voice that was almost too sweet, “what a pleasure to see you!” 
 
    “And it’s great to see you as well, Blossom,” he replied. “I trust Brock has been giving you plenty of kisses and singing to you regularly?” 
 
    She scowled. “It’s actually been a few days since he sang.” 
 
    I shrugged. “She’s already as big as she wants to get.” 
 
    Dr. Luna shook his head at me disapprovingly and crossed his arms. “That’s hardly the point—proper care and maintenance of flower sprites dictates that you sing to them daily and give them plenty of kisses.” 
 
    “Let’s have this mamafugger over more often,” Blossom said, beaming at the capsule scientist, who shot a slightly intimidated look back at her. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Why are you here again?” 
 
    “Brock!” Pinky gasped, swatting me on the shoulder. “We’re always happy to host Dr. Luna.” 
 
    “Stop standing around, Brock, Pinky—you two are making me nervous,” Dr. Luna chuckled, gesturing to nearby chairs and open seats on the sofa. 
 
    Everyone sat back down and faced him, and there was a bit of a pause as we waited for him to do or say anything.  
 
    I shot back up, suddenly remembering: “Oh, I was going to get you water!” 
 
    “You were distracted by your lovely roommates—I think many people would be. Here, before you go anywhere, take this.” The elf dug into his pocket and fished out my phone. I took it from him straight away and nodded appreciatively. “We need to discuss the circumstances surrounding how you lost it, though.” 
 
    I sighed. “Let me get you that drink first.” 
 
    I headed to the kitchen and poured him a glass of ice water—actually, I poured it into a fancy goblet meant for wine. I headed back over and handed it to him, smirking. “Here you go, you aristocratic fuck.” 
 
    He laughed a bit and shook his head. “This is a poor-people wine glass,” he noted with mock disgust. “How dare you?” 
 
    Pinky and Satina traded awkward side-eyes with each other while Blossom sniggered in the corner, once again starting to fiddle with her pottery wheel. 
 
    “I’ll never get used to your banter,” Pinky Peach sighed, though she managed to say it with a smile. 
 
    Dr. Luna’s lips met the glass as he took a sip and nodded as though he’d just sipped a fine vintage. “Yes, yes—the new water filtration system I had installed is certainly doing its job. What a benevolent patron I am.” 
 
    “Oh, screw yourself. What did you want?” I said, crossing my arms. 
 
    Dr. Luna set the goblet down. “Tell me more about that day at the park. We touched base afterwards, but I want to hear more. What happened, from your perspective?” 
 
    I told him everything, from Lady Styria’s rare and brief appearance, to the Void Incursion, to my frantic search for a place to change into Solaris. I told him how I realized there was no time, and I had to take action in my human form. And… I told him about the selfie. 
 
    “Yeah, that was dumb—but it didn’t matter. Enough of your escapades were caught on camera anyway, but it’s only a matter of days, if not hours, before ‘Brock Clayton, Superhero’ is outed.” 
 
    “Do we need a plan for that?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “As in a strategy for responding to the media? It depends on you. You could come right out with your full identity and your alter ego. It’s an option at this stage. But it puts your home and family at risk.” 
 
    The girls remained conspicuously quiet, but I knew they were worried for me more than themselves. Still—I could worry on their behalf. 
 
    “Is there some kind of story I can spin? About how I was able to do what I did, but I’m no superhero?” 
 
    He laughed. “Probably not a believable one. The more you deny being special or heroic, the more people will fixate on you. You haven’t demonstrated the ability to move to threats in the city quickly, so I don’t think anyone will expect Brock Clayton to be a superhero at the scale of Solaris or Copycat. In my opinion? Just stay out of trouble in your human form and people will forget about you even after your name becomes known. Five years from now, people in public may still recognize you, but they won’t care. I don’t think it’s a full-on crisis—just a complication.” 
 
    I let out a breath of relief at that, meeting Pinky’s eyes that also seemed to relax a bit. “Good points,” I noted. “Yeah—I’ll just say I’m stronger and faster than a normal human for ‘unknown reasons,’ but that’s it. Still not powerful enough for people to put crazy expectations on me or make me that interesting.” 
 
    “There you go,” he agreed, nodding and slapping his legs. 
 
    “And, doctor—how is that other thing we’ve been talking about?” I asked, bouncing my eyebrows in a bold fashion. 
 
    He cocked his head at an angle and studied me carefully, a confused look twisted into his bronze face. “Hmmm? Oh. Ohhhhhh.” His eyes darted between my women, who by this point were looking rather addled themselves. “Do you really want to discuss it right now?” 
 
    “In the broadest and vaguest of terms.” I was unable to contain my grin. 
 
    He nodded. “It’s coming along. I’d like to be a bit more certain about the tech before trying it out on… specific subjects.” 
 
    I nodded. “Remember the parameters I was looking for.” 
 
    “Longevity and immortality, I know,” he said, swatting the air with an irritated scowl.  
 
    Pinky Peach and Satina looked annoyed at our speaking in code. “Why do you boys have to have secrets from us?” the unicorn girl asked. “Now I’m suspicious.” 
 
    Satina huffed a bit too, equally as put off from the looks of things. Blossom, however, was in her own world, running her finger along her pottery wheel, muttering something under her breath. “Terra-fuggin’-cotta…” 
 
    “It’s not a secret so much as it will be a surprise,” Dr. Luna noted, flashing Pinky Peach an apologetic smile. “Brock has been very insistent about this. I’m afraid my hands are tied. Blame him.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Pinky grumbled, maintaining her indignation until her tone suddenly changed for the better. “But—what kind of surprise, exactly?” 
 
    “Nothing anyone needs to commit to,” I promised, “and nothing bad. I just want some future insurance, that’s all.” 
 
    I was referring, of course, to Dr. Luna’s Splice Shard experiments. He’d developed a few more and filed a patent since the whole incident that wound up creating Copycat. The thing was, the government didn’t want the tech to become mainstream. Those in power were worried that the existence of Splice Shards might create a market of people using Black Market shards to enhance themselves or tack on new traits or personalities. It could destabilize a lot, they claimed. I could kind of see the point. 
 
    The tech was, instead, stuck in research limbo for now—until Dr. Luna proved a use case that would be safe and controllable. The Sylvan District government gave him a hefty grant to play with—not that he was short on money—and he said he’d been using it to make more and better shards. 
 
    “Let’s talk more about that sometime soon,” I suggested, winking at him. 
 
    He cringed. “When you wink at me, I feel uncomfortable. It’s dirty, and I don’t like it.” 
 
    “That’s why I do it.” 
 
    He let out an exaggerated sigh and started fishing around in his coat pocket. Eventually, he pulled out a key and handed it to me. I took it, my eyes going wide as I realized what it probably was. 
 
    “I’ve been told the construction crew finally finished the details in the last room?” He kind of stated it like a question, but I was certain he knew the answer already. 
 
    I nodded. “Is this the day you finally tell me what that room is for?” 
 
    Dr. Luna smirked at me, steepling his fingers together. “If you’d like, I suppose it could be. It is, honestly, why I thought to swing by in the first place.” 
 
    We stood up, almost in unison, and nodded at one another. I looked down at the girls, who were watching us curiously. “Are you coming?” I asked them. 
 
    “Can I?” Pinky Peach replied, playing with her hair. 
 
    “It’s your damn house,” Dr. Luna muttered with a dry chuckle. “Come on, lead the way, Miss Pinky Peach.” 
 
     We got up, all of us together. Even Blossom saw fit to turn off her pottery wheel to see what was going on. Just as we started heading toward the stairs, I heard the sound of someone else fumbling around at the front door. “Oh, perfect timing. That must be Mamba,” I noted. I called out for her. “Mamba, we’re going up the stairs to check out the secret room!” 
 
    The door opened, and Mamba came through it, took off her jacket, and set it, along with her purse, on the kitchen counter. She didn’t even look our way. 
 
    “By the Silversnake, what a fucking evening. Let’s all take off our clothes and—” She gasped a shrill, painful-sounding gasp as she finally looked our way. “Oh, hi Dr. Luna,” she murmured, stopping dead in her tracks as she turned and saw us standing at the base of the stairs, looking at her. “Sorry, I—wow, this is embarrassing.” 
 
    Blossom crossed her arms and arched a green eyebrow at the hissfolk woman. “I don’t know—it sounded to me like you were onto something.” 
 
    *** 
 
    When Dr. Luna inserted the key into the keyhole a few moments later, with everyone standing behind him, the door did not open with an ordinary click. Though by all appearances it had seemed to be a normal wooden door, it opened from the inside out like a space-age starship sphincter-based door. 
 
    “Welp, I didn’t expect that,” Blossom remarked, as transfixed as the rest of us on what had just inexplicably occurred. 
 
    “Just what are we walking into?” I asked. I had imagined this room to be some kind of batcave or something, but when we stepped inside, it mostly just seemed like a second living room with only the bare bones in terms of furniture. There was, however, a TV fixed to the wall facing a rectangular table with enough chairs for all of us. 
 
    Dr. Luna stepped inside and motioned with a beckoning hand for the rest of us to follow suit. We did, tentatively walking beyond the threshold. I watched with amusement as Satina let out a tiny gasp as her foot crossed into the room, no doubt expecting something to happen, but nothing did. So far, this was just a room. 
 
    Pinky Peach looked around and echoed the question in her own way. “What the heck is this room supposed to be? I heard this was going to be something to make Brock’s—or Solaris’s—job easier.” 
 
    Dr. Luna pulled out one of the chairs at the table and took a seat. “To be honest, I’m not sure how to broach the subject of just what this is without upsetting you. But let me begin by simply saying that having this room should prevent the need for anyone to be upset for a while.” 
 
    I felt the muscles in my back tense up. “Now you’re creeping me out, Doc. Spit it out.” 
 
    He looked over at the TV. “Computer—activate. Authorization Code 6969-1234.” 
 
    “Impressive password,” I noted with a snort. 
 
    The screen turned itself on, and the windows revealed themselves to be disguised monitors that only mimicked the appearance of windows. An identical loading bar appeared on them all, and when it was filled moments later, the words ‘Panic Room Initiated’ appeared. 
 
    “P-panic room?!” Satina squeaked. “What do we have to panic over?!” 
 
    “Hopefully nothing, but given the nature of Brock’s career, it’s no doubt been on everyone’s mind that there is a potential for danger to find you all. As such, you need somewhere to go—a fortress, indefinitely sustainable. But—and I realize the irony of me saying this, Satina—don’t panic. At the moment, there’s nothing to be worried about. This is only a precaution.” 
 
    “A precaution you felt was necessary,” Mamba pointed out, but her tone was much more relaxed about the whole thing than Satina’s or Pinky’s. 
 
    Blossom leaned against my shoulder. “How does it work?” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “That is the question on all our minds. Give us a rundown of the features and why you think they’re necessary.” 
 
    Dr. Luna uncrossed his legs and placed his hands on his knees, taking on a warm tone no doubt meant to soothe us all, but I didn’t think it was doing much good. “This panic room is state of the art, and not at all uncommon for important people to have. Most politicians have them, as well as celebrities and business magnates. I have one myself, though not as up-to-date as this one. Basically, this room is actually contained inside a high tech indestructible cube made of mithril-laced adamantite. It can withstand anything short of a Void Bomb.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve already run into one of those,” I pointed out. 
 
    Dr. Luna grimaced. “Yes, you have—but there aren’t any others around that the government has confirmed. This is one of the safest places in the city, and it’s all yours. But that’s just the beginning. Everyone, please take out your phones.” 
 
    “I left mine downstairs,” Pinky muttered. “My pants are too tight for pockets.” 
 
    “And thank the Lord for that,” I inserted, winking at her. She winked right back. 
 
    Blossom sighed happily. “I’m practically naked underneath this hoodie.” 
 
    Satina smiled sweetly but sounded off all the same. “I don’t have mine, either.”  
 
    “Well, I’ve got mine,” Mamba said, fishing it out of her purse, which she thankfully had grabbed again and brought up with her after she hung up her coat.  
 
    “Thank the gods,” Luna muttered. “How about you, Brock?” 
 
    “You literally just handed it to me before we got up here.” 
 
    Dr. Luna’s wrinkly face winced. “Ah yes, but the battery is dead.” 
 
    I didn’t even have a response for that. I turned to Mamba. “Looks like our fate is in your hands, sweety.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to let you down,” she giggled. “Sooo… what exactly am I doing again?” 
 
    Dr. Luna took out his phone and texted something to the hissfolk woman. “Did you get that?” We could all tell by the text alert sound effect that she did. 
 
    Mamba grunted the confirmation anyway. “Ehh, is this… another phone number?” 
 
    The capsule doctor nodded. “It’s the Waypoint code to this room. Add it to your contacts and label it extremely clearly. I also suggest you add it to your speed dial, but that can wait.” 
 
    Mamba chewed her lips as she followed his instructions. “Okay. Done. Now what?” 
 
    “Your phones use soul signature technology. Before you can use this room to its fullest potential, I’ll need you to stand in front of the main TV screen, Mamba.” 
 
    She seemed to be growing progressively more nervous under all our intensely curious gazes, but she followed the instructions. The computer voice rang out sonorously to greet her. 
 
    “Mamba, age twenty-five, hissfolk female. Aptitudes: fortune telling, farseeing. Bust: impressive.” 
 
    “That hardly seemed necessary,” Dr. Luna grumbled, shifting awkwardly. “Sorry about that—the system doesn’t always know which, er, assets to highlight until it’s configured.” 
 
    Mamba shrugged. “It’s not wrong, though.” She stuck out her forked tongue and lapped it in my direction. 
 
    “To attune to this panic room, speak the word ‘confirm.’” 
 
    Mamba looked over at me. I shrugged. 
 
    “It’s fine. It’s perfectly safe. In fact, it’s better than safe.” 
 
    “Confirm,” Mamba said, probably a bit louder than she was supposed to. A silhouette of Mamba’s figure appeared on the screen. 
 
    “User Mamba has been registered with the panic room,” the computer voice informed us. “Do you require additional diagnostics?” 
 
    “No,” Dr. Luna muttered, standing up. He rubbed his palms together, which told me things were likely to get interesting pretty soon. “You can all explore the extra features of the panic room some other time, but for now, let’s focus on its most important function. Mamba, would you please step out of the room and text that phone number I just shared with you?” 
 
    “Just text it?” she repeated. “Uh, sure. Hang on.” 
 
    Mamba approached the door, instinctively pressing a panel on the side. From this side, the door looked like the metal fortress hatch that it was. She waved at us as the sphincter closed on her, and then we waited. 
 
    A few seconds later, just as I was about to ask what was going to happen, the TV screen flashed the image of her once again. “User Mamba—incoming. Please clear the area in front of the central monitor.” 
 
    We took a step back, even though none of us were particularly close to the area in question. I watched with a dropped jaw and a look of awe as Mamba’s body appeared in front of us, shimmering with light like she was being teleported in a sci-fi movie, though there was no sound effect. 
 
    “Well, that was a trip,” she said, shivering a little, but she looked the same as before—still holding her phone, purse over her shoulder, still dressed in the exact same clothes. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I muttered. I turned to Dr. Luna with a dumb look on my face. “What’s the range on this thing?” 
 
    “Anywhere in the city,” he said proudly. “So keep your phones on you at all times. If you ever sense danger, you can use this—but don’t abuse it multiple times in a day if you can avoid it. In fact, using it too often can be especially unstable for people with Splice Partners—Brock, Pinky, that’s you. Let Tahini know as well.” 
 
    “I can’t think of a reason I’d need to use it, personally,” I noted. “I can just solarport myself to safety—if I even feel threatened, that is.” 
 
    “Unless you get stuck in public in your human form with no easy way to change into Solaris. It could absolutely happen again,” Mamba pointed out. 
 
    “I’m plant-based,” Blossom chimed in. “My biology is—well, it’s not similar to any of yours. Will it work on me?” 
 
    Mamba smirked. “I’m coldblooded. Brock is the only human in the city. Pinky is a unicorn-elf Splice hybrid. I don’t think biology matters all that much.” 
 
    “It matters very little,” Dr. Luna agreed with a smile at the hissfolk woman. “If your soul were attached to a goldfish, the goldfish would make it here in one piece without issue. The same would be true if your soul were attached to an inanimate object.” 
 
    Satina nodded grievously. “That happened to a boy I knew in grade school. Got stuck inside a pair of shoes for weeks. It made it on the local news.” 
 
    I looked over at Luna, who just frowned. “In any case, let’s finish going over the basic features. After we’re done, let’s all head to Groknar’s Orcish Barbecue.” 
 
    Satina’s eyes lit up. “Goodness, that sounds amazing!” 
 
    Pinky, however, was frowning. “Dr. Luna, what prompted you to want to install this panic room for us?” 
 
    He tried to smile at her, but the unicorn girl was clearly not about to smile back. There was obvious worry in her pink eyes, and I could tell Luna wanted to validate it. “I know I’m asking a lot of all of you—letting Brock do what he does. He’s told me how much it bothers you, Pinky Peach. And you, Satina.” 
 
    The two indicated women shared a nervous look. “This doesn’t mean we’re okay with it,” Pinky added at last. “The gesture is appreciated—” 
 
    “Incredibly appreciated, really,” Satina quickly chimed in. “Still, Dr. Luna—Brock is the man we love, and the man we all intend to spend our lives with. The idea of something… cutting short our time with him? It’s painful just to think about.” 
 
    I placed a hand on Satina’s shoulder, but to my surprise, she shrugged it off. She continued speaking, her voice growing firmer. 
 
    “Now, don’t get me wrong: I know what he does is good for the city. I know he saves lives. I know he helps people, and he’s a role model to kids, and ever since he accidentally muttered ‘Don’t do drugs’ on TV, drug use in the city has been down forty percent—” 
 
    “Whoa, for real?” I grunted. “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Satina kept going, stomping her hoof on the ground to punish me for my interruption, but not taking her eyes off of Luna. “I know all those things, and I—I don’t care. Maybe that makes me a bad person. Certainly it makes me selfish… but I don’t care about the good he’s doing. I care about him. I love him.” 
 
    Dr. Luna fumbled for some words to say, casting a wary glance over at me. I tried to rescue him. “Eventually, the city will be free of the Void Cartel, and there won’t be any real threats.” 
 
    “Crime is down, too,” Luna added. “No one wants to tempt fate with Solaris around. True, the Void Cartel may have the means to harm your boyfriend, but he and I are being cautious and vigilant.” 
 
    Satina reached over and grabbed me by the wrist, lifting up my arm to display the mostly-healed but still visible burns from my tangle with the Void Things in Meteor Park. “Oh yes. So vigilant. So cautious.” 
 
    Blossom punctured the tension with a cute giggle. “I don’t know why you’re worrying, Satina—Brock can’t die.” 
 
    Satina cocked her head at the flower sprite. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Blossom shrugged and kicked up a leg as she threw her arms around me, pressing her body into my side. “He’s too strong! No one can hurt him.” 
 
    Pinky Peach put a hand on Blossom’s shoulder. “You’re in denial, sweety. Brock absolutely can be hurt.” 
 
    Blossom shook her head, still smiling, but glistening tears were forming in her big black eyes. “No. No. Nothing can really hurt you, right Brocky? Right?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    6: Supermarket Adventures  
 
   T hat same week, Pinky Peach declared that we needed to start stocking the panic room just in case things got out of hand and we were forced to hunker down for a while. Honestly, I couldn’t fault her instinct to be ready. It would be pretty dumb if we did have to use it and found ourselves entirely unprepared for being stuck there for days at a time. 
 
    Unfortunately, on the day that I decided to start buying emergency supplies in addition to that week’s groceries, the beautiful unicorn girl and the gorgeous satyress had an interview with a pretty big esports website, and it was frankly out of the question for me to let them miss it. 
 
    So I decided to go with Mamba and Blossom while Tahini stayed home and streamed some solo games. Satina offered to cancel her interview to come along, but, quite honestly, I wasn’t sure it was a good idea to let her dictate what food to buy, as I had only budgeted a certain amount for today’s haul. Besides—Satina had a predictable tendency to stop at several restaurants on the way home for snacks. 
 
    The time? Roughly noon, just in time to get practically swept away in the supermarket’s lunch crowd. The place? Fresh N’ Best Liquor and Groceries. 
 
    “So, I figure we need to look into canned food,” I said as we walked through the automatic doors. Aisles upon aisles of groceries were laid out for us, and with a fleeting glance, it would have been easy to forgive for thinking it was a department store back on Earth. 
 
    But once you took more than a glance, you saw goblins, orcs, satyrs, xenos, demons, and other people I didn’t even know the names for buying food that I couldn’t even begin to understand. The scene was still oddly familiar and off-puttingly mundane. Parents trekked the store with their children, and couples walked hand-in-hand or arm-in-arm through like any romantically entangled pair back where I came from. I even recognized a gaggle of college-aged orcs dressed in sportswear loading their shopping cart with an unwieldy quantity of goblin beer. 
 
    “You okay, Brocky?” Blossom asked, batting her eyelashes up at me as I pushed our cart into one of the aisles. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s just weird how much this reminds me of home,” I explained to her. I shook my head, smirking and casting a look down at her and the hissfolk woman beside us. “I used to work at a place like this when I was in high school.” 
 
    Mamba giggled and patted me on the butt as she wandered past me and ahead of the cart. “It should be mandated by law that everyone has to work retail for a year so they know what a nightmare it is. And a job that depends on tips, while we’re at it.” 
 
    I almost snorted at that. “See, that’s just so funny. That’s exactly what someone back on my planet would say.” 
 
    “If you say so.” She tossed a look back at me, shrugging so that her shoulder blades dimpled in a way that tempted my eyes. She was wearing a pink strapless tank top with some padding in a built-in bra—not like she needed the help. It didn’t actually show off a lot of cleavage, but there’s something to be said for the sexiness of a woman’s shoulders. 
 
    Blossom was wearing one of Pinky Peach’s dresses that she never wore. The unicorn girl tended to favor shorts and crop tops or tank tops most of all, but she was known to wander the house in between streams in my shirts. If she felt the need to wear anything to bed, it was more often than not one of my bigger t-shirts. 
 
    “Anywho, let’s get some fuggin’ food!” Blossom said, slamming one fist into the opposite palm as a gremlin-like grin appeared on her face. 
 
    I chuckled at that. “You don’t even eat food. I’m not sure why you insisted on coming along.” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow at me like I was nuts. “Are we not looking at the pots?” 
 
    “You make your own pots now, Blossom,” Mamba pointed out, which was more or less what I was about to say as well. 
 
    Blossom’s face contorted in obvious offense. “You can cook at home, but you still eat out.” 
 
    “In our defense, that’s mostly because Satina eats up all the food in the fridge halfway through the week.” 
 
    “We could just buy more,” Mamba pointed out. “It would be cheaper.” 
 
    I smirked. “It would also take much more effort to cook the quantities needed to satisfy her.” 
 
    The hissfolk woman sighed jealously. “I really don’t get how she doesn’t gain weight. Satyresses’ metabolisms make no godsdamned sense.” 
 
    “You’re making my fuggin’ point for me,” Blossom cackled. “If you can cook but don’t wanna sometimes, then I can make pots but want to buy some from time to time.” 
 
    “We have, like, thirty pots in the backyard,” I pointed out. “Food is consumable.” 
 
    “You’re consumable,” Blossom spat back without really thinking. 
 
    The hissfolk woman tittered with her hand over her mouth and cast a naughty look back at the flower sprite. “Well, part of him is.” 
 
    I turned the cart into the canned food aisle, and they followed. “Okay, Mamba, you need meat almost exclusively. Blossom, we’ll fill up some water bottles for you when we get back home, don’t worry. Let’s get a little bit of everything for Satina.” 
 
    “And get lots of sweets for Pinky,” Blossom added. “She’s been having weird hankerings for sweets.” 
 
    Mamba looked back at me suspiciously. “Did you ever use that pregnancy test?” 
 
    “We did. She’s got no baby in her belly, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Well, you did take the test right after sex, so it might not have been that accurate,” Blossom pointed out, smiling. “Satina said that’s not a very good way to do it.” 
 
    Mamba giggled. “I’d welcome children. Not mine, mind you—but if you had one with Satina or Pinky—” 
 
    “Or me,” Blossom added. 
 
    “Or her,” Mamba agreed, “I think it’d be really fun. It might complicate the Loremasters stuff a little bit, but I think we could still make it work after a while.” 
 
    “Thanks for the support, but no. Not yet, anyway. I’ve got lots of questions about that, too.” 
 
    “About what?” Mamba asked, falling in line with me and the cart. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “If we have a baby, will they be more human or more hissfolk? And, will our kids be able to have kids of their own? Usually hybrid animals are born sterile back where I’m from. Also—isn’t it weird that we can have kids at all? Like, are we sure that’s a thing? It implies our species are all related, but that can’t be the case, right?” 
 
    Mamba giggled. “Humans are the dominant intelligent lifeform in the universe. Any humanoid can mate with a human, but when that happens, the child will take on more traits of the non-human parent. So, our children, when we have them someday, will be almost entirely hissfolk—at least outwardly. In other words, yes—most of the various races, at least in the Sylvan District, can mate with humans and produce viable offspring. But xenos and some kinds of demons can’t.” 
 
    I nodded and looked down at Blossom. “What do you know about this?” 
 
    She shrugged, still beaming at me. “I know that elven men are usually the ones to fertilize flower sprites and dryads. We are all girls, so that’s how it works.” 
 
    Mamba listened. “I am one hundred percent sure that if elves can impregnate flower sprites, then humans can, too. Like I said, they’re the default.” 
 
    Blossom cooed happily at that, but then she abruptly frowned as a dark thought seemed to strike her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, noting the look of worry. 
 
    “Nothing,” she muttered, shaking her head. “Just thinking about how much of a nightmare it would be to have more little Blossoms in our house.” 
 
    “I think that sounds cute,” I noted thoughtfully. 
 
    She almost gagged. “More competition for your affection, though. Pass. Never mind. No babies for me.” 
 
    Mamba chuckled at that as she grabbed a can of some preserved meat or another off the shelf, studying it. “Don’t speak too soon, honey. You never know.” 
 
    “Hey, wait a second!” At the end of the aisle, a man’s voice called out. I looked over at him, an elven male with black hair down to his shoulders, and then tried to follow his gaze past me to see who he was shouting at. “No, you! You’re the guy from the news!” 
 
    Blossom and Mamba looked at me, wide-eyed with instant worry. I turned slowly to the guy in question, offering a weak wave. “Hey man, I’m just trying to do some shopping.” 
 
    “Am I right? You’re the dude who saved a bunch of people from the Void Thing Incursion before the cops showed up, yeah?” 
 
    I sighed. “Please, would you mind at least keeping your voice down? I don’t need—” 
 
    “Hey, yeah! It’s him!” 
 
    A crowd formed rapidly around me as Blossom and Mamba tried to shove their way through it and shield me. The people took photos of us and compared my face to the guy on the news.  
 
    “Yeah, it is him! What’s your name?!” 
 
    “Please, we’re just trying to get some shopping done,” Mamba sighed. 
 
    A dorky sounding satyr boy poked his head up over the first elf’s shoulders. “Wait, no way—aren’t you two Flinch streamers?! I think I’m subbed to the catgirl on your team!” 
 
    This had just gone from bad to worse in practically no time at all. 
 
    Eventually I caved into the pressure of the pleading crowd members and took selfies with a bunch of the people there, but I didn’t give out my name. It didn’t seem to matter, though. At this rate, there would be people outside our house within days, if not hours, and my name would end up on the news sooner rather than later. 
 
    When the crowd finally lost interest, we rushed our way through the shopping list, filling our cart with what would amount to a month’s worth of food, not accounting for Satina. With her factored in, it would still be good for about two weeks, though, so it was a good start. 
 
    We kept our heads down and seriously debated the merit of buying hats and sunglasses to appear more nondescript, but we were all pretty distinguished in appearance, after all, so it seemed to be pointless. 
 
    I called the number for a taxi, and we sat on a bench, waiting for it to arrive. Mamba broke the silence first. 
 
    “I’m going to do a reading,” she said. 
 
    I looked at her with a curiously cocked eyebrow. “What kind of reading, exactly?” 
 
    “Tarot. It’s safe. Nothing that could hurt me. I just… I want to know if this situation is going to get worse or better for us.” 
 
    “You mean the crazy people who recognized us?” Blossom grunted. “That shit fuggin’ freaked me out. Jesus Christ.” 
 
    I winced, obviously. “I thought we talked about how weird it sounds to me when you say that,” I noted. 
 
    She giggled like a little goblin. “It’s just… so oddly satisfying.” 
 
    I looked back at Mamba. “Do your tarot reading. Let’s see what comes up. Might as well—we have a minute or two to kill.” 
 
    We sat on a bench overlooking the road. Mamba unloaded her deck of cards from the rather ornate box and held them up. “Selina the Silversnake, goddess of sight, be my vision, be my light.” She tapped the deck and took the top card out, then tucked it into the bottom. Following that, she shuffled the deck and pulled one card from the middle and placed it face-up on top of the deck. Her eyes widened. 
 
    And then there was a scream. 
 
    I whipped my head back toward the parking lot we’d just walked out of to get to the street. An older woman, hobgoblin by the look of her, was swatting at an inky black tentacle that was floating in the middle of the air, creeping out of a crack in reality. 
 
    “What the fuck,” I grunted. I looked around for a place to turn into Solaris, but, sure enough, I found myself short on time and high on motivation. 
 
    “Brock, wait!” Mamba shouted, and Blossom groped for my leg, but I vaulted over the bench and performed an aerial somersault over the chainlink fence that separated the parking lot from the sidewalk. I landed surely on the other side, stable on my feet, and sprinted to the distressed woman. 
 
    Onlookers were around, but I didn’t have the time or will to worry about them. The tentacle had already wrapped itself around the woman and was trying to pull her through the portal from whence it came. 
 
    This didn’t make sense. I had been under the impression that it was the presence of a Founder that had previously attracted the Void Things. So what was doing the trick now? I didn’t see Styria around—granted, I wouldn’t recognize any of the others if I saw them. 
 
    Still, I had to do what I had to do. There was a metal stop sign that was rooted to the ground in something like concrete. I gripped the base of it as tightly as I could and ripped it out of the ground. I unearthed a lot of dirt and gravel, but I had earned a fairly powerful, if unwieldy, weapon for my efforts. 
 
    I slammed the sharp end of the metal sign into the Void Thing tentacle, severing it. The old woman fell and hit the ground—harder and from higher up than I would have liked, but she was fine. She moaned in pain but sat back up on her own. She would live. 
 
    I diced the tentacle a few more times, and blood the color of pitch black fountain pen ink leaked onto the ground. It smelled toxic and noxious, like burning plastic and fish, and the tentacle retreated back through the portal.  
 
    With a glance, I confirmed that there were no more monsters around, and then rushed to help the woman to her feet. With a clang, I dropped the sign on the ground and picked up the old woman, relieved to see she could still stand and walk. She said something, but I wasn’t listening. A small crowd seemed eager to gather around me, but they kept their distance, perhaps fearing that the Void Things might not be totally gone. 
 
    But they were. And when that became clear, I ran, jumping over the heads of a few elves, and then bounding back over the fence. I arrived on the bench where Blossom and Mamba were still located, though they had watched the action unfold from their vantage point. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Blossom asked. “Oh my mamafuggin’ gosh! My poor Brocky! Quick, give me kisses!” 
 
    I obliged, pecking her on the lips, just as the taxi mercifully chose that moment to pull up. “Get in,” I commanded, and the two of them obeyed without complaint as I loaded the groceries into the trunk. 
 
    We sat in the back, me in the middle, the girls on either of my sides. I let out a sigh and eyed a bit of black goop that had made its way onto my hoodie. “Shit. This will be a pain to wash.” 
 
    Mamba was staring at a card. One of the tarot cards. I’d totally forgotten. Her face seemed half-vacant, her eyes unusually wide. 
 
    “Mamba? Honey? You doing alright?” 
 
    Blossom barked directions to the cab driver as I tended to Mamba, but she just kept staring. After a moment, she finally looked up at me and managed a weak smile. “Sorry. I’m just thinking.” 
 
    “What’s the reading?” I asked. “Go on. Lay it on me. What do your cards say about how this is going to affect us going forward?” 
 
    She flipped the card over and showed it to me. On it, there was an image of a warrior holding a long blade with no hilt, his blood running down his hands and onto the ground. I squinted to understand the text, but it was written in the hissfolk script. 
 
    “What does it say?” I asked. 
 
    She bit her lip, then swallowed. “It says,” she grunted, setting the card back down on her knee, “The Double-Edged Sword.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Pinky Peach’s Interlude 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   P inky Peach shifted in her chair, seated opposite the reporter. She was dressed up—a bit too much, as it turned out. 
 
    “Should I change?” she asked, adjusting her dress anxiously. She rarely wore the thing, but for an interview with the biggest esports and gaming news channel on TechBuzz, one that was directly affiliated with Flinch’s main offices and regularly featured interviews with the developers of League of Loremasters, she thought it made sense to look her best. 
 
    The orc girl that sat in front of her was far less dressed up. She wore an oversized hoodie with the GameSpunk logo on her chest, and Pinky’s overly snazzy attire seemed to put her off her game. “Wh–no, no it’s fine.” 
 
    “I could—does anyone have, like, a Flinch hoodie or something I could throw over this?” the unicorn girl offered. “I didn’t mean to overdress.” 
 
    Su-Gore smirked at Pinky’s anxiousness, apparently outweighing even her own. At least it seemed to put the interviewer to ease, Pinky noted. “Really, Pinky Peach, it’s totally not a big deal. Most pro-gamers that come in here try really hard to look like slobs or normies, so honestly, this is a breath of fresh air.” 
 
    Pinky Peach nodded, but her words contradicted her with more obvious jitters. “Are you sure? How about where I’m sitting? I look okay here?” 
 
    “I mean… obviously, you’re comically gorgeous,” the green-skinned woman noted, fanning herself slightly. 
 
    Pinky Peach blushed, cringing a bit at the awkwardness of this whole exchange. “I meant in this lighting… but thanks.” 
 
    The orc woman groaned at herself. “Oh gods, I—right, yeah. Tam, adjust the reflector for us. There. Yeah, just a bit more—right there. Thanks, Tam.” She looked at Pinky, who was hyperventilating. “Yikes, girl, what are you so nervous about?” 
 
    “So many people are going to see this interview—it’s just… this is a big deal for my career. I’ve been covered on a few big streams, of course—actually, I’ve been in the news fairly often lately, but this is my first in-studio interview, and for such a huge company.” 
 
    “Relax, honey.” The orc snorted a bit at the poor unicorn girl’s unnecessary level of distress. She watched as Pinky brushed her arm with a self-soothing gesture. “These are all soft questions—a total puff piece. We don’t have anything to gain from this going badly, and you’re currently one of the most admired women on the internet.” 
 
    Pinky Peach blinked at that. “I feel like that may be overstating it a bit.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You donate a portion of your earnings to charity, and your whole team is adorable!” 
 
    Pinky Peach nodded. “Speaking of which, where is Satina?” 
 
    “She’s doing her interview with Karl in the next studio over. It’ll air a few days after yours. Take a big breath, sweety. Are you ready?” 
 
    Pinky inhaled deeply, letting her chest expand as she tried to gather her composure and get into the proper mindset. She exhaled all the air at once, accidentally blowing some of it directly in the orc girl’s face. “A puff piece. Soft questions. Right.” 
 
    “Your breath smells nice,” Su-Gore noted. “Are you ready? We can start if you’re ready.” 
 
    “I kind of need to pee,” Pinky confessed. “But yeah. I think I’m good to go.” 
 
    The orc looked directly at the camera man and started counting down with her hand, mouthing numbers until she reached zero. Pinky Peach felt something like icy-hot electricity run through her veins as the reporter began to speak. The channel’s fanfare played right after the light on the camera went red. They were rolling.  
 
    “What’s up, gamers?! Su-Gore Axetooth here with another interview. Fans of League of Loremasters and impossibly hot chicks are going to love the guest we’ve got for you today! If you’ve been following the preseason matches closely, you’ve heard of Pinky Peach. As captain and leader of the offensively sexy Dream Girls team, you might assume from a glance that they got where they are by way of their looks. Not so, gamers! Pinky Peach, alongside Mamba the Snitty Queen, Satina the Sweetheart, Tahini the Meanie, and Blossom the Flower Gremlin, has earned a name for herself first and foremost through her skill and charisma—and she’s with us, today, right here in this studio. Pinky Peach! Welcome.” 
 
    Pinky smiled. “That was… quite an intro.” 
 
    “I wrote it myself,” the orc giggled. 
 
    “Offensively sexy, huh?” Pinky Peach relaxed a bit, sensing immediately that the reporter was genuine in her promise that this wasn’t intended to be a ‘gotcha interview.’ She’d worried a bit… Su-Gore was known to do a few of those from time to time. 
 
    “Honestly, it’s pretty egregious,” Su-Gore said, doubling down. “Pinky Peach—I’ve got a bunch of questions for you today, but let’s start with some trivia. Your username on Flinch has always been some version of Pinky Princess—why did you choose this name?” 
 
    Pinky smiled, folding one leg over the other. “It’s kind of a nod to my Splice Partner. I don’t talk about her much on stream, but it’s not exactly a secret. She was a high elven princess in her Before World.” 
 
    “I’ve got a Splice Partner, too!” the orc said, playfully swatting the unicorn girl’s hand as it rested on her knee. “We’ll have to exchange stories later. Mine is also a high elf, but he’s no princess.” 
 
    “Oh, you share with a male high elf?!” Pinky gasped. “That must be weird.” 
 
    “It is! But enough about me, back on track.” She made a show of looking down at her clipboard and raising an eyebrow. “Does your Splice Partner help you in any way? With Loremasters, I mean.” 
 
    Pinky thought about it, but then laughed at the obviousness of the answer. “Well, sure—if I didn’t have her fused with me, I’d be just a straight-up unicorn. Hooves wouldn’t make for a very compelling gameplay experience, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Ahh, good point. What’s she like? Are you able to communicate with her?” 
 
    Pinky nodded. “She’s… intense, but I love her. We used to have some issues between us. We still do, but we’re closer now than we were before.” 
 
    “Can we meet her? Is that okay?” 
 
    Pinky winced. “I don’t think that’s the greatest idea. She’s a bit… antisocial at times.” 
 
    Su-Gore laughed a bit. “No worries, but I had to ask.” 
 
    “Oh sure,” Pinky agreed with a nod. “Splice Partners make for great conversation starters.” 
 
    “How long have you been playing Loremasters?” Su-Gore asked, crossing her legs to mirror the unicorn girl’s pose. “It seems like you came out of nowhere in the last year or so.” 
 
    Pinky sighed. “I was kind of locked out of the mainstream by my… condition.” 
 
    “Condition?” Su pressed. 
 
    “Non-virgins couldn’t see me until recently. It’s a situation unicorns deal with in their own worlds that I think is meant to protect us or make it easier to find pure people to bestow fortune upon… or whatever. But here? It just made life sucky.” 
 
    “That sounds rough. So you didn’t grow very fast and were hard to notice because people literally couldn’t see you?” 
 
    Pinky Peach nodded. “Those were pretty depressing times, but I did my best. It was hard to even go out. I was invisible to entire city blocks in some cases. The city government kept tabs on me whenever I left the house because my potential for theft was too high.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s—I’m really sorry to hear that. But things are different now?” 
 
    Pinky shifted uneasily even as a genuine smile pulled at her lips. “Yeah. Things changed. They’re better now.” 
 
    Su-Gore, however, seemed to be able to tell she was pulling the lid off of something big. Pinky’s smile lessened as she noticed the orc plant her feet back on the ground and lean forward. “And what exactly changed?” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “Was it this man?” The monitor beside them suddenly flashed on. A picture of Brock was displayed, his arm around Pinky Peach as they walked around in the petting zoo where they’d had their first date. 
 
    Pinky’s eyes flashed wide open. “I—uh—” 
 
    “Is this not the same man who was seen saving people in Meteor Park? Isn’t this the human that’s been all over the news the past week?” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “And isn’t this the same man who just, thirty minutes before this very interview, rescued an old woman outside of a supermarket near your home?” 
 
    The image on the screen changed again with a swirling transition effect. This time, it was a video, complete with audio, of Brock flipping around in a parking lot, severing a Void Thing tentacle with a sign that he’d ripped out of the ground. Pinky Peach gasped. 
 
    “I didn’t know about this!” 
 
    “So it is him?” Su-Gore said, grinning wickedly. “This man is your boyfriend?” 
 
    “He’s—yes, and he’s our… our manager.” 
 
    The orc’s yellow eyes went somehow even wider. “Your manager?! Does this mean the Dream Girls are planning to start their own Streamer House?” 
 
     “We’ve been talking about it,” Pinky said. That was kind of a lie. 
 
    “Wow! What a scoop! Tell me about your manager. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Uhh—” she paused, twiddling her fingers and nervously clopping her hooves together. She didn’t see any point in lying about this. The truth would come out, and she’d hurt all their reputations if she told a stupid fib now. “Brock. His name is Brock.” 
 
    “Brock. Is it normal for humans to be that strong? Certainly it makes sense for the few in the Atlantean District who are descended from gods, but he’s right here in the Sylvan District. Does he have a Splice Partner that’s making him that tough?” 
 
    “We keep his Splice Partner stuff private. He’s... shy about that.” Pinky Peach leaned forward and covered her mouth with her hand. “Sorry—can we move on from this? I didn’t know this would come up. We weren’t ready to unveil him to the world just yet.” 
 
    “Oh—sorry, cut!” Su-Gore waved her hand at the cameras. “Cut! I said cut, Tam. Hang on a sec.” She looked Pinky Peach in the eyes and set her microphone down. “I’m sorry to make you uncomfortable. It was a big scoop, and the news about the parking lot landed in my lap minutes before we started.” 
 
    “I still hadn’t even heard about that,” Pinky sighed with an annoyed frown. “I wish he would have told me.” 
 
    “He might have. You left your phone in the locker in the green room fifteen minutes ago,” Su noted. “Anyway, I hope you’ll forgive me, but this is a big deal for me, and it’s probably not a bad way to come out with the truth, right? You’re a public figure. People are going to find out just about everything going on in your life.” 
 
    Pinky had never once thought of herself as a public figure, but she supposed it was true now. “Shit. Okay, yeah. Sorry, you just blindsided me with those questions.” 
 
    “Won’t happen again. Rest of the interview is all Loremasters and stuff and one question about your promise to do a dancing stream with Woodland Waifu.” 
 
    Pinky took another deep breath, feeling her heart rate finally approach something normal. “Okay. I’m ready.” 
 
    Su counted down the camera man again, and the interview resumed. 
 
    An image appeared on the screen showing Brock making out with Pinky and Blossom at the same time in an alley behind a movie theater they sometimes frequented. “So, Pinky Peach—” 
 
    “You motherfucker!” 
 
    *** 
 
    A short time later, Satina and Pinky were in the taxi on their way home. “Well,” Satina giggled, “that was a disaster.” 
 
    “Yours too, huh?” 
 
    “Did they ask you about Brock?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Me as well.” Satina sighed. “Things are getting pretty crazy lately.” 
 
    Pinky pressed her cheek into the window. “This is the new normal, I guess. We’re famous. Brock’s famous. Things are only going to get crazier.” 
 
    “He’s worth it, Pinky Peach,” Satina cooed, grabbing the unicorn girl’s hand. 
 
    “Oh, I know. But gods forbid we be allowed like ten minutes of peace.” 
 
    Satina’s silence spoke volumes, but it didn’t last. Eventually, the satyr girl relinquished Pinky Peach’s hand and fished into her purse, pulling out her phone. Pinky turned her head to watch her friend and cocked it slightly. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Satina frowned. “I got a text from my mom. She wants to visit soon.” 
 
    Pinky Peach shrugged. “So invite her over? She’s going to be proud as hell when she learns who your harem-daddy is.” 
 
    “She will be,” Satina agreed, but she didn’t sound happy about it to Pinky. “She’ll be very proud just of the fact that I have a harem-daddy.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “The problem is I hate my mother.” 
 
    Pinky Peach’s face wilted with a compassionate frown. “I can’t imagine the pressure they put on you.” 
 
    “They cut me off. They would have let me die alone if I got sick,” Satina said. 
 
    The unicorn girl squeezed her friend’s hand, but she was confused. “I’m surprised you want to reestablish ties, then.” 
 
    “I don’t—but I have no problem milking them for my share of my father’s wealth. I might as well, right? Just so they can’t have it.” 
 
    “I didn’t take you to be so petty,” Pinky Peach giggled. 
 
    “I’m normally not, really,” Satina murmured with a blush. She pushed a red braid over her shoulder and scratched her floppy goat ear. “I really just… part of me wants to cut all ties, but I’m in a position to benefit, and—well, the big reason is that I can’t go to the afterlife if I don’t have a harem husband.” 
 
    The unicorn girl groaned. “That’s fucking brutal.” 
 
    “It really is.” 
 
    They arrived at their home a while later, spending the rest of the car ride in relative silence. 
 
    

  

 
   
    7: The News is Stressful 
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    his is fucking bullshit,” I groaned, jerking in my seat on the couch as I tried to adjust my posture to one that could take the sheer levels of nonsense I was seeing in front of me. 
 
    Tahini reacted with similar levels of venom in her voice as she threw up her hands in protest at the television screen. “What a cock. This bastard can lick Brock’s sack.” 
 
    “Well, let’s not go that far,” I murmured. 
 
    “The point is, this is bullshit. I can’t believe literally anyone is giving this guy the time of day.” 
 
    “He is the senior city councilor,” Blossom said, covering a recently completed pot in green lacquer. The plant girl was facing away from me, lying on her belly but with her butt up in the air. She was wearing a pair of Pinky’s booty shorts that were just a bit baggy on her—baggy enough to give me a sweet view of just about everything good and great in the world, since she apparently had decided to go commando. 
 
    “It’s… really hard to be upset about things when you’re wiggling your butt like that, Blossom,” I noted, crossing my arms. 
 
    Tahini gave me a bit of side-eye, but it accompanied a smirk. “You’re such a perv. The general vibe in this house is so unsustainably horny.” 
 
    Blossom giggled, wiggling her pert buns for added effect. “What do you expect to happen in a house with six attractive people living together?” 
 
    “Fair point. But focus! Listen to this fucker!” Tahini reached forward and plucked the remote out of my hands, turning up the volume. 
 
    “This fucker is your uncle, isn’t he?” I pointed out with a lifted brow. 
 
    Tahini scoffed. “Hmmph! I never liked him. He hasn’t remembered my birthday once in the last ten years.” 
 
    “A lot of people are actually incredibly critical of your plan to regulate or even ban superheroes,” the TV interviewer was saying. He was a slimefolk man sitting at an aluminum desk, questioning the city rep seated opposite him. “Is now really the right time to take these measures? Aren’t you worried about your approval rating?” 
 
    “I don’t do things for the approval of the people, Jim,” White said. He, like Nefertari and Tahini, had dark skin, amber eyes, and cat ears and a tail, though his were more white than black. “I was elected to use my judgment to make the right calls for the city, and this is the right call. People may be critical of my decision, and it very well may result in a tough election season for me, but I have to stick to my guns here.” 
 
    “Admirable, sure, but there’s been a lot of criticism tossed your way lately, including some heated words from your own brother-in-law, the commissioner.” The TV guy nodded at the camera, and a clip played of Commissioner Go’Urden staring down a reporter on the street outside the police headquarters. 
 
    “What do I think? I think that scrote-stroker is out of his godsdamned mind! The city is safer today than it’s been in decades! Crime is down thirty percent, and people have heroes to stand behind, for fuck’s sake. Solaris, Copycat, that young man who helped us out in Meteor Park—these are symbols of hope, living icons that tempt people away from vice and villainy, to make them want to do better. Kids in school are playing Cops and Robbers again, and for once actually wanting to be the cops! Heroes are in, for fuck’s sake! How is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “And do you have a message or a question for Councilman White?” 
 
    Go’Urden seized the microphone away from the reporter and stared into the camera directly. “You bet I do. Listen here, brother-in-law of mine: I don’t know what game you’re playing with the soul of this city, but you can snivel and tout your bullshit lines all you want—the people see through it. The people know what a shit-sucking turd-burglar looks and smells like, and you—” 
 
    The clip cut out there, and we were back to the interview. The news guy, Jim, cringed a bit, his shoulder tightening as he reappeared back on the screen, but White looked unfazed. “We have to cut the clip there, because he mutters far more expletives than our legal team can handle. Apparently they forgot to bleep out even that little sample.” 
 
    “J.J. is a passionate man,” White sighed with a shrug, leaning back in his chair. He folded one palm over the other on the desk, looking like he was squaring up, readying himself for the barrage of questions he no doubt knew was coming. 
 
    “And what do you say to that? Do you have any response?” 
 
    “Only that I’m doing what I think is right. It’s true—in the short term, it looks as though Solaris and his growing team of allies are having a net positive effect on the culture of the city, but there are risks attached, too. First of all, people may grow dependent on heroes to save them, compromising the role of the police department. And what happens when Solaris inevitably murders someone doing what he thinks is ‘right?’ How will the people respond then?” 
 
    The interviewer leaned back and tapped his slimy chin with a gooey digit. “Certainly interesting points, but couldn’t the law simply be refined around the existence of heroes rather than seek to exclude them entirely? I know Go’Urden and other members of the police force have advocated training Solaris and Copycat, bringing them into the justice system in an official context.” 
 
    “I think that would be a mistake,” White replied, looking unsettled by the proposal. “It’s rewarding people with natural gifts, granting them immense power by virtue of their abilities. It’s hardly fair to normal people.” 
 
    “Fairness seems a nonsensical sticking point, though, doesn’t it?” The slimefolk man smirked like he smelled blood in the water. “Shouldn’t powerful people bear the responsibility of using their powers for good?” 
 
    Councilman White’s brow furrowed. “People with that kind of power shouldn’t exist.” 
 
    It got quiet there for a second. Finally, Jim leaned in closer. “Forgive me—I don’t want to mischaracterize your position. It almost sounds like you’re saying that Solaris and Copycat should be killed just for having the abilities they have.” 
 
    “I’m not saying that,” White hastily corrected himself, shifting anxiously in his seat. 
 
    “But they shouldn’t exist?” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “Mr. White, do you have anything to say about the slew of accusations some have been throwing at you online?” 
 
    The councilman cocked his head at the news anchor. “Just what are you referring to?” 
 
    Jim’s eyes narrowed as he placed his palms on the desk in front of him. “There are those who suggest that you may be a pawn of the so-called Void Cartel.” 
 
    Councilman White scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Active imaginations your viewers have.” 
 
    “It isn’t just our viewers. Many people across the city have questioned why you’ve been fighting Solaris’s movement with such vehemence when it’s only done good for the city. Perhaps the day will come when it makes sense to ban supers, but has it come yet? By being so openly opposed to heroes, you position yourself on the same side as the Void Cartel—at least in this one instance.” 
 
    “The Void Cartel doesn’t exist, Jim,” White replied, sounding bored. “There is no such organization. It’s nothing more than a group of bored teens on the internet pretending to have a mysterious agenda.” 
 
    “With all due respect, internal police documents—” 
 
    Councilman White’s lips curled back in a snarl. “They’re wrong. Those documents were leaked by Prophet, an infamous hacker. For all we know, they could have been fabricated in full.” 
 
    “That seems unlikely—besides, how do we explain the detonation of the Void Bomb, or all the recent Void Incursions, if—” 
 
    Councilman White stood up. “I’ve had enough of this. I hope your viewers aren’t so gullible as to believe this drivel.” 
 
    “Mr. White—Councilman, please, sit back down. We can move on—” 
 
    But Councilman White walked outside the frame of the camera and the interview ended, cutting to a screen with only the channel logo and some elevator music playing in the meantime. 
 
    I looked over at Tahini. “I mean, he’s totally Void Cartel, isn’t he?” 
 
    “If he is, he wasn’t when I leaked the documents last year,” she said. “He wasn’t one of the people named in my original report. But things can change.” The catgirl let out a sigh. 
 
    “It must be weird, huh?” Blossom asked, looking back over her shoulder as she wiggled her booty in the air. 
 
    “What’s weird is that I can see your flussy in those shorts at the angle you’re sitting,” Tahini sniggered. 
 
    Blossom giggled at that. “Oh, I know—I like distracting Brocky when he’s trying to be angry at something. He makes a fuggin’ hilarious face.” 
 
    I pulled my eyes away from her butt. “Hmm? Sorry? What were we talking about?” 
 
    “Anywaaaay,” Tahini said, turning her body and throwing her feet on my lap, “I think there’s a real chance he’s working for the cartel now, but it’s a bummer. He’s not gaining anything for it as far as I can tell, either—like, his career is on the fritz. He’s almost certainly going to lose the next election at this rate.” 
 
    “It is mystifying,” I said, but a cold, dark thought had crossed my mind. “Still. I wonder if it’s not so much a case of him working for them as… what if he’s being blackmailed?” 
 
    Tahini nodded grimly. “That thought had crossed my mind as well.” She wiggled her toes as her heels dug into my lap. “Rub my feeties.” 
 
    I obeyed, sighing and rolling my eyes like I didn’t fucking love it. I grabbed her feet and started massaging them, pressing my fingers into her arch to begin. She let out a contented moan. “How’s that?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Good boy,” she said, lying down on her back and purring. 
 
    “You owe me later,” I pointed out. “A shoulder rub or something.” 
 
    She giggled. “I can pay you back right now.” Two clones of Tahini appeared on either side, sitting on the back of the couch directly behind me. Both started letting out sexy purrs and soft, showy moans as they placed their hands on my shoulders and started going to town. “How’s that, big guy?” 
 
    I looked over at Blossom, who was either oblivious as to what was going on behind her or didn’t care—I decided it was the latter. In all honesty, I could tell at least a couple of the girls were pushing to add Tahini to the harem. Pinky Peach had brought it up one time after drinking, playing it off as a joke, but when she mentioned ‘Dream Girl synergy’ as a possible benefit, I knew she was serious. 
 
    “Feels good,” I replied. I doubled my efforts in satisfying her feet, and all three catgirls moaned in reply. “Back on Earth, it was always touted on shows that catgirl tails were erogenous zones, but it isn’t like that for real cats.” 
 
    “It’s not really like that, but I do pull my tail sometimes when I—never mind.” The catgirl’s dark cheeks had gone apple red for a second there. 
 
    I chuckled softly. “When you pet your kitty?” I suggested. 
 
    “Brock!” Tahini gasped, though she thankfully giggled at the end of it. 
 
    Blossom cackled softly without looking back at us, still painting lacquer on her recently baked pot. “Fuggin’ nice.” 
 
    “If you must know, the quickest way to a catgirl’s heart is through headpats and scratches behind the ears. Kitsunes and wolf girls also like to have their tails brushed, but mine’s not poofy enough for that.” 
 
    I stopped massaging her feet and removed them from my lap, earning a cocked eyebrow from her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked with crystal-clear suspicion. 
 
    “Let’s put it to the test. Get your clones in front of me and walk me through proper headpat methods.” 
 
    “Oh, you wanna learn to headpat?” she giggled. “I don’t let just any boy give me headpats, Brock.” 
 
    “If not me, then who?” I asked, blinking innocently. “I’m a fucking superhero and a renowned lover.” 
 
    “Renowned by some,” she replied with a coquettish smirk. “I haven’t seen your methods in action myself.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers and pointed to the ground in front of my seat. “On your knees, kitty-cat. Let the master put to rest all doubts.” 
 
    The two clones walked around the couch while the original Tahini sat up and crossed her legs. She watched as her copies knelt in front of me, biting their lips and purring flirtatiously. Each of them placed a hand on the knee they were closest to and looked up at me with narrowed eyes and eager grins. 
 
    Shit, I was definitely going to get a boner from this. 
 
    I decided to fake confidence. I started this with a show of bravado and cocksureness, so I had to see it through in the same manner. I sat up a bit straighter and placed my hands on both the clones’ heads. “I’ll start with a light touch to get us warmed up,” I said. 
 
    Thankfully, Tahini’s hair was just past her chin, so she tended to wear it down. That made it a lot easier to dig my fingers in. Once I got going, I felt pretty comfortable rather quickly. I’d had pets growing up, and I’d definitely mastered the headpat with my old dog back in the day. I figured the same principles applied here. 
 
    I ran my fingers through her hair gently at first, letting my nails tease her scalp. I watched the doubles’ faces for reactions as I got to work. The one on the right looked up at me with a lip-licking grin while the other one closed her eyes. I went a little deeper, a little rougher, and focused on her ears. 
 
    I pinched those ears, kneading them and running them through my fingers. She gave every sign that my attention to that particular part of her anatomy was appreciated—moans, eyes rolled back, whimpers, and shrill little mews.  
 
    I looked over at the original Tahini and, to my surprise, I found her looking rather flustered as well, breathing heavily, her chest rapidly rising and falling. Sweat formed above the cleavage in her Meteoropolis PD tank top, drawing my eyes there for a moment, but her extremely expressive face earned most of my interest. 
 
    “You doing okay there?” I asked, grinning at her. 
 
    “Fuck you,” she moaned. “Don’t get cocky. I feel what my clones feel, so I’m getting double sensations right now.” Her hips bucked a bit, and she covered her mouth as she let out a shrill noise of girly bliss. 
 
    “Nice,” I said. “Guess I’d better not go much deeper than this.” 
 
    I stopped rubbing her heads and placed my palms on my lap, and Tahini’s expression of euphoria faded quickly. “What the fuck, bro? You’re just stopping?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It seemed pretty intense for you.” 
 
    “But you can’t just stop there!” she almost shouted. She got on her hands and knees and crawled toward me. “Keep going a bit longer, please! I’ll rub your head while you do it!” 
 
    Hmmm. That did sound nice. Mamba sometimes liked to give me scalp massages in the mornings, but it wasn’t like I got tired of them. “Sure. If you’re sure it’s not too intense, that’s fine, I guess.” 
 
    She tried to find a spot next to me as I started rubbing her clones’ heads again, but she couldn’t get comfortable beside me, and standing up seemed out of the question with how wobbly her legs were getting. Eventually, she just squeaked “Fuck it!” and threw her legs over my lap, straddling me as I reached past her to scratch her copies. 
 
    That position left her face inches away from mine, and I got a front seat view to her ‘o’ face as she moaned her hot breath onto me. She dug her sharp nails into my scalp, scratching lightly at first, but as things got more intense, I almost worried she might draw blood—not that I wouldn’t heal it almost immediately. 
 
    “Ohh, fuck, Brock!” 
 
    I looked over at Blossom, feeling a bit awkward. Blossom looked back at us once or twice but clearly wasn’t bothered by the proceedings in the least—in fact, she quietly slipped two fingers into her shorts, which I took as a ringing endorsement. 
 
    I pinched each of the clones’ ears, kneading and rubbing and massaging while Tahini unconsciously ground her crotch into my lap, right over my bulge. 
 
    “Fuck! Are you… hard?!” 
 
    “How fucking dare you ask me that when you’re doing this,” I said, almost laughing at the absurdity of her indignation. 
 
    “Don’t cum!” she said as she ground into me more. “You’d fucking better not cum!” 
 
    “Well then neither can—” 
 
    Before I could finish that sentence, my lap grew wet and warm as all three Tahinis threw their heads back and moaned indecently loudly. Each of them pulled on the tails of another one, and I knew what had happened. 
 
    With a poof, both of the clones disappeared, and Tahini looked into my eyes with gaping mortification. “Oh, shit,” she whined, scrambling away from me to her original seat on the couch. “Nothing happened.” 
 
    “Did you just get catgirl juice all over my lap,” I asked in shock, “from headpats?” 
 
    “They were really good headpats!” 
 
    “Well thanks!” I shouted at her. “I guess!” 
 
    “Well, you’re welcome!” she growled, crossing her arms. “Let’s agree not to speak of this to the others. I don’t think they’d be mad, but they definitely wouldn’t let me live it down.” 
 
    In the heat of the moment, apparently neither of us had heard the door open. Half a second after she said that, Pinky Peach and Satina were standing behind the couch, looking down at us, eyeing the obvious butt-shaped stain in my lap and the fresh glossy shine on Tahini’s legs. 
 
    “Not speak of what?” Satina asked with her usual sweetness. 
 
    Blossom shot up and pulled her fingers out of her shorts with enough speed that it made a rather sloppy sound. To make matters worse, the fabric continuously dripped her nectar onto the carpet. “N-nothing! Brock just rubbed Tahini’s head so good she jizzed in his lap!” 
 
    Pinky Peach scowled at her, and I thought for a moment I was in trouble—but that wasn’t what the unicorn girl was upset about. “And did you just touch yourself while wearing my shorts?” 
 
    Blossom batted her inky black eyes at Pinky, fluttering those long lashes innocently as she clasped her sticky hands behind her back and kicked up one foot. “Maaaaybe.” 
 
    *** 
 
    That evening Go’Urden used the Solaris sign, shining his light into the dome to signal the need for a meeting. I considered bringing Copycat with me, but I figured the less facetime she had with her father while in costume, the better. I knew I made the right choice when it wasn’t Hephi that was there with him tonight but his wife, Nefertari. 
 
    “Solaris,” she said, nodding as I appeared in front of them. 
 
    “Mrs. Go’Urden, Commissioner,” I replied, nodding my own greeting back at them. 
 
    The commissioner turned off the sign. “Sorry, this thing uses a lot of electricity. I’d better turn it off now before I forget.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wondered about that last time. You left it on after we met and it was on for the whole night.” 
 
    “I’m always reminding him to turn the lights off when he leaves the house, but nooo,” Nefertari sighed, crossing her arms as she shot a look up at her husband that was filled with both irritation and veiled affection. 
 
    “We didn’t call him here to be our marriage counselor, Tari,” Go’Urden grumbled. “We came to talk about your shit-heel brother.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “Yes. We did.” 
 
    “Have you spoken with him?” I asked. 
 
    She responded to my question with her own. “Did you see today’s broadcast?”  
 
    I let out a lungful of air. “I did. Even under pressure from that tough reporter, he didn’t budge an inch.” 
 
    Inwardly, I couldn’t help but note that tough reporters seemed the theme for the day. After Pinky and Satina came home, they told me about their own run-in with the esports news ladies who had them up against the walls. Things were going from bad to worse, and soon my name would be on the lips of everyone in the Sylvan District. But I couldn’t worry about that now. That wasn’t Solaris’s concern—Councilman White was. 
 
    Nefertari looked up at her husband—tall as she was for a woman, he still loomed over her. Damn, they were a good-looking couple side-by-side. “I did speak with him. Just before that interview with Jim Gooman. Tell me—what was your impression?” 
 
    I spat out my biggest suspicion. “He’s being blackmailed. It obviously doesn’t benefit him personally to hold this position, and his arguments, though they were kind of sound, don’t really hold up to reality. He seems like a good enough guy.” 
 
    “He’s a bastard,” Go’Urden grunted. 
 
    Nefertari swatted him lightly on the bicep. “He’s your brother-in-law. And I think Solaris is right. I think he’s in trouble.” 
 
    “Months ago, Hephi told me that you already knew who the leader of the Void Cartel was,” I noted. “The leader of some big entertainment empire, as I recall? Renkor Fisk?” 
 
    Go’Urden nodded. “We’re looking into any connections he and White may have—anything that might link them together or put them at the same place at the same time. So far, we’ve got nothing.” 
 
    “It blows my mind that we know who he is and are doing nothing about it.” 
 
    Nefertari’s eyes widened. “Is this true, J’Jona?” 
 
    He frowned. “Police are limited by the law.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I pointed out. 
 
    Go’Urden shook his head firmly, giving me a severe look of disapproval. “Don’t get any wise ideas. A guy like that is going to have as many alibis as we’ve got problems. We’ll never be able to pin him down, and if you do anything drastic, the optics won’t be good. They’ll use it against us for sure. I can already see the headlines.” 
 
    “But he’s definitely a place to start,” I protested. “We have to do something.” 
 
    “Believe me, we’re on it, and eventually we’ll make headway, but these things are slow if you don’t want to leave tracks. We’re not just fighting for the soul of the city, but for its survival. You don’t corner an owlbear unless you want a fight. You have to trap it first. We’re still crafting the trap.” 
 
    I sighed. “If you say so, commissioner,” I mumbled. I stretched my wings out and looked up at the dome, seeing faint shadows of stars zipping past us. “I understand what they want to do, but I don’t get why. And why would anyone want to help them?” 
 
    The commissioner looked annoyed at my criticism, but he clearly knew more than I did on the topic. Granted, I’d read the dossier once or twice, but I was sure he had studied it and had access to the most updated information. Plus, his logic was sound. If I fucked up an interrogation attempt on a high profile figure like that, it would really raise a lot of concerns—and then there was the chance that the bastard in question had access to Void tech that could counter my abilities. That seemed a good enough reason to play it cool. 
 
    “Solaris, we called this meeting to tell you this—don’t worry about White. After Nefertari’s meeting with him, she went straight to the rest of the city council and received their guarantees that they would do their best to block the legislation. He needs at least one of them to second his motion when he proposes it in order to even open the floor to debate.” 
 
    Nefertari continued. “Normally, any motion or legislation will be seconded immediately as a matter of decorum, but in this case, they’re going to bypass that tradition. Since White is the top ranking city councilor for the Sylvan District, he can normally pass legislation without a majority vote from the rest of the council, though he can only use his administrative override powers once per term. He hasn’t used it yet, so we believe that his goal will be to force the legislation through that way.” 
 
    I nodded. “I see. So, as long as no one lets it go to the floor for debate, he can’t use his override to pass it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Go’Urden said as he clenched his fists. “We should be able to delay doomsday for a while. But I doubt he’ll give up after one failed effort. We must be vigilant. For now, though, we’re safe.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel a bit of doubt surge through me at those words. “How safe are we really, Commissioner?” 
 
    He shrugged, putting his arm around his wife, who leaned against his burly shoulder. “Safe enough to keep going one more day, at least.” 
 
    That would have to do for now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    8: Selling Pots  
 
   T hough most of Blossom’s business with her pots was conducted online, starting this month, we managed to score her a weekly spot at the Goblin Street day market. This place held some special significance for Blossom and me, as it was the place where the two of us had met. 
 
    I didn’t view it very nostalgically, though. I never came here all that often, and my longest and most detailed memory of this place was when I, as Solaris, took down the Xeno-necromancer, and that wasn’t all that fun, considering the chest wound I earned for my troubles. 
 
    Still, I felt a tiny bit of affection for the market as I looked out at the thick crowd, remembering how I had found that xeno abducting my favorite flower sprite when she was still small enough to tuck under one arm to hide. It was almost hard to believe how much she’d grown in such a short time, but if daily kisses were indeed the key to a flower sprite’s speedy growth, I provided that in spades. 
 
    Blossom sighed happily, a dreamy smile on her face as she organized her pots by color and size on two tables. Most of the pots would be suitable for just about any normal plant, but she had made a few extra big ones just in case there were actual other plant people in need of new ones. 
 
    She had her vines in pigtails and was wearing a rose-colored crop top and a khaki skirt that was just a few shades off from blending into her brownish, greenish skin. The pink flowers that dotted random spots along her vines were in full bloom, some of them almost as big as the palm of her hand. She had a lot of skin showing, and I have to admit that even as familiar with her as I was at that point, I still stole plenty of glances. I think it was the pigtails that made the whole look seem fresh. 
 
    “Do you remember our first date here?” she asked, blinking up at me with her inky black eyes. 
 
    I looked down at her and cocked my head. “Our… date?” 
 
    “When you rescued me from the bad man?” She giggled and hugged my arm, ringing herself around my bicep. “You were so hot.” 
 
    “You were the first person besides Dr. Luna to know my secret,” I said, leaning forward and whispering it. “And now we’re back here together, selling pots.” 
 
    She laughed musically and kissed me on the cheek. “It’s so romantic. Let’s do butt stuff tonight.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” I agreed. 
 
    “And tell Pinky she has to let me bop—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    It’s a weekend afternoon, and the crowd was finally starting to arrive. I had bought Blossom a gardening hat with a purple bow around the brim as a gift. She looked super cute wearing it, too. She’d taken to wearing hats in public, because if she was exposed to direct sun too much when outside of her pot, it might trigger her to start growing again, and she didn’t want to get any bigger. I also had to learn to control the amount of solar energy I gave off in my human form so that I wouldn’t trigger too much continued growth, either. 
 
    I took a moment to measure the plant girl in my head, planning to surprise her with a few more apparel-based gifts by the end of the day. Blossom came up to my chin at that point, about the height of Pinky Peach and Satina, minus their horns. Mamba was the tallest of them all, but not by much, and Tahini was the shortest of all my girls. 
 
    Hmm. I shouldn’t think of her that way. That was the first time I’d thought of Tahini in those terms, but the recent headpatting episode had started to change the way I saw her, or at least accelerated the change in my mind. There I was, in my private thoughts, selfishly, presumptuously counting her among the women in my harem. 
 
    “Do you need to poop, Brocky?” Blossom asked, noticing the tightened up face of concentration, not constipation, that I was making. 
 
    “No, I just had a random thought.” 
 
    “About Tahini?” she asked. 
 
    My eyes reacted to that by widening into saucers. “How did you know?” 
 
    “It’s the same look you made all the time once Satina moved in with us,” she giggled. 
 
    “How do you feel about Tahini?” I ventured to ask. I had a hunch that the girls were all for Tahini’s entrance into the harem, but I wanted to be totally sure everyone was on the same page. Blossom would for sure be the most open-minded on the matter, so if she was against the idea of her in the harem, then I’d better put it out of my mind right now. 
 
    “Tahini’s fun! And she’s got small boobies, which is both a positive and a negative for her.” Blossom turned to a confused looking lizardkin customer and reached out her hand as the woman showed Blossom a pot. “That one’s three silver coins. Handmade. I worked some glitter into the clay, so that’s why it’s so fuggin’ sparkly.” 
 
    They exchanged money and I picked up the slack in conversation from there. “I’m not talking about her boobies, Blossom. I’m talking about… you know.” 
 
    “Her butt?” Blossom asked, cocking a brow at me. “Is that what this is about, silly?” 
 
    I had to stop myself from laughing. “No. I mean how she’s the only girl in the house who isn’t part of the arrangement.” 
 
    Blossom laughed melodically and leaned against my shoulder. “Is your ‘dragon inside’ getting impatient, Brocky?” she teased me. 
 
    I shrugged and pinched her butt, earning a high-pitched yelp from the flower sprite. “Look, I’m just trying to figure out where we stand with her. You were obviously pretty okay with what happened yesterday, and Pinky didn’t seem particularly upset, but—” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Pinky was furious!” 
 
    “At you. For staining her shorts with your nectar.” 
 
    “It washes out!” she pouted, crossing her arms. 
 
    I shook my head. “Speaking from experience, no it doesn’t. It isn’t visible, but the texture of the fabric is never quite the same afterwards.” 
 
    “I—I—well, we’ll just have to buy me disposable underwear!” she shouted in a huff—way louder than I wished she had. That got us plenty of looks from people walking by. 
 
    “Answer the question,” I prodded her. 
 
    She blinked at me. “What was the question again?” 
 
    “Tahini. What are the other girls thinking about the possibility of her joining the harem?” 
 
    Blossom’s glossy black eyes went wide. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to say.” 
 
    “But you know!” 
 
    “Maaaaybe,” she pouted, her voice all aquiver with nerves. “B-b-but don’t make me say it! Pinky will fuggin’ kill me!” 
 
    I sighed. “That sounds like a no, then. I’ll put it out of my mind.” 
 
    “W-what?!” Blossom squealed in shock. “No! You can’t!” 
 
    “I can’t what?” 
 
    “Don’t put it out of your mind! I don’t wanna be the only small-boobed girl in the harem!” 
 
    “But the other girls—” 
 
    “Are fine with it! They all voted! We had one of Pinky’s stupid fuggin’ harem meetings! She tried to use the projector and everything! She even said ‘behold!’” 
 
    “Whoa,” I muttered. “That serious?” 
 
    “Freaking serious as heck! Jesus Christ, Brocky, don’t bail on the poor catgirl now! We haven’t even had a small-booby threesome yet!” 
 
    My cheeks burned red. “Please don’t shout ‘Jesus Christ’ like that. It’s so weird.” 
 
    “Promise me you won’t give up on Tahini!” Blossom squeaked at me, cupping my cheeks in her hands and shaking me like a maraca. “The Tiny Titty Committee must take root!” 
 
    “The Tiny—what the fuck are you talking about? Your boobs aren’t even that—” 
 
    “Brock! Blossom!” Blossom whipped her head violently to face the new arrival to our stall. It was Jasper, the sort of chill, nerdy orc guy who lived just down the road from us. 
 
    “Hey, Jasper,” I said, taking Blossom’s hands and moving them away. 
 
    “Am I interrupting something?” he asked, perhaps noticing the distressed look on Blossom’s face. 
 
    “No,” I grunted, just as Blossom said, “Yes!” 
 
    Jasper chuckled. “Well, I’ll be out of your hair really quick, but as a matter of fact, I could really use a pot, and I remembered you guys were going to be here today.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just stop by our house and pick one up?” I asked. 
 
    A faraway look coated his eyes. “I’ve been… busy. What has Blossom all flustered, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “Harem drama. You know.” 
 
    “Oh, I do know,” he groaned viscerally. “In fact, that’s also kind of why I’m here.” 
 
    “Oh?” I cocked my head. “Do tell.” 
 
    “Well, I met a dryad woman—her name’s Elefia. Really buxom, older than the city itself. Apparently her kids moved out of Meteoropolis together and she’s empty-nesting. We ran into each other in the park when I was out for a jog. She was cute, so I struck up a conversation when she bent down to pet my dog, and—well, she says she’s spending weekends at my house now.” 
 
    “She says?” 
 
    “I didn’t get much choice in the matter. Anyway, she told me to get a pot big enough for one of her trees.” 
 
    “That’ll be this one,” Blossom said, gesturing with wiggly fingers at a large brown pot with some flowery patterns along the side. 
 
    “Can I get that in yellow?” he asked, cringing a bit. “She said she prefers yellow.” 
 
    Blossom rubbed her hands together. “Sure, pay up four silver coins now and I’ll stain it when we get home and you can come pick it up once it’s dried.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, that works for me,” he said, fishing into his pocket. “Good deal.” 
 
    Blossom took his money and cackled evilly before shoving it into the fanny pack around her waist. 
 
    Jasper smiled at us as I wrote down a quick receipt. “It’s really cool that you guys are doing this hobby, but can I ask why? It’s not like you’re hurting for the coin from what I can tell, what with all Pinky’s popularity and all the subscribers you girls have on Flinch.” 
 
    “It’s what you said,” Blossom replied. “It’s a hobby. And it makes me happy. Making pots and seeing people buy them is a fuggin’ rush, for real. I saw one of my customers—a dryad, like your new girlfriend—post a review online with a picture of her posing next to her magical tree in my pot. Knowing that people are enjoying something I made… it’s amazing.” 
 
    Jasper nodded at her and put his hands in his pockets. “Awesome. Well, I’m really glad this is all working out for you guys. You seem really happy. I need to pick up food for the rest of my, uh, roommates, so I’ll catch you later. Should we get lunch sometime, Brock?” 
 
    I nodded at him. “Sure thing. Tell the milfs I say hi, and congrats on adding another.” 
 
    He grinned awkwardly, tusks jutting out as he shook his head in embarrassment. “Sure. Thanks. Tell the rest of your lovely ladies I say hi, too.” 
 
    Blossom turned and looked at me as he walked away, her facial expression changing drastically from a polite grin to a stormy frown. “You have to bag Tahini. The TCC must take off.” 
 
    “The TCC?” I asked, arching a befuddled brow at her. 
 
    “The Tiny Titty Committee,” she explained. 
 
    “That’d be the TTC,” I corrected her. 
 
    She smiled dreamily, hands clasped over her heart. “God, you’re so literate. It’s hot.” 
 
    We made a dozen more sales that day—more than enough to justify the trip. Even if it had been only one or two, if it brought a smile to Blossom’s adorable face, that would have been enough for me. 
 
    But as we were packing up and getting ready to share a carriage ride back with some other vendors in the market, a police officer who was inspecting booth licenses seemed to take special note of us. Well, special note of Blossom. 
 
    He was an elven man with red hair, lithe in frame, the way normal elves were—basically the opposite of the commissioner. His grayish blue police uniform told us he meant business if the look on his face hadn’t already. The cop strolled up to us with a friendly smile that seemed a little forced, like he knew there was a very real chance this interaction wouldn’t be pleasant. I suddenly felt worry surge through me. 
 
    “Can I help you, officer?” I asked, subtly stepping in front of Blossom. 
 
    “Good afternoon, sir. Do you have a license?” 
 
    “A booth license? Sure, hang on.” I started fishing through my pockets, but he shook his head. “No—a license for her.” 
 
    I looked back at Blossom, who was still smiling sweetly. “A license for a girl?” 
 
    “That girl is a Willbreaker flower sprite, is she not?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Ah. Yes, she is. I didn’t know she needed to be licensed.” 
 
    “Well, her petals are a highly controlled substance, so you’d have to have procured her from a licensed—” 
 
    I held up my hand. “With all due respect, sir, she’s not your typical flower sprite. She’s one of the fully sentient ones, and she was rescued from a black market operation.” 
 
    He blinked at me and turned his attention to Blossom. “Is this true? Ma’am, can you speak a few words to me?” 
 
    “Sure,” she giggled. “Do I really need a license just to exist? That sounds so fuggin’ troublesome.” 
 
    He did a double-take at her. “I—uh—” Then he took a good look at our stall, which was mostly packed up but still clear enough to indicate what it was about. “Did she… make these planters?” 
 
    I nodded with pride. “Yes, she did. And she set the prices and sold them herself. She’s as intelligent as any other humanoid.” 
 
    “I see,” he grunted, looking down at some pots still stacked on the ground. “That does complicate things. I suppose I could—” His eyes went wide as they drifted back up to me, and he got a good look at my face the moment the streetlights came on and illuminated it. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Officer—” 
 
    “Coldleaf,” he grunted, reaching out his hand. I took his wrist awkwardly, doing the Meteoropolis handshake, confused by this sudden change in tone. “Officer Coldleaf, and you won’t get any trouble from me. I’m sorry for taking up your time.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Is everything okay?” I asked, suddenly puzzled. 
 
    He shook his head. “You’re the one—the new hero. Meteor Park. I was there that day. I didn’t recognize you at first. Tell you what—hang back here with me and I’ll write you up a waiver for her license. Just be careful to keep her safe and out of the wrong hands.” 
 
    “Of course.” I blinked. Wow, my identity being known was… paying off? “We have a ride to catch with the carriage that takes us and our pots home,” I muttered. “Is this going to take too long? It’s okay if it will, but we’ll have to order some other transport or something.” 
 
    “Like hell you will,” the man grunted. “I’ll take you home. Meteoropolis PD treats its heroes with respect.” 
 
    “I don’t need special treatment—” 
 
    “And that’s why you deserve it,” he said. “Come with me—let’s get you and the miss sorted.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    9: Satina’s Mom 
 
   A fter the nice police officer dropped us off, I was greeted with the news that Satina’s mom had changed whatever plans she had already made to schedule a last minute visit to our house the following morning. It didn’t really bother me much because we kept the place tidy and I was proud of the life I built with the girls. 
 
    When the morning came, though, the air was tense. Honestly, I didn’t have much to go on about how Satina’s mother was going to perceive me, but I figured as long as she was satisfied that the harem relationship was real, we were more or less in the clear. That took some of the pressure off, but the good boy in me really wanted my girlfriend’s mom to like me—even if Satina herself seemed like she didn’t give one-and-a-half shits about that. 
 
    “You look handsome as always, honey,” she soothed me, adjusting my collar and stroking me once on the cheek with a comforting grin. “There’s nothing to be nervous about.” 
 
    Pinky Peach begged to differ. “Nothing?! You have a mom! And she’s coming here!” 
 
    The satyress giggled and closed her eyes for a moment as she reached around my back to give me a tight squeeze of a hug. “I don’t give two tail shakes what she thinks.” 
 
    Blossom, who was still in her underwear, suddenly stopped putting on her Petting Zoo shirt. “Oh, really? That’s a relief then.” 
 
    “You still need to be dressed,” Satina murmured, glaring over at her. 
 
    The flower sprite whined a bit but acquiesced. 
 
    To my surprise, Mamba was dressed up the most. “I don’t think I’ve ever even seen you in a full-on summer dress,” I noted, eyeing her up and down as Satina broke off our hug. 
 
    Mamba shrugged and sipped her Darkling latte. “Hey, you only get one chance to make a first impression. We’ve got a legit harem, so this should be easy, right?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Satina giggled. “Now, we aren’t exactly following Valestrian customs here, but I think my mom long since gave up on that happening. She’s mostly just ecstatic that I found someone.” 
 
    There was a sudden knock on the door, and we all made wide-eyed eye contact. “I guess that’s her,” I noted. 
 
    Satina nodded, her confident smile shriveling away for a moment before making a full recovery. “Yep. Now, don’t worry about a thing.” She headed across the room to the front door, took a big breath, forced a grin on her face, and opened the door wide. 
 
    There, on the other side of the threshold, was a woman who could have been Satina’s twin, save for some smile wrinkles and a few inches on her in height. They even had the same hairstyle, tiara braids that led into long red ponytails. 
 
    Her mother was dressed in a white chiffon dress that hung down to her knees with a red ribbon over her waist. She was gorgeous, but I noticed with a proud smirk that Satina had the bigger bust between the two of them. Was that weird of me to notice? Probably. Definitely. I make no apologies. 
 
    “Satina, sweetheart,” her mother said with a voice that was eerily similar, somewhat huskier. She threw her arms around Satina and hugged her tightly, and she dutifully returned the embrace, though not with as much enthusiasm. 
 
    “Mother,” she replied. “Welcome to our little slice of the Sylvan District. 
 
    “Where is he?” Satina’s mom looked around, her eyes landing on me half a second later. “Ah! My goodness! He’s handsome!” 
 
    Satina huffed. “I sent you photos.” 
 
    “Did you? I’m not very good with text messages. I never had a phone of my own until your father passed.” 
 
    Ignoring the strangeness of that last statement, I beamed at her. “Hi! I’m Brock,” I said, walking across the room with my hand extended, but when I got there, she swatted my wrist away and embraced me as though I were her son. 
 
    “How absurd! Offering a handshake to your future mother-in-law. Tell me, Brock, right? Is Satina pregnant yet?” 
 
    “I, uhh—” 
 
    Satina shot me a somewhat sad look. “Unfortunately, not yet.” 
 
    “But you’ve been trying, right? Best not to waste any seed.” 
 
    “Wow,” Pinky muttered from behind us. We turned to face her as a group, and she blushed. “Oh—I mean, well, we aren’t all ready for kids just yet.” 
 
    “My Satina?! Not ready for kids?!” 
 
    “Miss—I’m sorry, what should I call you?” I asked, desperately readying myself to attempt a subject change. 
 
    “My name is Mazy, but you can call me mom,” she replied. She took another step into the house, which prompted Satina to take a step back. 
 
    “Well, mom,” I started, almost stuttering on that word, “Welcome to our home! We’re certainly glad to finally have you come by for a visit.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry I couldn’t bring the rest of your father’s harem, dear,” Mazy said as she stroked Satina’s cheek. “They were all busy with their own matters. Except for Nancy, and you know how she can be.” 
 
    Satina shuddered. Apparently she did indeed know. 
 
    “Well, let’s get introductions out of the way first. I’m Brock, as you know, and this is Pinky Peach. Mamba is the lovely hissfolk girl beside her, and Blossom is—” my voice trailed off for a moment. “Blossom is still in her panties.” 
 
    Blossom waved sweetly. She had at least put the petting zoo t-shirt on, to her credit, but had forgotten the skirt part of the ensemble. “Your mom’s boobs are almost as good as yours, Satina!” she squeaked in a sing-song tone. 
 
    Mazy made a face at the flower sprite. “Charming.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The tour commenced as soon as Blossom got her skirt on, and we gave Mazy a full run-through of all the rooms in the house. “And finally, this is Pinky Peach’s room.” 
 
    “Why does Pinky Peach have the largest room?” Satina’s mother asked, crossing her arms. “That’s quite odd, don’t you think?” 
 
    “How so?” I asked, diligently keeping up my smile. 
 
    She looked over at Satina and cocked an eyebrow at her. The satyress sighed. “In Valestrian culture, the male should have the largest room.” 
 
    “And the largest bed,” Mazy added. 
 
    “Well,” I muttered, “we didn’t form this harem out of strict adherence to Valestrian customs, to be fair. Satina joined us the most recently, so we may not be entirely, err, up to code.” 
 
    “Well, it’s an easy fix,” the satyr matron murmured. “Just have him take the unicorn girl’s room, and she can take his.” 
 
    I shrugged at the suggestion, feeling my smile falter for a moment. “It’s not really a big deal to us, but—” 
 
    “It’s no problem,” Pinky said anxiously. “We’ll make the switch!” 
 
    I frowned at her. “Pinky, the house is in your name—” 
 
    “What?!” Satina’s mom gasped with her hand to her throat. “That’s absurd!” 
 
    Satina sighed again. “Mom, please, you’re making a scene. Brock has only been in Meteoropolis for several months. He was Pinky’s Capsule Puppy.” 
 
    That seemed to put her at ease. “Ahh. Well, at least that explains the circumstance, but in the long term, Brock should own the property you all reside in. Whether it’s this one or another one doesn’t matter.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, but I managed to spit something out for all my discomfort. “We’re not in any rush. We’ve all been very happy with our current arrangement, but we’ll take that into account.” 
 
    “See that you do. My daughter is a high class girl—just look at her. You seem like a good man, and your harem is respectable, if a bit small. Pinky Peach—your beauty is incredible, and you’re a landowner. Impressive. Mamba—I’ve been told you have a gift for the mystic arts, and you might just be the loveliest and politest hissfolk woman I’ve ever met. And Blossom—” Her voice trailed off as she looked at the flower sprite. 
 
    Blossom was playing with the hem of her skirt, lifting it up haphazardly so that her panties were once again exposed. 
 
    “Well. Anyway,” Mazy mumbled and turned back to Satina. “What you’ve got here is a decent start. I can certainly grant my blessing based on what I’ve seen here today, but to renew access to the family fortune, I’d like to ask for a few minor adjustments.” 
 
    I could tell everyone was fighting not to groan aloud. “Mom. Please,” Satina pleaded, her freckled cheeks burning red and her brow furrowed. “This is humiliating.” 
 
    “Humiliating or not, this is your culture! It’s your immortal soul at stake! We can compromise on some traditions, but I’m afraid others are more rigid.” 
 
    I looked at my satyress girlfriend with worry. Honestly, I had hoped this would be going better. It was far from a disaster, but the tension was really doing bad things to the mood in the room. As I looked around at all the other faces, I realized just how in agreement we all were about that. 
 
    Satina’s mother continued. “First—Pinky Peach, I’d like for you to consider putting Brock’s name on the deed. You can be a co-owner, but if you want Satina in the harem in a long-term capacity, this is the best way.” 
 
    “Mom! No—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Pinky said, raising her hands to silence Satina. “Honestly, it’s overdue. Our renovations are all because of Brock anyway.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that,” I mumbled. “We can find another way.” 
 
    Pinky shook her head and smiled. “I’m serious. It’s totally fine. If you hadn’t walked into my life, I might have defaulted on the mortgage by now, so—” 
 
    “That’s settled, then,” Mazy said, nodding with satisfaction. “Second—Brock, I’m sorry, but you need a larger room. This isn’t an urgent matter, though. Deal with it in your own time.” 
 
    I just shrugged. Again, Pinky Peach was the one who offered the solution. “We can trade rooms, really. It’s fine. The only reason I have the biggest room now is because it was mine when he moved in.” 
 
    My stomach turned at the awkwardness. Was this really worth it? 
 
    “One more thing—” 
 
    “Mom, that’s enough,” Satina growled, balling her fists against her thick, furry thighs. “You need to shut your mouth.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to your mother that way, Satina!” Mazy scolded her daughter. “When did my little girl develop such a venomous tongue?” 
 
    “When you abandoned me and forced me to survive on my own, maybe?” Satina suggested. “When you forced me to take a shitty minimum wage job at a donut shop and sleep on the floor there just to have a roof over my head? When you told me I was on the path to the abyss because I couldn’t find a harem?” 
 
    “But you have found one,” her mother said, trying to strike a contrite tone. She reached out and took Satina’s hand, but the satyress whipped it away. 
 
    “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    Mazy sighed, looking more irritated than sad. “In any case—there’s only one more thing I’d like to request, and then I’ll be out of your hair until the holidays.” She turned to me. “Brock, Satina is a high quality woman. She doesn’t deserve to be in a harem this small. A high quality woman deserves a high quality man.” 
 
    My stomach did another somersault as the dragon inside uttered something about maybe liking this woman after all. 
 
    “Oh!” Blossom giggled. “Well, that’s no problem. Tahini’s gonna join eventually.” 
 
    “Tahini?” asked the mom. 
 
    “Are we just coming out with this now?” I asked. 
 
    Blossom nodded. “Oh—right, I wasn’t supposed to say that, was I?” 
 
    “Tahini Go’Urden? The commissioner’s daughter?” her mother gasped. “She’s joining this harem?” 
 
    The other girls exchanged awkward looks and tried hard not to look directly at me. I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “It… does seem that way, yes,” Mamba added at last. “She’s into him, and we like her... so probably?” 
 
    This at first seemed like a big moment, but in reality the only shocking thing about it at this point was that it was being said out in the open. It had been mentioned in front of me enough by now, but this was the first time I was hearing confirmation from the other girls. At the very least, one bit of good news was coming out of this nightmare. Not that I was totally committed to dragging Tahini into the harem, but it was nice to know it was indeed an option. 
 
    Mazy nodded. “Very well. Two more beyond her ought to suffice.” 
 
    “W-well!” Pinky shot her hand up in the air, wiggling her fingers like a student in class, “Actually, my Splice Partner sometimes takes control of my body, and she’s in love with him, too.” 
 
    Mazy’s mouth flapped open and closed for a few seconds as her eyebrows wiggled to consider that tidbit. Ultimately, though, she shook her head. “I’m afraid that doesn’t count, unless you find a way to give your Splice Partner her own body.” 
 
    “What a nightmare that would be,” I murmured, and Pinky shot me a lemony look of offense—as if her Splice Partner wasn’t a psychopath that threatened murder just to be close to me. I really didn’t get how she could excuse Eppy, but that was not a conversation for here and now, right in front of Satina’s mother. 
 
    “Well—maybe that’s negotiable, though?” Mamba suggested. “Maybe our current number plus Tahini might be enough? We’re all high quality girls, as I’m sure you noticed.” 
 
    Satina looked over at Blossom, who had taken to soaking her toes in the sink sometime during the course of this conversation. “Sorry! I was a little bit thirsty.” 
 
    “Yes. Extremely high quality,” Mazy muttered through a forced smile, firing off a judgy look in Satina’s direction. 
 
    “Blossom’s is one of the only fully intelligent flower sprites in the city, and she even owns her own business!” Satina quickly added. “She makes pots for other plant people and gardeners and sells them online and in the Goblin Street marketplace!” 
 
    “Does she? That is interesting, but—” 
 
    “And she can sing super well!” Pinky added. “Plus, she offered to help record music with Satina sometime!” 
 
    “Oh, did I?” Blossom grunted, tapping her chin. “Yeah, that sounds familiar.” 
 
    Mazy’s face broke into a more genuine smile. “I can see how badly you all want me to accept Satina’s harem, despite the fact that Satina herself is willing to throw my approval away. It’s very sweet, and indeed, I am impressed. This is perhaps the best non-Valestrian harem I’ve seen—certainly the prettiest. But I won’t budge. Tahini and at least one more girl should join. There is no due date—it can be a long-term goal. Months from now, perhaps years, but it must happen one day.” 
 
    “Well, we’d want to wait for the right girl,” Mamba said cautiously, looking over at Pinky and Blossom for their approval, which they offered through quiet nods. “Brock has been very good about not forcing girls into the harem if we don’t get along with them. We all agree—chemistry is important.” 
 
    “That much we are all in agreement over.” Satina’s mother nodded as she crossed her arms, looking back over at me. “That is why I said there is no deadline. You should all hold out for another woman of equal quality. Perhaps a high elf, or a fairy?” 
 
    I nodded. “I—uhhh—we’ll see what feels right if the day comes.” 
 
    “When the day comes,” she amended with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    We had lunch together, and the conversation was a bit more pleasant during that. We learned some more about Satina’s childhood, hearing stories about what kind of student she had been in school, and listening to her mother list all Satina’s skills that made her of high value to the harem. 
 
    Eventually, though, her mother received a call from one of the other women in Satina’s dad’s harem, and she was forced to leave. We all breathed out deeply the second Satina closed the door behind her mom and turned to face us. 
 
    “That could have gone much worse,” Satina noted. “I’m sorry I lost my patience with her a few times.” 
 
    “She wasn’t that bad,” Pinky said. She walked over to where Satina was standing and gave her a big hug. “I’m proud of you for going through with all this and even standing up to her. I could tell that was tough for you.” 
 
    “It was,” Satina agreed. “But it was worth it. With her approval, I’ll be let back into the Valestrian community and we’ll have access to the family fortune. I can’t wait to blow that hag’s money on expensive underwear.” 
 
    That sounded great, but there was something else bothering me as I joined their hug, and everyone else did the same. “Pinky, you didn’t have to make all those promises.” 
 
    “Please, I trust you. I mean—as far as I know, you’re planning to be together with me forever, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “You shouldn’t even have to ask.” 
 
    She pecked me on the cheek, the broadside of her horn bumping against my forehead. “So putting your name on the deed to the house which I already think of as our home—it’s nothing. Actually, it makes things easier, because if you ever need to hire someone to do work here, you don’t need to get me to sign off on it if I’m busy.” 
 
    “That seems like a really minor bonus to such a big change.” 
 
    “And then there’s the matter of your room,” Mamba added. “But honestly, I kind of have to agree with Satina’s mom on this one. Brock should have the biggest one. It’s rough on him having to move around to different rooms so often to be with some of us.” 
 
    I grimaced because it was true. I was always a picky sleeper, and sleeping on a different bed every night—only sometimes my own, by the way—did get to be a bit rough on me. This change would definitely be appreciated, but I felt guilty admitting as much out loud. 
 
    Pinky nodded. “I was actually considering it anyway—or rather, I’d considered it a while ago but I never really brought it up.” 
 
    Satina frowned as we finally broke away from the group hug. “What about the other stipulation?” 
 
    “Two more girls after Tahini?” Blossom asked for clarification. 
 
    Pinky and Mamba looked at each other and sighed in unison. “That is a doozy,” Pinky admitted. “But if we’re being totally honest, it doesn’t seem that unlikely anyway.” 
 
    “As long as she’s a gamer girl,” Mamba added. “She at least needs to be willing to learn.” 
 
    “She could be a manager, too!” Satina suggested, rubbing her palms together. “She could manage my music career and our team! She could also help run the business end of Blossom’s pot empire!” 
 
    I laughed and reached out, ruffling Blossom’s vines. “I think we’re a few years away from being able to call it an empire.” I looked over at the stairs. “When is Tahini coming back, by the way?” 
 
    “Did you want to haremify her tonight?” Pinky asked. 
 
    My face contorted. “No. That wasn’t what I meant. It’s just that—” 
 
    Suddenly the door opened, and there she was. 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” I grunted. 
 
    “What? Were you talking about me?” Tahini asked, looking around at everyone crowded by the door. “What did I miss? Is Satina’s mom still around?” 
 
    “No, she just left,” Satina said. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Tahini sighed. “You ready to go, Brock?” 
 
    “Go where?” Blossom asked, looking between us a few times. 
 
    Tahini grinned at me, flashing a sharp feline tooth. She also preempted her answer with a wink. “Brock and I have a patrol date tonight.” 
 
    I frowned at the choice of words, but given everything I’d just learned, it seemed apt. “I’m good to go. Just let me drain the dragon and I’ll be right outside.” 
 
    Tahini winced, her cat ears folding downward and tail going taut. “Is the dragon your bladder in this analogy?” she asked as I made a beeline toward the bathroom. 
 
    I grinned and shot a thumbs up back to her. “It sure is.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    10: Bonding with the Kitty 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   T he city was fairly quiet that night—even more so than usual. I figured that was a good sign that our efforts were paying off. 
 
    “It’s not like we can be everywhere at once,” Tahini muttered, breaking the silence. “I don’t think most people considering committing crimes expect we’re going to bust them.” She said this as she did an impressive aerial somersault from one rooftop to another while I lazily flew overhead, looking down at her from ten feet above her. I’d offered to carry her, but she argued that might get people talking if we were caught on camera.  
 
    I also had to admit, the new bodysuit she wore was having a certain effect on me. 
 
    We could have her now, urged the dragon. She’d be into it, too. Come on. You know I’m right. 
 
    I was more and more convinced that he was absolutely right, but that wasn’t where the evening was headed. Always one to wait for the moment when it didn’t feel forced, I saw no point in rushing things with an act of public indecency. There were cameras on some of these rooftops, too, and I can only imagine what people would say if an explicit video of Solaris and Copycat emerged on the airwaves. I stayed focused on the catgirl and the conversation we were having but still made an effort to scan the city for anything we might need to address. 
 
    “So what do you think is the reason for the lower crime rate?” I asked. “I mean, if it’s not people afraid of getting busted.” 
 
    “I think we are doing our jobs as role models and symbols. No one wants to be the kind of person heroes go after,” she said, winking up at me. 
 
    The hair of her long white wig bounced temptingly as she stopped at the next ledge. In a blink, she was gone, cloneported to the next building. I had to angle my wings and pick up some more of the city’s artificially generated winds to catch up. Solarporting was always fun to show off with when she got too far ahead, but it was overkill at the moment. 
 
    “That’s a cute thought, but I’m not quite so sure. The causes of crime are more complex than that,” I said as I regained my position above her. 
 
    “You sound like my dad,” she groaned as she flipped over another ledge and landed gracefully on a windowsill across from us. It was a taller building, so she climbed the rest of the way to the top in a matter of seconds and kept on moving. “He’s always saying that to beat crime for good you have to beat the causes of crime.” 
 
    I smirked. “It’s good to know he holds that view. He’s a pretty physical guy, so I was starting to expect he was a hammer that saw every criminal as another nail to bash.” 
 
    She giggled at that, skidding to a stop. “He’s more like a rusty old hammer that would rather switch to glue to keep things together.” We were at the top of the highest building in this neighborhood now. It was a good spot to look out for trouble—but also to take a short rest. Tahini needed more of those than I did, but she kept up well enough. She looked out at the city, perching atop a balustrade, and shifted her gaze to the city beneath us. “He always said that it was his job to fight crime, not stop crime. Stopping crime was a job that fell to politicians.” 
 
    “Like your uncle?” I asked. 
 
    She frowned and turned toward me. “Yeah. Exactly like him.” 
 
    “Is there a story behind that look on your face?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged and sat on the ledge, dangling her feet. She looked over her shoulder at me and tapped the spot next to her. “Sure. Storytime, hot stuff.” 
 
    I joined her on the ledge, wrapping my tail around the balustrade instinctively, though it’s not like I feared falling off. I tucked my wings behind my back and settled into my seat. She was hilariously small when juxtaposed right next to me in this form. 
 
    “My dad actually met my mom through Uncle Tutenki.” 
 
    “Tutenki? Is that Councilman White’s first name?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “My father and my uncle met years after my father arrived in this city, decades ago. They met in Adjustment School.” 
 
    “Adjustment School?” 
 
    She nodded. “That’s what they did before they started doing hosts—like Pinky was for you. Uncle Tutenki and my dad met there. They learned about the city together and took their first jobs at the same restaurant.” 
 
    I winced at the thought of Commissioner Go’Urden working at a restaurant. “So many questions about that, but go on.” 
 
    She giggled. “Me too, to be honest. Hard to imagine. Apparently, Adjustment Schools made almost every new citizen take one job in retail, one in customer service, and one in hard labor. The idea was to force people to develop empathy for each other by putting them into situations where they would meet lots of other people while working jobs that were challenging for different reasons.” 
 
    “Honestly, it sounds like a pretty good system,” I muttered thoughtfully. 
 
    “I thought so, too, but they scrapped it eventually. Employers hated the revolving door effect and constantly having to train new people. There were also lots of incidents with people clashing with folks from races they had prejudices against before they had adjusted to reality here.” 
 
    “That reality being what?” 
 
    “That Before World prejudices made no sense here. In a lot of worlds, dwarves, orcs, and elves had lots of gripes with one another. For new arrivals, that carried over more often than not. They found that forcing people together before they were fully acclimated to the city culture wasn’t as good at instilling values of, uh, togetherness as they thought it would be.” 
 
    “Who’s the ‘they’ here?” I asked. “The Founders?” 
 
    “Or the earlier city councils, yeah. In the beginning, The Founders were around all the time. Nowadays, we don’t know where they are, but the talking heads on the news seem to be suggesting they’re long gone and only show up to check in on special days.” 
 
    “That was the sense I got as well,” I said, thinking back to Lady Styria’s brief appearance. “It seems like them just showing up in the city triggers the appearances of Void Things.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yep. That’s what they’ve been saying. They’ve covered up those events before, but rumors spread. This last time, for whatever reason, the city council didn’t try to cover up a thing.” 
 
    That was weird, but I sensed she didn’t know anything more about it. I wondered if she could hack her way to some answers, but for now that wasn’t the main thing on my mind.  
 
    “So—back to your uncle and dad. That sounded really interesting.” 
 
    She leaned against my shoulder, and I felt her tail tighten around my wrist. “Anyway, they became friends or whatever. It was because of my uncle that my father decided to be a cop. They both wanted to make the city a safer place in their own way. It was always their goal for my dad to end up the commissioner or citywide sheriff, and for my uncle to end up on the city council—and they both achieved their goals.” 
 
    “Are they still close?” I asked. “I mean—were they? Before the hero stuff?” 
 
    She shook her head as her tail wrapped around my wrist. “No. They had a falling out around the time that I showed up.” 
 
    “…Showed up?” I repeated the odd choice of words. 
 
    “Yeah… my dad had started dating my mom behind Uncle Tutenki’s back. And one day, they showed up together to tell him that she was pregnant… with me.” 
 
    “Oof. He didn’t take it well?” 
 
    “No, he did not. He saw it as a betrayal, which seems weird to me. Who else would you want dating your sister besides your best friend?” 
 
    I laughed. “You’d think so, right? But guys don’t think that way. It’s almost like a territorial thing. It’s fucked up and stupid, but I can kind of understand where your uncle might have been coming from. I had a sister, too.” 
 
    She looked up at me with big feline eyes filled with amber. “What was she like?” 
 
    I laughed. “She was a brat. She was young when I lost her, but she had the mouth of a sailor even then. Still, she was sweet in her own way. I remember one of my friends talking about how cute she was when I was in junior high—my best friend. And yeah, I almost decked him in the face for that. But he was a great guy. Remained my best friend up until my… well, not quite ‘death.’” 
 
    She shuddered at that word. “It must be so weird being a Capsule Puppy and coming to grips with all that.” 
 
    I nodded. “It was.” 
 
    “How did you… lose her, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “I don’t mind, but the truth is, I don’t know. She was out one night at the movie theater with her friends. They were the only ones in the theater, based on the account of the cinema staff. There was apparently some kind of power outage. Something ripped up a bunch of the chairs, and there were lots of bloodstains, but no bodies. The security camera footage showed static. None of the DNA on the scene belonged to my sister, so we clung to hope for a while, but… yeah.” 
 
    “Gods, that sounds so awful!” she said, hugging my arm. “Holy fuck, I had no idea!” 
 
    “It was literally millions of years ago.” I shrugged. 
 
    “But does it feel that way to you?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I still think about it every day. It’s the not knowing that eats me up. God knows what she went through—what I failed to protect her from.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow at me. “Ahh. Now it’s starting to make sense.” 
 
    I looked at her and cocked my head off to one side. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Your natural inclination to protect and support everyone you’re close to at all costs—your sheer goodness.” 
 
    I just sighed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Yes you do. You think you failed to save her, so you want to save other people.” 
 
    “I did fail her. You know what eats me up the most?” I said, looking out at the city. 
 
    “No, but I bet you’re gonna tell me.” 
 
    “The last words I spoke to her. ‘I hate you, you stupid bitch.’ That’s what I said. We had a fight—I don’t even remember what it was about—but I remember saying that to her.” 
 
    She nuzzled my arm. “I don’t have any siblings of my own, but I know it’s a universal truth that siblings argue.” 
 
    “Just imagine that, though. I didn’t hate her. I loved her. She was my baby sister! I remember feeling awful about saying that to her before she even walked out the front door with her friends. And then, when I—” My voice cracked, even in dragon form. “When I heard. I wanted to die.” 
 
    “Brock…” 
 
    “Careful calling me by my name out here,” I cautioned her. 
 
    She looked up at me and bit her lip. “What should I call you, then? Solaris? It feels weird.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Whatever. Anyway, I didn’t mean to go down this tangent with you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I love hearing you talk like this. You can be vulnerable with me anytime you want. Truth is, Brock… I kinda am a bit in love with—” 
 
    Just then, a scream rang out from the street below. 
 
    “Talk about right place, wrong time,” Tahini growled. She stood up, perfectly balanced on the balcony rail, and looked at me. I nodded at her, trying to put out of my mind the words I was sure she had been about to say. In truth, I was glad she hadn’t gotten it out. I wasn’t ready for that conversation. 
 
    She sent a few clones down to ground level and vanished in front of me. With a sigh, I solarported down to the ground with her, appearing by the one I guessed the majority of her consciousness was inside. 
 
    “Where did that scream come from?” I grunted, looking around, but before she could answer, the truth became clear. 
 
    There was an orc male darting out of a flower shop with his hood up and a pot under his arm. He was headed into an alley, so we pursued easily enough, appearing behind him. 
 
    Copycat had two of her clones pin him to the wall, while I stood in front of him. I looked down at the precious cargo he was carrying—an immature flower sprite, the same kind as Blossom. Willbreaker. This one looked like an actual child in its proportions, too. 
 
    “Do you have a license for that flower sprite?” I asked. 
 
    “Solaris and Copycat,” he spat at me, his face twisting into a wicked grin. “All your friends at the Void Cartel say hello.” He bit down on something, and I got major flashbacks back to my encounter with the xeno necromancer, but instead of poisoning himself, he turned into vapor and simply… blew away. The flower sprite, too, vanished with him. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” I asked. 
 
    Tahini shrugged. “I think that was a Gaseous Form spell—ancient magic of the primordial variety. Not elven magic. The other kind.” 
 
    “The other kind?” I grunted. “What other kind?” 
 
    She swallowed and pointed to a purplish crack in the air that hung over my shoulder but was already disappearing. “The kind that the Founders use.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We headed straight home after that, though I couldn’t say why. It was a bit early to call it a night, but neither of us had much of an urge to continue. I canoodled on the couch with Satina while Tahini took a shower. The satyress sucked on my neck, whining a bit as she did so. 
 
    “Mmmm. I wish I could leave a hickey.” 
 
    I laughed. “Is my healing factor too powerful?” 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed with a pout. “It’s unfair.” 
 
    “I could leave one on you,” I offered. 
 
    “Maybe on my breasts,” she said as she bit her lip. “It probably would generate too much speculation if I showed up on stream with a hickey on my neck.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I growled. 
 
    The bathroom door opened and Tahini came out wearing only a soaking blue towel, her hair still wet. “Hey big guy, your turn if you want. Ohh. Am I interrupting something hot?” 
 
    Satina grinned impishly at the catgirl. “I was just lamenting the fact that I can’t leave hickeys on him.” 
 
    “Healing powers too strong?” Tahini asked, crossing her arms. She eyed me like a problem that needed to be solved. “Hmmm. That is troublesome. It’s important for a girl to mark her territory every now and again.” 
 
    “She gets it,” Satina cooed, looking back at me with a naughty expression and a toss of her blood-red hair. 
 
    “Hey—I’d let you leave hickeys for days if I could. I’m just too awesome for them to stay.” I kicked my legs up onto the ottoman and threw my arms behind my head. 
 
    “Maybe if you lick some black market Void Essence before you suck him,” Tahini offered. 
 
    I laughed, but Satina’s eyebrows waggled with interest. “Where would I get some of that?” 
 
    “Satina!” I barked in shock. 
 
    Tahini giggled. “It’s probably too expensive to justify, anyway. Most people buy that shit for nefarious purposes—or to get stupid high.” 
 
    “Getting high with Void Essence?” I asked. “That cannot be good for your lungs.” 
 
    “They inject it, actually,” Tahini chuckled, simulating the use of a syringe with a gesture aimed at her naked arm. As she held out her arm, her towel came loose and dropped to the ground. 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Satina gasped. 
 
    Tahini made an “Eep!” sound as her ears tucked back and her tail went taut. Her whole petite body was on display, naked from the top of her head to her cute feet. It was obviously awesome. 
 
    My eyes bulged in surprise and arousal—so huge that I could actually feel the corner of my eyelids stretching. They also weren’t the only thing of mine bulging at the moment. 
 
    Tahini disappeared, cloneporting into her room and quickly slamming the door. I heard her voice come through it a second later. “Sorry!” she shouted, more high-pitched and shame-filled than I’d ever heard her. 
 
    “I’m not exactly angry about that,” I shouted back, to which Satina giggled. 
 
    “That must have been really embarrassing for her, but she’ll live.” 
 
    “Do you want to go check and make sure she’s okay?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “If you want. I don’t mind, but I’m sure she’s fine.” She stood up and stretched, her cute goat onesie straining against her chest. She headed toward the catgirl’s room. “Tahini, sweety, I’m coming in, okay?” 
 
    “O-okay.” 
 
    That evening left me a lot to think about. The Void Cartel was still abducting Willbreaker flower sprites, for one thing. Then there was everything I had learned about the history between Councilman White and Commissioner Go’Urden. And last, but certainly not least, was the most important, immediately useful information that I’d acquired. 
 
    Tahini looked damn good in the nude. 
 
    

  

 
   
    11: Single Elimination 
 
   T ime ticked ever on, however, and before we knew it, the fateful day of the Minstrel Park Tournament had arrived—but it was no longer going to be in Dramagica Stadium. Due to security concerns, the tournament had been changed to an online only event. I was shocked when I heard the news. 
 
    “That sounds so unprofessional,” I noted. “Canceling at the last minute because of unspecified security issues? What the hell does that even mean?” 
 
    Pinky sighed. “It means that they should have sold tickets instead of saying it was an open event. Us Dream Girls have gotten so popular ever since your identity got leaked that too many people RSVPed online for the event. There were so many they had to shut it down! It would have been waaaay beyond elbow to elbow in there.” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s my fault,” I grunted with a mildly sarcastic tone. “Sheesh.” 
 
    Pinky giggled sweetly and shot me a snarky look. “Yes, Manager Clayton, it’s all your fault. And I’m definitely going to make you take responsibility for it tonight.” 
 
    Mamba was still lying on the couch, staring up at the ceiling. She was taking controlled breaths to keep herself calm. “You will find literally any excuse to get laid, Pinky Peach.” 
 
    Pinky scoffed at her in disgust. “So will you!” 
 
    For the event, the tournament organizers shipped us brand new high definition cameras and industry standard mics—the kind that voice actors use. It was a nice gesture, and it showed how badly they wanted to make sure the event went well, but Pinky and Mamba already had those exact mics and cameras. The good news was it was a big upgrade for Blossom. She had been using a mic we bought from the convenience store across the street from the Darkling Donuts, and her camera wasn’t much to speak of, either. 
 
    We had about thirty minutes to go before the girls needed to log on, but they were all set up in different rooms around the house so that their audio wouldn’t overlap and cause an echo.  
 
    Honestly, we were lucky our house was so big. I heard one of the other teams had to rent out a net cafe. Meanwhile, our girls went all out and set up green screens behind their chairs so we could broadcast the Dream Girls logo behind them. 
 
    Not to be cocky, but by a lot of polls, we were the favorite for today’s tournament. We weren’t necessarily the team expected to win, per se, but we were the team that people were tuning in for. Honestly, a lot of that had to do with the girls’ sex appeal, and I did feel a bit weird about that. But after watching their streams for long enough, I realized that that wasn’t the main reason people tuned in and interacted with them. My girls were just so damn likable and entertaining to watch. 
 
     One whole day Blossom forgot to share her screen and only showed her webcam. During the whole stream, people were melting over how adorable her facial expressions were and how funny her banter was with the other girls. 
 
    But don’t misunderstand me—the Dream Girls were good. Their team chemistry was off the charts, and they practiced for hours every day. They lived together, ate together, practiced together, played together—hell, they even hooked up with me together. They had arguments, but it was never, ever personal, and that was our secret weapon. In my time watching Loremasters games, I’d seen other teams tear themselves apart due to team conflict—but that would never happen to the Dream Girls. 
 
    Pinky was sitting in her chair, staring blankly at her screen. Nothing was on it except the event check-in page, but she remained transfixed, breathing deeply as her eyes stayed glued to the monitor in front of her. “Today’s the big day,” she said. It wasn’t the first time she had said that particular phrase that day, and I was certain it wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    Mamba, however, was looking downright anxious on the couch. She was rubbing her stomach, her lip curled out in a pouty protest. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked, looking down at her as I stood behind the couch. 
 
    “My tummy hurts.” 
 
    “Nerves?” I asked. “Do you need to poop?” 
 
    “Yes—I mean no. Yes to the nerves. No to the other part.” 
 
    I nodded. “I don’t know how it works for hissfolk hotties, but when I get nervous, I find that a short dump goes a long way.” 
 
    She blinked a few times, staring more past me than at me. “Charming advice.” 
 
    Satina came stomping down the stairs seconds later, her hooves slamming into the carpet louder than they probably had to. “Get back everyone, I need to use the bathroom! I’m so nervous!” 
 
    I flashed the cockiest of smirks at Mamba, and she rolled her eyes in response. 
 
    Looking around, I figured as manager, I should check on Tahini and Blossom. Tahini was in her room, and Blossom, weirdly enough, had moved her computer out into the garden. Due to the garden’s adjacency to the living room, I figured I could check on her first. I slid open the sliding door and strolled right outside, and there she was—lying in the grass, moving her arms and legs like she was making a snow angel. 
 
    “What are you doing there?” 
 
    “Photo-fuggin’-synthesis, baby,” she muttered. “Soakin’ up some rays before the first game.” 
 
    I smiled at her and offered my hand. She took it, grinning up at me, and I helped her to her stumpy little plant girl feet. “You ready for the game?” 
 
    “Yes! I’m sooo ready!” 
 
    “Are you nervous?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not really. I don’t see the point in being nervous. We’re gonna kick butt and look cute doing it.” 
 
    “Nice attitude,” I told her, pulling her into a hug. She eagerly received it, wrapping her arms and, hilariously enough, one leg around me. She also grabbed my butt. 
 
    “Nice ass.” 
 
    “Got plans for later?” I asked. “After you kick ass, I mean.” 
 
    She nodded, breaking away from the hug with a peck on my nose that made her giggle at herself. “I’m gonna decorate some pots and watch a documentary on TV.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “It’s about manticore mating rituals. I figure it might inspire me a bit, you know?” 
 
    I cocked my head. “I do not know. But it sounds good. You’ve gotten better at planning your evenings than me.” 
 
    “That’s not hard,” she giggled. “Okay—I’d better get ready. I have to set up this green screen Pinky bought for me.” 
 
    “Do you know how to use it?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “We had four meetings about it—her presentations were all very clear.” 
 
    I nodded with understanding. “I’m so glad she’s getting some use out of the projector.” 
 
    Blossom winced. “I’m not.” 
 
    The sliding door opened behind us. “Brock!” Pinky shouted, peeking her head out at me. “Can you check on Tahini? She hasn’t even logged in yet!” 
 
    I smiled and shot her a thumbs up. “I was just on my way to do it.” 
 
    I followed Pinky Peach inside and watched out of the corner of my eye as her tail whipped back and forth nervously until she sat down at her desk. She smiled at the screen and started chatting with her viewers, ever the dutiful streamer. 
 
    Walking up the stairs, I found myself wondering what Tahini might be up to that was taking her so long. I knocked on her door and called out for her. “Tahini, you in there? All good?” 
 
    She opened the door and grinned at me, not a hint of nerves on her face. At least she was already wearing the uniform, I noted. “Is Pinky spazzing?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, she’s wondering why you haven’t logged in yet.” 
 
    Tahini rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue. “We still have like ten minutes to log in.” 
 
    “Probably don’t need to wait until the last minute.” 
 
    “Well, no,” she admitted, folding her hands behind her back. She looked up at me cutely and licked her lips. “But then you wouldn’t have come up here to check on me.” 
 
    “I was going to come up to check on you anyway,” I said, grinning back at her. 
 
    She scoffed. “Fucking liar.” 
 
    I put my hand on my chest and made a showy face of mock appalment. “Hey, I’m a responsible Streamer House/esports team manager. I check on my team and provide for all their needs.” 
 
    “Ohhh you made it sound all sexy,” she giggled. “All my needs, huh?” 
 
    I looked at her computer, peering over her shoulder. “Is your camera on? I wanted to ask you about what happened after the shower.” I whispered that, just to be safe. 
 
    She shrugged, blushing a bit but not backing down. “Camera’s on, but the mic is muted. Cam’s not facing us either. Don’t worry about the shower thing. It’s really not a big deal. I just—I didn’t think that’d be how it happened.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing what she meant. “It changed nothing about… us, you know? I still feel the same way about you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “And what way is that, again?” 
 
    Suddenly, I heard Pinky’s voice on the computer. “Brock! The ritual! The pre-game ritual! You’re with Tahini, so do her first!” 
 
    Tahini’s cheeks pinkened even more. Ever since our first tournament event, anytime I was around and the girls were playing a ranked game, Pinky Peach made me give all the girls a quick kiss on the lips. She insisted it was for good luck. It may be a weird superstition, but it certainly didn’t inconvenience me, and I was happy to oblige. 
 
    But now I was alone with the catgirl, staring her in the eyes. “Are you ready?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I’m always ready.” 
 
    I leaned forward slowly to kiss her like I always did. It was usually quick and awkward, but recently it had taken on a different feeling. As I got closer to her, Tahini closed her eyes and puckered her lips, even placing her hands on my hips. I kissed her, and she breathed softly against me, blessing me with the sweet smell of her Darkling Donuts latte. 
 
    “I hope that did the trick,” I said. 
 
    “I think it did a few tricks,” she purred up at me, biting on her lip. “Now I’m all riled up. By the way—fair warning, my dad knows who you are.” 
 
    That almost made me jump out of my skin. “What?!” 
 
    She nodded, frowning a bit. “You, meaning Brock, not Solaris. I figured it would happen after Pinky Peach and Satina leaked your name after your face appeared on the news and in their interviews. Anyway, mom and dad saw the news and they called to ask to meet you—I think because they want to know if they can trust a man who lives with me.” 
 
    Knowing Go’Urden, he might also be scouting me for my superheroic tendencies. Still, this wasn’t exactly a surprise, or it shouldn’t have been. I was, after all, something of a minor celebrity now. 
 
    I grinned at her and ruffled her hair. “Many headpats await the victor.” 
 
    “Well then that bitch better be me.” Tahini winked and closed the door behind her, blowing me one more kiss as she did so. I could hear her as she unmuted the microphone and sat down in her chair. “Alright losers, it’s your favorite catgirl—Blossom, Pinky, can you hear me?” 
 
    I was so paranoid about fucking up their already strained internet connection that I disconnected my phone from WiFi and connected to my data so I could watch the game. The last thing I wanted was for them to lag and for me to wonder if it was because I was sharing a connection with them. Still, that shouldn’t happen in any case—we had the best internet speed money could buy, and our latency was always low as a result. Even so, it’s best not to tempt fate on game day. 
 
    I watched the game on my phone from my room, curled up on my bed. “Are you excited, dragon?” I asked. 
 
    I don’t need to be excited. We’re going to win. There is no surprise to be had. 
 
    I chuckled at that. “The girls would appreciate your vote of confidence. The competition is fierce today. I’m not as confident as you are, but I know the girls will give the opponents a run for their money—that much is for damn sure.” 
 
    It was hard to see the action from my phone. If the girls did well today, they would play several games. But if they did poorly, well—this was a single elimination event. Sudden death. One defeat, and they were done for the day. 
 
    Given the way things were laid out, we had a real shot at losing the first match. The team they were playing against was the Ravenhead Roadsters. They actually got third place in last year’s tournament, whereas the earlier version of the Dream Girls didn’t even qualify. 
 
    I watched the girls queue up from my phone screen. Normally, I’d be watching one of their streams, but being on my phone, it made more sense to view the event from the official tournament Flinch account. Their view flipped through the screens and cameras of members of both teams, so it made for smooth viewing. I noticed with some amusement that the guy controlling which stream was being shared seemed to favor Blossom quite a bit. 
 
    The tournament host and announcer was a satyr man around my age, but scrawnier of build. He puffed up his chest and tried to look a bit bigger in his black polo, holding the microphone right up to his face. “Alright, folks, looks like the Dream Girls have already queued up and selected their characters. Right away, we can tell that the Dream Girls are going for their infamous Monga Triangle team arrangement, which means that Pinky Peach is likely going to take center lane.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. The guy was talking like he knew what he was saying, But Pinky almost always played center lane regardless of which character she picked. She always picked soloable champions, whereas Blossom tended toward assassins, Tahini tanked, and Mamba and Satina typically alternated between jungler and support roles. Everyone knew this. 
 
    This guy is a fucking scrub, the dragon inside roared with irritation. Do we really need to tolerate his voice for the next several hours? 
 
    “‘Fraid so,” I murmured, even as I turned the volume down a bit. 
 
    Soon, the match began. It started out slow. Often there would be a team fight in top lane, as each team tried to test each other and get an early advantage, but no one was playing fast and loose in this match. Both sides clearly took the game seriously, and it showed. Even Blossom was quiet for the first five minutes or so. 
 
    Both teams attempted to press their respective lanes evenly, resulting in an early stalemate. Very little ground was gained, but the Dream Girls were more adept at farming minions, and Mamba was a better jungler, so we had a slight XP advantage on the other team. 
 
    “Ladies, gentlemen, and others, if you’re just tuning in, the Sylph Road Dream Girls have a very slight lead, but there have been no kills or deaths so far. Each side appears to be playing it safe for now. If I had to guess, I’d say that these teams are well aware that with the particular compositions they have, they’re going to need their ults available to do any real damage without risking their own lives. Oh! Wait! I spoke too soon! Blossom’s Placara just ambushed Tinny in the mid-lane bush! This might be—YES! The first kill of the match!” 
 
    I pumped my fist excitedly even though the first kill generally wasn’t that big of a deal, but the rest of the game played out in much the same manner. The other team tried to gain ground and play it safe, occasionally organizing team fights to gang up on Pinky’s Monga in the middle lane. Unfortunately for them, that usually left their top and bottom lanes exposed, and the Dream Girls pressed that advantage while they fussed over landing a single kill on our leader—a kill they didn’t get, by the way. Pinky used her flash ability to retreat behind our turret and went back to base to heal. 
 
    In the end, we won that first game, and there was much rejoicing. I could see from the comments on the stream that most of the people watching were rooting for the Dream Girls, too. I also noticed some interesting messages. 
 
    > Would someone please tell the Dream Girls if they win the next match Pinky Princess has to show her boyfriend? 
 
    > Fuck. You mean that Brock dude? He’s so hot omgwtfbbq 
 
    I had some pretty mixed feelings about seeing that. On the one hand, it kind of felt good to be admired publicly for my own face and the deeds I had performed while wearing this face.  
 
    On the other hand—duh. The more exposure people had to me, the more likely they were to fixate on me. If people started paying attention to me whenever I showed up in public, it would be really hard to turn into Solaris without being noticed.  
 
    Then, another message appeared that was humorous while also a bit scary, given its proximity to messages about me: 
 
    > Hold up I just realized… is the cat chick the commissioner’s daughter??? 
 
    > Yeah that’s her dude. You’re just now figuring this out? 
 
    Yep, that worried me. The fact that people were talking about me and the commissioner in the same breath was scary enough, but to have me tied to Tahini? Go’Urden had detective training. What if the commissioner figured out I was thinking about dating his daughter and adding her to my literal harem? I can’t imagine being invited back for the holidays. 
 
    I spent half the afternoon worrying about shit like that, but the other half was spent cheering for my girls. They won game after game until they reached the semifinal match. For the longest time, I was sure they would win that, too, but the enemy team, the Silverview Sabres, managed to get the boss buff and used that to win in a team fight. In the time that the Dream Girls were down and out, all they could do was watch as the Sabres tore through their base and took out their nexus. 
 
    I almost slammed my phone into the ground. I nearly sprinted down the stairs to offer hugs of consolation to the girls, but—I didn’t need to. As I watched the stream, I confirmed that while most of them were, in fact, crying, they were also smiling. 
 
    “That’s right, in quite an upset here, the Dream Girls were vanquished… BUT! They achieved third place, which means that they will have the option to compete in the Sylvan District Invitational. Congratulations to them!” 
 
    My girls. They made it into one of the biggest tournaments. No matter what happened there, they made it in. I was proud of them. I watched as all their cameras shut down one by one and I heard the sound of stomping feet and hooves making their way across the house to me. 
 
    The door was nearly smashed open, and five gorgeous monster girls joined me on the bed, leaping, climbing, belly-flopping their way into a sweaty snuggle party. I was completely smothered with kisses and hugs, almost suffocating from all the affection. 
 
    “Don’t you have to accept your award?” I asked, even as I squeezed Blossom in a tight embrace while the others squeezed me. 
 
    “We’ve got at least twenty minutes. They take breaks after every game, but they’ll want to interview us. Mamba and I will take the interview. Tahini?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Keep Blossom far away from any microphones.” 
 
    “You got it,” the catgirl said, saluting as she hugged Satina from the back, presumably because she couldn’t reach me.  
 
    “What the—keep me away from microphones?!” Blossom squeaked indignantly. “Is that how you feel about me?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Ahem. Blossom, last time you did an interview, you told everyone that winning makes you horny.” 
 
    Mamba laughed as she recalled the incident. “And then the announcer reminded you that you had just lost. And you said, ‘Well, losing makes me horny, too, I guess.’” 
 
    She squeezed me even tighter, pouting. “Did I fuggin’ lie?” 
 
    The girls got up to use the bathroom. Then, Tahini and Satina gently restrained Blossom while Mamba and Pinky headed back downstairs to sit together in front of Pinky Peach’s camera and wait for their interview. 
 
    I joined Satina, Tahini, and Blossom, which calmed the flower sprite down. “So—any idea what comes next?” 
 
    “Besides butt stuff?” Blossom asked, then added, tossing some side-eye to Satina, “and booby boppin’?” 
 
     “Yeah, besides that,” I murmured. 
 
    Satina smiled at me. “Business stuff.” 
 
    “What kind of business stuff?” I asked. 
 
    Satina sighed as she traded a nervous look with Tahini. The two of them looked as though they were having a silent debate over who would tell me. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Tahini was the one to spit it out at last. “Well—we need to register our Streamer House.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    A Harem Interlude 
 
   T he cab was tightly packed on the girls’ way to the Flinch Headquarters office in Mudhaven. They had to take a taxi all the way to the northeast side of the Sylvan District, right up to the Infernal border. Satina was glad they all fit in the car, but she felt a little self-conscious when she realized that she was the logical choice for the front seat. She was a bit more thickly built than the others, even though she was the second shortest. 
 
    “Are you girls ready for this?” Pinky asked excitedly. Her voice was airy and shaky, like she was about to give the best news of her life, but they all knew what their purpose was. 
 
    Blossom grinned at her and made a show of not caring. “Yeah, yeah, big deal. We’re registering a Streamer House with Flinch. Who gives a crap?” 
 
    “I give a crap, for one,” Mamba said, raising her hand and waggling her fingers at the flower sprite who was crammed next to her in the backseat. Her other hand stroked Tahini’s head. The catgirl had to lay across them to fit. This seating arrangement was almost definitely illegal, but the cab driver, bless her heart, didn’t say a word. 
 
    “You had a bad history with Streamer Houses, didn’t you?” Satina asked Mamba, recalling something she’d heard Brock mention in passing. 
 
    Mamba nodded. “Yeah, but I have a good history with Pinky Peach. I was in a really ugly place after my first Streamer House gave me the boot.” 
 
    Pinky giggled. “Your old home wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant, and you know it,” Mamba cooed back to her huskily. She leaned over and gave her friend a platonic kiss on the cheek. “We weren’t even close friends at the time, but I remember four hour phone calls with you, sobbing as I told you everything that happened. You listened to me when no one else would, and you understood how alone I felt when no one else could. You were the only person I trusted for a long time.” 
 
    Pinky rested her cheek on Mamba’s shoulder and sniffled. “I love you so much, Mamba.” 
 
    “I love you too, you big dumb pink strawberry-scented unicorn,” Mamba said, constricting Pinky in a tight hug. “My life is only as good as it is now because I met you.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I’m sure—” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have stuck with streaming. I wouldn’t have joined the Dream Girls. I wouldn’t have met Brock, or Blossom, or Satina, or even this bratty kitty,” Mamba said as she scratched Tahini’s scalp. 
 
    “Mmmmm… you can keep doing that, by the way,” the catgirl moaned. 
 
    Pinky Peach traded a look with Mamba, wincing. “Maybe don’t make that sexy of a sound in the back of someone else’s car there, Tahini.” 
 
    “I can’t help it. You know, Brock is really good at headpats, too,” she said, still sounding a little slurry as she spoke. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but notice you two have been getting closer and closer lately,” Satina noted, looking back over her shoulder from the front seat. 
 
    “Yeah, well—I don’t wanna jinx it or anything,” Tahini replied. 
 
    “There’s no such thing,” Mamba told her. “Believe me—as the resident fortune teller, I’d know.” 
 
    “Did anything spicy happen?” Pinky asked eagerly, gushing to hear the details. She clapped her hands together and widened her eyes as she hoped Tahini prepared to tell all. 
 
    “You mean besides him seeing me naked? And making me come by scratching behind my ears? No, not really,” she muttered, rolling her eyes as her dark cheeks pinkened. 
 
    Pinky Peach giggled at that. “I suppose I deserved that catty response.” 
 
    “That’s vaguely racist,” Tahini noted brusquely. 
 
    Blossom also giggled then, and flicked the catgirl on the nose. “Don’t be such a fuggin’ pussy.” 
 
    Tahini looked up at Blossom, her head upon the flower sprite’s lap, and narrowed her eyes. “I totally walked into that one. Fair enough.” 
 
    “Still,” Satina noted, “A lot has changed. Brock’s whole situation, for instance.” 
 
    Mamba eyed the cab driver carefully, wondering just how liberal with her tongue the satyress was about to be. “Right. Having him outed on the news definitely complicates things.” 
 
    “It’s not all bad,” Pinky said through a laugh. “Now the media knows I’m dating a hero.” 
 
    “But they don’t know about the, uh—” Satina looked at the cab driver and mouthed the word ‘harem.’ “Right?” 
 
    “Well, they saw that pic with me. I wonder just how long we can keep the secret,” Blossom murmured. “Seems like we got our work cut out for us, don’t we?” 
 
    “Agreed,” Tahini exhaled a sigh, darting her eyes to look at the cab driver. She appeared to be oblivious to everything but the road ahead, even wearing an earphone in one ear. “I mean—as an outsider, for now, Blossom’s right. I’m the daughter of a public figure. We’re all public figures to some extent, and our Streamer House will make us even more widely recognized. Brock is going to get harassed by the news every once in a while, and he’s already done the hero thing as himself twice. I wouldn’t be surprised if that big lug fucks around like that again.” 
 
    “How much of a scandal do we think it’d be if the public found out?” Pinky asked, tapping her cheek thoughtfully. “I mean—I’m not ashamed. It is what it is. I love you like my sisters, and I love him.” 
 
    Tahini cringed, souring her face as she looked up at the unicorn girl. “Pinky, you don’t have too many people you’re close to outside of our social circle. Mamba, you’re not that close to your family anymore. Satina’s mom fucking loves that she’s in a harem. And Blossom’s basically a vegetable.” 
 
    “Well screw you, too,” Blossom giggled, pinching Tahini’s cheek. 
 
    The catgirl stayed on her train of thought as she looked out the window. They were driving past Milkers, one of her favorite restaurants, which meant they were getting close to their destination. She cleared her throat. “I really only worry about myself. My mom’s culture accepts harems—a lot of my ancestors had them. But my dad? That’ll be a big fucking yikes the day he finds out.” 
 
    “As far as what the public will think, reactions will vary,” Mamba noted, nodding at Tahini. “Like, there’ll be a bunch of jealous people who’re just upset that one man gets us all—that’s to be expected. But we’ve probably lost most of them by now anyway, now that they know Brock is dating Pinky. Pinky, did you notice your subs drop?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It was a negligible difference. I noticed a bit of whining about it on my stream chat, but most people were really supportive and congratulated me for dating a hero—well, actually, most people said nothing about it at all.” 
 
    “I expected a worse reaction, if I’m being honest,” Mamba murmured, tapping her sharp jawline thoughtfully. “Listen—the way I see it, that was a pretty good test. If your numbers weren’t too rocked by that news, and our relationship doesn’t violate some obscure Flinch bylaw—” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Pinky noted. “I checked and doublechecked that early on.” 
 
    Mamba nodded. “Then we’ve got nothing to worry about. Even if we take a hit, it won’t be all our subscribers and supporters. It’ll be some. We’ll still have enough to get by. We’ll survive.” 
 
    “I love this fuggin’ optimism,” Blossom grunted through her sweet grin. “Honestly, I don’t worry about much. Brock is awesome. We’re awesome. Nothing can hurt Brock, and nothing can stop us.” 
 
    Pinky Peach smiled at her, but she traded awkward looks with some of the other girls in the car. “Blossom—I appreciate your enthusiasm, but we have to accept that Brock is, in fact, putting himself at risk whenever he goes out and does his hero thing.” 
 
    Blossom’s grin instantly withered to a frown. “I don’t accept that.” 
 
    “Well, that’s how it is, Blossom,” Satina said in a frank tone. “That’s why Pinky and I have been trying to—” 
 
    “Not this shit again,” groaned Mamba. “Satina, shut up, please. Today is a happy day. Let’s not go down this road.” 
 
    Satina’s lips tugged downward in an irritated scowl. “Fine.” The satyress turned around and faced forward, going quiet. 
 
    “Satinaaaa,” Blossom whined, kicking the back of the satyress’s seat. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “I’m not doing anything. I was just sharing an opinion.” 
 
    Pinky sighed. “Look—Satina, I’m with you, but we need to have faith. Fate brought us together, and I don’t think it’s going to take Brock away from us. I mean, Mamba’s the most optimistic out of all of us, and she’s practically a fate expert!” 
 
    Mamba scratched her arm anxiously. “Well, don’t put that kind of label on me. I can’t exactly manipulate destiny.” 
 
    “But you agree, right?” Pinky said pleadingly. 
 
    Mamba nodded. “Yeah. Look—fate did bring us together to some extent. I saw portents either in my tarot cards or my crystal ball that predicted every one of you would join Brock’s… h-word. I have to believe that this isn’t some cruel twist of destiny, meant to give us all a hope for happiness and then take it away by killing our shared lover—err—manager. Destiny can be cruel, but I think it wouldn’t be guiding me in this direction if it wasn’t meant to end well.” 
 
    The hissfolk woman watched as the satyress’s shoulders seemed to relax. Good. She let that sink in, and the conversation ended there for a while, or at least, the unpleasant part of it. Soon, though, they arrived at Flinch Headquarters, where they had a meeting scheduled with the Streamer House Coordinator, Evan Flurry. He was a half-djinn with a tornado for a hairstyle. 
 
    He was waiting in the lobby because Pinky had texted ahead of their arrival. He grinned at them—one of the friendliest grins they’d seen in a while, and that said a lot because they knew some friendly people. 
 
    “Hey! Dream Girls, good golly, if I’m not the luckiest son of a crossbow! Welcome to Flinch HQ, and congrats on your recent third place victory!” 
 
    They shook his hand, his grin plastered on his face the whole time. He took them into his office, guiding them down the winding corridors of a very modern building. They walked by lounge areas where young tech workers were taking breaks playing at devilball tables or watching TV on a super large screen. Pinky gazed at it covetously, suddenly regretting her choice to buy a mere projector. 
 
    Once they’d had a quick tour, they settled into Flurry’s office, where there was a huge desk that their host immediately directed them away from, taking them into a corner where an L-shaped sofa hugged a white marble table. Upon the table were several documents and pens. 
 
    Right to business, then, the girls realized. 
 
    “Now, normally, there’s a long interviewing process,” Evan said, gesturing for the girls to take a seat. He did the same, pulling up a wheeled office chair on the opposite of the table. It wasn’t an executive chair, either—it was built for function rather than form, which Pinky could respect. She had a super cute pink gaming chair, but the lumbar support just wasn’t there.  
 
    Nothing beats an office chair. The people who made those were highly motivated to keep workers sitting comfortably at desks all day long. Executive chairs and gaming chairs looked cute enough, but they messed with your back the longer you sat at them. She’d been meaning to switch her setup, but fuck, her pink chair was so cute. 
 
    “From the way you said that, are we to assume that there won’t be a long interview process for us?” Satina asked hopefully. 
 
    Evan nodded. “Correct. Look—I can beat around the bush, or I can be straight with you. Which would you prefer?” 
 
    The girls cocked their eyebrows and shrugged at one another. “Be straight, bucko,” Blossom muttered. “The Dream Girls don’t have time to waste. Also, beating around the bush is vaguely racist.” 
 
    “You fucking hypocrite,” Tahini muttered under her breath, elbowing the plant girl. 
 
    “My apologies, Blossom,” Evan said, bowing his head a bit. “That wasn’t my intention at all.” 
 
    “Speak. You are forgiven,” Blossom squeaked, gesturing to him and nodding. 
 
    He chuckled a bit until he realized the flower sprite wasn’t joking. “Anyway, the truth is that we’re prepared to give you a full-on sponsorship package. The last two months have really been all about the Dream Girls—you’re not right at the top yet, but you’re on your way, and you’re the first esports team in Flinch history where all five members are in the top 100 in the same month.” 
 
    “So you’re more or less desperate to make this deal happen,” Pinky said, grinning, absent-mindedly clicking her hooves together with glee. 
 
    Evan laughed. “I wouldn’t say we’re desperate, but we’re certainly prepared. Now—I understand Mamba has experience with Streamer Houses already, but we do encourage you to have cameras in certain public areas of your home. Viewers love the voyeuristic ability to watch their favorite streamers just be normal people. That being said, please be careful about when the cameras are on and off.” He raised him eyebrows to an exaggerated degree. 
 
    The girls traded concerned looks. They had spoken about this, but it was the one thing they hadn’t fully planned for. How would they be able to hide their collective relationship with Brock? 
 
    The easy thing to do was to set up a few performative cameras in places like the garden. People could watch the girls meditate, or watch Blossom make her pots, but Brock would always be around—and they tended to get physical with him in just about every room of the house. 
 
    “We’ll take that under advisement,” Pinky muttered. “I think we’ll probably do a monthly movie night, where there’s a camera on us while we watch a movie and we display the runtime on the screen so people can watch along with us. Stuff like that. We’re pretty private in our house.” 
 
    “I’m naked a lot,” Blossom sighed. “It’s an issue.” 
 
    Evan blinked and tried not to stare at her now that he knew this information. “Right. That’s fine. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. The Streamer House called GigaLive TV does something similar, but they do game nights and movie nights twice a week. Anyway, something to keep in mind.” 
 
    “So, what are the benefits Flinch is offering us, exactly?” Satina asked, trying not to sound too greedy or eager. She was still so used to being poor, and the idea of yet another boon to their income enticed her immensely. 
 
    “Each of you will get a signature sponsorship. You’ll have to wear your sponsors’ logos on your uniforms—and we’re going to have to request you get new uniforms without the, uh, boob windows going forward.” 
 
    Blossom slammed her palms down on the table and stood up. “Let’s go, girls. We’re leaving.” 
 
    Mamba sighed. “Blossom, honey, no. We’re not. Sit down.” 
 
    Evan cocked a befuddled eyebrow at Blossom but turned his attention to Mamba. “I can see you like your uniforms as they are. We can accept some cleavage, but the boob window was too revealing—Monster Girl Energy drink wanted to sponsor you, but they’re pretty uptight about that kind of thing.” 
 
    Pinky gasped. “Monster Girl Energy drink?! They wanted to sponsor us?!” 
 
    He nodded. “You specifically, Pinky Peach. The other big offer was for Satina.” 
 
    “For me?” Satina asked, blinking rapidly. Her back straightened and she folded her hands demurely. It was a weird surprise response, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Darkling Donuts HQ heard you just finished working for their branch near Sylph Road. Your fans petitioned them about it. They want to sponsor Dream Girls TV.” 
 
    “Dream Girls TV?” Tahini repeated. “Is that the name of our Streamer House?” 
 
    “It’s the one we propose, but you can change it, if you like.” 
 
    Satina’s eyes were plastered wide open. “Dream Girls TV is fine. What exactly would a Darkling Donuts sponsor entail?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I can’t say exactly just yet, but likely a lifetime supply of coffee and donuts, including deliveries a few times a week. You’d also get paid, of course.” 
 
    “I’d get paid?! For eating donuts and drinking lattes?” Satina cried, choking up. Tears streamed liberally down her face. “This is—I’m sorry, I’m getting emotional!” 
 
    Evan smiled at her. “Making the shift to a Streamer House lifestyle comes with a lot of perks. VIP status on Flinch, getting your streams promoted and highlighted regularly, access to other big streamers for collabs that wouldn’t normally be possible, and open invitations to any Flinch-sanctioned tournament for any of the big 10 games—though I know you girls almost exclusively play Loremasters.” 
 
    “Sometimes I play Titty Patrol,” Blossom noted. 
 
    “Right—please don’t do that on stream again. That game violates at least twelve Flinch rules.” 
 
    Blossom scoffed. “There goes all the good content.” 
 
    “But Blossom, Satina—I understand you both can sing. Another popular IRL activity for Streamer Houses is singalong nights. If you did some singing and dancing events together, I guarantee your numbers would go way up.” 
 
    Pinky nodded. “Mamba and I used to do dance streams with Woodland Waifu back when she still streamed regularly. They always performed well.” 
 
    “Some of the old dance videos we have are still in our top ten,” Mamba giggled. 
 
    “Anyway, we’ve done our homework here at Flinch, and I think we’ve put together a contract you won’t have a single issue with. You don’t need to sign it now—in fact, your manager should look over it with you very carefully before you commit to it. Once you sign both copies, send them back here. We’ll sign them, and then I’ll send you a copy to keep. After that, we’re officially in business.” 
 
    Pinky made eye contact with all the other girls and they nodded at her. “We’ll see the contract now, then,” she said. “But first, I do have one last question.” 
 
    “Yes, Pinky Peach?” Evan asked, smiling patiently. 
 
    She steepled her fingers together, took a deep breath, and closed her eyes. When she’d steeled herself enough, she opened them, fixing her gaze intensely on the man in front of her. “Tell me about this Monster Girl Energy Drink sponsorship.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    12: Photo Shoot 
 
   T hings changed pretty quickly after we signed the contract. To be entirely transparent—it was terrifying. We’d been a rags-to-riches story for a while now, but I only really felt like I’d truly arrived when people started recognizing me on the street, and delivery workers wearing purple polos with the Flinch logo on them started dropping off crates of energy drinks. 
 
    It was… a bit much. Still, I couldn’t help but be grateful. Honestly, I kind of felt like the new exposure I was getting as Brock Clayton really helped Solaris to hide in plain sight. 
 
    Not long after that, we were having a day like any other. It got progressively more interesting the moment Pinky Peaches’ new Ballista DSLR camera arrived. 
 
    She opened the box on the living room floor, and I eyed her twitching hooves and flicking tail with adoration. Watching her rip into the packaging as Blossom stood over her made me miss opening presents under a Christmas tree. 
 
    “Yes! This is it!” Pinky confirmed excitedly. “The camera is here!” 
 
    “So what?” Blossom asked. “Oh, is that the thing for taking photos of my butt?” 
 
    Pinky shot a dirty look at Blossom, furrowing her brow indignantly. “Hmph! Blossom! We need to take photos of our new uniforms. This kind of thing is exactly what our duties as a Streamer House entail! Flinch won’t be able to promote any images of us until we update our team photo.” 
 
    “Fuggin’ Flinch. Boob window murderers,” Blossom growled, waggling her fist defiantly in the air. “They can lick my ass!” 
 
    “Most people would enjoy that, Blossom,” Mamba noted as she entered the room from the stairway. “What are we talking about, again?” 
 
    “The camera is here! Brock, are you ready?” 
 
    “I was born ready,” I announced proudly. “…For what again, though?” 
 
    Pinky sighed. “You need to take the photos for us.” 
 
    Tahini, who’d been pretending to sleep in a ball on the ottoman, suddenly shot up. “What?! I need to shower!” 
 
    “You look fine,” I told her. 
 
    “I need makeup! And my hair is greasy as fuck!” 
 
    I looked at it and shrugged. “If you say so.” 
 
    Pinky scowled at me. “We get one shot for the perfect photo. GutterBox TV took their photo, and there was a piece of lint on Renner’s uniform shirt. They tried to submit a new photo, but Flinch hasn’t updated it yet.” She paused for effect, narrowing her eyes to ominous slits. “That was two months ago.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I chuckled. “Everyone take a turn in the shower, do your makeup if you must, and then we’ll take some shots in my room. I’ll get the white screen setup.” 
 
    “Do the black screen,” Pinky corrected me, wagging her finger. “And put on some music and scented candles.” 
 
    I arched a brow at her and felt my lips tugging into a hopeful smile. “Oh? Why exactly?” 
 
    Pinky shuddered. “I just know they’ll be able to sense it if the room smells bad or if the atmosphere is off.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Pinky,” Blossom growled, cringing and throwing her palm into her own face. “No one’s gonna smell his fuggin’ room through a photo. Chill out for one minute, would you?” 
 
    Pinky glared at her, shaking her fist and baring her teeth. “Never.” 
 
    The girls all showered and got dressed in the new uniforms. It was much like the old one, but there were a few sponsors’ logos marked on the empty spaces.  
 
    Blossom’s chief sponsor was Magic-Gro plant food. She hadn’t even known it existed before, but now she couldn’t get enough of the stuff. Satina’s major sponsor was, of course, Darkling Donuts, while Pinky Peach had Monster Girl Energy drink on hers. Mamba’s big sponsor was some kind of cosmetics company that made makeup and creams for people with reptilian scales.  
 
    Discovering this, I’d had a lengthy debate with the dragon about whether or not we should give it a try. Tahini got sponsored by a computer hardware manufacturer, which was great. The girls all got significant upgrades to their rigs as a result. 
 
    The new uniform had banished the much-loved boob window, but the new V-neck was enough to placate Blossom. 
 
    “Listen, girls,” Pinky Peach said, “don’t pull your V-neck down too low. We can modify it however we want in the future, but for this shoot, if we get too low, then our photo will be rejected.” 
 
    Blossom grumbled something under her breath about ‘stingy Flinch executives’ but complied. 
 
    “Okay, Brock,” Pinky continued, grinning as the girls all got into their practiced positions. “The camera uploads automatically to our private account in the cloud, but it’s the work one. We’ll take the first batch of photos there. It’ll make sending them to Flinch a quick button press or two.” 
 
    I nodded, pressing a few things on the touch screen and adjusting the aperture and focus. The image was crisp, and honestly, I probably didn’t have to fiddle with it at all. The autofocus was spot on, from what I could tell. I adjusted the lighting and dusted a few specks off of the black screen until the image in the viewfinder seemed professional enough to pass Pinky Peach’s high standards. 
 
    “Okay,” I muttered. “You all look gorgeous. Tahini, cross your arms like the rest of them. There ya go. Pinky, look at me head on—yeah, like that, but bring one cute little hoof forward. Lean on one hip, pop the other out. Loosen your arms—that’s probably too much cleavage.” 
 
    “I’ll kill those fuggin’ stingy motherfuckers,” Blossom rasped like a gremlin. 
 
    “Blossom, Mamba—back to back, leaning against each other. Arms crossed. Your faces are too sweet. I’ve seen these esports team pictures. You gotta look like you mean business.” 
 
    Satina blushed. “Gosh. Whenever a camera is out, I smile. I can’t help it.” 
 
    “Try not to,” I said. Her face quivered and twitched as she tried to relax her lips into a serious expression. 
 
    “It’s so hard,” she whined. 
 
    “Let’s focus on the pose. Do the same thing as Mamba and Blossom, but with Tahini.” 
 
    It went on like that for… way too long. The girls looked amazing, but getting them in the right position took some work. Finally, all five of them were lined up from left to right, perfectly arranged—looking like a real team. A swell of pride inflated my chest as I stared at them. 
 
    “Don’t grin like that, you dummy,” Pinky said, trying to keep her face straight. “You’re going to make me laugh.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumbled, shaking my head and chuckling softly. “I’m just having a moment.” 
 
    Mamba and Blossom traded looks. “A moment?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “I’m just—how far we’ve come. Together. In such a short time. Shit, I’m so proud of you girls.” 
 
    Pinky Peach’s lip quivered. “Fuck! Fuck! My makeup’s going to run! Brock, you’re gonna make me cry, you bully!” 
 
    I laughed and set the camera down on my bed. “No worries, hon. I think I got a lot of good shots.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Pinky asked, wiping her eyes with her wrist. “Can we see?” 
 
    I took them back into the living room, and we hooked the camera up to Pinky’s projector through the wireless connector. We waited several minutes for the projector screen to come down, smiling at each other as anticipation built. And then, there they were, in slideshow format, on the screen. 
 
    I flipped through them, and Pinky immediately started crying again. “We look so good!” she sobbed. “We’re a real team! A real Streamer House!” 
 
    Mamba rubbed Pinky’s shoulder and I put a hand on her thigh. “Yes we are,” the hissfolk beauty cooed. “But let’s not use this picture—I think I was about to sneeze.” 
 
    “Can snakes sneeze?” Satina asked thoughtfully. 
 
    I blinked. “Come to think of it, Mamba does a lot of things snakes don’t do.” 
 
    “Like blush,” Blossom grinned, pointing at her friend’s rosy cheeks. 
 
    Mamba crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s the same reason you do those things. You really shouldn’t exist, Blossom, biologically speaking. But because humans are the cosmic default of intelligent life, other magical variants like us have certain traits they have.” 
 
    “Huh,” I muttered. “I guess that makes sense, in a nonsensical kind of way.” 
 
    Tahini waved her hands mysteriously. “Oooo, it’s maaagic,” she said, then she broke into a fit of giggles and snorts. 
 
    I flipped to the next image. “Girls?” I murmured as I took one look at it, “I think this is the one.” 
 
    It was perfect. The girls looked flawless, the poses were exactly what I’d gone for, the lighting was hitting them all at precisely the right angle, and the picture was crisp. I didn’t even need to go through any more of them. This was the one. 
 
    I could tell from their faces that my women realized it as well. Satina grabbed my hand as she looked at it, and Pinky, still ruining her makeup with happy tears, leaned against me and kissed my neck. 
 
    “This is it. This is the one.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I stayed up late, editing the photos, getting ready to submit them to Flinch HQ. I fudged around with them probably more than I needed to, settling on a grand total of ten photos with five different poses and arrangements, but the one we’d selected would for sure be the one we wanted featured. 
 
    I wrapped up the last image, then logged into my Flinch Business Account and navigated to the Uploads tab. I dropped the images in, checking, double-checking, septuple-checking them to make sure I couldn’t find any errors, blurs, or pieces of lint that I’d missed. 
 
    Nope. They were perfect. 
 
    I submitted the images. It was done. I stared at my screen for a few minutes, refreshing my email account as though I was going to get a confirmation message, but they never sent those outside of work hours, according to what I’d heard. I kicked my feet up on the desk, and with nothing left to do, I stretched and started thinking about getting to bed. 
 
    I didn’t need sleep all that much, but I still enjoyed it. Tonight, though, my eyes were tired from staring at my monitor, and I figured I could probably use a full night’s slumber. But rather than crawl into bed with one of the girls, I decided to collapse onto my own mattress. I lay down on my back and stared at the ceiling. 
 
    With all the Flinch stuff happening, the Void Cartel had suddenly felt like a distant problem, but I couldn’t afford to think that way. I was being pulled between two very different responsibilities—one to the city, and the other to my girls—the Dream Girls. I told myself again and again that I could do it all. And I truly believed that, too. Still… it was going to be harder than I imagined. 
 
    I heard my door creak open slowly, and I turned my head to see who the new arrival was. Blossom was standing there in only her red panties and a matching bra, waving at me. 
 
    She looked ethereal, bathed in the blue domelight that shone through my window onto her greenish-brown skin. Her vines shimmered under their pale luminescence. I sighed lovingly as I took in the sight of her. 
 
    “Can I come in?” she asked, pressing her index fingers together cutely, feigning innocent nerves. 
 
    I tapped a spot on the mattress beside me, scooting over to make more room for her. “I don’t mind getting some leafy hugs.” 
 
    She bit her lip and approached, sliding into the bed and throwing the blankets over her. Instantly, we were tangled up in each other, and I couldn’t tell you who initiated it if I wanted to. It just happened as though it were automatic, natural, and only right. 
 
    She kissed me sweetly and sucked my bottom lip into her mouth, keeping her inky black eyes half-open as she gazed at me. She drew back, releasing me from her kiss. “I don’t just want to be your hug buddy tonight,” she whispered. “Do you remember how I said I needed more time? To grow certain parts of my body—my insides—to accommodate you?” 
 
    I swallowed. “Yeah,” I muttered. 
 
    Oh hell yeah, growled the dragon, obviously seeing where this was going. 
 
    “I think I’m ready, and… after everything that’s happened lately, I don’t want to wait any longer. Brocky,” she whined, dragging her fingertip lightly down my cheek. “I love you.” 
 
    I answered her by pulling her in with another kiss. It was soft, and sweet, and full of mutual affection. Her natural saccharine flavor danced all across my tongue. 
 
    “Oh, Brocky,” she moaned as I nibbled on her ear. “Mmmm…” 
 
    I hugged her tightly and felt her wrap her legs around one of my thighs, grinding, rubbing her cheek against my face as I fumbled for her the clasp on her bra. Suddenly she drew back, catching me by surprise. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked. 
 
    She squinted at me. “I want you to fuck my flussy. Did you get that?” 
 
    I laughed, closing my eyes and fighting the urge to shake my head. “Yeah, honey, I cracked the code.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” she sighed. “Pollinate me.” 
 
    I undressed her in a hurry, and she went straight for my pants, not even bothering with my shirt. Within a few moments, she was fully nude, and I was unclothed from the waist down, cock out and ready for action. 
 
    She kissed me again, wrapping the fingers of her smooth hand around my shaft. At first, her grip was dry and woody, but soon her grip grew soft and moist, making each stroke sheer bliss. 
 
    I latched onto one of her nipples out of habit, eagerly seeking and sucking out the flower sprite nectar her tits produced. God, it was so sweet, and as I suckled, she moaned and uttered soft words of urging. “Yeah, baby. Suck my flitties. I’ve been waiting for this for so long.” 
 
    In truth, I’d been waiting for it, too. I wanted it just as bad as she did, and now—she was mine. Fully. Completely. I unsuckled her and pinned her by the shoulders against the mattress so that her back was on the bed and her naked breasts and pussy were in full view. Her eyes went wide and she gasped in surprise at my sudden forcefulness. She sucked on her bottom lip and nodded, grabbing the bedsheets as I took hold of her hips. 
 
    My cock found her entrance—as soft and yielding as any pussy I’d ever known. My tip ran up and now the length of her labia, gathering her wetness, lubricating my glans and smearing my precum all over. 
 
    “I’m going in, Blossom,” I growled. 
 
    Again, she only offered a nod… and a whimper. 
 
    With some effort, my tip found its way in—despite her boast of being ready, it was a tough battle to dig my way inside her, but I managed. I plunged deeply and she arched her back, relinquishing the bedsheets as she threw her arms around my neck. She pulled against me so hard that I accidentally suspended her off the mattress as I finished my first delving thrust. 
 
    I was all the way in. It was warm, gooey, giving. And then, something happened which I didn’t expect. 
 
    Something emerged from her inner walls—two somethings. They coiled wetly around my cock and started milking me from base to tip in spiraling rhythms and patterns. 
 
    “What—what is that?” I asked, my hips shaking. 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked at me, confused. “What is what?” 
 
    “There’s something inside you… stroking me off while I fuck you.” 
 
    She blinked, offering an answer between moans. “You mean my vaginal vines?” 
 
    I blinked and froze. The ‘vines’ did not. They still pumped me diligently, making me groan at the pleasure. “Your… vaginal vines?” 
 
    “Don’t all girls have them? They’re like extra tongues on the inside,” she said, sticking out her tongue and tapping it with her finger. 
 
    I didn’t have the wherewithal or mental bandwidth to explain to her that, in fact, no—that was not something I had encountered with other women before, but I certainly wouldn’t have complained if I had. 
 
    I wasn’t going to last long at this rate. I decided to make the best of it and try my darndest to make sure it was memorable for Blossom, too. I sucked her tits and bucked my hips, my arms wrapping around her waist as I writhed animalistically on top of her. God, it all felt so fucking good. 
 
    Twin tongues sucked and stroked me off with every thrust. It was weirdly like having sex and a double-blowjob at the same time. 
 
    My efforts were clearly paying off for Blossom, too, despite how inelegant they were. She was moaning wildly now, her voice bestial and indecent. Her raspy, hoarse groans grew louder, more filled with need with every thrust as well as every kiss I gave her breasts. 
 
    “I’m gonna bloom,” she whimpered, softly at first, but the second half of her announcement was anything but soft. “Fuck, Brocky, I’m gonna bloom all over your cock!” 
 
    It couldn’t have come at a better time. I fired a potent triple shotgun load of my cum through her insides, and I felt her inner walls swell and throb in response. She screamed, howled, shouted, yelped out her euphoria, drool dribbling down her chin as her fingers took root in my hair and squeezed painfully. 
 
    I practically melted on top of her, but her vaginal vines didn’t relent. I flopped like a fish, recoiling in the aftershock of my orgasm which had left me oversensitive. 
 
    “I need to pull out,” I grunted. “Can your—guuhh—can you let me pull out?” 
 
    She blinked. “But I want all your cum,” she whined as her tonguelike vines slowed their erotic assault. “One more, Brocky? One more load for me?” 
 
    I swallowed hard and closed my eyes. “Okay. One more.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    13: Unexpected Visitor 
 
   T he next morning, I was rudely awakened by the chiming sound of our doorbell. I yawned, stretched, and rolled out of bed, taking the sheets with me. When I got up, I realized Blossom was still sleeping, but she was standing naked in the pot she kept beside my bed for the purpose of convenience. She had one in everyone’s room, but really only used this one and the living room one with any regularity. 
 
    I looked over at the clock and squinted at the time, wiping my bleary eyes as I threw on a black tank top and a pair of gray sweat pants. I was the closest to the door and the quickest to dress, so it fell on me whenever something like this happened. 
 
    Last time it had been Jasper, who had frantically lost his frisky dog. We found the rascal humping the leg of a poor demonkin man who was just trying to enjoy his morning coffee on a roadside bench in peace. The time before that, it had been a delivery sent by Dr. Luna—some supplies that the builders needed to complete the panic room, before we knew it was a panic room. 
 
    I had no idea who could be knocking on the door at seven AM on a Hornsday morning, but I dutifully trucked my ass down the stairs. 
 
    “Coming!” I bellowed, my groggy morning voice lowering my vocal register one step below normal. 
 
    I threw the door open and almost closed it immediately out of sheer horror. Nefertari Go’Urden was standing there in a business skirt and jacket, wearing ruby-tinted sunglasses. Standing in front of me, she looked so much like a taller version of her daughter that it almost made me nauseous. This wasn’t the first time I’d seen her, but as far as she knew, I hoped, it was the first time she’d met me. 
 
    “Mrs. Go’Urden, I presume,” I smiled, forcing the pleasant expression even as my skin pricked up with anxiety-induced goosebumps. I reached out my hand and she took it, smiling coldly. 
 
    “Mr. Clayton,” she replied, almost accusingly. She withdrew her hand quickly as her eyes scanned my figure. “You’re even bigger than you looked on the news.” 
 
    I forced a laugh, but it came out awkward and insincere. “Please, come inside.” 
 
    She nodded, her brow raising as though she was impressed. Left only to guess, I supposed she noted that I didn’t assail her with questions as to the purpose of her visit. Oh, I had those questions—plenty of them. But Mama Clayton had raised a gentleman, and if there’s one thing I know, you invite your friends’ moms in before you ask what the fuck they’re up to. 
 
    “Can I get you a glass of water or anything?” I asked, gesturing to the kitchen as she kicked off her shoes elegantly and left them by the door. “And do you want me to wake up your daughter? I’m pretty sure she’s still asleep.” 
 
    “No, no—I’m here to meet you, actually.” 
 
    Oh great, I grumbled to myself with worry. That wasn’t how I said it, though. “Oh, great!” I intoned excitedly. I continued to fake a polite smile.  
 
    Truth be told, Nefertari Go’Urden was an intimidating woman. She struck me as a smart lady who always fought to have her way and wasn’t afraid to let you know what she expected from you. I tried to keep the tone friendly and cordial, and I actively made the choice not to ask her purpose in showing up. At least, not so directly. “Well, you’ve met me. How am I holding up to your expectations?” 
 
    “It’s too soon to say, I’m afraid.” She was finally breaking some of the tension on her face with what seemed to be a real smile. “I can tell you’re her type, though.” 
 
    I blinked. “Tahini’s?” 
 
    She nodded as she opened our refrigerator and peeked inside. “The catfolk of the White clan like big, kindhearted muscleheads.” She closed the fridge door. “All that’s in there is condiments.” 
 
    “We order out a lot. Well, Mrs. Go’Urden, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I know Tahini’s been trying to schedule a dinner or something.” 
 
    She turned our sink on and off a few times, nodding with approval. “Good water pressure.” 
 
    “Uhh… So, how can I help you today?” I asked, trying to find a delicate way to get to the point. 
 
    She turned around and leaned back against the kitchen counter, staring right into my eyes. “Is she happy?” 
 
    I nodded at that. “I think so,” I said. “We’re all very close here.” 
 
    Nefertari sighed. “Her and her father had a terrible argument before she moved out. They’re talking again, but… there’s a layer of tension over it. Honestly, I can’t blame her. I feel the same way. Maybe worse.” 
 
    “Of course,” I grunted, then cleared my throat. “I mean—I’m sorry, I don’t mean to overstep. I heard what happened a little bit from her. I understand Commissioner Go’Urden has a very dangerous job, and she hates that he risks his life for the city.” 
 
    The catgirl in front of me nodded, but she narrowed her eyes. “I don’t want to presume too much, but I imagine you and she are very close. I know from the news that you’re dating the unicorn girl—Peachy Pink?” 
 
    “Pinky Peach,” I corrected her. 
 
    “Right. But a man like you—she must at the very least be in love with you from afar. You’re entirely her type.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow a bit. “Well, we’re good friends,” I murmured. 
 
    She stood up straight and walked toward me, staring right into my face. In her heels, we would have been at eye level. “My question is this—how can she reconcile you risking yourself for the city? You still have burn marks on your skin, though faint, from where the Void Things touched you.” 
 
    Just then, I was saved by an irate voice. “Moooom! What the heck are you doing here?! It’s seven in the freaking morning!” 
 
    Tahini ran into the kitchen from her room, her fists balled, not even wearing her glasses yet. She looked even more similar to her mom without them. 
 
    Nefertari smiled warmly at her daughter—a real, genuine smile. “Good morning, sweety. Mommy’s missed you so much.” She pulled the angry young catgirl into a tight embrace, which Tahini irritably accepted. 
 
    “I missed you, too. But you can’t kick down our door so early in the morning! We stay up late streaming and having meetings most nights, so we have to sleep in. I got up to pee and almost shit myself instead when I heard your voice carry through the vents.” 
 
    I laughed, but Nefertari’s face tightened. “Language.” 
 
    “I’m a grown-ass woman, mom.” 
 
    “With a dirty mouth. I watch your streams, you know. Thank Bast that your father doesn’t know you show your feet off to the camera.” 
 
    Tahini blushed. “M-mom! Don’t watch my streams, it’s weird!” 
 
    “Some of the things those people say to you are so crude,” she muttered. Her face relaxed, though, and she smiled again as she kissed Tahini’s forehead. “But—you’re enjoying your work, right? You’re having fun?” 
 
    She nodded. “We’re doing really well for ourselves.” 
 
    Mrs. Go’Urden looked around. “I can see that. I’m proud of you. And your friends seem very sweet as well—except I’m not sure I like that Blossom girl very much. She has a filthy mouth.” 
 
    “Mooom,” groaned Tahini, breaking away from another one of her mom’s embraces. “Don’t judge my friends without knowing them in person.” 
 
    Nefertari looked at me, then looked back at her daughter. “Forgive me honey, but I have to mention—aren’t your partners all a little too sexy?” 
 
    I laughed at that, unable to help myself. “Your daughter’s got quite a following herself.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mean that,” she said, swatting the air dismissively. “My Tahini is the prettiest girl in the world. But the others are all so,” she traced an hourglass in the air, “voluptuous.” 
 
    “Well, variety is the spice of life,” I chuckled, shrugging. “Do you want a tour? I can’t take you into the girls’ rooms because they’re sleeping and may not all be decent, but—” 
 
    “I’d love a tour, but I don’t have long, unfortunately. I’m on my way into the office, and just wanted to say hi.” 
 
    “Your office is on the other side of town,” Tahini noted with slitted amber eyes that glowed with suspicion. 
 
    Nefertari nodded. “True, but the temptation to see my daughter who’s almost entirely stopped replying to my texts was just too strong.” 
 
    Tahini scoffed. “Hmph! That’s bullshit. I respond to all your texts.” 
 
    “Eventually,” conceded Nefertari, arching a brow at her child. “I do wish you’d be a tad more expedient, though. Which brings me in a roundabout way to my next purpose in being here.” She pivoted back to me, and my butthole clenched instinctively. “Mr. Clayton—” 
 
    “Your last name is Clayton?!” Tahini gasped. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You know it is.” 
 
    “Ahem,” Mrs. Go’Urden said, giggling. “Since you’re the manager of my daughter’s business, perhaps I should schedule our dinner through you, yes?” 
 
    “Oh—sure. Yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    “Then I’ll need your contact information.” 
 
    “Mom!” Tahini growled. “Don’t strongarm my manager!” 
 
    She smirked at her daughter knowingly. “Just your manager, right?” 
 
    Her daughter crossed her arms. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, of course. Why would I? I’m just your mother.” She looked back at me. “Well, Mr. Clayton?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “I’m happy to give you my number. We’ll schedule something soon.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I’ve been waiting to meet the Dream Girls for a long time now. And it’ll be good to see Tahini speaking more with her father.” 
 
    “We already talk once a week,” Tahini sighed. 
 
    “Not enough. He misses you.” 
 
    “I’m not coming home,” Tahini cautioned her. 
 
    Nefertari looked around. “No, that wouldn’t make much sense at this point. I understand you’ve already got big contracts and your career is on an upturn. But you can at least visit more often, sweety.” 
 
    The younger catgirl sighed in defeat. “I’ll see if I can work it in.” 
 
    Nefertari nodded and grabbed her daughter’s hands. “That’s really all I’m asking for, kitten.” 
 
    “Don’t call me kitten. I’m an adult.” 
 
    Nefertari smirked. “You’ll always be my kitten, though.” 
 
    Tahini conceded a small grin. “I know.” 
 
    “How much time do you have, Mrs. Go’Urden? Did you eat breakfast? I could cook you something.” 
 
    “With all those condiments in your refrigerator?” she asked, her brow arched at me inquisitively. 
 
    “We’ve got… some eggs in there, I think. And some—” 
 
    “We’ve got waffles in the freezer!” Tahini squeaked. “They’re orc style, with pseudodryad syrup!” 
 
    “Pseudodryad syrup always struck me as unethical,” Mrs. Go’Urden muttered. “It’s the way they harvest it. No thanks. I’ve actually already had something to eat already anyway.” 
 
    Tahini’s stomach rumbled audibly. We looked at her. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whimpered. “Now I’m thinking about waffles.” 
 
    Nefertari wrapped her daughter up in one more hug, which had ‘last hug of the day’ energy. “Make yourself that waffle, kitten. I’m going to walk out and see if Mr. Clayton can help me hail a taxi.” 
 
    “Huh? Help you? It’s easy, taxis are always driving down Sylph Road early in the morning to find people waiting to go to work. If you can’t find one, just use the app, or head down to Goblin Street.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. “I’d be happy to keep your mom company. In fact, today’s not one of our delivery days from Darkling, so maybe I’ll walk down there and pick up our coffees and donuts after your mom gets her cab.” 
 
    Nefertari nodded at me with a smile of approval. “At least he’s a gentleman. Come, Mr. Clayton, let’s get a cab. And Tahini, please respond to my texts—and call your father. He’s worried about you.” 
 
    Tahini sighed, but kissed her mom on the cheek. “Fine. But next time, at least let us know a day in advance before dropping in like this, okay? Blossom sometimes walks around the house naked.” 
 
    Nefertari winced. “I’m really not sure if I like her.” 
 
    I walked Mrs. Go’Urden outside, and it wasn’t hard at all to get her a cab. As the taxi pulled up, she shook my hand one more time, this time more warmly than before. She smiled at me as we made some polite farewells, but then a more serious looked flashed across her face. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded slowly, though her eyes were fixed on me. “I just realized where I’ve heard that cadence before. In your voice. Do you know, Mr. Clayton, you speak with almost the exact same accent as Solaris?” 
 
    Once again, my anus tightened in fear. “Do I? That’s a crazy coincidence.” 
 
    She smirked. “Right. I’m sure that’s all it is. But a word of advice? Maybe switch up your mannerisms a bit when you meet my husband. I don’t want him to… get the wrong idea.” 
 
    I nodded and watched dumbly as she left. Her cab drove off, but my sphincter remained tightened. Sweat dripped down my neck. Did she know? That sure sounded a hell of a lot like she knew. 
 
    It was at that moment that I finally accepted that my secret identity wouldn’t be a secret forever. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    14: Darkling Drama 
 
   T hat same day, just after lunch, Pinky and I were wrapping up our afternoon meditation in the garden. There was a lot on my mind, but I didn’t want to bother Pinky with it because she had been dealing with some nausea earlier. As a consequence of that, we spent much of our session in comfortable silence. When we got inside, the living room was empty, but someone had been in there recently and had left the news on. 
 
    “I’m going to take a quick shower,” Pinky said “Atmosphere of the dome is a bit humid today. I’m all sticky now.” She gestured to a bead of sweat she could feel running down her neck. 
 
    “Pity, I’m just going to get you sticky again later.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at that but grinned as her horse tail flicked eagerly. “Perv. If you want to mess around, you’ll have to wait until after my stream tonight.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I wonder if I could just crawl under your desk and help myself.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at the scandalous suggestion. “No way. Do you want thousands of people all across Meteoropolis to see my ‘o’ face while you go to town down there?!” 
 
    “Relax, babe, I was kidding,” I said. “Unless…” 
 
    “I can’t think of a quicker way to lose all our sponsorships,” she uttered with a dark laugh. “No, we’ll have to wait until I’m done.” 
 
    “I may be in bed by then.” 
 
    She stood up on the tips of her hooves and kissed me, fluttering her eyelashes in my face. “I’ll crawl in with you when I’m finished with my shower. I bought a new calendar so I’ll pencil the appointment in before anyone else tries it.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said, and I slapped her butt playfully before collapsing backward onto the couch. I kicked up my feet on the coffee table and turned up the volume. There was a cheap CGI graphic of the dome flying through space. 
 
    “That’s right,” the newscaster said, “we’re passing through the Kraken system—a collapsed star system whose star is now a planetary nebula. The post-solar energies may amplify some Void activity inside the dome, so be on high alert for the next few weeks.” 
 
    I grimaced at the announcement. “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    The dragon inside me seemed to agree. No. Passing through star systems of any kind can influence our powers—and our personality. We’ll need to be careful, but its effect on us will pass as we make our way out of its orbit. 
 
    “What kinds of effects?” I asked. 
 
    It’s hard to say, the dragon rumbled psychically. Be vigilant. Be ready for anything. Each star has its own energy. Stars act as constants throughout the multiverse, so each one has its own unique signature. 
 
    “I’ll pay attention to that.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to, Brock?” Satina asked as she slinked into the room. She was wearing a khaki skirt and a frilly pink tank top that was too high cut to show all the cleavage she had to offer. Blossom hated this one. 
 
    “The dragon. Solaris. Something on the news piqued his interest.” 
 
    Satina sat down beside me, glancing for half a second over at the refrigerator before looking at the TV. “Oh yeah. I saw some people talking about this in the chat last night. The last star system we passed through made the Xeno District lockdown for three days. Too many Void-based creatures there compared to the rest of the city.” 
 
    “Aren’t Voidbeasts and Void technology banned?” 
 
    “Yeah, but xenos are more likely to mess around with the stuff,” she said. “At least, that’s what people say. The cops seemed to believe it when they barricaded the road leading to the Xeno District, too, so…” She shrugged, throwing her hands in a ‘whatever’ gesture. 
 
    “Guess I’d better stay away from there as much as possible.” 
 
    “Loads of people stay in the districts they live in for their whole lives. I’d say most travel for museums and resorts a few times a year, but I’ve never been to the Infernal District myself.” 
 
    “I saw into it one time,” I said, remembering the police chase I had helped out with. “Never set foot inside. Seemed pretty crazy. Not a place I felt a strong urge to be.” 
 
    She giggled. “Demonkin feel right at home there. At least most of them.” 
 
    I looked at her and jerked my head toward the kitchen. “I saw you eyeing the fridge. You hungry?” 
 
    “I’m always hungry,” she lamented, rubbing her improbably tight belly. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “We could make a second run to Darkling today.” 
 
    She gasped. “Two donut runs?! That’s so naughty…” She grabbed the collar of my shirt and licked her lips. 
 
    “And then afterwards, maybe I can give your donut some cream filling.” 
 
    She shook her head, looking at me like I was insane—like I was a different person, really. “No, I like the jelly donuts, honey. You know this.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I was making a sex joke.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up. “Ohhh! Did you take your pills?!” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Aaaand her face fell. “Oh. I see.” 
 
    “We can… pretend I didn’t,” I suggested. 
 
    “It’s not the same,” she said, crossing her arms and pouting. “One day I hope you put a baby in me, Brock.” 
 
    I chuckled and kissed her on the cheek before standing up. She followed me to my feet, still stormy-faced. “We literally just became Flinch partners and established our own Streamer House. I promise, it’s going to happen eventually, but let’s enjoy this stretch of our career first. Besides—wouldn’t it be better if we got married first?” 
 
    Her eyes bulged. “Are you… proposing to me?! Brock?” 
 
    “I mean, do I need to? I suppose I should find the right moment to bring it up with everyone, but I think it’s more of a… group assumption at this point, right?” 
 
    She grabbed my hands. “Well, as much as I’d like to see you get down on your knee and propose, I think we should wait until the Streamer House is a bit more established and after the harem leak inevitably happens.” 
 
    My face contorted at the word ‘inevitably.’ I couldn’t argue with it, though. It really was only a matter of time. “I agree. But, if it makes you feel any better, I do see us going down the ‘married with kids’ path someday.” I kissed her on the forehead, and she squeezed me tightly in response. 
 
    “It does make me feel better,” she giggled. “And you know what’ll be almost as good?” 
 
    “Going to Darkling Donuts for a second donut run?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    *** 
 
    We let the other girls know where we were headed, but Blossom was already streaming, and Pinky and Mamba were getting ready. Tahini was doing something sketchy involving the police database and I figured it was probably best I didn’t ask. 
 
    So, Satina and I headed to Darkling together. The walk was short, so we decided to eat our donuts there and bring lattes back for the other girls. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Satina moaned as she bit into her third donut. “It’s so nice not having to pay for donuts.” 
 
    “You didn’t used to have to pay for donuts when you worked here anyway.” 
 
    “True,” she said, smirking devilishly, “but I don’t work here anymore. I just sub for the new girl sometimes.” 
 
    As if on cue, the arachne girl who’d replaced her approached us nervously, her many hands shaking. “Ummm—Satina?” she asked in a wispy, shrill voice, her eight red eyes blinking with anxiety. “I know you’re like some big celebrity now, but do you have a second?” 
 
    Satina sighed, looking into my eyes. She stood up, dusted some donut crumbs off of her tank top, and turned around. “Yes, Spinella? What’s up?” 
 
    “It’s—I don’t know how to ring up discounts, cuz the boss never taught me. Sometimes we get people coming in here who have discount cards and I—I—” The poor girl looked like she was going to break down into tears over such a tiny thing. 
 
    “Oh, okay. Let me show you how to do that,” Satina giggled soothingly, grinning at her. “Relax—I spent a lot of my first few weeks here crying in the break room and the better part of the last couple years sleeping on the floor in the back.” 
 
    Hearing that almost physically hurt me, but it hadn’t been a surprise. Satina had been all alone in the world when she came here, and from the way Spinella acted, I suspected the spider cutie was more or less in a similar situation. 
 
    I waited in my seat, reflecting about that reminder. Had I been too nice to her mom? Should I have stood up to her more aggressively? 
 
    Before I knew it, I started properly scolding myself over the matter. I should have confronted her. I should have told her off. I should have been more supportive of Satina when she got upset with her mom. I felt my blood boil and my ears burn. My head throbbed as my heart raced with the same pulsing beat. 
 
    I was angry. I was suddenly so very, very angry, sweating from my pits and my forehead, the table trembling under my shaking arms. When the mug in my hand shattered, I realized something was wrong. 
 
    Satina looked over at me, blinking in confusion. “You okay, hon?” she asked. 
 
    The arachne girl’s red eyes bulged as she stared. “Whoa. Those mugs were made of dragon-ash ceramic,” she whispered with awe. “They’re supposed to be unbreakable.” 
 
    I stood up, clutching my forehead in both hands, my vision going red as suddenly all I could see was the imprint of my bloodshot veins in the world ahead of me. “I need to get outta here,” I muttered. 
 
    Satina shot a worried look at me, then to the Darkling Donuts trainee who was still gawking at the broken mug. “We’ll pay for that,” Satina murmured. 
 
    “No need,” Spinella replied, shaking her head without breaking her fixated gaze from me. “We’ve got frigging tons of those stupid mugs. No one will notice.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I muttered and went for the door, but somehow collided with it, assuming it would open on push. It wasn’t that kind of door. The glass shattered, and the metal bar running across the center of the door bent against my weight. 
 
    “Okay, you’ll probably have to pay for that one,” Spinella noted, cringing. “Is he… okay?” 
 
    Satina was already on her way over to me. “Obviously not. My gosh! Brock! What’s going on?!” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I muttered, shaking my head and falling onto the ground. The painful sensation in my throbbing veins started to settle in me. It wasn’t lessening, but it was becoming the norm. I could feel my eyes resetting themselves, seeing the world through a lens of swaying crimson. My heart thudded twice as hard in my chest as before, but it already was starting to feel natural. 
 
    I looked at my arms—the last remnants of the scars I’d received from the Void Things disappeared in real time. I tore off my shirt, suddenly feeling both hot and a need to see the scar from the Void Dagger on my chest. 
 
    “It’s gone!” I gasped, my throat dry and aching. 
 
    “What’s gone?” Satina asked, picking up the tatters of my shirt. “Brock, you can’t do that here?! What’s going on? You’re scaring me!” 
 
    I shook my head, but that amplified the ache in my brain. “I—I don’t know. I’m getting stronger. I’m healing—look! My scars are all gone!” 
 
    She looked and gasped as she saw the same thing. “It’s true!” 
 
    “But I… I don’t feel good.” I fell over, my head hitting the pavement. 
 
    Satina lifted my head up with a worried whimper and placed it on her thigh as she knelt on the sidewalk beside my fallen body. 
 
    “Brock, honey, I’m scared! What can I do?!” 
 
    “Gimme…” My voice was so hoarse and so quiet it was barely audible. “Gimme… a minute. I just… I need to bear it for a minute.” 
 
    She stroked my face, her tears falling on my cheek. A small crowd gathered around, making a bad situation even worse. 
 
    “Hey! Is that Brock? The guy from the news?” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    Satina shot an angry, tearful face at them. “Give us some gosh-darn space!” she shouted. “Give us some…. FUCKING space!” 
 
    Brock. Get up. 
 
    That was the dragon’s voice. 
 
    “I can’t,” I told him. It hurts. My veins are bulging. I feel like I’m changing.” 
 
    You’re not changing. It’ll get better. This is the nebula’s doing. You’re going to be fine. Satina needs you to show her you’re fine. 
 
    He was right, dammit. I forced myself up into a seated position at first, gritting my teeth as I stared into the satyress’s beautiful face, full of love and concern. It humbled me, made me realize that this pain was nothing I couldn’t endure. 
 
    I stood up, and she helped me to my feet. The crowd took a few more steps back. I cleared my throat. “I’m fine,” I grunted. “Just had a bad reaction to the jelly in my donut. Guess I have a gobberry allergy.” 
 
    Fuck. I love gobberies. Why couldn’t I have come up with something that didn’t potentially eliminate my favorite local fruit from my diet? 
 
    When I looked around at the crowd, I noticed with great dismay that everyone had their phones out. They were photographing me in my weakest moment. What’s worse, to anyone savvy enough, the scar on my chest that some people saw was possible evidence linking me to Solaris. A shitty situation just got worse. 
 
    We started the short walk home, but it felt like it lasted half a day. My veins were hideously bulging, and Satina mentioned more than once that my eyes had a slight reddish glow to them. But she wasn’t afraid of me. She clung to me like I was the last burger in the universe. 
 
    “Brock,” she said as we finally made our way through the front door. “Go straight to your room. I’m calling off my stream tonight to take care of you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No way. We can’t afford to be so flaky.” 
 
    She pouted at me. “I’ll announce I’m starting a bit later, at least. Let me make sure you’re comfortable.” 
 
    I felt like I wasn’t being given much of a choice, so I consented to that and fell face first onto the bed. I wasn’t about to fall asleep with all this discomfort, but it sure felt better than standing up. 
 
    “Do you need anything?” she asked. “Water, maybe?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I just had a bunch of fluids at Darkling. Just let me lie here for a minute.” 
 
    “Do you… want me to sing for you?” she asked, squeezing my hand. 
 
    I rolled over and looked up at her. “I’ll be fine, Satina. It’s the nebula. We’re passing through it, and it’s fucking with the dragon.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m glad you know what it is, but it really scared me, Brock.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I confessed. “And yes, I would never pass up a chance to hear you sing.” 
 
    “Then I’ll sing the first song I wrote about you,” she whispered, her cheeks going as red as her hair. 
 
    “You wrote songs about me?” My throbbing, speeding heart started to slow down for the first time in twenty minutes. 
 
    She nodded. “Lots. I write songs about whatever is on my mind—and you’re on my mind a lot.” 
 
    “Let me hear it,” I said, trying not to sound desperate, but it was suddenly all I could think about. 
 
    She closed her eyes, cradled my head on her lap, and took a deep breath. The next words that came out were sung in one of the most beautiful voices and haunting melodies I’d ever heard. 
 
      
 
    “On a morning cool and quiet both, 
 
    In a moment when I was weak, 
 
    He walked in through the glassy door, 
 
    As a tear fell down my cheek. 
 
    I wiped my sadness and smiled at him, 
 
    And felt my legs grow stiff, 
 
    When he first spoke, I somehow knew, 
 
    I’d be his as long as I lived.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at her in awe as she took a breath to continue. “Hey, Satina?” I grunted. 
 
    She smiled down at me, running her fingers behind my ears. “Yes, Brock?” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    She giggled. “You should.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Go’Urden’s Interlude 
 
   T he commissioner’s brow furrowed, accompanying the rictus-like look of irritation that was fixed on his face. His lips twitched in tandem with his brow as he studied the footage again and again. 
 
    In his storied career as a hero cop, chief of the 12th Precinct, and the commissioner of the entire Sylvan District, he had never faced a beguiling foe such as this. His uncommonly thick fingers squeezed his aluminum desk, bending the metal into the shape of his digits, and a bead of manly sweat dripped down the side of his head. 
 
    “You’re sure this is him, Hephi?” he grunted. “This is the prick-licking son of a snake we’re after?” 
 
    Hephi nodded primly. 
 
    “You have to be absolutely sure, Hephi. I don’t want another misunderstanding.” 
 
    “It’s him, sir.” 
 
    Go’Urden steepled his fingers together. “I swear to the gods, this motherfucker only needs to give me one excuse. Just a single one and I’ll rip his head off and feed it to his own asshole.” 
 
    Hephimila sighed and adjusted her glasses. She sat on the visitor’s chair opposite the commissioner’s desk and crossed her legs elegantly. “J.J., you need to calm down.” 
 
    “Calm down?” he muttered with the hint of a bitter laugh, softly at first. That facade of subtlety vanished when he immediately stood up, lifted his desk, and hurled it out the window behind him, shattering the so-called commissioner-resistant glass. 
 
    Hephi groaned audibly at the sight of that. She had held out hope that the window would hold. 
 
    “Calm down?!” the commissioner repeated. “This is my baby girl’s life on the line we’re talking about, Hephimila! Now, you know me, I’m not a calm fellow in the best of times, but when my own daughter—” 
 
    “Sir, you’re jumping to conclusions. We know literally nothing about this man except that he lives with her,” Hephi sighed. 
 
    “I thought she was living with a bunch of video game ladies,” he growled. 
 
    “I’m positive the presence of a man was mentioned to you at some point or another, sir.” 
 
    Go’Urden’s pectoral muscles flexed so intensely that his shirt instantly ripped to shreds. “I think I’d remember something like that. My little kitten, living with a man!” 
 
    “But he’s the hero of Meteor Park, sir,” she noted, pointing at the video looping on the commissioner’s monitor. “Look. He saved lives that day.” 
 
    “All a scheme to gain our trust, Hephi. Then, like a viper waiting in the bushes, he’ll lunge out and wrap his fatal jaws around Tahini’s tiny throat.” He went so far as to pantomime a chomping action to punctuate his point, flinging a little bit of saliva in Hephi’s direction. She deftly swatted the phlegm out of the air with her clipboard and didn’t let it interrupt her train of thought. 
 
    “Listen, sir—you’re at a panic level 10. I need you at a 1. We have no reason to be alarmed.” 
 
    “We have every reason to be alarmed,” the commissioner grumbled. “This scrawny man is living with my daughter.” 
 
    Hephi cringed. “He’s quite the opposite of scrawny, sir. He’s built more or less on your scale, just a bit shorter.” 
 
    “He’s puny,” the commissioner grumbled. “Probably part of the Void Cartel. At the very least, he’s a goon for the Xeno Syndicate.” 
 
    Hephi smirked and rolled her eyes, blowing a rogue strand of her brown hair out of her face. “I know you don’t believe that. I need you to be rational for just a minute, sir, alright?” 
 
    The commissioner’s frown deepened, but he sat back in his chair. He yearned to kick his legs up on his desk, but he had recently disposed of it. Regret was settling in. 
 
    “Maybe I overreacted slightly,” he conceded. “Tell me what intelligence we’ve got on him.” 
 
    Hephi furrowed her brow. “Sir, we’re only supposed to decide which restaurant the dinner will be at.” 
 
    “Hephi, are you going to keep pretending that you didn’t do a background check on him already, or can we stop wasting time?” 
 
    The elven woman growled. “Fine.” She lifted her clipboard up to her face and peeled the top paper over to reveal the report she had prepared on the man in question. “Brock Clayton. Human. Age 29. He’s been in Meteoropolis for less than a year, but—” 
 
    Go’Urden cut her off with a swish of his hand and a grunt. “Human and what?” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow at her boss. “He’s a purebred human. No Splice Partner listed.” 
 
    Go’Urden’s eyes narrowed to slits of suspicion. “If he’s a pure-blooded human, I’m a pure-blooded elf, Hephi. No human can bite a Void Thing to death and do the flashy flips and jumps that he did.” 
 
    Hephi blinked at her boss, her eyes widening. “You’re not a pure elf?” 
 
    “How could I be?” he muttered, pointing at his face. “Elves don’t grow facial hair, Hephi, that’s just common sense. And Elves typically don’t grow to my height or develop brawn like mine.” 
 
    “B-but you’ve always maintained—” 
 
    “Only my wife knows the truth—and my Capsule Doctor. He’s the one who hid my records.” 
 
    “Hid your records?!” Hephi gasped. She looked back down at her paper. “That must be what happened with Brock. But why would his Splice Partner records be hidden?” 
 
    Go’Urden tapped his chiseled jaw thoughtfully and leaned back in his chair. “In my case, it’s because my Splice Partner was someone who would be instantly recognizable in the Atlantean District, but I wanted to live here.” 
 
    “In the Sylvan District, you mean?” 
 
    He nodded. “My Splice Partner was a legend from ancient Earth known as Heracles, or Hercules to some. He was essentially a god. I don’t have access to all his strength, but he’s definitely left his mark on me.” 
 
    Hephi shrugged. “I don’t know the name. But quite possibly it’s a similar situation with Brock.” 
 
    “Though why would a human choose the Sylvan District unless someone wanted him to be here?” the commissioner wondered aloud. “I’m even more suspicious than I was a minute ago—well, intrigued, anyway.” 
 
    “Intrigued is good!” Hephi said, placing her clipboard on her knee. “Let’s brainstorm then to help you relax. No need to drive up your blood pressure again.” 
 
    Go’Urden nodded. “My Capsule Doctor was an odd astral elf by the name of Dr. Artigius Luna. We rarely talk anymore—it’s been decades since he—” 
 
    “Sir, hang on,” Hephi gasped, her eyes widening as she looked back down at the clipboard. She flipped through several sheets of paper until she landed on one that made her eyes properly bulge. “Dr. Artigius Luna… was Brock Clayton’s Capsule Doctor, too!” 
 
    The commissioner folded his hands and leaned forward slightly. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “That’s what his file says!” 
 
    “Then I’m doubly positive that Mr. Clayton isn’t everything he claims to be. He’s more. But…” His voice trailed off as he turned around in his chair and looked out at the city through the fresh hole in his window. 
 
    “But what, sir?” 
 
    The commissioner smiled softly, to his own surprise. “Dr. Luna is trustworthy. He’s a man of good judgment. If he ordered Brock Clayton’s record sealed, then I’m certain he had a good reason. I’m also certain that Brock isn’t a member of the Void Cartel.” 
 
    “What a 180,” Hephi giggled with a little snort. 
 
    “Laugh it up, Hephimila. He’s still worthy of our caution and suspicion. After all—he is holding a secret, and he is a handsome man with the gall to live with my daughter.” 
 
    Hephi nodded. “Should I get back to the fact sheet, sir?” she asked. 
 
    “Have at it,” he said, waving his hand in the air. 
 
    He turned back around to face Hephi and waited for her to begin. Hephi squinted at her paper and took a deep breath. “I did manage to get a copy of his initial readout. You’ll be happy to note that he’s protective by nature. According to his file, he harbors some deep-seated trauma relating to the disappearance and death of his two closest family members.” 
 
    “Back in the Before World?” the commissioner clarified. “Earth, I suppose?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The commissioner laughed and shook his head. “It’s funny—my Splice Partner was from some version of Earth. Almost certainly not his, but still. We’re practically cousins.” 
 
    Hephi cocked her head to the side. “I’m not sure familial relations on Earth work quite that way.” 
 
    “I’m being hyperbolic, Hephi, for fuck’s sake,” Go’Urden grumbled. “Keep going.” 
 
    “Anywaaay,” Hephi adjusted her glasses, “he used to be a teacher in his past life. Currently, he recently went from unemployed to the manager of a business called a Streamer House. Streamer Houses are associated with the Flinch corporation.” 
 
    “That’s the website Tahini’s on,” the commissioner nodded. “I’ve been meaning to tune in, but I haven’t had the time.” 
 
    “Unless you want to see an army of men asking to see your daughter’s feet, I suggest you never do, sir,” Hephi said promptly. 
 
    “Duly noted,” the commissioner snorted. “Is it that bad?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s not quite that awful, but you know how the internet is.” 
 
    The commissioner shrugged. “Not really. That was more my daughter’s scene. I never had much time for technology.” 
 
    “But you have to know—” Hephi started to protest, then quickly realized there was no point. “Alright. Anyway, Brock Clayton is the manager of the esports team called the Dream Girls, of which Tahini is a part. They are one of the most popular new Streamer Houses in all of Meteoropolis.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Go’Urden muttered. 
 
    “There are some unusual discrepancies in their financial history I feel compelled to point out.” Hephi turned her clipboard around and handed it to the commissioner. “Look at the fourth page, sir.” 
 
    The commissioner took the document from her and narrowed his eyes at it impatiently. “What am I looking at?” 
 
    “According to publicly available data, I was able to estimate his host’s income around the time he arrived. Pinky Peach was financially struggling before Brock showed up as her Capsule Puppy. She was barely making her mortgage payments, based on the estimated value of her property, but shortly after Brock joined—within a couple months, really—her house was undergoing a major renovation that transformed it into the larger structure it is now.” 
 
    “That’s odd,” he noted, growling a bit. “That’s more than odd. That’s suspicious.” 
 
    “At this point, Pinky Peach alone makes enough money to support their lifestyle, but the question remains how they came across such a windfall to begin with,” Hephi said. 
 
    “And yet you don’t sound particularly worried,” noted the commissioner. 
 
    She shook her head. “I did some more digging and found out the company that did the renovations wasn’t hired by Pinky Peach. Dr. Luna’s name was on the contract.” 
 
    Go’Urden’s face went on quite a journey of emotions. He ran the gamut through irritation, confusion, interest, and wonder. “Sounds like Dr. Luna is up to his old games,” the grizzled commissioner noted with a smirk. “Another protege of his, no doubt.” 
 
    Hephi took her clipboard back and set it on her lap. “Were you once his protege?” 
 
    The muscular elf nodded. “I was. He used to pay me just to do good deeds. He’s a good man, if a bit of a dick.” 
 
    The young assistant smirked at her boss impishly. “I think I know someone like that.” 
 
    “Watch it, Hephi,” Go’Urden muttered, “I could dock your quarterly review for sass like that.” 
 
    “Sir, you need me more than I need you,” Hephi replied with mischievously narrowed eyes. 
 
    “True—but the city needs you to work with me, and you’re loyal to the city.” 
 
    Hephi rolled her eyes, but she had to admit, at least internally, that her boss had a point. She pinned a lot of her hopes for the Meteoropolis’s future on this unusual man. 
 
    “Anyway, we’ve learned a lot about Brock Clayton. Based on what you’ve told me about Dr. Luna, and what I’ve read up about him, he seems like someone we can trust.” 
 
    “I have one more question—he’s dating that Pinky Peach girl, right?” the commissioner asked. “That means he’s probably going to keep his hands off my daughter, at least.” 
 
    Hephi nodded cautiously. “Sir,” she started, biting her lip in a show of anxiety as she prepared to tell him the bit that she’d hoped to avoid, “that is all true. However, I feel compelled to point out a coincidence that seems difficult to ignore.” 
 
    The musclebound elf went silent, his eyes opening fearfully. 
 
    Hephi took a deep breath. “Brock Clayton is an unusually strong and handsome man living with five very attractive young women.” 
 
    The commissioner nodded slowly, though he didn’t quite get the point. 
 
    Hephi cringed as she delivered the punchline. “One of the women is a Valestrian satyress.” 
 
    The commissioner heard this, closed his eyes, and folded his hands in front of his face. 
 
    “Sir?” Hephi pressed anxiously, piercing the ear-splitting quiet. 
 
    “Hephi, please put in a call to the armory. I’d like to upgrade my gun before we meet him.” 
 
    “Sir, no,” Hephi scolded him, jabbing her finger in his direction like he was a rambunctious child. “Commissioner, no. No! You can’t shoot him.” 
 
    “Just a little bit,” Go’Urden bargained. “Just so he gets the message.” 
 
    “What message is that, sir?” 
 
    “That I shot him.” 
 
    She shook her head and groaned out a protest. “Enough. Let’s move on.” Hephi lifted up her clipboard again, flipping to the next page. “Which restaurant should we book? Do you have any preference?” 
 
    “Reserve one my wife likes. Get a private booth so it won’t be such a big deal when I shoot him.” 
 
    Hephi nodded and pretended not to hear the reason for the latter request. “Got it. I’ll make the call.” She stood up and headed toward the door. 
 
    “Oh, Hephi?” the commissioner’s voice called out, a bit higher this time. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Could you have someone bring my desk back up here? I threw it out the window earlier.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was here. I’ll have Bigsby take care of it.” 
 
    The commissioner thrummed his fingers on his lap and nodded her off. “Perfect, Bigsby’s an asshole. Thanks, Hephi.” 
 
    Once he was alone, the commissioner noticed that Hephi had left her clipboard—perhaps intentionally—on the visitor’s chair. Such a mistake was not like her in the least. He stood up and walked toward the chair, picking up the packet of information before glaring at it. 
 
    Tahini was happy. He wanted her to be happy, but he needed to be sure. He needed to know that this Brock fucker was worthy of her—but how could he be? Tahini was the most beautiful girl in all of Meteoropolis, and the smartest, too. What sort of man could merit her attention? 
 
    The commissioner’s lips lazed into a tired smile. “I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    15: Dinner with the Go’Urdens 
 
   T he next several days were an absolute haze, at least from my perspective. It took a full three days for the agonizing effects of the planetary nebula orbit to become something resembling ‘bearable.’ Even then, I wasn’t sure if it was because the symptoms were getting better, or I was just getting used to living with them. 
 
    For at least two days, I sat or laid in bed, catching up on some reading and gaming on my phone. The girls visited me often, of course, but I encouraged them to keep their usual schedules and not inconvenience themselves for me.  
 
    I explained what was going on, as far as I understood. Meteoropolis was a city on the back of an asteroid piloted by space wizards, and it was currently being directed through an unusual star system. The nebula at the center of that system was having an erratic effect on my body and my mind. 
 
    The star’s effects were overpowering sometimes. I felt more aggressive, angrier all the time—even for no reason at all. The thought of being seen like that in front of the girls made me ashamed, so I kept myself holed up in my room, only venturing out for short bursts when the symptoms became manageable… for whatever reason. I still didn’t understand it all. 
 
    But then, something terrible happened. The Go’Urdens scheduled a dinner for that upcoming weekend. They wanted to meet us all in person, and the way Tahini frantically told it, her mother had made the reservation without even bothering to check with me, the person she said she’d schedule through. 
 
    “You have to get us out of this,” I told her. During that conversation, I remember feeling a vein bulging in my forehead. I recall clutching the sheets tightly as I filled the bed with my sweat. “Tahini, I can’t go.” 
 
    “I’m trying!” she complained. “She’s not answering, and when I texted her that you weren’t feeling well, she just said she hopes you feel better in time.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled. My fist balled on its own, willing me to drive it through my own wall, but I didn’t. “We’d better hope we get out of this solar system before the weekend, I guess.” 
 
    Spoiler alert: we didn’t. 
 
    The good news was that I was feeling significantly more myself by that time. The more severe symptoms that almost made me seem physically ill were all but entirely gone, so what remained were relatively controllable bursts of anger that flared quietly inside me. I felt them come and go at almost random times, tightening my muscles and throbbing my veins for mere seconds before they subsided. 
 
    I could do this. I could pass as fine. 
 
    As we stepped out of the taxi cab, I took one good look at the ladies in their attire for the evening, and I wondered if I could ever be angry again after drinking in the positively luxurious sights of them. 
 
    Pinky Peach’s pale skinned was covered with a glittery blue evening dress and a white shawl. She wore a necklace I’d bought her for our three month anniversary, and it fit the occasion rather well. Her hair was styled in a high ponytail that I never really saw her wearing much, but it looked good. Damn good. 
 
    Mamba’s dress was as red as her reptilian eyes, and strapless, too. It showed probably about twenty percent more cleavage than a ‘meet the parents’ dinner called for, but I wasn’t complaining—the dress hugged her figure like a clingy lover. The material of the dress seemed fine, as in very high quality. She had brushed up against me plenty in the car, and I figured the cloth to be something along the lines of silk, but I’m no tailor. Her sunburst orange hair was worn entirely down and parted in the middle. 
 
    Satina’s dress was more modest. It was a khaki-colored dress with brown buttons down the front and a ribbon tied around the waist. It was the only dress of the bunch that had sleeves. Her flaming red hair was curled and spilled down her back like a crimson waterfall. 
 
    Blossom had borrowed one of Pinky’s dresses. Like Pinky Peach, she had a shawl and lots of glitter, but her dress was white, which was probably the right choice for Blossom. The other options clashed badly with green hair and brownish-green skin. Given that Blossom was a bit smaller in the chest than Pinky, Satina had to adjust it a bit to get it to fit correctly, but the end result looked incredible. Blossom’s vines were down as always, but she made sure to force some new flowers to bloom in them for tonight. 
 
    And then there was Tahini. It was actually surprisingly hard to get Tahini to dress up at all. She initially showed up in the living room wearing a hoodie and an urban camo skirt made out of denim. When Pinky and Mamba shot her looks that could slay vampires, she turned right back around and headed upstairs. 
 
    Her final choice was simple—a black party dress that was clearly a bit small for her, but that looked great on her nonetheless. It had spaghetti straps for the shoulders and hugged her petite butt a bit too tightly, but she looked adorable. 
 
    As for me? I was wearing an evening suit in the Meteoropolis fashion. It was reminiscent of Earth suits from my era, except the suit coat went down to the back of my knees, making it a bit like a suit-inspired robe. It was gray, and it fit me snugly. Satina may have gotten a little overzealous with making sure it showed off my Olympian physique. 
 
    “Here we are,” I grunted, forcing a smile even though I felt nerves welling up inside me. Already my chest was tightening with discomfort, but it was just a simple dinner. Not much could really go wrong as long as I was polite and cautious about my answers to their questions. 
 
    More than that, urged the dragon. You should put them on the defensive. Ask them questions about their life, their work. Don’t just try to deflect them all night. 
 
    I nodded. It wasn’t a bad point. Besides, it would make me seem like a more active contributor and demonstrate my interest in them and their lives. Hopefully it would be endearing and put them off their guard. 
 
    The restaurant was one of two single-story structures in the entire neighborhood. The other structure was another restaurant right next door. Ours was a place that specialized in grilling food in front of you. The concept reminded me of Japanese Teppanyaki style restaurants back on Earth. 
 
    A dark-skinned catgirl with white ears and a white and gray tail met us at the door and smiled as we approached. 
 
    “Welcome to Fox Tales Grill and Fry. Do you have a reservation?” she asked, her voice high and unusually sing-songy. She grinned a pearly white smile at us. 
 
    “Go’Urden,” Tahini said. 
 
    The other catgirl’s eyes bulged. “Ms. Go’Urden! Of course! I—I’m sorry, please, right this way!” 
 
    We followed the greeter into the restaurant, walking through a smoking dining area that was filled with the smell of meat and veggies. Chattering voices filled the air with laughter and jovial shouts, and I had to admit, I liked the atmosphere. But soon, that atmosphere was gone as we were led into a dark corridor where cylindrical lamps glowed dimly over our heads. 
 
    A pair of sliding wooden double doors with a tatami screen waited for us at the end of that hallway, and the catgirl hostess opened them with both of her hands and turned around to smile at us once more. 
 
    “Ms. Go’Urden, your party is meeting in the VIP lounge. Your parents are already waiting inside.” 
 
    “Of fucking course they are,” she growled. “Not like we arrived ten minutes early or anything.” 
 
    Pinky squeezed her hand empathetically, and we walked into the room. The walls were a giant aquarium filled with all manner of fish, sharks, and animals I couldn’t even guess at. Some had tentacles, some looked like miniature sea monsters, one particularly freaky one seemed to be a cross between an alligator and a wingless dragon with webbed feet. My jaw dropped at the spectacle. 
 
    The Go’Urdens were waiting at a long table at the center of the room. On the opposite side of the table, a kitsune girl with blue hair was wearing a chef’s hat and an apron over a long black dress. She was already using two sharp spatulas to set out an array of meats on the grill. 
 
    The commissioner stood up first, and then his wife. They waved at us from across the room, though they were the only ones in it. I awkwardly waved back, but I noted with relief that just about everyone else did the same thing. 
 
    Nefertari actually met us halfway, crossing the room to us to give Tahini a hug. “Tahini, sweety, how have you been?” 
 
    “Surprisingly the same as I was when you saw me several days ago, mom,” Tahini replied with a sigh, even as she returned her mother’s embrace. “Brock is still not feeling well. You really couldn’t have waited?” 
 
    Nefertari frowned. “We were too eager. Both your father and I are busy the next three weekends, so this was the only available time slot.” She looked up at me with a sympathetic expression. “Forgive me, Brock. And thank you for coming anyway. You can consider yourself having earned bonus points for the effort.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m doing better,” I assured her. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 
 
    We sat down at the table, and by that time, the commissioner was already barking orders at the kitsune, instructing her how to prepare his steak. He then turned to the rest of us and urged us to do the same, but the girls were feeling pretty awkward about the whole thing, and Tahini and I ended up ordering for everyone. 
 
    “Blossom can’t eat normal food,” Pinky Peach noted. “I heard the restaurant has accommodations for flower sprites?” 
 
    The chef nodded. “Oh yes, we have some pots they can use that have been enhanced with magically enriched nutrients. The nutrients are so potent that an hour in that pot roughly imitates the effects of two songs and up to fourteen kisses.” 
 
    Blossom nodded, cocking one brow, trying not to seem too impressed. “Interesting. Interesting. Yes, we’ll take the pot. Can we keep it?” 
 
    “Sadly no, the pot has to stay—” 
 
    Blossom’s brow furrowed, earning a look of pity from the commissioner. 
 
    “We’re keeping it,” he declared. “Put it on our bill.” 
 
    The kitsune blinked, her lips flapping to figure out how she was supposed to tell Commissioner Go’Urden no. “Umm. Sir. It’s not for sale, unfortunately—” 
 
    “If someone were to break a pot, how would you charge them for it?” Nefertari asked with a roll of her eyes. “Honestly, Tara, it’s not that hard to come to a solution, is it?” 
 
    “I guess we’d bill you about fifty gold coins.” 
 
    The commissioner slammed the table. “Settled. There you go.” 
 
    The girls collectively gasped. 
 
    “Gosh, fifty gold coins is a lot of money!” Satina noted. “Are you sure?!” 
 
    “Nothing is too good for our daughter and her friends,” Nefertari cooed, smiling as she placed her chin on her folded hands. She winked at Tahini, who blushed and visibly winced. 
 
    “Mom, Dad, you guys are being super cringey, throwing your money around like that. You’re embarrassing me.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Mrs. Go’Urden agreed, “but Blossom wants the pot, and we want Blossom to be happy. We want all of you to be happy.” 
 
    Blossom nodded and stroked her chin. “It’d be rude to refuse such ridiculous fuggin’ kindness, Tahini. Your Mom is super hot, by the way.” 
 
    Nefertari, like her daughter had a moment before, blushed and flinched. “I can hear what you’re saying, Blossom.” 
 
    Blossom winked at her. “I’m aware.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, earning everyone’s gaze. “Well, I guess I’ll introduce everyone on our end of the table. Blossom is a flower sprite that I found and started taking care of after I met her on Goblin Street.” 
 
    “He rescued me from that terrible xeno necromancer!” she squeaked. “You remember the one, right?” 
 
    The commissioner nodded, but he eyed me with a poker face. “What a way to meet a girl,” he grunted. “And you were able to take on the necromancer all on your own?” 
 
    I felt my blood burning inside me, my cheeks probably showing their warmth. “Well—he wasn’t expecting me.” What a weak fucking response. The commissioner’s face showed that he thought so, too. 
 
    “Anyway, this is Pinky Peach. She was friends with Mamba when I moved in as her Capsule Puppy. We met Satina here at the Darkling Donuts down the street from our house and became friends that way.” 
 
    They all smiled and nodded as their names were mentioned, and Nefertari grinned at each of them in turn. The commissioner, however, was surprisingly quiet and straight-faced—as reserved as I’d ever seen him. I almost laughed when I wondered to myself if it was somehow Hephi that brought the rambunctiousness out of him. It was weird seeing him without her. 
 
    “How did you meet Tahini, again?” Nefertari asked. 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but it was Tahini that responded. 
 
    “Pinky Peach put out an ad for the Dream Girls and I applied. At the time, I was feeling pretty lonely and tired of not having a hobby except for messing around on my computer.” 
 
    “Isn’t messing around on your computer about all that you do as a Dream Girl?” Nefertari asked, cocking her head to one side as she reached for a bottle of wine. “Does anyone want any? It’s a good vintage, I promise.” 
 
    As Mrs. Go’Urden poured us wine, Tahini responded. “Well, yeah, but—I have friends now.” 
 
    In that moment, the commissioner’s stone cold face cracked into a brief smile, but just for a second. 
 
    “I’ve been following your careers. I can’t say I understand all the dancing and singing and very open expressions of your feelings and personal experiences—I would be mortified to do those things in front of thousands of viewers. But I’m happy if you’re happy, and I’m proud of you for pursuing your own path. Far, far away from business and law enforcement,” Nefertari said, almost shuddering. 
 
    “Aren’t business and law enforcement your career choices?” Mamba asked. 
 
    “Yes, and we regret them every day,” Nefertari joked with a giggle. 
 
    “I don’t regret my career,” Go’Urden muttered. 
 
    Nefertari and Tahini glanced at each other. “I do,” Mrs. Go’Urden stated plainly. “I wish you had become an athlete or something.” 
 
    “Why?” Pinky Peach asked, but then she hung her ahead in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, that was rude.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I won’t get into it because J.J. doesn’t like when I bring it up in front of other—” 
 
    “And yet here you are, doing it again,” he pointed out quietly as he took a sip from his wine glass. 
 
    Nefertari swatted his shoulder gently. “Suffice it to say I love my husband and I worry about him when he’s in danger.” 
 
    “Do you have any plans to retire, Mr. Go’Urden?” Pinky Peach asked. 
 
    He laughed, throwing his arm around his wife. “I promised my wife I would retire when the city was safe, when crime rates were down sixty percent from when I took office.” 
 
    “How close are we to that goal again?” Nefertari asked coldly. 
 
    Go’Urden sighed. “Still have a couple years left at this rate. Thanks to you-know-who, that is.” 
 
    Tahini’s eyes widened. “You’re talking about Uncle, right?” 
 
    “Not at this table, we’re not,” Nefertari growled. “Besides, I’d like to know more about your friends.” 
 
    Our conversation was briefly left to hang as the kitsune cook started serving food onto our plates. I was hungry as all hell, so with all the aggression burning just under the surface, I ended up wolfing down my food in a matter of seconds, attracting some looks from everyone else at the table. 
 
    “Brock isn’t feeling well,” Pinky reminded everyone as she patted me on the back. “His sickness is making him a bit testy and giving him bouts of extreme hunger.” 
 
    “I’m normally not like this,” I explained apologetically. 
 
    Go’Urden nodded but narrowed his eyes. “Tell me about yourself, Brock. You ever thought about being a cop?” 
 
    I almost spit out my wine as I sipped it. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You’ve got the instincts to protect and serve, from what I can tell. You seem a good sort. I can’t help but feel like there’s more to you than meets the eye, though.” 
 
    At that moment, Pinky just started emitting a nervous high pitched laugh, and Satina started wiping her face with her napkin, but showed no sign of planning to show her cheeks again as she kept it fixed there. Tahini had a good poker face with her parents, and Blossom’s pot had just shown up to the table, so the flower sprite was very much in her own little world. 
 
    “I’m a pretty simple guy,” I grunted. “Most people have the instinct to protect and serve.” 
 
    “Fewer than you’d hope,” Go’Urden replied, taking a giant swig of his wine. “Of course, you must know I saw you on the news. I was there seconds after you left Meteor Park.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “Why did you leave in such a hurry? You were doing good work. As soon as the cops showed up, though, you bolted.” 
 
    This line of questioning was less than ideal. I needed a good excuse, and fast. “I got hurt. After I was sure everyone would be okay, I rushed home to treat my wounds.” 
 
    “Police medics could have done that,” Nefertari noted. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve never worked with the police before.” 
 
    “Maybe that should change,” the commissioner said. “Can I ask a question? It’s an obvious question, but I’m not sure how comfortable you are answering it.” 
 
    I was growing increasingly more nervous by the second. With those nerves, and my current condition, came unexplainable anger, too. “I mean—I guess. You can ask, but maybe I won’t answer? I don’t know.” 
 
    He nodded at that. “Fair enough. You’re human, right? But humans don’t have the kind of strength and abilities you demonstrated on that day, or in the parking lot outside that supermarket, either.” 
 
    “Did we ever figure out why that incursion happened?” Nefertari asked. 
 
    Go’Urden shook his head in the negative but kept his focus on me. “Do you have a Splice Partner?” 
 
    Well, this was a conundrum. I had three options. One: tell the truth. Yes, I do have a Splice Partner, but no, I don’t want to tell you what it is. Two: I could lie. No, I don’t have a Splice Partner, but you absolutely won’t believe that, will you? Three: say nothing. In the end, that was the best option. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, “I’m under orders not to divulge the details of my biology. Can I ask you the same question?” 
 
    He blinked. “Pardon?” 
 
    “What’s your Splice Partner? You’re not just a normal elf, are you? I’ve never heard of an elf growing facial hair with a build like yours. Sorry if I’m prying, but I thought that much was obvious.” 
 
    Tahini laughed. “No, he’s just a weird elf, believe it or not.” 
 
    “Actually, honey,” Go’Urden grunted, looking cautiously at his wide-eyed wife, “that’s not exactly the case.” 
 
    Tahini’s eyes narrowed as her jaw dropped open. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that I suspect Brock and I may be cut from the same cloth.” 
 
    Before anything else could be clarified, a voice pierced our ears through the PA system. 
 
    “Attention all customers, please don’t be alarmed. We are entering lockdown mode. Please stay in your seats and don’t move. We will let you know when the situation has subsided. Thank you, and we apologize for any inconvenience this may have caused.” 
 
    Nefertari clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Oh my, that can’t be good.” 
 
    Go’Urden stood up. “Brock, you’re with me. Everyone else, stay put.” 
 
    I got up without question and made to follow him until Tahini and Nefertari grabbed our wrists at the same time. “Where do you think you’re going?” Nefertari asked. 
 
    “What she said,” growled Tahini. 
 
    “I’m just going to figure out what’s going on,” Go’Urden replied, grabbing his wife’s hand and squeezing it affectionately as he removed it from his arm. 
 
    “Honey, don’t you dare think about being a cop right now. This is our night out—with our daughter! We need you here!” 
 
    “Brock, don’t be a fucking idiot. Sit your ass back down.” 
 
    I frowned. “Your mom’s tone is much sweeter.” 
 
    “Language, Tahini,” Nefertari grunted. “I swear, you learn too much from your father.” 
 
    Pinky Peach chimed in. “Brock. Please don’t do this. We’re just starting to eat! Think about your condition!” 
 
    I was thinking about that, but the truth was that my heart was racing at the prospect of maybe doing something exciting. “We’re just going to check and see what’s going on. If it’s nothing major, we’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Go’Urden confirmed. “Nothing to worry about. Ten to one odds we’re there and back before you realize we’re gone.” 
 
    “I am aware of literally every second you’re away from me,” Nefertari said. 
 
    Tahini made an acidic face, but Satina sighed sweetly. “That’s so cute.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s clingy.” 
 
    We managed to break away, bearing a few more complaints and urges for us not to, and I had to confess I felt a bit guilty for doing so. I was confident that if I was in my right mind, I wouldn’t have been so quick to go—but now? I was looking for a fight, and I wasn’t in the right headspace to realize that that was bad. 
 
    Go’Urden didn’t speak a word to me as we made our way to the corridor. He headed to the front desk, where the greeter who had been outside was now inside, with the door bolted shut. In addition, a garage door style roll-up metal sheet had extended over the windows on the outside for an added bit of security. 
 
    The commissioner flashed his badge as if the woman didn’t know who he was. It wasn’t that he assumed she didn’t know him. He knew she did. I understood the purpose of the gesture at once—he was saying ‘this is business.’ 
 
    “What’s the meaning behind the lockdown?” he grunted, his gravelly voice already tense. 
 
    “I—uhh—well—do you want to speak to my manager?” 
 
    “I’m asking you. What’s going on?” 
 
    She twiddled her thumbs for a moment. “There’s a hostage situation at Kettle’s Restaurant next door. We’re locking down just in case. Police are on the way.” 
 
    “They’re already here,” Go’Urden said. “Open the door.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    16: Hostage Situation 
 
   A  bunch of them, two of us. We were outnumbered, but they were outmanned. True, they had guns, crossbows, and even knives, but we had the weapon of unapologetic badassery. 
 
    Let me paint the scene for you: Commissioner Go’Urden exited our restaurant with a steak knife in each hand. As we stepped outside, two demonkin men casing the exterior perimeter of Kettle’s restaurant with their hands in their pockets flashed us looks. 
 
    Go’Urden let the knives fly, hurling them expertly. The blades whirred through the air until they landed in their targets with meaty thunks—the jugular of one demonkin, and between the eyes of the other. 
 
    “Oh, are we killing them?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re demonkin. Give them a month and they’ll be heal up nicely. Still, you’re a civilian. Pull your punches a bit if you can, but making sure everyone is safe is our top priority. I’ll take the heat for bringing you along if things get ugly.” 
 
    I nodded. “They will. You just announced our presence to the people inside. Aren’t you worried they’re going to start executing hostages?” 
 
    “On the contrary, that was a hell of a lot quieter than the alternative,” he grunted, lifting a gun out of a bulging pocket. 
 
    I gawked at the shiny thing. “Whoa. That’s a fucking hand cannon if I’ve ever seen one. What in the world would you need a pistol that big for?” 
 
    He dodged the question with a guilty look on his face. “I know who these people are, Brock. If it’s mostly demonkin, these are second-rate gangsters of the Sulfur Fraternity from just across the border. Acting fast before the rest of the force shows up blaring their sirens is our best bet. These bastards get skittish easily when things go unexpectedly south.” 
 
    “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Can you jump up to the second floor?” he asked, pointing at a window over our heads. 
 
    “That’s about twelve feet up, but yeah,” I admitted. “Should be a piece of cake.” 
 
    He nodded with a look of respect. “I’ll go in through the shipping and receiving door in the back. Now hurry, we’ve got to rush before these taint-licking sons of succubi figure out their friends have been taken out.” 
 
    With a bit of stretching beforehand, I leapt to the second floor with a running start while Go’Urden disappeared around the back. I made sure to land behind a column on the balcony so I wouldn’t be showing myself to the window just in case there were demonkin thugs inside. 
 
    I took a big breath and peered over my shoulder, just enough so that one eye could see into the nearest room through the window. It was dark and seemed empty, save for some boxes. Storage, most likely. 
 
    I turned to the other side and looked through the glass on the opposite side of the column. That one was far more exciting. About twenty people were sitting with their legs crossed and hands tied behind their backs. 
 
    Only twenty people? It seemed odd at first, but then I figured out what had probably happened—for a group of thugs this small, the one-hundred person capacity of the restaurant was almost certainly more than they could confidently govern. Instead, they played it smart. They probably took the phones of the other people and let them go. That would buy the gangsters time to rob the place and lower the stakes if things went bad. 
 
    Of course, it was only smart on a surface level. Those eighty people they released almost certainly called the cops right away. One of them probably ran to our restaurant next door, which is what triggered the lockdown. But the nearest police station was miles away. We were out in the middle of nowhere, close to a tense border. 
 
    It was risky, but as far as risky plays went, this one made some sense. 
 
    Appraising the glass, I quickly realized that this was not going to be a window I could simply open. It was a decoration—a wall, basically, sealed from floor to ceiling. 
 
    No, I would have to break the glass with the hands my momma gave me, then use the advantage of surprise to take out the two—no, three—guards I spotted watching the hostages. 
 
    I should be telling you to cool your jets now, the dragon inside growled. This has the potential to go very badly. 
 
    “So why don’t you?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    The rage, Brock. It’s affecting us. Let’s kill some demonkin. 
 
    “No promises on the killing,” I murmured. 
 
    Welp, here goes. 
 
    Despite the absurdity of my plan, I didn’t feel one iota of fear. I felt… invincible. My insides burned, liquid hot like magma, and I could swear my skin was reddening as the bloodlust built up within me. With a single punch, the window shattered completely, and almost two dozen confused people screamed in surprise or terror. 
 
    I kicked off the pillar, vaulting myself into the first demonkin, the one holding a gun. I tackled him to the ground and blessed his ugly mug with half a dozen brutal punches to the face, feeling and seeing it take on a brand new shape with each successive blow. Blood splattered my clothes and my skin, and I reveled in it, almost lost myself in it. 
 
    Meanwhile, crossbow bolts from the other two gentlemen were being fired into my back and my shoulder. I ignored injuries’ presence completely, focusing instead on the men who had given me the fresh wounds. I picked their ally up by the neck and hurled him like a rag doll at the first guy, then, taking the gun my first victim had left behind, I fired six shots into the other one’s stomach and legs as he tried to reload his crossbow. 
 
    That made noise, but I didn’t care. The hostages were here, and soon, I wouldn’t be. I was ready to intercept anyone who made their way to me—if Go’Urden left anyone conscious to get here. 
 
    I stood up and scanned the sea of fearful faces. The hostages had long since broken their single file lines and scrambled off into various corners of the room. 
 
    “The cops will untie you,” I grunted, and I turned my back on them and rushed out the door—but not before stomping on the heads of each of the demonkin one last time. It was just to be sure they wouldn’t pursue me or hurt the hostages, and certainly not because I wanted to. 
 
    The dragon had some words for me, though. Brock, the fury is consuming us. Stop here. Take a breath. The commissioner can handle the rest. 
 
    Giving me all the excuse I needed to ignore him, another round of gunfire came from downstairs. I sprinted down the staircase, meeting not one bit of opposition until I reached the base of the stairs and got a look at the room. 
 
    The restaurant was smaller than Fox Tales next door, but similarly classy. It was arranged so that the front counter was perpendicular to the front doors, and facing the counter were the tables that the restaurant’s guests had been sitting in. 
 
    The waitstaff and manager were standing behind the counter, tied up, tape over their mouths. Their eyes bulged when they saw me, but they made no sound.  
 
    The main room of this restaurant had about fifteen round tables with eight seats around them. Food was still sitting on many of the tables, but that wasn’t the most interesting thing going on by a long shot. 
 
    Commissioner Go’Urden, covered in his own blood, had two demonkin men in a headlock while a third was pointing a gun at him. 
 
    The commissioner might have noticed me but he didn’t clue anyone in by looking my way or calling out for help. The demonkin aiming at him had his back to me, so he had no idea I was here, even though I hadn’t exactly been subtle about running down the stairs. 
 
    “Let them go and we’ll get out of here, commissioner,” the low-voiced man said. “I don’t want to be known as the guy who killed Go’Urden.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll get out of here,” the burly elf growled. “But just one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” the man asked with apparent suspicion. 
 
    Go’Urden grinned. “Take care of these two for me, would you, Brock?” 
 
    Without looking directly at me, the commissioner whirled around, releasing each of the men, who both went flying in my general direction. I caught one of them by the throat and let the other fly past me, landing face first against the front counter, upsetting the understandably anxious waitstaff bound behind me. 
 
    I pointed my gun at the demonkin I was holding, squaring it up against his chest. I pulled the trigger, and it clicked—out of ammo. 
 
    The other guy was coming to his feet at about that moment, so in frustration, I simply hurled the gun at his head, nailing him right between the eyes and knocking him unconscious. 
 
    Go’Urden took another gunshot wound to the cheek, just grazing him, but closed the gap between him and the armed man. His fist met the demonkin criminal’s face in the most awful way, all crunches and blood-spray as he shattered the fool’s nose and knocked him onto his back with a single punch. 
 
    A single punch. That’s all I would have needed to do my job, too. Go’Urden really was as strong as me. The demonkin man I was holding was physically bigger than me, but he flailed in my arms like a child, impotently striking me and doing no damage with each blow. 
 
    I slowly lowered him to the ground, feeling a fire ignite in my guts and my throat. One hand found his neck, and the other—I raised it in the air, my eyes locked in hatred on the demonkin man’s face. I was about to do something terrible. 
 
    I couldn’t even tell you why I hated him. In that moment, it didn’t matter that he had kidnapped innocent people or victimized an honest restaurant. It didn’t matter that he had attacked Go’Urden, or punched me, or any of that. It was the most impersonal, unreasoned, powerful hatred in the world. It was so… pure. So white hot and all-consuming. 
 
    I didn’t even hear it the first time my fist slammed into his face. I only really started to feel the impacts on the seventh or eighth hit. I lost myself, completely unaware that I was screaming at the top of my lungs as I reduced the demonkin man’s face to something like a bruised, unpeeled grapefruit. 
 
    Maybe it was because his skin was already red that I didn’t notice all the blood, but honestly, that was just an excuse. I was covered in the stuff by then—absolutely filthy with it. 
 
    I only stopped when Go’Urden’s hand came down on my shoulder. Thankfully I didn’t lash out at him in confusion. I regained the wherewithal in time to look up at the commissioner, see his face, and realize he was speaking to me. I didn’t hear the words, but I could see them take shape on his lips. 
 
    “Brock. We’re done here.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “So, on the plus side, my dad really likes you,” Tahini said on the long cab ride home. 
 
    I felt sick. The cops had given me a change of clothes. They were gray and simple, reminding me of the outfit Dr. Luna had given me when I was a Capsule Puppy. There was probably a metaphor about rebirth in here somewhere if I was willing to dig for it, but at the moment, I was just bubbling over with fresh trauma. 
 
    “The cops said he might live,” Pinky Peach whispered, placing her hand on my cheek. “No one’s mad at you, Brock. We understand why this happened.” 
 
    “You should be afraid of me,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    It was silent for a moment, until Blossom pierced the quiet. “Do you really think you could hurt us? Even in that state?” 
 
    “No. But if you had seen me just then…” My voice trailed off as I stared out the window. 
 
    Tahini’s phone rang. Everyone looked at her, except for those whose eyes were glued to me. 
 
    The catgirl picked up the phone and cleared her throat. “Dad? What’s up?” She paused. I could hear Go’Urden speaking, but couldn’t make out what he was saying. “Sure, hang on.” Tahini turned to me. “Brock, my dad wants to talk to you really quickly.” 
 
    I nodded and took the phone. “Hello?” My voice came out shakier than I would have liked. 
 
    “Thank you for your help in there. I’ll be sleeping on the couch tonight for that stunt, but it was worth it. I now know I can trust you.” 
 
    I blinked, my face twisting. “Sorry? That’s what you got out of that whole episode?” 
 
    “The girls told me about your condition. The adrenaline took over. It’s not unusual for a civilian. You handled yourself well, and there were no casualties. Well, probably none.” 
 
    I didn’t ask what he meant by that. I didn’t want to know. 
 
    “I guess this might be used as an example as to why vigilantes are dangerous,” I muttered. 
 
    “Maybe.” He sighed at that. “But you did right by me. And I feel a lot better leaving my daughter under your watch.” 
 
    I almost laughed. “You raised a tough girl. If anything, she’ll protect me.” 
 
    “Then keep each other safe.” 
 
    The line went quiet, but neither of us hung up. The girls all looked at me with confusion and concern, and it took me a minute to realize they were wondering if the call had ended. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Thank you for trusting me.” 
 
    “If the whole Dream Girls thing doesn’t work out, with a bit of training, you’d be a great cop.” 
 
    I cracked a smile at that. “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    “Get some rest, kid. You earned it.” 
 
    With that, the call finally ended. I handed it back to Tahini without looking in her direction, still staring idly out the window. 
 
    Pinky squeezed my hand. “Let’s get you some rest.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m going to move my bed into the panic room and stay there until we’re out of the nebula system.” 
 
    The girls exchanged looks at one another. “Are you sure that’s necessary, honey?” Satina asked. 
 
    Blossom pouted. “Who will give me my kisses?” 
 
    “It’s just a few more days at this point,” Pinky said, and at first, I thought she was directing it at the flower sprite. “You can get through it, Brock. We’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would, but I need to do this alone. I need time to think. Just a few days, like you said. I got out of control, and I just—” 
 
    “You want to punish yourself,” Tahini said, looking at me with irritation. “You’re so much like my dad. Fuck.” 
 
    “Dr. Koro on TV says it’s normal for girls to be attracted to men with the same character flaws as their dads,” Blossom noted. “I don’t know what that means, but it feels relevant.” 
 
    “It’s extremely relevant,” Mamba agreed. 
 
    “Mamba, your tail is so freaking huge,” Pinky said, adjusting her seating position. “Your rattler is poking my butt.” 
 
    The hissfolk beauty sighed. “Sorry, this taxi doesn’t have a tail slot. What do you want me to do? The cops paid for it, so we get what we get.” 
 
    As the girls bantered and bickered, I kept my eyes fixed on the road outside, my forehead pressed against the glass. The ride home was only forty minutes, but it seemed to take forever, and yet the second we got out of the car, I couldn’t remember anything that had happened inside it. 
 
    Half of the girls seemed to want to give me space, but Blossom and Satina clung to my waist and arm as we went inside. I shrugged them off, poured myself some water, and headed upstairs without another word. 
 
    “Just like that?” Pinky asked, clearly hurt. She and the others followed me up. 
 
    “Pinky. He’s not in a good state of mind right now. Give him a minute to himself,” Mamba hissed, shoving her friend lightly. 
 
    Pinky Peach pouted at me, and everyone else just looked worried. It was actually a weird disadvantage to the harem lifestyle I had never considered—when something was wrong, I didn’t have to deal with one worried girlfriend, but five. Well, four. Tahini wasn’t my girlfriend officially yet, and the look on her face wasn’t worried. I wasn’t sure what it was, but worried wasn’t it. 
 
    I summoned up some strength to try to put their minds at ease. “Mamba is right. I’ll be fine as soon as I’m in there. I just need to isolate myself for my own peace of mind, and as soon as we’re out of this star system, I’m sure there’ll be no issue. I’m sorry to put you all through this.” 
 
    I received some hugs and kisses—Blossom even set down her brand new pot to seize quite a few for herself—but then I went on alone. 
 
    I entered the panic room through the weirdly misleading sphincter doorway and walked inside. The room felt cool, maybe too cool to be comfortable. I’d need to get my bed and bring it up here, but for now, I just needed to rest. 
 
    I laid down on the couch and checked my phone. There was a single text message from Doctor Luna. 
 
    > You were on the news again, jackass. 
 
    It made me smile, so that was something. 
 
    As I started to drift off to sleep, though, I heard the doors opening behind me. I almost groaned, but instead I sat back up and faced the new arrival. Tahini was standing there, changed out of her dress into one of my t-shirts, which looked comically big on her. I wasn’t sure where she got the shirt, but it was the first time she pulled the girlfriend power move of wearing one of my clothing articles. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I had an idea,” she said, walking up to where I was on the couch and staring down at me. 
 
    “What idea?” I asked. 
 
    “A constructive one.” She played with the hemline of my t-shirt and bit her lip. “Umm. Well, see, I actually had a plan for tonight. After the dinner, if it went well, I was going to have a conversation with you.” 
 
    I stared back at her. “What kind of conversation?” 
 
    “The kind of conversation where I tell you I’m falling for you, and I’m super into you, and the other girls gave me the green light to, uhh—well, it’s just—” 
 
    I blinked. I paused for a long, long time. I understood precisely what she was telling me, but I couldn’t give her the reaction she deserved in my current state. “Tahini—” 
 
    She knelt beside me, dropping to her knees impressively fast to be at eye level with me. She placed a hand over my lips like we were in a soap opera, then immediately pulled it away, as she appeared to realize how overdramatic the action was.  
 
    “Listen—I know you’re all messed up right now, but I don’t care. I have to tell you now or I’m afraid I’ll lose my nerve after you come out of her. Then I’ll miss my chance to be with you for another few weeks until my weird brain finally decides it’s the right time again. “ 
 
    I nodded and reached out for her cheek. “So what do you want me to do? Or say?” 
 
    “Sooo,” she began, “I understand you’re totally emotionally overloaded, and you’ve got your rage boner thing going on, but,” she batted her eyelashes at me, “if you want a creative way to work out some of that aggression of yours, I have one suggestion you might find interesting.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    17: There Be Sex Here 
 
   T ahini purred as she pushed my back down against the couch cushions. That wasn’t a cute turn of phrase, either—she actually purred. 
 
    I let my arms encircle her tiny waist, pulling the petite catgirl down until her torso was parallel to mine. I didn’t force her into a kiss. I just stared into her eyes for a nice long moment as I figured the two of us were probably both thinking more or less the same kind of thing. 
 
    Was this a good idea? On the one hand, from her perspective, it must have seemed a long time coming based on what she’d just told me, and I couldn’t deny that I was attracted to her, too. Still, a part of me was worried. I was not in a good mental state, but the second the tip of her nose brushed mine, I felt my heart slow down rather than speed up, and I figured it was a sign. 
 
    She saw the acceptance in my eyes and practically slammed her lips into mine. She kissed me with loud, sloppy smooches that spoke of long-unmet needs, and I understood at once that this poor girl had been waiting for me all this time. 
 
    I kissed her back. I kissed her, inhaling as her hair fell against my face. There were slight fumes of hairspray and other products that she had used to gussy up herself for our date with her parents, but beneath it all was the smell of her. There was something subtle about it—a slight tang to her perspiration, but the predominant smell that came back to me was not unlike a florally-infused baby powder. 
 
    I reached for the bottom of her shirt—my shirt, which she was wearing—and started to reach underneath it, but she stopped me. 
 
    “No, wait,” she said. “If we’re going to do this, I’d better just get totally naked right away. It gets weird if my copies try to take off their clothes later on.” 
 
    “Copies?” I murmured. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” she giggled, looking at me like I was dense. “You think I’d have this power and not plan a million ways to use it to fuck you?” 
 
    I pumped my fist in celebration at my good fortune. 
 
    Tahini ignored the gesture and tugged my borrowed shirt over her head, revealing to me with a jolt that she hadn’t been wearing a single article of clothing underneath. 
 
    I ogled her diminutive nude figure as she tossed the garment haphazardly behind her. It landed on a lamp, darkening the room slightly, casting it with a sexy shade of blue—the color of the garment. 
 
    Tahini’s skin was evenly dark, the same caramel brown from her face down to her toes. She, unlike most of the girls, had a little black landing strip of pubic hair over her slit, but it was exceedingly well-maintained to the point where I was sure she had been hoping to get lucky tonight since well before the dinner’s events. 
 
    My eyes scanned her body, starting at her thighs and working my way up. The dew of her slit was already evident after just one kiss. As my eyes traced her body up to her abdomen, admiring her slender feline grace, I eventually landed on her breasts.  
 
    Her nipples were a shade or two darker than the rest of her skin, but not by much, which gave them a rare look that only increased my anticipation. As for their shape, she was probably a B-cup at best, but it worked with her overall frame. 
 
    When my gaze arrived at her face, I noticed the heavy blush on her cheeks. She had been waiting patiently for me to have a full look at her, leaving everything exposed and unshielded, her hands pressed against her sides. 
 
    “I know my body is a little underwhelming compared to—” 
 
    I held up a hand as I stared intensely into her eyes. “There is nothing I want more than that body of yours—right now.” 
 
    She nodded, and her anxious look broke into a naughty grin. “How about three of them?” 
 
    Before I could respond, Tahini had two clones appear. One was seated on the couch behind me, promptly lifting my head and resting it on her lap, while the other was kneeling on the floor. That copy placed a hand on my chest, leaning in to pick up where Tahini had left off, kissing me. 
 
    I kissed back and closed my eyes, but I wasn’t surprised when I felt Tahini’s hands moving my legs apart to make room for her. She knelt between my knees and grabbed a hold of my pants, pulling them down until my erect cock popped free. All three Tahinis paused for a moment to take a look, moaning in perfect unison. 
 
    “Yummy,” they said as Tahini Prime grabbed hold of my shaft. “May I?” 
 
    I nodded but couldn’t bring myself to watch whatever it was she was about to do. I tried to kiss the Tahini clone I’d been kissing before, but she shook her head and crawled over me, parking her ass and pussy right in my face as she positioned herself to have a go at my cock with the original Tahini. 
 
    One catgirl started licking the underside of my shaft, playing with my balls as the other one sucked on my tip and pumped my cock at the base. 
 
    She pressed her pussy against my face, and I took the hint, licking her labia as the Tahini holding my head in her lap started to open her thighs, letting me sink between them until the top of my head was touching her crotch. 
 
    “This is fucking awesome,” I grunted with a face full of catgirl snatch. I licked the line of her labia deeply, reaching my finger around to start massaging her clit as well. It took a minute to find it with the pubes, but from the jolt all three Tahinis made, I knew I’d landed on just the spot. 
 
    “Yes, Brock!” the three said together, “eat my pussy! Just like that!” 
 
    They weren’t exactly slouching on their duties, either. Tahinis Prime and Two were still greedily blowing me, alternating long licks of my shift from base to cockhead. They kept their hands busy, too, rubbing my thighs, massaging my balls while tickling the parts of my shaft their tongues weren’t touching. They laid it on thick, making depraved wet sounds fit for a porn set. 
 
    “You’ve been practicing,” I noted. 
 
    “On my Solaris body pillow,” Tahini Prime confessed. “I strapped a dildo to it.” 
 
    “Respect,” I offered as my eyes closed from the bliss. 
 
    Tahini Three was contributing in her own lewd way, grinding her pussy against the top of my head. I felt my hair getting more and more soaked by the second. I made no comment. I appreciated the creative degeneracy. 
 
    I almost forgot to eat her pussy, I was so distracted by all the competing stimuli. Fuck, in my competitive brain I started to see this as more or less a race to the finish, trying to make the other party cum faster than I did. Time was not on my side, but from what I could tell, the three Tahinis shared sensations with each other to some degree, so while I was munching on one, another was grinding on me, adding two points of pleasure equally shared among the three. 
 
    I needed to up my game, though, because I could feel my balls tightening with each fresh lick the catgirls granted me. Thankfully, unlike housecats, their tongues were smooth and soft. 
 
    “Slow down,” I groaned. 
 
    “Not a fucking chance.” It was then I realized that they saw this encounter in the same way as I did. I felt less silly for my earlier thoughts. 
 
    Fine. They want to play it that way? I can play it that way. 
 
    “Lend me your power, dragon,” I growled under my breath. I extended my finger, feeling it thicken and grow ridged with scales. I plunged it inside her pussy, properly fucking her with it, slowly at first, but quickly accelerating as she sucked me right in. 
 
    “Mmf?!” Tahini Two squealed in surprise as she gluck-glucked on my dick. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Tahini Prime moaned, sitting up to look over her clone’s ass at what I was doing. “Hey! You’re using your powers!” 
 
    I shot her a look of disbelief. “So the fuck are you!” 
 
    I upped my pace and started to lick the rim of the clone’s asshole. As expected, it was pristine—her clones didn’t poop or pee unless she shifted her primary consciousness into one, so these holes of hers were basically fuckable decorations. That worked well for my purposes. 
 
    “Whoa, Brock! What the fuck! That’s kinky! If you do that, I’m gonna—” Her eyes crossed, and she let out a long, droning moan. “Auughnuhhh! No—I can’t lose!” 
 
    “You can and you will,” I corrected her. I was feeling bold now, so as Tahini Two throated me, I bucked my hips, pushing my cock even deeper inside. She took it like a champ, gripping my thighs and bobbing her head, all the while making wild “Mmmmfff!” sounds as I finger-blasted her vagina and licked her ass. 
 
    “I’m coming! Fuck, Brock!” 
 
    It wasn’t a bluff. Tahini Three squirted out an impressive volume of catgirl cum onto my hair in several percussive waves, while Tahini Two soaked me in the face with her orgasm. Tahini One made most of the noise, interestingly enough, whining and moaning and groaning as she no doubt ruined the cushion I’d been planning on sleeping on. I didn’t feel even a bit bad about it. 
 
    Tahinis Two and Three disappeared, and Tahini Prime flopped forward, landing roughly on my chest. She panted like she’d just run fifty laps around the block, breathing out her sweet breath against my neck. “That was too fucking intense, you asshole,” she said as she started kissing me roughly. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “I still haven’t cum yet,” I pointed out. 
 
    She blinked at me, our lips still touching. “I forgot.” 
 
    I started scratching her head. “Did you want to stop here?” 
 
    Tahini shook her head at me. “No. I really need to go all the way with you. I can’t stop now. If I did, I’d fucking die.” 
 
    “Seems a bit melodramatic.” 
 
    She looked me dead in the eyes and tossed her foggy glasses on the ground. “It’s true. I’ve wanted this for so long—basically since I found out without a doubt who you were. I want you so fucking bad. I’ve never liked a guy like this before. You’re like catnip to me.” 
 
    “How many clones can you get at once?” I asked. 
 
    She grinned. “Five clones plus me.” 
 
    “So six kitties altogether,” I said, stroking my chin. “Okay, here’s the plan.” 
 
    She summoned all five of her clones, and I stacked them into two towers of three catgirls each. 
 
    That plan was simple—fuck every single one of her clones and finish inside of the original. Like all simple plans, though, it was met with several unexpected setbacks. 
 
    First of all, it took us a minute to figure out how to balance the pussy towers. In the end, the two clones on top of each stack had to lock their legs together. 
 
    Second of all, believe it or not, the tails were a bit of an issue. It turned out that she didn’t have as much control over them as I had assumed, so they were excitedly swishing, moving erratically, but we worked out a buddy system wherein each Tahini would hold up the tail of the girl I was currently fucking. 
 
    By the time we figured all this out, you might assume I would have gone soft from the dilly-dallying. Not so. Turns out when there are six pussies in front of you literally waiting to get fucked, one’s penis can endure quite a prolonged delay without softening. Go figure. 
 
    Just as a sort of calibration test, I slapped the ass of one of the two top Tahini’s. 
 
    “Yow!” all six of them said in unison. “Motherfucker!” 
 
    “Just checking,” I commented. “I’m going in. Call me Order 66 cuz I’m about to end the Clone Wars.” 
 
    “Huh?! I don’t understa—fuck!” 
 
    I thrust inside the first pussy’s pussy, and it was every bit as warm and tight as I’d dared to imagine. All the catgirls squirmed together as the copy’s pussy stretched to accommodate me. I found my rhythm, and a chorus of moans rang out, mostly together, but occasionally diverging slightly. 
 
    As I plowed into the first Tahini, I used my hands to prime numbers two and three in the first stack. It went well at first, but the pleasure got to be too much, and one of the clones kicked me in the face and gave me a bloody nose. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    “Nah, I should have seen that coming,” I muttered. “Mid-coitus injuries aren’t a new phenomenon to ol’ Brock. Not the first time, nor shall it be the last.” 
 
    I pulled out and speared girl number two, then three, then four and five. I made my way through all the clones, luxuriating in the symphony of sex sounds they made as their lady parts trembled around me again and again. 
 
    And then it was time to finish. 
 
    “I’m going in, Tahini Prime,” I grunted. I fingerfucked a clone, hoping against hope that I could somehow still get her to cum before I did, but the odds were stacked against me—no pun intended. 
 
    “Tahini Prime?” she questioned me. 
 
    I slipped inside easily. By this point, I was so familiar with her insides I could probably make a clay model from memory, but sex with her wasn’t getting any less charming or enjoyable. 
 
    I pumped my hips as deeply as I could until my balls were slapping against her flesh with every give and take. She bit the couch cushion and moaned into it, reaching her hands back and flexing them at me, begging me to hold them. 
 
    Pulling my fingers out of her clones’ pussies with some remorse and concern, I held her hands for the remainder of the finishing act, instead relying on gumption and panache to keep me afloat. 
 
    Her pussy was starting to tickle me just a bit too well, though. With a few grunts on my part, the jig was up. I couldn’t hold back anymore. I burrowed into her as fast as I could, slamming my dick into her depths so hard and fast she cried out in surprise. 
 
    And then it happened. With nothing left to do but explode, I spilled inside the catgirl’s piping hot womanhood, filling her up with pearly white solar dragon love. She moaned with satisfaction at the sensation, her own inner walls clenching me possessively as she spilled her own nectar in one final flourish. 
 
    “Brock!” she whimpered, “oh, fuck, Brock!” 
 
    The rest of the clones disappeared, and I took that as my cue to withdraw my shaft from its fleshy sheath. I leaned back against the couch and picked her up, holding her in my lap. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she hoarsely gasped. “My brain is a salad right now.” 
 
    She was shaking, especially from the hips down, still trembling from the aftershocks. 
 
    I was feeling good, too, but as I started to settle down and my sexual instincts started to go away, I frowned as I felt something else returning to the back of my mind. 
 
    There was a burning there, and though I had been still and in control moments before, I found the rage reinserting itself inside my mind. My hands shook, my heart burned, my throat bulged, and my muscles tensed. I could see veins swimming to the surface of my skin, and my normal skin tone reddening with each second. I wanted so, so badly to break something. 
 
    How could such a transformation even happen in such a short span of time? Did the sex bring it out of me? Did it delay it? Or was it entirely unconnected? If Tahini and I had started making love right at this moment, would I have been a danger to her? 
 
    “Thank you, Brock,” Tahini said, trying to leave hickeys on my chest with aggressive sucking kisses. 
 
    “It’s weird to thank me for sex,” I commented, smirking a bit at the concept as I tried to ignore the building discomfort inside me. 
 
    She giggled. “I’m not thanking you for sex. I’m thanking you for accepting me.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, nodding. “Right back at you then.” 
 
    “Do you feel better?” she asked, still breathy in her speaking. “Can we go out there together?” 
 
    As I stroked her hair and shook my head, the hopeful look on her face turned to a frown. “Honestly, no. It was out of my mind for a minute there, but now?” I shrugged. “It’s back in full force, and it honestly might be worse.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, I’m sorry!” She sat up straight and straddled my lap. “Did I fuck up? Did I do that? Make it worse, I mean?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “I made my own choice. But now? I think I’d better be alone before it gets any more intense. I don’t want you to see me go through it.” 
 
    She hugged me tightly, and I hugged her back. “It’s not like this is goodbye,” she told me. “You’ll be out of here in a few days at most.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with a chuckle. “Consider it a vacation from me. Bond with the girls.” 
 
    “I wanna bond with you,” she said, pouting. “It sucks that the first time we do this, I can’t be with you for days afterward. I hoped maybe it would… get you to relax.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “I somehow knew it wasn’t going to be that easy.” 
 
    Tahini kissed me. When she was done several minutes later, she collected my shirt off of the lamp, and I watched her put it on, trying to memorize her naked figure while I could. 
 
    I walked her to the door and pecked her on the cheek. She cried a bit as the door closed behind her. We waved at each other. She said something, but I could barely hear it. 
 
    I could barely hear it over the sensation of my own entirely unjustified fury growing inside me. 
 
    As I walked back to the couch and checked the news, I realized we were only three quarters of the way through the nebula system. That meant that I would be here for a few more days, all by myself. 
 
    I looked around at all the furniture and supplies that we had recently purchased to stock this room in case of emergencies just like this. Would there be anything left in one piece when I was done? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Mamba’s Interlude 
 
   M amba walked through the smoky side street that ran perpendicular to Goblin Street, not so far from her home. As fate would have it, she wasn’t the only hissfolk fortune teller based in this neighborhood. Wearing a hooded sweatshirt despite the muggy weather, she tried her best to be anonymous, but her long serpentine tail attracted knowing looks as she made her way to the polished wooden door of the smallest house on the far end of the road. 
 
    She knocked on the door. It opened up, and behind it was another hissfolk woman—but the two of them couldn’t be mistaken for relatives. Mamba was green with blazing orange hair, but Vesper had grayish brown scales and a black and red striped pattern running down her back and tail. She also didn’t have a rattle. 
 
    The woman’s long blonde hair obscured a skinny figure with a long torso, which was a more common physique for hissfolk women. Mamba’s sexier proportions were rare, but they were, after all, inherited. 
 
    “Mamba,” the woman said, her voice as smoky as the street at Mamba’s back. “I had a feeling I’d be seeing you again soon.” 
 
    From any other fortune teller, that would probably just be a line meant to impress, but Mamba knew from this woman it was likely true. 
 
    “Vesper,” Mamba replied, nodding respectfully. “Have I come at a bad time?” 
 
    “Not the best. You could have called, you know. That’s what normal people do.” 
 
    The green hissfolk beauty laughed. “I changed my phone a while back and lost your number. I’m glad you’re still here or I would have had to call Copper to find you.” 
 
    “Oof. Glad you didn’t need to do that. Come on in, sweetheart; let’s hear what you have to say.” 
 
    Mamba walked into the interior of Vesper’s simple home. The insides were less modern than her own, but Mamba still liked the place. It had a rustic, Before World kind of feeling. Vesper never bothered much with technology—she didn’t even have a TV. But she had a phone and an outlet to charge it in, and aside from some minor appliances, that was it. 
 
    The entryways to the kitchen and the hallway leading to the bedrooms were both veiled with long beaded threads. The small living room was all there was to see for now. A fur carpet of some beast or another adorned the floor. There were several chairs, haphazardly placed, but in the middle of the room, on the rug, there was also a coffee table with a crystal ball much like Mamba’s. 
 
    “Sit. Sit!” Vesper said, gesturing at the crystal ball. 
 
    Mamba sat down on the rug, staring into the ball. Vesper joined her on the other side, staring back at her. 
 
    “Now why have you chosen today of all days to come visit your old friend?” 
 
    Mamba felt a bit embarrassed to admit that it was because she needed something, but that was the truth. “I’m worried about someone I love,” she told the other hissfolk woman. 
 
    “Romantic love?” Vesper asked. 
 
    Mamba nodded at once, showing no hesitation. 
 
    “Interesting.” She reached out and let her finger touch the surface of her crystal ball. “And you come seeking what, exactly?” 
 
    “My powers are growing, but I promised this man that I wouldn’t use them to help him. But… he needs help. He’s going through a dark time, and I just need to know if there’s some way I can be there for him, or prevent this kind of thing from happening in the future.” 
 
    “Would you welcome me into your thoughts?” Vesper asked. “I can sense there’s so much you want to tell me but you don’t know how to.” 
 
    Mamba frowned. “I don’t know if I should. Well—I mean, I know I shouldn’t. I have secrets of his that I’ve sworn to keep, and the truth behind those secrets are the causes of some of his problems.” 
 
    “I am afraid I’ll be driving this thing blind if you can’t tell me a bit more than this.” 
 
    Mamba sighed. “I know. Let me start from… Well, it started several months ago, around the time Solaris rescued me and I moved in with my friend.” 
 
    “The unicorn-elf hybrid,” Vesper said, nodding. “She’s very amiable.” 
 
    “She is,” Mamba giggled with a grin, but it fled her lips quickly. “I met a man after that, and we fell in love. He’s very good to me, but on several occasions, I used my powers, the Gifts of the Silversnake, to help him. Unfortunately, those gifts caused me some harm. Bloody noses and ears, temporary blindness—stuff like that.” 
 
    “You were messing with powers beyond your experience.” 
 
    “But they worked! Well, kind of. The time I went blind, there was another psychic blocking me from finding the truth.” 
 
    Vesper’s yellow snake eyes widened. “Who are you messing around with that you’re running into counterpsychics?” 
 
    Mamba’s lips tugged downward in a frown. “I know I’ve been careless, but, well—he’s going through a tough time right now and I wonder if I could block the thing that’s hurting him if I tried… but I know I shouldn’t. I promised him I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “So don’t?” Vesper said. “Sounds pretty cut and dry to me. Use your powers in some other way, but be safe and don’t stick your nose where it doesn’t belong.” 
 
    “So that’s why I’m here.” Mamba looked at the other hissfolk woman expectantly. 
 
    Vesper nodded. “What is it you want me to do?” 
 
    “There’s a planetary nebula that we’re passing through. Have you heard about it on the news?” 
 
    Vesper shrugged. “I don’t watch the news, but I’ve felt its presence.” 
 
    “I need that taken care of.” 
 
    The other hissfolk woman blinked at Mamba, then focused her eyes in confusion. “You want a nebula ‘taken care of?’” 
 
    “Like—block its effects. Make them more muted,” Mamba suggested, throwing up her hands as she spoke. 
 
    “Sweetheart,” Vesper chuckled, reaching across the table and touching Mamba’s hand, “I don’t know how powerful you think I am, but the energies of celestial bodies make up the whole basis for psychic powers, astrology, and many kinds of magic, including the First Profanity.” 
 
    “The First Profanity?” Mamba muttered. She had never heard that phrase before. 
 
    “It’s the magic that’s used by the Founders and the Elloway himself, seeded into the universe millions, perhaps billions of years ago.” 
 
    “So there’s nothing we can do?” Mamba sighed, leaning against the table in defeat. 
 
    Vesper regarded her with sympathy. “Tell you what I can do—I can do a detailed reading of you, Mamba. Maybe I can pick up on a suggestion from the universe as to what would be the right course of action for you.” 
 
    Mamba placed her hands, palms up, on the table. “Do what you can.” 
 
    The other hissfolk woman grabbed Mamba’s palms, tightening her lips as she traced the lines in the younger woman’s smooth, scaly hands. Next, she got out a marker and traced over the lines one-by-one. 
 
    “Place your hands on the crystal ball,” she instructed Mamba. 
 
    Mamba nodded and did as she was told. She felt the magic of the ball surging beneath her fingertips, which brought her a measure of hope. 
 
    Vesper’s eyes focused on the crystal ball, watching it as the red glow inside of it swirled and danced, bathing the room in crimson spears of light. 
 
    Then her eyes widened. Bulged, really. 
 
    “What is it?” Mamba queried softly. “I’ve never seen you make that face before.” 
 
    Vesper grabbed Mamba by the wrists and pried her hands off the orb. “At this rate, you’re going to break that thing,” she said. 
 
    “Break what? Your crystal ball?” 
 
    Vesper grabbed a cloth and spit in it, hastily rubbing it against Mamba’s palms to wipe away the ink. “Be still, girl.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mamba’s voice was growing high and worried, and she tried to jerk her hands back. 
 
    “I said be still!” 
 
    Mamba’s eyes seemed to tremble with fear as she watched the fortune teller hastily wipe the magic ink off of her hand. 
 
    “There. Should be safe now.” 
 
    “What should be safe?” 
 
    “That ink was designed to amplify your psychic energies so I could get a read on you,” Vesper explained. 
 
    Mamba nodded. “Right. I know that. I’ve had it done before.” 
 
    “By me, no less. But Mamba—I’m afraid it’s not safe to amplify your psychic energies anymore.” 
 
    The hissfolk beauty cocked her head. “Why, exactly?” 
 
    “Because they’re already far too extreme. Mamba, you’ve been chosen by the Silversnake.” 
 
    Mamba’s jaw dropped. “I’m… chosen?” 
 
    Vesper stood up and started picking up trinkets and objects around her room like she was looking for something. “You’re far better off practicing by yourself. There’s little I can teach you at this point. Frankly, I’m afraid that I might die if I try to help you—your powers being as unfathomable as they are, if you use them in front of me or in combination with mine, we could have a very real problem. For sure, the government would be onto us.” 
 
    “Really?!” Mamba gasped. “I’m that strong?!” 
 
    “Strong, yes, but also inexperienced. You just need practice. You know all the methods. You learned them like any other hissfolk girl. Ah! Here it is!” The woman held up an icosagon—a twenty-sided polygon—with a different number carved into each side. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s something I’m not strong enough to use—but you are.” 
 
    Mamba stood up and reached out her hand to take it. Vesper handed it to her eagerly. “What does it do?” 
 
    “Priestesses of the Silversnake are readers of fate. Mamba, your potential goes beyond that. You are a weaver, not just a reader. You can manipulate fate in real-time—with enough practice. And this will help.” 
 
    “Should you really be giving me this?!” Mamba gasped. 
 
    “Absolutely not—at least not from the perspective of the Meteoropolis Police Department. But according to our traditions, it’s my sacred duty.” 
 
    Mamba studied the object in her hand. It was much heavier than it looked. “How do I use it?” 
 
    “When you wake up in the morning, roll it. The number that you get represents, on a scale of one to twenty, the weight of fate to change the natural outcome of any event you witness throughout the day.” 
 
    “So if I roll a one—” 
 
    “Then that represents a bad outcome for someone of your choosing. And twenty would be the opposite. But using it will drain you psychically—perhaps for weeks at a time. Especially since you are so young and inexperienced.” Vesper walked up close to Mamba and folded her hands shut around the strange relic. “Don’t abuse it. In fact, consider never using it. But it belongs to you now, by rights.” 
 
    Mamba nodded. “I won’t use it unless I must. I’ll keep it safe.” 
 
    Vesper smiled. “Good. But practice your powers. If your beloved really cares about you, he’ll understand that this is our way of showing worship to our goddess. Just—don’t bite off more than you can chew.” 
 
    Mamba nodded. “He’ll understand. Maybe I don’t even need to tell him. He’s pretty distracted right now.” 
 
    “I’ll leave it up to you.” Vesper wiped her hands on her dress. “Now—if that’s all, I have some chores to do.” 
 
    Mamba smiled. “I feel as though Selina the Silversnake wanted me to come here today.” 
 
    “I feel as though you’re right,” Vesper replied, but she didn’t smile. “Do be careful though, love. Your mother would kill me if she knew I gave that to you.” 
 
    Mamba nodded, eyeing her prize with eyes that almost glittered at the possibilities. “Right. I’ll probably never even use it,” she lied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    18: The Panic Room 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   W hen Tahini left, I was struck by the room’s silence. I was also struck by my own silliness—at least at first. 
 
    Was I overreacting? Yes, the burning anger was there, ever present and always bubbling beneath the surface… but it had been like that for a while now. It’s not like my girls were about to get any rage out of me… right? 
 
    Still, as I held up my hand and watched it shake and listened to the dragon inside me, I felt reassured that I was making the right choice. I couldn’t afford to take this risk. It was a rare occurrence, so better safe than sorry. 
 
    “Maybe the girls can visit me in my calmer times,” I mused. 
 
    That should be doable—but don’t lean on them too much. You need to be able to stand on your own. You need to make it through this with your own willpower, the dragon urged me. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    You’ll know soon. 
 
    The harrowing words proved true enough over the next few days. To keep myself busy, I kept the TV on and watched the news while I worked out, shadow boxing to keep my coordination steady and blow off some steam. There was a lot of stuff going on in the city, but there was also news about Councilman White’s initiative to ban superheroes of all kinds—and I was being used as justification. 
 
    “This just in—Councilman White has posted a public address to the Sylvan District in light of the unexpected news that Commissioner Go’Urden worked with a vigilante in liberating Kettle’s restaurant. Stevnar was there for that address, and we’re going to hear it now, and then get his take on it. Stevnar, I’m throwing to you.” 
 
    A gnoll in a smart corduroy suit and pink glasses appeared on the screen, standing with his back to the entrance of the media hall in the district capital. “Thanks, Pim. Stevnar Bloodfang here, and it sure has been a morning, let me tell you. In a development that is sure to shock and shake the Sylvan District to its core, Councilman White has announced that he has the support needed to push his unpopular anti-superhero initiative into law.” 
 
    “What?!” I shouted. I felt my muscles tense and my fists clench at the disturbing words and was immediately struck with the implications—implications I had thought about many times. 
 
    But I didn’t have time to think about them at that moment. Councilman White was on the screen, speaking to a crowd of reporters for various news stations, magazines, and online journals. 
 
    “This son of a bitch,” I growled, throwing a punch into an adjacent wall. It was indestructible, and the impact hurt, but that pain only urged my rage onward. I tried to control it, though. I wanted to hear what this guy was going to say, son of a bitch or not. 
 
    “Ladies, gentlemen, and others: I stand before you today distraught, but vindicated. This morning, at five twenty-two AM Sylvan Time, Gregari Asmodi died of his wounds from injuries caused by the vigilante Brock Clayton.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. I… had killed a man? With my bare hands? 
 
    “Two others are in critical condition but are expected to make a partial recovery. I am absolutely horrified by the revelation that a public figure, off-duty, would drag his daughter’s manager to an active hostage situation. To make things even worse, the police have refused to criticize Commissioner Go’Urden’s actions and excuses for Mr. Clayton. As such, it has become clear that if we want change, we’re going to have to roll up our sleeves and do it ourselves. We cannot have untrained, unlicensed murderers acting like heroes, dodging the training, duties, and responsibilities of an officer of the law. This is not justice. This is barbarism. This speaks to the depths this city has fallen if we look to criminals for our salvation.” 
 
    I had to admit, even in my swelling anger, that he was making some sense, at least from a surface level. Frustrated, I flipped the couch with one swift motion of my hand, but then squatted down in front of the TV where it had been. I watched, my eyes transfixed. 
 
    “Brock Clayton, however, meant to help. He, Solaris, and Copycat will be granted amnesty for past actions. On behalf of the city, I thank them for their genuine attempts to be of use to its people, but it’s time that we find another way. If these individuals wish to be heroes, they can apply to our police force—I’m certain that Commissioner Go’Urden would be thrilled to make use of their talents. But Solaris and Copycat are attempting to maintain secret identities, dodging accountability, and Mr. Clayton is a successful businessman in the esports scene, or so I’m told, so I doubt that will happen. But listen here, and listen well.” The catman slammed his hands down on the podium in front of him for dramatic effect. 
 
    There was a pause. Cameras flashed to capture the tense moment, and I found myself sweating profusely as I listened. 
 
    “From this day on, if Solaris, Copycat, or Brock Clayton—or any other would-be vigilante—attempt to ‘save the day,’ putting people and property at risk as they do so, then they will be branded criminals. They will be arrested, tried, and sentenced as enemies of the state. We cannot live in a city where law and order rests in the hands of superpowered individuals who have passed no test of rigor, whose intentions have not been evaluated, who have completed no training, obtained no legal licenses, and are unaffiliated with the government in any way. Citizens of the Sylvan District, I have the support from my colleagues, and I have the will to take action. This morning, Councilman Brandywine, Councilwoman Thiara, and Councilmonster K’rushbrill Y’nog’sothaqua worked with me to quietly pass Initiative 904—The Wholesale Ban of Vigilantism.” 
 
    The room erupted in a flurry of flashes and raised hands as reporters frantically tried to shout out their questions. 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Witherwine, your question, please,” White said, pointing at an elven woman in the front. 
 
    She stood up. “Councilman, has the Initiative’s wording changed since you teased it yesterday?” 
 
    “Changed in what way?” 
 
    The woman furrowed her brow. “There were those who pointed out that the way it was phrased indicated that all acts of public service for strangers may be interpreted as punishable with imprisonment or stiff fines. For instance, in section 4—” 
 
    “I’m certain you’re mistaken. There’s no way it’ll be interpreted that way—” 
 
    “In section 4 it clearly states,” she looked at something on her phone and cleared her throat, “Any individual whosoever is observed or proven after the fact to have offered assistance to an individual to whom they are not related or sharing a registered domicile shall be subject to a minimum fine of three gold coins, and/or incarceration for up to ten years, depending on—” 
 
    Councilman White waved his hand dismissively and shouted over her. “You’re willfully misleading the public. Security! Get Ms. Witherwine out of here and take her press badge.” 
 
    “What?!” the elven woman asked, utterly flabbergasted. “Councilman, have you gone insane?!” 
 
    It got worse from there. He only fielded two more similar questions before shutting the entire press hearing down and walking out. The reporters tried to follow him, but security was ready, equipped with riot shields and armor that spoke volumes about the tone this city was to have going forward. 
 
    I stood up quietly and started throwing punches into the unbreakable wall, letting the pain quiet my frustration. It gave me something else to focus on, and made my thoughts clearer and more reasoned after the anguish turned to numbness. 
 
    Clearly, there was a middle ground to be had. Councilman White had made a lot of good points about the lack of accountability of superheroes, and I’ll be the first to admit that. Still, the points he was making were dishonestly motivated. This wasn’t an attempt to save the city or make it a better place—this was a power grab. This was a move toward a dystopian police state. 
 
    I almost smirked at the notion, even as my knuckles broke and hands bled. There was no way that he was going to control the police. Not with Go’Urden in charge, anyway. 
 
    Ahh, fuck. Not with Go’Urden in charge. That was the key. He was going to take out Go’Urden next and install his own puppet. I’d bet my left nut on that. 
 
    I heard the ping of a message on my cell phone, flipped the couch back over as I went for it, and saw a message from Pinky Peach on my screen. 
 
    > Knuckle check. 
 
    > No can do. 
 
    > Send me a picture of your hands, Brock. 
 
    > They’ll be fine in like ten minutes. 
 
    There was a delay as I waited for the unicorn girl’s next message. I could see a notification that she was typing the message in real time, and watched as she clearly deleted it several times and started over. Eventually, she sent me this: 
 
    > Don’t beat yourself up, you fucking edgelord! I don’t care if it heals, it’s stupid and I don’t like you hurting yourself! Fucking dummy. 
 
    > I love you. 
 
    > I’m not saying it until you promise you’ll calm down. People watching my stream are asking where you’ve been these last few days. You missed the first movie night stream. 
 
    > What did you tell them? 
 
    > I told them you were sick. It’s basically true. 
 
    I looked over at the end table I’d smashed into pieces, and the shelf I had turned to ash with my fire breath. 
 
    > It’s super true. 
 
    > Sigh. 
 
    I laughed at that. 
 
    > No one texts “sigh” 
 
    > My emoji keyboard is broken. We’re going to visit you after our stream is done for today. Did you see the news? 
 
    > Yep. 
 
    > Sigh. Don’t lose heart. You’ve done enough for this city. Consider it a vacation while we figure something out. 
 
    In truth, I’d already come up with plenty of ideas. Even if I had to give up the superhero thing, my powers while in “Brock” form were enough that I could spend some time volunteering around the city, helping out that way. I could speed along construction projects for organizations like Habitat for Humanoids, or do some volunteer firefighting since I was mostly flame resistant and strong enough to toss rubble aside. I could also… be a cop. It wasn’t something I was seriously considering, but it was an option if I ever got the itch to act like a crime fighter again. 
 
    I texted Pinky back. 
 
    > I don’t think you girls should visit tonight. I’m still not at 100%. 
 
    > Awww that’s too bad. Don’t care. See you in a bit. 
 
    She stopped replying after that, and I have to admit it made me chuckle and lightened my mood up for a little while. 
 
    > They’re showing a Copycat reel on MeteoNews. 
 
    That text was from Tahini. 
 
    > I’ll tune in. 
 
    > Gods, I look so fucking hot in that leather bodysuit. I can’t believe I have to stop using it so soon. 
 
    > Sigh. There’s always roleplaying in the bedroom. 
 
    > Sigh? Were you just talking to Pinky? Her emoji keyboard is broken and she’s been texting that shit all morning. 
 
    I laughed and finished out the conversation, then flipped the TV to MeteoNews. Copycat was on the screen, sure enough, and just as Tahini had said, her more recent sleeveless leather catsuit looked pretty fucking hot with her white wig and goggles. 
 
    Copycat kicked in the glass of a gas station that was being robbed by a pair of Dusk Elves. They fired shots of their crossbows at her, but she was too agile, flipping out of the way, ricocheting off the pillar nearby. She kicked one dude in the face, and her clones appeared and encircled the other one, beating him into the tile. 
 
    When he had finally submitted, she took a few pairs of fluffy white handcuffs off her hip and fixed the two men to the radiator. 
 
    “Those are sex cuffs,” I grunted. “She’s a cop’s daughter, for fuck’s sake. Why is she using those?” A part of me also lamented the fact that we wouldn’t get to use those sex cuffs properly—until I realized her gimmick. 
 
    As the cops arrived at the scene, she dismissed her clone that had placed the handcuffs, and the handcuffs disappeared, but the ones on Tahini Prime’s hip stayed. “Nice,” I muttered. “Crisis averted.” 
 
    The scene on the TV changed a few minutes later to a capsule doctor’s lab. It looked almost identical to Dr. Luna’s place, but a different scientist was there, running diagnostics on a capsule as a reporter questioned him. 
 
    “Hello everyone, Kip Pipley here, and today I’m interviewing Dr. Sintari, one of the most prominent capsule doctors in all of Meteoropolis. Dr. Sintari—in your opinion, what is to blame for Solaris’s extended absence?” 
 
    “Well, certainly the political situation has been tumultuous lately for supers, though that hasn’t slowed Copycat or Brock Clayton down.” 
 
    Fuck, it was so surreal to hear people just throw my name around on the news like this. How the hell did Peter Parker stay anonymous for so long? 
 
    “So, you think it’s politics?” 
 
    “Well, you know I don’t. That’s why you’re here,” Sintari said. He was a bearded satyr man, but not Valestrian—he had normal-looking eyes, not the goat pupils that Satina had. “In my opinion, Solaris is in hiding because of the planetary nebula we are passing through. Unusual star systems such as this can have destabilizing effects on solar dragons and other solar entities. It’s highly likely that he has lost his powers, has become emotionally unstable, or is experiencing other side effects. He most likely deemed it unsafe to go out until we have passed through the nebula system.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever see him again, what with the new law passed today?” 
 
    Sintari shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s not really my area of expertise. But what I can say is this—I would be surprised if we didn’t see him again, perhaps when the city needs him most.” 
 
    “And what would that look like?” the young lunar ghoul reporter asked. 
 
    “I suppose we’ll know when it happens.” 
 
    I texted Dr. Luna after watching that. 
 
    > Dr. Sintari seems like a cool dude. Wish he was my capsule doctor. 
 
    > Lick my wrinkly bald head. 
 
    > Any progress on the shards? 
 
    > Yes, but now I don’t want to tell you about it. 
 
    I laughed and called him up for a proper conversation. He let it ring until the last second, then answered. 
 
    “Who the hell is this? Brock Clayton? Sounds like an asshole.” Dr. Luna muttered. 
 
    “Shut up. Tell me what you got. I could use the distraction.” 
 
    “Making good use of the panic room?” 
 
    I surveyed the wreckage. “Yep.” 
 
    “If you must know, I managed to capture the near-complete essence of a Midgardian high elf, which I imagine you’ll find interesting,” he explained. 
 
    “And why would I find that interesting?” 
 
    “Because, among other things, that specific breed of high elf is known for possessing not just slow-aging genes, but is truly immortal unless killed outright. They’re also pretty sexy.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well, my girls don’t need any help with the latter bit, but I’m definitely interested in the first part.” 
 
    “Are they?” he asked. “You haven’t spoken much to them about this yet, as far as I recall.” 
 
    I growled into the phone. “I’ll bring it up. I think Satina would be a good candidate for this one.” 
 
    “Why, may I ask?” 
 
    I shrugged, though I realized immediately he couldn’t see it. “Blossom isn’t going to age for centuries, so there’s no urgency there.” 
 
    “If given daily kisses and songs, yes, she’s functionally immortal. And Pinky Peach would be hard to age, being both a high elf and a unicorn.” 
 
    “All that’s left is Mamba and Tahini,” I noted. 
 
    Dr. Luna groaned. “Brock. Tahini? Really?” 
 
    “It was only a matter of time,” I said. 
 
    “I suppose. Mamba’s lifespan is short—about sixty years. You’ll want to address that eventually.” 
 
    “Sixty years only?” I actually gasped. “What do you have for me?” 
 
    “Well, nothing else that I think would actually help, but I’ll keep it in mind. But Brock—these account for hundreds of thousands of gold coins worth in research grants from the government. Giving them to you won’t be anonymous or subtle. There will be people that need to know.” 
 
    I sighed into the receiver. “Understood. We’re already public figures. We just need to figure out some believable reason why the Dream Girls in particular are messing around with experimental magical biotech.” 
 
    “When you think of it, let me know. Good luck being retired.” 
 
    I laughed bitterly. “So you heard the news. Aren’t you upset?” 
 
    “It won’t last. But I do worry about what’s motivating this rash action. It feels nefarious to me.” 
 
    My skin crawled as I heard him give voice to my same feelings. “Agreed. Dr. Luna, can I make a suggestion?” 
 
    “If I say no, will you go away?” 
 
    I laughed. “No. I think it’s time you meet up with Commissioner Go’Urden. My worlds need to collide in order for us to figure out what comes next.” 
 
    He paused for a while. “I’ll be honest, Brock. I may have misled you before, but I know the commissioner quite well.” 
 
    I blinked a bunch of times in surprise. “You do? How?” 
 
    “He came out of my lab decades ago. Same capsule as you, to be entirely plain.” 
 
    “No fucking way.” 
 
    He laughed a bit. “It’s true. In any case, I would be fine meeting with him. In all honesty, I think he’s one of the few people we can trust no matter what.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I told him. It gave me a lot to think about. 
 
    Dr. Luna cleared his throat and coughed a bit. “Be careful. I need to go now. Let me know.” 
 
    “Got it. Take care of yourself, old man.” 
 
    Click. 
 
    I looked around at the room. There wasn’t all that much left to destroy, but talking to Pinky, Tahini, and Dr. Luna had calmed me down a bit. I laid down on the floor and stared up at the ceiling, doing deep breathing exercises. I felt like I was seeing a light at the end of the tunnel with regard to my constant rage. That felt good to admit to myself. In the end, a few days wasn’t all that bad. But when I emerged, things would be different. 
 
    This city would be different. 
 
    

  

 
   
    19: Did My Time 
 
   D espite my previous expression of optimism, things got worse before they got better. It got so bad, in fact, that I activated the emergency protocols to lock the girls out of the room that night when they tried to visit me. 
 
    I blacked out at one point after shifting into dragon form against my will. Solaris was no longer talking to me, just freaking out, more animal than anything else at that point. I remember changing and growing, larger and larger—bigger than I thought I was capable of—and then everything went dark. When I came to my senses hours later, the metal walls and door were banged up, scratched, and dented, the TV was a pile of rubble, and my head was a basket full of regret. 
 
    But there was no space for doubt at this point. I had made the right call in coming here and locking myself in. 
 
    I checked my phone. I took me a while to find it underneath the pile of glass that was what remained of the TV screen. The phone’s screen was cracked, but apparently rage dragon Solaris at least knew how precious a man’s smartphone was, so the damage was purely cosmetic.  
 
    I had dozens of messages from the girls, mostly worried texts that said some variation on “What the hell are you doing in there?!” I did not look forward to them seeing this room in the state it was in. 
 
    Would they even be able to look at me the same way after knowing the damage I was capable of? That was the next toxic thought in my mind, but I banished it quickly enough. It was unfair of me to doubt my girls, just as it was unfair of me to judge them if any of them did decide they were scared of me after this debacle. Yes, there were extenuating circumstances surrounding this outburst, but the fury was in me, and like Pandora’s Box, once they had this knowledge, there would be no taking it back. 
 
    Things calmed down after that, and rapidly. I took to mediation, which brought my thoughts back to Pinky Peach. The combination of my breathing exercises with the sense memory of her strawberry scent and the way her hair blew in the wind out in the garden when we did this together… it helped a lot. 
 
    My thoughts also flew to Blossom and her lewd innocence, Mamba and her straight-forward affection, Satina and her adorable quirkiness, and Tahini. Tahini was a new one to make my heart throb. I wondered what it was I would fall in love with about her. That quiet reflection chilled the fire in my blood nicely. 
 
     Within two more days, I felt like I was ready to make my return. I had to monitor the news on my cracked phone since the TV was defunct, but the good news was confirmed by the talking heads on my screen: we were out of the planetary nebula’s range and flinging freely through space once more. 
 
    The second I walked out of the panic room, I half-expected the girls to just somehow know that I was out, but of course, they didn’t notice. I checked the time, and the reason was clear—it was about four in the morning. 
 
    I headed downstairs, expecting to find an empty living room and kitchen, but the downstairs TV was still on, playing cartoons at low volume, and Mamba and Satina were sleeping on the couch, with Satina sitting up and Mamba lying in the satyress’s lap. It was a brutally cute sight. 
 
    I contemplated waking them up, just to hear their voices and get drunk on their relief to see me, but I banished the selfish urge and instead poured myself a fresh glass of water and grabbed some cold leftover noodles from the fridge. I ate them without heating them up, committing to my decision not to wake the girls, and enjoyed them in the corner in silence, thinking about what I would do next. 
 
    Of course, the plan had been set in my few moments of clarity up in the panic room. It was time to be bold. It was time to make a decision. 
 
    Things were not looking good for my career as Solaris, at least, not at the moment. It occurred to me that in order for me to move forward and help the city in the way that I felt called to, I needed to trust a specific someone with my greatest secret, and it wouldn’t be the most pleasant conversation. 
 
    I phoned Dr. Luna up first, and I have to admit, it was comforting to hear his old-ass voice on the other line. 
 
    “Brock. It’s four in the morning. You are a horrible person.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered, excusing myself out the front door so that the girls could sleep in peace. I stood on the doorstep outside and stared out at the lamp-lit street. “I’m out of the panic room.” 
 
    “Excellent. I suppose you want to talk about what comes next.” 
 
    “I do. And I want Go’Urden to join us for that talk.” 
 
    The line went quiet for a long time. “He’s going to think you’re fucking his daughter.” 
 
    “Turns out I am,” I said. 
 
    Dr. Luna coughed. “Welp. Thanks for the update. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We invite Go’Urden to the lab. We sit him down, tell him everything. I don’t have anything much further than that, but he’s going to figure it out sooner or later, and when he does, he’ll feel betrayed that we didn’t tell him.” 
 
    “You realize this means you’ll be essentially drawing suspicion on his daughter as well? By mere association, that is.” 
 
    I swallowed. “Yeah, I know. I’ll fill Tahini in before I do it.” 
 
    “Fill me in about what?” 
 
    That was Tahini’s voice, off to my right. I turned my head and saw her approaching carrying a takeout bag and a shake that looked comically large in her diminutive hand. 
 
    “I gotta go, Luna. I’ll let you know the time.” 
 
    “Understood. Thanks for waking me up at four AM for a forty-five second phone call.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I ended the call and smiled at Tahini, and she ran to me, still holding her bag and shake, and simply buried her head in my chest. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re finally out of there.” 
 
    “Me too,” I confessed. I inhaled a deep breath. “Damn, I forgot how good you girls smell.” 
 
    “That’s a super weird thing to say aloud, but thanks,” she giggled. “I got goblin wraps. Do you want one?” 
 
    “Why are you out so early in the morning?” I looked up at the dome. It would still be dark for almost another two hours. 
 
    She shrugged. “A lot on my mind. I couldn’t sleep. And when I can’t sleep, I get hungry.” 
 
    I looked in her bag. “That looks like a lot of food for one petite catgirl.” 
 
    “Satina would freak out if I didn’t buy her anything. The second I walk through that door with food, she’ll smell it and wake up.” 
 
    “Good point,” I admitted. “Smart of you to take it into consideration.” 
 
    “Trial and error more than wits, to be honest. Now what’s this you need to tell me?” she asked, batting her eyelashes. “Are you going to ask me to officially be your number one girl?” She snickered at that, and so did I. 
 
    “God, I can imagine how well that’d go over. No—It’s about your dad.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at that but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’m going to tell him I’m Solaris.” 
 
    She gasped. “But then it’s only a matter of time until he puts it together that—” 
 
    “Right. He’ll know you’re Copycat. And that may piss him off—but he’s going to figure it out soon. There are way too many clues out there, ready to be sorted through, and the news has already started doing detailed profiles and video essays about us filled with all sorts of conspiracy theories.” 
 
    Tahini nodded. “Someone already guessed you and Solaris were the same person.” 
 
    I blinked in shock. “People know?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Some elven chick on the news guessed, but no one considered it confirmed. But the theory is out there.” 
 
    “How did she arrive at that?” I asked. 
 
    “It was the Meteor Park thing. You saved the day, then you vanished. Ten seconds later, Solaris was there. You can see how it looks when they frame it that way.” 
 
    I nodded. “In any case, I figure it’s better for your dad to hear it from us than to figure it out on his own and see us as betraying his trust.” 
 
    The catgirl cringed. “He’s going to be so mad.” 
 
    “You moved out. What’ll he do? He loves you to pieces. I think you could rob a bank and he’d forgive you.” 
 
    She giggled at the notion. “Damn, then I should have been a bad guy instead of a hero.” 
 
    “So you’re okay with it?” I asked carefully, cupping her cheeks in my hands. “If you’re okay with it, I’m going forward with the plan. And I want you to come with me.” 
 
    She made a face. “No. I can’t. You do what you want to do, but I can’t be there to see his face when he puts it together. That’d fucking kill me, dude. No way.” 
 
    “Do you feel like you’ve betrayed him?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I blew up at him for risking his life for the city. I’m doing the same damn thing. I couldn’t bear the shame, or the hurt on his face when he realizes it.” 
 
    I kissed her on the forehead. “I can understand that. And I’m sorry if this fucks up your family dynamic.” 
 
    “My mom will fucking murder me,” she said with a shudder. “And then she’ll probably kill my dad for being a bad influence.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “I can see that. But—you are a hero because of him, aren’t you?” 
 
    She blushed. “Yeah, I guess so. And… because of you.” 
 
    “I’m flattered.” I smiled at her and patted her on the butt. “Let’s go inside.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours later I found myself, as planned, at Dr. Luna’s lab. When I called the commissioner and told him I wanted to meet him there, I expected twenty questions, but all he said was, “What time?” 
 
    “When do you get off work?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m always working. Tell me a time and I’ll be there—but not for long.” 
 
    “Understood. Let’s make it right after lunch,” I had told him, and he went along with that. 
 
    Now, it was well after lunch, and he hadn’t yet shown up. Dr. Luna and I waited, and I worried that we were going to be stood up. 
 
    “You mentioned before that you knew the Commissioner,” I said, trying to pierce the awkward silence as Dr. Luna worked and I stood around looking handsome. 
 
    He nodded, not looking up from the tablet he was holding in front of one of the capsules. “True. You and he came from this very lab.” 
 
    “I can only imagine Go’Urden as a young newbie to Meteoropolis. Must have been interesting.” 
 
    “He adapted quicker than you might have guessed. Things were a bit simpler back then. The city was different. Less magic. It resembled Earth more. That changed over time as more fantastical races came and started to remake the city in their own images. I remember hearing that the Founders stepped in a few times to preserve their original vision when things got too different.” 
 
    “Why do they care what the city is like?” I asked. 
 
    “It has to do with the Elder God known as the Elloway. That much I understand, but I never troubled myself with it all that much.” 
 
    “That surprises me. You’ve been here a long time. You’ve been here since the Founding—how do you know so little about the Founders and the Elloway?” 
 
    “I know what I need to know. I never dug for more. Frankly, I’m just happy to be here. You have no idea what my Before World was like.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What was it like?” 
 
    “Bad enough that I’m not planning on talking about it.” 
 
    My phone vibrated in my pocket. I looked at it and furrowed my brow. “He’s outside, anyway. This is happening.” 
 
    Moments later, Go’Urden flung open the door, bending down to miss the top of the door frame. I smiled at him, and Dr. Luna did, too. The commissioner slipped his hands in his pockets and nodded. 
 
    “Sorry, I should have knocked,” he grunted. 
 
    “It’s been too long, J.J.,” Dr. Luna noted. 
 
    “Yes it has, old man. I have to admit, I’m curious what this is about—but I have my suspicions.” 
 
    My shoulders tensed. “You do?” 
 
    His jaw clenched as he looked at me. “I’ve had some time to process everything. You want to know what the plan is going forward. You probably also want to know if you’re going to be in trouble for what happened with Kettle’s.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not really. We’re here for Dr. Luna and I to tell you the truth.” 
 
    Go’Urden’s mouth closed, and his eyes darted between us. “I’m listening.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, not wanting to see his first reaction when I let it out. “I’m Solaris.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes, I know. I figured that out after the restaurant.” 
 
    My eyes opened back up, this time bulging at the shock of that revelation. “You know?!” 
 
    He nodded. “I put it together. The way you talk is the same. The fact that Solaris didn’t come to help in any places where you were on the job was another clue, although small. And… well, there were other signs.” 
 
    “There’s more. You probably figured this out, too, but… Tahini is Copycat.” 
 
    Now it was his turn to bulge out his eyes. “How? How did she get those powers?” 
 
    “She got it by making use of one of my biotech experiments,” Dr. Luna said. 
 
    “You gave her powers?! And made her a hero so she could risk her life? Why her?!” The commissioner squeezed his hands into massive fists. 
 
    “Actually, she stole it,” Dr. Luna grumbled. “Don’t blame me. But when she started using the powers for good and eventually started teaming up with Brock, we were happy to treat it as serendipity.” 
 
    “My daughter… stole biotech from you?” Go’Urden growled. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Honestly, it worked out in the end,” I said. “She saved my life in that first run-in with the Void Cartel. She was just motivated, and I think she’s more than made up for the crime by now.” 
 
    Go’Urden lowered his head and stared at the floor as the veins in his neck bulged. “My daughter… Of course a part of me suspected, but I never dared to give voice to the fears. You know, the first night we met her, when she came to the rooftop with you, Hephi mentioned that she reminded her of Tahini. I didn’t want to believe it, so I put it out of my mind and found plenty of reasons to dismiss it. The white hair, the unexplained powers, the different voice she speaks with, and how confident she seems. And brutal.” His face twisted as he seemed to bring a memory to mind. “She really beats the shit out of the criminals she takes down.” 
 
    “Well, I literally murdered a man the other day,” I said, shuddering at the thought. 
 
    “No, you didn’t. That was a lie,” Go’Urden muttered. “He’s still alive and in police custody. We corrected the record after White’s speech, but he used that false report to pile on and get the support from the other councilors that he needed to get his insane fucking initiative to pass.” 
 
    My heart stopped beating for five whole seconds. “I didn’t kill him?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, Brock. He’ll never dance again, and he’s going to be eating through a straw for a good long while, but no. You didn’t kill him.” 
 
    I let out a big ol’ sigh of relief at that, feeling its effects wash over me like a cool shower of mist. “That’s… a load off my conscience.” 
 
    “He’s very fucked up,” Go’Urden muttered, shaking his head darkly. “Unrecognizable. Looks like something that came out of a Vilgarian behemoth’s anus.” 
 
    I winced. “You’re ruining my feeling of relief.” 
 
    Dr. Luna shuddered, letting out a noise of disgust. “Good gods, I just searched for a photo of him on my phone while you two were talking. J.J., you were too generous. This man looks like a vaguely demon-shaped mound of living bruise tissue.” 
 
    Welp. So much for that feeling of guilt being gone. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad, Brock. I’ve made my fair share of cripples and eunuchs,” Go’Urden grunted, slapping me on the shoulder. “And don’t forget, you’ve bitten off a man’s godsdamned arm before.” 
 
    “We keep bringing that up,” I grumbled, sinking my hands into my pockets. “Anyway, I know it’s a lot to ask, but could you not confront Tahini about all this? And please, for the love of Christ—” 
 
    “That’s a god from his world,” Dr. Luna interrupted to explain. 
 
    “Please, please don’t tell your wife just yet.” 
 
    Go’Urden’s face twisted. “I can think of nothing less attractive to tell my wife than the fact that her daughter is a superhero. Hekiri, you can’t even begin to imagine the fallout of that. No—we’ll keep that a secret as long as we can. But let’s also consider asking my daughter to stop the hero thing altogether.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “She won’t like to hear us say that.” 
 
    “No, she won’t,” he sighed. “And I imagine she’ll be well within her rights to complain about you still being a hero when she can’t be.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the problem, isn’t it?” Dr. Luna inserted. We turned to face him. “He can’t be a hero anymore. So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    Go’Urden paused to consider the question, but he laid his eyes back on me. After a while, he lowered his head slightly and spoke. “Brock will take a vacation. A rest from hero duty, I mean. Lie low. Let’s let the city regret this decision first before we try anything—but if the Void Cartel gets involved, Brock, stand by and wait for orders.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I chuckled. “How should we stay in touch?” 
 
    “Let’s make a group chat,” Dr. Luna suggested. “I’ll make one now and add you both to it.” 
 
    “What about Tahini?” 
 
    Go’Urden shook his head. “Not yet. Hopefully never.” 
 
    “She’ll be pissed, but it’s on you,” I said, shrugging. “Your daughter.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. “Your girlfriend, am I right?” 
 
    My anus tightened in alarm. “Huh?” 
 
    “Pinky Peach is your girlfriend according to the news, but it was almost impossible to not pick up on the googly eyes every other girl at the table threw you at dinner—and one of them is a Valestrian satyress,” he said, frowning. “I’m not quite ready to absorb the reality that my daughter is in a dragon’s harem, but I honestly thought she was going to be single forever, so it’s kind of a relief.” He took a step forward and grabbed me by the collard. “But be warned—I may like you, but if you hurt her, dragon or not, I will reach my fist up your ass so far that I’ll pull your still-beating heart out through it.” 
 
    “Graphic,” I noted. “And message received. Don’t worry, I’m a real sweety.” 
 
    He snorted. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    20: The ‘M’ Word 
 
   W e decided to take the commissioner’s advice and treat the change in status quo as a brief vacation. It wouldn’t affect our financial bottom line, as the Streamer House and the girls’ subs and sponsors were earning most of our income at this point, so I had no pressure now except to do my job as manager. 
 
    Honestly, it was kind of liberating to have the choice of whether or not to risk my neck for the city taken off my plate. I would miss it, and I hoped one day I could get back to it, but for now? Time to party. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me this place was like… this, Tahini,” Pinky Peach said through an unamused face as she had a proper look around at the waitresses. 
 
    The restaurant’s name was Milkers, and at first I didn’t dare get my hopes up, assuming that the name was just poorly chosen. But it actually had gone on to exceed my expectations. The waitresses working this restaurant were dressed in low cut unbuttoned polos with the Milkers logo, baring a truly distracting amount of cleavage. 
 
    The women looked mostly human but had hooves, floppy cow ears, cow tails, and a few had horns. Another common denominator happened to be breasts that ranged somewhere on the spectrum between “impressively large” and “holy fuck.” 
 
    Tahini smirked. “I know, I know—the big taurian boobies are a bit off-putting at first, but I promise the food is awesome. It’s Werifesterian cuisine, my father’s Before World.” 
 
    Blossom grabbed my hand as she looked at Tahini, her inky eyes glossy with wonder. “Can we live here? Is that possible?” 
 
    Before anyone could answer, our waitress, Missy, rocked up to our table and fixed her eyes on me after scanning everyone else. “Now, I just know one of these ladies has to be your girlfriend. Handsome boy like you had better not be single.” 
 
    All five of the girls at the table cleared their throats at the same time, making me cringe. “I think we’re ready to order.” 
 
    We told her what we wanted to eat, and she took off for the kitchen with our menus in hand to relay the order to the cook. We were seated, by request, in a corner booth, so we had some privacy. That was a special consideration I’d made sure to arrange when Tahini called to make the reservation. I figured we might be talking about sensitive topics. 
 
    “My boobs are really sensitive today,” Pinky groaned, massaging them as subtly as she could. 
 
    That wasn’t the kind of sensitive topic I had in mind. “Huh. Is that normal?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Yeah, it’s normal enough. I might have slept on my stomach, or it could just be hormonal stuff. It could even be stress induced. I only mentioned it cuz I’m angling for a titty massage later.” 
 
    Blossom nodded firmly. “Say no more.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean—never mind.” 
 
    Tahini snickered a bit, then favored Mamba with a curious look. “You’ve been quiet lately. Is everything alright?” 
 
    Mamba was fiddling with a twenty-sided die. I knew it well, having played Dungeons & Dragons and Pathfinder a fair bit back in college. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” I asked. I wasn’t a jackass. I wasn’t about to assume that she had merely taken up tabletop roleplaying games lately. There had to be a story there. 
 
    “It was a gift from a friend of mine. Another hissfolk woman, actually, more of a friend of my mother’s.” She stared at it as it rolled between her knuckles. “It’s supposed to be pretty powerful.” 
 
    I squinted at it. “What does it do?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Supposed to bend fate, but I haven’t tried to use it yet. Everything I found on the topic suggests that it’s way above my skill level, but it’s pretty cool to have such a rare cultural artifact.” 
 
    Satina smiled at her. “Well, if I can change the subject for a minute, let me just say how glad I am to have Brock and Tahini back with us.” 
 
    I laughed at her phrasing. “You make it sound like I left you all.” 
 
    “You kind of did,” Tahini muttered. “Not me, though. I was here the whole time.” 
 
    “We missed you when you were in the panic room.” 
 
    Blossom shook her head sorrowfully. “That fuggin’ room is going to be a chore and a half to fix back up.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I said. “I’ll upgrade it, too. I’m sorry about that whole thing. I was afraid you all would see me differently once you knew the damage I did to it.” 
 
    “You weren’t yourself,” Pinky replied. She reached across the table to squeeze my hand reassuringly, and it felt good. “I can’t pretend to know what you were thinking or going through when all that happened, but I know the Brock Clayton I fell in love with isn’t some rage machine. For the record, I’m here no matter what. Even if it happens again.” 
 
    “Or every month!” Blossom added. 
 
    I chuckled at that, squeezed Pinky’s hand right back, and leaned over to kiss Blossom on the forehead. “Thank you. Thank you to all of you. Knowing you were all waiting for me on the other side of the door is what kept me going.” 
 
    “Also,” Mamba chimed back in, a smile breaking her previously serious expression, “A little kitty told me you finally fucked Tahini.” 
 
    “All six of me,” the catgirl whispered, winking. 
 
    The other girls’ expressions fell. “How the fuck are we supposed to compete with that?” Pinky whined, giving voice to the question they all apparently had on their minds. 
 
    I suddenly thought of Blossom’s vaginal vines and Pinky’s voracious creampie kink and shivered. “Believe me, you girls don’t have anything to worry about.” 
 
    “We just need to focus on teamwork going forward,” Satina suggested with an oddly mischievous giggle for her. “In any case, I’m not worried. I’ll do my best to keep Brock happy, just as I know he’ll do for all of us. In the end, that’s all we have to do to have a successful relationship—and one day, marriage.” 
 
    The girls’ eyes went wide at the word, though their faces showed different expressions. All of them looked at me for my reaction. 
 
    I shrugged. “Makes sense to me.” 
 
    “Brocky,” Blossom murmured sweetly, “She said the fuggin’ M word.” 
 
    “So she did,” I chuckled. “I mean, I don’t know how marriage works here—legally, culturally, you name it, I’m clueless.” 
 
    “Well,” Pinky said, twiddling her fingers together, “I’ve been doing some research—” 
 
    “Research?” I blurted out. “Is this really something you’ve all been thinking about?” 
 
    “Not me,” Tahini sniggered, crossing her arms. “I literally just earned my pass to the harem meetings.” 
 
    Pinky nodded at her. “I’ll have your pass printed and laminated tomorrow.” 
 
    Mamba rolled her eyes. “I really don’t see why we need physical IDs for the harem.” 
 
    “They have photos and everything. And our age, height, and weight,” Satina said, making a sour face. “It’s way too official, sweety.” 
 
    Pinky ignored their complaints. “Anyway, before I was so rudely interrupted, I was going to say that I’ve been doing research into how the laws treat harem marriages, and the good news is that with one Valestrian satyress or Horcross hellcat, it’s perfectly legal to have a harem marriage in the Sylvan District. But the Atlantean District doesn’t recognize those marriages.” 
 
    “What does that practically mean for us?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing, really. We never go there much anyway,” Satina pointed out, smiling. “And it’s a good thing you have me, then. I’m the harem marriage qualifier.” 
 
    “Yes. We could literally sign the papers tomorrow if we wanted to,” Pinky said, looking at me. “Not that we need to do it tomorrow,” she quickly amended with a blush. 
 
    I felt my heart thud in my chest at the exciting prospect. “I wouldn’t mind, but maybe we should make it a bigger thing when we do it. Also, let’s not rush to complicate our careers. I’m not sure how Flinch will react when I marry the whole Streamer House.” 
 
    “Ohh, that’s a good point,” Mamba noted, crossing her arms thoughtfully. “I don’t mind waiting a few years, or at least until the time is right. We’ve known Brock less than a year, we might as well take our time and enjoy the boyfriend phase as long as we can.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Pinky sighed. “In my heart at least, we’re engaged.” 
 
    I winked at her. “Count on it.” 
 
    She giggled, and moments later, the waitress returned with our drinks. 
 
    Blossom leaned against the table and looked up at her. “Hey there. Big fuggin’ tiddies you’ve got there.” 
 
    “Blossom!” gasped Satina in horror. “You can’t just say that to strangers!” 
 
    Missy, the waitress, stared wide-eyed down at the flower sprite in shock. “Umm. Thank you?” 
 
    I looked up at the Taurian woman and flashed an apologetic expression. “I’m sorry—she can be a bit awkward at times. She means well.” 
 
    “Her and boobs. It’s a thing,” Pinky said, sighing. 
 
    “I was just trying to be nice,” Blossom muttered, crossing her arms and sulking. “Every day I get cyberbullied by you guys.” 
 
    Tahini rolled her eyes aggressively. “There is nothing cyber about this.” 
 
    “And no one’s bullying you, little flower,” Pinky cooed. The waitress had long since left us by that point. I would be sure to leave an amazing tip at the very least to make up for the debacle. 
 
    The food came out pretty quickly after that, all things considered, and Tahini hadn’t been bluffing—it was pretty good. 
 
    “This is just a straight up hamburger,” I noted. “What kind of place is Werifesteria?” 
 
    “This? Yeah, this is called a hamburger. It was invented by a guy who ran a famous inn along the border between my father’s homeland and the homelands of the monster folk.” 
 
    “And he just straight up called it a hamburger?” I asked, befuddled. I had run into things like hamburgers here, same with pizza, but they usually had local names now that I was fully adjusted to the language chip, and there was always something weird about them. This one was pretty authentic. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “Then he’s from Earth,” I reasoned. “It’s an Earth food, named after Hamburg, Germany.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe. I dunno. If you say so. I don’t give a fuck.” 
 
    I laughed as I realized I probably shouldn’t either, but it was interesting nonetheless. 
 
    We ate our meals and enjoyed each other’s company, talking about our plans over the next few days, extending into the next week. The topic of who would get to sleep with me tonight came up—the calendar hadn’t been refreshed after I came out of the panic room, and that was a contentious topic now that Tahini had been added to the mix. 
 
    Right away, the girls determined that, since she was the last one to be intimate with me, she couldn’t be considered for tonight. 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” Tahini grumbled, kicking the table underneath. “You guys have had months and months with him. Isn’t it a little greedy to just throw me out of the running simply because I was the last one to get rutted?” 
 
    “No,” the other girls answered in unison. 
 
    “Let me be perfectly clear,” Blossom said, getting everyone’s attention. “I am willing to double up with someone if it means tonight is my night.” 
 
    Satina giggled. “I’ll be your doubles partner, Blossom. I haven’t been with Brock in quite a while.” 
 
    “Same for all of us,” Pinky grumbled. “Look, there’s only one fair way to settle this.” She pounded the table. “A Loremasters tournament.” 
 
    “How would that even work?” Mamba asked. “There is no one-on-one option.” 
 
    “Let Brock decide,” Mamba suggested. 
 
    I laughed bitterly. “Yeah, no. If it’s up to me, I’ll make it random. In Ancient China, back on Earth, there was an emperor who had so many women in his harem that he would decide who to sleep with each night by riding his horse and seeing where the horse stopped.” 
 
    “So, you wanna ride Pinky around the house until she collapses in front of one of our doors?” Blossom asked. “Sounds hot, not gonna lie.” 
 
    “No,” I laughed, ruffling Blossom’s vines. “Mamba, how about you roll that die of yours? Everyone choose a number, and the person closest to the number on the die is the winner, and we’ll reset Pinky’s new calendar with her going first.” 
 
    Mamba nodded, but she looked at the twenty-sided polygon with some nerves. “Okay. I choose… three.” 
 
    “I choose twelve,” Pinky said. 
 
    Satina raised her hand. “I’ll do nineteen.” 
 
    “Seven,” said Blossom. 
 
    Tahini nodded, tapping her chin as she thought. “What the hell, I’ll go with one.” 
 
    Mamba rolled the die on the table, and for a moment it seemed like it would never stop—but then it did. 
 
    “Natural twenty,” Mamba noted, her eyes wide with awe. 
 
    “So that means I win, right?” Satina said hopefully. 
 
    The other girls all groaned, all except for Mamba, who picked up her die and studied it carefully, like she could see something on it that we couldn’t. 
 
    “Right,” I confirmed. “Mamba, you okay?” 
 
    She grinned at me and slipped the die into her purse. “Huh? Oh yeah,” she said. “Never better.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    21: Ghost Dreams 
 
   D espite the ideal manner in which I fell asleep, mashed between a satyress and a flower sprite, I did not sleep as soundly as I’d expected to. 
 
    I had a dream. It started off like any other—this time, I was helping Jasper fix his door, only his name wasn’t Jasper in the dream. It was Mark, and he had a handlebar mustache. Yeah, my dreams tended to be like that. 
 
    But as I checked the lock while “Mark” inspected the hinges, I started to notice something changing in the world around me. Everything started to go gray, then black, until I felt as though I was standing on empty darkness, staring off into infinity. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out. I wasn’t sure exactly what I’d expected, but I didn’t feel alone, despite the desolation of the profound emptiness around me. I felt as though I was being… watched. Observed, to be more accurate. 
 
    “Hello, Brock.” The voice was feminine and familiar. Even in my dreams, I felt the pricking up of hairs on the back of my neck as the psychic presence of the woman approached. 
 
    “Where are you? Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    At that point, a cold realization settled in, and I knew without a doubt that this was no mere dream. 
 
    “Big brother,” the voice said with a little bit of irritation, “are you fucking shitting me right now?! You can’t even recognize your own sister’s voice?! You’re such a bitch!” 
 
    “Melody?!” I gasped. I had recognized the voice, but I didn’t think it could be hers. I was millions of years in the future after she died. “Can you show yourself to me? I want to see you!” 
 
    “Promise not to freak out?” she said. 
 
    “What? Freak out?” 
 
    She giggled. “Things have changed in the last few million years, bro.” 
 
    “How are you still alive? Are you living in Meteoropolis too?! Do you have a Splice Partner? How is it that you can talk to me while I’m sleeping?” I had a dozen more questions, but I kept them at bay for the moment. 
 
    “Slow down, dickhead,” she muttered. “I’m going to show myself to you, and then I’ll explain what I can. You’d better not fucking wake up; I can’t pull this stunt again soon.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Just then, my little sister appeared in front of me—but she wasn’t the girl I remembered. She was a woman, and she looked maybe about twenty or so, but that was far from the most interesting detail about her. 
 
    She was as petite and scrawny as I remembered her, and she wore a floaty blue dress with black lace that seemed perpetually tempted to give me an unwelcome panty shot, but it never did. Her hair reminded me of The Little Mermaid in the way it weightlessly billowed through the air. She was floating, too, and her whole body—her skin, her eyes, even her hair—was coated in a film of ethereal blue. 
 
    And I could see right through her. 
 
    “Are you… a fucking ghost, Mel?” I asked, not sure how else to interpret what I was seeing. 
 
    She sighed but smirked anyway. “Yeah, I’ve been dead for a hot minute.” 
 
    “How?!” I asked, raising my voice to a near shout. 
 
    “Brock, dude, chill out. No freaking out, remember?” she reminded me. 
 
    I could only nod, but internally I was definitely freaking out for multiple reasons. “Okay. Tell me what you’re here to tell me—and then let me ask my questions.” 
 
    “I’m here to tell you to be careful. I brought you here, plucked your soul from space myself, along with that dragon of yours. Meteoropolis is in trouble, and only a solar dragon inside of the correct person has a chance to save it.” 
 
    “I’m the correct person?” I questioned her skeptically. 
 
    She giggled her nostalgic giggle as she floated a bit higher up. “You’re a fucking douchebag, but you’re the best I could find—and I missed you. I’ll admit, I was probably a bit selfish in choosing you, but you haven’t exactly disappointed me so far.” 
 
    The implications of what she was saying were profound. “Who are you to have the power to decide who is reincarnated in Meteoropolis?” 
 
    “I’m a Founder—I’m Lady Melody, the Blue Phantomess. Haven’t you heard of me by now?” 
 
    My eyes bulged. “That’s you?” 
 
    “Yeah, dumbass. Fucking hell, how dense does a motherfucker have to be?” 
 
    “Why haven’t you shown yourself to me before?!” That was the biggest question on my mind. “I’ve been here for months!” 
 
    She sighed and tapped her chin. “I spend most of my time in the demiplane the Founders and our children call home. When we venture into the prime material planes and common dimensions, the Void Things find us almost immediately now. I tried to reach out to you, even going so far as to try appearing in front of you, but as soon as I showed up, a Void Thing appeared and attacked an old lady in a parking lot.” 
 
    “Oh, so that was you?” I grunted. “Okay, at least that puts my mind at ease.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was worried that Void Things were following me around. That would have been really bad.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. In fact, they’ll most likely try to avoid you. Solar dragons and other solar entities are an excellent counter to the Void.” 
 
    “But so are they to me,” I pointed out. I pointed at the spot on my chest where I used to have a scar from the Void Dagger. 
 
    She nodded. “It’s true. You rip through each other like paper. But in general, they’re more fragile, and your healing factor will eventually take care of any wounds you sustain.” 
 
    “So what’s your deal?” I asked, pointing at her ghostly body. 
 
    “My deal is I wanna see the fucking city survive. Styria and Dorian helped me make it as a present to their father, so he could have somewhere that reminded him of home and bring him back down to earth. He’s… complicated.” 
 
    “And where do you fit into that?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m one of the wives of Liam Elloway.” 
 
    I blinked. “One of? My sister is in a harem?” I asked, realizing I was in no place to judge. 
 
    She giggled at my expense. “Look at the stupid-ass look on your face. Guess harems run in the family, huh?” 
 
    “Wait—Liam Elloway? I only ever heard of him as ‘The Elloway.’” 
 
    She frowned. “Yeah, well, people dehumanized him quite a bit over the years. He spent five hundred years in hell, and when he came back from that, he was never quite the same. Nowadays he’s seen by sages and mages as one of the Elder Gods—in some ways, he’s like the king of the Elder Gods.” 
 
    “Damn, girl, sounds like you married up.” 
 
    She showed me her middle finger and grinned. “I missed you, Brock. I thought about visiting you when you were still alive on Earth—way back then.” 
 
    “How are you all still around, millions of years after I died, I mean?” 
 
    Melody groaned and rolled her eyes. “That’s a long story and not important right now.” 
 
    “So what is important? Why are we talking now?” 
 
    Melody narrowed her eyes. “Right. Sorry, I got distracted. Brock,” she said, her voice going solemn, “The Void Cartel is up to something. They’re going to make a move soon. I can feel it. Be ready.” 
 
    “That’s barely news. As far as I know, their endgame is to destroy the whole city and suck it into the Void. Councilman White just made it a lot easier for them to make moves unopposed.” 
 
    She grimaced. “I wish we could be there to set the record straight and deal with people like him, but it’s more and more dangerous to show our faces.” 
 
    “Does the Void Cartel know this?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m sure they engineered it. The amount of imported Void tech and hidden Voidbeasts make Void Things way more sensitive to Meteoropolis’s cosmic location.” 
 
    “And you want me to stop them?” 
 
    She frowned. “No. I want you to be safe and happy, but that’s not why you’re here. You have to stop them, or no one else will. Foil them at every turn, if you can.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” I looked at her and smiled. “Is it possible for me to give you a hug?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not in this form. If we ever meet in the waking world, I have a way to do it, but not here. Not now.” 
 
    Suddenly I became aware of something rustling beside me. I looked over and saw nothing, but it dawned on me that I might be on the verge of waking up. 
 
    “Mel, I think I’m out of time. Is there anything else I need to know before I go?” 
 
    Her eyes widened and my shoulders tightened. “Oh, fuck! I wasted too much time! There’s a ton—okay, first thing, remember when you see a Void Thing—” 
 
    Whatever she was about to tell me would be lost to the annals of history. The blackness of the dreamscape was replaced by the colors and objects of my room’s interior, dappled in shapes of dancing leaves as the light from outside cast their shadows. I felt a happy sensation coming from my nether region and heard the gluck-gluck of a devoted blowjob in progress. 
 
    I looked down at the girl who was administering the head and grinned in spite of myself. I couldn’t be mad at her, even if she had interrupted some potentially life-saving information. 
 
    “Mornin’ Blossom,” I said. “Where’s Satina?” 
 
    She shot me some angry side-eye and plopped my cock out of her mouth for just a moment. “Jesus Christ, I’m in the middle of something here, Brocky.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Fair enough,” I said. “Fair enough.” 
 
    It wouldn’t have been right to blame Blossom for interrupting something she didn’t know was happening, but after she finished, I found myself stressed out and stuck in place, sitting in bed… just trying to process everything and failing miserably. 
 
    The last time I saw Melody, I had said some terrible things to her, and she to me. None of that came up in our brief talk, but it was definitely her. I wished I had one more minute with her. Even that wouldn’t have been enough though. I just… I wished I could have told her I never hated her. I always loved my baby sister. 
 
    All I could do for now was hope that she knew. 
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    o you need any help boxing up those pots, Blossom?” Pinky Peach asked. 
 
    It had been a week since I had dreamt of my sister. Although I’d feared that I’d gradually lose my memory of everything she said like I would any other dream, every word stuck with me, as fixed in my mind as though it had been etched in the back of my skull. 
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to tell the girls about it yet. I meant to, but I knew there was a chance I’d break down if I brought it up. Truth was, the way Melody had left things off, I wasn’t sure when I’d ever get to hear from her again. Though I was quick to shake it off upon awakening, the thought of my sister’s ghostly face still haunted my every waking moment. Sometimes I thought I saw her in the dark, but it was just my desperate imagination playing tricks on me. 
 
    But the girls deserved to know about her, no matter how personal this was to me. Anything that affected me also affected them, and we’d all come too far in trust and bonds for me to selfishly hoard the secret to myself. 
 
    It’s only natural to keep this to yourself before you know how to process it, the dragon urged me. More and more, I could feel his intelligence merging with mine, expressing more reasoned and human opinions than he used to be capable of. Your family is your concern, not anyone else’s. 
 
    “They’re my family, too,” I said. 
 
    “What’s that, Brocky?” Blossom asked, messily taping a pot into a crate. “Are you talking to the dragon again?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered, smiling at her. “Sorry, that was rude of me.” 
 
    Pinky Peach giggled. “Not at all. I sometimes do the same thing with Eppy.” 
 
    “How is Eppy?” I asked. “She’s been quiet lately.” 
 
    “She’s getting more restless,” Pinky sighed. “It’s going to be time to pay the crazy elf tax soon.” 
 
    I cringed at that way of wording our arrangement, but it did kind of feel like that in the end. It wasn’t that I wasn’t attracted to Eppy, or even that I didn’t care about her, but I was in the relationship for Pinky Peach. I couldn’t even really get to know Eppy on a personal level because she could only dominate Pinky’s body for a short amount of time. 
 
    That whole situation needed some kind of long term solution eventually… 
 
    “You’ve got a lot on your mind, don’t you?” Pinky said, weakly smiling at me as I zoned out again. “Why don’t you take a rest on the couch? Blossom and I have this.” 
 
    Truth was, I didn’t actually need rest or sleep all that much because I ran on solar energy, but I had to admit, I felt a lot less cranky when I got it. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, my face twisting into a skeptical expression. “This isn’t going to be like the time you told me to take a rest while you were doing a full clean of the second floor, was it?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “You were right on the couch I had to clean. You should have known better.” 
 
    I chuckled and plopped down on the sofa. “Honestly, yeah, I could us a minute to rest. I’ve got a lot weighing on me right now.” 
 
    “Like what?” Blossom asked sweetly, batting her eyelashes at me. “Are you okay? Would you feel better if you gave me some kisses?” 
 
    I shrugged. “This is a conversation I want us to all have together, but I need time to process everything. Where are the other girls?” 
 
    “Satina, Mamba, and Tahini all went shopping for new computer cases,” Pinky explained, a look of worry settling on her face. “What’s going on, Brock? Mind giving us a preview of the big talk we’re gonna have?” 
 
    I looked over at the flower sprite. “Do you remember that morning you woke me up with head?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re gonna have to get way more specific than that,” Blossom cooed with pride. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk. “True enough. It was that night that you and Satina went to bed with me. Truth is, I was having a dream about my sister when you woke me up.” 
 
    Pinky and Blossom exchanged weirded out looks. 
 
    My eyes bulged as I realized how that probably sounded. “No! Not that kind of dream! She appeared to me in my dreams! She’s still alive—well, she’s still around.” 
 
    Pinky Peach’s face scrunched in confusion. “Your sister, who should have died millions of years ago… is alive?” 
 
    “And in Meteoropolis?” Blossom asked. “Honestly, what are the fuggin’ odds of that? At best fifty percent, right?” 
 
    “No, Blossom, a bit worse than that,” Pinky murmured, not taking her questioning eyes off of me. 
 
    “It’ll be exhausting to explain, which is why I’d rather do it when everyone is together. But it was her. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Pinky sat down on the couch beside me and took my hands. “That sounds like good news.” 
 
    I nodded. “It is and it isn’t. Turns out me being in Meteoropolis was no accident.” 
 
    “Well, now I’m intrigued,” Pinky said, pouting. “Now you have to tell us more.” 
 
    I sighed in reply, but was saved by the bell—well, a siren. 
 
    A loud, droning alarm went off in the distance. The three of us traded wary looks as Pinky reached for her phone and Blossom turned on the TV. 
 
    The newscaster on the screen stared dead into the camera as a news banner displayed an alert at the bottom of the screen. “Attentions citizens of the Sylvan District—if you are in the Sylph Road region, stay indoors. There has been a Xenobeast attack at the local Darkling Donuts. I repeat: the Sylph Road region’s local Darkling Donuts has been attacked by a Void-connected Xenobeast. We are not sure as of yet where the Xenobeast came from, but it seems likely that this is a terrorist attack, perhaps connected to the Void Cartel.” 
 
    “Those fuckers again,” I groaned. “I’m really at a loss. Way back when I first heard about them, Hephi mentioned that they suspected some specific entertainment industry guru was the boss running everything.” 
 
    Pinky Peach looked away from the TV to cock her head at me. “Really? Then why don’t they just make a move? Like, really quietly?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying,” I sighed. “At the time, they talked about his security team and public outcry if they couldn’t immediately prove anything, but at some point, if you know, you have to do something, right?” 
 
    Blossom shrugged as she watched the TV. “If they knew for sure, they probably would have.” 
 
    I frowned at the scene playing out on the screen. It almost physically hurt to watch the ten legged, ten-eyed Xenobeast shamble up to the Darkling Donuts building so close to our home. Nothing was sacred to these people. 
 
    “Do you think they know?” Pinky asked, biting her nails on one hand as she held my hand with the other. 
 
    “Know what?” I asked. 
 
    “That you’re Solaris. This is so close to us. It’s like they’re trying to draw you out.” 
 
    My stomach lurched at the observation. “Fuck.” 
 
    “They know of Brock,” Blossom pointed out. “Everyone knows he’s strong. Maybe they want to eliminate the superheroes one by one and figured he’d be the first and easiest to harass since his identity is public. I doubt they know you’re Solaris.” 
 
    I nodded. “They have no incentive to keep it a secret if they know,” I agreed. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “I’m always right,” she cackled, and she went back to boxing up her pots like nothing was going on. 
 
    Pinky Peach gasped. “Blossom! Pots, at a time like this?” 
 
    “Pots at any fuggin’ time,” Blossom hissed back through a disgusted scowl. “Relax, the police will take care of it.” 
 
    Almost as though it were prophecy, police officers rolled up to the scene in their cop cars. Half a dozen of them immediately appeared on the TV screen, jumping out of their cars, which they used as shields as they opened fire on the Xenobeast. 
 
    Their weapons seemed to have little effect. 
 
    “That doesn’t look good,” I noted through a tight grimace. 
 
    Pinky Peach swallowed a big gulp. “Nope.” 
 
    The gelatinous, mulberry-colored monstrosity’s body rippled and pulsed, and we watched in shock as a long spiny tendril extended out from its body and wrapped itself around a nearby police officer. It pulled the helpless screaming man toward its toothy maw, gnashing and crunching him to a messy pulp in a matter of seconds before swallowing his remains. 
 
    The feed cut out, and the news anchor appeared on the screen again, looking a bit paler than before. “Umm. Please stand by, viewers. Send your positive energy to Sylph Road and stay indoors.” 
 
    I stood up. “I’m going out,” I said resolutely. 
 
    Pinky Peach looked up at me, teary-eyed, but nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re not fighting me on this,” I pointed out, cocking a brow as I grabbed my Dream Girls sweatshirt off a nearby chair. 
 
    “The city needs you,” she said, forcing a sweet smile, but it was clearly pained. “But so do I, so don’t go too crazy out there.” 
 
    I kissed her on the forehead and smiled over at Blossom, who beamed back at me without an ounce of worry on her face. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Why are you taking the sweatshirt?” Pinky asked with an eyebrow arched by plain confusion. 
 
    “Huh? It’s a bit chilly today.” 
 
    “You’re a solar dragon.” 
 
    “Ah. Fair point.” It had been a while since I had changed into my dragon form—I half forgot that I could do it at all. Add to that the fact that I had learned to access the bulk of my draconic powers while I was self-exiled in the panic room, and yeah, a part of me considered I may not have to use that form again given everything that had happened. 
 
    But the time had come. 
 
    As I turned to face the door, it opened, and the three other Dream Girls poured inside the room. “Oh, thank the gods!” Tahini said, “You’re all safe. Brock, are you ready to go?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    Satina and Mamba looked at me with caution on their faces. “I just knew we’d get here and you’d either be already on your way or about to walk out the door,” Satina whined, furrowing her brow my way. “I know it’s selfish of me to worry about you, but I can’t help hating this.” 
 
    “Totally valid. There’s another thing we need to keep in mind,” I sighed. They eyed me expectantly. “Doing this will make me a criminal. Officially.” 
 
    “All the more reason to use your dragon form instead of your human one which people already know how to track down,” Pinky Peach pointed out. 
 
    Mamba fished her twenty-sided polygon out of her pocket and stared at it, one of the faces glowing mysteriously. Her red serpentine eyes almost seemed to glow in response as she viewed it. After she’d had a good look, she walked right up to me and kissed me on the lips. “Fate is on your side today, baby.” 
 
    I smiled at Mamba just as I felt my phone vibrating in my pocket. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    I fished my phone out of my pocket and checked the incoming message. It was Commissioner Go’Urden. The message was short and to the point, almost as though he’d been in the room with us for the whole conversation. 
 
    > It’s a trap. They’re trying to draw you out and get the cops against you. My position is clear, but I can’t control them. Don’t risk it. 
 
    Dr. Luna’s message, which came a moment later in the same group text, read a bit differently. 
 
    > Do it or you’re a pissy-pants bitch boy. 
 
    > Fuck. Luna. No. 
 
    I sniggered at the exchange and shook my head. Turning my attention over to Tahini, I took a big breath. “Get dressed. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “So much for retirement,” she giggled as she made a beeline for her room. 
 
    *** 
 
    I arrived at the scene first, as near-instantaneous transformation and light speed travel should lead one to guess. It was already chaos by the time I showed up, even though scarcely a few minutes had passed since the news feed had cut out. 
 
    Taking stock of the situation was easier from an aerial perspective, so I remained airborne and didn’t announce my presence as I flew in. The Xenobeast was even uglier in real life than it was on TV. 
 
    The thing had a purplish reddish body that looked like it was made of jelly, its surface swimming and quivering, translucent, granting a free look at its perplexing innards. It didn’t have much to point to that one could call a “head” or a “face,” but one side of its long, disgusting body had all of its eyes and its jagged, grotesque mouth. 
 
    In terms of size, it was smaller than a school bus, but bigger than a pickup truck. Honestly, I’d fought worse and bigger—fuck, Go’Urden probably could handle this thing on his own. And that thought drove the point right home. 
 
    Yep. This was meant to draw me out. If not Solaris, then Brock. They were trying to criminalize supers to force the police to neutralize us. Go’Urden had been right. But I had come this far already, and I’d be damned if I let another innocent bystander or police officer in the line of duty be turned into a monster’s meal. Not today. 
 
    I divebombed the thing with solar flame breath, emitting a mighty roar with my descent. The familiar sensation of air gusting beneath my wings almost felt nostalgic. Yelps, yowls, and shouts of surprise rang out as I announced my presence with my opening move. 
 
    “It’s Solaris!” 
 
    “He came back!” 
 
    “Is it really him?!” 
 
    The last question seemed dumb to me, but I appreciated the excitement. I corrected my course, turning my descent into an ascent, changing the angle of my body and my wings to let the wind take me skyward. 
 
    I looked down at the Xenobeast, whose flesh was teeming and singed, but it seemed to be healing rapidly. Still, from the way it seemed to be frozen in shock, I knew I’d made an impression. 
 
    The police took that opportunity to open fire again, which didn’t seem to do much good, but it did jolt the Xenobeast out of its momentary haze. 
 
    Half a dozen tentacles launched up into the sky in search of me. I dodged each one easily, having seen them coming, but felt the threat of their wind brushing on my wings and legs. Just as quickly as one assault ended, another began, and I found myself on the defensive. 
 
    “Hey, Bitchbeast!” Tahini shouted—as Copycat, of course. I managed to glance down at the source of her six voices and saw her surrounding the Xenobeast, each copy of her holding two guns she had apparently stolen off of a pair of bewildered police officers. “I heard you were a hungry fella! Eat this!” 
 
    Tahini made far better use of two guns than a normal cop could, having multiplied them to twelve. She opened fire and unloaded both clips as the Voidbeast’s irritation mounted to obvious signs of pain as she targeted its mouth, eyes, and a spot that I could only guess was its butthole. 
 
    The tentacles forgot all about me, instead focusing on the catgirl who was the new threat—but she had blown all her ammo. There were six tentacles, and six Copycats, but only one tentacle got a hold of a catgirl. I watched with eyes bulging as it constricted her, clearly breaking her bones as it drew her closer to its mouth—but the clone vanished. 
 
    “Nuh uh,” Copycat muttered. “I’m not letting that happen again.” 
 
    Dying, she meant. I sometimes forgot, but Tahini had actually experienced death through one of her clones on my behalf before. 
 
    There was no time for me to feel shitty about that, though. I dived down to the ground, landing on my feet with such force that it made a small crater in the road. The Darkling Donuts at my back was smoking, the front half of the structure now only debris. 
 
    Satina could have been in there. Just a month or two back, and this thing could have hurt my satyress. If she were just a bit more careless, Tahini could have felt death a second time. I let the righteous hatred well up inside me as I conjured another mouthful of flames, this time walking right up to the Xenobeast’s mouth as it pivoted to face me. 
 
    I let the tentacles come. I let them wrap around my arms and my waist, burn my scales, pull me closer. I let the jaws open for me—and then I reciprocated. I breathed a direct, fully-charged blast of flame directly into the monster’s mouth, watching with dark satisfaction as the fire overwhelmed its gelatinous form, converting it to steam. 
 
    The monster’s head all but evaporated, leaving behind something tough and white that hinted at its original shape, but it wasn’t quite bone. The rest of the monster’s body liquefied and seeped into the concrete, a noxious smell becoming more noticeable by the second. 
 
    Copycat ran up to me—all five of her—and crowded me. “Are you okay?” she asked, each one prodding or rubbing on a specific mark left behind by the Xenobeast. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. “You’re touching me in public,” I noted. 
 
    She made a little “eep” and withdrew her hands as she realized her error. I chuckled and turned my gaze on the crowd of cops. I’m not sure what I expected to see, but it wasn’t a dozen police officers with guns drawn on Copycat and me. 
 
    I raised my hands up, not in surrender, but in a gesture meant to show that I wasn’t trying to cause trouble—but any idiot could see that. 
 
    Copycat actually gasped. “You have to be kidding me. Are you fucking serious right now?!” 
 
    An important looking gray-skinned elf who seemed to be a bit older than the average in the way he carried himself stepped forward, his gun trained on the catgirl. Man—if only he knew that thing was pointing directly at his boss’s daughter. 
 
    “I’m afraid the new law is very clear,” he grunted with obvious distaste. “This is what we have to do—or our precinct faces legal consequences.” 
 
    I could run away in the blink of an eye—and Copycat could use her cloneporting to get away pretty quickly, though she’d be more exposed than me. Whatever was about to happen, I wasn’t about to bail until she had a way out. Obviously, the best case was to find a peaceful resolution that saw everyone able to leave happy. 
 
    “I understand the new law puts us all in a tight spot, and I know there are cameras on us, so no one has plausible deniability here for anything that happens. But for that reason, I would like to invite everyone to take a moment to think about what just transpired here today.” 
 
    Copycat nodded and stepped in front of me. “Yeah—if we didn’t lend a hand, how many more of you would have been eaten alive by that thing? How many civilians might have died before the big guns finally showed up?” 
 
    “The law is clear—Councilman White—” 
 
    “Is compromised,” Copycat growled. “He’s been blackmailed by the Void Cartel. He doesn’t actually hold any of the opinions he’s espousing. One look at his track record makes that painfully clear.” 
 
    The cops all shifted and traded anxious sideways glances. I could tell by their faces that they had all reached similar conclusions, but fuck—she had just said that on camera. That was probably not the smartest thing to do for her uncle’s sake. 
 
    And then it happened. For a moment, everything seemed to disappear, and I saw the scenario play out twenty times over, each time slightly better than the last. The first vision I saw featured three of Tahini’s copies getting shot in the head, and me going apeshit—a real bad result. But… it got better. Each time the situation played out, it got marginally better, happier, until it landed on the real thing. 
 
    I couldn’t explain it. Was this the sensation of seeing one’s life flash before one’s eyes? It didn’t really fit the description in that case. It was like someone was fudging with the rolls of destiny’s dice and picking the result that suited them best. It was like a dungeon master in a game of Dungeons and Dragons refusing to let their players fail when they should have. 
 
    But this is what happened in the end, as I snapped back to the here and now. A young cop—a saffron-haired nymph of some kind—stepped forward and set her gun on the ground. “Fuck this. If my job description includes issuing threats to heroes and proven allies of the force, then I’m done, colonel.” 
 
    “Pailey, what are you—” 
 
    The sound of the young officer tossing her badge on the ground cut her boss off. With that, a clatter of other guns and badges followed as one by one, every cop in the force arrived at the nymph’s conclusion. 
 
    “Fuck this,” one of them echoed her. 
 
    “I’ll be damned to Tartarus if I fire on Solaris and Copycat.” 
 
    Finally, the colonel sighed and holstered his gun. “Pick up your badges, you drama queens,” he muttered. “You win. Solaris, Copycat—you’re friends of this city, even if ‘compromised’ individuals refuse to admit it, and we’ll back you until the day that changes. But this is going to cause trouble for us.” 
 
    I nodded. “I wish I could be there to weather the storm with you, colonel. Copycat, Brock Clayton, and I have spoken and have decided to withdraw from the public to do our best to respect law and order—but when there is a threat of this scale, I think you can understand, as can anyone else, just why we had to show up.” 
 
    The colonel sighed and lifted up his radio. “Sylph Road Precinct reporting into City Hall. Crisis averted. Solaris and Copycat took care of the Xenobeast. And tell Councilman White if he wants to make it an issue, he can serve me the documents himself.” 
 
    With that, we had the space to excuse ourselves without worrying that we would activate some itchy trigger fingers, so we left. Copycat took the long way back, cloneporting in a zig-zag around the neighborhood until she was in our backyard, where I was already waiting for her back in human form. 
 
    “I really resent you for how fast you can travel,” she said, panting a bit from her effort. 
 
    I shrugged and flashed a cocky grin. “Add it to the list of things people envy about me.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” she said, pawing at my chest and pressing me into the sliding door that led to the living room. “I’m already envious of you for what’s going to happen later tonight.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side and tried to puzzle that out. “Why? What’s happening tonight?” 
 
    “You’re gonna fuck six catgirl assholes in one sitting,” she giggled, licking her lips. 
 
    I nodded. “Ah. Suddenly I am also envious of future Brock.” 
 
    The sliding door opened behind me, causing me to fall backward where Mamba was waiting to catch me. “Don’t you think you two just had enough quality time?” 
 
    “I second that,” Pinky snorted, crossing her arms over her belly. 
 
    I noticed that and frowned. “You feeling okay?” I asked as I straightened myself up. 
 
    She shrugged. “Just some cramps and nausea. No big deal. It happens sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh, period symptoms?” Satina asked as she brushed Pinky Peach’s tail for her. “I don’t remember your periods being this dramatic.” 
 
    “Dramatic is a bit of a harsh word. So I threw up a couple of times and have weird cravings and cramps. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    My eyes widened and I looked at Mamba and Tahini, who were closest to me in proximity, to see if the obvious truth registered on their faces. 
 
    “Say, Satina,” Tahini said, her voice unusually high, “do you happen to still have one of those pregnancy tests?” 
 
    Pinky’s eyes bulged for a moment, but then they narrowed as she balled her hands into little angry fists. “Motherfucker.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s what I’ll be when I spend the night with you from now on,” I grunted. 
 
    She closed her eyes, and the room went quiet. I looked around at the sea of beautiful faces, all focused on Pinky Peach as we all no doubt tried to think of ways we might be wrong. 
 
    “You okay, Pinky?” Blossom asked. She was still boxing pots for shipment to her online customers, but she had perked up the second that pregnancy was mentioned. 
 
    Pinky shook her head. “This baby better not affect my fucking Loremasters rank.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    23: That Changes Things 
 
   S o, to make things crystal clear: yes Pinky was pregnant after all. That same night, she took the pregnancy test after chugging three cans of Monster Girl Energy drink—which in retrospect couldn’t have been good for the baby. The results were clear: a little heart appeared on the stick where she’d peed, indicating the positive result. 
 
    Naturally, Pinky Peach dragged me to the convenience store on the corner to buy five more pregnancy tests. That time, I convinced her to drink water instead to get her bladder churning. Each one of those pregnancy tests came out positive as well, and Pinky spent the rest of the night alternating between stress-snuggling with me on the couch and running to the bathroom to pee; Monster Girl Energy Drink is a diuretic. 
 
    The rest of the girls were watching the news coverage of what Tahini and I had done earlier in the day, seeing the talking heads predict what the blowback would be for the cops. Some thought nothing would happen at all—they argued the law was toothless, and the political will it would take to prosecute or otherwise punish an entire precinct would be too unfathomable to execute. Others foresaw a dark near future in which different precincts took different positions, perhaps escalating when cops of one region get ordered to arrest or take over others. 
 
    In any case, discord seemed likely. Things were going to get ugly. How ugly? That was the question. 
 
    Pinky sat on my lap with her arms around my neck, murmuring her worries into my ears. “I’m going to be a terrible mother.” 
 
    “No, you aren’t.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. I fucking hate kids.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe you are—but it’s a team effort then, right? We’ve got five women in this house—six, if you include Eppy.” 
 
    “Oh fuck! Eppy’s gonna freak out when she starts paying attention again!” Pinky whined, digging her hooves into the couch cushions. “Can you imagine her being a mother?! She’ll probably kill the baby!” 
 
    I grimaced. “I don’t think she’d go that far.” 
 
    “She’s pretty nuts, but no,” Pinky agreed with a sigh. “I guess she wouldn’t go quite that far.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” I promised her, planting a kiss on her horn. “It doesn’t change anything about how I feel. Just readjusts my priorities.” 
 
    “Will you love me more or the baby more?” 
 
    I blinked as I processed the question. “I can’t honestly imagine loving anything more than I love you.” 
 
    Blossom shot a dirty look my way. 
 
    “That goes for all you girls. You’re all important.” 
 
    Satina giggled from the other end of the couch. “In Valestrian culture, it’s normal for the husband to love the wives most, and the children second. But wives tend to love the children more than the husband.” 
 
    Pinky’s face twisted and she made a show of gagging. “Ugh. No way. Brock comes first. Then all of you. Then the baby.” 
 
    Mamba shook her head and rolled her eyes, slouching on the floor between Satina’s furry legs. “Pinky, sweetheart, that’s really sweet of you to say, but I have a feeling the second you hold that baby in your arms that everything is going to change.” 
 
    The unicorn girl scoffed and returned the eye roll. “Frankly, this baby is already on my shit list.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Tahini said through a laugh. “You will totally change your mind, Pinky Peach. Just wait.” 
 
    “Do you think it’ll be a boy or a girl?” Blossom asked, tapping her chin as she sat down at her PC and booted up Titty Patrol. 
 
    “Blossom, you aren’t streaming, are you?” Satina asked, nodding at the screen. 
 
    Blossom grinned like a gremlin. “Not yet. I was gonna.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” Pinky Peach sighed through weary eyes. “You’ll get banned again.” 
 
    Blossom frowned, but cracked her knuckles and fixed her eyes on the screen. “Fine. This one’s just for me, then.” 
 
    Tahini smiled at me and then at Pinky and nodded. She was sitting cross-legged on the ottoman. “What gender do you think the baby will be?” 
 
    “Female,” Pinky said without even hesitating. 
 
    “That was quick,” I noted. 
 
    She shrugged, her boobs bouncing in a way that Blossom would have appreciated if she could see from her vantage point. “Well, yeah, because unicorns can only be female. Bicorns are male—and assholes.” 
 
    I squinted at her as I pondered the implications of that. “Seems sexist.” 
 
    “It’s true. Blame the gods. Or nature, or whatever.” 
 
    I chuckled at that and squeezed her tighter. “Fine, I will. Damn you, gods.” 
 
    Suddenly Pinky Peach sat up straight as if she’d suddenly been zapped with an electric jolt. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Your sister! You were going to tell us all about your sister!” 
 
    The other girls flashed each other puzzled looks, each probably trying to figure out if the others had heard about this before now. 
 
    “Brock’s… sister?” 
 
    “Melody, right?” Mamba asked. “What’s going on? Why are we talking about her all of a sudden?” 
 
    I smiled sadly as my sister’s cold blue face appeared at the forefront of my memory. “She spoke to me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    That night, my initial plans to deflower the anuses of a catgirl and her five clones were postponed by the needy, vulnerable mood of a particularly pregnant unicorn girl. In the end, there wasn’t so much as a single orgy, but it wasn’t all bad. After everyone took their turns in the shower, they all came out naked, and we ended up doing what I had internally dubbed “the living room campout.” 
 
    When the whole harem wanted to sleep together, we would sleep in the living room. Everyone would always fetch all their sheets and blankets from their rooms and spread them on the floor. Furniture would be moved and positioned to create a wide open space, and we would proceed to cuddle amorously on the carpet. 
 
    At some point in the middle of the night, I had assumed that everyone was asleep. I was always the last to fall asleep because I needed it the least—aside from Blossom, arguably, but even she had built it into her routine for at least four hours a night. 
 
    But when I shifted a bit to get Pinky Peach’s horn out of my face, I felt Mamba’s snitties stir against my side, and she let out a soft, sexy groan. Before I could even acknowledge it, she was sucking on my ear playfully. 
 
    “How did it feel? What was it like?” she asked. 
 
    I was at a total loss for the context she was speaking in. I made a sound of confusion, but then managed to say, “Huh?” 
 
    “I used the die of fate. I used my good roll to make sure your encounter with the cops went well—and it did. Very well.” Her tail coiled itself tightly around my thigh. 
 
    “Oh,” I muttered. I was genuinely surprised, but I tried to keep my voice down for the benefit of the other sleepers. “That was you?” 
 
    “Yes! What happened?” 
 
    I struggled to turn the experience into words. “I saw twenty different versions of the experience play out again and again until I landed on the best one—and that’s what fate decided to go with.” 
 
    “How bad was the bad one?” she asked, a bit nervously. 
 
    I just shook my head as the image of Tahini’s suffering replayed. Thankfully, it was brief. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to see that, then,” she murmured. She grabbed my chin between two fingers and pulled my lips against hers. “But I’m not sorry you ended up with the best result.” 
 
    “Neither am I,” I said, beaming at her. We made out, tongues mingling, probably not as quiet as we could have been, and I felt Pinky Peach stir on top of me. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, are we doin’ this?” Pinky gasped needily. “Brock, did you take your male birth control? Wait, what am I saying? Who gives a fuck! Mommy can take all the cream she wants!” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “There’ll be time for that tomorrow. Lots of time, since Copycat and Solaris are going to be making fewer public appearances until this city gets its shit together.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Mamba moaned at the prospect. “More Brock for us.” 
 
    Pinky was unimpressed. “Hard pass on the stingy bullshit. I’m pregnant. I can demand shit, right? Pregnant chicks always demand shit in the movies.” 
 
    I winced at the faultless logic. “Oh. I guess, yeah—” 
 
    “Then ride this unicorn, daddy,” she moaned, “or she’ll ride you. Both options work.” 
 
    I nodded dutifully and prepared my apology statement to the others as Pinky Peach took her cowgirl seat on my lap and Mamba, without even asking, settled her snussy onto my face. 
 
    I see this as an absolute win, the dragon growled in approval. 
 
    To be clear, so did I. 
 
    

  

 
   
    A Harem Epilogue 
 
   P inky Peach adjusted her glasses and tapped the frame with her clicky pen. “Let’s see here. On the docket for today’s meeting, we have—” 
 
    “Since when do you wear glasses, Pinky?” Tahini asked with an accusatory smirk. “Are you trying to look smart or something?” 
 
    The unicorn girl scoffed. “I don’t have to look smart—I am smart.” 
 
    “Well that’s a relief cuz you look fuggin’ dumb with those on,” Blossom snickered. 
 
    Mamba leaned forward, stacking her boobs on the table as she folded her arms in front of her. “In all seriousness, Peachy Keen, why are you wearing those?” 
 
    “They’re blue light blocking glasses,” Pinky explained. “We spend all day staring at our screens, so I’m just trying to protect my eyes.” 
 
    Satina and Tahini both tossed dubious looks at the unicorn girl. “Yeah but… Pinky, you’re not looking at any screens now.” 
 
    Pinky Peach blushed and anxiously clicked her hooves together. “Well—you all are! Behold!” The pink-haired beauty gestured to the projector screen behind her where the first part of a list was clearly displayed against an animated background that shifted between motivational quotes. The one currently on the screen said ‘Never give up. Trust your instincts.’ 
 
    “Pinky, take the glasses off,” Mamba pleaded. “You look better without them.” 
 
    “But I look more like I should be leading a meeting with them,” she countered. “Ahem! The Dream Girls and our Dream Boy, Brock—Eh… Yes, Blossom?” 
 
    “I just had an idea. What if we sell women’s shirts with Brock’s face that say ‘Dream Boy?’” 
 
    Pinky snapped her fingers in acknowledgment and pointed at the satyress. “Satina! Write that down! Good thinking, Blossom, that’ll make money for sure.” 
 
    “I’m a fuggin’ genius. Don’t ever let me catch any of you punks cyberbullying me again,” Blossom giggled triumphantly as she sank back in her seat and put her arms behind her head. 
 
    “We’ll have to make sure Brock is willing to have his face on merchandise first,” Satina pointed out as she jotted down the suggestion. 
 
    Pinky Peach nodded. “Leave that to me and Tahini.” 
 
    “Why the two of us?” Tahini inquired, brows raised with interest at the peculiar requirement. 
 
    “Because I wanna see what it’s like to seduce him with the help of your clones.” 
 
    The catgirl nodded her understanding. “Valid. Fair. Okay, we’ll make it happen.” 
 
    “Ahem!” Pinky Peach said again, actually speaking the word rather than clearing her throat. She flicked her wrist and her cheap-looking pen extended into a cheap-looking presentation pointer. “As I was saying—Blossom, put your hand down, no more interruptions.” 
 
    Blossom growled and crossed her arms. “I just wanted to ask when I can get my own print of the shirt.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I assume it’ll be a while. Anyway, a lot has happened in the last month or so, so I thought it might be prudent to do a recap so we can better understand what challenges may be on the horizon for us as a harem, a family, and a business.” 
 
    “You are so Type A, Pinky Peach,” Tahini sighed through an adoring smile. 
 
    “Thank you. Now, Development 1: Brock is famous. This has a lot of implications going forward, but it’s put us on a pretty stable business trajectory. The main thing is that it introduces the problem of fangirls.” 
 
    Mamba nodded gravely. “Don’t tell him just yet, but he started getting fanmail already—all from women so far. I took a peek in one envelope, and there was a pair of lacy black panties with a wide hole in the back.” 
 
    Pinky Peach swallowed. “I’m not worried about his faithfulness, but having that kind of thing in a man’s face all the damn time has got to be exhausting. Boys are simple creatures.” 
 
    “Did you say a wide hole in the back of the panties?” Satina asked, brows askew at the peculiarity of that. “Did she send ratty old panties to our man?” 
 
    “No,” Mamba murmured. “The panties were customized for a kitsune, which means there has to be a wide hole for the three tails they have.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Satina said, her eyes widening. 
 
    Tahini’s eyebrow twitched, and she looked around at her cohorts with some visible trepidation. “Not to be… insensitive. I’m in a safe space, right?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Kitsune chicks scare the fuck out of me. They’re intense.” 
 
    The other girls shared looks that hinted that they harbored similar feelings. 
 
    “Ahem!” Pinky said after a moment had passed. “Let’s move on. Development 2: Even more people know Brock is Solaris.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s the big one,” Mamba grumbled as her tail wrapped around the table leg. 
 
    Pinky continued after acknowledging Mamba with a nod. “To date, all members of the Dream Girls know Brock’s secret identity, as does Dr. Luna, Commissioner Go’Urden, and very likely Nefertari Go’Urden—at least according to Brock,” Pinky Peach continued. “This has been fine for now, but some of those people were able to deduce Brock’s identity on their own—namely Tahini and her whole freaking family.” 
 
    “And me,” Mamba added. 
 
    “Right. So if you all could do it, and Brock stays in the public spotlight, it’s very likely that more people will figure it out—maybe some already have.” 
 
    Blossom sat up straight. “Actually, people were already floating the theory on the news, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was kind of expressed among a dozen other theories,” Satina pointed out. “There wasn’t all that much evidence at the time, but there will be more as time goes on, I think.” 
 
    Pinky Peach nodded and slapped the projector screen with her pointer. “And that brings us to Development 3: Solaris and Copycat are no longer active superheroes.” 
 
    “How are those related?” Mamba asked. 
 
    “Because the good news is that with Solaris appearing less, people will have fewer clues to lead them back to Brock.” 
 
    Satina jotted something down and nodded passionately. “It’s worth mentioning that once people figure out Brock is Solaris they will almost immediately realize Tahini is Copycat.” 
 
    “Right,” Tahini groaned, closing her eyes and making a face like she stubbed her toe. 
 
    “How do you feel about the time off?” Mamba asked her. 
 
    The dark-skinned catgirl shrugged. “I guess it’s nice to no longer feel responsible for the city in a weird way, but it also sucks.” 
 
    Pinky Peach grinned at her. “You’re a good person. That’s why. You just want to help people.” 
 
    “She gets it from her daddy,” Blossom giggled. 
 
    Tahini beamed at the flower sprite. “Yeah, my father raised me well, I guess.” 
 
    Blossom cocked her head to the side. “Oh, I meant Brock. He’s your daddy now. In a sexy way.” 
 
    “Ahem!” Pinky said. “Development 4: Brock reacts to different kinds of stars in different ways. Not much to add to that except that the bill for fixing the panic room will be expensive.” 
 
    “How many ‘Developments’ are there?” Satina asked, her face showing a bit of fear.” 
 
    Pink bit her lip and flipped through the slides on her presentation, pressing the button on her pointer. “Uhh. A bunch. I’ll try to be concise.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Satina sweetly replied. 
 
    “Okay. Let me speed run a few of these: Development 5: Mamba can fuck with fate. Development 6: Brock wants to work with the commissioner to get dirt on the boss of the Void Cartel. Development 7: Blossom accidentally bought enough anal lube to last a lifetime, so everyone, take three jugs from the kitchen after the meeting and carry it to your own room.” 
 
    “Can’t we refund them?” Satina asked with a lifted eyebrow. 
 
    Pinky Peach shrugged. “There’s a one copper return shipping fee. Besides, we’re gonna use them anyway. They don’t expire for a century, so just have fun. Now, let’s see…” Pinky Peach looked up at the Development 8 on her presentation slide and cringed with her whole body. “Right. Development 8: I’m pregnant.” 
 
    Everyone clapped, and Pinky Peach forced an anxious smile. 
 
    “To be totally honest, I’m really scared about this. The more I think about it, the happier I feel with the fact that I’m having a baby with Brock and all of you to help me, but I’m also terrified I’ll be a horrible mother.” 
 
    “Oh, Pinky—if you put even a fraction of the effort into taking care of your child as you do making Tahini’s bed and cleaning computer parts off of her floor each morning, you’ll be an amazing mother,” Mamba cooed. 
 
    The catgirl rolled her eyes. “I’m not that messy.” 
 
    “Moving on! Development 8: Brock’s sister is a two or three million year old ghost and a Founder of the city.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fucking wild,” Tahini cackled, leaning so far back in her seat that Mamba eyed her cautiously, fearing that the chair might topple over. 
 
    “What aspect of our lives isn’t?” Satina asked sweetly. 
 
    The question actually silenced everyone for a moment. Pinky Peach took it as her license to move on. 
 
    “Development 9: Blossom’s pots are going to be prominently reviewed in Gardener’s Monthly next month! Congratulations, Blossom!” 
 
    Everyone clapped and cheered. 
 
    “Thank you!” Blossom giggled, standing up and taking a bow. “I have no idea what that means!” 
 
    “Is that it, Pinky Peach?” Satina asked hopefully. “Is it lunch time?” 
 
    “Huh? I’ve got… a few more.” 
 
    Mamba thrummed her fingers against the table. “Let’s wrap this up.” 
 
    Pinky nodded and took a big breath and proceeded to rapidly flip through the rest of the slides. “Development 10: Satina’s mom is scary, Development 11: Eppy has been quiet for a while and that’ll probably spell trouble later, Development 12: Dr. Luna and Brock have the weirdest friendship I’ve ever seen. Development 13: The commissioner’s assistant has been calling me—” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Tahini asked, leaning forward enough to slam the front legs of her chair back on the tile. “Hephi’s been calling you? That assistant?” 
 
    Pinky Peach nodded. “Uhh—Hephimila, I think. Yeah, she wants to schedule a meeting with us girls. No boys. She won’t say why, but she says it’s important. Also says not to mention it to your father—or Brock, if we think he’ll tell your father.” 
 
    Tahini cocked her head to the side and looked up at the ceiling fan thoughtfully. “Huh. That’s weird.” 
 
    “Is Hephi weird?” Satina asked. 
 
    Tahini shook her head. “No, I’m pretty sure my father would implode without her. She’s cool in my book. But it’s just sooo… random. And secret from my father, too. That’s very unusual for her.” 
 
    “And this next one concerns you, as well, Tahini. Development 14: Councilman White might have been blackmailed.” 
 
    “That’s not news, but what can we do about it?” Mamba asked. 
 
    Pinky sighed. “Maybe nothing, but I figured it was worth putting on the agenda. That man has had a pretty big effect on our lives. Development 15:...” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Pinky Peach!” Blossom squealed, slamming her palms on her own lap. “Are you almost done?” 
 
    “Just two more. Development 15: Tahini wants to build a computer or something.” 
 
    Mamba sat up. “What? That’s the first time I heard of this. Doesn’t she have like three working computers?” 
 
    Tahini shot up excitedly. “Yesss! Thank you for reminding me, Pinky Peach! How did you know?!” 
 
    “Brock mentioned it in passing once, so I put it on the agenda,” she replied with a smile. “Do you want to add to that?” 
 
    The dark-skinned catgirl nodded, her amber eyes almost glowing with purpose. “It’s my dream to collect enough parts from old Earth to piece together a working PC. That was actually one of the reasons I looked Brock up way back when we all first met each other, but things kind of spiraled out in another direction.” 
 
    “And what does building a computer do for you?” Pinky Peach asked. 
 
    Tahini shrugged. “It’s just… a goal. I just have this feeling like if I can figure it out, maybe there’s some lost tech that might inspire me in my own work as Prophet—at the very least, I could sell my discovery to city archaeologists.” 
 
    “Are you returning to your hacking career?” Blossom inquired. 
 
    The catgirl scrunched her face in thought. “I think so. I’ll need something to keep me busy besides hanging out with you guys.” 
 
    Pinky Peach nodded solemnly. “And finally—one more thing. Development 16: Brock and Luna are concocting some top secret surprise for us. When I pressed for answers, Brock giggled like an imp but wouldn’t answer any questions—even after I gave him a sloppy boobjob.” 
 
    “Huh,” Mamba grunted curiously. “Well, he’s notoriously horrible at keeping secrets, so just hold out a while longer.” 
 
     Just then they heard the front door click, and Pinky hastily attempted to close the projector screen. 
 
    “Brock!” Satina said, the first to greet him as he walked through the door. “I was going to cook some dinner, but you’re home early!” 
 
    The handsome dreamboat of a man looked at all of them lovingly as he set down his bag. “Ooh, harem meeting? Any drama?” 
 
    “None here. How about you?” Mamba replied, grinning. 
 
    “Jasper’s having a hard time with the milf harem. Very jealous group, not entirely suited for harem life, at least not yet. Sweet enough ladies for sure, but Jasper isn’t really able to calm them down when they get upset, so we talked about that while we were volunteering at the animal shelter.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you volunteer at the plant shelter?” Blossom asked, crossing her arms. “I see how it is.” 
 
    Brock chuckled at her. “I’ll see if there’s anything we can do together at one of the botanical gardens or arboretums.” 
 
    Blossom scoffed. “Hmph. You are forgiven, I guess. But only cuz I’m feeling particularly breedable today and it’ll be weird if I still have to pretend to be mad when we’re—” 
 
    “Well, I hope Jasper is doing alright,” Pinky giggled, intentionally interrupting before the Blossom’s train of thought devolved into madness. “A jealous harem sounds rough on a beta like him.” 
 
    Tahini snorted as she broke out into a laughing fit. “This bitch just called Jasper a beta.” 
 
    “Well he is!” Pinky said, stomping her hoof. “It doesn’t make him a bad guy.” 
 
    “On the contrary, it seems to be working pretty well for him overall,” Brock chuckled, pulling out a chair for himself. “What’re you thinking for lunch, Satina?” 
 
    “I was thinking of trying to recreate the hamburgers we had at Milkers, if that’s okay? I already baked the buns.” 
 
    Brock nodded approvingly. “That sounds great. I can’t wait to bake your buns afterward.” He pinched her ass and stood back up. “I’m going to go to my room and get a nap in if anyone wants to join me.” 
 
    Tahini rolled her eyes and shuddered as she looked over at the freshly bulging vein appearing in Pinky Peach’s forehead. “You know exactly what you’re doing when you say that, asshole.” 
 
    Pinky Peach extended her presentation pointer and whipped it with surprising accuracy at the correct date on the calendar beside the still retracting projector screen. “You can’t just make it an open question, baby. That’s what we have the new schedule for. Behold!” 
 
    A collective sigh rang out and filled the room. 
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