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Thunder / Fire



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, it will certainly be proportionate once my Culinpon incinerates whatever yours is,” Margaret said. She batted away the hands of cackling boys who were trying to grope her. “Enough of that! Everyone clear out now. We need some room to boogie.”

“Don’t say boogie. That’s lame and gross.”

“Wow! A wild opinion of yours appeared!”

“Did you say ‘incinerate?’” Maple said, beginning to sweat.

“Nice coat, gay-wad,” said a guy named Brett about Maple’s poofy fall jacket.

“Sure did,” Margaret said. “This party’s about to heat up! Woo!” She did that thing with one arm in the air that girls at parties do and everyone cheered.

“Turn that shitty music down so our Culinpon can hear us,” Maple yelled, pointing at the stereo.

“What do you listen to, gay-wad?” said Brett. “Video game beep boop?”

“Your mom’s orgasmic moans,” Maple said.

“Let’s get this party started!” Elaine said. “I’m the MC! The Master of Culinpon! But we can’t have a whole tournament, okay? My parents will kill me. It’s just an exhibition match between Margaret and the nerd.”

“Exhibition? More like an execution,” Margaret said.

“You think I’ll beat you that badly?” Maple said, although he already knew he was not going to if Margaret’s implication were based in fact.

“Haha, that’s a good one! You’re acting like I said you would beat me even though I would never say that because I’m the one who’s going to beat you! You got me good there!”

“Looks like someone else got you good,” Maple said, pointing at a hickey on Margaret’s neck.

“Travis, you goddamn buffoon!” Margaret said, slapping herself to cover it up. “Clumsy oaf!”

“Enough foreplay!” Elaine said. “I said, ‘Let’s get this party started.’ Does everyone have a drink?” Almost every kid in attendance whooped. “Take a sip every time there’s a little hit and take a big chug if there’s a big hit.”

“Oh, I reckon we’ll see a few of those!” Margaret said. “Giddy-up, Heazel!”

And she flicked her Culi Disc onto the patio and in a flash of light out came a splendid red-orange mustelid with a look of determination on its whiskered face.

“Dammit!” whisper-shouted Maple.

The reason he said that can be explained very well by the analysis run by Q-Hole, the large language model to which Maple had submitted his Culinpon team data before making the plan to come to Elaine’s house to avenge himself upon Margaret:

“Your team of Ambivalarv and Hoodwood is a promising start for a young trainer. The duo alone has a workable offensive diversity since Ambivalarv channels the elements of electricity and fire as well as its innate bug powers, and Hoodwood’s dual command over nature and ghost magic is a rare combination. Though both of these Culinpon would suffer a disadvantage against a bird Culinpon, you would still have a chance due to Ambivalarv’s electrical prowess. The biggest single threat to this team of two Culinpon would be an opponent that uses fire. There is a strategy you could use, but it depending on whom you ask, it may bring great dishonor upon you. But before we get into that, here’s a printout of the numerical data of your team for your dopamine, I mean, your records:”

Ambivalarv (Creepy) Lv. 9; Ability: Shield Powder; Moves: Nip, Spit Thread, Ember, Thunder Shock, Stun Wave

Hoodwood (Dead/Fresh) Lv. 9; Ability; Forest Curse; Moves; Jump Scare, Absorb, Magic Leaf, Evil Eye, Sucky Sucky

So Heazel, the slender, carnivorous Culinpon whose fire powers were evident by virtue of it being red in color, was one of the last contraband Culinpon that Maple would have wanted Margaret to be in possession of. If she had fished something out of a lake this would have been over already, but now it was going to be quickly over in the other direction. Unless…

“Hit it, Ambivalarv! Whoops!” said Maple theatrically, acting like he slipped on a crushed beer can and passing the Culi Disc containing Hoodwood behind his back in the direction of the house just as he threw down Ambivalarv’s to face Heazel.

“Oh God, holy shit!” exclaimed Hoodwood’s Culi Disc as it released that creature on

“What? Who says ‘Hit it?’ What part of the country is that from?” Elaine said.

“Wait,” Margaret complained. “We didn’t agree to two against one!”

“Sorry,” Maple said. “I let the other one out by accident, definitely. My mom grounded me for getting these Culinpon and I’ll get double grounded for having come here, but she still gave me a Culi Disc for Hoodwood. Look at this way: now you already know what my second one’s going to be.”

“Cool story, bro,” Margaret said. “Just send them one at a time. Heazel! Burn the bug!”

“Zeeheehee!” hissed the weasel, and immediately it rushed at Ambivalarv, inhaling to charge up its fire breath.

“Ambivalarv, fight fire with fire!” Maple yelled. “Hoodwood, break up this party!”

Ambivalarv actually got its own fire breath to come out of its mouth just before Margaret’s Heazel pulled its own trigger, causing the weasel to hesitate as if it vulnerable to such an attack rather than resistant, but those in attendance were much more concerned with how Maple’s Hoodwood was now knocking stacked beer cans off the table, causing them to puncture on the patio or roll into the swimming pool, and taking individual beer cans and shaking them up so they would explode when popped open.

“Hey, you little gay-wad!” exclaimed Brett. “Stop doing that—”

And Maple’s Hoodwood unleashed its special jump scare ability. All of a sudden its face blew up real big and its eyes popped out and it went, “Hwoo!”

“Ahhh!” Brett screamed and fell back, flinging his double-fisted beers over his shoulders like backward-firing cannons. He stumbled right into the twin fires spewed by Maple’s Ambivalarv and Margaret’s Heazel and this set him on fire. “Fuck, I’m on f—” and then he splashed into Elaine’s swimming pool.

“Hey, get out of our battle,” Maple said calmly.

“Everyone finish your drink!” Elaine said. “Maple, stop—”

But he would not. “Ambivalarv, apply the stun!”

Ambivalarv reared up like a snake about to strike and lashed out as if this made its taser-like thread shoot out faster. It didn’t, but it sure looked cool, and gave Margaret’s Heazel a chance to dodge it, which it was too dumb to take, as it was overconfidently preparing to try the fire again. It shuddered involuntarily as the yellow waves of stunning coursed over its body; paralyzing its long body made it look very funny indeed.

“Heazel, you can do this,” Margaret chanted. “You just need to get it together!”

“Does… does this count as a drink?” Elaine asked herself loudly.

“Who cares? Drink!” said someone, and that’s what happened.

Though slowed down considerably, Margaret’s Heazel was still quite dangerous owing to its claws and fire, and Maple had to act fast. “All right, switch places. Hit it, Hoodwood! Ambivalarv, warm the beer!”

“No! Oh my God! Anything but that!” were the cries of horror from the illegally drinking teenagers as Ambivalarv sprayed flames all over any can it could, rendering the beer decidedly unfrosty and unappealing.

According to the rules of Culinpon battling, Heazel was allowed to get a free hit on Maple’s Hoodwood, but the miserable mammal had to forfeit the opportunity as it was evidently too palsied to act.

“Heazel! What the hell are you doing?” Margaret said.

“Yes! Yes! Get mad at your nice creature,” Maple said, “even though it cannot help but be mastered by my awesome power. And now… it is time to flinch-hax you to death.”

“What?”

“Hoodwood! Astonish it with your jump scare!”

The funny little round creature with the hood of foliage pulled off its spooky trick again, which worked even better on a Culinpon than on a human because it could actually damage a Culinpon with ghostly energy rather than just scare it. This technique had a perfect synergistic side effect that Maple was taking advantage of in a very cheesy way. With it, Hoodwood, so vulnerable to even one flame attack from Heazel, could startle it into being too scared to move, but even if it did not succeed at producing that desirable emotional overload, the Heazel could still be stricken with paralysis by Ambivalarv’s attack by before, and not be able to do anything that way, either. So unless it became very lucky with its body and mind cooperating at the same time, Heazel was powerless to stop Hoodwood from going, “Hwoo!” menacingly at it until it went unconscious.

A stack of beer cans exploded loudly, startling everyone. Ambivalarv had instigated a veritable volcano of fizzing hot beer by breathing fire all over them. Girls screamed and ran around and bonked into boys, who either freaked out and threw the girls into the pool or got knocked into the pool themselves.

“Maple, you son of a bitch!”

“Hit it, Hoodwood! Hit it! Yeah, you like that?”

“My party,” wailed Elaine. “Now my party sucks.”

Finally, Maple’s Hoodwood put its lips on Margaret’s Heazel’s… throat and gave it the ol’ sucky-sucky, draining out its vital essence, which was not in a vacuum such an effective thing to do against a fiery Culinpon but okay when it was nearly done for like this. Heazel wobbled in a rickety, paralyzed, terrified daze and fell into the pool where a bunch of drunken teens were splashing about.

“Wow,” Maple said. “Uh, that is probably really not so good for him.”

“Dammit!” screamed Margaret. “I can’t believe I got beaten by your stupid pest that can’t decide whether it’s a firefly or a lightning bug!”

“It’s decided to be a winner,” Maple said.

But no one really heard him over the screaming and crying.


Golden Opportunity



Part 1: Opportunity


Prom. Nobody wanted to go with Coral. It wasn’t that she was bad-looking, although like many girls her age she had not really found the style or aesthetic that was right for her. A lime green dress was not the play, unfortunately. Well, that was what she was wearing to prom when she went alone; it wasn’t a reason why anyone didn’t go with her. The Ubiqueel was the problem. The school year had proceeded as any normal one. In April, everyone took and almost everyone passed the ICTLX, the Ilino Culinpon Trainer Licensure Examination, which all the kids prononced “clit-x” or “clit” because they were desperate not to grow up, in order to prove that they were a responsible enough eighteen-year-old, or near enough thereabout, to be a trusted and productive member of society with Culinpon companions. Coral had been an extremely dutiful student in Culinpon studies, and she earned the highest score achieved by anyone in Plainfield Town in over two decades. In fact it was the highest in the state. (There were hundreds of questions and it really was not necessary to get them all correct.) This was important because the top scores became eligible to receive free starter Culinpon, those special trios of powerful monsters designated and cultivated by the state for those special, knowledgeable individuals who projected to become career trainers.

Coral had waived her right to receive one.

“Did you hear? Coral’s totally fucking herself!”

“No starter for the best Clit score in, like, forever?”

“What is she going to do, just sit around and pray all day?”

These were some of the cries and hushed whispers that could have been heard around the school that spring. It was not unheard of for great test-takers to waive their starter Culinpon, particularly if they had little taste for adventure. If a student wanted to become a laboratory-based researcher, for example, they probably could score quite well, then exchange their starter Culinpon for university credit instead. In fact, competitors were the only category of trainer subsidized with Culinpon by the state, and a lot of social organizations and individual students protested this fact. At least two companies published study guides for the ICTLX that guaranteed to help students do just well enough to pass and no better if they didn’t want to go through all the laborious paperwork and social stigma involved in refusing their Culinpon, and sometimes students who had no intention of going on a Culinpon trainer’s adventure would win a starter, then intentionally procrastinate on waiving it in order to obstruct the state for shits and giggles. But for a student with a score as good as Coral’s to refuse, when such aptitude as a Culinpon trainer was indicated? It was unthinkable.

“I just don’t want any of those colorful ones,” Coral said in the initial stages of the entire student body confronting her on this. “I just like my Ubiqueel.”

“How did you even get it without beating it up?” she was asked.

“Oh, I was doing some yoga outside one morning and she just landed on my arm during warrior II and from then we were bonded. It was an instant understanding. Immediately all my desires about Culinpon were satisfied.”

“You lie! You’re thinking of warrior I.”

“No, it’s warrior II,” Coral said calmly. “I just love my Ubiqueel. I love her so much.”

“I love you too,” Ubiqueel said, hopping around her hair and chirping in its funny little voice. “Believe in me. Believe in me.” Because she was just a little tweety bird, she sounded like she was just saying, “blee blee blee.” That only made Coral smile more.

It should be explained that a Ubiqueel was a hopelessly mundane Culinpon, even in the realm of the dull that it occupies taxonomically. It was so numerous that directories of Culipon habitats were more likely to spend ink or energy printing its absence from an area than its presence, since its absence was the truly remarkable situation. They gathered in great swarms of low-powered individuals, which an even moderately-powered electric or ice-based Culinpon like Yawnoff or Snound could obliterate comfortably. They were especially useless in combat and not even heavy enough to use as a doorstop. They belonged to that tier of wretches that included the anemically flopping Shwimpy or the technically idiotic caterpillars like Creepusc.

“It’s useless,” said one of the anti-Ubiqueel coalition flatly. “You’re throwing your career away.”

“There are better things than a career,” Coral said. “Love is forever.”

“You must be some sort of mental short queen. You might as well just make friends with a blade of grass.”

“Please don’t say such things in Ubiqueel’s presence. You’re going to hurt her feelings,’“ said Coral.

“She doesn’t have any feelings. She is barely alive,” said Nikki, who was one of the students who had scored well enough to earn a state starter, so she was especially vexed by Coral’s apparent lethargy and apathy concerning Culinpon. “Everyone knows that Ubiqueel have, like, one brain cell. And that old-timey theory that the actual Culinpon is the swarm and they’re smart that way has been thoroughly debunked.”

“I just like my little birdie,” Coral said. “There’s enough room in this world for all types. Isn’t there, Ubiqueel?”

The creature tweeted and began to eat out of her hand.

“Look how dumb it is,” Nikki said. “It’s eating out of your hand even though they’re nothing in it.”

“That’s because she is kissing me,” Coral said. “I just want love. Is that so much to ask? I’m a simple person, really. There’s no purer love than that of a Ubiqueel.”

“The more I see this unfold,” Nikki said, “the more I see how wrong I’ve been. You guys may be perfect for each other.”

“Thank you.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

The class was so astounded by Coral’s sleepy lack of interest that the teacher had to make quite an effort to corral them back to their desks, and when that happened, they could not really focus. They were all just too stunned by someone pissing away a golden opportunity.

And no one wanted to ask Coral to prom. She was disgusting now. The sort of person who if you had a bit of something in your teeth wouldn’t tell you, and if you found out and asked her to get it, she would refuse on the grounds that it was cute. That was the assumption people made, anyway. That or that she was some sort of religious freak who thought she was going to get to heaven for worshiping the pathetically humble Ubiqueel.

They were an ugly, clashing pair at prom: Coral in her lime green dress and Ubiqueel perched on her bare shoulder, feathered as it was in what was honestly one of the worst shades of gray visible to the human eye.

There was a silly little tournament at prom for those who already had Culinpon. Coral was seeded the lowest, and with a lazy smile on her face went up against top-seeded Nikki. Looking on was Amanda, who was the trainer who had been upgraded to become eligible to receive a starter from the state based on Coral’s waiver.

Koacorn vs. Ubiqueel! A battle for the ages? Not exactly. The red-billed, ugly gray little bird’s opponent was a sharp-clawed marsupial with a woody protective helmet almost perfectly designed to defend it from Coral’s Ubiqueel’s attacks from above. Even though an avian Culinpon should have enjoyed a clear advantage against one with so many plant-based components, this battle was so boring that no one really wanted to watch it. Ubiqueel tackled Koacorn’s head from above. She scratched at it and pecked with her tiny toes— they could hardly be called talons— and anemic little beak, but if Koacorn were hurt by this admittedly relentless assault, it showed no evidence of pain, and waited patiently for Ubiqueel to tire itself out. That didn’t take long, then the opportunity was taken

“Wow,” Amanda said. “Thanks for clearing a path for me and making everything right in the world.”

“Uh-huh,” Coral said. “Good job, Ubiqueel! Half of all competitors have to make a first-round exit in a single-elimination tournament, unfortunately. But that’s okay, everyone has their place in the world, like Amanda said.”

“That wasn’t what I meant,” Amanda said. “Why are you so weird?”

“Because I know what it is like to be completely loved.”

“Completely annihilated, more like,” Nikki said. “You should have won that. Ugh, it makes me want to spit.”

“Feel free,” Coral said. “Have fun ramming your starters into each other like toy trains. Ubiqueel and I are going to get home early to watch a movie.”

But no one was listening to her.


Part 2: Golden


High school reunion. Twenty years. It was in the summer so almost everybody by now was thirty-eight years old. Kids had been born, careers had been established, and dreams had been dashed. In particular, by now, most Culinpon trainers had gone as far as they could go— once you hit your wall, it was time to go home, bring your earnings with you, start a family, and give birth to or sire someone who might do better.

Coral was there. She had gained weight— good weight. She was shapely. Not many people recognized her.

“That shade of red is so flattering on you!”

“You really filled out— sorry, I know that’s a comment more fit for the ten-year reunion!”

“Glasses are so much more fashionable nowadays!”

These were some of the comments she got. This was the first reunion she had gone to so she had barely even been recognized.

“Oh, Coral! The bookworm with that amazing score! What have you been up to all these years?”

“I went to law school and became an advocate for Culinpon rights.”

“Is that the kind of lawyer that makes a lot of money?”

“Maybe.”

“Uh-huh. Still dragging around that poor little Ubiqueel.”

“Nope.”

“…You thinking about entering the tournament?”

“Yup.”

“Well, I’m going to go get a drink. See you around!”

That was how many of the conversations went. But Coral was not just talking to talk. She really did enter the tournament, which promised to be a lot more dramatic than the one at prom. She put her slip into the entry box just as she was fielding a question about her family. She had left her husband and child at home, saying ominously, “I didn’t want either of them to see this.”

It was remembered that Coral had given a perfunctory, if that, effort twenty years ago with her sad little Ubiqueel so she was seeded last again and
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Walled In






























Good for Your Soul























































































Loose Changeling

























































































































































































The Pit of Ambition



Chapter 1: The Bar to Entry


























Chapter 2: The Pit of Ambition



































Chapter 3: Eat Snow to Survive




































Chapter 4: Die Together


















































































Very Risky



Chapter 1














































Chapter 2





































































“All right then,” Dr. Ewert said. “God be with you. Haha!”

Chapter 3





















































































































“So you say,” Cassie said.

Chapter 4



























































































“You’re right,” Cassie said. “I can do it. We can do it. Let’s do it.”

Chapter 5


























































































































“In a minute,” Gabe said, cuddling her; they wriggled and writhed to arrange themselves comfortably on the bed meant for one person. “This now is the part that’s fucking cool.”

Chapter 6
























Gabe’s arm hair became tiny icicles; the gray walls became an ashen vast. He breathed out slowly, as if being stared at by a twelfth person in the room.
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