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  Preface



It’s been a long journey to get here and I would have never have made it without the support of a small army of writers, supporters, friends, and artists. Their patience, kindness, and unbelievable charity is the only reason you’re able to look at this today.  

Each chapter comes with a few bios and portraits to help you keep track of who’s who, it was a bit of an experiment but I hope it pays off! 




The Bonus chapters are both Non-canonical, and in the case of two of them, Explicitly NSFW so please proceed at your own comfort level—




And with that finished, please enjoy!








  
  1

  
  
  Lights in a Park
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Mist had come to rest in the park for the night, sinking low and drifting between the fiery lamposts. Each lit the clearings and paths in their own island of orange warmth, contrasting the cold monochrome glow in the center of the field. A pale gold satellite circling and lighting a woman in slow approach.

Across from her stood a hero, battered but still standing. Mizuki the Jewel Knight held tight to the Ruby Blade and thought back to how things had gotten so out of hand… 




+   +   +




It was the early afternoon and the sun was high and bright, glinting on the sparkling bunnysuits below. A dozen or so pairs of bunny ears were bouncing atop the women themselves as they entreated the crowd of onlookers closer. One spectator stepped forward from the gathered bystanders, lovestruck, and found herself with a bunny on either side before a shimmer of light rendered her just another laughing lapine in the group. 

“Halt, evildoer!” A bubbling excitement was audible from the voice in the crown. “The Jewel Knight says no more!” 

The voice belonged to a knightly woman stepping onto the roof of a nearby car. The sun glittered in the gorgeous purple armor, refracting through the numerous amethysts that capped the plates covering her. Her hair matched her armor, a deep royal color fluttering in the wind, and in her hand was a massive weapon held aloft: the Ruby Blade, rectangular and as long as she was tall. A powerful symbol, and as a few had managed to surmise, the source of her powers. 

Even as she posed and showboated, her eyes were already scanning the rabbits—there, the one with the top hat! That had to be the leader. 

Her hypothesis didn’t have to wait long to be proven true as the woman gave a deep bow to the hero and then the crowd as the rest of her troupe began to fan out—making space for the theatrical confrontation. “I wondered how long until one of you arrived to poke your nose in. At least I got a cutie! I wonder… Will your bunny ears be red like your sword, or purple like the rest of you?”

Mizuki grinned, it wasn’t every day her opponent was a good sport about the fight. “Couldn’t say! Guess you just won’t know until you beat me.” The Jewel Knight levelled her blade at the villainess, the sun catching it in such a way that made it look like it was glowing. 

—Or rather, it was glowing! The rabbit-themed villain only had a moment to dive before a wide red line trailed over the wall behind her, leaving molten bricks and concrete where it touched. 

“H-hey! You could really hurt someone with that!” The magical villain exclaimed. “I haven’t even got to introduce myself yet! Ahem, I am the illustrious—” 

Mizuki closed one eye, crouching, the weapon under her arm, as the trail of molten stone sped to where the villain was standing. “Sorry! Frontload the introductions next time!” This time it actually made contact, sending the rabbit-magician rolling back head over heels, but relatively unscathed. 

“Ngh! Get her!” the villain cried from her upside-down position. The minions and recruits surrounding the ‘duel’ jumped to respond, surrounding the Jewel Knight instantly as their leader reached for her wand. 

The Jewel Knight glanced around. Every exit was blocked but one: up. She pointed the weapon at the ground, looping her shoulder over the crossguard, before the beam lit up where she was standing, sending her and the weapon soaring over the mob. She swung it back under her legs, surfing through the air on the massive weapon as she shot towards the magician like a rocket. Pulling back up at the last moment, she landed atop the villain, one of her boot heels planted assertively next to her head where she lay. 

The magician’s lower lip trembled. “I had a whole speech prepared! And a cute transformation sequence for you!” Her artificial bunny ears shook where they stuck out of her top hat, continuing to palm for the wand in her jacket.

“We’ll get to that next time! Promise.” Mizuki brought the flat of the blade down onto the villain’s noggin, sending her into unconsciousness. 

With their leader defeated, the spell was broken, and a dozen normal-looking people were left rubbing their now bunny-ear-free heads where they had once been trying to tackle the heroine. Some had friends approach and lead them off, chuckling over what was a more harmless day of magical antics in the capital. 

Still, one of the bunnies remained in her sequined suit and wandered over to where Mizuki was brushing herself off next to her defeated boss. 

“Is she going to be okay?” The bunny glanced nervously at the weapon now resting on the Jewel Knight’s back. 

“For sure,” Mizuki replied, stretching now. “Nobody got hurt, so it’ll just be a slap on the wrist and maybe a fine if she’s a repeat menace. If she wants an audience, I’m sure we can get her a spot at HeroNet. I know a few people that’d love to have you… two? On patrol.” She handed the bunny a small lavender-colored business card. “Or, heck, even a stage performance. Tell her she had great stage presence when she wakes up, would you?” 

The bunny took the card and nodded, her ears bouncing with the motion. “Sure. You’re alright. For a hero, I mean.” A car was already pulling up, a pair of uniformed authorities moving to usher the duo away for processing. 

Mizuki gave them a wink as they were walked off, the taller bunny girl still standing up for her boss’ character and lack of malicious intent. They’d be okay. Mizuki turned to face the audience—now her audience. 

She threw up a peace sign and a wide grin. “Great showing everyone! I couldn’t have done it without you believing in me, and in a better tomorrow!” Her words were met with a loud cheer.

The Jewel Knight had been a mainstay of the hero community for some time now, with Mizuki being only the most recent in a long line to wear the mantle, and to great success. She’d built up a pretty large following—more than one person in the crowd had a photo or piece of memorabilia for her to sign as she shook hands and checked in on anyone still gathered around the intersection.

She could indulge them a little. Without another incident, she was free to chat with her fans, at least until sundown…




+   +   +




Mizuki’s silhouette dashed from rooftop to rooftop against the setting sun, glinting with reds and purples. Getting to spend some time with the people she had dedicated her life to helping always lifted her spirits, and the pep in her step was palpable as she made another great leap between buildings. 

She paused to stretch, tapping the side of her helmet. “So, Shiori. What’s next on the docket?” 

Shiori, her roommate, could be heard typing on the other side of the line. It was a bit odd to live with one of her super fans, but thankfully, Shiori had been one of her closest friends before she was a fan and not the other way around. 

“Uhhh… I’m not seeing anything! HeroNet has been pretty quiet tonight.” 

“Thanks! I might do another lap around my sector and head back for the night.” Mizuki scanned the streets below for anything that needed her touch. 

“I mean, there was someone talking about how you wouldn’t beat a dragon in a fight, and I had to set the record straight. Lemme just look a little bit mooooore… Seems like there’s Typhon Syndicate goons in Oldtown? Ope! Nevermind HeroNet just dispatched someone to take care of it.” 

Mizuki rolled eyes with a slight smile. Shiori was a bit much sometimes, always a tad in her own world. At least the hero organization maintained a forum alongside the more official needs of a hero organization.

“Allllllright,” Mizuki said with a chuckle. “It sounds to me like you want me headed home. Maybe pop some popcorn and a movie? It’s not that late yet.” 

“No, no. Sorry, I promise I’m looking. No need to stop on my account! I should have been paying more attention.” 

“Hey—I’m not paying you, Shi-Shi. Don’t beat yourself up. I’m glad enough you’re looking out for me as it is.” 

Mizuki heard a slight ‘Hmph!’ on the other side of the line and had to stop herself from giggling. 

“Yeah, but people are relying on you! You’re THE Jewel Knight! If I’m letting you down, then you’re letting them down!—” There was a flash down the street, distracting Mizuki as Shiori continued jabbering. “—a lot to a lot of people. You’re important.”

“Yeah… One sec, is there anything coming up around the park on Twenty-Sixth?” 

“Oh!” There was a tense silence on the line as the sound of typing became the only thing audible.

The light flashed again, definitely small but powerful, visible as it lit up the trees and even made the patchy clouds above shine for a moment. 

“That is not normal…” Mizuki squinted down at the trees but couldn’t make anything out from this distance, the fog beginning to settle in on the park obscuring what little she would have seen at this distance. 

“Not seeing anything online,” Shiori’s voice came over the comms. “Why? Something weird going on?” 

“It’s probably nothing. I’ll be home in ten, tops; you get started on the popcorn!” Mizuki was already hopping down from the roof. A quick burst from the Ruby Blade scorched the concrete below, softening her fall.

“Yes, ma’am! Right away, ma’am!” The response earned a chuckle from Mizuki. Even with them being friends for years now, it didn’t stop Shiori from acting like a starstruck fan every chance she got. 

“Maybe you can call me that when I’m paying you, but until then let’s stick to a first name basis, okay?” 

There was a pause and Mizuki was worried she had hurt the girl’s feelings until finally… “Okaaaay.” 

Mizuki nodded and dashed into the park as the sun disappeared behind the buildings entirely overhead. 

The park was quiet, which wasn’t uncommon after hours, but something about the way the grass was still and the bushes were quiet despite the gentle breeze didn’t sit right with Mizuki. She had reached just about where she had seen the flash, but there was nothing to go off of. 

Even the bugs were quiet. No crickets. No frogs. The sound of the fountain bubbling in the park plaza was the only thing providing any reassurance, and Mizuki figured it would be as good a place to check as any. 

Sure enough, she spotted something glowing beyond the trees as she approached. Something that wasn’t a lamppost. Mizuki crouched low as she approached, spotting two figures through the fog, one larger, one smaller. 

There! The light again—it drifted lazily from the smaller figure, a woman, beginning to orbit the larger before finally disappearing into it just as the other figure went limp, collapsing onto the ground. 

“Hey! Are they okay? What’s going on here?!” Mizuki stepped out of the shadows, drawing her weapon. The larger figure, still standing, slowly turned to face her, but Mizuki couldn’t make out any features. They were silhouetted—standing taller than any human and half as broad. Their outline was broken up with sharp edges and what looked like horns growing out of them. 

“Another snack? So soon?” 

“A treat! Sister, I’m starved.” The voices were coming from in front of her, from the figure itself. Two will-o-wisps emerged from the cloak, leaving the figure standing behind them. They spiralled around one another in that familiar cold glow that chilled Mizuki’s blood to look at. Not even the thickest jacket could dissuade the draining shiver that gripped the girl. 

“What did you do to that woman?” Mizuki levelled the weapon at figure. “I won’t ask again.” There was no response, two lights drifting audaciously around the area. They weren’t spirits. Figments and Whimsies didn’t reveal themselves to their victims. Vampires didn’t glow. This was something strange and terrible and new. She tightened her grip on the weapon. 

“We ate our fill, of course,” one said, a bit of predatory sharpness to the words. Mizuki doubted that hunger had been so easily sated.

“She’ll be fine. A bit empty of motive or personality, but it wasn’t like she was using it.” The other finished, her voice lighter than her pair, more breathy. 

“But you seem full of life…” 

“But you seem full of life…” 

The two spoke in choral unison. The figure they orbited remained silent but for a snort of dismissive frustration at their wards. Mizuki wondered if they were a victim as much as the girl breathing softly as she laid on the cobbles in the plaza. 

Whatever these two were, they were abominable and Mizuki was going to put a stop to it. That was what the Jewel Knight did. 

“Mm, still pushing that envelope. Fine. Pet, go wait at the entrance of the park, like a good little meal.” 

Mizuki’s eyes flickered away from the trio to see the woman climbing to shaky legs, before bowing to her attackers and beginning to walk towards the hero. She passed by just close enough for Mizuki to notice the gentle smile on her face and the utter lack of color in the girl’s body and clothes, as if she’d just walked out of a classic film. 

This was not normal. 

Mizuki raised a hand to her ear. “Shiori, come in.” 

Nothing… She must still be busy getting ready for movie night. Mizuki resolved to wrap this up quick so she could get back in time, else they’d be up watching something past their bedtimes. With the chilly fog drifting over her skin, cuddling up on a warm couch with her friend was sounding better and better. 

Mizuki refocused her attention on the silent, towering attendant to the twin lights, just in time for them to extend an open hand towards Mizuki, a blinding flash being the only signal the fight had begun. The sword nearly leapt from Mizuki’s hand from the impact of the giggling, twisting light. 

Over and over, the amorphous radiance smashed against her, battering her guard and shattering the stone pavers beneath with the conducted collision. Mizuki’s eyes struggled to follow the movements as the luminous trails they left seared into her retinas. 

Finally, the light found purchase through her guard and lit up the park in a spotlight once again with a blow that sent her skidding along the plaza like the surface of a lake. Pieces of her armor fell free with each bounce, ringing like a wind chime in the dark 

The Jewel Knight stood slowly, her knees wobbling as she tried to regain her bearings. Her eyes struggled to adjust to her gleaming enemy, making the park beyond look black as tar. She swung her weapon back and forth, trying to ward off a followup until the blindness wore off. There was a flicker of light to one side, drawing her attention just in time for something else to blast her off her feet once again. 

The sound of running water let her know she was in the fountain. Her head was swimming, and more worrisome was that the spot she was struck didn’t hurt. It felt cold, numb. She glanced down at her trembling hands and noticed the color was draining from the gems that studded the magical armor she wore. Her mind raced for any sort of opening to exploit in her enemy. Anything to stem the beatings she was suffering. 

It only clicked as Mizuki used the edges of the broken fountain to hoist herself up. They always attacked from the same direction. The light might have been fast, but it wasn’t clever. She didn’t need to see it if she knew where it was coming from. Her hands tightened around the grip of her weapon, the closest thing she had to a partner, as she prepared to turn this fight around. 

A moment. 

Another. 

The flicker drew her eye even through her contracted pupils and she swung at the opposite side, feeling the satisfying ringing of the Ruby Blade hitting something solid. 

“H-hey! That’s not fair!” whined the light in a bitter timbre. 

Mizuki didn’t respond as she put her shoulder into the clash, forcing the light back. She blinked, willing her eyes to adjust faster—just in time to spy the horned figure watching the fight, unmoving from where they were when Mizuki had arrived. 

The figure had to be the mage that summoned these… whatever these things were. If she eliminated them, it should take their minions with them! It was a stretch, but she didn’t see any other route to victory. The Ruby Blade began to glow. It was now or never. 

“Over here! Your fight is with me!” the closer light shouted as it saw the weapon, and then the entirety of Mizuki’s armor began to light up. 

“I’m sorry for this. I can’t take chances.” Mizuki raised her weapon into the air, a red line parting the clouds extending from the chisel-edge of the Ruby Blade. In a single arc, she brought the weapon down towards the thorny figure, the red line growing and widening as a warbling sound filled the air. The attack grew and grew into a massive pulsing river of energy directly ahead of Mizuki. The stones below bubbled and popped as the water inside of them evaporated and the fog peeled away in favor of a shimmering heat-haze surrounding Mizuki’s finishing blow. 

Mizuki watched with horror as her attack split and bloomed like a flower into a dozen radial angles when it hit its target, as if it were mere water from a faucet, not the culmination of her training and will to survive. The park rumbled with innumerable explosions spiralling out from where the split streams finally landed. 

When the attack finally finished, the figure was still standing there, orbited by the second light, one that had never left and seemed to have deflected the attack with little effort. The blast seemed to have ruined the person’s cloak, revealing only more spikes and overlapping sharp edges—any identifying features obscured by the mist rolling back into the vacuum the blast had left. 

Mizuki the Jewel Knight held tight to the Ruby Blade and thought back to how things had gotten so out of hand…

So many what-ifs, but none of them helped Mizuki rescue the drained woman waiting for her outside the park. 

The light that shielded the thorny mystery-person flickered, unfolding into a figure similar to a human shape, details obscured and face wreathed in a neon white halo. Its eyes were cruel, and the barest hint of a smile widened across its face.

“That stuuuung! Io, leave some for me. I’m a little upset with this one.” 

The light that had been battering Mizuki’s defenses unfurled similarly into a woman so selfsame that Mizuki assumed they had to be twins, or even copies of the same original. She didn’t seem as concerned as her mirror image, turning back to the girl and their mutual chaperone to blow a raspberry at them. 

“Make me! You’re not the only one with an appetite, Dione.” 

Mizuki glanced to see what Dione’s response would be when she felt the slight chill that preceded another attack. Mizuki parried blindly and found herself caught. Io held the Ruby Blade between two fingers. 

“Ah, ah~!” The phantom clicked her tongue dismissively.  

Mizuki didn’t miss a beat, thrusting the weapon forward despite the grip on it, the tip running through the phantom squarely in her chest. This at least seemed to have an impact, causing the glowing girl to flicker and shimmer at her edges. 

“Io!” Her twin called out as the unstable apparition stumbled back. 

Io seemed scandalized at the indignity of being stuck, and Mizuki redoubled her resolve. She might have a chance if they were this thoughtlessly arrogant. 

“That—” She clutched at her chest, still more see-through than the rest of her. “That actually hurt. You’re lucky I don’t bleed.” 

“I don’t know,” Mizuki replied. “I don’t usually have to worry about it staining my sword.” 

Io frowned. 

Mizuki could tell she had successfully goaded the villain when she leapt towards the Jewel Knight and right into another full power blast directly to her face. She could feel the parts of her that had been touched, been drained, ache as she pushed more and more of herself into the (hopefully) finishing blow. She would banish this parasitic sunbeam, then her twin, and save the… day..? 

Dione was clapping. 

“Thank you. Thank you…” Io responded, letting the beam through her float somewhere between liquid smoke and the bubbles of a lava lamp. Mizuki could only watch in horror as the dispelled attack was pulled into Io’s glowing form as if she was slurping up noodles, or a black hole swallowing even light. 

“Did you really think you could kill me? With a blast of scrumptious uncut power? I’m made of energy, you dunce. At best, it was a snack.” She approached with every word, taking a masturbatory pleasure in watching the dread on Mizuki’s face. “Desperation really adds an acerbic bite you can’t get from willing victims.” 

Mizuki took a step backwards. 

“Well, sister,” Dione chimed. “Verdict?” 

Mizuki broke into a run. 

“Absolutely delicious~! We’re definitely keeping this one.” 

Even with the grey left by their attacks spreading across her, Mizuki knew she had to escape. She had to make it back to Shiori. It took all of her remaining energy to leap high into the air and far away from the trio of unnerving monsters, only for one of the phantoms to practically apparate before her. Mizuki kicked away just as the girl reached for her—launching herself back down into the ground and sending cobbles flying in every direction, one zipping through the other spirit harmlessly.  

The weakness in her bones was growing. Mizuki barely had enough in her to stand up and the twins knew it, circling her on both sides, enjoying her expressions, watching her body language, drinking in every moment of her defeat. 

Mizuki wasn’t sure how long she had left. She raised a finger to her ear slower than she intended. “Shiori? Please be there.” 

“Heya! What’s up—? I’ve narrowed down the selection, but do you have a genre in mind? I’m thinking romcom, maaaabye horror,” replied a familiar voice. 

The relief was palpable, such that Mizuki had to physically stop herself from giving the game away as she continued in a hushed tone. 

“Shiori, I need you to listen to me.” 

“Always am, boss.”

One of the phantoms (Mizuki couldn’t tell which was which) licked her lips, and Mizuki realized she had less time than she thought. “Shiori. I need you to come to the park in the morning.” 

“Jewel? Are you okay? What’s going on?” The two phantoms were getting closer. Mizuki tried to block out their arguing over who’d get a larger share. 

“You’re going to look for a plaza, one with a fountain. And then…” Mizuki’s eyes trailed over the skyline, finding the exact thing she was looking for. “You’re going to look for the biggest oak tree you can find, and you’re going to grab my sword, okay?” 

“Mizuki? You’re scaring me…” Shiori stood up as she held the phone to her ear, knocking over the popcorn bowl and sending fluffy kernels spilling over the carpet. 

“You’re going to find it, and then you’re going to be the Jewel Knight, and you’re going to be amazing, okay? Don’t come looking for me. I repeat, do not come looking—”

“What?” Shiori laughed nervously. “No! You’re going to be fine! Come on, you’re the Jewel—” Mizuki crushed the transceiver in her ear. 

“Ugh, are you finished? We’re getting impatient.” 

“I wonder if her sword tastes like rock candy, sister!” 

“It’s like licking a battery, but in a good way.” 

Mizuki took a deep breath. It was like a high dive. Sure, it was scary, but she could do it. There was only one step left. The two girls approached closer and closer until Mizuki could see the faintest outline of their eyes and their crescent-moon smiles. Just as they leaped for the kill, a flash filled the park, a deep and rich crimson, very unlike the pale lights that had grabbed Mizuki’s attention in the first place. 

When the red cleared, both spirits found Mizuki’s weapon and armor were inexplicably gone. She had hurled the blade into the very oak she’d pointed out to her friend, more than half the park away. They would never find it before Shiori got there in the morning. 

Mizuki let herself laugh. She was scared, but despite everything, her friend would be okay. Even if this was the end of her story, another would rise for the next chapter in her stead. Evil would never win forever. “Sorry to spoil your dinner, but you can’t blame me.” 

The spirits frowned, only adding to Mizuki’s short-lived success. They hadn’t been expecting that. 

The exhaustion and constant drain of the monochrome crawling across her finally caught up with Mizuki, and her legs gave out, dropping her to her knees. She would be strong; whatever magic they’d drain, whatever fighting spirit they’d feed on, she had more. And she had Shiori. She held the image of her friend in her mind. It stung imagining how afraid she might be, but maybe in her mind, she could still watch that movie, focus on that instead of—

The phantom had a hand inside Mizuki’s head. She’d gone limp. Her mouth hung open, trying to form a word that was lost on her lips. “Well, she still had some spunk left, Dione. Better hurry up not to miss out.” 

The other was resting her head on Mizuki’s back, hands wrapped around the girl’s stomach in a gentle hug. “I am, Io. I just like to savor it.” 

“Suits me.” Io pulled her hand out of the girl’s head. Whatever the hero had been thinking about, it left a bad taste in her mouth. She contented herself watching Mizuki’s hair go white and her skin turn grey. Just as smooth as before, but monochrome. Empty. Blank. 

Dione moved her hands up, massaging Mizuki’s chest through her shirt. “She’s wonderful, sister! There’s so much love here. Mmmm… So many flavors. Anger, fear, longing, relief. It’s a cocktail and a half.” 

“Finish up. You always take too long. You, thrall—follow us out until we get back to the car. I can’t wait to stuff you in a maid outfit. One more hero for the collection back home.” 

The thrall that was once Mizuki nodded. She stood, passing through Dione harmlessly before waiting for her new owners to lead the way out of the park. 

Still, something inside of her flickered. Perhaps she’d managed to hide something from the immolating light, or perhaps Dione had taken too long eating her share, as Io said. Regardless, none of the group noticed as they walked out of the park. Mizuki was much more focused on doing what she was told. It felt nice. Her blank eyes sparkled with tears as a part of her struggled to remember what she was looking forward to only a minute before. It must have slipped her mind, but that was okay. The young Misses would remind her if she needed to act on it. 

They were nice like that. 




+   +   +




Elsewhere, a girl snuck through the park after dark. Dressed all in black, some greasepaint smeared across her eyes like a domino mask, she was nearly invisible in the low light as she wove between the lampposts. 

She took great care not to jostle her large backpack carelessly—the loot was mostly silverware, some plates, even some jewelry and candlesticks she’d collected from some of the beachfront condos she knew were vacant this time of the year. If they could afford someplace that pricey, she supposed they could afford to replace it. 

A large oak tree provided plenty of shade and cover as she moved on through the drifting fog, only for something to strike the tree next to her, shattering the silence of the night and sending more than a few splinters tumbling down around her. 

“Uh—We were moving! I work for a pawn shop! They’re my emotional support… plates?” Yua said, looking around from where she had dove to the ground, her bottle-blonde hair bouncing under a baseball cap. 

“Hello?” The park remained silent, even as Yua re-stood, almost smacking her head against something wedged in the tree above her. 

It sparkled in the thin strips of moonlight that made it through the dense fog. Different parts lighting up, refracting the dim light across constantly changing portions… It was enchanting. Enthralling, even. 

And most importantly, it was hers for the taking. Was the blade a giant gemstone? Even if it wasn’t magic (and it was clearly magic), it would be the greatest thing she’d ever nabbed, whole or shattered into untraceable pieces. 

“Oh my… Oh, Goddess above!” She couldn’t stop a giggle of excitement from escaping her. Yua could quit her job! She could get an actually nice apartment for her friend Akiko! Yua could finally have, and share, the life she deserved!

One thought ran through her mind as she set to wiggling it free: Things were finally going to be okay. 








  
  2

  
  
  New Opportunities
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Shiori didn’t sleep, or more accurately, she couldn’t. Her boss, the Jewel Knight, had given her a cryptic message before suddenly hanging up and refusing all her calls. There wasn’t anything reported at the park where she was last spotted, and Shiori couldn’t go check it out until the morning. 

She paced back and forth in the living room, the popcorn on the floor long since stale. Different theories in escalating volume and paranoia spilled from her lips as she tried to reassure herself everything was fine. 

But it wasn’t fine. Jewel Knight was in trouble and she was useless! She should have gotten her a sidekick, or at least become one, or something! She should have been working out. Should she start now? Shiori got down on the rug, the movement dislodging a few tears from her eyes. She’d do pushups until dawn or until the phone rang. 

Up and down. Her arms burned. Her elbows were shaking—maybe she should try to do them on her knees?

No! Jewel Knight fought for good because it was right, not because it was easy. She lowered herself to the carpet again and pushed. She pushed and pushed and her elbows shook and her face turned red. She couldn’t go back up. Shiori gritted her teeth and tried again—if she could do this, then the Jewel knight would be okay! She set the wager ahead of her and pushed harder. If she didn’t manage at least two, then she just didn’t care, and was an awful friend and—

Her arms gave out, and she landed on the scratchy carpet and groaned. 

Shiori laid on the floor for what felt like forever. She just wanted her friend back. She’d do it better this time, she promised. She was going to make sure the Jewel Knight never had to fight alone again. 

Shiori didn’t even realise she had fallen asleep until she awoke with the sun tickling her face. She was still on the carpet and her whole body was sore. She started to right herself when her arms ached, suddenly and without warning, reminding her of what had happened the night before. All in a moment, the anxieties and panic rushed back into her. It was far past morning; it was already afternoon, right? What time even was it? 

Her clothes were fine as they were, so she tossed on some shoes and a jacket before heading out the door. The park was a decent walk away, and she hadn’t even reached the end of the block before Shiori started feeling the lack of proper sleep or food. 

She grit her teeth and continued anyway. It was five or six blocks, tops, to get to the park, but she was already winded. How big could the park be? By the time she arrived, she had to wipe sweat from her brow, and take it slow on the wooded paths. There should be a fountain near an oak tree. Or a clearing? Shiori put a hand to her head. She couldn’t even remember the specifics. 

The birds tweeted a chipper and welcoming melody as she came upon a clearing. No fountain. No sign of struggle. She took back to the paths, wandering through the trees and vistas and, despite herself, she was beginning to calm down and feel a little more hopeful. She’d get the sword, cameo as the Jewel Knight just long enough to save Mizuki, the real Jewel Knight, and then work on becoming the best sidekick ever. 

Almost an hour later, she’d found the clearing, she was sure. A fountain, sure, but more importantly, the place was cordoned off with plenty of destruction in the area. Shiori could recognize a number of the attacks as classic Jewel Knight moves. The shape of the damage, the clean cuts… Actually, all of them seemed to be the Jewel Knight’s… Whatever she fought, it didn’t leave a single mark on any trees or grounds surrounding the clearing.

Shiori poked around, climbing under the caution tape blocking entry to the fountain. She climbed up the side, kneeling on the top portion and only barely spotting the upper branches of an oak some ways off. Almost falling over herself, she scrambled down from the fountain and took off into the brush. She dashed over the beds and bark mulch and between bushes and trees that kept the air nice and cool, humid on her face as she panted. 

When she reached the hill, she didn’t stop. She climbed at full pace until she was at the top, looking down over a few of the smaller bushes, and getting a perfect view of a large oak nearby. This tree was definitely the right one, the only such tree she could see from the hill she was standing on, but there was no sword. Was it nearby? Shiori began to circle the tree, finding the deep gouge the blade had rested here no more than half a day before. 

Someone had stolen it. 

Someone had destroyed Shiori’s only real chance at saving her friend.  




+   +   +




Back at home, and exhausted, Shiori made herself a bowl of cereal and sat down at the computer to pull up HeroNet. Above all the news and updated forum posts, the prompt was blinking in the search bar, punctuating her heartbeats as she went through whatever leads she might have. If she couldn’t use Mizuki’s sword to save her, then Shiori would have to find another way to defeat whatever was strong enough to capture her friend. 

>how to become a hero? 

Dozens of articles on self help, community service, how to be there for a friend in need. Not what she wanted—she deleted it and started again. 

>gained powers from

Radioactive wildlife, comets, mutations, powersuits, bloodlines, powers entrusted by a friend or mentor. Shiori blinked a few tears away. Those were too dangerous and too random to be relied on. If the Jewel Knight was still alive, she had no idea for how long she had. 

>new villain

There we go. A few stories about overeager thieves and miscreants getting new powers by luck or by theft or—what was that? A few pics of a new sidekick with a unique look. Brass and blindfold and some sort of bandage around the additions. She searched around for posts with a similar timestamp. Maybe someone was talking about it in another thread? 

Then checking the area… Okay, there was another instance of a few unique henchwomen and mooks around that time, and they shared the same look, yet each of them was supporting a different small time villain. She went back to her list of superhero forums (including a few villain-only ones she’d faked her credentials to get onto) for specific terms relating to the oddly uniform appearance. HeroNet was big—but being an official organization in addition to the social side of it meant there was little tolerance (or want) to share illicit activities on it. Finally, she got someone complaining about the look of her new living weapon. Too much skin and brass, and it never laughed at her jokes.

This was great! She ignored the rude tone and dark topic, and paged through the thread, ignoring post after post of razzing and memes and general unpleasantness until someone asked where they could send some hate mail. 

There was a link. A cover business fronting for the actual operation—an address. 

Shiori slammed the laptop closed. Her breathing was getting out of control. This was a bad idea. This was a terrible idea, and it was the only way she could help anymore. She leapt up and threw her jacket back on. Shiori the assistant was useless for the Jewel Knight when it mattered, but Shiori the minion would finally make a difference.




+   +   +




Shiori made sure she was at the right spot several times on her phone. There was a small basement entrance down a street level staircase on the side of a closed bookstore. She descended the rainslicked steps one at a time, holding onto the patinaed railing. The door was metal and heavy and, surprisingly, not locked…

The hall was lit with a single, dim light and capped on the other end with another heavy door. Shiori wiped at her nose—the smell of antiseptic and chemical clean made it feel like a decontamination airlock. 

Clearly, this next room was a workshop of sorts. The walls were close, bare concrete and exposed brass with a number of bubbling tanks of different liquids. Plastic tubing wove through small ports in the walls, and liquid, clear or bile or sanguine ichor, trailed through them at pace with the constant hum suffusing the cave-lab. The last oddity were several metal boxes and other blank structures built into the walls; the lack of screens made them seem almost decorative. 

Most concerning of all in the dimly lit room was the curtained off corner. Plastic sheeting hung over the only tiled floor in the place, the caulk red with dried— 

Shiori shut her eyes. 

<I see you’ve not found my office to your liking.> The words echoed in Shiori’s head, as if the room was deeply cavernous, all at once. <Telepathy. It’s harmless, but I assure you: I am not,> continued the voice as the squeak of boots on slick tile approached. 

Across the room from Shiori stood an intimidating woman: her face was obscured by a porcelain mask inscribed with a strange glyph made of circles, and a half-moon, while the rest of her garment seemed to be a mix between a nun’s habit and a doctor’s scrubs. Most of her outfit was black rubber and leather, with an eyecatching island of white—her mask. 

“You’re the one who’s been making new grunts for local villains,” Shiori said, as an accusation more than a question. 

<And you seem to be a meddlesome girl. A reporter, or some vigilante who’s not aware of the danger she’s in.> Something flickered along the nun’s hand and Shiori was suddenly locked in place, as if her limbs had given up on resisting. <Come to play hero? Show the world you can finish the last living Hypogeic off?> 

Shiroi couldn’t struggle, but found the woman had left her mouth free to some relief, and chose her next words carefully. 

“No, no! I promise. I’m here for your services—you’re selling some sort of upgrade, right? I can pay! You need the money, right? I saw the bookstore up above. You’re not selling much.” 

The strange woman paused, seemingly unsure of how to proceed. A moment later—<You can relax and let me in your mind, or I can rip the information out myself.> 

“Sure. I’m telling the truth.” 

The woman approached, reaching out a gloved hand to clasp Shiori’s face in her palm. There was a pressure building in her head, as if she were suddenly changing altitude, but it kept building and building until she actively tried to relax, to be open. There was a feeling like cold water being poured inside her head, and Shiori realized her body was suddenly free. If she was quick, the door was somewhere in the dark behind her, and her body still screamed at her to run. The woman in front of her radiated a kind of dread that chilled her heart.

<One moment. I’m out of practice. Hold still.> The woman squeezed Shiori’s cheeks a bit tighter, gloves creaking as she did. Shiori did her best to follow along. She was here for a reason, and in the best case scenario, running away would leave her back at the start. She couldn’t afford to let the worst possibilities determine whether she even tried. Not for Mizuki. 

<There. Thank you. You were telling the truth. How odd. I find your kind most duplicitous.> She released Shiori and the mounting feeling of dread suddenly began to subside. Shiori realized with a bit of worry that it may have even been artificial, induced by the psychic’s own power. 

Or maybe her relaxing was something she was forced into feeling… 

<Stop that. I can read your surface thoughts, that’s all.> The woman took a step back and crossed her arms. <I am named Xyrene, though your tongue struggles to pronounce it. Welcome to my lab, Shiori.>

“Can you—”

<Make you a hero? No. But I can give you power, and I can already tell you cannot afford my services.> 

Shiori felt her heart fall out of her chest for the second time today. 

<Please stop feeling like that; it’s awfully unpleasant. I didn’t say I would make you leave empty-handed. I’ve had some trouble collecting from some previous customers. If we were to work out some insurance, a payment plan, favors…>

“You’ll make me strong?” 

<Stronger. Your body is weak, and I’m not wasting valuable materials on someone who’s willing to enter my domain with nothing to offer and with no plan. If you succeed, perhaps I will bestow upon your form greater enhancements. And if you fail, I will collect on your debt. I will strip you of your mind and will, and puppet your body long enough to sell you to the highest bidder. Is this acceptable?> 

“Yes! Goddess yes! Can we start tonight? Now?” Shiori looked up at the woman with desperation. Mizuki was out there, waiting for her, needing Shiori to save her. 

<I see no issue with that, Shiori. Please, come in and strip down. The first round of implants is likely to be the most strenuous.> Xyrene offered a hand, gently, and Shiori took it. 

“I can handle it. You’re not going to scare me off. I need to do this. I need to make this right.”

<It was simply informational, not a warning. You’ve agreed already. Back out now and everything that you are will be mine.> 

And again, Shiori wondered if she had made a big mistake, but still, she steeled herself for the first step in her plan to save the Jewel Knight and make the world a better place. She wouldn’t let her friend down again. Never again. 

“Understood.”

<Good.> Shiori got the impression that Xyrene was smiling, even behind that mask. Telepathy was a strange thing. 




+   +   +




Shiori woke for the second time today, somehow even more sore than before. Her ears were ringing and the light above her seemed to spin even when she stared directly at it. She mouthed a few words, unsure of her situation when she realized she was still strapped in place. After a moment, she panicked, pulling at the thick leather cuffs hard enough that the metal table below her groaned slightly, but to no avail. 

<Stop that. Relax, the operation was a success, despite your lack of physical care or proper prepwork going into it. I have notes on what sort of diet and exercise should look like with the implants and chemical relea—> 

“Where am I?! Who are you?!” Shiori groaned and strained again, wincing and collapsing when her shoulder began to stretch a little too far for comfort. 

The woman in the room with her, even masked, managed a deadpan expression at Shiori. <You underwent experimental surgery in order to gain the power you lacked to save your friend. I assume. You dream very loudly.> 

“Yeah… Sorry. I… dream loudly? When did you strap me to the table? What are you doing?” Shiori began to struggle again, the straps creaking and the edges beginning to curl upwards from the stress.

<If I didn’t, you probably would have been even more destructive. Given your new strength, I wouldn’t want myself or any of my things being on the wrong end of such a misunderstanding. When you are calm, I will unbind you.> 

Shiori gaped at the woman above her. She did her best to control her breathing while still struggling with the new and strange opposite of a bedside manner Xyrene seemed to be pioneering. “I’m calm.” 

<You’re not. But I will release you.> She moved a finger and the latches on the cuffs undid themselves. Shiori sat up instantly, feeling at once the strange pressures and presence of odd temperatures and weights in her limbs and torso. 

‘Calm enough not to kick your ass,’ she thought to herself. 

<Again, as a reminder, I can hear your thoughts.> Xyrene already had her back turned, gathering something off another of the side tables. Shiori almost thought to take advantage of the moment but realized what Xyrene had just said, and made a point to think better of it as loudly as possible. 

<Good. Thank you. You’re learning quickly.> She returned to the operating table, with a small gauntlet in hand. It had a few ridges across the knuckles and a flat looking dial on the side. <Standard issue, for the weapons I make of people. The dial will adjust how much strain your body will put into the punch. Higher levels will easily shatter your arm at this point; I suggest discretion until you’re better trained.>

“So, what am I called?” Shiori took the object, inspecting what seemed to be the bastard child between a long glove and some brass knuckles. 

<Shiori Koyama, I assume. Ah, you mean now, as opposed to before the procedure—normally, whoever would buy you would get to name you. Combat Thrall Seventeen doesn’t have much of a ring to it.> 

“No, my hero name.” Shiori clicked the dial a few times, watching the thick, durable gears within adjust as it connected to a small implant on the back of her hand. 

<Hm. Gearfist, I suppose.> 

Shiori smiled, “Yeah. Gearfist works.” 

<Well, Gearfist. Your work starts tonight.> Xyrene motioned upwards with two fingers, and Shiroi felt herself slip up onto her feet from where she was sitting. <As I mentioned before, you’re collecting debts to help pay off your now tremendous, outstanding tab.> 

Shiori tried not to think about how being slid around like a puppet on strings made her feel. She was still very much in the belly of the beast. “How much is that, by the way?” 

<Approximately three million lucre. The errands and favors you do for me will be covering what the interest would be.> 

“What—That’s insane! I don’t have anywhere close to that. Where am I supposed to even start making that kind of money?” 

<I’m sure you’ll figure that out. I’ll be collecting it in tenths, once a month.> She’d moved on to cleaning the strange and tainted surgical tools Shiori realized had only been in her a few hours before. 

“I can’t… That’s like… three times my rent, and with Mizuki gone I’m paying her share as well! Oh my Goddess, I’m fucked. Oh my Goddess, you tricked me! Is this some kind of sadistic game? Do you get off on this?!” 

Xyrene paused her cleaning for a moment, and there was a slight buzz in Shiori’s head. <I am being very generous to a woman who agreed to whatever terms I offered and who’s autonomy continues at my convenience. If you really cared about your friend you’d be thinking about what you can do, instead of what you cannot.> 

Shiori shut her mouth, what little excitement at her new strength she had curdled into resentment. 

<Thank you. Now, you’ll find your first target here. As a show of good will, I will waive your first payment to give you two weeks to find a proper income with your new talents.> Xyrene motioned and Shiori felt the knowledge pour into her brain like overly cold water down her back. She shivered and grimaced before heading out of the lab as quickly as she could, grabbing her clothes on the way out. 




+   +   +




Dust rose in small clouds with each footstep on the abandoned subway station. It was dark as a cave, and twice as desolate, the infrastructure left to rot as the city built up and up with new and advanced above-ground pitsteel rails. That left the old subway tunnels blocked off to upstanding citizens, and an incredible highway for contraband beneath the city. 

“Hurry up, sprouts. Train’s leaving soon, with or without the cargo.” The plant woman overseeing the operation leaned back on the tall petals surrounding wherever she stood, and took another drag off her cigarette. Her green lipstick had coated the filter as she rolled it around in her mouth. 

The grunts she’d scammed off that creepo psychic nun were effective, but poor company. Each had a visor over their eyes, and a brightly colored flower in their hair, thin roots connecting them to the minds of their victims. They were pretty much brain-dead already, so it was a breeze to control so many at once. They loaded, unloaded, fought like hell and never complained, but Barb was starting to get sick of talking to herself. It sure beat having to explain what a dryad was, but that small grace was quickly lost as she watched them haul another crate of something illegal onto the small tram set up in the station. 

Shiori watched as well, curled up in one of the stairwells that led into the station. She’d had to pry up a few boards at an entrance and break the lock off to get in. She still relaxed and flexed her new gauntlet. It wasn’t like punching through a brick wall like she’d seen on HeroNet but crushing the lock was awfully easy. 

The dryad continued barking orders at the other thralls as if it’d make them work any faster than she was controlling them. Shiori was still in her day-wear, looking more like a lost pedestrian than anyone who could put up a fight. Still, she snuck closer, doing her best to stick to the shadows. She watched, carefully seeing the routes the mindless minions were taking, as Barb threw her cigarette butt on the ground, stepping off her flower to stomp on it. 

<What are you waiting for? Your window of opportunity is closing.> The voice of Xyrene made Shiori almost jump, her hand over her mouth to keep from yelping. 

“Fine, just—it’s my first time,” Shiori—Gearfist whispered, motioning to the group of at least a half dozen baddies in an enclosed space. 

<It’s not complicated, and you are not smart enough to affect the outcome with thought alone.>

“I was way better at being mission control than you are.” Shiori started dashing forward, quietly and low to the ground.

<Your good friend Mizuki would disagree with that.> The psychic’s words made something in Shiori snap. Her body burned with anger and pain and so much bottled up helplessness. She barely had a moment to reach down and turn the little dial on her gauntlet up before putting her all into a raging strike to the back of the dryad. 

The petals surrounding Barb broke in an instant, fluttering around the room as they took the brunt of the blow. The dryad had already turned by the time Shiori could see her face, a look of surprise and disdain on her face. 

“What are you doing,” the dryad snarled. Vines began to spread out from her back, thick and coiled. 

Shiori just yelled and charged again. Xyrene wasn’t here to take the beating Shiori had in her, so this plant lady would have to do. Her fists were wild, and mostly ineffective, now that Barb knew what the girl was up to, she could block and dodge most of them, even catching her uncovered hand as Shiori threw a sloppy jab. 

“Alright, that’s enough of that.” Barb frowned and twisted Shiori’s arm, forcing her to rotate with it to avoid the dryad dislocating her wrist. A vine snaked around from above, a familiar flower on its tip, and landed on Shiori’s head. The light tap was surprising enough to make the berserk hero pause a moment. 

“What?” was all Shiori could manage before it took root. Suddenly her vision turned pink and green and orange, all swirling around and twisting over each other as the shapes began to bleed into one another.

<Calm down. She can’t control you with me here. Focus, Gearfist. You’re stronger than she thinks. She will let her guard down.> The words didn’t make any sense to Shiori. It was like a radio program from the room over as her knees began to shake. What was happening to her? Her cheeks began to turn green, one of her eyes even taking on the black sclera and orange iris of the woman smirking down at her. For some reason, she seemed like the most beautiful person in the world.

“I suppose you can just tell me what you were up to when that little flower makes you part of my garden. There’s some habits we’ll have to prune, but I’m sure you’ll blossom into a wonderful little thing for me.” Barb let go of Shiori’s uncovered hand, only to lace their fingers together and take Shiori’s cheek in her other hand. “That’s it. Relax. Let the flower’s roots go deep and drink all those worries away.” Her minions were already finishing loading the boxes onto the train as it began to power up.

<Gearfist? Pay attention. You have to resist to maintain the connection.> There was that other voice in Shiori’s head again. It was so harsh and cold it made her shiver in Mistress’ hands. Such warm green hands. Green like the sky and eyes orange as the grass and—she winced as the green spread further across her face, the beginnings of a small blooming flower mark appearing on her now-green cheek. It felt wonderful, like a full body embrace. It was the relief she’d been searching for all this time. 

She could feel herself in the woman holding her, and in the figures still working in the background. Their warmth spread into her, and hers into them. The figures were so cold, so empty. Shiori was glad they all had their Mistress to care for them. She held tighter to the green woman as a few petals began to wrap upwards around the Shiori’s legs, holding her in the full body embrace. It was so scary before, so painful, so hard. It was a nightmare Shiori was finally waking up from, and she couldn’t wait for her Mistress to guide her through it. 

<…and once she’s close enough, all you have to do is make eye—Gearfist? Are you paying atten…> It was getting harder and harder to think for Shiori as she cuddled up to the dryad. The flower in her hair was so sensitive as it brushed the swell of her Mistress’ chest. Was it this wonderful when Mizuki, the Jewel Knight, was defeated? 

“I’m sorry, Mizuki,” Shiori sighed into the green chest in front of her, with a smile on her lips. She should have fought harder, but she was always too weak, both then and now. But it was okay. Things happened, and people hurt, but they were there for one another. They could grieve together, and support her, just as she would support her new garden in turn. 

“I missed that, my little sapling, say again?” Barb said as she lifted Shoiri’s head to meet her eyes, only to see one of them was glowing purple-magenta, brighter and brighter until it burst forth like a shotgun blast of psychic energy. “You wretched pest! What’s even your problem?” Barb dropped the girl as she stumbled backwards, clutching at her eye. The train’s brakes hissed as they released behind the dryad, and she began to retreat towards it. 

Gearfist stood in awkward motions, her right eye still burning pink as the flower in her hair began to shrivel up. “Xyrene wants her things back. Return them or suffer.” Shiori’s voice had a raspy low echo in it as the Hypogeic puppeted her body for a moment. 

Barb’s lip curled at the mention of the name. “Xyrene can pound sand, you freak. I’ll turn you to mulch next time I see you!” She dashed away, her petal hair shifting to cover the part of her face that was missing, even as it regrew with vines filling the space. The train was moving as Barb flitted onto it, and her minions—who Shiori was realizing were covered in augments similar to hers—supported her.  

The train had rolled out of the station by the time Shiori realized she was in control of her faculties again. She started after it, the desperation carrying her legs more than anything. She felt exhausted.

<No need to pursue. You’ve done well enough. Come back, and I’ll patch you up for free. This time.> 

“She’s getting away. You said I needed to collect on her debt. Was it those people with her? Did you do something to them?” Shiori’s chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath, her hand in the gauntlet aching as if she’d just held a twenty pound weight for an hour. 

<Barb will pay me what I’m due, because she knows I can find her and hurt her now. I didn’t need you to recover the items stolen, only give her a little bit of pressure.> Xyrene replied, still ignoring any inconvenient questions. 

“You could have told me that earlier. And the attack you did there at the end? Would have helped to know that ahead of time.” 

<As long as you maintain the connection, I am able to channel some of my power through you. The only goal of this exercise was to determine your value. If you were incapable of fighting on your own—of at least trying when you thought you were without assistance—you wouldn’t be worth my help in the first place.>

“That’s grim.” 

<Use your inside voice. I’m not talking to you over a headset,> Xyrene chided. 

Shiori paused, considering her options, the slight delirium of the flower’s poison still coursing through her veins. “No, I don’t think I will.”  

<Fair.>




+   +   +




“—and everything went perfectly. Thanks for the job, happy to do whatever else you’re in the market for. Feel free to call.” Barb smiled.

The shadowed figure adjusted slightly where she rested, some dozen feet off the ground. “I’m very impressed with your results, Barb. Still, I might be a tad pedantic, but didn’t you have your petals over your other eye when you left?” 

“Uh, yes. I didn’t think to mention it as the cargo was already safely secured, but there was a small disturbance. Took care of it. Not a worry.” Barb continued to smile, a finger brushing her cheek to rustle her petals in a charming show of affection, making sure not to reveal the still-healing patch of green beneath.

“Barb, my beautiful rose. No one knew where you’d be aside from myself and that psychic I gave you the money to purchase some mindless help from. I hardly think anyone would stumble into our operation by accident. You wouldn’t have done something to, say, endanger that arrangement, would you?”

“Nothing at all.” Barb stiffened as her employer grew close, her impressive form seeming to hover in the darkness of the pristine room. “…Ma’am.” 

“Nothing like, perchance, taking the payment and using it for personal matters, stiffing our mutual business partner in the process?” 

Barb couldn’t tell if she’s been caught, but if she had, admitting it wouldn’t make things any better. Her employer had a hook on everyone Barb knew, even outside the syndicate. Even if she’d tried to run, she’d be ratted out, betrayed, caught and dragged before her in a day. “Wouldn’t think of crossing you, ma’am.” 

“Perfect. So glad I can count on you. Do something about that mole problem, then. If there’s even so much as a disturbance on the next project I hire you on for, I’ll have that pretty brain of yours pruned and potted in my office for decoration.” 

“Ahhah… Always the practical joker, ma’am” Barb was already beginning to slide back on her flower. 

“I’m really not, love. I hope our time together doesn’t end soon. You’ve been so wonderful to work with.” A quiet chittering followed Barb as she slid out of the darkened two-story penthouse and back into the brightly light hall. Her soft smile continued into the elevator, through the lobby, even out into the street until she disappeared into the nearby alleyway. She checked her body for anything that’d followed her out of the boss’ den and shuddered. She needed to finish the psychic and her newest toy once and for all.




+   +   +




Shiori sat on the operating table for the second time that night, feeling even more banged up than before. Her hand had developed purple patches around the implant at the top of it, and her breathing was labored. It felt like every part of her had run a marathon and was still figuring that out as different parts of her shut down randomly only to come back on a moment later. 

“Am I always going to feel this terrible after a fight?” 

<If you tune your body higher, you’re liable to feel worse. I did some skimming on your mind while you were resting—you need to visit a gym. I don’t have any Hypogeic growth chambers, so you will have to grow stronger manually. And… Boxing, as you call it? Look into that.> 

“What about my other hand?” 

<Hm? What about it? Simply do not use it.> Xyrene waved in the air as she gathered up an ice pack and a few bandages. 

“What? Boxers use both hands. Where’s my second little attachment? You’re not stiffing me, are you?” Shiori was starting to realize Xyrene was playing a lot of her dealings by ear, given how the night went. 

<Oh? Well, I wouldn’t have a boxer with one good arm working with me. Come back sometime this week, and I’ll squeeze you in when I find time between appointments.> 

Shiori thought back to what she was reading on the villain forums, and how hard she had to search to find this place in the first place. Something told her Xyrene didn’t have many appointments at all. “Mm, very generous of you—ah! That hurts.” Xyrene was pressing an ice pack to the back of her hand. 

<Painkillers will interfere with your strength and the combat stimulants. The pain is good. Channel it. You responded well to the prodding early on. Elaborate on this Mizuki girl. You seem fixated on the name, but I cannot tell why from your scattered emotions.> Xyrene wrapped the ice pack in gauze, and then secured it to Shiori’s hand. 

“She’s the most amazing person in the world. She even let me be there for her, helping her on her missions and managing her fan club and promoting her. She even let me live with her!” Shiori winced as Xyrene tied the ice pack a little tighter. 

<If such an amazing person could be defeated, you have a long way to go before you can enact revenge on her behalf.> The psychic stepped back and began putting her tools away. She never seemed to stop moving, Shiori noticed. 

“If I can find her sword, I’m sure I’ll be strong enough to crush whoever hurt her,” Shiori said. Xyrene simply nodded and motioned to the door. 

<You have plenty of other things to worry about now. Two weeks, three hundred thousand lucre. Or I collect on your mind and find someone stronger to be my tool.> 

“I’ll have your money, I’ll rescue Mizuki, and I’ll find her sword.” Shiori said, an anger, a determination, she hardly recognized bubbling in her chest once more at whoever stole the last thing her friend left her, and left the underground lab to go home, preferably to sleep for a week. 
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  A new hero for everyone- Gem Knight!
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Yua stretched in her bed. The sun was keeping the top of the blankets so warm it would be a crime to get up so early in the day—but alas, she broke into people’s houses for a living, and someone had to make breakfast for her and her roommate. Yua slid out of bed, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she landed on the cold carpeted floor, making sure to pause and warm up again where the sun laid a golden square on the carpet. She bobbed in place with a few morning jumping jacks and let her equally golden-brown hair bounce around her face. 

“Akiko! Morning!” Yua pushed through the half-open door into the living room-kitchen combo and made a beeline for the frying pan, still greased from last night’s fried egg. She got some leftover rice from the fridge and dumped it in with some butter as she turned on the burner beneath it. The other three stove coils weren’t working, so the medium frying pan always stayed in the one spot. A little ways in, she cracked an egg over the pan just in time to see her roommate and childhood friend Akiko wander out of her own room and gingerly walk to the couch. 

Akiko had always been a little on the frail side, and a lasting bout of pit-sickness had her bedridden most of every day, only standing to move to the small common room or the bathroom. To help out, Yua had been picking up double shifts where she could lately. They’d always been close, and Yua had a suspicion that her childhood friend and roommate might have more feelings for her than just friendship, but neither of them had ever pushed the envelope.

“Hey, Yua. You’re in a good mood. Something happen?” Akiko yawned and pulled the comforter that had been coiled on the couch over her shoulders. Her own mint-colored hair was growing in brown at the roots and was in need of a brush. Her smile was gentle and made Yua’s whole day even better, just a few minutes into being awake.

“Yep—found something fantastic on the way home.” Yua’s grin was so wide it made her cheeks hurt. She’d almost forgotten the sword she’d found the night before, the one that seemed to be carved from a single massive ruby gemstone. 

“Found… Or stole?” Akiko’s voice turned a tad more serious. 

“Found it, I promise. It was just hanging out in the park, stuck in a tree. I looked around if anyone had left it there by accident, but I figured someone would take it home, so why not me?” Yua leaned down to where she had it stashed between the fridge and the wraparound counter. 

“So, was it, like, a cool toy or—oh, Goddess above! What on Earth is that?” Akiko’s mouth fell open as Yua hefted the massive blade onto the counter, making sure it caught the sun just right to shine pink and scarlet all over the walls of the small apartment. 

“It’s our ticket out of this dump! We can sell this, or, hell—turn it in for a reward if it’s hero stuff. It’s gotta be worth a couple hundred grand at least. Maybe we’ll be able to buy a place!” 

“Yua, that’s definitely hero stuff! What if it belongs to someone dangerous or, like, someone needs it to fight crime?!” Akiko pulled the blanket a little tighter over her shoulders, where it bunched up around her neck like a large plush hoodie. 

“Who says I can’t fight crime with it, too? You always said you wanted me to quit with the illegal stuff. Maybe this can be my way of giving back. And, like, who knows how much I could make doing it? We could even afford the treatment for your illness. If they come up with a cure, I’ll be able to cover that as well.” Yua’s voice shook with excitement as she set the massive chisel-sword back onto the countertop.

“You don’t have to spend all that on me. I’m sure the insurance wouldn’t cover both of us, and who knows what sort of injuries you could rack up? You already do everything for me anyways. You should get what you want, but you should probably give the sword back to whoever it belongs to.” 

“Yeah, well, whatever magical girl superhero insurance they’re selling, I’m sure it’ll cover whoever I decide to marry too.” Yua said, ignoring the last part of Akiko’s comment and sliding onto the couch with her. It was so worth it to buy the comforter for the two of them, Yua thought. Even if it did almost land her in jail for the necklace she’d stolen to afford it. 

“You’re joking.” Akiko seemed mortified but was turning such a pretty red color and Yua was sure she could feel the warmth coming off of her through the comforter. Yua knew she really shouldn’t tease her best friend about it, but she was so cute whenever the thief joked about their future together.

“Just having fun. Don’t worry.” Yua wrapped an arm around Akiko and gave her a squeeze as Akiko leaned into the hug. They sat like that for a minute before Yua suddenly jumped to her feet. “Crap! The rice!” She dashed off to the other side of the room to tend to their meal, salvaging what she could for breakfast. 




+   +   +




Janet paused working on the rail line to fiddle with her PDA device. The train schedule for the day had only been able to delay service for an hour before the first train car would be passing through here. She shook the small handheld gadget again; it was giving off some very odd and worrying readings about the pitsteel rail lines. Her friends always told her she was too cavalier about this job. 

The rails in question were supposed to receive a small amount of energy at all times, charging the train and allowing it to almost hover along the tracks with little drag, needing basically no thrust. Normally, this would be controlled by stimulating it with an electric current, which was where she came in. She checked her electrometer again. The lines were stable and then suddenly—there it was again, the strange burst in voltage. Janet scratched at her chin, beginning to feel slightly itchy. Maybe her friends were right. Pitsteel was dangerous stuff; most of the monster girls that terrorized town were caused by accidents involving it or misuse by untrained handlers. 

Her finger circled around one of the buttons on the electrometer, the nail beginning to lengthen, turning black and sharp enough to score the plastic. Janet bent down to check the tracks again to look for whatever was causing the surges, unaware that her jeans were ripping around her legs as she bent at the hips, now thicker at the thighs.

It was unlikely, given the rare frequency of the pulses, but if a train carrying passengers came through here during one such surge, there could be an entire pack of rabid and recently transformed monsters destroying the town! Not like Janet, she reassured herself. If she were a monster, she’d be one of the good ones. And thus it was her job to prevent that exact issue in the first place.

She stood up and straightened her back out, enjoying how the swell of her shoulders and chest stretched her shirt to the limits of its threads and how her jeans fell in tatters below her to reveal scales beneath. She’d be such a good monster girl, only transforming those who really wanted it. She blinked a few times, pupils slitted when she opened them again, soft triangles trailing down from her eyes onto her cheeks. 

Monsterization was incurable, but the initial transformative frenzy was something you could overcome. All Janet would have to do, if she was affected, was survive the urge to spread, and then she’d be the hottest snake in town. She chuckled and stretched, her claw slicing straight through the delicate electronic in her hand with the slightest pressure. Agh, her boss always said she was too rough with her equipment.

Wait a moment—her tongue flickered out between her now-teal lips as she thought. Why would she be a snake? She’d obviously be a cute dog-girl or a cat or something. She leaned back on the long coiled tail that’d replaced her lower half and thought for a moment. But if she was a snake, she could probably hypnotize people. Cute people, and then they could lotion her dry skin and scratch those hard to reach places on her lower back. And, well, if they were helping with that, why shouldn’t they help her carry her heavy equipment?

Why shouldn’t they obey her every command, desperate to make her life better, so that she may spread her blessings to them in kind? But only if they earn it. She was a good, generous monster girl, but generosity only went so far for a covetous naga like herself. Janet nodded, her hair falling around her face like a half-hooded cobra, smiling with a mouth full of fangs. That sounded just like her indeed… 




+   +   +




Yua and Akiko had eaten quietly, enjoying the midday sun as it shimmered on the windows of the building across the alley from them. The sound of cars rumbled below, and the hum of air conditioners rang out from other windows in the building. 

Akiko was now lounging on the couch, while Yua did the dishes in the sink. It was shaping up to be a pleasant day off. All Yua had to do was sneak her haul (the silver flatware she’d gone to nick in the first place, not the sword) from last night out of the apartment without Akiko seeing her, and then it would be perfect. 

Suddenly, a rumble cut through the room, and Yua almost dropped one of the bowls. She set it in the sink and looked up. Akiko was already poking her head out the living room window when a crash echoed through the apartment building.

“Yua, it’s another monster incident—we should try and call someone. Yua?” Akiko turned back to her friend, who was already hefting the Ruby Blade over a shoulder. 

“Providence is knocking and Yua the Ruby Raider is going to answer!” Yua struck a pose, sticking the sword out for a moment before stumbling as the weight pulled her forward. 

“…We can workshop the name. Just be safe, okay?” Akiko gave a smile from the couch, trying to hide just how worried she was for her closest friend in the world. 

Yua adjusted her grip on the sword and tried to calm her heart in the elevator on the way down. She was going to be head-to-head with a monster—who knew what kind?—and maybe even an established villain. But that’s what a hero did—

Nah, she wasn’t a hero. She still had debts to square, and Akiko deserved a friend who could tell the truth, before Yua got to call herself that.

The elevator dinged, and Yua snapped back to the current situation and all the anxiety that came with it. Only then did she realize that it felt remarkably like any other instance of stage fright, and like with those other times—the performances, the shoplifting. As long as she took the initiative, she didn’t have anything to be afraid of. A bout of the giggles overtook her as she stepped off the elevator and into the small lobby of the apartment, massive Ruby Blade in hand, before dashing out the door. 

The scene was remarkable: the street was filled with half a dozen people stumbling around, their skin segmented in rainbow bands from their head to their feet. Their hair seemed to be the color of whatever the top stripe of their pattern was, and only their clothes gave them any sort of individuality. Members of the afflicted in the crowd reached out, stumbling like zombies towards her, their monochrome eyes giving them a particularly enchanted appearance. 

Yeah, there was some monster magic stuff going on, Yua concluded. She pushed along the sidewalk, keeping free of where most of the minions were stumbling around in the street, hopping onto and over a car to avoid a dense block of the rainbow thralls. One managed to get a hold of her hoodie and Yua bent low, bopping them in the chest with the butt of the sword, knocking them back with a low groan. 

“Sorry, not sorry!” Yua shouted as she continued, blocked off from an alley shortcut she was about to take by a few of the drones. She turned the opposite direction, but the way she came was now blocked as well. The only clear path led to where a particularly large monster girl was waiting. Yua suddenly worried the mob was corralling her towards that exact spot, and she would be left without the element of surprise. Still, she’d told Akiko she’d be the hero of the day, and that probably entailed taking on whatever had caused all this! She leapt down with a running start to face the towering monster that’d begun to claim the city block as her domain.

Out in the street was a naga with a swirling mane of hair, curled protectively around her mostly-human face. Her entire lower body was a massive serpent with the same rainbow ring pattern in the scales that the people in the area were showing. The naga held a woman wearing glasses in her hands and towered over the area—she would have been at least ten feet tall, if she were just a human; the snake half was too long for Yua to keep track of. 

The snake tail coiled and rotated in front of the woman, rainbow bands cycling in what Yua supposed would be a spiral. She could only watch as first the bespectacled woman’s eyes took on the same rainbow bands, and then her face, and then her entire body, leaving the new drone with bright blue hair stumbling towards the would-be hero. 

“Alright, that’s something to look out for,” Yua muttered to herself. 

“And what’s this I see? My first proper devotee? The Serpent Empress Janet welcomes you, hero!” The massive naga rolled over her own coils to face Yua. Her face was human, a few errant scales encroaching on her temples and cheeks, multicolored like sprinkles. A moment later, Yua noticed the tail beginning to slither around the back of her, beginning to block her retreat—

“Why so afraid? Surely you’ve come here to submit, yesss?” Janet’s sibilant whispers were supernaturally compelling, and Yua adjusted her stance a little wider. She might not have more than a single chance ahead of her. 

So Yua made the first move! She charged in, sword raised, but the naga’s response was much faster than the little human in front of her. Yua’s first swing missed entirely, and before the second, a snake tail swooped in from behind and knocked Yua’s legs out from under her. The would-be hero landed hard, but was already on her feet before she allowed herself to wince. 

“Lots of spirit, little one. I want to see how long it lasts when I do this.” The naga chuckled, looking down at Yua with a sinister grin. Behind her, coils began to churn and roll over one another. 

It was just like the woman from before; Yua remembered her held in front of Janet’s coils until the colors overtook her and made her just another one of the mindless thralls filling the street. Yua lowered her gaze instantly, instead charging ahead, only glancing up before she struck. The blade was large, heavy, and just slow enough for Janet to simply lift her body out of the arc. 




“Ah, ah, ah!” the naga tutted at Yua. “That’s enough of that. I don’t need you messing up my scales and making more work for my attendants.” Her tail struck, wrapping around Yua in a single motion and beginning to squeeze. 




Still, Yua lifted the Ruby Blade, struggling with the weight with only one hand on the hilt. She pointed it at the naga. “Go, beam attack!”

Nothing happened. Yua’s arm trembled as she continued through gritted teeth: “Ruby laser! Gem go! Work, work! Please!” The weapon flickered, or perhaps only glinted in the midday sun. 

The monster girl couldn’t help but chuckle. “Poor thing. That’s enough worry and strife. Relax. It’ll be over in a second.” Her tail flicked, sending Yua tumbling back into her coils, ready to wind around the girl. Yua coughed a few times as the living bonds around her tightened. The naga’s scales were already spiraling behind her, the colors shifting in Yua’s vision.

She struggled against the bonds, even trying to lift the blade in her hand with just her wrist, but to no success. Suddenly, the colors seemed a lot more important. Her eyes were drawn deeper and deeper into the stripes twisting in on themselves. She nodded a few times, trying to close her eyes, or was she trying to keep them open? Was she trying to stay awake, or fall deep… deep into trance..? 

Colors radiated out from Yua’s pupils, beginning to trail over her face as the magic took root inside her. The weight of her worries fell away, her arms limply hanging at her side, her hand still loosely holding the blade. Everything was static, barring a single new objective coalescing in her mind—serving the beautiful snake in front of her. She’d been so ridiculous back when she… when what? 

Yua’s mind continued to slow even after she’d surrendered, thoughts getting slippery and difficult more and more until her processing speed reached those of the colorful zombies that’d collected around the spectacle. The rings of color continued to pour over her, wrapping her and outlining every gentle curve of her form until they reached the hand still holding that Ruby Blade. 

There was a crackle, red lightning arcing off the grip and over Yua’s fingers. She twitched, and Janet set down her newest minion with a start. More lightning arced over her arm, and then over her chest as well. Steam poured off, obscuring where the colorful stripes were beginning to dissolve. The area began to be shrouded in mist around, completely enveloping Yua… until a single crimson lightning bolt dispersed it to reveal an armored figure, breathing heavily and still holding the Ruby Blade.

“Took you long enough!” Yua rolled her arm in place, holding the sword in one hand with ease now. Her armor was a gleaming golden. A fluffy skirt and long boots emphasized her impressive legs while a winged knightly tiara adorned her head. Dandelion yellow makeup around her eyes, and her hair glowing a rich goldenrod struck a very different figure than the desperate girl before. “Alright, let’s try that again! Round two!” 

The naga huffed and wound in on herself. “That’s not fair! You’d already lost! You sssshould just surrender again and make it easy on both of ussss!” She wasted no time lashing out with a tail that Yua jumped with no effort. 

The hero twisted midair and slashed downward, scales flying and a magical blowback obscuring her. She charged free from the smoke like she’d done twice before and, like before, the naga responded with a sweeping tail. Yua didn’t even bother dodging, simply matching the force with the Ruby Blade in a shower of sparks and light. Janet pulled back, grimacing—the human girl wasn’t this powerful last time! The naga blinked and turned to retreat, only to find Yua was already midair behind her. 

“Tag, you’re it!” Yua slammed the flat of the blade in the side of her head, a cascade of sparks falling around the two of them. Stunned, the naga collapsed harmlessly into her own soft coils. “I could get used to this,” Yua said, looking over her gauntlets, feeling the supple grip of the armor and connective material as it clung to her. 

Janet, the would-be empress, was already rising from her place behind Yua. “That’s enough of that. Cease your struggles, worm.” She snapped her fingers and the crowd of minions surged forth, moaning, some even having lost their clothes in the scuffle, modesty protected by the rings of color obscuring anything below them like a smooth bodysuit. 

Yua went low, hefting the sword up to rest on her back, ready to strike. She twisted with as much force as her body could take, finding there to be much, much more power to her movements than she’d expected. The resulting motion sent a hurricane of wind and bodies tumbling away from her, bits of rubble and dust clinking against the crystals in her armor. 

“Game’s over, Snake Queen! Rein it in.” Yua stood and pointed triumphantly at the villainess, her breastplate rising and falling with her rapid breaths.

“I am Serpent Empress Janet! I will not tolerate this disrespect!” The naga was already roiling in anger, the colors sliding all over one another as she fixed her focus and her power on the frustrating hero in front of her. The magic pressed in at the edges of Yua’s armor, crackling in the process. She braced herself for the impact and subsequent feeling of weightlessness, but they never came; she opened her eyes to find herself completely unaffected. The magic had washed over her like water on oil. 

“I think you may have lost your touch. Last chance, bud—you can quit, or I can make you quit.” Yua’s wide smile was jovial and a bit patronizing. “Come on, you had a good run. It seems your power doesn’t work when you’re mad.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense! Why aren’t you falling? You should be a swooning, colorful little supplicant. What makes you so special?!” Janet hissed in rage at Yua, bowing low to charge. Yua matched her preparation with a batter’s stance.

“Not sure! I’ll let’cha you know when I find out!” She adjusted her grip, her hands resting next to one another on the hilt like a batter—giving up control for power. 

The snake charged, her mouth opened with a pair of fangs extending out, something neither of them realized she could do until it happened. Yua waited for her to get closer. She blinked and the naga was already on top of her. But Yua felt her arms moving almost on instinct, pre-empting the blow with barely a moment to spare. There was a flash of light, a grating metal noise from a nearby car’s unexpected destruction, and suddenly Yua found herself staring at the slumped over body of the monster girl in front of her, the chest of the snake woman still faintly rising and falling.

Yua kept her distance, steam pouring off her armor and the edge of the massive Ruby Blade in her hands. She realized she’d been holding her breath the whole time and started gasping for air, steam escaping with her first exhale. Tentatively she approached and stood over the snake woman, feeling her heartbeat calm as the enchantment dispersed from the surrounding people, a number of them still sporting new and brightly colored eyes and hair, even after the magic disappeared. “Wow. That was quicker than I thought…” 

“Ahah, you did great for a first timer!” The voice was close and new to Yua, who whirled to face it. The person in question looked to be another monster girl—a cat, this time in a cropped hoodie whose sleeves ended in large pillowy paws at her sides.

Yua straightened her posture and spread her stance again. Did this monster girl attack with those funny looking fists, or did she use her tail? Maybe some visual enchantment?

“What, never seen Catspaw, the legendary Neko of Niceness, before? Think I was some kinda baddy? These ears and tail are tools of justice, you know.” She smiled wide and made a little meowing noise that Yua found much too cute for the circumstances. 

“Are we going to have a problem? I saw an opportunity to help, and I took it. Are you arresting people for that now?” Yua didn’t break from her position; she’d never had a reason to consider authority anything more than a threat.

“No, no, really! I was watching this whole time, seeing what a newbie like you would do. You’re not registered with HeroNet, so I didn’t know if you needed the help. Pulling something like that off is plenty proof enough for me to offer you a place as a licensed hero!” Catspaw lifted her tail into her back pocket, pulling out a small card with it somehow. Yua couldn’t figure out how she was holding it out to her on the end of her tail, but she took it anyway. It had a code on it and a website link. 

“Just go on there and apply! The code will let you skip the whole academia and review process. Consider me your sponsor!” The cat girl hopped in place, and it finally began to sink in for Yua. She wasn’t being punished, she was being offered a job. 

Yua finally relaxed and laughed as the tension finally broke, then laughed some more and kissed the flat of the massive weapon in her hands. “Day one! Day ONE! I knew it’d work.” 

“Yeah! That’s how it, uh, works!” Catspaw was a bit thrown off by Yua’s response but kept going. “I’m proud of you for doing the right thing with your new powers. I can’t wait to hear how you got the sword and your powers and who trained—”

“I’ll think about it, ahah…” Yua cut her off before she could ask any more inconvenient questions about how exactly she’d gotten to this point. “I’ll get registered, and then maybe you can show me the ropes?” 

It was Catspaw’s turn to look a little flummoxed. “Well, I said sponsor, not mentor. I’m not, like, a veteran myself, and getting a monster girl to tutor you is gonna look a little dubious to the more conservative members.” Catspaw motioned to the massive naga still snoozing in the middle of the street as the onlookers around them continued to take photos and check in with loved ones. 

“Hey, no pressure. I’m just glad things worked out, for once.” Yua stuck the tip of the sword in the asphalt and was now leaning on the hilt, which came up to almost her shoulder.

“Yeah! They did! And, like, I can totally give you a tour. Just gotta pick a time when it’s not going to be packed, yeah?” 

Yua nodded. “Yeah.” She straightened up and walked over to where Janet was, laying a boot on her piled up tail and flexing for the crowd. “Listen up everyone! This may have been the, uh…” she muttered, checking her armor for proper inspiration, “Gem Knight’s first battle, but it won’t be the last. I’m not going anywhere! The shiny heroine is here to stay!” She pumped her fist and a cheer rang out from the audience. 

Catspaw herself joined in with the crowd when it suddenly began to disperse to make room for a large truck in the road. It backed up towards the fallen naga as a few people in jumpsuits hopped out and started to load Janet onto the back. Yua backed up and glanced to Catspaw to see if she should be worried about them, but Catspaw smiled back and pointed one of her bappers at the side of the truck: Ocho-Gumo Corporation, Monster Girl Advocacy with BITE. Yua had never heard of them, but it seemed on the level at least. 

Seeing the newbie a little worried, Catspaw saddled up next to her, beginning to lead her out of the crowd as it also began to split up back to their daily lives. “They help out monster girls after they’re out of their frenzy. We don’t turn back, you know—and there’s usually a lot of new issues that crop up. Ocho-Gumo even got me an internship with HeroNet. They’re good folks.”

Yua’s face turned a little pink, matching the sword, as she realized she hadn’t thought about the circumstances of the woman in the middle of the actual fight. 

“You did good, kid. With her chilling, she can actually get some help and move on with her life.” Catspaw bopped Yua on the arm, and the surprising force and momentum almost toppled Yua over—it felt like those things were sandbags with how hard they hit. “Go on back to your place and get some rest! You’re probably beat, I reckon.” 

“Actually, yeah. That does sound great.” Yua returned the shoulder punch with one of her own at the fraction of the strength. She would kill for a long shower and then right back on the couch with her friend Akiko, and it didn’t look like there was anything stopping her from doing just that.




+   +   +




“Akiko, you would not believe it!” Yua was pacing in the aisle kitchen of the apartment, gesticulating wildly. Her oversized t-shirt and recently showered hair flapped with each swing of her arms in her recreation of the events. “They were all like ‘PSHHHHH’ and I was like ‘Ahhhh!’ and the sword, like, exploded out lightning and smoke, but I was okay! I had armor and stuff—”

“Yua?” Akiko interjected from the couch. 

“Then this cat hero came out of nowhere to tell me how cool I was and how I should get paid—PAID—to do it again. And the crowd—”

“Yua.”

“Goddess, I wish you could have seen it, I was so badass! I’m, like, going to be a celebrity one day. It’s like wrestling, like I showed you. Small time gigs and then regionals—”

“Yua! You’re on the news.” Akiko held up her phone to reveal a blurry photo of what had to be Yua with the scarlet gem sword in her hands facing down a naga almost twice her height. All in all, Yua had to admit she looked a little gallant, intrepid even. Not even the showboating at the end took away from her image as a symbol of justice. She looked scared, genuine, determined, heroic.

Akiko continued, reading a quote from one of the reports popping up—“The mystery woman seemed surprised by her own transformation and further success, before declaring herself the Gem Knight. Many experts have already drawn the connection between her and the eponymous Jewel Knight, though neither the latter nor HeroNet have made any official statements as of now—” She stopped and looked up at Yua. 

Yua and Akiko both glanced at the massive sword now resting on the counter. “Who the hell is the Jewel Knight?” 
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“Ugh! She doesn’t even know how to use it!” Shiori continued to motion frantically at the laptop. It was the first weekly gathering of the Official Jewel Knight Fan Club (or OJKFC for short) since Mizuki disappeared and the whole club was crowded around the only—and rather poor—recording of the supposed “New Jewel Knight.” Or Gem Knight, as she called herself. 

“It’s her first time, Shiori. Give her a break, she’s doing great for a start—Yo! She did a flip!” The group got closer to the screen, crowding Shiori away a bit. She grunted and crossed her arms, wincing slightly as her bruised hand brushed her chest a little too hard. 

“She’s just embarrassing herself, honestly. Where did she even get the sword? She probably stole it, that’s what I think.” Shiori’s scowl couldn’t get any lower without closing her eyes.  

“Shiori, I know you’re the president of the club, but given that it’s the Jewel Knight Fan Club, I think we should give a little credit to the new Jewel Knight? Even if she’s doing a bit of a rebrand? You didn’t give this much guff to the last one.” Amy put a hand on Shiori’s shoulder and continued to watch the video. Amy Dixon was Shiori’s second-best friend—and aside from Mizuki herself, probably Shiori’s only other friend. Sporting a pair of low pigtails in her bright red hair and a pair of distressed overalls, Amy was the only one who managed to get past Shiori’s oftentimes myopic preoccupation with her idol. 

“Okay, sure… But the last one was clearly continuing the line—this girl? She’s not even calling herself the Jewel Knight anymore! What was it—the ‘Gem Knight?’ That’s such a rip-off. It’s trampling on the real Jewel Knight’s memory.” Shiori massaged the back of her hand where her implant was aching. It tended to act up in times of stress, a side effect that Xyrene had warned her about. 

“Hey, there’s no indication she didn’t just retire. It’s kind of weird, but unless you have any new information to share with the rest of us…” Amy let the thought trail off as a few of the other members of the club turned back towards them away from the laptop. 

Shiori had promised Mizuki she’d keep their relationship and her identity a secret, so aside from filing a report with HeroNet there wasn’t anything she could do. And HeroNet hadn’t put out an official statement, leaving her to mourn her friend in solitude. Fret, rather, since Mizuki wasn’t confirmed to be dead. The real Jewel Knight was fine, Shiori assured herself. 

“I thought as much. Didn’t you talk to the Jewel Knight once or twice? Shouldn’t you reach out to the new girl and try to let her know how to use the beam attacks or change her armor up? Her current configuration is totally chafing on her moves,” Amy mentioned as she turned back to the video, pointing out a part where the Gem Knight almost tripped over herself dodging the Naga’s tail. 

“Yeah… I’ll make sure to let her know.” Shiori slipped her hands into her pockets and headed out of the club room, making sure to grab her duffle bag by the door. She couldn’t believe the club would drop Mizuki so quickly. They didn’t know what had happened to her, but how could they? HeroNet was really dragging their feet on this whole thing, and the longer this ‘Gem Knight’ was running around with Mizuki’s powers, the less likely she could actually bring her to task and get the sword back. 

Maybe it was up to her to stand up to this ‘Gem Knight’ girl who’d robbed her friend and was currently trampling over her memory, all to the adulation and cheers of everyone who saw her. What did they see in her?

But Shiori grimaced at the mental image of a fight with this interloper, thinking better of it. There was no way she would win one-on-one right now. Her steps were heavy, and her legs felt like lead. Even the few workouts Shiori had attempted at her apartment the past couple days had been killer on her willowy physique. She was still recovering from whatever Xyrene had done to her body when she was unconscious. It was only slightly alarming that there were no stitches, bandages, or any real indication of injury from the process. 

‘Hey Xyrene? You there?’ Shiori thought to herself as she shuffled down the sidewalks between the tall campus buildings. The whole telepathy thing was over her head; she’d at least learned to communicate using her inside voice, but there was no telling if her psychic partner would hear her. 

<I am functionally always with you. Since you let me in with permission, the range is theoretically unlimited,> came the crackling whisper-voice of the Hypogeic in her ear. 

‘I’m off classes. Do you have a particular gym you want me to check out? You know, being mission control and all,’ Shiori only thought at her with a hint of vitriol. 

<Yes, actually. While you’re much more qualified to be discerning of human affairs, I have been doing some research and have found a small local establishment you might be able to work out a system of favors instead of monetary recompense, as you have done for me.> Xyrene’s voice was tinged with a bitter taste that lingered in the back of Shiori’s mouth. More odd was the strange tugging of Shiori in a certain direction, like a compass or a localized gravity. She caught herself on a sign pole, worried she’d suddenly had a brain aneurysm, before realizing this was Xyrene’s way of giving her directions. 

Now flustered and a tad frustrated, Shiori turned the topic back onto Xyrene as she followed the directions. ‘I don’t remember seeing any computers in your lab, and I don’t suppose you can see through your mask. How are you looking all this up?’

<You would not like the answer to that question.> 

Again, Shiori was reminded she was working with a villain, and for the first time today she agreed with Xyrene. She focused instead on keeping her balance despite the vertigo gripping her legs. It seemed they were headed to the Old Town, spots of old architecture immune to the cloying grip of motor vehicles by the grace of their tight streets and inclined or sloping roads. 

They walked like that for several minutes, the smell of small open air meal shops and gentle bustle of pedestrian traffic overtaking the previous noise of cars and trains overhead. The roads became easier to walk without having to worry about cars and with the mental directions tugging her further down the streets. More than once, Shiori caught herself relaxing into the directions. It came with a confidence she shouldn’t be putting in a creature like Xyrene. They would get to the gym, and she’d put the address in her phone and not have to ask for this sort of help from the psychic again. 

Shiori walked with purpose now, making sure to check over her shoulder, and memorizing the names of streets as she went. It was getting less populated it seemed, with pedestrians growing rarer and the hum of human interaction growing distant but for the soft lilt of radio music from a nearby balcony.

<Pause—I’m getting something nearby. Are you still interested in making some lucre, easily?> 

‘Legally?’ 

<No less legal than how your targets acquired it. You can keep anything you find. Think of it as… entrepreneurial crime fighting.> 

The would-be crime fighter thought about it. It was like being a hero, in a way. She needed the money, and bad people needed to be stopped. ‘Fine, show me the way.’ 

Shiori could practically feel Xyrene grin like a cat from the shiver she felt down her spine. The psychic link they shared had many subtleties, and Shiori was used to none of them yet. 

+   +   +

Holt had to fully exert herself, hefting the crate off her shoulders and onto the concrete of the garage floor. Even with her enhanced monstrous physique, a crate full of pitsteel bars was no joke. She wiped her brow, letting her fluffy bangs fall back over her eyes. 

She would have liked to have become a more intimidating flavor of minotaur than a highland cow, but at least she didn’t have the patterned white-and-black of a dairy cow. Instead, she had tan shaggy hair that would never stay cut above her eyes (it would grow back almost instantly, a trick of the magic, she discovered) and a pair of half-bent horns. As a minotaur, she also earned a pair of floppy ears and strong, stomping hooves, of course. Her black leather pants and tank top showed off the rest of her impressively top-heavy physique. 

She leaned back up against the crates and enjoyed the feeling of sweat wicking off her shirt, watching the drones while she caught her breath. Barb had complained forwards and backwards about their performance, but Holt couldn’t tell what was so bad about them. They had an impressive work ethic and—unlike Barb—never had a bad word; it rubbed Holt the wrong way that the drones apparently needed one of the dryad’s flowers between their blank visor and their ear, though. After a moment, the minotaur decided to get back to helping the thralls move the final couple boxes in, making sure they got to take a break after the long trip up the subway stairs. 

Boss wanted all of this to be hush-hush, so Holt was without the usual help she normally would be enjoying right now. A calculated risk: a smaller operational footprint balanced against the fact that they were in a contaminated district. There was no way anyone was actually dumb enough to actually go poking around a place like this. 

+   +   +

Shiori grimaced and ducked under the caution tape. She tried not to think about the text on it, big block letters that read:

“DO NOT ENTER. SUSPECTED PITSTEEL CONTAMINATION IN AREA. DO NOT EN—” 

It would make sense that whatever Xyrene caught wind of would be going on here. The average squatter or looter tended to stay out of condemned blocks. The threat of pit-sickness, monsterization, or those who’d already succumbed to it usually outweighed the benefits of some privacy away from the law or a cool find. At least, that’s what Shiori’s independent research had said; she’d done her best to be a well of information for the Jewel Knight. 

The tug of Xyrene’s impulse drew her deeper into the quiet, cordoned off area. ‘Are you sure this is safe? You have just as much to lose from me going monster as I do.’ 

<It’s a false report. There’s a garage nearby being used as a drop-off spot by our target. Most of this area isn’t even contaminated.> 

Shiori’s heartbeat quickened at the comments. So there were spots that were dangerous, and spots that weren’t, and the only thing that allowed her to differentiate them were the vibes she was getting from a sociopathic freak. The errand-girl figured Xyrene heard that thought, as no further comments bubbled up in Shiori’s mind. 

A little further on, Shiori heard something clatter to the ground and ducked between two buildings. She must be close now. There wouldn’t be anything else out here; even wild animals avoided places like this. Shiori stopped to put her hair up in a high ponytail and get her gauntlets out of her duffle bag. It was hardly the romantic suiting up she’d imagined heroes went through, but it was essential all the same. She tucked the small cloth facemask up over her nose and took a deep breath.

Shiori stepped back out into the street and flexed her fingers within the mechanical gloves. She’d have to ask Xyrene how she made this one day; they were remarkably in tune with her movements. She closed her fists together and steeled her mind. The last fight went kinda sideways immediately. This time, she’d have to actually prove herself. 

She took off towards the noise, almost immediately spotting the thralls she’d fought before, the ones with the mind control flowers in their hair. It was a hell of a coincidence she’d run into them again so soon, but at least it was the enemy she knew. She kept her eyes out for Barb, the dryad, but there was no sign of her or the telltale scent of cigarettes anywhere. 

The drones were working out of a garage facing the small street, just wide enough for a car—and beside the building was the blocked off entrance to the former subway system. Maybe the drones had moved the cargo down the subway to here? 

Shiori started to pick up speed; the element of surprise would disappear any moment now. She turned in past the lip of the garage and immediately bounced off a woman at least her height and a half. Her butt hit the ground, once again bruising her ass as she yelped. 

A large minotaur woman was staring down at her for a moment before opening her mouth. “Can I help you with something? You look lost, kid.” 

Shiori got up and brought her arms close in front of her, squaring up like she’d seen in the videos she’d watched for research lately. 

“Alright, kid. I’ll play your game,” Holt said, but didn’t move from her position leaning on the crates. The minotaur was pretty tired already, and she had half a dozen thralls to take care of whoever this was. She did find it odd that this hero type was wearing the same equipment as her hired help, but the Boss didn’t pay her to think. 

The group of visored minions approached haphazardly with little coordination. 

Gearfist traded strikes with one of the thralls, delivering a decent body blow in exchange for a bone rattling right hook into her ribs. She winced and pulled back as the thrall walked forward calmly. She was outnumbered, and couldn’t even bring one of them down by herself. It was a good thing Barb had misjudged the situation so badly in her last fight; there was no way Shiori could win this. 

<Incorrect. You’re quicker than they are.> Xyrene’s rebuttal was as sharp and irritating as ever. 

“They’re plenty fast, I think,” Shiori muttered to herself and did a quickstep away from the thralls following her into the street.

<They react with programmed motions only. Try a feint. Charge them. Take the initiative back. Don’t give them a moment’s chance.>

Shiori took a deep breath. Xyrene knew her dolls better than anyone else—after all, she’d been the one to create them for these criminals, and the way she described their weaknesses did make sense. Shiori pulled back, circling around so they weren’t flanking her anymore, and charged. 

Just like Xyrene said, the drones didn’t move to reposition or even dodge: she threw her arm out lazily to the side and, like clockwork, the drone moved to block as her left arm caught it in the side, like she’d been hit a minute ago. The drone moved to retaliate, but Shiori was faster, connecting one body blow, and then another. She only backed off when a second drone reached her, leaving the first thrall to collapse onto their knees. 

“Yes!” Shiori cheered. Her arms were burning, and her ribs were aching from before, every breath bringing a stabbing pain to her side. But still—but still! That was a win! Her win! 

<Now finish the rest of them, and the minotaur nearing twice your size.> 

“Don’t be grumpy just because I can break your toys.” 

<They’re not even using them right. They should provide pressure and threatening vectors, while a combatant or abomination takes point. This is such a waste.> 

Shiori charged the second thrall, opening with two low shots and a killer head blow, noticing how they bounced when it hit the floor. “Are they going to be okay?” 

<On your right.> Shiori turned just in time to duck beneath another thrall charging her. She returned the attack with a solid hit of her own when she noticed something in her peripheral on her left—

The minotaur crashed into her, tossing her into the air in a single motion of her horns. Shiori ragdolled through the air before landing hard on the street outside the garage.

<Your other right,> Xyrene clarified after the fact. 

“I think that broke something…” Shiori groaned.

<Nonsense. I made your bones much stronger than that,> Xyrene snapped back, almost sounding offended. 

The minotaur girl stood up to her full height and laughed. “I don’t know what you’re doing out here, but I’m giving you one chance to run back to your master. Stick around, and you’ll end up one of Holt’s girls.” Holt grabbed one of the thralls Shiori had knocked on the ground by the head and lifted her up. There was a shimmer around the thrall that was clearly magical in nature, and when Holt set the woman down, she was now sporting a cow-print outfit and a pair of horns of her own, not to mention the ears, tail—all clear signs of a monster girl’s influence. 

“I thought monster girls could only do that when you were frenzied.” Shiori rolled off of her back and pulled herself up to full height, lifting her fists once more. 

“Most think that. It does a good job of keeping us in line.” The minotaur laughed. “But nah, monster girls never really lose it; we just get told not to. Most never think to try it again once the megalomania wears off.” Holt gave the new cow-girl a slap on the ass and sent her charging at Gearfist.

The hero waited, planning on countering the blow with a quick one of her own, like before. The punch connected perfectly, but the attack didn’t even give the new cow-girl pause. The souped-up minion returned the strike into the hero’s guard, slamming Shiori’s own gauntlet into the side of her head. 

The dial on the gauntlets was still at one. A three had nearly wrecked her hand in a single strike against a stationary target, so Gearfist compromised, flipping both her gloves to the second level. Another combination from the cow-thrall kept her dodging backwards. The minion wasn’t even giving her a chance to use the higher setting. Another dive and exchange, this time with the attack knocking away her guard with ablative force. 

Shiori began to notice something as she regained her balance: the thralls’ attacks were the same couple angles, directions, and wind up every time. The next time the cow minion attacked, Shiori copied the strike, driving her gauntlet into the smaller one the thrall was wearing. The impact reverberated up her arm, but it seemed to stun the minion long enough for a few follow-ups. Shiori timed her dodge perfectly before the cow-girl’s counterattack. It was a right hook, like usual. Xyrene wasn’t wrong about them: they were pretty sloppy when Shiori was paying attention, and the minotaur’s upgrade hadn’t done anything for their creativity. 

But that wasn’t the only enemy on the field, and Shiori only realized too late she’d backed into the other two thralls waiting for her. She felt the wind leave her chest with the first strike, and hit the ground hard with the second. 

<I have a plan. I need you to take a hit.> Xyrene’s voice was an unwelcome addition to this sad state of affairs.  

‘And what is it you think I’ve been doing this whole time?’ Shiori thought back with as much distaste as she could manage. She pushed herself off the concrete floor and stumbled to her feet. Everything felt slightly off-center, and she could feel herself sway in place as her legs did everything they could to make her lie down and stay down. 

<You won’t win like this. I hesitate to think you’ll even escape defeat and capture. You could instead trust me. Watch Holt’s movements, stay just out of range, wait.>

Staying out of range would be ideal, yes. Shiori put her weight back on the balls of her feet and dashed out of the closing circle of minions. Her effort was focused simply on staying attentive, on breathing, on staying upright. Her entire body insisted she’d hit her limits—but while the old Shiori would have agreed, Gearfist never stayed down.

Holt simply shifted her weight forward for a moment, causing Shiori to flinch reflexively. The villain chuckled and sent the remaining thralls to start blocking off both sides of the street, motioning one to stay nearby.  

<Watch. Be ready.> 

Shiori ground her foot into the concrete below, leaning back onto it like a coiled spring. It had better be soon; even the tension in her muscles was already aching unbearably. The cow-minion stood up, approaching with gauntlets raised. Gearfist could almost see the empty eyes behind the minion’s shadowed visor trained on her. 

The rest of the thralls were already blocking her escape as Holt reached down to grab the one she’d ordered next to her. A bit of the soft white gaseous magic trailed off the minotaur’s hand.

<Now.> 

Gearfist didn’t like the implication, but didn’t have enough options to disagree. She felt her body move in ways she’d never been able to do before, her legs carrying her forward with exhilarating speed. She closed yards in the time the minotaur’s glowing hand moved inches, eventually launching her arm in the way—just in time to end up being grabbed by the larger woman as the surge of magic bloomed. 

The first feeling was one of relief: a warm healing washed over her body, relieving her limbs of their weight. Contusions closed, and her cracked ribs mended. And then, something a bit unexpected: a slight pull of her head forward as horns grew from her brow.

Shiori raised a hand to her face, touching her wet nose, not even able to see the spot over one of her eyes. The little vigilante felt her tail next, swishing calmly back and forth. On the sides of her head twitched little cow ears, matching the dark splotches that now covered her exposed skin and even her gauntlets, which now seemed more like furred hide than the brass they had been a moment ago. 

Shiori realized she was one of Holt’s herd now. There were other, conflicting feelings inside her, burning against this a new and growing sense of placidity, but they seemed less relevant at the moment.  

<Fight on. Crush your enemies and steal their treasures.> Xyrene’s voice buzzed in Shiori’s ear, and her tail twitched instinctively to swat it. She clutched at her brow, fingers spreading around horns that weren’t there a minute ago.

Holt rested a hand on the new cow’s head. “Hey, now. You can relax a bit. Not sure what was up with that, but if you want, you can come along, and I’ll introduce you to the Boss. Get you a proper monster-ing before that wears off.” 

Shiori followed the woman’s advice, relaxing a bit and letting her arms fall to her side—arms noticeably bigger around, from the bovine upgrade she’d suddenly received. Thighs, too, and even her normally flat chest felt like there was a bit more of a swell to it than before. 

“That’s better,” Holt continued. “You sure packed a punch—if you wanted to get turned that bad, you could have just said so. But hell, I get the need for the contrivance. It’s all about how you see yourself, I’ve learned.” Holt trailed off as she continued to rub Shiori’s head, calming the new calf; the minotaur’s other hand was brushing the hero’s ponytail out. 

Shiori suddenly pulled away from the hand on her to lean into a hug with the larger woman, new hooves clattering against the concrete. She’d been so scared about something! She didn’t even remember. She’d been hurting so bad, like she was in a nightmare that she was only now starting to wake up from.

“Hey, now. You’re gonna be okay, buttercup. Just hold on, ride it out.” Holt kinda felt bad for the little hero, patting her on the back with a hand as big as Shiori’s face.

Something was beginning to bubble up within the new cowgirl, overtaking her rationality. A deep and physical expression of her feelings. Shiori pressed her head deeper into Holt’s chest, and let out a soft, rumbling ‘moooooo.’ 

“That’s it, let it all out.” Holt’s soft voice was very reassuring, and Shiori could feel the bass of the woman’s words through her ribs. Shiori really enjoyed this; everything was softer now, less desperate and immediate. She’d get around to saving… her friend, sometime. She pushed into the hug further and tightened her grip on Holt. If she gave her boss enough affection, all those buzzing thoughts in her head would go away for good. 

But one of those, like a nagging fly buzzing around her tail: Xyrene’s voice was continuing its whispering without pause. <Remember your rage. Feel the pain in your heart. Fight on, Gearfist. Do not let her steal your fury.> 

Gearfist squeezed her eyes shut; something she couldn’t control was boiling up inside of her now, a heat that demanded eruption. She did her best to fight it, to relax back into the warmth of the woman holding her, to embrace the fingers running through her hair. But still, the burning anger grew and grew, stoked further by the poison words she kept hearing in her head. The enchantment over her mind flickered—and so did her eyes, flecks of purple sparks and embers emerging from her irises as she pulled away from Holt. 

“Hey there, li’l fella. Feeling any better?” Holt asked, reaching for the heroine’s shoulder. 

Gearfist slung a punch into Holt’s waiting hand, steam dissipating from the impact. Holt returned to a fighting stance and frowned. She’d never seen the sort of purple glow that was drifting out of Gearfist’s eyes before. She grabbed at Gearfist, but the hero was out of range in a flash—being smaller had its perks. 

The hero quickly bumped up her gauntlets a click, feeling the implants in her body shifting to match. Xyrene’s gamble had paid off: with the bovine upgrades, her body could stand a higher level of strain, something that would have destroyed her a minute ago. 

“Kid, that junk on you is making you crazy. I’ll make sure to trash it when we’re finished here.” Holt’s arm seemed to wind up in slow motion, her entire body following the arc as it began to swing back down towards the heroine. Gearfist could only assume where she’d hit from the trajectory, and swung in with equal measure, the impact cracking the concrete beneath both their hooves. 

Gearfist dove in low and close, the arc of her body stretching into a line directly to Holt’s stomach, spittle flying from Holt’s mouth. Like with the thralls before, Gearfist couldn’t lose her momentum, following by knocking Holt’s head back by a sloppy uppercut. 

Holt’s hoof slammed into the floor behind her, stopping her fall and leaving an indent in the concrete from the metal horseshoe. She swung her head, the tip of her horn nicking Gearfist’s brow and sending a trail of crimson over her eye. 

The two of them circled a moment, none of the thralls moving to interfere from outside the garage. For a moment, the room was silent. 

Gearfist lunged, the trailing purple afterimage of her glowing eyes the only indication she’d dashed for Holt. But her strike missed the minotaur, instead crashing into the crates behind her and sending a few of the dark metallic ingots crashing to the ground in a myriad of rainbow sparks. 

This time, Holt managed to get ahold of Gearfist, throwing her out of the garage before she managed to cause any more problems for the criminal operation. There was a horrible racket as Gearfist connected with the brick building across the street, impacting with such force that the wall partially collapsed around her. The thralls began to approach, but when the dust cleared, Gearfist was gone. 

She had dashed through the broken wall of the house, slipping out a window on the other side and running, only stopping to grab her bag on the way out. Her transformed physique was fast, and she’d never had this kind of endurance before. She just kept going and going until she was sure she hadn’t been followed. Only then did she pause to lean against a wall in the quarantined district.  

<I think you lost them, and any opportunity to make back what they owe me.> Xyrene thought for a moment. <Or what you owe me.>

Shiori sunk to the ground, exhausted, finally falling out of her adrenaline rush. “Would it kill you to have something nice to say, ever?” Every few words was punctuated with another gasping breath. Running was hard, and running with her forearms enclosed in what were effectively metallic sandbags only made it harder for the bookworm. 

<This is me encouraging you. I think you could have won if you hadn’t missed that last attack.>

Shiori pulled down her mask to huff down more clean air. “Who says I missed?” She relaxed her gauntlets to reveal a pitsteel ingot in each of them, both with an opalescent sheen over their dark surfaces. “This is probably worth a lot of money to the right people. And hell, it might even give that cow-girl an equally rough day when she figures out she’s missing a few.” 

<That’s—> The pause in Xyrene’s voice was the sweetest music Shiori had ever heard. <—rather inspired, actually. Yes, that’s going to do both of us rather well. Best to sell them soon, though. I’m not familiar with your laws, but I believe it’d be rather unpleasant to be caught with those.> 

“Oh, utterly felonious, I assure you.” Shiori laughed, coughing a few times as the enchantment over her form melted away. Her proportions returned to normal and the horns on her head evaporated back to smooth nothing, the hair tickling her eyes and the cut on her brow. “I can’t believe I made it out of there in one piece.” 

<I wouldn’t let an investment like you simply go to waste. At least as long as you remain useful.> 

“I don’t see myself getting any worse than I already am. You aren’t getting rid of me for a while yet.” Shiori grinned with a pained expression, then slipped her stolen prizes into her duffle bag. 

<That seems quite plausible. Keep up the good work, Gearfist.> 

Shiori stood and saluted to the empty air, before beginning to change back into her civilian clothes. She’d have to come up with some excuse to why she was so battered, and for a moment her heart fluttered. Heroes did that—she had a secret identity and mysterious injuries and nemeses and everything. She was one step closer to saving Mizuki and was even becoming a hero in her own right. For just a moment, she let herself bask in the small victory. 




+   +   +




“Yeah, Amy. I’m sorry about running off. Yes, I’m fine now. I just slipped is all—you don’t need to worry. I’m going to bandage it as soon as I get home.” A battered looking Shiori ended the call with her friend and pushed open the door to the gym. The flicking of jump ropes and the pap pap of gloved punches into sandbags greeted her ears as she began to look around for a front desk. The room had a low ceiling, and was dominated by the single boxing ring, with a number of small workout stations around it. At least, Shiori thought they were workout stations. She was really out of her depth here. 

“You lost or something? You look like you’re going to throw up.” The voice made Shiori jump in place. She looked up to the boxing ring to see a girl leaning over it, white hair framing half of her face, a black sports bra more drawing attention to the built shoulders and sculpted waist beneath it than providing any modesty. 

“I’m—” Shiori froze in place, looking for the right words. “—trying to learn how to punch… things?” The woman’s brows lowered further over her eyes. “Better? Than I do now?” 

“If you just want to get back at someone giving you guff, you’d do better with a knife, or a gun.” The woman continued leaning over the ropes, the elevation of the ring letting her tower over Shiori with ease. 

“What? No! This is purely self-improvement—why would you say that?” Shiori felt like the room was ticking up a few degrees, her face turning a gleaming crimson. 

“Usually don’t see scrawny people like you around, unless you got a bone to pick with someone.” The woman vaulted down, landing with several inches on Shiori’s height still, much to her dismay. “It’s not my gym, but I help run it—I’ll give you a free week, if you let me train you, and if you’re still around at the end, we can talk membership.” The woman’s grin was surprisingly wolf-like for being a human. 

<Say yes,> Xyrene helpfully added. 

“Yeah, ahah… Okay.” Xyrene’s seeming confidence in this place only made Shiori’s worry grow, but she didn’t have many options. “What do I call you?” 

“You call me coach. And you are—” the woman popped Shiori in the chest with a light jab, “are fresh meat.”

Shiori swallowed her fear. This was going to be a very productive week… if she managed to survive. 
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“Yes, she seemed to know where we were, how we were equipped, and was using the same weapons as the thralls the dryad had purchased from—” Holt paused, looking askance, one of her bovine ears twitching in frustration. “What did you call her again?” 

“The Hypogeic,” the shadowed figure stated. Her voice was sharp, and the room reverberated like a leaded crystal at her words. 

“The Hypogeic, yeah. And I apologize for my failure; we only found out after the fact she’d stolen two of the pitsteel bars. Won’t happen again.” The cow girl’s eyes remained downcast. Even in the dark and cavernous room, she kept her eyes from the boss’ impressive form. 

“Chin up, Holt. You fought bravely and showed the world the strength of our conviction. It was a very informative encounter, after all; while I had my concerns after Barb tried to cover up her run-in with our new friend, the way said friend shrugged off your powers clearly indicates something else is at play here.” 

Holt visibly bristled at the mention of her fellow agent’s deceit, but made no comment. 

“Oh, come now, Holt, love. I’m well aware of what Barb is, despite what she claims to be. She thinks she’s very clever, but she’s awfully predictable. It’s the only reason I keep her around. Bit of a scorpion and the frog situation, you see; it’s in her nature.” The shadowed figure chuckled a little at her own wordplay, and Holt gave a snort to humor the woman. 

The shadowed ‘Boss’ continued. “Irregardless, our little thief isn’t quite the slick operator we were worried about.” The light of a screen pierced through the darkness, suspended by some unknown means. A classified ad from an obscure forum was clearly highlighted, making it easy for Holt to read even at a distance. Someone was trying to offload two pitsteel bars and quickly, accepting a decent sum or best offer—and as Holt read further down the screen, she could see that the boss had already reached out with quite the offer indeed. “We even have an address they want to do the drop-off at. Quite polite for an up-and-coming scoundrel, I’ve found. Lovely girl.”  

The cow girl stared up at where the Boss was speaking. “Put me on the job. I can bring back the pitsteel, and the girl, if you only asked.” 

“If I wanted you for this, I would have opened by saying that.” 

“What? You can’t possibly let Barb be the one to handle this kind of money. She’s the reason we’re dealing with an angry hypodermic, and she is clearly going to keep fucking you any chance she can get to cover this up.” 

“Hypogeic,” the Boss corrected. “The term is as specific as it is important; I have a great deal of camaraderie with the psychic. I, too, know what it’s like to be alone in the world. But now I have you and all my wonderful monsters to look out for, and that includes Barb. I have my own plans for her, and none of them require us to inform her that we know of her deceit.” 

Holt chewed the inside of her mouth, trying to pick her words right. “Do I need to remind you how the scorpion and the frog ends?”

“Yes, yes. Stay away from rivers. Classic moral for a story.” Holt caught a glimpse of the Boss’ gleaming fangs as she smiled in the dark.




+   +   +




Akiko looked over the business card in her hands, flipping it over to check the back. She studied the language used, the address, any detail that could disprove the unreal opportunity that’d smacked Yua upside the head only a day after she’d found the sword in the park. 

“So, what’s your plan again?” Akiko still couldn’t figure exactly how this all was supposed to work.

Yua sipped at her morning coffee, so sweet and flavored Akiko knew not to ask to share. “Well, either I call her. Or, like, she’ll contact me—”

“The cat girl?” Akiko smiled at her roommate; it was all a tad silly. 

“Yeah, Catspaw was her hero name. And then we do a job or something and… uh…” Yua trailed off, grimacing. 

“Then she pays you?” Akiko thought back to the last time Yua had gone out and helped diffuse a monster girl’s frenzy, and managed it without anyone getting injured in the process, monster girl included. By the end of it, there was a lot of free press for her, sure, but not anything that Yua could use to reward herself. Akiko cursed that she couldn’t fill that gap for her friend herself. 

“I would think? She didn’t pay me last time. Maybe HeroNet takes care of that part. Do they do background checks, you think?” Yua pulled her feet up under her on the couch. She didn’t need them finding out about the arrests on her record, or worse, how she ‘found’ the sword. Which she didn’t even steal! But she didn’t exactly not steal it, either… 

“I actually looked into that—HeroNet only really starts poking around if they feel they have to. They try to respect most heroes’ privacy, which makes sense.” Akiko handed Yua back the business card. “So, you going to call Catspaw today? Wait, did you even give her your number?” 

Yua’s expression went through several stages—deep thought, realization, embarrassment, and finally a cheery capitulation, a blush stretching across her cheeks. “Well, since she can’t really call me, would you mind if I reached out? I don’t want to give up my only day to hang out with you.” 

Akiko rested a hand atop Yua’s on the paper coffee cup, enjoying the heat radiating through her digits. “Go for it. Be safe, kick ass. I’m really glad to see you helping people with this opportunity.” 

Yua let the touch linger, enjoying the way her friend’s fingers fit with her own, her thumb stroking the edge of her coffee cup absentmindedly. Akiko looked incandescent with the morning sun illuminating her viridian hair to a brilliant almost-aquamarine. 

Yua pulled away suddenly, finding her hands overheating and hyperaware of the intimacy. “Well, I’ll get to calling her now!” She grabbed her phone and began punching in the number on the card, while Akiko settled back onto the couch, and pulled her comforter close.




+   +   +




The mall continued its hustle around Barb, unaware the woman was anything out of the ordinary. Her normally green skin was a rich amber color that matched the petal-hair perfectly. She couldn’t do anything about the petals, but thankfully most people in town had at least one thing odd about them. 

She continued to sit at the mall bench next to the case of packed bills, chewing her unlit cigarette—unable to at the very least enjoy the simple joy of a smoke on the premises. Even the plants were plastic in this abominable monument to human commercialism. She watched her eyes in the reflection of the shop window across from her, watching her one amber iris expand and contract as she focused on it. Occasionally a group would pass and break the effect, but her concentration remained, and when the people were gone she’d still be staring a hole into her reflection, as if willing it to catch fire. 

Minutes ticked by, and she checked her phone—her mark wasn’t late yet. Everything was fine. Except for Barb. There wasn’t any sun. No soil either. Her hand moved back to check the plastic dirt and fake moss on the potted fern behind her, trapped in this human world to be an entertaining decoration. Just like her. 

Her mind drifted to the case beside her. The frankly unreasonable amount of cash on her for the pitsteel was a statement by the Boss. When she was first briefed on the job, she’d figured it was to send a message. Instead of the usual bat-to-kneecaps, it was something like, ‘We don’t care how much you steal. We’re bigger than you, and we’ll recoup our losses.’ But the more Barb thought about it, the more it seemed like a statement meant for her. She hadn’t gotten paid this much to steal it in the first place, and now the boss was paying the thief out the nose to complete the set. 

Rewarding bad behavior, even while putting Barb in a position of subservience to someone who was being a thorn in her organization’s side.

It was only then that she caught sight of her target—it had to be. The figure was wearing a coat over a hoodie, carrying a backpack that sagged terribly at the bottom. That must be the pitsteel. Bingo. 

Suddenly, the figure looked over her shoulder, giving a glimpse of her face. She was the girl from the subway station, the one who’d been working with that gross psychic the whole time. Barb gritted her teeth hard enough to chew the filter off the cigarette and spit the mess onto the mall floor, green already reemerging at the edges of her face. 

Barb realized her previous guesses were completely wrong. 

She was put in charge of this as a test—to see how effective her self-serving nature really was, whether Barb’s initiative would let her cover her tracks. It wouldn’t be easy but she had a foolproof plan to tie off every loose end involved.

“Boss has a real sick sense of humor.” Barb stood up and began to stalk after Shiori, her outfit already beginning to unfold back into petals, vines emerging from the flower sprouting up below her. She’d wreck shop, take the pitsteel and the cash for herself, and pay off the psychic whose wrath she’d incurred with the lucre she’d saved. Everything tied up with a neat little bow. She’d end this girl’s career before it could even start. Nobody left to rat her out to the boss, and what the boss didn’t know didn’t hurt her. 

Barb waited for her mark to turn off to the maintenance hall where they were supposed to meet, making sure they were both out of view before her vines struck.  




+   +   +




Yua wasn’t used to walking among the general public in her Gem Knight getup. In her debut, there had been a degree of separation vis-à-vis the colorful zombies that filled the street. It reminded her of her past gymnastics performances: the audience had its place, and Yua hers. But now she and Catspaw were earning dozens of looks from every direction as they walked in the midday sun outside the shopping complex. She was no longer the actor; she was the subject, and the barrier between performer and audience had vanished. Yua hated the feeling of it.

Yua leaned in and whispered, “Can’t we just go in normal clothes and transform there?” 

“Hah! I think people would be more concerned to see civilian-you lugging around a sword half your size than a strapping young hero! And besides…” Catspaw motioned to the top of her head. “Ears, see? Isn’t hard for someone to connect Catspaw, the Neko of Niceness, with the only other cat girl in a mile radius.” 

Yua chuckled at the other hero’s words. “That’s a fair point.”

“Can’t you ask the old Jewel Knight how she would get around?” Catspaw’s ears perked up as she asked. 

“Oh! Yeah, I should do that when I get a chance.” Yua broke eye contact, looking back to the mall they were supposed to be ‘patrolling’ somehow. Two people near the entrance were chatting, one of them pointing and another holding up her phone—a picture? Recording her already? 

Yua was glad she was wearing enough foundation to hide the flush of her cheeks. Performing was one thing; Yua could act, and the audience would respond with cheers or gasps of delight. Now, without a proper performance, the audience was getting antsy, and then judgmental. Yua was certain she could see one of the girls sneer as she laughed at them. Someone would put together that she stole the sword, then all the other things she’d stolen, and they’d all be laughing, her audience eagerly devouring her the moment she was too weak to control what sort of show—

“Catspaw!” Yua said with a smile, “do you ever feel… unwelcome? Out of place?” Yua bit her tongue, hoping not to give too much away about her anxieties. 

“I mean, aside from the tail thing?” Catspaw snickered, seemingly tickled, rather than from any cruelty. “Yua, I don’t know where you’ve been living for the past few years, but I used to be a villain, you know.” 

“Really?” Yua was genuinely surprised. She didn’t keep up with the heroes and villains of the day; Akiko was always the more worldly of the two of them. Yua kept her blinders on, focusing on the day-to-day, and if something did come up of importance, Akiko would just let her know. 

“Mhmm! It was only through the kindness of our Princess and my fellow heroes,” —Catspaw bapped Yua in the chest— “like you, that I was able to break free. Yep! I used to be a pretty bad apple. Imagine what sort of problems that’d cause in a hero organization, and that’s not even counting the whole ‘I’m a monster girl’ thing.” She sighed and paused to give Yua her full attention. “I don’t know what you’re going through right now, Yua, but your heart is in the right place, and I’m glad I took a chance giving you my card.” 

The words ached even as they reassured Yua. She was here to get paid and that was all. That she got to help people didn’t hurt, but she’d only taken the sword, used the sword, and shown up today to get paid. Sure, she was doing it for Akiko, but even that sort of undermined the whole altruistic vibe Catspaw was putting out. Yua gave a soft smile. 

They stood there for another moment in quiet before Catspaw broke the tension. “That is to say, I’m very glad you decided to take me up on my offer. Gem Knight! We actually have a bit of a big day today, and I’m so glad to get some help.” She capped her comment off with a cutesy noise.

Yua was already starting to regret her choice to reach out in the first place as they both continued towards the mall. “What exactly are we doing, then? You said it was a patrol.” 

“Oh, it is!” Catspaw flopped one of her titular ‘paws’ at the end of her hoodie’s sleeves as she talked. “We just got a tip from our tech crew that there was going to be something going on around here. So, we patrol around waiting for it to happen. You know, damage mitigation if something goes wrong.” 

“Oh?” Yua wasn’t sure if she wanted to be part of a sting operation. Fighting rampaging monster girls was one thing, but petty theft was hardly a crime in her book. 

“Yeah! I heard it could be pretty big if something went wrong, so we should really keep on our toes.”

“So, we’re here to disarm a mob shootout?” Yua couldn’t believe how nonchalant the cat girl could be as they passed into the mall proper. 

Catspaw grinned ear to ear. “Potential mob shootout! If they keep it locked down, we have no just cause to interfere.” 

Their conversation was cut off by the sound of an explosion, bits of concrete clattering like raindrops to the tile floor, punctuated with a scream some ways down. 

Catspaw grinned wide. “And that’s our shootout! C’mon!” She was already moving in the direction of the commotion, far faster than Yua would have been able to match without her new powers. A crowd was fleeing from the noise, Catspaw easily diving over and around the frightened people while Yua had to push through, helping a man up after accidentally knocking him to the ground. 

The scene was chaotic, dust clearing to reveal a figure in a hoodie being accosted by what looked to be a plant woman, sheathed in a font of petals and framed by numerous, threatening looking vines. Yua watched as one of them struck out at the figure, barely missing her and destroying another chunk of the concrete wall behind her. The gory thought of what might have happened if the vine had actually connected with its target came unbidden to Yua’s mind, and the gravity of the situation began to set in. 

While she was steeling herself for the coming fight, Catspaw’s demeanor shifted. Yua watched as her ears flattened against her head and her back began to arch. Her happy-go-lucky attitude seemed to fall away and leave something much more professional behind. Yua quickly realized there might be more going on than she realized. 

The plant girl turned to the two heroes and gave a smile that radiated malicious intent. “Catspaw. You broke Holt’s heart when you left. I wish you had seen it.” 

“I made my choice, and I stand by it. There’s still time for you to change your path, Barb. You and Holt both.” Catspaw’s tail was raised as she moved into an even lower posture, one of her paws on the floor to balance her. Yua couldn’t see her expression from behind, but her words sounded pained.  

“It wasn’t a criticism. I thought it was a hoot at the time, the way Holt moped around. I wonder how she’ll react when I bring her back your pelt.” Barb closed a fist, and an amber cloud of pollen emerged from her. Vines shot out at strange angles, barely missing Catspaw and knocking Yua to the ground. 

Catspaw turned just as Yua was getting to her feet. “Get out of here, make sure everyone’s evacuated! They’ll just be a liability if they’re caught in this stuff!”

“But I can help—” Yua shouted back.

Catspaw cut her off with a hiss. “I said now.” There was a desperation creeping into her voice, and Yua noticed her fur beginning to stand on end.

The Gem Knight nodded and began a retreat. A sickly floral scent hit her nose as the cloud dispersed enough to see Barb not approaching, but rather chasing the hooded figure. Catspaw followed, diving into the amber aura as the pollen spread further.  

The sound of heavy impacts and concrete shattering echoed out of the hall as people continued to shriek and run. Yua worried about whoever Barb was chasing. They looked like a petty criminal, not someone who was really cut out for this, especially if a hero like the ‘Gem Knight’ wasn’t. The thought that she’d been sidelined already stung, but she didn’t have a choice. She ran off, looking for more people to direct towards an exit. 

Most of them had already found a route out, and all Yua could do for those who hadn’t was point out one of the illuminated exit signs. It wasn’t very long before she couldn’t find anyone left in the mall at all.

Explosions continued to rock the building further in—each time a blast echoed through the wide, now-empty thoroughfare of the mall, Yua winced, first afraid for her mentor, and then in frustration at her own inability to help. The most recent explosion shook the foundations, and the lights flickered around her before winking out completely. 

The mall was plunged into a darkness, speckled with shafts of light from the skylights. As if responding to the shock, a voice broke the silence, a little over two floors above, in the upper levels of the mall. 

Yua dashed after it, the armor speeding her movements, even allowing her to jump to the third floor where she’d heard the voice. It was a simple furniture store, only growing darker as Yua went further inside the windowless store. 

“Hey! Can you shout again, please? I’m here to help—the Gem Knight! I’m the Gem Knight, I mean.” Yua grimaced at her stilted delivery; she’d need to practice that. 

“Hello? Who’s there?” The voice sounded like it was further in, maybe low to the ground? 

“The Gem Knight! And I’m here to help you evacuate!” Ugh, she had just explained that. She waited a moment, walking further into the store. “Where are you? You can come out now! I’ll protect you!” There was no response, and Yua felt her exasperation at her own helplessness grow. How was she supposed to help people if they weren’t smart enough to let her? She took a deep breath and continued walking around, poking her head under tables and beds as she did. 

Suddenly another rumble struck the building and a shriek sounded from beneath a nearby couch—one probably sized for a monster girl. A number of the furniture options in the store were, Yua realized. Yua dashed over, pausing to make sure she gently lifted the couch off the ground entirely and offered a hand. “There you are! Everything’s going to be okay. The Gem Knight is here to help.” 

To Yua’s surprise, the girl flattened out beneath was an angel, white feathers spreading out behind her, halo above a head of coppery hair, and a natural celestial grace, despite the dust bunnies accumulating on her outfit. Her wings fluttered and her eyes widened as Yua noticed she was wearing a uniform for the furniture store. She was a monster girl—not like an angel-angel, at least as far as Yua could tell. 

Reaffirming Yua’s theory, the angel beneath the couch looked up at the hero with a stunned expression and yelped again, before dashing out of the store at full speed. Yua watched her go, dropping the sofa back on the ground with a much smaller crash. She rolled her neck and sat on the side of the upturned couch. This hero thing was ass. The cushions weren’t even that comfortable. As she looked around, her eyes finally having adjusted to the low light of the store, she noticed the little camera looking down at her… but with no little red light next to it. 

“That’s funny.” She stood back up, approaching it, and the counter with the cash register below it. Then it hit her—the power was out! There weren’t any cameras now. She could just… 

Yua reached for the cash register, ripping the drawer out of its slot and staring down what had to be a couple thousand lucre at least. “Well, since Catspaw doesn’t need any help right now…” Yua began scooping the bills into her pocket. “I don’t see why I can’t help myself.” 

The ‘hero’ glanced up and looked around, the glinting sign of a jewelry shop taunting her from across the walkway. All it took was a running start for Yua to cross the gap, and she wasted no time slipping inside. Rows and rows of unattended gems glittered in the sunlight that made it through the front windows. Each gem was several meals, a new outfit, some other luxury she could give her roommate. Each glittering jewel was another wonderful smile she could see on Akiko’s face. It was easy math for her, and even easier effort to shatter the shatterproof glass and start snatching up the jewelry into her pockets. She made sure to break the glass in time with the rumbles from her mentor’s fight elsewhere. There was a pattern to it, and Yua could start to anticipate the impressive impacts, and even the hiss of dust and rubble hitting the ground in the distance. 

This was the most money she’d ever made, easier and faster than she could ever have imagined. It was smooth sailing until she shattered another case, but no distant clattering masked it. She waited another moment, thinking perhaps she’d timed it wrong, or there had been a momentary abatement. Then another long minute where she worried that something actually had gone wrong. If Catspaw had won, that would make sense at least. She quickly finished stuffing her pockets and ran out to the second floor railing, looking down the length of the mall. 

Dust was clearing, but she could still see two figures standing. Yua moved closer, jogging with such ease she had to keep from breaking into a run, even now surprising herself with the power and grace her powers allowed her. She rejoined them, just as the last spray of concrete pebbles finished settling on the tile floor, the air still wreathed in the amber aura of the pollen affecting the area and everyone in it. Silhouetted in amber was Barb cupping the cheek of Catspaw, while the mysterious figure was wrapped in one of her many viny tendrils. 

Yua swallowed her worry. “Catspaw? You doing alright?” 

Barb’s exasperated laugh was the only reply. “Oh, she’s doing just peachy. For someone dumb enough to leave, she still packs one hell of a punch. Or, packed, rather.” A wall of vines twisted on itself, blowing away enough of the pollen to reveal the scene before Yua highlighted with a bright shaft of afternoon sun and sending their shadows sprawling over the tiles behind them. 

Catspaw’s whole look had changed. Her eyes were a rich orange, bright against her now-black sclera and soft green skin. Her breathing was long and relaxed, and Yua could see puffs of the orange pollen escaping between her rich green lips. A flower bloomed on her head, anchoring itself with feathery roots entwined with her hair and even into her twitching ear. 

Behind her, Barb ripped the backpack off her captive as she yelped in pain. 

“I’ll take that.” Barb’s grin took on a sadistic turn as the vine began to squeeze the girl, with the uncomfortable sound of something creaking in her body filling the silence. “I’m sure the boss won’t mind me using the pay to settle some debts if I bring her the pitsteel and a little pet to keep her lap warm.” She ran a hand through Catspaw’s hair, and the monster girl purred happily at the touch. “Everyone here is getting exactly what they deserve. That’s what you heroes call justice, isn’t it?” The vines continued squeezing the captive until something in the girl audibly popped, cut off by the harrowing shriek escaping her.

“Stop that!” Yua pulled her blade free from her back. She glanced back and forth from Barb to Catspaw’s vacuous grin, to the anguished cries of the person still being constricted by Barb’s vines. Every plan she tried to formulate died in her head as the more veteran hero began stumbling towards her. Barb had beaten her one-on-one. How was Yua supposed to beat both of them? She didn’t have time to think anymore, hopping above Catspaw and immediately dashing towards Barb, doing her best to ignore the strange feeling the pollen ignited in her lungs. 

The dryad scoffed as even more vines sprouted from the ground, immediately blocking the way—but more importantly, Barb’s line of vision. Yua pivoted and leapt to the side, to where the captive woman was groaning; in a single slash, she cut the vines holding the prisoner to pieces. Yua made sure to catch the girl as she landed, making eye contact with her for a moment before the girl struggled free of the Gem Knight’s hold. Yua did her best not to commit the face to memory—honor among thieves and all—but something about the hurt, the sheer anger in the girl’s eyes as she pulled away, stuck with Yua. 

“Are you joking!? How are you still able to run! I swear I broke at least three of your ribs, you little shit—Catspaw! Take care of ‘Galahad’ here while I finish mulching the runaway.” The flower petals beneath Barb’s boots wiggled with excitement as she took after the escapee, who, despite her injuries, was already gaining some distance on Barb. 

Catspaw stared at Yua with empty eyes, mouth slightly agape before it softened into a warm smile. The Gem Knight gritted her teeth and tightened her grip on her sword. This was not at all how she expected her first mission to go. Her confidence in her own abilities was only so much, and the massive, inexperienced naga she’d fought a few days ago had already pushed the would-be hero to her limits. Maybe she could run. Maybe she could lie down and take a few hits so Catspaw would leave her alone… 

Catspaw grew closer, orange pollen escaping the flower on her head and mouth with each puff of breath. Whatever Barb’s magic was, it had infected the other hero thoroughly, enough to reshape her aura into something menacing and cruel; even the designs of her hoodie had taken on floral patterning.

Yua’s heart ached to see her mentor like this. She hadn’t known her for long, but Catspaw trusted her enough to lean on her. And with the sword in her hands, could she really look herself in the mirror if she didn’t at least try? She was no hero, but Catspaw had been kind to her. And more importantly, Catspaw was willing to take a chance on the Gem Knight on vibes alone. It might have been a poor choice, but Yua wanted to at least give her the benefit of an attempt.

“Sorry, Catspaw, but I’m not going to go easy on you. You better surrender now before I accidentally hurt you.” Yua forced a smile as she widened into a proper fighting stance. She should really start learning how to do this stuff properly—like how the old hero who used this did. Akiko would probably know how to look that up. 

Yua only had a chance to blink mid-train of thought before the green Catspaw was right next to her, eyes wide and mouth in a mischievous grin. One of her massive sleeve-paws smashed into Yua’s guard and sent her sliding along the ground hard enough for her to crash into a nearby pillar. It was shattered down to the rebar, with pieces of rubble even bouncing off her helmet to little effect. 

“Goddess above, that didn’t hurt at all!” Yua looked herself over, stunned by her own resilience. Aside from the concrete dust settling into the cracks, her armor was untouched from the impact, and she felt no worse for wear. 

Catspaw didn’t give her a moment’s pause. She was already next to Yua with delight in her eyes, slamming what felt like a sandbag at the end of her sleeve into Yua, driving her further into the wall, enough to bend the rebar. The impact squeezed the air from Yua’s lungs and cracked a few of the gems on her armor. 

“You shouldn’t leave so many openings, Gem Knight! I don’t wanna crush you so bad Barb can’t plant a flower on ya like she did with me!” Catspaw chided down at Yua.

The Gem Knight was still coughing and trying to regain her breath when Catspaw reached down to pick her back up. The moment Yua felt something on her back, she launched herself up and backward, pinning Catspaw’s arm between herself and the wall. “Gotcha.” 

Yua scrambled to reach for the flower in Catspaw’s hair, pushing herself closer to the catgirl as they twisted around one another, the cat girl’s body putting the contortion of the former gymnast and thief to shame. Eventually Catspaw whirled around Yua in a tangle of limbs and pinned appendages to catch her in a kiss, green painted lips against Yua’s own immaculately painted goldenrod. The surprise made Yua break the hold and stumble away, coughing up the same orange pollen that flowed freely from Catspaw’s mouth.

“Awwww, a little more and you would have begged me to make you a little garden sprout like me!” Catspaw struck a cutesy pose as she gloated over the hero. 

The strange gaseous pollen hadn’t affected Yua at first, thanks to the sword, she supposed, but with a sustained lungful from Catspaw, Yua was definitely feeling disoriented. Her body ached, and the longer she stood in the growing cloud of sweet-smelling pollen, the worse it got. She used her blade to steady herself. 

Catspaw didn’t give her enough time to catch her breath, appearing next to her with inhuman agility, only growing faster as the flower adapted to its host body. “Tag!” Her weighted plush paw slammed into Yua’s stomach, knocking her into the air and expelling any oxygen left in her lungs from her body. Catspaw caught the girl on the way down, grinding her into the destroyed remnants of the pillar. 

“Go on! I want you to beg!” Catspaw continued to crush Yua into the concrete, preventing the heroine from filling her lungs, before pretending to take a cigarette out of her mouth with her tail and blow the pollen-gas into Yua’s face. Catspaw only weakened the vice grip on Yua just enough to force the knightess to choose between asphyxiation and choking down the polluted air. 

To the air-starved Yua, there was no real choice; pollen flooded her system, sweet on the tongue and in her nose. After a moment, her breathing slowed, and the aches and pains in her body retreated as she lost herself in the bliss of defeat. Everything seemed hazy except the wonderful floral smell of a meadow somewhere off in the distance. Catspaw dropped her, and Yua fell to her knees, her sword limp, barely hanging from her fingers. If Yua strained her eyes up into the light she could see that wonderful meadow, calling out for her to come and rest in its wildflowers as trees shifted in the wind above her. Catspaw was just about to help the girl to her feet and plant a bud in her own hair when the Ruby Blade in the Gem Knight’s hand began to glow. Its magic would allow no evil to take its wielder’s heart while its power still shone.

Yua found herself in control of her faculties once again, blinking the sun out of her eyes. With the bliss gone, so was the relief from the pain; she could feel her body running out of stamina, even enhanced by the armor encasing it. She forced herself to her feet, slowly pushing off the floor. Her legs still worked, but if she played it up, Yua might be able to get one last surprise in on the corrupted cat.  

Catspaw was unperturbed by the last embers of Yua’s independence, watching the swordmaiden’s struggles with predatory glee. “C’mon! You can just give up and join me, and then we can go catch that rat you helped escape. You’re gonna lose in a minute or two anyway; if we go now we can help catch her! Barb isn’t very quick, admittedly, and I don’t want to let her lose her prey because you were being a stinker.”

“Well, come finish me off then.” Yua managed between short breaths. What little protection the sword could provide was overcome by the sheer insistence of the exposure. Yua couldn’t get enough distance to let whatever magic protected her actually begin to clear her system.

“Okaaaay!” Catspaw giggled as she skipped closer to her former apprentice, oversized plush paw at the ready to knock the Gem Knight out of the fight. Yua watched carefully. She needed to move fast, faster than she’d ever gone before. Catspaw’s thing was agility, and Yua needed every last second or trick she could use to get one good hit on that flower controlling the feline hero. The way the roots wove into a white crown on her head made it seem certain that was the lynchpin to Barb’s control over her. Her eyes trailed Catspaw closer and closer, forcing herself not to blink so as not to lose track of some sudden burst of speed.  

A mite closer… 

Almost there… 

“Too slow!” Catspaw was already on top of her. One of her plush-looking sandbag-fists smashed into Yua in a wide arc. The Gem Knight put the sword between her and the paw, once again being knocked off her feet. She landed a dozen feet away, heels skidding as Catspaw followed after. 

Yua dug her feet into the ground and charged Catspaw, but she would just be countered again. She needed more. The Gem Knight’s power wasn’t enough. She needed something to turn the tides—anything at this point, and for a second time the Ruby Blade in her hand sparkled. The golden gems on Yua’s ankles lit with a blinding glow, and Yua disappeared entirely. 

Catspaw blinked. Her eyes could follow any movement, even bullets, but there was nothing but a streak of light still glowing on the ground where the girl had disappeared. 

The same light appeared in front of Catspaw a fraction of a second later, and the massive sword in Yua’s hand thrust between Catspaw’s face and her shoulder, her hilt resting on the catgirl’s cheek as she and Yua made eye contact. The flower that had once controlled Catspaw fell to ribbons at the end of the blade. The two stood in shocked silence, both unsure of what exactly had happened, as the white crown of roots around Catspaw’s head suddenly dispersed, and with it the magic that controlled her. 

The catgirl collapsed into Yua’s arms as the green peeled off her skin like ash wicking away in a fire. The cloud of pollen finally began to disperse around them, and aside from the ringing in Yua’s ears, the mall was finally quiet. Barb and the strange third party she’d been chasing were long gone by now, and Yua didn’t see her or Catspaw making a proper chase in the shape they were in. 

“You said you were happy you took a chance on me, Catspaw. I wasn’t about to prove you wrong,” Yua said, the ill-gotten spoils of her looting giving her conscience no issues.

Catspaw’s tail held tight to Yua’s leg as the two girls embraced. “You make a great hero, Yua. You’re going to do great things. Don’t let anyone make you think you don’t belong for a minute.” 

The two of them stood there for a minute. Yua’s heart felt ready to burst out of her chest, her hand’s trembling as she held the other woman close, enjoying the first breaths of fresh air in what felt like too long. She still wasn’t sure how everything ended, but it seemed like it had worked out for now. 

The Gem Knight looped Catspaw under an arm and helped her walk out of the mall. Yua’s armor was cracked and her body bruised, but when she left the mall, all that mattered was the enormous cheer that went up around the two of them. A crowd filled the parking lot, chanting for Catspaw, and increasingly for the Gem Knight as well, her name beginning to spread through the crowd. Paramedics rushed to grab Catspaw out of her arms, laying her on a stretcher as she gave a gentle smile, first to Yua and then the crowd, waving with a free arm as she was wheeled into a HeroNet-branded ambulance. 

Yua thought it was a little weird, since it was that Ocho-Gumo company that had arrived to whisk off the monster girl last time, but a moment later realized she was in too much pain to really care. The crowd was much more pressing as it swarmed her with questions and cheers. Yua welcomed it all. There wasn’t any point to the heroics if it didn’t transfer into name recognition. There couldn’t be any performance without a crowd, and despite the isolated fight, it seemed to Yua like the whole theater had sold out. 

“One at a time, one at a time! I do autographs, but pictures will have to wait. Got a few kinks to buff out of my armor.” She paused for laughter, and the crowd ate it up. “I’m sure everyone wants a chance to get to know the Gem Knight, and I’m not going anywhere.” That last part was literal for Yua: she’d just barely made it to the sturdy metal trash can before her legs had given out completely. She’d just have to stand there until she could walk again; the strange glimmer-step thing she did had drained the last of her stamina and more. As the first barrage of questions arrived, Yua realized she might be here a while.   




+   +   +




For the first time either could remember, Akiko was the one fussing over Yua. The smaller girl wrapped her comforter over Yua and went to change her ice pack out with a cold one. 

“What part of ‘be safe’ did you have trouble with, hm? I don’t think you broke anything, but you should really see an actual doctor.” Akiko shuffled around the apartment with an insistent gait in her slippers. 

Yua watched with a smile; she’d hidden her spoils in the dead space in the cupboards. At first glance it looked like she’d snatched enough to let them live comfortably for four, maybe five months, and this was just the start. Getting into this for the cash was already paying better than she’d ever hoped, and she still hadn’t seen a drop from HeroNet or any sponsors. That was the only reason Yua was even bothering with this nonsense. It was what she told herself, at least.

“Yeah, but did you see how well I did at the ‘kick ass’ part?” Yua beamed up at Akiko, despite the numerous bruises and scrapes across her body. Even that hurt, though; every time the girl moved—even to smile—she discovered some new muscle she’d pulled, or a growing bruise on her back or leg. Her armor had done a great job, but Catspaw was a scary piece of work. 

Knowing Catspaw had been a villain once made Yua feel a lot better about her own situation. Sure, she did a bit of larceny on the side, but people like Barb were real monsters. Everywhere she robbed was insured. The world needed a hero to look out for the little guy, like the girl Barb had been chasing. 

The one discordant note in her victory was that woman’s gaze. There hadn’t just been a general anger at the situation, at Barb her captor. The girl seemed furious at Yua specifically, for a reason she couldn’t place, and for whatever reason it still bothered her, just a little. 

Akiko returned with another mug of chamomile tea, setting it on the coffee table. “You better not get yourself killed, Yua. I wasn’t there and there aren’t any recordings of what happened in the mall, but promise me—if you need to choose between saving someone else and saving yourself, you’ll choose to live. Even if that person is me, okay?” 

Yua winced, remembering her moment of bravery before Catspaw beat her senseless. “Yeah, I hear you; can’t promise anything, though.” There was a thrill that had gripped her heart, a draw to being the person the moment needed, no matter the cost, no matter how much Yua told herself otherwise. She could feel it calling even now, through every pain and weakness in her body, back to the sword to do it all again. 

Akiko shook her head. “I’ll still ask you, every time. You’ve given too much of yourself already.” The girl’s green hair bounced into her eyes as she sat next to where Yua was lying on the couch. Akiko laid an arm across its back, and watched as Yua burned her tongue on the tea and cursed up and down. Despite all the excitement, the danger, and even the concerns Akiko still held about the massive sword Yua had brought home, things looked like they might finally start being okay. 
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<Hold still.> 

Xyrene again reached for Shiori’s bare shoulder. She was topless, facing away from the Hypogeic, faint and sweating from the pain—an ugly looking bruise had sprung up all around Shiori’s left side, stretching in a crescent moon to kiss the back of her shoulder. The moment Xyrene’s gloved hand made contact, the girl flinched away until she was locked in place. 

<Are you a child? Hold still, or I promise it will be worse.> Xyrene’s words only served to stoke the burning humiliation in Shiori’s cheeks. 

“I thought you were supposed to be a doctor—don’t you have something for the pain?”

Xyrene rested a hand on Shiori’s shoulder and slammed her palm into the girl’s shoulder blade, resetting the limb in place. Shiori could feel the psychic’s grip on her throat, cutting off the howl of pain before it could start. 

<Not only a doctor, but also your teacher, and pain makes an excellent mentor.> Xyrene released her power over Shiori’s body, letting the girl pull away and rock gently in place. Her free hand clutched at the affected joint as she sucked in air through her teeth. 

“What exactly,” Shiori hissed at Xyrene, “am I supposed to be learning?”

<Many things, Epigeic.> Xyrene was already washing her gloves in the stained basin sink nearby. The sound of running water did nothing to muffle the crisp words that asserted themselves in Shiori’s mind. <First, your good intentions are nothing without the capability to manifest them. Second, the fact your body now heals quicker than most and your bones are stronger means nothing in the face of your imprudence.>

“‘Epigeic’—is that the opposite of what you are?” Shiori rejected the psychic’s critiques. The vigilante had planned the meeting spot in the mall for the sole purpose of avoiding escalation; there was no way she could have known Barb would be the one who’d show up. Shiori hadn’t even brought any of her Gearfist equipment for the sole purpose of keeping things diplomatic, and barely escaped with her life for her trouble. Adding insult to injury, the Gem Knight of all people then had the audacity to ‘save’ her. Shiori needed a friend right now, or at least some understanding. 

<‘Epigeic’ is indeed what you are. A derogatory term among my people; your kind reserves its use predominantly for earthworms.> 

“What’s your damage? Why are you being so awful right now?” Shiori’s voice hitched as she suppressed the moisture welling up in the corners of her eyes. She pulled her shirt back on with her one good arm, having to pause more than once as she navigated the pain. 

<I’m disappointed, Shiori.> The vicious intensity of the words was enough to make the girl’s teeth hurt. <I gave you every opportunity, and you squandered it. The sole purpose and differentiator of you is initiative. I don’t need another thrall I have to give orders to at every step. We’re done.> Xyrene turned the faucet closed, metal squeaking softly.

“What do you mean we’re done?!” Shiori shouted, sliding off the operating table and storming up to Xyrene. They were close enough that Shiori saw her breath fog the leather of the Hypogeic’s apron. 

<My troubles with Barb have been resolved; she arrived some time before you did to deliver what she owed, with interest.> Shiori didn’t understand what Xyrene meant until she placed a gloved hand atop a silver case nearby. Shiori recognized it from the mall; it was full of the lucre Barb had brought to pay for the pitsteel, enough to cover two, maybe even three months of Shiori’s debt at least. <I have no further need to interfere with her or her affiliates.>  

“That’s mine!” Shiori reached for the case, only for her hand to stop midair as Xyrene reasserted control. “I stole the pitsteel, and that lucre right there. It was for the exchange. We’re on the same team, remember? You helped me steal it!” Shiori’s voice cracked as she pleaded, her fingers trembling as Xyrene held her dispassionately. 

<You were paying down your debt with favors. Barb’s debt is paid. You owe me seventy-five thousand lucre in two days. One day, if it’s past midnight now.> Xyrene’s mask gave no indication of humanity behind it. Her effortless control made no vagueries in regards to she could do if Shiori failed to deliver. 

The two stood there for a single excruciating minute, long past when Shiori had stopped trying to struggle. Xyrene eventually relented, letting Shiori flinch and recollect herself. Shiori gave the most withering glare she manage before bundling her things and moving to leave the underground lab. She maintained eye contact with the psychic’s mask even as she left. The moment she was strong enough to, she would crush Xyrene and leave the last Hypogeic buried beneath the earth in a tomb of her own making. 

<If those are your intentions, you’d better hurry, Gearfist. Your clock is ticking.> 

Shiori slammed the large metal door behind her with enough force to dislodge dust from the ceiling above. 




+   +   +




Shiori continued wrapping her fists in athletic tape as the rest of the gym moved around her. She had to go slowly, taking her time, as every movement with her injured side caused an agonizing pain to flare up along her upper arm and shoulder. The pain made her focus better at least; Xyrene was right about that. And Shiori needed focus right now. She needed everything at peak effectiveness, and the suggested rest period for her arm and ribs just didn’t fit that descriptor. Besides, Xyrene’s augments should have her healing faster, more resistant to straining it again. At least it wasn’t her hands themselves she’d injured. 

“You gonna stand there all day looking like a bird with a broken wing?” ‘Coach’ said, before flicking some of her white hair out of her eyes. “You look like you’re begging to be devoured, all pitiful like that. Lemme see.” She reached out for Shiori’s good arm, the one she’d taken much too long taping, and accidentally bumped the girl’s shoulder, eliciting an involuntary whimper. 

The two made eye contact for a moment before the taller woman continued. “What’s with the t-shirt? You hiding something?” 

Shiori chewed her lip but didn’t lie. The woman had been harsh—plenty harsh—but she’d been fair so far. So she lifted her shirt up and off to expose the extensive bruising around her shoulder and her side. 

“Goddess, you sure you can’t go to the authorities with this? Someone have it out for you?” There was the moment hung in the air, in the quiet. “Not my place, sorry—there’s no way you’re training like that. Get gone. I won’t even cancel our bet. We’ll pick up in a few weeks when you’re feeling better.” Her voice was kinder than Xyrene’s, but it stung all the same. 

“I can still run drills, or watch and learn something. It’s not as bad as it looks, I promise.” Shiori struggled to keep it together. It was all starting to come apart at the seams again. Just like last time. ‘Like every time,’ the voice in the back of her head whispered. 

“It could be half as bad as it looks, and I’d still have you horizontal for a month. Tell you what, though. give it a week, a solid week, and I’ll let you try lifting a few things, maybe even throwing a few jabs, and we’ll go from there?” the coach said, fully intending to keep the girl from causing permanent damage. Plenty of people in the city had weird bodies, fast healing, strange injuries, but that was no excuse for her carelessness as a mentor. 

“Alright, I’ll see you around.” Shiori gave a gentle smile, trying to control the waver in her voice and keep her eyes from watering anymore than they already had. She left with haste, trying to vacate the building before her tenuous control on her emotions finally bubbled over. She only paused for a moment, eyes downcast, as a much larger minotaur woman entered the gym past her to talk to Shiori’s coach. 

Shiori was too upset to notice as she headed home into the rain. 




+   +   +




Hideko wiped her glasses with her shirt. The sheets of rain over the boardwalk carnival meant it wouldn’t have been a busy day for business, even if there hadn’t been a string of strange disappearances recently. The owners had ensured the place was quickly closed, the gates barred, and the employees sent home. And yet, still the machines roared with tumultuous life, even with nobody to operate them and no electricity to provide animus. 

That was what had led Hideko out here—unpaid and unauthorized. If this kept up, she’d probably be laid off, and more importantly have to find work as something other than the general manager of a popular entertainment establishment. She stalked past the ring toss, and the squirt gun competition, and even the overpriced concessions. Hideko was surprised to see the popcorn still popping and the caramel apples fresh and waiting, as if someone had made them that afternoon, but the cotton candy post was uniquely empty. She wasn’t sure whether the continued functionality or the exception to the rule was stranger.

She narrowed her eyes, moving to instinctually berate whoever was in charge of the stall, but caught herself. Hideko wasn’t here for business; she was here to tell whatever had taken up residence to scram before she got HeroNet involved. She stomped further down the rows of stalls and games until she came to a ride she’d never seen before—emblazoned on its side was the title “Hideko and Seek! Find the Manager!” 

Next to the phrase was a small, cutesy illustration of Hideko herself, complete with a pair of glasses and a beauty mark beneath her left eye. The illustration winked at her, and Hideko made the intelligent decision that her job wasn’t worth whatever she had gotten into and smartly turned in place to leave. She made it down to the other side of the row to find the same trailer sized attraction facing her, this time with the chibi copy of herself wearing a cheeky grin emblazoned on her face. 

Hideko pivoted to the side now, rushing into one of the booths, pushing past it and into the neighboring row of stalls and games, just as the lights and cheery sounds of the carnival began to dim. The rain continued, forcing her to remove her glasses and clean them a second time, and when she replaced them on her nose, the strange and ominous, personalized attraction was in front of her again. 

It was the only thing left illuminated in the area. Even the Ferris wheel had gone dark, invisible in the angry storming clouds above. Hideko had lost her bearings, and as the storm roared around her, lightning crashed nearby, she let out an eep and dashed inside on instinct. The interior of the building was dry, at least. It was even pleasantly heated, though her relief was only momentary as the door had disappeared behind her, leaving her in an open room, a single low lamplight revealing only a circle around her. 

“Welcome to your—yes, your—personalized entertainment, Hideko!” The voice seemed to come from every direction at once, a cheery announcer with a hint of ringmaster to it. Hideko moved to the edge of the island of light, only for the voice to grow in volume as she did, scaring her back into the center. 

“Hey, hey—there’s no need to worry! I’m here to have a good time. I’m still figuring out this whole thing, so you’re gonna help! We’re gonna play tag. Easy enough, right? You run, I chase, and if I tag you, you’re it!” The voice seemed to be coming from one place now, and slowly approaching. 

“Okaaay… but how do I win? What happens when I’m it?” Hideko swallowed. So, whatever maniac had taken up residence wanted to play a game? That wasn’t as bad as it could have been. 

“Oh! You don’t win. I mean, you’re already winning? The goal is to have fun. Hideko! I’m really glad you came to hang out.” A figure could barely be seen at the edge of the light, bells jingling, shifting from side to side in the slightest silhouette against the darkness. 

“If I win—if I avoid you for, say, a minute, you leave the carnival. Forever.” Hideko stood her ground. This person seemed pretty unsure of herself. Some force of will could probably knock her over. 

“I’ll do you one better, Hideko-friend! You manage to go for five minutes, I’ll grant you a wish! If that wish is me leaving, so be it! Laaaaaame! But you could also wish for whatever! Like a new best friend! Or some more of that delicious cotton candy!” There was a pause, as the situation sank in for the human woman. 

“Obviously I can’t wish for more wishes—” 

“Why not? That sounds like an awesome wish!” The bells jingled just out of sight once more. 

“Okay… So, I could wish for superpowers, a promotion, and then send you packing?” Hideko cocked an eyebrow. Despite the worrying disappearances, this being seemed rather… unassuming in her goals. 

“I mean, I’d still suggest cotton candy, but I guess you could do something yucky like that, new friend,” she said with a sigh. “Alright! Well, we already started so you probably only have like, four minutes left before you, uh, ‘win.’ I mean, I don’t think this is really fair.” 

“Well, get going then! Turn the lights on. You can’t expect to tag me where you stand right now. That’s barely a game.” Hideko shooed the entity away, becoming increasingly confident in her own chances at a tremendous fortune. 

“You got me there! Thanks, new friend!” And there was the sound of a couple of party horns as well as a muffled ‘pop’ before the figure seemed to disappear. 

The lights came on in the room, and the extent of the strange ‘attraction’ was revealed. The place was a sort of maze, with arrows pointing down different exits on bright green walls. Unsure of what exactly she should be doing, Hideko began jogging down one of the halls, picking random directions and trying to ignore the obvious arrows pointing down specific paths… 




+   +   +




The apartment was quiet but for the tip-tap of rain on the windows, and Shiori’s thoughts wasted no time filling the space. Unbidden critiques, worries, and impossible plans to somehow escape the looming end of her career as a hero and a person with free will swirled freely in the space. Calls to actions bled into scathing critiques that stalked and circled around her; helplessness was not a new feeling for Shiori, and she’d never discovered the proper way to handle it. 

She laid on the couch, trying to conjure anything that could help. Her fingers dug into the pillows as nothing came but the whispers in increasing volume. It was never this bad before, when Mizuki was still here. She’d swoop in and distract her with a hilarious anecdote and a gentle touch. Shiori would throw herself into her research, pause to organize a fan meetup or autograph session. Even arguing on the forums about the Jewel Knight’s best fights seemed pointless now. Everything seemed pointless. 

The shadows in the room closed in with the voices now, howling at Gearfist to be angry, to turn the pain into strength, to ignore her body and her heart and simply start breaking things until the money fell out. And then Mizuki would fall out. And then the love she’d chased since her youth would fall out.

Shiori pulled her legs up to her chest and reached clumsily to her phone, dialing a number into it. She screwed her eyes shut as the dial tone rang, scared of what she’d do if nobody picked up when—

“Heya Shiori, what’s shaking?” said Amy Dixon, Shiori’s only other real friend and second-in-command in the Official Jewel Knight Fan Club. 

“Amy, I don’t know what to do.” The words slipped through Shiori’s grasp like water vapor. “I think I really fucked it up, Amy. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Hang on—is Mizuki there with you? Are you safe?” 

“Mizuki’s gone, Amy. She’s been gone for—” Shiori recoiled at the words. Just saying it out loud was too much of a confession. Shiori thought of the words, of the explanation she could give for Mizuki, for herself, for the constant injuries. Being a hero was so hard. How did Mizuki do it for so long, all alone? How could Shiori have known what she was going through? 

The sound of shuffling and clattering came from the other end of the phone line. 

Shiori worried she’d made it sound worse than it was. She should be able to handle herself. If she couldn’t save one person—just one person, in Mizuki—how could she even look herself in the eye? The Jewel Knight saved hundreds, without having to make deals with the faceless devil Shiori owed a king’s ransom to. Her mind swirled around in thoughts and fears like brackish water, obscuring any light beyond the increasingly dire situation she found herself in. 

“—Shiori? Are you still there? Shiori?” 

“Y-yeah!” Shiori clutched the phone with desperation, the one thing saving her from the vertigo of unreality swallowing her whole. 

“I’m heading over, okay? I just wanted to make sure that was alright. You’re at your apartment, right? I’ve got some snacks, I just needed to get my jacket.” 

The relief she felt at those words was palpable. The weight on her shoulders, the burden of her own expectations, fell away for just a moment at the small kindness. The tears welled up, big and hot in the corners of her eyes, finally spilled over and running down her cheeks.  

“Yeah. I’d really like that. I’ll leave the door unlocked.” Shiori wiped at her eyes, clearing out the majority of the sadness she’d let escape her emotional walls. 

“On it. Just hold on a li’l longer.” Amy hung up a moment later, and Shiori was left in stunned silence. She wasn’t sure what to make of it, and despite everything she felt, everything she insisted on feeling, the fact Amy had just sprung to help her was good. No amount of self-sufficiency could undermine how warm and solid and real it felt. 

Shiori spent her time waiting, trying to figure out why she was so convinced the right move was to muscle through it, when the idea that her friend was rushing over without more than a few words of vulnerability made her heart ache with joy. The previous Jewel Knight had fought on her own merits to earn her position as a hero, to earn fans and fame and Shiori’s devotion. When she retired and passed the mantle to Mizuki, Shiori followed with the fans. But Mizuki had worked hard each and every day to live up to the name. Sometimes alone. Too often alone. Her strength came from legacy, from dedication and duty. It came from her infallible sense of justice, and the beautiful confidence she had in herself and others.

To the contrary—Gearfist’s strength was her anger, her vengeance. The guilt made her braver than Shiori ever could dream to be, and her anger was the power behind every blow. 

Gearfist fought alone too. 

But Shiori, the normal human person, didn’t have to fight alone, right? 

The implants on her hands itched again. She squeezed her palms one at a time, working out the aches and soreness—Xyrene had said her body would reject the metal under too much mental stress, which became its own cause for worry. 

Shiori couldn’t imagine the thralls she’d been fighting being so calm with their own modifications and position as muscle for Barb and Holt, but they seemed much healthier than herself. At peace, in a way. And still, Shiori couldn’t envy them. She still had a chance to fight for what she cared for. That’s what mattered—that someone still thought about Mizuki, that someone would fight for her no matter what. 

Again, why did Shiori have to do this all alone? Why didn’t she run to Amy or HeroNet earlier, when the Jewel Knight disappeared and the Gem Knight had taken her place?

Part of Shiori was happy for the peace and quiet for a moment. The buzzing nest of pressures and guilt finally left her for the first time as she waited for Amy to arrive.

The sound of the doorbell shook Shiori up and off the couch. She was suddenly tense again; she hadn’t prepared anything for her friend and definitely looked like a mess. The apartment was small enough that she was able to dash across it and up to the door in a moment, fumbling with the lock before finally getting the knob and deadbolt loose. She opened the door to a gust of wind and the soft roar of a storm raging outside. 

“Amy! Sorry I—” 

Shiori suddenly found herself in the middle of a very damp hug, something in a plastic bag crinkling behind her as Amy tackled her in an embrace. “Shiori, you damn idiot! You always do this. You always bottle everything up until you fall apart! Do you know how worried I was when you called? You idiot, I’m so glad you’re okay.” Amy pulled her friend into a tighter hug, surprising even Shiori with the strength of her grip. Rainwater soaked through Shiori’s thin shirt, chilling her skin, even as her cheeks and shoulders grew hot with vulnerability blooming into affection. 

“It’s uh, raining cats and dogs out there, huh?” Shiori stood there, enveloped in the fluffy grip of Amy’s oversized coat, helpless to stop her despite her superhuman enhanced strength. 

A moment passed and Amy finally let go, moving to take her shoes off and slide out of her soaked overcoat. “Ahah, I bought some burritos on the way over here. You always stop eating when you’re like this. I came as quickly as I could.” She held out the plastic bag to Shiori, wiping her own eyes with the back of her hand. 

Shiori really wanted to prove her wrong, but she couldn’t bring herself to claim otherwise when she took the bag from her friend. The two of them had barely made it to the couch when Shiori’s stomach let out an awful gurgling noise. “Maybe you’re onto something.” She wasted no time unwrapping the tinfoil from the massive burrito, enjoying the feeling of it almost burning her hands as she held it gently upright. 

“When did she leave? Was there a fight?” Amy paused, unsure of how to broach the subject, chewing her lip as she watched Shiori scarf down half of the burrito with a ravenous hunger. “Goddess, I’m so sorry. I know this has happened before; I promise it’s not your fault.” 

“No, nothing like that. She disappeared. I don’t know where she is. I’m really, really worried about her, Amy.” Shiori stared down at her food, pausing for only a moment before continuing her meal. 

“First your parents, now—Goddess, you poor thing. You seemed like you were injured at club earlier. Anything else going on?” Amy continued to sit cross-legged in front of Shiori’s spot on the couch, making sure to give her friend plenty of space, even as her eyes glanced down to the small circles glinting on the backs of Shiori’s hands as she ate.

<Not a word, Gearfist.> Xyrene’s unwelcome voice was loud enough to make Shiori wince. The thought that the psychic had been present, listening through every moment of vulnerability and kindness she’d experienced today made Shiori’s stomach turn. She set down the burrito on the styrofoam container and wiped her mouth. 

“Yeah. I’ve just been busy lately, looking into it. I’m really good at this sort of thing.” Shiori couldn’t make eye contact. She definitely could have been doing more actual investigation—seeing if there was a paper trail, looking into similar disappearances—but she’d been completely wrapped up in training and Xyrene’s awful nonsense. 

“Hey. Leave that to HeroNet. That’s their job. I know you told me not to ask, so I won’t. But I’m assuming there’s a link between Mizuki being gone and the Jewel Knight retiring?” 

“I’m not going to HeroNet. They’ve moved on, they have their new little toy. Just like the fanclub. It’s more convenient for them if Mi—if the Jewel Knight quietly retired without any fuss.” Shiori’s anger rose in her throat. A hero’s career was measured in months, not years. Not that anyone really cared. Sure, the famous ones would be around for decades. The last Jewel Knight before Mizuki was one of those, and Shiori wanted so, so badly for Mizuki to be one of the rare long and happy careers. 

“Okay, I’ll drop it. I’m sorry, Shiori, I’m so sorry.” Amy moved to sit beside Shiori, pausing to see if the other girl would turn her away, and finding no resistance, sat and leaned gently against her friend. “You going to be okay?” 

Shiori thought about the foreclosure on her mind looming ahead of her. She thought about her body breaking whenever she pushed it to match the people she was forced to fight, and the mindbroken thralls of Xyrene she’d been beating down lately. She’d be joining them sooner than she realized. 

“I don’t think I’m gonna be okay, Amy.” 

Amy chewed her lips and looked around the room, spying a few errant pieces of popcorn now trampled into the carpet. “Well, anything fun you wanna do? Any good memories to lean on? I know you and Mizuki were huge movie buffs.” She nudged her pal with her elbow, stopping when Shiori winced and grabbed at her arm. Amy grimaced, unsure of how to even start helping her friend. A moment later, she realized this is what Shiori must have felt about Mizuki

She wasn’t dumb. Amy could see the writing on the wall as a hero aficionado herself. 

“Okay, Shiori. What’s one thing you wanna do? Something we can do tonight. What’s one good memory you have of Mizuki?” Amy leaned forward, her voice softer than before. 

Shiori was quiet for a minute. “Did you know me and Mizuki went on a date once?” She gave Amy a soft smile. “It didn’t work out, but I had a great time. We went to the old boardwalk. You know, with the Ferris wheel? I still remember the reflection of the lights on the water.” 

Amy grinned. Sure, Shiori was being her usual weird nostalgic depressing self, but it seemed like she was trying. “Okay! There you go! The rain should be clearing up here in a little; how about later in the week we can do a horror movie like you and Mizuki used to and… tonight we could go get some fresh air on the boardwalk? They’re open super late. I’m sure if we rush over, it’ll be fine.” 

Shiori tentatively took another bite of the burrito, feeling a bit better. “I think… that’d be really good for me. Hey, Amy?” 

The girl paused to make eye contact with Shiori. “Hm?” 

Shiori mustered up a good deal of courage. “Thanks for tonight. I didn’t really deserve it, but you’re really cool for doing all this. It means a lot to me.” 

It was Amy’s turn to turn a little pink. “Hey, it’s no problem. Don’t go wasting my friendship investment, okay? You’re pretty cool, and it was really fun to run the Jewel Knight club with you.” 

“Ahah, yeah. I promise to still be friends, even if I don’t do… that so much for a bit, you know?” 

Amy had long carried suspicions. Shiori’s distress at the club’s enthusiasm about the new Jewel Knight made a lot more sense retroactively. “Yeah, I’m looking forward to getting to know Shiori the movie buff and…” Amy realized she didn’t know that much else about her friend at all. 

“That sounds great to me.” Shiori forced a smile. 

Amy couldn’t stop herself from chuckling slightly at just how haggard Shiori looked with the red puffy eyes, burrito crumbs on her cheek, and her too-wide smile. Amy found herself brushing the crumbs away, letting the moment linger, unsure if she had overstepped. A moment later the tension broke as Shiori joined in the laughter at the sheer absurdity of her situation. 

“We should probably get going, right?” 

Amy gave Shiori a thumbs up and began putting her jacket back on. Shiori hurried to finish the burrito, hoping to keep Amy from waiting too long. She really hadn’t eaten anything all day. It was crazy how Amy had gotten Shiori’s favorite order basically perfect. She must have mentioned it to Amy when they were chatting at the club sometime. Shiori finished off the last bits of it, and stood up to give Amy one last hug before they headed off into the rain. 

There was an awkward moment as Shiori started to get her own raincoat and shoes on, grabbing the beat-up duffle bag. 

Amy glanced at the bag as she stood in the open doorway, looking to Shiori, as if to ask her about it a moment later. 

“Uh—” Shiori tried to come up with a proper explanation, running through her mind as she imagined camera equipment, or maybe college reading material. 

“Hey, I won’t ask any questions. Just take a bit more care of yourself going forward, okay, Shi-shi?” 

Shiori nodded, just happy for any reason not to explain how the weighty gauntlets within were the only thing that helped her feel centered and confident anymore. The two of them headed out, only to find the rain had finally stopped. 

Amy held her hand out past the overhang on the apartment balcony. “That’s going to make the walk over a bit easier. Hm, it’s probably still slippery on the docks—” 

“Yeah, yeah, be safe. I get it, mom.” Shiori said with a gentle smile. “Thanks again, Amy. You’re really cool.” 

“You’re not too much of a loser yourself, Shiori, when you try.” Amy almost found herself reaching out for Shiori’s hand as they started off into the twilight together, but decided against it.  




+   +   +




Hideko’s bet had been going well. The maze wasn’t very complicated—and her opponent was terrible at hiding her presence, the sound of bells and chipper laughter echoing from whichever direction Gemini was in. She was right to wear actual shoes out into the rain, able to run in her low-heeled boots at a clipped pace whenever the entity got close enough to notice. In the moments things were quiet, Hideko checked her phone. Even at a conservative estimate, it’d been at least four minutes now. It was impossible to tell when the game exactly started, but Hideko had started keeping track the moment she got the chance. 

She tucked herself away behind one of the painted pressboard walls, waiting and watching. There should be only a few seconds more now. She didn’t even hear the bells when she focused on listening anymore. 

She checked her phone again. It had been five minutes at least. What was going on? 

“Hideko!” The voice was close enough to make her jump. 

Next to her was a strange looking girl, a wide smile stretched across her face. Lavender hair curled around her face in a wild bob, sticking out at odd angles, and were those pointed ears? Small stars and hearts adorned her cheeks and her clothes were covered in ruffles, with puffy sleeves and bright colors and patterns, all draped over her boyish figure. Bells hung off her earrings, and there were even some on the lacy, oversized collar of her shirt. 

“Congratulations Hideko! You’ve won! What’cha gonna wish for? Don’t keep me waiting!” 

Hideko blinked a few times, the mishmash of reds and blues and lavenders being a rather impressive distraction. “Oh, okay, yeah. Yeah!” 

“Yeah?!” The being seemed just excited for Hideko’s success as the salarywoman was. 

Yet the hiding spot was pretty cramped for two of them. Hideko shuffled out as the figure moved back accordingly. She could get a better look at the clearly-not-human woman’s odd bifurcated pants, bright blue on one side and red on the other. 

“Okay, okay. Give me a second. I want to make sure to get the phrasing right.” Hideko crossed her arms and pushed her glasses up onto the bridge of her nose as she went over the exact details of her wishes. 

At the same time, the strange magical figure looked Hideko over. She matched the woman’s pose, checked over her shoulder, circled around the woman to see what she was wearing and check the front of her shoes until she finally straightened her hand out to the businesswoman. “I realized I haven’t introduced myself yet. I mean, I know you’re Hideko, but you haven’t met me properly yet. I am the indefatigable Gemini Tu—”

“Shhh—” Hideko cut her off. “I need to focus.” 

“Okay, okay, okay, okay.” The strange pixie looking girl backed up a little bit and started to think to herself as well. Tapping her foot, before pulling her legs up into a floating cross-legged posture. “Goddess, I could really do for some more cotton candy. Do you mind if I..?” 

“Yes, yes, whatever.” Hideko waved the figure off as she wondered whether wishing for political office would raise too many questions. 

“Oh, thanks!” The figure snapped her fingers and there was a flash of light, and in an instant Hideko was gone. Or rather—she was very, very different. Two poofy pastel blue buns framed her head, while her face had taken on an equally pale ‘blue raspberry’ hue. Her entire outfit was much more eccentric, befitting her new appearance, a poofy skirt and puffy shoulders, with a small apron built in. She’d gained a few inches in height from the paper-cone-esque, thigh-high white boots on her legs that completed the look. The only indication of who she may have been a moment before were the pair of black glasses still balanced on her nose. She seemed stunned, surprised, or simply unaware of what had happened to her. 

Gemini pulled a cone out from one of her sleeves and scooped off one of the big fluffy buns of Hideko’s ‘hair’ and took a bite. “Ahhh, you’re great, friend. This stuff is delicious. I have no idea how you humans make it!” 

Hideko blinked again, her mouth hanging open as her mind tried to catch up with her current situation. 

“Oh! Did you figure your wish out yet?” Gemini continued eating the perfect scoop of cotton candy as she waited for Hideko’s response. 

Finally, something seemed to click in the cotton-candy woman, and a smile wide enough to match her creator bloomed on her azure lips. “I’d love a snack—got any more of that stuff to share?” Hideko said with a voice much brighter and sweeter than it’d been only a minute ago. 

“Oh, easy-peasy!” Gemini snapped her fingers and a copy of Hideko appeared next to herself, identical but for a still-intact bun of candy floss hair atop her head, and no glasses to speak of. 

“Ehee! Thanks, bestie!” The glasses-wearing Hideko said, taking a scoop off her copy, as her copy started giggling with the same manic excitement as the first. “Whatever you did, this is, like, a total sugar rush!” 

The elfen-eared woman nodded happily. “That’d make a whole lotta sense, yeah!” 




+   +   +




And now our story continues! 

Mizuki the Dragonslayer ducked behind an errant boulder as a gout of black flame cast the place she once stood in obsidian relief. She clutched her trusty blade to her chest and dashed over the top and back into the fray. The dragon stood before her, terrible in its majesty, black wings blocking out any sun on the mountainside. Below, barely visible in its mighty claws, was the colorful figment of a princess—the very same princess Mizuki had sworn to save!

She’d sworn to save and harbored feelings for. 

I hardly think that’s been established so far. I’ll have her start developing a romance. 

Maybe she just didn’t realize it until now? Maybe it’s been the source of her strength this whole time. The power of love spurring her onward; it’s so romantic!

The very same princess Mizuki had sworn to save, the princess who held a place in her heart of hearts! Mizuki and the dragon had clashed countless times, neither gaining the upper hand, but never before had the dragon been so terrible as to assault the keep she protected and snatch away the noble princess in broad daylight. 

The knightess charged further up the mountain in no time, tapping into the power she’d been given to surpass human strength and speed. The stones themselves burned around her in monochrome, providing the only stark lighting she could see with. 

The princess was almost in reach when the dragon roared and flapped its mighty wings, letting the red light of the setting sun gleam on Mizuki’s steel armor. She drew her blade as the princess cried out for her—

Mizuki! Please! Only you can save me! 

Mizuki ran and leapt for the princess, her fingers only barely brushing the princess’ for a brief moment, the touch carrying all of her unspoken feelings as she tumbled back to the jealous, cloying ground below. 

“Don’t worry—I’ll find you! I’ll rescue you, I swear!”

No, no, that doesn’t work. I can’t say, “She has the princess’ name on her lips, as sweet as any kiss and as bitter as any poison,” if she doesn’t actually say the princess’ name. 

Well, I don’t want the princess to have my name. That doesn’t work either. It feels kinda pervy, you know?

Uhhh… I’m terrible with names. Just ask our knight to come up with one. 

The princess left the dragon’s talons and floated down to the knightess. Mizuki was now staring off into the infinite horizon, her pose still reaching out for the dragon hovering some ways off in the air, strings on both of the puppets now slack. 

“Mizuki, what’s the name of your princess? Who do you cry out to save from harm?” the princess asked, as she stroked her toy’s face. The puppet struggled, shaking in her perfect pose as her empty mind searched for the words that lay on her lips as sweet as a kiss, and as bitter as poison. 

“Shiori. I’ll save you, Shiori! Just wait for me, okay?” Mizuki trembled at the touch, wanting more than anything to save her friend and keep her as far away from this awful fate as possible. 

Oh, that’s perfect! Look at that expression! Dione, you can be Princess Shiori.

You’re so smart, Io. I’ll be the best Princess Shiori the world has ever seen! Lemme try this again—Mizuki! please! Only you can save me! 

“Don’t worry—” Mizuki cried out, tears falling from her eyes. “I’ll find you, Shiori! I’ll do whatever it takes to rescue you, I swear!” 

Annnnnd cut! 

“The verisimilitude! I got chills, sister!”

“Chills, all the way down my spine. My goodness, she’s my favorite doll for a reason, Io.”

“I can see why. I’ll start thinking of the next plot! I hope Shiori’s as cute as Mizuki makes her seem like.” 

“From her memories, I think we’ll find out sooner than later. We just have to wait, and she’ll come looking.” 

Mizuki remained still, the color in her face only a reflection of the sun resting low on the horizon, bathing her and the twins in crimson twilight. 
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“Explain it to me again—the park is closed?” Shiori and her friend were standing outside the gate to the boardwalk. Just beyond the chain link fence in front of her, bright lights and the sound of rides and cheery carnival games filled the cool night air with an enthusiastic ambiance, as if nothing was the matter. And still, the lady in the ticket booth remained steadfast in her explanation. 

“Unless you literally own the place, I’m not letting you in. Hideko said to keep the place locked up tight until she got back from figuring out what was going on.” 

“What, is it a gas leak? I mean—Hideko invited me in!” Shiori’s comment had Amy fretting, gently tugging on Shoiri’s sleeve.

“You’re really not good at this, kid. Scram before I call security.” 

“Aren’t you security?” Shiori motioned to the small badge and associated label on the woman’s gray jacket. 

“I sure am, and I’m saying scram before I call the cops. It’s for your own good. You can lose at ring toss next week, kid.” 

“Come on. Let’s just leave,” Amy said. Shiori frowned, but followed her friend as they began to walk away. Once they were out of earshot Shiori stopped them. 

“I don’t know about you but I feel like something’s up. Mind if I stick around and check it out?” 

Amy was stunned, pleasantly surprised to see her friend showing some interest and even initiative in something. “Sure! Just don’t overdo it, ‘kay?” 

That was just what Shiori was hoping to hear. She gave Amy a mock salute and started back towards the gate as Amy started the walk home with a smile on her face. 

Shiori adjusted her raincoat. “I’m not supposed to tell you this, but I’m with HeroNet. You’ve been having a problem that doesn’t make any sense. I get it. Hideko didn’t want you to know, kept it under wraps—but you see, I respect you. You’re on the front lines of the day-to-day.” 

The security guard paused, looking Shiori up and down, but not telling her off quite yet.

“A citizen might be in trouble. I have to do everything in my power to save her—and if that includes showing my cards, I’m not above it. You deserve to know.” Shoiri moved to unzip her duffle bag, and the security guard reflexively leaned out of the booth to look. 

<Gearfist.> 

Shiori smiled when she heard the insistence in Xyrene’s command. She continued unzipping the bag, revealing a glint of brass and iron within. The security guard stepped out of the booth to steady herself as she craned down to catch more details, her expression seemingly working through her knowledge of active heroes. 

“The name’s Gearfist.” Should she call this security guard ‘officer’? Was that too on the nose? She opted for a safer, “Thanks for hearing me out.” 

The security woman leaned back and sighed. “Haven’t heard of you. What, you part of special carnival operations at HeroNet?” 

“I’m a new hero, part of the Gem Knight’s cohort.” 

“You know, now that you mention it, I have heard of her! Tell her hi for me, alright? Loved the snake fight, really flashy stuff.” The guard chuckled and, with the press of a button, the gate began slowly rolling out of the way. “Knock ‘em dead, Gearfist.” 

Shiori gave a big smile and headed into the fairground. She made it to the first set of stalls before she had to pause and wipe at her eyes. She spit, wiping the name of that faker out of her mouth. The Gem Knight had stolen her friend’s legacy—and for what? Amateur heroics, only to team up with a more experienced hero? This new Gem Knight had to be in contact with HeroNet now, which meant the imposter knew her predecessor had disappeared, and HeroNet had bought whatever story she fed them. It was rotten, all the way down.

But for a moment, Shiori had gotten to be a hero, and the way the woman had looked at her with trust, even admiration… as far as last days went, this was going pretty alright.

With a deep breath, Shiori focused up. The knock-the-milk-bottles-over booth made a good enough place to change into her outfit: putting her hair up, pulling the neck gaiter over her nose, slotting her gauntlets into place. The feeling of the metal attaching to her limbs never stopped being strange. The way the weight suddenly moved with her fingers made it feel as if she was wearing nothing on them at all. She flexed them a few times, noticing how the aching in her implants finally began to settle down. As the bodily enhancements continued to boot up in her frame, everything seemed a tad sharper than before. The pain in her shoulder only revealed itself as it retreated from the strange Hypogeic chemicals hitting her veins, making her into more a weapon than a person. 

<To be fair, they were designed to do exactly that.> 

Shiori continued to ignore Xyrene’s commentary. The doctor could collect her toy when the time ran out; there was no obligation to play nice with the psychic anymore. Tonight was about Shiori getting to be a hero, for herself and herself alone. For a few hours, she could properly honor Mizuki’s last wish—to be a hero for others, to not chase her mentor into the abyss. She stashed her duffle bag behind the counter and left the stall, but not before checking one of those ceramic milk bottles. Even with Gearfist’s post-human enhancements, she could feel a weight to the bottom. What, were they pouring into the bottom of these things? Lead?

As she peeled out of the game booth, she threw one of the balls hard enough to shatter a stack of the weighted bottles and leave a hole in the back of the stall. She’d have to come back for her prize later.

Now, where to start? Gearfist jogged along the lines of stalls as a few stray spatters of rain bounced off her yellow raincoat. The security guard had mentioned a manager who had gone into the haunted circus… “Hideko? You out there?!” she shouted into the dark, trading the element of surprise for a shot at saving whoever might still be alive—and, given the sorts of threats that prowled this city, still in their right mind. The bright and airy sound of a bell rang out, as if in response to her question. Gearfist climbed the nearest game booth with a single motion of her still-good arm and dashed along the rooftops towards the ringing. There was no way she would have been able to hear it if the storm was still raging, and she thanked her lucky stars the clouds had mostly cleared above them. 

She came upon not one but three figures standing and playing one of the many circus games on the boardwalk, quiet music on poor speakers flooding the surrounding area with a jaunty tune. 

“Oh come on! Why can’t I figure it out?!” One of the three was dressed in a loose blouse, with lavender hair all askew around her head as she leaned back from the game. Darts and balloons—Gearfist couldn’t see a single target popped, despite the frankly embarrassing number of darts stuck in the surrounding corkboard. Besides the lavender woman were two blue women—not unhappy, but literally blue: azure skin, cerulean hair, navy blue freckles and near-black lips. Probably working for the lady in the blouse and… if the logic of monster girls and villains in this city held, Gearfist feared one of these blue ladies was likely Hideko. 

Gearfist hopped off the roof, reflexively steadying her jump with her right arm—the one she’d dislocated only a day before. What followed was a spike of pain, a muffled swear, and a mercifully short drop to the pier below. Any stealth she had possessed was now and truly blown: by the time Gearfist shuffled herself back up onto her feet, the trio was already approaching her. 

“And who are you supposed’ta be?” The question came from the woman in front, excitement like champagne bubbles fizzing through her words, an over-the-top joy that left the heroine with the impression this stranger was playing for the affections of an imaginary audience. Finally, with a moment to analyze her opponent, Gearfist couldn’t help but marvel at the momentary beauty of the wild-haired woman; the moon gave a silver silhouette to her outline, and the flashing amber lights of the attractions made the rest of her dance with motion and shadow despite her poise. 

“I could ask you the same question—” Gearfist looked to the women attending Gemini. “Hideko, is that you?” Gearfist pulled her gauntlets up into a defensive stance, watching the group over the sharp ridges of the metal knuckles. Both of the blue girls, who had a passing resemblance to cotton candy, cocked their head to the side. A pair of glasses on the left woman was the only distinguishing factor between them.  

“Ah! You know her? Yeah, this is Hideko and um… Saeko?” The blue copy without glasses nodded happily. “Oh! And I’m Gemini Tumult!” She took another step forward, a hand extended. Gearfist couldn’t help but notice the garish red and blue accessories that defined Gemini’s appearance extended even to her perfectly manicured fingernails, alternating dark teal blue and rich scarlet, small stars dotting them and glittering in the shifting boardwalk lights. 

“Let them go.” Gearfist narrowed her eyes over her guard. The woman was more than likely a magic user. It was more of a hunch than anything, but years spent on HeroNet serving as Mizuki’s tactics and trivia repository meant she had a good feeling for how heroes and villains were ‘supposed’ to operate. She didn’t see any accessories, circuit lines, or even a battery pack on the woman, and despite the pointy ears on Gemini, she didn’t have any further distinguishing features to imply a monster girl. And what was with the cotton candy theming? 

“Who, Hideko?” Gemini asked, thoughtfully confused. “The other ones? I mean, I can but, ahah… They’re my friends! We love hanging out, and the fair without any friends is hardly any fun, right?”

“You’re the one who made them into… this?” Gearfist glanced over Gemini to the two blue girls behind her. Gemini’s gaze followed over her own shoulder for a moment, as her mouth opened in surprise.

“Of course I did! Just in case I get snackish, you know? It didn’t hurt that it made Hideko so much sweeter. What’s your name, new friend?” Gemini’s hand still hung in the air in front of her. The woman’s posture was exaggerated to the point of impossible: her heels were held crisply together, and her hips tilted so far forward and her spine arched so far back that Gearfist didn’t know how the woman could possibly stay standing. 

“…I go by Gearfist.” Her eyes left Gemini’s own, glancing down at her hand one last time before swiping to grab hold of the magician’s wrist. Mizuki would always try to resolve things verbally, but it was very possible that this new woman was a fae or elf or some tricky breed of supernatural being, and Gearfist was not taking any—

—Gearfist’s metal digits clanged as they closed around nothing but open air and a fluttering of confetti. Gemini was nowhere to be seen. Okay, clearly she was a magic user. 

“Oh! I love tag!” Gemini was suddenly waving from a few meters up in the sky, too high for Gearfist to jump, literally standing on air. “That means you’re it, ehehee! Catch me if you caaaaan!” The magic user mimed a perfect breast stroke as she slowly worked her way towards… towards… 

Gearfist watched as Gemini reached the nearby hall of mirrors and alighted on its roof, before disappearing in a puff of smoke and confetti yet again. “You two, stay out here and don’t go anywhere, okay?” spoke Gemini’s incorporeal voice over the din of the boardwalk. 

Hideko and Saeko just waved, scooting into the next booth and beginning to coo at the different plushie prizes. “Have fun!” one shouted after Gearfist. “Play safe! No lawsuits!” shouted the other as Gearfist steamed into the Hall of Mirrors. 

The halls were dark when she entered the attraction. There were a number of rules and warnings at the front, with a little cartoon jester that looked uncannily like Gemini beaming beside it. Gearfist ignored them and charged in anyway. 

<Gearfist, be careful. There’s something strange going on here.> Xyrene was perhaps the most unhelpful person Gearfist could imagine backing her up at the time. 

“Stuff it. Maybe I’ll blow your investment and end up turned into a box of crackerjacks, and then we can both be screwed together.” 

<That’s not a very construct—> Xyrene’s voice cut out suddenly, and Gearfist found herself alone, surrounded by reflections of herself. The sudden isolation was more disquieting than she’d like to admit, but at least for once Xyrene wasn’t in her head, spying. 

Gearfist walked the halls of mirrors, passing taller, shorter, wobblier reflections as she did. It was hard not to get turned around; the dim and veiled lights above hid details that distinguished between what was real and what was simple illusion. Gemini could be hiding behind any of these, or preparing at the other end of this stupid maze. Gearfist kept focused, kept calm as she tracked her turns and intersections of the maze. The moment she finally found a long straightaway she started to run down it, certain it was the right direction, only to find herself on her ass a moment later, forehead aching and vision spotty. 

She got up, rubbing her forehead where she banged her head against the polished glass. She got ready to break the one-sided mirror she’d run into, only to be stopped by someone standing in front of her.

The figure was unclear a moment as the surface warped and warbled from the impact a moment ago. It was just another normal reflection of Shiori. It moved with her, had the gauntlets and the ponytail, but something about it unnerved her. She moved a little closer, a light directly above blinking to life and humming as it illuminated something that was impossible. 

The woman before her was wearing the same visor as Xyrene’s thralls. Her body was dotted with implants and pipes circulating into something hanging off her back. The black cloth mask Gearfist wore was mirrored in shape by a locking gas mask, a glass phial hanging off the side full of unspecified pink liquid.

Gearfist moved closer, trying to get a better look at the details—at the way her reflection’s skin was discolored and pale, veins pink instead of blue in places. Along her neck, surrounding the implant ports on her shoulders like rosé halos, she could see their brilliance surge with each breath the copy took. 

Whatever this… reflection was supposed to be, staring at it put a chill in her blood too real for her to brush off. She wasn’t dealing with this tonight—Gearfist stumbled back, only to see her reflection remain where it was, pushing up against the glass and watching her as she ran from it.

She turned into another long hallway, pushing past the first draped curtain she could into another room. Ripping off her thin black mask off her face, she sucked down air as fast as she could. The whole building smelled like wet carpet, thick and cloying in her throat. The room was small, only one entrance to worry about something pursuing her. Gearfist pushed herself against the far wall and tried to order her thoughts. How did this ‘Gemini’ know about her arrangement with Xyrene? There seemed to be an extrapolation on what she knew of Hypogeic technology, but the specificity of it didn’t make any sense, pipes and bruises and the flickering veins. There was too much for a simple enchantment, surely—did Gearfist just imagine the whole thing? 

“Hello, Shiori.” 

Gearfist’s eyes snapped open. The voice had come from within the room—and stranger still, it was her voice, identical to her own. She spotted another mirror, immediately off to the side and hidden by the angle of the light… and once again, the figure within was an unnerving reinterpretation of Gearfist herself.

“I was wondering when you’d notice me. You know we’re not a patient woman, Shiori.” This one was taller, hair loose and longer, brushing past her shoulders where a ring of tufted fur sat, giving a regal air to her. The smile on her lips was not a kind one, and the way her claws clacked against the glass put Gearfist on edge. The mirror-Shiori took a step back away from the barrier and gave Gearfist a full look at her new form—what she thought to be a dress was large black wings perched over a meaningful improvement on her bust, the scales of a bird-of-prey speckled her arms like opera gloves, each tipped with an onyx claw. Below her double’s waist, Gearfist spied the legs of a lion, giving her doppelganger half a foot of height on herself. 

“A griffon.” 

“Don’t deny it—you’ve wondered what would have happened if the pitsteel went off in your bag. How strong you’d be. Whether it’d be the power you’d need to be the person your friends deserve.” Behind the griffon, the wings began to unfurl; Gearfist realized they were more like those of a carrion raven than those of an eagle. 

“Not helpful right now, but you seem at least more diplomatic than the last one.” 

“Eugh. Such an eyesore, that version, right? You should be taking slaves, not becoming one. Break the world around your talons. Take that rage, that pride deep in your chest, and wield it.”

“I’ll take that under consideration.” Gearfist hardly considered ‘pride’ to be one of her motivating factors, and this version of herself was quickly wearing her nerves down. What magnitude of spell was Gemini using for all this, anyways? “But I’ve got bigger problems right now. Did an imp run through here? Purple hair, pointy ears…” 

“Bigger problems than—?” Griffon-Shiori gave a dark chuckle. “There’s no bigger problem than one’s ability to act on what they want. What do you want, little Gearfist? Forget Gemini.” 

“Nothing you can give me,” Gearfist said dismissively and turned to leave, only to feel a claw wrap around her injured arm. The Griffon was no longer wholly within the mirror, but was pushing free inch by inch as the claws grew tighter. Feathers sprouted from Gearfist’s skin where the griffon touched. She could feel something insistent, regal in her mind, trying to claw its way out.

“I’ve had enough of waiting on your desperation and bad luck to catch up to you. I’m taking this body, and you can be the poorly remembered reflection in a carnival mirror.” Griffon-Shiori’s tail whipped back and forth as she licked her black-stained lips. Gearfist felt a tingling on her face—her own appearance shifting to match her double. It felt good. An apex predator should always be the hottest monster in the room. A griffon knew this more than anyone! 

But Gearfist was no lion, nor was she an eagle. She struggled, trying to pull away, but her shoulder cried out, the pain stopping her even as she tried. The griffon yanked and, unable to stress the joint any further, Gearfist moved with it, tumbling closer to the reflective surface. The glass of the mirror was cold on her cheek as her monstrous reflection loomed larger. 

For a moment, Gearfist thought the griffon was going to bite her, but then her monster-self pulled Gearfist into a kiss, her—their—black lips meeting in a perfect reflection of one another. Fur emerged from Gearfist’s legs as her mind swirled with thoughts of conquest. Gearfist could feel the hot breath of her mirrored self bearing down as the excitement got the best of her. 

“Now you even taste like me.” Gearfist wasn’t sure whether she or her copy had said the words. Both she and her reflection moved in perfect sync. 

Gearfist stared into the eyes of her reflection, looking for a sliver of Shiori in the monster girl before her. They were both smiling, fangs bared. But the black raven-eyes of her copy held nothing but empty hunger. Ambition, lust, rage—nothing heroic shown behind those cruel domineering eyes. Gearfist didn’t recognize herself for an instant, no matter how similar they were starting to look on the outside. Her free arm moved back, hand closing into a fist. 

The griffon noticed as her own free arm matched the motion. She snarled at the mirror, eyes widening involuntarily with fear, giving Gearfist a hint of her white sclera at the edges.

“Go ahead! I’ll find you in another mirror, in another time. Soon enough you’ll be staring at me in every window and—” The monster girl didn’t get to finish as Gearfist’s good hand smashed against the mirror, shattering it to pieces and sending wide shards bouncing off her boots.

Beyond the broken mirror, Gearfist saw another hallway, this one even stranger than the last. A claw snuck out of the shard next to her foot, pulling itself towards another larger shard of the mirror until Gearfist stomped it into pieces too small to conceivably be repaired. Maybe this monster would reform; maybe it was the something that lurked in the dark depths of her heart. She didn’t have time to worry about either as she stepped off into the strange new hallway and pulled her facemask back over her nose. 

The space before Gearfist extended far enough for darkness to swallow it before she could see the ends, much too far to fit within the small building she’d first entered. The floor itself had been replaced with mirrors as well, giving the whole place the feeling of being suspended in shadow in every direction. 

Gearfist’s eyes darted back and forth in the glass infinity field, the tiny dots of reflected lights shining like stars in the empty expanse. It looked like she was alone again, for now. Wherever she was, the only way out she could see was through. She started down the hallway, jogging, the glass below strong enough to take the impact of her boots. The space was disorienting, and it was impossible to tell just how far she’d gone as the entrance retreated into the dark haze. Dozens upon dozens of her reflections extended in every direction as she ran, matching her in pace and passion. Part of her was worried that they too would animate, that she’d be overwhelmed by an infinity of fading copies, each less real and defined than the last, but as the jog stretched on the fear failed to materialize.

Feathers fell from Gearfist’s arms, as the fur fell out in clumps while she walked. Whatever that copy of her was, its effect on her body seemed real enough to stick around for at least a little while after she was shattered. She thought again of the talon clawing out from the shard of glass, the persistence of this… enchantment; just what sort of magic was this Gemini character throwing around?! Could these nightmares survive outside the mirrors?

Finally, she began to see the edge of a door on the far end of the hall. She popped it open but made sure to wave before she left the strange, impossible hallway. Just as she shut the door, she noticed one of the reflections was still waving back at her. 

She was back in the normal hall of mirrors, her reflection occasionally meeting her eyes, stretched or squashed or wearing a different color coat. Gearfist tried not to think too hard about it—Gemini seemed to enjoy the reactions Gearfist gave her, so she would simply not provide any fuel for the fire. 

“That’s probably a smart idea. Taking it easy, I mean.” 

Gearfist did her best not to let her gaze slip to the speaking reflection. Part of her was terrified of what she’d see, and the rest of her was deathly curious to see what other dark ending she had ahead of her, even as the potentialities seemed to have narrowed down to ‘Xyrene’s pet’ and however many flavors that included. 

“Shiori, you don’t need to talk to me, but I hope I’m not bothering you too much by asking you to listen.”

Gearfist continued forward, ignoring whatever it was she thought she heard. She hadn’t heard anything, surely not a softer version of her own voice treating her with a kindness she was desperate for. Just a few hours earlier, the encounter with Amy had let her know how much she needed a friendly face; Gearfist just didn’t expect her copies to start using that weakness against her so soon. She kept her eyes ahead, ignoring the figure copying her gait in her peripheral vision. Unfortunately, there was an L-bend in the hall ahead, and she could already make out the silhouette of her newest copycat facing her. Gearfist could just shut her eyes, but that would simply prove she was avoiding the phantom alter of herself. Fine, it couldn’t hurt to at least see what was so insistent on treating her with moderate respect. 

Before her was a different version of Gearfist, this one with little nubby horns and a greatly improved physique. Cow-print was stretched over her gauntlets, and her titular weapons were sleek enough that they almost seemed more like fashionable arm warmers than the force multipliers that they were. A spot hung over one of her wide amber eyes, and a tail swished in placid arcs behind her—it was the shape she took when Gearfist had fought Holt, a little over a week ago. 

“See, I just wanted to show you not everything has to be doom and gloom. I’m pretty happy working with my herd!” She smiled and walked alongside Gearfist, who seemed more perturbed than upset. 

The Cow-Shiori continued. “Mizuki wanted us to help people, to let go. She wanted us to move on and find happiness, and well… you can! Holt can look after you; you remember how kind she was? How she held you—us? She’d protect you from Xyrene, and you could help her.”

“I’m not taking applications to join a herd at this time, thank you.” Gearfist kept her eyes to the matted carpet beneath her as she continued to walk through the maze, with her copy following her on the other side of the glass. 

“Technically, you’d be applying to join Holt’s herd!” The cowgirl shut her eyes in a wide grin, flashing peace signs at the same time. A moment later, the smile faded, and she returned to being serious. “I understand. I apologize. I just don’t want your takeaway to be that you’re beyond saving. You can have good things, Shiori. You can be happy.” 

Gearfist thought about the prospect for a moment. She brushed it off at first. This wasn’t new information. Of course she could be saved—but thinking about it now, her actions tonight were rather fatalist. There was so much more to lose if she could still eke out a win. “You’ve been a lot nicer to talk to than the other two so far.” 

“I’m glad. But steel yourself, Shiori. Your troubles on this path are only beginning.” 

“Gearfist. But thanks.” Gearfist didn’t enjoy Gemini’s tricks using her given name, especially without any explanation to how she might have intuited it or stolen the name from her. Perhaps she was a psychic like Xyrene. Perhaps she was something worse. 

“Then knock ‘em dead, Gearfist.” Her cow-self smiled and waved as Gearfist turned another corner. 

The room was wider than before, and thankfully there wasn’t a mirror or altered reflection to be seen. The only things of note in the room with her were three curtained off… exits? She couldn’t tell what lay behind the heavy curtains without checking, but the bright numbers flashing above read—1, 2, 3. She was at least getting close to the exit, she figured. What that end looked like was yet to be determined. Gearfist took a moment to turn the dial on her good hand up a click; she had officially run out of patience with whatever bastardized mimicry Gemini had in mind for her. 

She picked the first curtain, drawing it back slightly and glancing down to see a multitude of frills and what looked like… petticoats? The partial glimpse hinted at an entire ensemble in black and white waiting behind the curtain, and she felt a chill pass through her. 

Gearfist opted to trust her instincts. “Nope. Not touching that, she said, and put her boot through the curtain hard enough to make sure she heard the glass crack on the other end before moving to the second curtain. She thought about breaking it, not even bothering to look. Still, if she just stole a peek, how bad could it be? It was her last night on earth, surely she didn’t need to only make good decisions. 

She began to tuck back this mirror when she spotted a hint of something different in this one. A glint of ruby. As she pulled the curtain further back, there was more and more. The whole Ruby Blade—the same weapon that Mizuki wielded, and that had been stolen by the Gem Knight. 

“Bet you’re surprised to see it, hm?” 

Gearfist looked up to lock eyes with herself. The reflection had no visible changes or evidence of control, barring a startlingly familiar set of armor to match the sword. Were all of these potential futures? Potential pasts? 

“Come on. You can be honest. You never really expected to be able to succeed her, did you? I can see you trying to math it out. It’s simple: I’m Shiori the Gem Knight.” 

“Jewel Knight—” Gearfist corrected. 

“You really think you’d try and live up to her mantle? Try and be the successor to someone you failed so completely? Be real. You don’t have a single clue to her whereabouts right now. Obviously, you’d honor her and separate yourself from the legacy of your failure by picking a new name—ironically, the same moniker your new Jewel Knight did.”

“You’re not real.” Gearfist dropped the curtain as she backed away from the woman. She dashed to the side, slipping into the shadows of the third alcove, hoping she could just ignore, avoid, hide, from this specific reflection. 

And then the second curtain rustled, and Gearfist saw and felt a sabaton emerge from beneath the cloth. The fabric crumpled next and was then thrown aside, like a matador tossing her cloak, and Shiori the Gem Knight was just there, out of the mirror.

“Come on. Just tag out. You’ve had it with this world. Let me have a go.” For all her size and armor, there was a desperate edge to the reflection’s voice. 

“N-no… You’re a shade, a figment of imagination. Gemini made you to stop me!” Gearfist pushed herself up against the third mirror, only to see herself in her regular clothes staring back at her, surprised. 

“Neither of us are monsters. We’re just angry, Shiori. Can you blame me? I have to watch you take everything I could be and waste it with indecision and self-flagellating crap.” The Gem Knight stepped closer, the gentle sound of metal on carpet and the clinking of gems as delicate as glass filling the room with each step.

Was Gearfist supposed to be impressed? These were perversions of her own dreams, her nightmares. She didn’t have to face what wasn’t real. Behind her, the Civilian-Shiroi was trying to wordlessly mime something.

The copy continued her rant, sounding increasingly unhinged. “You’ve always been smart, strong, driven. Injustice drives you mad, and you’re finally doing something about it. The only difference between us, the only difference, is that I’m trapped behind the question of, ‘What if you’d started a few hours earlier?’ And it’s driving me nuts!” Shiori the Gem Knight pulled back a curtain for the first mirror, completely shattering it a moment later. “Come on! Face yourself. You know what you tried to be. Own it!” Gearfist wasn’t behind door number one… And the Gem Knight had come from door number two so that meant—

Gearfist turned towards the mirror behind the third curtain, as her most normal looking self so far took a step back from the mirror and motioned for Gearfist to enter. The copy even held a finger up to her lips in a shushing position. Gearfist gave one last look behind her and hopped into the mirror with her double, dashing down into another infinite hallway. 

“Look me in the eye and tell me I’m not a mistake!” Shiori the Gem Knight pulled back the final curtain to find an empty mirror. Her own body casting no reflection in it. “Tch, typical me; of course we’d pick that one. Run fast, Gearfist. You might still get to face me yet.” 

The two of them, Gearfist and the normal-looking Shiori, ran for a good while, the entrance long since melting into the shadows of the strange between-world the mirrors seemed to hold. 

Gearfist held up a finger to catch her breath. “I think we lost her—and who are you supposed to be?” 

The casual Shiori chewed her lip a little bit. “I’m the you that… Uh… Reached out to Amy. I’m the one that gave up on saving Mizuki after missing the sword.” 

“What?!” There was no way that was right! She was the only one who was even remotely normal looking so far, and she hadn’t even tried? The fingers of the gauntlets clinked like metal chimes on the wind as they curled into fists. 

“Woah! Hey! I didn’t want to tell you, ‘cause I thought you’d freak!” 

Gearfist did feel like she was about to freak; she felt like finding out if her reflections shattered as easily as the glass they came from.

“H-hey! Chill out! I’m the only one that doesn’t want to swap with you, okay? I’m on your side.” The Casual-Shiori backed up, hands up and palms open. There really wasn’t anywhere the coward could run, and it looked like she wasn’t even going to try. Pathetic.

“What, you’re happy that you just… gave up?” The question came out through clenched teeth, her words the warning vapors of a waking volcano. Every part of her was tense, even more than the fear response a moment ago. This felt like a betrayal, another Gemini trick! She could see something purple glinting off in the infinite reflections, flashing and flaring as her heart rejected the reality presented to her. 

“I didn’t give up; I did what Mizuki asked us to. I took care of myself. I reached out to my friend. I put in a report with HeroNet, and they’re working with the Gem Knight to solve it. I keep tabs on her, you know, to make sure she isn’t a total asshole—I do what I can. Just like how I’m helping you.”

Gearfist stared her other self down. She watched her expression, her slight frown, her fearful body language, the lack of bags under her eyes, no bruising, no pain. Gearfist let herself relax. As the tension left her, exhaustion took its place, and suddenly Gearfist found herself leaning against her other self for support.

The other Shiori struggled to keep Gearfist on her feet, her tennis shoes squeaking as they slipped against the glass floor of the infinity corridor. “Thanks for not, uh… Killing me. Be nice to Amy, alright?”  

“Yeah. Promise.” Gearfist held her reflection in a hug. Like the copy had promised a moment before, there was no feeling of drift, no change in her body like with the griffon.

Gearfist pulled back from her copy. “Alright, I think I’m about ready to end this.”

The reflection squeezed Gearfist’s shoulders and stepped aside for her to exit down the glass hallway. With a soft smile and a nod, the heroine took off into the swirling darkness. 

The passage was longer than the others. The floor warped and twisted back and forth as if the metal supporting it was buckling beneath her as the curvature began to lean forward with an accompanying sense of vertigo. By the time Gearfist realized there was a soft arc to the tunnel, she was already beginning to slip down it—the glass gave no purchase as she grabbed at it. The angle exacerbated until Gearfist was almost entirely falling, as if down some deeply unsafe slide. The curve slowly began to soften again, bringing the ground back up to meet Gearfist—and suddenly, she was sliding again, bumping against the walls and trying to balance herself as her raincoat flapped in the wind wildly behind her. 

The walls opened up, revealing further darkness beyond, stretching in all directions. At the same time, the glass below transitioned to checkered panels, the white and black flashing past as quickly as she could see. The hall-now-slide bucked and twisted the sides curving up just barely, as it began to spiral down around itself, forcing Gearfist to clutch at the edges with her metal fingers to keep from falling down into the void. Air whipped at her hair, pulling at her ponytail and making it hard to see, only compounding the difficulty of staying atop the unhinged ride. The wind was the same reason why she didn’t notice Gemini laying next to her, as if atop an imaginary and invisible chaise lounge somehow affixed to Gearfist in space. 

Gemini opened her mouth, excitedly saying something, completely lost to the wind howling around the two of them. 

“What?!” Gearfist shouted back, almost missing a harsh curve. The slide was beginning to slow, but was still too fast for the human hero to take her eyes off it for a second. 

There was a clicking noise and the wind disappeared, the slide becoming silent as it began to spiral around itself tighter and tighter. “Did you have fun? Was it a good hall of mirrors?” Gemini’s voice sounded genuine, but the cheer juxtaposed against the nightmare Gearfist had just left felt mocking at best. The magician couldn’t seriously believe that it was fun.

“Are you kidding me? It was horrib—” Gearfist flew off the side of the track, her heart jumping into her throat as she plummeted silently into the darkness. With the wind somehow disappeared, vertigo and gravity were the only things in the uniform void that indicated she was actually falling or gave any hint to the acceleration of her descent. 

Gemini laughed and took ahold of Gearfist before snapping again; instantly, the heroine was somehow back on the slide, this time atop a thick wool blanket. They were around the spot where she’d slipped off, but stationary now.

Gearfist caught her breath, her certain death instantly and disorientingly averted. A moment later, Gemini gave her a push, and she started down the slide again, at a much more reasonable speed. The curves were gentle and the black and white pattern was no longer a blur of terrifying grey. 

“That was a close one! I really should have put a little speed bump earlier on. Realms above, I’d hate to think what would’ve happened if I hadn’t been here to put’cha back!” Gemini was still floating next to the slide, sitting cross-legged, as if nothing had happened. 

Gearfist sat mortified on the carpet, too stunned to speak by her averted demise as the slide began to corkscrew in, eventually ending entirely just barely in view of something below. The ground rose up from beneath them—a massive plane of white and black, squares a meter across dotting a platform that was thrusting up from the void to form a game board. 

This time, Gemini made no move to intervene, and Gearfist only had a moment to realize she had to act. Her hand scrambled for her gauntlet, turning it a tick higher—setting it to three should be enough to hurt but not injure—and struck the ground a moment before she landed. The resulting crater and impact broke her fall well enough. Even as the bruises and aches began to bloom across her body, she was confident she was more or less okay. Xyrene would say she had made the heroine’s bones ‘much stronger than that’. Gearfist began to lift herself out of the crater, coughing from the dust swirling around her as the lights rose on the platform.

“Okay, okay. So, you don’t want racing games, and clearly introspection is a little… fraught for ya. How about a game of physical endurance and strength?” Gemini was leaning over the lip of the small crater, silhouetted ominously. There was a pause as Gearfist tried to imagine what the woman could possibly be leading to.

“Chutes and ladders!” An iron ladder clattered down next to her, as if some heavenly escape had loosed it above. “Introducing the ladder! All you have to do is make it to the top of the ladder before you can’t anymore. And well, you already had the chutes part… Ah! But you didn’t seem to like that so much. Snakes and ladders? Much better! Here comes the snake!” 

Gearfist blanched at the thought of what Gemini’s ‘snake’ was going to be, but she didn’t have to wait long. Above them, the black and white slide shuddered and fell from above, layering like a garden hose surrounding the two of them. The once-flat patterned glass was now suddenly thick and scaled, shifting over itself as a monochrome naga rose over the constricting walls. 

“Is that…?” Gearfist pointed up at what unmistakably looked to be the monster girl that had christened her rival’s debut… Serpent Empress Janet? Gearfist had watched the Gem Knight’s fights too many times, and too closely, to not notice the resemblance. 

“My personal maintenance naga? Yeah! She came by to fix the Ferris wheel a day or two ago, but stuck around to be my best slide!” Gemini beamed down at her. Janet hissed from above, her coils getting closer, the light suffocating above. “Again, you just have to climb the ladder before the snake gets ya. She’s not an animatronic or anything—I gotta keep her brain all good, or else she won’t be able to fix the lights and games and food and…” The woman just kept talking unabated. 

Gearfist didn’t have time to wait for the pain to subside. Whatever chemicals Xyrene had built into the gauntlets carried her up out of the crater and onto the ladder next to Gemini. She climbed each rung towards the light, the ophidian walls growing closer the entire time. Worse, the rings of the snake’s long tail began to glow. The snake naga’s looping coils stacked into a dome around them, slowly constricting the top like an aperture even as Gearfist climbed. She felt her mind’s eye begin to close with the oculus above just as her burning spirit began to waver slightly. Still she climbed, the light getting smaller, the coils more insistent. It was getting close, but her hands felt weak despite the gauntlets multiplying whatever strength she gave them. Gearfist swore she could see Mizuki’s face in the light, as if waiting to reach her in paradise. A moment later, Gearfist blinked and realized it was only the naga’s smug expression descending over the exit, watching with glee. Gearfist’s stomach turned at her own weakness; she scrabbled at the bars, her gauntlets not even enough to provide the strength to hold on as she slipped a rung.

Gemini watched on as well, looking a little troubled as she tracked the expression on Gearfist’s face. “H-hey! We don’t have to play this if you don’t want to? We’re on a chessboard! Let’s play chess!” She hastily snapped her fingers, the massive naga disappearing into the ether along with the ladder. Gearfist, now holding naught but air, fell back into the crater a second time with a comedic OOF as the dust once again formed a cloud around her.  

Gemini had to stifle a snicker as the ground lifted Gearfist up to the surface and repaired itself back to the perfect marble surface it once was. The heroine rubbed at her head and tried to get her balance, not quite feeling up to trying to tackle or wrestle the weird fae woman just yet. Gemini didn’t seem to notice Gearfist’s reaction as she began to tap, snap, and point her way to populating the board with all sorts of figures. 

Gearfist noticed a few strange faces among the additions—vending machines for Gemini’s rooks, strange candy-looking girls who must have been the missing workers and guest for the pawns, with the naga still nowhere to be seen. The opposite side had Xyrene for the bishops, the griffon copy of herself smiling confidently from the knight’s spaces. Gearfist scanned over the different faces to see… Oh, Goddess… 

It was Mizuki—carved from white marble, but Mizuki to be sure. Gearfist stumbled over herself in her rush to reach her lost friend. 

“Oh! You already found your spot.” Gemini motioned to the empty space next to Mizuki, and Xyrene both. “Odd that you’re the queen and she’s the king… Someone has a bit of a hero-crush on her, I thiiiink! I’m a knight, cause, you know… The whole teleporting thing—” Gemini grinned at Gearfist’s seeming enthusiasm and disappeared to take her spot in the blank space on her side. 

“What?” Gearfist realized Gemini meant “your spot” quite literally—she was unable to leave the square once she’d entered, her hands pressing at the invisible edge of the adjacent king’s square. Once again, Mizuki was just out of reach. Her friend’s white marble face was serene, as if forgiving Shiori for even this small failing.

“You think this is a game?” Gearfist snarled, twisting around to glare at Gemini. Once again, something purple glinted off the sculpted stone nearby, the same purple she had seen in the infinite hallways before. Shiori still couldn’t place what it was or where it came from. 

“Okay! Chess is a bit much! Checkers then!” Gemini recoiled from across the board and snapped. Massive metal dies descended like industrial pistons over the board. One for every square, barring Gemini and Gearfist’s. There was a terrible impact and hiss, before rising to reveal black and white pucks. Each of the figures, whether they be conjured from nothing or one of the candified missing people, had been reduced to large, featureless shiny plastic. 

Gearfist tried to wrap her head around what she was feeling, as if every emotion inside her was trying to act at once—a hundred hungry dogs pulling in different directions. “I think I’m tired of games.” She could see the purple reflections easily now. Little arcs of purple light jumping between the fingers of her gauntlets like static. Gearfist stampeded forwards, seemingly freed from the obligations of her chess piece; she hucked one of the checkers that had been a Pawn-Amy at Gemini, who dodged to the side. 

The checker landed in Gemini’s empty space, suddenly sprouting up into a regal looking white plastic version of Amy. A crown adorned her head as she sneered down at the other plebeian checkers, still a piece of plastic herself. 

Gearfist continued the dive forwards towards Gemini, slipping into running on all fours for a moment or two—

“Okay, okay! No more games! Final act, please!” Gemini snapped just before Gearfist got her hands on the jester. 

The room was black again, small arcs of purple lightning revealing glossy hardwood beneath her feet. Bright spotlights lit up the surrounding area. The light was thick and hot on her skin, blinding her for a moment. Through narrowed eyes, she could see she was on a stage—instinctively, she understood that this was her last performance. This was all impossible, of course. Whatever limits magic would normally have were surpassed in spades by now. That Gearfist was dead and dragged into some purgatory made more sense than any of Gemini’s ‘powers.’ 

Gemini, who now strode on stage with a wide grin. “Thank you for coming, everyone!” She paused for the raucous applause of the audience to die down before continuing. “I want to thank everyone’s continued support for the performance and especially our good friend, Gearfist!” Gemini herself even applauded her supposed co-star. “She’s new to the stage, but she put on quite a show tonight! I mean, the hall of mirrors gone spooky? That’s uh, not really supposed to happen. Seriously—” Gemini looked a bit worried. “It was just, uh… supposed to be some harmless fun, you know? Fun potentialities, reflections, cute interactions if you picked a sport or something instead of an art career…” 

The audience was quiet, and Gearfist did her best to stare past the oppressive lights to see them in their seats. There were faces she didn’t recognize, someone green with gooey caramel hair, another with a fried pastry updo. Were these the missing people? 

“—and then the slide! I’ll make sure to go back and add some rails, don’t want any new besties plummeting. Nobody likes plummeting, am I right, folks?” The audience broke out into open laughter and a few whistles. “I know, I know! But Gearfist has surprised us so many times so far, brought so much feeling and genuine passion to tonight, that I hardly want it to end. But I’ve got something great for you all tonight! A perfect finish!” 

“Wait! Gemini.” Gearfist glanced between the radiantly lit woman next to her and the almost impossibly dark audience. The magician paused, looking on intently. “If I make it through tonight, you let everyone go. Everyone. You undo the enchantments, you return them to their original forms.” The lightning show on Gearfist’s gauntlets had stopped entirely, for reasons she didn’t quite understand, as she waited for a response.

Gemini looked tense, almost guilty. “But… Then they’d leave, you know?” The audience roared with cheers and laughter, and Gearfist was surprised to watch Gemini visibly wince. 

“That’s the deal. What’s a proper climax without some proper stakes?” Gearfist held her hand out, walking towards Gemini once again. “You say no, I can just beat you down right here.” 

“Okay, no, yeah… That makes sense…” Gemini reached her hand out, taking Gearfist’s

The heroine squeezed as hard as she could, and Gemini disappeared with a gentle yelp. There was still confetti fluttering to the ground when she reappeared nearby. 

“Tag, you’re it,” Gearfist said with a dark humor. Boos and hisses filled the auditorium, as Gemini rubbed her hand with a dejected look. So Gemini could be injured. Good—Gearfist might be able to make it out of this yet. One solid hit when the imp wasn’t looking should do it, take down all these illusions for good.

Gearfist had no idea how the woman had constructed all of this in the first place. Magic simply didn’t do this sort of thing.  

“That doesn’t count! We didn’t set up a bet for tag at the start—just this game… I just wanted to have a good time, but since you wanna be a party pooper, we can skip the best memory scene and go for the worst scene! No—the best-worst scene! Double or nothing!” Gemini continued to rub her bruised hand, failing to snap with her other one. She tried again, and Gearfist realized her opening, charging forward with rage and open palms when Gemini finally managed to get a decent snap— 

The stage lights dropped to black as the scene literally changed around them. Gearfist could still feel the eyes of the audience on her back. As she waited for the world to come back into view, Gearfist knew that it wouldn’t be real. None of this was real; she wasn’t sure how Gemini was doing it, but she took solace in the confidence that everything up until this point had to be some sort of illusion. Somehow, Gemini had captured a slice of dream and pulled everyone into it with her.

The first thing Gearfist saw were lights dancing over the black water of the pier. Her heart quickly matched the hurried waves breaking on the wooden posts beneath their feet, then surpassed it as she began to realize what memory this was supposed to be. 

And for that, Gearfist was very glad Xyrene was not present to offer her opinion on the matter. 

“Shiori, thanks for offering to take me out tonight,” Mizuki said from the railing. The night air off the bay teased at her hair, letting strands of it catch the moonlight. It looked like she was radiating falling stars. 

Shiori couldn’t feel the weight of the gauntlets, nor the slick raincoat over her shoulders. She was wearing a fluffy sweater, stained with a little jam from a funnel cake she and Mizuki had shared earlier. So many feelings were racing through her heart, she struggled to act on even one of them. 

A few chuckles from the spectral audience reminded her what she was supposed to be doing. Shiori had to follow through with this if she wanted to save them—even knowing how it ended.  

“Ahh, no problem, Mizuki. It’s a little selfish.” Shiori spoke the words how she remembered them. The stars were beautiful, but she couldn’t help but watch Mizuki’s eyes as she smiled. 

Mizuki pulled her in, wrapping her arm around Shiori’s as she stared out over the black water. The moon outlined even the waves, too far away to glitter with the lights of the boardwalk games, and Mizuki pulled Shiori’s attention to the silver shimmer nearing the edge of the horizon. 

“…forest for the trees, you know? The waves are so small by themselves, but just by being themselves they’re beautiful. Every night, they’re beautiful.” Mizuki’s words were lost on Shiori. She was focusing on the feel of Mizuki’s varsity jacket—the way the wool scratched her fingers as she clutched her friend in the dream. 

Shiori knew what the next words were. Mizuki was looking to her like a fellow actor on stage, waiting for her to say the next line before the climax. 

Shiori didn’t know if she could. She didn’t know if she wanted to—she wanted to stay here with the screams of delight at her back and the soft lapping of the water ahead of her until that silver horizon line. 

But then the audience began to boo. They were here for a reason! They were promised one! Shiori had to save them, even if it meant turning this precious memory into something cheap and edible for them to consume. She turned to face Mizuki, tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. The night air felt like ice on her red cheeks. 

“I think you’re beautiful, Mizuki—” Shiori choked on the words, and the audience howled with laughter. Jeers filled the space between her words as Gemini watched on, riling the audience on further. “I think you’re beautiful, every single night and every day. It’s beautiful how much you care, how you love everyone you help. It’s beautiful how you’ve helped me.” 

Mizuki looked taken aback, surprised but pleased. Shiori had actually forgotten this part, the moment before the kiss. There was kindness here. Shiori’s eyes spilled over, hot lines drawing across her cheek as she smiled, trying to match her memories of the night. She just needed a few seconds longer to save these people. Then she could finally implode in peace. Sparks of hatred for the woman responsible for the counterfeit were drowned by the ocean of feelings that poured out her eyes in rivers, until even her smile broke like a dam into a sob. 

The howling of the audience grew in magnitude and tempo. Whistles, laughs, cheers, boos. It was a symphony of ridicule pooling around the two girls.

Just out of sight, Gemini actually paused, looking a tad worried. 

Shiori wiped at her eyes. If she didn’t go through with it, then she couldn’t save the people Gemini had enchanted. The ones laughing at her right now. She grabbed Mizuki’s shoulders and the space between them shrunk to inches. She only paused when she felt Mizuki’s breath on her own lips—she smelled like honey and cinnamon. Another detail that Gemini had stolen from things unremembered. 

A sob suddenly wracked Shiori’s body, and she gripped Mizuki’s arms even harder. 

“Shiori? Are you okay?” Mizuki sounded worried. She sounded pained—Shiori was holding her too hard. Even in a dream, Shiori was holding on too hard. But how could she do anything else?

The scene began to waver. Shiori had to kiss Mizuki. The one time they’d gone on a date, the one kiss they had shared. She had to do this, or everyone would be trapped in this nightmare realm forever. She shuddered again, her legs giving out for a moment as she clutched to Mizuki, pulling the phantom of her lost friend even closer. 

The lights were gone, but for a single spotlight over the two of them. The only soundtrack was the heckling of the candy people nearby, and the only actors were Shiori and a fake Mizuki in front of her. 

She couldn’t. She couldn’t do it. “I’m sorry, Mizuki. I’m so sorry. You’d want me to, but I can’t—” 

Mizuki was frozen, little more than a mannequin, a prop. Gearfist could practically see the strings keeping her upright in the dim light. 

Gearfist’s voice was small, barely a whisper, as she felt the last of her supports buckle beneath the events of the night and her still-nearing demise. “I’m sorry, Amy. I wanted to have a good time. I tried to be a hero; I really tried. Goddess, I tried.” 

Just out of the light, Gemini looked on, horrified. Whatever revenge this was supposed to be was too much. This sadism wasn’t sweet, nor fun. It wasn’t even a game, and it had gone too far, she was only now realizing. “Cut! Stop! Pause! Time out!” She snapped with her uninjured hand and the audience, Mizuki, everything but Gemini and Gearfist disappeared. 

Gearfist fell to the ground, dragged to the floor by the weight of the gauntlets now returned to her reality. She was really just waiting at this point, too broken to even act on the thorny hate burning in her soul for Gemini. 

The odd magician sat in front of her, pulling her own knees up to her chest as she inched a little closer to the other girl. “I’m sorry, Gearfist.” 

The heroine stared at the floor, watching the tears falling from her peripheral begin to slow. 

“Who’s Mizuki?” Gemini asked, genuinely concerned. “And, who’s Amy? If I may?” 

Gearfist looked up, too emotionally exhausted to even grab Gemini directly in front of her. “They’re my friends.” 

Gemini looked ashamed, and then chewed her lip, seemingly thinking something over. “You have friends?” 

The question stung, innocent as it was. “Yes, sort of.” 

“…What are they like?” Gemini was suddenly very close, and all Gearfist could smell was sugar and hints of citrus, like a box of sour candy.

After scooching back, Gearfist considered the question for a moment. “Amy is… thoughtful. Unassuming? She’s a little quiet at club, but she’s apparently really good at—” Shiori had to pause as she remembered Amy coming out of nowhere with a burrito earlier. “—really good at listening.”

Gemini thankfully didn’t approach any further. “And… What about Mizuki? What’s she like?” 

“Maybe I’ll tell you about that one later.” Gearfist wasn’t feeling that generous with her feelings at the moment.  

Gemini seemed to be working something over in her brain. Her eyes flicked back and forth as she wavered in place. “Can you help me? Make friends? I’m… really struggling. I have all these people here, but none of them are my friends. Like, really friends. Making people into toys isn’t fun if there’s nobody to play with.” 

“Well, I lost our bet—” Gearfist motioned to the darkness the two of them were sitting in. Gemini recoiled reflexively at the memory of how it had ended. “—so maybe, that can be your prize. I’ll teach you how to make a friend.” It’s what Mizuki would have wanted. Maybe Gemini could one day be a hero, too. 

“Yes… Yes! That would be amazing! You have so many friends; you must be an expert in relationships!” 

Gearfist wouldn’t say that but… “Sure. Expert right here. Fate must have brought us together. Even if there were a few bumps along the way.” Gearfist took off one of the gauntlets and extended a hand, bruising and black veins apparent around the implant on the back of her palm. 

Gemini hesitated. “I am sorry about how all of that happened. The Mirror Maze, the Chess Game. The Memory Stage. It was supposed to be fun. I didn’t mean for it to get so dark.” 

It was Shiori’s time to take a breath. For most people, it probably wouldn’t have gone wrong in the way that it had. She had brought a lot of her own problems with her when she entered each of Gemini’s ‘attractions’. “Well, did you mean well?” 

“Yeah! Obviously! I wanted you to think I was cool and powerful and actually… You know… Like me.” Gemini unfurled a little bit, scooting closer to Shiori and her still-offered hand. Gemini reached out and took it tentatively, her own hand bruised and mottled in the shape of Gearfist’s gauntlet.  

“Then I forgive you. See? I must be a pretty good teacher—you just got a new friend.” Shiori gave Gemini a pained smile. “So, how about you let all your toy-friends go, okay? And turn them back?” 

“Yeah, I can do that. Mostly, aheh. I can put back some of the color changes or loyalty charms, but… Um… Anything more than that is a little beyond my expertise. Whoops?” 

Shiori grimaced. If they found out what the girl had done, let alone what she was capable of, HeroNet would have her in a hole so deep and dark it’d put the Pit to shame. “How about you fix the ones you can, and the rest can help out around the boardwalk? Letting them go free is the best choice.” 

“Okay, yeah! That makes sense. It’s gonna be a sec, so I’ll drop you back at the entrance and take care of that. Uh, do I meet you somewhere?” Gemini tugged at her sleeve and looked askance.

“Sure. How about you meet up with me at the pier. I’m sure the sunrise is beautiful out here.” 




+   +   +




Shiori watched the sky begin to change colors out over the water. The head of a golden retriever plush was sticking out of the duffle bag next to her, positioned to watch the sunrise as well—Shiori had grabbed both when she’d gone back to the milk bottle booth. 

Suddenly, the air next to Shoiri exploded into confetti and cute girl as Gemini arrived. “Alright! Everyone’s taken care of, there’s a bunch of new mascots for the boardwalk, and there were even a couple of them I managed to fix all the way! Mostly! A few were even smart enough to leave; the biggol’ snake lady carried them all out after I fixed her colors.” 

Shiori gave a weak smile. That was fine enough for now. She took a deep breath of the ocean air, and continued watching the sky lighten on the horizon. Gemini snapped next to her, but Shiori didn’t notice any change she had to worry about, and thus simply didn’t worry.  

“Popcorn?” Gemini offered through a mouth of the stuff. She was holding a beautifully golden, buttery bag of popcorn that was distinctly not there a second ago. 

“Where did you get that?” 

“I made it.” Gemini blanched. “Should I not have? Is that bad?” 

“What? No, that’s fine. Hold on—can you make other things?” Shiori was suddenly gravely serious.

“Oh sure, as long as I understand them. It’s sort of a conceptual magic, you know. Very forward-thinking.” 

“I… None of that makes any sense. Doesn’t matter. Can you make lucre?” Giggles escaped Shiori’s smile as she thought about the full implications of Gemini’s magic. 

“Dunno what that is, but if you had one, I could probably make more of it!” Gemini grinned ear to ear, egged on by Shiori’s sudden enthusiasm. “Why are we smiling?!” 

“Because you’re fucking amazing, Gemini!” Shiori went through pockets, pulling out a small wallet and pulling a two-hundred lucre bill from it. “Can you make me… like, a ton of these? Wait, wait… Not a literal ton. Enough I could carry.” She held the piece of paper out to Gemini who inspected it thoroughly, holding it up to the sun as it began to peek out over the waves. 

“Yeah, that’s not hard at all.” Gemini smiled and snapped her fingers. Shiori was knocked back by the pile of cash on her lap. “There you go! That’s a couple hundred of those.”    

Shiori laughed, throwing a few into the air and watching them flutter to the bay below. She had to rub her eyes, crying for relief now instead of fear or pain. 

“Hey Gearfist, you okay? Did I do it wrong?” Gemini was still smiling, but her eyes were soft. 

“Call me Shiori. And you’re perfect, Gemini. You’re amazing.” Shiori leaned over, pulling Gemini into a tight hug. “I get to have another month! Thirty more days, Xyrene, you bastard!” 

“Yeah! Screw you, Xyrene!” Gemini shouted into the bay as she hucked a handful of her popcorn out into the wind. A cackle rose up from Shiori, quickly melting into giggles. Gemini just sounded so excited to curse out someone she’d never met that Shiori had to lay back on the pier and laugh and laugh and laugh. She suddenly realized the sky was beginning to lighten from black to a warm orange. The night was over, and she was glad she’d be around to see the next sunrise. 
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Holt checked behind her before she shut the door to the lofted office. The room was lit by glittering bars of sunlight, sneaking in through the shades covering the massive west-facing window making up the far wall. Holt always found the sight beautiful—the way the room became an amber expressionist painting in each evening twilight. The sun would drop low enough to reflect off the other gleaming skyscrapers and create a blinding composition, every time she entered the boss’s office after a long day.

Of course, the view was soured by the addition of the dryad, Barb, and a newcomer that Holt sincerely hoped she was misidentifying. The unexpected guest sat in the back next to one of the windows, her body spilling out of a chair already designed for monster girls that greatly exceeded normal human size, her face framed with horns and scales alike. 

That meant the boss wasn’t here—her illicit business was always done in the dark.

A voice crackled over the small radio on the desk, bringing the room to a hush as the soft tones demanded absolute quiet to be heard: “Lovely to see everyone here. To start, I would like to thank Barb for her expert handling of the pitsteel exchange. Using the payoff to normalize relations with the psychic was very helpful.”

Holt cocked an eyebrow at Barb, who had settled into a more smug expression than her usual grimace. The dryad retrieved a cigarette from her coat and twirled it in her fingers, watching Holt bristle more and more even as it remained unlit. 

“As to the topic of our gathering,” the radio continued. “As the clock ticks closer to our hour of triumph, we’ll be working with new and old friends alike. For example, I’ve called a monster girl whose fame precedes her—”

“Ryusei.” The word left Holt’s mouth with enough malice to chill the air several degrees. Across the room sat the very same, a dragon girl of prodigious size and even greater ego. Like a great lizard or a predator preserving its energy, Ryusei herself barely gave a glance to the minotaur standing in the doorway.

The radio crackled, reminding Holt why she was here. Despite her reservations, she did her best to relax into a lean on the doorframe.

“I know she left the Syndicate on poor terms, but I demand a professional respect between all of you—and failing that, deference to my own decisions. You will be working together on occasion, as needed.”

Barb shifted in her seat, suddenly aware of being caught between two very large and powerful women. “Can I go then?” 

There was another moment of latency in the radio’s response, the static swelling as if tension itself had become audible. “I wanted to have the three of you here to prevent any misunderstandings regarding the situation. If you have no further questions, you may leave.” 

The cigarette disappeared into Barb’s coat, and a moment later Barb herself disappeared through the doorway, sliding under Holt’s arm to escape. Holt shut the door, and her fingers hovered over the lock a moment before relaxing. 

“Holly, right?” Ryusei unsheathed herself from the seat, spines pulling free from the upholstery as she stood. “I can tell you have a problem with me. I’d offer to settle it outside, but we both know how that would end. Don’t we, little girl?” 

The dragon woman’s footsteps made the knick-knacks on the nearby shelves and desk click and rattle with each impact. Even the radio popped and crackled as the delicate mechanisms within shook. Holt, usually a giant among women, only came up to the dragon’s shoulder. The titanic monster girl made sure that was apparent by approaching steadily until she was practically pinning Holt against the wall. Her spiny tail slid across the floor and threatened to nick Holt’s good slacks, drawing lines along the wallpaper in the process.

The radio crackled again, bringing the monster girl to heel, if only for a moment. “Might I clarify, I’m paying you to antagonize HeroNet, not my employees.” 

“Makes plenty sense to me, boss woman. Just don’t dangle steak in front of an apex predator if you don’t want it to take a bite.” The dragon girl’s breath was scalding hot as it passed over Holt’s face. Ryusei didn’t miss a beat as she pushed past Holt into the hallway, her tail tearing a few small holes in Holt’s slacks as she left. 

Holt waited for the door to shut before storming over to the desk to the radio. “Her? You’re sending her after HeroNet?” 

“I misspoke. Technically, I instructed her to capture our beloved regent, the Princess.” 

Holt’s voice quickly passed any discretionary level of volume. “You sacked her for a reason. This is insane; the woman is a time bomb. She’s never going to succeed at this. Hell, she might even get the girl killed.” 

“I’ve explicitly planned for her to fail. Though,” the radio said, pausing a moment, “I do appreciate you holding your tongue earlier.” 

Holt had leaned down next to the desk, leaning in close with the radio as she tried to regain her composure. “If we weren’t in your office, I’d have—” 

“Which is exactly why I picked this place. Ryusei always has to feel important. The woman’s going to throw her weight around. I need her to trust us just enough to be the wrecking ball she so excels at being.” 

The radio popped as the light dimmed slightly. “I need the Princess scared—enough that she brings all her pieces into one place. Can you think of anyone else with that level of threat we can afford to throw away?”

“I don’t like her. It makes sense, but I don’t have to like it.” 

“Holt, sweetie. I picked this day for a reason. There’s going to be plenty at the destination to keep our dragon busy.“

Holt could almost hear the smile in her boss’s voice. The connection severed with an audible click, and Holt was left alone in the pristine office. 




+   +   +




“Why do you want to be a hero?” 

Yua took a deep breath and put on her best facsimile of confidence. “I’ve always wanted to be a hero as long as I can remember. I’d help out my fellow students in primary school; I’ve trained my body for years to be limber and fast. Not to mention the financial opportunities normally unavailable, ones I hope to—”

Akiko set down her flash cards. “Yua, what did we say about bringing up money?”

The two girls were in the living room of their small apartment, going over possible interview questions. Yua was headed to HeroNet that day with Catspaw, and Akiko insisted on preparing Yua for anything. 

“Come on! What if they have like… a truth serum or spell or something? They’re gonna vet me, Akiko. I think it’s better to at least partially engage with why I’m doing all this.” Yua looked away from the kotatsu. The whole point of this was being sincere, so why did she feel guilty?

“So, are you only doing this for the money?” Akiko’s foot brushed against Yua under the thick comforter built into the floor table. 

“I wouldn’t be so enthusiastic if I didn’t think I could get a kickback, yeah, but it’s not like I’m going to watch a family of four get monster’d if they don’t fork over protection money. I’m not an asshole.” Yua sounded a little hurt but kept most of her feelings inside. She knew Akiko didn’t mean anything by the question. Still… stuffing her pockets back at the mall continued to haunt her in a way none of her previous petty crimes had.

Akiko sighed. She was more aware than most of their money situation, especially with her condition keeping her out of the workforce. “Okay. No lying then. Just focus on the parts that sound the best. Maybe ‘you can’t help but jump into action when you see someone in need’ can work for framing.” 

Yua nodded, noting a few words down on her wrist. “Got it. Focus on the facets that make me seem like a well-meaning dupe.” 

The line earned a chuckle from Akiko. Yua was always like this, even when Akiko had to tutor her in school. “Yes, that is actually a pretty good rule of thumb. Just be yourself. A more… philanthropic, simple self. Oh! And be vulnerable. Emotional vulnerability is good! Just not too vulnerable.”

Akiko shuffled through her flash cards again, hunting for a specific practice question, when the sound of a text notification sent Yua scrambling for her phone. 

“That’s her! I told her I’d meet her at HeroNet proper as the Gem Knight. You know, to keep my secret identity on the DL.” Yua slipped out from under the blanket and dashed over to where they were keeping the sword.  

“You literally went to the mall with her in your usual clothes.” 

“Aw crap. I have to jog all that way for nothing? There’s no way they’re gonna let me on the bus with a damn sword. I’m getting sick of lugging this thing around.” Yua hefted the crystal weapon from its hiding place, letting the magic flare in her hands as her form was overtaken with the steel and topaz armor of the Gem Knight.

Akiko had never seen her do it up close. There were certain details in the transformation she only noticed just then: Yua’s hair seemed longer in her new form, the blonde more artificial and brighter than the box-dye her friend always used. Her face was done up impeccably with makeup. Warm marigold eyeshadow complimented the pale yellow lipgloss and when the sun hit her, Yua sparkled just like her weapon.

More than the literal, there was an energy about her, the cheer and confidence practically radiating off her as if their original dynamic in school had never changed—Yua descending from on high (the popular table) to help her up after someone had knocked her over. Hell, Yua even gained a few inches in height, her legs looking even more shapely, every curve of her thighs emphasized in the black and gold stripes covering them. 

“Didn’t you figure out a dash thing, back at the mall? Just do that again.” Akiko was a little slower getting on her feet, eyes still fixed on her roommate’s thighs, with no effort to hide her base appreciation. She opened the door for Yua, leaning on the handle a little, and made sure to give her shoulder a gentle squeeze as she passed. 

“Yeah, I have no idea how to make that work again. No instruction manual for this thing.” Yua hefted the sword to lean it against herself, freeing her to form the shape of a heart with her hands to Akiko through the door frame. “See you when I get back. Keep the light on for me!” 

“Good luck and be safe. You’ll do fantastic.” Akiko sighed and smiled, closing the door before she got caught up in another piece of advice. Yua was going to be fine; there was nothing for her to worry about over a simple interview.




+   +   +




HeroNet was a monolith sculpted from glass as blue as the sky and dark as obsidian. Its parabola spread from a wide base dominating the square in which it laid, all the way to a gentle, curved puncture in the cloud cover above. From far away, it had always been a spire—an orientation that life and foot traffic in the city could use to navigate it. From the ground, it was as if a curating god had pinned a butterfly to the earth with it to admire from the heavens. 

Yua walked into the cavernous lobby of the building and felt as if she were that butterfly. The glass ceiling made it seem as if she’d stepped into a steel greenhouse, foliage and sun filling the cavernous room—

“GK!” a voice cheered, shattering Yua’s train of thought. Catspaw was waving from where she had been chatting with another hero Yua didn’t recognize only a moment before. The cat girl bounded over to the knight in long, graceful strides, slamming into her with an embrace to rival a semi-truck.

“Catspaw! You’re looking great!” Yua hugged her back, happy to see her friend had recovered from her time as Barb’s plaything. Aside from some slight bruising at her temples, she really did seem right as rain. 

“Right? Okay, so, I know I promised you a tour, and as far as the front desk is concerned we’re on one right now. And I did say there might be an interview—but we both know what the best interview is, right?” Catspaw was already leading Yua towards one of the many branching paths out of the lobby. 

“No? I don’t follow.” 

“Spontaneous show of skill, silly! It’s how I found you, after all. After you show off the stuff you did to save me, I’m sure you’ll be picked up immediately.” 

“Wait…” Yua blanched. “You don’t have, like, a scheduled thing for me?” More than that, Yua wasn’t even sure how she’d tapped into that power in the first place! This was already getting out of hand.

“Nope—but I do have the Lord Protector’s schedule memorized! She’s going to be right around the training sim in a few minutes, and I can get conveniently super busy at the same time! You can try out the training course at one of the higher difficulties, and she’ll be so impressed you’ll be hired on the spot.” Catspaw practically had to drag Yua by this point—not that it bothered or slowed the cat girl down much, or at all. 

“The Lord Protector. The personal bodyguard of the Princess, Lord Protector? The head of HeroNet, Lord Protector?” That was the only HeroNet name that Yua could recognize even before Akiko’s emergency study session that morning. 

“Very same! She’s great if you get past her stony disposition. I’ll introduce you,” Catspaw said with a grin. 

Yua blanched. “Stony disposition? She’s like the head of state!” The newbie stepped in front of Catspaw, who slid around Yua without missing a beat.

“Head of HeroNet, at least. She just protects the Princess, no real sway there. Her only real levers of power are us, so she’s a real stinker about keeping everyone on a tight leash. Best behavior,” Catspaw chided as Yua hurried to keep up with her. 

“This is a terrible plan. You’re going to get me blacklisted! Catspaw, this isn’t a game! I need this!” A twinge of desperation crept into her voice, cold as ice. 

Finally, Catspaw stopped for a moment to face her friend. “I hear you, but trust me. It’s gonna go great! The way HeroNet works might be a little funny from the outside, but I promise you there’s something special about ya, Yua. Be yourself; our fearless leader needs more honest people like you. I bet my honor as the Neko of Niceness.”  

“Thanks, Catspaw, but could we pick some low level bureaucrat? Some rubber stamp with nothing better to do instead of literally the most important person in the build—”

Catspaw’s ears perked up, her eyes looking over Yua’s shoulder, and for a second the Gem Knight could swear her own heart stopped beating.  

“Oh that’s her! Hey, LP!” Catspaw waved with both her arms, the soft weights at the ends of her paw-sleeves flopping to and fro with each motion.

The sound of boot heels clicking on the tile grew louder until Yua heard a voice speak from behind her. “Catspaw. I’m happy to see you recovered from your recent tussle with Barb. The Princess sends her regards. IF you’ll excuse me…” Yua was too afraid to turn around—the woman sounded several decades her elder, and spoke with such a severity the air grew still between her words. 

Yua shook her head and mouthed several words in the negative, to little effect on the effervescent cat girl in front of her.

“Thanks, LP! I was just showing my new bestie around the place, and figured who better to show off our state-of-the-art training facility than my other bestie, the very own Lord Protector herself! Anyways—I have to meet the doc for a follow-up physical after the whole plant brainwashing thing. Bye!” The hero turned and scampered in the opposite direction with the alacrity of a cat making herself scarce. 

“Catspaw!”

“Catspaw!”

The two women called after her to no reply except the soft tapping of retreating shoes on tile, leaving Yua to turn and face her new chaperone. 

She had seen pictures of the Lord Protector, of course, always looming behind the young Princess. But what the news and the interviews hadn’t prepared Yua for was the height: the woman was tall, the heels on her boots adding shockingly little to her already impressive silhouette. Yua figured she was at least six foot, perhaps more—her scarlet hair pulled back in an imperious bun making it hard to get a read on the top of her head. 

She was in a deep blue parade uniform, bright buttons and tassels drawing the eye away from her most unique feature—the pale mask she wore. It was without feature aside from two sharply sculpted holes for her eyes, and a thorny rose crawling up the side of her cheek, blooming just beneath the left eye. 

Yua remembered reading somewhere—Akiko reciting facts aloud, probably—that the mask was supposed to keep the Lord Protector from outshining the regent she served. For the life of her, Yua couldn’t see how; the mask only made the woman all the more imperious and unnerving.

“And what are you supposed to be? Ser Sunshine?” The way the Lord Protector spoke, it was as if she was talking to trash. Something about the power the woman wielded demanded fear, respect, and something warm deep down inside Yua’s gut. 

Plenty of choice words bubbled up Yua’s throat, but she kept her mouth shut as best she could. She only had one chance at this—her smart mouth was a small price to pay for remaining in HeroNet even a second longer. 

“I’m the new G—”

The Lord Protector opened the door without waiting for her to finish, stepping inside. 

Thankfully, Yua would not have to worry over her first impression long, her words dissolving when she saw what constituted HeroNet’s ‘training room.’ The Gem Knight had to cover her eyes from the light of a blistering sun, and the hot sand began to whip at her legs. 

The two of them stood at the edge of a massive stone block arena; dunes surrounding it stretched to the horizon in every direction. The sound of steel meeting stone and a rumbling grinding filled the air just above the lip of the area. The Lord Protector was already climbing the steps, and Yua hurried after her. 

“How is this even possible?” Yua asked before she could catch herself. 

“Magic, and the Princess’ deep pockets.”

The two summited the arena to find another pair already using the premises. A short girl on the sidelines, violet ribbons holding her hair up in black twintails that dangled above a crisp white labcoat. In the arena proper, a knight in a set of form-fitting armor did battle with stone training dummies laid out on the dais. Her warm bronze and red outfit showed skin in certain places, and a flowing scarf was the only way for Yua to easily track her powerful movements across the battlefield.  

“Hail and well met,” the Lord Protector said, her voice echoing over the soft rustling of the dunes surrounding them. The two turned—the knight kneeling and the smaller girl staring into the middle distance. From the look of her eyes, Yua figured she might even be blind. 

The woman continued—“Catspaw said she had to dash away for an appointment with you, Doctor, and left me with our guest. I don’t suppose you’ll be any worse at watching two rookies than just the one.” 

The doctor gave a dry laugh. “Good one, chief. You say Catspaw said she had to leave for a physical, with me? Now? She’ll have a great time in an empty office.” 

“Yes, I’ll let her know to check her alibi next time. I’ll be back in a few minutes to escort our guest… hm, I don’t think I got her name. But yes, off the premises.” She had already begun her way back down the steps, her station allowing her the freedom to maneuver with unilateral confidence.

The feeling of being a burden to pawn off was starting to get to Yua, and she scanned her fellow amateur hero’s expression for her take on the situation, only to find the other girl was doing the same to her. Their eyes met, and for a moment Yua felt a mite of camaraderie between them. Her counterpart seemed out of breath, face red beneath her helmet, but her eyes burned with eager intensity all the same. She waited until the Lord Protector was out of sight to exit her kneel, resting once again on her spear.

The doctor sighed. “Alright, kid. Out with it. What’s your deal—wait, she’s gone, right?” 

Yua checked over her shoulder. “Yep, she’s gone. And who are you callin’ kid? You’re the squirt!” She approached the pair, getting a better estimation of their vibes. The smaller doctor was five-foot tops, and the other knight was closer to Yua’s size. A bit more built in the shoulders maybe, but that could also be her armor. Closer now, Yua could see the rivulets of sweat between the beaten metal outlining muscle groups, even when the whole was abstracted by the overall design. 

The doctor cleared her throat twice. “Unless you’re over thirty, I’m older than you, kid.” 

“Jeesh, I didn’t think they made geezers in fun size anymore. I’m Yua the Gem Knight, and I’m going to be HeroNet’s new number one hero.” She unsheathed the Ruby Blade, letting it practically glow in the desert sun.

The ensuing silence was only broken by the susurrus of the surrounding dunes. 

“You’re Mizuki’s replacement?” the knight asked with a mixture of disbelief and anger. 

Yua found herself reflexively swallowing. She couldn’t have anyone think she didn’t know the Jewel Knight by name. She made a note to remember it, and maybe do a little research on her benefactor. For now, Yua needed to stand her ground, or she’d never be seen as a peer. Any hesitation, any guilt she showed, would be grounds for suspicion. 

“Someone had to be. I was in the right place and the right time. Catspaw seemed to think I had some merit, and so did Mizuki for that matter.” Yua had been lying for so long that the words came easy for her. 

“…Fine. I am Antonia, daughter of the Horizon.” There was a pause, Antonia considering her words carefully. “What makes you a hero?” 

Yua’s eyes fell upon the magical weapon in her hands. “The sword, obviously.” Yua immediately realized her mistake from the grimace on Antonia’s face. 

“No. That makes you powerful. Anyone can be powerful, but you’re here, choosing to be a hero. I fight for of the trust put in my lineage, for my ancestors, and for my community. I protect the people I serve, as much as I fight for the pride that goes back a dozen generations.”

Well, that wasn’t good—Yua was here to make some quick cash so she could actually have some wiggle room after taking care of her friend for years. She searched her soul for an excuse, a drive that put her here instead of, say, robbing banks—or better yet, the rich. 

“Because I want to feel like what I do means something.” A moment later: “And because I like the smiles I see on people’s faces when I help.” 

Antonia chewed over the response for several tense seconds before relaxing. “That is an admirable reason. Keep that kindness in your heart, and there might be hope for you yet. Might.” 

Yua smiled and gave a thumbs up. 

“Okay, you two, the sim’s not broken yet. Back to work. Yua, you’re up first; I’ll give you a beginner course. Can we get a level four for Yua?” The doctor was grinning as she spoke to the desert air, the ground itself responding accordingly as the blocks began to rise and lower, pools of bubbling green and moving pillars forming a short line of athletic challenges. 

The doctor continued. “Antonia’s been running drills all day to prove she’s up for active duty again. I’m sure she could use a break. Show us your moves, Yua. Antonia, you have to tell me if she beefs it.” 

The doctor was smiling a bit wider than Yua was comfortable with. “So, what’s the scale on this difficulty rating? Seven out of, like, ten?” 

Antonia patted the Gem Knight on the back. “Out of five. We can do a full five-star course if that’s not enough for you? If you’re half the woman the Gem Knight was, you’ll do great.”

Trial by fire it was—Yua focused on how great it’d be to ace this, then get her license and some sort of signing bonus. Catspaw was never very specific on how much they paid, but heroes always seemed to be living the high life… 

‘Focus on the high life,’ Yua thought to herself as she pulled herself up the rungs of the starting pillar. She’d done gymnastics for years growing up. Sure, she was a bit rusty, but with the powers of the sword topping off her speed and endurance, she could at least give a good showing before… The image of the pool bubbling and hissing beneath the obstacles and platforms popped unbidden into Yua’s mind.

“Are you sure this is safe?” Yua asked the duo. 

“You won’t die!” the blind doctor shouted back. 

“You’ll do great!” Antonia repeated.  

Yua hoisted herself atop the small pillar. There was barely enough room to square her stance; a running start was out of the question. She gazed down at the Ruby Blade in her hands—the thing that’d gotten her into this. 

“Don’t let me down, little buddy,” she muttered to the blade, unaware if it carried any intelligence to hear her. She sheathed it on her back, and rubbed her gloved hands together, trying to get a sense of the friction. 

The course ahead of her had some simple monkey bars, rope swing, moving pillars, swinging obstacles, what looked to be like acid pits. She and Akiko had watched a show like this a while ago, and it looked a lot harder when she wasn’t seeing it behind a screen.

She took a breath, and stepped off the platform, running down a raised line of stone, following it down and up and down again, trying her best to keep her balance despite the heavy weapon on her back. It was barely thicker than the width of one boot. Her balance wavered as she slowed on the uphill, forcing her to push harder and harder, the muscles in her calves beginning to burn. 

Out of nowhere something whizzed past her face, the backdraft sending her windmilling as she anchored herself in place. Ahead of her, blocks on chains swung from side to side, complicating matters as the rail ended in a jump over the boiling acid. Yua counted as the obstacles oscillated through their rounds. It wasn’t too hard; she was starting to catch the rhythm—

“Having second thoughts?” Antonia heckled from the sidelines. A moment later, she bent down to explain the scene to their proctor. Yua did not enjoy the smile stretching ever wider across the blind woman’s face. 

Antonia took a more conciliatory tone. “Listen, you don’t have to go through with it. Genuinely, don’t hurt yourself.”  

“No, no!” the blind woman said. “Can’t back out now. I’ll be happy to put you back together afterwards!” 

A strange feeling gripped Yua. Indignance. Pride. Things she hadn’t felt in years. The course stretched out before her, and for the first time, she wasn’t fighting for Catspaw or Akiko or even the greater good. This would be for her, and for the surprise on their faces when she crushed it. 

The stone was sturdy as Yua took off running down the ramp. The vertigo hit her before she was fast enough for the wind to strip it away. The speed kept her balance even, and halfway down she twisted to the side, locking the stony strip between her heels and the tip of her boots. The metal screamed and sparked as she gained even more momentum sliding down the rail. 

She could feel the rock chip and jolt with sudden friction as she moved, her core burning as she subtly adjusted for each small blow beneath her feet. In a sudden moment she was back in the gymnasium, she was sandboarding down practically vertical dunes, she was in a hundred places, tracks and rings and courses, all boxed away forever when she set to work taking care of Akiko and herself half a decade ago. 

But now—Yua couldn’t see it, but she was smiling. Her body suddenly had reunited with the thrill of the moment, launching off the sudden ramp at the end as she windmilled her arms to keep herself upright midair. The stone pillar was a hard landing, and she sprawled atop it, a few pebbles she knocked free hissing as they dissolved in the pool below. 

It took a moment for her success to sink in, success that it was. The rest of the course stretched out before her, now somehow less threatening than it was a moment ago. Whether it was the power of the sword or the adrenaline, it didn’t matter; suddenly she was the master of her fate. 

“Wooh! Yeah!” A howl burst forth from her chest as the elation pulled Yua to her feet. 

She could hear someone speaking from the ground as she leapt to the next platform. The distance was larger than it felt. Without Janet or a corrupted Catspaw threatening to break her mind, Yua finally had a chance to see just how easy it was to move with the sword’s powers enhancing her. 

One of the stone obstacles swung her way, and the sword was just there, in her hand; Yua bisected it in a single motion, enjoying the moment of pause before the pieces landed in the bubbling acid. She leapt between the stone towers with ease, once again picking up speed until she vaulted off the final one into a backflip. Her landing was picturesque on the sandy dais below. 

“Hah! Did you see that? Holy crap, that was awesome—you thought that was hard?” Yua chattered on, her heavy breathing providing the only pause and punctuation between her words. She had appeared before the knight and the doctor in a flash. “Come on, what’s a five-star course look like—better yet, let’s race! I’m all fired up!” 

“That was incredible, Yua. I’m glad to see your confidence is backed by skill, but I don’t think a race on the max difficulty is a particularly good idea, or safe,” Antonia said. 

Yua bounced on the balls of her feet. “Oh, it’s fine if you don’t think you can do it. Don’t push yourself.”

Antonia’s expression hardened. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll get back to my exercises,” Antonia said with a frown, but the short doctor seemed much more upset.

“Antonia can kick your ass any day! Screw a race—I think some sparring would be a good capstone for you, Antonia. You have a medic on hand, so you don’t have to hold back.” The doctor was so worked up she was practically barking orders at them; she even grabbed hold of Antonia’s armor, keeping the hero in place. 

Yua grinned and twirled her sword around in front of her. “Sounds good to me. I took Catspaw down, you know. Better watch out.”

“If that’s what you genuinely think is the best course of action,” Antonia said with a look of disappointment. Yua almost thought better of her actions before a spear had materialized in Antonia’s hand. 

“Per-fect! Let’s get back to the usual arena dais. Win condition is yield or serious internal injury.” Both heroes looked to the doctor, who took a little longer than normal to realize the silence that ensued. 

“What? It’s a precaution. If you don’t want to end up on my table, just take it easy on each other. It’s not hard.” The doctor clapped twice, and the obstacle course began to crumble and fade into sand, blowing away even as new tiles rose to render it flat and uninteresting. 

Yua began to realize that HeroNet was stranger and more dangerous than she took it for. She looked to Antonia for any context on the severity of the situation. The other knight simply shrugged and went back to adjusting the straps on her armor, either unconvinced of the danger or simply confident enough in her own skills. So, this was how things just were here—it never occurred to Yua that the magical safety her own powers provided might be an outlier. 

“So, a brawl, huh? No hard feelings, either way. You do seem pretty cool,” Yua said, trying to make sure the doctor didn’t end up burning any bridges between her and the other hero before they could form. 

“I’ve just been training for several hours in full armor and the heat of the desert. Should make for a fair fight. If you’re any good, at least.” Antonia cracked a smile, leaning on her spear for support. 

“I’m looking forward to seeing what you got. I’m pretty new to everything—aside from Catspaw, you’re the first real hero I’ve spoken to,” Yua said. 

Antonia bristled at the comment for reasons Yua couldn’t discern. “Then I hope you fight as good as you run. You’ll find me a very different opponent from Catspaw, or that snake.”  

“Yeah—wait a second, how do you know about Janet—”

“Ready? Fight!” their proctor-turned-referee yelled.

Antonia charged Yua like a bullet. The knight was slower than Catspaw had been, but still faster than anything Yua was used to following with her eyes. She raised her sword reflexively, barely dashing aside the tip of Antonia’s spear. The misdirected attack shattered the stone flooring, throwing shards and dust in every direction. 

“What fresh hell is this?” The voice of the Lord Protector was impossible to miss, even over the ringing in Yua’s ears. “Explain.” Both Yua and Antonia paused, but were unable to see through the gritty smokescreen surrounding them. The battle didn’t stop for a moment as both combatants tried and failed to find a natural lull in the blows. In the chaos and confusion, it was safer to keep the exchange going than it was to be the first to stop.   

“I merely thought it constructive to have them spar while you were away, chief. Keeps the kiddies busy and gives us a chance to watch what the new girl can do,” the doctor said from the sidelines. 

Yua twisted in place, bringing the sword up in a blind arc. The flash of sparks and the sound of ringing metal was the only feedback she had in the cloud of dust and sand. She couldn’t fight like this; her eyes stung from the dust, and the difference in training between herself and the experienced Antonia weighed heavier and heavier on her mind. 

“So, what can she do?” The Lord Protector’s voice, even calm, seemed to roll like thunder over the battlefield. 

“You tell me. I’m the blind one,” teased the doctor.

Yua figured this was about as good an interview as she could ever hope for. She needed to show off—bending over as something swept over her head, before launching into a dash out and around the blind melee.

She escaped just in time to see Antonia disperse the cloud in a single motion of her weapon, a gust picking up and tousling the scarf around the hero’s neck. Yua scoffed at the image of the knight in gleaming armor, motes of dust swirling around her, a flash of red scarf cutting through the tableau. Even then, however, Yua’s frustration was tinged by admiration and a splash of sensual appreciation of the other woman’s dedication and form.

The two of them circled a moment. Yua didn’t know what to look for in Antonia’s stance, and so simply waited where she was, keeping her breathing even and her body loose. With the power granted by the sword, Yua was faster and stronger—she’d simply work on avoiding any mistakes Antonia could exploit. 

Their two audience members continued chatting, drawing Yua’s attention despite herself. Her real goal sat with their approval, not in the duel—a moment of distraction to check the expressions of a blind woman and one with her face behind a mask. It was the exact thing Yua sought to avoid, and the opening Antonia was waiting for. She thrust the spear forward with renewed energy, and Yua only had fractions of a second for her mind to respond, falling back on something she’d spent countless hours practicing growing up… Dance lessons? 

Yua twirled, letting the spear pass harmlessly past her. The crystal heel of her armor dug into the stone below with each precise step, practiced as if she were a martial artist, until she found herself facing Antonia’s back, the girl wide open for a counterattack that never came. 

Yua’s unexpected turnabout had left both of them stunned. Neither realized what exactly had happened except for perhaps the one woman with working eyes on the sidelines. 

“Tell me how you stole the sword,” said the Lord Protector with a voice low but strong enough to cut through the ambiance of the wind and sand all the same. She approached Yua with the intensity of a dog owner about to pull something free from her pet’s mouth. 

“What’s going on?” Antonia relaxed her posture as the impromptu duel seemed to come to a sudden conclusion.

“I didn’t want to believe it, I think. I assumed it had to be a superficial similarity.” The Lord Protector stalked across the battlefield towards a petrified Yua. The Gem Knight could see the masked woman’s hand was clearly on the hilt of her blade. “But that’s the Ruby Blade, no question. You best drop it. Dogs should play with balls and sticks—not a knife.”  

Yua turned her own blade towards the Lord Protector, suddenly unsure if she was in the kind of trouble that threatened her health.

“Poor choice, child,” the woman chided from behind her mask. She paused a half dozen meters from Yua. The intensity of her stare seemed to have quieted the wind itself, bringing the entire stadium to a breathless standstill. Yua tightened her grip on the Blade—her only promise of a better life—and prepared to defend herself. 

“Yua! Don’t!” Antonia shouted, an edge of fear in her voice.

The only sound in the room was the small click of the Lord Protector undoing her sheathe from her belt, sliding it free in a single motion. 

Yua found herself staring at the ground faster than she could follow—unable to piece together how exactly she got there, unable to breathe as the gem set in her breastplate cracked a moment later. She’d been struck. Yua tried and failed to regain her footing, hitting the ground for a second time before her breath finally returned a moment later.

“Be happy you’re a dog. I’d have put a human down in an instant for the audacity to strike me.” The Lord Protector’s words left no room for bluff or interpretation.

The words burned into Yua, only irritating the wound to her pride further. Her foot found purchase below her, pushing her up to face the head of HeroNet eye to eye when—  

The sky collapsed. Sunlight cascaded in, carrying panels of plate glass skylight in its eruption. Yua shielded her face from the smaller pieces of glass and dust falling in a smaller wave, slower than the initial rubble. Above them, the ‘sky’ had turned black, screens shorted out, transforming the environment from artificial desert sun to cavernous night but for the single shaft of light that followed the invader in.

Yua’s first glance landed on the perpetrator laying in the center of its architectural carrion—a meteor the size of a car, at least, unfurling like a flower in bloom.

What had been stony outcroppings still steaming from the impact revealed themselves to be scales and wings, shifting and layering themselves over one another. Within the monstrous mass, Yua caught a glimpse of a face framed in scales and horns. She found herself suddenly making eye contact with the stone-scaled predator—a single, crimson iris burning into her heart with such intensity Yua felt her knees begin to tremble. 

“Get back! All of you!” 

The voice echoed through the room with enough force to send the dust swirling away from the heroes. Yua turned to its source, only to see the implacable masked face of the Lord Protector. 

It was only then, after she’d broken eye contact with the beast, that she felt her faculties return to her. She scrabbled back over the rubble away from the dragon, catching her breath long enough to realize this really was a test. Not by HeroNet, but by the world itself. Would she sink or swim? Would she stand tall with the heroes of her age, or would she turn tail and run?

If only to prove the Lord Protector wrong, Yua drew herself up to her feet and squared her shoulders. She… couldn’t see herself facing this person, this thing. But that was her job, right? Fighting the battles the people around them couldn’t. 

A little ways off from anyone else, the blind doctor had found her way to her feet, stumbling through the rubble as she hastily looked for the edge of the arena, only for the dragon to notice her first. Yua watched a shining flash in the dragon’s right eye, mirrored by a light growing brighter and brighter between the dragon woman’s teeth. They opened like the furnace of a locomotive, and like flame exposed to fresh air, the bundled glow burst forth in a fiery beam towards the helpless doctor.

The burning geyser reduced her to a black smear within the beam of golden light. A moment later, the edges of the silhouette reemerged, sans clothes. Any adornments had been destroyed in an instant, including the ribbons that held the doctor’s hair up. Her shape changed and grew as if glitter and gold clotted over her, until she took on a similarly draconic and curvy build as her assailant.

Finally revealed, the result was a draconic doctor, more a trophy than anything, glistening as if she was polished gold, burnished in parts to only enhance the natural shadows of her curves. Yua waited for the statue to move, as she’d seen before with other monster girl transformations. But the statue remained unmoving, its pose still one of abject panic, now a sensual monument to the dragon’s might.

A rumble echoed out from the imposing monster, a deep, guttural thing that set the pebbles and debris dancing and rattling against what tiles were still intact. It took a moment for Yua to even be able to distinguish it as speech, the words felt as much as heard.

“Oh, Princess… Where are you?”
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A chill gnawed at Yua’s heart, driving her breathing faster and faster as her mind raced to catch up to what her eyes were seeing—HeroNet was under attack, someone she had just met turned to solid gold before her eyes, and the Lord Protector, potentially an enemy in and of herself, was the only thing that could rival the monster in front of them.

Ryusei towered over three yards tall at her full height, not counting the impressive horns and plated wings stretching and sloughing off rubble behind her. Yua remembered the naga, Janet, reaching a similar size, but the height was all in her tail. The scale of the dragon was on another level; her mouth opened wide enough to receive Yua’s head between her jaws.

“You two, out. Now!” the Lord Protector barked at them. She didn’t flinch from her bearing—focusing her saber on the dragon like a compass needle redirected towards an iron mountain.

Yua’s legs wouldn’t respond, and Antonia was still getting her bearings. Neither were able to follow the instruction, and Ryusei leapt on the opportunity. The monster’s eye flashed again, the glow of another beam spinning up within her mouth.

As long as Yua held close to the Ruby Blade, it should protect her. The magic in her armor hadn’t faded. She would be okay…

But Antonia didn’t know that. The threat Ryusei posed to an innocent was enough to shake her from her stupor, and she was already running towards Yua, arm outstretched. The Gem Knight didn’t notice Antonia’s desperate charge, too focused on steeling her nerves when Antonia collided with her at force. Yua only had a second to see the wall of light consume Antonia until, like with the doctor, her silhouette came back into view a moment later.

Yua could only watch as Antontia’s features changed just like the doctor before her. Antonia was bigger, with heavier gear, and the dragon’s magic had more to work with; the transformation made the most of Anotnia’s build, even enhancing her armor to match the brutal and ostentatious aesthetic of Ryusei herself. Finally, the beam and process subsided, and the statue fell free of the blast, as if dropped from a wire. A loud clang rang out on impact, followed by a more muffled banging as the golden resculpted Antonia settled onto the side.

Her expression was one of relief, not terror, and the image stuck with Yua. She could only back away on hands and knees, fully in the throes of panic now.

An icy feeling of helplessness took hold of Yua’s throat. Ryusei had powers such that she could unmake a hero more skilled and more veteran than Yua in the blink of an eye—if Ryusei was a meteor crashing through the sky, then Yua would be hard-pressed to face off against the impact crater, let alone the heavenly object itself!

“That’d better be the sword-thief I heard hit the ground.” The Lord Protector couldn’t look away from the dragon for a second. The monster girl’s talons were cracking the solid stone beneath them, her body coiled and ready to strike.

“What—is she going to be okay?” Yua cried out.

“Tch,” was the woman’s only response.

A baritone laugh rumbled through the room. “Don’tcha worry. I’ll have all of you by the time we’re done,” Ryusei said.

“I am asking only once. Find the Princess, protect her with your life. She’s further on in HeroNet. I’ll handle the dragon.”

Yua nodded. This was something she could do. What had Catspaw called it… Spontaneous show of skill? This was exactly that. She turned and dashed for the door. She tried to will that teleportation thing she’d done at the mall into being again, but to no success. Her feet would have to do for now.

Ryusei was already following, an avalanche of claw and stone threatening to run Yua down.

“Oh no you don’t!” the Lord Protector shouted, making herself a barrier between the dragon and the knight. Her blade rang clear as crystal as it shaved a number of heavy scales off the dragon. 

A small trickle of crimson stained Ryusei’s arm. “Barely a scratch.”

“A warning, beast. The only one you’ll receive.” The head of HeroNet flicked the blade, sending a splatter of blood to the thirsty stones below.

“Fine, I could use an entrée before a royal dessert.” The dragon woman’s tail stretched out, wrapping around the golden doctor and squeezing. Magic began to encompass the form, cracks emerging across its surface…

… and then, unexpectedly, Ryusei hucked the statue at Yua, where it nearly dashed her into the ground. Yua dodged but did not flee; she waited, watching as the dust cleared, unable to push past until she could tell the statue was alright. Perhaps if it was okay, there was still a chance the doctor could be saved?

But that was the least of her worries. Something staggered out of the dust, gleaming in the low light. It was the doctor, but the changes of the gold had not disappeared. Scales formed a patterned gold bodysuit on pale—almost inhuman—skin, and great horns and wings stretched out behind her. Even her face had been changed—splotches of molten gold covered her eyes, stretching back to her temple like a wax seal. Her pose was one of immaculate confidence, stained with the sadism she showed in the trials before.

“Ooooh, this is new.” The doctor ran her thumb along her new claws at the tips of her fingers, wagging her tail behind her.

Yua didn’t want to wait for the newly minted dragoness to finish preening. She sprinted around the girl, only for another golden projectile to slam between her and the doorframe. A hand stretched out from the crater, tipped in gold and fading to the freckled tan of Antonia’s skin. 

‘Bit early for a rematch,’ Yua thought as she leapt over the crater and through the doorway. She could hear the sound of the doorframe cracking and then tiles shattering behind her, as now two dragon minions chased close behind.

“You don’t even know where you’re going! How are you supposed to save the Princess like that?” Antonia shouted.

“Just slow down. I need you to describe my changes—let me drink in the details.” The blind dragon bolted into Yua, tangling limb over limb until they came to a stop in the hallway. The dragon pinned her down, loomed over the prone woman, her golden tongue unrolling from long, new fangs and dangling about Yua’s face. Its sinuous surface shimmered like a liquid, its tip stretching down inch after inch, descending toward Yua’s face. Yua didn’t want to test if her armor protected her from whatever this was.

Antonia—or the dragon minion that had once been her—entered the corner of Yua’s vision with a new-found swagger, one that hadn’t been there when Yua fought her. She planted a clawed heel on Yua’s wrist, grinding into the armor until the pain was too much for the Gem Knight to hold her sword. The crystal blade fell loose of Yua’s hand, and the Gem Knight could feel the magic begin to wane around her immediately.

“There. That should do it. No cheat codes now, little knight. Mmm, but have you earned Master’s blessing?” Antonia practically purred as she drank in the sight of her momentary rival’s defeat.

The doctor wasted no time, leaning down and letting her tongue caress the outside of Yua’s headpiece, the edges turning to brittle gold where the two made contact. The length shifted down to encircle the armored collar of the breastplate, letting the gold leaf spread further. Yua braced, feeling the hot breath of the corrupted dragon on her face, when suddenly the tongue retracted as the doctor-dragon began to speak.

“Mmm, not yet. I still want to see what I am through her eyes. Let the braggart put her quick tongue to use.”

“Tsk! Couldn’t I just tell you that we’re just as hot as Master made us? Equal in perfection?”

“No! We’re the same now. We have the same thoughts. We know perfection; I want a little failed hero to tell me what power is in her imperfect eyes.” The blind doctor’s insistence on the fact was something Yua could use. She searched for any way to spin this and drag it out longer.

“Y-yeah! There’s no way you’ll lose. You only get to turn me once.” Yua glanced down at the spreading gold around her face with trepidation. “What’s the harm in enjoying it?”

Antonia narrowed her eyes at the pinned hero. “Doctor, she’s playing us.”

“Do you think I can’t see that? Never mind, don’t answer that. Let the hero girl play. We’ve already done what we’ve been told; let me enjoy being the one with the power for once.”

Yua could feel a tail wrap itself around her leg, and the subtle warmth of what she assumed was the transformation taking hold where she couldn’t see it.

Except… Yua so wished she could see it, to watch as her boring old armor became something special and beautiful and gold.

A chill spread through her body. She should be fighting this! But none of the dragons so far had worn anything like armor as they changed—Yua would be special. Flecks of insecurity and pride began to eat at the edges of her train of thought.

She had to break free from this! Her story couldn’t end here! Yua pulled her hand free from her gauntlet, swinging upwards to deck the blind golden girl above her, only for Antonia to grab it before it could impact.

“Slow, a weak arc of movement, and your wrist is crooked. You’re more liable to break your hand than to do any damage to our friend here,” Antonia chided helpfully.

“Didn’t know we were giving lessons on how to whack me,” the doctor snarled.

“It’s what happens when you rely on sheer power without proper training. Power you don’t get to lean on anymore.” Antonia kicked the Ruby Blade across the floor, removing any remaining hope that Yua could turn this around. “Power that won’t protect you.”

Gold was already beginning to travel up and down Yua’s arm from Antontia’s grip. The energy engulfed her hand next, filling it with electrifying power. Her muscles felt tight and ready to spring, claws breaking free at the tips of her fingers, scales quickly following. Yua tried again, pulling with the new strength she felt, only for Antonia to hold her tight.

“Ah, ah—You’re still weaker than me, new girl. New to heroics, new to serving at Master’s side. You’ll need a boost before you can get anywhere as one of us.” Antonia squeezed harder, nails digging into protective scales, but it didn’t hurt this time.

It felt good.

It was surreal to watch her own arm begin to swell, her claws lengthening as the human proportions she had known her entire life disappeared. Then came the newfound pride, swelling in her heart. She grit her teeth and tried in vain to pull away from the effect, but the gold still trailed up her arm, further and further, denying her even the satisfaction of hating it. It felt right. It was right, as if even her opinions were subservient to whatever power Ryusei had over the two of them.

The three of them, her mind helpfully corrected.

“Antonia! How’s she going to give me an unbiased report if you make her a sister already?”

“Shut it, Doc. We have more important things to do than entertain your vanity.”

“Like—?” The dragon doctor atop Yua whined.

“Entertaining my vanity,” Antonia said.

Something in Yua snapped. Was she so weak that they would rather squabble over nothing than make sure she was pinned? Was she so unimportant that she wasn’t worth watching in the last moments of her free mind? She was going to be stronger than either of them! Who cared if Antonia had trained more? She had lost to Ryusei just the same as the rest of them. Yua had lasted longer, was armored, had enough skill and instinct to do more with her strength than either of these pathetic weaklings!

Yua bared fangs she didn’t even know she had, ripping her bare arm free from Antonia. She thrust her claw across the doctor’s draconic face and rolled over, pinning the minion and holding her face against the floor.

“You want to know what you look like?” Yua shouted. “You look weak! Feckless!” A golden horn erupted from Yua’s head, blending with her helmet as the gold continued to spread across her armor, and doubtlessly even faster below it. “You were given a mission! Now you’re too busy preening over your new bodies to finish it! GRAGH! I don’t know what Master sees in either of you!”

Something clicked in Yua’s mind. Of course she was angry! They had a job to do, right? Find… the Princess. If the Lord Protector wanted to keep the dragon away from her, then she was the perfect prize to deliver to their new master… and prove just who sat at the top of the heap.

“Look at that. Baby drake has some fangs! I’m almost proud of you for turning so quickly. You look great, even if you’re a bit uneven.” Antonia stepped back to drink in Yua’s appearance, now that she had been turned as well.

Her armor was trimmed with gold, edges jagged as pieces broke free in the transmutation of the material. A single horn carved through her helmet above her right eye, the metal matching the ridges as they blended together perfectly. She wouldn’t be taking it off now; the armor was as much a part of her as her perfect draconic features. Matching the single horn, her bare hand had continued transforming into a massive claw closer to Ryusei’s own rather than the human shaped ones of her compatriots and her gauntlet.

Her eyes and face matched her sisters’, however—painted with gold on the cheeks and above her eyes, while a long and sinuous tongue escaped to stain her lips.

“Who’s ready to snatch a princess for a dragon?” Yua said with a bitter confidence.

“What are you talking about?” the blind dragon interrupted. “Master didn’t say anything about a princess, just to grab you.”

Yua scoffed. “What do dragons like? Gold, obviously,” Yua said, motioning to herself. Antonia snorted. “But also… princesses.”

The blind girl gave a deadpan expression to the general direction of Yua’s voice. “You really think you’re onto something, huh? I hope you’re gorgeous, ‘cause your brain is doing nothing for the cause. We should be heading back to help fight that ugly swordswoman and finding out exactly what kind of poses Master prefers for her girls.”

An ugly feeling welled up in Yua as she bared her teeth at the naysayer. “The Lord Protector wouldn’t have been so eager for me to save her if Master didn’t want her.” It would be so easy to just beat some respect into her fellow dragon slave. Then Master would have the time to spend even more attention on Yua.

“I’m with Yua on this one. Better to act with intent than languish waiting for a command.” Antonia broke her silence, and the tie in a single breath.

“Fine then!” The former doctor shouted. “You two can grab her. I’ll spend my time helping my Master, and enjoying the attention that comes with it.”

A low rumble filled the hall as the blind doctor began to growl, matched by Yua as the two golden minions drew ever closer.

“Enough! No more infighting.”

“Thank you, Antonia,” Yua said through a mouth full of fangs. “You’re with me; I need you to show me the way to our prey. The runt can scamper back to Master on the off chance she would rather us be doing something other than our obvious mission—”

A tense pause filled the room before the blind dragon gave a snort, a puff of smoke escaping her nostrils as she found herself outvoted. Her tail twisted around her own leg in anxious submission.

“Come on, Yua. I have a feeling I know where our princess is hiding.” Antonia’s smirk filled Yua with excitement. She never thought she’d be fighting alongside Antonia so soon, let alone as her sister slave.

The two of them sprinted down the halls of HeroNet while alarms blared. Simple office workers and busybodies dashed out of their way as they ran, leaping behind doors or pressing close to the wall where they were battered by the sinuous tails of their betters. The place was a labyrinth, corridors twisting and turning with no pattern, making it impossible to tell just where they were in the complex. Eventually, shouts could be heard as what Yua assumed were unseen heroes chasing them to no avail. Whether it was because of their impressive physique beforehand or some leftover effect of the Ruby Blade, the two of them were faster as dragons than any would-be rescuers tailing them.

Suddenly, the twisting halls opened onto an atrium surrounding the central column of the tower. Antonia’s grin widened as the pair approached the center at a meteoric pace, only for the roar of a wave to grab their attention. A column of water was charging perpendicular to the dragon slaves, sending them leaping back to avoid a collision. The blast left behind a churning wall of glowing surf, twisting and crashing into itself as it promised to masticate anything dumb enough to call its bluff.

“Antonia! I never thought you would fall so easily! You must resist the call to darkness. Feel your immortal fighting spirit calling to you!” A newcomer had arrived, and from the glowing blue staff in her hand, Yua assumed she was behind the sudden wall. She wore a gown with a slit over a leg, white ruffles along the blue fabric like the foam at the crest of a wave.

‘Water magic, got it,’ Yua thought to herself. This would be easy—

“We don’t have time for this! Yua, through those doors is the conservatory. She should be at the center of it. Now!” Antonia’s tail whipped around her as she turned to face the interceding hero.

“You face Seacrash! None will threaten her majesty as long as they stand against the maiden of the waves.”

“I know the shtick, Seacrash.” Antonia snatched a ‘Wet Floor’ placard off the ground and hurled it at the mage as if it were a dart, forcing Seacrash to pull her magic away from the wall to summon a glowing shield. Holes appeared in her barrier as the roiling seafoam began to falter. Still, the intact parts continued to threaten Antonia with all the pressure of the depths.

Yua didn’t waste a second charging at the wall, and threw her body through one of the holes as it opened, wings flaring out at her sides to position her perfectly, at the expense of one being crushed in the churning water. Bits of gold rained down like loose change as Yua landed on the other side, the stump of her former appendage aching less than expected. Master didn’t need pets too afraid to lose a limb or two, it seemed.

The sound of the melee continued behind her as she ran for the doors. The roar of a dragon girl was almost powerful enough to eclipse the roil of the summoned waves. Yua felt the lock on the door splinter as she opened it, noting with some satisfaction how little it did to bar her entry.

Before her stood a world of topiary and floriculture. Sun filtered in through the glass walls of the upper levels, making the garden fresh and glittering with bright colors and lush leaves. But Master’s greatest servant had no time for these sights. Her stride didn’t break as she charged along the grassy paths, ripping up the turf with her clawed boots. Further, further! Her nostrils flared as she felt the rush of success approaching. She could tell the Princess was close!

Yua tore into the main clearing, leaves raining around her as her slipstream finally overtook her body. All her focus was on a girl sitting at a small table. The Princess, with her rich burgundy hair and elegant golden dress, petticoats fluffing it up over her knees as she sat lifting a teacup to her lips—too slow to notice the danger she was in.

The world moved like molasses as Yua’s focus finally expanded to notice two more guards, each wearing a half cape emblazoned with the same rose as the Lord Protector’s mask. Even they, the pinnacle of the Princess’ personal protection, would be too weak to stop her now. Yua could watch them draw their swords as if they were moving through honey. Even as Yua began her charge, she could tell the two wouldn’t be able to reach her before her claws met their mark.

In the blink of an eye, Yua had crossed the glade and lunged at the Princess with reckless abandon.

The last thing that crossed her mind after that was that she’d never realized just how blue the Princess’ eyes were in person. She seemed totally oblivious of the danger she was in as she glanced over, seeing Yua barreling down upon her. There was an expression of innocent surprise that overtook her expression—

And Yua’s world went dark.

Everything hurt; she was bleeding from somewhere. Why did it hurt? Her wing had come loose less than a minute ago, and even that ached less than her… everything. Her eyes opened for a moment, watching red stain the pale green lawn below. Was it hers? 

“Help! A medic, please! Someone’s been hurt!”

Yua couldn’t place the voice, but it sounded nice. She’d like to say hi to them when she woke up. Right now it was getting really hard to stay awake. She just relaxed into the warm sun on her scales and the soft grass below. It really wasn’t that bad.




+   +   +




The first thing Yua noticed was birdsong. Then came the gentle breeze over her skin, sending her hair standing on end. She was in a bed not her own, sheets a little too clean and a tad scratchy to the touch. Yua sat up.

There was beeping at the head of the bed. Yua had to stretch over her shoulder to see the heart rate monitor, noticing the different lines and numbers that really only served to underpin the fact that she was in a hospital. She couldn’t remember how she got there, which was worrying. The heart rate monitor sped up to helpfully remind her just how concerned she should be.

Yua tried her best to collect herself and assess the situation. She wasn’t injured, but she was wearing a hospital gown. Where were her clothes—no, the sword?! Yua scanned the room, spying a pile of flowers next to a chair with a blanket draped over it. She didn’t have long to consider what it meant before she overheard a conversation through the door. The words were too muffled to make out completely, only allowing Yua to catch the tail end of Catspaw’s rambling as she reached the door.

“—ouldn’t feel bad Toni. Everyone gets controlled sometimes! Like back with Barb at the mall, all those snake minions, she’d probably have given you a snake tail as a reward for being so cool. Heck, I could be controlled even now!” Yua could see the telltale pair of feline ears atop the girl’s head through the frosted glass before she and her mysterious partner entered.

Catspaw froze in the door upon seeing Yua awake, staring with a fevered intensity as her pupils dilated.

“H-hey Catspaw! Nice to see—” Yua managed to get out before…

“Yuaaaaaa! I’m so sorryyyy,” Catspaw blubbered as she dashed to the bed so fast Yua was afraid she would leap atop her like her namesake. Antonia filtered in behind her, looking dashing in a button-up shirt that was a little too small for her arms.

The knightly hero also had patches of gold still visible on her cheeks, and even a bit below her collarbone—how considerate of Antonia to leave the top few buttons undone. Yua checked herself and found with some alarm that a few parts of her arms bore the same patterning. She couldn’t check more with Catspaw leaning on her and keeping her in a death grip of a hug.

“I’m okay, Catspaw. What happened?” Yua tried in vain to wiggle out of the desperate embrace.

“It was awful! I didn’t mean for any of this to happen! You were just supposed to show off, and I messed it all up, and-and-and—”

“Catspaw, slow down.” Yua wasn’t really in a position to comfort her friend, being the one slumped in the hospital bed and all. She looked to Antonia for help with a strained expression.

“Give her some space, girl,” Antonia said, putting a hand on Catspaw’s shoulder. “What happened was we went up against one of the biggest names in the biz and lost. I ended up caught by a few off-duty heroes, and you ended up as a pincushion in the garden. Rose Guard don’t mess around. HeroNet put you back together the best we could, but we’re missing our head of medical as of yesterday—”

“Wait!” Yua interjected. “What day is it?” It was still light out when she’d lost consciousness. Had it been days? Her thoughts drew to Akiko and a wave of chilling guilt crashed over her. Suddenly, she missed Catspaw’s warmth and reassuring touch.

“You were only out for about ten hours. Catspaw stuck with you the whole time.” Antonia motioned to the chair next to the flowers, which explained the blanket. “We even let your roommate know you were okay. You’ll be compensated for your injuries under HeroNet jurisdiction, as well as the lingering effects of—”

“I’m sorry!” Catspaw interjected, earning a terse look from Antonia.

“Why are you sorry? That’s great news!” At least she’d got something out of this nightmare. A payout like this could be just what she and Akiko needed, depending on how generous HeroNet was feeling.

“That’s not all of it.” Antonia looked incredibly uncomfortable, shifting in place and chewing over the words for the right way to say whatever she intended. “There’s been some oddities in the healing process. Monster girl magic doesn’t usually leave marks like these—” Antonia said, referring to the gold patches on her face, and then to Yua’s arms, where similar patches of gold scales and skin were still present. “And more than that—”

“I’ll take it from here.” The Lord Protector was in the doorway, her uniform spotless, not a single hair out of place. It was only when she had entered the room and turned could Yua even see the bandages behind her mask and stiffness to her walk. She closed the door behind her, hand still resting on the handle for what Yua assumed was added stability.

She hid it well, but the head of HeroNet had clearly not bounced back as quickly as Antonia or even Yua in her hospital bed.

“I am sad to inform you,” the Lord Protector said without a hint of regret, “that the head of Research & Development, Therese Koch, was captured as the monster girl terrorist Ryusei retreated. Furthermore, due to irresponsibility and gross incompetence, any exception we might extend to you over possession of the Ruby Blade is now null and void. The weapon has been confiscated until we can find a proper recipient or, better yet, the Jewel Knight herself.” 

The world seemed to shudder and halt in place for a few moments as the words sunk in. Every plan, every risk, every promise she’d made to Akiko about a better life was evaporating before Yua’s eyes.

She wanted to sink back into the bed and wall and disappear forever; she wanted to wake up and be a brainwashed dragon minion, or go back to being splayed out on the grass, or anything other than this. The dilation continued until the tableau was shattered as the woman continued her dry report.

“The princess extends her sympathies and wishes for me to hand-deliver this card and rose from her personal garden to you.” The bitterness with which the Lord Protector said the words gave little comfort to Yua as she took a thin vase and card. The rose was, admittedly, quite impressive—so thick with petals it had almost bent past the stem, with color rich enough to put velvet to shame.

Still, Yua was not in a position to appreciate such a gift. In the time she took to place the two items on the side table, the Lord Protector had already left the room, presumably to darken someone else’s day. Catspaw had started on another round of tears, and Antonia approached to gently lift the monster girl back up and away from Yua so she could process… everything that was going on.

The three of them waited in that room for a veritable eternity until Yua felt like she was a person enough to take a look at the card from the Princess.

The penmanship was pedestrian but precise—spots of ballpoint pen ink darkening where a letter doubled back on itself, or when the Princess presumably hesitated in her words:




Please accept my heartfelt gratitude for your efforts in my protection. I know you suffered greatly for your trouble, and for this I extend my deepest apologies. I am writing this knowing and disagreeing with how my Protector intends to handle the Ruby Sword.

Please do not be discouraged!

A single act of heroism would be all it takes to prove yourself a worthy bearer of such a storied artifact. Of this, I am sure.




Your humble Princess,

Marinette Josephe de Fleuriau




Yua wiped at her eyes as the words of the letter continued to sink in. The Princess seemed to think this wasn’t the end for her, and—whether the Princess was saying it explicitly or simply implying it—there was still a loose end that could lead to Yua earning the sword once again. Dr. Koch was still missing, and Yua owed it to the woman to fix her mistake and bring her back. Unharmed or not.

She couldn’t see any other road back to the Ruby Blade and her burgeoning hero career.

Yua set the card back on the side table and took a deep breath, looking to her new friends: the only people who could possibly help her on her fool’s errand.

“Guess I gotta rob a dragon?” 
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“So, is this where you stay?” Gemini’s voice rang with the clarity of a glass bell and all the frantic tones of birdsong. 

“No—gods no.” Shiori and Gemini stood in front of the closed bookstore a few blocks off a main street. Shiori wasn’t sure whether she was more alarmed by the possibility of the living tempest called Gemini visiting her apartment or the idea that she herself was bunking in Xyrene’s lab below the bookstore. Either way, Gemini seemed unfazed by the comment, continuing to bounce in place next to her companion. 

Shiori reached out for Gemini’s hand, yoinking her into the nearby alley and down the stairs within. Gemini continued to ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’ as Shiori pulled the heavy metal door open and stepped into the unadorned hallway leading to Xyrene’s lab. 

“It’s just like a speakeasy!” Gemini chimed, drawing Shiori’s gaze and subsequent surprise. Gemini was wearing what Shiori could only describe as a paperboy’s outfit. The waistcoat did more than enough to accentuate Gemini’s slim waist and helped poof the shoulders of the linen undershirt to a whimsical degree. Shiori had been witness to Gemini’s casual use of magic for a few days now, but still struggled to wrap her head around Gemini’s ease at the practice. Even expert mages had limited powers at their disposal, and always paid a price for even the smallest boon from their otherworldly patrons. 

“Yes, I suppose it is. Just… no transforming anyone or touching anything, okay?” Shiori gave a reassuring smile which Gemini mirrored, doing a much more convincing job than her anxiety-ridden guide. 

Shiori approached the door with caution. She knew she needed to introduce the two at some point; Xyrene already knew of Gemini’s existence, and Shiori wanted to make sure she was present to prevent… any number of things from occurring between her two superpowered acquaintances. The inner door was heavier than the first, and the rush of sterilized air hit her like a wall as she stepped into the laboratory within. 

<Shiori, you’re back.> Xyrene’s comment was almost comedic given how closely Shiori was being watched by the Hypogeic. <Perfect, I had something that would be best said in person.>

“You asked me to show up here,” Shiori fired back. 

<I didn’t say when, nor do I remember asking you to bring a guest?> 

Gemini waved happily, still holding Shiori’s hand without any intent of letting go. Shiori’s eyes darted to her companion, guilt flaring for a moment at the comment. 

“Yes, this is Gemini Tumult. Some kind of magic user, but you could have told me that. I know you can read minds.” 

“Do you think she likes my outfit?” Gemini said a bit of extra volume as if to be heard over a phone call Shiori was taking. Shiori took some solace that this was the flavor of mischief, instead of any of the other pastimes Gemini had displayed in the interim between the night on the boardwalk and now.

<I’m not going anywhere near that one’s head. And I have no opinion on their outfit.>

“They?” Shiori asked Gemini as much as Xyrene for the clarification. 

“She or they, both work!” Gemini clarified. 

<One benefit of being the greatest living telepath—Gemini is also the one who provided your recent payment to your debt, which is a perfect segue to why I asked you to visit.>

Shiori crossed her arms, visibly bristling at the comment. “Uh-huh? And my next payment isn’t for another two weeks.” 

<Shiori—> For a moment, Shiori could hear a deep exhaustion in Xyrene’s words. <—they were the same bill. All the same bill—same serial number, same appearance. You paid me with the same forger’s expertise as a fancy photocopier.> 

Gemini turned to Shiori, worried what exactly that meant for the two of them, and why exactly it was bad. 

“Hey! You’re the criminal mastermind. Figure it out!” Shiori shouted again into the otherwise silent lab. Suddenly, the pricking of Xyrene’s psychic grip alighted on Shiori’s scalp. She could feel her head twist and lift slightly, as if Xyrene had grabbed a handful of Shiori’s mane, ready to jerk her off the ground. 

<You cheat people for me to pay me. You do not cheat me.> Xyrene let go of Shiori, the girl flicking her head like a cow pulling away from a biting fly. <That said, I can and have. The money is in circulation as legal-enough tender, and I’ve been compensated accordingly. Going forward, this will not be the case, and I expect you to turn your enthusiasm in counterfeiting towards something else.> 

A wave of relief washed over Shiori, but the girl did her best not to let it show on her face, nor her mind. “Fine. Xyrene, is there anything I can do to make a few lucre?” Her words were almost mocking, bitten back far enough to pass as respectful. 

<Yes, easily. Things are so much easier when you simply use your words.> Xyrene moved her hand over the surface of a nearby table, reaching for a folder—prompting Shiori to wonder how the woman managed to read wearing that mask. 

“Hey Shiori?” Gemini whispered. “You okay? We don’t have to stick around with this stinker.” 

A chuckle escaped Shiori’s mouth before she put a lid on her emotions. She could feel Xyrene’s attention on her, and she did her best to push her true feelings out of her mind until the Hypogeic went back to her task. 

“Yeah. It’s important, Gemini. She’s the only one who can help me find Mizuki.” 

“I can help you find her!” Gemini took hold of Shiori’s arm. “I promise I can help.” 

The thought actually hadn’t passed through Shiori’s mind. She’d been worrying more over how to hide the spellcaster than to think about using Gemini for more than just counterfeiting debt payments. Maybe she didn’t need Xyrene after all if she had Gemini’s incredible talents helping her. 

<There.> Xyrene’s voice crackled inside Shiori’s head as if she’d noticed the slightest hint of confidence from her subordinate. The Hypogeic set the file down, holding out the paper to Shiori. <A solo act is infiltrating a Typhon Syndicate compound and needs cheap muscle. That is where you come in.> 

Shiori took the paper, skimming over the printed out screenshot of a webpage. The price would be alright if the task at hand was helping someone move across town or mowing a few lawns, but Shiori couldn’t help but feel it was a bit low for taking on organized crime. Really, she should acquiesce simply to get one over on some bad guys. Mizuki would have liked it if she did that. 

“I didn’t know you had a printer—or could use a computer.” Shiori glanced over the papers to scan the room for any new electronics. 

<I don’t. Someone dropped it off. It seems you’re starting to get a name for yourself.> 

“Yeah, for the lowest bidder.”

<As it should be.> Xyrene said with some finality. 

Gemini giggled, letting out a sustained ‘oooooooh’ at the retort. “Point to the spooky nun!” 

<Yes, a point to me.> 

Shiori stared at the two of them with a deadpan expression. Really she should just be happy they were getting along but still…

“So, where do I meet my generous patron?” Shiori looked over the back of the page, seeing if it was secretly double-sided.. It wasn’t.

<Couldn’t tell you. It’s in the rest of the file. Did you forget one needs eyes to read?> Xyrene tapped the side of her mask a few times with a gloved finger.

“What? You never told me that! Your cover business is a bookstore! How did you even know which page to hand me?”  

<It was on top. I just wanted to see what you’d think about if I let your mind wander. Very informative.> 

Shiori glared at the Hypogeic, stalking over to the table before snatching the folder off the table and heading for the door, grabbing Gemini on the way out. 

<Best luck, Shiori.> 

Gemini was still waving back at her when Shiori yanked her through the doorway and slammed it shut behind her. 

The two of them headed out into the cold night, only pausing beneath a streetlight to actually look over the file in Shiori’s hands. 

“Looks like they’re a bit of a cat burglar… That’s good… No big scores to speak of… Retrieving some special package and extracting…” Shiori skimmed, reading bits of each line aloud as Gemini peered over her shoulder. Now that Shiori thought about it, she wasn’t sure if Gemini could read either. It wouldn’t be the strangest thing about her. “All of this looks fine. The Typhon Syndicate is a monster girl gang—bound to be a few in there, but they’re a lot less scary when they’re not in frenzy.” Shiori said to Gemini. 

“Awesome! I’m sure we’ll be able to take them down, easy peasy!” Gemini bounced in place, boxing with her own shadow as it stretched up into a momentary sparring partner.

“Well, about that… I was thinking I would do this one on my own? You’re not exactly… subtle.” Shiori cringed at the words, really hoping she wouldn’t hurt Gemini’s feelings on their second real outing given how rough the last one had ended.  

Gemini blushed, the tips of her pointed ears turning cherry red. ”Oh, you charmer! You don’t need to butter me up; I don’t need to help with everything you do. Just, like, some of it! Most of it? A pinch here and there…” 

“Anyways. It was nice to introduce you to my awful boss. Be careful around her, okay? I know she said she’s not interested, but you never know what she’s planning.” 

“Oh! Do you want me to turn her into candy then? She strikes me as a black licorice—only for specific tastes, you get me?”

“What? No!” Shiori panicked a moment, her eyes snapping to Gemini’s hand, already raised and about to snap her fingers. “Don’t do anything to her! Please! She sucks but I just… I need her for now. I’m not strong enough to save Mizuki yet.” 

Gemini’s expression softened. “What are you, like, saving her from?” 

It was a bewildering question but to Gemini’s credit, between the gym, her studies, and all the antics she’d been getting up to as the Hypogeic’s personal gofer, Shiori realized she hadn’t quite figured that part out yet.  “Hey… After this, how about the two of us take a look at where she disappeared? Maybe a fresh set of eyes is what we need.” 

“Heck yeah! I love playing detective! Just gimme a ring and I’ll be right there!” Gemini said with a massive grin, snapping her fingers and disappearing into an explosion of confetti. The little pieces of paper and PVC spun and danced around Shiori on the quiet street corner, catching in the crease of the open folder, and dissolving in the dirty puddles below.  

Shiori waited for a Xyrene retort that never came, and for a moment remembered just how much she hated being alone.




+   +   +




Gearfist went over the job information again in her mind. She was already in uniform, the metal gauntlets hanging heavily from the ports where they connected to her hands. First, she’d meet up with her contact, then find out where exactly they were hitting, and finally… just keep any monster girls they ran into off her would-be partner. The rendezvous location was under a broken street light specifically to avoid being spotted, but that created its own issue insofar as the lack of light made it damn hard to see! 

<I have eyes for the both of us,> Xyrene assured her. 

“That would be reassuring if that made any sense, or I trusted you. At all,” Gearfist muttered through the cloth over her face. 

“Who you talking to?” A voice from besides Gearfist made the antihero jump in place

“Ah! Myself. Are you uh—” Gearfist did her best to remember the passphrase in the files, secretly hoping Xyrene would simply provide it and save her the embarrassment. 

“You’re not very subtle.” The voice was distinctly feminine, but with a relaxed depth to it and a hint of raspiness. Its owner stepped a bit closer, letting Gearfist get a better look at her. She wore a kind of boxy jacket with a number of pockets over the chest, obscuring her silhouette on top, while below there was a pair of black gym shorts over equally dark leggings. The most striking part about her were her eyes—a domino mask of black makeup made the whites and pale irises within pop more than usual. A dark baseball cap disguised her bottle blonde hair, the remainder pulled back in a short, low ponytail tucked into the hood of the jacket. 

Gearfist was taken aback a bit by the girl’s charm. She exuded a collected confidence and coolness that made Gearfist’s own persona feel a bit juvenile despite her achievements. ‘This is a career thief,’ Gearfist had to remind herself. Any other time they should be at odds, with Gearfist bringing her in for justice. 

“You can call me Gearfist.” The girl held out a gauntlet to shake as a gesture of goodwill. 

The woman looked down at the hand offered to her with a bit of skepticism. “I can see how you got your name. I go by Lamb.” She took the offered hand and shook it once. “You don’t need to worry about the passphrase. It’s pretty obvious you’re dressed for something less than legal.”  

Gearfist bristled at the comment but made no retort. Lamb wasn’t exactly wrong, despite Gearfist’s best intentions. Big murder-punch-fists were not the first choice of a hero of justice. Instead, she pivoted to another topic. “Lamb… Like a black sheep thing going on?” 

Lamb shrugged. “Something like that. We should hurry; loitering like this can only attract unwanted attention. Our package is probably sleeping right now.” She turned and strode back towards an alley, Gearfist following behind.

“Yeah, you were really vague about that. Is it an animal or something?” The two of them were fast approaching a dividing fence halfway down the alleyway. 

“Oh!” Lamb darted up a wall, doing a small flip over the fence and landing on the other side to reply through the chain link. “Nah, just someone in trouble I owe. We’re on a rescue mission.” 

Gearfist gave a sigh of relief. “Why didn’t you start with that? That’s actually pretty noble of you.” She grabbed the bottom of the fence, crimping it upwards and shuffling below it before pulling it down like an uneven tablecloth.   

“Well, she might resist.” Lamb let the statement linger as they walked. “That’s why you’re here.” 

Gearfist did a double take, rushing to get ahead of her partner and cut her off, only for the sneakthief to twirl under her arm without missing a beat. “What?! I’m not helping you kidnap someone.” 

“She’s being held by a monster girl, so she’s probably still her minion. There might be some fighting involved. I needed muscle but not, like, a hitman,” Lamb explained. 

“Ah, that’s better. I guess.” 

“You ask too many questions for someone answering a gig job for criminals. If you weren’t so bad at it, I’d think you were a narc.” 

Gearfist’s eyes widened with concern. “Nope! No I-I’m used to working by myself.” 

Lamb gave the girl a second assessment, eyes landing on the gauntlets that gave the other girl her name. “You came highly reviewed; I trust you. Stick with me, break what I point you at, and we’ll be thicker than— ahah, well. You get my drift.” 

Gearfist nodded. Lamb was much easier to get along with than Xyrene, and the vigilante made sure to think it extra hard so the latter could hear it in snooping. “Lead the way!” 

The two of them took off in the night. It wasn’t a long run—maybe a month ago Shiori would have had to stop for fear of passing out half of the way there, but Gearfist had a stronger body, enhanced metabolism, and had been hitting the gym every day for weeks at this point. The feeling that she might be able to handle something on her own was freeing in a way she wished she had appreciated before things had gotten this bad. 

Maybe she would have taken Mizuki up on more of her offers to go hiking or even walking downtown and back. It seemed obvious in hindsight, the bitter claws of regret and dread sinking in as the possibility of her only chance to experience those things was already long gone. 

When the two of them stopped outside a nondescript office complex, Lamb noticed the expression on Gearfist, despite the balaclava covering the lower half of her face. “It’s not my place to say but, like, whatever’s going on up there, it’ll be alright by the end of this. You’ll still be you, and a few lucre richer.” 

Gearfist felt the bite of rejection begin to bubble inside her, only to put a lid on it. Lamb seemed to care, or at least the decency to try and reach out. 

<You shouldn’t trust her, Gearfist.> 

And there she was. “I don’t need the commentary, thanks, Xyrene.” 

Lamb perked up at the comment. “You have a fucking wire on you?” She was on top of Gearfist in a heartbeat, grabbing a fistful of the vigilante’s poncho and looking down her shirt. All Lamb got was a sports bra and a shiver of Gearfist discovering something about herself. Not to be satisfied with that small violation of privacy, Lamb grabbed Gearfist by the cheeks and twisted her head from side to side to see an earpiece. 

The whole time, Gearfist could feel the power in her hands able to toss the woman off of her or send her sprawling with a few broken ribs for the trouble, but for some reason, Lambs hands on her felt less… cruel than Xyrene had even earlier that night. The smell of the woman’s apple shampoo was enough to put her brain on the fritz for the few seconds needed for Lamb to let go and brush Gearfist’s shoulders off as a sign of contrition. 

“Sorry about that. Just… got a lot to lose here.” Lamb sounded a bit bitter at the comment. Gearfist figured Lamb didn’t want to be here any more than she did herself. 

“No, no, I getcha. I just talk to myself sometimes.” Gearfist wondered, heart pounding, if there was some other excuse she could make to get the other woman as close as she was only a moment ago. And then she was gritting her teeth, trying to get the thought out of her head before Xyrene caught wind of it like a puritan chaperone. 

Lamb was already looking over the building, their target, without a real pause. “Okay, so… This little cubicle mill is scheduled for demolition in a week, so anyone milling about will be a red flag, which is good.”  

“Wait, why is that good?” Gearfist raised her hand above her eyes to see past the bright parking lot lights surrounding the building. 

“Because they’ll have less people in and around it. We’re already not supposed to be here, but if they have some operation going on, it’s probably only got a skeleton crew inside. Prime secondary location material.” 

Gearfist wasn’t exactly sure why that last term was raising some alarm bells in her head but didn’t ask—she didn’t want to seem like a loser. 

“And it’s scheduled to be demolished soon, so they probably don’t have anything too important or hard to move inside?” 

“Bingo! Clever girl.” Lamb nodded. 

<Don’t get excited.> 

Gearfist was excited. 

“Anyways, follow me and knock the doors down when we get there.” Lamb took off across the parking lot with a disarming speed that left Gearfist mouth agape and also far behind. She followed behind as fast as she could to mixed success, the weight of her gauntlets and several years of a sedentary lifestyle dragging her down. She barely managed what looked like an imitation of someone trying not to miss an elevator and failing. 

Lamb stepped aside, giving Gearfist full access to the locked double doors before them. “I forgot my lockpicks at home. Bust it in, would ya?” She said with a wry smile that made Shiori doubt if that was really the case…

“What? Won’t that be loud?” 

Lamb grinned at the other girl. “Sure will.” 

Gearfist turned away before Lamb could interpret the flush of exertion in her cheeks as affection and slammed into the door with the start of an uppercut, low and controlled, close to her chest. The lock buckled, and the doors bent inwards, screaming as the crumpled metal wedged into the floor without opening all the way. 

“Yeah, pretty loud,” Lamb said as she slid between the doors sideways and into the fully lit building. Aside from the windows being covered, the place didn’t look abandoned in the least. 

“You know, if we traced back the electric bill, we might be able to tell who was financing this operation.” Gearfist had a bit more trouble with the door, forced to try and bend the metal inwards after one of her gauntlets got stuck on the way in. 

“Yeah, don’t care. We’re robbing the Typhon Syndicate. I have bigger things to worry about than a paper trail.” Lamb looked back at Gearfist from where she was peeking through a cracked doorway. “Girl, you say a lot of cop shit.”   

Gearfist didn’t know how to respond, stunned slightly from the comment. She did work for a hero for a while; Lamb’s assertion wasn’t far off the mark. In another time and place, the two of them would have been enemies. 

For now, their destinies were intertwined, and they had a target to snag. Gearfist crouched down next to Lamb, listening along with her partner at the door until Lamb stood and walked into the next room. 

It was an open-plan office, empty but for a few disconnected monitors and a single fluorescent light flickering in the corner where all the roller chairs had been haphazardly shoved together as if huddled for warmth. 

Lamb walked over to one of the desks, leaning down to sniff at an errant coffee mug. “Get down!” she hissed at Gearfist. 

Gearfist crouched lower, leaning up against the desk. “What is it?” 

“There’s not much left, but it’s still hot. They’re coming back soon.” As if on cue, the far door opened just as Lamb slid soundlessly beneath the desk. 

The figure was strange, covered head to toe in what seemed like plaster, all defining characteristics buffed out. The shape was definitely feminine, and from where Gearfist was crouched, she could see what looked like wedge heels worked seamlessly into the shape. The drone walked to the desk Lamb was directly under, bringing Gearfist’s breathing to a stop, wonderingd if either of them had been spotted. She glanced down at Lamb, who was pointing and mouthing something Gearfist couldn’t make out. 

Gearfist tried to explain her lack of understanding with her own gestures, but the bulky gauntlets made her own nonverbal communication worthless. Lamb finally kicked a foot out from under the desk, knocking the drone onto the floor and spilling the lukewarm coffee over the carpet.

“Gettir, Fisto!” Lamb yelled from beneath the desk as the drone reached out to grab her. 

“Please don’t call me that!” Gearfist shouted as she leaped atop the drone. A definitive strike upside the head sent them to dreamland. It was only once Gearfist was atop the figure that she could tell the woman was bound in glossy, glimmering silk. Gearfist pulled at it with her gauntlets to no avail. Whoever was beneath the obscuring layer would remain that way for the time being. 

“Is this our girl?” Gearfist asked. 

“No way. Too tall. We’re looking for someone small. Even shorter than you,” Lamb said.  

Gearfist stood up to her full height, straightening her posture to her full five-foot-three.

Sadly, Lamb was still head and shoulders taller than her when she climbed out from under the desk. “Great job, by the way. Next time smack’m on sight and we’ll be golden.”

“Can do!” Gearfist smiled a little beneath her mask. Xyrene’s criticism was pleasantly absent and Lamb’s casual confidence instilled a hitherto unknown feeling of… happiness? Fulfillment? Still, something seemed off.

“Wait a sec; don’t you think it’s weird?” Gearfist looked back at the coffee mug knocked onto the floor. 

“What do you mean?” Lamb was at the open door frame, checking the hallways to either side. 

“If the minions are all wrapped up like that, who’s drinking coffee? Probably your pal!”

Lamb thought about it for a moment before brightening up. ”Which means she’s not going to be in one of these sacks! Hey, you’re pretty smart!” 

“Yeah! She’s probably nearby, and now we don’t have to smash up every minion we see.” Gearfist kept talking to mask the flutter in her stomach at the compliment. 

<I can tell what you’re feeling, Shiori. You do not want to hitch your horse to this post.>

Gearfist paid the comment no mind as she followed behind her partner in crime, making a note to try and get some contact info out of her before the night was done. The two of them posted up at the far end of the room, poking their heads out one way and then the other. There wasn’t really any indication where they should start looking—only a hint that it was nearby. Gearfist sincerely hoped her partner wouldn’t suggest they split up to look. 




Lamb pulled herself back into the office room. “We only have so much night to work with. You stick with me, let’s just start checking rooms.” Shiori mentally breathed a sigh of relief, and then another when Xyrene kept her mouth shut.

“To clarify, if we see another one of those mummies, do I hit them? We kind of waffled on that earlier.” Gearfist really didn’t want to mess this up for the two of them.

“If they see us or we see our girl, start tearing stuff up.” Lamb slipped out into the hallway, heading down to the next door in the row. 

“Yeah, yeah! I can do that. I’m so good at that.” Gearfist muttered to herself as she followed behind. It was so weird to be… happy? During one of these missions. She was so used to biting comments and rage that she almost felt unprepared now that she was having a good time for once. 

Lamb waved her closer. “Room’s dark under the door, nobody’s in here.”

Gearfist nodded and followed, cocking an ear to the door Lamb had passed. For a moment, she almost heard a slight metallic popping, or the sound of a string being plucked inside. Was it a broken air conditioning unit? She reached for the door handle, opening it slightly to look into the darkness within. 

Lamb had been right when she said it was dark. Even the light reflecting off the drab carpet below did little to illuminate the pitch black office. She couldn’t see anything in the shadows ahead of her. ‘Xyrene, do you sense anything?’ 

Gearfist grew steadily more aware of her own heartbeat as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, waiting for the Hypogeic to respond. The pugilist felt as if she were being watched just outside of her vision, eyes playing tricks on her as she stole another glance into the dim room. 

<You should follow your friend, Shiori.> Xyrene’s words made Gearfist jump in place, turning to see Lamb already two doors down and checking another room—and, more importantly, much too far away for rescue if something happened. 

Looking back into the dark room, Gearfist saw a fallen paper just beyond the edge of the light. Had her eyes adjusted well enough to see it for the first time, or had something..? No. She didn’t want to pull on that thread any longer. She gingerly shut the door and padded over to her partner. Lamb had a small case of metal implements open next to her, currently using two of them to pick the lock in front of her. 

“Goddess, empty offices are creepy,” Gearfist muttered to herself

<The word you’re looking for is liminal. Epigeics have an innate fear of the once-trafficked. It reminds your pitiful minds of—>

‘Please stop talking,’ Gearfist thought decisively at Xyrene. Apparently that was more than enough to get a reprieve from her employer.  

“Heya Fisty, check this out.” Lamb welcomed her partner, motioning Gearfist to look inside through the gap between the door and the frame. There were several computer screens illuminating the center of the room crowded around a solitary figure. “I think that’s our girl. C’mon.”

Lamb slunk into the room, followed by a noticeably less covert Gearfist. There was a slight ‘tunk’ as Gearfist’s heavy steps clipped one of the cubicle walls, causing the two girls to freeze in their tracks to see if they’d been spotted. 

“Tch, finally. I’ve been dying over here. Just drop the coffee off and go back to being a creepazoid somewhere else.” The voice was high-pitched and even a little nasally, sounding like a spoiled child but with enough rasp to give Gearfist pause. There was no way this was who they were meant to save.

“Therese! You look great and not dragon-y at all!” Lamb said with a grin, walking towards the figure hunched in front of the screens with a much more positive demeanor. Even odder were the small horns and visible scales on Therese’s face. Was Lamb lying? Or did she simply not notice? Gearfist took a fighting stance as the two continued conversing.

“What? Who the hell are you? Did the Typhon girlies send you?” She didn’t turn or look, and as Gearfist approached she could suddenly tell why: the girl was blind, and from the bags under her eyes she was a lot older than Gearfist originally thought. More than that, despite what Lamb had said, there were a few patches of scales on the girl and some small nubby horns poking through her dark hair.

“Ahaa, no,” Lamb chirped back. “We’re here to save you. You have a lot of friends back at HeroNet looking out for you.” 

Therese shrugged. “I doubt that, but let me finish this formula first. Then you can take me back.” She ran her fingers along the tablet she had plugged into the computer screens. Gearfist couldn’t help but poke her head over the monitor, curious what the woman was working on. She couldn’t make out much of what was going on within the complicated formulae and shorthand notation. She saw the term pitsteel used more than a few times, however, which was plenty alarming in and of itself. 

Lamb checked over her shoulder again at the open door. “Hey, so, don’t mean to pry but, uh, what the hell? Last time anyone saw you, a dragon was carrying you off.”

“Oh this? Yeah, Ryusei sold me off to some other monster girl. Couldn’t tell you who. I didn’t get a good look at them.” Lamb snorted at Therese’s (intentional or otherwise) wordplay, earning a pained smile from the would-be rescuee.

“And what are you even doing right now? Working for the people who kidnapped you?” Lamb almost sounded offended, and Gearfist began to speculate that maybe she was working for HeroNet as well. Though in a less than official capacity, perhaps. 

Therese sighed and unplugged her tablet, pocketing it in the oversized lab coat she wore. “Typhon does a lot of research on monster girls, and as long as I go along with it, I get to see what the monsters themselves are working on. I scratch their back, they rent me from whoever’s carried me off this week. It’s not like I owe HeroNet any more than—wait a second. Why am I telling this to you? Just rescue me already!” 

She held out a hand, which Lamb took with mollified suspicion, before heading for the door she and Gearfist had come through just a minute before. Gearfist took up the rear, checking behind her as they left the office. The feeling of being watched had never quite left her. 

The three of them ran down the hall. It wasn’t far to the exit—just this hallway past the unlit offices, that one cubicle farm, and then a straightaway to the parking lot! Gearfist allowed herself a smile that lasted the few seconds before Lamb was lifted off the ground and thrown into the pitch black office, seemingly by nothing at all. 




Therese and Gearfirst froze—first in shock, then in fear, as they watched the door to the office slam shut. Gearfist shot after it, grabbing the handle and twisting the metal past the farthest point it could naturally turn before Threse shouted at her to stop. 




“We need to leave. Now. Forget her! You came here to rescue me, right? What do you want, pay? I can pay more than anything that rat could afford. You like playing hero? I work for HeroNet; I run the Medical Division! What’s your name? I can have it in the registry by the end of the night—” Therese shuffled towards Gearfist, reaching out to grab whatever clothing she could and pull towards the exit. 

The panicked offer pulled at Gearfist harder than Therese’s tiny frame ever could. Freedom from Xyrene, resources to help with her search, a moment in the limelight as a member of the organization she had looked up to her whole life… All it took was her abandoning one girl whose real name she didn’t even know. Gearfist crushed the doorknob in her hand as she wrestled with the choice.

She turned to Therese, mind made up: “My name is Gearfist, and I never give up on the people who need me.” Gearfist turned the dial on the back of her gauntlet up two clicks, reeling back to punch the door off its hinges. She flinched as she remembered the pain that came with higher level attacks like this, before finally closing her eyes and swinging. Just at the height of her punch, the door creaked inward an instant before her first could reach it, sending Gearfist careening into the open room and stumbling over herself. 

Within, now illuminated by the hall lights, was Lamb. Part of her silhouette, anyway. She swung gently, suspended in the air by invisible hands adjusting her every pose—her body was half covered in the skintight white silk threads, arranged in shimmering designs and seemingly welded to the clothing she still wore. Her outfit still spilled out of the uncovered parts, disappearing as the threads continued to weave an intricate pattern that magically sealed itself to her tanned skin.

The overall effect was completely unlike the other minion they’d fought. Her expression was one of terror, rather than bliss, as well as what Gearfist worried might be pain. Then Lamb suddenly relaxed, “standing” up normally as her expression fell into a neutral repose, blooming into a warm smile with half-lidded blank eyes as the wrappings covered the rest of her body. Her head jerked up, lace pattern marking her eyelids and curling up onto her cheeks from her neck. Gearfist’s own eyes reflexively drifted downward, and noted with bittersweet relief that her friend’s decency was still protected in her magical bondage. 

Then the tightly wrapped body disappeared—a trail of threads, the only thing that Gearfist could follow back towards the ceiling, letting her know from where a full force kick suddenly slammed into her guard. The boxing lessons were paying off, at least! Gearfist didn’t even realize she was keeping her arms high and tight until the impact was already rattling her arms instead of her skull.

“Think you can go a little easier on a friend?!” Gearfist whirled around, blindly swinging as Lamb shot into the air like a marionette yanked offstage. It was only after the vigilante’s second miss that she realized her gauntlets were still set high enough to pulp a metal door. She hastily fumbled with the dials, already losing track of where Lamb had been dragged off to. Her large metal fingers slipped over the other gauntlet, and she looked down to readjust, only to see Lamb’s stockinged foot fly up towards her face. She crossed her hands in front of her again, just in time for the strike to send her flying into the pressboard ceiling of the office space. Her legs dangled down below her as she tried to regain her bearings. 

Gearfist coughed hard as the dust swirled around her face. Threads suddenly appeared all around her, now visible in the flurry of dust and pulling taught in every direction, like the wiry ligaments of some greater mechanism. She only had a second to reckon with what they could mean before something grabbed Gearfist’s leg and dragged her back into the office below. Plaster and dust spilled down around the two of them as Lamb’s legs came down to either side of Gearfist, twisting to straddle her snugly with decorated limbs around the fighter’s bare waist. 

“Woah! Hey!” Gearfist struggled against the pin while Lamb stared down with that same blank expression. It seemed this villain—or whatever was puppeting Lamb—didn’t need their marionettes to emote to be effective. Gearfist threw a haymaker up at the girl out of desperation, which Lamb promptly dodged, catching the limb and locking the elbow into an awkward angle. Lamb paused then, twisting to lift the gauntleted arm above both their heads. Gearfist looked around in confusion. Was Lamb… showing her off to someone? Then she noticed the small red light blinking in the corner.

Everything suddenly clicked—the threads in the crawlspace, the camera watching them—Lamb was being controlled remotely! Gearfist lifted her free hand to her face, using her teeth to turn the knob up a click before open-hand smacking the puppeted minion off of her torso. The size of the gauntlets let Gearfist lift and swing her legs underneath herself, setting off at a sprint towards the camera. If she knocked that out of commission, they might all get out of here intact! 

‘Xyrene, cover my six.’ She pleaded, afraid of any number of things the Hypogeic might say. 

<Duck.> The thought of waterfowl filled Gearfist’s panicked mind before she suddenly dove to the ground. The wavering wisps of thread above her head were the only indication of the kick she had just escaped.

<On your left.> Xyrene continued as Gearfist rolled to the side and pushed off, back into her desperate clamber towards the red blinking light. <Right.> Gearfist shifted without breaking her stride, responding to the commands reflexively and to great effect before the camera was suddenly right above her. Gearfist grabbed a hard leather binder off a nearby desk and, as she threw it, realized her gauntlet was still ticked up high.

The binder exploded on impact with the camera, sending paper scraps fluttering down around her and Lamb both. The still-coated girl stopped her assault, freezing in place as the faux-snow pattern of lace obscured the edge of her white bodysuit. The moment was tense; the two of them stared at one another as Gearfist waited to see if her hypothesis was correct.

The answer came in the form of Lamb rocketing back away from her. The threads were retreating without letting go of their toy, pulling her away and up towards one of the larger vents high on the wall. Gearfist felt panic grip her heart as the woman was literally ripped away from her. She chased after Lamb’s limp body as it struggled to fit through the vent at a strange angle. 

Gearfist leapt, wrapping her arms around Lamb’s waist, and slipped back down under her own weight until she was hanging off the swell of the woman’s hips. Lamb began to kick at her rescuer, the soft stockings only barely weakening the blows as they rained on Gearfist’s shoulders and back. 

<Let her go, Gearfist.> Xyrene instructed. Gearfist resisted, holding tighter as she felt the metal begin to grind against the edges of her gauntlets. 

The blind doctor had been drawn into the room by the sound, unable to puzzle out what was happening on noise alone. “We need to go! I can hear more of the other ones coming!”

“No! I’m not letting her go! You can’t leave me too!” Gearfist pulled herself to Lamb harder, hearing the other girl’s heartbeat racing through her chest, pleading with Gearfist to not abandon her. Gearfist dug her feet into the wall, finally beginning to pull Lamb free, snapping several threads as she did. The fight wasn’t over, however, as the threads doubled their insistence—an ugly pinging sound ringing out as the silken lines began to snap like piano wire against the metal seam of the vent. The remainder created red lines where they sunk into Lamb’s skin more and more. 

<You’re hurting her, Gearfist. Let her go.> It was a warning now, but still Gearfist insisted. She knew Lamb wanted to be saved! She had to do it right this time! She couldn’t abandon her friends when they needed her most! 

But Xyrene wasn’t wrong. Gearfist could feel Lamb’s body beginning to twist, the entity on the other side of the marionette’s strings unwilling to release their new toy simply to prevent its destruction. Gearfist couldn’t punch the threads, couldn’t tear the covering without risking Lamb’s safety. The image of the exploding binder echoed in her mind as a threat of things to come if she continued to be reckless with the hostage in her arms. 

Maybe she couldn’t reach the threads, but maybe she didn’t have to! She remembered the image of the glimmering lines trailing through the walls of the building. All she needed to do was bring down those same walls that housed the connection entirely! Her implants twisted within her, revving up as she aimed the strike, metal and muscle going taut as she smashed into the wall next to the two of them, sending plaster and wires spilling in every direction. The vent inside screamed as it twisted and bent in on itself, falling free from the crumbling office wall. The metal split into jagged strips as it came undone from the strain, rending many of the threads, before finally dropping Lamb limp into Shiori’s waiting arms. 

Without the magical connection sustaining it, the lace began to fall away from the unconscious girl, revealing her normal clothes beneath (and restoring much of her modesty). 

“Did you win?” came Therese’s voice from the hallway, sounding more than a little worried after the commotion. 

Gearfist looked down at the girl in her arms—her eyes closed and expression peaceful, seemingly exhausted by the experience. “I did… I actually did!” 

“Don’t sound so surprised, for my blood pressure if nothing else,” Therese grumbled as she groped at the open air in the direction of Gearfist’s voice, waiting for her guide. 

The heroine hurried close, letting the doctor grab onto her arm as she carried Lamb towards the exit. Gearfist only noticed Lamb’s hat had fallen free as they made it through the threshold to the parking lot. She was surprised to see the girl had the same small, golden horns that Therese sported. Gearfist presumed the two must be related in some way, explaining why the girl was so keen on saving the doctor. 

They were halfway across the parking lot when Lamb began to rouse, almost falling out of Gearfists arms as they passed beneath a streetlight. Carefully, she clambered out of the metal mittens still holding her. Therese stepped off to the side to avoid any accidental kick in the head. 

Lamb straightened herself up, brushing plaster and threads from her body. “Wow, uh… We did it?” 

Gearfist couldn’t help but snort as she grinned from ear to ear. “We did it! Great job, us!” 

Lamb pulled Gearfist into a hug. “I didn’t know if I was going to get out of there… That was awesome; I’ve never seen moves like that! It was like you could see the attacks ahead of time!” 

<Funny, that.> 

“Yeah, ahaha… It’s a cool thing I can do. Not just the fists, you know.” Gearfist did a few demonstration jabs off to the side, unsure of how to respond to the genuine compliment. 

“Goddess, I was lucky you took the job. I wish I could pay you more—” 

“Can I please go home now?” Therese interjected. Gearfist had to stifle a laugh as the blind girl unintentionally channeled Xyrene. 

“—In a minute. Gearfist, you’re amazing. I hope we can work together again sometime.” 

“Well… I don’t suppose I could get your number?” Gearfist was very grateful her mask covered the heat in her cheeks from the cold night air. Maybe, she hoped, it even gave a bit of sexy mystique. 

“Ah—well, you know…” Lamb looked to Therese to interject, only for the doctor to obviously not get the signal. 

Gearfist let the disappointment pass quickly. “HeroNet stuff?” 

“Aha, yeah. But you should join! You’d do great! I think we’d do really well together,” Lamb said with a reassuring smile. 

Therese growled. “HeroNet stuff says you should take me home before I decide you’re kidnapping me instead.” 

Lamb’s face twisted as if she’d just eaten something sour. “Yeah, yeah, okay. Let’s go. Stay safe, Gearfist, the lucre is already in your account.” Lamb reached out to take Therese’s hand, but the girl smacked it away.

“Just don’t walk me into a pole. I can follow your footsteps if you stop yapping like a dog.” 

Lamb and Gearfist shared a look of mutual commiseration as they went their separate ways. 

A few blocks away, Gearfist found her stash where she’d stuffed it behind a trash can. She wasted no time pulling her hair out of the ponytail, slipping the mask off the lower half of her face and unlatching the gauntlets to reveal the bruised and aching hands beneath. 

“Do you think I’ll see her again, Xyrene?” Shiori wondered aloud as she packed her costume away in her duffle bag.

<I’m certain you will,> was her only reply.

Shiori didn’t let it bother her as she dashed off into the night, still riding the high of getting to be a hero, if only for a little bit. It definitely didn’t hurt that a cute girl thought she was super cool, either. 




+   +   +




Yua slipped past her apartment door, making sure to lift the handle ever so slightly, so that the weight didn’t rest on the hinges. If she was really quiet and Akiko was still asleep with her laptop playing that one video essay—

“Yua Lambrects, you scared the hell out of me!” Akiko yelled as she turned the lights on. She was standing in the living room in an oversized T-shirt and some brightly colored socks, holding a broom so cheap it had already started to bend in the middle from where it’d been leaned against the wall. 

“Shit—I was going to…” A hundred excuses raced to tumble clumsily from Yua’s lips.

“Going to nothing! You promised you were done with this stealing crap! It’s been one day since you got out of the hospital. Do you know how scary it was tonight?! I already lost you once. And that was literally just this week!” 

Yua raised her hands. “Okay, okay. You’re right but I—”

“I am! I am right!” Akiko poked at Yua’s chest with the broom a few times.

“Hey, hey. I didn’t steal anything. I didn’t even try to steal anything. I un-stole things, even!” 

“Uh-huh,” Akiko retorted. “Explain the getup, then.” She motioned to the makeup over Yua’s eyes, the black clothes, the hair in a ponytail… Though she wasn’t wearing her baseball cap this time for some reason. 

“When I went to HeroNet last time and the big dragon lady showed up, I messed up. People got hurt… and someone I should have saved got kidnapped.” 

“And?” 

“And I went back to save them. No powers, no problem. All it took was some lockpicking, some charm, and classic Yua wits. Nobody even knew I was there.”

“Yua, you’re such an idiot.” Akiko groaned, but her tone had already fallen into defeated relief. Yua had to keep the smile from showing on her face as the storm of her friend’s (justified) frustration broke. 

“But I’m your idiot!” Yua took the broom from Akiko, setting it to the side so she could drape herself over her friend in a big hug. “I’m going to get some sleep, and you should too. How about I do waffles in the morning as an apology?” 

“The start of an apology…” Akiko muttered, but there was a hint of a smile on her face. Yua was a goober, but she had a good heart, and Akiko couldn’t hold her friend’s newfound predisposition for heroics against her. Akiko was just happy she had dispensed with the lying, finally putting her criminal tendencies to good use. 

Yua gave a salute as she slipped into their mutual bedroom, sneaking over to the side of the futon beside the small apartment window. She could take her makeup off in the morning. Being used as a laced-up minion was almost as terrifying as it was exhausting, and all she wanted was to sleep. 

She plopped her head onto the pillow with a selfsure smile on her face. Neither she nor Akiko noticed the last remaining thread trailing from the back of Yua’s neck into the ether above…
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Yua’s cheeks ached from her persistent grin. She’d made it into the mouth of the beast and back again unscathed! Her neck still prickled a bit from her time as a tied-up marionette, but Gearfist’d had her back and the rest was history! Besides, she didn’t need to worry about the past when her future was finally getting back on track. 

She stood proud and impatient in the office of the Lord Protector. The woman herself sat at her desk, paging through a folder, a thrown clay mug full of pens nearby. The desk was clearly old and well-used, as the lacquer faded to a pale matte in several distinct places. 

‘Looks like the Lord Protector is a woman of habit,’ Yua thought to herself.

“I suppose you expect a thank you for rescuing our beloved head of R&D.” The Lord Protector wasted no time going over documents, raising a ballpoint pen to her mask as if to lick it, only to pause and glower down at the implement—as it was at fault for the inaccessibility of her own tongue. 

“I was more hoping for a reward.” Yua couldn’t resist the cheekiness sneaking into her voice. Her pride was not to be ignored. 

“And..? The Princess is very happy to have her blind, backbiting toy safe and sound, and you’re not being clapped in irons for breaking and entering. Total operational success.” 

Yua knew she was being coy. She could hear the small pleasure in the woman’s words as she continued to deflect from what mattered. “The Ruby Blade. You need me to wield it, and I’ve earned my place as the Gem Knight.” 

“Everyone in this building has achieved what you’ve done and more. Why the hell do I need you? Get out of my office.” The Lord Protector stared her down, what little was revealed behind her mask showing acrid contempt. 

“That’s not—no!” Yua’s heart hit two, three, four beats a second as doubt crept into her voice. Her eyes glanced reflexively to the woman’s sword, an act noticed almost immediately, giving the Lord Protector no small amount of satisfaction as she rested her hand atop the saber by her hip. 

“No? Bold choice, girl. There are no cameras here; who knows what would happen if I were to slip. Tell me why I’m wrong.” Her thumb clicked the sword from its sheath, only to quickly pull it back into security. 

“That isn’t how anything here works!”

“It isn’t? Last I checked, I was the absolute authority at HeroNet.”

Yua’s eyebrows knit low and tight as her anger began to overcome her fear. “I thought you served the Princess. She sent me a letter personally. Me. She made you deliver it. If she wanted me dead, I’m sure I’d be dead by now, so don’t threaten me. You find someone else for that sword and start parading them in the streets, she’s going to ask questions. Then you’re going to find yourself out of a job. That is, if I don’t reach her ear first.”

The mask the woman wore did an expert job hiding any small change in her expression. Yua really hoped her bluff wasn’t a bluff. For all she knew the letter was written by some middling bureaucrat—

“Alright. You did get something right. The Princess does have an interest in you, but let me be clear: I carry our Lady’s seal on my cheek and act with her full authority. Authority I’m trusted to use at my discretion—which you would do well to satisfy as much as, if not more, than hers.”

Yua narrowed her eyes, refusing to be cowed. Still, making more of a stink would probably be pretty dumb right now. 

“Good. The Princess did instruct me to return the blade to you. I just needed to make sure you understand how things work around here first. I act on her behalf, not on her exact orders. I do not suffer fools lightly. As such, I have explained to the Princess that you will not be joining HeroNet for your service.” 

The comment set Yua fuming, but she kept her mouth shut. If she was getting the sword back that meant something else was planned for her… 

“You’re learning. Good. Maybe a dog like you can wear my Princess’ collar one day. You will serve in an associate capacity. You will receive no pay unless I deem so. There will even be some legal stipulations to allow you to serve your friends like Catspaw and Antonia. Isn’t that nice?” 

“What if I want to be part of HeroNet proper?” Yua figured it could be worse—she didn’t want anything more to do with this woman, but she figured the Lord Protector felt the same way. In a sense, Catspaw’s gambit had worked. Sorta.

“Then you can go through the application process like anyone else. Open trials are in a few months. They’re not that hard—Antonia flunked out three years in a row, and she’s only been training her entire life. You’ll do great.” 

‘Perfect, yeah, you think that,’ Yua thought to herself. ‘I’ll blow you and everyone else at this stupid place away and come out the other side a celebrity.’ 

There was a pause as the Lord Protector tried to read Yua’s body language in the silence.

“I like you quiet, mutt. Make a habit of it. I hope your schedule is clear, because I want you to give Seacrash some backup today.” The Lord Protector closed the file and tapped it a few times on the desk, evening out the pages. 

“I was breaking and entering all night last night. There’s no way I can… you know,” Yua grouched, a tad worried. 

“And again, we’re all very thankful. However, Seacrash is a gentle girl who requires redress for failing to stop your attempt on the Princess’ life. You’re on cheerleading duty. Run that mouth of yours for good for once. Not that I care, but Seacrash is one of the better mages we employ; you won’t have to worry about anything going wrong.”

“But I—” Yua and Akiko were going to get gelato! And catch up on My Life as a Teenage Monster Girl reruns!  

“Don’t care. Get out of my office,” the Lord Protector said with such finality, it was as if a breeze pushed Yua backwards. 

“Sure! Perfect. I’ll be seeing you.” Akiko would be disappointed, but she could handle it. That still didn’t give this woman any right to make Yua do the disappointing! She gave a strained smile for a moment and turned in place to leave. 

The Ruby Blade was resting in a sheath next to the door, and Yua was certain it hadn’t been there when she had walked in the office. Still, she had taken enough guff from the masked woman and decided to leave the mystery unsolved. 

Even before Yua left the room, the Lord Protector ran her hand over her mask. Only when the door was firmly shut did she reach down, pressing a button next to the speaker on her desk. “I handed it off to her, your Highness. I would never contradict your conclusions but, she is a horrid brat and I think we would be better off finding any weapon based heroes on staff instead. Are you certain about this?” 

Yua lingered on the other side of the door, unable to stop herself from eavesdropping on the conversation. Sadly, she couldn’t hear the response from the speaker on the other line… 

“An unfavorable comparison, but perhaps it is as you say, your Highness.” The Lord Protector left it at that and took her finger off the button just in time for a long growl to escape her throat. “The Princess is young,” the Lord Protector muttered to herself. “She does not understand the kinds of people that would take advantage of her dreams.” 

The gentle creak of the chair heard through the door sent Yua on her way before she found out first hand how the stark woman treated those she thought were spies. 

Yua looked back and forth in the hallway as she slung the sword over her shoulder. The sheath was pretty convenient. Part of her wondered if the previous Gem Knight had used one. It struck Yua that she had still never looked into the powers or fighting style of her predecessor. 

She ran a hand through her hair as she thought about her situation, her train of thought breaking when her finger caught on the small horns that still poked from her head. Ryusei’s endowment had lasted days longer than any enthrallment she’d heard of before. She had quickly gotten tired with the quirky challenge of coordinating her makeup around ‘my cheeks have yellow scales on them’. 

What was she thinking about again? Oh—that’s right. She had been excused without being given any information on how to meet up with this Seacrash girl. Yua started meandering through the halls of HeroNet, trying to find her way back to the elevators. The place was a damn maze, and all the helpful maps were in the visitors’ section on the ground floor. Yua grumbled as she turned another corner, fully expecting to find the brushed steel doors, to no avail.

Feeling the weight of the Ruby Blade on her shoulder was mollifying enough, and it was nice that the Lord Protector had ordered a sheath made for her. Following the thought, Yua checked the strap and noticed the leather was darker in some spots than others. She must have gotten it from the locker of the previous Gem Knight or something. Yua grinned at the thought. In a way, it was an affirmation of the passing of the guard. She was the Gem Knight now, no one else! 

“Gem Knight!” Antonia’s voice brought a smile to Yua’s face as she turned a corner. The other hero was across the hall, coming out of a different office. She was still sporting a matching set of small horns and cheek scales that remained from her own time under the dragon’s control. “Funny seeing you here—and you got the sword back?” 

“Don’t sound so impressed,” Yua teased, patting the leather sheath on her shoulder.

“I’m just glad to see your plan worked out. I wish I could have helped. Seacrash was looking for you! Remember? The mage we fought—” 

“Yeah, I heard.” Yua’s expression tightened. Why did it feel like she was the only one being jerked around moment to moment? She was supposed to be out saving people and making fat stacks, not playing tag. “And where’s her… office?” 

“Oh! She’s with the Mages. Different section entirely. You’re better off just checking to see where she is with the front desk. Come on! I’m heading that way, too.” 

“Sweet! So what’s up with that? How does this place, like, work?” 

Antonia paused, seemingly scandalized that Yua could know so little about the most important institution in the country. “It’s very simple, actually. There’s the Knights that I belong to: Longstanding hereditary lines with their own artifacts and techniques, the old guard who succeeds where everyone else fails. There’s also the Mages, Research and Development, the Medical Division that patched us up after our fight before, International Division, and finally the General Roster of everyone else.” 

Yua had a feeling Antonia was biased towards the first item on her list but didn’t push it. “Catspaw would be uncategorized?” 

“Hah! Uncategorized. Yes, good one, Yua. And once you prove yourself in combat, you can join the honored ranks of the Knights, too. I’m sure of it! Don’t give up on your dreams.” 

“My dreams, yeah.” A prickle of guilt wrapped around Yua’s gut as the gulf of their different investments in the job became apparent.

“And there’s the elevator,” Antonia chirped, clapping Yua on the back with a grin. “You should be good on your own from here.”

Yua hadn’t even noticed them arrive (nor how the path they had taken to get there, dammit).

“I’d walk you down to the lobby, but I’m in a hurry,” Antonia added. “I’ve got some baselines to set with Therese to make sure a pair of horns doesn’t stop me from swinging a spear.”

There were more buttons than Yua remembered on the panel, and she only found the ground floor button a little over halfway down. Actually working here would be a nightmare, but neither the Lord Protector nor the elevator could scare her off. Besides, the Princess liked her, so maybe she could squeeze her for some cash. The richest girl in the country wouldn’t mind a ring or, like, a candelabra going missing. She knew from experience rich people kept all sorts of useless, expensive garbage around. 

As the elevator sped downwards, Yua looked over the rest of the buttons. What opulent tower in the center of town was complete without a penthouse suite? None of the buttons had numbers, which seemed crazy, but maybe the Lord Protector didn’t have anything better to do than make heroes memorize them all day. Still, there was a fancy button at the very top, and Yua made a note to try it the next time she was in the tower without someone waiting on her. 

She did her best to remember what exactly Seacrash looked like as she stepped out of the elevator. At the time, her dragon-brain was way more focused on showing off and getting her prize than committing any puny mages to memory. 

‘Maybe I’ll get lucky, and she’ll be throwing water around everywhere in the courtyard.’ Yua rubbed the back of her hair as she walked over to one of the greeter desks. 

“Hey, have you seen a Seacrash? Uh, water powers?” 

The kind looking brunette looked up from her monitor. “Oh! Fan meetings are on Thursdays for Seacrash. You’ll find her in the fan meetup room, down the hall and—”

“No—ugh. I’m supposed to go patrolling with her or something. Lord Proc’s orders.” Yua slung the Ruby blade off her shoulder, patting the wide leather case with one hand. “See?” 

The woman narrowed her eyes at Yua, but didn’t say anything as she typed a query into her computer. “My apologies, Miss… Lambrects. Or would you prefer to be called Jewel—sorry Gem Knight person-to-person?” 

“It’s more of a ‘the’ Gem Knight, like a title, rather than my actual—” 

“Gem Knight!” a voice shouted from across the room. “Your honorable peer, the maiden of the waves has arrived.” Yua could tell it was Seacrash from the voice, turning to face the woman dashing across the room. Were all heroes so hyperactive? Yua made a note to ask Akiko if being brainweird and a hero was correlative, or causative, or both. 

Seacrash strode forward under rich, green hair matching her seafoam dress, layered in shimmery gossamer at the seams to make it seem as if she were clothed in the waves themselves. Or maybe a seaweed thing? Yua wasn’t sold on the theming. That was okay, though; she seemed nice at least. It was a pleasant change of pace from Catspaw’s unpredictable enthusiasm and the Lord Protector’s… everything. 

Yua gave the desk manager a look of triumph before turning her attention fully to her partner for the day. “Seacrash, right? I was told I’ll be tailing you today. Looking forward to learning from one of the best.” 

The comment earned a warm smile from the other hero. “Given the difference in our powers, I hardly think there’s much I can teach you, but I asked for the chance to repair our initial impressions.” 

“Oh, the dragon thing? Don’t worry about it.” Yua waved it off as she took a step closer, hoping the other hero would direct her wherever they were going.

“I failed to defend our princess and besmirched your honor by allowing you to both assail her and be gravely injured in your own arrest.” 

Yua couldn’t tell if she was being pitied or insulted. Seacrash seemed to mean well, but it was difficult to tell exactly what she really meant through the dramatics. It was a bit irritating to be dragged out on someone else’s apology tour—a gift card would have done just fine. 

“Yeah, so…” Yua scratched one of her horns. “What are we doing then to not, uh, smirch any honors?” 

“A simple patrol, investigating a local pitsteel factory.” Seacrash sounded a bit put out as she explained. “There has been anomalous activity reported, and we take our pitsteel safety seriously.”

“Totally. I know someone with pit-sickness. It’s not a fun thing to have.” Yua hoped her sword would protect her from the anomalous metal. Half a decade spent taking care of Akiko had made her especially cautious about being exposed herself. 

“Yes, something we all risk for as long as we dig the damn stuff from the earth. That or worse: monsterization.” 

Yua reflexively glanced around to see if anyone had overheard the comment. She didn’t know any monster girls very well but it didn’t feel right to phrase it like that. Maybe she didn’t mean it in, like, a derogatory way? Damn, did HeroNet have an official policy on that kind of stuff? Yua made a note to ask Akiko about it later. She always knew stuff like that. 

“Yeah—anyway.” Yua hurried her steps, trying to get out of both the building and topic of conversation. 

“Your enthusiasm is clear in your step, young Gem Knight! Let us alight to our destination!” Seacrash matched her speed, brass heels clicking across polished floors. 

“Does everyone here talk like that?” Yua muttered a tad louder than she meant to. 

“Only the well-cultured ones. Perhaps training alongside strong-armed Antonia will do you good.” 

Yua gave a pained grin. “Sure.” 

+   +   +

Yua was in low spirits when the two heroes arrived at the scene. Seacrash had signed a few autographs, taken a few pictures with fans, and even had the wherewithal to keep it from interrupting their work when they reached their stop on the train. Now Yua stood neglected by the public and deprived of a reason to feel a humble superiority over her senior. 

They were obviously in the right place. The ground was a black-grey, with patches of concrete and strips of asphalt leading into various large complexes. All but one of the buildings’ smokestacks stood idle, devoid of smoke. Even if the mill wasn’t operating, the energy was saporific on the air. Yua gripped her sword tightly the moment the unpleasantly familiar sour-metallic taste of pitsteel reached her tongue. 

A flash of light transformed her into the one and only Gem Knight, and the feeling left as quickly as it had arrived. The energy—that raw potential—flowing through her veins never got old.

The shine caught the attention of a man in a poor-fitting suit and a hardhat who promptly waved she and Seacrash over to him. 

“Thank goodness you’re here! You know, it could have gone much worse than it did. We were lucky Ocho-Gumo were the ones working when we got the readings.” He motioned to something like a Geiger counter in his hands. It wasn’t on, but Yua had a feeling it’d be pretty loud if it was. 

“Happy to help. Has it been getting worse? Anyone inside? Hurt?” The similarities between this situation and Akiko’s own affliction were making her stomach turn. 

“Hurt? Oh no—you misunderstand. The factory has been under renovation for better safety. This was the best, and hopefully last time this could have happened. There were only a few monster girls inside when the readings started. They’re all fine—natural immunity and all.” 

“That’s good—Seacrash?” The Gem Knight turned towards her chaperone, who was frowning. 

“There are a few things worrying me.” Seacrash narrowed her gaze at the factory and then again at the ground, trailing her eyes along something Yua couldn’t distinguish. 

She and the man waited a long moment before sharing a glance. “…Like?” 

“The spirits of the land are contented.” 

Yua wasn’t even aware there were spirits, much less ones with opinions on real estate. “Right, the spirits… You gotta understand there’s a lot of nuance with these things,” she said to the man she presumed was the foreman. 

“Do not mock me, nor my work. The spirits should not be content with the poor state of this place. I suffer the existence of these blasphemous refineries because our Princess has seen some use for them I cannot discern. In every case, the local Figments have been at best severely distressed by such an engine of ecological devastation! These are… relieved.” 

“You said the place was shut down for renovation, right?” Yua turned back to the foreman. 

“Right, Ocho-Gumo updating safety regulations. We take incidents very seriously.” 

Yua nodded. “Simple! They’re just happy they turned it off.” 

Seacrash pointed an incredulous finger at the single smokestack still spewing grey-black trails into the overcast sky above.

“Alright, fine.” Yua rubbed at her brow beneath her knightly visor. “When did the readings go haywire again?” 

“This morning. The maintenance team cleared out at the first sign of trouble. Standard procedure. Now that you mention it, that was around the time the smoke started up again. Probably a test cycle,” he offered. 

“Okay, so we just go in and turn it off again.” Yua looked to Seacrash, hoping the woman wouldn’t say something cryptic. 

“Yes, my magic should protect me, and your sword is an even greater bastion against the enemies of the natural and good.” 

Yua gave a tight smile to the foreman and started jogging towards the structure. Halfway there, she realized she hadn’t asked for any keys.Instead of running back, she cleaved down the door to hurry things along. She was getting very sick of feeling like the dumbest person in the room. Usually that only happened when she was hanging out with Akiko. 

+   +   +

“Your destruction of the ingress was wholly unnecessary and is cause for pause.” 

Yua rolled her eyes before resuming her survey of the factory. “HeroNet will pay for it. Besides, the place is insured. Didn’t think you’d mind me roughing up an ‘engine of ecological distress.’” 

“HeroNet does remunerate for such things, but with the understanding that we minimize collateral damage in our work. Only the Rose Guard can—” 

“Well, I didn’t get to have the same onboarding or child tutelage or whatever you did, okay? Kind of new to this! And nobody has explained any of it. Masky at the top of the tower has been very unpleasant, actually!” Yua turned the corner down a row of machinery, hoping to get some space before her quick mouth and insecurity got the better of her. 

Seacrash followed closely behind. “I regret to hear you take umbrage with my oversight. I am saddened by this and will work to improve my inculcation of our norms.”

“Nobody talks like that! You and Antonia and every holier-than-thou freak back at—” 

Yua’s exclamation was cut off by Seacrash’s hand over her mouth. Suddenly the woman was very close, resisting Yua’s initial squirming until she noticed the finger Seacrash held over her own lips. 

A moment later, Yua heard what they were supposed to be listening for. Someone else was in the building, their voice carried by the corrugated roof and concrete floors. Slowly, Seacrash pulled back and motioned towards the voice. 

Yua nodded and began to follow it silently, cheeks beginning to burn with rosy shame. Their conversation would have to wait. 

Elsewhere, a dryad looked down from a low walkway over a small crew carrying a crucible to a mold Barb herself had brought to this unbearably awful place. Each worker was a cybernetically enhanced thrall she’d bought from Xyrene, now sporting a small flower in their hair and a slight green tint to their skin as the dryad’s control made itself apparent in their bodies.

“Move your feet, Sprouts! It’s just molten pitsteel. Sooner you finish, the sooner I get to leave.” Barb used a pair of tongs to light the tip of a cigarette on the glowing surface of the forge, bringing it to her lips before letting the tongs clatter onto the floor. She only had two left in the pack, and being sober in this toxic crematorium was not an option. 

The metal finished pouring into the mold and over the odd gadget she’d been forced to bring. The Boss was really pushing the limits of what Barb was willing to do for some lucre, but needs must.

The metal cooled rapidly, much faster than its normal counterpart. Pitsteel was strange in many ways that made Barb’s stomach turn—the dryad wasn’t even sure the material was from this world and not some byproduct of a dark ritual of a bygone era. 

She only had a moment to her thoughts before the mold split to reveal its finished product: a small metal ball with only a tiny nozzle protruding from one side, run through with a pin. She picked it up, half-expecting the pisteel casing to still burn her fingers, but nothing. It was just a bit heavier than she expected. 

“Stop! Holy spirit of the woods, we beg your pardon,but you must cease this madness at once!” Seacrash strode out between the machines as Yua failed to hold her back. 

With the element of surprise lost, the Gem Knight joined Seacrash in front of the villain. “I think she’s just a monster girl, Seacrash. There’s a lot of those.” 

Seacrash just shook her head. “What you see before you is a true and noble dryad, one of the last of her kind.” The way Barb practically snarled at the comment gave Yua pause. “Her true nature has been truly corrupted by the mages of the Typhon Syndicate!”

Barb finished the cigarette with one last, long draw before tossing the butt into the furnace. “Nah, they’re just offering me a park where your cute little tower is standing once they win. Better than your Princess’ plans for the land.” Barb held up the pitsteel grenade as an example.

The group of thralls began to disperse on Barb’s wordless command as the three stared each other down, Seacrash finding herself without a retort to the dryad.

“Fine. I will petition your release and restitution once we have stopped whatever this is.” Seacrash lowered her staff, a ring of water circling her feet as she began to approach Barb’s perch.

“I know I was sent to bring this back for the Boss, but you’re really pissing me off. Let’s see if the little blind brat’s design works.” Barb looped her finger through the ring, pulling it suddenly and lifting an arm to throw it just as Seacrash charged. Yua took a step, sword already swinging. She just needed to use that power—the flash of speed she’d manifested against Catspaw—and she could knock it out of range! She could save her friend! 

But the image of Akiko in the hospital, the physical therapy, the bad nights, flashed through her mind. What if she messed up? What if she was ruined by this, too? She couldn’t be. There was so much left to do! 

The grenade hit the ground with a flash. Yua could feel the electric sour tingle she had tasted when they’d arrived pass through every muscle in her body. Her skin felt hot, and her horns ached where they poked through her helmet. 

Seacrash had protected herself with a barrier of water at the last second, and Barb was nowhere to be seen. 

“Damnation,” Seacrash muttered under her breath. “She’s gone. But take heart, Gem Knight! We have forced her to discard her prize to no effect.” 

Yua let out a breath of relief. Seacrash didn’t know the Ruby Blade let her teleport. Heck, even Yua didn’t know how to make it work. “Yeah. That could have been a lot worse.” 

“Indeed! I read the report of your time with Catspaw. You showed great bravery then and now. I am sure the Lord Protector will be cheered to hear of your valor.” 

“Heh, thanks,” Yua muttered, but she was already thinking about those minions Barb had with her. She could swear the gauntlets they were wearing, the implants, were all very reminiscent of Gearfist. Yua worried she might also be caught up with the Syndicate; maybe she would be staring the Gem Knight down one day soon. 

“You know, I think despite our differences we could work well together, Yua. You have a unique perspective and a noble heart in need of direction and acculturation,” Seacrash continued. Yua turned her eyes back towards the woman to see she’d grown several inches in only the few moments Yua had been thinking. There was even a bit of a greyness to her cheeks and fingers. Something was very wrong. 

“Uh, Seacrash…” Yua pointed at the spreading grey on her cheek, and then her shoulder as it began to shift from ash to a darker slate. 

The changing sorceress turned around to see what Yua was pointing at, looking back when she didn’t notice anything. “Now is not the time for pranks, churlish Gem Knight. Are you so eager for discipline and a stricter…” Seacrash followed Yua’s indication to rest on her hand, and how her nails were beginning to visibly lengthen. 

“No!” Seacrash looked down at her changing arms, watching the color drain from her skin even as new muscles stretched and swelled, shredding her gown. “Please! No! I do not want to lose myself!” 

Yua looked around for anything she could do to help. She felt as helpless as she was when Akiko had her accident. Had the Ruby Blade protected Yua again, or was she going to change in another moment? 

“I’m not done yet—I don’t want to lose my mind. It wasn’t supposed to end like this!” Seacrash continued to shriek as she cast spell after spell on herself. Purifying water gleamed across her armor as that, too, transmuted, leaving the magicked fluid to fall grey and cloudy at her feet.

She cast her arms in ice-like manacles, but they only shattered as her silhouette stretched, growing in every direction. The shade of deep blue-grey climbed up her chest to the pulse of her heartbeat. Suddenly she was leaning on her staff, writhing as her legs dissolved into a single appendage, stretching as bones multiplied and split apart. She clattered to the floor, her staff skidding away and perilously close to the forge. Her form spasmed, fins splitting free from her ears, from her wrists, as if they were ruffles on some antiquated dress.

Seacrash clutched and tore at her face with newborn claws. It was as if she was trying to literally peel the smooth, shiny texture of her fresh flesh away. Yua could just barely make out her chaperone’s pleading expression between the woman’s lengthening fingers before the mage gasped one last time, her pupils shaking before splitting down the middle into cross-shaped splits through her eyes.

Her claws relaxed just as her face did. Yua could hear the gills open on her neck as Seacrash’s screams shifted down into a moan—her first breath as a monster girl. Instead of scratching, Seacrash began to run her palms slowly down her blue-grey cheeks, then her neck—revealing a cavalier smile with rows of sharpened teeth.

When Seacrash’s sliding hands reached her breasts and finally her hips, Yua was alarmed to see her upper body continued heaving more than the rest of her. Perhaps she couldn’t breathe air anymore? No… That wasn’t it. Her chest had simply grown several sizes and Yua, slightly mortified, had just caught herself staring at the bouncy new contours for a moment longer than she intended.

Seacrash arched her back, stretching languidly to right herself in her new, much taller posture, and grabbed her wayward staff easily with her increased reach and size. 

‘Still, smaller than the naga—Snake Empress something?’ Yua thought as she tightened her grip on her sword.

“Ah, seems it’s run its course. It wasn’t as bad as I thought—actually, I think I quite like it. Gem Knight, I do regret how my imagined anguish must have disturbed you so, but there is nothing to worry about.” The water continued to grow around her, raising the monster of a woman off the ground in a hemisphere of free-floating liquid.

Yua nodded at the swirling form before her. She seemed like an even split between a mermaid and a leviathan. Blue-grey skin patterned with white glistened up and down her body. Two pale spots outlined her eyes, only making the pitch-black sclera that showed when she opened them all the more intimidating. Her lips were a similar white as the pattern around her eyes, parting to show off two rows of fangs. 

With the extra height of her hovering, she was now extremely comparable to Snake Empress Janet, Yua’s first real fight. Still, it was something else entirely to see the whole process laid out in front of her. The sound of the metallic accessories sloughing out of the pool and onto the floor broke the spell the monster had over Yua.

“Glad you’re… adjusting. We should really be stopping the plant girl?” She didn’t mean to make it sound like a question, but her confidence seemed to take a backseat to her mix of fear and excitement. 

“Oh, that.” Seacrash’s expression hardened at the mention of their mission, chafing at the mere implication of control. “Her prize is broken on the floor over there. The more immediate concern is exploring this body better—make sure everything’s functional.” Her claws traced up the patterns on her belly, drawing the eye to her improved, some might say perfected, physique. “You know, I never noticed what a delightful silhouette you strike in your own hero’s garb.” A glowing teal tongue snaked out of her mouth to taste the air. 

“Really? Glad someone’s finally noticing it—” Yua turned as if to show herself off, actually beginning to look for an escape route. “I’m glad your cognitive abilities haven’t declined! Ahah.” 

“Tch, that’s a bit insensitive. We monster girls aren’t savages. Mmmgh~” Seacrash shivered in place, her platform carrying her closer. “It’s electric, Yua. I wish you could feel it. It’s a shame you seem destined for the bottom of the food chain.” Her tongue escaped her lips once more, a fat drop of drool falling into the pool buoying her with an audible bloop!

“I’ve heard good things! How about we try that on our next mission together?” Yua’s eyes darted again to the side, a bit too obviously this time. She adjusted her gait, and Seacrash shifted on her waterbed, appearing to lounge even as Yua watched the woman coil her finned lower half behind her. 

‘Now would be a very good time to figure out that teleport again…’ Yua thought aggressively at the Ruby Blade in her hands. She adjusted her grip just as the corner of Seacrash’s smile deepened a bit too much to be human. 

The two moved in the same second. A moment later and Yua would have been in the clutches of the monster girl, who instead crashed into the nearby machinery. She recovered quickly, however, turning her staff towards the Gem Knight and whispering a spell. The water below lashed out in the shape of a tentacle towards Yua. 

“Gem-JUMP!” Yua jumped in place, pointing her blade towards the roof. Nothing happened. Not even a spark rewarded her attempt when she was promptly grabbed by her ankle. The tentacle dragged her back towards a smug-looking Seacrash when Yua swung her sword down, severing the tentacle in place. 

…before it immediately flowed over the crystal blade, reforming and re-grabbing her. 

“So uncouth. What if that was my arm you’d severed?” Seacrash teased, a languid flash of teal once again spilling forth from her lips. “Or worse, my tongue~” 

Yua struck the Ruby Blade into the concrete below, suddenly feeling her muscles strain against Seacrash’s magic. “Why are you thinking about your tongue right now!” 

“Why aren’t you thinking about it more?” Seacrash made a come-hither motion with her claw, and Yua suddenly felt the grip on her surge with renewed strength. Her fingers began to slip from the hilt, forcing Yua to jimmy the blade free before she was pulled away from its protective aura. 

Seacrash looked so much larger once Yua was pressed beneath her. Her hands were the size of Yua’s face, even with her own form enhanced by the blade in her arms. 

“Gotcha.” The word fizzed from between Seacrash’s fangs like bubbles. Her expression was alarmingly rapturous as she stared down at her prey, tail twisting and twitching in anticipation. A claw reached down and brushed against Yua’s cheek, a pulse of magic flowing over the knight once again… to no effect. 

“It seems the legends were true about the Ruby Blade. Sorry, little minnow, but grey and blue are much more your color. Yellow and red are for tropical floozies, not a big strong knight like you.” Seacrash’s hand moved from stroking Yua’s face to grabbing the blade. 

Yua tried her best to shift out of the way, only for half a dozen extra water-tentacles to pour forth over her, interlooping with her limbs and slithering beneath her back, lifting her slightly off the ground. ‘At least I won’t drown when I’m turned,’ Yua thought to herself.

“Small victories,” she grumbled aloud.

Her skin began to pale at her extremities first, turning grey-blue at her fingertips and beginning to roll up her arms as her armor slimmed down to more aerodynamic shapes beneath the full weight of Seacrash’s frenzied power. 

Finally, Seacrash wrestled the weapon away from Yua, lifting it above her head where it began to work. The magic started to abandon Yua for its new wielder, color draining from Yua’s armor even as it became skintight and black, blending in perfectly with her shifting proportions. The water began to bead against the svelte, glossy armor that still continued to replace more and more of Yua’s form. She could feel a cold tingle as her face turned a pretty grey-blue, a splash of black emphasizing the enhanced pout of Yua’s lips. Even the knightly visor over her brow began to lower, turning sleek and black, tinting her vision. 

Yua could feel her mind growing more focused, more tuned for movement, for the chase. Her jaws ached to sink her teeth into something—to go full power just for a second. It was so easy to give in, easier and easier with each surrender. Yua was never meant to be a hero. She could just wait for it to take her completely as the liquid tentacles snaked and twisted around her.

Seacrash watched all of it with triumphant glee, even as definition also began to drain from the arm she was holding the Ruby Blade with. The newly forged monster girl began to shrink slightly, claws retracting, fangs softening. 

“NO!” Seacrash threw the weapon to the side, recoiling as her water collapsed weakly out from under her. A soaked Yua rolled out of the mess, her altered eyes unbothered by the deluge of liquid. Seacrash didn’t bother to stop her as Yua stumbled and dove for the lost weapon. She could feel the magic affecting her mind more and more. It wouldn’t be long before she was offering herself to her Mistress—Seacrash. She just had to focus on the blade, to chase it. Thankfully, her simplified thoughts were perfectly molded for that exact task. 

A moment later, the power of Seacrash’s transformation refilled her limbs as her face regained its predatory disposition. “How unpleasant,” she observed. “First order as a member of my new pod: toss that blasted thing into some molten pitsteel.” Seacrash straightened to her full height, the water already rushing back to buoy her up above the floor. 

“I’d thought you’d learn by now, I’m terrible at following orders.” Yua had regained her weapon and her footing, armor flaring with power and eyes burning with determination. The transformation melted away like chalk in the rain as the blade purged the foreign influence from her body. 

“This again? Please, Yua. All you have are tricks—and screw-ups when those fail you. If Ryusei can have you, then so can I.” 

Yua closed her eyes, trying to connect herself to her weapon, and the power she’d thus been unable to replicate. Seacrash wasn’t wrong. Whether or not the Lord Protector had set this up to prove a point, Yua had once again been overwhelmed by another simple monster girl. Loss after loss: it was not without its toll on the young heroine. 

“What’s that? No quippy response? Good. Now just put the sword down so you can graduate to being my personal back massager. Mmm, or a lap pillow? Those powerful thighs seem like the perfect resting place.” Seacrash was getting closer, but Yua couldn’t focus on that anymore. Even if she ran, she would be caught. She would be defeated, disarmed, demeaned and controlled. 

Things needed to change, and they needed to change now. Yua needed the power of the sword. She needed to stop being a girl playing hero and finally be the Gem Knight. She could feel that truth inside her, that moment of clarity and need deep inside the weapon, waiting to be used. She didn’t want to be a hero; she needed to be, for everyone. 

“That’s right, just relax. You’re going to be beautiful—” was all Seacrash could manage before half the water below her dispersed into a momentary rainstorm, a clean cut crossing her chest and the vat of pitsteel next to her. “What—?”

Yua stood bewildered on the other side of the monster girl, watching with surprise-into-horror as the vat of liquid metal began to buckle and spill. The spout was glowing like lava as it poured into the space between Yua and Seacrash, hissing as it evaporated the water still raining down from above.  

“Hah! That was your special move? That was nothing,” Seacrash boasted as the line across her chest began to heal itself. Still, she felt so out of breath, moving her floating pool away from the molten metal still spreading quickly over the floor. The bottom of her platform began to bubble, some escaping as steam, other bits falling as she tried to heal and manage her dwindling magic at the same time. She couldn’t keep the concern from her face as she tried to will herself faster than the burning ground could follow. 

Yua watched with equal concern. She hadn’t even meant to hit the damn crucible! It was only the second time she had managed to do her little teleport trick. She dashed around the local machinery, the armor being the only thing that protected her as she leapt over a small stream of red-hot steel a row down from Seacrash. She wanted to stop the monster girl, not cook her alive! 

“That’s right!” Seacrash yelled. “Run little minnow, you won’t—cough cough—get away for long. It’s so warm in here!” The monster girl was finding it hard to breathe as more and more water evaporated. The bottom of her platform was no safer. It trembled and writhed as she was forced to cast away ever more before it boiled her alive. At least what spillage landed on the molten pitsteel below hardened and slowed its spread, a small blessing.

Yua rounded a corner without pause as she ran to meet Seacrash, just as the monster girl collapsed, finally exhausted, against a hydraulic roller. As her confidence drained, so did the psychosis of her frenzy, her faculties returning just in time for the fear of her situation to overtake her. 

“Yua? Gem Knight?! Please!” 

Yua answered, grabbing the larger woman, dragging her extended body away from the hazard, feeling her own arms and legs begin to reach their limits after only a few meters, but thankfully taking long enough to escape the greatest danger. 

Seacrash started to calm after the worst had passed, the reality of her words and actions finally hitting like a truck. “Yua—I did not mean such vile invectives. The stain is on my honor alone as a mentor and role model. You are greater than any simple squire.” 

The dramatic canter almost seemed comical coming from Seacrash’s new, sharp-toothed mouth. Yua wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her gauntlet before collapsing next to the imposing monster woman. “You have no idea how glad I am to not know what the hell you’re saying.” 

“Indubitably,” Seacrash replied with some cheer. The two of them sat there watching the dull, red material continue inching closer even as its light faded, only for the sprinkler system to finally kick in, sending up another plume of caustic steam into the air.

“We should get outta here; that stuff is still insanely toxic.” Yua was still protected by her armor, but her horns ached with what she worried were growing pains. 

“Yes, agreed, but I fear my Whimsy has abandoned me.” Seacrash leaned in, draping a powerful arm over Yua’s shoulders. 

“What?” 

“The spirit which lends me my powers. Lent them, I suppose. My magic has fled; I am now no more than a layperson.” 

Yua rolled her eyes. “Don’t make it sound so bad.” She grabbed hold of Seacrash’s wrist and hoisted the large woman up to her… tail. The two of them limped out of the factory to a group of concerned Ocho-Gumo workers and the same foreman from before. 

“Careful! She might still carry energized pitsteel on her!” the foreman shouted, doing nothing to stop the mixed team of monster girls and humans from taking Seacrash off Yua’s hands, and beginning to check the two of them over. Thankfully, aside from a superficial cut and some minor burns, the two of them seemed fine. 

It was all Yua needed to know before she found a nice curb to sit on and promptly pass out from exertion. 

+   +   +

“Before I say anything,” Barb began, “it was really your fault I blew it up.” She moved to light another cigarette in the dim office when a thread wrapped around her lighter, snapping it shut and swiftly disappearing it into the darkness of the uncannily high ceiling. 

“Oh? Do elaborate.” A voice ambled down from above, reverberating around the different threads crisscrossing the room in a chorus that denied any single source. 

Barb glanced over to where Holt was reading the newspaper from a leather couch. It struck the dryad as a tad insensitive to her quadrupedal cousins, but she made no comment. “You wanted a prototype to see if the Tee-Eff flashbang worked. It does—and I only used it ‘cause you let them corner me. You’re not subtle. I could tell you had a thread on the blonde with the sword.” 

There was a susurrus through the room as the threads began to shake. “I can excuse your temperament, but do not speak freely about my… investments.” 

“Fine, but you still have to pay me. If you could have saved the mission at any time, it’s not my fault when it all blows up—literally, in this case.” Barb reflexively palmed her jacket pocket, glaring up into the dark when she remembered where her lighter had actually gone. 

“Oh, sweet flower of mine, you think so little of our relationship? Of course you’ll be paid. You must learn to trust me.” 

Holt snorted at the comment; whether it was calling into question the validity of the Boss’ integrity or Barb’s dependability was unclear. 

“Sure. Fine. But I already know about it, and it’s not like Holt is gonna do anything with the information. No offense. I want to know; what are you holding out for? I know you told Ryusei to keep away from the Gem Knight. I know you’re planning something, and I want in.” 

Holt folded the newspaper and set it to her side, preparing to remove Barb from the premises if asked. 

“Always pushing, Barb. You’ll never be satisfied if you don’t learn to live within the lovely little pot I’ve made for you,” the voice said with a giggle from above. The gossamer shuddered once again, carrying the laugh at different tunes from every direction all at once.

“Watch it, lady. I’m no houseplant.” Barb sounded more serious than usual. 

“Fine then. It’s not like you’ll find a better deal than mine, oh scorpion to my frog.” 

Holt rolled her eyes at the mention. The Boss was never going to take this seriously. It was the only real weakness Holt could see in the leadership of the Typhon Syndicate. Ultimate confidence was a weapon in one situation, and a death sentence in another. Holt supposed that was what she was for, to keep the boss grounded, honest. 

“This new Jewel Knight… Ahem… Gem Knight is unique. Previously, I had to work around her, seeing as she’s immune to most of our talents, but overnight that problem was removed from the equation. Now, a new liability has caught the Princess’ attention. She’ll be learning to rely on this girl after today, trusting her, knowing she’s competent, and more importantly: also immune.” 

Barb continued to chew on the unlit cigarette in her mouth. “So what?” 

“So—at the moment everyone is relying on her, when she’s the only one who can save the day with that pesky little power of hers, I’ll pull the string taut—and everything will collapse like a house of cards. The sword can’t protect her from what’s already part of her.” 

“That’s a helluva gamble,” Holt said. 

“You’re telling me I have to let her keep being a nuisance until you’re ready to pull the trigger?” 

That got another laugh out of the Boss high up in the shadows of the loft. “I’m afraid so~! Somehow, I don’t think a few more failures will be too much to handle, hm, Barb?” 

“Just pay me so I can go light up already,” Barb spat back at the voice above. 

Holt stood, pulling a suitcase from underneath the couch she was sitting on, tossing it to the dryad. Barb caught it one-handed as if it had no weight at all, sliding it under her arm without checking it. 

“Thanks. Don’t call me for a day or two, I think I’ll be sick if I have to smell the pitsteel on any of you freaks again soon.” She stormed out of the office, letting the door slam behind her hard enough to make even the minotaur bounce slightly in place. 

“Always a pleasure, Barb.”

Holt snorted. “Still don’t like her.” 

“Thankfully,” the voice replied. “We won’t have to for much longer…”  








  
  12

  
  
  Jump the tracks

  
  




[image: Image]

The splitting ache through Shiori’s head defined her first few moments of consciousness that morning. Her cheeks were a bit moist for some reason; she’d have to ask Mizuki about that—

Ah. 

Shiori blinked away the sudden stinging in her eyes. She jumped up, slipped into the same grey leggings she had been wearing all week and started getting ready for the day. First were pushups, fifteen, as she went over the next couple steps in her head. 

The coffee maker remained dry and unplugged, as it had been before Mizuki had disappeared. Shiori had never gotten around to asking her how to use it, and Mizuki was always up earlier than Shiori anyways, with her training and other duties. She recentered herself and got down on her hands, feeling the now-familiar burn of another fifteen.

Shiori pulled the box of toaster pastries out of the cabinet, finding it much lighter than she hoped. Empty yet again—her grocery list was getting dangerously neglected with every last cent she earned disappearing into Xyrene’s coffers. 

Shiori was halfway down to her knees for another set of exercise when Xyrene broke the silence of the morning: <If you purchase my choices for your personal physique, perhaps I can deduct it from your debt this month.>

“Do… not. Not today.” Shiori waved away at the space in front of her. Xyrene worked inside her head, but Shiori knew the nosy psychic could (unfortunately) see everything Shiori saw, or even thought. 

And yet Shiori continued to be amazed at how poorly the Hypogeic timed her interjections regardless. 




+   +   +




Shiori’s stomach chewed itself over as she sat through her classes. She could hardly remember what she was being told, doing her best to jot the important-sounding words in her notes. And, at least for the time being, she allowed Xyrene to fill in a few blanks when she drifted off. Not once did Shiori thank her for the service, even if she started mouthing the words reflexively when she got into the rhythm of things. 

Different people’s faces drifted past her as she walked around campus. Once she even closed her eyes, taking advantage of the fact Xyrene would warn her when she might trip, or when another person was approaching. The Hypogeic was so hesitant to let her investment injure herself, it was almost cute. 

Before Shiori knew it, the day was over, and she was standing in front of the Official Jewel Gem Knight Fan Club. The group seemed livelier inside than usual. Shiori reminded herself she was only doing this for recon, for research. The tickle of the venom in her heart towards her friend’s replacement didn’t hurt, either. But she wasn’t here just to hate. 

Right? 

<Perhaps you should take a leave of absence from your club if you are not here to sharpen your conviction. It can only distract you.> 

Shiori’s eyes narrowed at the comment, but she didn’t correct the voice in her head. One deep breath later, the girl walked through the threshold into the college club. 

“Hey, all—” 

“Shiori!” several voices shouted. 

“You gotta see this, check it out!” One of them pulled up an article on their tablet. Shiori dropped her satchel off to the side as she steadied the device with her hand.

New Hero Saves Famed Magician from Monstrous Rage! Typhon Syndicate Strikes Again! 

Plastered across the screen was a picture of the “Hero” in question—the woman who had, as far as Shiori was concerned, looted her friend’s broken body. The visor obscured the woman’s eyes, showing only the Gem Knight’s beaming smile as she spoke to the reporters after the fact. 

Shiori’s fingers dug into the edge of the implant on her opposite hand hard enough to bleed. 

“Shiori, are you okay?” Amy was in front of her now, holding a paper towel—offering a paper towel. “Your hand…” 

“Oh.” Shiori hastily took the towelette and pressed it to her implant where it stung against the tear in her skin. Suddenly she could feel the eyes of the other members of the club on her. 

“I’m—I didn’t mean to.” Shiori took a step back. She shouldn’t even be coming here anymore if even looking at the subject of their club set her off like this. 

“Hey, calm down.” Amy reached out for Shiori, but the girl pulled away hard enough to nail her elbow on the doorframe she had barely walked through. 

<Gearfist. Stop.>

Xyrene’s voice was enough to shock her out of her spiral and notice the concern, the consternation, the judgement across her friends’ faces. Who could blame them? Shiori would disappear for days and only show up to act like a freak. 

“I need to go.” Shiori didn’t want to leave. Why did she say that?! She turned in place, cheeks ablaze. The hallways swam in her vision as she blinked away the moisture in her eyes. Her throat felt like it was about to close up if she didn’t start running when someone touched her arm. 

“Shiori, your bag.” It was Amy, her friend. Her only friend at this point, odd acquaintances notwithstanding. Amy held out the satchel, glancing away when Shiori didn’t respond.

Shiori took the bag back slowly, afraid she might hurt her friend if she pulled away too quickly, given the constant work at the gym only multiplying the implants now woven into her muscles. 

“I won’t keep you, but would you be willing to talk?” Amy looked like she was considering something as she spoke. 

Shiori just nodded. She heard the click of the door to the club closing behind Amy. At least their club-mates were kind enough to give them some privacy. 

“Uh,” Shiori raced to find an explanation for her behavior. She’d been missing days, isolating, acting weird. “Hey.” 

Amy seemed to relax at the comment. “Hey, Shiori. I’m not mad or anything.” Amy’s grip relaxed as she glanced down at a metal port visible on the back of Shiori’s hand. She pulled away reflexively, covering it with her other hand, still partway hidden in the sleeve of her jacket. 

“Whoa!” Amy raised her hands in a yielding gesture. “You don’t gotta hide anything from me. I got a few ideas of what’s going on,” Amy said with a reassuring smile. 

Shiori checked over her shoulder. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…” 

“We met in a hero fan club. Your roommate and the Gem Knight go missing at the same time, and you’ve put on, like… visible muscle.” Amy gave her friend a knowing look. 

Shiori shrunk back, lowering her shoulders to try and create a more pathetic silhouette. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s just—stuff has been hard lately.” 

Amy’s smile faltered a little bit. “I’m not gonna pry. But you can trust me, as much or as little as you want to.” 

Shiori’s grip on her own hand tightened as her heart started to ache. “I really… appreciate that.” 

“Yeah!” Amy said. “I always have your back. How about I take over for you on the club duties and pass you the spark notes whenever anything regarding your…” She leaned in for effect. “…nemesis comes up.” 

Shiori wanted to bristle at the comment. Instead, she couldn’t help but snort as a chuckle escaped her. It did sound a little silly when Amy put it like that. “Okay, that’s probably smart.” 

“Yeah! You need someone looking out for you so you can focus on doing, like, uh, weight lifting. Your very normal new hobby. Can I touch your abs?” Amy said with the same teasing smile. 

“What? No. I don’t have abs!” 

<I have improved your metabolism and core muscle centers. You would be surprised what Hypogeic science and regular—> 

Shiori thought a big glaring angry face at Xyrene and, to her delight, actually succeeded in cutting her handler off mid-sentence. Of course, the distraction was enough for Amy to reach out and squeeze Shiori’s bicep. 

“Holy shit.” 

“Amy!” Shiori didn’t pull away again for the same reasons as last time, putting herself at the mercy of her friend’s attentions. 

“You weren’t kidding? Can I pleeease see the absssss? I promise I won’t touch! I’ve always been into stronger women.”

“AMY.” Shiori didn’t know how to feel about her friend of three years basically telling her she’d suddenly gotten hot. Thankfully, Xyrene didn’t seem to know either. After a moment of consideration and furious blushing, she gingerly lifted the bottom of her hoodie and waited for Amy’s judgement.

“Goddamn girl… You need a bit more focus on the obliques, but that’s most of a six-pack. Solid four-pack. Easily top eight tummies right there.”

Shiori shoved her hoodie down before Amy got the bright idea to take a picture for later. 

“Fine, fine, but you gotta show me if you up your game, ‘kay? Friends don’t let friends starve, my not-hero pal! Listen, I’ll buy your fave burrito for our next hangout if you just lemme like—”

“Maybe… I gotta think about it.” Shiori didn’t have this planned out! She never thought this was possible. How could she have known to rehearse for this?! Nobody confessed TO her?! And Amy was being so nice! Did she like Amy back? Was that even what this was? 

<I could simply tell you her intentions.>

“Nuh-uh!” Shiori shouted as Amy’s eyes widened. 

“Okay! I can back off…” 

“No, not you. Just stuff in my head.” Gods, that sounded weird. 

“No, hey, I getcha. There are, like, two HeroNet classics that have the brain mentor thing going on. Not that you work for them, I mean. Hey, go get some rest. I’ll cover for you here!” She threw Shiori some finger guns and turned to head back into the club. 

Shiori let out a long, happy sigh and waved as Amy disappeared back through the doorway. All the doom and gloom felt a little bit sillier in retrospect. Things still hurt—perhaps they would never stop hurting until Mizuki was back—but she didn’t have to let that define her. 

The journey ahead might be long, but there was nothing stopping her from being a better person by the time she reunited with Mizuki. Her real love… Shiori turned back into the winding halls of the university and started thinking about her next workout at the gym.




+   +   +




The heavy door to Shiori’s apartment latched as it slid shut behind her. She stretched big, letting the cozy ache of her muscles and breezy chill of sweat drying on her skin embrace her. Xyrene had given her some time to herself in the afternoon, and Shiori had made the most of it—catching up on a few threads on the HeroNet forums, replying to a few caustic DMs about who the ‘REAL strongest knight’ on the roster was, and so forth. 

It was almost like things were back to being okay. Different, but almost, nearly good. She stripped down and began to run a shower, checking herself in the mirror. 

What Amy had said earlier wasn’t wrong. Shiori almost looked like a different person. Her body was… harder, more built out than the rail thin girl she had been. She was still as pale as ever—the only extra time she spent outside was at night, she supposed.

Still, she turned in place, inspecting the soft lines that patterned her sides and back from where machinery now reinforced her spine, her muscles, every part of her. Even her growth and athleticism was, in some part, loaned out. 

The thought couldn’t totally undo her rising confidence. After all, a girl looking this good might actually have a shot with Mizuki when she got back! 

‘When I rescue her,’ she reminded herself. Perhaps it was selfish, but it was motivational, so how bad could it be? Would there be any harm in imagining herself carrying Mizuki away from the evil lab she had been caught up in, explosions going off in the background? She wouldn’t even know who saved her until Shiori pulled down her little cloth mask and smiled—

“Hey, Jewel. I missed your sparkle.” Shiori even winked at her reflection before wincing at what Xyrene must be thinking. 

The shower was hot enough to fill the room with steam, obscuring the mirror and Shiori’s own anxieties. She hopped in, enjoying the lack of cutting remarks from her mental passenger. 

It wasn’t until she finished her shower and settled into bed that Shiori heard from Xyrene again. It was uncommon for the Hypogeic to contact her at this hour; Shiori assumed her inhuman biology demanded more sleep, if she even slept at all. 

<That’s enough speculation. Pay attention.> 

“Yeah? What do you want?” Shiori rolled over, wishing there was a snooze button on psychic messages she could smack. 

<Ah, thoughtless violence. The Epigeic speciality. That is why I am speaking with you now.> 

‘And..?’ Shiori thought back. ‘Get to the point.’ It was annoying how Xyrene demanded to be engaged and acknowledged every time she began a conversation in Shiori’s head. The woman already knew whether Shiori ‘heard’ her and what she thought about the intrusion anyways. 

<It is basic propriety, but perhaps too much to expect from one unable to speak the true language. That of the mind.> 

Shiori made sure not to give Xyrene the satisfaction of a response, trying instead to keep her thoughts even and calm. Perhaps she could even fall asleep with Xyrene on the line.

<Enough. You are acting like a juvenile barely out of her pod. If you truly have given up on your goal of recovering the Ruby Blade and saving your friend, however, I will leave you be…> 

Shiori’s eyes shot open as she sat up straight.

<I see—perhaps this will teach you a lesson in humility and attentiveness. I know what you’re going to ask and to answer: the Typhon Syndicate is moving another pitsteel shipment via the underground subway tunnels, the very same that you visited in your first mission. After the Seacrash debacle, HeroNet will be hesitant to risk monsterization for any of its other pets. Thus, they will send their only immune retainers on hand.> 

Shiori ran through her mind, trying to puzzle out which heroes were and were not immune to Pitsteel’s poison, and found she could think of only two…

<That’s right: the Gem Knight with her Ruby Blade—> 

“—And Catspaw.” The Neko of Niceness, the first monster girl to overcome the stigma of her status and join the hallowed ranks of HeroNet. Everyone knew Catspaw! 

<You may still arrive in time if you go immediately. A Typhon Syndicate liaison will be waiting for you—also in the very same location as your first mission. This might be your only chance to confront the thief one-on-one.> 

“Got it. Just say that next time.” Shiori was already out of bed, throwing on a top and slipping into her shoes without even looking for socks. Her gear was waiting in a bag near the door. Shiori was out in a flash, already running for the stairs before her handler intervened.

<Hold, Shiori. Your weakness to chemical attacks reflects poorly on me. There is a mask for you to wear on missions going forward.> 

“Do I need to stop by? Can Gemini just poof in and pick it up?” Shiori paused, opening her duffle to check if it was already there. 

<Please. The further Gemini is from me, the safer we both are. I slipped it into your school bag. I simply erased it from your notice until now.> 

Shiori seriously doubted a Hypogeic could selectively erase things like that, but she stepped back into her apartment to check anyway. Sure enough, there was a small respirator—complete with a reduced filter and a small vial of purple, bubbling liquid clipped to one side. She grabbed it and hurried down the stairs three at a time, only managing a response when she reached the ground floor.

“I’ll take you more seriously next time, Xyrene. Thank you for letting me know.” 

<I’m sure I will again, against my better judgement.> 




+   +   +




The route was familiar to Shiori as she picked her way through damp alleyways. How could she not remember that night, burned into her mind as her first escapade as Gearfist? It bothered her a bit that the entrance to the antiquated subway system was only guarded by a short fence and a warning sign. That was never going to stop some miscreant—like her, Shiori realized. 

She knew why she was here, however, and was committed to the journey. She was going to meet her Syndicate contact just down the hall. A few faces flashed to mind as she walked quietly down the unlit tunnel. There were a lot of monster girls known to be working with the Syndicate, and most could probably fit in a train car. The chance that it was a known villain she could think of by name was low, but the chances of it being one of the only two people she’d fought personally was slim to—

“You.” A cigarette fell to the ground as the dryad’s teeth shredded through its filter. Barb’s expression was murderous as she wove through her thralls, working around the train platform towards Gearfist. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Gearfist threw her hands up, a gesture all the more visible thanks to the oversized gauntlets she now wore. 

“I have had just about enough of your constant insistence on ruining my day.” Uneven and waterlogged boards twisted and split from vines that suddenly rose up around the dryad as she approached. Barb made a subtle gesture as a twisting spear of thorny vegetation grew beside her. 

“I’m on your side, idiot! Xyrene, remember? Didn’t she talk to you?” 

Barb paused, leaving Gearfist in the tense in-between as the raised lance of thorns and twisting growth softened just enough to pull a new cigarette from the verdant woman’s jacket. It held the cigarette in place as Barb covered a lighter with both hands to protect the flame from a draft coming from deeper in the tunnels. She took a long drag, her expression unreadable as the glimmering ember of red crawled towards her lips. 

“Fine then. No talking—go stand by the train and wait for orders.” Barb turned her face away, but her eyes still followed Gearfist as the shorter girl passed. The two of them stood there in the cold and dark as thralls continued their drudgery. With little else to do, Gearfist found herself watching the mindless minions, looking over their implants and upgrades and noticing an uncomfortable pattern.

She knew they were all ‘created’ by Xyrene, each originally a normal person until they had crossed paths with the dark Hypogeic—a nightmarish fate to be sure, but their implants were all slightly different. It wasn’t until she could see them in sequence walking past her that Gearfist noticed they were each iterations on one another. Their gauntlets more refined, their implants less noticeable and painful looking…

Gearfist herself was the latest result of that iteration. She looked down at her own removable gauntlets and considered just how many mindless thralls were made before Xyrene figured out how to make the parts detachable. If Shiori had gone looking for Mizuki a day earlier, would she be among their number now? Xyrene herself made no comment or reassurance to the contrary, leaving Shiori to the quiet splashing of boots in puddles. 

Admittedly, Gearfist wasn’t even much stronger than them—her only advantage being able to actually think for herself instead of clumsily following orders. What if she wasn’t strong enough to beat the Gem Knight? She knew how the Ruby Blade worked, and how strong it could be in the right hands. Gearfist had done her research; she knew this new Gem Knight had beaten multiple monster girls by herself while Gearfist’s track record could be described as subpar at best. She had, what? One win under her belt? Tops? Most of the time, she ran off or her opponent just gave up fighting for one reason or another, like with Gemini and Lamb. 

Was it too late to back out now? Goddess, what if the Gem Knight had already unlocked Mizuki’s beam abilities? Gearfist didn’t have any way to attack at a distance. She was completely outmatched. The very reason it was so important for her to reclaim the sword was the same reason her chances of actually getting it were basically nil.

Her implants ached from the cold. She’d probably just get hurt… 

A sudden clicking sound broke Gearfist out of her own thoughts, and she looked up to see Barb snapping her fingers at the girl.

“You’re bumming me out, kid. You gonna be sick? Better not throw up on the train. We’re not stopping for you, and I’m not dealing with the smell the whole time.”

“Uh,” Gearfist managed. “Sorry.”

“Fuck sorry. Just talk before you wind yourself up too much and I have to stick you to the roof.” 

“It’s nothing.” Gearfist reflexively grabbed at her other arm, managing not to flinch when the cold metal touched her bare skin. 

“It’s not nothing. You’ve been a real thorn in my side for a damn while now, and you’ve never been this… Ehhh.” Barb gestured generally in Gearfist’s direction, small vines pushing their way through cracks in the concrete around Gearfist, putting weight to Barb’s threat.

Gearfist blanched, stammering for a moment before finally landing on a way to talk around any details. “The Gem Knight. I’m worried about her. You remember the mall. How are we going to beat that if she shows up!? I’m not even supposed to be fighting her. My friend… She disappeared, and I don’t know where to even start looking for her, and I thought this would help if I did this whole punch-punch wahoo thing so I could get the sword back—” 

“I don’t need to know if you’re in bed with this girl. Jeesh, you humans. Talk about something else worrying you.” 

Gearfist wasn’t sure what she meant. Barb had always been abrasive, but somehow the dryad had managed to make therapy some kind of insult.

Even if Gearfist felt a bit better after getting all off her chest (she was suddenly, acutely aware that she had never told anyone but Xyrene about what she had been through until now), it was still frustrating. Her riposte was already leaving her mouth before she realized it—“Okay, if that’s how you want it… I’ve always wondered how a dryad of all things wound up as a two-bit thug for a crime org.” 

Barb’s eye drew slowly over towards Gearfist, the ground creaking beneath her feet as the girl worried she’d misread the situation. The ground went silent as Barb finally spoke. “Simple. I’m a monster girl.” 

Gearfist couldn’t just sit on that answer. She KNEW Barb was an actual dryad, as in talk-to-knights-and-princesses dryad. Barb, specifically, even featured in historical writings and some criminal reports from before HeroNet’s founding. 

“Nuh-uh. You’re the real deal. I’m kind of an expert on this stuff.” 

The chuckle out of Barb caught Gearfist totally by surprise. “Humor me. What are humans saying about Barb the Actual Dryad? It’ll pass the time at least.” 

Gearfist looked askance as she considered whether this was another trap, making eye contact with the blank expression on the Hypogeic thralls still loading and arranging materials on the train. They were no help. 

“Well, you’re old. There’s records of you for at least the last couple hundred years. You weren’t exactly subtle with your opinions on industry.” 

That got a grin out of the plant woman. “Yeah, I did cause a few problems. Not that it stopped anything.” 

“I’m surprised there wasn’t more resistance, given how urban things have gotten,” Gearfist added, immediately regretting it when she saw the wretched scowl across Barb’s face.

“I’m not exactly popular among the other tree people. They tend to think humans are ‘part of nature, too.’ Probably think you’ll wear yourself out before anything really catastrophic happens.” 

Gearfist nodded, warmth spreading in her chest as she got to interview an actual piece of living history. “And you disagree. Given recent events, I can kinda see your point, but why team up with the baddies?” She stepped away for a moment to help a thrall with a particularly heavy box, stopping it from slipping out of their grasp. 

Barb watched on with little concern. “Simple. Their Boss is offering me HeroNet’s tower and the palace gardens as one big, personal nature reserve. No people allowed. Some monster girls allowed, since she insists they have a greater connection to nature due to their altered forms.” 

That comment grabbed Gearfist’s attention immediately. She struggled not to drop what she was holding as she followed up—pausing between breaths to speak. “Wait—that means you’ve met her? Their leader is a woman? That rules out… Oh, that’s super interesting! What’s she like? Do you know her name?” 

“Ohooo, she’d be pissed if she knew I was telling you any of this.” Barb chuckled again, tugging the pack of cigarettes out of her jacket for another round. She pointed the open pack to Gearfist as she returned from helping the mindless drone. 

“Oh! No, I don’t smoke.”

“Good. It’ll kill ya. I, for one, enjoy the extra carbon, and it makes choking down human stink a little more on my own terms.” She lit the cigarette, clicking the lighter shut with a practiced ease that Gearfist had to admit looked a little cool. “Right—the Boss. She’s uptight, bit of a snob, likes rich things. No clue what kind of monster she actually is, but I doubt she’s human. Real secretive that one. Probably someone rich, or with a fetish for the dramatic. Knowing this town, probably both.” 

Gearfist giggled at the comment before noticing the hint of a smile on Barb’s face that quickly disappeared into a satisfied inhale. 

Barb suddenly tapped the side of her cheek. “What’s with the rebreather? Going scuba diving?” 

Gearfist suddenly realized this might be why Xyrene was so insistent on getting her the mask to use that night. “Oh! It’ll filter out your pollen so you can go nuts with it. My boss made it specially for me.” 

“The creepy nun in the basement? You pick some weird friends. You think she might unclench with a bit more sun, but that might be the chlorophyll talking.” Gearfist was sure she saw a smile on Barb’s face with that line. 

“Maybe she’s just grumpy about smelling her own farts all the time in that suit.” Gearfist said with a snicker. She’d never had a chance to really just unload about the psychic’s treatment of her. Even if she knew Xyrene could hear her, and would probably try to get back at her, it did feel nice—even helping take the edge off the upcoming fight. Right, with the Gem Knight and Catspaw of all people… 

A thrall finished loading the last box onto the train, returning to salute Barb, her gauntlet bumping the flower in her hair and causing Barb to wince before she waved her off. “Alright, sprout. Chat’s over. Climb aboard. We’ll have company once we get moving. They have sensors down here—and this time we won’t be fast enough to outrun them.”

Gearfist nodded and hopped aboard the older subway car. There were only a few lined up attached to the engine—five, maybe six tops. The cargo was stored near the front, but all of the train cars were stripped of their seating, leaving the back four empty for Barb and Gearfist and… no thralls?

“What about the help?” Gearfist asked, motioning to the group standing at attention on the train platform. 

“Forget about them. They’ll be good little speed bumps, and even HeroNet knows there’s nothing left in there to rescue. Lucky for you that you got enough up there to care about your fucky ‘lil siblings.” Barb hopped aboard the engine, plugging a few things into the simple computer at the front of the train. 

“Yeah…” The truth of that statement continued to send a chill down Gearfist’s spine. It was so easy to ignore that the villains she worked alongside were morally reprehensible, that she was aiding them in ruining more lives. It was much easier NOT to think about it—

<At least while you’re on mission, Gearfist.>

Gearfist didn’t like to admit Xyrene was right, even less so in these circumstances. She didn’t even have the option to bury it in her mind when Xyrene could sense her deepest feelings on the matter. More than the moral quandaries, knowing her thoughts on them were tacitly approved by a true monster made her sick. 

The train jolted for a moment as it started moving, forcing Gearfist to grab one of the standing bars that remained for structural support. 

“Hey! You’ve fought the Gem Knight and Catspaw. Any tips for a nice sprout like me?” 

Barb snorted. “Don’t get too comfortable. I’d break both your arms for the fun of it if I wasn’t being paid not to. That said, watch out for Catspaw’s speed. Her jacket slows her down and she doesn’t want to actually hurt or kill you. You can abuse that. Gemmy is slow and inexperienced, but she just doesn’t go down. I don’t know where she got that armor, but she’s more durable than you.” 

“It’s the sword,” Gearfist blurted out over the wind whistling against the windows. “That’s where she gets the armor and her powers.” She shouldn’t be explaining hero tricks to villains; what was she thinking! 

“Well, that’s interesting. No wonder masky keeps your brain in there. I’ll be sure to pass that up the chain. Almost makes up for the trouble you’ve caused.” 

<Careful. It’ll be harder to take your sword back from these types than from an inexperienced thief.> 

‘Little late on that one,’ Gearfist thought back indignantly. 

The ride at that point was quiet. Gentle squeaking and the wind whining through the poorly set windows in the repurposed train cars were the only sound. Barb even put her cigarette out when the wind picked up a bit too much, grinding it against the no smoking sign next to the door. 

It was quiet enough that the loud THUNK at the back of the train made Gearfist jump in place. 

“That’s them. You take up top. I’ve pollinated the train cars, and Catspaw’s not dumb enough to fall for that trick again quite so soon.” 

“Up top?” Gearfist didn’t remember seeing a second floor to the train. 

“Yeah. The roof. Don’t be a candy-ass. Get up there! It won’t hurt so bad if you fall off. S’not like a train is gonna run you over if you don’t get off the tracks fast enough.”

“That’s insane!” Gearfist waited for Xyrene to back her up—to defend her asset or something. 

“Nope. Get up there or I’m throwing you off. They’re getting closer.” A vine slithered out from next to Barb, moving closer to Gearfist’s leg, and the girl could tell the dryad was not kidding. 

“F-fine! This is insane,” Gearfist reminded herself. She stepped out into the space between the cars and climbed to the top. Thankfully, the wind factor wasn’t as intense as she had worried. Shiori didn’t actually know just how fast the train was moving, but it certainly felt faster now that she wasn’t watching it through a window. 

The dryad’s analysis proved true enough—across the train, a few cars down, stood Catspaw, jacket flapping in the wind as she stared Gearfist down. Gearfist couldn’t tell her expression in the gloom at this distance, but she wouldn’t have to wait long as the monster girl dashed forward, tail and natural balance giving her free rein to move as though the train cars were solid ground. 

“Heya! You’re new—What’s your name?” Catspaw threw the first punch, a loose strike with her weighted paw-sleeve that Gearfist barely managed to block with both palms. The impact sent her sliding back a good few steps. 

‘One hell of a warning shot—’ Gearfist thought to herself. She knew the floppy, pillowed paws at the ends of Catspaws oversized sleeves had a solid core behind their cutesy appearance, but feeling the impact in person was something else entirely.

<Don’t be rude. Introduce yourself.> 

“Gearfist! I’m… Gearfist,” she said, recoiling from the command but finding herself complying anyway as her mind focused on Catspaw for any follow-up. 

“Nice to meetcha, Gearfist!” Catspaw tossed another slow jab, her weighted pillow-fist barely missing Gearfist’s head. “Are you sure you want to be fighting right now? There’s no harm in taking a loss; you could get really hurt! Maybe you just need someone to listen.” 

It took Gearfist aback. She knew the monster girl was the Neko of Niceness, but wasn’t this taking it a bit too far? Gearfist was the villain here! A real hero should be trying to kick her ass right now! 

“You don’t look like you’re fighting very hard. Is it the money? Do they have someone close to you? Nobody is going to hear us if you want to get something off your chest.” Catspaw paused her assault as she spoke, her expression softening. 

Gearfist couldn’t find it in herself to attack back. Beating up some other thief or hired muscle was one thing, but to strike someone who was listening to her, who was reaching out to her…

<Gearfist…> Xyrene interjected, threat implicit. 

“It’s complicated!” Gearfist threw her own first punch, a half-hearted thrust that Catspaw easily sidestepped. 

“It always is! It was for me before I left that path. It’s hard, but whatever they have over you, we can help. HeroNet is here to help people, not punish wrongdoing!” 

There was a shriek of scraping metal, drawing Gearfist’s gaze away to where the Ruby Blade had just cut a line in the side of the train car, red flat of its edge glinting in the halflight. 

“Yeah. That last part is real clear.” HeroNet venerated the girl that had veritably looted the corpse of her friend—plundered her legacy, her kindness, and even butchered her name. They would never punish someone who was on their side of the line, as long as they could smile and swing it at the right people. 

Gearfist tucked her elbows in and charged. She struck twice before following up with a full body swing straight at Catspaw’s center of mass. The cat girl could only dodge so much, and matched the punch with a swing of her own, colliding with a thundercrack atop the moving train. The fabric around the sandbags at the end of Catspaw’s sleeve split and sent a stream of white sand flying into the wind behind her. 

Catspaw’s brow knotted with worry. “Gearfist, you could really hurt someone if you keep going like that.” 

“That’s the point.” Her time in the gym had taught her body the motions it needed, the arcs of energy that turned the lumps of metal around her hands into living missiles. She pushed forward with another flurry of blows, shoving Catspaw back as the monster girl readjusted her approach. 

“Gearfist. I think you’re a good person, deep down, but if you don’t agree, I can’t force you—” Catspaw waited another moment, watching Gearfist approach, suddenly stepping forward as Gearfist threw another jab. The cat girl’s counter beared down like a freight train into Gearfist’s unguarded face. 

Gearfist bounced off the metal roof of the train after the punch connected, ears ringing and stars flashing in her vision as she rolled overtop the train cars.

“—but I can stop you.” Catspaw bit her lip as she watched Gearfist struggle to push herself back up onto her knees, almost dashing forward to rescue the villain when it looked like she was about to slip. Thankfully, Gearfist simply collapsed safely back onto the roof of the train. Catspaw began to step away. If Gearfist was still conscious enough to get up, it should be safe to rejoin Yua down below…

“I can’t stop now… I can’t—I’m so close.” Shiori struggled to stand once again as Catspaw gingerly walked away, back towards the ladders between the cars. 

<Of course you can stop. You have stopped. I’m disappointed in you, Shiori. I’m sure Mizuki would be, too, just like when you stopped yourself from searching for her in the park.>

“No!” Shiori strained her muscles, sensation returning to her legs as she forced herself upright. 

<You crave any excuse for weakness. If only you shared that same passion for Mizuki, she might still be here now. You could have been the hero she needed.> 

The words swirled in Shiori’s mind, finding purchase in the hurt and the humiliation. She could feel the stinging flow down through her veins. The pain forced her feet back under her as she stood shakily…

<Alas, your obsession with this ‘HeroNet’ has once again protected the reckless looter who stole the only girl who’d love something like you.>

“I’m gonna destroy every last one of you!”

Catspaw turned to see Gearfist standing once again. Only this time, with every exhale, a trail of acrid, purple smog escaped the villain’s rebreather—the vial on its side bubbling as it emptied its gaseous contents into Gearfist’s bloodstream.

“Don’t force yourself! That was a pretty bad hit you took. If you only have human level resiliency, you might even be concussed. Just take a seat and wait for the authorities to arrive.” Catspaw smiled reassuringly as she spoke, and Gearfist felt her blood boil. 

<Good. I wanted to make sure you were truly committed before dosing you. Enjoy the overthrow of doubt, Gearfist.> 

The girl’s eyes flashed purple as she felt anger overtake her reason, charging forward like a maniac. 

“Whoa! Gearfist, be caref—” It was Catspaw’s turn to block an attack with both arms, sliding back across the roof, the treads on her boots carving thin lines in the metal as she did her best to stay upright. 

“Not enough…” Gearfist paused long enough to tick the dials on her gauntlets up a couple notches, then resumed the assault. Her barrage was a mix of actual technique, learned from her brief time at the gym, and outright recklessness. It was all Catspaw could do to keep herself (or even Gearfist) from tumbling to the tracks below, even as the delinquent did her best to rip Catspaw apart. 

The only solution was a change of scenery. Catspaw crouched low, waiting as Gearfist clasped her gauntlets and swung downwards, slipping back just in time for Gearfist to cave the roof in and send her sprawling into the car below. The rush of air from the newly ruptured care pulled Barb’s concentrated pollen up and out into the tunnel outside. Catspaw followed behind, landing with a cat’s grace as she watched Gearfist rip down stray pieces of roofing, tossing them back out the hole they had come from. 

“What the hell, sprout!” 

Gearfist turned to see Barb motioning to the thick haze of pollen rapidly disappearing through the massive hole in the roof. The purple trail of drugs spilling from Gearfist’s rebreather, on the other hand, flickered and fluttered behind her like a silken scarf.

“Gearfist? What are you doing here?” asked Yua, as she sawed through a grasping vine at her waist. 

Gearfist glanced between Catspaw and the Gem Knight. Her heartbeat pounded like a drum in her ears, drowning out the group’s words. It took her a second look to realize who was actually speaking—her true nemesis, her chosen sin-eater for Mizuki’s disappearance. 

The Gem Knight. 

What little restraint that still clung to Gearfist fell aside, undone. She surprised herself with how quickly she closed the gap to the yellow-clad girl, her expression that of a woman possessed. 

The first two punches made contact with the Ruby Blade, hard enough that Yua was sure it would shatter, but neither she nor her weapon buckled under the assault. 

Barb wasted no time turning back towards the head of the train as she watched events devolve. Catspaw dashed after the dryad, leaping on all fours off the wall as she moved between the two girls locked in their new clash at the center of the train.

“What about the mind control dust?!” Yua shouted after her partner, her eyes still locked on Gearfist’s own—and the purple glow building in the other girl’s pupils. 

“It’ll be fine as long as it hasn’t built up in the car—we got this!”

“Maybe you do! What did they do to her?” Yua said as she pushed Gearfist away, ducking a counterattack and taking a step back as Gearfist growled at her. 

Catspaw only paused for a moment to hold the door open and call back: “It’s in her mask!” 

“I knew something was up! Don’t worry, Gearfist! I don’t know what Typhon put inside you, but I’m not giving up on you!” 

Gearfist physically bristled at the comment, her ponytail shivering with apoplectic contempt. Was the Gem Knight pitying her?! Did the hero think she, of all people, needed saving? Needed help from HER?! 

‘Xyrene,’ Gearfist snapped at the Hypogeic. ‘That pulse you cored Barb’s head with last time—do it again.’

<Gladly.> The smile on Xyrene’s words gave Gearfist no joy as she felt the pressure build in her forehead. There was a flash of magenta and, before it could fade, the wall of the train where Yua stood buckled and folded outwards from the burst of psychic pressure. 

“What in the sweet hell was that?” Despite the metal-rending psychic blast, somehow the Gem Knight found herself several feet to the left of where she had stood only moments before—totally unscathed. 

“How did you..?” Gearfist stared at the Ruby Blade. “You already tainted it with your wish?! You soiled her memory. You ruined her name! Now you’ve ruined her weapon, too!” 

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about! Just listen to me. Whatever they did to your head, Gearfist, we can fix it.” 

Gearfist could only manage a scream as she charged the Gem Knight, ramming her shoulder against the hero and jackhammering her gut with her free arm. She could feel the armor shift beneath the blows, but not as much as her own body buckled under the strain of the impact. Her fist felt like knucklebones rolling around inside her gauntlets; her tendons ached more with each blow, until finally she landed a punch hard enough to knock the air out of Yua’s chest and send her smashing through the door into the next car. 

Gearfist’s eyes sparkled purple, small trails of violet spinning off into space near her temples, matching the smoke seething from her mask. She stared, unblinking, at the girl dressed in her best friend’s armor.

Yua coughed once before finally bringing her weapon to bear towards Gearfist. “Alright, friend. That’s about enough.” 

‘Xyrene, NOW.’ 

The psychic didn’t respond verbally. Instead, power crackled around Gearfist’s eyes until it blasted outward. Yet again, however, the Gem Knight was nowhere to be seen when the dust settled—having seemingly dodged the blast faster than any human could. Gearfist looked back and forth until she felt an armored bootheel sink into her back, kicking her to the floor. 

“Even with that mask, you’ve got a terrible poker face.” Yua scowled down at Gearfist, disappointed in her ability to resist whatever darkness had come over the girl. 

“Despoiler!” This time Shiori had no trouble getting up, her gauntlets swinging below on slack arms like a pendulum before she lunged at the Gem Knight with rabid ferocity. The sheer momentum of the blows pushed Yua back as the heroine’s expression continued to harden. The duo continued to move farther up the train, and closer to where Catspaw and Barb’s own skirmish was sending pieces of train car and plant matter whipping into space. 

“Hold still!” Gearfist shouted as Yua pirouetted around another attack. Gearfist could now feel whatever psychic channels Xyrene used to transmit her power through the girl—she no longer needed words to summon that burst of purple ahead of her. The Gem Knight only barely dodged this time. Behind her, Barb and Catspaw were fortunate enough to not be in the way. 

But the train’s cargo was not so lucky. The wooden crate exploded in the blast, causing the group to turn away from the splinters until the wind from the tunnel pulled the dust and shards from the cabin. 

“What the heck is that?” Yua asked, pointing to the glaring hole in the crate the thralls had loaded. 

Catspaw gasped—”I think it’s a bomb!” Immediately, she turned to Barb with shock and betrayal on her face.

Barb gritted her teeth. “Don’t put this on me—and it’s probably not even armed!”

Within the crate was a massive coil of steel, the surface of which practically slithered in place, wires and copper cordage wrapping around and leading to a singular mechanism at its front. The delicate electronic control that sat atop it now hung ragged, shorn pieces trailing in the wind after Gearfist’s attack. The surface gleamed as the panel of the bomb loosed sparks and the entire train shuddered. 

Yua recognized the feeling as soon as her horns, still left over from Ryusei, began to ache: pitsteel radiation. 

Barb clutched at her head, thorns and flowers blooming in neon colors up and down her leg. Even Catspaw and the train seemed to shiver, flickering as the magic of the metal sought purchase in their bodies.

Gearfist, the only unprotected human in the group, took heaving breaths of the pungent smoke in her mask, growing an inch in height as the metal on her gauntlets darkened towards black…

There was another sudden spark, and the coil subsided, the changes to Gearfist’s body pausing before they could take completely. 

“Sod this.” Barb pulled herself away from the new, opalescent parts of her body—like a tree peeling off its own bark. Her molted flesh remained where she left it, twisting into humanoid facsimile. The dryad looked weak as she regrew the now-missing parts of herself, her cheeks emaciated and her eyes sunken and sallow.

“Truce—we need to stop this before someone gets hurt,” Catspaw stated. She was already slipping out of her jacket, tying the sleeves around her waist and starting to look over the wires coiled around the device. 

“Sure thing. Not like I’m getting hazard pay for this. Why not?” Barb wobbled in place, grabbing a nearby pole to stay upright as her body warped again. Something about this was different from the ‘flashbang’ she had used on Seacrash. Had the mysterious ‘Boss’ planned this from the start? Was that why they’d lied to her about the package?

The situation had gone from chaotic to dire in moments. Neither Yua nor Barb wanted to see what became of their little group if the device properly detonated while they were at ground zero. 

Gearfist didn’t care. This standstill had lasted too long. Her veins ran purple with poison wrath and threatened to burst if she didn’t let it out. The first lunge caught against the Ruby Blade, gauntlet fingers sharpened to talons scraping down the sword’s length with a shriek.

“Girls, keep her back while I try to fix this!” Catspaw shouted, slipping out of her jacket and giving Yua her first real view of the woman within. She didn’t have long to look before Gearfist slashed at her again, bits of crystal on her armor chipping away beneath Shiori’s new claws. 

Before Barb could respond, her jacket erupted with fangs—the maw of a venus flytrap splitting her down the middle before she regained control and subsumed it back into her body. 

“You two bleeding hearts can handle this. I need to… I’m gonna catch my breath a second.” Barb braced herself, still shedding contaminated flora from her body just as the train started to make a turn, the centrifugal force pulling her out of the car where she disappeared into the dark before anyone in the train realized she was gone. 

“Is she okay?!” Yua shouted. 

“The whole city will be a whole lot worse if we’re not careful,” Catspaw muttered. “The people need your best, Gem Knight. We’re the only ones who can stop this now.” 

“Easy for you to say.” Yua slung Gearfist over her shoulders, sending the girl sliding along the ground, metal talons carving lines into the floor. “Hey! Fisto! Follow me!” She dashed towards Gearfist, suddenly flickering out of space and reappearing several strides past the girl. 

Gearfist looked back towards Catspaw, her brain abuzz with chemical madness and now something else tickling at the root of her soul. She had almost forgotten what she had come here for: the Ruby Blade. Revenge. And to hurt the girl that could have helped Mizuki, but didn’t…

Catspaw breathed a sigh of relief as the crazed villain dashed off after the Gem Knight’s taunt. 

<Gearfist, you might want to leave, too.> Xyrene was the first voice to cut through the static in Shiori’s mind. Despite the sudden clarity, the girl didn’t give her handler a second thought as she followed Yua through train car after train car.

<If this… device were to activate a second time, I don’t think I could shield you from it again. You’ve already proved yourself. Return to base.> Gearfist paused as Xyrene interrupted again. 

<No,> Gearfist thought—no, replied to Xyrene. She ripped a door between two cars off its hinges, hurling it down the train at the retreating Gem Knight as if it were a ball of tinfoil—eyes blazing with psychic energy. 

<Gearfist! I am ordering you to stand down, or I will—> Gearfist cut her off, closing the line of communication. 

Gearfist didn’t need Xyrene’s help. That open channel in her mind, that Xyrene had used to pester her, read her, control her, wasn’t as one-sided as it seemed. Like any leash, Gearfist realized she could pull on the same connection that Xyrene did. 

“Hey, Fisto! Don’t get distracted! Look over here!” Yua waved from the roof of the next train car, only visible through the massive hole in the roof that Gearfist herself had made earlier. With a small crow hop, Gearfist leapt up to the torn edges of the hole, pulling herself up even as she shredded the metal frame further with her claws. 

Just as she reached the top, the train shuddered again, a rainbow aura of pitsteel flickering over the surface of the locomotive as the hole actually seemed to seal behind her. Its shape appeared more streamlined too… 

Gearfist was no more immune now than before, and felt the metal of her gauntlets climb upwards, thinning into murderous opera gloves as her pupils became feline slits. 

“Whoa there—careful. Still in there, Gearfist?” 

The villain took another huff of acrid smoke from her rebreather and roared, her voice carrying more volume and depth than the whipping winds of the tunnel should allow. 

“Close enough.” Yua spun the Ruby Blade in one hand. “Let’s do this. Round two.” 

The two girls charged until Yua blinked in and out of existence yet again, reappearing behind her opponent—suddenly holding the rebreather that had been pouring Xyrene’s combat stims into Shiori only a moment before. The loss revealed that Shiori’s lips had been stained a midnight black, and teeth turned to fangs by the pitsteel radiation.

“Looking for this?” 

“I don’t need that to rip you apart.” Shiori’s eyes still crackled with stolen psychic power, mind alight with urges suppressed until now. 

“Figured it wouldn’t be that easy.” Yua tossed the mask off the side of the train, letting it disappear into the darkness below. 

Shiori wasted no time leaping at Yua. The two met in a clash, fighting over the weapon between them. Shiori’s gauntlets-turned-talons shifted upon contact with the magical weapon, slowly returning to their natural shape as her face regained more of its human features. 

“Whoa—” Yua had never considered the protection that the weapon afforded her could actually be used to undo the same effects on someone else.

Shiori snarled, the effect somewhat undercut by her now-human expression and the pink rising in her cheeks. “Don’t look at me like that!” With the tips of her claws now blunted, Shiori had to adjust her grip, giving Yua the opportunity to kick the girl sliding back, just in time for another pulse of pitsteel radiation to roll over the two of them. 

Shiori twisted, her body unspooling back into the monstrous state it had been before, and further still: her hair was longer, her body was taller, and her boots had shifted into metal heels that matched her talons, the toes and heels clawed like her hands. The pulses were coming more frequently. The battle would be decided one way or another, and soon. 

“Lo, and how the thief fights so hard for her ill-gotten reward.” There was a new, self-assured lilt to Shiori’s voice as the monsterization progressed. She took a step forward, the spike heel and claws that tipped her feet anchoring her effortlessly. 

“Heh. I thought you already knew that, though.” Yua had been using her special little teleport the entire fight, and it still hadn’t been enough. It was hardly a surprise trump card when she was still barely accustomed to using it. 

Shiori stared down at the heroine with predatory intent. The psychic burn in her mind squealed at her to strike her foe down where she stood, but the monster Shiori was becoming was more clever than that. The Gem Knight’s little trick had snuck her out of harm’s way each time, but never twice in a row. Perhaps that would be the opening she needed to claim this little morsel…’s sword as her own. 

Shiori clutched at her head as new feelings mixed into the conflicted autoclave of her mind. 

Yua saw her opening and dove forward, the blade trailing alongside her, already following a long arc—

Shiori opened her eyes, psychic energy radiating out, building up just as when Xyrene did it. 

There! Yua saw the tell and ‘wished’ herself forward, feeling the magic deliver her to Shiori as the psychic blast should have harmlessly missed. 

But as Yua swung the weapon upward, she saw Shiori’s eyes still burning with energy. Her last thought was of how beautiful they looked as her upswing collided with this latest bolt of concentrated malice. 

Both women were knocked back, sent sliding and scraping along the top of the train. Yua grasped at the small vents and rivets along the smooth top of the locomotive, while Shiori dove for the Ruby Blade—

Without the sword protecting her, Yua could feel the beginnings of her own transformation. Dull claws, matching new pads on her fingers and palms, emerged as her body grew enough that the armor still covering it began to crack. Even the train below her shifted more, growing smoother as more damage healed in parts from the magic affecting everything around them.

Shiori only managed to wrap her transformed hands around the blade in time to slide off the train entirely. She felt a jolt before she hit the ground, looking up to see Yua desperately holding onto the hilt with one hand—the other rooted in the roof of the train. Her claws dug further into the metal with the extra weight. 

The two of them made eye contact as the protection of the weapon enveloped them both. Yua’s claws began their slow return to human fingers. As such, her grip began to loosen. Inch by inch, Shiori dropped closer to the rushing tracks below. 

“Just… hold on!” Yua flexed again, unable to pull Shiori up even with the supporting magic of the sword, sliding more and more as her blunted fingers slipped free one at a time. 

Shiori felt the gauntlets reemerge over her hands as the mania of frenzy retreated. Even the stimulant Xyrene had dosed her with was beginning to work its way out of her system, granting her a rare moment of clarity. It was the first time she had touched the Ruby Blade since before Mizuki had disappeared, and the closest she had felt to her missing friend since then, even as Yua desperately maintained her grip, unwilling to abandon Shiori—or perhaps the blade itself. 

“Let go! It’s mine—you’ll make us both fall!” Shiori kicked at the back of the train, trying to shake Yua off. She’d probably survive the fall. At least, enough that Xyrene could put her back together—once she was done lambasting the “Epigeic” for her foolishness. 

“No! I said I’m going to save you and I will, dammit, Gearfist!” 

Shiori almost let go from the shock. This girl wasn’t supposed to save her. She wasn’t her predecessor; she wasn’t Mizuki. Shiori had lost count of the times she had told herself this girl was a thief, not a hero. 

“I got this! Just a bit more!” Yua slid further toward the edge, her fingers burning with effort, until Shiori could feel the jolt of Yua’s grip dropping to three fingers on the hilt, then two, then one…

There was another tingle in the air. Both girls knew another wave of the bomb’s corruptive energy was coming—

Shiori grit her teeth… and let go. 

“No!” Yua immediately lost track of Shiori as she disappeared into the inky black below. All she could do was lift the weapon and herself to safety, before pulling her knees up to her chest. She hadn’t even learned what was even going on with Gearfist—whether Typhon had drugged her or blackmailed her or both—and the uncertainty haunted Yua.

Then, something caught the Gem Knight’s eye. A flickering shimmer behind the train—the midnight wings of some great bird fluttering in the dark.

Shiori flapped her newfound wings once again, propelling herself onto the back of the train before she knelt down next to Yua, now more than a foot taller than even the knight—a noble griffon, her pupils so wide her eyes were nearly black, and her smile gentle despite razor fangs. Her tail slid up and brushed Yua slightly, forcing the dumbstruck knight to blink and finally recognize the beauty in front of her as real.

Shiori reached down, touching the sword, her monster girl transformation dispelling slowly, pieces flaking off in the wind like strips of paper mache. The two shared that quiet moment as Shiori returned to normal, the two quietly watching the magic, and each other. 

It didn’t last long, as Yua heard Catspaw over the small radio in her ear—-

“Hey! Hope you two are alright. We gotta get going! I managed to stop the cascade event, but the warhead is still gonna go off!” 

“Is this thing gonna slow down?! There’s no way we can just jump off…” 

Shiori overheard Yua’s half of the exchange, her heart racing as she held onto the sword. Part of her still wanted to take it and run, her mind running through all the possible ways she might part it from its owner. 

The crackling voice of Catspaw was faint in Yua’s earpiece— “I already jumped! Just gotta wait for when you see a platform coming up! And be quick, it’s gonna blow soon-Nya!~” 

Shiori was reaching for the sword when Yua turned back to her. 

“I don’t know if you heard, but we gotta GO. Take my hand and I’ll keep you safe, Gearfist. You know, this armor is pretty durable.” She rapped the side of her helmet for emphasis. 

Shiori felt a particularly unpleasant taste in her mouth when Yua ‘explained’ the powers of the weapon to her. 

“I know more than you.” But Shiori didn’t make a move to stop Yua as she extended her hand. The two of them scooted to the side of the train as Shiori peered out into the darkness. 

Another pulse of radiation rocked the vehicle, sending Yua doubling over. Her horns roared with pain. Shiori could even see where they split the edges of the Gem Knight’s helmet. She didn’t want to think about what would be happening if they weren’t both inside the bubble of protection the weapon provided.

They weren’t the only victims of the changes, either. The train beneath them shifted further, approaching the shape of a massive, metal serpent rather than outmoded public transportation. 

“I don’t think I have another one of those in me,” Yua admitted, leaning on the weapon a bit as Shiori tried not to resent steadying her rival. 

“Then let’s not wait for it,” Shiori snapped at the knight. Just because they were saving each other didn’t mean she had to like it. 

The pair took a step back, Shiori staring ahead into the dark, watching for any sign of something OTHER than the wall of the tunnel. A moment passed, then another—the train continuing to pick up speed as it came into a vivacious and vibrant life, metal bending into a flexible flesh, glass becoming something more like opalescent scales. 

There! A patch of wall darker than the tunnel up ahead. “On three!” Shiori yelled. 

Yua nodded, crouching and getting ready to run. They had to coordinate if they wanted to do this without one of them winding up a monster girl. Shiori moved her gauntlet up the blade, fingers trailing the deep red crystal surface until they wrapped around Yua’s, the metal of the glove the only thing keeping them from holding hands. 

Shiori took a deep breath. “One…” 

Yua glanced at Gearfist with a grin and a panicked giddiness in her voice. “Two!” 

Shiori had to bite back a smile as she watched the oncoming opening appear to pick up speed as her depth perception caught up with reality. 

“Thr—” Shiori didn’t manage to finish before the bomb detonated. 

The last thing she remembered before she hit the ground was Yua pulling her close to shield her from the blast.

Shiori’s ears rang, small fires lighting the platform in a flickering glow as the train screamed its way deeper into the tunnels, unabated, still moving with the life granted by the pitsteel in its engine, now permanently embedded. 

She stood on unsteady legs, scanning the rubble and debris for the Gem Knight and, incidentally, the Ruby Blade. 

“Hello?” She took a few more steps. ‘Xyrene? Are you still there?’ 

<I am. Is there something you’d like to say to me? For example, I’d like to say I told you so, but I won’t stoop to your level by actually saying it.> 

Shiori winced, not from the comment, but from the innumerable bruises across her body and the ache in her hands from the literal pounding she’d given them during the fight. 

<Fine. I see you are in distress. Yes, there is a life sign in your area. And yes, she’ll last long enough for medical attention to reach her, but I suggest you don’t stick around for them.>

“Thank you, Xyrene.” Shiori began to limp toward the general area projected into her mind—a sort of psychic fax from her handler. She pushed aside a boulder, ignoring the protest in her arms, until she revealed the prone form of the Gem Knight. The Ruby Blade lay next to her, covered in soot and with several chips and cracks along its length. 

If Shiori took it now, she might not be able to repair it without HeroNet’s help. And besides, she had basically defeated the Gem Knight herself, by her own merit—she had grown past what an amateur could do with it. If she wanted the blade’s help in finding Mizuki, then she might be better off relying on her own strength… Taking it would only be a liability.

Not to mention, despite everything, Shiori had to admit this ‘Gem Knight’ had looked out for her. 

Shiori turned away, limping towards the stairs out of the area as her mind swirled with conflict.

<If you apologize properly, I could be convinced to treat your injuries.> 

Shiori made sure to hold the railing as she took each step slowly, hissing when she noticed a ribbon of red leaking out one of her gauntlets. She looped her arm over it, holding it in place as she removed her hand from its sheath, noticing for the first time the numerous tears in the skin and an ugly bruise that stretched out from her implant like a cloying star. It took her a moment to fish her phone out of her pocket. She tapped the shattered screen, needing to wipe crimson streaks off of it every few presses, until she finally managed to report their location on the HeroNet app. 

Finally relieved, she began her way back upstairs, a dotted line of blood stalking behind her.

<Gearfist. Come back to my lab before you permanently injure yourself. Now.> Shiori could almost feel a smidgen of… concern from the Hypogeic. Xyrene’s commands always carried a tinge of emotion, certainly, but never nuance. It wasn’t something she would try to hide. 

‘Fine. I’ll stop by, but I’m not sure I’m getting paid for this job.’ 

<Imbecile. Do not presume a cost for my decisions. I will keep you alive so long as you prove useful.> 

“Yeah. I’ll see you in a few, Xyrene,” Gearfist muttered aloud, shuffling off into the gloom of night. 

+   +   +

The garbage can crumpled under the weight of Barb’s palms as the dryad came to a stumbling stop in the dark alley. If the sound of the toppled metal bin crunching wasn’t loud enough to make a scene, the sound of the cat inside that she had apparently disturbed would have done the trick. Barb didn’t care. She yowled right back at the putrid animal with the last of her breath. It growled and backstepped deeper into the darkened alley, leaving Barb keeled over the trashcan and alone.

It had been a long walk to her destination. Normally she’d have a thrall to drive her, but the bimbo with the sword and her own feline friend had put a stop to that particular taxi service.

No. That wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t the goody-two-shoes who had thrown her mission into disarray. It was…

“That bitch,” Barb spat, bringing a verdant fist down hard enough on her metal cushion to dent the overturned garbage can all the way into the ground. “Treacherous skank!”

Not that Barb had ever really trusted her mysterious employer. Whether they had six legs, no legs or anything in between, you could never trust a human at the end of the day. Yet she hadn’t thought anyone clever enough to run the Typhon Syndicate right under the noses of HeroNet and the Princess’s perfect little primrose parade would be stupid enough to double-cross her so directly. Barb had lived for millennia—even while her sisters had perished or cowered and sequestered themselves to the vanishing wilderness of the world. She had survived human culture for much of that time, turning the hairless apes to her interests and against each other all the while. Her employer was one of the first with the brains to know she was better off working with a dryad of Barb’s power than against her.

But that was exactly the problem, wasn’t it? The boss lady had wanted Barb under her shadowy thumb. Unquestioningly, unwaveringly obedient.

“We’ll see how you like it,” Barb muttered. She rose to her feet, knees chalky with unclean detritus. City dust. Not real, beautiful dirt. “You wanna cut me out? I’ve got your secrets, girl. Ones even you don’t know about. The kinda stuff the competition will be real interested in hearing.” Her feet carried her to a clandestine stairwell as her hands guided her inside.

Barb had plans to make new friends—ones the soil and spirits had whispered about. The kind that gave off a cold, deathly light that no plant could turn to nourishment. The spirits whispered they weren’t even human. Just what the doctor ordered.

You couldn’t trust a human. She certainly wouldn’t. Not ever again.

+   +   +

“Dione, dammit! Drop the doll and stop playing dress up. We have a guest.” 

“Awww, but I like this one!” Dione swirled around the monochrome maid, adjusting the oversized bow on her back before twirling open a tube of black lipstick to apply to her plaything’s lips. 

“You’re being creepy about it. Just grab your anchor outside and go.” Io continued to float in the doorway, pointing out towards the entrance. 

“Can’t I use this one as my anchor? I think she likes meeee~” Dione bemoaned, motioning to where her doll, Mizuki, continued staring off into the middle distance with a wide, emotionless smile. 

“Ugh. I hate when you try to act like they have feelings… They’re dolls, Dione. They don’t ‘like’ anything.” 

“You take that back!” Dione clung to Mizuki, enjoying the warmth that radiated off her maid. There always seemed to be a taste to the girl, even now that she was empty—a pleasant tingling of hope—or even love? Dione made sure not to snuff it out, sheltering it gingerly like a candle’s flame. 

“Never mind, but I’m using her as my anchor no matter what you say.” Dione stuck a glowing tongue out at her twin before sliding herself into the maid. 

Mizuki blinked, suddenly aware of her surroundings again. Everything had felt so far away for so long, she thought she was gone completely… 

Io rolled her eyes at the display. “Just stop pretending it’s a person and go greet our guest. I’ll circle around back.” 

Mizuki nodded. She had to go greet their guest! She could… figure a way out of here afterwards. But… shouldn’t she be more worried about this glowing spirit telling her what to do? 

No—that was just Io. She was just Like That sometimes. Mizuki giggled to herself at her sister’s antics.

She rushed out of the room, enjoying the gentle sway of her dress around her knees—it was so rare to get to feel a… skirt? Mizuki blinked at the strange feeling of dissonance before it drained away (like so much else of late).

Unremarkable halls later, she found herself in the dark courtyard just outside the mansion.

“Hello?” A strange person was waving at her from across the courtyard. A strange green person. Mizuki could swear she had seen the woman before. In fact, the face was beginning to spark other memories. Precious memories. Her mouth moved, drawing her attention before she could think more on the matter.

“Welcome! Would you please come this way?”

Barb kicked at the raked sand and gravel in the shadowed terrace. “No, I think I’m good just staying out here. Your, uh, employer here?”

Mizuki flinched, feeling the heat drain from her cheeks as her eyes went dull once again. She felt herself relax into a pose she had held for so long lately that she often questioned if she had been made a statue. She rested, eyes blank, at peace as Dione appeared beside her.

“Certainly presumptuous to demand an audience without trusting our hospitality.” She crossed her arms, floating in place—the gaseous end of her legs trailing off into Mizuki.

Barb glanced around for an explanation for the odd spirit floating in front of her. The chlorophyll in her skin wasn’t reacting to the light, and she could feel no kinship with whatever the being was. Perhaps she was simply an illusion. 

“Fine. We got off on the wrong foot, but you can’t blame me. You aren’t the easiest to find, nor the most welcoming. Which is why I need to lay low here a bit.” Barb reached into her pocket for a cigarette, finding the weathered and half-crushed box empty. She cursed, hopefully quiet enough that the women in front of her couldn’t hear. 

Whether she had heard or not, it didn’t seem Dione was offended. She continued to smile graciously. “You’re asking a lot, and you’re clearly desperate. What can you offer in return?” 

Barb looked dumbfounded, motioning to herself as if stunned that being a dryad wasn’t enough. Eventually, she capitulated to articulation instead: “I know the Typhon Syndicate inside and out: their stashes, their hideouts, their plans. Even most of their financial connections between them and their big shell company. Whether you want to hit them, or to keep them out of whatever you got going on here, it’s in this brain of mine.” 

“Oh, this brain?” The voice came from behind the dryad, drawing her gaze as she turned just in time to watch Io effortlessly slide her fingers into Barb’s forehead. The surprise was only outdone by Barb’s shock as she seized up, her thoughts disappearing before she could finish thinking them.

Finally, she stumbled back, falling to the ground as her already-weakened legs gave out. She crawled away from the other glowing figure as it floated after her with all the leisurely pace of a housecat stalking a bird with a broken wing. 

“Ssstop this,” Barb managed as she tried to stand, falling to her side onto the gravel again. 

“If you’re afraid, we can help with that.” Dione was floating above her now, reaching down a hand that caused the dryad to flinch. She wasn’t escaping that way. Instead, she forced her mind into a small vine growing nearby and tried sending herself into the poisoned ground below. As long as part of her escaped, she could regrow from this terrible mistake—

“Ah, ah.” Io pinched the stem in a single motion, passing through the ground as if it were air.

For the first time in a millenium, Barb was afraid. A deep, mortal terror gripping the woman—the same fear she assumed had taken each of her sisters as they made way for the fires of industry. 

“Io, would you just get it over with? I don’t like how she’s looking at us,” Dione said with concern. Perhaps even guilt. 

The identical spirit rolled her eyes and plunged her hand into the dryad once again, causing Barb to lurch forward, mouth gaping as she tried and failed to speak. There was a quiet moment as the woman’s petals began to fade. When Io eventually pulled out, her fingers were followed by a line of sweet drool from Barb’s lips, dripping to hit the parched earth.

“Eugh…” Io shook her hand, scowling at the dryad twitching on the ground. 

This time, it was Dione’s turn to be put out: “Don’t tell me you’re already done? You were just telling me to finish my meals. Eat your greens!” 

“She’s bitter, Dione, and there’s just so much of her. I don’t even think she’s human.” Io ran a finger along the bare, green patch of Barb’s lower back, only to stick it in her mouth and grimace. “Gross.” 

Dione tsked and curled up around Mizuki, who was still waiting and watching the ongoings with the same blank grin as before, only this time she raised a hand of her own volition, and rested it on Dione’s back. 

“Dione, I’m not eating any more of this. Just get the maids to put her in a planter somewhere. I don’t think she’s going to be going anywhere fast.” 

Barb’s petals were now white, deepening to an ink-blue at their centers, her skin a cold, light, pallid shade. Ghostly, reminiscent of a rare plant that lived without photosynthesis—parasitic, just like her captors…

“You heard her, Mizuki. Go ahead.” Dione pet the girl’s hair, sad to see her leave. 

“Of course,” Mizuki said, crouching down and lifting the dryad with no strain before re-entering the mansion. The smile fell from her lips once she was away from the twins. There was still a bit of Dione’s warmth inside her, and with her fleeting awareness she was already planning her escape…







  Bonus: Rumble In The Concrete Jungle! The Gem Knight Falls, The Snake Empress Ascends!!



by Devi Lacroix




What if Yua’s fight against the recently naga-ified Janet had gone differently?




“Ah, ah, ah,” the naga tutted at Yua, condescending to the weakened fighter in a sing-song voice. “That’s enough of that. I don’t need you messing up my scales and making more work for my attendants.” Her tail struck, wrapping around Yua in a sudden, single motion, trapping the would-be heroine in place.

Yua was untrained, but her flea-bitten perseverance was still stronger than Janet’s constricting coils. In a display of defiance, she lifted the ruby blade in her one hand, her free arm trembling as it struggled to hold the weight. Through gritted teeth, Yua’s earlier bravado returned—“Go beam attack.”

Nothing happened. “Ruby laser, gem go,” she tried again, her voice straining with desperation. “Work, work! Please!” The weapon stayed inert, it’s only shine the light it reflected from the midday sun—and from the naga’s lustrous, colorful scales.

“Poor thing,” Janet chuckled. “That’s enough worry and strife. Relax. It’ll be over in a second.” With another flick of her tail, Yua was knocked back, tumbling even deeper into the snake woman’s seemingly endless coils. The living bonds around Yua begin to tighten, and the strobing colors of the naga’s scales were spiraling all around her, filling her vision.

The knight still struggled against her prison; unable to move either arm now, she defiantly tried to lift the blade with just her wrist. But the sword wouldn’t move, and a moment later, her arm stopped trying to move, too. She was tired from her failure, discouraged, and the colors… the colors seemed much more important right now. There was some sort of pattern to them, Yua was realizing, her eyes dropping deeper and deeper into the twisting stripes, a pattern she needed to figure out if she had any hope of escaping…

She begin to nod, only belatedly realizing this meant that her head and neck were still free to move. But what was she going to do, bite Queen Janet? If her sword couldn’t pierce those strong, beautiful scales, what hope did the rest of her have? The Queen was right, after all, it was enough worry and strife. She should relax. And more importantly—all of this nodding in agreement was distracting from watching the colors. Yua brought her own head to still, the better to concentrate on the puzzle before her.

Or was she concentrating? It was getting hard to remember. Her eyes were half-lidded—were they opening or closing? She was drowsy, and the cool touch of the Queen’s scales, wrapping tight around her, was lulling her to sleep. Or keeping her awake. One of… one of… one…

Colors began to radiate out from her pupils, then over her face, as the magic took root inside her. The weight of her worries fell away, her arms limply hanging at her side, her grip on her sword now oh-so-loose. Everything was static, just the background hum to a single new objective coalescing in her mind—serving the beautiful snake in front of her. She’d been so ridiculous back when she… when what? Even memory was secondary to watching the strobing lights.

Yua’s mind continued to slow even after she’d surrendered, thoughts slipping out of her hands, sliding along her fingers like the gentle, loving coils of her mistress gliding over her skin. The rings of color continued to pour over her, wrapping her and outlining every gentle curve of her form, massaging away all of her worries and troubles.

Why had she been struggling against this? She picked up a sword she found in a park and charged into battle against this beautiful, commanding naga queen… why? To gain personal glory? For personal riches? To help… someone? Why look for answers to those questions, when the only answer Yua had ever needed was looming over her, wrapping her weak body and feeble mind in her loving coils?

Her fingers relaxed, letting the strange sword topple to the ground, completely forgotten. It was useless in the hands of someone as pathetic as her, Yua now realized. She didn’t need to fight anymore, didn’t need to think for herself, didn’t need to do anything at all except watch and listen and become whatever her new mistress desired.

The rainbow bands of colors sliding over her body grew more vibrant, shackling her as surely as any chain, proving how far she had fallen into the snake woman’s clutches. Flush with victory, Janet brought a clawed finger to her lips, pouting in a mimicry of thought. “Whatever should I do with you? You fought so bravely, but then understood the error of your ways and now worship me. Isn’t that right, slave?”

“Yes, my queen,” Yua said, voice deadpan, the colors fully consuming every part of her—her eyes, her flesh, her thoughts and memories and very identity. There was only Janet.

“Queen. Queen.” Janet gave an angered little hmph. “What a constricting, constraining word. I was thinking so small when I used it. I think ‘Empress’ is more fitting. Or ‘Goddess’! I think… I think…” Unchecked and now buoyed in her victory over this erstwhile knight, the megalomania of Janet’s monstrification was only growing, greed and pride coiling around her as surely as her own tail. “I should wrap around the whole world! Everyone and everything should be mine! All the gold! All the slaves! It’s what I deserve! And—and the next step in that plan is you, my dear minion, the first of my loyal soldiers.”

Janet’s coils lifted Yua to a smiling, fanged mouth, sharp claws gently caressing the girl’s slack jaw. She slid a scaled thumb across Yua’s pliant lips, found a drop of drool that was beginning to form at the girl’s open mouth. Deftly scooping it up, she brought the saliva to her own mouth and savored the taste, delighting in the thought that not only was everything going to be hers, but that—specifically—this woman was hers, to twist around and taste at her leisure.

“You’ll have to excuse what comes next—you’re going to be my first, girl. The first I ever transform. It’ll be something like marriage, won’t you agree? You’ll be bound to me, kneeling at my throne for all time.”

To Yua, this sounded like everything she had ever wanted—a place of power, a home wrapped in gold. What else could someone as weak and forgettable as her ever hope to want? She was blessed to be doted on so. “Yes,” Yua murmured. “Kneel…”

With a final smirk, Janet descended on the enslaved Yua. The kiss was deep, the most passionate either had ever known. The snake goddess’ serpentine tongue swirled around her slave’s; sharp fangs dug voraciously into willing, warm flesh, devouring every last bit of her defeated foes’ independence.

As Janet pulled back, her and Yua’s tongues stayed entwined: the naga could feel the defeated girl’s tongue lengthening under her own corrupting touch, coiling around Janet’s and squeezing back. Yua’s lips were changing, too, swelling and growing fuller where Janet’s fangs had nicked them; a rich teal spread out from the bite marks, leaving the pair with perfectly matching lips.

Some of the confusion clouding Yua’s eyes began to clear—not out of some final, forlorn resistance to what was happening to her, but because she simply no longer needed to be controlled. Her eyes, now slitted, looked out on a warm and increasingly alien world with a cold and predatory gleam. “Thank you, my goddessss,” she hissed, a growing sibilance to her words as her new, longer tongue appreciatively touched her new lips. The would-be heroine was truly fallen, a would-have-been corrupted into something greater, something that now smiled with a mouth full of sharp teeth.

Tiny scales begin to appear on Yua’s face next—a cacophony of colors, iridescent in the sun, as if her skin were dusted with the stuff of rainbows. Her cheeks and chin grew slightly sharper; the face was clearly still hers, as much as anything was hers and not her mistress’—but it had a more predatory bent to it now, a hunting hunger that would turn the warm blood of her prey into ice beneath her gaze. Her hair added to the effect, its bad dye job leaching away to reveal a mane of goldenrod, flowing into the impression of a cobra’s hood. Not as grand as her progenitor’s—of course not, nothing could or would ever surpass Empress Janet—but still impressive enough that Yua’s future thralls and victims would quake in the shadow of a snake’s silhouette.

The colored, strobing lines began to descend, leaving behind an improved body, blessed by the touch of the snake. Scales concentrated along her neck to form a collar, undeniable proof of what she was and who she served. 

At the shoulders, the colored rings split, light pulsing down each arm, adorning her forearms in scales and reshaping her once-human hands into long and vicious claws, the better to hold down the weak and undeserving. As the color flowed down her chest, her breasts grew, shaping Yua into the perfect, adorned trophy for her empress. Janet deserved not only power, but beauty and envy, too; the underlings she chose to elevate above the mammalian masses would inspire in their subordinates both fear and lust.

So taken was Janet with Yua’s changing figure that she reached out to cup the new breasts, again almost shocked that this was now hers, forever. She gave a tentative squeeze, appreciating the firm fullness as Yua shuddered under her mistress’ touch. And when Janet removed her hand, the breasts were now covered in a smattering of scales that carefully preserved Yua’s decency.

“No clothes will ever adorn you again,” Empress Janet decreed, smiling down at her handiwork. “You no longer have need of them, and nothing shall hide the beauty I have crafted.” And Yua could feel every inhibition related to clothes, ever need to dress or to show off fashion, drain from her mind; perhaps, in the ruins of the old world’s seats of power, she might be allowed to dance for her mistress while dressed in scarves and bangles that drew the eye—but that would be for Janet to decide, not her. “Yes, mistress,” she murmured, glad to feel the scraps of the last shirt she would ever wear fall away to nothing.

Yua was already fit, so the snake’s magic only needed to perfect an already impressive body, tightening strong abs and removing the blemishes any fragile body might collect. But now Yua would be something stronger and better, and Janet nodded approvingly, pleased by her decision to craft something so beautiful from quality materials.

Below the navel, the bands of bright colors began to coalesce and brighten, wrapping Yua’s legs in a near-blinding rainbow of colors. Yua moaned as she strained into her empress’ coils, every muscle tensed under the crushing, soothing pleasure flooding her body. Her ass grew rounder, into a perfect bubble butt—why shouldn’t a snake be curved everywhere?

But it was her thighs that saw the most profound changes, growing thicker and stronger even as scales raced down her legs, transforming her human flesh into something far more durable and beautiful. And then the thighs kept growing inward, melding together as the muscles fused, as bones were forged anew, as her pathetic human feet were subsumed into a much longer and far more majestic tail.

And what a tail it was! Janet cooed in delight as she felt her minion grow, new coils unspooling and wrapping around her own divine scales. To be embraced fully by the product of your own power, to know another as only two snakes entwining their bodies can know each—is this not what it meant to have power, to rule, to be a goddess? And the unbridled appreciation from her minion was almost enough to sweep Janet off of her metaphorical feet; the smaller snake, overcome with the exuberance and exultation of her uplift, brought her claws to her queen’s face and pulled her in for a passionate kiss.

“You forget yourself, my First Treasure,” Snake Empress Janet chided her minion, smiling all the while, “I’ll allow it this time, but…” A cruel smile split her fast. “You’ll have to make it up to me. Bring me the one you cared about most, before you found your place at my side.”

Yua stooped low at the waist, imitating a human bow. The newly forged snake had always had within her the potential of a knight, the seed of a need to serve something—someone—greater and kinder and more deserving of love than herself. For most of her life, that had been her best friend Akiko—robbed of her vitality thanks to the innervating effects of pit-sickness, Yua had devoted herself to giving her friend a better life.

And now, with a grin as cold and predatory as her mistress’ smile, Yua prepared to give Akiko the best life.

#

Superhero danger and action were not new to Akiko. As both a hobby and an escapist fantasy, the sickly girl had become something of an anorak of super-crime, meticulously analyzing the various heroes and villains of Schlasstad and posting about them on official forums and darkweb sites. Watching a new monster girl—a naga this time, Akiko would have been feverishly typing under different circumstances, with a colorful strobing theme and a woeful ability to command the air—emerge from obscurity to wreak havoc was one of the sole sources of joy in her often-drab world.

But this was not a normal situation, and Akiko was not posting on HeroNet or Ensnared Collective. She was sitting under her blanket on the couch, white-knuckled with fear, watching as her oldest and truest friend went off on a harebrained scheme to fight evil and save the day. And even worse, the news footage had cut out just a little before, right after the naga woman had appeared the gain the upper hand on Yua!

But in the next moment, the door to their little apartment was opening, and Yua was sliding in, all smiles and scales, a sibilant “honey, I’m home!” on her long tongue.

Except this was not a normal situation, either. Yes, this person looked like Yua, mostly; she had her sharp eyes and generous smile, her mop of a haircut. But the teeth were sharp and her eyes too generous, too hungry, and glimmering scales coated this Yua’s naked body, showing off a far more impressive bust and ass than Yua’s thin frame had ever hoped to support.

And then Yua kept coming through the door—a long snake tail that seemed to pour into the room and fill every corner, strobing bands of light that bathed the room in a cacophony of colors. The room was empty one moment, just Akiko and her fears, and now the room was full—of flashing lights and scratching scales and snake, everywhere the sickly girl looked.

“Hey Akiko,” First Treasure Yua said.

Akiko clenched her fists so hard that her nails dug deep into her skin. The pain gave her focus: all her research had prepared her for this moment. “T-this isn’t permanent, Yua. Monsterfication after exposure to pitsteel is permanent, but a s-secondary transformation will revert. You have to believe me! You can still stop this. W-we just need to get out of here. Right now. Please.”

Yua looked shocked, even hurt, by the revelation that the Snake Empress’ handiwork could be undone. To Akiko, this was old news, just a fact about how the world operated: hot air rises, heavy things fall, monster girl minions revert. But to First Treasure Yua, who had never been one for news or book smarts or even paying attention to things around her, it surprised her to learn that she might return to weak, two-legged prey.

And then the worry passed from Yua’s face, replaced with a grin that would have looked almost comical were it not filled with so many teeth and crowned with such cold, ophidian eyes. “You’re so smart, Akiko! You must have learned that on HeroNet! Did you? Of course you did! I told Snake Empress Janet that you were so smart and that you would serve her so well. I told her you were the first mammal we should make ours—I begged her to let me come here and show you how good it is to be hers. And I was right! I was so right.”

Yua slid closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial husk. “But you know… I think HeroNet taught you other things, didn’t it?” The coils begin to close around Akiko as the snake woman slid up against her, embracing her roommate from behind, flicking tongue and sibilant voice now right in the girl’s ear. “No one researches as obsessively as you do, as sleeplessly as you do, without it being a little sexual. And it’s more than a little, isn’t it? Oh, you can’t lie to me, not now. I’ve seen your search histories. The old me politely feigned ignorance, but the new me—I labor under no delusions of chastity. I know what you want, mammal. I can smell the need dripping from your flesh, the quickening pulse pounding in your veins.”

Yua’s tail slid between Akiko’s thighs, even as another coil wrapped tight around the girl’s waist and pulled her down, pinning her crotch firmly against Yua’s cool scales and powerful, corded tail muscles.

“You want someone to make the pain stop, to make you whole after the pit-sickness stole everything from you. And I always wanted that for you, too! That’s why I stole things back from the world, to try and make it right. And it wasn’t enough. How could it be, when I was so feeble?” Yua smiled, her long, white teeth reflecting the pulsing lights of her tail. “But now, Snake Empress Janet has shown me how best to help you: by removing your pain and replacing it with the pure joy of serving us, just like the good prey you are. You want that, don’t you? The purpose. The protection. That’s why you loved superheroes, and that’s why you’ll love being a slave.” Between Akiko’s thighs, Yua’s tail shifted, and with a strained, involuntary gasp the woman clenched against the scales. “You need this. Tell me the truth, prey.”

Akiko had been helpless all her life, but never quite like this. She had never been held like this—completely, entirely, a crushing weight that pushed out all worries and all thoughts and all control. She had never been seen like this, either—totally, completely her desires and her needs laid bare to the eyes of a predator, acknowledged by the one woman she had always hoped would notice. And Akiko had never—

—Akiko had never wanted like this.

“W-was I really the first person you told the monster girl about?” she asked—surprised at her plaintive voice, surprised that in the face of her own subjugation that this was the question on her lips.

“Of course.” A hint of Yua’s old voice was there, under the rough hiss, the flick of the tongue along Akiko’s cheek. “You’ve always been my treasure, Akiko. I’ve wrapped my whole life around you, trying to help you and love you while giving you the freedom to be yourself. And I still want that for us. But Akiko?” Yua’s tail pulled Akiko a little closer, a hug that could hold every part of her simultaneously, a comfort at odds with the snake girl’s dangling question. “I was wrong. You don’t deserve your freedom.”

Yua punctuated her decree with a bite, opened her maw wide and bringing her teeth down onto the trapped girl’s exposed neck; venom as colorful and bright as the lights of her tail flooded Akiko’s body. And all the girl could do was moan her away the last embers of her resistance, the words and the pressure and the strobing lights all agreeing that this was right. She needed to be protected. She needed her thoughts and her body and her freedoms constricted down to nothing, to a single, all-consuming truth: she was a pathetic excuse of an animal. The only reason she had legs was so that she had knees, because that’s where her place was: kneeling before her betters.

She understood that now. That’s why Akiko did what Yua’s words told her to do, what her base, warm-blooded instincts told she must. She ground her drooling cocklet against Yua’s mighty scales, imagining her cum polishing them to a fine sheen. Her body burned hot against the cool, alien texture of the monster that had once been her roommate; Akiko hoped her mistress would deign to use her to stay warm on cold nights, a literal bedwarmer for her reptile queen. She felt a similar flash of pride when the tip of Yua’s tail slipped into her expectant mouth and she began to suckle, drool dripping down her mistress’ coils. She was, finally, useful.

Yua was right. What future did Akiko have? She had already been exposed to pitsteel, and rather than be transformed into a beautiful and powerful snake, she had become an invalid. So she did the only thing a pathetic girl like her could do, what every weak mammal would do in the snake-filled world to come: she opened her eyes wide and let the strobing lights flood her mind, until all she was, was Yua’s.







  Bonus: Gemini Tumult’s Big Day Out



By Ruby Roberts




It was a busy day at the Boardwalk, and as always, Hideko had to handle an unexpected incident. There was an unusually long line for the cotton candy stand and it was only growing. That was never good. The manager knew from experience the sheer chaos that could erupt when a crowd of fairgoers were deprived of the sweet treats they craved for too long. She had rushed over the second she had been informed they had run out, eager to get the situation under control. “Gemini!” She called out to no direction in particular, crossing her arms and waiting. “Gemini?” No response.

Things at the Boardwalk had gone about as well as Hideko could have hoped for, recently. Ever since the incident in the Hall of Mirrors, when she and other staff had been kidnapped and turned into candy ‘friends’ of the mischievous Gemini, her former captor had been trying to repay her by helping out – fixing things and restocking snacks using her conceptual magic, that sort of thing. It was the least she could do, especially considering attempts to transform everyone back had had little success. 

Hideko had mostly gotten away with convincing the owners that a new candy-based theme would be great for the Boardwalk, especially with the very convincing ‘costumes’ and ‘facepaint’ she had ‘acquired’ for the employees. For her part, she managed to cover her candy-blue skin with copious amounts of makeup, and she had found that a dash of food colouring made her hair, now made of cotton candy, look a little less… edible.

Still, for whatever reason, Gemini didn’t seem to be helping much today. Hideko approached the stall, currently being manned by Saeko, her… Twin? Clone? Doppelganger? She wasn’t sure what to call her and frankly, she had been trying to avoid thinking about it too much. She shook it from her head as she’d had to so many times recently. “Saeko, have you seen Gemini today?”

“Nope! I haven’t. It’s not like her, is it? She’s usually so helpful!” She glanced past Hideko at the line. “Do you want me to…?” She reached up and went to pull out a clump of cotton candy from her hair. Hideko shook her head to stop her.

“Don’t. That’s not necessary. Let’s just-…”

The disgruntled father at the front of the line stepped forward. “Hey! What’s taking so long? You said it’d only be a minute, what’s the holdup?”

Hideko turned to him and pulled her face into her best, well-practiced customer service smile. “I’m terribly sorry for the delay, sir. The employee responsible for keeping all the stalls stocked appears to be preoccupied right now. I’m going to go find her.” She reached into her apron and pulled out a roll of tickets, ripping a pair off and handing them to the man and the girl holding a balloon next to him. “Here, one free ride on the Ferris wheel for you and your daughter to make up for it. We’ll have plenty of cotton candy ready by the time you’re back!”

The man grumbled a little, before glancing down to his daughter and shrugging. “Fine. Let’s go, sweetie.” She took his hand and they began to walk to the far end of the boardwalk.

Hideko gave a sigh of relief and turned to Saeko. “I’ll go look for her. She can’t have gone far. Only give these out,” she instructed sternly, shoving the roll of tickets into the candy woman’s hands, “when they start kicking up a fuss. We’re not made of money.”

The manager started patrolling up and down the boardwalk, peeking behind booths and underneath rides. “Gemini?” She kept calling, turning heads from visitors. “Geminiiiii?” When she reached the Hall of Mirrors, she hesitated a moment before poking her head in ever so slightly and calling out “GEMINI?”, much to the fright of a customer a few steps ahead. No response at all.

With a sigh, she stepped through the front gate of the boardwalk and wound her way around to the steps down to the beach. She had hoped she wouldn’t have to search down here, knowing her shoes were surely going to end up full of sand, but crouched down and walked under the deck. The sound of footsteps overhead was thunderous and the glimpses of light kept being interrupted by passers-by stepping over the gaps between the planks. “Gemini, I know you’re down here,” she called out over the noise. “I’ve looked everywhere else. Are you coming to work today? The cotton candy stall is empty and…”

She approached Gemini’s… Home? Lair? To be honest, it was more like a pile of trash, a small area under the boardwalk where there was a mishmash of random items Gemini had seemingly collected over time. An ornate mirror, slightly cracked, propped up against one of the supports. A wooden coat stand, with an assortment of headwear such as a beret, a jester’s hat and a cardboard crown from a fast-food restaurant hanging from its arms. A large pile of plushies, some of which Hideko recognised as prizes given out at stalls in years past. No bed, so presumably Gemini didn’t sleep here, though if not, Hideko had no idea where. Nevertheless, Gemini herself was nowhere to be found.

There was a note taped to the mirror, with elaborate letterhead at the top formally announcing it as being ‘From the Office of Gemini Tumult’.

My friend Hideko,

I am taking a day off to go visit Shiori – Sorry for such late notice! A nice visitor I spoke to yesterday told me he gets a bunch of days off every year at his job, so it’s only fair I get the same. I will be back tomorrow morning before opening time.

Please make sure you leave any leftover popcorn out on the beach for the nice seagulls and lobsters in the evening. It’s their favourite.

Hideko took her glasses off and pinched the bridge of her nose. That explained why there had been so many hanging around the beach lately.

Your pal, Gemini

P.S. Check under the towel.

Hideko glanced down at the large, seashell-patterned beach towel draped over the top of something at the foot of the mirror. She pulled it away and found two gigantic bags of pre-made cotton candy. She sighed, folding the towel and placing it down on the stand. She scooped a bag under each arm and headed back to the cotton candy stall.

_____

Gemini stared up at the tall buildings surrounding her. She had always been able to see them from a distance at the top of the Ferris wheel, but she didn’t realise they were this big. Even on tiptoes, they seemed just as high.

And while it was just as busy here as the boardwalk was on a sunny day, the people here were dressed so much less colourfully! Grey suits and black pencil skirts, with briefcases and ties. She straightened her own bow tie, trying to make herself look as smart as possible, and approached a man on a phone. “Excuse me, mister. Do you know where Shiori’s house is?”

He glanced down at her, covering the receiver. “Who?”

“Shiori. She’s my friend. I’m going to pay her a surprise visit. It’s my day off today, and-”

“That doesn’t help me. Shiori who?”

“…Shiori. Um. Shiori… Gearfist?” The man shrugged, shook his head and waved a hand dismissively, returning to his call.

Disappointing. Gemini wandered around, asking a few more of these busy people, none of whom knew her friend. After a while, it started to seem hopeless. She wandered into the park across the road and sat down on a bench under the large tree near the entrance, resting her head in her hands. Maybe it was a silly idea, assuming she could just wander around until she found practically the only person she knew outside the Boardwalk. Perhaps-…

“Something troubling you, citizen?” A voice called out. Gemini sat up, looking around for who it belonged to, only to realise it had come from above. Sitting on the branch of the tree casting a shadow over the bench was a woman, wearing a hoodie with a pair of cat ears on the top.

“Me?” Gemini turned on the bench to better face her. “Oh, well… I’m looking for my friend. She’s a hero, I think!”

The cat woman’s mouth curled into a smile, and she kicked her feet eagerly. “Ah! A hero, you say? Now, that, I can help you with! I know just about every hero out there! After all, how could I claim to be Catspaw, the Neko of Niceness, if I didn’t know my colleagues in crimefighting?”

Her face lighting up, Gemini stood on the bench to better hear the cat speaking. “Oh! Amazing! You’re a hero, like my friend? I’m Gemini Tumult! And my friend’s name is Shiori! Or sometimes Gearfist, I guess! Do you know her?”

Catspaw rubbed her chin with her large paw, murmuring to herself. “Can’t say I do, I’m afraid.” The smile on Gemini’s face faded. “She could always be a newbie, though. We’ve had a few of those lately!” the cat was quick to add, hoping to avoid disappointing the strange impish girl. “I’m on the job at the moment. I was just on my way to check something out, but maybe afterwards, I could help…”

The hero frowned, looking around the park below, but it wasn’t until she turned her head that she yelped in surprise at Gemini suddenly sitting next to her. She had that effect sometimes. “Well, maybe I can help you. What are we checking for up here?” Catspaw simply blinked for a moment, trying to figure out how this stranger had got up here so far.

“Oh, no… Not like, checking… It’s not up here. I, um…” Catspaw rubbed her head and gave an awkward laugh – half confusion, half embarrassment. “There was a very angry dog, and you know how they are with cats… Let’s just say there was a chase that ended with me climbing up here and… Well, it’s always easier getting up than back down. They say cats land on their feet, but… It’s still an awfully long way down…” Gemini peered below them. It was indeed. Even here on the tree’s lowest branch, someone could easily hurt themselves if they tried to jump. “And I now guess you’re up here too… Well, don’t worry, I was just figuring out a plan, and…”

Gemini wasn’t listening by now. She had snapped a twig of the branch and was turning it left and right in her hand, studying it intently. After a few moments, she reached behind it with her other hand, pulling out a second twig, and a third, and a fourth, until she held almost a whole armful. Catspaw watched in awe as the strange woman arranged them in the shape of a ladder, and passed her hands over them, joining them as one.

“Does this help?” Gemini lowered the ladder down from the branch, moving it a little to test for sturdiness. She took the side rails in her hand and slid down in one smooth motion. When she reached the ground, she struck a pose. “Tada!”

“How did you…?” Catspaw blinked. “I’ve seen a lot of people with crazy powers, but I’ve never quite seen anything quite like that…” She climbed down the ladder after Gemini and dusted herself off. “Are you sure you’re not the hero here, saving cats from trees?” she teased.

Gemini’s eyes widened at the prospect. She had never thought of herself as a hero, but that was pretty heroic of her, wasn’t it? “I guess I never gave it much thought. The Amazing Gemini Tumult, here to save the day…” She muttered to herself. It sounded good.

Just then, there was a loud humming noise from the sky, far above the tree. As they glanced up, they could see a yellow and black figure flying through the sky over the business district, holding something in their arms. There was another slightly further in the distance… and another, and another, speckling the sky but all heading in one direction.

“Oh, dammit… This isn’t good…” Catspaw murmured. She turned to Gemini. “Look, I’m still gonna help you, but this is an emergency, and I’m already late… Just wait here, I’ll be right back!” The feline turned and began sprinting through the business district in the same direction as the flying figures were headed, agilely dodging businesspeople and office workers as she did.

_____

When Catspaw reached the headquarters of the Melville Corporation, it was too late. The glass skyscraper that housed the company was coated in a thick, golden layer of honeycomb, making it stand out in the grey of the city skyline. It was hard to make out from this angle in the empty plaza out front, but the top floors of the building seemed to have been shaped into a castle, complete with spires and turrets.

The flying figures were all converging here and entering the building through the main foyer. Now she was closer, she could see that they were evidently office workers, based on their blouses and pencil skirts, their little ties and tucked-in shirts, all of which had taken on a bee-like appearance. They had yellow and black patterns across their bodies with tufts of fuzz around their neck and a sizable abdomen sticking out behind. Each of them carried large bouquets of flowers.

Catspaw sighed, rubbing her forehead with her big paw. “Aw, geez…” She muttered. She reached up and pressed against the earpiece under her hood. “Hiya, Catspaw here. There was a holdup, and it looks like the Melville situation got out of paw… I don’t know if I’d call it a cat-astrophe, but I might need backup on this on-…”

“Backup? Like a sidekick?” A voice chirped from beside her. Catspaw jumped, looking down at Gemini. She was surprised she had caught up to her, but even more surprised to see her dressed in a caricature of a superhero costume, complete with a mask and cape. Catspaw couldn’t help but smile a little at the sight of her.

“I suppose you could say that!” With such enthusiasm, she was excited to see what Gemini could really do, and besides this was a situation rapidly spiralling out of control – waiting around for HeroNet to send more people would surely just make the problem worse. Besides, Gemini’s powers seemed like they could be useful. “Alright, I guess you can be something like my sidekick for the day!”

“Yay! Yippee!” Gemini happily clapped her hands, party poppers going off behind her, sending a small deluge of confetti around them, before stopping. She cleared her throat and put on her most serious impression of what a good hero must be like. “Ahem… What’s the sitch?”

“The ‘sitch’ is that last month, the CEO of this company, Beatrice Melville, somehow transformed into a monster girl in the middle of a workday. We still don’t know the circumstances of how. Problem is, we didn’t catch her – she escaped. She’s probably been in that phase of post-transformation megalomania this whole time. 

“And then this morning, HeroNet got a call from her assistant, Simone, saying they had received a letter about ‘Queen Beetrice returning to reclaim her kingdom’. So, I was dispatched to investigate.” She sighed. “We had hoped to catch Ms. Melville before she did anything that’d get public attention, but I guess the cat’s out of the bag now…”

Gemini held her arms crossed, nodding sagely. “I see, I see. Of course. I understand.” She glanced around the empty plaza, her eyes landing on a ransacked flower stall. She wandered over, picking up a trampled lily off the floor. “And it looks like they’re raiding all these flower shops in the city… But why?”

“Hmm… If I had to guess, I’d say to make honey,” Catspaw said, rubbing her chin in thought.

The sidekick stopped, turning back and pausing. “Honey? Like… Honey-flavoured candy?” The excitement in her eyes shone through her performance of a hardened, serious hero.

“Not just flavour, silly! The real deal! I mean, that’s what bees do with flowers, isn’t it? I can’t imagine what else a bunch of bees would want them for.”

Gemini twirled the flower in her hand, then suddenly stood up. “Then we have to stop her and get all her cand- I mean… Save the city!” She snapped her fingers.

Before Catspaw could react, she found herself in a ridiculous bee costume. It didn’t look anything like what the office worker bees were, though thankfully it had room for her ears and a hole cut for her tail. Another snap, and she found a massive, oversized bouquet of flowers in her arms, tickling against her nose. “Oh, geez… Gemini, I don’t think this…”

Gemini, who now appeared to be wearing an identical outfit from the little Catspaw could see over the bouquet, walked around behind the hero and began pushing her forward. “Don’t worry, this’ll work! Trust me!” As they reached the door and got in the queue with the other worker bees, she stepped in front and conjured up a bouquet of her own.

Two guards stood on either side of the entrance, watching as the office workers entered and exited. Both of them were far taller and bulkier than the workers, wearing makeshift helmets from janitors’ buckets while holding mop handles with box cutters duct-taped to the tip as makeshift spears. “Hurry along!” they barked at the queue. Catspaw held the bouquet up in front of her face as she approached, but neither seemed to pay her any more attention than any of the others.

“See?” Gemini whispered as they stepped inside. “Now we just need to follow the crowd and we’ll find out where all this yummy honey stuff is.” 

“You’re not wrong, but I think you’re focusing on the wrong part of this whole mission.”

Still, once they entered the foyer, however, it became impossible to think of anything but the sweet substance. The entire room was coated with golden honeycomb, and the few patches that weren’t were quickly being covered by flying office workers, diligently working away. Most of all, a sweet, delicious scent permeated the air. Catspaw thought she even heard Gemini’s stomach grumble, though she couldn’t be sure over all the other noise.

The entire building seemed to be filled with a melodic buzzing that seemingly every worker was joining in with, eyes glazing over as they marched in time with the song. Catspaw did her best to keep up with it, though her sidekick seemed a natural, already singing a made-up little tune to herself under her breath.

At the centre of the foyer, a group of workers were dancing in front of a tall statue of their Queen Beetrice, fashioned from beeswax, in time with the humming harmony. They jumped from tiptoe to tiptoe before flying in the air and making grand, exaggerated gestures with their arms. It wasn’t until the bee-girl in front of Gemini took a sudden sharp turn to the left, while others were going right, that Catspaw realised this dance was somehow directing where they should go. The bee behind bumped into her back, knocking the flowers from his arms and drawing attention.

“Which way?” she whispered down to Gemini. The sidekick watched the dance for several seconds as more and more attention turned to them. She tapped her foot and wiggled her costume’s little abdomen in time, almost seemingly as if she was about to run off and join them. 

“Left,” Gemini stated assuredly.

The two hurried along a corridor and up a set of stairs at the end, catching up with the rest of the workers. “Good job. How’d you figure that one out?”

“I didn’t. I guessed.”

Catspaw frowned ever so slightly. “That was risky. We better slip away when we get the chance and head up to the CEO’s office.” They continued winding their way through the offices, the scent of honey growing stronger.

_____

Shiori shaded her eyes, squinting a little as the bright sun bore down on her. It was a nice enough day to spend at the Boardwalk, especially after the grim weather the last time she was here. Still, walking through the crowd, she couldn’t help but glance in the doorway of the Hall of Mirrors as she passed. The stretched-out figure she saw in the mirror by the entrance seemed rather unremarkable compared to the living reflections they housed last time, but the fear they could emerge at any second remained. She moved swiftly on.

Besides, she was here for another reason. The last time she was here, she had made a friend. While her relationship with Gemini was forged in a trial by fire, it helped to know she had meant well. And if Shiori was being honest with herself, she knew she could do with more friends in her life right now anyway.

<I fail to see the point of such a place. Care to explain what happened last time you were here? You disappeared off my radar for a while and suddenly came back with a brain full of memories that weren’t there before. Reassure me.>

Shiori frowned as the sound of Xyrene’s voice filled her head. Her constant telepathic companion was one ‘friend’ she’d much rather get out of her life. “I didn’t realise this whole telepathy thing worked by radar,” she muttered sarcastically. A man nearby glanced over at her talking to herself.

<Don’t be obtuse. You know perfectly well what a metaphor is. And you conveniently avoided the question. Tell me what happened. Do you expect to gain something from returning?>

“Would you use your… inside inside voice rather than thinking out loud inside my head?” Shiori snapped. “In fact, would you stop rooting around in my memories entirely? Those are private!” She shook her head as if trying to dislodge the Hypogeic from her mind, with little success, and when she looked back up, she saw a familiar face.

“Shiori!” the blue woman with the pink hair called out as she saw her. It was one of the candy people she had saved from Gemini’s Hall of Mirrors. She wore a large smile across her face, standing at a stall. Under one arm, she carried a gigantic bag of cotton candy, though she seemed to be struggling to hold it, scooping as much as she could out to hand out to the line of customers. More than a little was spilling out all over the place. “How are you?”

“Oh, hi! it’s… Hideko, isn’t it? How have you been since…?”

Another woman, identical save for copious amounts of facepaint that concealed her blue flesh, hurried over to interject. “I’m Hideko, actually. That’s Saeko. Thank Goddess you’re here… We need… Wait. Where’s Gemini?” She too held a bag of cotton candy, similarly overflowing. She tried to hold its mouth closed, but doing so only made it seem like it was about to burst.

In her mind, Shiori could almost picture Xyrene narrowing her eyes to stare at Hideko and Saeko, or whatever the equivalent from behind her mask might be. <So these two are real, at least… They weren’t some invented figment of your imagination.>

“Will you shut up?” the hero hissed under her breath, gripping the strap of the duffle bag slung over her shoulder until her knuckles went pale. Xyrene went silent, but Shiori knew she would be paying rapt attention to the situation unfolding. There was an awkward silence that lasted several seconds before Shiori realised the candy people before her had heard her muttering. “Oh! Not you two! Sorry, it’s… a hero thing. I’ll just… turn that off.” She lifted her finger to the side of her head, making out as though she was fiddling with an earpiece she knew perfectly well they could see wasn’t there. “Anyway, I was actually coming to ask you where Gemini was.”

“She’s not with you?” Hideko seemed surprised. “She said she was going to visit you.” The blank expression on Shiori’s face left the manager pinching the bridge of her nose. “Oh, Goddess… I bet she doesn’t even know where you live. So, she’s wandering around the city, doing who knows what, while she’s left us bags of infinite cotton candy that’re overflowing, and…”

<There can’t be ‘infinite cotton candy’. That’s impossible. Find this Gemini, Gearfist. I need to know exactly what is going on here…>

By the time Shiori managed to tune out Xyrene’s voice, Saeko was trying to calm a stressed Hideko down. “Don’t worry… If you think about it, infinite cotton candy means infinite money, right?” The manager gave something between a bemused and appreciative look.

Shiori interjected. “Okay, look… She’ll probably come back when she realises she doesn’t know where I live… Until then…” She stared at the bags. In the short time since she had approached Saeko, the cotton candy had piled up until it reached her knees. At this rate, the entire boardwalk would be covered with the stuff before long. She had to do something. “I’ve got an idea.”

Lifting it off her shoulder, she shoved her duffle bag into the bag of cotton candy. <I fail to see how this helps you. Do you take pleasure in testing the limits of Hypogeic technology? It’s remarkably durable, actually… But it’s not designed to have sticky candy all over it.>

Gearfist ignored the Hypogeic’s protests. She had saved the boardwalk before. She could save it again. She took the bag from Saeko’s hand, opened it up, and jumped in.

<Are you mad? What do you think this is going to d->

Xyrene’s voice went silent, and Shiori felt herself falling.

_____

Gemini felt a forceful rumble in her stomach and sighed. She had been following the crowd of bees through the Melville Building, winding around and around in a complex labyrinth of offices and corridors for who knows how long. Desk, cubicle, water cooler… Each looked near-identical save for the extent to which they had been covered in honeycomb. She would have gotten bored long ago, were they not getting closer and closer to the alluring scent.

They hadn’t had a chance to step away from the line – everywhere they went, scowling guards were watching the workers obediently carrying their flowers deeper and deeper into the building. Gemini glanced back at Catspaw and saw her swaying in time with the buzzing work song, eyelids heavy. Concerning. While she could brush the sound off with ease, she wasn’t sure how much longer the hero would last.

As they ascended another set of stairs, Gemini perked up. This floor had a large, open space, with benches and plants around the edges. In the middle was a large fountain, repurposed to pump a golden, viscous substance. Several workers around the edges stirred it with large ladles, while others scooped plenty up and went off to paint more around the building.

“Here it is!” Gemini said as she elbowed Catspaw, waking her from her near trance. “The honey! This has to be one of the places they’re making it.”

“Finally. Maybe we can…”

Gemini had already rushed ahead of the line. Like the other bees around her, she turned the bouquet she carried upside down and shook the pollen into the honey, tossing them aside once she was done. It dissolved into a beautiful, golden mixture that practically called out to be tasted. Hands now free, she leant forward to use them to scoop from the vat. A large paw grabbed her wrist just as she was about to submerge it. “Gemini, we have a mission. Don’t blow our cover now! You know what they said about curiosity and the cat…”

She didn’t. Her stomach grumbled again, and she stared longingly down at the sweet substance below, but Gemini reluctantly pulled her arm back. Catspaw glanced at a set of stairs upwards across the room, then down at Gemini. They both nodded and started to head over.

As the two approached them, Gemini looked at the railing, covered in honeycomb. She paused, glanced back at the fountain, then up at the long climb. “One little bite couldn’t hurt…” she mumbled. She broke off a large chunk of it and loudly bit down, a crunch that seemed to echo throughout the whole building. Her eyes widened – This was some of the best candy she had ever had! The honey was so sweet, the comb so crisp! It was so…

The humming of the building had gone silent. All the workers had frozen in place, staring in the direction of the noise. Catspaw grimaced. “Oh, rats. This isn’t goo-…”

“Who dares consume the property of Queen Beetrice the First?” A voice screamed out across the intercom, haughty and high-pitched. “Which of you measly peasants believes they can steal from me? Disloyalty! Betrayal! TREASON! BRING ME THEIR HEADS!”

Without hesitation, a sea of workers and guards began to charge towards the intruders, crying out in fury. Catspaw pounced over Gemini’s head, raising her paws ready to fight. As the first guard approached them, she delivered a roundhouse kick to the side of her head, knocking her flying across the floor. “Any good in a brawl?” the hero called back to her sidekick.

“Me? Fighting? Um…” There were plenty of things Gemini could do, but she wasn’t sure whether any of them could be considered fighting, and something about Catspaw made her think that, much like Shiori, she would frown upon turning a crowd of people into candy.

“No? Okay, fine just… Just keep back… Oh, geez… I should have waited for backup…” The cat spun her arm around in a windmill, using the momentum from her oversized paws to deliver a brutal punch to another bee’s stomach. He stumbled, knocked back into a group of workers still carrying their flowers. Pollen went flying everywhere, much to Catspaw’s dismay. “Not this stuff again!”

Gemini couldn’t just do nothing! That wasn’t what a sidekick would do, let alone a hero! As the pollen filled the air, she ran towards the crowd, sliding beneath Catspaw’s legs and reaching out to grab a single particle of it. She looked at it in her hand, studying it, understanding it, and clenched her fist. When she opened it again, it was full of the fine orange powder. She took an incredibly deep breath and blew it all over the crowd, so thick that it obscured their vision and made them cough.

Seeing Catspaw coughing and rubbing her eyes too, she reached into the neck of her bee costume and pulled out a facemask just like Shiori wore, and a pair of goggles that looked similar to Hideko’s thick glasses. “I gotta say, that was quick thinking!” the hero said, slightly muffled after putting the gear on. She reached down and grabbed one of the guards’ makeshift spears, using it to push back against the mob flailing through the cloud of pollen.

“Ah!” A stinger stabbed back at her from through the crowd, and she barely dodged in time. Catspaw turned to start running up the stairs, but she saw a swarm of workers bumbling downwards towards them. “We’re surrounded…”

The two backed away until Gemini felt her back pressing against something cold. A big metal door with a button next to it… An elevator! She pressed it and the door opened. “In here!” Before Catspaw could react, her sidekick grabbed her by her bee outfit’s stinger and dragged her inside.

The feline hero gave a sigh of relief, though bashing from the outside wasn’t exactly reassuring. The tips of spears poked through, trying to pry the door open. Gemini ran a finger along the gap between the doors, sealing them together as a solid sheet of metal.

“We’re safe for now, but I don’t think being stuck here is much good…” Catspaw pulled the hood of the silly bee outfit down, finding that she still had her usual clothes underneath. She quickly took the rest of the costume off and tossed it in the corner

“What now?” Gemini asked, looking around the shiny metal box. It was free of honeycomb – probably for the best, as much as she wished she had some to snack on. There was a monitor on the side opposite the door, cycling through a graphic of the Melville Corporation’s logo, and mirrors on the other two walls.

Catspaw extended a claw and pressed the button for the top floor of the building. “Nowhere to go but up!” After a moment’s silence, save the aggressive buzz from outside, she pressed it again. Nothing happened. After repeated presses and letting Gemini try, the monitor flickered.

“Trespassing in the Queen’s Hive is treason of the highest order!” A voice called out over the loudspeaker. The image of a woman appeared on the screen. She was wearing an elaborate, regal dress in black and yellow, with a vast amount of fuzz surrounding her neck like an enormous soft scarf. She had a beehive hairstyle and wore a large black masquerade mask. “And yet you seem to have already confined yourselves to a cell. How helpful of you. Who are you, peasants?”

With a sigh that suggested she was used to dealing with such attitudes, Catspaw stood up and looked into the camera in the corner of the elevator. “Ms. Melville? I’m Cat-“

“You will address me as Queen Beetrice the First!” the monarch insisted, her short temper evident.

“I’m afraid the only royalty in this city is the Princess, Beetrice… I’m Catspaw, and I’m here from HeroNet. I understand that things are difficult and confusing right now, but trust me, none of what you’re doing is helping. I know what this is like…” Her ears flicked beneath her hoodie. “…but that doesn’t make this okay. If you come quietly, we can get an Ocho-Gumo caseworker to help figure things out, and everything will…” She hesitated. 

Gemini didn’t know much about how CEOs or HeroNets or Ocho-Gumos worked, but she could tell Catspaw didn’t want to promise everything would go back to normal. She couldn’t guarantee that, not after this much of a mess. The sidekick thought of Hideko, and Saeko, and all the others at the Boardwalk, and the trouble she had caused them. She swallowed. Perhaps the mess she had made wasn’t as publicly visible as a beehive skyscraper, but that didn’t mean it had impacted people’s lives any less.

And yet they’d still found it in their hearts to forgive her.

“We can find a way to make things work still,” Gemini finished Catspaw’s sentence for her. The hero turned to her sidekick and smiled, nodding.

Beetrice gave a haughty laugh. “Make things work? Why, things are working perfectly well for me! I don’t need some cat and some strange little jester to run my kingdom! I tire of your intrusion, Catspaw. I think you’d be better served chasing mice in the dungeon!” Her screen shut off with a blip and the elevator began creaking.

“Damnit!” Catspaw pounced upwards, pushing open the emergency escape and jumping up through it. Far above, a worker bee was cutting away at the heavy cables holding the metal box up. “This thing isn’t going to last… We gotta get climbing!” Reaching down, the hero grabbed Gemini by the wrist and pulled her up. She wrapped her arms and legs around the cable and began to scale it as quickly as she could.

“I’ve got a better idea…” Gemini stood and thought about how far the bee was, conceptualising the distance in her mind. The elevator began rising… No, not rising… The elevator itself stayed precisely where it was. It was merely the space between the bee and them that was getting shorter. Catspaw held on tight, evidently finding it deeply disorienting.

The bee yelped, working faster with the heavy wire cutters. The second it finally cut through with a snap, Catspaw grabbed the remainder of the cable, hanging on for dear life. Gemini, for her part, simply floated upwards with her. With a mighty swing, the hero jumped through the open elevator doors onto the top floor, dusting her paws off. “What a scaredy-cat,” Gemini teased as she watched the bee flee down the elevator shaft.

Catspaw grinned. “Took the words right out of my mouth!”

_____

Shiori slowly sat up. She was lucky to have landed on a soft patch of cotton candy. Actually, looking up, she realised it wasn’t particularly lucky at all – It would have been difficult not to. As far as the eye could see, there was an entire landscape of the fluffy treat, dyed different colours, with vast pink mountains on the horizon and green beneath her.

“Really, Gemini?” she muttered to herself. Creating an entire world merely to supply cotton candy while she was away seemed more than excessive. Now, Shiori was stuck here, with no idea where to go, let alone escape… Perhaps her impulsivity had been getting the better of her lately.

Just as she was about to pick up the duffle bag that lay at her feet, it shuffled slightly. She nearly fell back, until she saw a tiny set of arms emerge from beneath it… and another, and another, and another. Without hesitation, she snatched it away, revealing a swarm of tiny, round balls of fluff with faces. “Really, Gemini?” she pinched her forehead. She would have to have a talk with her about creating new people again.

The little candy people reached up towards Shiori, trying to grab at the bag. No taller than her knee, they didn’t seem angry, nor a threat – Just curious. “I’m sorry, I need this…” she said, only to receive a chorus of disappointed-sounding babbles. One, slightly taller than the others, stepped forward.

“Blabadeeba?” they said, tilting their whole body to the side and looking up at Shiori with a wide-eyed expression. The presence of anything not made of colourful fluff must be a strange sight here, she realised.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I… I’m Shiori. I’m not staying, I just need to turn off… whatever’s sending the cotton candy…” she pointed upwards. The little fluffs discussed amongst themselves then pointed at a mountain in the distance… No, not a mountain, a volcano, with vast clouds of cotton candy smoke streaming out, floating up to a vast hole in the sky. The tallest ball of fluff spoke, miming what Shiori interpreted as a great tale of tragedy that had fallen upon their village, ending with them falling to their knees with the softest little thud, begging her for her aid.

Shiori stared down at the desperate eyes of the crowd, rubbing her head awkwardly. “Oh, that’s… Not necessary, I was going to help out anyway.” She was sure that Mizuki had received such pleas for help a hundred times or more and wondered how long it had taken her to get used to this sort of adoration. She mostly found it a little uncomfortable.

Still, the crowd was already cheering in celebration at what could only be their hero’s inevitable victory. They shuffled around behind Shiori and began to push against the back of her legs with as much strength as might be expected from creatures mostly made of sugar and air. As she stepped forward and the soft ground beneath her gave way, she realised that walking across a great plain that almost gave out beneath her with every step might take a while.

_____

Gemini and Catspaw stood on the top floor of Melville HQ. Rather than the sticky, fresh honeycomb downstairs, the material that covered all the surfaces here was more like golden stone, carved into an ornate corridor fit for a queen. Figures of Beetrice lined the walls. Impressive, considering the short notice – One of the workers must have already been something of an artist in their spare time.

Gemini punched her little fists in the air, clearly hyped up by her newfound ‘fighting’ skills as they wandered deeper into the suspiciously quiet halls. “What’s our strategy?” Gemini asked. 

They approached a grand door, the plaque that identified it as the ‘Office of CEO Beatrice Melville’ having been corrected to the ‘Throne Room of Beetrice I’. Catspaw placed a hand against the door, looking down at her companion as she did. “Hmm. It’s hard to say in these situations. I mean, trying to talk her out of it didn’t work… It rarely does, but it’s always worth a shot when we get the chance. The important thing is we get her in a state where we can hand her over to the folks at Ocho-Gumo. That’s the priority.”

The sidekick nodded. She didn’t know what an Ocho-Gumo was, but besides that, it sounded like as much of a plan as any they’d had so far. Catspaw took a deep breath and nodded down at her. They barged into the office.

Sitting at the far end, towering over the room from a swivel chair placed precariously on top of a desk, was Beetrice. In her left hand, she held a large sceptre, shaped like a honey dipper; In her right, a small statuette that she occasionally turned around in her fingers and admired. All around were the former board of the company, reduced to a group of courtiers and suitors, all vying for the Queen’s attention.

“Your Majesty, your Majesty! If we were to rally the guards, we could declare a hostile takeover on Wilcox Enterprises, which-

“-if I were to take your hand in marriage, we-“

“-honey production is at an all-time high, and so-“

Beetrice seemed to revel in the attention, scooping up honey from a large bowl on her lap and licking it from her sceptre. All the while, a mousey-looking woman, presumably her assistant, Simone, stood meekly at her side, wearing a makeshift tabard. “Your Majesty, the intruders are here!”

Catspaw ran forward and Gemini followed after. “Beetrice, it’s over!” she insisted. “Come quietly, and we’ll make this easy!” She raised her paws into a fighting stance, which Gemini copied.

“Over?” the Queen asked, before launching into a haughty laugh. “This is merely the start of my kingdom! Soon, this entire city shall be our hive, and I shall rule over it all!” Turning to her courtiers, she clenched the statuette in her hand and slammed it down against the arm of her chair. “Seize them! The first to bring me the cat and the jester shall be greatly rewarded!”

The entire room’s attention turned to the duo. What they lacked in the bulk of the guards, the courtiers more than made up for in servility towards their liege. Without hesitation, they launched themselves towards the intruders. Catspaw grabbed the CFO out of the air and spun him around, tossing him against the General Counsel. Another courtier flew over her, grabbing her shoulders and trying to lift her off the ground, but found herself caught off-guard by Gemini grabbing her wings and steering her into a wall.

The hardened layer of honeycomb that coated the office cracked and crumbled, falling into a pile of sharp, brittle shards. Each member of the royal retinue reached out and grabbed one, wielding it as a dagger. “Oops…” Gemini muttered, grabbing hold of a wall sconce and hanging tight.

Catspaw jumped back, out of range of each attempt to stab at her. Pressed into a corner, she was left dodging and ducking, parrying attacks by skilfully hitting courtiers’ wrists until Gemini pounced onto the Director of Sales and covered his eyes, sending him flailing. The crowd separated, lest his blade scratch them instead of their target.

“You go deal with the CEO, I’ll hold the rest back!” Catspaw shouted to Gemini, agilely backflipping and kicking two more of them in the face.

Gemini nodded, jumping off the executive and running towards Beetrice. The monarch’s expression soured at the sight of the intruder approaching her. “CEO? I am your Queen and you will address me as such!” the bee screamed, flinging honey from her sceptre while Simone cowered in a corner. Zig, zag, left, right, Gemini dodged it as best she could. A glob landed directly on her face as she reached the desk, knocking her off her feet. The force made the desk shake, the chair slipping off beneath Beetrice.

The Queen plunged down, slamming her sceptre to the floor and narrowly missing Gemini’s face as she rolled to the left. “The punishment for treason is death! How foolish of you to try to stand against the rightful ruler of this kingdom!” she growled, swinging it furiously like a mace.

“You can’t kill me! You called me a jester! I have jester’s privilege,” Gemini goaded with a playful grin on her face. Another swing and the sceptre found itself blocked by an identical copy held firmly within her hands, much to Beetrice’s confusion. With a great leap, Gemini jumped onto the table, two… three… four more copies appearing for her to juggle like batons before tossing them down at the apiarian monarch, splattering her with honey in the process.

The Queen growled. “I can do as I please! I can execute who I please!” She ran and grabbed Gemini by the scruff of her neck. Carelessly charging with incredible speed, she burst through the glass window behind the desk, out into the open air above the city, her disproportionately small wings humming furiously as she flew higher and higher. The sun was setting by now, bathing the entire business district in a golden glow that made the hive below blend in with the rest of the buildings. “So glad to act the fool… Can a fool withstand a fall from this height?”

Gemini wriggled in her grip to no avail. She licked honey from the corner of her mouth, letting out a little gasp of surprise at the sweet taste. “Maaaaybe… Maybe not… But…” She disappeared from Beetrice’s grip, reappearing behind her and holding onto her back. “Can a Queen?” Honey began to ooze from her sleeves. The thick substance coated Beetrice’s wings, weighing them down. She soon found herself unable to move them much at all.

“W-what are you doing? How are you doing that? Are you mad? We’ll both die!” Air rushed by them as they began to descend at a rapid pace. Beetrice’s eyes filled with genuine fear, and she flipped around in the air to stare at the strange woman who had seemingly doomed them both. Gemini held her by the hand, apparently enjoying the sensation of skydiving, giggling and laughing. “Stop this at once! I-…”

Seconds later, the two crashed through the roof of the castle atop the Melville Building, the honeycomb brittle enough that it shattered with surprising ease. Just as the two were about to land against the much harder floor of the throne room, the largest pile of pillows appeared beneath them, cushioning their fall.

The fight between Catspaw and the courtiers had stopped, dusting their heads clean as the wind gusted through. Nearly a minute passed before there was a stirring from deep beneath the cushions. Beetrice slowly clambered out. “You wretched little…” she muttered, only to be cut off by a loud BONK to her head. A fainting couch appeared beneath her as she collapsed, and Gemini stood behind her on top of the pile, sceptre slung over her shoulder.

“Quick, a one-liner!” Catspaw whispered.

“It’s time for you to… buzz off!” she shouted, before turning to Catspaw for approval. The hero gave her a thumbs up.

_____

Catspaw sighed, holding her finger against her earpiece. “Okay. Got it. Yup, we’re going to need a big clean-up crew on this one. Ambulances, Ocho-Gumo… Do you have beekeepers on call? No, I guess not. Yeah, she’s fine, she’s…” She turned to look at Simone sitting next to the unconscious Beetrice, occasionally tugging at her duct-taped wrists and fiddling with the paperclips pinning her wings together to make sure they remained secure. “She’s just taking a little cat nap right now, but she’ll be under control if she wakes up.”

The courtiers, their bee-like features fading gradually, sat around the edge of the room, rubbing their sore heads. Medics, the first to arrive on the scene, were tending to any wounds they had suffered in the fight, though the executives paid them little mind. Gemini listened to them chatting amongst themselves, and they seemed more concerned about what a PR nightmare this was going to be, or the amount of compensation they’d end up paying out. All of it went over her head, of course, but it was still interesting to hear.

Tapping her ear, Catspaw finished up her call and beckoned Gemini over to Beetrice. “She’ll be okay, right?” Simone asked, a weary look on her face. “That… That wasn’t her. She’s not usually like that. She’s a good boss.”

“It’s a bit early to say anything definitive, but Ocho-Gumo’s dealt with worse cases by far. They’ll be understanding, don’t worry. Just take it one step at a time, okay?”

“Alright… Geez, what a mess…” She sighed, placing her face in her hands. “I told her she shouldn’t have bought that stupid thing…”

“Bought what?” Catspaw raised an eyebrow. Simone took a pen out of her pocket and wiped it clean of honey on her skirt before using it to pry Beetrice’s hand open. The small statuette she was clinging onto was still there, and up close, Gemini could see it was of the CEO herself, posing proudly.

“…what is it?” Gemini frowned, reaching out to take it. Catspaw quickly took her by the wrist to stop her.

“Probably best not to touch. I’ve seen these before. They’re like… Little personalised ornaments made of pitsteel. A pretty dumb use for such a dangerous material…” She shook her head. “And highly illegal, it should go without saying.”

“I told her. She wouldn’t listen,” Simone added with a shrug and yet another sigh.

“Why would anyone want that?” Gemini asked.

“It’s a status thing, I guess. People want what they can’t have, but if you’re rich enough, you can have that too,” the hero explained – An alien concept to Gemini, someone who could have anything she could think of. Turning back to Simone, she added, “Ocho-Gumo’ll handle that too. Just make sure nobody touches it. In fact, I… wouldn’t sit that close to it either, really.” The assistant gave a shocked yelp and shuffled to the far point of the fainting couch.

Stepping away from the rest, Catspaw turned to her sidekick and smiled. “Well… I gotta say, almost everything you did today was impulsive, reckless, irresponsible, rash… and surprisingly effective… Maybe we should have waited for backup, but I bet we saved more than a few people today!”

With wide eyes, Gemini stared up, her cheeks flushing red. She had never received such praise before, and it made her feel immense pride. “So… I’m your sidekick now?”

Catspaw giggled, ruffling her hair. “Why stop at sidekick? With powers like that, I think you could be a hero in your own right! With a little training, of course. Ever thought about coming to work for HeroNet?”

“Of course! I’ve always wanted to!” Gemini blurted out. It wasn’t quite true, seeing as she had no idea what HeroNet was and had only learnt about them today, but either way, if it meant she got to be a hero like her friend Shiori and new friend (?) Catspaw, she wanted in!

The feline fighter pulled out a card of seemingly thin air with her tail and handed it over. “Give that number a call sometime and tell them Catspaw recommended you. I’ll put in a good word for you!” Gemini held onto it as if it were the most precious thing in the world.

There was a faint ringing noise from Catspaw’s ear, and she turned away for a moment to answer it. “Catspaw here. Hm? No, I can’t… Sorry, I’m just finishing up on the Melville mission, but Seacrash is on duty. The Boardwalk is more her speed anyway… Cats and water, we don’t-“

“The Boardwalk?!” Gemini cried out in a panic. Before anyone could stop her, she was dashing out of the office and running down the stairs of the building as fast as she could.

_____

Shiori consulted her map, hands getting sticky from the sweet pink fluff it was made of. The trek across this world had taken forever… There was no real sun here, but it must have been at least three days, by her count. In that time, she had been through fields and forests, valleys and villages. The little flufflings that inhabited this land had been helpful, offering up aid where they could – meals of cotton candy to eat, beds of cotton candy to sleep in, and drinks of, unsurprisingly, liquified cotton candy to drink. In her quest to get out of this place, Shiori hadn’t been shy in taking them up on it.

Now she stood outside a cave at the foot of the volcano, hot liquid sugar pouring from the compacted, stale candy floss it was made of. The sky was thick with the stuff, floating upwards to the great hole in the sky. “Finally,” she muttered to herself. She would be glad to get out of here and have a shower.

A great roar came from the cave, echoing through the mountains behind her. After her recent encounters with villains across the city, it didn’t phase her as much as she expected. Perhaps she was getting braver, or perhaps she was just that desperate to get home. She reached into her duffle bag and pulled out her gauntlets, clicking them into place, becoming Gearfist. Without hesitation, she charged into the cave.

Inside, there was a great arena, circled by molten caramel. In the middle, an enormous dragon prowled around. Occasionally, it bent down, ripping large chunks of the ground out with its fierce teeth, only to chew it up and blow out a cloud. “Hey! Will you stop that?” Gearfist shouted, drawing the beast’s attention. “You’re making a real mess up there, and I just wanna get back!”

The dragon paused, staring down at this small, non-candy creature in its lair. After a moment, it raised its tail, smashing it down next to Gearfist, the ground shaking. She steadied herself, jumping as the tail drew back to swish against her. As it came towards her with full force, she vaulted over it, taking the chance to dash towards the beast. Taking a bite from the ground, it inhaled.

Before she could move, Gearfist was overwhelmed by a blast of warm cotton candy bearing down on her, the dragon puffing out as much as it could. She held up her gauntlets, shielding her face… But soon realised that beyond the unpleasant stickiness left against her skin and her ears ringing from the sound of the roar, it didn’t exactly hurt. She burst out of the cloud, jumping into the air and slamming her fist into the dragon’s leg. It went straight through, leaving a deep impression as she pulled back, punching again and again and again.

As furious a flurry her fists were in, she didn’t even notice the jaws of the dragon looming over her until it was too late. She looked up, yelped, and cowered as the teeth closed around her… And flattened against her. She stood up and stared, watching the dragon attempt to grab at her, its own candy too soft to cause her any harm. She frowned, the dragon trying to kick against her only to find its fluffy nature ineffectual at causing her more than a mild inconvenience.

After days of travel, this was it? Gearfist was almost angry at the absurdity of it, but mostly she was just tired. She sighed, continuing to punch the dragon, each hit compacting it down more and more. Eventually, she squished it down to a tiny shadow of itself, small enough to fit in her hands, the little puffs of candy smoke it hissed at her even less threatening than before. “Not so tough now, huh? Well… I guess. You weren’t so tough in the first place.” She dropped it on the floor, dusting her hands off as it scurried away.

“Now, how do I get out of here?” There was probably a bounty she could claim from the fluff people of this land, but she wasn’t sure they could offer anything except more cotton candy anyway. She looked upwards through the mouth of the volcano and yelped as she saw an eye staring back through the hole in the sky.

_____

Gemini hurried back to the Boardwalk as fast as she could. By the time she got there, the whole place was thick with candy floss. “Oh dear…” She mumbled, pushing through, occasionally grabbing a mouthful to chew as she did. There were large open areas within the stuff, areas where people had congregated, and while they seemed mildly annoyed, none seemed to be in danger.

After a while, she found herself at the stall where Hideko and Saeko stood. The latter held up a makeshift sign saying ‘Free Cotton Candy – Help Yourself!’. “Gemini! Oh, thank Goddess you’re back… Can you please stop this stuff from…” As the manager looked down, she realised the bags were no longer overflowing.

Gemini dropped down and peeked inside one of them. She could see a familiar face standing in the middle of a volcanic crater. “Shiori? What are you doing in here?”

“Gemini? I was trying to fix this mess! I…” Gemini reached in and pulled her friend out. Shiori found herself back on the Boardwalk, after dark. “How long was I in there?”

Hideko, leaning against the stall, checked her watch. “A few hours, maybe? Why?”

Gearfist groaned, going to rub her weary eyes but found her gauntlets unsuitable for it. Instead, she found Gemini barging forward to hug her, holding her tight. She was just as sticky as her, though she seemed to be covered in honey instead of cotton candy. “Woah, woah, what’s this for?”

Gemini looked up at her. “I’m sorry for causing you so much trouble. Today, and before!” She had the utmost sincerity in her eyes, like a sad puppy.

Shiori smiled. “Hey, I know you meant wel-“

“I know, but… I still caused you so much trouble and you still wanted to be my friend…” Gemini was almost tearing up by now, and turned to Hideko, holding her arms out wide. “And you too, Hideko… After everything I did, you’re still so nice to me…”

“Woah, woah, watch the…” was all she could manage to say before the hug got honey all over her apron. She sighed, pulling her in close. “It’s alright, Gemini. These things happen. Well, they don’t usually, but I guess they do with you…” Saeko walked over and joined in the hug too, holding Gemini in between the identical duo. 

“Well, they won’t anymore. I’ll do better. I wanna be a good friend, not a queen bee! I’ll think everything I do through from now on! Well… Mostly… If I remember to…” All around them, the cotton candy began to melt away, dissolving and slipping through the cracks in the Boardwalk to be washed away into the ocean. 

“Where were you anyway? Hideko said you came to see me, but I was here the whole time.”

“Me? I went on a mission! I’m a hero now, just like you, Shiori!” The others glanced at each other, wondering what kind of adventure she had had – Probably just wandering around the city and getting up to mischief. Gemini pulled away from them, holding up a jar of honey that appeared out of nowhere.

“By the way, have you ever tried this stuff? It’s delicious!”







  Bonus: My Hypogeic Academia



by Nerium Lorese




Shiori could hardly describe how sore she felt waking up from her latest round of surgical “care.”

“Don’t bother,” came the cold, familiar voice of her self-professed handler inside her head. “I already comprehend the sensory data from your muscles better than you could ever put into words. Really, you should just cease thinking altogether going forward. I find your insight quite unnecessary.”

“Fuck off,” Shiori moaned from her operating slab. “How long was I gone?”

<Several hours. Count yourself lucky. A simpleminded human surgeon would have taken twice as long and left you recovering for days. I can feel you only have a mild headache.>

The pounding in Shiori’s skull felt anything but “mild.”

<It will pass.>

“That’s what I keep telling myself about you.”

<Like I said: quite unnecessary.>

The rubber-clad figure–something like a cross between an old-fashioned nurse and a nun in dress, with her habit and apron adorned over tall boots–stared at Shiori for a moment. At least it looked like she was staring. You never could tell with Hypogeics in their porcelain masks painted with only abstract impressions of faces.

Or maybe that was just a Xyrene thing… Shiori had never met another Hypogeic or thought to ask her before.

<It’s not.> Xyrene thought at her. <If you’re going to think so loud, at least try to be less insipid.>

Shiori ignored that last remark as she sat up on her slab. It was pointless arguing with a Hypogeic. At least this one. Xyrene always had more time to think of a comeback. Instead, Shiori closed her eyes and rubbed her aching temples.

<Here.> Xyrene added after several moments, her “voice” was closer than before. <This will help.>

Shiori opened her eyes to see the Hypogeic holding a glass of water before her in one latex-gloved hand. She blinked, surprised by the gesture.

<Fine, don’t take it then.> She was already turning to walk away, taking the glass with her, but Shiori had the faster reflexes. She tugged at the other woman’s arm and snagged the glass with her other hand before Xyrene could finish denying her the basic gesture.

“Thank you,” Shiori replied after a long, cool gulp. “That does help.”

Xyrene stayed in place for a moment, half-turned toward her patient, but said nothing. Eventually she resumed her stride and went to fiddle with a set of tools on a nearby workbench.

Shiori’s hair was a fluffy, shoulder-length mess of deep black sweeping in a backwards arch without something to tie it into the blooming ponytail she wore in her supervillain identity: the mechanically enhanced Gearfist. She combed it with her hands to keep it out of her eyes as she scanned the room for clothes.

Her customary loose clothing and underwear laid neatly folded on another countertop across the cold, sterile room. She couldn’t imagine Xyrene had been the one to arrange them, but she shuddered to think who might be coerced into doing such menial labor for her instead… and how. This time, Xyrene didn’t intrude on her thoughts with an explanation.

Shiori pretended not to think about it by arching her modest chest forward and lifting her stiff legs up straight in a stretch as she continued to wake up. She gave a soft sigh that was quickly drowned out by a clatter ringing from Xyrene’s position. She dropped her hands down into fists, taking her best approximation of a fighting posture (though she was still naked and seated), and snapped her gaze to the source of the sound.

Xyrene gave a frustrated sigh—not just in their heads, but audibly, too—and picked up the forceps she had just dropped.

“Guess that big, scary brain doesn’t make you any less clumsy than us lowly humans.”

<It most assuredly does,> Xyrene countered. <Your… thoughts are simply churlish and distracting. Thankfully, you seem to have recovered from your latest enhancements. So get out and get back to earning me what you owe.>

“What did you do to me anyway?” Shiori examined her hands. Her attachable, theoretically lethal metal gauntlets were placed neatly atop her clothing. There were no adjustments that she could see to her wrists or fingers, or the ports where the gloves attached. “Everything feels the same.”

<Good. Your augmentation shouldn’t affect your balance, then. I took the liberty of making some very slight tweaks to your muscle memory so it would feel natural, but I’m not accustomed to wasting time on what my subjects do or do not “feel.”>

Shiori glanced along her arms and elbows, then over her shoulder.

“Notice wha-”

She saw what Xyrene meant not on her arms or back, but below the gentle swell of her stomach, still shrinking as she trained daily for her escapades as Gearfist.

Xyrene’s “enhancement” was massive by comparison. Even flaccid, her cock was clearly porn star levels of impressive. As Xyrene had implied, it also felt totally natural between her thighs, leaving her totally oblivious to the additional mass dangling over the slab until she was staring directly at it. 

Clearly it was still quite… functional. The warmth it radiated was enough that she hadn’t even felt the cold of the table creep through. Just the same, she quickly shoved both hands between her thighs to cover herself, suddenly modest before her surgeon. Color flooded her cheeks.

“Wh-What the actual fuck, Xyrene?!”

It was impossible to tell what expression the Hypogeic wore behind her mask: angry, puzzled, perhaps mocking. The unfairness of her watching Shiori sputter incredulously while giving away nothing herself was infuriating. She imagined something especially “churlish and distracting” in retaliation.

Xyrene didn’t flinch. Her expressionless mask simply stared back, head cocked, through painted-on eyes.

<What is the issue?>

“The issue is that you’re a fucking pervert and I’m… I’m… I don’t even know what to call this. Violated? Mutilated?”

<Mutilation implies the destruction or subtraction of a body part. This was an addition.>

Shiori hurled an empty bedpan. Xyrene dodged, moving out of the way before the fling was even fully in motion.

<And I am not a pervert.>

“What the hell do you call all this, then?”

Shiori lifted one hand to gesture at her additional size. Unfortunately, just one fist was no longer enough to cover herself completely. More blood and new rage filled the would-be heroine’s face as she struggled in vain to keep the cock out of sight. So much attention and stimulation was, unfortunately, beginning to have the opposite effect…

<This is a monster girl countermeasure of my own design.> Xyrene stepped closer to Shiori, gently motioning to her loins with her own gloved hands. <You find yourself nearly succumbing to their hypnotic influence on a near-daily basis. It’s inefficient for me to keep rescuing you and, frankly, embarrassing for my hired muscle to need it.>

Shiori felt small and more exposed than before as the Hypogeic loomed directly over her. She looked up warily into that inhuman mask, knowing that she looked uncomfortably like prey being toyed with before a meal. Xyrene, for her part, spoke like a teacher instructing a particularly dense student. With one finger pointed into the air, she continued.

<I have chemically enhanced your member to emit a powerful aphrodisiac pheromone of its own. This will trigger automatically as you grow more aroused and distract any sapient creature in a roughly ten-yard radius, making it a perfect passive defense against being added to any sort of harem—one that doesn’t waste time I could be spending here on more useful pursuits.>

She raised the hand that had gestured towards Shiori’s cock, bringing it gently, palm up, to the “enhanced” specimen in question. Shiori gritted her teeth, but maintained eye contact with those empty circles on Xyrene’s face. Even as the latex-clad fingers found their way to gently cradle the underside of her growing erection, lifting it gingerly—like a prize animal.

That didn’t stop her from feeling a jolt of pleasure at the soft touch. 

<Rather ingeniously, it can also be used as an offensive measure. Its mesmeric power will eventually render your target open to your own advances, similar to your near-defeat at the hands and hooves of Holt and the like. The appropriate bodily fluids will now be laced with a potent chemical cocktail to render anyone who imbibes them into your thralls in a more permanent fashion.>

“G-Get your hands off me, you freak,” Shiori hissed. Though she didn’t move away from Xyrene’s appraising touch. “What’s stopping me from using my new ‘thralls’ to come, uh, to come stomp you into dust then, huh?”

<I can still switch your brain off the second I catch you thinking such foolish things, of course.”

“Of course. And I take it these pheromones don’t work on Hypogeic biology.”

<Naturally.>

Shiori couldn’t take it anymore. She couldn’t take Xyrene. And yet, mortifying as it was, a tiny part of her wanted to anyway. This was the first time another person had touched Shiori in a long, long time. Xyrene was only handling her investment with care, but nobody had gotten so close—had placed such a tender hand on Shiori—since…

Since…

“Mizuki!” Shiori flinched even when the name came from her own mouth. “Fuck, Xyrene! How am I supposed to be around normal people like this? How am I supposed to have, like, relationships?”

<I hadn’t considered that.> Xyrene offered. Shiori waited for her to continue, then made a disgusted sound as she realized that was the end of the statement. 

That was the final straw. She shot to her bare feet, shoving Xyrene back with disdain and both hands flat across the Hypogeic’s hips. At this distance, Xyrene’s body was too slow to keep up with Shiori’s moderate training, even if she could see every move before it happened.

Xyrene toppled backwards, trying and failing to catch the countertop to her rear as she fell. Her torso twisted in the attempt—her face cracking against the hard edge of the counter’s surface. With a final struggle, she collapsed in a sprawled heap of latex and cloth on the floor.

“Oh, goddess!” Shiori rushed to her handler’s side, dropping low over her body to better check her head, knees flanking either side of Xyrene’s waist as she reached to shake her. “Are you okay?”

Xyrene propped herself up off the sterile floor on her elbows, habit coming loose to reveal messy tufts of icy white hair.

Shiori had never seen its like before—had never seen any trace of what Xyrene looked like underneath the uniform. But it was the eye that truly caught her attention… and filled her with a new kind of fear. 

Shards of porcelain fell to the floor as Xyrene craned her neck to glare at Shiori with utter, transparent hatred. Only part of the mask had come away, revealing a scowl split across dry lips and a single, visible orb of bright, burning purple surrounded with a dark circle.

<That’s enough!>

Xyrene’s newly revealed mouth didn’t move as the psychic shockwave sent Shiori clutching her head in pain. The Hypogeic’s rage led her to miscalculate, however, and Shiori was sent slouching down to join the woman’s supine body.

Shiori fought the fall better than her scrawny counterpart. Her hands shot out over Xyrene’s shoulders, slamming firmly against the wall behind her to steady her fall and her body just inches above the prone Xyrene.

Xyrene finally rewarded her with a blessed, visible flinch. The psychic aftershock subsided and Shiori found herself face to face with the Hypogeic—for the first time, really.

This does not please Xyrene. She scowled and tilted her head away. Shiori panted, still recovering, but found her eyes immovably locked on that new face.

Xyrene looked so… cute. She was taller and more “developed” in certain areas than Shiori: features which had lent themselves, alongside her confident demeanor, to make Shiori picture an older, domineering mother type. But she looked to be in her mid-twenties, the same as Shiori. And despite her pallor, bedraggled hair, and need for a good night’s sleep, her face was soft and almost pouty.

If Shiori didn’t know Xyrene—if she had bumped into this girl in a club or a café—she might have asked for her number.

Shiroi couldn’t contain a tiny laugh. It was just too absurd. 

<I can still hear your thoughts, you know. And I can see from past memories that you would likely not, in fact, actually ask.>

“I thought you said you weren’t human.”

<I am not.>

“But then why do you look like that?” 

<You should ask why humans look like Hypogeics. Others of my kind had some interesting theories on the subject.>

Xyrene turned her face back to Shiori, putting their noses close enough to almost touch. She flinched again as she did, violet eye narrowed under the dim light of the lab. She wasn’t used to seeing, Shiori realized. She didn’t have to be, when her mind could just reach out and fill itself with the surroundings.

Despite this, her eyes widened just a touch when they finally locked with Shiori’s.

“That’s not…” Shiori started. She could feel the movement of her breath over Xyrene’s lips. “Never mind. You’re impossible.”

Shiori took one hand off the wall and gently brushed away the remaining shard of broken mask from Xyrene’s face. The headwear came away with it, letting the Hypogeics’s hair fall freely to the floor. She had little twin lengths of white locks at the front. “Jellyfish tails,” Shiori had always called them.

<That’s not what they’re called.> Xyrene didn’t move her mouth to speak, but her lips parted ever-so-slightly just the same. <Now get off of me.>

Even as she gave the command, her hands were traveling up Shiori’s bare torso, curling around to hold her and tracing new muscle that had developed on her back in the past few months of training.

“Pervert,” Shiori countered, examining Xyrene’s new face more closely. She ran her thumb down the other woman’s chin, then around her jaw, letting her fingertips explore the texture of her hair. “You’re the one who decided to weigh me down.”

<D-Don’t be absurd. This was purely for c-combat efficacy.>

She bent her knee upwards, raising her thigh to embrace Shiori’s now complete erection as if to indicate the subject to which they referred.

“How are you stammering right now? Wouldn’t you have to think about stammering? That doesn’t seem- Mmf!”

Xyrene craned her neck the final few inches to bring her lips home, kissing Shiori with desperate, shaking need. Shiori melted into the contact, letting the rest of her body begin to enfold the Hypogeic. Bare skin squeezed against latex as Shiori felt a tiny, irrational ache to slip her entire being around the other woman like just another layer of her uniform.

What are you doing to me? I can’t think straight…

<This is clearly your doing,> Xyrene thought back between kisses. <The new chemical makeup in your bodily fluids must have more impact on Hypogeic biology than anticipated. If your musk is affecting me, it’s also possible I’m subconsciously influencing your thoughts further towards this irrational behavior.>

“Stop,” Shiori said aloud, briefly breaking contact. “One sec.”

<There is no reason for me to stop. I am entirely capable of holding a conversation and… What… Oohhh…>

Shiori tilted her head and cupped Xyrene’s jaw with both hands as she “spoke.” Through half-lidded eyes she watched Xyrene’s expression shift from curiosity to shock to surrender. She felt the latex gloves go just a bit slack against her back as Shiori ran a gentle, pink tongue across her partner’s lips, softening them with a trail of saliva and sensation. She licked until she was satisfied, finally coming away with a tiny string of drool still binding her to Xyrene’s now more comfortably wetted lips.

That’s better, Shiori thought. She licked her own lips and, though she couldn’t tell if the taste there was Xyrene or whatever she used to disinfect her mask, savored it. Now you can talk.

<Yes,> Xyrene agreed. Yet whatever thoughts transferred between them next did not occur in words.

Xyrene was the more demanding of the two. She dug her blunted fingertips into Shiori’s back, scrabbling for purchase she could not find with her slippery gloves. She was not used to… any of this. But from the unfamiliar position of her back, with her own garments and physical frailty leaving her impotent, she searched desperately for leverage—for a handle she could clasp and pull and use to take control.

The most obvious answer was throbbing gently between her legs. She took hold of Shiori’s cock once again, more firmly this time, and began to stroke. She felt a wave of relief when Shiori ever-so-slightly whimpered. This, at least, was familiar territory.

It also turned out to be a mistake.

Shiori followed Xyrene’s lead with more vigor than the Hypogeic could ever hope to match. She began to thrust her bare cock into Xyrene’s waiting hand like any other hole. It was much too big for even the taller woman to contain that way, and so the sensitive tip slipped through her fingers and began to prod at Xyrene’s latex-coated sex. It pushed up her apron, bunching it up around the waist, leaving her lithe legs exposed in nothing but the black catsuit beneath.

Whatever control she had managed to wrest quickly exploded into stars behind her eyes. Even through her clothes, she had grown sensitive enough that each insistent thrust against her mons distorted her thoughts. She wanted this—wanted what Shiori was demanding with her body. 

That didn’t seem right, but it felt right. Shiori was the physically stronger of the two, so it only made sense that she was more suited to this sort of thing anyway. Easier to just let her take charge… Xyrene had felt the certain appeal such acquiescence had for humans. Perhaps if they secretly yearned to be ruled mentally, Hypogeics had a similar desire for a more visceral domination. Or perhaps it was the compound.

Yes. The compound! That had to be it. This was all just a tiny miscalculation of chemistry. It wasn’t truly what Xyrene desired. Certainly not from Shiori. In which case, the mistake had already been made. There was no further shame in letting it run its course. Letting herself be used… Let Shiori use her…

What was that? Shiori asked without slowing.

<H-Harder. Don’t stop.>

Shiori needed no further permission. She curled her arms under Xyrene’s shoulders and began to lift. Xyrene didn’t weigh much; it was easy to raise her, pushing her back up against the counter’s side and pressing their bodies together with a slam against the wood. 

Xyrene didn’t flinch, but she did squeak. She squeezed her thighs around the cock, which almost seemed to be the central lever driving her up the wall of her lab.

It really was big. Had that part been necessary? She couldn’t remember; she could only feel.

Shiori continued sliding and pressing and thrusting, the all-over body glove acting as a cage against her advances. It bunched and stretched but did not give way. 

Xyrene was more likely to break first. Her body bruised easily and she could feel her ass pressing deep into the angle of the wooden countertop each time Shiori used her to frot. She projected a mental summary of this dilemma—hinting that perhaps Shiori would like to unwrap her before continuing.

The human responded by sliding her hands over Xyrene’s ass, fingers dipping deep toward the center to grip a generous handful of each cheek. This would only bruise her further, of course, but Xyrene reveled in the forceful claim of her meat too much to care. Shiori did not stop thrusting.

It was enough to finally bring the augmented cock to climax. Shiori pulled out her partner’s thighs, escaping their dire squeeze as best she could, and let herself go.

Cum squirted across Xyrene’s smooth belly, warming her through the latex before another, weaker shot followed. 

Xyrene wasn’t sure where she was meant to look, but couldn’t stop herself from watching the fluid run down her sides and between her legs and pool in the tiny dip under which her navel would be found. The smell was less pleasant than the sensation to her nose, but she still found it… oddly intoxicating. Entirely thanks to the chemical compound she had worked into Shiori’s fluids, of course.

Shiori was panting like an animal, looking directly ahead in a daze. Xyrene worked to catch her breath first, not entirely comfortable with just how close she had gotten to her own orgasm even through her suit, and set to work taking control once again.

<My, my, Shiori… I expected more s-stamina from my creation. A truly loyal minion should at least seek to service me for an hour without tiring.>

Shiori finally focused her eyes on Xyrene, giving the other woman a slightly puzzled look. Then she pulled. 

Xyrene’s torso flopped backwards onto the countertop with a thud; her legs and butt suddenly pressed snugly against Shiori’s waist and the still-hard now pressed into her from behind.

“How long did you say the refractory period on this thing was?”

Xyrene gawped. Her arms had fallen above her head as she lay flat in a gesture that looked laughably like surrender.

<It can be used three to four times in quick succession to subdue multiple assailants. I nearly forgot… Shiori, you wouldn’t.>

Read my mind, Xyrene. Tell me what I would and wouldn’t do again.

Xyrene let out an audible croak as she followed Shiori’s instruction. Her eyes opened uncomfortably wide and she bit her lip at the answer she found in her “minion’s” mind.

<Oh, Dreamer.>

That was all the prompting Shiori needed to flip her companion over. As much as she longed to watch the Hypogeic’s adorable face bubble over with emotions, the sight of her ass bent backwards over the counter and the two round tits squishing outwards against the surface made up for it. Xyrene did not protest as she took to sliding across her pussy once again.

Xyrene had never looked so vulnerable—had never let herself to seem even touchable. A sadistic, revenge-fueled need to take advantage of this opportunity welled up inside Shiori. She reached over Xyrene’s back and took a tuft of that “jellyfish” hair as her handle.

<What are you- Ngh!>

There was a glass cupboard full of vials, beakers, and what Shiori assumed were implements of one mad science or another. She yanked hard, pulling Xyrene’s face up to the glass and arching her cum-stained belly to slide stickily against the counter. 

Xyrene’s cheek and nose and eye compressed into the shining surface. That kept one side of her face free to watch her own reflection. She had a perfect view of just how totally she was at the Shiori’s mercy now—toned bicep holding her in her place, flat stomach and sharp hips pressing her horizontal.

<F-Fuck,> she thought. <Shioriiii…>

“How do I get you out of this thing?”

<Zipper. At the neck. Hurry.>

Shiori found the offending seam easily enough below a flap of latex so delicate it was almost invisible. The zipper caught only a few inches down Xyrene’s back, however, and only stuck harder as Shiori tugged with increasing desperation.

“It’s stuck good. Do you ever take this thing off? ”

<You’re supposed to be the brute. Just tear it open or something, fool.>







Shiori thought that sounded awfully bold from a grown woman bent over the furniture with her nostrils fogging glass. There was nothing stopping her from expressing the point as a “brute” would, either, she realized. The hero wound back and slapped Xyrene’s trembling asscheek with as much force as she could muster—which was perhaps more than either of them expected. 

Xyrene squealed with a mix of shock, admonishment, and a twinge of something approaching delight. Her tongue slipped from her mouth with the exclamation, dripping against the glass cabinet as she went back to panting.

“I’m strong but I can’t just rip it with my bare hands,” Shiori explained, her own upper cheeks reddening. She hadn’t expected herself to just… hit Xyrene that way. But the Hypogeic wasn’t complaining now. “I’d need something like-”

That was when Shiori remembered her clothes. The whole pile was on the same countertop as Xyrene—just within arm’s reach—with her strength-enhancing gauntlets sitting on top.

She took her tingling palm away from Xyrene and slipped it into one of the devices, feeling it lock into place on one of the ports at the back of her hand. The clockwork glove clicked and whirred to life.

<Do… not… strike me with… that…>

Shiori ignored the warning. As if she would ever do such a thing (though it was tempting). Instead, she took a handful of bunched-together rubber at the small of Xyrene’s back and pulled. Hard and downward.

The material came away easily enough under her steel fingers, peeling Xyrene’s flesh free like the skin of a fruit. Where her ass was no longer covered in the tight latex, the pale fat spread and wobbled, straining to escape the ruined catsuit at the edges. It seemed Xyrene’s breasts weren’t the only part of her larger than Shiori. She must have been sensitive, too. There was already a welt in the shape of Shiori’s naked hand spreading across one globe.

<Oh, Dreamer. I can see it through your vision. That had better not be permanent.>

Shiori gave a wicked grin she hoped Xyrene could feel, as well. The further she pushed, the more she learned about her partner. The more she learned, the more she realized Xyrene was even less experienced than she was. This was getting fun.

“What, you’ve never been spanked before? You seemed pretty eager for it.”

Before Xyrene could respond, she ran a gauntleted thumb over the sore spot, making sure to be as gentle as she could. Xyrene buckled: either from the cold steel or the sudden vision Shiori conjured of how easily she could squeeze her harder than she’d ever been before. There was nothing stopping her—certainly not Xyrene, at any rate—and Xyrene knew it. She could see the pictures in Shiori’s mind as clearly as she could feel another, more human hand exploring her newly freed curves.

Which was perhaps why her back arched and her butt lifted just a bit higher to present itself, sticky cock still grasped between the thighs below.

“How would you stop me?” Shiori whispered.

<What?>

“Tell me how you’d stop me from punishing you again.”

<I can melt your hippocampus with minimal effort.>

Shiori slipped her free hand the rest of the way down Xyrene’s curves, curling them forwards until they found the gap between her pussy and the latex still straining against her stomach.

Xyrene gasped out loud—her mental projections turning to static—as Shiori slid two fingers inside. Xyrene was more ready than she had imagined. Smoother, too.

<Wh-Why are you thinking about my hair?>

“You have a landing strip. I can’t- That just- It, um, doesn’t really seem like your style.”

Shiori was choking back a laugh. Xyrene blushed furiously. Though her snarling expression lacked bite with her face still squashed against the glass.

<It simply grows that way naturally.>

“It really doesn’t.”

<Hypogeic genetics are closely edited by our caretakers during gestation. You can direct your snide judgment of my appearance toward my creator.>

“I’d much rather tell you directly,” Shiori murmured. She cupped her hand upwards more firmly, sliding even deeper into Xyrene. The Hypogeic moaned into her own reflection, eyes rolling up as a finger rolled across her clit. “I like it.”

Xyrene’s face turned its most intense shade of red yet. She stopped complaining after that.

Shiori wasn’t finished, however. Maybe Xyrene was right about their brains scrambling each other back and forth. It didn’t matter. She needed Xyrene—to feel the connection she had been promising the poor little mad scientist with for what felt like an eternity. Xyrene certainly felt ready, too.

Shiori lifted her unsettlingly natural cock from between Xyrene’s thighs and brought it where her fingers played. She teased it one last time against the slick entrance and got a low, slow inhale for her efforts before finally sliding inside—testing the sides of Xyrene’s cunt with her new thickness.

Xyrene squeaked and twitched as Shiori found her rhythm, thrusting gently at first to keep her fingers toying with the Hypogeic from the outside. Gritted teeth shown in the reflection off the cupboard. Though Xyrene’s mouth eventually began to droop as she lost her focus in the unfamiliar waves of bliss. She had never felt anything like this before.

Technically, neither had Shiori. Yet her mind and body “remembered” the oversized cock as if it was her own. Whatever mesmeric trickery Xyrene had implanted during the procedure made filling the Hypogeic feel as natural as slipping into her gauntlets. It helped that Xyrene still seemed able to read her movements through the stars exploding inside their heads. The bent woman bucked her hips in perfect time with her lover, accepting her hungrily as they both moved faster and faster…

Shiori couldn’t help but think of riding a wild animal—unruly livestock in need of discipline. Which meant Xyrene couldn’t help but picture it, too. Knowing what was about to happen only made the sting all the sweeter as another sharp smack landed across Xyrene’s already sensitive ass (a bit more measured this time, but still delightfully painful).

Xyrene gripped the edge of the cupboard for dear life, including with her teeth, and began to drool. Shiori dug her unruly hand into Xyrene, instead, gripping the branded cheek tightly enough to leave more marks for later. It was unlikely that anyone could hear the noises that followed from their secluded commercial basement, yet the moans and wet sounds of pleasure that poured from the room were loud enough to make them wonder.

It didn’t take long for Shiori to reach her limit that way. Not that Xyrene fared any better. She had already lost track of the number of times she came by the time Shiori finally groaned and slowed and shuddered.

She gave a last gasp of effort, pushing in deeper than ever, before she orgasmed into Xyrene. A rush of warmth and pressure filled the Hypogeic from within this time, presenting her with an as-yet-unfamiliar sense of fullness—one that made her realize just how empty she had always felt beforehand. Before this. Before Shiori…

Cum drained from the seal between Xyrene’s wet cunt and Shiori’s perfected cock. Even the sloppy, mortifying leak way felt wonderful. The new absence only served to remind Xyrene she had been marked inside and out.

Shiori collapsed down onto her back: a comforting weight of muscle and breasts that made Xyrene feel… Safe. Kept. There was no longer any doubt that the brute had her unique advantages. The visceral, inescapable security Xyrene felt in her position then was unlike anything else she had experienced.

Under the spell of her own aphrodisiacs or not, was that really so bad? 

<Sh-Shiori, I->

Shiori took her woman’s chin with her mechanical hand—so gently and deftly that Xyrene might have assumed it was bare skin had her vision still been obscured by mask—and brought the two in for a slightly awkward, sweat-drenched kiss.

The two of them stayed like that for a while, violet relaxing into the sight of green ones without a snide word or a smug thought between them to interrupt for once. Just for that one, long moment. 

No. This wasn’t so bad at all.

“Hey, guys!” Gemini chirruped. “You’re never gonna believe what I just ate~”

The bubbly, pointy-eared waif came into view shortly after their voice. There was a small “pop” of confetti and cake sprinkles that clattered to the sterile floor as Gemini appeared out of thin air, directly behind the bent-backed pair sandwiched against the counter.

Gemini paid no mind to the scene, or just as likely had no context for what she was seeing. This didn’t stop Shiori from scrambling to pull out and cover herself with her hands—a swift motion that made Xyrene groan with sudden sensation and her newly contextualized need.

“Gemini! What are you doing here?!”

“I live here,” Gemini answered helpfully. “At least I think. Oh, that reminds me! I just had an idea for a new sport that combines skiing with ski-ball.”

<This is… not an opportune time for games,> Xyrene thought at the room, face so reddened this time she looked like she might actually catch fire. Even so, she hadn’t moved to hide her perched ass or oozing entrance. <Could you perhaps… tell us later?>

“What?” Gemini looked genuinely confused. “Aren’t you guys playing right now?”

“No,” Shiori gasped, grabbing her clothes from their pile. “We’re, uh, testing a new… tool… combat technique… weapon thing! Gemini, can you, like, cover your eyes?”

“Now you wanna switch to hide and seek? I’m so confused.”

Nevertheless, they covered their eyes dramatically with both hands flat against their face. That seemed to give them another idea, however, as they smiled broadly before snapping their fingers. They took their hands away to reveal a white blindfold with pink and purple polka dots that had suddenly appeared over their eyes beneath. They gave a bombastic thumbs up to match their grin.

“Sure. That works.” Shiori managed to cover herself in the poncho she usually reserved for combat. It barely covered more than the middle of her thighs, but it was something.

“What kind of weapon is it?” Gemini asked. “Can I have one?”

<Theoretically.>

“No!” Shiori pinched the bridge of her nose. “Xyrene, can you get dressed already?”

<I cannot. You destroyed my garment and I will need someone to fetch a replacement.>

Shiori pinched the bridge of her nose with her unburdened hand.

“This is such a disaster. I can’t go out until this thing calms down.”

“What thing?” Gemini asked.

<My augmentation. The rather impressive member affixed between Shiori’s legs.>

No amount of embarrassment was too skin-crawling to keep Xyrene from bragging about her work. She pressed on.

<The design produces potent aphrodisiac musk to attract nearby individuals and makes them subservient to the bearer. It doesn’t appear to work on you, however.>

“Oh, that’s what these things are for,” said Gemini. “I was so confused.”

Shiori blinked. “What do you mean by ‘these things?’”

Still blindfolded, Gemini didn’t hesitate before pulling down their corduroy trousers and what looked like actual bloomers with the same polka dot pattern as before. The cock they revealed was much more natural than Shiori’s enhanced example. In fact, it was almost small enough to be dainty.

“G-Gemini!” It was Shiori’s turn to cover her eyes. “Um, remember how we talked about appropriate social boundaries? You shouldn’t just, like… show that to people, buddy.”

Gemini frowned. “I’m sorry. Is mine weird?”

“What? Not at all!” Like the rest of Gemini, Shiroi thought it was actually very fetching—adorable, even. The thought made Shiori feel absolutely awful given the strange entity’s overwhelming innocence.

<Interesting. I recall no such gentle hesitation in your mind regarding me.>

“That’s because you’re about as innocent as a professional arsonist, Xyrene.”

“Please don’t fight, guys!” Gemini lifted her blindfold up to reveal one eye and a concerned expression. “Here, I’ll make mine normal like Shiori’s, so there’s nothing to be upset about!”

“That’s very sweet, Gemini, but- Wait what?”

<Oh dear. Gemini, I strongly recommend you exercise caution.>

Shiori reached out to stop her, but Gemini was already snapping their fingers before anyone could properly react.

Nothing happened. There were no visible changes to anything and Shiori thought that maybe Gemini’s frequently unpredictable magic had simply fizzled this time. Shiori stayed frozen in place just the same, arms still outstretched as she waited for disaster that didn’t strike.

“Oh, thank goddess. I was worried for a sec.” 

<Yes. That could have been quite unfortuhhh…>

Xyrene finally began to move from her perch, sinking slowly to the floor until she was on her knees—cunt dripping even more fluids to the floor and between her legs.

“Is she okay?” Gemini asked. “She doesn’t usually, um, do that.”

“She’s just, uhhh…” Shiori couldn’t find the right words. Couldn’t find many words at all, suddenly. There was a sweet, wonderful smell in the air distracting her, “Y-Yeah.”

“That’s good.” Gemini sighed with relief as Xyrene began to walk towards her and Shiori on all fours, wiggling in her ruined latex wrappings across the ground. “I was worried I did something weird again!”

“Yeaaahhh,” Shiori breathed. She slipped to her knees, as well, but was already close enough to reach out and cup Gemini gingerly from beneath.

“O-Oh!” Gemini’s one visible eye went wide with surprise. Though not necessarily distaste. “That f-feels really g-good. Um, thanks? But what’s-”

Shiori was already gripping Gemini from behind with her hydraulic fist, pulling the magical being close at the waist. The sudden shift was enough to send Gemini toppling backwards.

Before they could fall flat on their behind, however, a massive silk pillow popped into existence behind them to cushion the blow. She didn’t have much time to relax, however, as Shiori was already stroking her cute little cock to attention. Xyrene had closed the gap in the meantime, too, and began to run a hand up and under Gemini’s loose shirt. 

“W-Wow. I didn’t… didn’t know this was how you’re supposed to u-use that, either. Are you guys sure nothing weird is going on?”

By way of response, Shiori and Xyrene squeezed shoulder-to-shoulder between Gemini’s legs, spreading them apart to make room for both women. They looked up at Gemini across the cushion with cloudy, dilated eyes and open mouths. Then they leaned forward and let their tongues begin to caress the newly-firm erection on either side.

Gemini clawed at her pillow in big fistfuls of fabric, trying her best not to rudely cry out or pull away from the intense feeling of euphoria.

“I’m… learning a lot… today…!”

Xyrene and Shiori, together in purpose once again, nodded in agreement. Nothing felt better than to agree with Gemini. Well, almost nothing.

They both raised their heads… again and again and again.

***

Val wasn’t sure what to expect. She didn’t even know what was making her feel this way. 

She had read accounts of human victims affected by frenzied monster girls before (or at least skimmed them). This seemed… different, somehow. For one, the girl in question didn’t look very monstrous. She was slender, of average height, and smiling brightly as she walked with broad, languid arm steps down the street.

She was also the most alluring thing the increasingly addled fox girl had ever seen in her life.

“H-Hey,” Val managed to mutter, reaching a plaintive hand to just barely catch the… utterly gorgeous creature by one loose sleeve. The stranger turned to give the flailing fox a slightly puzzled smile and Val felt a familiar warmth beginning to spread just below her stomach. “Wow. You’re really, uh, pretty. I… just wanted to tell you that. Needed to tell you that…”

“Oh, thanks!” Gemini chirped. “Gosh, everyone is so friendly here.”

“Yeaaah…”

Val’s voice turned to barely more than a sigh as a thin slip of pink tongue fell between her fangs. She simply couldn’t keep it in her mouth as her jaw reflexively relaxed in the presence of this perfect angel. Her legs followed suit, growing shaky as she stared at the woman’s cheerful face framed in short hair. She tried to compensate by locking her knees, but this only caused her to lose balance—ass pressed outwards in what somehow felt like a totally natural display. Her tail flicked happily from side to side, pointing straight into the air at all times.

How come I feel so… empty?

An increasingly concerned Gemini moved to support her new friend, sweeping to hold her steady beneath both shoulders in one gallant motion.

“Ooh, my hero~” Val offered. Her head tilted drunkenly, sending her glasses off-kilter on the bridge of her nose, which only matched her crooked eyelids as they drooped lazily. “I really need to reward you. How about I just…”

With Gemini to hold her (mostly) upright, Val’s hands were free to “thank” her rescuer. She gently undid the single button over the girl’s trousers and began to unzip.

“Ah! Th-That’s right. I switched Shiori and Xyrene back to normal, but forgot to change myself.”

The warm, luscious cock that rose to greet Val’s lowered mouth was still half-hard from its earlier excursion. Val, for her part, went as soft as jelly as the wonderful, inescapable, intoxicating scent of the thing rushed to fill the growing void in her brain. A dollop of drool formed at the tip of her lolling tongue.

Val had no idea what they were talking about, but she knew this was what had been triggering her slightly enhanced vulpine senses. Now that it was fully unleashed on her nose—and she could feel the rising heat radiating off it towards her lips—she didn’t stand a chance.

“How does this keep happening to me?” she asked an instant before the center of her tongue hit the dripping tip. She pushed forward and felt the cock fill her head and whatever thoughts were left within.

***

“I’m only doing this because I want to,” Val explained before curling her tongue around the shaft and running it gently, wetly down. She was pressing her face so close against the cock that it bumped her glasses further askew when she reached the bottom. “I haven’t lost to cocknosis or anything.”

“Wh-What?” Gemini asked nervously. She was blushing furiously–conscious that this was wrong somehow, but a sudden slave to this new kind of fun.

“Mmmf~” answered Val with an upward glance as pink, glowing hearts formed to replace her pupils.

***

The figure was tall, or perhaps it was just the filing cabinet out of which they poured their soft, pliable body that gave the impression of height. Their skin was a pale lilac and shone so brightly that it looked almost liquid. Val was able to take in quite a lot of the body in question as the figure’s tight, white blazer was too small to close over their bust. Cups of black fabric peeked out from the corners of the garment instead—a frilly bra doing just enough work to cover the tips of their lascivious breasts where the suit could not.

Their collar was more covered than the rest of them. Various pendants and gold chains dangled from their neck. Though the gently curving jewelry only drew the eye back down to that enormous window of flesh. If your gaze continued down the buckles of the blazer, closed only over their ribs, you would find a bare and softly rounded belly pouring slightly over the filing cabinet drawer from which the figure had pulled up its torso. Their navel was also pierced with a gold chain embossed with several small gems to match their neck.

“Up here, dear.” Soft-padded but sharp-tipped fingers (nails painted gold, of course) lifted Val’s gawping face by the chin. “Did you need something?”

Val’s eyes caught on more glittering gold. The figure wore it like hair or a headdress: coins and chains and hoops and more. Two curled, ribbed ram’s horns completed the look, giving them solid gold “buns” to either side of their scalp. A wide, red smile cut its way between two immaculately painted lips. Whatever lipstick they wore had a subtle glitter to it. Though it couldn’t distract from their teeth; those were white, but more pearlescent than a human’s, and sharper even than the fox girl’s fangs.

“Uhh,” said Val. “Yeah… I need, um… What was it again?”

They should have looked gaudy. But the mimic-person carried themselves too confidently and precisely for it to matter. Especially once you caught their eye… The golden “hair” hung loosely down the sides of the figure’s feminine face, obscuring one side of it completely, but a single, red shone like a perfectly cut ruby in the tangle. In fact, the shining iris was polyhedric: composed of many flat sides rather than a single circle. Though when Val tried to count them, she found herself getting woozy—losing her count and herself in the bright, distracting glitter and the slow, steady sensation of falling.

“Oh, dear!” The mimic made a mocking show of concern. “You look tired. Please, sit down and rest.”

A lower drawer of the cabinet opened up beneath the mimic, near Val’s ankles. It was ringed with more of those sharp, pearlescent teeth. But at the center of them all came a long, thick purple tongue. 

The tendril rose up to catch Val by the rear. She sank gratefully into the cushion. It was relaxing enough to let her limp head tilt backwards, but the mimic made sure to lean forward, looming over the fox with that glowing red eye, as they gripped and supported her gently by the small of her back.

“That’s better,” said the mimic.

“Yes,” murmured a grinning, drowsy-eyed Val. “That’s better.”

“But back to the matter at hand. Why don’t you just relax while I tell you what you need, precious. That will save us both some time.”

“Mkaaay,” agreed Val. “That’s… better.”

The long, lower tongue continued to slide along Val’s ass, curling impossibly long around one thigh. Then her stomach. Then up her own breast, until the tip of the thing was high enough to tease her areola through her work uniform.

“It most certainly is.”
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