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This is a fictional short story about events that didn’t happen to people who aren’t real.
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Part 1: Thunder


It was raining. Perfect because Maple was moping. His life was going so was he, straight out of Aimhigh Town. It would take a while because he lived on the north side, but he had a while because he was single now. Everyone was mad at him. The memories echoed in his mind, the gap between each critical word punctuated by a raindrop hitting him like a bully flicking his head to see what he would do.

“You’re not ready to be anyone’s boyfriend!” Margaret had said. “You can’t even decide what street to turn on when we take a simple walk, if we even get that far because your mouth has hung agape as you try to order an ice cream cone. Or a cup! Which will it be? If a girl took off her shirt for you, you couldn’t pick a boob to kiss! What, are you sad now? Which wrist are you going to cut?”

Maple had just started high school so the past three weeks had constituted one hundred percent of his relationship experience and now it was over and he wanted to die.

“Yulespoil is only a month away now!” his mom had said. “It’s supposed to be every kid’s favorite holiday. The Grand Giver comes in the night and brings you free gifts— what a premise! But you’re not going to get anything if you can’t produce a basic list of things you want. You’re not going to get many much more of these, you know! Before long, you’ll be a Culinpon trainer and have to make your own way in this world

Their point was clear: Maple was the sort of guy who just couldn’t figure out whether he was indecisive or just bad at making choices. Walking now, it looked like he was quite resolute, but this was because he hadn’t decided which park he was going to wallow in there was still time to pick between a couple; furthermore, wandering off into the wilderness where no one could find him was still an option, too. He was wearing a gold raincoat and wielding a silver umbrella, both of which set off nicely against his light green hair; he was brooding in style and excellently dry.

The rain picked up to an unseasonable degree when he made it to Moo Memorial Park to wander around in loops and circles. He was alone, of course, because no one was going out to the park in these conditions unless they wanted to soak in self-pity. He hadn’t told anyone where he was going, either, and he had no Culinpon to protect him if he got attacked.

Well, Maple could have gone on and on under the rain and thunder, getting sad and cold or slipping and getting hurt or getting lost, but it didn’t take long for lightning to strike a tree and split it in half with the capricious destructiveness for which lightning bolts were famed, dropping a huge hunk of wood right in front of Maple. He had wandered off the park’s paved paths, away from the pavilions that were supposed to serve as bastions of security for human visitors, and for daring to do this he was almost killed or at least severely injured.

The decapitated tree trunk, now just a log with branches with the bottom burnt to a crisp, had a hole in it, and from out of that hole there came a chartreuse glow and an agitated squeak, the characteristic “way-vuh!” of an Ambivalarv.

Maple had a Culi Disc in his possession because he was susceptible to peer pressure and so had flirted with a girl at the Culi Mart counter to get one; she had practically thrown one at him to get him out of her face. It had been a pity gift that could have cost her her job. That had been two months ago; his pressuring friends had been astonished and encouraged him to unlawfully catch a Culinpon without a license, but he was not sure what kind of Culinpon he would have wanted his first to be and so he had sat on the sacred item for weeks now. The monster-capturing tool was his only line of defense against a wild Culinpon. If he got attacked he would have to throw it and pray that whatever was assailing him was weak or unlucky enough to get sealed in the disc without getting roughed up and weakened first. Or he could just run.

Maple wound up to throw but when thunder boomed as he raised his arm he felt quite villainous and so he stopped and crouched down by hole with the Ambivalarv instead. In a practical sense it was somewhat useless to hold his umbrella over the creature, other than to marginally reduce his risk of getting hit by lightning, but he did it anyway, and the Ambivalarv’s famous glowing tail lit up the underside of the umbrella.

“It’s bad luck to touch you,” Maple said to it for some reason. It was true that this was a common opinion. Ambivalarv was a worried-looking glowworm with rounded body segments, a forked light-up tail in eerie chartreuse, and arrow-shaped antennae that curved hard off to its left and right. The superstition was that if you touched one, its indecisiveness would rub off on you. Everyone knew that an Ambivalarv could metamorphose into more than one advanced species of Culinpon, which was not an uncommon luxury for insectoid Culinpon, but Ambivalarv, alone among young creepy-crawly Culinpon, were universally especially anguished about the decision even if it loomed far in their future. And this one, quivering, was a long way off from having to worry about that, especially if it did not survive the evening.

“Way-vuh! Way-vuh!” chirped the creature. Its large, nervous eyes flashed yellow, then red.

“You’re coming with me,” Maple said, petting it in an attempt to comfort it. “It’s dangerous out here.”

The Ambivalarv acknowledged him momentarily by turning its head but then went back to ignoring him, wiggling in fear and freaking out about raindrops.

“You can get out of the rain if you get in the disc,” Maple said, impressed with his bargaining ability. “No?”

Maple stood up and shuddered and nearly slipped. His phone on his hip was ringing. He had not expected anyone to call. Then he did start to fall. A round shape had zoomed out of the darkness and bounced off his chest, knocking him to the mucky ground. A wild Hoodwood had appeared, a strange and very folksy ethereal Culinpon with green eyes peering out behind a face-concealing bonnet of leaves and wood. It had a small, dark purple body and stubby limbs but had been living its life just fine by startling predators and prey alike with its furtive and jumpy movements. If Maple did not act quickly, the Hoodwood could suck out his life force with multiple methods, and it would have no issues with indecisiveness when it came to sating its hunger.

Quickly, Maple cycled mentally through what an Ambivalarv could do to protect him from the Hoodwood. Burn it? No, the rain ruled that out. Shock it? No, a vegetative Culinpon like Hoodwood would shrug that off. “Umm, bite this thing!”

“Way-vuh!” The Ambivalarv sprung out of its hole in the destroyed tree and leapt onto the Hoodwood mouthparts first.

“Hwoo!” The Hoodwood didn’t like this very much and flopped around trying to free itself and whack Ambivalarv against the ground, but Ambivalarv held fast.

“Stun it if you can,” Maple said. “Then we can run.”

While electricity was of limited offensive use against plant Culinpon, they still didn’t enjoy getting zapped as if with a taser, and when electricity coursed through Ambivalarv’s mandibles, the Hoodwood convulsed in agony.

“Vuh-vuh-vuh!” cried the Ambivalarv, pumping volts into their ghostly antagonist.

The twitching tableau held for a long moment in the thunderlight: the wiggly Ambivalarv had leapt into action, Maple had taken command, and the Hoodwood was getting positively racked by the combination of the electricity and the buggy bite. Maple was sufficiently inspired to throw the Culi Disc— at the Hoodwood. The disc skipped along the mud and there was a great flash of light and the Hoodwood was gone from the park, its body converted to pure Culinpon energy, straining against the confines of the very device designed to restrain it.

The disc’s electronic components made funny noises. “Oh… oh… ohhh! Oh my God! Yes! Fuck yes! Ahhh!” Ka-chunk!

It had been an adults-only Culi Mart that Maple’s friends had dared him to walk into.

Part 2: Fire


Naturally, now that Maple had two Culinpon in his possession, he wanted to kick the shit out of Margaret for breaking up with him, so a few weeks later he showed up at a house party he hadn’t been invited to where he knew underage drinking was happening. No one was going to get him in trouble for having Culinpon he wasn’t supposed to; they had Culinpon of their own even though they were underage anyway.

“I know Margaret’s in there,” said Maple, knocking on the door till Elaine answered. Elaine was the host; her parents were gone.

“Eww, you goody-two-shoes stalker,” Elaine said. “You can’t be here. No one wants you here.”

“Well, am I a goody-two-shoes or am I a stalker?” Maple said. “It doesn’t make sense for me to be both.”

“You’re a stalker. Now get out of here. We’re trying to have fun. I don’t even know how you learned where I live.”

“Sequoia told me on the instant messenger.”

Elaine turned her head around like a demon had possessed her and shouted into her own house. “Sequoia, you bitch!” She turned back to Maple. “Whatever. You don’t know how to have fun except by being good at school. Get out of here. You smell like a small child.”

“I’m challenging Margaret to a Culinpon battle,” Maple said. “She insulted me and I demand satisfaction.”

“Come right in,” Elaine said. “I’ve always thought you were very cute and cool.” She led him into the house where various fifteen-year-olds were hiccuping and giggling. “Attention, party! There’s going to be some goddamn entertainment tonight. Where is that slut Margaret?”

“I’m here,” she announced, coming down the stairs a suspicious number of steps ahead of some body. “Aw, shoot. It’s you.”

“It’s me,” Maple said. “Culinpon battle. Let’s go.” He jerked his head and thumb both toward the backyard, unsure of one body part to settle on. “I’ll show you that I can make decisions.”

“You? You have a Culinpon?” Margaret said in astonishment. “I thought you were going to wait till it was legal.”

“Wrong. You have many wrong thoughts and actions!” Maple said, pointing an accusing finger. “I know you have a Culinpon and I’m going to beat its ass.”

“You are upset that I didn’t go to homecoming with you,” said Margaret, who was a tall pretty blonde; anyone would have been upset not to go to homecoming with her. “Hey, sometimes it’s just not a good match. That’s life.”

“No, it’s more than that,” Maple said. “Thank you,” he added, accepting a beer from someone who had handed him one from off-screen. He sipped it and spit it out. “Holy shit, that’s gross. At least put it in the fridge first. Does anyone want this?” He coughed and set it on the kitchen counter as Elaine escorted them toward the backyard. “You didn’t just break up with me, you’ve been saying mocking things about me behind my back and that’s inflicted exorbitant and disproportionate harm to my dating potential.”

“Well
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