








  

  

  







Golden Opportunity



Matthew Atkinson



Front Matter


“Golden Opportunity” © 2025 Matthew Atkinson.

This is a fictional short story about events that didn’t happen to people who aren’t real.
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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 was pitted against Amanda, the first seed and the winner of the tournament at the fifteen-year class reunion. Nikki, the winner at the ten-year class reunion and the runner-up from the fifteen-year, was seeded second. Coral yawned and sipped her drink, which had a mix of rums, juices and grenadine when, it was her turn to step up to the arena. The event venue, like most in the world of Culinpon, had delineated an area for people to have Culinpon battles without tearing the place apart. This one was square.

“Ah, the clit valedictorian,” Amanda taunted from across the arena. “It will be interesting to see what you’ve been up to all these years.”

“Not really,”” said Coral. “I already lived it.”

This was the second match of the tournament and people were getting pretty hyped and drunk. When Amanda skipped her Culi Disc onto the arena floor to reveal her Carnaroo, the
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