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			Author’s Introduction

			There are few tales that have had a more interesting route to publication than that of the Pizza Dragon. Let’s start at the beginning. Many years ago, a talented artist and animator who goes by the name ProjectEndo shared a detailed and fascinating art piece detailing the biology of an original species called Structophis gastrignae, more popularly known as the Pizza Dragon. I found the concept to be genuinely intriguing, and as a gift to the creator I wrote a single chapter teaser playing with the concept. In time it grew into an entire novel, which Endo graciously allowed me to publish. That initial release went under the name Structophis, a title which remains available. But the story doesn’t end there. Oh no.

			Alongside my author career, I’ve also spent time as a book marketing podcaster, and in the years since its release, Structophis has been something of a case study in difficulty in marketing. I made nearly every mistake with that first release. Hard to spell and hard to remember name? Check. Off-the-wall premise? Check. Uncertain genre? Check. But despite me fumbling every aspect of the release, the story has developed a small and dedicated following. And when folks like a story, I try to give them more. The first tasty nugget came in the form of a small prequel story given to my newsletter subscribers, The Eggs of the Abbey. When that wasn’t enough to satisfy the Pizza Dragon fans, I gave them a nice little epilogue story called Blodgette’s Big Day. Folks liked both tales, and that seemed like it would be the end of it.

			But it was not.

			For one, there was no easy way to get your hands on all of these stories. Indeed, The Eggs of the Abbey is downright difficult to dig up. And then there’s the fact that a certain fan of the series just so happened to have a publishing imprint. Having seen the errors in my ways, she became convinced that a little tender loving care could give Pizza Dragon a new life. I was more than willing to give her the chance to try. You are now reading the result.

			Pizza Dragon: Vegetarian Supreme with Extra Cheese is a super-sized edition, featuring all of the words written for the series, as well as all original art pieces produced for it as well. I hope you enjoy it. It’s been a wild ride!

									-Joseph Lallo  
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			Chapter 1

			Markus had only just flopped onto his couch and pulled out his tablet for the first bit of nonacademic reading in… long enough that he couldn’t remember how long it was. A full-time job as a veterinary tech would have been plenty to keep him busy. But lately he’d begun to feel as though tending to the pampered pets of the local ski towns wasn’t as fulfilling and valuable to society as he would like, so he’d returned to college via night classes. It had all left him stretched a little thin. Unwinding with something that included damsels and/or spaceships sounded like a long overdue balm for his frazzled brain, and a half day at the job meant he had time for it before lunch and studying. Perhaps inevitably, a ringing phone brought the whole endeavor to a screeching halt. And it was just when he’d reached the first instance of the word “forsooth,” too.

			He fumbled for the other glass-and-plastic rectangle that dominated his life and swiped the screen.

			“Hello?” he muttered, endeavoring to imbue the word with the proper tone for it to convey the subtext, you are interrupting the only fifteen-minute period of my week not otherwise earmarked for thinking about or working with sick animals; please be brief.

			“Markus?” said a voice on the other end.

			He flinched. It was Aunt Sabina. This was not going to be a short call… The woman didn’t speak in sentences, she spoke in cycles. If you ever missed something you just had to wait for it to come around again.

			“Do you remember your Great Uncle Dimitrios?” she said.

			“Yeah, I remember him. I spent a couple of years working in his restaurant.”

			“He always used to shovel coal into that big gas deck oven in the back,” she continued, as though he hadn’t spoken.

			“Yes, Aunt Beeni. I was the one doing the shoveling.”

			“He was the one with the curly mustache and he always had egg stains on his shirt—”

			“Yes! Yes. I remember Great Uncle Dimitrios,” he barked impatiently.

			“Well, he’s dead.”

			“… What?”

			“Yeah… or left on a trip. I don’t know. It’s not important.”

			“… Aunt Beeni, I submit that ‘dead’ versus ‘on a trip’ is in fact a very important distinction.”

			“Well, you know Dimitrios. Always the impulsive type. You remember him, don’t you? He was the—”

			“Beeni, I don’t mean to rush you, but did you call for a reason besides giving me the most unsettling family update imaginable?”

			“Do you still have the key to the back room to his bistro?”

			“Probably, somewhere.”

			“Good. You need to go down there and shut off the oven. He’s been gone for days and the nice old lady in the apartment upstairs says she smells something burning. Dimitrios still has you as the emergency contact. He’s got a note here that says ‘Don’t let anyone but Markus tend to the special oven.’”

			Markus twisted his face a bit. Slowly, like a pile of junk teetering forward out of the recently opened door of a long-forgotten closet, a rush of memories slammed into him. He remembered “the special oven,” and he remembered it with the very specific level of clarity reserved for things one has tried countless times to forget.

			“Uh… You’re… sure I’m the one who has to do it? I haven’t been down there in like… five years,” he said, adding in his head, I know, because that’s when the nightmares started.

			“It’s that or someone breaks the door down. The lady upstairs says something’s burning. And she’s been hearing scratching. Probably rats. You know Dimitrios… Do you—”

			“Yes, I remember Dimitrios. I’ll be there in a half hour. Bye, Aunt Sabina.”

			He ended the call before she could go through another iteration and hopped to his feet, grabbing his car keys. After a steadying breath, he opened the closet and pushed aside a few old coats until he unearthed a soot-stained Dimitrios’s Deluxe Delivery jacket. A bit of fumbling through the pockets unearthed a key. He held it as if it was liable to explode at any moment.

			“Okay, Markus. You can do this. There’s no way it’s as bad as you remember.”

			***

			Markus pushed open the staff entrance at the rear of Dimitrios’s Bistro. A very unique, very intense scent struck him immediately. It smelled like char. Not any specific type of char, mind you. If anything, it was representative of the whole pizza-kitchen section of the char spectrum. There were overtones of charred oregano, some heavy charred flour smells, a little chunk charcoal, the spicy sting of charred red pepper, and the bright tinge of charred tomato.

			“Okay, so the lady upstairs wasn’t crazy about the burning smell,” he said to himself.

			A long, grating grind and the plink of metal rumbled out from deep within a back room, startling him enough to bash his head on the edge of the still-open door.

			“Darn it,” he said, rubbing his head. “So the sound wasn’t her imagination either.”

			He shut the door and found the light switch, revealing a scene that brought back an almost dizzying rush of memories. Everything looked precisely as it had in the nineteen sixties. That wouldn’t have been impressive if it had closed in the sixties, but the place had been open as recently as the previous Monday. Dimitrios was… distrustful of change. Everything was covered in either linoleum or Naugahyde, then topped with a generous layer of soot.

			“Still?” Markus said, running his finger across a countertop to clear a line of the black dust that accumulated on every available surface.

			Technically the place cooked all its food in gas ovens, but Uncle Dimitrios always kept a few sacks of natural charcoal to shovel into his “special” oven in the back room. That “privilege” had always been Markus’s, despite the fact that he’d never been entrusted with what exactly it was that made the oven so darn special. As best as he could remember, there were only three things about it that made it any different from the other ovens.

			The first difference was, rather than just stacking two deck ovens, Uncle Dimitrios had gotten all “junkyard wars” with it. He’d carved out the bottom of one oven and the top of another, then welded them together into one big, hollow monstrosity. The second difference was that he’d disconnected and sealed off the gas lines, deciding for some insane reason that it was a better idea to feed the contraption with good old-fashioned charcoal. Manning the shovel was sweltering and dirty work, to say nothing of the work of cleaning out the dust afterward.

			Markus wouldn’t have minded all the shoveling… No, that would be overstating it. He would have understood all the shoveling if they had ever pulled any pizza out of the oven. But as far as he could tell, nothing at all ever came out of that oven.

			He stepped up to the door to the room Dimitrios had set aside for the special oven, and hesitated. That, of course, was the third thing about the oven. Markus had worked for his great uncle for the better part of five years, from when he was fifteen until he was almost twenty. One of the first jobs he’d been given was feeding the special oven, a task that had a very long and very precise sequence of requirements and instructions. Don’t keep the door open too long, only use the chunk charcoal, be careful about the big round chunk in the middle…

			Eventually his uncle must have changed his mind about the big chunk, because one day Markus had opened the oven and found that someone had removed it and tossed in a wad of dough. It had always sort of made Markus uneasy that his uncle evidently threw a new wad in every morning and despite baking all day, it never seemed to get any more “done.” His uneasiness compounded over the years when the dough began to look… organic. There were recognizable bits. An arm here, a leg there. At the time he’d assumed his uncle was just experimenting with sculpture and was too cheap to buy a kiln. By the end of the third year though, his uneasiness had escalated to full weirded-out status. It was around that time a hunk of coal with a smoldering red center had gotten lodged in the dough/clay thing in a way that was a little too eyelike for his tastes.

			By that time he had been eighteen and should have known better, but he could have sworn the thing was watching him, gazing as he opened the lower deck door to sweep out the spent powder and blinking up at him when he dropped the fresh stuff in the top door. It had sent shivers down his spine every time he’d seen it, but he’d stuck with it because Dimitrios had insisted it was the most important part of his job, and the old man simply didn’t trust any of the other delivery boys to do it.

			The last straw had been when he’d tended to the oven one morning, pulling it open to brush it out, and he was certain the thing had crawled toward him. He’d quit that day, and hadn’t been back since. As far as he was concerned, there were only two possible explanations for that. The first was that he was going insane, and the second was that there was some sort of gremlin living in an oven in the back of Dimitrios’s Bistro. Neither potential truth appealed to him, so he’d opted for the very popular let-us-never-speak-of-this-again approach, which had worked fairly well until Aunt Beeni called.

			“Maybe… maybe I can just leave it. The darn oven’s going to have to burn itself out eventually with no one to load it. What’s the worst that could—”

			He was interrupted by another grinding plink, then the unmistakable splash of water and an awful hissing noise. He took a step back as he noticed water rush from under the door and pool around his feet.

			“Frickin’ great. A pipe burst,” he said, hastily fitting the key into the lock. “I’ve at least got to get the main valve shut off.”

			He muscled the door open and splashed inside the back room, eyes sweeping the floor for any electrical wires that might be in the water waiting to put him in an early grave. Dimitrios was one of those guys who cut the “fat peg” off power cords because “they only get in the way.” It didn’t give one a warm feeling about the survivability of a flooded back room.

			When Markus finally glanced up, now in search of the source of the trickling water, the possibility of electrocution was suddenly a distant third on his priorities list. The first was his sanity, and the second was the thing that would likely kill him in the event he wasn’t insane.

			It was… a thing. That was as good a place as any to start. It was standing on two things that could certainly be called “feet,” though “paws” seemed more appropriate. They were pudgy little footsies, a dark, crackly brown color like baked dough. The feet disappeared up into what had probably been chunks of the old oven, but it had seen better days. The front, back, and sides had all split in a number of places, roughly in equal lines that allowed them to bow out. From between these cracks more of the crusty hide could be seen, though some of them also revealed a deep orange glow. Some hunks of metal were pulled entirely away from the others, revealing a massive potbelly of the same dark, crackly texture. In the cracks on the skin, a dull glow was again visible. The way the plates and doors that had formerly made up the oven hung at blocky angles put Markus in mind of an old samurai warrior’s armor.

			Overall the… thing that had grown out of the oven was a bit bigger than the oven itself, and it had only slightly changed its shape. Two pudgy arms, very stout and ending in smallish hands with stubby little fingers, had emerged from the sides, wearing the strips of oven punched free when the arms emerged as a sort of half-gauntlet/extended brass knuckles. The roof of the oven sloped upward slightly along the creature’s metal-clad shoulders, giving way to a long, crooked neck that was topped by a rather organically sculpted helmet of sorts that kept a bit of the samurai mojo present in the rest of the ensemble. There was a somewhat more forward-jutting snout than one might see on a samurai mask, but the top of it had the angular sloping shape that fit the bill nicely, and even antlerish metal horns that seemed to continue that aesthetic.

			Behind it a crooked, kinked tail with a cruel-looking metal spade formed on to its end emerged from the back of the former stove. The jagged zigzag shape of the tail made it seem as if it had been pinned up against the wall of the oven until the day it had burst free, maintaining the creases it had earned during that time. Nevertheless, the tail was pudgy and bulky, almost as large as the rest of its body combined.

			Currently the thing had its head tipped up to the sprinkler system, guzzling the flow of water out of a pipe it had punctured, like some sort of overgrown hamster slurping from a water dispenser.

			“Whuuaaaaahua?” Markus said.

			That was the most intelligent comment his brain could muster on short notice.

			The utterance did the job, evidently, because as soon as he made the outburst the creature looked to him, eyes glowing through slits in the mask. It tipped its head to the side, releasing a rolling grumble. It didn’t sound violent or threatening, but he felt it was probably best to take the “T-Rex” approach and hold perfectly still. Jurassic Park had yet to steer him wrong.

			At this point, for the sake of some degree of specificity, Markus’s brain resolved to label this thing a “dragon.” The dragon waddled up to him, its body clinking considerably less than he would have expected, and leaned its head close. Thanks to the hunched-over fold in its neck, it was about the same height as him. Its breath, which swirled from two nostrilesque slits in the mask, was quite hot. Nothing in its body language seemed hostile. If anything, the squinting eyes and tipping head were more indicative of confusion. The holding-still thing was therefore a success, and Markus wasn’t going to push his luck with any last-minute tactics changes.

			Once again, pay dirt. The dragon glanced aside, then shuffled back and rummaged through a pile of old, sooty cloth. Its chubby mitts came up with an old delivery shirt and a coal shovel. Markus was fiddling behind him, trying to surreptitiously open the door and make his escape, but he once again froze when the dragon turned in his direction.

			It stopped in front of him again and held up the delivery shirt, pressing it to Markus’s front like someone testing an off-the-rack outfit at a department store. Markus felt the handle of the shovel being shoved against his hand. Out of habit, he grabbed it. The dragon then backed away, leaving Markus to obligingly hold the delivery shirt in place as well. After a few moments of tipping its head side to side again, a new look came to its remarkably expressive eyes. A look of recognition.

			Markus cringed and shut his eyes as it lunged toward him. An almost-scalding heat pressed against him from the front, and a yielding crunch crackled around him. When he didn’t burst into flames and stubbornly refused to be torn to shreds, he ventured a peek through squinted eyes. It took his brain a few seconds to register it, but the thing was—and there was really no other word for it—hugging him. It uttered a contented little murr, and the reasoning portion of Markus’s brain dusted itself off to put the pieces together.

			This… this was the thing in the oven. This was the thing he’d fed every morning and cleaned up after every night. For five long years he’d been this thing’s keeper, even if he wouldn’t allow himself to accept it at the time. And it remembered him. It had imprinted on him.

			The dragon released him and shuffled back to the leaky pipe to drink some more, and for the moment the spine-tingling terror dropped away enough for Markus’s veterinary mind to say a few words. He didn’t know the first thing about this creature, but the way the skin was black, brown, and crackling when it moved didn’t seem healthy. And if Dimitrios had been gone for a few days, it hadn’t been fed, or at least hadn’t been given any proper care since then. Its overall proportions didn’t seem right, either. The body structure suggested something that should be longer, leaner. Its squat square build looked like the consequence of a mishandled upbringing rather than proper development.

			This thing, whatever it was, needed help. It needed looking after. When it turned to him, he glanced down at the center of its chest, where the logo of the original oven manufacturer hung like a name tag. Blodgett.

			Markus sighed. “So… Blodgett. You’re going to make my life an awful lot more complicated, aren’t you…?”
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			Chapter 2

			Markus cast a worried glance out the front windows of the bistro, then finished taping the front curtains shut with a roll of painter’s tape he’d found. That job done, he dusted off his hands and dug out his phone.

			“Okay…” he said nervously, glancing into the back room, where Blodgett was watching expectantly from the doorway. “I must have her number in here somewhere… Gale, Gale… Where is it?”

			Blodgett released an inquisitive, burbling chirp of a sort and stuck its head out through the door to the back room, a.k.a. its nest. Like its tail, Blodgett’s neck was shorter than it probably should be, kinked somewhat along its length. Stretching out to see what Markus was up to straightened these kinks a tad, but even as far as they could go, the creature had a disproportionately squat appearance.

			It peered side to side, perhaps curious whom Markus was talking to. When it couldn’t find anyone else, it leaned against the doorway to get a better look. The doorway, it turned out, was not quite up to the task of supporting the creature. A worrisome crackling and splintering filled the air.

			“No, no, no, no! Back, back! It’s fine. Don’t worry, nothing to see here. Just… go destroy more of the sprinkler system,” Markus said in a panic.

			Something he said must have sunk in, because Blodgett pulled back into the room, eyeing the damaged doorway distrustfully and nudging it with a pudgy finger.

			Markus turned back to his phone. “Let’s see… Oh, right!” He flipped back through his contacts until he found the entry he was looking for: School Contacts—Glasses Girl. He tapped it and put the phone to his ear.

			“Answer… Come on… Come on, answer,” he muttered, watching Blodgett as Blodgett watched him.

			“Hello?” came a wary voice when the call finally connected.

			“Gale? Gale Dekker?” Markus said.

			“Yes? To whom am I speaking?” she said, still clearly unsure.

			“This is Markus.”

			“Markus…”

			“Markus Spiros. From college?”

			“Oh… Oh… Sorry, Markus, new phone. Didn’t have your number in it. So where have you been? Haven’t had a class with you in like three semesters, right?”

			“Yeah. I was going fairly vocational with my training. You went more research, right?”

			“Heh, of course,” she said, as though he’d asked if she still breathed oxygen. “That’s where the action is, Mark my friend. So what’s up?”

			“Did you, by chance, register for that Exotic Megafauna class they were offering last semester?”

			“You know it! Best class in the whole curriculum.”

			“Great. Yes. I thought so. Listen, they didn’t, by chance, cover the uh… hang on… I was looking it up before… Struc… Structophis… dragon thing?”

			“Structophis gastrignae? Of course they did. My third common exam was all about them. Hottest research area in zoology and biology today.” She snorted. “No pun intended.”

			“Right, right. You wouldn’t happen to—no! No! Leave it!” he blurted.

			Blodgett had started to tug at the door frame it had loosened. When Markus yelled, it froze and looked at him but notably did not release the splintered wood.

			“Is something wrong, Mark?” Gale asked.

			“No. No, it’s just—I’m watching my neighbor’s dog,” he looked pointedly at Blodgett, “and it hasn’t learned to behave.”

			“Oh.”

			“Anyway. What I wanted to know is if you could recommend any good resources for the Structophis… guh…”

			“Structophis gastrignae.”

			“Right. I was looking online, and there’s not a whole lot of reliable info.”

			“There never is. Sure, I can give you the names of some decent texts. It makes for good reading. Fascinating creatures. Though if you’re looking to get into researching them, I’d recommend you save yourself the heartache. I’ve been trying to get some lab time with one for the past eight months…”

			“Yeah, that’s great. If you could just give me those textbook titles…” Markus urged, eyes widening as Blodgett turned its attentions back to the door frame.

			“… and the waiting list is as long as your arm. We’ve got maybe eighteen hundred in the country. Of those, about four hundred are in subspecies that aren’t cleared for academic study, another four hundred are pre-emergence, which makes them no good for study, and the rest are pretty much all on the coasts. You know how many of them are in a flyover state like Colorado?”

			“I really don’t know, Gale, but if you could just give me names of those books—”

			“Zero, Mark. Zero. If you want to get within even a hundred feet of an emerged Structophis gastrignae, you’re going to have to hop a plane to Washington and wait a good three months, if you’re lucky.”

			“Gale, could you—WHAT DID I SAY?!”

			It was too late. Blodgett had wrapped a crusty mitt around the door frame and given it a good hard yank, easily tearing the wood free. It clutched the broken wood like a toddler with a new toy. Clearly delighted with itself, it shouldered its way through the widened doorway, making it significantly wider in the process. It tromped up to Markus, shaking the floor and pushing tables aside along the way.

			“What the heck was that, Mark?” Gale asked.

			“Uh… The dog is making a mess.”

			“Must be a heck of a dog.”

			Markus looked Blodgett in the eye as it tipped its head and glanced at the phone. “Yeah. It’s a very large, very disobedient dog.”

			“So anyway, let me see if I’ve still got my old textbooks somewhere.”

			Blodgett, now near enough to hear the tiny voice coming from the phone, twisted its head to the side and tried to wedge it between Markus’s face and the phone.

			“Cut it out,” he whispered through clenched teeth.

			The creature chirped something in reply and plodded back toward the rear of the bistro.

			“Right, so, as I was saying, maybe—”

			“What was that noise?” Gale asked. Her tone suggested she already knew the answer.

			“A… pigeon?”

			“A pigeon. That’s funny, Mark, because it sounded exactly like the warbling of an adolescent Structophis gastrignae.”

			“It’s a really big pigeon.”

			“Where are you? I’m coming over.”

			“No, no, I just need the textbooks.”

			“Yeah, fine. I’ll bring the textbooks when I come over. Where are you?”

			“Honest, I just need the names so I can—”

			“What? Order them from Amazon? They don’t make these big, fat biology texts as e-books, pal. You’re going to have to go hardcopy and get it delivered. What’re you going to do in the meantime? Just observe? From the sounds of it, you’ve got your hands full. I was planning a thesis on the Structophis gastrignae. You can’t even say it.”

			Blodgette investigated, then dislodged, a shelf of condiments.

			“Oh, great. Red pepper flakes everywhere. Wonderful,” Markus grumbled.

			“Oh, oh! What’s that? Red pepper flake. Hang on… Hang on… I swear I remember you saying your dad or someone owned a restaurant… No, it was your uncle, right? I’ll bet you’re there.”

			“I really think it’s a bad idea for you to come over. It’d be a waste of your time! There’s no Structo-whatever here. Just… give me a primer on what they eat and what to watch out f—”

			“Here we go, Dimitrios’s Bistro, Crested Butte, Colorado. I’ll be there in seventeen minutes, according to Google. See you then.”

			Boop.

			Markus looked at his phone as the screen winked off. He sighed. “Yeah, great. Let’s do that. The more the merrier.”

			He pocketed the phone and turned to Blodgett. The creature had pushed open the door to the storeroom and snagged a cardboard box, fortunately without destroying another doorway. Box in tow, it lumbered into the center of the dining room and plopped down on the floor, knocking a few framed prints from the walls, and tore the top of the box open.

			“Blodgett, listen, I don’t know if you should be messing with the stuff you find in this place. Gale’s coming over and she’ll know what to do.”

			The creature stopped rummaging and looked at Markus while he was talking. Once he was through with the warning, Blodgett blinked once and cheerfully ignored it. The box was full of small tin cans with tomatoes on the label. In proportion to Blodgett, they looked like jelly beans, and the creature treated them in much the same way. Clapping its hand to its open mouth, it popped a half dozen of the cans inside.

			“Don’t!” Markus yelped.

			Blodgett crunched down and munched happily on the chewy snack. Despite having chomped on something that would give a garbage disposal trouble, the mouthful seemed to go down just fine. After a satisfied gulp, the hungry creature wiped a smear of thick red paste away with the back of its hand and belched lightly. The air filled with the aroma of roasted tomato.

			“Okay… Okay, that’s fine then. Keep doing that. At least that’s only mildly destructive.”

			***

			Twenty minutes, eighteen cans of tomato paste, three canisters of oregano, and six pounds of whole wheat flour later, Blodgett seemed satisfied. Now it was offering a handful of tins of anchovies to Markus.

			“No, that’s all right. Thanks,” Markus said, waving off the “treat.” “I filled up on assorted canned goods on the way over. I’m stuffed, honest.”

			Blodgett shrugged and popped one of the cans into its mouth. The can squished easily between its still-unseen teeth, but as soon as the juice hit Blodgett’s tongue it became clear this was not as tasty as the last few snacks. A rusty red tongue dangled from its mouth and it spat the half-chewed can of fish to the floor, churring unhappily and lumbering to the mostly trashed back room to tug at the broken sprinkler.

			“It’ll eat raw flour, but even this thing won’t eat anchovies. I’m starting to wonder why they even sell them,” he muttered, making his way to the utility room to turn the water back on so the beast could rinse the taste out of its mouth.

			The twisted pipe began to gush water, and Blodgett eagerly latched on, guzzling at the cool drink. After a minute or two, it turned aside, released a steamy sigh of relief, and wandered back into the dining room.

			“If this is going to be a long-term thing, I’m going to have to teach you to turn off the water when you’re done,” he said, heading to the utility room.

			He’d only just finished turning off the flow to the sprinklers when an overenthusiastic knock rattled the door.

			“Mark! Mark, it’s Gale! Lemme in! Come on!” called Gale from the other side of the door.

			The sudden racket startled Blodgett. The creature jumped, shaking the whole building when it landed, then thundered back through the much-abused door to the place where the pizza oven had originally been. Once there, it crouched down and tucked its head and arms in as best it could, like a turtle trying to pull into its shell. Though it certainly looked more like a pizza oven now than when it was standing, the illusion wasn’t exactly convincing, particularly with the metal plates rattling together as the creature trembled like a pup.

			“Seriously, Blodgett?” Markus snickered.

			He opened the door and was nearly trampled by an eager young woman with an armload of textbooks and notepads.

			Gale was twenty-five years old and pleasantly plump, though with the energy of a caffeinated preschooler. Perhaps as a side effect of her intended career as a large-animal researcher, she tended to dress like a handler at a zoo, with khaki cargo shorts and a dark blue tee with a zebra-as-barcode logo on the front. Her youthful enthusiasm was underscored by a set of anachronistic braces and a pair of round-rimmed glasses that were almost comically oversized.

			She slammed the door behind her. “Where is it? Where’s the—jeez, this place is a mess.”

			“Yes, apparently that tends to happen when there’s a giant animal loose in an eatery. It’s in the back there, through the newly renovated doorway. You might have to look closely. It’s a master of camouflage,” he said flatly.

			He took two steps forward to lead her there, but she blasted past him, fumbling for the camera slung around behind her. Behind him he heard another female voice, one that was withered yet piercing in a way that only an elderly woman can manage.

			“Markus? Markus Spiros, is that you I hear down there?”

			“Crap… That’s Mrs. Penny, the lady upstairs. I’m surprised she hasn’t called the cops already, with the racket I’ve been making. I’ve got to take care of this. Are you going to be okay in here?”

			Rather than an answer, a series of camera flashes and exclamations of scientific excitement came from the back room.

			“… Yeah, you’ll be fine.” He pulled open the door and stepped outside. “Mrs. Penny! I’m glad I caught you! I, uh… hope the construction isn’t bothering you. Big problem with the plumbing, gotta gut the whole kitchen…”

			***

			He talked to Mrs. Penny for four or five minutes, which was probably the record for shortest conversation he’d ever had with her; but knowing Gale and Blodgett were together in the other room was a strong impetus to keep it short. While he was reasonably sure Blodgett wouldn’t do anything unfortunate to the girl, he was less sure Gale would be able to restrain herself from terrorizing the poor thing with her boundless curiosity and zeal for investigation.

			“Okay, hopefully we’ll get this wrapped up quickly, Mrs. Penny. Thank you!” Markus said, slipping back in the door and locking it. “Boy,” he said, turning away from the door, “I’m actually kind of proud of the story I came up… with.”

			Gale was standing directly in front of him, arms crossed and a look of righteous fury in her eyes. Despite being a full foot shorter than him, she managed to achieve a remarkable level of intimidation.

			“What did you do to that poor creature?” she demanded viciously.

			“Whoa, I didn’t do anything, Gale. Honest!”

			“Obviously! There are clear signs of neglect! No wonder you didn’t want me to come over. Give me one good reason I shouldn’t turn you in for animal cruelty!”

			“Because until a few minutes before I called you, I hadn’t set foot in this place in years!” he said. “Why, what’s wrong?”

			“What’s wrong?! Look at it! It’s terrified!”

			Markus looked through the door to the kitchen. Sure enough, Blodgett was still rattling with anxiety. He walked up to the clattering mass.

			“Blodgett? Buddy?” he offered.

			Blodgett blinked its eyes open, then lunged forward to wrap Markus in a tight, hot, relieved hug.

			“This does not strike me as the result of abuse,” Markus wheezed as he tried to pull himself free.

			The creature spied Gale and tensed a bit. It released Markus, spinning him around by the shoulders and huddling “behind” him as though Markus would protect it from Gale.

			“I think it just doesn’t like strangers. Blodgett and I… we’ve sort of got a history that I didn’t know about.”

			Gale’s expression eased, but only slightly. “Fine… but… get it out here into the light.”

			It took some coaxing by the hand, but Markus managed to lead the creature back into the dining room. On the way out it snagged the sooty old delivery jacket and clutched it like a security blanket.

			“Look, you see this?” Gale said, indicating the crusty brown skin of Blodgett’s arm. “It should look more like rising dough than a pretzel. This is a clear sign of overheating.”

			“Really?” Markus said, looking with concern at Blodgett. “Is it… is it bad? Is it going to be okay? Does it need treatment?”

			“It isn’t good,” Gale said, dragging out a textbook and flipping through. “At this level, there should be only cosmetic damage. But a few more days and it could have been far worse. Your specimen here… Blodgett, is it? … is in the early stages of its escalating exothermic transition. Until it develops heat vents, it’s going to have to manually regulate its heat levels both internally and externally with water much more often than an adult. Ideally it would have a body of cool water to drink and soak in as needed.”

			“Right now we’ve just got the busted sprinkler system.”

			“It’ll do in a pinch, but you’ll need to improve that. What have you been feeding it?”

			“Back when I thought it was just an oven, it was chunk charcoal. Since I found it this way, mostly whole canned goods and bags of flour. I can’t imagine that’s very healthy for it.”

			“Well, it’s not ideal, but it’s pretty close, actually.” She leafed through the text. “At this stage, you’ll want to wean off charcoal, which is basically baby food, and make the switch to kiln-dried hardwood and assorted unprocessed ores. Mostly… iron, zinc, tin, and copper. Plus, whatever dried herbs best suit its tastes. This oven is less than ideal. Solid metal is far too rigid for proper development, but that damage is done, unfortunately. Hence the squat build and crinkled neck and tail.”

			As Gale, now calmer, failed to maul the poor defenseless beast, Blodgett began to very slowly become more at ease. Still from the safety of its hiding place behind Markus, the creature crouched down and plucked up a can of anchovies, tossing them
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