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            Previously, on Catch All The Girlfriends 1…

          

        

      

    

    
      Yo! This is Soph. In case you’re as much of a fuckwit as my trainer, let me fill you in on what’s happened so far:

      Yoshi Soysauce (don’t ask me why his name’s so damn stupid) woke up late and missed out on choosing a starter girlfriend. He got stuck with Starlotte, an interstellar-type with no offensive moves because she somehow forgot them. Professor Poke lent her to him on the condition that he doesn’t send her into battle. He is only to use her to make an errand to Onyx before returning her.

      So what does my asswipe of a trainer do? Sends out Starry against me, the first girlfriend he sees outside of town. This is where the story gets good. I beat both of them until they’re within an inch of their lives. Cuz I’m so bored of being in Route 17 smashing everyone, I decide to make use of them. They join my team and we’re on our way.

      We get to Onyx and find out that the path to the Celeste Caverns is closed off by the police. Yoshi Mayonnaise bitches that we’re stuck. If it wasn’t for my keen people watching skills, he wouldn’t have noticed that there were a lot of fisherman around. We go to Onyx Lake where we meet such a disgusting specimen of trainer he even makes Yoshi look half-decent. I mean, who actually beats up their own girlfriends? I teach him a lesson and he goes crying home.

      So Bossman and Starry ditch me at Mr. Pampers. I get all healed up. By this time, it’s sun down. Not knowing where the hell they are, I wonder around the boring old town. Then guess who it is I see? None other than Fatty McFatshit the girlfriend beater. I couldn’t believe my eyes, not because he dared showed himself in front of me again, but because he seemed to actually be running. On second thought, it was more like waddling really, really fast.

      Turns out the PoPo ain’t too happy when you beat up trainers in town. I get thrown into the slammer after I peck the shit out of him (totes worth it). Yosh comes back and bails me out (as he should, he’d be nothing without me). Apparently, the fat shit fisherman had kidnapped a new girlfriend that Bossman had just caught. This is where Team Boom (aka the bad guys) comes in.

      We team up with one of the police bitches (look, she was literally a female dog. It’s not like I disliked her or anything. OK, maybe a little bit) and we rock up to Team Boom’s hide out. We go to the top of a swanky mall called Winza 6 and take on a midget old man called Gonzales, the head honcho of Team Boom. This where I might have been knocked out by one of his fighting-type Janettes, though I did give her a piece of my mind before that.

      I wake up and we’re back in Mr. Pampers. They had rescued Felicity, his water-type (who was a SHINY, wtfzomgbbq) and we all lived happily ever after - not. We train a bit then hit up the Onyx Gym. Smash through the first couple of trainers then get up to the gym leader, Brother Rock. I take one for the team (did I mention that Yoshi would be nothing without me?) and Starry ends up saving the day by Gazing the enemy girlfriend to submission (or something along those lines).

      The route to the Celeste Caverns still isn’t open. Bossman finally does something useful and manages to get one of the senior Labby bitches to sneak us through. All he had to do was give her his bone. On the way, he also catches a Crystal rock-type and a Chippie normal-type (‘bout time). Inside, he also catches a Suzy cave bat, who acts as our guide. She reckons that if Starry sees the Grand Stone, a gigantic space rock that crashed into the Caverns a billion years ago, it might fix up her amnesia.

      On the way there, my trainer manages to piss off a few thousand cave bats and their mom. We find ourselves in a different part of the cave and then find Starry’s mom. We also find the guy that Yoshi’s been looking for: Ivan Tozuck. He’d apparently been captured by Novaria (Starry’s mom) and kept as a sex slave, reason being all of her daughters had been abducted and she was trying to repopulate the cave. She gives Starry a piece of the Grand Stone and we disappear before we get roped into more babysitting duties.

      Where there’s stink there’s shit and the cave really stank. Didn’t take Team Boom long to show their Frank-forsaken faces. They have some weird gun that vaporizes girlfriends, but only if the girlfriends are wild. One of the Team Boom grunts shot Suze and it didn’t affect her, though it did shake her up. I take on Team Boom and unfortunately get poisoned. That’s game over for me.

      From what I heard afterwards though, Gonzales is there again and he was mining the Grand Stone to turn into Agent N, a drug that accelerated the levelling in girlfriends (which had been tested on Flick). He lets us go and we fight our way out to Sapphire. Who does Bossman see right at the exit to the Caverns? Ivan Tozuck - and he’s with Team Boom all along! DUN DUN DUUUUUUUN!

      Without me, all of the girlfriends faint. Starry’s the last one to go but she activated some secret power in the Grand Stone shard her mom gave her. It revived her, helped her level up a few times, evolve and learn a new move (not jealous at all). She nearly beats that traitor before the FESS rock up and gate crash the party.

      Anywho, that’s what’s happened so far. If you wanna see how I save the day in CATG 2 keep reading. Laters!
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            Panic! Outside Mr. Pampers

          

        

      

    

    
      What. The. Fuck.

      Ambulances. Reporters. Cops. Sirens.

      Starlottes… hundreds, no, thousands of them, lying in the middle of the street, pale and still. A gurney pushed by a man in pink scrubs rattled past at breakneck speed, swerving and almost crashing into Starry.

      “Hey! Watch where you’re going!” Yoshi hollered. He wrapped his hand around his girlfriend and squeezed her shoulder. “Are you OK?”

      “Be careful!” Starry reached a hand out helplessly towards the Mr. Pampers nurse.

      “Whoooa!” He lost control of the gurney and it tipped over, the Starlotte on top dropping with a dull thud on three of her sisters. None of them stirred.

      “Excuse me! Not now,” a portly man with a shiny, black comb-over donning a bright pink blazer clucked, squeezing past a throng of reporters stabbing microphones towards him. “Vincenzo! Take our patient off the others and put her next to them.”

      Yoshi raised an eyebrow. Mr. Pampers? He could have been a carbon copy of the one back in Onyx. The only difference was his thin mustache. It had been molded – and possibly gelled – into a squiggly “S” shape on either side of his nose.

      A hand clapped onto his shoulder. “There you are.”

      Yoshi jumped and turned around. “P-Professor Poke. You remember Starl – I mean – Serenette, well, you won’t remember her because–”

      Poke raked a hand through his bomb-blast hair. “Yoshi, what is going on here?”

      “Ah, um,” he stammered. “It’s a long story. I was battling Ivan, then the Federal Elite Strike Squad appeared and ambushed – well, not ambushed, we weren’t doing anything wrong, actually, he was but I–”

      “No – we’ll talk about that later. What’s going on here?” He swept a hand at the Starlottes filling up the streets. Despite Mr. Pampers’ best attempts, some were still being stacked on top of each other.

      “Yo, dickhead!” Yoshi glanced towards the familiar voice. Mr. Pampers was charging back into his clinic with a huff, the gaggle of reporters not far behind, brandishing their microphones. Soph was standing in the doorway of the clinic, too busy snickering at her trainer to see the fabulous fat man charging towards her. Flick looped her arms around the bird-kin’s waist and yanked her out of the way. Crystal, Chippie and Suze had already shuffled to one side, eyes wide with bewilderment.

      Yoshi’s girlfriends wove their way through the throng towards their trainer single file, stepping around the Starlottes on the ground.

      “What happened to you?” Sophie asked, pointing a finger at Serenette. “Don’t tell me…” The flying-type glanced between her and Yoshi. “Did you evolve?”

      Starry smiled faintly and nodded. Yoshi turned to his six girlfriends.

      “This isn’t really the best place to do introductions, we should go somewhere–” A hand clapped onto Yoshi’s shoulder. He nudged it away. “Professor Poke, in a sec.” Cold metal closed around his wrist and he spun in surprise.

      
        NAME: Chernoire

        LEVEL: 55

        HP: 178/178

      

      “Yoshi Soysauce?” Darkness licked and ebbed faintly from the edges of the demon hound. Her antlers were shorter than the one in the police station and didn’t fork out as much. “We’re in need of your assistance.”

      “You arrest those you need assistance from?” As Yoshi asked that, the Chernoire clicked the cuffs onto his other wrist.

      “Security precautions.” Her voice was quiet but cut through the chaos. She levelled a gaze at his six girlfriends standing in a semi-circle around them. They were tense, but none of them moved a muscle. They too could sense that the FESS girlfriend was in a league of her own.

      She gave Yoshi a nudge in the back. “This way.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Your fingerprints were found on the weapon.” Kolevski sat back in his chair, a look of mild annoyance on his face. He really must not have liked people disturbing him in the middle of his report writing.

      “Yes, because I found it in the Celeste Caverns and picked it up. Of course my prints are on it.” Kolevski’s slate-gray eyes were probing and searching through him again, this time with renewed zeal. I have done nothing wrong. I am not guilty… so why do I feel like I am?

      He turned away and looked towards the one-way mirror. Poke was in there, along with his girlfriends. He turned back towards the interrogator.

      “Does the gun have something to do with all the Starlottes outside?”

      The bald interrogator might as well have been made of stone; he gave nothing away. It made Yoshi wonder what would happen if Stone from Onyx Gym was in this chair instead of him. Perhaps they were related?

      The door behind them opened and closed quietly. Chernoire stood there, hands relaxed by her side. She gave the slightest shake of the head and Yoshi couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief.

      “The girlfriends you speak of were expelled from the weapon in question.” Kolevski said slowly. Revealing this piece of information seemed to cause the man some discomfort, as if he felt he should only be extracting – not giving away – intel.

      Yoshi leaned forward. “The Starlottes, are they… dead?” His heart thumped faster and faster as Kolevski stared at him.

      “No – just unconscious.” Yoshi felt the muscles in his shoulders relax. Thank Frank.

      “You know nothing about the weapon?” This time the Chernoire spoke. She had crossed the room soundlessly and was standing a foot away from Yoshi.

      “You should talk to Ivan Tozuck,” Yoshi responded. “He’s with them, Team Boom. He knew what it did.”

      “That option isn’t available to us,” the Chernoire said. Yoshi raised an eyebrow. Part of him wanted to probe, but the other part wanted to get the hell out of here.

      “All I know is that it captures girlfriends and doesn’t seem to work on caught girlfriends. It also seems to have a memory wiping effect. My girlfriend,” Yoshi said, looking towards the one-way mirror again, “forgot her attacking move and who attacked her.” He turned his attention to the demon hound. “What are you going to do with all the Starlottes?”

      “After they have been treated, they will be transported back to the Caverns,” she said.

      “Good.” Novaria would be overjoyed to find out that her numerous star-kin hadn’t perished. Starlottes were currently marked as 2-star in rarity. Would this unusual event affect how the GF-wiki displayed their rarity? Oh shit… I still need to get a new GF-wiki…

      The Chernoire stepped around Yoshi and stood by the edge of the table. As dangerous as she was, he couldn’t help but check out her tight rear and powerful glutes straining through her pants. She rummaged through her inner breast pocket, pulled something out and placed it on the table.

      She took a step back and crossed her arms. “This was taken from the weapon.” It was cylindrical and capped top and bottom in polished aluminium. The body was transparent, with what looked like hundreds of blue sprites bouncing off the glass cylinder and each other. It cast a brilliant light that bathed the room in deep sea-blue.

      Yoshi couldn’t tear his eyes away. “What is it?”

      “We’re not sure… yet,” the Chernoire said, hesitantly. She also seemed uncomfortable putting forth the information. Kolevski was silent, staring at the mystical cylinder as transfixed as Yoshi was. Before they knew it, the Chernoire had taken the glass canister off the table and slipped it back inside her breast pocket. Yoshi blinked several times while the bald interrogator kept staring at the spot where it had been.

      “We thank you for your co-operation; you are free to leave now.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Can I have one of yours?” Starry whisked a pancake off her trainer’s plate before he had a chance to respond. He was too busy staring out over the balcony to his left. They were having breakfast at a place directly opposite the police station. Most of the pandemonium had cleared out by the time they left. Labbies were directing traffic, assisting FESS or men in pink. All the unconscious Starlottes had been moved off the road and somewhere safer. Thank Frank the Mr. Pampers clinic in Sapphire was five times bigger than the one in Onyx. The 12 ambulances were already neatly parked again in two rows by the ER.

      Professor Poke cleared his throat loudly from the other end of the table. “A toast.” The six girlfriends put their knives and forks down, grabbing their glasses. Flick nudged Starry and she put her cutlery down.

      “When Yoshi walked into my lab all those weeks ago, I didn’t think he had what it took to be a trainer. Looking at you all today, I can see that he’s proven me wrong.” He surveyed the six girlfriends in front of him, orange juice sloshing about in his glass. “Here’s to more successful battles and fewer arrests!”

      Amid laughter and smiles, Yoshi managed to crack a grin and raised his glass.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What was that all about?” Yoshi asked.

      “It was a toast. What, you’ve never been toasted before?” Poke said. They leaned on the balcony several feet away from the ravenous girlfriends.

      “I know it was… never mind.” The sun was high in the sky, beating down on the city of Sapphire. “Why did you come here?”

      “I was summoned by FESS to tell them what I knew about Ivan.” Poke furrowed his brow, heaving a great sigh. “I should have seen it coming. He completely hoodwinked me.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “I told them what I knew. That he worked for me as a lab assistant.”

      “Did Ivan ask you to bail him out?”

      “Of course. No chance of that happening. I’m surprised he continued providing data for my research while gallivanting with Team Boom; it was surprisingly good. At any rate, his research career is finished. No professor or researcher in their right mind would sully their reputation by hiring a criminal.”

      Yoshi was quiet. He looked over his shoulder. Starry and Flick were fighting over the last croissant until Soph pulled out Dagger Wing and slashed it down the middle, narrowly missing the table. The other three girlfriends were shrieking with laughter, even the usually reserved Crystal.

      “I meant what I said, Yoshi. You’ve proven me wrong. You were the last person I expected to make it as a trainer.”

      “Thanks, Professor.”

      “No really. What do you kids say nowadays? When you came into my lab over two hours late covered in sweat, I thought you ‘totally sucked ass’?”

      “Yes, that’s… that’s right.”

      “Any man can command his girlfriend to fight, weaken a wild girlfriend and capture her. You have something special if girlfriends are choosing to be with you on their own accord. I’m comfortable with you keeping Serenette.”

      Yoshi looked at him with renewed respect. “Thanks, Professor.” Poke nodded sagely. “Oh by the way, do you know where I can get a new GF-wiki?”

      “What happened to the one your father gave you?” Yoshi explained the hair-raising situation back in the Celeste Caverns. “I see. That is a predicament. I’d imagine they should sell them in town. Though they don’t come cheap. The last I heard, they were in the region of 150,000 Coins.”

      “150,000 Coins?” he spluttered. That’ll take me ages to save up. He sighed, settling his chin onto his forearms. There were large translucent pipes arcing overhead above the roof. Water rushed through them and they rattled as people zipped through, hands crossed over their chests like bikini and boardshort-wearing mummies.

      “This is your first time in Sapphire, isn’t it?” Poke asked. Yoshi nodded. “Sapphire is also known as the ‘funnest, wettest city in Ohno’. At least that’s what the mayor calls it.”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “There’s a big sign right by the entrance to the cave with the mayor’s head on it.” Yoshi shook his head. He had been somewhat preoccupied on his way into Sapphire.

      “So the entire city is filled with water slides?”

      “I’ll… let you figure that one out for yourself.” Poke pushed himself off the railing. “Come on, let’s go and formalize the transfer of the Serenette from me to you.”
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        Welcome to the Global Girlfriend Network.

      

      
        Please scan ID.

      

      How did I not notice these before? Back inside the Mr. Pampers, sliding doors hissed open as another trainer left, having completed his team building. Yoshi was sitting in a five-by-five-foot booth with three walls, enclosed by a sliding curtain behind him. The booth was one of a dozen in the room.

      He sat hunched over on the stool staring at the slick, black, glass panel in front of him. It pulsed every second, gridlines appearing and fading each time.

      “You signed in there yet?” Poke asked from the booth next to his.

      “Just about to.”

      Yoshi pulled his ID out of his wallet and held it an inch away from the panel. A vertical line slowly swept across the panel, like a photocopier. The gridlines appeared and there was a pleasant chime.

      
        Please place your hand on the panel.

      

      Yoshi obeyed the voice prompt. Once again, the vertical line of green light swept across the screen. A loading modal of a GF-ring spun in circles for a couple seconds before there was another pleasant chime.

      
        Welcome, Yoshi Soysauce.

      

      
        What would you like to do today?

      

      
        Adopt

        Deposit

        Release

        Send

        Trade

        Withdraw

      

      “Give me a second, Yoshi. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.” Poke said.

      Yoshi stared at the options on the panel. He hadn’t put much thought into the make-up of his team. Like numerous people had stated, having a balance of types was the key to being a successful trainer.

      He pressed the ‘Deposit’ option and the panel blinked once. To the right of the panel, six sockets forming the corners of a hexagon lit up with a gentle glow.

      
        Place the rings of the girlfriends you wish to deposit into the interface.

      

      Yoshi took out each of his rings and cupped them in one hand. One by one, he pressed them into the sockets until he heard a click. The front wall of the booth that had been previously unlit now blazed to life. A grid screen of gray lines appeared. It was divided up into six, vertical rectangles. In each rectangle was a pint-sized version of the girlfriend that had accompanied Yoshi in the field.

      They rotated slowly, shifting their weight from side to side, completely unaware that they currently existed at the interface between the GGN and the real world. Or perhaps they were aware but had no way of expressing it through the GGN.

      Yoshi scrolled through the stats for each girlfriend absent-mindedly.

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 21

        HP: 72/72

        - ATTACK: 21

        - DEFENCE: 17

        - SPCL ATTACK: 23

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 23

        - SPEED: 19

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze  - Type: Normal  - 30/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.)

        Siren Song - Type: Interstellar - 30/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

      

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        NATURE: Bossy

        TYPE: Flying

        ACC.: Denim Jacket

        LEVEL: 17

        HP: 62/62

        - ATTACK: 21 (+2)

        - DEFENCE: 15

        - SPCL ATTACK: 15

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 14

        - SPEED: 21

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Bird Run - Type: Flying - 35/35 PP (Run at foes and crash tackle them)

        Sand Screen - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Lower accuracy by kicking and flapping sand up into opponent’s face)

        Fell Swoop - Type: Flying - 20/20 PP (Launch up and dive at foe. 5% recoil damage)

        Dagger Wing - Type: Steel - 15/15 PP (strike down foes with sharpened metallic wings [bird-kin only])

      

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Water

        ACC.: Iridescentia

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 80/80

        - ATTACK: 24

        - DEFENCE: 20

        - SPCL ATTACK: 24 (+2)

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 18

        - SPEED: 20

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Water Slap - Type: Water - 35/35 PP (Deals a wet, punishing slap that has 20% chance of causing confusion)

        Flash - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Produce blinding light that drops accuracy by 50%)

        Water Barrier - Type: Water - 15/15 PP (produces a water barrier that sharply increases DEFENCE and SPCL DEFENCE. Lasts 2 turns.)

      

      
        NAME: Crystal

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 9

        HP: 41/41

        - ATTACK: 15

        - DEFENCE: 21

        - SPCL ATTACK: 18

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 20

        - SPEED: 9

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 30/30 PP (Strike with an earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL ATTACK)

      

      
        NAME: Chippie

        NATURE: Cheerful

        TYPE: Normal

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 9

        HP: 35/35

        - ATTACK: 9

        - DEFENCE: 8

        - SPCL ATTACK: 9

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 7

        - SPEED: 10

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Sand Screen - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Lower accuracy by kicking sand up into opponent’s face.)

        Nip - Type: Normal - 35/35 PP (Bite a foe with razor sharp incisors.)

      

      
        NAME: Suzy (Suze)

        NATURE: Independent

        TYPE: Dark/Flying

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 11

        HP: 35/35

        - ATTACK: 12

        - DEFENCE: 10

        - SPCL ATTACK: 11

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 8

        - SPEED: 13

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Claw Swipe - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Slash sharp claws/nails across a foe.)

      

      These girlfriends are mine… Yoshi shook his head. To think that a little over a month ago, he was still living at home, dreaming of being a trainer. Now, he was sitting in a GGN booth, thinking about which girlfriends he wanted to deposit.

      Ignoring the girlfriends slowly rotating on the virtual screen in front of him, he collapsed the full stats on the glass panel. To the right of each girlfriend was a big button:

      
        Deposit

      

      He tapped the button next to Soph and promptly, her stats and avatar disappeared. The actual ring embedded in the socket also vanished into thin air.

      “Shit!”

      “What did you do?” Poke asked, his voice floating through the curtain.

      Yoshi noticed a new button had taken the place of ‘Deposit’ next to a grayed-out box containing Soph’s stats:

      
        Withdraw

      

      Yoshi pressed it, her stats became clear again, as did her form on the screen in front. There was a pulse of light and her ring also reappeared in the socket that Yoshi had originally placed it in.

      “N-nothing,” Yoshi said.

      “Alright, I’m ready now. Go back to the main menu and select the ‘Adopt’ option.”

      Yoshi returned back to the top-level screen and touched ‘Adopt’.

      The black screen recognized his selection and a new prompt appeared:

      
        Scanning your rings…

      

      The loading modal of the GF-ring spun for about five seconds this time before it disappeared.

      
        You can adopt Serenette. Would you like to adopt her?

      

      
        Yes/No

      

      Yoshi smiled. It seemed like eons ago since Yoshi and Starlotte first set out from Topaz. They had been through so much together, she virtually was his girlfriend. Of course, they had to formalize it, which was why they were here.

      “Click Yes. I’ll get a prompt and then authorize it.”

      “OK.”

      Yoshi pressed ‘Yes’.

      
        Sending Serenette’s adoption authorization request now…

      

      There was a gentle gong from the booth to Yoshi’s right. The spinning ring loading modal appeared on the black panel once again before a new message faded in:

      
        Congratulations! You are now the legal owner of Serenette!

      

      “Wait, that’s it?” Yoshi asked.

      The curtain ruffled behind him and Poke stuck his head in. It was so shiny that it reflected the glare from the glass screen.

      “Yep, all done. Serenette is now yours. Is there anything else you need help with while I’m here?”

      Yoshi turned back to the screen. Her avatar was smiling, the star on each cheek twinkling.It was as if she knew that she now legally belonged to Yoshi.

      “No, that’s it. Thanks again, Professor.”

      “That’s fine. Give me a call if you need anything.” He withdrew his head, paused then stuck it back in. “Try to not get involved with Team Boom. If I’m called up in the middle of my research again, I’ll make sure you suffer the same fate as Tozuck.” With that he disappeared, the sliding door opening and closing as he made his exit.

      Sheesh, just when I thought I had him on my side as well. Yoshi focused on the screen again. The booth’s congratulatory prompt was still on the panel, as was Starry’s gorgeous projection. He could have watched her for the rest of the day, but he had a whole city to explore.

      Yoshi went back to the main screen and looked at the options again. He pressed ‘Withdraw’.

      The loading screen appeared for a fraction of a second before the complete list of Yoshi’s extra girlfriends appeared, consisting only of the single Bridget he had caught in the Caverns.

      The virtual avatar of the ground-type mole girl blinked and squinted, looking slightly nervous.

      
        NAME: Bridget

        NATURE: Geeky

        TYPE: Ground

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 11

        HP: 38/38

        - ATTACK: 13

        - DEFENCE: 14

        - SPCL ATTACK: 11

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 13

        - SPEED: 13

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Dirt Burst - Type: Ground - 35/35 PP (Strike the foe with dirt projectiles.)

      

      He gazed up at Bridget’s projection again. Dad had taught him at a young age not to judge girlfriends by their appearances. They were each attractive in their own ways. Yoshi looked past her dumpy physique and squinty eyes. She was wearing a dusty, faded vest and crumbled cargo pants. She’s got a thick bum, that’s something going for her.

      He shook his head. This wasn’t going to work. Yoshi deftly navigated back to the home screen, confidently hitting ‘Deposit’ again. Without hesitating this time, he deposited all of the girlfriends in his party. He got to the end of his list but the system wouldn’t let him put Suzy back.

      
        Error! You must have at least one girlfriend with you at all times.

      

      Ah, of course. That made sense. He hit ‘Withdraw’ next to Starry’s name and deposited Suzy. Hitting the home screen button again, he now went back into ‘Withdraw’.

      He straightened his back and crossed his arms. Now he was able to compare the girlfriends one by one and assemble a party that would best suit his needs.

      Seven girlfriends, six spots. He felt tempted to just go with the same six that had brought him through the Caverns.

      He frowned. No. Think this through, Yoshi. He hadn’t seen much of Sapphire yet, but it seems like a place that specialized in water-types. That meant that Crystal, a rock-type; Bridget, a ground-type; and Flick, a water-type would either be weak or ineffective against any trainers he fought who lived here.

      That only left Serenette (Interstellar), Soph (Flying) and Chippie (Normal). That wasn’t going to work. The trainers would be stronger here and surely would have at least three girlfriends in their party. Not to mention that at least some would be travelling trainers like he was. Plus, what about the areas just outside of Sapphire, where his girlfriends would grind? Maybe those didn’t have water-types. He still needed a balance.

      Soph, Flick… Withdraw. Withdraw. The two rings reappeared in the sockets. Crystal... Withdraw. Yes, she was a rock-type, but her performance in the Caverns impressed him. His finger hovered over Suzy, shifting down to Chippie, then to Bridget. Three girlfriends, two slots. His attention shifted to the rings on the right. Interstellar, Flying, Water, Rock… he chewed on the inside of his cheek.

      Abruptly, he hit ‘Home’ then the ‘Exit’ button.

      
        Are you sure you wish to exit?

      

      
        Y/N

      

      Yoshi hit ‘Y’.

      
        Thank you for using the Global Girlfriend Network. See you next time!
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* * *

      Yoshi stepped out of the Mr. Pampers back outside. Clouds had rolled across the sky and obscured the sun, though it didn’t look like it would rain yet. His gut told him that he would be fine with these four girlfriends, at least for now. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a little guilty. As much as he would like to train them all, the prospect of finding, catching and immediately using new and exotic girlfriends excited him.

      He put his fingers into his four rings at his belt and summoned his girlfriends. Four separate beams of blue light struck the ground and seconds later, four girlfriends stood there.

      “Yo, what’s up?” Soph said, cocking her head.

      “Master,” Flick said, blowing a playful kiss.

      Starry smiled sweetly while Crystal regarded her trainer carefully.

      As they stared at him, Yoshi realized that he didn’t know why he had called them out. “Just wanted to say hi. So… hi.” A wetsuit-clad guy zoomed past on a jet ski in a canal running past Mr. Pampers towards the city.

      “Hey, where’s Suze and Chip?” Flick asked.

      “I’ve deposited them.” The girlfriends shuffled around awkwardly. “I guess that’s why I wanted to call you guys out. I want to build the best possible party and I’ve chosen you four. Starry, Soph, Flick, you’ve been with me from the beginning. Crystal…” The rock-type regarded him levelly. “You were kick-ass back in the Caverns.”

      It was a pathetic excuse of a compliment. Yet, if the rock-type’s half-smile that lit up her eyes was anything to go by, she was pleased to hear it.

      “I wanted to thank you all for being by my side so far. I can’t promise that you’ll be there for every single battle, but I wanted to tell you that I do appreciate you. If one day you find yourself in the GGN, no hard feelings.”

      “You’re not going to do that to me, you hear me? We had a deal. When I want out, I’m out.” Soph flapped and glared at Yoshi, sending feathers everywhere.

      “From what I’ve heard from girlfriends that have been released, the GGN is pretty nice. It’s a lot like this world: nice, big ponds, grassy meadows. Shops. Cafes. Gyms. Anything a girlfriend would want really. Best of all, there’s no annoying trainers to deal with,” Flick said. “Not that you’re annoying.” She smirked, sticking her tongue out at the bird-kin.

      “As long as you take us out for cake sometimes, I’ll be happy,” Starry said.

      “Where are we going now?” Crystal asked. The rest of them looked at the rock-type, surprised to hear her speak.

      “That’s… a good question.”

      Yoshi looked vaguely in the direction of the canal. Several dozen people dressed in nothing but bathers or bikinis skated over the water. Yoshi went to the side of the waterway. They were moving quite fast, but it looked like they were wearing shoe-sized speed boats on their feet. How they managed to maintain their balance on top of the water, he didn’t know. They all sped towards the skyscrapers in the distance.

      Over twenty canals extended into the cluster of tall buildings. Countless translucent tubes like the one Yoshi saw above the breakfast place squiggled and twisted crazily above them in the same direction.

      “You guys are looking a little lost there.” A topless guy with fluoro-green hair in the shape of a wave came out of Mr. Pampers and strode towards them. He waved enthusiastically with one hand while the thumb of his other was hooked on his tropical board shorts.

      Yoshi looked him up and down. “It’s our first time in Sapphire.”

      “Ah, welcome!” He re-arranged the trainer belt sitting lop-sided on his hip. “My name’s Chester. Let me show you around.”
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      “As you can probably tell by now, us Sapphirans love being wet,” Chester said, with a twinkle in his eye.

      Yoshi nodded. “What are the differences between the pipes and the canals?”

      Chester visibly cringed. “We call them our slides. I know they’re tubular in shape, but that’s just their name. The slides are actually a recent addition to our city. They’ve only come in the last five years. Our mayor got them installed as a way to make use of the airspace to alleviate congestion from the canals.”

      They had walked along the canal outside the Mr. Pampers towards the city. 10 minutes later, they arrived at an intersection. Speedboats had their own lane on the far left while pedestrians wearing the water skates (Chester had cringed and quickly corrected Yoshi when he called them mini jet-ski shoes) stayed to their right. The lights changed and the pedestrians and boats that had been banking up got going. At the corner of each side of the intersection were 10 to 12 slides of about six feet in diameter each.

      “Still reckon they’re better off being called pipes,” Soph murmured to Crystal. Starry was gazing around curiously while Flick’s eyes sparkled in amazement, hands pressed into her cheeks while she glowed bright yellow.

      Yoshi secretly agreed with Soph. Slides slid down. These pipes shot straight up 10 to 20 feet then sloped downwards before twisting off to their corner of the city. Yoshi ogled the half-dozen pink, feathered girlfriends standing by the slides, clad in bright yellow bikinis with a smiley face on each breast as well as on the butt. They had long yellow, hooked beaks with a black tip. They appeared to be alternating between directing trainers and girlfriends to the right slides and checking a giant digital map with flashing LEDs all over it.

      “#2059 is ready!” one of them called from the map.

      “Roger!” another responded, escorting a trainer to the seventh slide along. The trainer – also clad in boardshorts like Chester was – stepped through long strands of thick, flapping plastic. The feathered girlfriend waved and closed the door. “Have a safe trip!” she said brightly. She pulled a lever with a heavy ker-chunk. Through the small viewing panel, Yoshi could see the entire funnel fill with water rushing upwards. The next moment, the trainer was gone.

      “Fiona Brigades are stationed at every key intersection, helping commuters quickly and safely select the right pipe for their destination.”

      Fiona, that was her name! Yoshi knew that he had seen that girlfriend before. It was Spence’s and he fought it before he went to the Onyx Gym. I need to get a new GF-wiki, ASAP.

      “So if it’s your first time, your best bet is to check out the Big Dish. It’s pretty much the middle of the city and has easy access to anywhere else you want to go. Shopping malls, restaurants, clubs, restaurants, the guild, the gym, the port…” Chester had been counting off his fingers and hesitated. “The Pink-Light District, if that’s what you’re into.”

      “Pink-Light District?” Yoshi echoed.

      Chester raised an eyebrow and his wave of green hair leaned over to the side. “Stay here long enough and you’ll find out what it is.”

      “So I guess we’ll head on over to the Big Dish first.” Yoshi started moving towards the Fiona Brigade, surreptitiously adjusting his semi hard-on when Chester placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “We have one rule here in Sapphire. Well, it’s not so much a rule, but more of a custom.” Yoshi furrowed his brow. “When using our slides or canals, you have to wear swimwear.”

      “Oh.” Yoshi hadn’t been topless in public since the time he had been laughed out of the pool for having boobies as a self-conscious 13-year-old. It was ironic, considering it was Asshat who led the attack on him, who was easily double his weight at the time. Starting his journey as a trainer, not to mention losing his virginity, improved his fitness and his confidence. But that baggage was still there.

      “So just me?”

      “Your girlfriends can too if they would like. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind the chance to flaunt their stuff.” Chester winked at Flick and she glowed at a level 2 intensity pink. “See that little store over there?” He pointed at a small building with a sign at the front that said, ‘SWIMSOOTZ R US’. “Go there. After you’re done, come back here. Tell the girls you want to go to the Big Dish. I got to skidaddle. See you around town, yeah?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Welcome to SWIMSOOTZ R US!” the Felicity at the counter trilled.

      Yoshi screwed his eyes shut. “Hi.”

      “Sorry, I have to say it that way, it’s CAPITALIZED!” The water-type screeched happily.

      “Oooh hey, sis!” Flick scampered over and clasped the hands of her kind. “You’re from Sapphire?”

      “Mmhmm!” the storekeeper Felicity said brightly. “Wow, how do you do glow like that?”

      “What? Oh, this?” She put on a quick color show at about a level 3 intensity.

      “Yeah!”

      “I’m a mutant!”

      “AAAAAAARRRRRGGHHHHHH!” the other Fiona screamed. Yoshi didn’t even try to be polite this time, clasping his hands to his ears.

      “Ahahahaha, I’m just kidding!” Flick said.

      “Oh em eff, girl! You totally got me!”

      Yoshi looked on exasperatedly. “Birds of a feather, eh?” He turned around, his three other girlfriends gone.

      “You go on Yosh,” Flick said, grinning at her trainer. “I’m good to go.”

      “Oh right, you lived in water. You sure you don’t want another set?”

      It was no use. Flick was already laughing uproariously again with her sister. Yoshi ambled away to the men’s section. There was a section for board shorts and not much else. The remaining walls contained bikini sets.

      He scanned the board shorts on offer, not particularly interested in any of the colors. He settled for one with brown and gray alternating waves, sorted through the sizes and picked out his. He turned around and swept the store. Where were the other three?

      “That would look good on you, Starry!”

      Ah, there they were. Soph and Starry stood by the reds, oranges and yellows. Starry was holding a red set, an unsure look on her face. “Hmmmm…”

      “Stop it,” Soph said.

      “Stop what?” Yoshi said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Stop mentally undressing her.”

      “What? I…” His hands flew to his junk, which was sticking out at a conspicuous angle. The interstellar-type smiled and bit her lip.

      “Don’t think we don’t know what you’re doing. Come on.” She grabbed Starry’s hand and dragged her towards the change rooms.

      “Hold on, I didn’t mean it!” Starry looked back, mouthing ‘sorry’ before disappearing into a room with her bird-kin friend.

      Yoshi sighed. Not his fault his girlfriend was hot. For the record, red didn’t really suit her. For her dark hair and cool skin tone, she needed something from the blues, violets and indigos section.

      Yoshi went to the other side of the store, scanned the racks and fished out a set that was close to the style of the one she was trying on, but amethyst in color.

      Yoshi crossed the floor towards the change rooms. “Hello?” Hope this was the right one…

      “Fuck off!” Soph spat.

      “Nooope.” Yoshi turned on his heel.

      “Yoshi?”

      He paused and turned back. There were twelve change rooms, six on each side. The voice came from further in.

      “Who’s that?”

      Hesitation. “Crystal.”

      Yoshi walked towards the end. “Where are you?”

      “I’m at the very end.” There was a quiet knock at the door to his right.

      “Oh hey,” Yoshi said. He brought his face up close to the door. “Do you want me to get you another size, or…”

      The door abruptly opened and so did Yoshi’s mouth. Crystal stood there, dressed in a white bikini with black polka dots, looking extremely uncomfortable. He had gotten so used to seeing her wearing her jacket and jeans that he didn’t even consider what she looked like underneath. Her skin was the color of gravel but smooth. Her blonde hair was covering the left part of her face. She gripped her left elbow, unable to make contact with her trainer.

      “How do I look?”

      He looked her up and down. Her body was toned and defined but not overly so, giving her a visually pleasing figure.

      “You look… really good.”

      Wow Yoshi, really going all out to make your girlfriend feel special, aren’t ya?

      “Do you… want to come in?” Crystal asked.

      “What?” Yoshi blurted. He looked to his right. Soph and Starry hadn’t come out yet. What was taking them so long? The Felicities were still chattering and laughing their heads off. “Sure, why not.”

      He stepped in and turned the latch shut. Crystal’s clothes were folded neatly and placed into a pile on a small, round ottoman in the corner. A full-length mirror on the wall reflected Crystal’s figure. She stood in the middle of the change room, looking even more uncomfortable than before.

      “I can just leave if you–”

      “No.”

      Crystal stared at herself in the mirror, chest rising and falling with each breath.

      “If you don’t want to go through the slide, I can withdraw you and–”

      “No.”

      She turned around and looked at Yoshi. “You’re my first trainer.”

      How did you respond to that?

      “O-OK…”

      Not breaking eye contact, she reached behind her, pulled the string and let her polka dot bikini bra drop to the floor. Ignoring Yoshi’s jaw slamming the floor, she slid her bikini bottom down and stepped out of it. She picked both items up standing naked in front of him.

      “I need to get used to being your girlfriend.”

      She got down on her knees, undid the front button on his jeans and pulled them down. His member was straining through his pants, a small, wet patch right at the tip. She guided him over to the other long ottoman by the wall directly in front of the mirror.

      “I need to get comfortable being around you. To do that, I need to get comfortable touching you. Without any warning, she slid her hands under the waistband of his underwear and pulled it down. His erection doinged up. She looked at it for a moment, as if appraising it. Then she turned her calm eyes up to Yoshi, eyeing his T-shirt. It didn’t take long for it to end up on the floor along with the rest of his clothes.

      She spent a minute carefully folding them up, putting them in a pile under hers. Seconds later, she was inches in front of him. In fact, she was so close that Yoshi’s Johnson was just touching her stomach. She closed the distance and brought her lips close to Yoshi’s. They were cool but surprisingly moist. They parted, her hand resting on the head of his erection.

      “Sit down.” Yoshi did as he was told and Crystal kneeled again. She slowly caressed his penis, changing the grip and pressure every so often. The speed was slow and deliberate, as if she was memorizing every curve and vein on it.

      “Does this feel good?” Yoshi nodded dumbly. Satisfaction momentarily lit her eyes. She brought her mouth to within inches of his knob. She opened it, but held her head still. Yoshi didn’t move either; the last time he had tried to take control of a blowjob, he had almost stabbed a hole in the back of Starry’s head.

      “I’m… not going to do this,” she said, giving a kiss to the side of his length.

      “That’s… OK,” Yoshi said weakly. Was she deliberately trying to tease him?

      She stood up and straddled Yoshi, sitting down on his legs. She shuffled herself close to him, draping her arms around his shoulders. She looked at him, eyes fathomless but soft. She kissed him again, deeper this time. She was becoming more and more relaxed, that’s for sure. She was peculiar, though. It really did feel like she was doing this more so as a personal challenge rather than out of lust. Whatever. At the end of the day, Yoshi had a naked girlfriend on him.

      She shuffled back, letting the top of Yoshi’s penis drag across her vagina before it sprang back up. She cradled it with both hands, rubbing it up and down at the same cadence as before. Seeming to make up her mind, she stood up and positioned him closer to her entrance.

      She gently lowered herself, using his tool to separate her outer vaginal lips. Yoshi could feel her warmth and wetness on top. She lowered herself another inch and his head was inside. Crystal closed her eyes, her mouth slightly open.

      “Hey, anyone seen where that dick head went?” Soph shouted. Crystal’s eyes flew open and she leaped off Yoshi like an electrocuted cat.

      That dick head was going to go on a wet and wild adventure until you cock blocked me.

      “Just trying on some board shorts,” Yoshi called. “Get that polka dot set,” he whispered to the rock-type. You look smashing in them.”
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      “Just remember, pinch your nose!”

      “Wai–”

      The pink-feathered Fiona shut the door. The latch turned and Yoshi was sealed inside the vertical tube. He glanced up. It seemed to extend 20 to 30 feet. He looked back down through the small window, just in time to see the Fiona waving.

      WOOOOOSH!

      A jet the force of a waterfall shot up, slamming into Yoshi before he could bring his hand to his face. He yelled, allowing water to run into his mouth and straight down his throat.

      Holy Frank, I’m going to die in a water slide.

      He coughed and spluttered, not knowing which way was up or down as he tumbled over and over on the charging geyser. Out of nowhere, another water cannon blasted him, sending him in another direction. His butt came into contact with solid metal. Suddenly, he was zipping and sliding downwards. The only problem was that he was back to front, meaning the water was flowing down over him and into his nose again.

      This time he pinched his nose but still he spluttered. His head crashed into the sides of the slide and he careened to and fro.

      “No!” He gurgled helplessly, allowing more of the slide water to run into his mouth. His boxers had caught on something and were yanked off.

      If he didn’t die from drowning, he would die from embarrassment. How many people would be at the Big Dish anyway? If it was Sapphire’s central meeting point, there could be thousands, maybe tens of thousands. 10,000 people seeing his little Yoshi flapping about.

      But big Yoshi didn’t have time to worry about that. The slide had bottomed out and curved up, shooting him into the air. He somersaulted, vision of buildings, people looking up and a large, circular expanse of water zooming in quickly.

      SPLASH!

      Aaaaand he was under again. Luckily this time he had taken a deep breath before hitting the water. Currents collected him and pushed him about. Seconds later, he was rising. His feet came into contact with a rubbery, solid surface. He clawed at it with his hands, eventually gaining purchase. Yoshi hauled himself up, bedraggled but thankfully out of the water. Warm air blew up from vents underneath.

      There was a deep ‘POP’ as one of Yoshi’s girlfriends was ejected from the slide. After a few seconds of airtime, she re-entered the water to spontaneous applause.

      Heh. Must be Flick.

      She had been completely bewitched by this city the moment she set her eyes on it. Yoshi couldn’t blame her. After days of being in the dank Celeste Caverns and being used as a human torchlight, being in a wonderfully wet environment must have been a huge relief.

      “Ahahahaha! This guy’s lost his swimmers!” a random guy jeered.

      “Fuck off,” Yoshi swore under his breath.

      “Look, at the jumbo screen! Can someone get him a towel or something?” someone else said.

      Jumbo screen? Yoshi sat up, propping himself up with his hands behind him. Momentarily not giving a shit that his family jewels were on display, he looked in the direction that everyone else was looking in. Sure enough, there were super slow-mo replays of him cartwheeling through the air. Thankfully, whoever was editing this in real time had mercifully pixelated his junk.

      Thud.

      Yoshi’s bag, completed wrapped in a water-proof bag landed between his legs, an inch away from his dong.

      “You OK?” Flick said, wringing her pink hair out.

      “Yeah, fine,” said the not-fine Yoshi. One by one, the other three walked out of the water. Crystal had ended up buying the polka dot set, while Starry and Sophie ended up going for a solid gray and a tan set respectively.

      “Hahaha, did you actually lose your trunks in the slide?” Soph asked, hands on hips. Yoshi wrapped his arms closer around the bag. “You did! Hahaha!”

      “Stop it Soph, it’s not funny.” Starry was doing her best to defend his pride but her failure to suppress her giggles betrayed her.

      Crystal ripped open the plastic, flipped open Yoshi’s bag and rummaged through it. Seconds later, she pulled out his phone. Scanning the area, she spotted what she was after and strode off.

      “What’s gotten into her?” Soph asked.

      “She’s heading for that swimsuit store over there,” Flick said, gesturing with her head. “Being a good girlfriend, unlike us.” She tried to keep a straight face, but snorted.

      Everyone was still looking towards the large screen but not because they were watching replays of other people coming through the slides. A terse man with a square jaw and deep-set eyes clutched a microphone and stared into everyone’s souls. Of course, he was dressed only in swimming trunks too. The words ‘BREAKING NEWS’ blared out of the screen.

      “This is Sam Billings with Channel 44. I’m here at Sapphire Town Hall where extraordinary scenes are playing out, as Mayor Trev Arlington is being arrested by the Federal Elite Strike Squad on suspicion of deliberately withholding information about illegal mining occurring in the Celeste Caverns.”

      In the background, two Chernoires with magnificent antlers led a man out in cuffs. The cameraman jostled forward along with Sam. They joined a throng of reporters huddled at the bottom of the steps of the building.

      If being eye-catching was a prerequisite for being mayor in Sapphire, it was clear why Trev Arlington won. Instead of board shorts, he wore fluoro pink and yellow striped speedos. Most of it was obscured by his gut. He had rainbow suspenders strung tightly onto his shoulders that looked like they clipped directly onto his swimwear. “Dearest Sapphirans. I will be gone for a while as I clear up some… misunderstandings with the leaders of Ohno.” He smiled, face relaxed and warm. “Do not fret. Remember, wetter is better!”

      The Chernoires led him away before the media throng could get any more out of him. Sam stepped away from the crowd and once again addressed everyone watching.

      “With the leader of Sapphire unavailable, this begs the question of who will occupy the office of the mayor? It is believed that his son–”

      “Yoshi.”

      He blinked several times. He was looking at a new pair of trunks, quite similar to the pair he lost in the slides. Crystal was standing behind, holding it up.

      “Oh, thanks Crystal.” He took them and put them on, standing up quickly and double-knotting the strings at the front. By the time he looked back up at the screen, the news report had already finished. An advertisement for limited edition, anti-slip water skates was playing. People who had been standing around were now going back to their own business.

      “I love this place,” Flick sighed. “Can we stay here a bit longer? Pretty please?”

      “Well, we’re not going anywhere anytime soon,” Yoshi responded. “I need to get a new GF-wiki. Then, we need to go to the gym and beat their leader. I need to train you guys up for that, catch the girlfriends around the area. See if there are any grass or electric-types. That will help me out a lot.”

      “This place sucks. Let’s go somewhere else.” Soph complained. She was busy preening herself, yanking out a split feather on her shoulder. Yoshi was pleased to notice that he was already completely dry, thanks to the continuous stream of warm air lazily blowing out of the vents.

      Flick dove back into the water, barely making a splash. “It’s just too dry up there. My skin’s going to crack.”

      “Can you find out how to get to the Guild? There’s a directory over there I think.”

      Flick followed the direction he was pointing in, then disappeared under the water.

      “Why do you want to go to the Guild?” Starry asked.

      “I know what all the other things Chester spoke about are. I’ve never been to a Guild before.”

      “Sounds like a place where you might find tough trainers,” Soph said, picking another feather out. She stared so hard at it Yoshi was convinced lasers would shoot out of her eyes at any second and obliterate it.

      Yoshi watched Flick break through the water. The digital sign had multi-colored signs and symbols pointing in all different directions, lit up with LEDS. She asked someone else passing by, who pointed at another set of slides to the right. Flick turned around, gestured at Yoshi and pointed in the same direction.

      Yoshi hitched up his bag. Not going to make an ass of myself this time.
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* * *

      Turns out holding onto a bag and pinching your nose is easier said than done. He didn’t swallow as much water this time, nor did he lose his new pair of swimmers, so he considered that a success. Yoshi walked out of the water, standing under the heated vents as his girlfriends came after him.

      “So this is the Sapphire Guild huh?” Flick said, squeezing water out of her faded pink hair once again.

      The words “GUILD” glowed cool and blue from a plaque at the front of the building. It was a long building that arced in a semi-circle, as if embracing its visitors in welcome. The sun had set long ago and Yoshi could see shadows of several people inside in the windows that stretched along each arm.

      “Let’s head on in.”

      They crossed the quiet courtyard and a murmur from within the guild picked up slightly. Starry abruptly stopped in the dark. “Be careful of these–”

      THUMP!

      “…Doors.”

      “Ow.” Yoshi rubbed his nose ruefully. Soph started snickering, but to her credit cut it short.

      “Wooden doors,” Crystal said matter-of-factly, laying a hand on the gnarled, textured wood.

      “Why the hell would they make…? Ugh.” Yoshi gripped the two round handles and pushed forward.

      The doors creaked open and a wedge of soft, orange light filtered out, bathing the newcomers in warmth.

      The moment Yoshi stepped in, he knew it was the right place to be. All the excitement of the day had finally caught up to him and his stomach grumbled in protest. Or maybe it was actually telling him to head toward that scrumptious smell that permeated through the entire building.

      To the left was a hall with the words “BATTLE THEATER” at the top. A buzzer went off, the screen next to the door lit up and showed the identities of two trainers. They got up off their respective lounges and made their way into the hall.

      Right ahead was a circular pit with several large screens set up around its perimeter. They would flicker every so often and trainers huddled around would quickly note down something and then leave.

      “I call shotgun on the Battle Theater,” Soph said, a glint in her eye.

      “Hold up, let’s check out those screens first,” Yoshi replied. Maybe it functioned like a community notice board? Maybe he could he ask all the trainers in the room at once if they knew of a place to get a new GF-wiki cheaply.

      He took the five steps down into the pit and made his way to the least-occupied screen. He jostled his way to the front and observed the screen.

      
        MISSIONS

      

      
        Donors wanted – go into the draw to win a GF-wiki Cascade X!

        Catch me a Starlotte (min. lvl 15) – Reward 840 Coins

        Trade Request: my Blushy for your Grass type

        Help me train my Larissa– Reward 540 Coins

        Looking for SM23 (1,000 Petals) – Reward 1,400 Coins

        OPGF Capture: Scardino - Reward 200,000 Coins

      

      Yoshi frowned. All of the missions seemed to relate to catching particular girlfriends, girlfriend swaps, items or information. He turned to leave, then did a double take. GF-wiki Cascade X? A free GF-wiki? For donating what?

      He stepped away from the screen and turned around. That’s when he noticed the help desk off to the side at the top of the steps. He didn’t have to wait long before he was speaking to the Chippie at the desk.

      “Hi, welcome to the Sapphire Guild,” the rodent-kin greeted cheerfully.

      “I was just wondering what sort of donations trainers are required to make for that first mission?”

      The field mouse girlfriend smiled a bucktoothed smile. “Best if you talk to the boys at The Breeders Club. They’re holding a seminar right now.” She threw her thumb over her shoulder. “Head on through, past the dining hall, Room 8.”
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      “Good evening trainers and girlfriends, I am Professor Thorn.”

      Although Thorn looked younger than Professor Poke, his hair was disappearing all the same. The difference was that his was receding and looked about 50% complete. He swept a glance across the packed room, light glinting off the front part of his head.

      “I know why you’re all here.” He looked straight ahead, to the back of the room where Yoshi and his girlfriends were standing and clasped his hands together. “You saw the first mission on the board outside, or specifically the reward for the first mission.” The suspense started to climb.

      “First, let me tell you what it is I do. I research girlfriends, but unlike many of my peers who study origin, evolution and diversity, I study genetics.”

      “Boring,” Soph droned.

      “Sssh.” Yoshi poked her in the side.

      “As most of you know, within a particular species of girlfriend you can have a wide range of variances in the wild. The Attack, Defence, Special Attack, Special Defence, Speed and Health can be all different. No two girlfriends are the same.

      “I’ve been approached by the Breeders Club of Sapphire—” he nodded to a man in a pinstripe suit sitting behind him— “to explain how breeding works. Now obviously, we as trainers know the mechanism behind breeding.” Chuckles rippled among the men. “But what you might not know is how TPs work, specifically how they are transferred to offspring.”

      There was something unsettling about the man wearing the suit. He would stare fixedly at one trainer then move onto the next one, systematically doing this for an entire row before moving to the next. It was as if he was scanning and storing data from each of them.

      “TP stands for Thorn Points. I know, I know, very original. Anyway, when you breed with your girlfriend—” more titters amongst the males— “three TPs are passed down randomly from Attack, Defence, Special Attack and Defence, Speed and Health with a weighted distribution according to their species and type. TPs also have been correlated to predict which stats will get more points when girlfriends level up.

      “‘So what?’ you might ask. Well if you raise a girlfriend with inherited TPs in areas where typically they aren’t as strong, they will serve you better in battle. For example, many rock-types will have TPs skewed towards high Defence and Special Defence, but very low in Speed. But what if you were able to systematically breed them to have higher speed? It’s still a matter of chance though and can take several attempts before you are successful.”

      “Yoshi, I’m hungry,” Starry whispered.

      “I know, just… let’s wait until he’s done.” Truth be told, Yoshi was getting hungry too. The kitchen was still churning out dish after dish and the smells were wafting down the hall.

      “While the TP database of girlfriends is well-developed and documented, the one for males is not.” A smile curved onto his face as people looked around in confusion. “That’s right; we also have Attack, Defence, Special Attack and Defence, Speed and Health points too. However, due to the Divergence, we are significantly weaker than girlfriends. We also don’t have the ability to cast Special Attacks and we have virtually zero Special Defence.  New research findings from my lab – published in The Girlfriend Compedium last year – state that your offspring can also inherit one TP from its male trainer. This means that your offspring can get up to four TPs from its parents.”

      This was news. Was there some point a long time ago where men were able to fight with the same power as girlfriends? He also mentioned the Divergence: a theoretical event several eons ago that supposedly accelerated the male and female evolutionary pathways such that females retained and grew their powers and males lost them. The occurrence of this event was still debated in religious and scientific circles.

      Flick was leaning against the doorframe, trying her hardest to keep her eyes open. He lifted Flick’s hand and looked at his own. Both looked nearly the same. However, one was capable of calling forth the power of water and sending rock-types careening across gym stadiums.

      “A lot of my contemporaries have rubbished my publications, calling me a lunatic for suggesting that men once had the same powers as girlfriends, but I digress.” Thorn cleared his throat.

      “This isn’t about me. This is about furthering our understanding of gene transfer, which in turn will help us refine breeding practices. Ultimately, it will allow us to raise stronger girlfriends. At any rate, if you haven’t already figured it out by now, the donations we are asking from trainers today are sperm donations.” About a quarter of the room stood up and left.

      “I understand that this might seem strange to many of you, but the more data we can collect, the better we can map male TPs. Breeding will become more of an exact science. We may also find ways to increase the chance for particular genes to be passed onto offspring. Now before too many more of you leave, let me show you all what you came here to see. Thank you, Mr. Crocop.” The suit-wearing man picked up a box on the side of his chair and handed it to Professor Thorn.

      “This is the GF-wiki Cascade X.” Thorn took it out of the box and held it in the air. It was rectangular and thin with curved, aluminium edges. Its front and back were made of glass. Thorn demonstrated its transparency by looking straight through it. All the remaining trainers in the room leaned forward.

      “This latest version will not be made available to the public. A set number have been released by Winza Tech to certain individuals, me being one of them. In exchange for their generosity, I have uploaded my entire TP database to their servers.

      “Upon capturing a new girlfriend, it will show you the standard details. It will also now show TP details for all girlfriends my team has collected this data on. If you have any interest in raising or breeding stronger girlfriends, this new feature will be indispensable. To make things fair, I’ll be announcing the winner by drawing a name at random after I collect enough samples. Lucky for everyone in this room, I should have enough before I leave Sapphire so you’ll find the winner pretty soon.”

      A trainer at the very front put his hand up. “What will you be doing with our donations?”

      “After I analyze and classify it, I’ll be adding it into my database of other samples,” Thorn said. “My current paper will be a cornerstone piece that aims to create a model to predict which male TPs will be passed down to offspring in relation to female TPs. My goal is for the paper to be as long as the appendix, where I thank all the people from who have donated samples so far.”

      “How many’s that?” Yoshi asked.

      Thorn squinted through his thick glasses to the back of the room. “1,000.”

      “1,000 trainers?”

      The professor let out a snort. “1,000 trainers would be statistically insignificant for this study. 1,000 pages.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You might have a chance, you never know!” Flick urged.

      They sat at a round table each digging into their own dinners. All five, except for Soph, were eating curries. She was pecking away at a long, wholemeal baguette cut up into chunks, dipping each piece into pumpkin soup.

      “Did you hear what he said? 1,000 pages of names. If it’s 100 names per page that’s what, 100,000? And what if it’s double-sided?”

      “It’s not like you need it to catch girlfriends,” The bird-kin said pointedly before throwing a hunk of bread in the air and snapping her beak shut on it. “We could tell you the girlfriends’ names in battle.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      Yoshi slouched in his chair, his curry half-finished. He eyed the trainers coming out of the corridor. Professor Thorn’s own girlfriends were apparently doing the “sample extractions”, which would explain the relaxed looks on the trainers’ faces. Were his girlfriends dressed up in lab coats and glasses?

      “I don’t know,” Yoshi said. He felt guilty for making his girlfriends starve for his own selfish purposes. Especially when he didn’t go ahead with it in the end. There was just something fishy about the entire thing, especially that Mr. Crocop in the pinstripe suit. He didn’t say anything the entire time. He was just doing his analytical stare, trainer to trainer. Did he have a role in Thorn’s project? Yoshi shivered. After the ordeal with Tozuck, he wasn’t that trusting of men in lab coats. There wasn’t any way around it. He would have to beat hundreds of trainers, save up and buy a GF-wiki.

      “You know what, Soph, you’re right. I don’t need a GF-wiki to catch new girlfriends.” Yoshi pushed his chair out and stood up. “After you guys are done, we’ll find a hotel and crash for the night. I’ll take on one of these missions now so we can start making some dosh first thing tomorrow.”

      Yoshi excused himself and weaved in and out of the crowd, making his way toward the mission board again. Let’s see…

      
        MISSIONS

      

      
        Donors wanted – go into the draw to win a GF-wiki Cascade X!

        Missing Person: have you seen this man? – Reward 30,000 Coins

        Help me train my Larissa – Reward 540 Coins

        Looking for SM23 (1,000 Petals) – Reward 1,400 Coins

        OPGF Capture: Scardino - Reward 200,000 Coins

        Trade Request: My Suzy for your Tina

        Missing Item: Golden heart locket – last seen at Abandoned Glasshouse – Reward 1,200 Coins

      

      Missing person huh? Yoshi tapped the mission issued by the Sapphire Police and it expanded across the screen. It showed a picture of a man with a neat crewcut in his 40s. The counter next to the mission already showed that 85 other people had added it to their accounts. Doesn’t hurt, I guess. He became the 86th.

      Oooh, there was a Trade Request for a Suzy. Yoshi hadn’t seen a wild Tina yet either, so that was a good way to grow his collection. Wonder if there’s a link to the GGN here? Yoshi turned around and bumped into someone’s rock-hard pecs.

      “Oh sorry – Spence?” Yoshi looked up at the tall, rich, attractive trainer.

      “Yosh!” With a wide grin on his face, he stuck his hand out and squeezed Yoshi’s hand in a knuckle-busting grip. “What are you doing here?”

      Yoshi put his right hand behind his back, massaging blood flow back into it. “I just got to Sapphire earlier.”

      He crossed his arms, muscles in his forearms sliding over one another. “That doesn’t make any sense. I beat the Onyx Gym a day after you. You should have already flown over here by then.”

      “Nah, I didn’t fly. I went through the Caverns.”

      His eyebrows knitted in confusion. “How did you manage that? It was being patrolled by Labbies 24/7.”

      “Hey, is your dad behind the new GF-wiki Cascade X?” Yoshi asked quickly, changing the topic.

      “Oh, you were in on that meeting with Thorn as well? What a snoozefest, huh?” He chuckled. “No idea, don’t think he was. He’s mainly in charge of the commercial arm, not the R&D. If you’re trying to score a free GF-wiki off me, it’s not happening,” Spence said, reading Yoshi perfectly. “Tried that. No cigar.”

      Frank’s balls.

      “What else you been up to since you got here then?” Yoshi said, swallowing his disappointment.

      “Not a whole lot,” Spence said, looking around the room, hands on hips. “Took on a few of these missions, caught some new girlfriends. Building up my harem.” He slapped Yoshi on the shoulder and just about dislocated it. “I created my first mission earlier today, did you see it?”

      Yoshi turned around. “Which one is it?”

      Spence reached over and pointed at the screen. “This one.”

      
        OPGF Capture: Scardino - Reward 200,000 Coins

      

      “I thought that was a typo,” Yoshi laughed. “If you created that mission it makes complete sense.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Because you’re fucking loaded and never had to work a day in your life.

      “Never mind. What’s a Scardino?”

      “It’s a two-star rarity girlfriend I saw in the Abandoned Glasshouse. Most trainers who come back here to beat the Sapphire Gym get their grass-types out past that way.”

      Yoshi stared at the mission reward. 200,000 Coins… surely that would be enough to let him buy at least a lower-end model of the GF-wiki.

      “So what, you want someone to catch this Scardino for you?”

      “Yeah. She’s crazy powerful though, level 62. Probably higher now. Last time I was there, I watched her take down all five of this one guy’s girlfriends. Trainers from around here know the girlfriend I’m talking about. You’d think that a reward that high would get people to bite but seems like most trainers are pussies.”

      “Let’s go together,” Yoshi said. “You and me. She took down one trainer, but surely she can’t take down two trainers at the same time.”

      Spence stared at him. “That’s such a stupid idea, dude.” A smile formed on his face. “So stupid that it might just work.”
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        You have defeated Trainer Pete!

        Crystal gained 542 Exp. Points!

        Crystal is now Level 10!

        Starry gained 542 Exp. Points!

        You have received 267 Coins for winning!

      

      Crystal held her double-fisted hero pose a few seconds longer before standing back. The left over energy of her Charge attack licked her knuckles before dissipating.

      Frank, it felt good to be on the giving end of that. Flashbacks of the Celeste Caverns consumed Yoshi’s mind. Images of Ivan’s Crystal crunching her fists into a newly evolved – and revived – Serenette before the demon hounds of the Federal Elite Strike Squad flooded his mind. Before this battle, Yoshi had witnessed Serenette effortlessly defeat Pete’s girlfriends with Siren Song. He couldn’t help but smile; she had come a long way from being the scared, confused Starlotte back in Topaz.

      “Yoshi.”

      Yoshi blinked. His Crystal was standing in front of him, battle bruises on her arms. Trainer Pete had already withdrawn his fallen girlfriends and was now holding his smartphone up to Yoshi, disappointment etched on his face.

      Yoshi fished his phone out and touched it to his opponent’s. “GG.”

      Trainer Pete mumbled something and started heading back down Route 41 towards Sapphire.

      Yoshi looked back at his rock-type, her stats appearing next to her face automatically:

      
        NAME: Crystal

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 10

        HP: 25/44

        - ATTACK: 16

        - DEFENCE: 23

        - SPCL ATTACK: 19

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 24

        - SPEED: 10

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 28/30 PP (Strike with a earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 29/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL ATTACK)

      

      “Felt good to finally use Charge, huh?”

      She combed the hair out of her eyes and nodded.

      Yoshi unlocked ring #1 from his belt. “Starry, come out.” Seconds later, the interstellar-type was standing there. It still amazed him how quickly girlfriends got changed inside their rings. She was wearing a fresh T-shirt and her usual white skinny jeans.

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 21

        HP: 56/72

        - ATTACK: 21

        - DEFENCE: 17

        - SPCL ATTACK: 23

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 23

        - SPEED: 19

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.

        Siren Song - Type: Interstellar - 27/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

      

      “How are you feeling?” Yoshi asked.

      “Good,” she said with a smile. She looked to the rock-type. “Good work, Crystal.” Yoshi’s other girlfriend nodded again.

      “Yosh!” Yoshi, Crystal and Starry turned to Spence. He was trailed by Vara, his grass-type starter and Moxie, a bug-type that resembled a moth. Remnants of gold powder shimmered off Moxie’s wings, which gave off a dull humming sound as they rapidly flapped. “How did you go?”

      “Yeah, no sweat,” Yoshi responded. “Good to be battling again. You?”

      Spence threw his arms out and cupped Vara’s and Moxie’s waist on either side of him. “My girls eat little shits for breakfast. That bug catcher didn’t stand a chance.”

      Your girls eat shit for breakfast? Yoshi grinned at Spence’s girlfriends.

      “We wouldn’t be so good at it if we didn’t have such a good trainer to show us how to do it.” Vara said, tossing her long, viney, braided hair back, not missing a beat. Moxie busied herself cleaning her antennae, trying not to giggle.

      “OK, let’s keep going,” Yoshi said. “That’s it over there, right?” About 200 yards away was a large, glass structure. Yoshi assumed it was glass, anyway. Even from this distance, he could see that there was so much greenery compacted inside it that some parts, trees were growing right out of the building.

      “Why is there a glasshouse out this way, anyway?” Yoshi asked.

      Spence shrugged. “Beats me. All I know is that whoever’s been looking after it hasn’t visited in a long time and that there are plenty of wild girlfriends in there.”

      Grey clouds rolled across the sky like a large, gray, fluffy blanket, right over the glasshouse. “Ugh. I do know that if we don’t head on into it soon, we’re going to be drenched.”

      “Right, let me first…” Yoshi focused on Spence for a second and a prompt came up.

      
        You have joined Spence’s party!

      

      He glanced at Spence’s girlfriends and their full stats appeared:

      
        NAME: Vara

        NATURE: Shrewd

        TYPE: Grass

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 19

        HP: 55/67

        - ATTACK: 20

        - DEFENCE: 19

        - SPCL ATTACK: 22

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 19

        - SPEED: 15

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Braid Whip - Type: Grass - 23/30 PP (Whip vine-like hair at high speeds, 5% chance of paralysis)

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 28/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

      

      
        NAME: Moxie (Boxie)

        NATURE: Quirky

        TYPE: Bug

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 18

        HP: 43/56

        - ATTACK: 19

        - DEFENCE: 16

        - SPCL ATTACK: 18

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 17

        - SPEED: 19

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Stun Powder - Type: Grass - 28/30 PP (Expel golden powder that, upon contact, can paralyze girlfriends for up to three turns, 60% chance of paralysis)

        Leech - Type: Bug - 22/25 PP (Drain HP from foes and add it to drainer’s HP)

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 26/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

      

      “Alright, let’s go.”

      The two trainers and four girlfriends picked up the pace, heading towards the gargantuan glass structure. Big, fat droplets of rain started to fall.

      “Ah fuck, my hair.” Spence growled. “The day I don’t wax too…”

      There was a trainer standing by the entrance to the glasshouse, looking up at the sky. A red-headed girlfriend stood by his side. She stuck her hand out and yanked it back in when water fell on it, wrinkling her nose in distaste.

      “Looks like he’s not going any – wait, Asshat?”

      “Who’s–? Oh, Yoshi!” The wide-loaded trainer turned side-on to let them come through. “And Spence. What are you guys doing here?”

      “Could be asking you the same thing,” Spence responded. He stood up a bit taller, puffing his chest out. Asshat didn’t pay him any attention, instead fixating his eyes on Yoshi’s Serenette.

      “Your girlfriend’s evolved.” He pulled out his GF-wiki and pointed it at Yoshi’s girlfriend.

      “Yours has too,” Yoshi responded. Charmaine – or the girlfriend who used to be Charmaine – not only had wilder, red fur with yellow tips, she also had sharp fangs purpose-built for ripping meat off bone. She licked the back of her hand, enjoying the attention she was getting from the other trainers and their girlfriends. Spence kept his arms crossed, not bothering to take his GF-wiki out.

      She cocked her head slightly, looking directly at Yoshi. Her basic details appeared:

      
        NAME: Cashardra

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 68/81

      

      Asshat slipped his back into his pocket. “There was a shit storm outside Mr. Pampers yesterday. Whole heap of dead Starlottes appeared out of nowhere.”

      “They weren’t dead,” Starry said, voice slightly strained.

      “They were just unconscious,” Yoshi said, putting a hand around his girlfriend’s waist. “The FESS came down from Amethyst and busted a Team Boom operation happening illegally in the Celeste Caverns. That was why we couldn’t go through from Onyx.”

      “But Yosh here managed to,” Spence said, nudging Yoshi.

      “Errr yeah. Apparently Ivan Tozuck got roped in and was taken away by FESS.”

      “Wait, that was him?” Asshat said, furrowing his brow. “I thought I saw a guy who looked like him being bundled into a dark van by a couple of Chernoires around the police station.”

      “Who’s he?” Spence asked.

      “He’s in our cohort,” Yoshi said, turning to his party member. “He had a deal with the Professor to do research for him and also be a trainer. Well, he did.”

      “Damn…” Asshat said. The three of them stood there in silence. Rain beat down on the moldy glass, and trickled through cracks onto the mossy ground. “So you guys here just to train, or…”

      “We’re actually here to–”

      “Yeah, we are. Going to take on the gym leader back in Sapphire. What were you up to here?” Spence demanded.

      “I… was just training as well. Well actually, I completed a mission and am now going back to the Guild to claim my reward.”

      “What mission?” It looked like it took everything in Spence’s power not to wrap his hands around Asshat’s throat and throttle him right then and there. Yoshi could feel the heat emanating off his skin.

      “Why?” Asshat said, elongating the word. “Is there something I should know?”

      “Don’t mind my trainer,” Vara, Spence’s grass-type said. “He’s lost a locket with a picture of him and his mom in it and is feeling a bit distressed. Have you seen it here?”

      The silence amongst the group was heavier than the humidity that clung in the air.

      “I haven’t seen anything like that, though I’ll make sure to keep an eye out for it next time,” Asshat said. He turned to Spence. “You should have just said that from the get go. Ease up, dude.” He clapped his hand onto Spence’s tense bicep. “But you guys want to be careful. Trainers are saying that there’s some kind of seriously strong grass-type girlfriend in here. I hear it’s a reptile woman or something. Girlfriends that she’s taken down have had to go into ICU.”

      “Asshat.” He looked towards his scaly, red-headed girlfriend. “The rain’s stopping.” She put her hand out tentatively and held it outside.

      “Sweet. OK, well good luck looking for your necklace or whatever. Might see you around Sapphire again, yeah? Smell ya later.” Asshat walked out of the glasshouse, Cashardra trailing behind. She looked back over her shoulder, winking in Yoshi’s direction.

      Starry stepped in front of her trainer and covered his eyes with her hands. “You’re not allowed to look at her.”

      Yoshi clasped her wrists and kissed her palms. “Only have eyes for you.” It was a nice feeling being the object of jealousy, not that he’d ever tell Starry that.

      “Good thinking there, Vara,” Yoshi said, looking at Spence’s girlfriend. She clearly had no qualms about lying. Wonder if she lies to Spence? She must be excellent at faking orgasms.

      The grass-type breathed in and exhaled. “No worries.” She started skipping further in, humming a nameless tune. She looked as comfortable in the Abandoned Glasshouse as Flick did in Sapphire.

      “Never liked that fat cunt,” Spence growled.

      The beef Yoshi had with him was from ages ago. Now he just saw Asshat as competition. Spence’s dislike for him was a notch up. “What’s the deal?”

      “The way he struts around the place like he owns it, only because his grandpa is a big shot. He can have any girlfriend he wants. All he has to do is go back to Topaz and ask the Prof.”

      Yoshi was about to point out how hypocritical it was of him to say that, but given that he was on a mission with him, opted against it.

      “Don’t mind him. We’ve got an OP girlfriend to catch.”

      “You know what? You’re right, dude. Forget about him. We’ve got bigger fish to fry.” Spence exhaled and hopped on the spot, loosening up his arms. “Hey, where’d Vara go?” He walked further in, Moxie following behind. “Come on, this way. The deeper we go, the higher the chance of finding Scardino.”

      Yoshi nodded. “Alright you two, get back.” He touched rings to Crystal and Starry and withdrew them.

      Yoshi looked up. Even though the rain had stopped, clouds still hung heavy overhead. If it wasn’t for the buzzing lamps lighting the path, he would have had to call upon Flick’s human torch services again.

      He looked down. Something caught his eye on the side of the path. He walked up to it. There was a lot of wild overgrowth in here. Whoever this used to belong hadn’t been back for a long time.

      It was a sign with golden writing etched into it. Vines had wrapped around its base while moss creeped around the corners. Yoshi leaned in and ran his hands across the face, dragging the vines out of the way. It was carved out of black marble with faint, gray veins. There were three lines of cursive text in the middle:

      
        To my S,

        Our love will grow unfettered and forever, like the flowers of Emerald.

        May you never feel lonely walking the paths of our Glasshouse.
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        Wild Ila appeared!

      

      
        NAME: Ila

        LEVEL: 17

        HP: 65/65

      

      Bits of dry dirt fell off the wild girlfriend’s dark, bark-like skin as she rose from a crouching position. She regarded the two trainers solemnly, thick lips neither smiling nor frowning.

      “You take this one,” Spence said. “I already caught an Ila.”

      “Can you show me her entry in your GF-wiki?”

      Spence frowned. “Why?”

      “Mine’s busted.”

      “Alright, whatever. Send out your girlfriend first.”

      Yoshi looked the Ila up and down. He would have completely walked past her had she not revealed herself. She wore a khaki top with the bottom ripped off, exposing her muscular stomach. This was complemented by dark army shorts that finished mid-thigh.

      Yoshi pointed his chosen ring into the battle field. “Go, Soph!”

      Blue light struck the ground and materialized into the form of the bird-kin.

      “‘Bout time.” She stretched her arms out to the side, letting her wings fall open.

      “OK dude,” Spence grunted. “Have a look.”

      
        Name: Ila

        Entry #: 41

        Species: Treant

        Type: Grass/Ground

        Nature: Zen

        Rarity: *

      

      
        Ilas have skin whose hardness resembles scalewood, giving them abnormally high Defence and Special Defence TPs. Their favorite past time is planting trees.

      

      This shouldn’t be too difficult. The Ila closed her eyes, bowed her head and had the subtlest of smiles on her face, perhaps accepting that she would lose this battle.

      “Soph, use Fell Swoop!” Yoshi commanded.

      Soph dropped into a half-crouch. “You got it!”

      The flying-type dashed forward, wings growing in size with each step. 10 yards out, she crouched again then launched herself 10 feet into the air, flapping as hard as she could to gain extra elevation. At the peak, she folded her wings to her side and fell into a nosedive, arcing through the air towards the wild girlfriend.

      CRUNCH.

      
        It’s Super Effective!!!

        Soph is damaged by recoil!

      

      Yoshi didn’t know which girlfriend had it worse off. Ila didn’t look light by any means, but the force of Soph’s attack sent her skidding along the path like a skipped pebble, just over half of her HP wiped out. Sophie sat on her haunches clutching her head.

      “Urgh…”

      “You OK, Soph?”

      She took her time to respond. “I got her good, but man, it was like flying into brick wall.”

      “Want me to withdraw you?”

      The bird-kin bounced up, stray feathers fluttering off her. “Fuck off.”

      
        Wild Ila used Vine Wrap!

      

      From the dirt and dust, ten green, vine-like ropes shot out. Five wrapped around Soph’s body either side, immobilizing her arms.

      The Ila emerged from the dust, one vine coming from each fingertip. She clenched her fists and the vines tightened around her foe.

      
        It’s not very effective…

      

      “That the best you got?” The bird-kin taunted. She heaved, engaging in a tug-o-war with the wild girlfriend. Her arms strained against the vines until the Ila couldn’t hold her any longer. The vines slithered back towards her hands.

      “Alright Soph, finish her off. Dagger Wing!”

      “Hehehehe…” Sophie threw her arms out again. In a blink, they had formed into long, polished, sharp blades. In three heartbeats, she had closed the distance between them and thwacked her blades on either side of the Ila. The blades disappeared and Soph withdrew her arms, leaping back a few feet.

      The grass/ground-type sat down, crossed her legs and closed her eyes, tranquil smile still on her face.

      
        Wild Ila fainted!

        Soph has gained 421 EXP!

      

      “Has… she really fainted?”

      “Yeah, they’re all like that. You can’t wake them up,” Spence said, looking to the ceiling of the glasshouse. “Come on, let’s keep going.” Vara tailed him with Moxie not too far behind.

      “Hey, since when were we with beefcake bozo?” Soph asked, hands on hips.

      “Since I decided we were going to help him catch an OP girlfriend so we could get his dad’s money so I could get a new GF-wiki,” Yoshi murmured, keeping an eye on Spence up ahead.

      “O… P?” came a voice from behind them.

      Yoshi and Soph spun around. There was no one there but the fainted Ila. Then she spoke again, sounding each word out slowly.

      “What does OP mean?”

      “Wait, you haven’t fainted yet?”

      “I had,” she said slowly. “But the Earth revived me.”

      Yoshi and Soph exchanged a look. “OP means ‘overpowered’. There’s a really powerful girlfriend in here by the name of Scardino. My friend is trying to catch her.”

      The Ila opened her eyes. Her irises were the darkest green Yoshi had ever seen. “She is dear to us; you will not succeed.”

      She cradled his perplexed gaze in her steady, impenetrable stare.

      Soph advanced towards her, rolling her right sleeve up. “Do you want to faint again? Because I can make you–”

      “Wait.” Yoshi snapped his hand onto his girlfriend’s wrist. Soph shut up and became still. He took a step towards the treant.

      “Why won’t we succeed?” For the longest time, she said nothing. Then she raised an arm, pointing directly at him. Soph tensed, taking a half step in front of her master.

      “Her story is broken; it begins on that tree. Her heart is broken; the pieces will guide you.”

      “Story? Broken heart? Wait…” Yoshi put his hand on the wild grass-type’s shoulder.

      “Are you nuts?” Soph hissed. “Don’t go touching a wild girlfriend.” Yoshi waved her away. He gave the Ila a gentle shake. No response.

      “Come on,” Yoshi said, stepping away from the grass-type. “Let’s see what the hell she was talking about.”

      Yoshi walked past his bewildered girlfriend, who hadn’t taken her eyes off the Ila. She begrudgingly followed her trainer.

      “Which tree was she pointing at?” Yoshi was standing in the middle of the path, looking along the imaginary line that the Ila had pointed from.

      Soph plucked a stray feather out of her chestnut brown hair and let it float to the ground. She put her hands on her hips and slowly scanned each tree.

      “Why don’t you get a bit closer? You can’t see anything standing–”

      “Shut up, I think I found something.” The bird-kin jogged over to a set of trees with smooth wood. She rested her hand on it then glanced at Yoshi triumphantly. “My bird vision beats your pathetic normal eyes.”

      “Serious? What does it say?” Yoshi jogged over and eyed the spot that she was pointing at. Someone had scratched seven, mildly disconcerting words into the tree. The words were gouged deep into the bark nearly an inch thick. Gray sap had bled from the grooves a long time ago and crystallized before it could ooze to the bottom.

      
        I can’t believe it. This isn’t happening.

      

      “Is that all it says?” Yoshi asked. Soph was already bouncing around amongst the other trees, looking them up and down.

      “That’s it. That Ila was slow but you’re even slower,” Yoshi’s flying-type sighed. “Are we going to keep going or what?” Yoshi kept staring at the words, trying to piece them together. Wait… pieces…

      
        Her heart is broken; the pieces will guide you.

      

      “Hold on.” Yoshi threaded his fingers into his remaining three rings and disengaged them from his belt. “Starry, Flick, Crystal.” His other three girlfriends appeared and looked either at Yoshi or their new surrounds.

      “This place is called the Abandoned Glasshouse. Have a look at this tree.” Yoshi showed the words on the tree to his newly called-out girlfriends. “I want you to look for more instances of words like these as we move deeper inside. I don’t know how, but they’re meant to point us to where Scardino is. She’s an OP girlfriend who apparently lives here.”

      “So we’re just meant to look for words carved onto trees?” Flick asked.

      “I’m… not sure,” Yoshi said, shaking his head. “That’s probably our best bet. We’ll move slowly and make sure we check every tree. If you see wild girlfriends, attack at will. Crystal and Flick, you have to be careful, there are heaps of grass-types here. Escape if you have to.”

      
        I wanna be the very best…

      

      Yoshi pulled his phone out. “Spence. Hey, yeah, I’m still back here. Listen, did you ever notice weird sentences carved into the trees around here?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So this is everything so far?”

      Now that they were further in, it was much harder to find some space that wasn’t overrun by wild plants. Yoshi, his four girlfriends, as well as Spence, Vara and Moxie were standing in a circle, looking at the ground.

      “So this is everything so far?” Yoshi said, arms crossed.

      “Mm-hm.” Crystal murmured. She had been the designated scribe. She tossed the pointy rock she had used as a writing utensil from hand to hand absent-mindedly, reading over what she had written in the dirt.

      “It’s a bit creepy,” Flick said, turning a shade of blue-green while hugging herself.

      
        x48 I can’t believe it. This isn’t happening.

        x38 I’m so sorry, I didn’t care as much as I should have.

        x34 I will destroy everything.

        x25 I guess it was too good to be true.

        x19 I can wait.

        x12 I still have our Glasshouse.

        x5 I will wait.

      

      “Dude, this is crazy.” Spence scoffed. “It’s probably some nutcase that’s just come in here and scratched these words everywhere.”

      “Would a nutcase write, ‘I can’t believe it. This isn’t happening.’ 48 times?”

      “Err, yeah!”

      Yoshi was silent. Once they started paying attention, the words appeared everywhere. They were mostly on trees, but some were gouged in the ground.

      “What type of girlfriend did you say Scardino was again?”

      Spence clucked in annoyance, pulling out his GF-wiki. He scrolled to her listing and passed it over to Yoshi. A reptile woman stared back at him with red eyes and teeth built to rip meat from bone. She had green scales and frills down her back, muscular arms and legs and pitch-black, two-inch claws jutting out form the ends of her fingers and toes.

      
        Name: Scardino

        Entry #: 110

        Species: Dino

        Type: Grass/Dragon

        Nature: Fierce

        Rarity: **

      

      
        Scardinos are revered for their strength. Able to rip a man apart with her bare hands, she is a girlfriend who is difficult to control at first. However, once you have earned her trust, she will be by your side until the end of time.

      

      “And where did you see her?”

      “Can’t remember. It was somewhere deep inside this place. Tall grass, thick trees. Was following another trainer, then she appears out of nowhere.”

      “You said that she’s had her heart broken, is that right?” Vara asked. Yoshi looked up at Spence’s grass-type starter and nodded. “Then she’s been grieving. These statements are proof of that.What happened to her lover?”

      Yoshi shrugged. “By the sounds of it, he abandoned her.”

      “And now she’s running around this Glasshouse.” Spence said. “I’ll catch her and look after her. I’m a good trainer, just ask these two.” Vara and Moxie ignored him, staring at the statements etched in the ground.

      “There’s still one problem, we don’t know where she is,” Yoshi said.

      “Yeah, she’s a wild girlfriend. She’s going to wander around. That’s what we have to do too. You know what?” Spence broke the circle, grabbing the hands of Vara and Moxie. “I’ll give you a call when I find her.”

      Vara whipped her head back, braids wrapping around her shoulders. She mouthed ‘sorry’ and turned back.

      “There’s a pattern.”

      Yoshi, Starry, Flick, and Soph looked at Crystal. The unflappable rock-type had been staring at the statements and hadn’t moved a muscle.

      “What do you see, Crystal?”

      The rock-type walked around the circle until she stood side-on. “They’re all quite scattered, but each statement seems to have been written in a particular area of the Glasshouse.” She squatted and pointed at the first statement. “This first one was closest to the entrance but it fanned out over a wide area. The second one was deeper and spread out over a smaller space. From there, the number of instances of the statement decreases and the space they appear in also shrinks.”

      “Crystal’s right.” Starry said. “As she progresses through her grieving, she seems to move through each stage quicker. She also seems to move deeper into the Glasshouse. The ‘I will waits’ were clustered really closely together. They were all scratched on the sides of some really big trees over there.”

      “Where?” Yoshi asked.

      She led them away from the glade and towards the trees. Here, they grew thick and close together, so much so that when Yoshi looked up, he couldn’t see the ceiling of the glasshouse.

      “Over here.” Starry straddled a fallen log and pushed some ferns aside.

      Three trees grew closely together, their trunks twisting and merging further up,  winding to infinity. There was a circular break in the glass ceiling, designed to give just enough space for the gigantic, braided trees space to grow. Whoever planted these, they knew they were going to grow like this.

      Starry wasn’t kidding, they were enormous. Yoshi spent the next 10 minutes walking around the perimeter, his hand trailing along the bark. All along the side, spaced out he saw three words: I will wait. He knocked the wood. It was thick, but there was an unmistakable hollow sound from the inside.

      “We’re missing something…” Yoshi rested his head against the trunk.

      “Bossman, we got company.”

      “Not now Soph.”

      
        Wild Lifee appeared!
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        NAME: Lifee

        LEVEL: 15

        HP: 54/54

      

      “Hello,” the Lifee said softly. She watched on as Yoshi’s girlfriends zapped back into their rings one by one. “Are you here to battle?”

      Yoshi didn’t say anything. Ankle-length foliage dress, patchwork poncho. Was she another grass-type? Those contrasted starkly with her neon-green skin that seemed to glow in the semi-darkness. She tilted her head in curiosity, her bell-shaped, brunette hair bobbing to the side. He picked his ring. If in doubt…

      “Starry, go!”

      The interstellar-type reappeared and took guard.

      The Lifee hummed. “Battle it is then.”

      “Starry, Siren Song!”

      The star mistress clasped her hands to her heart and closed her eyes. The notes floated out of her mouth and swirled through the air. It could have been the height of the glasshouse, the dampness of the air, or the thickness of the flora in this area, but the song didn’t seem to resonate as much as in the Caverns.

      Nevertheless, the Lifee flinched and crouched down, hands clasped over her head. Her HP dropped to 36/54.

      She took a moment to compose herself then stood back up. She was trying to look angry, but her small, apple-like face made her look adorable instead. She put both hands to her side as if she were about to throw a giant frisbee and spun instead.

      
        Wild Lifee used Nettle Sting!

      

      A volley of inch-long, thin, cone-like projectiles whistled through the air towards Starry. She held her hands up in futility but all that did was expose her hands to her pain.

      
        Starry’s Defence fell!

      

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        LEVEL: 21

        HP: 40/72

      

      “Starry, are you OK?”

      Most of the projectiles had struck her and fallen to the ground. The remaining ones she gingerly picked out of her skin. She looked at her trainer and waved off his concern.

      “Starry, Siren Song again!”

      The interstellar-type cleared her throat and began her requiem anew. Knowing that the acoustics were bad, she upped her volume. The Lifee fell to her knees, tears in the corner of her eyes.

      
        Critical Hit!

      

      For a second, Yoshi thought that she had knocked her out. Her HP bar was virtually empty; she was lying on her side, eyes barely open.

      Yoshi pulled an empty ring out of his belt, pointing it at the wild girlfriend. The crystal glowed for a moment before a blue beam shot out, striking the Lifee. Her form flickered, disintegrated and flew towards his fist.

      Come on…

      It flashed once, twice, three times before the light faded.

      
        You have caught Lifee!

        Lifee’s details will be added to the GF-wiki.

        Error! Cannot locate GF-wiki!

      

      “Good work, Starry,” Yoshi said, walking up to his girlfriend. “Know much about this girlfriend?” She shook her head. There was blood dribbling down her skin where the Nettle Sting had punctured her skin.

      “Can I freshen up?”

      “Sure.” Yoshi unlocked her ring from his belt. He got down on one knee, took his girlfriend’s left hand in his right and laid the ring in the middle of his left palm.

      Starry gasped. “Are you proposing?”

      He winked. “Just practicing.”

      He kissed the back of her hand and slid the ring onto her finger. She disappeared inside and the ring fell into his palm.

      “That was the gayest thing I’ve seen in my life, dude.”

      Spence was leaning against the giant, entwined tree, amusement and disgust etched on his face at the same time.

      “How is marrying a girlfriend gay?” Yoshi shot back.

      “You know what I mean,” Spence grunted. “Why would you even consider locking yourself to one girlfriend for the rest of your life right now?” He pushed himself off and walked towards him. “Once you do that, you’re done. She becomes your wife, you have a son and she won’t let you have loads of irresponsible sex with every girlfriend you see anymore.

      Yoshi stood up and put Starry’s ring into his belt. “Find your OP girlfriend?”

      “Nah. Leveled up Moxie and got some EXP into Vara.”

      “Hey, I caught a Lifee, can you show me her GF-wiki entry?”

      “What the Frank happened to yours?”

      Yoshi took a breath. Think about the reward, Yosh. He gave a quick and dirty rundown of the events of the Celeste Caverns. By the end, Spence’s eyebrows were so far up they were in danger of disappearing into his blond hair.

      “So Tozuck managed to get into the pants of an OP huh? Once I get that Scardino, that’ll be me too.”

      Yoshi grunted. He had chosen to leave out the details of the cave bat menage-a-trois with Suzy and her mother. Probably for the best.

      He scrolled through his GF-wiki. “Alright, let me find… here it is.”

      
        Name: Lifee

        Entry #: 74

        Species: Leaf Maiden

        Type: Grass/Poison

        Nature: Playful

        Rarity: *

      

      
        Whereever there are trees, there are Lifee. Leading a largely hedonistic lifestyle, they are known to be community builders and maintainers of harmony. The poison they secrete is used to deter intruders to their homes.

      

      ‘Community builders’, huh? Yoshi pulled out his fifth ring and inspected it:

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        LEVEL: 15

        HP: 2/61

      

      Sheesh, no wonder I couldn’t see anything in her HP bar.

      He took a Potion out and released her at the same time. The Lifee stumbled and Yoshi caught her with one arm.

      “Here.” Yoshi offered the healing agent to her. She clasped the bottle by its neck and downed it.

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Grass/Poison

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 15

        HP: 32/61

        - ATTACK: 17

        - DEFENCE: 14

        - SPCL ATTACK: 15

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 15

        - SPEED: 15

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Nettle Sting 24/25 PP (Fires poison barbs in one direction that secrete a venom of varying efficacy. 40% chance of Poison.)

        Shoulder Charge 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

      

      She sighed and raised her face to Yoshi. “Are you nice?”

      “Errr… I’d like to think so.”

      Lifee stood up, a lot steadier now. “You’re nice.”

      “Thanks.” He took the empty potion bottle from her, “Arlif – that’s your preferred name? May I call you that?”

      She shrugged, her poncho rising and falling. “Can I call you Potionguy?”

      “Uhh… sure. Listen, would you say you know the girlfriends in the Glasshouse pretty well?”

      “Mmhmm!” she said, nodding happily.

      Yoshi exchanged a look with Spence. “Cool. Have you met a girlfriend called Scardino?”

      Arlif’s smile faded. She took a couple steps back, eyes darting between Yoshi and Spence. “What do you want to do with her?”

      “We want to ca–hrngh!”

      “Dude, I told you not to stand behind me. I can’t control my leg twitch.” Yoshi didn’t know what he was more surprised by: his ability to land a kick square in Spence’s stomach blind, or the majestic bullshit of a lie he just pulled out of nowhere. Arlif snorted, doing her best to smother her laughter.

      “We wanted to… ask Scardino about the messages she’s been leaving around the Glasshouse.” Yoshi said, ignored Spence’s wheezing from behind him. “That’s her leaving the messages, right?”

      “Oh those,” Arlif said knowingly. She sighed. “Yes, it was her. I moved to the Glasshouse across from Emerald oh, five years ago now? She’s a lot better now than she was back then. I don’t think she’s completely over him yet though.”

      “Who is he?” Yoshi asked.

      Arlif shook her head, her hair ding-donging side to side. “She’s never mentioned his name. The others who have been here longer tell me that he built this Glasshouse, then abandoned her.”

      “Does she have a… route that she likes to take through here?” Spence asked. Arlif gave the tall trainer a wary look. Seeing Yoshi’s nod, she answered slowly.

      “She likes to make sure all parts of the Glasshouse are looked after.” She smiled fondly. “Even with a broken heart, she still has so much love to give to it and all the girlfriends that live here.”

      Yoshi and Spence stood in silence. “I can take you to her cottage if you would like. She’ll be back eventually.”

      “She has a cottage here?” Yoshi asked.

      “Mmhmm.” Arlif pointed up and behind them.

      “She lives in the giant tree?” Spence blurted.

      “No. Well actually, yes sort of.”

      The grass-type swept over to the base of the three mammoth trees woven together. She took off her flats then placed her bare feet on the trunk… and walked up. Yoshi looked on in astonishment as his girlfriend got further and further away from him. She disappeared into a nook in the side of the tree before popping her head back out.

      “What are you waiting for?” she said. “Oh right, you aren’t one with the trees. Hold on, let me let the rope ladder down for you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      With a final push, Yoshi hauled himself up the final rung of the rope ladder.

      “About time, yo,” Spence said, hands on hips.

      “Where did… Arlif… go?” Yoshi rasped.

      “Your girlfriend’s been walking around the ‘cottage’,” Spence said, making talking marks with his fingers, “and chatting to a few of the other girlfriends here.”

      Yoshi eventually got to his feet. He turned around and almost lost his balance. The tree swayed, creaking and sighing with the wind. Grey clouds floated across the sky, breaking in silent rain over the Glasshouse below, past Route 41 all the way back to Sapphire.

      “Hello, Potionguy.” Yoshi turned around. His girlfriend stood there, beaming at him. “You took your time.”

      “Right. So this is Scardino’s…” Yoshi looked around the wide, expansive space, clad in wood. “…cottage?”

      “Mmhmm. There are a few Glasshouse girls around, but I’ve told them not to worry about you, because you won’t hurt them.” Arlif looked up at Yoshi. “You won’t hurt them, right?”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal,” Spence whispered out the corner of his mouth.

      Yoshi pretended he didn’t hear him. How are we going to catch a girlfriend, let alone an overpowered one, without hurting her? “Yes.”

      Arlif smiled again. “OK, let me show you around.”

      It wasn’t so much a cottage as it was a mansion. Lifees, Ilas and a few other girlfriends he hadn’t seen yet were dutifully carrying boxes around, dusting or generally looking busy. From the lobby, she took them to the living room, which had its own fireplace. How it didn’t burn the whole tree down, Yoshi didn’t know.

      “Should we wait for her here?” Yoshi asked.

      “Let me show you around the rest of the place first,” Arlif said. She seemed excited to have guests here, as if she had been preparing it for such an occasion. They ventured down corridor after corridor of rooms. A few times, girlfriends poked their heads out, saw Yoshi and Spence and promptly shut and locked their doors.

      “Lady Scardino’s master had built this cottage for her, but she’s been kind enough to share it with all of us,” Arlif said. She hesitated. “She misses him. She’ll be glad to have visitors.”

      “Hey dude, you OK? You don’t look so good,” Spence said. He picked up a vase on a pedestal and yanked the flowers out, offering it to him to puke into.

      “Don’t touch that,” Arlif hissed. Spence froze and put them back.

      “I’m OK,” Yoshi breathed. “It’s just… this tree’s swaying… and I get… tree sick.”

      Spence raised an eyebrow at him and snorted.

      “These are everwood trees. No matter how bad the weather, they’ll never break. Lady Scardino’s master had them transplanted to the Glasshouse from Emerald.”

      “I need some fresh air,” Yoshi said weakly.

      “Perfect! I’m about to take you to the courtyard. This way.” She skipped ahead, turning the corner.

      “How are we going to catch the Scardino if we can’t hurt the girlfriends?” Spence said under his breath.

      “She just meant the girlfriends inside the cottage,” Yoshi said. The fellow Topaz trainer snorted, sensing the lack of conviction in his voice. “Come on. Don’t think she’ll let you catch her if I barf in her house.”

      They turned the corner and saw Arlif standing at the end of the hall where there were wooden double doors. “This waaaay.”

      Yoshi picked up the pace and hurried out the door. He gulped down ten deep breaths, wind whipping through his hair.

      “This is the courtyard,” she said. “Close the door behind you,” she barked to Spence.

      The air was crisp and pure so high up; it was good to taste it after breathing in moist glasshouse air for so long.

      The courtyard was an exquisite work of landscaping. Exotic plants and trees lined the perimeter. Several statues composed of different materials were arranged in a grid, showing Scardino in various poses. At the other end was a wooden gazebo. Paint was peeling off its sides but it was otherwise in good shape.

      “So Scardino’s going to come by later then?” Spence asked casually.

      “I’ve told the others to let her know that we’re waiting for her here,” the leaf-maiden said. The wind blew the hair into her face and she brushed it aside. “Thanks again for doing this, Potionguy. She’s going to be so excited to have guests. Why did you decide to come–?”

      Yoshi recalled her back into her ring.

      “Good one Yosh,” Spence said. “Laying down the law.”

      Yoshi swallowed the guilt and said nothing.

      “So what are we going to do now?” Spence asked.

      Yoshi walked into the gazebo and sat, leaning his elbow into his knee. “We wait.”
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      “OK, so like I said: this girlfriend is fucking scary. Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to send out Moxie. She’s going to use Stun Powder. She levelled up before and learned a new bug-type move called Sonic Wings. I’ll–”

      “This is wrong.”

      Spence stared at Yoshi. “What is wrong?”

      “Sneaking into someone’s house, waiting to ambush them…” Yoshi waved around vaguely. “All of this.”

      “Dude,” Spence said, pinching the bridge of his nose. He leaned forward, glaring at Yoshi. “We didn’t sneak in, we were let in.”

      “We lied.”

      “You lied,” Spence pointed out, rubbing his stomach absent-mindedly.

      “You made it sound like she was just another wild girlfriend–”

      “She is just another wild girlfriend!” Spence exploded. “Her trainer got rid of her, big whoop. It’s not our fault that she hasn’t gotten over him. I might not be able to build her a castle in the sky but I’ll get her much better stuff. Let me ask you one more time: are you in or are you out?”

      Yoshi tented his fingers, eyes glazed over. “She will attack first; that puts us at an immediate disadvantage. We will get demolished if we take her head-on.”

      “Alright, now we’re talking!” Spence boomed.

      “We layer on the condition changes.” Yoshi continued. “Get her to damage herself as much as she can. Every bit counts. Flick’s Water Slap can cause confusion. Her Flash can also decrease accuracy by 50 percent.”

      “Mm-hm.” Spence hummed, nodding slowly.

      “Starry’s Siren Song has a 40 percent chance of confusion. She doesn’t have the type disadvantage that Flick does, so I might use her first. Soph has the best advantage, being a flying-type. Did you bring any other girl–?”

      The ornate doorknob turned and both trainers sprang to their feet. “Shit, she’s here!” Spence whispered. Lightning speared across the sky, illuminating the courtyard.

      “That statue over there, in the corner.” Yoshi hissed, dropping into a crouch. “Hide there, call Moxie out. Pick your moment, then use Stun Powder. Go!”

      The sculpted trainer from Topaz moved surprisingly fast for a big guy. He wove around numerous stone sculptures and immaculately trimmed shrubs before throwing himself behind the marble block base of the statue to the left of the door.

      Yoshi’s heart was thudding in his throat. Not counting his girlfriends, he had never ordered someone like that before, let alone someone a foot taller than him.

      Dark clouds were rolling in from the distance. More lighting raked across the sky, with the thunder booming seconds after. A storm was coming. A green, scaled leg stepped into the courtyard; Yoshi’s heart rate kicked up a notch. Dark dots appeared on the ground as rain started to fall.

      The reptile woman looked around, scanning right over where Spence was doing his best to squeeze his huge frame behind the block. Yoshi stood rooted the spot, unable to move when the reptilian locked eyes with him. A forked tongue flickered in and out of her thin, green lips and she started walking towards him.

      The shots in the GF-wiki didn’t do her justice. Power rippled out of her being with every step. The Tomb Raider-style tank top and shorts leant an air of grace and power to her being; Yoshi expected her to dash forward in a blink and crunch her jagged-tooth jaws over his head.

      
        NAME: Scardino

        LEVEL: 62

        HP: 271/271

      

      “The girls said there was meant to be two of you.” Her voice was deep, calm and assured. The rain started falling in silent sheets, hushed in the presence of the powerful girlfriend.

      Don’t look at Spence, don’t look at Spence, don’t look at Spence…

      “Aaaah yes. My f-friend. He… he went to the bathroom,” Yoshi stammered.

      “It’s starting to rain. Let’s move into the shade.” Scardino walked towards the gazebo in the middle of the courtyard. Yoshi willed his legs to move and followed the overpowered girlfriend. Her tail lazily swung side to side, almost knocking into the statues either side of the path. Yoshi found himself staring at her thick thighs where her shorts finished. Her skin was dark like Ila the treant, but scaled instead of covered in bark.

      “Where is Arlif?” she asked, voice low but clear.

      “A-Arlif?” he said, blanking out.

      The dino nodded. “The Lifee. You caught her, didn’t you? Or was that your companion?”

      “Yes, I mean no. I caught her. Not him. He’s still in the bathroom. Is it OK that I caught her?”

      Scardino hadn’t broken her gaze with him since she set eyes on him. “Of course it’s OK you caught her. I don’t own her.” She looked out to the left. A fork of lightning reflected in her beady eye. “I will miss her company though.”

      From the corner of his eye, Yoshi could see Spence slowly creeping out from his hiding place. He hadn’t called out Moxie yet.

      “I’m sorry, I haven’t introduced myself yet.” Scardino dipped her head. “My name is Scardino. You may call me Scary.”

      A sickening feeling gripped Yoshi’s intestines. Frank, she’s actually quite nice. What will happen when she finds out we’re actually trying to catch her?

      Lighting cracked above, making both Yoshi and Scardino flinch. He chanced a glance behind the dino. Spence had taken the split-second opportunity to call his bug-type out. She didn’t look too happy about being drenched, shivering in the rain. Or maybe it was from the fear of facing a girlfriend over 40 levels higher than she was.

      Spence, abort mission! Do. Not. Attack. Her!

      No matter how loud he yelled in his head, Spence kept moving forward.

      “Are you Spence or Yo–”

      “I’m Yoshi. Yoshi Soysauce. Pleased to meet you.” He stuck his hand out and forced a smile to his face.

      Scary cocked her head slightly, taking Yoshi’s hand. She applied the smallest amount of pressure, which was still enough to almost fracture his hand. He flinched but didn’t yank it back.

      “You remind me of someone,” she said, crossing her arms. “Someone who was as nervous about meeting me many years ago as you are right now.”

      “Me? Nervous? Hahahaha!” Yoshi laughed, louder than necessary. Spence and Moxie were within 10 feet, outside the gazebo, rain dripping down their faces.

      “Your friend is taking an awfully long time,” Scary said. “Maybe he got lo–”

      “Stun Powder!”

      Golden powder burst forth from Moxie’s wing ducts but only managed to dribble out due to the rain.

      
        Stun Powder failed!

      

      Holy mother of Frank.

      “Who are you?” Scardino hissed. “Who let you in here?”

      “Yoshi! What are you waiting for?” Spence barked.

      Yoshi cupped his face. As if things couldn’t get any worse…

      Scardino looked between them, realization dawning on her face. “I see. So you are Spence and you both weren’t here to visit me.”

      
        Scardino used Tail Crush!

      

      One moment she was there, the next moment she had whipped her tail into Moxie, sending her crashing into the building next to the door.

      
        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      The entire courtyard shuddered as the moth fell still.

      
        Moxie fainted!

      

      Spence stared at his fallen girlfriend then turned back and came face to face with the livid reptile.

      “You’re here to battle me, like all the other pathetic trainers that come into my Glasshouse!” Spence stepped back, almost slipping. He panicked, stabbing his fingers haphazardly into the rings at his belt.

      “Fumi! Get out here!”

      When the light from her ring cleared, Fumi the poison-type wasn’t there. Standing in her place was Vara, Spence’s grass-type starter. She saw the overpowered dino and froze. Scary charged towards the pair.

      “Get out of the… way!” Scary roared, charging towards the pair.

      
        Scardino used Thorn Claw!

        It’s not very effective…

      

      The attack ripped into Vara, launching her to the side. She thudded into a monument and dry retched on the ground, horrific claw marks gouged into her chest.

      “To have the gall to attack me not only behind my back but in my own home—” she raised her hand, rain dripping off her claws— “you deserve death!”

      “S!” Yoshi yelled.

      Scardino paused, eyes wide. She turned around. “What did you call me?”

      “Flick now! Use Flash!” Yoshi roared.

      The water-type he had called out as Scardino demolished Spence’s girlfriends lifted her top. Light erupted in the courtyard.

      “Rrrrrrrrrrrraaaarrrrrgh!” The dino swiped deep and low, raking the bottom of Spence’s shoes.

      
        Thorn Claw missed!

      

      “Get out of there!” Yoshi yelled, voice swallowed by thunder.

      A wounded Vara had made her way back to her trainer, helping him to his feet.

      “Flick, Water Barrier! Protect Vara and Spence!”

      “On it.” She clapped her hands together, water splashing between her palms. A semi-transparent screen flickered on in front of her. She took a step back and ‘threw’ it towards the other trainer.

      
        Flick used Water Barrier!

        Scardino used Tail Crush!

      

      The dino whipped her rear around, her tail cracking in the air and striking the barrier. The water slowed it down somewhat, but it was still enough to send Spence and Vara sprawling to the side.

      
        Vara has fainted!

      

      “Flick, keep Flashing her. I want her so blind she can’t walk without tripping,” Yoshi commanded his water-type. “Starry, Soph, get out here.”

      His first and second girlfriends appeared, eyes wide with alarm. “Starry, Siren Song. Keep it going. Watch out for her tail and her claws. Soph, flying-type moves. Pick your moments. Keep her away from Spence.”

      Yoshi’s three girlfriends got to work. They assumed a triangle formation, taking advantage of the monuments to evade the dino’s attacks. She would start moving towards Flick after being Flashed by her, giving Soph the openings to Fell Swoop from behind. All the while, Starry kept a safe distance, her voice just audible above the heavily falling rain.

      Yoshi sped out of the gazebo, clinging to the perimeter. Spence was backed up in a corner, staring in horror at the scene unfolding before him.

      “Hey!” Yoshi barked. He grabbed his party member’s bicep. “This way.”

      He shook his head. “I need to catch her.”

      “You can do it from the gazebo! Come on!”

      He shook his arm free. “No.”

      
        Scardino is confused!

        Scardino used Thorn Claw!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

        Flick fainted!

      

      Yoshi spun back to the scene. Flick was heaped up against the side of a monument, Scardino standing over her.

      “No!” Yoshi yelled.

      The dino perked up. “There you are!” She thudded over towards them.

      “Yo Bitchzilla!” Soph taunted. “I’m your enemy!”

      
        Soph used Fell Swoop!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

        Soph was hurt in recoil!

        Scardino is confused!

        Scardino used Tail Crush!

        Tail Crush missed!

      

      Her HP was down to just under 40%. Not much longer now…

      A blue beam shot out from Spence’s fist and hit the dino square in the chest. “This Super Ring ought to do the tr–”

      
        You cannot catch someone else’s girlfriend!

      

      The crystal on the ring popped and fizzled out. “What?” Spence whispered. “She’s not wild?”

      
        Scardino used Full Restore!

      

      The dino downed the bottle she pulled from her pocket, dashing it against the stones.

      
        Soph used Bird Run!

        Scardino used Thorn Claw!

      

      Scary spun out of the way at the last minute, swiping a clawed hand into her back.

      
        It’s not very effective…

      

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        LEVEL: 17

        HP: 0/62

      

      
        Soph has fainted!

      

      She sprawled into Yoshi’s arms and became limp. “Sorry,” he murmured into her ear.

      
        Scardino used Tail Crush!

        Critical Hit!

        Starry has fainted!

      

      “No!” Yoshi yelled. Starry landed in a crumpled pile, face-down. This was a bad idea from the start. We’re going to die.

      Scardino leaped through the air, landing with a heavy thud in front of Spence and Yoshi. Her toes curled, black razor-sharp nails cutting through the stone tiles.

      
        Scardino used Tail Crush!

      

      Her tail thwacked into Spence’s feet, spending him to the ground head-first. Driven by adrenaline, Yoshi had managed to jump over her tail, but still fell flat onto his ass. She spun on her heel; her tail wanted seconds. Yoshi raised his fist, the ring flashing.

      “Go, Arlif!”

      The diminutive leaf-maiden popped out between Yoshi and Scardino. She raised her hands up to the dino’s startled face.

      “Lady Scardino, no!”

      
        Tail Crush missed!

      

      The dino pulled the momentum back and her tail whipped right in front of the leaf maiden’s face.

      “Arlif!” She gasped, eyes wide.

      The Lifee shook her head. “I’m sorry for letting them come up into your home. I’m sorry that I got tricked and I’m sorry, but I can’t let you hurt my trainer.”
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      It was a sorry sight if ever Yoshi saw one: one trainer, five girlfriends, six beds, all unconscious.

      Arlif dabbed his face with a warm towel, scented with an invigorating mixture of herbs. There was hurt written all over her face.

      “I’m OK,” Yoshi said, trying to grasp her wrists. She pulled away slightly, but not before he could touch her. She slipped out of his grip, making a beeline towards Scardino seated at a bed in the middle of the infirmary.

      “Arlif, I’m sorry for tricking you,” Yoshi mumbled. She didn’t say anything, keeping her head down. “How is Scardi–”

      “Lady Scardino,” she interjected.

      “Lady Scardino,” Yoshi repeated.

      “Why don’t you come and see for yourself,” she responded quietly. Yoshi nodded, got off the bed with a grimace and followed her.

      “Lady Scardino,” Yoshi greeted. “How are you feeling?”

      It seemed a stupid thing to say, given the situation, but Yoshi stuck with it.

      “I’m fine,” she responded, with a sigh. She was trying to conceal it, but there was definitely pain in her eyes. “Thank you, Lifel, Ily,” she said warmly. The other Lifee and Ila that had been tending to her curtsied and withdrew themselves.

      “They will all be OK,” she continued. “Your… friend and both your girlfriends.”

      Yoshi didn’t say anything. Of all the fuck-ups he had been a part of, this was by far the biggest. Now he was being treated by the girlfriend he had battled with three-on-one.

      “Why not just kill us?” Yoshi asked. “We trespassed. We broke your property. We lied to you.”

      She laughed drily. “Believe me, I could. I still want to, especially your idiot friend over there.” She got to her feet slowly. “But then I would be causing my… trainer… undue complications.”

      “You would be imprisoned,” Yoshi said, remembering what happened with Soph back in Onyx.

      “I’d be executed.” A fire crackled merrily in the corner of the infirmary, keeping the room warm while the rain battered the walls outside. “It took all of my self-control to direct Tail Crush into your legs and not your head. If your friend reports me, I might still have to do time.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he doesn’t,” Yoshi said.

      Cradling her head, Scary looked up at Yoshi. “Why would you want to?”

      “The same reason you would want to heal us after we attacked you.”

      She and Yoshi stared at each other. “Arlif, you still remember the way to my room?”

      “Please, Lady Scardino,” the Lifee scoffed. “I’ve only been captured for a few hours.”

      Scary chuckled. “I’d like to rest soon. Could you prepare it for me? That is—” her red eyes turned to Yoshi— “if your trainer will let you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Given the size of her ‘cottage’, the master bedroom was surprisingly small. There was a squashy yet comfortable-looking king-size bed in the middle with two big, fluffy pillows propped up against the head board. Windows took up an entire wall. Even in the darkness, Yoshi could make out the lights of Sapphire twinkling in the distance. The rain had stopped, though the glass panes were now heaving as wind pushed against them.

      Yoshi had wanted to stay in the infirmary with Spence and the fainted girlfriends, but Arlif said that Scardino insisted that she tag along. He was now holding a cup and saucer, sipping at some green tea by the doorway. Half a dozen grass-types and a few others he hadn’t seen before slipped out of the room, leaving him, Arlif and Scardino behind. She was now wearing a bathrobe and sitting on the bed. A fire crackled in the corner, carving shadows onto the walls.

      “Do you mind… talking with me for a while longer?” Scary asked.

      “O-of course not,” Yoshi said, taken aback. He set his tea down on a pine desk by the wall. There was a photo frame on it. Inside was a picture of her, a man and a boy. They were smiling happily. Something about the picture told Yoshi that it was from quite a while ago.

      “You know, I really was looking forward to having visitors,” Scardino said. “I was initially suspicious when the girls told me that I had some, but at the same time quite excited. The girls keep me company, but I do miss talking to members of the opposite sex. Most just want to battle me.”

      Yoshi cleared his throat uncomfortably while Arlif took the seat at the pine desk. She put her little hands in the lap of her poncho, looking at her lady.

      “You asked me before why I would want to heal you after you attacked me.” She gripped the edge of her bed. “I hoped that we could keep chatting like we did when I had just come into the courtyard.”

      “For what it’s worth Lady Scardino, I am genuinely interested in your story. All those messages on the trees – that was you, wasn’t it?”

      She looked more uncomfortable now than when Yoshi and Spence’s girlfriends were attacking her. There was something she wanted to ask but she struggled to put it to words.

      “Why did you call me ‘S’ before?”

      Yoshi blinked. “When?”

      “In the courtyard after Spence’s girlfriends attacked me.”

      He was quiet for a moment. “There was a sign near the entrance of the Glasshouse. It was addressed to ‘S’. I guessed that it was you. Thought that it would get your attention.”

      “It did.” She looked into the fire wistfully. “I haven’t been called that in many years.”

      “That’s what your husband calls you.”

      Scary bowed her head. “Called me.”

      Yoshi picked up the picture frame, furrowing his brow in concentration. He had definitely seen the husband before. Perhaps someone in Sapphire?

      “You’ve told Arlif and the other girlfriends living in the Glasshouse that you were abandoned, yet you haven’t been released yet,” Yoshi said.

      Arlif rose and crossed the floor, sitting on the soft bed next to the dino. She patted her leg reassuringly, looking into her pained face.

      “He must not be ready to let me go completely yet,” she mused.

      “So you’re not truly abandoned then.”

      “He told me that he had made his choice.”

      The fire popped, sending embers fluttering into the air before they melted into nothing.

      “Yet you are hopeful that he will come back one day.”

      Scary clasped her powerful, scaled hands together tightly. She looked up at Yoshi, eyes shining. “I will wait.”

      “Doesn’t he just live and work in Sapphire? Can’t you just go and visit him?”

      The dino shook her head vigorously. “He doesn’t want me there.”

      Yoshi frowned. “He doesn’t sound like a very good trainer.”

      “He isn’t perfect, but he’s still a good man. My man.”

      “Who is he? I need to head back to Sapphire anyway. I’ll put it on the mission board at the Guild. That should locate him pretty quick.”

      Scary shook her head. “I don’t need help locating him.”

      Yoshi sighed and crossed his arms. Why is she so cagey about revealing who he is?

      “I should be getting back to my girlfriends.” He stood up and stretched. “I am truly sorry about attacking you. If there’s anything else I can do, let me know.”

      “Actually…” Scary stood up as well. “There is.” She gave a knowing look to Arlif. An impish smile crossed the leaf maiden’s lips.

      Yoshi raised an eyebrow, glancing between the two grass-type girlfriends. Scardino took a few steps away from her bed and stood in the center of her room. Just like in the courtyard, she locked eyes with Yoshi again. She pulled at the belt holding the sides of her robe together.

      “What are you…?” Yoshi started before trailing off. The robe opened up. She had taken off her Tomb Raider kit, revealing her bare scaly body underneath. She slid the robe off and let it pool at her feet. Her forked tongue flickered out of her mouth, as if tasting for Yoshi’s reaction.

      “Make love to me.”

      The front of her body was still rather human-like. Yoshi marvelled at how it was covered by skin that somehow became scaled around her back. Her breasts, free of the tank top, now jiggled with every slight movement. A dark, well-trimmed bush sat above a fleshy vagina.

      “I can’t. Not because I don’t want to,” Yoshi clarified very quickly, “but your husband, you have a son, and…”

      “I’m lonely, Yoshi. It’s been far too long since I’ve had a man. This doesn’t change how I feel about him. What we do would be…” She leaped through the air, landing a couple feet in front of him with a thud that made the room shudder. Her breasts bounced luxuriously in front of his face. “…Purely sexual.”

      Off to the side, Arlif had also taken her poncho and dress off. Standing at five-foot-one, she was petite and her frame matched her size. Her breasts were perky and she had less pronounced hips than her lady, but was still alluring in her own way. Her entire body glowed neon-green. She gazed at Yoshi, eyes large and innocent.

      “Would calling out one of your girlfriends make you more comfortable?” She cupped his chin in one hand, appraising him from head to toe. “I’m all for sharing.”

      Holy Frank. As if a threesome wasn’t enough, she was proposing a foursome… or more-some. Images of Starry and Flick flashed into his mind. They were still both conked out. But wait… there was still…

      “Crystal.”

      The rock-type appeared. Not batting an eyelid, she took in the naked dino standing a few feet away then back to Yoshi.

      “Do you want to finish what we started back in the change rooms? The only catch is that we’ll be doing it together with Lady Scardino here and Arlif, my newest girlfriend.” The grass-type waved from the bed. “If this is too weird, I understa–”

      “Withdraw me.”

      “I’m sor–”

      “Wait five seconds, then call me out again.”

      “Errr… OK.” Yoshi pointed the ring at his rock-type and she zipped back inside.

      “She seems nice,” Scary said.

      “Mmhmm,” Yoshi nodded. After four more uncomfortable seconds ticked by where he tried to look anywhere but at the dino’s large boobs, he held his fist out.

      “Crystal.”

      Yoshi blinked, just to make sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him. She too was stark naked. A slight blush colored her cheeks.

      “My body is ready.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Even with Scary’s six-foot plus frame, the bed was big enough for all four participants to sit on at the same time.

      Yoshi plowed into Crystal, his rock-type, grunting with each thrust. Of all the girlfriends he had fucked, she was the quietest so far. She seemed to be fighting the pleasure that her trainer was inducing in her nether regions, refusing to let a peep of sound out. This didn’t bother Yoshi though. From listening to the catches in her short sharp breaths and watching her face, he could pinpoint the moment that she was about to climax.

      “Oh another one!” Scary panted. Arlif had been taking care of her lady, starting off by fingering her before moving to eating her out. She was now scissoring her, grinding her mound against the dino’s. “My, you do seem to know what girlfriends want.”

      Yoshi stopped and pulled his erection out of his girlfriend. With only one of him to go around, they had decided to take turns. Crystal was spent, a look of contentment on her face.

      “I’d like to go next,” the Lifee said.

      “I should go next, we wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t have the idea,” Scary rumbled.

      “Both of you, lay side by side,” Yoshi ordered. He put a blanket over his rock-type and turned to face the two grass-types. “I’ll take both of you on at the same time.”

      The two girlfriends gasped, doing as they were told. Yoshi kneeled in front and between the two, hands on hips. He felt more drawn to Arlif, mainly because he still felt uncomfortable doing someone else’s wife. Scary was right though: they wouldn’t be bumping uglies right now if it wasn’t for her. And besides, Yoshi thought as he settled himself in front of the dino’s open legs, she was the one who needed it more.

      “Rrrrrr… arrrrrrrrrgh!” Scary moaned as Yoshi entered her. “It’s been too long, please keep going!”

      He gripped her knees and pushed them together, bringing her slick walls closer around him. This also gave him leverage as he amped up his rate, slamming into the dino. She cupped her heaving breasts as they flowed rhythmically on her chest with each pump.

      “Yes, right there!” she growled.

      Arlif was running her fingers up and down her slit, eyes glued to where Yoshi’s member was sliding in and out of Scary.

      Yoshi closed his eyes and breathed in and out slowly, trying to keep his own climax at bay. Out of nowhere, the dino lifted her legs and plonked them onto Yoshi’s shoulders. Never made love to a woman while carrying the weight of logs on my shoulders, he mused. This elevated her to just the right angle and suddenly, he was thrusting straight into the roof of her vagina.

      “Yes, yes, I’m there, I’m–!” Yoshi’s hands flew up to his ears, providing limited protection for the crushing force of her thighs as Scary clenched her teeth. She lifted her legs as the O-train came, lifting Yoshi by his head right off the bed.

      He dangled there, blood pounding in his ears. Imagine, death not from evisceration from an OP, dual grass/dragon-type dino, but from having your head crushed like a watermelon between her thighs.

      Then, he was dropped. Scary blinked, stars in her eyes. Yoshi too was feeling faint. A neon-green hand rested on his head.

      “Don’t worry Potionguy, I’ll take over,” Arlif said. She pushed him gently in the chest and he fell back. She massaged his member until the blood that had rushed to his head did a 180 and started flooding into his soldier again.

      Still dazed, Yoshi didn’t know what was happening until he felt immense tightness squeezing around his erection. Arlif had sat on top of him, driving him down to the hilt. She gasped and touched her tummy, feeling for where his penis was inside her.

      Oh Frank, not good…

      She was way too tight. At this rate, he wouldn’t last a minute with her. Yoshi sat up, grabbed a surprised Lifee under her arms and threw her back onto the bed. He inserted himself into her again, spreading her narrow walls.

      One, two, three, four…

      He pulled out, gripped his rod and directed it at the grass-type. Shot after shot of sticky whiteness erupted out of him, landing on her face, chest and stomach.

      “Me too!” Scary squirmed. Mid-shot, Yoshi shuffled on his knees to the dino, finishing the rest on her lips between her legs.

      “Mmmm…” Scary’s forked tongue flicked out, licking up the cum off her lips.

      Yoshi crashed back to the bed and stared at the ceiling. Guess I’m going to have to start saving up for that GF-wiki.
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      “You cannot be serious!”

      Yoshi rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “Yeah look, I was there, the timing was right…”

      “That was meant to be me!” Spence blasted.

      “Well, you were out cold,” Yoshi said. ‘Out cold’ was an understatement. He was the last one to wake up. Poor Vara and Moxie had to literally drag their trainer out of the Treehouse, one holding him up on each side. By the time they got to the entrance, they looked like they were ready to throw him off the edge of the cottage down back down into the Glasshouse below.

      “Bah,” Spence spat.

      The clouds that had poured buckets yesterday had rolled to the south. Yoshi turned his face up to the late morning sun and closed his eyes, trying to let its warmth melt away his troubles.

      But melt away they wouldn’t. He had wasted so much time on a mission that was doomed from the outset; Starry’s, Soph’s and Flick’s spirits were down from being one-hit KO’ed by Scary; and worst of all, he was nowhere closer to getting a GF-wiki.

      “Soooo… about that reward…”

      “What reward?”

      Yoshi eyed Spence’s bag on his back. “For the mission.”

      The blond-haired trainer snorted. “Dude, I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” Welp. Bye bye 200,000 Coins.

      “What about Scardino?”

      “What about her?”

      “Are you going to press charges?”

      Spence stretched his arms into the air and let them fall to his side. “Maybe. Depends.”

      “You can’t,” Yoshi said. “We trespassed first.”

      He spun around. “For the last time, we were invited up there, by your girlfriend! What’s the matter, get a bit of dino pussy and now you wanna be her hero? Fuckin’ Frank dude, give me a break.” He stormed off, towards a thicket, disappearing into the tall grass.

      
        Spence has disbanded your party!

      

      Yoshi sighed, disengaging all his rings from his belt. “All of you, come out.” A few seconds later, they stood in a semi-circle facing their trainer.

      “That bonehead’s gone?” Flick said.

      “Yeah,” Yoshi said with a tired nod.

      “Thank Frank!” Soph expelled. “Compared to him, you’re actually not half bad.”

      “Is that a compliment?” Yoshi gasped, winking at a giggling Starry. Noticing his quiet Lifee, he cleared his throat. “Arlif, this is Starry, Soph, Flick, and Crystal. Everyone, Arlif.” She smiled and waved at everyone.

      “Looks like we both have Playful Natures. We’ll get along just fine,” Flick said, glowing a soft, warm gold.

      “As long as you dislike our idiot trainer here as much as us, you’ll fit right in,” Soph chirped.

      “Potionguy isn’t that bad,” Arlif said. “At least in bed.”

      “What? Already?” Flick gasped, while Soph gagged. “You couldn’t wait until we got back to town?”

      Yoshi shrugged. “The timing was right.” Crystal had a guarded expression, the slightest of pink blushes coloring her cheeks.

      He looked at each of his girlfriends and brought up their full stats:

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 37/73

        - ATTACK: 22

        - DEFENCE: 18

        - SPCL ATTACK: 24

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 23

        - SPEED: 20

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.

        Siren Song - Type: Interstellar - 19/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

      

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        NATURE: Bossy

        TYPE: Flying

        ACC.: Denim Jacket

        LEVEL: 18

        HP: 31/62

        - ATTACK: 24 (+2)

        - DEFENCE: 17

        - SPCL ATTACK: 16

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 16

        - SPEED: 23

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Bird Run - Type: Flying - 20/35 PP (Run at foes and crash tackle them)

        Sand Screen - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Lower accuracy by kicking and flapping sand up into opponent’s face)

        Fell Swoop - Type: Flying - 8/20 PP (Launch up and dive at foe. 5% recoil damage)

        Dagger Wing - Type: Steel - 6/15 PP (strike down foes with sharpened metallic wings [bird-kin only])

      

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Water

        ACC.: Iridescentia

        LEVEL: 23

        HP: 82/82

        - ATTACK: 24

        - DEFENCE: 21

        - SPCL ATTACK: 25 (+2)

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 19

        - SPEED: 21

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Water Slap - Type: Water - 27/35 PP (Deals a wet, punishing slap that has 20% chance of causing confusion)

        Flash - Type: Normal - 28/40 PP (Produce blinding light that drops accuracy by 50%)

        Water Barrier - Type: Water - 15/15 PP (produces a water barrier that sharply increases DEFENCE and SPCL DEFENCE. Lasts 2 turns.)

      

      
        NAME: Crystal

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 10

        HP: 43/43

        - ATTACK: 17

        - DEFENCE: 22

        - SPCL ATTACK: 19

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 21

        - SPEED: 10

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 24/30 PP (Strike with a earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL

        ATTACK)

      

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Grass/Poison

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 15

        HP: 61/61

        - ATTACK: 18

        - DEFENCE: 14

        - SPCL ATTACK: 15

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 15

        - SPEED: 15

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Nettle Sting - Type: Poison - 24/25 PP (Fires poison barbs in one direction that secrete a venom of varying efficacy. 40% chance of Poison.)

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

      

      “I just wanted to say sorry to you all, especially to Flick, Soph and Starry. Taking on a girlfriend that’s over 40 levels higher than you is ridiculous. Yet, to your credit, you did as you were asked and almost brought her to her knees.” The girlfriends accepted Yoshi’s apology and glowed from his sincere words.

      “Arlif, I’m sorry for tricking you. I don’t blame you for resenting me for what I did. It was you who rescued us in the end. I’m not sure we would be around if it wasn’t for you.”

      “That’s OK,” she nodded. “In the end, you did what I thought you came to do, which was give Lady Scardino some company. If she’s happy, I’m happy.”

      “I do hope that her trainer does come back to her one day,” Starry said. “She seemed lovely when she wasn’t trying to attack us.”

      “Let’s hope that happens sooner rather than later. Anyway, we’re going to head on back to Mr. Pampers and get you all freshened up. Then we’re going to head back straight into training.”

      “Uh-uh,” Flick said. “I’m going to need some wet time.”

      “Yeah ease up, bossman. I needs me some retail therapy,” Soph said, thumbing herself in the chest.

      “There was a dessert place in town, near where we had breakfast…” Starry said. As if on cue, her tummy grumbled.

      “It’ll be my first time in Sapphire too,” Arlif said.

      “You’re going to need a bikini,” Flick said. “Crystal can take you.” The rock-type nodded in assent.

      “OK, I’ll give you guys the day. It’s… 10:47. Go do whatever you want to do but we meet back up at the Guild at 7, in time for dinner. Sound good?” Nods all around. “Alright, first stop, Mr. Pampers, you guys get changed back into your swimsuits, then the bank. I’ll give you guys some Coins to play with.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        TRANSACTION LIST

        

        -C650 PANCAKE PARADISE SPPHR

        +C267 SW020820608

        -C2,000 CASH WTHDRWL BOOSPPHR

        TOTAL

        C3,596.96 (Available Now)

        [C0.00 (Pending)]

      

      Yoshi scrunched up the receipt and threw it in the bin. “Alright, 400 Coins each. Don’t spend it too quickly.” Yoshi gave each of them debit cards with funds loaded into it. All his girlfriends, bar Arlif, had already changed back into their bikinis.

      “Where are we meant to put the card?” Flick said.

      A trainer with a group of Chippies emerged from the closest SWIMSOOTZ R US. “There, on their wrist.” Yoshi pointed. “An elastic, see-through satchel.”

      “We need money for those,” Soph said.

      “Which you already have.”

      “MOAR.” She said, beak wide open.

      “You’ll get more when you beat more trainers.” Yoshi turned around. “Remember, Guild, 7 pm. Last one who gets there won’t get dinner.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      SPLASH.

      He let himself sink in the landing pool before the underwater jets pushed him back to the surface. Plonking his bag onto the ground, he stood absent-mindedly under the warm air vents. It was nice to get away from his girlfriends once in a while. As much as he loved being a trainer, he also needed time to think.

      He watched other trainers and girlfriends for a while. More seemed to be heading toward the Guild then leaving it. Swinging his bag onto his back, he made his way towards the trainers’ community. He let the heavy, wooden doors close behind him. Where to first?

      As usual, most of the trainers seemed to be hovering around the mission board. Might as well check it out. He floated past trainers and girlfriends and parked himself in front of one with fewer people:

      
        MISSIONS

      

      
        Donors wanted – go into the draw to win a GF-wiki Cascade X!

        Missing Person: have you seen this man? – Reward 30,000 Coins

        Trade Request: My Lifee for your Venox

        Item Request: 6x Tickets for S.S. Cruisy McCruiseface Maiden Voyage – I will pay 2,000 Coins per ticket!

      

      Good to see that Spence had removed his listing… not that that was going to help me. Yoshi looked at his watch. 13:31. Still ages until dinner. Yoshi looked at the mission board again, his eyes drawn to the first line. He turned on his heel and left. Might as well, what do I have to lose? He knocked at the door.

      The door opened a crack and a pair of eyes with pink-red irises peeked through.

      
        NAME: Ava (Cava)

        LEVEL: 32

        HP: 132/132

      

      “Are you a donor?” she asked, voice clear and business-like.

      “Uh yeah.”

      The door slammed shut. Locks slid out and seconds later, it reopened.

      Cava stood there, arms crossed. Underneath a white lab coat she wore a charcoal, pinstripe suit with a red necktie, which matched her spunky, red hair. Short, red horns with kinks in them poked through her head. She appraised Yoshi, mouth twisting in displeasure. Without his GF-wiki, Yoshi could only guess what species she was. An oni, perhaps?

      “This way.”

      The room looked completely different to when Professor Thorn gave his talk. It had been cleared out of chairs, which made it seem twice as big. Instead, portable cubicles with fabric sheets that were hooked up to a pole were set up. This made them look a lot like the GGN room in Mr. Pampers, with one main difference: moans and grunts came from behind the drawn sheets.

      Yoshi paused, suddenly wondering if he should turn and run. As if sensing his fear, Cava stopped. “This way, sir.”

      “Rrrrrrarrrgghhhhhhh!... ugh… ugh… ugh…” came a man’s voice from the cubicle immediately to Yoshi’s left.

      “Delicious,” a female voice purred, followed before the sound of a cap being screwed onto a container.

      Cava raised her voice a notch. “Please sir, we have quotas to meet.”

      Another Ava stepped out from the cubicle, exchanging a glance with Cava.

      
        NAME: Ava (Vava)

        LEVEL: 31

        HP:127/127

      

      The two Avas walked together to the front of the room, where there was a desk and a machine behind it. Vava unscrewed the cap and placed it on rack along with 50 other samples. She pressed a big, green button on the side and it whirred to life. The rack of samples slid in and a loading modal appeared for a fraction of a second on a screen on the side of the machine.

      Holding her breath, she leaned towards it, had a quick scan, turned to Cava and gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head. A very perceptible slump of Cava’s shoulders followed that.

      “Fill in this form,” Cava ordered. “Put it over there and wait until you’re called.”

      Yoshi took the form and Cava swept away, Vava in her wake. He looked at the form: name, age, occupation, number of offspring, date of last sexual intercourse… blood type? He filled it in to the best of his ability, doing his best to ignore the manly groans around him.

      Cava came back, picked up his form and looked through it. “You have me; this way please.” Thankfully, their cubicle was in the corner of the room and seemed to be away from where the grunts of ecstasy were loudest.

      They went in and Cava slid the fabric across the bar. There was an armchair, a shiny bin and a packet of disinfected wipes on a small table.

      “You know, I could just… do this myself.” Yoshi mimicked a wanking motion.

      “Quality control cannot be assured if specimens self-extract. Undress please, sir.”

      “Um… OK.”

      Yoshi complied, taking off his clothes and leaving them in a crumpled heap in the corner. “Alright, that’s the last thing…”

      Yoshi blinked; The only thing Cava was wearing was an impatient look on her face. Her lab coat and suit were in a pile on the floor. Her arms were crossed under her breasts, aureolas dark red. Maybe he was feeling faint from hunger, but it looked like her body was shifting right before his eyes. She became curvier, which also upped her cup size from a B to a C.

      
        Cava used Charm!

      

      “Wait, what are you…?”

      “Do not worry sir, I have been authorized to use this move.”

      Yoshi’s limp wang stood at attention within seconds, pulling all the energy away from the rest of his body.

      “Bend your knees for me and sit back… that’s right.”

      She bent down and promptly took his prick into her mouth, proceeding to fellate him. Frank Almighty! She knew how to use her mouth! And those eyes…

      As if sensing he was getting there too soon, she abruptly stopped. Watching his twitching member for 10 seconds, she stood up and turned around. With her hands, she guided his dong into her snatch and sat down.

      She didn’t move; she didn’t need to. Something was moving inside her, wrapping itself up around Yoshi and running itself up and down his length. Yoshi let go of the armrests, reached around and grasped the Ava’s soft, large breasts. She let out an involuntary moan as goosebumps rose on her skin, nipples hardening.

      Why didn’t I do this sooner…?

      Sensing he was almost there, she stood up, grabbed a specimen jar from the shelf, kneeled down and began stroking him.

      “Moan like it’s the last orgasm you’ll ever have.”

      “Hrrrrrnnnnggggghhh!” He gripped Cava’s bare shoulders as he shot round after round with wild abandon. She stood up, Yoshi’s hands sliding off her shoulders. She put the cap on, got dressed in record time and slipped out.

      “I’ll be back,” she said, before sliding the screen closed.

      Yoshi was still seeing stars as he got dressed. Where the hell did Professor Thorn catch those girlfriends? With any luck, he’d win the GF-wiki Cascade X and be able to find out where they lived.

      Just as he put his cap back on, Cava came back in. For the first time since he came in, she had a smile on her face.

      “Turn around, sir.”

      “OK,” he responded, still in the post-orgasm stupor. I wonder if I can ask her for another-

      
        Cava used Point Strike!
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      “One Rainbow Seven-Layer Sponge Cake?”

      Starry’s eyes doubled in size, taking in the majestic sight. “That’s me.”

      “I should have ordered that,” Arlif said, looking at her tiramisu half the size of Starry’s slice. Crystal sipped at her mocha quietly, surreptitiously eyeing Starry’s cake.

      “We can order another one,” Starry said, beckoning the waiter to bring the menu back.

      “Nah, it’s OK,” Arlif said, waving him away. “I don’t have a huge sweet tooth anyway.”

      Starry had already started attacking her cake with a fork, ripping chunks out of it and stuffing it into her mouth.

      “So what’s it like being Yoshi’s girlfriend?” Arlif asked, delicately slicing the corner off her cake.

      The question hung in the air as the other two girlfriends pondered their answer.

      “He’s kind,” Crystal said, putting the cup back onto her saucer. “My last trainer would purposely use me against grass and water-types. He had a theory that it would make my Special Defence improve when I levelled up. When it didn’t, he disposed of me.”

      “That’s terrible!” Arlif exclaimed.

      “Yoshi believes in you,” Starry said, the fork tinkling on the empty plate. “He’s not perfect, but if he chooses you to be on his team, it’s because he trusts you.”

      Arlif sliced another thin piece of her coffee-flavored cake and put it into her mouth, chewing thoughtfully.

      “How was it like living with Scardino?” Starry asked.

      Arlif swallowed. “Great. She has a big heart. Always thinks about others before herself… to her own detriment.”

      “She’s lonely,” Crystal said.

      The grass-type nodded. “She rarely speaks about her trainer, but all of us know that she’s still in love with him. He still cares about her too. That’s the only reason why supplies keep coming to the cottage.”

      “Supplies?” Starry asked.

      “Yeah. Food, potions, even the occasional Nom Candy.”

      “He just won’t visit her,” Crystal said.

      “Won’t…” The leaf maiden twirled the fork in the air. “Or can’t.” She glanced at the two girlfriends. “Us girlfriends at the Glasshouse have theories. Maybe someone’s holding her for ransom and will kill her if he is to go looking for her.”

      “Who would do that?” Starry frowned.

      Arlif shrugged. “Whatever the case, I hope that the day they meet again, he either decides that he wants to be with her or releases her. There’s nothing worse than being kept in limbo.”

      Crystal and Starry stared off into space, each lost in their own thoughts. “I’m going to need some green tea after that,” Arlif said, beckoning the waiter to come over again. “You guys want anything else?”

      Starry considered getting a second slice, but opted against it. Crystal shook her head.

      “Hey guys, how’s it going?” Flick said. A soft, white light was emanating from her body.

      “Flick!” Starry exclaimed. “How did you know where to find us?”

      “I saw the way you stared at this cake shop that morning we had pancakes,” she said with a sly grin.

      “I wasn’t staring!”

      “When you’re staring at something you love, you don’t know that you’re doing it.”

      Starry pressed her lips together. Lucky I didn’t get that second slice.

      “These girls treating you nicely, I hope?” Flick said, nudging Arlif’s shoulder.

      She drained her tea and nodded. “Mmhmm. I don’t think Soph likes me much though.”

      “Aah, don’t worry about her,” Flick said dismissively. “She’s like that to everyone. She’ll warm up to you soon enough. Where is she anyway?”

      “Last I heard, she said she was going shopping,” Crystal said.

      “She’s always the first to hit the shops,” Flick said.

      “She told me that she didn’t like her bikini. She could be getting a new one.”

      “There are zillions of bikini stores here. We’ll never find her. Nice set by the way,” Flick said, plucking at Arlif’s strap. It had been difficult choosing a color that complemented her neon-green skin tone, but as it turned out, Crystal had a knack for color combinations.

      “Thanks,” Arlif said, tracing the cup of her magenta bikini top. “Definitely different from wearing a poncho and dress.”

      “What’s everyone got planned now?” Flick asked. They sat in silence, staring at their empty dishes in front of them.

      “I wonder what Potionguy’s doing.”

      “Why do you call him that?” Flick said with an eyebrow raised.

      “He gave me a Potion after he captured me.”

      “He gives us all nicknames, why can’t we give him one?” Starry said.

      Flick put her finger in the air. “Soph does call him ‘Bossman’.”

      “Or dickhead,” Crystal added.

      “Yeah, something tells me he doesn’t like that.” Starry stood up, her dark hair streaming behind her. “What time is it, anyway?”

      “Five-ish. You’re not already thinking of dinner, are you?” Flick asked exasperatedly.

      Starry didn’t seem to hear her. “I’m going to find him.”

      “What? Right now?”

      She pushed her chair in slowly.

      “She probably wants some one-on-one time with him,” Arlif said with a sly wink. “I don’t blame you.”

      “Did he say where he was going?” Starry asked. “Does anyone remember?”

      “All he told us was to meet up with him back at the Guild at seven,” Crystal replied. “He didn’t say where he would be going before then.”

      Starry crossed her arms. Yoshi seemed really bummed out about not getting the reward from Spence. He really wants a new GF-wiki.

      “I think he’s back at the Guild; I’m going there now.”

      “Alright, I’m going with you,” Flick said. “Wouldn’t mind another trip through the slides. How about you two?”

      “I’m coming too,” Crystal said, before glancing at Arlif.

      “Me three. Don’t want to get lost.”

      Starry nodded, taking the bill over to the front. A sense of unease was creeping down her neck her the longer she was away from him. Best to see he’s OK.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Whooooa, so many people,” Arlif said, marvelling at the inside of the Guild. “What do you do here?”

      “All sorts of stuff,” Flick said. “Let’s see, there’re a few restaurants over there, a GF-mart, a mission board in the middle… and on the left there is the Battle Theater.”

      “Is that…?” Arlif squinted. “Is that Soph?”

      The girls all looked towards the Battle Theater where a speckled flying-type stood with debit card in hand. A disappointed-looking trainer touched his cell to her card and trudged towards them with hands shoved deep into his pockets.

      “Soph, what were you doing with that guy?” Flick asked, jogging over.

      “Hey, Flick. Oh, everyone’s here.” She waved at the gang, a stray, speckled feather flying loose. “Did you know that girlfriends can just go into Battle Theater by themselves? We don’t need our trainers with us.”

      “Hey, nice… that’s a robe, right?” Arlif asked.

      Soph pinched at the red-hemmed collar. “It’s cool, right? Didn’t come cheap: 980 Coins!” She smoothed out the black robe with red cherry blossoms emblazoned on it. “But it was the last one and it grants +3 Speed so I thought, ‘why not’? Here I’ll show you guys.”

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        NATURE: Bossy

        TYPE: Flying

        ACC.: Sakura Speedrobe

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 26/66

        - ATTACK: 26

        - DEFENCE: 19

        - SPCL ATTACK: 18

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 17

        - SPEED: 25 (+3)

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Bird Run - Type: Flying - 24/35 PP (Run at foes and crash tackle them)

        Sand Screen - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Lower accuracy by kicking and flapping sand up into opponent’s face)

        Fell Swoop - Type: Flying - 10/20 PP (Launch up and dive at foe. 5% recoil damage)

        Dagger Wing -Type: Steel - 5/15 PP (strike down foes with sharpened metallic wings [bird-kin only])

      

      “Wait, Yoshi only gave us 400 Coins each. Where did you get the rest from?” Flick asked.

      “I knew that tight-ass wasn’t going to give me anymore, so I asked myself, ‘where could a little birdy make some extra dosh?’ I just had to pick a few noob trainers with bug-types and BAM! Exp and Coins, babeh.”

      As the girls clamored around to feel the material, Starry looked around the room. Was he here? Yoshi didn’t have any particularly defining features, but she would know him if he saw him. Would he have gone back to provide a sample to win that GF-wiki?

      “Hey Soph, did you see Yoshi here this afternoon?” Starry asked.

      “Been too busy making bank, babe,” the bird-kin said, pointing a finger gun at her. “Why, what’s he gone and done now?”

      “Nothing, it’s just…”

      “Wait, is that…?” Starry turned around so quick she almost twisted her head right off.

      “Chester!” Flick said, waving at him.

      The trainer with green hair in the shape of a wave didn’t see the water-type at first. When he did, it took several moments for the realization to dawn on him.

      “Hey,” he said, coming over. “I remember you guys. You were the newcomers in town from the other day. How’s it going?”

      “Good. Goody, good,” Flick said, turning pink in the process. Chester gave her a faint, crooked smile and her brightness intensified.

      “It’s weird that you guys are here,” he said. He looked to have aged considerably since the last time they saw him. “There’s a missing person I–”

      “Yeah, I saw it too,” Soph said. “That mission’s been on the board for aaages. A new one popped up not too long ago actually. Which one are you talking ‘bout?”

      Chester was shaking his head. “Neither of them.” He swung his bag down and unzipped it. He pulled out a sealed, plastic evidence bag with a trainer’s belt in it. Five rings were still locked into the sockets in the belt.

      “This was handed in to the Sapphire Police Station about an hour ago. Scans were done on the rings, which were found to belong to a Mr. Yoshi Soysauce.” A cold hand gripped Starry’s stomach and squeezed hard.

      “He’s been kidnapped?” Soph said, barging her way to the front.

      Chester shook his head. “Don’t know yet. Like I said, this was only handed in an hour ago.”

      “Are you from the police–?”

      “Did you come to find us–?”

      Chester raised his hands. “One at a time. No, I’m not with the police. I’m more of a… private eye. The police come to me for issues they can’t or won’t resolve. And no, I didn’t come to find you specifically, though I am glad I did. I came to the Guild because this was the last place your trainer was sighted.”

      “Have you found anything?” Starry said, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice.

      He shook his head. “I only got here 10 minutes ago.”

      “Why the hell would anyone want to kidnap him?” Soph asked.

      “He might not have been kidnapped,” Chester said.

      “But he wouldn’t forget his belt either,” Flick said. “Even if he did, he would have come back pretty quick to pick it up. Who handed it in?”

      Chester examined the notes on the bag. “A cleaner working here found it on the floor in a presentation room.”

      Starry’s eyes widened. He did go back to give a sample!

      “It’s possible he came back here to become a donor,” Starry said.

      Chester looked at the interstellar-type. “A donor?”

      “A sperm donor.” Seeing the bewildered look on his face, Starry explained how the Professor Thorn had used the Breeders Club as a forum to get samples.

      “I… see. It’s the first I’ve heard of it. And you say that they claimed they would choose someone at random to award the GF-wiki to?” Chester said, rubbing his chin. “Let’s go and ask them now.”

      The green-haired trainer snaked through the crowd, getting a few ‘hello’s’, hi-fives and even a few selfie requests. Starry frowned. For a private eye, he seemed to not be very… private.

      “Hello.” He knocked on the door with a plaque that said, ‘Breeders Club – Sapphire Division’ on the door. No answer. He knocked again. He tried the doorknob–locked.

      “Looks like they’ve closed up shop for the day.”

      “There was a shifty-looking guy that day. Pinstripe suit, oily hair,” Soph said, eyes glazed in thought. “While Thorn was talking, this guy sat behind him, looking at each dude in the audience like a hawk studying their prey before they killed them. If we could look back at some security tapes, I can point him out to you.”

      “It’s not much of a lead, but it’s a start.”

      “We don’t have the authority to access the Guild’s security footage,” Crystal said.

      “No, you don’t,” Chester murmured. “But I do.”
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      So cold.

      Yoshi was lying on his back. For some reason, his arms and legs were frozen in place, splayed out from his body. His head felt like someone had detached it from his neck, shaken it like a drink mixer and put it back.

      What happened?

      He opened his eyes… or at least, he thought he did. He felt his eyelids open but either way, he was lying in a cradle of darkness. He strained his limbs again but it was no use. The shackles were so cold.

      The air shifted; something moved in the darkness, landing a few feet from him. There was shuffling, as if this being had lost their balance. Their breath caught in their throat, labored. Inhale, pain. Exhale, pain. Whoever this was, they were in trouble.

      “Hello?” Yoshi asked. “Are you OK?”

      His voice sounded distant, like he was sitting several yards away and heard an echo. The ragged breathing continued. If they had heard him, they gave no indication of it.

      The air shifted again; Yoshi flinched. The… thing is on top of me!... And why am I naked? It had settled on Yoshi’s hips, its skin ice cold. And was that… fur? No wait… feathers?

      “Wait, what are you doing?”

      It grasped Yoshi’s erection and shifted its weight back.

      “Wait, stop!”

      I don’t have much time left.

      A female voice… and so fragile. A gust of wind and it would shatter into oblivion.

      She enveloped him and Yoshi twitched. She was so hot… literally hot. It felt like his penis had been inserted into a slippery rubber tube filled with hot water.

      “Get off!” Yoshi yelped.

      The girlfriend ignored him, pushing him deeper into her. Her breath caught in her throat again and she coughed. Is that… snow falling on me?

      No matter how much he squirmed and bucked, she refused to stop grinding on him. Yoshi gave up. He had already become used to the heat and besides, he felt that he was coming soon. Was that what she wanted? Him to finish inside her?

      He focused on the spot in the darkness where her head would have been, trying to see who was using him as a sex toy. She coughed again and doubled her speed. Any time now… hrrrrngh!

      There was an explosion of light, like Flick had dialled herself up all the way to 10. In the split-second before the flash, Yoshi saw blue skin so pale it was almost white.

      “Get it all outta him, atta girl!”

      Wait what?

      Yoshi screwed his eyes shut. Too bright.

      “Looks like our newest stud’s finally woken up!”

      Stud?

      “Who’s that?” Yoshi said groggily.

      Laughter. Men’s voices. He blinked, forcing his eyes to acclimatize to the light.

      “Soph?” The bird-kin slid herself off him, eyes dull.

      
        NAME: Sophie (Fifi)

        LEVEL: 27

        HP: 53/87

      

      She was missing patches of feathers on her back, legs and arms. This isn’t my Soph.

      A man in a white jumpsuit stepped up to the table and yanked her away by her handcuffs.

      “Team Boom.” Yoshi closed his eyes. Why do I keep bumping into these clowns?

      More ugly laughter. “Looks like this guy is a fan of ours.”

      Yoshi strained his head up. He was stark naked, lying on a metal table. He had shackles around his ankles and his wrists.

      “Where am I? Where are my girlfriends?”

      WHACK.

      Yoshi’s face flew to the right. Frank’s balls!

      “A stud shouldn’t ask so many questions.”

      Yoshi blinked the stars tumbling into his eyes away. Wherever he was, he wasn’t the only one here. Not ten feet away was another metal table with some other hapless guy staring right at him. Grinding on top of him was a ripped girlfriend clothed only in her defined muscles. Her tits barely bounced due to the little fat they contained.

      
        NAME: Janette (Crusha)

        LEVEL: 30

        HP: 121/121

      

      The other prisoner wrenched his face away and bucked his hips, ejaculate pumping into the girlfriend. Crusha the Janette pursed her lips, climbed off him and disappeared past the Team Boom goons. The prison looked back at Yoshi, utterly defeated. Where have I seen him before?

      “Why are you making us cum in your girlfriends?” Yoshi shouted.

      “Ooooh, he’s onto us!” someone out of Yoshi’s line of sight jeered.

      “Most men would enjoy being able to impregnate so many females with no consequences.” A new voice. Incisive, like a surgeon’s ten-blade.

      Yoshi shut his eyes. How did I get here? Cava was getting a sample out of me, then… was I kidnapped? “Does Professor Thorn know what you’re doing?” Yoshi asked.

      “Leave that fool out of this,” the new voice said sharply. “All he has to do is keep mapping the male TP genome and find that damned Switch.”

      “What Switch?”

      Silence.

      “Bring more of the Ripe Ones in.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “What Switch? Hey, I’m talking to–!”

      CRACK.

      That last one split his lip. He spit the blood to the side.

      “Stop talking if you know what’s good for you.” A grizzled voice. The other stud’s.

      Another girlfriend got on top of him. He lifted his head and the room started to spin. Another bird-kin. Pink, matted feathers. Long, slender legs. Yellow, hooked beak with a black tip. One eye swollen shut. Yoshi had seen them in groups helping direct traffic at the slides in Sapphire.

      
        NAME:Fiona (Nana)

        LEVEL: 24

        HP: 38/69

      

      He closed his eyes, the darkness from his dream claiming his consciousness once more.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hey.”

      “Mmmmmmrrrrrgh…”

      “Wake up.” Grizzled voice.

      “Why?” Yoshi croaked.

      Silence. “My name’s Kell.”

      Yoshi opened his eyes. Gray stone ceiling, gray stone walls. He sat up and hugged his knees. Gray rags. “Yoshi.”

      “Yoshi, huh?”

      Neither man said anything for a minute.

      “Where are we?” Yoshi asked.

      More silence. “No idea. You know as much as I do.”

      “That we’re being used as sperm banks?”

      Kell laughed bitterly. “That’s pretty much it.”

      Yoshi sighed, looking up at the ceiling. This guy didn’t seem crazy. Might as well get to know him. We might be here together for a while.

      “Did you give a sample to the Breeders Club in Sapphire then get knocked out?”

      “Sapphire? Kell growled. “We’re in Sapphire now?”

      Yoshi swung his legs out of the bed. “Where are you from?” Kell was sitting up against the wall on his pathetic excuse for a bed. The top bunk above him was empty and shrouded his face in shadow.

      “I’m from Citrine.”

      “Where’s that?” Yoshi asked.

      “Do you know where Emerald is?” Yoshi shook his head. “Well, you pass through Citrine on your way to Emerald.”

      “So you gave a sample in Citrine?”

      Kell nodded. “There was a talk at the community center there. Some professor said he was trying to get samples and that in return you could go into the draw to win a new GF-wiki. I sign up, have a good time, next thing I know, I’m having girlfriend after girlfriend ride me until I shoot ‘em up.”

      Exactly the same story. And now he knew that Team Boom was somehow behind this - again. Try not to get involved with Team Boom… Professor Poke’s words rung in his head. If anything, they couldn’t help but get involved with him.

      “When you were at the talk, was there a guy sitting behind Thorn looking at everyone in a creepy way?”

      “Yeah, that’s Crocop.” Kell shook his head. “He’s not with the Breeders Club at all. He’s Team Boom through and through.”

      “Was that him before in the room with us?”

      Kell nodded. “Yeah. I’ve only seen him once or twice, but that’s him.”

      “Did you know what he was talking about when he mentioned the ‘Switch’?”

      Kell shook his head, running his hand through his beard absent-mindedly. “That’s actually the first time I heard him mention anything about that.”

      “Maybe he’s using our sperm to create a mutant girlfriend?” Yoshi pondered.

      “That’s crossed my mind,” Kell said. “Get a whole bunch of girlfriends, impregnate them all, wait until their offspring hatches, see if they have favorable TPs.”

      “But why us? Thorn had collected heaps of samples from different guys. What makes us special?”

      Kell shook his head again. “Don’t know, but we’re not the only ones here. There are three other guys I’ve seen. You’re the fifth.”

      Yoshi frowned. First, the Project Shiny, using them to generate unlimited power. Second, the destruction of the Grand Stone to turn it into Agent N. Third, the mysterious gun that ‘captured’ girlfriends and released thousands of Starlottes into the streets of Sapphire.

      Now this. Him, Kell and three other guys were being used as ‘studs’, as they called it, to impregnate ‘Ripe Ones’. Four separate Team Boom projects, all very different. What was their end goal?

      “Have you actually ever seen any of your…” Yoshi faltered.

      “What?”

      “Children?”

      “What?”

      “Offspring. The daughters that hatch from the eggs the girlfriends you impregnate lay.”

      Kell stared at Yoshi, not moving a muscle. “No.”

      “So your theory could be completely off.”

      “Have you got any better ones?”

      Yoshi fell silent.

      “So we’re in Sapphire now.”

      “Well…” Yoshi said slowly. “I was in Sapphire. I hope we’re still in Sapphire.”

      Starry, Soph, Flick, Crystal and Arlif. They must be worried sick about me. Good thing I let them out before I went to the Guild. If he had left them in his belt, what would Team Boom have done to them? Would they have destroyed the rings with them still inside?

      “Where are your girlfriends, Kell?”

      The bearded man averted his head. “I don’t know. I…” his voice trailed off, breaking slightly.

      “Don’t worry,” Yoshi said quietly. “I’m sure they’re fine.”

      “They’re still in their rings. They have been for… I don’t know, weeks? Months? They can only survive in there for so long. I…”

      “Someone’s going to find us. They’re going to make the connection between the Breeders Clubs and our disappearances.”

      “When will that be?” Kell said, voice hoarse.

      Yoshi opened his mouth and closed it again.

      He laughed mirthlessly. “Crocop’s right. Life isn’t that bad here. We get unlimited sex without consequences. It doesn’t look like it’s ending any time soon. I’ve been here this long, so apparently they’re getting some use out of me.”

      Yoshi sat back against the wall, mirroring his cell mate. He looked at the door. Only way in, only way out. It was made of heavy dark metal, with a small viewing screen at head height. There was a scraping sound at the bottom.

      “And we get free food as well,” Kell said. He shuffled forward expectantly. “Wonder what it is today? Gruel or gruel?” He shuffled towards the door, bent down and picked up the plastic bowl. “Oh boy, gruel! My favorite!”

      Yoshi edged himself back out. “What are those pills in the cup there?”

      “Vitamins, buddy. Keeps us fit and healthy.”

      “Really? That’s not so bad.”

      He bent down and picked up one of the medicine cups. The pills were smooth, white and innocuous. They could have been anything. Kell watched him, sipping at the gray slush in his bowl.

      “I lie. They’re performance enhancers.” Yoshi looked at the grizzled man dubiously. “Give ‘em here.”

      He snatched the cup from Yoshi and downed the pills in a single gulp. “See? I’m not dead yet. But wait, there’s more…”

      Yoshi watched him, an eyebrow raised.

      “They give you a boner, man. Shoot lots of the good stuff. Want me to prove it to you?”

      “Nah, I believe you,” Yoshi said, looking away.

      He bent down and picked up his bowl of slush. He sniffed at it, wrinkling his nose.

      “Better eat it, it’s not going to get much better than that,” Kell said through mouthfuls.

      He put it aside, making sure it didn’t spill onto his poor excuse of a bed. If he had trusted his gut at the beginning, then he wouldn’t be in this situation right now. He closed his eyes.

      Starry, if you can hear me, I’m OK. I don’t know where I am, but I’m going to get out of here. We’re going to train, get stronger, take on the Sapphire Gym and beat them. Then we’re going to move on to the next one and beat them as well. And then…

      CLUNK.

      The door swung inwards, knocking the tray on the floor to the side, sending the other cup of pills scattering all over the floor.

      “Hello studs,” the guy in the white jumpsuit greeted. “Play time’s over.”
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      “There, that guy.” Soph tapped the screen. “That’s him, sitting right there.”

      “Do not touch the screen.”

      “That bastard’s kidnapped my trainer!” the bird-kin said, stabbing the screen again. “And you can’t tell me what to do, cop bitch.”

      “Soph, no,” Starry commanded as authoritatively as possible. The uniformed Labby was baring her teeth, dark hair on the back of her neck standing on end:

      
        NAME: Labby (#230)

        LEVEL: 27

        HP: 88/88

      

      “I’m sorry, Officer,” Starry said contritely. “My friend is upset that our trainer has disappeared. She means no malice.”

      “You are lucky that you are here with Chester, otherwise I would have you thrown in the slammer for a night,” she growled.

      “I think Soph needs to cool off a bit.” Chester eyed Flick pointedly. The water-type glowed red and nodded.

      “Yes, o-of course,” she stammered. She stepped up to the bird-kin staring down #230. “Come on, you’re dropping feathers all over the floor.” She looped her arm around Soph’s. “Let’s go.” She dragged the flying-type out, who refused to turn her back until she left the room.

      “Have you got any footage of the presentation rooms in the Guild earlier this afternoon?” Chester asked.

      “I really shouldn’t be doing this,” #230 muttered.

      Chester gave her a crooked smile. “I appreciate it.”

      Starry stared at the screen as the police dog wound through footage on all the security cameras in the Guild. Girlfriends battling… that must be the Battle Theater. That’s the Mission Board… that’s the Dining Hall… the kitchen…

      “There, the screen center-right,” Starry exclaimed, pointing over #230’s shoulder. “That’s the room we were in when we listened to Professor Thorn give his talk.” She retracted her hand before the police dog protested.

      “What are all those booths?” Chester asked, leaning in. Crystal and Arlif hovered in the background, murmuring quietly between themselves.

      “They were set up by the Sapphire division of the Breeders Club to collect sperm samples from trainers,” Labby #230 explained.

      “So this really has been happening?” the green-haired trainer murmured. He watched a few minutes of the footage. Trainers would come in, fill in a form and be directed into a booth, a girlfriend following them. Minutes later, the girlfriend would emerge, head to a machine at the middle of the room, then finally go back to the booth to dismiss the man.

      “It has. As strange as it is, we can’t stop it because they aren’t doing anything illegal.” #230 said, turning around in her seat.

      “Hmmm.” Chester mused. He looked at Starry. “Do you know what time Yoshi might have come to the Guild?”

      The interstellar type frowned. “We all went to different parts of town after midday.”

      “Check from 12 pm, please.”

      “On it.” Labby #230 spun through the footage, slowing it down at 12:00.

      Starry shuffled closer to the monitor. That’s not him… that’s not him either…

      “I’ll get out of your way,” #230 said, standing up and stepping to the side of the control board.

      “Crystal, Arlif, come over here,” Starry said. The two girlfriends fell quiet and came forward. “Help me look for him.”

      Chester stood next to the Labby, arms crossed.

      “Why are you helping them out?” the police dog asked.

      He shifted the weight on his feet. “I’m not so much helping them as I am doing the police’s dirty work.” Seeing her splutter in indignation, he grinned. “I kid. You know I love a good mystery. Besides–” he averted his face ever-so-slightly– “it takes my mind off everything that’s been happening with Dad.”

      “That’s him!” Arlif squeaked.

      In a flash, five faces clamored to the screen at the same time. The footage was a bit grainy and without audio, but Starry would recognize her trainer anywhere.

      “Good work, Arlif!” she said.

      For the next few minutes, everyone silently watched screen-Yoshi. Several times, he started moving back towards the door before he turned back to the sign-up desk. He’s not sure whether he wants to still do it. Eventually, the lab coat-clad Ava came back and escorted him to a booth. Starry’s pace quickened, heat rising to her cheeks. Ignore it, you’re his girlfriend, not her.

      After five minutes, the Ava emerged. At the machine, she placed something on a belt. Seconds later, the results appeared on the screen. Ava stared at it. She pulled a cell phone out of her pocket, held it to her ear for no longer than five seconds then slipped it back in her pocket. She walked back to the booth Yoshi was in. He didn’t come out.

      “Do you know what that machine checked?” Chester asked the Labby.

      “No idea,” The black-furred police dog said, eyes glued to the screen.

      The Ava came back out. She spoke to another of her kind, who promptly left the room. Half a minute later, she came back with a wheelchair. The two girlfriends eased a floppy-headed Yoshi into it before the first Ava pushed it out of the Presentation Room.

      “Where are they taking–?” #230 asked.

      “Sssh,” Starry shushed. Her eyes roamed the screens, searching for where Ava moved to. She bounced from the center-right screen to the bottom-left, which showed the dining hall. A few people turned to look at the horned girlfriend in the lab coat, but otherwise paid her no attention. She waited at the doors as some trainers who had just come in held the doors open for her and she left the Guild completely.

      “They’re putting him in a… Pampermobile?” Starry said, browed furrowed. One of the male Pamper nurses was pacing around nervously, head snapping up when he saw Ava wheel Yoshi out. He practically threw open the back doors, jump into the vehicle, lowered the platform before wheeling the unconscious Yoshi in. He conversed with Ava for a moment, looking very flustered while the girlfriend stood there with her arms crossed.

      “I’m going to put out a BOLO for a Pampermobile,” Labby #230 barked. She rested her furred hand on Starry’s shoulder. “Don’t worry ma’am, we’re going to find your trainer.” She left the room and closed the door.

      “Come on, we’re going to find him ourselves,” Chester said.

      “You know where they took him?” Starry asked.

      “No,” he said. “But I know some people who might.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Welcome,” Chester announced, “to the Pink Light District.”

      True to its name, the Pink Light District pulsed with every shade of pink imaginable. Neon signs buzzed and flickered, while spotlights turned to the sky cut rose silhouettes of breasts and lips into the clouds.

      “No prizes for guessing what goes on around here,” Flick said, peering through a grimy window.

      “Before we go anywhere, let me do this…” Chester lost focus for a moment.

      
        Chester invites you to join his party.

        Accept?

        Y/N

      

      “Do this and we won’t hurt each other by accident,” he explained.

      Starry nodded.

      
        You are now part of Chester’s party!

      

      The other girlfriends saw the same prompt and duly accepted.

      “Alright, down to business. There aren’t slides or waterways through the PLD. The mayor didn’t condone it, but it was making way too much money to shut down,” Chester explained, a look of disgust on his face.

      “What’s with your get-up?” Soph asked.

      Chester pulled the fedora tighter around his head. “It’s better if I’m not recognized around these parts. Anyway, stay close and watch out for prying hands. Don’t be afraid to use a bit of force if need be. The usual rules don’t really apply here. I’ll back you up if one of these scumbags gets a bit too frisky.”

      The five girlfriends stayed close together, moving as a unit behind Chester. There were moans of lust and muffled grunts of passion through certain alleyways they passed.

      “Hello master, care for a rub and tug? I’ll show your girlfriends how it’s done.”

      Starry eyed the girlfriend leaning against the grimy brick wall. Her face was so round it was almost circular. The pinkness of her cheeks blended in with the gaudy lights shining around her. She wore a cut-off top that exposed her pale, flat stomach and a denim skirt that ended before it had even begun:

      
        NAME: Blushy (Lush)

        LEVEL: 16

        HP: 30/32

      

      “No thanks, Lush, although…” He brought the back of his hand up to his mouth. “It is not pleasure I seek.”

      The Blushy blinked, her entire demeanor changing. She was suddenly more relaxed, smiling even. “What is it you seek?”

      “A Pampermobile, if one has come through the PLD earlier this afternoon.”

      The Blushy pulled a cellphone out from the purse hanging by her shoulder. She tapped something in and put it back.

      “The fee is 5,500 Coins.”

      Chester winced. “It wasn’t that expensive the last time I checked.”

      She flashed dazzling, white teeth. “The market dictates the price.”

      Starry watched the exchange in fascination. Was she a prostitute or a secret agent?

      Chester touched his cell to hers. A beep later and he withdrew.

      “You will receive a message later if what you seek is found.”

      “Thank you,” Chester said. “And thank your people for me.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “Anytime, master.” With that, she dissolved back into the shadows.

      “What was all that about?” Soph squawked.

      “The Rose Network,” Chester explained. “Prostitutes, dealers, others who call the streets of the PLD their home. If you ever want to have eyes in Sapphire’s underworld, you just reach out to one of them.”

      “How do you know that she won’t just take your money and run?” Flick asked.

      “She won’t,” he said simply. “If she can get her money from simply keeping a lookout for a Pampermobile instead of selling her body, she would. They can only charge that high a price because they know they almost always get results.”

      “Why don’t the police use them?” Crystal enquired.

      “Moral code,” he shrugged. “That, or they’re too proud to admit that the people they lock up are better at doing their job than they are. Speaking of which…”

      He pulled his buzzing phone out. Scanning the screen, a smile of triumph lit his face up. “Come on, this way.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Soph Used Dagger Wing!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

        Enemy Tina Fainted!

        Soph has gained 720 EXP!

      

      “Smack my ass again and I’m gonna chop your balls off!” the bird-kin hollered after the trainer. He slipped on the floor, staggered but managed to stay on his feet before he disappeared around the corner.

      “Sure showed him,” Chester grinned.

      “Scumbag,” Arlif growled.

      “Are you alright, Soph?” Starry asked. She gazed at her friend, her full stats appearing:

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        NATURE: Bossy

        TYPE: Flying

        ACC.: Sakura Speedrobe

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 46/66

        - ATTACK: 26

        - DEFENCE: 19

        - SPCL ATTACK: 18

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 17

        - SPEED: 25 (+3)

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Bird Run - Type: Flying - 33/35 PP (Run at foes and crash tackle them)

        Sand Screen - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Lower accuracy by kicking and flapping sand up into opponent’s face)

        Fell Swoop - Type: Flying - 20/20 PP (Launch up and dive at foe. 5% recoil damage)

        Dagger Wing - Type: Steel - 12/15 PP (strike down foes with sharpened metallic wings [bird-kin only])

      

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just want to find our douchebag and get out of here.”

      “We’re not far.” Chester and the five girlfriends stood at a dead-end of an alleyway. “The message said that the Pampermobile backed into this alley.”

      “And what, they just dumped his corpse into a dumpster?”

      “Soph!” Starry snapped in unison with the other three girlfriends.

      “Sorry,” she said quietly. “Out of line.”

      Chester stood at the corner of the dead-end, hands flat against the grungy bricks. He knocked them from high up to down low, took a step and knocked again. He did this until he got about two-thirds of the way along the wall.

      “You guys hear that?” he whispered. He knocked again. “Hollow. There’s space behind it.”

      “Maybe it’s a one-way door?” Arlif suggested.

      Chester took a few steps back, drawing one of his rings out.

      “Lyd, come out.”

      Chester pointed his ring towards the ground. His girlfriend stepped out of the blue light, inclining her head respectfully at her trainer. She wore a dark-blue lycra leotard that emphasized her powerful quads. Her shoulders were wide, like a swimmer’s. She held a wand at her fingertips, a ribbon the same blue as her leotard that snaked and rippled, taking on a life of its own. Starry stared at it. That was made of water, not fabric.

      Starry examined her:

      
        NAME: Lydra (Lyd)

        LEVEL: 33

        HP: 85/85

      

      Chester winked at Arlif. “We’re soon going to find out.”
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        Name: Lydra

        Entry #: 50

        Species: Water Gymnast

        Type: Water/Fighting

        Nature: Disciplined

        Rarity: **

      

      
        Training is second nature to Lydra. From synchronized swimming or diving to combat, the only competition they strive to better is themselves.

      

      “Wow,” Starry said. “She’s amazing.”

      “Mm, but Yoshi’s lucky to have a shiny water-type,” Chester responded, slipping his GF-wiki back into his pocket while gesturing at Flick with his head. The water-type’s envy-green glow changed to embarrassed-red before settling on warm amber.

      “Careful babe, might cause a car crash,” Soph quipped.

      
        Flick used Water Slap!

        Water Slap missed!

      

      “Stop it you two,” Starry ordered.

      “Here.” Lyd tapped her wand at a point on the wall at around waist height. “Here’s a hinge and here’s the other one.”

      “Do you reckon you can bust it down?” Chester asked.

      The water gymnast stepped back, wrapping the ribbon around the wand and slipping it behind her back. “I’ll sure give it my best shot. But it’d be best if I have another girlfriend strike the other hinge simultaneously.”

      She inspected Yoshi’s bikini-clad girlfriends. “Do any of you know any fighting moves?” ‘Nopes’ and head shakes all round. “Crystal,” she said, addressing the rock-type, “do you know Charge?” Crystal nodded.

      Lyd exchanged a look with Chester. “That will do.” She beckoned Crystal to come forward and after a pause, she joined Chester’s impressive girlfriend. “Use Charge and focus on this point right here,” she said, tapping at the lower hinge.

      “When you’re ready to release, Lyd will strike the top one. Sound good?” said Chester.

      Crystal nodded. She got into position, standing a foot away from the wall. Starry glanced surreptitiously at the green-haired trainer. He commands authority while being respectful. Whoever taught him to be a trainer taught him well.

      
        Crystal used Charge!

        Crystal is biding her energy!

      

      The rock-type got into a half-squat, palms facing up at waist height. Her eyes were fixated on the innocuous spot on the brick wall. The air rippled around her hands.

      
        Crystal is biding her energy!

      

      “OK Lyd, get ready,” Chester said.

      The water gymnast had already moved back several yards. Starry and the rest of the girlfriends stood to the side, eyes on the dual-type or Crystal. A bead of sweat trickled down her head as light pulsed around her hands, blurring them completely.  She drew her left foot back and grounded it.

      Chester pointed at the wall. “Lyd, use Flying Heel!” She dashed forward, leaping gracefully into the air three yards away from the wall, as straight as an arrow.

      
        Crystal’s energy is full!

        Crystal released her energy!

      

      CRUNCHHHHHHH!

      Starry uncovered her face. Where there was a complete wall, there was now a gaping hole in the shape of a tall rectangle. Lyd was crouching on top of the door, gazing into darkness. A low warbling alarm had started sounding from deep within.

      “Alright! Good work, Lyd!” Chester praised, standing in the doorway. The dual-type stood up and flashed a pleased grin at her trainer. He turned back to Yoshi’s girlfriends.

      “It won’t take long for them to find out that we’ve made ourselves welcome. We’re going to head in first. Can you guys protect us from behind?”

      Starry nodded. “No problem.”

      “Thanks. And be prepared to fight. The types you find in the Pink Light District don’t play fair. Turn-based rules don’t apply. Hit hard, hit fast.”

      “Go in already!” Soph flapped frantically, feathers flying off her. “We’ve fought bad guys before, they won’t know what hit them.”

      Chester smiled. “Don’t worry, we’ll find Yoshi. Fee, Sess, come out.” A flamingo Fiona and a curvy girlfriend with slick, gray skin Starry hadn’t seen before appeared. “Let’s go.” The foursome disappeared into the darkness.

      “Arlif, behind you!” Crystal shouted.

      
        Brawl Mode!

        Cava used Point Strike!

      

      The grass-type was launched forward, slamming into the brick wall, just beside the new opening that Crystal and Lyd had created moments earlier.

      
        Critical Hit!

      

      Frank! She’s down to 20/61!

      “Crystal, check on her!” Starry commanded. “Watch for back-up from inside.”

      
        Flick used Water Barrier!

        Cava used Point Strike!

      

      Starry gasped, turning around just in time to see dark fingers held together in a pinch formation inches from her face. The interstellar-type dodged left as the attack broke through the Water Barrier.

      
        Point Strike missed!

        Soph used Dagger Wing!

      

      “Rrrrargh!” the bird-kin hollered, throwing her entire shoulder into a wild diagonal slash. Cava raised her arm and took the full force of the steel-type move. Her HP dropped to 85%.

      Cava leaped back, dipping her fingers into the gash on her right forearm and licking it.

      “Didn’t your trainer tell you that it’s dishonorable to fight many-to-one?”

      
        NAME: Ava (Cava)

        LEVEL: 32

        HP: 64/80

      

      Starry’s eyes widened. It’s her! “Didn’t your trainer tell you that it’s dishonorable to kidnap trainers?” she spat.

      She ran black fingers through her shoulder-length, red hair. “Guilty as charged.”

      
        Cava used Charm!

        Starry used Gaze!

      

      The two were locked in a staring contest, neither willing to be the first to blink.

      
        Charm failed!

        Gaze failed!

        Cava used Headbutt!

      

      Starry gasped. So fast. She had closed the space between them in a fraction of a second and drove her horned head into her stomach.

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 49/73

      

      “Starry!” the other four girlfriends exclaimed. The Serenette gritted her teeth, latched her hands onto her foe’s horns and twisted her head such that she was inches away from her face.

      
        Starry used Gaze!

      

      This time, she wasn’t ready. Starry slammed her hands into her foe’s chest, sending her back.

      
        Cava’s Defence fell!

      

      “Flick, Soph, now!”

      
        Flick used Water Slap!

        Soph used Fell Swoop!

      

      HP down to 61%... 49%...

      “Don’t forget us!” came a voice from behind Starry.

      Arlif used Nettle Sting!

      Crystal used Boulder Smash!

      HP down to 40%... 28%...

      Cava was on one knee, bruises blooming on her face, her immaculate power suit ripped and torn in several places.

      Starry took a deep breath. My turn.

      
        Starry used Siren Song!

      

      Maybe it was because it was this girlfriend who had kidnapped Yoshi or because she had pleasured him. Whatever the case, Starry drew deep within herself and sang until the horned girlfriend’s eyes rolled up into the back of her head.

      
        Critical Hit!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

        Cava fainted!

        Starry has gained 799 EXP!

        Soph has gained 799 EXP!

        Flick has gained 799 EXP!

        Crystal has gained 799 EXP!

        Crystal is now Level 11!

        Crystal is now Level 12!

        Arlif has gained 799 EXP!

        Arlif is now Level 16!

      

      “Fuck yeah!” Soph whooped. She rushed over to the fainted Cava and started furiously teabagging her.

      Starry breathed a sigh of relief, keeping her eyes trained on Cava. Siren Song was super effective against her… what type is she?

      “Is everyone OK?” She performed a quick check of her team’s basic stats:

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 49/73

      

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 73/73

      

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        LEVEL: 23

        HP: 82/82

      

      
        NAME: Crystal

        LEVEL: 12

        HP: 48/48

      

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        LEVEL: 16

        HP: 20/63

      

      “Look what I found on that bitch,” Soph exclaimed, running over to the rest of the group. In the palm of her hand was a metallic box the size of a match box.

      
        You have found SMDX1!

      

      “Come on Starry, don’t look at me like that,” Soph said.

      I guess she did attack us… and kidnap Yoshi.

      “Hold on to it. We’ll see what move it is after we find–”

      KA-BOOOOOOOOM!

      A shockwave blasted out of the hole in the wall, nearly knocking the girlfriends off their feet while cracks snaked along the mortar.

      “What in Frank’s name was that?” Arlif shouted.

      “What in Frank’s name is that smell?” Flick said, her face scrunching up.

      Soph gagged, throwing her wings open and flapping the putrid smell away from them. It was like rotten eggs to the power of 100.

      “I’m not sure, but I’m going in to find out,” Starry said. She took a deep breath and ran in, disappearing into the darkness.

      “Hold up, Starry, there could be a trap!” Flick ran in, dialling Flash up to level 4. Crystal padded in silently after her, followed by Arlif with her nose nestled in the crook of her elbow.

      “Tsch! Guys wait u–” She gagged again. She steeled herself and ran in. “Wait for me!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Team Boom Grunt Ben wants to battle!

      

      “Go–!”

      
        Crystal used Boulder Punch!

      

      Before he even had a chance to call his girlfriend out, the rock-type walloped him in the stomach. He flew 10 feet back, thudding onto his face. He rolled over, clutching his ribs. Crystal raced over to him, picked him up by his collar and slammed him into the wall, feet dangling inches above the ground.

      “Crystal, no!” Starry shouted.

      “Please don’t hurt me!” Ben whimpered.

      “Yoshi Soysauce,” she said levelly, face devoid of expression. “Where is he?”

      “They’re either locked up or being milked. Keep following the path and you’ll see the milking room. Please!” He cowered. “I just run operations here.”

      “Let go of him, Crystal,” Starry commanded. The rock-type released her grip and he crashed in a disgraceful heap on the ground before scampering back towards the entrance. “Let’s not stoop to their level. If we need to fight, we fight girlfriend to girlfriend.”

      Crystal flicked her bleach blonde hair out of her eyes. “Sorry.”

      “Yaaargh!” All five girlfriends snapped their heads towards the corridor ahead in unison.

      “That sounds like Lyd,” Flick said, upping her brightness a couple levels. “Let’s go.”

      She led the way, Yoshi’s other girlfriends a few paces behind. They passed by numerous cells, most of which were empty. In a couple she saw men wrapped up in thin blankets, huddled against the wall, sitting on top of a plank that had been bolted to the wall. No Yoshi.

      The tiled floor gave way to dark blue steel that ran all the way around in a ring. The girls ran to the edge of the ring and gripped the railing, peering down.

      Chester stood in the middle, back to back with Lyd. Surrounding them were a myriad of other girlfriends: Suzies, Moxies, Patricias among them, all wearing the meanest look they could muster. Further behind in the shadows were men in white. Chester looked up at Starry and co, causing more than a few members of Team Boom to notice them too.

      “Get out of here! Chester yelled.” “They have reinforcements!”

      “You five, send your girlfriends up to take care of them.” The voice as sharp as a saw-toothed blade came from the shadows beneath the metal platform where Starry and her squad were standing.

      “Lyd, cut them off! Use Razor Ribbon!” Chester commanded.

      The lycra-clad girlfriend pushed off her trainer and dashed to the closest stairwell. Half a dozen girlfriends charged up; the first to reach Lyd was a Chippie.

      Lyd used Razor Ribbon!

      She drew the foot-long wand from her back and with a flick of the wrist whipped it across the field mouse’s body.

      WH-CHHHHHH!

      Water sprayed into the air, leaving a gash across the foe’s torso. The Chippie’s HP fell to 25% and she lost her balance, plummeting over the side of the stairwell and thudded onto her back.

      “Everyone duck!” Arlif shouted.

      
        Arlif used Nettle Sting!

      

      The grass-type jumped in the air and spun like a top, thorn-like projectiles pushing through her neon skin before being machinegunned at an Ila.

      
        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      The bark-skinned girlfriend crashed to her knees, girlfriends behind tripping over her.

      
        Flick used Flash!

      

      The water-type dialled up to a 10. The room flooded with light, followed by screeches of agony.

      Starry stepped back, taking in the chaos and cacophony. Lyd’s holding her own on the right stairwell, but barely. Flick, Crystal, Arlif, and Soph are pushing back the girlfriends who have come up the other stairwell…

      She peered back down onto the ground floor. Frank! Chester’s taking on girlfriends directly! An enemy Crystal that had been sparring with him crunched a blow into his cheek. He stumbled, right into the arms of a fighting-type Janette. She put him into a headlock and held him still as the Team Boom girlfriends surrounded him.

      Starry gasped. Wait, that’s it!

      “Soph!” It took a couple tries, but eventually Starry was able to pull the flying-type away from the fracas. In hushed, hurried tones, she told her the plan. The bird-kin nodded and dissolved back into the fray. Is this actually going to work?

      Starry exhaled, deep and long… then inhaled.

      
        Starry used Siren Song!
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        You think you’ve won, we have no chance,

        The winner is Team Boom.

        It is to my song that you’ll dance,

        We’ll send you to your doom!

      

      At first, it seemed like her song had no effect; too many of the girlfriends were too distracted by the effects of Flash. As Starry repeated her refrain, they fell quiet for a moment. This lasted barely a few seconds before their screeches turned to moans.

      It’s working! Many of the girlfriends were becoming confused, hurting themselves in the process.

      The Janette that had Chester in a headlock had dropped him and was now clutching her hands to her head.

      
        Lyd used Flying Heel!

      

      The water/fighting-type knocked over the girlfriends incapacitated by Starry’s Siren Song like bowling pins. She dashed over to her trainer, wand in hand.

      
        Lyd used Razor Ribbon!

      

      She attacked not only the Janette, but also the other girlfriends that were about to pummel Chester into a pulp.

      Flick, Crystal, and Arlif formed a united front, pushing back the girlfriends back down the stairwell. Soph was stalking the perimeter of the railing, searching for her target. There was shouting from the direction in which they entered the circular room. Their reinforcements had arrived!

      “There are only five of them. How incompetent can you be?” That voice… that’s him! Starry looked towards Soph. The bird-kin descended into a half-crouch. She scanned the mass of white jumpsuits and miscellaneous girlfriends for the owner.

      “There are some things you just have to do yourself.” The horrid voice from the shadows grunted. Go, Phix.”

      A beam of blue light shot out from underneath the railing. The mystery trainer released his girlfriend directly onto the metal platform Yoshi’s girlfriends were defending.

      
        NAME: Fumi (Phix)

        LEVEL: 35

        HP: 79/79

      

      Flick turned around. “I faced one of these in the Celeste Caverns.” Phix turned her sickly face to the water-type. Her dank hair hung limp. Purple haze clung to the air in front of her face with every wheezy breath.

      “Phix, Bowel Explosion,” the man with the sharp voice ordered from the shadows. Phix started hyperventilating, hooded scarlet eyes wide and scared.

      Starry’s song faltered. Bowel Explosion? What sort of move was that?

      Flick used Water Barr–!

      KA-BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!

      [image: ]
* * *

      …

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 3/73

        - ATTACK: 22

        - DEFENCE: 18

        - SPCL ATTACK: 24

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 23

        - SPEED: 20

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze - Type: Normal - 29/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.

        Siren Song - Type: Interstellar - 0/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

      

      I haven’t fainted yet.

      Starry pushed herself and sat on her haunches. Yellow, noxious fumes streamed around the large, translucent Water Barrier in front of her. Flick got it up in time.

      “Flick? Crystal? Arlif? Soph?”

      The ringing in her ears was deafening. Where were they?

      Starry kept low, mouth covered. Phix was against the railing, which had been bent out of shape. Her stomach had been blown open and had taken out most of her torso. Starry retched before wiping her mouth. She took a few deep breaths, keeping her head low so as to not breathe in the noxious fumes. While crawling on the metal platform it didn’t take long for her to see a familiar face.

      “Flick!” Starry said, coughing. She shook her comrade’s arm. “Flick!” Starry conjured up her full stats:

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Water

        ACC.: Iridescentia

        LEVEL: 23

        HP: 0/82

        - ATTACK: 21

        - DEFENCE: 21

        - SPCL ATTACK: 25 (+2)

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 19

        - SPEED: 21

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Water Slap - Type: Water - 9/35 PP (Deals a wet, punishing slap that has 20% chance of causing confusion)

        Flash - Type: Normal - 37/40 PP (Produce blinding light that drops accuracy by 50%)

        Water Barrier - Type: Water - 4/15 PP (produces a water barrier that sharply increases DEFENCE and SPCL DEFENCE. Lasts 2 turns.)

      

      “Starry…”

      Who was that? Starry could just hear the voice, now that the ringing was starting to subside. “Crystal!”

      
        NAME: Crystal (Poisoned)

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 12

        HP: 8/48

        - ATTACK: 20

        - DEFENCE: 26

        - SPCL ATTACK: 21

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 25

        - SPEED: 12

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 11/30 PP (Strike with a earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 28/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL

        ATTACK)

      

      “Don’t move, you’re poisoned.” Starry ordered. The rock-type was propped up against the wall, breathing labored. Arlif was at her side:

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Grass/Poison

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 16

        HP: 0/63

        - ATTACK: 19

        - DEFENCE: 15

        - SPCL ATTACK: 16

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 16

        - SPEED: 16

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Nettle Sting - Type: Poison - 4/25 PP (Fires poison barbs in one direction that secrete a venom of varying efficacy. 40% chance of Poison.)

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 21/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

      

      Where was Soph? Starry gripped the railing and pulled herself to her feet. There was angry shouting and torchlights shining through the hall.

      “Where is my trainer?”

      “Soph!” Starry tried in vain to bat away the yellow smog. It flowed around her hands but stubbornly clung to the air.

      “Let him go and we’ll tell–”

      “I’m not letting this bag of shit go until you tell me where my trainer is!”

      Laughter. The trainer who had released Phix was laughing. Starry felt her way along the railing, stepped over fainted girlfriends and descended the stairs to the ground floor. Here, the visibility was better. Back up against the far wall was Soph. With nearly half her feathers gone, she looked savage. Her arms were in Dagger Wing form, held tight against Crocop’s neck.

      “You are too late,” he said.

      “Soph!” Starry shouted. She ran towards her before a hand grasped her wrist. She turned and looked down.

      “Don’t.” Chester’s voice was weak. He had one leg out with nasty, white protrusions below the knee. Lyd was nowhere to be seen.

      “What do you mean, ‘too late’?” Soph muttered.

      “Oh don’t worry, your trainer is fine.” The man was wearing the same brown, pin-striped suit as when Starry saw him that day. “We’ve taken everything we need from him.”

      “Where is he?” Soph pressed her blade against his neck and nicked open his neck. He hissed… in pleasure.

      “Aaaaaah, pain. It’s been far too long.”

      There was clamoring above, numerous feet tapping on the metal platform. “Police, nobody move!” Moments later, a dozen Labbies had flown down the stairs. The Team Boom grunts were in two minds about saving their boss or surrendering.

      “Crocop, it’s over,” Labby #230 announced. “We know Team Boom is behind the kidnapping and illegal breeding. Hand yourself in and no one else gets hurt.”

      “Ah, that’s where you’re wrong,” Crocop said. “You see, the pain hasn’t even begun yet.” He grasped Soph’s Dagger Wings.

      “What the-?”

      “No!” #230 shouted.

      Soph gasped. Her Dagger Wings morphed back into her feathered arms, covered with fresh blood. Crocop staggered free, blood spurting out of his jugular onto the floor. With a maniacal smile on his face, he walked towards Chester and Starry.

      “Now, the hurt can truly beg–”

      He gurgled, fell to his knees then his face, his last words drowning in the crimson that bled from his neck.
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* * *

      “For Frank’s sake, I’m fine!” Yoshi batted away the Labby’s hands. “Are my girlfriends OK?”

      Labby #230 frowned. “Mr. Soysauce, nothing’s changed since the last time I checked. Three have fainted, two haven’t. They’ve been given Potions in the meantime. They’re all at Mr. Pampers but can’t be returned to you until they have been questioned by police.”

      Yoshi sighed and cupped his forehead. A few yards away sitting in the back of another ambulance was Kell. Either he was delirious or genuinely in awe of the glamor of the Pink Light District.

      “Yoshi?” He looked at the new face, non-plussed. His left leg was bound in a cast and he had leaned on a crutch. “You might not recognize me. Let me take off my hat…”

      “Oh, you’re that guy who showed us how to use the slides.” Yoshi said. Chester ruffled out his green hair until it was standing straight up again and nodded. “So you helped my girlfriends find me. Thank you.”

      “No sweat,” Chester responded, arms crossed. “It’s my duty to look after the people in this town.”

      “So you’re not just another travelling trainer?” Yoshi probed.

      “No. I’m…” he trailed off.

      “Just tell him,” #230 said exasperatedly. “All trainers who come here will find out sooner or later. Don’t know why you make such a big deal about this.”

      Yoshi raised an eyebrow.

      “Ahem, right.” He looked Yoshi in the eye. “I’m Chester Arlington, the gym leader of the Sapphire Gym.”

      “You’re the gym leader?” Yoshi blurted.

      “Sssh, sssh. Yes.” #230 rolled her eyes and kept treating Yoshi. “Look, I just don’t want people to think I’m bragging or showing off. I didn’t have much choice in the matter.”

      Yoshi nodded. So, I’m going to be taking on Chester…

      “Anyway, just wanted to drop by and let you know that your girlfriends are fine. Soph’s a bit shaken up but the police have assured her that they are not going to press charges. Crocop’s body was taken to the coroner and I’ve already heard that they have determined that it was suicide.”

      “So he used Soph’s Dagger Wings to slit his own throat?” Yoshi asked.

      “His jugular specifically, but yes.” A shadow passed over Chester’s face. “Have the police questioned you yet?”

      “They have, more than once.” Yoshi looked pointedly at Labby #230. She raised an eyebrow.

      “What? It wasn’t me doing the interrogation,” she protested.

      “Well you can tell them again and save me the effort. I gave a sperm sample at the Guild. As I was getting dressed, an Ava called Cava, who had also... extracted my sample knocked me out. I wake up and next thing I know, numerous girlfriends are grinding on top of me until I ejaculate inside them.”

      “There was an incubation room there too,” Chester said in low tones. “Though there wasn’t much incubating going on.”

      #230 stiffened. “I’ve only heard this from the forensics officers, but it looks like the girlfriends that you and Kell impregnated did lay fertilized eggs. Hundreds, they tell me. Most of them had been smashed. The foetuses were… thrown into a giant processor and chopped up. Excuse me.” The police dog turned away.

      Chester rested a comforting hand on her back. “Barbaric,” he growled. After half a minute, she turned back to face them. She smiled at Chester appreciatively, her face immediately becoming solemn after.

      “We’ve arrested eight members of Team Boom. They have been co-operating. Six were grunts, two were lab technicians. According to them, you and Kell have some sort of rare genetic mutation that means that your offspring have enhanced stats.”

      “What?” Yoshi said. “My… babies are born powered up?” Babies… man, that sounds weird.

      “I don’t know,” #230 shrugged. “Our team is getting more information from them now. I’d imagine they’re also going to call in Professor Thorn for questioning.”

      “Let us through!”

      Yoshi jolted up. The red and blue siren lights combined with the gaudy signs of the PLD at night made it hard to see… not that he needed to. He knew his girlfriend’s voice from anywhere.

      “Where is he?”

      “Soph? Flick?” he called out.

      “I’m sorry miss, but you can’t…”

      
        Soph used Bird Run!

      

      Yoshi hopped off the back of the ambulance. “I’m over he–”

      CRASH.

      “You fucking dickhead! Don’t disappear on us like that ever again!” Soph tightened her vice-like hug around her trainer.

      “Soph…” he rasped.

      “Ease up! What’ll happen if he thinks that you actually care about him?” Flick glowed orange-yellow, smiling at them.

      “Ew,” she said, recoiling like Yoshi was covered in gooey snot.

      
        I want to be the very best, like no one ever was…

      

      “Excuse me.” Chester flipped his crutch to his other side, took his ringing phone out of his pocket then returned the crutch back to his right. “This is Chester…”

      “Yoshi!” Starry ran forward, also embracing Yoshi.

      He buried his nose in her hair, breathing in her scent before pulling away and kissing her lingeringly on the lips. “I missed you, missed you all,” he said, glancing at Crystal and Arlif who had just joined the group. “Thanks for looking for me.”

      “It was Starry,” Crystal said, looking at the star mistress appreciatively. “She led us.”

      “But you guys all backed me up. I couldn’t have done it without you,” the interstellar-type said, touching the rock-type’s shoulder.

      “Starry’s right,” Yoshi nodded. “That’s exactly what I would have wanted you to do.”

      “Did you find out why you were kidnapped in the first place?” Arlif asked. Yoshi took a moment to fill them in on what #230 had told him earlier. By the end, his girlfriends were looking at him strangely.

      “If you want to make babies with me, that’ll have to wait. I’ve come in so many girlfriends I’m pretty sure I’ve used up my year’s supply. Ow!” Yoshi said, rubbing his arm ruefully. Soph shook her fist menacingly in his face.

      “Chester helped us out a lot too,” Flick said.

      “Yeah I heard.” He leaned in and his girlfriends followed. “He’s the Gym leader of Sapphire.”

      “Wha–!?”

      Yoshi slapped his hand over Soph’s mouth. “Sssssssh,” he said, looking over at him. He was a few yards away, back turned to them, speaking in hushed tones on his phone. “He doesn’t want people to know.”

      Starry nodded slowly. That explains why people liked and respected him.

      Seconds later, Chester made his way back to the group. It seemed like there were lines on his face that weren’t there before. “Sorry about that, what did I miss?”

      “You’re the gym leader here?” Soph squawked.

      Yoshi rubbed his temples. “Sorry, let the cat out of the bag.”

      “That’s OK,” he said quietly.

      “Is… everything OK?” Flick said, looking at his face with concern.

      He was silent, rocking back and forth on his crutch absent-mindedly. “No, everything’s not OK.”
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      “We should help him, Yoshi.”

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 23

        HP: 73/73

        - ATTACK: 23

        - DEFENCE: 19

        - SPCL ATTACK: 25

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 24

        - SPEED: 21

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.

        Siren Song - Type: Interstellar - 30/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

      

      Starry snapped her fingers in front of his face. A puff of stardust popped, scattering the stats Yoshi was gazing at.

      “Hmmm?”

      “Are you listening to me?”

      He smiled stupidly, cradling his chin. “You look really good in a bikini.”

      “Yoshi!”

      He leaned back. “It’s not that I don’t want to. Chester said it was personal business and then disappeared.”

      Flick floated in the The Dish, her breasts rested on her arms as she propped herself up. “If it wasn’t for him, we wouldn’t have found you. He helped us access security footage, took us to the Pink Light District and fought Team Boom with us,” she said, counting off her fingers.

      Yoshi pursed his lips, gazing out over the Big Dish. It was like the first day they arrived in Sapphire: the sun was hot and high in the sky, shining down on people bursting out of the numerous slides, striking a pose in mid-air before slow-mo replays appeared on the mega-screen. For some reason, the members of the public seemed more subdued today. They weren’t cheering (or jeering) as much as they did when Yoshi made his grand appearance. Then again, these people didn’t lose their swimmers in the slides.

      “He really helped you guys out, I get it. Now that I know that he’s the leader at the Sapphire Gym, I know where to find him,” Yoshi pulled his legs out of the side of the pool, stood up and stretched. “Believe me, I intend to repay the favor. I just have to pick the moment. Now’s not the right time.”

      It’s not the right time because we’re nowhere near ready to face him. Flick had already disappeared back below the water. Like a voluptuous pink-haired seal, He watched her shadow as she swum deeper and deeper:

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Water

        ACC.: Iridescentia

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 87/87

        - ATTACK: 23

        - DEFENCE: 24

        - SPCL ATTACK: 29 (+2)

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 23

        - SPEED: 24

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Water Slap - Type: Water - 35/35 PP (Deals a wet, punishing slap that has 20% chance of causing confusion)

        Flash - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Produce blinding light that drops accuracy by 50%)

        Water Barrier - Type: Water - 15/15 PP (produces a water barrier that sharply increases DEFENCE and SPCL DEFENCE. Lasts 2 turns.)

      

      All five of his girlfriends had levelled up after the brawl against Crocop and Team Boom, which was pleasing. When he joked that he should let himself get kidnapped more often, the death stares he got made his balls shrivel up.

      Train, save up more Coins, get a new GF-wiki, beat Chester, leave this crazy place. Yoshi nodded. As if the Celeste Caverns ordeal wasn’t enough.

      “Heeeeere’s Sophie!”

      Yoshi turned around. “Oh hey, you’re–”

      WHACK.

      Yoshi nursed the new bruise on his head. “What was that for?”

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        NATURE: Bossy

        TYPE: Flying

        ACC.: Sakura Speedrobe

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 46/66

        - ATTACK: 29

        - DEFENCE: 23

        - SPCL ATTACK: 21

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 20

        - SPEED: 30 (+3)

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Bird Run - Type: Flying - 10/35 PP (Run at foes and crash tackle them)

        Sand Screen - Type: Normal - 31/40 PP (Lower accuracy by kicking and flapping sand up into opponent’s face)

        Fell Swoop - Type: Flying - 12/20 PP (Launch up and dive at foe. 5% recoil damage)

        Dagger Wing - Type: Steel - 3/15 PP (strike down foes with sharpened metallic wings [bird-kin only])

      

      The bird-kin snapped her beak happily. “Just proving to you that I did what I said I was gonna do.”

      “You didn’t have to punch me in the head,” Yoshi said, rubbing the growing lump on his noggin.

      “No skin off my beak.”

      Yoshi grumbled then noticed his other two girlfriends behind the speckled bird-kin:

      
        NAME: Crystal

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 18

        HP: 56/56

        - ATTACK: 21

        - DEFENCE: 29

        - SPCL ATTACK: 24

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 28

        - SPEED: 15

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 30/30 PP (Strike with a earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL

        ATTACK)

        Bone Fissure - Type: Rock - 20/20 PP (Strike critical areas on enemies’ bodies, halving ATTACK points until the end of the battle)

      

      “You learned a new move, Crystal! Good job!” Yoshi hugged her around the shoulders. For a second, she looked flustered, before she smoothed her bleach blonde hair behind her ear, her cool demeanor returning.

      “I did too!” Arlif squeaked.

      “Really now?” Yoshi said. He gazed at the newest team member:

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Grass/Poison

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 19

        HP: 70/70

        - ATTACK: 21

        - DEFENCE: 17

        - SPCL ATTACK: 19

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 17

        - SPEED: 17

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Nettle Sting - Type: Poison - 25/25 PP (Fires poison barbs in one direction that secrete a venom of varying efficacy. 40% chance of Poison.)

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Branch Swords - Type: Grass - 30/30 PP (Strikes up to five times with branches in each hand. Critical Hit percentage +10% for each successful strike).

      

      Yoshi nodded slowly. “Nice, very cool.”

      “See, told you the Guild would let us into the Battle Theater without you,” Soph huffed. “And I made a whole lot of dosh! Oh shit, I mean–”

      “Right, the Coins.” Yoshi put a hand out. “Your debit card please.”

      “No,” Soph said. Clutching her hands to the pocket of her Sakura Speedrobe.“It’s mine.”

      Yoshi took a step towards her. “Don’t make me push you into the water.”

      The bird-kin’s eyes flashed. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      Yoshi lunged, arms wide in a pincer formation. The flying-type easily evaded him, even giving him a kick in the bum for good measure.

      Why do I even bother?

      Yoshi floated up, spitting the warm, chlorinated water out. “Fine, keep the Coins.”

      “Thank you, master,” Soph said in mock sweetness.

      “What else you got in there?” Yoshi asked, eyeing her pocket.

      “What? Oh this?” Soph said, putting the metal box out. “Beat that Cava bitch who flagellated you at the Guild. She was holding onto this.” She tossed it and Yoshi caught it. He turned it around, feeling its weight in his palm. There was something… odd about this Special Move. Its description materialized:

      
        SMDX1 - Bowel Explosion

        1/1 PP

        This Special Move is a prototype only to be used by Team Boom for its girlfriends. Upon activation, an exothermic reaction occurs in the bowel of the girlfriend, eviscerating her. It causes massive radial damage and reacts with the girlfriend’s stomach acids, producing noxious fumes that have a 60% chance of poisoning (in lab conditions). This Special Move is a prototype only to be used by Team Boom for its girlfriends. May harm trainer. Girlfriend dies after use.

      

      What the Frank? What sort of sick fuck would teach their girlfriend to learn this sort of move?

      “So what move is it, bossman?” Soph asked. “A flying-type move? Is it Fly?” she said, eyes shining brightly.

      “No, it’s not.” Yoshi trudged over to his bag, stuffing it in deep at the bottom. I need to hand this in to the police. “Alright, enough relaxing. Let’s go back to the Glasshouse to–”

      “Breaking News!”

      Yoshi spun on his heel, looking up at the large screen. The thousands of people treading water, swimming around or sitting at the edge of the Dish followed suit.

      “This is Sam Billings with Channel 44. We interrupt your regular viewing to bring you breaking news.” The camera zoomed in, his terse face filling up over a quarter of the ginormous screen. “Last week, Mayor Trev Arlington was arrested by the Federal Elite Strike Squad on suspicion of withholding information about illegal mining activities in the Celeste Caverns.”

      Behind Sam, there was an impressive sandstone building 30 yards in the distance. Two rows of fountains flanked a central path leading to the doors. There were dozens of reporters outside the gates of the premises, which were guarded by demon hound Labbies.

      “It is believed that Amethyst has formally charged Mayor Arlington with corruption and he is to be stood down from his position immediately.”

      The shockwave rippled through the sizeable crowd that had built up at the Dish. Yoshi caught snippets of conversation here and there:

      “They can’t do this? Who’s going to run our city?”

      “He’s the best mayor we’ve ever had!”

      “He should have never accepted their money in the first place.”

      “Seems like this decision isn’t popular with the people,” Starry said quietly.

      “Here he is now.” Sam powerwalked across the road towards the gates, which had started opening. Just like the first time, the mayor was flanked by two powerful Chernoires. Unlike the first time, he was now cuffed and had a defeated look on his face.

      “Why is Chester standing with him?” Arlif asked.

      Yoshi frowned. “That is him, isn’t it?” The Gym leader of Sapphire had done away with the awful fedora, going back to the green mohawk. He looked like he hadn’t got any sleep since he left the previous night.

      The only sound at the Dish was the gushing of water out of the slide. Everyone else watched and waited for the mayor to speak.

      He stepped up to the lectern, cleared his voice and pulled out some notes. “My fellow Sapphirans. I stand before you today, ashamed.” He paused, looking at all the cameras pointed at him.

      “I have been charged by the federal authorities for intentionally withholding information about certain… organizations… that have been destroying the Grand Stone, a heritage listed site. It was a responsibility bestowed to me that I have intentionally forsaken.  I have betrayed the trust of the country.

      “More importantly, I have betrayed your trust, the people of Sapphire.” He lowered his notes and sighed. “All I wanted was for this city to be the best in all of Ohno.”

      “It is, because of you!” someone yelled from the middle of the pool. Spontaneous cheers and applause from others around the Dish broke out.

      “In exchange for turning a blind eye, this… organization… provided me with funds with which I used to upgrade our city’s slide and canal infrastructure, alleviating the bottlenecks that so many of you had been frustrated with. While this has benefited you, I have gone about this the wrong way and now, I cannot lead you any further.”

      “Mayor Trev, appeal this, please!” another trainer wailed.

      “Effective as of today, my son, Chester Arlington, will be the interim mayor of Sapphire.”

      “Son?!” Yoshi and his girlfriends blurted in unison.

      Chester shuffled uncomfortably next to his father, looking out over the sea of reporters.

      Yoshi hummed. This must have been why he was so uncomfortable yesterday.

      “How’s he going to be Gym leader and mayor of Sapphire at the same time?” Flick murmured.

      “He said ‘interim’. Probably going to find someone to replace him eventually,” Yoshi mused.

      “He has grown up beside me and knows how much I love this city.” Trev glanced across at his son, who was concentrating really hard on not looking at him. “I have the utmost faith that he will lead Sapphire the way that I have: with dedication to her people.” There was a flash of contempt on Chester’s face. It was gone as quick as it came.

      “I will be back,” Trev said, as the Chernoires each placed a hand on his shoulder. He pulled back just as they started directing him away. “Remember, wetter is better!”

      The reporters clamored towards him, but a few sharp looks from the antlered demon hounds sent them back.

      “You have seen it here first. For further updates, tune into news at 6. This is Sam Billings of Channel 44.” The live broadcast ended, footage returning back to the slides at the Dish. Most people were still too shell-shocked to believe what they had just heard.

      “See? This isn’t something I could have helped with,” Yoshi said, turning to Starry. She sighed in acquiescence.

      “He’s gonna be pretty busy running the joint. You still think that he’ll be the gym leader?” Soph asked.

      Yoshi shrugged. “All I know is that this doesn’t affect what we’re going to do. We keep on training, battling, saving up Coins and making sure you guys are strong enough to take on the Gym here. I want everyone to be at least level 30.”

      “I still feel like we should help him out,” Starry said quietly.

      “I’ve got his number,” Yoshi said, pulling out his cell. “I’ll send him a text. He’s probably inundated with them right now.”

      “Let’s go and find him,” Crystal suggested. The other girlfriends nodded, standing around their trainer.

      Yoshi put his hands on his hips. “You guys won’t let this go, will you?”

      “Dude, you wouldn’t be standing here if it wasn’t for him,” Soph trilled. “He’s ten times the trainer you are.”

      Geez, low blow much? From my own girlfriend too.

      He threw his arms into the air. “Alright fine. First things first, we have to find out what that building’s called. Then we need to find out which of the slides go there.” He looked at Flick.

      “On it.” She leaped backwards, diving into the water with barely a splash. Seconds later, she was at the other side. She pulled herself out of the water and made her way to the map.

      “Breaking News!”

      “Ah!” Flick squealed. She lost her balance, slipped, and fell back into the water. Just as the people of Sapphire had started coming back to life, they turned back to the big screen.

      “Sam Billings from Channel 44 here again.” He was running, the cameraman doing a great job at keeping up and not falling over. “I am at the entrance to Route 41 where it is alleged that an overpowered girlfriend from the Abandoned Glasshouse that was being brought into Sapphire has broken loose and is now wreaking havoc.”

      Arlif’s hands flew to her mouth. “Lady Scardino!”

      Yoshi groaned. Spence did end up reporting her. She must have escaped to find her trainer.

      “Trainers are being urged to go indoors and not engage with this girlfriend. An official statement from the police says–”

      The cameraman pulled away from Sam, directing it to a disturbance further up the street. The reptilian girlfriend was running straight towards the cameraman. She drew her clawed arm back and crunched it through the lens. A blue screen appeared on jumbo vision, along with the words, “We are experiencing technical difficulties.”

      BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP–

      Yoshi turned to his girlfriends. “Looks like we now have a way of helping the new mayor out.”
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      Yoshi pulled himself out of the landing pool and ran, his girlfriends not far behind him. He stopped at an intersection, looking both ways. He turned left and ran past people screaming and crying. Scary, don’t do this. The further he went, the more horrific the damage was. Smashed windows, long, gaping claw marks on the side of buildings, ambulances tending to both trainer and girlfriend alike with horrific injuries… he picked up the pace.

      “Where do you think she could be headed?” Yoshi yelled behind him.

      “I don’t know,” Arlif panted. “Like I said, she never mentioned anything about who her trainer was.”

      “If we follow the trail of destruction, it should lead us straight to her,” Starry said.

      Yoshi scrolled through his list of contacts and tapped Chester’s face. Come on... pick up…

      “Hi, this is Chester. I can’t come to the phone right now, so please–”

      “Why are you calling him?” Flick asked.

      Yoshi slowed down and caught his breath. “I wanted to ask whether it’s OK for you guys to fight Scary given the circumstances. Fighting in cities is usually a punishable offence.”

      “You kidding me? This is a city-wide emergency!” Soph said, flapping her arms wildly and sending feathers into the air. “There would be dozens, if not hundreds of trainers all trying to stop that nutzodino from destroying the city.”

      Yoshi nodded. She’s right. He looked around. The problem with trying to follow a trail of destruction is that there wasn’t always a trail. The screams and cries of agony mingled in with the chorus of sirens wasn’t helping either.

      “#230?” Yoshi said, jogging over to the Labby. The police dog was slouched against the wall, breaths shallow. Yoshi swung his bag off and pulled out a potion. “Here.”

      He took off the cap for her and poured it into her mouth. She choked and coughed but her breathing began to slow down.

      “Yoshi?” She sat up against the wall, wincing. “What are you doing here? You should be indoors.”

      “What happened with Scardino?” Yoshi asked.

      #230 bared her teeth. “She got away from us.”

      “Why was she brought into Sapphire?” Arlif asked, squatting beside her trainer.

      “A trainer claimed that she had injured him. We went over to the Glasshouse, interrogated her and she handed herself in.”

      “And then she started going berserk when she entered town?” Yoshi probed.

      #230 shook her head. She looked at him with her dark, brown eyes. “She was fine. There was no indication that she would lash out like that.”

      “She will defend those that she cares about,” Arlif said, gazing off into the distance where dark, billowing smoke curled into the sky. “She looked after all of us in the Glasshouse. Did you tell her that her trainer was in trouble?”

      #230 shook her head. “I don’t know. I wasn’t part of the pack that brought her in. I was only called as reinforcement after she started attacking everyone.”

      “Do you know who her trainer is?”

      “Negative.” She hacked a clod of blood to the side of the path.

      “Let’s just keep moving,” Yoshi said. “Someone might have already–”

      
        *PSSSSSHT*

      

      #230, do you read me? Over.

      
        *PSSSSSHT*

      

      She winced and disengaged her walkie talkie from her hip.

      “Affirmative, over.”

      
        *PSSSSSHT*

      

      “#230, what is your status? Over.”

      
        *PSSSSSHT*

      

      “Down, but not out. Has the detainee been subdued? Over.”

      
        *PSSSSSHT*

      

      “Negative. We are tracking her movements and are triangulating on her location. Over.”

      
        *PSSSSSHT*

      

      “Where is she?” Yoshi said, snatching the walkie talking away from #230. “Over.”

      “Give that back,” #230 said, reaching out to him. “Apologies, a concerned civilian, though I would also like an answer to his question, over.”

      There was silence for several seconds.

      
        *PSSSSSHT*

      

      “She is lurking in the gardens outside the Office of the Mayor, over.”

      
        *PSSSSSHT*

      

      “The Office of the Mayor?” Yoshi asked. “Is that the building the Mayor and Chester came out…?”

      Yoshi’s jaw hung as he stared into the wall behind #230.

      “Yoshi?” The Labby gave him a prod. “Are you alright?” She looked at his girlfriends with a raised eyebrow. “What’s happened to him?”

      His girlfriends huddled around, looking at their trainer with expressions ranging from puzzlement to ‘WTF’.

      “A father, a mother, a son…” Yoshi said. He turned to Arlif and gripped her shoulders. “A father, a mother and a son!”

      Arlif cocked her head. “You mean that photo on Lady Scardino’s desk? Yes, that’s her family.”

      “No, don’t you see?” Yoshi urged. “The father is Trev, the son is Chester and the mother is Scardino!” His girlfriends exchanged looks with each other, unable to keep the doubt out of their eyes. “The police were bringing her back into Sapphire for questioning and she must have overheard them talk about him on that.” He stabbed at the black box in the police dog’s furred hand.

      “Whatever you’re on bossman, you need to stop,” Soph said firmly.

      Yoshi snatched the walkie-talkie away from her again.

      “Hey!” #230 barked. “I’ll have you know that taking a police officer’s property is an unlawful act punishable by–”

      “Police! Headquarters! Whatever. Answer this question.” Yoshi licked his lips. “Is Scardino’s trainer Trev Arlington?”

      Silent seconds that felt like minutes ensued.

      
        *PSSSSSHT*

      

      “Affirmative. Trev Arlington is Scardino’s trainer.”
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* * *

      “It all makes sense now,” Yoshi said breathlessly. “Trev retires from girlfriend training, settles down, marries his prime girlfriend Scardino, has Chester. But he still feels like he has more to offer, so what does he do? Becomes mayor.”

      A pack of a dozen Labbies streamed past Yoshi and his girlfriends. Their noses know best; let’s tail them.

      “I’ll give you points for guessing correctly that they were all family,” Flick said.

      “It’s not a guess,” Arlif said, mid-huff. “I’ve seen that photo hundreds of times. Now that I think about it, the mayor and his son do look like older versions of the people in the photo.”

      “Ex-mayor and his son,” Crystal corrected from behind.

      “What I want to know is why Trev abandoned Scary,” Starry said. “And why she still tried so hard to protect his identity.”

      “He builds a gigantic mansion in a humungous tree, all inside a ginormous glasshouse and then he ditches her?” Soph shook her head. “I call bullshit.”

      “He admitted that he accepted money from an organisation. It’s possible that a lot of this money also went into building the glasshouse and everything inside it.” Yoshi stopped, hands on his knees. The Labbies had led them straight back into the police station. Out the front was a Chernoire loudly berating a police officer Labby, who looked like she was ready to shrivel up and die. “It doesn’t matter now. All that matters is finding Scary before she destroys the entire city.”

      “#230 said that they weren’t taking Trev back to Amethyst immediately,” Arlif said. “I wonder where he could be now?”

      “Surely he knows that his wife is searching for him.” Starry said.

      
        I wanna be the very best, like no-one ever was…

      

      Yoshi pulled out his cell. “It’s Chester.” He answered the call. “Hello? Chester?”

      “Yoshi, thank Frank you picked up.” Chester sounded understandably tense.

      “Chester, where are you now?”

      “Me and the mayor-”

      “You mean you and your father,” Yoshi interjected. There was an uncomfortable silence for several seconds.

      “Right, me and my… father. We’re in the OOTM.”

      “OOTM?”

      “Office of the Mayor. Anyway, sorry to call you like this; I didn’t know who else to ask. You have a Lifee yeah? Arlif?”

      Yoshi looked at his grass-type girlfriend, neon face glowing with curiosity. “Yeah. That’s her.”

      “My… Scardino is outside the OOTM right now. Could you get Arlif to talk to her? Calm her down? There are some Labbies here, but they can’t keep her at bay for much longer.”

      Yoshi picked up the save but didn’t comment. He was about to say, ‘My mom.’

      “Yeah, no problem. What’s the quickest way to get there?”

      “Go to The Dish, Slide #38. Once you get out of the landing pool, it’s straight ahead. Five-minute walk. Run, though. I gotta go. Call me once you’re outside.”

      CLICK.
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* * *

      “I’m sorry sir, I can’t let you in.” The dark-haired police dog looked like she wanted to be anywhere but here.

      “Yes you can,” Yoshi said, holding up his phone. “Mayor’s orders.” He handed her the phone.

      “Yes, this is Labby #387. Yes.” Her eyes darted up to Yoshi. “Yes, he’s here. Him? Are you sure?”

      “Hehe.”

      “Quiet, Soph,” Yoshi berated

      “OK sir, if you’re certain.” She handed the cellphone back to Yoshi before gesturing to her colleagues. “Open the gates.” She watched as Yoshi and his girlfriends ran through, onto the grass and straight into the courtyard. “Good luck.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Look, there she is!” Yoshi whispered.

      Sure enough, the dino was pacing back and forth, 10 yards away from the western wall of the building. Watching her every move were half a dozen alert Labbies, standing along the perimeter. In the window, Yoshi could just see the green Mohawk of the new mayor of Sapphire.

      “Lady Scardino!” Arlif said, running towards her in genuine delight.

      The dino spun around, searching the trees. “Arlif? Is that you?” Her reptilian eyes widened in joy. “It is!”

      They embraced in a moment of happiness, briefly forgetting the dire situation on their hands. Yoshi and his girlfriends stood watching on in the distance. You got this, Arlif.

      “Arlif, what are you doing here?” the OP grass-type asked.

      “I should be asking you the same thing.”

      Scary pursed her lips and stood up. She glanced at the OOTM and the Labbies guarding it immediately stiffened up.

      “I know everything already,” Arlif said slowly.

      The dino drew away from her. “You do?”

      “Why did you start attacking all those people?”

      The stronger grass-type sighed. “Trev, my… my trainer. They said that he was being arrested. I had to protect him.”

      “Those people were innocent, Lady Scardino. You might be locked away for a long time,” Arlif said softly. She turned around and waved Yoshi and the rest of her team over.

      “Scary,” Yoshi said. The dino looked up at him. “Do you just want to talk to Trev?” She blinked back tears and nodded. “And Chester, your son. Do you want to see him too?”

      The tears fell. “I do.”

      Yoshi smiled at her. “Do you promise not to hurt any more people?”

      She smiled sadly. “Yes.”

      He pulled out his phone and hit redial. “Hey, it’s Yoshi. Your mom wants to see you and your dad.”
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* * *

      The doors opened. Chester came out first.

      Scary’s breath caught in her throat. “That’s him? That’s… my boy?”

      “Yep. He’s the new mayor of Sapphire. Congratulations,” Yoshi said.

      There was no emotion on his face as Chester stared at Scardino. He shuffled aside as Trev stepped out.

      Scary squeaked like a little girl. “Trev!” She started bounding towards him, then turned back to Yoshi, a hesitant look on her face. Yoshi nodded and she clapped her hands in elation.

      Just as she was about to run towards her husband and son, bright lights burst forth from behind the OOTM, accompanied by mechanical, whirring gusts. Scary stopped in her tracks and shielded her face. A helicopter was rose higher and higher, floodlights at its base searching the floor for their target.

      Yoshi looked up and squinted. The chopper had come forward and was now floating above the ex- and current mayor, its lights converged on Scary. Was it a hit squad ordered to take her out?

      A ladder dropped down, rolling out right in front of Trev. A man climbed down a few rungs, holding on with one hand while he gripped something funnel-shaped in the other.

      “Trev Arlington.” The man said, his voice booming over the megaphone. “Up the ladder, now. If anyone else comes, Sapphire will be no more.”

      That voice… why did it sound so familiar? Yoshi couldn’t see him through the light.

      Trev stared at the rungs in front of him and commenced climbing.

      “My love, no!” Scary said, reaching a hand out helplessly while running towards him.

      PSHEW!

      The helicopter recoiled as a blue beam of light as thick as an arm blasted out, striking Scardino.

      “Nooooooooo!” Trev yelled.

      Scardino was suspended in the air for 10 seconds, back arched, body tense. Her mouth was open in a silent scream, eyes rolling in the back of her head. The beam dissipated and she fell back to the grass onto her hands and knees, smoke rising off her body.

      With Trev still hanging from the ladder, the helicopter pulled up and away from the OOTM.

      “Lady Scardino!” Arlif cried, falling to her knees beside her. “Are you O-?”

      CRUNCH.

      One moment Arlif was there, the next she was gone. In her place was Scary’s fist.

      
        Arlif has fainted!
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      “Surround her!” the senior Labby barked. “We need back-up at the OOTM, I repeat, back-up at the OOTM!” she said, speaking into a walkie talkie in her lapel.

      In the blink of an eye, the half a dozen Labbies surrounded Scardino, snapping and snarling mere feet away.

      
        Scardino used Thorn Claw!

        Thorn Claw missed!

      

      “Don’t hurt her!” Chester yelled.

      “Team Rend!” the senior Labby commanded. On all fours, her and the other five police dogs took half a step back before launching themselves at the overpowered grass-type.

      
        Scardino used Tail Crush!

      

      Her powerful tail swung through the air, collecting three of the Labbies one after the other. They slammed into the Office of the Mayor with pained yelps.

      
        Labby fainted!

        Labby fainted!

        Labby fainted!

      

      “Tails up, girls,” the senior Labby warned. “Whatever she was shot with hasn’t weakened her but given her extra power.”

      “Scardino!” Yoshi ran towards her. The dino was breathing heavily, body twitching involuntarily. He waved his arms and yelled. “Stop what you’re doing, you just knocked Arlif out! This isn’t you.”

      She looked to the far fence where her Glasshouse girl’s motionless body lay. “I…” she clutched her head. “I have to find Trev.”

      Scardino bent her knees and jumped. She soared over Yoshi, the Labbies and his remaining four girlfriends, landing 10 yards away before disappearing beyond the trees. Seconds later, there were more yelps and cries of pain by the gate.

      “Sir, I know you want to help but I implore you, please find shelter. This is a state of emergency,” the senior Labby  barked, then turned to Chester, bowing curtly. “You too, Mister Mayor.”

      Chester watched the police dogs leave, then sighed while rubbing his temples. “I never signed up for this. Yoshi. He ran over to him. “I’m so sorry about your Lifee. I should never have dragged you into this.”

      “Nothing a bit of pampering can’t fix,” Yoshi responded. “Who was that in the helicopter?”

      Chester pursed his lips. “I’m not sure to be honest. My father and I we… aren’t on the best of terms.”

      “Whoever it was, they knew that your father was here,” Starry said, walking up to her trainer’s side.

      “Not necessarily,” Chester said quietly. “My father had friends in high places, literally. He could have sent out an SOS.”

      “Well whoever it was, they also knew that Scary was going to come here and came prepared with that gun,” Flick said, joining the conversation.

      “What sort of weapon was that?” Yoshi asked. “It seemed to have made your mother even more overpowered than she already was.”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing,” Chester murmured. “And she isn’t my mother. She might have given birth to me, but I’ve never known her.”

      “So why did you not want those police dogs to hurt her before?” Soph asked, stepping forward.

      Chester looked at her levelly before breaking eye contact. “You should withdraw Arlif and take her to the Mr. Pampers straight away. After that, you should go somewhere safe until this all blows over. There’s this place that a lot of people don’t know about, just take-”

      “Not happening,” Yoshi said flatly. “We’re going to find Scardino and your dad and set things straight.”

      “We are?” Flick asked, surprised.

      Yoshi turned around. “Yes, we are.”

      Chester raised an eyebrow. “‘Set things straight’. What do you mean by that?”

      Yoshi opened his mouth and closed it again. His four girlfriends and the mayor were all looking at him expectantly. “I’m not sure, to be honest. All I know is that Scary will continue wreaking havoc until she finds Trev again. We catch up to her, help her find him and let them get closure.”

      “‘Scary’?”

      Yoshi nodded. “Yeah. She said that I could call her that the last time I…”

      He froze. Abort process! Abort process! Do NOT tell the mayor and gym leader of Sapphire that you fucked his mom!

      “She’s an intimidating girlfriend, Chester. My trainer means no offence,” Soph said smoothly. Yoshi raised an eyebrow at his bird-kin but didn’t otherwise flinch.

      Chester glanced between the flying-type and Yoshi. “None taken. So you want to act as the peacemaker between my father and Scardino. Fine by me. Where are you going to find them?”

      “Easy. She’s going to be in the Abandoned Glasshouse. That’s her home and all she’s known for the past several years,” Yoshi said. “That’s according to my friend, who saw her on a mission,” he added hastily.

      Chester sighed. “Well alright.” He turned to the OOTM. “If you’ll excuse me, I have an epic mess to clean up.”
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* * *

      “Thanks for the save back there, by the way,” Yoshi said to Soph.

      “Better believe it, dickhead,” she snapped.

      Yoshi smiled sheepishly. Closest I’m going to get to a ‘you’re welcome’.

      
        Wild Ila appeared!

      

      The bark-skinned girlfriend stood up from a crouching position, dirt falling from her joints.

      “Aww yiss!” Soph whooped. “Easy EXP!”

      “Sorry, time is of the essence.” Yoshi said, shaking his head. He stepped out of the battle ring and ran.

      
        Yoshi escaped safely!

      

      “I promise we’ll battle and train after all this is over.”

      “So what’s the point of having me out in the first place then?” she squawked.

      “I felt lonely.” He stepped close to his feathered girlfriend.

      “Don’t make me cut you.”

      
        Soph used Dagger Wing!

      

      “Alright, I kid,” Yoshi said. He threaded his finger into the fifth ring of his belt. “Arlif, come out.”

      The grass-type came out, back to wearing her natural poncho and leafy skirt.

      “You feeling better?” Yoshi asked.

      “Mm.” She rubbed her arm absent-mindedly. “Lady Scardino would never hit me like that. The person who shot her has confused her.”

      “I think you’re right,” Yoshi said. “And we’re going to un-confuse her. Think you’re up for it?”

      The grass-type nodded. Yoshi, Arlif and Soph looked up. Once again, they were at the base of the trees that cradled Scardino’s cottage. Arlif set a foot onto the side of the tree. Once she secured her footing, she ran up.

      “Show off,” Soph said under her breath.

      “Only because someone can’t fly,” Yoshi quipped. “Ow! Your beak’s sharp!”

      “Yah and next time I’m going for your eye,” the bird-kin said with a glint in her eye. The rope ladder rolled down, dangling in front of them. “Me first. No way I’m going to be looking up at your fat ass for the next five minutes.”

      “Who you calling fat ass?” Yoshi growled, then chuckled to himself. I don’t mind looking at your ass for the next five minutes.
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* * *

      “Someone else is here,” Arlif whispered.

      “What do you mean?” Yoshi said, trying to hide how out of breath he was. “Of course there are, all your Glasshouse g-”

      “Ssssssh! I mean a man.”

      Yoshi narrowed his eyes. “A man? A trainer?” Arlif shook her head and mouthed ‘I don’t know.’

      “Alright, let’s be all sneaky beaky-like,” Soph said, settling into a walking crouch. They walked up the landing entered the large foyer, hugging the wall. Unlike the last time Yoshi came here, it was now completely devoid of Scardino’s helpers.

      A male voice murmured, immediately followed by light-hearted laughter. The two voices lilted and danced through the room.

      Arlif patted her trainer on the arm and pointed. Sure enough, Scardino was here, as Yoshi expected.

      What he didn’t expect though was ex-Mayor Trev there with her. They were sitting by a fireplace on a comfy-looking couch. Their legs were criss-crossed over each other with the much larger Scardino doing her best to nestle her head into her husband’s shoulder.

      Yoshi hummed. The helicopter must have flown him up here.

      Yoshi and his girlfriends started tiptoeing towards them. As quiet as they were, their shadows that stretched along the sides of the wall gave them away.

      “Who’s there?” Scardino said, leaping to her feet.

      “S, it’s Yoshi,” he said, hands in front.

      “Lady Scardino…” Arlif said tentatively, stepping forward. The dino immediately softened. She knelt to the ground and opened her arms. The Lifee ran forward and hugged her.

      “I’m so sorry about hitting you before,” Scary said, smoothing the petite grass-type’s hair back. “I don’t know what came over me.”

      “‘S’, huh?” Trev grunted, getting to his feet. A small metal box he had been tossing between his hands clattered to the floor. “Only I call her that,” he said dangerously while picking it up.

      “Dearest, Yoshi is the one I was telling you about. The one who came to… keep me company.”

      Oh Frank Almighty.

      An array of emotions crossed the ex-Mayor’s face before he sighed deep and long. “Thank you for… keeping my wife company.”

      Yoshi swallowed. “It’s quite alright, sir. Scardino was… excellent company.”

      “How did you know to find us here, Yoshi?” the dino asked, resting her clawed hand on Arlif’s head.

      He shrugged. “This is your home. I figured it would be a good place to start.”

      She looked across to her husband, face filled with love. “I followed the helicopter through the sky. It flew through Sapphire and made its way over the Greenhouse. Trev instructed the pilot to fly here.”

      A shadow passed over the ex-mayor’s face, or perhaps it was just the flames.

      “Scardino, are you OK?” Yoshi asked. “What did that gunshot do to you?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ve never felt better,” Scardino said. “A bit lightheaded before, but I feel like I’m level 100.”

      “That’s because you are,” Trev said softly, gazing into the flames. “Or at least, you have the equivalent stats of a level 100 Scardino.”

      “How’s that possible?” Yoshi asked. “What sort of gun makes girlfriends stronger?” He made eye contact with Trev. Who was in that helicopter? There was a world of guilt etched onto his face.

      “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that Trev and I are back together.” Scary leaped back onto the couch, sending her husband a foot into the air. She giggled and snuggled up next to him again.

      “That’s right, my love. I’ve hurt you all these years by putting Sapphire before you. Granted I didn’t have much choice…” He trailed off. “You will not have to walk these gardens alone ever again. I’ve left your side once but now I’m back.”

      Soph gagged and turned her face away. “Don’t make me withdraw you,” Yoshi hissed. “I told Chester that I would find you and play the peacemaker and help you find closure, though it looks like you didn’t need me at all.”

      Scardino stepped up to the edge of the fireplace, picking a photo off the mantle. She smiled at it fondly and clutched it to her chest. “I’m so happy my Chester has grown up to be such a fine, young man.” She looked lovingly at Trev. “Just like my husband.”

      Yoshi frowned, glancing at the large, topless man. This time, the ex-mayor completely avoided making eye contact. “It’s best you leave now. My wife and I have a lot of catching up to do.” The flames glinted off the metal box he spun between his thumb and middle finger.

      Yoshi paused. “What do you want me to tell your son?”

      Trev was quiet for a long time. “Tell him that I know he’s going to be a much better leader than I was.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Something smells fishy,” Soph murmured. “And it’s not Flick’s dirty panties.”

      “Lady Scardino is happy but…” Arlif’s words faded. She stopped walking down the trunk, looking back up. A moaning wind blew through and the large trees swayed and sighed.

      “She’s been reunited with her husband and trainer. She is happy,” Yoshi said, not quite believing his own words. “There’s not much more we could have done up there. Let’s just-”

      KA-BOOOOOOOOOOOM!

      Shockwaves rippled from the cottage and slammed into Yoshi and his two girlfriends.

      “Aaaaaaaaiiiiiiiieeeeeee!” Arlif lost her footing and plummeted.

      “Arlif!” Yoshi clung on to the wildly swinging rope ladder for dear life. He pointed his fist at her. “Get back!” The blue beam reached down faster than she was falling and pulled her back into her ring.

      “Oh shiiiiiiiiiiit!” The rope ladder snapped. Soph and Yoshi them started free falling. He clawed in the air, grabbing onto his bird-kin’s legs.

      “What the fuck, dude? Let go! You’ll kill both of us!” she screamed.

      “Flap! I know you can’t Fly yet, just flap!” Yoshi hollered. The ceiling of the Glasshouse below was fast approaching.

      “If we survive this, I’m going to kill you!” she squawked. With all her might, she flapped. They slowed their descent, but it was too little, too late.

      THUD…

      Yoshi landed bum-first on the glass. Soph fell onto his chest and bounced off. His head crunched into the glass, spider cracks forming.

      Dazed, he stared up. The swaying tree extended up to infinity. Debris rained all around him, glass shattering all around him as it landed. For some reason or another, a yellow, noxious cloud hung around the cottage, slowly spreading across the sky.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            20

          

          

      

    

    







            Coming Together

          

        

      

    

    
      One week later…

      
        Hi Yoshi, hope you’re feeling better. Can you drop by the OOTM today? –C.

      

      “Where are we going today?” Starry asked. The sun was beating down on Sapphire. Yoshi and his girlfriends were making the most of the warm, sunny morning, going for a stroll.

      “We’re going to visit Chester,” he answered.

      None of his girlfriends responded. Not a ‘why?’, or a ‘where?’, not even an ‘OK.’ They silently followed their trainer, thoughts of the chaos they were a part of rewinding over and over in their minds.

      Yoshi stopped and turned around, his girlfriends mirroring him. “Arlif.” The grass-type stood at the back, staring off to the side. Yoshi walked past his first four girlfriends and stood in front of her. He turned around and squatted in front of her.

      “Come on.”

      “What?” Her soft voice broke and she cleared her throat.

      “He wants to give you a piggyback,” Flick said, a warm smile on her face.

      Yoshi sensed her hesitation but waited. Eventually, her slender arms hugged his neck and she hopped forward, legs swinging to Yoshi’s side.

      He took the lead again. “Alright,” he said, hitching her up. “Let’s keep going.” She was petite, yes, but Arlif barely weighed anything. It was almost as if the wind could pick up and blow her away with a single gust.

      She rested her head on the back of his neck and sighed. “I miss her.”

      “I know,” Yoshi responded. “I’m sure she misses you too.” Hopefully, she’s happy now. She’s finally reunited with her husband - forever. Yoshi nodded to the Labby police standing guard on either side of the open gates of the Office of the Mayor and walked through.
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* * *

      “Kell?”

      The grizzled man grinned at him from ear to ear.

      “Yoshi.” He reached forward and gave Yoshi a firm handshake. Funny what a haircut, a shave and not being used as a sperm bank does to a man. He was almost unrecognizable.

      “Hello, my name is Professor Thorn.” The man in a lab coat standing next to Kell extended his hand.

      “I know,” Yoshi said, greeting him. “I came to your seminar at the Guild.” He looked pointedly at Kell, who acknowledged his knowing look.

      “Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” Chester said. He was sitting at a classy desk that was so polished Yoshi could see his face in it. “I’m sure you’re all wondering why I asked you to come here today.”

      Yoshi and his girlfriends stood at the other side, facing Professor Thorn and Kell.

      “Sapphire has been under siege these last few weeks. This has called our reputation as a safe and welcoming city into question.”

      Yoshi nodded slowly. He’s only been mayor for a bit over a week and he’s already sounding the part.

      He looked at Professor Thorn. “We had the privilege of having Professor Thorn visiting us to spread his knowledge about male and female genetics.” Thorn inclined his head. “Unfortunately, it appeared that the rogue organization, Team Boom, had infiltrated not only the Sapphire Breeders Club, but indeed, the entire Breeders’ Organization of Ohno.”

      “It is an absolute disgrace,” the professor said, shaking his head. “Under a shell organization, Team Boom donated large sums of money to fund my research on mapping male TPs. I was overjoyed; finally, someone understood and appreciated the potential of my research! When the Breeders’ Organization of Ohno approached me to suggest using each city to collect samples, I didn’t stop to think how incredibly coincidental it was that this occurred within a month of the first donation.” He sighed heavily. “To think they were using the samples for their own conniving intentions, I…”

      “Professor, it isn’t your fault,” Chester reassured. “To their credit, if any can be given, it appeared that their shenanigans didn’t compromise your scientific method. That is what you said before Yoshi came, right?”

      “Yes, yes, very true, Mr. Mayor,” Professor Thorn said. “It appeared that having as many samples as possible was also their modus operandi.”

      “I don’t know what modus operandi means,” Labby #230 said, who had been standing quietly beside Chester the entire time. “What I do know and can confirm is that Team Boom was looking for some sort of genetic mutation that produced offspring with stronger stats.”

      “Genes which Yoshi and I both have,” Kell finished off neatly.

      “It’s called the Response Gene,” Thorn explained. “A 1-in-25,000, naturally occurring mutation that identifies the TPs that are going to be passed from the girlfriend to the offspring and then dynamically selects the other TPs from the male side to complete the set, such that the offspring will have a balanced TP profile across the board.”

      “Or in layman’s terms, say a girlfriend we have sex with passes on Speed and Attack to our kid. Our sperm is smart enough to pass on HP, Defence, Special Attack and Defence to them,” Kell said.

      “Not quite, but on the right track,” Thorn said, a finger up in the air, “Current data shows that this only occurs for 1 in 5 offspring. One daughter will have ‘superpowered’ TPs, while the other four have the standard random distribution.”

      Yoshi glanced at the Labby. That’s why they destroyed so many of those eggs.

      “So they were trying to create as many of these superpowered offspring as possible for…?” Yoshi trailed off.

      “Who knows?” Chester said darkly, tenting his fingers. “Perhaps they’re trying to make the occurrence 1 in 4 or 1 in 3.”

      “Or 1 in 1,” Labby #230 suggested.

      “My dear, that is statistically impossible,” Thorn said. “That would require every male in Ohno to possess the Response Gene, meaning we would all have to be ‘evolved’ as it were. Maybe in literally a million years, but not in our lifetimes.”

      “Is there anything me and Kell can do to help out?” Yoshi asked. “Do you want more samples, or…”

      The professor held up a hand. “I have enough of your sperm to last me a lifetime.”

      Soph snorted, then slapped her hands over her beak.

      “We were able to rescue a few of your daughters from the Pink Light District. We’ve looked after them and they’re already at full maturity and at least level 5. They rightfully belong to you.”

      “Oh Frank, so I’m a dad,” Yoshi said in shock. He glanced at his girlfriends, who had mixed expressions.

      “Congratulations, daddy,” Flick said with a wry smile.

      “We’ll have them sent over to your GGN as an adoption request, but it’s not a typical adoption,” #230 said.

      “I also wanted to give you this.” Professor Thorn reached down and picked up a box from a bag on the ground.

      Yoshi stared at it. “That’s…”

      “The GF-wiki Cascade X, yes,” Thorn said. He handed it to Yoshi, who carried it like it was made of fine bone china.

      “Didn’t you say that one of your volunteers who provided a sample to your project was going to be picked at random for this?”

      “I changed my mind,” Thorn said. “I want to be rid of it as soon as possible. This entire ordeal with Team Boom masquerading as the Breeders Club has left a rather sour taste in my mouth.”

      “That’s the taste of cum,” Soph whispered. Starry shot her an exasperated look and she dissolved into a puddle of muted giggles, a few feathers falling to the ground.

      “I mean I’ll take it, but…” He looked up at Kell, who shook his head.

      “I don’t want it. Don’t want any reminder of this whole ordeal. I just want to be back on the road, picking my battles and raising my girls.”

      No. Fricking. Way!

      
        You have obtained GF-wiki Cascade X!

        This limited-edition version of the GF-wiki has up-to-date stats on TPs for all the girlfriends of Ohno.

      

      “I’ve actually uploaded a new module since the last time I gave my talk. You’re able to store your own TP and stat profile on the GF-wiki as well, making a best-guess estimate on a theoretical level based on that data. Just give it a blood sample, it will analyze and keep a record of it.” Thorn explained. “Anyway, I’d best be off. All this business has been mighty distracting but that research won’t synthesize itself.”

      “I’m heading off too, actually,” Kell said. “My girlfriends and I have some… catching up to do.” They both looked at Chester, who excused them.

      Yoshi shook hands with them again and took their contact details. “Don’t be a stranger, yeah?” Kell said. They left the room, closing the door behind them.

      Yoshi swung his bag down and opened it. Just as he was about to put his new GF-wiki in, he stopped.

      “I completely forgot about this,” he said, taking the SM his girlfriends took from Cava out of his bag. “This was on a Team Boom girlfriend.”

      Chester eyed it as Yoshi placed it on the polished table and slid it across to #230.

      “Bowel Explosion…” Chester murmured. “This is the move Crocop ordered his girlfriends to use in the PLD.”

      “Thank you for handing this in,” the police dog said. “We’ve been suspecting that Team Boom has been producing bootleg Special Machines for a while now. As far as I know, this will be the first SM in its unboxed state that we’ll have.”

      “Make sure you don’t lose this one too,” Chester quipped.

      The hairs on the back of the police dog’s neck stood on end and her nose twitched.

      “I’m kidding,” Chester said.

      “It’s not a joke, Mr. Mayor,” #230 said stiffly. “And you’ve just broken protocol.”

      “I did no such thing,” Chester huffed. “I didn’t even say what it was the police force lost.”

      “Sir!” She barked.

      “It’s OK, #230,” he said getting to his feet. “If my reports are correct, Yoshi’s not only seen the artefact that was taken. He was intimately involved with its creation.” He raised one eyebrow conspiratorially.

      Yoshi stared at him non-plussed.

      “It’s the canister of light.” Everyone looked at Crystal. She looked calmly at Chester, who gave her the slightest of winks. “The Chernoire showed it to Yoshi in the interrogation room after she removed it from the Team Boom weapon.”

      “Wait,” Yoshi said slowly. “I thought that the FESS took that back to Amethyst already?”

      “Apparently not,” Chester said. “Apparently, it was hidden away in our police station all this time and apparently, it wasn’t hidden very well.”

      “I assure you, it was very well hidden,” #230 growled. “There were several security checks in place. Only someone who had the appropriate clearance could have come in and removed the artefact.”

      “Do you know who it was?” Chester asked.

      The police dog snapped her jaw shut. “Scardino… took us off guard. It appeared that the theft happened at the height of her destruction.”

      Mention of his mother put a damper on his jovial mood. “If the capital tries to strong-arm you into admitting to negligence, put them on to me.” He put a hand on her furred shoulder. “I’ve got a feeling that they’re looking for a scapegoat.”

      “Thank you, sir, that’s kind of you.” #230 said, relaxing again.

      He sighed. “It’s my job now and please, none of this ‘sir’ business. You’ve known me far too long to know it makes me cringe.”

      #230 saluted. She turned and walked out the door, nodding to Yoshi and his girlfriends before she left.

      “So, Yoshi,” he said, sitting back down. “Where to now?”

      “Well, I still need to get the Sapphire badge.”

      Chester winced. “Yeah, about that. I’m a bit busy with this whole mayor thing.”

      Yoshi was going to ask if he wanted to be mayor and gym leader at the same time, but a completely different question came out of his mouth.

      “Are you OK?”

      Chester gave him a faint smile. “I’m… OK.”

      “It’s OK to talk, you know,” Flick said. She walked over to his desk and sat on top of the edge. She was a warm shade of orange-red. “You helped us so much, the least we can do is listen to you rant.”

      He laughed out loud. “There’s nothing new to rant about. You’ve had front row seats to it all.”

      “You can learn a lot from Chester, bossman,” Soph said, eyeing her trainer. “Both parents dead and still doesn’t complain.”

      “Soph!” Yoshi snapped.

      “Nah, nah,” he said, waving airily. “I’m fine, really. Like I told you last time, I never knew my mom and wasn’t that close to Dad.”

      He slid open a drawer on the side of the table and pulled a bunch of documents out, dropping them on the table. “Correspondence going back to when I was a kid, with none other than our favorite terrorist organisation, Team Boom. The Big Dish, the canals, the port, the slide system…” He sifted through each set of documents, one by one. “Millions and millions of Coins over nearly a decade.”

      “Is there anything in there where he explains why he abandoned Lady Scardino?” Arlif asked quietly.

      Chester frowned, sorting through the entire stack then started again. “Aha, here it is. The contract for the Glasshouse.”

      Yoshi and his girlfriends watched him as he fingers brushed the paper, line by line. He stopped at one particular point.

      “What does it say?” Arlif urged.

      Chester rested his hand on the paper. “That he could build the Glasshouse on the condition that he never see her ever again.”

      “And if he did?”

      Chester sighed. “She dies.”

      “What sort of sick fuck would create a contract like that?” Soph squawked.

      “What sort of sick fuck would agree to it?” Chester murmured.

      “No,” Arlif said. “Your father loved Lady Scardino very much. So much so that he would build her the Glasshouse so that she wouldn’t feel homesick even if it meant that they couldn’t see each other ever again.”

      “They wanted to test Trev’s loyalty, so they made him choose – virtually unlimited money and building Sapphire to be the greatest city in all of Ohno, or his wife.”

      Chester placed his palms on the table and bowed his head. “Wrong choice, Dad.”

      “He said that he believed that you would do a much better job than him in leading Sapphire,” Yoshi said. “I speak on behalf of everyone in this room when I say that I believe the same thing.”

      “Regretfully, I have to agree with my trainer,” Soph said. The other girlfriends giggled.

      Chester looked up. “Thank you Yoshi, and thank you, Yoshi’s girlfriends. Your friendship has been invaluable during this period.”

      “We should be thanking you, Chester,” Starry said.

      “There is actually one more thing you guys can do for me, if you are up for it.” He opened another drawer and pulled a piece of paper. He fanned them out. Make that seven, long, thin pieces of paper.

      “The S.S. Cruisy McCruiseface is docked at Sapphire port, headed for her maiden voyage in the next couple of days. I’ve been invited to go but am a bit swamped. I’d hate for these tickets to go to waste. Do you want to…?”

      “Yoink!” Soph said, snatching the tickets right out of the mayor’s hand.

      “Soph, manners!” Yoshi moaned.

      Chester laughed. “It’ll head south, circle the Agate Islands and come back. All in all, five days. There’s going to be a whole lot of trainers on board. Good chance to train up, trade girlfriends, rub shoulders with the rich and the famous.”

      “Sounds awesome,” Yoshi said.

      “Great. I’ll make sure to let the captain know, since he was the one who gave me the tickets. Sapphire port, noon in two days. I’ll see you there.”
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      “Hi, I got a message from Mission Central.”

      “Name please?” the cheerful Chippie asked.

      “Yoshi Soysauce.”

      She looked between her monitors, deftly typing and scrolling her mouse, her pink, triangular nose twitching. “Yep, just found you. You’re here to claim your reward then?”

      Yoshi blinked. “Reward?”

      “Mmhmm!” she nodded. “You signed up for a missing persons mission #080221. It was sponsored by the Citrine Police and syndicated to every Guild in Ohno. The Sapphire Police have attached a report here.”

      The Chippie spun the monitor around.

      “Holy crap, that’s Kell!” How did I not realize that when I saw him?

      “Yep, Kellagher Tars.” She spun it back around. “Can I have your cell please? I’ll authorize the transfer of funds. It should hit your account within one to two business days.”

      Still staring at where the monitor had displayed his picture, Yoshi dumbly handed her his smartphone. “Wait, how much was the reward again?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “30,000 smackaroonies?!” Soph squawked.

      “That’s a lot of money,” Starry mused. “What are you going to do with it?”

      “Not sure yet,” Yoshi said, staring at the Bank of Ohno app. A new, limited-edition GF-wiki and now 30,000 Coins richer… how tables can turn.

      “You should hold onto it,” Flick said. “Didn’t Chester say that there were several VIPs on this boat we’re going on tomorrow? You never know what you might need it for.”

      “You know what, you’re right,” Yoshi said, slipping his device back into his pocket. “I’m going to buy some supplies and then hold onto the rest.”

      “Supplies which include new clothes for us, yeah?” Soph suggested.

      “What ever happened to your winnings from the Battle Theater?” Yoshi said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Used them all up. Need more.”

      “Don’t lie and fat chance. Now just be quiet for a sec.”

      He ignored his flying-type’s indignant squawking, stepped back and crossed his arms. He had become so used to seeing his girlfriends in bikinis, he almost wished he could stay in Sapphire a bit longer. Hopefully there are pools on this cruise ship.

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 23

        HP: 73/73

        - ATTACK: 23

        - DEFENCE: 19

        - SPCL ATTACK: 25

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 24

        - SPEED: 21

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.

        Siren Song - Type: Interstellar - 30/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

      

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        NATURE: Bossy

        TYPE: Flying

        ACC.: Sakura Speedrobe

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 66/66

        - ATTACK: 29

        - DEFENCE: 23

        - SPCL ATTACK: 21

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 20

        - SPEED: 30 (+3)

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Bird Run - Type: Flying - 35/35 PP (Run at foes and crash tackle them)

        Sand Screen - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Lower accuracy by kicking and flapping sand up into opponent’s face)

        Fell Swoop - Type: Flying - 20/20 PP (Launch up and dive at foe. 5% recoil damage)

        Dagger Wing - Type: Steel - 15/15 PP (strike down foes with sharpened metallic wings [bird-kin only])

      

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Water

        ACC.: Iridescentia

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 87/87

        - ATTACK: 23

        - DEFENCE: 24

        - SPCL ATTACK: 29 (+2)

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 23

        - SPEED: 24

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Water Slap - Type: Water - 35/35 PP (Deals a wet, punishing slap that has 20% chance of causing confusion)

        Flash - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Produce blinding light that drops accuracy by 50%)

        Water Barrier - Type: Water - 15/15 PP (produces a water barrier that sharply increases DEFENCE and SPCL DEFENCE. Lasts 2 turns.)

      

      He disengaged his remaining two rings and stared at them until the full stats floated up:

      
        NAME: Crystal

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 18

        HP: 56/56

        - ATTACK: 21

        - DEFENCE: 29

        - SPCL ATTACK: 24

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 28

        - SPEED: 15

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 30/30 PP (Strike with a earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL

        ATTACK)

        Bone Fissure - Type: Rock - 20/20 PP (Strike critical areas on enemies’ bodies, halving ATTACK points until the end of the battle)

      

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Grass/Poison

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 19

        HP: 70/70

        - ATTACK: 21

        - DEFENCE: 17

        - SPCL ATTACK: 19

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 17

        - SPEED: 17

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Nettle Sting - Type: Poison - 25/25 PP (Fires poison barbs in one direction that secrete a venom of varying efficacy. 40% chance of Poison.)

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Branch Swords - Type: Grass - 30/30 PP (Strikes up to five times with branches in each hand. Critical Hit percentage +10% for each successful strike).

      

      “Actually, let me try out my new toy…” Yoshi had opened and carefully taken out the GF-wiki Cascade X after yesterday’s meeting with the mayor finished. A visualization of a waterfall crashing across the crystal-clear transparent screen before it loaded.

      
        Welcome to the GF-wiki Cascade X.

        

        This device has the TP Scan built into it, allowing you to see the percentage distribution of TPs for a particular girlfriend, which can be thought of as her genetic makeup. This can help you predict which TPs will be passed down to offspring, as well as stat growth rate.

      

      
        Direct the sensor at a captured or wild girlfriend to identify her TP distribution, along with her entry in the Ohno Girlfriend Index.

      

      He pointed it at Starry:

      
        Thorn Point (TP) Distribution for Serenette (Starry)

        HP: 15%

        ATTACK: 11%

        DEFENCE: 10%

        SPCL ATTACK: 29%

        SPCL DEFENCE: 28%

        SPEED: 7%

      

      Neeeeat. He moved along to his water-type and flying-type:

      
        Thorn Point (TP) Distribution for Felicity (Flick)

        HP: 28%

        ATTACK: 10%

        DEFENCE: 11%

        SPCL ATTACK: 31%

        SPCL DEFENCE: 10%

        SPEED: 11%

      

      
        Thorn Point (TP) Distribution for Sophie (Soph)

        HP: 15%

        ATTACK: 25%

        DEFENCE: 12%

        SPCL ATTACK: 13%

        SPCL DEFENCE: 12%

        SPEED: 23%

      

      “Can I have a look?”

      “Yeah, sure.” He placed it in her palm. She pointed it at him. A loading modal popped up then…

      
        Error. Target is not a girlfriend.

      

      “Didn’t Thorn say that you could also record your stats here too?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to. It’s probably in beta phase anyway. He said that he just–”

      
        Sophie used Dagger Wing!

      

      SWISSSHHHHHHH!

      Yoshi’s fringe fluttered to the ground. Blood oozed from the gash on his forehead.

      “What the fuck, Soph?” Yoshi screeched. “You could have chopped my head off!”

      “Chillax bro, I’m a pro.”

      Yoshi swung his bag onto the ground and started rummaging through it, looking for a bandage. Flick held the GF-wiki under his head, catching a drop of blood that fell and landed on the screen.

      
        Male blood detected.

        Analyzing TPs…

        Mapping out simulated statistics…

        

        Complete.

      

      “Wow, that was quick.” Flick dripped some water from her palms and wiped the blood off. She looked at it for a moment before turning a golden yellow in mirth. “You are soooo weak!” she snorted, stifling her laughs.

      “What? Show me that.” He snatched the GF-wiki off her and glared at the screen:

      
        Thorn Point (TP) Distribution for Yoshi Soysauce (Male) (Simulated)

        HP: 16.66%

        ATTACK: 16.66%

        DEFENCE: 16.66%

        SPCL ATTACK: 16.66%

        SPCL DEFENCE: 16.66%

        SPEED: 16.66%

      

      He swiped right:

      
        NAME: Yoshi Soysauce

        NATURE: NIL

        TYPE: NIL

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 6

        HP: 8/9

        - ATTACK: 5

        - DEFENCE: 4

        - SPCL ATTACK: 2

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 1

        - SPEED: 3

      

      
        MOVESET:

        NIL

      

      “Level 6? Buahahaha!” Soph was literally rolling on the floor laughing.

      “Stop it, you two,” Starry chastised. She crouched and wiped the blood from his head. “That’s why you have us. We fight so you don’t have to.”

      Yoshi didn’t know how to feel about that. He knew that these were simulated stats, but seriously? Level 6? That meant that he could only just theoretically beat girlfriends who had just reached adult maturation. Speaking of which…

      “Oh yeah, I need to check out the GGN. #230 said that my daughters are pending to be transferred back to me.” Daughters… don’t think I’m ever going to get used to that.

      “Better be careful, bossman, if they ain’t happy with their daddy, they might beat you up.” She laughed and sucked in one of the feathers that had come off her body and started coughing violently.

      “Hope one of them is a flying-type. I’ll swap you out for her. That’ll shut you up.”

      
        Welcome to the Global Girlfriend Network.

      

      
        Please scan ID.

      

      Yoshi chuckled. To think that since the last time I was here, I had been kidnapped, turned into a sperm bank, fucked an OP dragon/grass-type and fathered several daughters.

      
        Please place your hand on the panel.

      

      He pressed his hand to the gridlines and waited. A pleasant chime filled the booth.

      
        Welcome, Yoshi Soysauce.

        Version 3.0.0.1 (Project Auto-Train) of the Global Girlfriend Network is now live. This release enables deposited girlfriends to battle other eligible girlfriends on the Network. You will gain no Coins from these battles but your girlfriends can gain EXP on auto-pilot. The EXP gained is approximately 20% of the amount gained if the battle took place in the “real” world.

        

        Battle moves will be automatically learned. If the evolution level is reached, evolution will be postponed until the next time you log into the GGN. Girlfriends will be automatically healed after every battle, courtesy of our partnership with Mr. Pampers. The introductory rate for this service is 300 Coins a month.

      

      
        Do you wish to enrol?

      

      
        Yes/No

      

      Ooooh, that’s pretty neat. Yoshi wondered how he would manage training all of his girlfriends once he caught more. At least this way, they could keep getting stronger.

      
        Yes

      

      
        Contacting your bank…

        Creating subscription…

        Congratulations, you are now enrolled in Project Auto-Train!

        What would you like to do today?

      

      
        Adopt (7)

        Deposit

        Release

        Send

        Trade

        Withdraw

        Cancel Auto-Train

      

      “Holy shit, seven adoption notices?” Yoshi’s finger hovered over the first option. Time to meet my daughters.

      He pressed ‘Adopt (7)’ and the menu disappeared. Moments later, a list of girlfriends appeared. He flicked upwards with his finger and went to the bottom before going back to the top.

      
        NAME: Aion

        LEVEL: 5

        HP: 25/25

        Adopt?

        Y/N

      

      
        NAME: Fiona

        LEVEL: 5

        HP: 22/22

        Adopt?

        Y/N

      

      
        NAME: Sophie

        LEVEL: 6

        HP: 28/28

        Adopt?

        Y/N

      

      
        NAME: Fumi

        LEVEL: 6

        HP: 27/27

        Adopt?

        Y/N

      

      
        NAME: Blushy

        LEVEL: 5

        HP: 21/21

        Adopt?

        Y/N

      

      
        NAME: Labby

        LEVEL: 6

        HP: 28/28

        Adopt?

        Y/N

      

      
        NAME: Mishal

        LEVEL: 5

        HP: 26/26

        Adopt?

        Y/N

      

      Wow, I made these girlfriends... I mean daughters. He sat there staring at the list, not sure what to do. Duh, adopt them all first. He hit ‘Y’ next to under each of his daughters.

      Fiona, Sophie and Labby he was obviously intimately familiar with. The other four, not so much. He selected each one and waited for their stats and GF-wiki data to load side by side:

      
        NAME: Aion

        NATURE: Vain

        TYPE: Steel

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 5

        HP: 25/25

        - ATTACK: 5

        - DEFENCE: 9

        - SPCL ATTACK: 8

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 7

        - SPEED: 6

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

      

      
        Name: Aion (Level 5)

        Entry #: 55

        Species: Gym Bunny

        TYPE: Steel

        Nature: Vain

        Rarity: *

      

      
        Don’t be fooled by the long ears and buckteeth. Underneath all that white fur are steel-cut muscles that can literally crush rock. The only thing she likes more than curling iron is making sure her selfie game is on point.

      

      
        NAME: Fumi

        NATURE: Anxious

        TYPE: Poison

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 6

        HP: 27/27

        - ATTACK: 6

        - DEFENCE: 6

        - SPCL ATTACK: 6

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 6

        - SPEED: 6

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gas Out - Type: Poison - 35/35 PP (Breathe noxious gas at opponent, 47% chance of Poison.)

      

      
        Name: Fumi

        Entry #: 63

        Species: Asthmatic

        Type: Poison

        Nature: Anxious

        Rarity: *

      

      
        Dark, smoky skin, frizzy, curly red hair. Puffs of purple mist with every wheezy breath… Fumi’s biggest enemy is her self-consciousness. However, when used properly, she is very useful for capturing wild girlfriends.

      

      
        NAME: Blushy

        NATURE: Daydreamer

        TYPE: Normal

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 5

        HP: 21/21

        - ATTACK: 5

        - DEFENCE: 5

        - SPCL ATTACK: 5

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 5

        - SPEED: 5

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge Type: Normal 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Lullaby - Type: Fairy - 20/20 PP (Sing a song that puts foes to sleep. 65% chance of Sleep.)

      

      
        Name: Blushy

        Entry #: 11

        Species: Song Writer

        Type: Normal

        Nature: Daydreamer

        Rarity: *

      

      
        Blushies love nothing more than letting their creative, right-brain take over in the form of songwriting. With dedicated training and discipline, this passion can be turned into devastating moves that have a varying range of effects on foes.

      

      
        NAME: Mishal

        NATURE: Sultry

        TYPE: Fire

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 5

        HP: 26/26

        - ATTACK: 3

        - DEFENCE: 4

        - SPCL ATTACK: 7

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 5

        - SPEED: 5

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Hipnotize - Type: Psychic - 30/30 PP (Sways hips in rhythmic , circular motions. 60% chance of Sleep)

        Vulcan Kiss - Type: Fire - 30/30 PP (Breathes flames of passion that torch foes. 35% chance of Burn)

      

      
        Name: Mishal

        Entry #: 33

        Species: Belly Dancer

        Type: Fire

        Nature: Sultry

        Rarity: *

      

      
        From the moment she is born, Misha’s purpose is to master the art of Belly Dancing. So dedicated is she to this cause that she has been known to walk on hot coals while carrying a bucket of water on her head to perfect her posture and balance.

      

      Yoshi rubbed his hands together. I’ve got one more slot on my belt. Which girlfriend is it going to be? If the nice and even TPs were anything to go by, Blushy and Fumi were examples of the girlfriends who had inherited his Response Gene. If he just left them to auto-train, they would be completely fine. Mishal and Aion had ‘normal’ distributed stats. They were the ones who would benefit more from EXP in the real world.

      Yoshi scratched his chin. A fire-type and a metal-type… both were cool. Having a metal-type would be handy. Soph’s Dagger Wing proved how powerful metal-type moves could be. Then again, he’d always found fire-types hot (literally and sexually). Dude, she’s your daughter. He banished the dirty and illegal thoughts from his mind.

      Think. You’re going to come back and take on Chester – an expert in water-types – for the Sapphire badge, so training a fire-type isn’t a wise idea.

      “Aion it is.”

      
        Withdraw Aion?

      

      
        Yes/No

      

      
        Yes

        Please insert new GF-ring into slot provided.

        Withdrawing Aion now…

        Your girlfriend has been withdrawn.

      

      
        Are you sure you wish to exit?

      

      
        Yes/No

      

      
        Yes

        Thank you for using the Global Girlfriend Network. See you next time!
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      TOOOOOOOOOOOOOOT!

      Yoshi squealed and jumped three feet into the air.

      Chester pretended not to see it. “Yoshi, this is Captain Jonny Maplefingers.”

      Yoshi looked down at the captain’s extended hand. It had been carved out of fine redwood. Six GF-rings were slotted on his four fingers. He shook it, careful not to squeeze too hard.

      “Might I ask how you lost your hand?”

      “I was fistin’ a Harpie and her vagina bit it off.”

      Yoshi stopped, only just managing not to yank his hand away in horror. “I see.”

      “Sorry about that racket,” he growled. “That’d be the sailors testin’ Cruisy’s pipes.” He crossed his arms and scowled over his shoulder.

      “Yoshi and his girlfriends will be taking my place on Cruisy McCruiseface’s maiden voyage. Hope that’s alright with you.”

      “Fine by me. I hear your hands are fuller than a man fondling the breasts of a Buxom these days,” Maplefingers chortled.

      “Something like that.” Chester said with half a smile while glancing at Yoshi.  “I’ve known Captain Maplefingers since I was a child. I have him to thank for my love of water-type girlfriends.”

      “And I have your father to thank for this,” he said, holding his hand up. “Was in a dark place for a long time until he gifted me this replacement hand. How is Trev now anyway?”

      “He’s laying low for a while,” Chester responded, not missing a beat.

      “Well, tell him I send my regards.” The captain turned his scarred face to Yoshi. Gray whiskers grazed the turned-up collar of his navy jacket. “Do you know where we are going, boy?”

      He frowned. “To the south of Sapphire, a place called Agate Island.”

      Maplefingers nodded thoughtfully. “I’m glad one of us knows how to get there.” He stared at Yoshi with a deadpan expression before bursting out in hearty laughter.

      “The only thing Captain Maplefingers is more competent than steering ships at is bamboozling people with his sense of humor.”

      “Bah, you spoil all the fun, ya urchin.” Maplefingers cleared his throat. “The Agate Islands are the southernmost point before we reach the Downedge. It’s one of the coldest places on Ohno and has been for the last decade or so. We won’t actually be getting off there, but we’ll go around the rocks and give people plenty of time to take your damned selfies and what not.”

      “So it hasn’t always been this cold?” Yoshi asked.

      He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “That’s right. Back when I still had my hand, it was a tropical place. You could bask on the beaches and watch all the seawater plummet right off the Downedge.”

      “What changed?”

      “Not sure,” he said. “Something cold took over the island. Ever since, the waters have been choppy and every sailor who’s tried heading out that way has had to turn back… or drowned.”

      Yoshi stared at the Captain, waiting for him to break out into laughter. “Come now, m’ boy,” he said, turning to face the platform. “Let’s head on up to the deck.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Byyyyyyeeee!”

      “Who you waving at Flick?” Yoshi asked.

      “No one in particular. Hey, you know what I’ve always wanted to do?”

      “What?”

      Flick lifted up her white tank top and bra, flashing her goodies to the thousands of people on the port. Catcalls and appreciative cheers from people lucky to get a glance floated up to the deck.

      “I say! You may not expose yourself in public in such an obscene way!”

      Flick glanced to her left. An older man with a perfectly sculpted mustache, a monocle, and a glossy cane stood there, glaring at her.

      “Says who?” Flick said. “Show me the rulebook.”

      The stuffy, old man grumbled and huffed away, his cane clopping against the deck.

      “I’d hate to be his girlfriend,” the water-type said.

      “Can’t imagine that his would be getting much action between the sheets,” Yoshi responded.

      “Hey,” she said, shuffling closer to Yoshi. She wove her fingers into his hand, pushing her breasts into his arm. “It’s been a while since we… you know.” She winked at him exaggeratedly.

      Yoshi couldn’t help but laugh. “The tickets come with a room. We’ll check it out later and see how suited it is for… that sort of thing.”

      “Hey Yoshi, I found everyone.” Starry came back, with Soph, Crystal and Arlif in tow.

      “This ship is huuuuuuge,” Arlif said, wide-eyed. “I walked for 10 minutes and was still on the deck.”

      “That’s because you have short legs,” Soph teased. The grass-type stuck her tongue out at the flying-type.

      “I didn’t call you guys back here to hear you bicker,” Yoshi said. “I wanted to introduce you to the newest member of our team.”

      The five girlfriends fell quiet, watching their trainer unlock the sixth ring from his belt.

      “Come out, Aion.”

      Blue light blazed for a moment. When it disappeared, it left a 5’11” girlfriend with bunny ears standing there. She blinked and looked around in confusion, her eyes settling on his party.

      “What are you all looking at?” She sniffed.

      “Aion.”

      The bunny turned around. Her red irises flashed in annoyance and she wrinkled her nose. “Who are…? Oh, you’re…”

      Yoshi stared at her, her stats materialising next to her:

      
        NAME: Aion

        REL’SHIP: Daughter

        NATURE: Vain

        TYPE: Steel

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 5

        HP: 25/25

        - ATTACK: 5

        - DEFENCE: 9

        - SPCL ATTACK: 8

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 7

        - SPEED: 6

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

      

      So she gets a daughter tag. Thank Frank. If for some reason he was to release her and catch another Aion, the last thing he would want to hear mid-thrust is ‘Daddy!’ - and to literally mean it.

      “Yes, I am your father. I’m going to name you Ai if that’s OK. I heard it means ‘love’ in some sort of ancient lang–”

      “That’s cool, that’s cool, hey got a mirror on you, Daddy?”

      Yoshi blinked. “Um, I don’t, but I’ve got a smartphone? You can use the front-facing camera if you want.”

      She held her hand out as Yoshi fished his phone out. Starry cleared her throat but Ai didn’t so much as look her way.

      “Ai, I want you to meet your team.” He went around the group, introducing each one. They waved or said ‘hi’. The entire time, she held the phone at arm’s length, stroking her ears.

      “Cool story. Hey, you reckon I could hold onto this?” She jiggled the device in her hand. Without waiting for an answer, she leaned in and pecked Yoshi on the cheek. “Thanks, Daddy.” She hopped away, weaving her way through other trainers and people before dissolving into the crowd.

      Yoshi had a big, stupid smile on his face. “She called me ‘daddy’.”

      “She’s a spoilt, stuck-up bitch, that’s what she is,” Soph chirped.

      “It’s her first time being out with us. I’m sure that after some time she’ll fit right in,” Yoshi said.

      “We should give her a chance,” Starry said, stepping next to Yoshi. “We’ve all gotten on each other’s nerves at some point before we got to know each other.”

      “That’s right,” Yoshi nodded. “I expect each of you to make her feel welcome. You might have also noticed that she is currently level 5 and only knows Shoulder Charge. She’s only just reached maturity, so she’ll most likely need to share EXP for her first few battles before she can stand on her own two feet.”

      “From the way she bounced off, seems like she can stand on her own two feet fine,” Flick sniffed.

      “I’m happy to back her up, Yoshi,” Arlif said, putting her hand up. “I’m still one of the lower-level ones out of the five of us, so I need to train up too.”

      “Thanks, Arlif,” Yoshi said, smiling at her. “Does anyone know where she went?”

      “She’s your daughter, dude. Didn’t she tell you?” Soph asked. “Oh wait no she didn’t, she was too busy being a bitch.”

      “Enough, Sophie,” Yoshi said, using her full name. “I put up with you, the least you can do is do the same for her.”

      “Put up with me? What’s wrong with me?” Soph squawked. “You know what, forget this.” The bird-kin turned on her heel and marched off, leaving a trail of feathers in her wake.

      Yoshi sighed. Still have to work on my girlfriend management. “We’ve got five days on this ship, let’s check it out.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The older gentleman who didn’t appreciate Flick’s puppies was just one of hundreds of people on the ship. They stood around, sipping champagne and laughing haughtily as waiters carried platters of hors d’oeuvres around.

      “Are these people actually trainers?” Flick asked. “They look like they should be at home with a blanket on their knees watching reruns of crappy daytime TV, not out in the middle of the ocean.”

      Yoshi eyed the people around him. Most had belts with rings sticking out of them, albeit hidden by trench coats or luxury jackets.

      “They are.”

      “Then why aren’t they battling?” Arlif asked. “They’re just standing around talking.”

      “There could be a place to battle on this ship, like the Battle Theater back at the Sapphire Guild. Let’s keep looking.”

      Arlif wasn’t kidding, this ship was huge. After they eventually got off the deck, they found themselves in a huge dining hall. Waiters were darting from table to table, setting cutlery and arranging delicately folded napkins. In the middle, there was a dance floor and a DJ table set up.

      Yoshi and his remaining four girlfriends walked through the dining hall and came to a set of corridors. One of them pointed towards a staircase that descended further down, while another pointed up, back up towards the deck on the starboard side.

      “Look,” Flick said. She walked over to a sign. “‘Battle Arena.’”

      “That sounds like where we want to go,” Yoshi said. “Now, we just need to find Ai and So-”

      “Aaaargh! Daddy!”

      Yoshi’s head snapped towards the staircase leading down so fast that he almost gave himself whiplash.

      “Ai!” He ran down the stairs two at a time, slipping several times but not completely falling over, to his credit.

      
        Ai used Shoulder Charge!

        Soph used Dagger Wing!

        It’s not very effective…

      

      “Soph!” Yoshi roared.

      “She tried to use your phone to buy something!” the flying-type screeched, pointing at the steel-type.

      “It’s just a top! What’s the big deal?” Ai barked.

      A pimply storekeeper was wringing his hands, trying to decide what to do. “Please, refrain from raising your voice in the sto–”

      “SHUT UP!” all three yelled in unison.

      Yoshi looked at the gym bunny. “What do you want to buy, sweetheart?”

      “‘Sweetheart!’ Listen to yourself, you don’t even–”

      Yoshi withdrew the flying-type back into her ring without even looking at her.

      Ai smiled sweetly at her father. “This one. Look, it’s so cute.”

      “What stat bonuses does it give?” Yoshi said, looking at the price tag. 1,000 Coins? For this?

      “None, but I’ll look really good in it.”

      “Hmmmmm…”

      “If you let me get it, I’ll start training straight away. I promise.” She offered a pinky to him.

      Yoshi looked at it and hooked his to hers. “Alright, deal.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You know, I think I’m getting the hang of this dad thing.” He had withdrawn Ai to let her change into her new top.

      “Like most girlfriends, I don’t have the concept of a father. She’s lucky to have you,” Starry said. She stood in front of him. “But you’re lucky to have us. You wouldn’t have made it this far without us. Don’t forget that.”

      Yoshi blinked and stared at his first girlfriend. “I don’t take you guys for granted. Not at all.”

      “All I’m saying is, don’t be too hard on Soph,” Starry continued. “She won’t admit it, but she appreciates your respect as much as we all do.”

      Yoshi kept quiet, fiddling with Ai’s ring. If they’re going to keep fighting like that, this is going to be a really long cruise. Maybe I should have picked the fire-type instead.
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            Back On The Deck

          

        

      

    

    
      
        NAME: Aion

        REL’SHIP: Daughter

        NATURE: Vain

        TYPE: Steel

        ACC.: Carrot Top

        LEVEL: 5

        HP: 25/25

        - ATTACK: 5

        - DEFENCE: 9

        - SPCL ATTACK: 8

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 7

        - SPEED: 6

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

      

      “How does it look?”

      Yoshi gazed at his daughter’s orange top, which had a picture of a carrot drawn in anime-style, flashing a peace sign.

      “It’s… cool,” he said, before glancing at the rest of his girlfriends. “Right?”

      Starry, Flick, Crystal and Arlif stared at the newest member of their team, unsure of what to think.

      “All I can say is that you’re lucky Yoshi has withdrawn Soph,” Flick smiled.

      Ai twisted around and looked at herself in the mirror, twitching her fluffy, little tail.

      “OK, let’s head upstairs now. We’ve got to start training you up,” Yoshi said.

      The bunny pouted. “Aw, do we have to? Is there a gym on this ship? I’ll just hit that up instead.”

      Yoshi shook his head. “Not the same. And you promised, remember?”

      Ai rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

      Yoshi paid for the overpriced top and headed towards the stairs. Ai skipped along beside him while his girlfriends trailed not far behind. Hmm, what do we talk about?

      “So… how’s life been so far?”

      Wow, Yoshi, that’s a new low even for you. He banished the voice from his head and looked at Ai.

      The metal-type shrugged. “I dunno. OK I guess. As good as being raised in a grinding chamber can be.”

      “Grinding chamber?” Yoshi echoed.

      “Yeah. That’s what the Labbies called it at the police station. I was taken there, made to fight dummies over and over that only awarded me 1 EXP at a time until I levelled up. Did that for a few days, then before I knew it, BAM!” She punched her fist into her hand. “Level 5.”

      “So you’ve never fought a real battle?” Starry asked.

      Ai ignored the question but after catching Yoshi’s encouraging nod, she nodded.

      “That’s OK,” he said. “It might seem a bit scary at first, but once you go through a few, it’ll be fine. You’ll learn new moves and might even evolve afterward. You’ll get a lot more EXP, that’s for sure.”

      She drew her lips together into a line. “Can’t wait.”

      They rounded the stairs and stepped through the sliding doors. The salty air entered their lungs as they gazed around the deck. The Battle Arena was divided into spaces spanning ten by ten yards. Trainers stood outside the taped-off areas while their girlfriends circled around one another, trading blows inside. Hundreds of trainers and girlfriends leaned against the railings, cheering and clapping.

      Yoshi walked up to a screen on his right, where a trainer had just completed his preparations.

      
        G1 - Horace B. vs. Terry C.

        G2 - Greg S. vs. Bob C.

        G7 - Art X. vs. Ian R.

        G5 - Sam T. vs. Anthony W.

        G10 - Mike U. vs. Eric A.

      

      Hmm… these must all be trainers battling now.

      “How does this work?” Flick asked.

      Yoshi scrolled through the screen. “Looks like it scans our tickets and then adds our names to a queue.” He took his tickets out, holding the codes over a scanner.

      BLIP… BLIP… BLIP… BLIP… BLIP… BLIP.

      “OK, that’s all of them.” His name had joined the back of a list, which currently had five people in it.

      “Let’s have a look at the current competitors,” Starry suggested. “We could be going up against them.”

      “Good idea,” Yoshi said. They walked away from the screen and towards the battle grounds.

      “Janette, use Spinning Elbow!”

      Yoshi froze. Janette? Is Gonzales here?

      Yoshi turned around just in time to see the fighting-type backspin and crunch her elbow into a hapless Tina’s face.

      
        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      The Janette’s attack launched the hapless rock turtle sideways. Holy Frank, she’s going to hit those people! The rock turtle slammed into an invisible wall, blue gridlines shuddering before becoming invisible again. The Tina bounced off, fell to her face and stopped moving.

      
        Tina fainted!

        Trainer Greg S. has defeated Trainer Bob C.!

      

      Greg withdrew his Janette, bowing to the applause of several people who cheered him on from the sidelines. Bob pursed his lips and stepped out from the battle ground. He made a beeline straight for a man in pink scrubs who was standing by the entrance to a room with a neon pink heart on its side.

      Yoshi exhaled a sigh of relief. Not Gonzales, though that Janette’s pretty tough. I’d hate to have to take Greg on first up.

      “Can we take on someone who’s got weaker girlfriends?” Ai asked.

      “I’m not sure. The system decides that for us,” Yoshi responded. “But I won’t let you get hurt out there. I’ll send you out then immediately withdraw you and send out one of the others.”

      “So you’re happy to let us get hurt instead?” Flick said, crossing her arms and turning a violent shade of red.

      “Of course not,” Yoshi said quickly. “But you guys know what I mean.” The water-type looked less than impressed, turning her attention to another battle.

      “if we come up against someone who uses a lot of water-types, pick me,” Arlif said, putting her hand up. “Or even if they’re not, pick me anyway.”

      Yoshi did a 360, looking at each of the battles in progress. “These trainers seem like experienced guys with balanced teams. Look,” Yoshi said, pointing at Ground 1. “Horace there has a Fiona. She looks a lot stronger than the ones who were helping us at the slide network back in Sapphire, though. His opponent Terry has something that looks like Fumi, the poison-type, but possibly her evolution?”

      He quickly pulled out his slick GF-wiki and pointed it at the second girlfriend:

      
        Name: Phyx

        Entry #: 63

        Species: Asthmatic

        Type: Poison

        Nature: Anxious

        Rarity: **

      

      
        Phyxes have been known to gas out an entire 20-story office building and poison everyone in the process. Their Kiss Of Death breathes a noxious poison that can shut down the nervous system of any girlfriend and instantly make them faint.

      

      Shit, that’s pretty bad ass. “So yeah, Arlif, I’ll call you out if there’s a type advantage,” Yoshi said while putting his GF-wiki away. “These guys seem pretty hardcore.”

      They stood around, watching the end of Horace and Terry’s match.

      
        Phyx used Kiss of Death!

      

      The asthmatic poison-type swept towards the bird-kin, grabbed either side of her face, and enveloped her lips right over her beak. The flying-type kicked and struggled, eyes eventually rolling into the back of her head and falling limp.

      The Phyx pulled her lips away and dropped the bird-kin. She stepped back and re-arranged her rectangular-frame glasses before putting a strand of purple hair back behind her ear.

      
        Fiona fainted!

        Trainer Terry C. has defeated Trainer Horace B.!

      

      The two trainers shook hands and left the ring.

      “Let’s watch the matches and see if we can learn anything from these trainers. I’ll come and grab you guys when it’s our turn.”

      His girlfriends and daughter nodded, spreading out across the deck.

      “Yoshi.”

      He turned around.

      “Flick, what’s up? Look, if this is about before, I didn’t mean to imply that you guys were punching bags, I just–”

      She closed the distance between them and stopped him with a kiss.

      “I don’t want to watch these matches,” the water-type purred. She clasped his hand with hers and pushed her breasts into his shoulder again.

      Yoshi looked into her expectant face and smiled. “Come on, follow me.” He tugged her towards the railing. The ship cut through the water several feet below while white, fluffy clouds happily floated across the sky. The spectators were too absorbed in the matches to notice Yoshi and Flick, who were standing further away from everyone else.

      The wind crashed through her bubble gum-pink hair. She gazed at Yoshi, lips slightly parted. He pulled her in with one hand in the small of her back, the other hand woven into her locks at the back of her head. He kissed her deeply, breathing in her scent mingling with the warmth of her skin. He snuck a peek at her, cracking open an eyelid. Sure enough, she was glowing a shade of pink-red and pulsing ever-so gently.

      He shifted slightly, sliding one of his hands up her shirt and cupping her soft breast. He flicked her nipple gently and she let out an audible moan. She’s really in the mood. The other thing Yoshi found surprising was how his own body was reacting to his girlfriend. Despite having been wrung completely dry over several days, his soldier was uncomfortable in his denim, answering the call of duty.

      “Why so keen?” Yoshi grazed the back of his fingers along her cheek. She turned her head and took his middle finger into her mouth, twisting her tongue around it.

      “Girls have needs too, you know,” she growled playfully.

      “Fine. If we beat at least one person in the Arena, I’ll give you what you want.”

      Her eyes flashed at the challenge. “Deal. Just so you know, it’s not just me. Starry wants it too.”

      “Oh? What about Soph?” Just mentioning her name left a sour taste in his mouth. Still, like Starry said, he couldn’t neglect her. They still hadn’t had sex yet since she voluntarily decided to join him they day he left Topaz with Starry.

      “You tell me,” Flick laughed. “She must be fine getting off on her own.” Yoshi couldn’t help but imagine his bird-kin girlfriend stripped down and sitting in a bed with her legs wide open, schlicking and flicking away. Of course, her feathers were scattered all over the sheets.

      “Looking forward to it. Hopefully our room is decent.”

      “I’ll see if I can get any of the others involved. Except your daughter, of course.” Flick surreptitiously ran a hand over the bulge in his pants, causing Yoshi to twitch involuntarily. She scampered away before he could snatch her back.

      He leaned back on the railings, tilted his head back and closed his eyes. What would Chester be doing right now? Probably hunched over his table, poring over the paperwork and administrative mess Trev had left for him. To think that the kid in Scardino’s photo and him were one and the same. He really didn’t seem to miss his parents. Note to self: call up Mom and Dad. They should be back from their cruise by now.

      There was something bugging him, something… there. Yoshi tilted his head back down and opened his eyes. Had he already been called? He squinted at the match board. He was next up, but he hadn’t been called yet. He scanned the deck, picking out his girlfriends and Ai watching battles or wandering about. He frowned. What was this feeling?

      That’s when he saw it, or more so, felt it from the corner of his eye. He flicked his head to the right, pretending to brush some hair out of his face before looking back at the battles in progress in front of him. That guy… he’s watching me. Yoshi turned around and faced the water, this time looking directly at the guy.

      He stood about seven or eight yards away, half a foot away from the railing. He wore a big coat, like one you would see creeps who like flashing kids in playgrounds wearing. His hands were buried in his pockets, his hair long and gray, stray strands extending down his cheeks. He shifted slightly and Yoshi saw that he had a pronounced hunchback. Despite that, he didn’t seem old. His eyes were sharp, directed shamelessly at Yoshi.

      Was he a bum who managed to sneak on board the Cruisy McCruiseface? Or was he a trainer? Should I report him to Captain Maplefingers? Yoshi leaned out over the edge of the railing and looked along the side of the ship, using it as a guise to get another glance of him. Wait, where did he go?

      Yoshi spun around and almost knocked Ai out.

      “Whoa Daddy, careful with that elbow.”

      “Sorry, Ai.” Yoshi shivered, pulling his daughter towards him. The guy had somehow passed behind him and was now making his way to the other side of the deck. “We’re getting closer to the island. You feeling cold?” He asked, eyes still fixated on the stranger.

      The gym bunny shook her head, her ears flapping about. “Steel-types don’t feel the cold. Plus, I got all this fluff on me.” She smoothed the fur down on her arm. “The wind’s messing up my hair though. Can I go back inside?”

      “Nope,” Yoshi said. “You haven’t even battled yet.”

      “I know, but I’ve watched some. That counts for something, right?”

      Yoshi grinned. “Nice try, kiddo.” Ai turned around and leaned back on the railing next to her trainer-father. Despite her being a fully-matured adult who didn’t look much younger than he was, Yoshi couldn’t help but feel like he had to cut her back down to size. “What do you think of your team?”

      Ai shrugged. “Soph’s got something stuck up her ass, but everyone else is OK.”

      “They’re all really nice, even Soph, once you get to know them. And considering that we’ll be battling soon, you don’t have much of a choice.”

      
        “Misters Yoshi S. and Mortimer W., please make your way to Ground 2.”

      

      Alright, show time! Yoshi scanned the deck again. The other four girlfriends had already started making their way to Ground 2. Mortimer… not the creep who was staring at me? Yoshi looked to the left, but the man in the large coat was nowhere to be seen.

      “Come on, Ai, let’s get you some EXP.”

      With the gym bunny in tow, he wove his way through the crowd, keeping an eye out for his opponent. His four girlfriends were waiting patiently in a row by the side of the ground.

      “Alright everyone, back in your rings.” He held four rings up and Starry, Flick, Crystal and Arlif zipped back in.

      “You’re my opponent?” Yoshi spun around. The older man with a cane who disapproved of Flick’s boobies glared with displeasure.

      “Good afternoon,” Yoshi said, offering his hand. Mortimer ignored it and shuffled around along the side of the ground. Yoshi raised an eyebrow and glanced at Ai. Fine then, be that way. “May the best man win.”
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            Gentleman Mortimer Wants To Battle!

          

        

      

    

    
      A crowd started to gather at Ground 2. Many of the trainers were of a similar age to Mortimer, but there were a few who looked younger. Yoshi had to double-take a few times; several of them reminded him of Spence, with their ripped physiques, immaculately coifed hair and fancy threads.

      “Are you going to send out your girlfriend or not?” Mortimer called out from the other side irritably.

      “She’s already out,” Yoshi responded. But just in case you were hard of hearing… “Go, Ai!”

      The steel-type gym bunny bounded into the battle ring and started bouncing between her feet. She shook her arms loose, eyeing the opposing trainer.

      “Are you honestly using me to train up your weaklings?” Mortimer scoffed. He unlocked a ring from his belt. The crystal on the end of it gleamed red in the sunlight. “I’m going to make sure you regret your decision. Go, Lydia!”

      Seconds later, a Lydra, the wand-wielding water/fighting-type, appeared. The only difference was that this girlfriend of Mortimer’s wore an ankle-length yellow summer dress instead of lycra like Chester’s did.

      “Oh come on now. Is today’s education system so underdeveloped that you can’t even recognize a Lydra?” Yoshi ignored his banter, pulling out his GF-wiki and pointing it Ai’s foe:

      
        Name: Lydra

        Entry #: 50

        Species: Water Gymnast

        Type: Water/Fighting

        Nature: Disciplined

        Rarity: **

      

      
        Training is second nature to Lydra. From synchronized swimming or diving to combat, the only competition they strive to better is themselves.

      

      Hmmm… water wasn’t super effective against steel, but fighting was. Not that that would have had a huge impact on a foe 21 levels lower than you.

      “Ai, get back!”

      He unlocked two rings, placing one on his index and the other on his ring. Arlif… or Soph? Grass-types were strong against water and flying was strong against fighting. Soph was more experienced and probably could take care of the Lydra, but Arlif was keener. Plus, Yoshi hadn’t actually used her in battle either.

      “Arlif, go!” Yoshi punched the air, launching his grass-type out. She appeared in a crouching state, her leafy poncho straightening out as she slowly rose.

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Grass/Poison

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 19

        HP: 70/70

        - ATTACK: 21

        - DEFENCE: 17

        - SPCL ATTACK: 19

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 17

        - SPEED: 17

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Nettle Sting - Type: Poison - 25/25 PP (Fires poison barbs in one direction that secrete a venom of varying efficacy. 40% chance of Poison.)

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Branch Swords - Type: Grass - 30/30 PP (Strikes up to five times with branches in each hand. Critical Hit percentage +10% for each successful strike).

      

      “Lydia,” Mortimer said, clutching the top of his cane, “Flying Heel.” Arlif barely had a chance to get ready when the elegant water gymnast flew through the air, right leg extended.

      “Arlif, watch out!”

      The difference in levels was clear for all to see. The fighting-type move struck Arlif in the shoulder, driving her to the ground. Somehow, Lydia was able to land gracefully on her feet, despite wearing heels. She twisted and dug the heel into the grass-type’s shoulder before leaping back, taking away 29 HP from her.

      Arlif slowly got up, blood oozing from the deep gash. “I’m… OK,” she said through gritted teeth. “Yoshi, let me use my new move.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” he responded. “Arlif, Branch Swords!”

      The leaf maiden descended into a half crouch, her dress of leaves folding about her feet. Keeping her eyes on her foe, her hands disappeared under her dress. Arlif searched around for a few moments, then became very still.

      
        Arlif used Branch Swords!

        THWACK!

        1!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      Yoshi’s head moved in slow-mo. How did she move that fast?

      Lydia had tried spinning out of the way, but inadvertently exposed her back to Arlif. Now, she was kneeling on the deck, blood of her own oozing from a thin cut along the side of her neck. Based purely on the name, Yoshi imagined her weapons to literally be branches. Instead, they looked like ninja blades carved from fine wood and sharpened to perfection.

      Arlif swept back the other way and her short swords sliced through the air.

      
        2!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      Lydia’s wand clattered to the ground, clutching her wrist.

      
        3!

        Critical Hit!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      Arlife tossed both ninjatos into the air. They spiralled on their center axes, before she caught them in a reverse grip, plunged the blades into Lydia’s back and pulled them out of her flesh, all within one second. She leaped back, landing in a crouching position, returning the blades to the folds of her leafy dress.

      “Frank’s balls, that’s awesome” Yoshi whooped. Lydia was now sitting on her haunches, covering her face with her hands. “You didn’t kill her, did you?”

      “Of course not,” Arlif giggled. “But I probably hurt her more than she expected me to.”

      Yoshi stared at the bleeding girlfriend. The type advantage really helped. She lost around 55% of her HP from that attack.

      “Your move, Mortimer,” Yoshi called from the other side of the ground. A chorus of ‘Ooooohs’ floated around the deck from the younger spectators.

      Yoshi smirked. He’s of two minds about what to do. Give her a HP potion and let her get hit with another attack or attack Arlif back.

      “Lydia, come here.” The dual-type got to her feet, swayed slightly, then made her way back to her trainer.

      
        Mortimer used Super Potion!

      

      Her HP returned to 100%. Welp, there goes that. But at least now I get another turn… what do I do now? Arlif could use Branch Swords again. It might be enough to finish her, especially if she hit the maximum five times and criticaled a few of those times. If she only hit twice, then she was exposed again. For the sake of winning, it was better to play it safe, call a stronger girlfriend out and dilute the EXP among the three of them than it was to risk Arlif’s move again.

      “Arlif, get back.” The grass-type zipped back into her ring. “Soph, go!”

      The bird-kin appeared and spun around. “I swear to Frank, if you withdraw me when I’m talking to you one more time, I’m going to rip your–”

      “Soph, not now,” Yoshi interjected. “You’re in the middle of a battle.”

      She narrowed her eyes and turned around. “Oh it’s a Lydra, like Chester’s.”

      Yoshi raised an eyebrow. “He had one too?”

      
        Lydia used Razor Ribbon!

      

      The dual-type dashed at the bird-kin, sweeping down to pick up her wand and launching herself into the air. With her arm raised and the hydro ribbon fluttering behind her, she dove and whipped the wand across Soph’s body.

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 45/66

      

      Sophie leaped back, feet slipping along the deck, leaving a trail of bloodied feathers in front of her. She stood up, dabbed her thumb in the wound and licked it.

      “Rrrrrargh!” She exploded forward, zipping left and right, her Sakura Speedrobe flapping behind her.

      “Soph, Fell Swoop!”

      Soph crouched and launched herself like she had just bounced off a springboard. She flapped once, twice, three times, giving herself a foot of extra height each time. Lydia raised her arm, trying to get a better look at the flying-type, who was now right in front of the sun. By the time she realized that the Sophie was diving right at her, it was too late.

      
        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      Soph sprang back to her feet, dusting herself off and leered at Lydia.

      “Eat beak, biotch!”

      Lydia’s HP was back down, now to about 35%. She lay by the edge of the battleground, struggling to get up.

      “Lydia, Flying Heel.”

      She eventually got to her feet, her hands resting on her knees through her long dress.

      “That’s quite unbecoming my dear, no hunching over. Flying Heel, now.”

      “She’s trying, you fucking old, shrivelled-up, pin dick!” Soph squawked. Laughter bubbled around the deck as more people came to Ground 2.

      “Soph, focus!” Yoshi shouted.

      
        Lydia used Flying Heel!

        Lydia’s Flying Heel missed!

      

      The water/fighting-type’s attack sailed past the flying-type, who simply stepped out of the way. Lydia staggered and overbalanced. Now’s my chance!

      “Soph, Dagger Wing!”

      The bird-kin flung her arms out. The next moment, they were clad in steel. Like a discus thrower, she drew back, took a step, then another before launching her arm blades across Lydia’s back.

      The dual-type cried out, falling to the ground, two train track gashes gouging her back.

      
        Lydia fainted!

      

      Mortimer gripped his cane. “How unfortunate. Return, Lydia.” The prone girlfriend flickered and disappeared back into his ring.

      Yoshi looked around. There was quite a crowd now. He smiled to himself. Seems like Soph’s got a few fans. I have to make sure that I say sorry to her later.

      He froze. There. That guy. If it wasn’t for the numerous spectators who seemed to collectively shiver and look around uncomfortably, Yoshi wouldn’t have seen him. In the back of the crowd, the hunchbacked guy with silvery-gray hair was looking straight at Yoshi. What is his deal?

      “Come out, Clarisse.”

      Yoshi blinked. The guy was gone, almost like he had dissolved straight into the air. Standing before him was a new girlfriend he hadn’t seen before. One moment, she would be there, orange flowing hair, seemingly nude body, the next moment she would be gone.

      Yoshi frowned, pulling his GF-wiki out, much to Mortimer’s chagrin.

      
        Detecting…

      

      It took a while for it to register, but the details soon populated the screen:

      
        Name: Larissa

        Entry #: 80

        Species: Fire Sprite

        Type: Fire/Ghost

        Nature: Shy

        Rarity: *

      

      
        Larissa are said to be the reincarnated spirits of girlfriends who are cremated. They are commonly found in the town of Spinel.

      

      Hmmm… another dual-type.

      Larissa looked around, hazy sprite miasma covering her breasts and nether regions. She doesn’t look like she wants to be here… but then again, she is a ghost.

      “Holy shit!” Yoshi swore, falling to his side. Soph squawked, jumped and flapped her arms to maintain her balance. Nearly all the other trainers on the ship also fell, some shouting out in surprise. Ocean spray spat up over the edge of the ship, coating everyone on board in salty sea water.

      “Aaaaaaaahhh…” Clarisse wailed.

      
        *CRACKLE*

      

      “This is Captain Maplefingers. We are currently experiencing turbulent waters. If you are out on the deck, please make your way back down, lest you want a complimentary shower most salty.”

      
        *CRACKLE*

      

      Bit of water isn’t going to stop me.

      “Soph, get back. Ai, let’s get you out here again.”

      The gym bunny was once again aboard the ship. “Why is everyone lying down on the deck?” she asked, glancing around in confusion. “Are we sunbathing? Can I sunbathe too?”

      “Maybe later. Ai, come back.”

      “Huh–?” She zipped back into her ring. Yoshi glanced up at Mortimer, who looked like he was considering Maplefingers’ suggestion. Gotta finish him off quick before he bails on me.

      “Flick, your time to shine!”

      The water-type appeared. Sensing the wetness of the air, she closed her eyes and threw her arms out. “Aaah, this is nice.”

      
        Clarisse used Depress!

      

      The fire sprite disappeared and reappeared on top of Flick’s shoulders, wrapping her legs around her head, causing the water-type to crash onto the deck. Fingers of purple fire snaked around her bare limbs, crawling onto a flailing Flick.

      “Flick!” Yoshi shouted. The water-type tapped out, thumping her fist onto the deck. The fire sprite gazed at Yoshi over her small, smooth shoulder. Flick turned onto her back, the purple fire worms crawling into her mouth.

      Yoshi stared wide-eyed at her basic stats:

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 71/87

      

      Didn’t seem to be any status effects. Flick was already back on her feet, though she now looked rather upset.

      The boat lurched again, sending everyone hitting the deck once more. Staff from inside started streaming out, shepherding everyone back indoors.

      
        Battle aborted.

        Victorious girlfriends will receive partial EXP.

        Calculating EXP now…

        Ai has gained 410 EXP!

        Ai is now Level 6!

        Ai is now Level 7!

        Ai is now Level 8!

        Ai is now Level 9!

        Soph has gained 410 EXP!

        Flick has gained 410 EXP!

      

      Yoshi pursed his lips. Guess that’s something at least.
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      Flick used Potion!

      “Feeling better?” Yoshi asked, looking carefully at his water-type.

      She downed the entire bottle, taking a moment to let its effects flood her body.

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 87/87

      

      “Yeah,” she said hesitantly. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      “Hah, look at those idiots,” Soph chirped, “not able to walk straight and shit.” Most of the trainers from the training deck were now back in the dining hall. They and the waiters were stumbling around, trying valiantly to maintain their footing while the ship swayed to and fro.

      “Not everyone is as co-ordinated as you,” Starry responded. The interstellar-type was doing a good job at maintaining her balance.

      “Depress… what sort of move was that before?” Yoshi asked.

      “I’ve heard about it,” Arlif responded. “Lady Scardino said that Depress is ghost-types’ standard move, sort of like Shoulder Charge for non-spectral girlfriends.”

      “I’ve never felt anything like it before,” Flick said shakily. “I was feeling great then all of a sudden… it was like a crushing weight was on my shoulders.”

      “I mean, there literally was a ghost on your shoulders,” Ai said, checking herself out on Yoshi’s cellphone camera in selfie mode.

      “It felt like pure darkness was crawling into me.”

      “But you’re feeling better now, right?” Yoshi asked.

      The water-type straightened up. “I wouldn’t mind going back up onto the deck and feeling that lovely spray on my face again.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t think they’re letting anyone else up there anytime soon. Looks like we’re heading right through a storm.”

      “That sounds amazing,” the water-type sighed.

      “I think Flick could really do with a lie down.” Starry glanced at the water-type before looking at her trainer. “Why don’t we check out our room first?”

      “That isn’t a bad idea, actually.” Yoshi stretched. Now that she mentioned it, he had been on his feet since the morning. Dinner wasn’t for another couple hours, might as well take it easy.

      “Alright, let’s head downstairs.”
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* * *

      “Good afternoon, sir,” a Chippie greeted Yoshi at the concierge desk. The field mouse was dressed in an immaculate white shirt, black tie and red blazer “Name please.”

      “Yoshi Soysauce.”

      The mousy girlfriend searched his name and frowned. “It’s not coming up.”

      “Oh wait, try Chester Arlington.”

      The Chippie raised an eyebrow. “May I see some ID?”

      “No, I’m not Chester Arlington. He gave his tickets to me. The captain knows, hold on…”

      Yoshi pulled out his phone and dialled Maplefingers’ number. A few moments later, he handed the phone to the mouse. She spoke to the Captain’s rep on the phone and handed the phone back to him.

      “I’ve just received confirmation that you have indeed taken Mr. Arlington’s place. Apologies, Mr. Soysauce.”

      “That’s fine. What room do we have on the Cruisy McCruiseface?”

      She did a search, lines on the screen reflected in her dark eyes. “You have the Magnum Elite suite.”

      “Magnum Elite?” Yoshi echoed. “Sounds 133t.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I shall call a member of client services to take you there. Won’t be a moment.”
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* * *

      “If you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to contact us through the internal line.”

      The dapper girlfriend closed the double oak doors with a gentle click.

      “Whoooooa,” Soph said, strolling along the plush burgundy carpet. “So being the Mayor does have its perks.”

      The room was spacious, to say the least. The bed against the wall made normal king-size beds look like doubles.

      “Wow, check it out!” Flick’s voice echoed. The other girlfriends scurried through an open door.

      “What’s in here?” Yoshi said, poking his head in. He breathed in the moist air. “Is that a…?”

      “Hahaha yessss!” The water-type had kicked her shoes off and stepped into the knee-deep pool of water. “It’s a sauna pool and it’s juuuust right.”

      “How the hell did they fit a sauna on a cruise ship?” Yoshi asked, shaking his head. But no one was listening. Arlif was pressing buttons on the side of the sauna, giggling as jets bubbled up. Crystal had joined Flick, gingerly putting her foot in in the hot water.

      He smiled to himself and left the humid room. Back outside, Starry was standing by a long, thin window that curved along the length of the wall. The ship would rise and fall, plunging the window underwater momentarily. Several times, Yoshi could have sworn that he saw eyes looking through the thick glass before disappearing in a flurry of bubbles.

      “This is the biggest mirror I’ve ever seen,” Ai squeaked in delight. Directly opposite the ginormous bed was a mirror that was the height and width of the wall. It made the already big room seem even bigger. Through the window, Yoshi felt the ship lurch slightly again as it prepared to resume its battle with the storm. A gentle hissing sound could be heard in the walls and the floor remained stable. Was the entire room suspended on pneumatic pumps? This really was luxury.

      “Maaaster…” a voice floated from the sauna room.

      “Coming.” Yoshi crossed the floor, past the bed and back into the stifling, wet, heated room. “Whoa.”

      “What?” Flick said, clasping her left elbow with her right hand. “Not like it’s the first time you’ve seen me naked.”

      She was right, it was the second time. Didn’t make it any less stunning though. As he stared at her, Arlif and Crystal were also stripping down, folding their clothes neatly and putting them on a wooden bench at the wall.

      “Soph, you going to join us?” Flick asked, stepping into the hot water again.

      The bird-kin had been uncharacteristically quiet. “Nope, count me out. Don’t like being boiled alive.”

      “It’s not that hot,” Arlif said, sinking deeper into the water.

      “I like it too,” Crystal said quietly, her nipples just visible above the water line.

      “Bossman, call me back,” she said, turning to Yoshi.

      “You sure?” Yoshi said. “If you’re shy, we can all just look–”

      “I’m not shy, you dick, just…” she struggled for words. “Withdraw me, will ya?”

      “Fine. Your loss.” He pointed her ring at her and she zipped back in.

      “What’s happening? Oooh, a sauna.” In a flash, Starry was down to her panties and bra and soon they were off too. She tiptoed over the tiles and joined the other three.

      “Yoshi,” Flick said slowly. “Can you do two things for us?” He stared dumbly at his water-type and nodded. “First, withdraw Ai.”

      “Yep.” He crept out to the door, where his gym bunny daughter was still checking herself out in the mirror.

      “Hey, Daddy, what do you think of–?” The blue beam struck her and she was promptly withdrawn into her ring.

      He came back into the sauna room.

      “Is she back in her ring?” Starry asked. Her midnight blue hair was clinging to her pale shoulders.

      “Uh-huh.”

      Starry smiled, her eyes sparkling. “Second thing you can do is join us.”
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* * *

      Yoshi sat at the edge of the sauna, feet dangling in the steamy, hot water. “I thought you weren’t feeling that great.” He murmured.

      “Mmmm?” Flick placed her hands on her trainer’s knees, using them to force his erection deeper into her throat. She glowed an amorous shade of orange and pink, the sauna bubbles tickling the wonderful globes on her chest.

      He threw his head back, propping himself up on his elbows. “Urgghhhhh…” Never mind.

      He felt something soft and silky against his lips. Instinctively, he opened his mouth, taking the nipple in.

      There was a sharp intake of breath. “Yoshi.”

      He opened his eyes. Crystal gazed at him, eyes smouldering. He unattached from his rock-type’s breast. “Come around so I don’t have to bend over backwards.” He growled.

      The rock-type acquiesced, kneeling on Yoshi’s right and once again putting her chest into his face.

      Yoshi glanced through the hot mist to the other side of the sauna, where Arlif and Starry were making out. Turned out that most of the girlfriends in the Glasshouse were so loyal to Lady Scardino that they turned bi, just to satisfy her urges. It also turned out that his star maiden had always been bi-curious.

      “Ah, ah, aaaaah!” Whatever Arlif was doing with her hand under the water, it made Starry moan louder and louder. She closed her eyes while her mouth open in silent ecstasy. After several moments, her body relaxed and she sunk under the water.

      “Make sure she doesn’t drown, Arlif,” Yoshi joked. He clenched his jaw, looking down at the bobbing bubblegum-pink head between his legs. Fuck, she was good at giving head.

      “Crystal, stand up,” Yoshi commanded. The rock-type got to her feet.

      “What do you want to–?” she gasped, feeling Yoshi’s hand pull her in the small of her back towards him. She was just the right height, allowing him to push his lips into pussy, spreading them with her tongue.

      “No… no!” Crystal said.

      Yoshi stopped, pulling away. “No?”

      The rock-type bit her lip. “I mean… yes.” He grinned at her. There was no bigger compliment than being able to break the cool, calm demeanor of his usually unflappable girlfriend. He buried his mouth into her labia again, concentrating on her saltiness. Must… last longer… must… ignore… Flick’s… blowjob!

      The sauna room echoed with the moans, sighs and squeals of four girlfriends and their trainer enjoying each other’s bodies. This was nothing like being milked in the Pink Light District, Yoshi thought to himself. When you’re having sex with your own girlfriends that you care about, it feels so much better.

      The rock-type abruptly shuddered, falling to her haunches. “Crystal, you OK?”

      She clenched her eyes shut. After several seconds she opened them, gazing unfocused at a point on the ground. “Yes.” She looked up at him. “Thank you, master.”

      “Oh Frank, don’t call me that…” Without her slit to focus on, he was once again at the mercy of Flick’s mouth. “Flick, stop, I’m gonna…”

      She pulled away from his penis, stroking the shaft from top to bottom. Next second, Crystal was back in the water, beside the water-type, gazing up expectantly at Yoshi.

      “Hrrrrrrnnnnggh!”

      Yoshi pumped his seed, letting it shoot everywhere. Flick directed her trainer’s first load onto her face. It got her right in the eye, dribbling down her cheek and onto her gorgeous tits. The next load, she pointed it at the rock-type. The spunk sailed through the air and landed right in her waiting mouth. The rest of it dribbled out of the tip, which Flick used to lubricate him, rubbing his shaft to milk the rest of it out. Her hands slowly left his shaft and she sucked on her fingers.

      Yoshi fell back onto the tiles and stared up at the ceiling, floating on clouds.

      “I’m not done with you yet.”

      “What?” Yoshi said, not quite knowing who was talking.

      Flick’s head popped up in Yoshi’s periphery. “You’re still hard, awesome!” She straddled him, lining him up with her vagina before descending.

      “Aaaaah yesssss,” she said as she started to grind. “It’s been waaaay too long.”

      The heads of the other three girlfriends appeared in the haze of lust.

      “Not fair,” Starry pouted. “I want to ride him too.”

      “You guys… did it… in Sapphire,” Flick panted.

      “That’s OK,” Yoshi said, his head lolling towards the interstellar-type. “Plenty of penis to go around.”

      Starry smiled, got down on her knees and kissed Yoshi. “We’re going to order some room service, you guys want anything?” Flick and Yoshi shook their heads, hips continuing to grind against each other.

      “Get off,” Yoshi commanded.

      “Why? I’m just getting into it.”

      “You’ve done all the work, it’s my turn.”

      Flick stopped and slid off. “Yes, sir.”

      She lay on her back and spread her legs; her pink was slick and inviting. Yoshi slid in and continued where he left off.

      “Is Soph… OK?” Yoshi asked.

      “Yes, yes, yes…”

      “She is OK?”

      “No, your cock, it’s just… aaah!” A force expelled Yoshi out, clear liquid squirting from Flick’s vagina all over Yoshi’s stomach.

      Yoshi grinned, letting his girlfriend’s orgasm finish before he re-entered. “Yeah, Soph.”

      “What about her?”

      “She doesn’t want to… you know…”

      “Fuck?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t get that girl,” Flick said, squirming and sighing. “Can’t help but feel like the tough exterior is just to hide something inside.”

      He stopped mid-pump. “Starry told me that I should take it easy on her, what do you think?”

      “First, you can come out now. My pussy’s already becoming dry.” Yoshi withdrew and sat next to his girlfriend. “Second, Starry’s right, but let me add something to that. Don’t change how you treat her too much, otherwise she’ll know. If she thinks that we think that she’s fragile, that won’t go down well.”

      “Yeah, alright.”

      “If she ever wants to have sex, she’ll let you know. No point forcing it.”

      “Don’t intend to. I’m fine not doing it at all with–”

      “Aaaaaaaaaaaaah!”

      Yoshi sprang up, slipped and smashed his face into the tiles. “Arlif!” Yoshi shouted, blood dribbling from his nose. “Arlif!”

      “Yoshiiiiiiiiiiiiii!”

      Flick was already out the door, lashing a towel around her curvy body. “What’s happ – whoa.”

      Yoshi got up, a trail of blood dripping all the way to the door. He hastily put a bathrobe on and joined his girlfriends at the door.

      “What happ – holy Frank!”

      A Chippie had pushed a tray of food to their door. That would have been fine if it wasn’t for the fact that she was bleeding out onto the floor, a hole straight through her chest.
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      “Pass me that Full Restore.” Pamper Nurse Pete peeled back the bloody blouse from the Chippie’s chest. Her breathing was shallow and quick. His assistant handed him the bulb-shaped bottle. “Thanks.”

      A dozen staff, mostly fellow Chippies, blocked off both sides of the walkway from gawkers, visibly upset. “Is she going to be OK?” Yoshi asked. Pete didn’t respond, directing the restorative spray into the exposed flesh. He pumped twice, once to cover the majority of the dying flesh and again to make sure that it was adequately covered.

      On one knee, he supported the stricken girlfriend, a hand on her arm. The hole, which was two inches across, took under half a minute to close up. She took a shuddering breath, back arching and eyes fluttering open. “Ssssh, ssssh, ssssh,” Pete whispered, resting a hand above her wound and keeping her down. “You were attacked. You’re fine now.”

      “I’ve made such a mess,” she said, her voice breaking. “Look at all this blood on the carpet, I didn’t mean to–”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Starry said, crouching next to her. “You were bringing the food that we ordered. When we found you, you were already on the floor.”

      “She’ll be OK,” Pete said, finally answering Yoshi’s question. “We’ll take her into our rooms and monitor her for shock.” He nodded at his assistant, who waved one of the blazer-donning members of staff. Despite her chubby cheeks, round face and large eyes, she commanded an air of authority. Her name floated up as Yoshi stared at her.

      
        NAME: Blushy (Annabelle)

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 80/80

      

      “Cindi,” Blushy said, crouching down, talking to her shaken colleague. “Are you OK?”

      Cindi the Chippie nodded, forcing a brave smile to her face. “It’s lucky these girlfriends found me when they did. I might have died otherwise.”

      Annabelle’s “Client Service Manager” badge reflected the chandelier lights in the hallway. “Thank you for raising the alarm so quickly. You have our deepest gratitude.” She clasped her hands in front and bowed deeply.

      “Are you able to walk?” Pete asked.

      Cindi sat up and slowly unsteadily. “I… yes.”

      Pete nodded to his assistant. Together, the two men in pink supported the field mouse, walking her towards the stairwell.

      “Excuse me a moment, I’ll be back with you shortly.” Annabelle jogged forward, barking orders to her underlings and clearing a path through the lollygaggers.

      “Arlif.” Yoshi reached around and clasped the grass-type’s bright green shoulder. She jumped slightly and turned her big eyes to her trainer.

      “I’m fine,” she squeaked. “It’s not like I haven’t seen blood before. It just took me off guard, that’s all.” The two Pamper Nurses and Cindi had already walked up the stairs and out of sight. Annabelle powerwalked back towards them, her expression severe.

      “Is there anything we can do to help?” Crystal asked.

      The Blushy shook her head, her ponytail swishing left and right. “We’ll need to get this–” she gestured at the patch of still-wet blood in the carpet at her feet– “cleaned up first. Then we need to review security footage to identify the girlfriend who did this to Cindi.”

      “The girlfriend?” Yoshi asked, furrowing his brow.

      The Blushy nodded. “An attack like that with a wound that size is most likely a girlfriend - and a powerful one at that.”

      “What sort of move can punch a hole straight through a girlfriend?” Flick asked, crossing her arms.

      Annabelle shrugged. “Any range of girlfriends.” She looked at Yoshi. “Mr. Soysauce, do you have any enemies on board who might want to attack you?”

      Yoshi frowned and looked up at the gently swaying chandelier to his left. “Not that I know of. I guess there is that one guy…”

      “Who might that be?” Annabelle probed.

      “Just one of the people I battled on the deck. He didn’t seem to like me very much and I reckon that we would have defeated him if it wasn’t for the storm that forced us to take cover, but I doubt that he would have sent one of his girlfriends to kill me because of it.”

      “We can’t rule anyone out,” the Client Service Manager said. “I will review the footage and liaise with you further once we have some findings. Once again, I apologize that this has happened. If there’s anything we can do to be of service to you, don’t hesitate to let me know.” She bowed deeply again.

      “Please, there’s no need. Nothing happened to us. Make sure Cindi gets looked after. Let me know if there’s anything we can do to help.”
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* * *

      
        You have defeated Trainer Caleb!

        Ai has gained 890 EXP!

        Ai is now Level 11!

        Ai is now Level 12!

        Ai is now Level 13!

        Ai has learned Steel Heel!

        Crystal has gained 890 EXP!

        Crystal is now level 20!

        Starry has gained 890 EXP!

        You have received 911 Coins for winning!

      

      “Wooo! Awesome job, Ai, you won that one all by yourself!”

      The gym bunny flashed a big grin and held a peace sign to her furred cheek. “Take a photo of me, Daddy.”

      Yoshi pulled out his phone, stuck his tongue out as he lined up the shot and took a few.

      Ai skipped over. “Let me see.” She took the phone from her father and swiped through a few of them. “They suck, take them again.”

      “GG, dude,” Caleb said, sticking his hand out. “Your Aion’s too hot; I had to let her win.” He flashed a cheesy, too-white smile that contrasted strongly with his bronze fake tan. Ai giggled and batted her eyes at him.

      Yoshi raised an eyebrow. “Yeah right.” Yoshi looked around the battle deck. Mortimer was nowhere to be seen. Could the old man have been laying low since the attack?

      “Wait, you’re the guy who had that Chippie bleed all over your front door,” Caleb said. “Wicked.”

      “She didn’t bleed all over my front door,” Yoshi said, touching his cell to Caleb’s until the confirmation of payment buzzed through. “She bled on the carpet.”

      “Still, wicked. That’s been the most exciting thing that’s happened on this cruise so far. It’s been a snoozefest. If it weren’t for the Agate Islands, I wouldn’t be on this boat.”

      “What’s so special about the island?” Yoshi asked. “It’s not like we can get off the ship and explore it anyway.”

      “My Fiona can fly me off and over to the island. After I heal her up, that is,” he laughed sheepishly. “Speaking of which, I need to get some down coats. The island is crazy cold. So cold that if you don’t have the right clothes, your girlfriends can literally freeze, not to mention us trainers. Anyway, thanks for the battle, rematch sometime, yeah?”

      Caleb strode off, pulling his underwear out of his bum crack.

      “He’s hot,” Ai said, biting her lip.

      “What?” Yoshi spluttered. “He’s a douche, Ai. You could do so much better than him.” The gym bunny sighed dreamily, not listening to her father. “Come on, let’s get you and Crystal healed up. I want to try out this new move of yours.

      Yoshi focused on his daughter, her full stats appearing next to her:

      
        NAME: Aion (Ai)

        REL’SHIP: Daughter

        NATURE: Vain

        TYPE: Steel

        ACC.: Carrot Top

        LEVEL: 13

        HP: 12/40

        - ATTACK: 14

        - DEFENCE: 19

        - SPCL ATTACK: 16

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 16

        - SPEED: 15

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 21/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Steel Heel - Type: Steel - 30/30 PP (Strike with the ball of your heel with enough force to break bones)

      

      Niiiice. Finally someone else besides Soph who can use a steel-type move.

      
        I wanna be, the very best, like no one–

      

      Yoshi looked at the number. Hmmm. Private Number. “Hello, Yoshi speaking.”

      “Mr. Soysauce, this is Annabelle the Blushy, Client Services Manager of the SS Cruisy McCruiseface, how are you?”

      “Oh hi, Annabelle, I’m well, how are you?”

      “Well, thank you. Have I got you at a good time?”

      “Yep, what’s up?”

      Annabelle cleared her throat on the other line. “We’ve just reviewed some footage from the attack yesterday. Would you like to have a look?”

      “Yes, definitely.” Yoshi frowned. Ai had hopped off after Caleb the baked meatloaf and was flirting like crazy.

      “Could you make your way down to your room. A member of our team will be there waiting for you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Do you mind if my girlfriends watch too?”

      The darkened room contained dozens of screens. Or more accurately, one giant screen that was divided into several displays. A myriad of buttons winked at Yoshi in different colors along a control panel that extended over 10 feet long. Five staff, three girlfriends, two men, were hunched over it or pointing at the screen. The smaller screens would merge and becoming a bigger display, zooming in on particular people. The biggest one was currently focused on some people playing poker in the Royale room.

      Annabelle murmured into a mouthpiece, holding a hand to her ear, her eyes flicking between Yoshi and the massive screen.

      “Yes, your girlfriends may watch too.”

      “OK everyone, come out.”

      The room filled with blue light as Starry, Soph, Flick, Crystal and Arlif appeared.

      “Whoa, what’s going on here?” Soph asked, ogling at all the displays. Yoshi filled her in, omitting the details of their orgy. “You’re spying on all of us?” she squawked indignantly.

      “She’s doing her job, Soph,” Yoshi said. “Someone’s attacked her member of staff. They could have been after me.”

      “Ooooor…” Flick said, elongating the vowel. “They could have been after Chester.”

      “Chester?” Annabelle echoed.

      “Chester Arlington. He gave us these tickets because he didn’t want them to go to waste. He’s the new mayor of Sapphire.”

      “I see,” the Blushy nodded. “Someone could have found a way to get onto the ship for the sole purpose of assassinating him but not have known that you took his place.”

      “So what have you got for us?” Soph asked, an edge in her voice. “We don’t have all day.”

      “Soph!” Yoshi barked.

      Annabelle bent down and spoke in low tones to two of the surveillance crew sitting directly in front.

      Frank truly had blessed this girlfriend, Yoshi thought, his eyes drawn to her round, firm ass straining against her pencil skirt. Lucky it’s dark in here too. He looked away as she stood up straight again.

      “OK, look towards the center screen please, Mr. Soysauce.”

      The displayed were folding in on themselves, their edges merging and forming a bigger screen. Seconds later, they were looking at a shot of the camera from above and to the left of the door.

      “As you can see from the date and timestamp, this is around the time that our kitchen received the call from your room for food to be brought up.”

      She nodded at another member of the crew, who promptly pressed a button, loading up an video playback.

      “Hi, this is Starry from Room 880…”

      “Oh fuck…” It was lucky that this room was dark, because he was turning red. As audio of Starry ordering 10 main courses played back, Yoshi’s and his girlfriends’ grunts and screams of passion could be heard in the background. Flick was covering her face with a hand. If there was any doubt which girlfriend was moaning with Yoshi, her entire body glowing scarlet gave it away.

      Annabelle didn’t even blink. She drew a line across her throat and one of her staff members killed the audio.

      “OK, our kitchen receives the order. Our chefs prepare it and call Client Services to bring it up. So at 5:51 p.m., you get…”

      She gestured at the large central display. Cindi strode in, pushing the trolley, each level filled with tray after tray of food. She leaned in, knocked and stepped back.

      “Don’t look away because what you’re about to see next is rather… strange.”

      On cue, the entire screen filled with smoke, completely obscuring vision. The displays surrounding the large, central display also became obscured.

      “Where did all this smoke come from?”

      “It’s not smoke,” Arlif said quietly. “It’s mist.”

      “Mist?”

      Starry nodded gravely. “Yes. I thought I was seeing things, but I could have sworn that I saw it in the air.”

      “I just remembered opening the door and feeling… cold,” Arlif said, rubbing her upper arms with her hands.

      “They’re right, it’s mist,” Annabelle confirmed. “And as you saw from the other displays, this mist blanketed the entire floor.”

      “Which meant that there was no way for you guys to see who did this,” Flick said.

      Everyone in the room silently watched the rest of the footage. The mist promptly disappeared as quick as it came. Cindi was on the floor writhing in pain, blood pumping out of her chest straight onto the carpet. The door opened, shadows appeared, presumably Arlif and Starry before Yoshi and Flick joined them.

      “That’s where it ends.” Annabelle nodded at her helpers who restored the screens to their original settings.

      “So basically we don’t know anything?” Soph said, hands on hips. “You guys have nothing?”

      “Well…” the Blushy said hesitantly. “As a girlfriend who’s fought all types, I’ve got a theory as to what type of girlfriend wanted to attack you.” She looked at Yoshi and his girlfriends and squared her shoulders. “That mist looks like a lot like Ice Veil. The attack on Cindi could possibly have been Ice Spear.”

      “Which means…?” Starry asked.

      “Which means,” Annabelle echoed, “that the girlfriend who did this was probably an ice-type.”
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      “That will be 36,000 Coins please.”

      He took out his phone and pulled up the Bank of Ohno app.

      
        BALANCE: 37,126 Coins

      

      Holding it against the terminal, he waited. Bzzzt. Just like that, 36,000 Coins, gone.

      “You’ve made a very wise purchase, sir,” the bug-type Macy said at the counter. These jackets are filled with AAA-grade down feathers, hand plucked from the finest–”

      “Yes, thank you,” Yoshi said, before turning on his heel.

      “Thank you, Yoshi,” Flick said, pecking him on the cheek.

      “Thank you, Yoshi,” Starry, Soph, Crystal and Arlif chorused.

      He shoved his hands into the pockets of his own jacket, mumbling to himself. “Are you sure you don’t want mine, Ai?”

      The gym bunny shook her head. “Already told you like 100 times, steel-types don’t feel the cold.”

      “But these jackets are like soooo cute!” Soph said, putting on an exaggerated teeny bopper voice.

      “Can it birdy, unless you want your neck snapped.”

      “Ladies,” Yoshi said, swooping in. “No one is having their neck snapped. We’ve all been on this cruise ship for a while, so I get that everyone’s patience can run thin. But we get nothing out of beating each other up.”

      “Pretty sure we still get EXP if we–”

      “No battling each other.”

      Soph and Ai walked at opposite ends of the corridor, the tension increasing with every step. They came out onto the battle deck. Yoshi looked around. Not a soul in sight. A thick layer of mist shrouded the cruise ship. Yoshi walked over to the railing. He reached out and scooped some of the air towards him, the crystals of icy condensation streaming through the air.

      The longer he stared out into the wall of frozen mist, the more detached from reality he felt. It was almost like the cruise ship had coasted into another dimension and was stuck chugging in the same spot forever. He looked down. Ice folded and cracked as the ship crushed through it. Was it me, or was the Cruisy McCruiseface travelling a lot slower these past couple of days?

      “See, no one to battle,” Soph said, throwing her arms out, loose feathers fluttering to the ground. “How do you expect me to stay sane when there’s no one to battle?” She shot a glare to the gym bunny, who was borrowing her dad’s phone and taking selfies again.

      “On a ship this big, there are definitely people to battle. We just have to find them and get them to come up here.”

      Soph uttered a cry of frustration. “When are we going to get to this Frank-forsaken island?”

      Yoshi wasn’t sure how he was going to tell her that they weren’t actually going to disembark from the ship to go on the island, so he said nothing.

      “Let’s keep exploring the ship,” Crystal suggested, a puff of frigid air rising in front of her face.

      “Is there anywhere we haven’t been yet?” Flick said, teeth chattering. Even with the puffy down jacket on, she was still cold.

      “We haven’t visited the captain yet,” Yoshi said. “Let’s see how Captain Maplefingers is doing.”

      “Ugh, count me out,” Soph said. “I’d rather become an iceberg out here than listen to him crap on.”

      “Alright, if you want to find us later, you’ll know where we are.” He looked at the rest of his girlfriends. “Let’s go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Urgh…”

      “Flick,” Yoshi said, putting an arm around the water-type’s shoulder. Her skin was gently pulsing between a light and dark green. “Are you OK?”

      “Nope.” She cupped a hand to her mouth and ran into the closest ladies room, which thankfully they had just passed.

      “I’m going to check up on her,” Starry said, heading in after her. “Wait here for a while?”

      “Yeah, not going anywhere.” He crossed his arms and glanced at Crystal, Arlif and Ai. “You guys don’t feel like throwing up too, do you?”

      “When you spend so much time in a swaying tree like I did, being on a boat out at sea actually feels really comforting.” The grass-type smiled.

      “I’m fine too,” Crystal responded. She hesitated and gave him an awkward thumbs up for good measure.

      Yoshi looked at his daughter. “Ai?”

      “Yeah, all good,” she said. “How far are we from this captain guy? Does he have a wooden leg?”

      “Nope, but he does have a wooden hand.”

      “How did he get it?” Ai said, her long ears bouncing as she cocked her head to the side.

      I was fistin’ a Harpie and her vagina bit it off.

      “Errr, not sure.”

      The other two came out, Flick’s pallor now a mix between green and blue. “Inside, It’s too stuffy. Outside, I can’t feel my face.”

      “Do you want to go back into your ring?”

      “Yes please.”

      She closed her eyes and zipped back inside her tiny, portable home.

      Yoshi looked at his remaining four girls, scanning through their full stats:

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 24

        HP: 75/75

        - ATTACK: 24

        - DEFENCE: 20

        - SPCL ATTACK: 26

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 25

        - SPEED: 22

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.

        Siren Song - Type: Interstellar - 30/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

      

      
        NAME: Crystal

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 58/58

        - ATTACK: 23

        - DEFENCE: 31

        - SPCL ATTACK: 26

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 30

        - SPEED: 17

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 30/30 PP (Strike with a earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL ATTACK)

        Bone Fissure - Type: Rock - 20/20 PP (Strike critical areas on enemies’ bodies, halving ATTACK points until the end of the battle)

      

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Grass/Poison

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 72/72

        - ATTACK: 23

        - DEFENCE: 19

        - SPCL ATTACK: 20

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 18

        - SPEED: 19

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Nettle Sting - Type: Poison - 25/25 PP (Fires poison barbs in one direction that secrete a venom of varying efficacy. 40% chance of Poison.)

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Branch Swords - Type: Grass - 30/30 PP (Strikes up to five times with branches in each hand. Critical Hit percentage +10% for each successful strike).

      

      
        NAME: Aion (Ai)

        REL’SHIP: Daughter

        NATURE: Vain

        TYPE: Steel

        ACC.: Carrot Top

        LEVEL: 13

        HP: 40/40

        - ATTACK: 14

        - DEFENCE: 19

        - SPCL ATTACK: 16

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 16

        - SPEED: 15

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Steel Heel - Type: Steel - 30/30 PP (Strike with the ball of your heel with enough force to break bones)

      

      “How’s everyone feeling?”

      No one said anything but from looking at their faces, Yoshi knew what was going through everyone’s minds.

      “I know it’s been a long trip; you guys have been awesome about it. From what I hear, Agate Island’s beautiful and it will be worth it when we get there. That’s why we’re going to visit the captain now, to see how much longer we’ll be.”

      “Have you heard anything about Cindi?” Arlif asked, trying to sound casual. That really must have shook her up.

      “Nope,” Yoshi said, shaking his head. “But I’ve seen her around the dining room. She’s in good shape.” None of his girlfriends seemed convinced by this. “Let’s find the captain first and then we’ll–”

      “Yoshi?”

      He paused. That voice could only belong to one person…

      He turned around. “Asshat, how’s it going?”

      “Good, good man, just killing time.” Yoshi’s childhood nemesis eyed his girlfriends. “Didn’t expect to see you on the Cruisy McCruiseface.”

      “A friend gave me his tickets.”

      Asshat’s eyebrow bounced up. “Serious? They were expensive though. And I had to line up for ages to get them at Sapphire Port.”

      Yoshi considered bragging to him that his friend was the new mayor of Sapphire but decided against it.

      “Are you also here to look for the Legendary?”

      Yoshi frowned. “Legendary?”

      “You don’t know about it?” Asshat murmured conspiratorially. He looked glanced back over his shoulder. “Apparently the reason why Agate Island is covered in ice is because a Legendary ice-type girlfriend lives there.”

      “Really?”

      “I mean, it’s just a rumor,” the chubby trainer said, drawing back. “Could be a load of shit.”

      “So you’re going to try and catch her then?” Yoshi asked casually. “This Legendary?”

      “Fuck, that’d be cool wouldn’t it? Pretty sure I wouldn’t even be able to land a scratch on her, she’s probably high 70s, maybe even 80s.” Asshat laughed. “I’m going to catch some more common ice-types… if this Frank-forsaken ship ever gets there.” On cue, the ship lurched again. Yoshi rested his hand on Flick’s ring.

      “Hey, you owe me a battle,” Asshat said. “I’ve taken on close to 40 trainers on this ship. My win rate’s about eight out of ten.”

      “I’ve been on the Battle Deck too,” Yoshi said, pointing up with his thumb. “Why haven’t I seen you up there?”

      “Got bored of the trainers up there on the first day,” Asshat said. “I’ll show you where the real action is.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Yo Asshat!”

      “Hey Clem.” Asshat fist-bumped a guy wearing a faded vest. Could have been denim, it was too hard to tell from all of the soot.

      “Where is this?” Yoshi asked, looking around. Asshat had taken them down several flights of stairs, passing the several rooms before eventually walking through a “Restricted: Ship Personnel Only” door.

      “This,” Clem said, casting an arm around the large, echoing chamber, “is Cruisy’s Belly.”

      “Clem is the chief foreman here,” Asshat explained, standing aside. “He makes sure that the ship has enough coal to keep her going.”

      “She’s a hungry lass, she is,” Clem said, leaning on a shovel. “Then again, she’s never been made to go to the shithole that is the Agate Island. Don’t tell me you’re going to find the Legendary there as well?” He leaned in, eyeing Yoshi with a dark, beady eye.

      “I didn’t know there was one there until Asshat told me,” Yoshi said, glancing at his rotund frenemy. “Has anyone actually seen her?”

      “Nah,” Clem said, clinking his shovel into the tiled floor. “I reckon it was some drunk wanker who started the rumor after one too many. Somehow, it took off and now you have trainers in the hundreds trying to get there to catch a mythical girlfriend who doesn’t exist.”

      “One of the Client Service staff, a Chippie, was attacked by an ice-type right outside our door,” Arlif said, piping up. “Could it be the Legendary coming on board to try and scare people?”

      “Hahaha,” Clem guffawed. “An imaginative one you got there buddy,” he said, eyeing Yoshi before clearing his throat. “I did hear that one of the girls was attacked. I didn’t hear that it was an ice-type, though.”

      Yoshi took a minute to explain the situation to the two men, the light from the coal burner flickering over their faces.

      “I don’t buy it,” Asshat said, rubbing his chin.

      “I mean, it could be an ice-type, yeah,” Clem said slowly. “That move sounded like Ice Veil.”

      “But the Legendary coming aboard the ship?” Asshat snorted. “I don’t mean to laugh, but why would a Legendary girlfriend want to kill Yoshi?” Arlif blushed and went quiet.

      “Shut up dude, you’d piss yourself if you saw what my girlfriend saw,” Yoshi snapped.

      “Ho ho, look at Yoshi defending his damsel in distress,” Asshat jeered.

      “At least he’s a gentleman, unlike you, ya control freak,” Clem said. “Though that’s probably why your girls seem to respect you more.”

      “Damn right they do,” Asshat nodded. “Girlfriends need to be told what to do. It’s in their nature to comply. Without us trainers, they would be stuck in tall grass or caves or whatever and never get stronger. They’d never realize their potential.”

      “We respect Yoshi,” Crystal said, stepping forward. “He treats us well. We defend him and he willingly defends us.”

      “He’s twice the trainer you are,” Starry said, joining the rock-type. “And he’s going to prove it to you right now.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            ASSHAT WANTS TO BATTLE!

          

        

      

    

    
      “You boys take it easy over there OK? If the whole ship blows up, I’m blaming you two,” Clem warned. “Oy! Back to work!” he barked, swinging his shovel at some workers who had come to watch.

      “Let’s see if you can handle the heat, Yosh. Go, Amber!”

      Blue lightning blasted out of his fist and crunched into the tiles.

      That’s a Mishal! Yoshi pulled his GF-wiki out, pointing it at the belly dancer:

      
        Name: Mishal

        Entry #: 33

        Species: Belly Dancer

        Type: Fire

        Nature: Sultry

        Rarity: *

      

      
        From the moment she is born, Mishal’s purpose is to master the art of Belly Dancing. So dedicated is she to this cause that she has been known to walk on hot coals while carrying a bucket of water on her head to perfect her posture and balance.

      

      The girlfriend turned side-on, flicking her hips towards Yoshi, as if beckoning him to come forward.

      
        NAME: Mishal (Amber)

        LEVEL: 26

        HP: 71/71

      

      Yoshi shook his head vigorously. Focus. This is for your girlfriends. He looked down at his belt. Flick’s probably still not up for a battle yet. Lucky I have another type who’s super-effective against fire types.

      He turned around and gazed at his rock-type. “Crystal, you’re up.”

      She nodded, combing her bleach blonde hair out of her eyes. As she entered the battle ring, he brought up her stats again:

      
        NAME: Crystal

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 58/58

        - ATTACK: 23

        - DEFENCE: 31

        - SPCL ATTACK: 26

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 30

        - SPEED: 17

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 30/30 PP (Strike with a earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL

        ATTACK)

        Bone Fissure - Type: Rock - 20/20 PP (Strike critical areas on enemies’ bodies, halving ATTACK points until the end of the battle)

      

      Hm. Six level difference, but Crystal’s got the type advantage. He glanced at Asshat, who was admiring his girlfriend’s shapely body. It was constantly moving, grinding and pulsing in the air. The thin pieces of violet fabric occasionally lifted off her skin, revealing a dark nipple here or a patch of neatly groomed pubic hair above her vagina there.

      Asshat pointed at Crystal. “Amber, Hipnotize!”

      She smiled and ran her tongue over her scarlet lips. “It’s what I do best.” For a second, she stopped moving. She drew her arm over her face, the other draped over her hip. With one fluid motion, she detached the hooks on the veils, throwing both off. The diaphanous fabric fluttered to the ground, revealing the Mishal in all her nude glory.

      Fuck, get down son! He rearranged his junk, only looking up when he heard a slump on the ground.

      
        Crystal is sleeping!

      

      “Crystal!” Yoshi yelled. “Wake up!”

      “It won’t work,” Asshat said, shrugging. “Amber is really good at what she does. I got her to train on me. The goal was to Hipnotize me then fuck the shit out of me. If I woke up and found cum all over the sheets, I knew she had succeeded.”

      “See,” Clem yelled from the coal burner, “not a gentleman at all.”

      “Amber! Vulcan Kiss!”

      The belly dancer leaped back twice, her fantastic breasts bouncing each time. In a half crouch, she puffed her cheeks out and blew hard. Flames shot ten feet out, enveloping Crystal.

      
        It’s not very effective…

        Crystal is burned!

      

      “Woooo fuck yeah!” Asshat whooped. “Double status effect for the win!”

      
        Crystal is hurt by her burn!

      

      
        NAME: Crystal (BRN) (SLP)

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 39/58

      

      Yoshi gritted his teeth. “Crystal, get back.” He unlocked his next ring, holding it to his lips. Sorry, I know you’re not feeling great, but I need you right now. “Flick, go!”

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Water

        ACC.: Iridescentia

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 80/80

        - ATTACK: 24

        - DEFENCE: 20

        - SPCL ATTACK: 24 (+2)

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 18

        - SPEED: 20

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Water Slap - Type: Water - 35/35 PP (Deals a wet, punishing slap that has 20% chance of causing confusion)

        Flash - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Produce blinding light that drops accuracy by 50%)

        Water Barrier - Type: Water - 15/15 PP (produces a water barrier that sharply increases DEFENCE and SPCL DEFENCE. Lasts 2 turns.)

      

      Flick appeared, crossing her feet as she fought to gain her balance.

      “Ooooh, so he’s serious now,” Asshat jeered. “Amber, Hipnotize!”

      
        Amber used Hipnotize!

        Hiptonize failed!

      

      The water-type was so focused on standing straight that she wasn’t looking at the fire-type. She still looked woozy, glowing a sickly shade of green.

      “Alright, good one! Flick, use Water Slap!”

      
        Flick is confused!

      

      The water-type drew a leg back. There were three copies of the fire-type melding and splitting before her. She picked her moment and ran forward, her arms loose and trailing behind her like a drunk ninja.

      
        THWACK!

        Critical Hit!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      The fire-type fell into a heap, her tits chafing on the grimy ground. Her HP was down to 35%. The sound of foremen cheering followed by Clem barking echoed in the room.

      “Amber, get up!” Asshat commanded. He didn’t seem too fazed by the attack. Yoshi frowned. Isn’t he going to give her a potion or something?

      The fire-type got to her feet before promptly falling on her tush, all sexiness and seductiveness gone.

      “Amber, use Vulcan Kiss!”

      
        Amber is confused!

      

      Yoshi pumped his fist. Aww yiss! Flick’s Water Slap must have confused her. He glanced at his water-type, who had her arms out like she was walking on a tightrope. At least it’s even now.

      The fire-type leaped back, missed her footing and slammed her face into the floor.

      
        	Amber hurt herself in confusion!

      

      Her HP dropped to 25%.

      “Flick, finish her off! Water Slap!” Please don’t miss, please don’t miss, please don’t miss.

      Just like with the previous turn, the water-type took a moment to watch her opponent. She crossed the battle ring, slower this time, arms out like she was about to give Amber a bear hug.

      
        THWACK!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      She didn’t give Amber a bear hug.

      
        Amber fainted!

      

      “GG, Yosh,” Asshat said, withdrawing his fainted girlfriend amidst cheers from the unruly foremen. “If you had lost that, I would have had to reconsider the respect I had for you as a trainer.”

      “Let your girlfriends do the talking,” Yoshi shot back. What’s he going to send out next? He glanced down at Asshat’s ring belt. Are there only three rings there?

      Perhaps sensing his wandering eyes, Asshat turned ever so slightly, punching his finger into his next ring at the same time.

      “Perri, go!”

      Yoshi stared at the bird-type girlfriend standing before him before directing his GF-wiki at her:

      
        NAME: Soara (Perri)

        LEVEL: 30

        HP: 125/125

      

      
        Name: Soara

        Entry #: 18

        Species: Field Bird

        Type: Flying

        Nature: Competitive

        Rarity: **

      

      
        Soaras love nothing more than competing. In the wild, they will fly as high as they can, regularly going into the stratosphere and beyond. Honing this Nature is crucial for motivating this girlfriend and keeping her happy.

      

      Despite being her evolved form, Soara looked significantly different from a Sophie. Instead of speckled brown and white feathers, Soara’s were a brilliant red. The pathetic excuses for wings the Sophie had were fully developed in Soara.

      “Why did you give her my mom’s name?” Yoshi asked slowly.

      “Funny story,” Asshat chuckled. “I always remembered how noisy your mom was growing up. ‘Yoshi, no playing until you have finished your homework.’, ‘Yoshi, why are you getting C’s in Girlfriend Anatomy?’ I got this Soara in a trade and her voice sounds uncannily like your mom’s so…”

      “Why are you thinking of my mom?”

      Asshat raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “You... asshat!”

      “That’s my name,” he said with a smug smile.

      Don’t let him get to you. He’s just being a turd like always. “Flick, good job, get back.” Time to give Ai some love.

      “Ai, go!”

      The Gym bunny appeared and somersaulted through the air before landing on her feet.

      “Did you get a burst shot of that, Dad?” she said, turning around.

      “No.”

      “Awww, but that was my best one yet!”

      “Ai, focus.” Yoshi made eyes towards Asshat, who was watching with an amused expression on his face.

      “Hmm, a steel-type. Most types of physical attacks will be not very effective against her,” he mused, scratching his chin. “You must have a lot of faith in her to send her in against a girlfriend who’s double her level. That, or you’re stupider than you look.”

      Yoshi clenched his jaw. “Ai, Steel Heel!”

      “Not so fast. Perri, Fly!”

      The Soara crouched and spread her wings out, launching herself straight up. Dust billowed through the air with each effortless flap.

      Ai took a run up, launching herself skyward. As she approached the zenith of her arc, her extended leg turned the color of silvery mercury.

      “Hiiiiyah!”

      
        Steel Heel missed!

      

      Even with the jump, which took her close to ten feet up, she was still several feet below Soara. She fell back to the ground, her metal foot clanging onto the tiled ground, becoming flesh and bone again.

      
        Soara used Fly!

      

      The bird-kin pushed herself back in mid-air then tipped her head back, falling into a dive. She pulled herself up just as she came a foot within hitting the ground. In a flash, she collected the gym bunny around the neck with her wing, taking her to the ground and dragging her several yards.

      “Ai!”

      
        It’s not very effective…

      

      
        NAME: Aion (Ai)

        LEVEL: 13

        HP: 28/40

      

      She gritted her teeth and got back to her feet, smoothing her long ears out. “Bitch.”

      “Alright, Ai, get back.” The furred steel-type zipped back. OK, I got a sleeping and burned rock-type who has a type advantage, an interstellar-type at full HP and confused water-type…

      “Come on dude, Clem has money on me to beat you in 10 minutes,” Asshat drawled.

      “Shut up.” Yoshi took his pick. “Go, Crystal!”

      The rock-type came back out. She was prone on the floor, legs kinked up, hands folded under her head. She murmured and writhed on the ground as the flames licked her skin.

      
        Crystal is hurt by her burn!

      

      
        NAME: Crystal (BRN)(SLP)

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 30/58

      

      
        Crystal is sleeping!

      

      “This is too easy,” Asshat scoffed. He pointed at the rock-type. “Perri, Talon Throw!”

      The Soara flapped up into the air again. Her human legs and feet morphed before Yoshi’s eyes, becoming bird talons made for catching prey. He watched helplessly as Perri swooped down again, digging her sharp talons into his girlfriend’s shoulders and hauling her up. She had to flap harder, but eventually was able to lift her as high as she flew before.

      
        Perri used Talon Throw!

      

      She did a somersault again, this time forward, flinging the sleeping rock-type vertically back into the tiles.

      CRUNCH.

      Chipped tiles spat all over Yoshi, clattering at Clem’s feet.

      
        It’s not very effective…

        Crystal is awake!

        Crystal is hurt by her burn!

      

      
        NAME: Crystal (BRN)

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 12/58

      

      Crystal shook her head and brushed embers off her skin. “Command me, Yoshi.”

      “Crystal, Bone Fissure!”

      He clenched his fists. That bird-kin won’t know what hit her.

      The rock-type started towards the flying-type, eventually breaking out into a run. The Soara watched her carefully, circling sideways. Crystal kept her crosshairs on her, clasping her hands together. Her arms shone and melded together from elbow to fingertips, forming a massive hammer cleft from stone. Leading with her shoulders, she swivelled on her heel, letting the weight of the attack lead her.

      Perri leaped back a yard, but the arc of the swinging hammer was too wide.

      CRUNCH!

      
        Critical Hit!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      “Perri!” Asshat yelled. The hammer had collided right into the bird-kin’s ribs, sending her hurtling towards the far wall of the room. She flapped as she tumbled through the air but this did little to stop her momentum as she slammed into it and slid down.

      She immediately got to her feet, clutching her body while doubled over, her HP down to 45%.

      “Perri, Fly!”

      The bird-kin looked to her trainer, still clutching her ribs. “Can I have a Potion?”

      “No! Fly!”

      She opened her arms up and took to the air, noticeably struggling.

      
        Crystal is hurt by her burn!

      

      
        NAME: Crystal (BRN)

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 4/58

      

      “Oh shit,” Yoshi said, turning his attention back to his rock-type. Her arms had morphed back and she was down on one knee. “Crystal, get back. Starry, go!”

      The star maiden took the rock-type’s place, taking in the conditions of the battlefield.

      
        Perri used Fly!

      

      “Watch out!” Yoshi hollered.

      The Soara had fallen into a dive and now falling at almost a right angle to the floor.

      
        Fly missed!

      

      Big mistake; all Starry had to do was leap a few feet to her left. Perri pulled up and only just managed to not crash head-first into the floor. She tried to hide her pain, but her breathing was labored.

      “Starry, Siren Song!”

      Starry clasped her hands to her chest and started singing. Her voice filled the room, reverberating off the metal-plated walls. It was too much for the flying-type to handle; she couldn’t brace her chest and cover her ears at the same time.

      
        Critical Hit!

        Perri fainted!

      

      “Argh, fucking bitch.”

      “Now now,” Yoshi said, waggling a finger at him. “We don’t want to get banned from the gym, do we?”

      “Whatever,” he said, taking out his last ring. “It’s going to be game over after this. Go, Cash!”

      
        NAME: Cashardra (Cash)

        LEVEL: 27

        HP: 118/118

      

      The feline fire-type landed on all fours, a ring of flames licking the tiles. Asshat’s evolved starter got to her feet slowly, eyeing Starry at the other side of the ring.

      Another fire type? Asshat wasn’t joking about going to Agate Island.

      “Starry, get back! Ai, go!”

      The steel-type bunny was back out. Before Asshat could complete his command, Yoshi had withdrawn her and sent out Flick.

      “Using my girlfriends to train your weaklings? You got some balls,” Asshat sneered.

      “Yeah, they’re 10 times the size of yours,” Yoshi retorted.

      His opponent gave him a ‘WTF’ look. “Cash, Flame Cannon!”

      The fire-type took a deep breath, filling her chest up to the very maximum. She flung her back and spat bowling ball-sized spheres of fire into the air.

      “Flick, Water Barrier!”

      By the time she clapped her hands to conjure up the defence, Cash’s attack had already soared over the rectangular shield. They collided into her, bursts of steam exploding from her skin as she fell to her knees.

      
        It’s not very effective…

      

      
        NAME: Felicity (Flick)

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 63/80

      

      “Flick, use Flash!”

      For several seconds, Yoshi wasn’t sure if she heard him. Next second, she surged through the steam, hands on the bottom of her shirt.

      
        Flick is no longer confused!

      

      Light enveloped the room as Cash’s and Asshat’s shrieks echoed through the chamber.

      “Cash, Flame Cannon!”

      “Flick, evade, then Water Slap the shit out of her.”

      It was far too easy from there. Cash tried to land her balls of fire, but could only hit Flick once. Every other turn, they slammed and exploded into millions of embers several feet away from the water-type. By the end of the fourth, the fire-type was prone on the ground.

      
        Cash has fainted!

        You have defeated Trainer Asshat!

        Ai has gained 2,040 EXP!

        Ai is now Level 14!

        Ai is now Level 15!

        Ai is now Level 16!

        Crystal has gained 2,040 EXP!

        Crystal is now level 21!

        Starry has gained 2,040 EXP!

        Flick has gained 2,040 EXP!

        You have got 1,945 Coins for winning!
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      “You’re lucky that I didn’t take you on with a full-strength team,” Asshat grumbled. Behind his shoulder, Clem was animatedly arguing with his foremen, most likely about money he lost.

      “It was a good battle,” Yoshi said, looking through his updated bank app in satisfaction.

      “Course you would say that. Losers don’t say that.” Asshat whistled to Clem and waved him over. “Don’t be fooled by their missing teeth and low IQ. Clem and his guys are tough trainers in their own right.”

      “What was that about being ridiculously good-looking?” Clem said, flashing a toothy smile, his front-left incisor missing. His hi-vis vest lifted momentarily above his waist, revealing a belt with a full set of six girlfriends.

      “Just telling Yoshi here that you’ll give him a good time,” Asshat quipped.

      “Yeah, damn right I will. Especially now that I’m few hundred Coins poorer.” The sea rat punched Asshat in the shoulder.

      “Fuck off,” Asshat said, grabbing Clem’s shoulder and shoving him back. “Not my problem if you lost money.”

      “Whatever,” Clem growled. “I gotta earn it back and I’m ready to thrash. Which one of youse is gonna take me on?”

      “Don’t look at me, all my girlfriends have fainted.” He looked pointedly at Yoshi.

      “Errr, I’m going to need to take my girlfriends to the Pamper Nurse first–”

      
        SKRRRRREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-CRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR

      

      All three of them fell to the grimy ground. More accurately, Clem hopped and fought to stay on his feet but ultimately fell on his ass, Yoshi fell flat on his face and Asshat fell on top of his fellow Topazarian – all 200 pounds of him.

      “Urgh, what the fuck was that?” Asshat rolled off a flattened Yoshi. He lay on the ground, stars tumbling in his line of sight.

      “Iceberg,” Clem explained matter-of-factly, getting up and dusting his trousers off. It didn’t seem to do anything, remaining as grubby as before. “Captain Maplefingers must’ve tried to avoid it but misjudged the size of the underwater and it scraped the side of the – whooooa!”

      
        CRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR-

      

      This time, it took him completely off guard. Clem thudded into the floor, rolling back towards the furnace as the ship tipped sharply.

      “Noooo don’t–!” Yoshi brought his hands up to his face, but the juggernaut that was Asshat’s meteoric ass couldn’t be stopped.

      “Arrrrrrrrrgh! Get your finger out of my asshole!”

      “Get the fuck off my face!” Yoshi yelled, his panic smothered in Asshat’s pants. Why do fat asses keep sitting on my face?

      “You sodomized me!” Asshat shouted. He had both hands on his tush, trying his best to twist around and view his backside.

      “Don’t worry,” Yoshi said, warily getting to his feet. “It wasn’t my finger, just my knuckle.”

      “You fisted my ass!”

      “Shut up, both of you!” Clem barked. He ran back where his men were. They too had hit the deck and were checking themselves for bruises. He then shuffled to a table at the side of the room that appeared to be bolted down to the floor. He dialled the rotary and held up the receiver to his ear.

      “Come on…” he murmured.

      
        SCCCCCRRRRRRRRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAA–

      

      “No good,” Clem said, replacing the receiver. “Captain’s not picking up the phone. Someone needs to check up on him.”

      “I’ll go,” Yoshi piped up, scraping his knuckles on the back of his pants. “I was going to see him anyway.”

      “Count me out,” Asshat replied. “My girlfriends who were with the Pamper Nurse should be healed up now and I’ve got to place these three in now.”

      “Alright,” Clem nodded. “Yoshi, would you mind going up and checking on the Captain? It’s not like him to hit so many icebergs like this.” He rubbed his sooty chin thoughtfully. “We haven’t been through icy waters the likes of these, mind.”

      “Roger,” Yoshi said, turning around. “His room was just a couple floors up, wasn’t it?”

      “Right,” Clem confirmed.

      “I’ll show you on the way out,” Asshat said, walking ahead.

      “Don’t forget to come back,” Clem yelled. “One of youse owes me a battle!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So you are going to the Agate Islands then.” Yoshi said, glancing at Asshat.

      “Didn’t I say that?”

      Yoshi was quiet. “A flying-type to get off the ship, fire types to take on the ice-types there…” he murmured.

      “I know, I know, I’m a genius.” Asshat said with a smirk.

      “D’you reckon…” he said, stopping in his path. “D’you reckon you could get your Soara to fly me off the ship to the island too when we get there?”

      “Let me think.” Asshat mocked deep thought for a fraction of a second. “No. Smell ya later.” His childhood nemesis waddled up the stairs and out of sight.

      “Geez, sore loser much?” Yoshi turned back to the door. It was thick and heavy, wrought from redwood. There was a handle with a concave, peach-colored shell on it. Yoshi slid his hand behind it and pulled. Door wouldn’t budge. Pushed, the handle depressed like a button, popping back up. The door still wouldn’t move.

      He looked to the side where a telecom with a 12-digit number pad was embedded into the wall. He pressed the ‘CALL’ button and gentle white noise that sounded like the sea at night crackled through.

      “Hello, Captain Maplefingers?” No answer. “It’s Yoshi Soysauce here, Chester’s friend. We met on the shore before we left Sapphire.” He held the button a bit longer. Still no answer. He let go, rubbing the back of his neck. Do I go back down to the furnace room?

      *CRACKLE*

      “Yoshi?”

      He pressed the button again. “Captain?”

      “Yarrrr, hi…” The crackling disappeared, presumably as he let go of the intercom button from inside the room.

      “Captain, I was down in the furnace room. Clem, the chief foreman, said that we might have hit a few icebergs. He wanted to check and see if you were OK.”

      Yoshi waited for five minutes but didn’t get any further response. He turned to leave.

      BEEEEEEEP

      He spun back around, the shell button was emitting a hissing sound, like steam being released out of a pressure cooker.

      “Come on in, son.”
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* * *

      “Captain?”

      “HLLLRRRRRRRRRRRRRGGGHGHGGHGGGH!”

      The stench of bile and curry permeated the air, infiltrating Yoshi’s lungs. Mother of Frank, that’s the rankest thing I’ve ever smelled. He kept a distance from the captain, who looked like he was heaving his entire small intestine out of his mouth.

      “Captain Maplefingers,” Yoshi said, fingers pinching his nose. “Captain Maplefingers.”

      “I heard ya the first time, boy,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Strands of grey-flecked beard that had banded together dipped into questionable liquid that was in danger of splashing out of the bucket.

      Yoshi stayed silent, in two minds about whether to help him or stand off the side and try to keep his own sick down.

      “I’m not feeling too good, as you can see.”

      “Seasick, sir?”

      “A sea dog like me never gets…” His face went as green as pea soup. Yoshi looked away as another wave of vomit splattered to the bottom of his second bucket. He stared out the window in front of the ship’s wheel. If it wasn’t for the dense mist lazily sliding across the glass, Yoshi would have thought that the ship wasn’t moving. It was only a moment; he caught a glimpse of a hulking mass sparkling ice as high as a skyscraper. Then, the veil of mist swished back into place.

      The wheel began to turn clockwise on its own. “Sir, do you want me to…?”

      “No,” his voice echoed from the metal bucket. “She’s on auto-pilot.”

      
        CRRRRRRRRRRRRR-SKRRRRREEEEEEEEEE

      

      “Yes, I’m aware that the auto-pilot is not very good.” He straightened up, swallowed and exhaled.

      “The cabin crew has been bringing our meals up to us. One by one, they all had to be taken to the sick bay.” For a moment, it looked like there was going to be a fully sick encore. “Mark my words: never trust a curry made on the seas.”

      “If the ship’s on autopilot, why can’t you go to the sick bay?” Yoshi asked.

      “A captain never leaves his ship,” Maplefingers said, laying his wooden hand on his chest. “It’s a matter of principle.”

      “Is there anything I can do while I’m here?”

      Maplefingers looked at him, scraping his peppery chin with his good hand. “Can you give an old man a pat on the back?”

      Yoshi blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean a pat on the back. You’d be surprised at how well it works for keeping the sick down.”

      “Sure.” He walked over to the old captain, who turned around. Apart from being faded and moth-bitten, it looked like his blazer had never been washed. “Like this?” Yoshi began lightly patting the captain on his upper back.

      “Try stroking downwards, long, steady motions.” Yoshi did as he was told. “That’s right, like you’re caressing the back of a naked Ava.” Memories of the pink-eyed girlfriend who made him cum so hard he thought his head would explode before she kidnapped him invaded his memory.

      “Why did you stop?”

      “Ummm… I’ve just had another idea.” Yoshi extended one finger and pushed it through the first ring on his belt. “Starry, come out.”

      The interstellar-type beamed out.

      She batted her eyelashes. “Yoshi, what can I do for…?”

      Yoshi tried not to laugh as he watched his girlfriend’s pale complexion become even paler. Her eyes searched the room for the horrid stench, widening as she saw the buckets of sick sloshing about.

      “Ms. Serenette.” Maplefingers bowed. Starry kept her hands cupped over her face. “Apologies about the mess.”

      “It’s… OK.”

      “Starry, could you do Captain Maplefingers here a favor and use Siren Song?”

      The two of them looked at Yoshi curiously.

      “I remember Dad telling me stories of mermaid girlfriends who would sing to attract sailors to shore.”

      “Arrr, yes the Merediths. They would sit upon the rocks and sing, dashing the hopes, dreams and lives of seamen on shallow reefs.”

      “You want Captain Maplefingers to crash the Cruisy McCruiseface?” Starry asked, an eyebrow raised.

      “Errr… the version I heard was that the mermaids would lead the ships safely home.”

      “That would be the watered-down G-rated version, lad. Yet…” He waggled a finger at him. “The voice of a girlfriend in this oppressive cabin would be welcome.”

      “I can try and… tone it down?” Starry suggested, looking between the two men.

      “If you can, that’d be great.”

      Maplefingers sat upon a stool while Yoshi leaned on a bench. Starry closed her eyes. For half a minute, the sea rocked the ship in her silent lullaby.

      Then she began to sing:

      
        Cruisy, our girl, sails through the fog,

        We’re heading to Agate,

        Maplefingers, the old sea dog,

        He’s everybody’s mate!

      

      Slowly, a smile spread over Maplefingers’ face, exposing yellowed teeth.  Starry repeated the refrain and soon, he began to hum along. Yes, it’s working!

      The captain hopped off the stool, chest puffed out. He strode over to the wheel, disengaged the auto-pilot and clasped the wheel.

      “We’re on course,” he said. “Not only that, we’ll get there even faster now, thanks to your lovely star maiden.” He winked at Starry, who graciously dipped her head.

      “Good work,” Yoshi said, hugging her around the waist and pulling her towards him.

      “Can I go back into my ring now?” she whispered. She glanced at the buckets of chunky yellow-brown and buried her face in his shoulder.

      “Clement!” Maplefingers barked into an intercom that bounced on a cord.

      “Captain!” Clem’s voice came through. “You’re alive!”

      “I was never dead, ya urchin!” the captain roared. “Full steam ahead, get the men to double the coal. We’re going to get to Agate today!”

      “Y-yes sir!”

      “Yoshi! I feel reinvigorated! A sterling idea to get your lovely lass to sing for me.” Starry smiled again faintly.

      “I want to give you something for your troubles.”

      “Oh there’s no need–”

      “No, I insist,” he said, holding his wooden hand up. He fished in his breast pocket for a while, eventually pulling a round, metal tin out. Its smooth edges contrasted starkly with his weathered hand.

      “Don’t be fooled, these aren’t sardines,” he chuckled. “This is an Ever Machine. The lazy anklebiters call it an EM.” He handed it to Yoshi. “They’re called Ever Machines because they can be used an unlimited number of times. In other words, forever. They are developed for real-world use, which can double as battle moves. The only catch is that once taught, you can’t unlearn them. There are only five types in the world. In your hand, you hold the third one.”

      Yoshi stared at it, waiting for its details to appear:

      
        EM3 - Mind Mine

        10/10 PP

        Bestows the ability to place and detonate mines telepathically.

      

      “Ever Machines are also different because you can increase the magnitude of your attack by choosing the number of Power Points you wish to use in a single hit,” Maplefingers explained. “I was going to pass it onto my boy spawn as an heirloom, but alas, it was never meant to be.”

      “What happened to him?” Starry asked.

      He turned away. “I never had one.”
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      “Great singing just then,” Yoshi praised. “Maplefingers said that we’ll be going around the east coast of Agate in a couple of hours.”

      “I think I’m poisoned,” Starry said weakly, gulping down air.

      “What? Oh, you mean from the captain’s vomit. Once you got used to it, it wasn’t that bad.”

      The interstellar-type threw a glance sharp enough to behead her trainer. “Would you like to go in there again?”

      Yoshi raised his hands in surrender. “On second thought, let me check out your stats, just to be sure:

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 24

        HP: 75/75

        - ATTACK: 24

        - DEFENCE: 20

        - SPCL ATTACK: 26

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 25

        - SPEED: 22

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.

        Siren Song - Type: Interstellar - 30/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

      

      “Nope, you’re looking good. Having said that, I’m going to take you guys back up to the Pamper Nurse now.”

      “Can I have a look at the EM?”

      Yoshi didn’t realize that he was still clasping the smooth, metallic disc. “Yeah sure.” He handed it to Starry and immediately a notification popped up:

      
        Can Learn

      

      “Oh? You can learn this move? You’re not a psychic-type.”

      She held it flat in the palm of her hand. The dark-gray gun metal EM seemed to be humming gently.

      “Yet. After I evolve into Novaria, I’ll be a dual-type interstellar/psychic.” She held up the disc and looked at her warped reflection in it. “Maybe it can sense that.”

      “Do you want to learn it?” Yoshi asked. “Maplefingers said that EM moves are stuck with you forever.”

      Starry was quiet. “Not yet. I’ll hold onto it for now and when I’m ready, I’ll–”

      
        SCREEEEEEEEEEEEE-CRASHHHHH

      

      “Aaargh!” Yoshi slammed into the wall, slumping to the ground. He took a moment to get to his feet. When he did, he slipped and fell again. With his chin on the carpet, he craned his neck up, just in time to see his star maiden roll into him.

      “Ooof! Starry!” She didn’t respond. Her eyes were closed. Surprisingly, she was still holding onto the EM3. Damn, she’s knocked out. “Alright, get back.” He touched her ring to her arm and she zipped back inside.

      “Sir?” Yoshi looked up. A Chippie was clutching onto the corner of the wall, looking helplessly down at him. Her mouse whiskers were twitching nervously. “I need you to head up onto the deck.”

      Yoshi got to his feet, albeit unsteadily. “What happened? Did we hit another iceberg?” Was Maplefingers alright?

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. But it appears that the Cruisy McCruiseface isn’t moving. The crew is investigating a possible breach.”

      “A breach?” Yoshi responded. “Like a hole in the ship?”

      “Maybe. Please make your way up to the deck.”

      “Yes.” The cruise ship creaked and the angle of the floor shifted up another ten degrees. “I’m coming up now.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      What the Frank?

      After fifteen minutes of making his way up, he finally emerged onto the deck. It was absolute pandemonium. Hundreds of trainers and girlfriends were cramped for space. Some were arguing with ship staff, who were doing their best to placate the disgruntled clients. Others had settled for staring listlessly at each other and their surroundings, puffs of frozen breath crystallizing in front of their faces.

      There was a queue that clung to the railing of the ship, thirty trainers long extending all the way to Pamper Nurse Pete and his colleagues. Some of the girlfriends in line nursed bruises on their arms, legs and head.

      A frosty squall blew over the deck and as one, everyone on board cringed, clutching their scarves closer to their faces or burying their noses deeper into the collars of their zipped-up down jackets.

      “Please refrain from flying. Once you leave the ship, we are not responsible for your safety. No, stop!” Yoshi looked to where the commotion was. Trainers were taking off from the deck one after the other, riding or being carried by their winged girlfriends.

      “Annabelle,” Yoshi said, jogging over. He slipped slightly on the deck slick with a thin layer of ice but managed to stay on his feet. “What’s happening?”

      The head of client service Blushy spun around, ready to rip Yoshi apart. “Oh, Yoshi.” She lowered her raised hand, combing a strand of stray hair back behind her ear. “Apologies, it’s been a… hectic hour to say the least.”

      “Where are the trainers flying to?” Yoshi looked to the distance. Two of them rode on the back of bird-kin, one hung from the talons of another, while the fourth sat atop a scaled girlfriend, her long form reflecting the sunlight as she rippled through the air.

      “They are going to Agate Island,” Annabelle said. “Off to find some stupid mythical ice girlfriend.” She glared witheringly at a trainer who had just slipped and fallen on his ass.

      “What’s happened to the ship?”

      *CRACKLE*

      “You’re about to hear it straight from the man himself,” Annabelle said, before she rushed off to defuse a fight that had started to break out a few yards away.

      “Ahem, good afternoon passengers, this is Captain Maplefingers.”

      Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at the speakers placed at intervals on posts around the deck.

      “As you might have noticed, the Cruisy McCruiseface is currently not moving. She is sitting in a rather ungainly position, which is making it rather difficult for people to not fall down. The furnace crew have already done checks and determined that there is no breach of the hull.”

      Two other trainers took off, their girlfriends kicking up puffs of powdered ice on the deck.

      “Most cruise liners would be able to break through a layer of ice several feet thick. The Cruisy was built to cut through ice two or three times thicker than that. However, we have misjudged the harshness of the Agatian everwinter. If you look out over the left side of the ship, you will see that Agate Island is within touching distance. However, all the seawater within a mile radius has been frozen solid.”

      Yoshi scuttled over to the railing, clasping it before he could fall. Holy Frank. Maplefingers wasn’t kidding. Translucent, black ice stretched all the way from the ship to the mountain peak on Agate Island. He looked down. He could have sworn the ice was slowly creeping up and freezing around the hull of the ship. Another four trainers had already taken off, abandoning the ship in search of adventure.

      Yoshi squinted. His eyes could have been deceiving him, but it looked like there was someone who was running across the ice towards Agate.

      “We are currently trying to ascertain how to break free from the ice and continue our journey. It could just be a matter of waiting a few days for the weather to improve and the ice to thaw. We have enough food to feed everyone on board for two months, so there is no cause for concern. If worse comes to worst and we cannot go to Agate, we shall assist you with going back to Sapphire Port.”

      The trainers left on board exchanged glances with each other or stared stonily at the speakers.

      “I also understand that several trainers have already sought their own passage to Agate. While we do not condone this, we cannot stop you. If you wish to explore Agate, please see a member of staff and we will be more than happy to assist.”

      “Nooo!” Annabelle moaned. “No one authorized that! What in Frank’s name is he saying?”

      “Bear in mind though that should the ship be ready to set sail, we will not contact you nor wait for you to come back on board. I ask that everyone stay on the deck until further notice. This is Captain Maplefingers, signing off.”

      *CRACKLE*

      People on the deck resumed their complaining and the area once again descended into chaos.

      Yoshi checked his belt. One by one, he lined up his girls.

      “Everyone, hold onto the railing!”

      He could see the question form on their faces until they started overbalancing. Each of them slapped their hands onto the railing like they were about to practice ballet formations.

      “What on earth has happened?” Flick asked. “What’s with all these people? Why is the sea all frozen?”

      Yoshi took a moment to explain the situation. By the end of it, the water-type didn’t look any less confused.

      “So the Captain didn’t hit another iceberg,” Starry said quietly. She looked a bit dazed but thankfully was conscious again. “The ice just got too thick and stopped the ship completely?”

      “That’s what it sounds like.”

      “And we’re just lining up to be Pampered now?” Arlif asked.

      “Mmhmm.” Yoshi looked towards Agate Island. The monolith of ice cast a shadow over the frozen sea, like it was a giant sundial. It winked at him, beckoning him to come closer.

      “Wait a sec, where’s Soph?” Flick asked.

      Yoshi snapped out of it and counted his girls. He looked at her ring; the gem was dull and lifeless, signalling that she wasn’t inside.

      “She stayed up on the deck,” Crystal murmured, struggling to stay standing. “She said that she would rather become an iceberg than listen to Maplefingers.”

      “Oh yeah,” Yoshi said, rubbing the back of his neck sheepishly. He scanned the deck. There was a Sophie… another one there too… neither is my Soph, though. Where was she? Usually he’d be able to hear her, even above the noise on the deck now. Her voice was conspicuously silent.

      “I’m sure she’s around,” Yoshi said, trying to keep his voice casual.

      It took more than an hour, but they did get to the front of the line. One of Pete’s nurses came around with a tablet. He looked over Yoshi’s girlfriends, tapping on it and making notes before moving onto the next trainer behind him.

      During that time, Captain Maplefingers made another announcement, saying that it was safe for everyone to move back down below deck. Annabelle and her staff also went back downstairs, no doubt to begin processing the mother of all administrative headaches. Everything was normal, except for the fact that they sat in a sea of ice, their ship on a 30-degree angle.

      “What are we going to do afterwards?” Flick said, her voice muffled by her collar.

      “After what?” Yoshi asked.

      “After we get healed up.”

      Yoshi didn’t answer, staring at the ice mountain in the distance

      “Ooooh no. We’re not going to Agate Island.”

      “Why not?” he said. “We’re already here.”

      “It’s freezing enough as it is here!” Flick protested, hopping on the spot. “Besides, my water-type moves won’t be very effective against any ice-types there.”

      Yoshi frowned. “I wasn’t very good at Type Studies, but I’m pretty sure that water-type attacks were neither super effective nor not very effective against ice-types. Ice-type attacks against water-types were not very effective either too, so you should be fine.”

      Flick muttered something under her breath while Yoshi gazed at his other girlfriends. “Ice would be super effective against… Arlif and Soph, wherever she was.” He continued along. “Rock, fire and steel-types were strong against ice,” he said, glancing at Crystal and Ai. “So you two are going to be pretty important.”

      Yoshi glanced back at the island of ice. Had Asshat already come back up, healed his girlfriends and set off for Agate Island before the ship stalled?

      “Yoshi Soysauce.”

      “That’s me.” He stepped into the temporary Pamper Bay. There were ten beds with sliding sheets across each one.

      “I’m Pamper Nurse Paul.” He glanced at his screen. “OK, one girlfriend in a burned state, another couple with HP deficits, one who took a tumble when the ship stopped. Could you go to Bays 2, 3, 4 and 5 please? I’ll be with you shortly.”

      Yoshi and his girlfriends followed Paul’s command, hovering outside the bays, which didn’t have their sheets drawn. The sheet from bay 1 slid open abruptly and Paul turned around.

      “Pete, where have all the Super Potions gone?” Paul asked.

      Pete put his hands on his hips, thought for a moment before sliding out one of the boxes on a shelf. “Which patients are they for?” Paul gestured towards Yoshi and Co. “Oh hello again.”

      “Any more girlfriends with holes in their chests?” Yoshi quipped. Behind him, his girlfriends sighed in unison.

      “No,” Pete replied. “Are we out of Freeze Heals?” He asked Paul.

      “If you can’t find one, none of us can,” Pete said. The two Pamper Nurses excused themselves and bustled past Yoshi. Pete was too preoccupied to realise he left the sheet for Bay 1 undrawn.

      A frozen girlfriend?

      “Yoshi…” Starry warned, shaking her head. Her trainer ignored her stepping towards Bay 1. Yoshi looked through the transparent block, his eyes wide with shock.
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      “So you just found her like that?” Yoshi said, glancing at his bird-kin encased in ice. “Frozen?”

      “Another trainer found her after people started rushing to the deck,” Pete explained. “She was moved here so she wouldn’t pose a hazard to everyone else.”

      Yoshi and his girlfriends looked at her helplessly.

      “Don’t worry, she’s not in any danger. A frozen state is not like being poisoned or burned. She won’t sustain damage over time. But we can’t just smash her out of there. I will make sure to call your room when she’s been thawed and healed.”

      “Why would someone do something like this to her?” Starry said under her breath. “Could it have been the same girlfriend who attacked Cindi the Chippie the other day?”

      “No idea,” Pete said, resting a gloved hand on the block of ice. “Whoever it was, they picked a good time to attack and cover their tracks.”

      “Why would they freeze her?” Flick asked, chewing the inside of her lip.

      “Soph doesn’t exactly have a history of being easy to get along with,” Yoshi sighed. He couldn’t help but smile.

      “Maybe she saw something that she shouldn’t have?” Arlif suggested.

      “I’m sure we’ll all know after she’s been thawed,” Pete said.

      “When she comes out, could you let her know that we’ve gone to Agate Island and to wait for us to get back?”

      The pink-clad nurse looked up at him. “So you’re going too then.”

      “Yes. She’s a flying-type. She’ll be far safer on board here.”

      “Pete and the others may not be safe when they tell her that we’ve gone to Agate Island without her,” Crystal mused.

      “I give you permission to tie her to the bed. Actually, scratch that, that would probably piss her off even more. Just… tell her that we’ll be back soon.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Yoshi?”

      “Hmmm?”

      “We’re here.”

      “What?”

      Yoshi looked back. The cruise ship sat in the Downedge Sea, over a mile away. A sheet of navy ice so dark it was almost black stretched as far as the eye could see. In contrast, Agate Island was blanketed in whiteness. Cashmere-soft snowflakes pirouetted down, landing on Starry’s velvet hair. She was wearing her down jacket but her hood was drawn back.

      “Sorry, I was completely out of it just now.” Yoshi tilted his head back and exhaled, clouds streaming from his mouth. The sight of Soph frozen in a block of ice was unsettling. The only clue he had to go off was her body language. She looked like she was ready to fight, but didn’t have a chance to attack. He created scenario after scenario, discarding each one into his mental wastepaper basket. Who could have done it?

      “It’s so pretty!” Arlif took a tentative step onto the shore, crushing the ice crystals into the sand. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “There wouldn’t be much snow in the Treehouse,” Crystal said. The rock-type raised a hand, letting a snowflake fall into her palm.

      “Crystal, don’t move!” Ai bounced over to her and created a mirror image of the rock-type. “Daddy, photo time!”

      “I think Crystal isn’t moving not because she wants to play along, but because she’s shocked by Ai’s… energy,” Starry mused, standing next to her trainer.

      CLICK!

      Yoshi viewed the photo and gave a wry smile. “Yeah, look at her face. Like a wild girlfriend in the headlights. One of the rare times that she’s been taken off guard.”

      “Let me see!” Ai said, bouncing over. She almost bowled Starry over, skidding on the crunchy ice. “Hee hee, we’re so cute together, Crystal!”

      The rock-type didn’t respond. She cut a solitary figure, back towards them. Yoshi gave his phone to his daughter and joined his rock-type. Together, they stood in silence, gazing up at the bastion of ice ahead of them. Crystal shifted ever-so-slightly towards Yoshi, her hand bumping into his. It was cool, but not cold.

      “Think you’ll be able to take on an OP Legendary?” Yoshi joked, smiling at her. The rock-type didn’t answer, eyes glued to the tower of ice.

      “I am strong against ice-types.” She looked at him. “I will not let them hurt you.”

      Yoshi kissed her on the side of the head. “Relax. I never doubted you. Besides, we’re just going to have some fun, catch some girlfriends and grind. You haven’t really had a chance for your attacks to do some serious damage. Oh and don’t mind Ai too much.”

      Crystal shook her head, her blond hair barely moving through the air. “I don’t mind her. I’m just not used to other girlfriends being so friendly towards me.”

      “Speaking of which…” Yoshi took a couple steps back as the gym bunny bounded over.

      “You really don’t feel cold, Ai?” Yoshi said, assessing her. Her orange carrot top shirt looked really out of place in such a barren environment.

      “Nope!” she said winking at her dad. “Hold my hand.”

      She reached out and Yoshi clasped it. Her fingers were warm and supple. He nodded and let go.

      “No chance of getting Flick to come out?” Arlif asked.

      “She really doesn’t like the cold,” Yoshi said, looking at her ring in his belt. “But don’t worry, I’m sure that once I ask her to come out and battle, she’ll be fine. You’re out and you’re a grass-type. You should be the one that’s in the ring.”

      “That’s OK,” the leaf maiden said, “I know I’m not going to be very useful here, but I still want to explore the island with everyone.”

      “OK, girls.” Yoshi clapped and they looked at him. “I already told Crystal, but I’ll repeat it for everyone’s benefit. We’re here to have grind, level up and have fun. It’s not every day that we get to visit a place like this, so let’s enjoy it.”

      “We should bring something back for Soph so that she doesn’t feel too left out,” Starry suggested.

      “Good idea.” Hopefully she had already been thawed out now and was drinking a cup of hot chocolate. Yoshi turned around, half expecting her to be tearing across the mammoth sheet of sea ice, ready to peck the shit out of him.

      “It’s going to be slippery here, so watch your step. We might also have to face some of those trainers who flew across, but don’t worry, I stocked up on potions. Not that I think you guys are going to lose or anything but–”

      “Shut up, Yoshi,” his girlfriends chorused together.

      “OK.”

      Starry walked deeper through the sand until she reached tundra. “It’s really quiet here,” she said, hugging herself. “It feels like someone’s watching us.” She turned around and beckoned everyone else towards her.

      “They could just be further in,” Yoshi said. He gestured forward. The tundra went on for another 50 yards or so before a shelf of rock extended inward. “I guess we’ll know soon. Starry, Arlif, and Crystal, get back.” The three girlfriends disappeared into their rings. He looked at his daughter, bringing up her full stats:

      
        NAME: Aion (Ai)

        REL’SHIP: Daughter

        NATURE: Vain

        TYPE: Steel

        ACC.: Carrot Top

        LEVEL: 16

        HP: 46/46

        - ATTACK: 18

        - DEFENCE: 26

        - SPCL ATTACK: 20

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 20

        - SPEED: 19

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Steel Heel - Type: Steel - 30/30 PP (Strike with the ball of your heel with enough force to break bones)

      

      “You’re going to be the first girlfriend to face any enemies we find, OK?”

      “Huh?” She was scrolling through the hundred photos she had taken in the last five minutes. “Hey!”

      “Focus, Ai,” Yoshi said, snatching his phone back. “I want you to get stronger.”

      “You just want me to fight for you, right?” She said, crossing her arms. “Got it.”

      “You can be really powerful if you applied yourself,” Yoshi said. “You won’t get a better environment than an island filled with wild ice-types.”

      “I said I got it!” The gym bunny bounded across the tundra, away from him.

      “Hold on!” Yoshi barked. Spoke too soon about getting the hang of this whole dad thing.

      
        Wild Naseema appeared!

      

      “Ai!” Yoshi yelled, breaking out into a run. “Ai!”

      “I’m OK,” the gym bunny said, eyeing the wild girlfriend in front of her.

      The Naseema regarded the pair with fathomless, brown eyes. A sudden gust blew across, her stiff, frozen dreadlocks crackling in the breeze. Her olive-green tunic was ripped around her stomach and lower back, revealing dark skin and toned abs. “Another trainer,” she said, her voice deeper and slow. She glanced behind Yoshi, eyeing the cruise ship. “You should go back where you came from.”

      “We’re not going anywhere.” Yoshi pulled out his GF-wiki and pointed it at her:

      
        Name: Naseema

        Entry #: 82

        Species: Tribal Warrior

        Type: Ice

        Rarity: *

      

      
        Naseema live out in the numerous islands dotted throughout Ohno. They are known for their ability to adapt to different environmental conditions very quickly, displaying the astounding ability to Type-shift and withstand extreme heat or cold.

      

      One-star rarity. Means that I can defeat this one and worry about catching later. More important to give Ai some EXP.

      “If it is a fight you seek…” She extended her arms out in front of her. There was a whooshing sound as ice crystals flew from the air around her. “I will oblige.” Seconds later, she was holding a glistening ice spear.

      
        NAME: Naseema

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 58/58

      

      “OK Ai, she’s a few levels stronger than you, but you have the type advantage,” Yoshi said, encouraging the gym bunny. “Steel Heel!”

      The moment the command left Yoshi’s mouth, the Naseema started running parallel to the shore. “Ai, don’t lose track of her!”

      The gym bunny bounded after her. With each bounce, her feet became clad a little bit more in reflective metal until it reached midway up her calves.

      
        Naseema used Ice Barrier!

      

      The tribal woman dropped the tip of her spear into the tundra and dragged it along. It left a sparkling trail that flashed, expanded to six inches in width and then climbed up into the air. It was the same, opaque darkness as the frozen sea water. The Naseema was hiding, but where?

      
        Ai used Steel Heel!

      

      Ai chose a random spot along the 10-yard long wall of ice, further to the right.

      “Heeeyaaaaaaah!”

      CRASH.

      The glass-like ice shattered where Ai kicked through it, cracks spreading through the rest of it.

      
        Steel Heel missed!

        Naseema used Ice Spear!

      

      Ai stood up, looking around in confusion. A spear of ice shot out from the left, striking her in the left shoulder.

      
        It’s not very effective…

      

      
        NAME: Aion (Ai)

        LEVEL: 16

        HP: 34/46

      

      “Ai! Steel Heel!” Yoshi yelled.

      The gym bunny rubbed her shoulder ruefully and looked up, presumably at the Naseema who was still hidden.

      CRASSSSHHHHHH.

      She roundhoused the rest of the barrier and the entire sheet keeled over, shattering on impact. The Naseema was five yards away from Ai, her arms raised instinctively in response to her Ice Barrier being destroyed.

      Now!

      The airborne steel-type did a forward somersault, driving her steel heel onto the Naseema’s shoulder.

      
        Critical Hit!

        It’s Super Effective!!!

      

      
        NAME: Naseema

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 17/58

      

      “How d’you like that, huh?” Ai taunted, sticking her tongue out at the ice-type. Her ice spear had shattered into 50 pieces and she was on her hands and knees.

      The Naseema didn’t respond. “Ai, finish her off! Shoulder Charge!”

      The warrior’s head darted up and she sprung to her feet, running away from Ai and towards Yoshi.

      “Whoa, what are you…?”

      
        Naseema used Ice Spear!

      

      Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. He could see each bezel along the shaft as it came right at his stomach. Both of his hands were reaching down to grab onto it. No, I’m too slow… I’m… not going to make it.

      
        Ai used Shoulder Charge!

        Critical Hit!

      

      Yoshi’s daughter rammed into Naseema’s left, sending her sprawling into the unforgiving rock. The ice-type lifted her head and stared straight at Yoshi. “Don’t… hurt… her…”

      
        Naseema fainted!

        Ai gained 280 Exp. Points!

        Ai is now Level 17!

      

      “Good work, Ai!” Yoshi tried to smile, but ended up grimacing instead.

      “Daddy! You’re bleeding!” Ai gasped.

      Feathers were still floating to the ground where Naseema’s ice spear had sliced through his down jacket and into his side.

      “I’m OK,” he said. “I might have been worse if you hadn’t criticaled with your Shoulder Charge.”

      The gym bunny said nothing, unable to tear her eyes away from her dad’s injury. He swung his bag down and started rummaging through it absent-mindedly

      “‘Don’t hurt her’…” Yoshi murmured. “I wonder who she meant?”

      A new voice boomed from behind them: “Yoooooo, look who it is!”
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      “Franking Hell!” Yoshi yelped, jumping three feet in the air. He swung his fist behind him and the tanned trainer bent back, hands on hips to evade the retaliatory strike. “Ai, Shoulder Charge!”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa…” Caleb said, hands up in surrender. “Didn’t mean to scare ya like that.” He did double finger guns and pointed them at Ai.

      “Yeah, not a good idea when I’ve just been attacked by a girlfriend,” Yoshi said, trying to keep the tremor out of his voice.

      “Yeah, those damn Naseemas. They’re a bit wild,” Caleb said, looking down at the unmoving ice-type a few feet away. “But yeah, you were wondering who they said they were protecting. It’s the Ledge.”

      “The Ledge? Like a cliff?” Yoshi said.

      “Hahahaha!” Caleb guffawed, hands on his stomach. “You didn’t tell me how funny your trainer was, Ai!”

      “He’s my dad.”

      “I’m her father.”

      Yoshi and Ai said in unison, glancing at one another.

      “Oooooh,” Caleb said, “OK, so you’re the guy I have to ask for your Aion’s hand in marriage.” He shot double finger guns at Ai again, who giggled and blushed furiously.

      “What Ledge are you talking about?” Yoshi said, arms crossed.

      “It’s not a cliff or something, Mr. Aion,” Caleb said. “I’m talking about the Legen… wait for it…” He did a double-fist pump into the air. “…dary.”

      How was it that a guy could be so cheesy and annoying at the same time? The Mr. Aion thing also made Yoshi feel 30 years older than he actually was.

      “Right, people were talking about it on the Cruisy McCruiseface,” Yoshi said, “Did you end up seeing her yet?”

      “Nope.” Caleb shook his head, his man bun bouncing side to side. “Just a whole lot of Naseemas. That’s it. Island’s full of them. Haven’t seen any other girlfriends yet.”

      “Serious?” Yoshi said. “I came out all this way for nothing?”

      “I’ve fought like a dozen of them before I started escaping.” He put his hands on his hips and looked up at the tower of ice. “I’ve seen… 40, maybe 45 wild girlfriends since. All Naseemas.”

      Yoshi pursed his lips. “How about a rematch?”

      Caleb crossed his arms. “No can do, Mr. Aion, I just versed another trainer who came off the ship and they cleaned up my girlfriends good. I’m going back on board to heal my girlfriends and get potions and revives and shit. You want anything?”

      “No thank you,” Yoshi said curtly.

      “Aite, see ya when I see ya.” He did double finger guns at Ai for the third time and winked at her before strutting back across frozen sea.

      Yoshi sidled up to her starry-eyed daughter. “Seriously, Ai? Him?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Naseema fainted!

        Starry gained 280 Exp. Points!

        Ai gained 280 Exp. Points!

        Ai is now Level 18!

      

      “Caleb wasn’t lying,” Yoshi sighed. “Every single girlfriend we’ve faced here is a Naseema. There are literally no other girlfriends to catch here.”

      “We’re grinding and levelling up though,” Starry said, shoving her hands into her deep pockets. “That’s what you wanted us to do.”

      “I know,” Yoshi said. “I just thought that there would a greater variety of ice-types.”

      “I’m kicking ass though,” Ai grinned. “It’s awesome fun landing a critical super effective hit. And it looks like your photos are getting a teensy bit better.”

      Yoshi smiled at his daughter and brought up her full stats:

      
        NAME: Aion (Ai)

        REL’SHIP: Daughter

        NATURE: Vain

        TYPE: Steel

        ACC.: Carrot Top

        LEVEL: 18

        HP: 25/50

        - ATTACK: 20

        - DEFENCE: 28

        - SPCL ATTACK: 21

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 21

        - SPEED: 21

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 19/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Steel Heel - Type: Steel - 14/30 PP (Strike with the ball of your heel with enough force to break bones)

      

      He then did the same thing for Starry:

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 51/75

        - ATTACK: 24

        - DEFENCE: 20

        - SPCL ATTACK: 26

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 25

        - SPEED: 22

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.

        Siren Song Type: Interstellar - 22/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

      

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Yoshi said. “You guys are getting stronger, that’s important.”

      “How many trainers did you say came off the ship?” Starry asked.

      “I wasn’t really counting,” Yoshi said. “Ten? Maybe twelve?”

      “And you have only seen Caleb,” Starry continued.

      Yoshi shrugged. “Yeah. I guess the others have gone further in?” The interstellar-type didn’t say anything. The three of them shuffled through the snow in silence. Now that they were closer, they could see that the mountain wasn’t a mountain at all. It was actually a gargantuan ice tower. It glistened in the sunlight, close enough for Yoshi to see its structure, but far enough that Yoshi knew it’d be at least an hour before they got there, assuming the path continued straight.

      They entered a valley. Stacks of snow piled up either side of them. It was almost like a monster truck-sized plow truck had driven through and created a path, just for them.

      This must lead to the tower ahead.

      On a whim, Yoshi turned around and started walking backwards through the ankle-deep snow. “What are you doing, Daddy?” Ai asked.

      “I’m walking backwards.”

      “Duh, I can see that. Why?”

      “Because it’s more fun.”

      “Hey, Yoshi?” Starry asked.

      “Mm–?”

      THWACK!

      Yoshi copped a snowball straight into his face. He fell back and was swallowed by whiteness. Even with a foot of snow against his ears, he could hear Starry and Ai giggling.

      “Hey, two on one, not –”

      THWACK!

      “Pffffft! Hey, that got into my eye!” Yoshi yelled, his voice echoing through the valley.

      He struggled to his feet and stabbed his fingers into his ring belt. “Crystal, Arlif!” The rock and grass-types appeared. “Snow fight!”

      “How do you have a sn–OW!” Arlif squeaked as she took a baseball-sized ball of snow to the gut.

      “Hey, no fair!” Ai said, ducking to let a snowball whizz over her head. “I want Crystal on my team!”

      “Nuh-uh,” Yoshi said, “she’s got a good throwing arm, she’s mine. You have Starry. I have Arlif and Crystal. Alright, let’s…”

      Arlif and Crystal waded through the snow, going to the left and right sides where there was more freshly fallen snow waiting to be turned into ammo.

      “Hey, you two are–” he dodged right “–meant to be protecting me.” He balled up some snow in his gloved hands and threw it at Starry. It landed five feet short.

      “Sorry, Yoshi,” Arlif said, leaping away from him. “I feel safer with Starry and Ai.”

      “I will protect you,” Crystal vowed. Her hands worked methodically, moving faster and faster until they were a complete blur. “Can you build a barrier?”

      “Uhhh, yeah I guess…” Yoshi hummed, as he dodged yet another snowball. He couldn’t build it fast enough. Plus, with every snowball they threw, their aim was improving. Crystal knocked some straight out of the air, catching some and throwing them back at their foes.

      With eight self-made snowballs in her left arm, she ran out from the sorry excuse of a barrier Yoshi was erecting and started targeting the closest girlfriend, who happened to be Starry. Even with the bulky down jacket, she managed to dance around Crystal’s barrage. To make matters worse, Arlif and Ai kept their attack up, raining more white, spherical missiles onto Yoshi.

      THWACK, THWACK, THWACK!

      “Argh!” Yoshi said, hopping on the spot as he tried to dig out some snow that had slipped down his neck. “I surrender!” he yelped.

      “No we don’t,” Crystal said firmly. Yoshi wiped the snow from his eyes and looked at his rock-type.

      Crystal used Charge!

      His eyes grew wide. She was in a brace position, right by the right side of the valley. Energy rippled about her hands.

      “Crystal, what are you doing?” Yoshi asked slowly. She isn’t doing what I think she’s doing…

      Crystal is biding her energy!

      “Crystal, sto–!” The other girlfriends hadn’t accepted Yoshi’s surrender and were relentlessly pelting Yoshi, their shrieks of laughter blanketing his voice.

      Crystal is biding her energy!

      Crap. Yoshi fumbled to get the rock-type’s ring out.

      “Crystal, get back!”

      Crystal’s energy is full!

      Crystal used…

      A blue beam zoomed over the top of the snow and struck Crystal before she could strike the snow-laden valley wall.

      Yoshi clutched the ring to his chest. Frank… she really was going to use Bide and slam all that snow down. Who knew she was so competitive?

      BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR–

      There was a vibration so low it was almost imperceptible. Yoshi looked up and that’s when he saw it: a tidal wave of white rolling down from the left mountain, coming straight for them. All the commotion from the snow fight must have set it off.

      “Fuuuuuuck!” Yoshi swore. “Ruuuuun!”

      Ai, Starry, and Arlif were way ahead of him, half jumping, half running through the plain of snow. The white apocalypse was devouring trees and stones in its path, charging faster and faster towards them.

      BOOM… BOOM… BOOM…

      Yoshi looked to the right side. A line of Naseemas stood at the top of the right mountain. They had formed a long, merged Ice Barrier and wedged it into the snow, like a giant wafer in a ice cream cone. Fifty, maybe sixty, stood on top of their combined defensive barrier, timing their jumps to the beat of a drum, pushing the giant lever of ice down. With one final synchronised leap, the ice barrier shattered. Suddenly, an avalanche had begun from the right side too.

      Shit, shit, shit… They had walked straight into a trap. At this rate, they were going to be swallowed one way or the other. With his heart in his throat, he looked forward. The end of the valley was ahead.

      There! What was that? A glistening expanse of… ice? A lake? Whatever it was, it was better than being crushed by tonnes of snow.

      “Go to the ice!” he yelled. It was useless; his voice was swallowed up by the roaring twin avalanches. Thankfully, his three girlfriends were heading that way already. Wait! I’ll just call them back into their rings!

      Yoshi slapped his hands onto his side, feeling for his rings. One… two… three. Starry… Arlif… Ai. He looked ahead, trying to ignore the lactic acid building up in his legs.

      The gym bunny was closest. “Ai! Get back!” He pointed his fist at her. The blue beam shot out, striking her arm. That was enough; her form froze in the air, flickered and collapsed back into the ring.

      Who’s next? The petite form of his grass/poison-type was next. “Arlif! Get back!”

      PSHEW! PSHEW!

      Damn it! The left avalanche was 11, 12 seconds from impact, tops. The right one wasn’t too far behind. Come on, third time lucky.

      PSHEW!

      The grass-type slowed down in mid-air and the Lifee too was withdrawn.

      Yes! OK, last but not least…

      The valley opened up, a wide expanse of ice stretching as far as the eye could see. Even further ahead, the tower of ice charged up towards the cloud-clad heavens. 50 yards ahead, the snow had thinned considerably. Starry’s midnight blue hair whipped in the air as she kept running.

      She was going to make it to the ice!

      Yoshi smiled through gritted teeth, willing his stiff, tired legs to carry him to safety too. Starry looked back and caught Yoshi’s glance. Her eyes became wide and suddenly… she fell - and disappeared.

      “Starry!” Yoshi’s yell was a squeak in the presence of the avalanches’ roar.

      7…

      “Starry, get back!” The blue beam shot out, dissipating in the air when it couldn’t connect with its target.

      6…

      “Starry!” He aimed slightly lower this time. The beam struck the snow over and over, each time unable to penetrate it.

      5…

      “Damn it, where are you?” There was an imprint of her falling through the snow… but where was she?

      4…

      “Starry, get back into your ring!” He aimed it directly into the hole, trying different angles, just hoping, wishing that it would be close enough to strike her body. A finger… a hair… anything…

      3…

      Damn it! Yoshi put his head down and ran. Ran away from his first girlfriend. Ran away from the avalanche as it piled into the valley. Every step he took drove one more nail into his heart because he was abandoning the girlfriend that stuck by his side from day one.

      White gave way to blue. Not the same sort of dark blue as the Downedge Sea, a lighter, clearer blue. The blue of a lake. Like the sea, this lake also had frozen over. Something else about it was different though. Yoshi couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

      He slipped across the frozen lake, almost overbalancing several times. Somehow, he managed to stay upright. He kept sliding forwards across the perpetual sheet of ice. The frigid wind sliced across his cheeks, stealing the tears that fell from his face. He looked over his shoulder, slowly.

      A cloud of white powder reached for the sky, like the residue of an atomic bomb. Somewhere, within all the snow, Starry was dying.

      Or maybe, she was already dead.
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      How long have I been sliding for? A minute? Five minutes?  However long it was, with a gentle thump, he had finally come to a complete stop. He looked behind him, curious to see what had stopped his inertia. His chapped face stared sullenly back at him in the reflective ice. Harden the fuck up, Yoshi. Starry is not dead. Get out of here and look for her. He rubbed the dried tear streaks from his cheeks and tried to stand up.

      THUD!

      He slipped and fell on his ass. OK… there’s slippery, then there’s slide-for-a-mile-with-just-one-push slippery. Why was it so slippery anyway? His snow boots could get no traction on the ice.

      Slowly, he got onto his hands and knees. So far, so good. He straightened his back and looked around. The wall of ice that had stopped him stretched along the perimeter of the lake as far as he could see. He scrambled for purchase along the ice wall, eventually struggling to his feet. The ice tower stood solemnly in the distance, chill gales whipping the top. Beyond the ice wall that ringed the lake, a trail burdened by knee-high snow separated him from the mysteries that lay inside. Was the Legendary inside, waiting to greet guests who could make it to her humble abode?

      He pulled himself along, making sure to grip any protrusions to help steady himself. I’ll make my way around the lake, step by step, until I’m back at the entrance. Then I’ll start looking for Starry. For the next 15 minutes, he edged his way counter-clockwise around the lake. After falling for the seventh time, he forced himself up and looked around.

      Ice blocks of different shapes and sizes he hadn’t paid attention to before were scattered throughout the middle of the lake. “Wait a sec…” Yoshi murmured. He tightened his grip on the edge of the ice wall, shuffled 10 more steps to the left, then pushed.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” He was sliding away from the edge of the frozen lake and towards the middle, only just managing to stay upright. He pivoted on his heel, surprised when he didn’t fall. Seeing the ice block in front of him, Yoshi opened his arms wide and descended into a half-squat. He lightly thudded into it, his arms only able to embrace one side of it. Sliding’s much faster than inching around… why didn’t I think of that sooner?

      He looked to his left and right. There was an inverted triangular pyramid, its tip embedded in the ice. On the other side was a perfect sphere. I can use these ice thingies to push myself around the lake until I get back out of here.

      He shuffled around, lined himself up with the ice sphere and pushed off. With his hands in his pockets, he took in the ice structures marking the lake as he slid past them. It was like a maze… only without walls. He hugged the new cube he had just bumped into, gazing around, his breath misting in the air.

      Question is, where is “out of here?” Was there just one way in, one way out? Yoshi craned his neck around. I’m going to need a hand. “Flick, Crystal, Arlif, Ai.” The moment his water-type girlfriend appeared, he snapped his hand onto her arm.

      “Brrrrrr, you’d better have a good reason to call me out here.” Flick seethed, teeth chattering.

      “Grab onto Crystal,” Yoshi said, eyeing the rock-type, who had begun sliding away. Flick frowned, grabbing the rock-type’s arm. She in turn clasped Ai’s arm, who grabbed onto Arlif at the very end. They formed a chain, all holding one another upright. He side-stepped around the cube, dragging his cautious girlfriends around until they each had their hands on the cube.

      “Where’s Starry?” Arlif asked.

      “She… I wasn’t able to withdraw her in time.” Yoshi clenched his fists.

      “What’s been happening?” Flick said, looking around at everyone’s pale faces. “What’d I miss?”

      Yoshi took a moment to explain the events leading up to the current point of time.

      “Frank almighty,” the water-type whispered. She looked back at the hill of snow in the distance where the valley had been.

      “There’s a path that takes us out of this frozen lake. Problem is it’s super slippery, so we can only move in a straight line. The ice blocks will help us get around. We can use them to help us stop, change direction and move in a new direction. With five of us all looking at the same time, we can find the way out of here.”

      “I can use Charge and try to smash a hole in the wall,” Crystal said.

      Yoshi held his hand up. “No Charge. We were lucky to barely get out of the valley before. I don’t know if there’s another trap laid for us by the Naseemas on this lake. It could shatter and freeze us. We push ourselves around until we find our way out.”

      “What if they come back?” Arlif asked quietly. “The Naseemas?”

      Yoshi gazed back at the valley. It seemed like a lot of trouble to trap one trainer and his girlfriends. Perhaps it was the Legendary they were trying to protect? “We’ll have to attack. But don’t worry, if things get hairy, I’ll withdraw you.”

      “Hopefully we’ll find our way out of here before that happens,” Flick said, breath frosting in the air.

      “You guys seem to have forgotten something.” Everyone looked at Ai, who had been quiet up to this point. She put her hands on her hips. “They could be waiting for us back at the entrance to finish us off.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      SWIIISSSSSSHHHHHH…

      “Weeeeee!” Arlif skated past, wind ruffling the hood of her jacket.

      Yoshi sighed then smiled. Can’t blame them if they want to have a bit of fun. “Any luck, Arlif?”

      “Nooooope,” she sung, now 10 yards away.

      “Flick?”

      “What?” the water-type snapped. She really was struggling on the ice. “No, I’ve been sliding around in circles for the last half hour,” she grumbled.

      “The others are fine,” Yoshi said. He pushed off a block, trying to retrace his steps for the umpteenth time. Left at this biggish cube… straight ahead at this one… right at this triangular block of ice… oooh hello, who left this here?

      
        You have found Repel!

      

      “Yoshi.”

      Yoshi was about to push himself off from the tip of the upside-down triangular pyramid. He let go a little too early, clawing at the air to try and grab a hold of it, causing him to fall forward and crash into the ice, gliding slowly backwards.

      “Yoshi.”

      “Crystal,” Yoshi said, lifting his head. “What’s up?”

      “There are clues.”

      Yoshi sat up and crossed his legs. He reached out for a cube, missing it by a couple of inches. “Where are the clues?” he yelled.

      “The pyramids,” she said. “They’re not pyramids.”

      THUD.

      Yoshi got to his feet slowly, gliding his hands up the sphere he just collided with before struggling into a squat then slowly standing up. “What do you mean?”

      “They’re arrows.”

      “What?” Yoshi edged himself along the smooth, rounded surface and pushed off. She grabbed his outstretched arm and she swung him around, nailing him in the stomach on one of the corners of the pyramid.

      “Owwwwww…”

      “The corners are a different color.” She peeled Yoshi off, pointing at the tip that poked into his stomach. “See?”

      Crystal was right. The tip of the ice triangle Yoshi was clinging onto had a dark blue tip, while the others were light blue.

      “Hmmm…” He puckered his mouth dubiously. While looking at his girlfriend, he pulled himself into the block of ice and pushed off. Cuboid, spherical and other pyramidal ice blocks swished by, some close enough to touch. Yoshi kept his hands to himself, facing forward. 30 seconds later he arrived at another upside-down triangular pyramid wedged into the ice, which had a dark blue corner.

      OK, that could have been a fluke… He lined himself up with the dark blue corner and pushed off again. Sure enough, he arrived at another pyramid with the corner pointing a different way. He kept following the arrows, finding himself in previously uncharted territory on the lake.

      “Everyone!” Yoshi yelled. “Look for the triangular pyramids! Follow the dark blue markers! They’ll lead us off this lake!”

      Hopefully.

      “Way ahead of youuuuu,” Arlif sang.

      Could have told the rest of us.

      But Yoshi didn’t mind. He was beaming as Crystal glided towards him. He collected her in a bear hug, cradled the back of her head and planted his lips on hers. Warmth coursed through his body and into his nether regions. “Good work,” he said, breathlessly. The rock-type flushed pink, before managing the smallest of smiles at Yoshi.

      “Not doing this anymore,” Flick shouted grumpily. She was 20 yards away, resting her head on the side of an ice cube.

      “Alright, alright.” Yoshi aimed his ring at his water-type and withdrew her.

      “Weeeeeeeeee – aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”

      Yoshi spun around, almost losing his balance. “Arlif?” He looked left and right but she was nowhere to be seen. “Daddy!” Ai had a scared look on her face. She had just pushed herself from an ice arrow and was trying her hardest to jump back the way she came. She slipped and crashed, chin to ice, sliding helplessly away from him.

      She clawed at the ice, sliding faster and faster until she disappeared out of sight.

      “Dadddyyyyyyyyyyyyyy!”

      “Ai!” The blue beam from her ring struck the spot she had been in, missing her by a second. “Damn it!”

      Yoshi followed the arrows, hitting another 15 triangle pyramids before he found himself in the same spot that Ai had been in. Crystal joined him soon after.

      “Is that a…?” she asked, leaving the question hanging.

      Yoshi nodded. “Yep, definitely looks like it.” He glanced at his remaining girlfriend. “A slide.”

      Yoshi could see how Arlif and Ai got tricked. From their angle, they wouldn’t have been able to see the slope until they had pushed themselves from this last marker.

      Yoshi crouched. The incline of the ice here was different too, sloping towards the entrance of the slide. Once you got going, you couldn’t turn back.

      “Are you going to–?”

      Crystal disappeared back into her ring and Yoshi locked it back into his belt.

      “Yeah, I am. But I’m not going to lose any more girlfriends.” You’re safer in your ring than you are out here.

      Yoshi turned his attention back to the slide. I could just go back the way I came… but then I’d be abandoning Arlif and Ai too…

      SWISH!

      A spear of ice zipped past Yoshi’s face, cutting his cheek. It clattered onto the lake and exploded into a thousand pieces.

      “Damn it!” Yoshi said, turning around. Naseemas were running on the ice as if it were normal ground. Guess I don’t have much of a choice now.

      Yoshi took a deep breath and pushed away from the dark-blue corner. Descending onto one knee, he brought his arms in. He accelerated towards the shallow lip that stuck out from the manhole in the lake.

      At the top of the slide, he pulled his leg out from underneath himself and laid back.

      “Hooooooooly shiiiiiiiiit!”

      The slide corkscrewed, sending Yoshi around and around, faster and faster. The blur of blue mingled with the shards of light piercing the ceiling of the lake he had just spent the last hour sliding on top of.

      Except he knew this wasn’t a lake. It was completely hollowed-out below the surface. What is this place?

      “Aaaaaaargh!”

      The slide bottomed out, then sharply curved up, shooting him into the air. He flailed around, not sure which way was up. As he finally got oriented, he had a couple thoughts: this is just like the first time I took the slide in Sapphire with a few key differences. Firstly, I’m not naked. Secondly, there isn’t a deep pool of water to take my fall.
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            The Man In The Coat

          

        

      

    

    
      “Crystal go!”

      The rock-type was released into mid-air. Thankfully, Yoshi timed it such that she only fell a few feet.

      “Catch me!” he yelled, his voice echoing chaotically around the walls of ice.

      Crystal looked up, her arms open wide. Yoshi twisted in the air like a demented cat, trying to get into an easier-to-catch position.

      WHOOOMPH!

      Miraculously he landed in her arms. She took several steps back before grinding to a halt.

      “Holy crap, you caught–”

      CRUNCH.

      “–me.”

      “Sorry,” Crystal said, not sounding very sorry. “You were heavy.”

      Yoshi got up and dusted himself off. After making sure his nose was still in one piece, he inspected his rock-type:

      
        NAME: Crystal

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 32/58

        - ATTACK: 25

        - DEFENCE: 33

        - SPCL ATTACK: 28

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 32

        - SPEED: 19

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 20/30 PP (Strike with a earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 25/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL

        ATTACK)

        Bone Fissure - Type: Rock - 15/20 PP (Strike critical areas on enemies’ bodies, halving ATTACK points until the end of the battle)

      

      “Where are Ai and Arlif?”

      “Mmmmmmrgggnggh…”

      Yoshi and Crystal turned around.

      “Arlif!” Yoshi ran toward the grass-type. “Don’t sit up too quickly.”

      “My leg,” Arlif said, hissing in pain.

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        NATURE: Playful

        TYPE: Grass/Poison

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 40/72

        - ATTACK: 23

        - DEFENCE: 19

        - SPCL ATTACK: 20

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 18

        - SPEED: 19

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Nettle Sting - Type: Poison - 25/25 PP (Fires poison barbs in one direction that secrete a venom of varying efficacy. 40% chance of Poison.)

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Branch Swords - Type: Grass - 30/30 PP (Strikes up to five times with branches in each hand. Critical Hit percentage +10% for each successful strike).

      

      Yoshi swung his bag down, rustled through it and pulled out a Potion. He administered it to his grass-type:

      
        NAME: Lifee (Arlif)

        LEVEL: 20

        HP: 65/72

      

      She gingerly pulled her leg towards her, flexing it slowly. “Thanks. Where are we?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing,” Yoshi responded. Crystal and Arlif tensed, sensing a girlfriend coming from around the corner. They relaxed when they saw Ai bounding towards them.

      
        NAME: Aion (Ai)

        REL’SHIP: Daughter

        NATURE: Vain

        TYPE: Steel

        ACC.: Carrot Top

        LEVEL: 18

        HP: 25/50

        - ATTACK: 20

        - DEFENCE: 28

        - SPCL ATTACK: 21

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 21

        - SPEED: 21

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 19/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Steel Heel - Type: Steel - 14/30 PP (Strike with the ball of your heel with enough force to break bones)

      

      “Oh hi, Daddy. So you ended up following us down.”

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I?”

      The gym bunny shrugged. “Thought you wanted to stay behind to look for Starry.”

      Yoshi’s stomach dropped. “The Naseemas came soon after you came down. I would have been skewered by them if I stayed. Anyway,” he said, clearing his throat, “did you see anything up ahead?”

      “Yeah, I think there might be a way out. It gets brighter as I walk through.”

      Yoshi nodded. “Let’s get moving then. Flick, come out.”

      The water-type appeared. For a split second, she was disoriented. When she realized she was still surrounded by ice, she whipped around to her trainer.

      Yoshi jumped in before she could start protesting. “We’re in unknown territory. We might need your Water Barrier in case we get ambushed.”

      Flick aborted her whinging and narrowed her eyes. “Fine. But when we get back to the cruise ship, no more blowjobs.”

      The other girlfriends looked their trainer in unison; Ai gagged.

      “I... OK.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Flick walked at the front of the group, her Flash set on level 2. Her shivering made the shadows she cast along the wall ripple. Like the chamber they came through, the tunnel was hewn directly out of ice. Whoever built this tunnel must be ridiculously powerful. The path dipped then sloped up, opening out. Yoshi crouched as low as possible.

      “Flick, turn off.”

      “I’m not a damn torchlight,” she grumbled, before doing as her trainer said. Yoshi clung to the right wall and his girlfriends followed. The space in front was large, open and circular. Yoshi poked his head out and craned his neck up. Snow was falling through the top of the chamber several hundred feet up, gently floating down. That hole probably takes us back up to the surface. If only we could fly up…

      He shook the image of Soph encased in an ice cube from his mind.

      “Yoshi, look!” Arlif whispered.

      Yoshi looked in the direction that his grass-type was pointing in. Towards the far end of the chamber were some blocks of ice, glistening in the weak sunlight that had broken through the ominous, gray clouds.

      He squinted. “Wait, is that…?” The XXL down jacket couldn’t hide his girth. That’s Asshat!

      The trainer with the wide load had come in from a tunnel at the opposite side of the chamber. He trudged over to the ice blocks and for several seconds, he did nothing but stare at them.

      WHOOOOOOOOOOSH…

      Something – no, someone – fell in through the hole and into the chamber. She was clad in brown and immediately fell into a crouching position. It was quite a distance to fall - around 30 feet - but the girlfriend didn’t seem to land heavily at all. Yoshi squinted at her but no stats appeared.

      “Amber, Cash!”

      Yoshi could just make out Asshat calling out his girlfriends’ names as he summoned them. The belly dancer and flaming feline appeared, automatically standing close together in front of their trainer.

      Yoshi’s eyes widened. Wait… that’s no girlfriend.

      The ‘girlfriend’ slowly stood up, the coat unfurling over its tall form.

      That hunched back… the long, grey hair… he’s the creep from the ship!

      With his back turned to him and a hood over his head, Yoshi couldn’t see if it was really him. But he knew it was. He could feel it.

      “You…” Asshat barked. Yoshi and his girlfriends inched forward ever-so-slightly out of the tunnel. “You’re that weird guy on the Cruisy McCruiseface.”

      So Asshat saw him around too. And he also thinks he’s a weirdo.

      The hooded man said nothing. Amber and Cash inched slightly closer together, shielding their trainer.

      “You didn’t want to fight on the Battle Deck. What about now?” Asshat crossed his arms and smirked. “Or are you scared?”

      The creep chuckled. The sound was so deep, its frequency so low it almost sounded… unhuman. Goosebumps rose on Yoshi’s skin.

      “I don’t want to fight you and you don’t want to fight me.” He unfurled his coat. Going by Asshat’s perplexed reaction, the creep wasn’t flashing him. What was he showing him?

      He closed his coat back up and Yoshi could hear the soft tinkling of a buckle sliding back into place. “Do you like my sculptures?” The creep’s question was soft and teasing.

      “Sculptures?” Asshat asked. “You mean…” He turned around, looking at the blocks of ice. “You did that?”

      “Do you like them?” the hooded man repeated, his voice pitching up. “Though, I must admit, I didn’t make them for you.”

      “You sick fuck! Amber, Vulcan Kiss! Cash, Flame Cannon!”

      The fire-types didn’t hesitate. In lockstep, they drew one foot back, took deep breaths and released plumes and balls of fire at the hooded man.

      He leaped, using his hips to twist through the air. Amber’s surge of flames passed under him while Cash’s cannonballs soared over him, arcing flat and low, crashing a few feet away from Yoshi and his girlfriends.

      Asshat stood there, stunned.

      “Are you sure you want to continue along this path?” the hooded man asked. His question had a mocking lilt to it, like he knew what the result was, regardless of the answer Asshat chose.

      The large trainer from Topaz refocused. “Perri, Saki, Cher, Maddie, go!”

      
        NAME: Soara (Perri)

        LEVEL: 30

        HP: 73/98

      

      
        NAME: Fumi (Saki)

        LEVEL: 27

        HP: 71/85

      

      
        NAME: Suzy (Cher)

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 58/78

      

      
        NAME: Patricia (Maddie)

        LEVEL: 23

        HP: 40/69

      

      One by one, the rest of his team came out. A flying-type, poison-type, dark/flying-type and electric-type… so this was his current team…

      They looked around, the absence of the enemy girlfriends confusing them.

      The hooded man heaved a deep sigh that seemed to vibrate in the walls themselves. “So you are then. Very well.”

      His arms shot out, blue-gray clouds billowing out from his sleeves. Before Asshat could react, there was a wall of mist between his girlfriends and the hooded man. He dragged his arms out to his sides, spinning around, faster and faster.

      What in Frank’s name is he doing? And how is he doing that?

      In a few heartbeats, the fog had filled the entire chamber. The creep disappeared. Yoshi could hear Asshat’s girlfriends shuffling around, but otherwise not making a sound.

      Without thinking, Yoshi climbed up the slight incline in the path and stepped into the chamber. Flick and Crystal followed him, staying on either side of him as he pressed himself into the wall, while Arlif and Ai lingered behind in the tunnel.

      “Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeergh!” A screech echoed through the room, followed by a heavy slump.

      “Perri!” Asshat gasped.

      “It’s best you withdraw her now,” the creep’s omnipresent voice boomed in the chamber. “That way, she won’t bleed to death.”

      “What?” Asshat spat. “What did you do? Amber, Vulcan Kiss! Get rid of this damn mist!”

      Red plumes lit up the room temporarily, eating through the mist. It was so thick that Yoshi could barely see it. He could just make out a blue beam shooting out, presumably to withdraw his flying-type.

      “Aaaaaaaiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!”

      Another wail of pain, another slump.

      “Cher!” That was Asshat’s strained voice now. “Amber, don’t stop using Vulcan Kiss!”

      “The two flying-types are gone, lowest hanging fruit obviously. Ice is super effective against the winged ones after all.”

      “Fight me like a man, you coward!” Asshat roared. His voice broke, betraying his fear. There was no response from the fog except for a chuckle.

      Where was he? Yoshi pondered. Did he already know that I was in the same room as them? And what ice girlfriend was he using to attack Asshat’s?

      “Saki, Maddie, Gas Out and Zap Armor! Get this bastard!”

      Purple haze intermingled with the fog several yards away. A few paces to the left of the purple haze, a humanoid figure crackled with electricity. She walked around cautiously before yelping and falling, becoming stiff.

      “Raaargh!” A big portion of the fog disappeared, revealing the robed man standing to the far right of the chamber. His hood had fallen back, locks of his long, gray hair flowing loose.

      Maddie the electric-type was clutching her stomach where blood was dripping through her fingers, zap armor no longer crackling.

      “Saki, gas him out!” Asshat barked. The poison-type ran towards him, toxic miasma streaming from the corners of her mouth. The gray-haired man lifted an arm. Right before Yoshi’s disbelieving eyes, particles of ice streamed towards his open palm, forming a long weapon with a point at the end of it.

      Before Asshat’s jaw could hit the floor, the robed man threw the ice spear at his Fumi, striking her in the thigh. The blow was strong enough to bring her down. Seconds later, ice started forming around her being. Yoshi blinked and she was encased.

      
        Fumi is frozen!

      

      Asshat stared at his frozen girlfriend. “What in Frank’s name are you?” he murmured.

      The robed man stood up to his full height, the rest of the fog melting away. He was easily six-foot-three, maybe taller. There was a hint of a smile playing on his thin lips as he considered the rotund trainer. His eyes flicked towards Yoshi. A fist clamped around Yoshi’s airways. He’s seen me.

      He raised his arm to the air again. “I am the Convergence.” The spear of ice formed frighteningly quick in his hand. It pierced the air, passed Maddie on her knees, the frozen Saki and went straight towards Asshat’s chest.

      Balls of fire burst out from the middle of the chamber. The spear of ice struck the center of the Flame Cannon ball and dissolved with an angry hiss.

      He spun to the Cashardra, Asshat’s starter, cold eyes blazing with wrath. “Don’t interfere!” he roared. Yoshi blinked. The freak was in front of Cash, an ice spear rammed through the fire cat’s chest. With his hand still on the weapon, he threw a high kick at Amber standing dumbstruck next to Cash, uppercutting her. This sent her crashing into the wall 30 feet away. She slid the floor and moved no more. He snapped the shaft of the spear embedded in Cash off. She fell to her knees, eyes wide.

      “Now,” he said, turning to Asshat. “You will make a good addition to my bait collection.”

      From the snapped shaft, a fresh ice spear had formed. The robed man moved inhumanly fast, closing the distance between him and the stunned trainer. The tip of the weapon stopped a fraction of an inch away from Asshat’s nose. It trembled in the air, not going any further.

      Everyone in the room who was still conscious stared at Asshat and the robed man. The two of them only had eyes for one person.

      And that was the girlfriend who was standing in front of Asshat, gripping the shaft of freak’s ice spear with both hands, staring up defiantly at the man in the coat.
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            Wild Angelika Appears!

          

        

      

    

    
      Tension crackled between the eyes of the two people clutching onto the ice spear. They took no heed of Asshat, who had fallen onto his wide rump and was backing himself away towards the frozen people behind him.

      The gray-haired man humphed. Then once more. Out of nowhere, he erupted into maniacal titters. The new girlfriend didn’t blink, eyes cool as she regarded the lunatic.

      A lock of his silver hair fell across his face, all the way down to his chin. His hand dropped away from his weapon. “Angel! You came! You actually came! You–”

      WHACK.

      The shaft of the spear crunched into the side of his head with so much force that it shattered.

      Frank’s balls! Yoshi knew that he was in danger, but he was far too riveted by what was unfolding before him to run away.

      The tall man, stumbled sideways, hand where the shaft had impacted. “So much power!” he murmured, almost in reverence.

      “And you’re not getting any more of it.” The girlfriend’s tone was soft, yet contained an edge so sharp the tall man shrunk back. She slapped her hands together in front of her with a loud crack. Flecks of ice whistled towards her, pulled from the cave itself. In seconds, they formed into a ten-by-ten grid of arrows, crafted in ice.

      She threw her hands forward, as if casting seed into fertile soil. The arrows flew forward, maintaining their square formation towards the tall man. He leaped back, conjuring up another spear of ice. He waved it in a wide arc, destroying half of the arrows and deflecting another quarter. The remaining twenty or so struck various parts of him, sending him down to one knee.

      “Arrrrgh!” He grunted in pain. “It seems I’ve underestimated the power you had left.” He pulled the arrows out of his arms, dashing them into the ground, then threw his coat into the air. “I will be back to claim the last of it.”

      He was topless underneath the coat after all, but not bottomless. His back had remnants of several old scars. Yoshi only saw them for a moment before he unfurled wings of navy feathers that spanned ten feet across.

      “Mother of Frank,” Flick whispered next to Yoshi, clutching his arm. “What is he?”

      He descended slowly, eyes trained on the girlfriend. Like a coiled spring, he charged up, his wings slightly folded against his back. As quickly as he had come, he was gone, the only remnants of him the dark blue feathers that spiralled to the ground.

      The new girlfriend winced and fell to one knee. “You,” she said, looking at Yoshi. “Help him.” She gestured to Asshat behind her.

      Yoshi heard her but his legs wouldn’t budge. After several moments he crept towards her, Crystal, Flick, Arlif, and Ai trailing him. He knew it was rude to stare, but he had just witnessed so much craziness in the last 10 minutes that he forgot all propriety.

      This girlfriend was pale, her skin so light blue it was almost white. Her hair was blonde and woven into a crown that she wore like a halo.

      The tall man had called her Angel.

      Flick prodded him in the back and he snapped out of it. He strode past the girlfriend and towards his old enemy from Topaz.

      “Asshat.”

      His eyes were frozen in a rictus of fear, staring at Angel on her haunches. A wet stain had soaked through his pants in his crotch area.

      “Asshat.”

      He blinked and looked up at Yoshi.

      “Y-Yoshi? My girlfriends, he… they…”

      Resisting the urge to kick him, he offered him a hand. Asshat looked at it, eyes darting back to Angel.

      “The guy’s flown away,” Yoshi said reassuringly.

      Man, it sounded weird saying that.

      Asshat eventually took Yoshi’s hand, almost pulling him down as he got to his feet.

      “Withdraw your girlfriends,” Yoshi urged. He looked behind him. Amber still hadn’t moved from the wall at the far end, Cash’s breath was short and shallow, others were fainted or frozen solid. “Withdraw your girlfriends,” he repeated, a little louder this time.

      Asshat did as he was told, extending a shaking, ring-laden fist to each girlfriend.

      “Did you come down here from the lake?” Yoshi asked. Asshat nodded dumbly. “Is there a way out?”

      Asshat shook his head. “The other tunnel is a dead end.” He looked back at the other trainers encased in ice behind him.

      Damn it. Instead of leading his girlfriends to safety, he had led them directly towards a death trap. How were we going to get out now?

      “I’ll take him out.” Yoshi turned around. Angel was back on her feet. She wavered slightly, opening the wings on her back to rebalance. They were similar to the man wearing the coat: long across and about  two-feet high top to bottom. Her plumage was also navy blue, though there were patches of unevenness where feathers seemed to be missing.

      “Hold on.” Yoshi took his bag off and rummaged through it. “Here,” Yoshi said, handing Asshat the Repel he had found on the lake. “Hopefully the Naseemas won’t attack you.”

      Guilt flickered over Angel’s face but she didn’t say anything. It took 10 minutes for her and Yoshi to convince Asshat that she wasn’t going to hurt him. Eventually, he agreed. She lifted off the ground, with a single flap of her wings before landing again, as if she was testing them.

      “Lie down on your stomach,” she instructed. Asshat quietly complied. She grasped the back of his collar with both hands before looking up at Yoshi. Her irises glowed gold. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      With another powerful flap, she launched herself up, effortlessly lifting Asshat off the ground. Yoshi raised his phone towards them, holding it still.

      Click!

      As Angel flew through the opening, he pulled the photo up. Asshat’s face was about 80% horror and 20% confusion. He chuckled. Luckily Ai’s been making me practice.

      He slipped his phone back into his pocket and turned around. His girlfriends were crowded around the frozen figures by the wall.

      “That… thing... froze these trainers,” Arlif said. The grass/poison-type paled and looked like she was about to faint.

      “They’re pretty shitty sculptures though,” Flick sniffed, bringing herself face to face with one of them. “More like he started to freeze them into a block then gave up halfway.”

      The water-type was right, for some of them, anyway. The bottom of the trainers was encased in a cuboid ice block up from their ankles to their hips. Their torso was untouched. Their face were frozen into a look of horror, eyes open forever.

      WHOOMPH!

      Yoshi and his girlfriends started and turned around. Angel was on the ground, down on one knee. Her wings were wrapped around her body protectively.

      “Hey are you–?”

      “Stop,” Flick commanded, putting herself in front of Yoshi and the winged girlfriend. “She might have saved us, but she’s still a wild girlfriend.” The other three girlfriends joined the water-type at the front, creating a barrier.

      Yoshi frowned. Flick did have a point and yet… Her head was down, blonde hair had broken free of the wreath around her head. I haven’t even added her to my GF-wiki yet. Yoshi pulled the sleek device out, switched it on and pointed it at the unknown girlfriend.

      
        Detecting…

      

      
        Name: Angelika

        Entry #: 146

        Species: Ice Angel

        Type: Ice/Flying

        Nature: Virtuous

        Rarity: ***

      

      
        Angelika is one of three Legendary girlfriends found in Ohno. There are a handful of cases of trainers who have scaled Mount Opus, seen the Ice Angel and lived to tell the tale. One trainer claims that she rescued him when he got lost upon the Magnum Alps. It has been five years since she has last been sighted.

      

      Yoshi stared at the fine, green words inscribed in the glass panel. Legendary…

      Slowly, he looked up from his device. Angel was also looking up, still catching her breath. “You’re…”

      “Yes,” she said, struggling to get to her feet. “I’m one of the Legendaries. Never liked that term.” Her mouth twisted wryly.

      Yoshi didn’t say anything. His eyes roamed over her body. She wore a simple, gray one-piece with a silver sash tied around her waist. Hardly befitting of a Legendary girlfriend. As she waited for him to respond, a web of veins around her body pulsed black. It faded away as quick as it came.

      “You’re injured,” Yoshi said, pushing past his girlfriends. Angel took a step back, keeping the distance between them.

      “I’m…” She held a fist to her chest and looked away. “I need to get you out of here before Xark gets back.”

      “Xark?” Yoshi repeated. The name sounded hostile and dangerous. “He’s the man from before who could conjure up ice attacks?”

      Angel hesitated and nodded. “I can’t keep him at bay forever, but I can give you enough time to get off the island.”

      “How about…?” Yoshi turned around and looked at the frozen trainers behind him.

      Angel became solemn, her mouth set into a thin line. “The moment the ice touched them, they were dead.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Yoshi said. His girls and the Legendary stared at him. “You’re injured.”

      “I’m not injured…” Angel said hesitantly. The black, pulsing web appeared again and her breath caught in her throat.

      “Whatever you are, something’s wrong,” Yoshi said. “You saved us from Xark. The least I can do is give you a Potion or–”

      “A Potion isn’t going to fix me,” Angel scoffed, her clear voice suddenly murky with bitterness. She cleared her throat. “A Potion isn’t going to work because I’m not injured.”

      Yoshi focused on the form and her basic stats floated up.

      
        NAME: Angelika (Angel) (CRRPTD)

        LEVEL: 65

        HP: 389/389

      

      

      CRRPTD? Yoshi frowned. What sort of status ailment was that?

      “There must be something I can do,” Yoshi said.

      Angel stood up and flexed one wing, then the other. “You can withdraw your girlfriends.” Noticing Yoshi’s girlfriends shuffling closer together again, she sighed. “What’s your name?”

      “Yoshi Soysauce.”

      She curled her pinkie finger under her thumb and laid her middle three fingers flat over her heart. “I swear on Frank’s name that I will not injure Yoshi Soysauce.” The girlfriends relaxed somewhat, though they didn’t step away from their trainer.

      “It’s OK, she’s got a Virtuous Nature,” Flick said slowly. “Those girlfriends live and die by their promises.” Angel wrapped one of her wings around her front, ran her hand over the bone and plucked a stray feather free. “Let him help you,” Flick said, calling out to the ice angel. “Unlike a lot of the other trainers, he actually cares about his girlfriends. You might be surprised at what he can do.” The water-type looked over her shoulder and smiled at her trainer before she disappeared back into her ring.

      One by one, the other three zoomed back in, leaving Yoshi and the wild Legendary alone.

      “Lie down on your stomach.” Angel said tiredly. Yoshi did as instructed. He felt powerful hands grasp the back of his collar. The G-force dragged him down and for ten seconds or so, he couldn’t breathe. The cave became a blur of ice. When he burst back out into the air, the gale was so chilling that he thought he would freeze right then and there.

      Angel lurched. Her wings started beating in double-time, battering Yoshi with snowflakes. They both dropped a few feet in the air.

      “Angel?” Yoshi yelled. “Are you OK?”

      Maybe the squall swirling around them stole his question before the Legendary could hear it. Or maybe by that time, she had already fallen unconscious.

      “Aaaaaaaaaaaaargh!”

      PFFFFFFFFFFFFF…

      For several seconds, Yoshi felt nothing but all-consuming coldness. I’m dead, aren’t I? Then he opened his eyes – really wide. Angel’s face was inches away from his. To his left and right, snow embraced them. Her eyes were closed, her mouth slightly parted. The sun was making another brief appearance, light shining through the cracks in the snow.

      If I just… I mean, she’s not conscious now anyway, so…

      Yoshi closed his eyes and lifted his head. If he wasn’t going to catch a Legendary, he’d be happy with just kissing one.
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      Yoshi puckered up. He was close enough to feel her staggered breaths brushing his lips. He sighed.

      You’re an idiot, Yosh. She just saved your life. You should be saving hers n–!

      The snow supporting her wings chose that particular moment to collapse. Angel’s lips smooshed into Yoshi’s. In contrast to her cheeks, her lips were on fire, as if she was every.

      He hesitated. Oh well, I can’t not kiss her now. He relaxed, opening his mouth slightly and wetting the lips of both the wild girlfriend and his own with his tongue.

      “Mmmmm…” she mumbled, brow furrowed slightly.

      Shit, shit, shit, she’s waking!

      Yoshi turned his face to the side, straining to look away. He dug through the snow with his right hand, counting the rings on his belt. It took some fiddling, but he managed to unlock two rings and curl his fingers into them. He brought his hand up and around such that it rested on Angel’s back, pointing through the space she had fallen through.

      “Ai, Crystal, come out!”

      Beams shot out. Moments later, the snow shifted as one of his girlfriends and his daughter appeared.

      “Hey, we’re back out in the snow!” Ai cheered, hopping in place. Yoshi and Angel fell a few inches deeper into their hole.

      “Ai! Crystal!” Yoshi tried to yell. The ice angel stirred again. Yoshi froze. Was she… moving closer to me?

      “Yoshi,” the rock-type responded. Yoshi could almost feel her stillness. “Ai, look down the hole.”

      Yoshi breathed an internal sigh of relief.When he needed a level head, Crystal was his girl.

      “…Daddy? Is that you?”

      “Hi.” Yoshi waved, the rings glinting on his fingers. He poked his head over Angel’s shoulder. “Could you both pull her off me? I’ll explain later.”

      Crystal and Ai got to work. They knelt in the snow, driving their open palms into the cold, white precipitation and throwing it over their shoulders. Ten minutes later, they had scooped enough of it out that they were able to climb in. They stepped down carefully, slipped a hand under the Angelika’s arms while carefully folding her wings back into her shoulder blades.

      Yoshi clambered out and stamped the pins and needles out of his feet. “Thanks girls.”

      The black web pulsed over Angel’s skin again and her eyes fluttered open. “What happened?” She murmured.

      “You flew me out of the cavern, then you fainted,” Yoshi explained.

      “Really?” She wrinkled her brow and coughed. “I’m sorry. I must have overestimated myself.”

      “Don’t worry,” Yoshi said, waving at her. Ai and Crystal stepped away from her and joined Yoshi. “Let us take you back to your home. Then we’ll leave.”

      Angel looked at Yoshi for several seconds, an unreadable expression on her face.

      Crap, was she awake when I was giving her some tongue?

      “Alright,” she said, flexing her wings casually. “So be it.”

      Phew.

      “OK, which way?”

      Angel looked up and smiled at the sun. Yoshi noticed right then that the ice-type looked rather sad. Not the sort of sad like she was having a bad day, but a more sadness that someone feels when they’re trying to come to terms with something terrible.

      She held her hand to the sky. The snow that had been getting persistently heavier and the squalls that buffeted them suddenly stopped.

      “Up there.” She pointed behind Yoshi, at a point high up the ice tower.

      “Sure,” Yoshi said, “let’s go.”

      The Angelika giggled. The sound was child-like and pure. The sadness thawed for a moment before it froze over her lovely face again. “Don’t be silly. I’m going to fly you up there.”

      “You just flew me up and passed out,” Yoshi said, crossing his arms.

      “I’m better now,” Angel said. She threw her wings as open as she could, kicking up puffs of white to her sides. “Trust me. Though you will have to withdraw your girlfriends again.”

      Yoshi looked up at the tower again before looking at the Legendary. “OK… but if you feel like you’re passing out, just drop me.”

      She put three fingers on her chest again. “I swear on Frank’s name that I–”

      “You don’t have to swear it,” Yoshi interjected. He lay on his stomach. “Let’s go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They flew around the tower, spiralling up and up. To Angel’s credit, it did seem like she had recovered. There were no sudden jerks or lurches. The tower had open, glassless windows every few feet up. Yoshi got glimpses of a long, winding stairwell through them.

      How high up am I? He looked down and immediately regretted it. Even with the mattress of snow beneath, if Angel did pass out and drop him, he’d almost certainly die from the impact.

      Angel used her wings to put some reverse throttle on their upward movement. “OK, you can step off here,” she said. She let go of Yoshi’s collar and he fell a couple of feet, stumbling to the platform. Angel folded her wings up and landed far more gracefully.

      Yoshi looked out over the edge of the balcony. In the distance, he could see the Cruisy McCruiseface at the edge of the dark, grey ice. It was surprisingly calm and quiet, almost like they were in the eye of a storm.

      “Welcome to my fortress,” she said. She was walking back towards a large, arched doorway. She looked over her shoulder, her blonde braids swishing around. “Do you want to come in?”

      Yoshi nodded. He walked towards the framed doors. On initial appearance, they did look like frosted glass. He looked up close, noticing its uneven nature. It’s ice… everything’s ice.

      “Close the doors behind you,” she said.

      Yoshi did as he was told, shutting it behind him. He turned around. Despite the size of the balcony doors, her bedroom was rather quaint. Oil lamps burned in the corners of the room, casting gentle glows that converged in the center, where there was a square table with a single chair pushed in underneath it. Against the wall was a single bed, made so neatly it looked like it had never been laid in.

      “You live alone,” Yoshi said slowly.

      “When you’re a Legendary, you don’t have much choice.” She was resting a hand heavily on the table. “I think I’ve overexerted myself again, I might have to lie down.” She pinched her one-piece at waist height, pulling it off. Yoshi averted his gaze. She used her wings to shield herself as she walked over to her bed.

      “So, who’s that Xark guy? What does he want with you?” Yoshi asked, still looking away. Only when she had thrown the blankets over her exposed body did he look at her again. Her eyes were closed. Had she fallen asleep?

      “I really shouldn’t be telling you,” Angel said. Yoshi stepped closer to her. Her voice was quiet. “I don’t really know who you are.”

      Yoshi stood there and rubbed his chin. “Errr, I’m a trainer from a town called Topaz. I’m like most trainers really, I want to beat the Merah League one day and be a girlfriend master.”

      “Who was your first girlfriend?” she asked.

      “It was Star…” Yoshi paled; Angel opened her eyes a crack. “It was a Starlotte. I lost her on this island.”

      “Lost?” Angel asked, eyes closed again. Yoshi told her about the avalanche in the valley caused by the Naseemas.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, I’m partially to blame. When I came here, the Naseemas had already been living here for generations. I warped their home into what it is today. Over time they changed too, adapting to the icy conditions. They see me as a goddess who has bestowed ice-type power and resistance to them. They patrol the island and keep intruders out.”

      “Or try to,” Yoshi said. Angel smiled faintly. Yoshi pulled the single, wooden chair from the table and sat next to Angel.

      “So you weren’t always on Agate Island then.”

      She shook her head. “My home was Mount Opus, in the Magnum Alps right by the Upedge.”

      “So you flew thousands of miles from Upedge all the way to Downedge?” Yoshi asked. “Why?”

      Angel stared up at the ceiling, her eyes bright. “To escape.”

      Yoshi didn’t say anything. He was staring at her exposed shoulder poking out from underneath the blanket.

      “Trainers used to always scale the Alps to find me. A fraction of those would be brave enough to challenge me. Fewer still would try and catch me.

      “One day, a man came. He hadn’t scaled the mountains like everyone else. He flew in by helicopter and wore all black. I remember him standing out so much against the snow. It’s like he wanted to be seen. I evaded him for as long as possible, but eventually he found my roost.” She paused for a moment, swallowing.

      “His girlfriends were… powerful. Almost unnaturally so. Fire-types that could melt my ice. Electric-types that could catch spears of lightning from the sky. He was trying his best to paralyze me, so I knew he was hell-bent on capturing me.

      “When one of his electric-types’ attacks locked my wings up, I thought that was it. I waited for ring light to strike me… but it never came.”

      Yoshi leaned forward. “What happened?”

      Some color had returned to Angel’s cheeks, as if by telling her story, she was recovering. She put her arms outside of the blanket and weaved her fingers together.

      “He walked up to me. I remember his shiny, dark shoes, polished to perfection. He bent down and stroked my hair, almost as if he were my lover. Then from his inside pocket, he took a syringe out, took the cap off and slowly inserted it into my chest.”

      “He injected something into you?”

      Angel looked at Yosh. “No, he drew my blood.”

      Yoshi’s eyebrow bounced up.

      “Why would he want your blood?”

      She looked at Yoshi solemnly. “Legendaries are different from regular girlfriends. Regular girlfriends can bleed while Legendaries don’t. If we sustain cuts, our wounds heal every turn. I could only imagine that he wanted to try and extract that power somehow.

      “After he breached my skin and forcefully took my blood, I lost my ability to self-heal, as well as my natural stat buffs.”

      “CRRPTD…” Yoshi murmured. “Corrupted. That’s what your status defect stands for. It’s almost like you’ve lost some really important data files and your operating system has been compromised.”

      Whoa, Yoshi, don’t make her panties too wet now.

      Angel became very still as if she was contemplating Yoshi’s conclusion. She eventually looked back at the ceiling, neither nodding nor shaking her head.

      “Xark,” Yoshi said, “He was the guy who took your blood?”

      Angel shook her head. “Xark came to find me several months later. When he didn’t call any girlfriends out and instead conjured up ice attacks, he caught me completely off-guard. He told me he had been infused with my blood and was back to get the rest of it. I knew I wasn’t safe, so I fled Mount Opus.” She closed her eyes, lashes becoming wet. “I miss the peaks so much.”

      Yoshi nodded slowly. Her story answered most of the questions in his mind, bar one: How did Xark get infused with Angel’s blood such that he became ‘half-girlfriend’?

      Those questions didn’t really matter now. He had the Legendary ice angel next to him, crying, homesick and lying in bed.

      “Angel, you’re going to get a request in a moment. Accept it, OK?”

      The flying/ice-type opened her eyes, a question in her eyes. Yoshi beamed the request across.

      
        You invited Angelika (Angel) to join your party.

      

      “I can’t bring you back to Mount Opus, but I can stay here with you and fight Xark. With my girlfriends, we’ll defeat him.”

      Angel stared at him in the semi-darkness. Yoshi thought he saw hope flicker in her eyes.

      “Do you promise?”

      Yoshi put his fingers on his heart. “I swear on Frank’s name that we will defeat Xark.”

      
        Angelika (Angel) has accepted your invitation to join your party!

      

      She smiled, but the melancholy remained in her eyes. If anything, they seemed even sadder than before.
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        NAME: Angelika (Angel) (CRRPTD)

        NATURE: Virtuous

        TYPE: Flying/Ice

        ACC.: Old Key

        LEVEL: 65

        HP: 389/389

        - ATTACK: 150

        - DEFENCE: 145

        - SPCL ATTACK: 173

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 169

        - SPEED: 191

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Ice Fist - Type: Ice - 29/30 PP (Manipulate ice for offense purposes. Legendary only.)

        Fly - Type: Flying - 30/30 PP (Turn one: fly into the air. Turn two: swoop and strike the foe)

        Ice Palm - Type: Ice - 30/30 PP (Manipulate ice for defense purposes. SPCL DEFENCE sharply rises. Legendary only.)

        Wing Waltz - Type: Flying - 20/20 PP (Dance around foes, striking them with wings. 33% chance of critical hit.)

      

      Yoshi gulped. Holy Frank, she’s powerful.

      “Well,” he said, clapping his hands onto his thighs and standing up. “I guess I’m going to stand guard by the balcony.”

      Angel rolled her head side to side. “No need. A blizzard’s blowing outside. If Xark’s around, I’ll be able to sense him.”

      “Oh, OK. I can deploy one of my girlfriends to stand guard. My steel-type, Ai, she’s also my daughter, she claims she can’t feel the cold. I–”

      “Can you go to each of the oil lamps in the corners and put them out?” Angel asked, cutting him off.

      “Um, sure.” He walked to each one, snuffing the flames out. With each additional flame he put out, the room became darker and darker. By the time he put the fourth one out, he was standing in pitch blackness. There was silence for several seconds, the only sound coming from the tall arched ice doors, heaving from the wailing winds outside.

      “Come back over here,” Angel’s voice called out from the bed. Yoshi stepped carefully, reaching out so as to avoid running into the corner of the table. He ended up rapping his knuckles on it instead. He clutched his fist to his chest and let out a quiet hiss.

      “Do you want to join me in bed?”

      All the pain in his hand was forgotten. He stared in the direction of the bed. Angel was sitting up; he could just make out her form in the darkness. Her breasts swelled above the blanket she clutched to her chest.

      “Do you want to join me in bed?” she repeated.

      Was this a trick question? If a Legendary girlfriend asks you to join her in bed, what do you say?

      In the darkness, Yoshi undressed. When his belted pants fell heavily to the floor, he could feel Angel’s smile disturb the darkness in the room. He stood there, shivering slightly.

      “I’ve never known what it’s like to feel cold. It’s as normal for me as it is for Felicities to swim. Come.”

      She lightly patted the bed, scooting over. Yoshi eased himself in. She shuffled back towards him, her thigh against his. It was cool to touch initially, but Yoshi could feel it getting warmer with each moment that passed. She lay down.

      “These wings get in the way sometimes,” Angel said, turning to face him. “Why aren’t you lying down yet?” Yoshi slowly lowered himself until his head touched her too-soft pillow.

      “Sorry about this bed, I know it’s a bit–”

      “Stop saying sorry, you apologize too much,” Yoshi blurted. Silence.

      What the Frank, dude? You don’t criticize girlfriends you don’t know, let alone Legendaries!

      “I-I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be so rude, I just–”

      Lips. Warm lips that felt blazing hot in contrast to the rest of her skin pressing against the length of his body. There was her hand. Her breast, her leg, brushing over his. Yoshi relaxed, leaning into her.

      She abruptly pulled away from him. “I don’t recall telling you that you could kiss me when I fainted.”

      Crap! So she was awake!

      “But since we’re now here…” She pressed her mouth against his again and smiled against his lips. “And since you’re the first trainer who cared about me and wasn’t trying to catch me…” She moved her hand downwards and grazed the head of his penis, making Yoshi twitch involuntarily. “I will allow it.”

      Yoshi sat up and threw the blanket off, making Angel gasp. He shuffled down the bed, letting his hands trail down her flat stomach. They brushed the top of her bush and it was her turn to spasm.

      “What are you doing?” she asked breathlessly. Her legs resisted, but Yoshi was gradually able to coax them open.

      “It must be lonely being a Legendary,” Yoshi said. He kissed the inside of her left, then her right thigh. “Every girlfriend deserves to feel what it’s like to be loved.” He brought his face close to within inches of her labia.

      She held still, not daring to say a word. Yoshi flicked the tip of her swollen clit with his tongue. He wasn’t ready for the reaction. She bucked off the bed, crying out almost in pain.

      “Yoshi!”

      He looked up at her in the darkness. A dam had burst; her breathing was short and sharp. He wrapped his arms around her thighs, preventing her from any more sudden movements and lay his tongue flat against her entrance.

      She moaned long, pushing herself into his face. For a minute, all he did was lick: long, rhythmic, upward strokes from the salty bottom of her vagina finishing off with a flick of her clit. The more she moaned, the more the frosted windows seemed to rattle.

      Yoshi pulled away. “Why did you stop?” she asked breathlessly.

      “Is the strength of the blizzard in direct proportion to how good you feel?” Yoshi asked.

      She laughed, a carefree sound, like wind chimes singing next to a window slightly ajar.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, sighing happily. “I guess I’ve never felt this good before.”

      “There you go, apologizing again.” Yoshi climbed over her, putting arms on either side of her shoulder, making sure not to press down onto her wings by accident. “You’ve done nothing wrong. People have wronged you. They are the ones who should be saying sorry.”

      She stared up at him in the darkness. Her body was now considerably warmer, a shade of sweat on her skin. Yoshi’s member pulsed gently over Angel’s crotch.

      “Well?” she purred. “What are you waiting for?”

      Yoshi didn’t need to be told twice. He lowered his hips onto Angel’s. She gasped and bucked again, initially closing her legs. Yoshi inched himself in, letting more of his meat get consumed by Angel’s hungry snatch. When he was all the way in, he dragged himself out and drove deeply again.

      “Aaaaaaaaaah…” It wasn’t just a sound of pleasure. It sounded like years of pent-up loneliness was being expelled in one breath. She started sobbing silently.

      “Angel? Are you OK? Have I hurt you?” Yoshi asked.

      “No, please, keep going,” Angel said, between sobs. “It’s just that… keep going.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Yoshi did as he was asked. He entered her again, nice and slow. He didn’t rush, instead varying his speed and gauging what the ice angel wanted by her breathing and the moans. Maybe it was the darkness heightening his other senses, but he could also feel every inch of her walls. It was almost like there was an untold story inside and she was letting someone explore it for the first time.

      She lifted her hips off the small bed, body tense for several seconds before it dropped back down. Orgasm.

      “That… was…” She didn’t finish the sentence.

      Yoshi pulled out, his soldier slick from his efforts. For a moment, he just sat in the darkness. Then he sneezed.

      “Be right back.” He skipped off the bed and snatched up the blanket he had thrown off before. Wrapping it around himself, he re-joined Angel. The pause in the lovemaking had caused him to start shivering again. He felt something cold and soft fall on his nose. He rubbed at it. It was cold and wet between his fingers. Was this… snow?

      Coughing to put a pack-a-day smoker to shame erupted from the Legendary.

      “Angel! Are you–?”

      “Lie down, Yoshi,” she rasped.

      “But–”

      “Lie down. I don’t have much time.”

      Yoshi did as he was told. With the blanket back on top of him, he watched Angel get off the bed. Her dark wings stretched as she hunched over, hands on knees, coughing again. She folded them back in, lifted the blanket off Yoshi and straddled him. She lined herself up and directed his Johnson into her, before lowering herself down.

      She mewed, throwing her hair back. With her hands either side of his chest, she pumped Yoshi as snowflakes fell on his face.

      I don’t have much time.

      Yoshi frowned, looking at the shadow sitting on top of him. One of her feathers stuck onto his damp chest.

      This… why does this feel so familiar?

      “Angel…” Yoshi panted. “Why don’t you have much time?”

      She responded in muted moans, coordinated with riding that was gradually increasing in tempo.

      Yoshi reached up, not having to look for very long before finding her modest breasts. He tweaked her nipples with his thumbs and she cried out in pleasure.

      “I want you to come inside me,” Angel said.

      As soon as she uttered those words, Yoshi felt himself leap off the point of no return. He gritted his teeth, shooting his first spurt of seed into the Legendary. She kept the pace up, which caused each successive shot to come out harder.

      His hands dropped off Angel’s chest, flopping to his sides. Angel started slowing down, rising and falling along his shaft. She coughed again and Yoshi thought he could see the black webs pulse along the veins of her skin.

      “Sorry about the snow,” she said, squeezing herself next to him on the single bed. She raised a hand to the room and the cold precipitation stopped.

      “There you go again, with the apologizing,” Yoshi drawled. He lolled his head towards her.

      “OK, how about this?” She gave him a lingering kiss on the lips. “Thank you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Yoshi opened his eyes. He stretched full-length, letting his arms and legs drop back to the mattress. Something was poking into his back. He sat up and pulled a key out. Angel wore this around her neck. It must have come off during last night’s… session.

      “Angel?” he called out. No answer. It was deathly quiet.

      Yoshi hopped out of bed. His pants were where he left them last night, in a pile on the floor. “Angel?” he said, hopping on one leg. He hurriedly threw on his top and threaded his arms through the down jacket. Making sure his ring belt was secure, he strode towards the tall balcony doors, still shuttered. He pushed them open and he held a hand up to his eyes.

      The landscape of Agate Island was a swatch of white speckled with blues for where the ice formed. Yoshi gazed out towards the distance, where the Cruisy McCruiseface was still frozen in the bay. The blizzard had stopped.

      Oh Frank, the blizzard had stopped.

      He turned and bolted back into the room. “Angel!” He yelled. He lunged towards the door, wrenching it open. A long, winding flight of steps beckoned him down. He descended as fast as he could, slipping a few times in his haste.

      BOOOOOOOOM.

      The entire tower shuddered as if it had been walloped by a giant sledgehammer. A few icicles broke off from the ceiling and shattered a few feet from Yoshi.

      “Angel!” he yelled again, “Don’t fight him!” He streamed down the stairs, passing another wooden door on the next floor down. He halted on the platform, putting a hand to the core turret.

      BOOOOOOOOM.

      Louder this time. Small cracks started appearing, branching out from the floor and spidering along to the open, glassless windows. The tower groaned in pain.

      
        Angel used Ice Palm!

      

      Yoshi stared at the prompt. Someone was attacking her! “Xark.” He continued speeding down, crossing platform after platform. The booms became more and more frequent. The yells of people locked in combat became louder and louder. There were two distinct voices: male and female. The male grunting, occasional laughs of triumph. The female far less frequent, but cries that corresponded to the battle prompts that appeared in Yoshi’s line of vision.

      “Crystal, Ai.” His rock and steel-types appeared, staring after their trainer as he ran past them. “Angel’s in trouble. Xark is attacking her.” He saw the confusion in their eyes. “The man who could use ice attacks. Come on!”

      They didn’t need to be told twice. They ran behind their trainer down the spiralling staircase. Yoshi kept an eye on the landscape outside. He couldn’t see the sea anymore, but they hadn’t reached ground level yet.

      They arrived at another platform, but this one was different. It didn’t have a door like the rest of the levels. Instead, there was a large room wrought in ice, almost chapel-like in construction. It was long and rectangular, with large, arched windows on either side extending along the length of the room. Ice shards floated and orbited two powerful beings at the far end, spectating until they were called upon to attack the other.

      “Angel!” Yoshi yelled, running in.

      
        Angel used Ice Fist!
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      Angel’s hands glowed blue. She clenched them and the air shifted, becoming several degrees colder. Shards of ice the size of beach balls materialized front and center. She threw punches in front of her, launching the jagged ice shards diagonally downwards.

      Xark crouched and sprang away, the ice crunching into the floor and shattering into smaller pieces. Like Angel, he also used his wings to recalibrate his balance, landing lithely in the middle of the room.

      Angel landed, folding her wings. Bruises marred her face and she was trying to hide her laboured breathing. Their eyes met over Xark’s shoulder:

      
        NAME: Angelika (Angel) (CRRPTD)

        NATURE: Virtuous

        TYPE: Flying/Ice

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 65

        HP: 210/389

        - ATTACK: 150

        - DEFENCE: 145

        - SPCL ATTACK: 173

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 169

        - SPEED: 191

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Ice Fist - Type: Ice - 19/30 PP (Manipulate ice for offense purposes. Legendary only.)

        Fly - Type: Flying - 13/30 PP (Turn one: fly into the air. Turn two: swoop and strike the foe)

        Ice Palm - Type: Ice - 24/30 PP (Manipulate ice for defense purposes. SPCL DEFENCE sharply rises. Legendary only.)

        Wing Waltz - Type: Flying - 11/20 PP (Dance around foes, striking them with wings. 33% chance of critical hit.)

      

      The shared glance didn’t go unnoticed. Xark swung around, his open wings wafting the coldness in the room towards Yoshi.

      “Hello,” he greeted. His deep voice sounded even more ominous in this room. His face broke into a wide smile. Tendrils of his long, gray hair specked with white were stuck to his face. “You’ve come at just the right time. You are about to witness a world first: a man defeating a girlfriend with his bare hands.”

      “I know what you did to Angel on Mount Opus,” Yoshi said, taking a step forward. “And I know why you’re back here today.”

      “Oh do you now?” Xark turned side-on, glancing at Angel. “So you told him… but why? What do you hope to achieve by telling a mere human like this pathetic excuse of a trainer here?”

      “You are not going to take any more of Angel’s power. I will stop you,” Yoshi shouted.

      Xark leaned back and laughed, hands on his stomach. “Hilarious,” he said, wiping a tear from his eye. “And ridiculous. I’m trading blows with a girlfriend. Not just any girlfriend, a Legendary!” He shouted the last word in scorn. “And you think you can stop me?”

      “I don’t know what you are, but I do know that you’ve stolen an ice-type’s powers. That means you have an ice type’s weaknesses.” Yoshi looked at his girlfriends, who had assumed battle stances.

      
        NAME: Aion (Ai)

        REL’SHIP: Daughter

        NATURE: Vain

        TYPE: Steel

        ACC.: Carrot Top

        LEVEL: 18

        HP: 25/50

        - ATTACK: 20

        - DEFENCE: 28

        - SPCL ATTACK: 21

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 21

        - SPEED: 21

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Shoulder Charge - Type: Normal - 19/30 PP (Ram foes with your shoulder)

        Steel Heel - Type: Steel - 14/30 PP (Strike with the ball of your heel with enough force to break bones)

      

      
        NAME: Crystal

        NATURE: Unflappable

        TYPE: Rock

        ACC.: NIL

        LEVEL: 22

        HP: 32/58

        - ATTACK: 25

        - DEFENCE: 33

        - SPCL ATTACK: 28

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 32

        - SPEED: 19

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Boulder Punch - Type: Rock - 20/30 PP (Strike with a earth shattering force)

        Charge - Type: Normal - 25/30 PP (Bide energy for two turns before unleashing it on the third. Deals triple SPCL

        ATTACK)

        Bone Fissure - Type: Rock - 15/20 PP (Strike critical areas on enemies’ bodies, halving ATTACK points until the end of the battle)

      

      “I know how to really hurt you,” Yoshi finished threateningly.

      Xark laughed uproariously, doubling over. “No, please, stop! You’re killing me!”

      Yoshi’s eyes flashed. Now!

      “Ai, Steel Heel! Crystal, Bone Fissure!” Yoshi commanded under his breath.

      The gym bunny bounced forward, leaped in the air and drove her heels together into Xark’s shoulders.

      He stumbled back, only just managing to stay on his feet. Crystal rushed forward, arms fused into a gargantuan rock hammer. She swung hard, into his chest, the hammer following through over her right shoulder.

      He flew through the air, wings lifeless, crashing heavily to the ground and stopping five yards away from Yoshi. Angel flew over him, racing with Crystal and Ai to join Yoshi. He looked at her but didn’t say anything, watching the black web pulse on her arms and the back of her neck.

      “Is… is he dead?” Ai asked hesitantly.

      Xark stirred and slowly sat up. He got to his feet, flexing his wings to check for damage, before cricking his neck left and right.

      “Unfortunately for you, I’m not, my dear. Though I must admit your feet did pack quite a punch… or should I say kick?” He chortled to himself.

      “What are you?” Yoshi shouted. “Why are you doing this?”

      “What am I?” Xark asked. “Very good question. Though I do believe I already told you that I was the Convergence.” He started walking slowly and casually towards them.

      
        Angel used Ice Fist!

      

      The attack once again took the form of a grid of ice arrows. With a cutting motion, she propelled them at Xark. He spun on his feet, opening his wings out, slapping them to the side of the room.

      
        It’s not very effective…

      

      “As to the answer why I’m doing this… you’ll have to direct your question to Dominus.”

      The impact on Angel hearing that name was visceral. Her knees buckled and she clutched her head with both hands.

      “Triggered some memories, Angel?” Xark crooned. “Hush now, you won’t be seeing him again. Not after I’m done with you.”

      Xark raised his left hand. After a couple of seconds, ice started rushing in the air towards it. A longsword four fingerspans in width was in his grasp. He cut through the air, pointing at Angel.

      “Ready or not,” he hissed.

      “Ai, Steel Heel! Crystal, Charge!”

      “Got it!” the gym bunny chirped. She bounded forward, metal-clad feet clanking noisily. Xark charged towards her and she aimed a high kick at him. He simply leaned back, letting her attack sail safely through the air.

      
        Steel Heel missed!

      

      Using his momentum, he spun on the ball of his foot and swiped the leg Ai was standing on, bringing her crashing to the floor.

      
        It’s not very effective…

        Ai has fainted!

      

      
        NAME: Aion (Ai)

        LEVEL: 18

        HP: 0/50

      

      “What?” Yoshi stared at his steel-type. She was clutching her leg where Xark had cut into it. He was standing above her, sword raised, pointing over Ai’s heart.

      “Ai, get back!”

      The blue ring light struck her just as Xark’s ice sword came screaming down. It shattered on the floor, sending shards in every direction.

      Thank Frank, that was too close.

      “Yoshi,” Angel uttered, getting to her feet. “He’s strong. A lot stronger than you think. Your girlfriends won’t be able to defeat him.”

      “What level is he?” he asked. It was a question with no answer. How did one gauge strength if a man possessed the powers of a girlfriend?

      “I’m going to keep fighting,” Angel murmured. Xark was coming towards them. He was moving his hands around in a peculiar motion slightly behind him, as if he was molding something into the shape of a ball. He threw his hands out, launching a bolt of ice towards them.

      
        Angel used Ice Palm!

      

      The Legendary ice-type raised both hands. A solid wall of ice hissed into existence. Her fingers pressed into the walls as the bolt of ice crashed into it, an almighty BOOM! shaking the entire room.

      “Leave this room,” Angel said, gazing at Yoshi with intense eyes. “Go back up the stairs. You would have seen doors on each level. Go into the first room outside my room at the very top.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Yoshi responded. “We’re going to defeat Xark. I promised you.”

      “We’re not going to defeat Xark.” Angel took her hands away from the ice barrier. She clenched her fists and it exploded in a puff of tiny ice shards. After floating in the air for several seconds, they rushed towards Angel, forming a lance with a curved pointed blade at the tip.

      Xark emerged through the smog of ice, a new blade in hand, raised about his head. He brought it crashing down just as Angel lifted her lance to greet it. The clash produced a force so strong it blew Yoshi off his feet. He landed on his stomach, several feet away.

      Angel and Xark had taken the fight to the air. They were both flapping their wings, exchanging blows with their weapons of ice, weaving and manoeuvring themselves through the air around each other.

      
        Crystal’s energy is full!

      

      “What?” Yoshi looked around for his rock-type. He had completely forgotten that she had been biding her energy the whole time. She was standing by the far wall, energy rippling around her arms. She was also looking up at the two winged warriors, not taking her eyes off them.

      “What does she want to–?”

      
        Crystal released her energy!

      

      She slammed her hands into a pillar. The entire room shook as the stored energy rippled up the wall. Icicles the size of stalactites several feet long swayed side to side. A few of them fell, nowhere near Angel or Xark. They crunched into the ground, piercing it and driving themselves until they were halfway deep.

      It was always going to be a long shot. Knowing that she wasn’t strong enough to take him on directly, the rock-type turned to her environment to find a way to defeat Xark.

      “Crystal, get back.” He withdrew the rock-type, who was still riveted on the flying combatants. His only two girlfriends who were super effective against ice-types were too weak.

      Damn it… what do I do? Yoshi stared up, hands balled by his side. Should I send out Flick or Arlif? Xark swept in a wide horizontal arc. Angel timed the parry perfectly, clutching her lance with hands wide apart. Even with that, the strike sent her across careening across the room, flapping wildly to regain her equilibrium.

      She was getting tired… think, Yoshi, think! He looked around. I might not be able to defeat him, but I need to distract him so Angel has a chance to get away. The room was bare, except for some chairs that were frozen stiff to the ground. He ran across to one that was lying on its back.

      Grasping onto one of the legs with both hands, he put all his weight on it and pushed down. The ice, combined with the wood, made it thicker than a baseball bat. “Come on damn it, break!”

      SNAP!

      He almost fell forwards, grasping the chair leg with both hands.

      “Hey!” he yelled. “Bird man!”

      It was a half-assed attempt at an insult, but it got Xark’s attention. He paused mid-strike, eyeing Yoshi from the corner of his eye. “Seems like you’ve got yourself a hero, Angel,” he said, rebuffing her with a casual swipe.

      Yoshi gripped the chair leg defiantly. “Big man with powers you stole from a girlfriend… take that away, what are you?”

      Xark’s mouth twisted in displeasure. He fell into a swoop, wings flat against his back. He turned them up just off the ground, landing gracefully on his feet. “I didn’t steal the powers, silly little trainer. They were… given to me.”

      Yoshi eyed Angel, who was floating in mid-air. Get away damn it! Fly out through the windows! “Why were they given to you? Were you that shit a trainer that it was easier to beat girlfriends up rather than get them to respect you?”

      “Shut up!” he screamed. Yoshi blinked and Xark was in front of him, ice sword thundering down. Yoshi raised his frozen chair leg and turned his face away.

      Shit, this is it.

      
        Angel used Ice Palm!

      

      A wall of ice a foot thick appeared between the two men. Xark’s sword sheared through several inches of it before it got stuck.

      “Raaargh!” He let go of his weapon, kicking it with the bottom of his foot, flapping great gusts at the same time. The ice wall keeled over, falling to the ground. It was heavy enough to make the remaining icicles on the ceiling quiver. Yoshi skipped back a few steps, slipping on the ice, but staying upright.

      Angel flew down and landed, extending an arm in front of Yoshi. “You have no business with him. I am your enemy.”

      “You are my prey, Angel,” Xark responded, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “And he is my enemy. Anyone who gets in my way is my enemy!”

      Xark sped forward, feet inches off the ground. Like a dart, he sped frighteningly fast straight at Angel and Yoshi.

      “Nooo!” Yoshi yelled. He grabbed Angel’s shoulders and threw both of them to the side.

      POW!

      There was a small explosion in the path of Xark’s trajectory. He cursed and swerved the other way to avoid it.

      “Who’s there?” he hissed.

      Sun had broken through the skies again. It shone in through all of the arched windows, its light refracting through the ice, creating a shattered rainbow of chaotic beauty.

      Someone stood in the frame of the arched window closest to them, hand resting along the curve for support. Her long hair rippled in the wind, regarding everyone silently from her vantage point.

      Yoshi’s eyes became wide. Did he dare believe what he saw? He focused on the girlfriend, her stats fading in next to her:

      
        NAME: Serenette (Starry)

        NATURE: Reserved

        TYPE: Interstellar

        ACC.: Cat Eyes Tee

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 37/75

        - ATTACK: 24

        - DEFENCE: 20

        - SPCL ATTACK: 26

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 25

        - SPEED: 22

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Gaze - Type: Normal - 30/30 PP (Lower defence by staring into opponent’s eyes, stun effect for 3 seconds.

        Siren Song - Type: Interstellar - 22/30 PP (Devastates foes with a hope-dashing song, 40% chance of confusion.)

        Mind Mine - Type: Psychic - 9/10 PP (Place and detonate mines telepathically)
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      “S… Starry…” Yoshi stared up at his girlfriend. Was that really her?

      She flicked a glance over at her stupefied trainer, mouth solemn. She glanced up at Xark, regarding him with a look of disdain.

      “Who the Frank are you?” Xark sneered.

      She raised a white palm.

      
        Starry used Mind Mine!

      

      It was almost imperceptible. A blob of energy flew from her hand towards Xark. To the naked eye, it rippled like a gas leak in the air, though it travelled without sound.

      Xark noticed it and kicked himself back. The mine suddenly accelerated, streaking through the air until it crossed the distance between Starry and Xark, disappearing completely.

      “What?” He looked around his body, patting himself down. “Where did it–?”

      Starry clenched her fingers into a fist.

      POOOOOW!

      “Uuuuuurgh!” The mine exploded on Xark’s chest. He spiralled to the ground, falling heavily onto his left wing. Starry leaped from the window, landing on her feet. Outside, Yoshi thought he could see a pink-feathered girlfriend zipping past the windows, a familiar face gawking through.

      “Starry,” Yoshi said, watching his girlfriend crossing the floor. “How did you–?”

      She placed a finger on his lips. “Not now.” She eyed Xark. He was leaning on a pillar for support, injured wing at a strange angle. His eyes boiled with hatred.

      Angel was back on her feet, back turned to her. Her wings were half open, arms relaxed by her side.

      “I take it that this is the guy we have to beat to get out of here,” Starry said matter-of-factly. She was remarkably calm for seeing a man with wings.

      “Yes. I’ll explain later,” Yoshi said.

      “Me too,” Starry nodded. She stepped to the front and stood beside Angel. The Legendary looked across at the interstellar-type and brought her face close to Starry’s. She raised her wing, stopping Yoshi from eavesdropping on her hurried whispers. They must be discussing tactics to defeat Xark. Angel lowered her wing. Both girlfriends were facing forward.

      Xark was already back on his feet, face twisted in fury. “That will only work once, you bitch,” he spat at Starry. Xark stepped back, hands twitching by his side. Ice whistled towards them and seconds later, he was gripping a tomahawk in each hand.

      “Rrrrrargh!” He flung one side-on and it whistled through the air. Starry leaped to safety, exposing her trainer to the weapon.

      
        Angel used Ice Palm!

      

      She threw her palm out at Yoshi, lifting a thin wall of ice. The foot-long tomahawk crunched into the wall and both shattered.

      Yoshi shielded himself from the debris, his eyes shut.

      “Eeeeeearrrrggggghhhh!”

      Angel’s sudden cry of anguish made his gut clench.

      No!

      “Angel!” he yelled, rushing towards her.

      
        Starry used Siren Song!

      

      The interstellar-type started singing. Her voice was amplified by the large room, a melody of resolution and defiance in the face of adversity.

      Yoshi stopped dead in his tracks, staring at the horrific scene.

      Xark had embedded a hatchet into Angel’s neck, half decapitating her. He let go of the small axe and clutched his hands to his ears.

      “Angel!” Yoshi said, rushing to the ice angel. Her eyes were wide, staring at Yoshi without seeing him. “No, you’re not dying!”

      She swayed like the giant tree that Scardino had lived and died in, in the Glasshouse. The only difference was that Angel fell.

      She was on her knees, her wings grazing the icy floor. It was growing slick and shiny, almost like the super slippery lake ice. All the while, Starry was singing, leading Xark around the chamber, away from Yoshi and Angel. He flung ice projectiles at her with one hand, the other pressing onto his ear.

      “Angel,” Yoshi repeated. “You’re not going to die.”

      She blinked, returning. “I’ve left something for you on the first door down from my chamber at the top of the tower. You must get it before you leave.”

      He stared at the axe on her neck. Maybe if I quickly pull it out and wrap my shirt around it…

      “Yoshi!” she yelled, eyes fierce. “Promise me!”

      He snapped his eyes back up at her. “I… I promise.”

      Angel smiled. There was something different about this one. It seemed like the sadness that had clung to her had finally lifted.

      She got to her feet. Looking at her hands, she flexed her fingers, testing to see if she was still able to conjure up her attacks. Angel turned around and swept across the floor, fists in front of her like a superhero.

      
        Angel used Ice Fist!

      

      Tiny shards of eyes in the air shivered then zipped towards the charging Legendary, forming a long weapon in her hand with a thin, curved blade at the end. She made a beeline straight toward Xark, whose aim appeared to be getting worse and worse. Starry was still singing, keeping just out of harm’s way. He didn’t see her coming.

      SWISHHHHHHHH!...

      Something thudded to the floor, splashing in a puddle that wasn’t there before. Xark’s right wing twitched on its own, as if alarmed at being separated from his back, before it fell still.

      “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGH!” Xark screamed. The room shuddered, as if appalled at the dismemberment. Cracks raced each other up the ice walls, seeing who could get from the floor to the ceiling first.

      “You… you monster!” he bellowed.

      Angel swept her scythe to the side. “Takes one to know one.”

      Yoshi couldn’t help but smile. The Angel of death… she was going to end him.

      Starry had stopped singing. She was backing up, feet stepping in puddles that were now all over the room.

      Angel’s smile faded. A large sheet of ice shattered to her left. “Have at you,” she said quietly.

      Xark charged at her, new ice sword in hand. Yoshi watched as she let go of the ice scythe. It seemed to drop in slow motion, falling to the ground. It didn’t break until Xark’s sword was deep in Angel’s belly and had burst through her back. His maniacal face was inches away from her, the palm of his hand driving the sword further in.

      “Noooo!” Yoshi yelled.

      Angel gritted her bloodied teeth. She extended her left hand.

      
        Angel used Ice Fist!

      

      A sword the same as Xark’s formed in her hand. She threw open her wings and flapped herself towards Xark, impaling his sword even deeper into her. With her right hand, she lunged forward, hugging him around the neck and pressed her body against his. With her left hand, she turned the sword inwards and stabbed Xark through the back and chest… and into her own.

      Her mouth opened, a staggered breath escaping. She blinked several times, refocusing on the enemy inches away from her. “This is what you wanted, wasn’t it?” she growled. “My blood?”

      Xark stared at her, unable to speak. Angel reached down with her hand, grabbing something inside his chest pocket. She looked back over her shoulder, flinging it into the air. It spun and landed in Starry’s safe hands. The interstellar-type dashed back to her stunned trainer’s side.

      Angel looked up, arms falling to her side. She looked at Yoshi, smiling again. If possible, it was even happier than her last smile. She looked at Starry and gave a firm nod.

      
        Starry used Mind Mine!

      

      Starry handed Yoshi the item Angel took from Xark. She raised two hands, pointing them not at Angel and Xark, but at the ceiling above them. Yoshi looked up… and understood.

      Right above them was the mother of all icicles. It was at least eight feet across and twelve feet long. It shook precariously, as if it was about to fall at any moment.

      A watermelon-sized ball of transparent, rippling energy travelled from his girlfriend’s palms. It came out slowly, as if mired in mud initially. It travelled faster and faster, striking the base of the icicle until it was absorbed.

      Starry kept her palms up. She glanced down at Angel. She was on the ground, on top of a screaming, squirming Xark. Her wings were opened and flat against the ground, pinning him down. “Now!” Angel shouted.

      Starry closed both hands and turned her face away.

      KA-BOOM!

      Like the incisor of a giant, the icicle fell, pried free from its roots. It slammed into Angel and Xark, the third and final nail in their shared coffin. Maybe the angle wasn’t right, but it was still sharp enough to drive itself through both ice beings.

      But the damage had been done. Angel and Xark lay on the ground in pieces, unmoving. Yoshi found himself moving towards them. It was a ridiculous notion of course, but… what if… I mean, she is a Legendary…

      Yoshi peered at the ice angel’s face. Her eyes were closed, a smile on her lips. If he didn’t know better, he would have assumed sadness hadn’t plagued the last few years of her life.

      He couldn’t help but look at Xark. The man – no, the creature – was a complete mess. His face was frozen in a rictus of terror forever… what was left of it, anyway.

      “Yoshi,” Starry called from behind him. “We have to go.”

      “Hold on.” Yoshi looked at Xark’s body. His arm lay lifeless, splayed out on the side. Yoshi looked at his own hand. He unwrapped it, looking at what Starry had given him for the first time. It was cylindrical in shape, like a test tube but metallic. At one end was a pump. He unscrewed it and the metal cap clattered to the wet floor.

      It was a new syringe.

      So, he was coming here to get more of Angel’s blood…

      “Yoshi!”

      This time, he didn’t answer. He stared at the syringe in his hand. Without thinking, he shuffled over to Xark’s chest. Blood still seeped out from the stab wound Angel had inflicted on him, though the ice swords had now melted. Yoshi held his breath, then drove the syringe downwards into the wound. He drew up, watching the canister fill with dark red blood.

      CRASH!

      Another icicle had fallen, mere feet away from Yoshi.

      “Yoshi!”

      He finished collecting the sample, snatched up the metal cap and screwed it back on.

      
        You got Xark’s Blood Sample!

      

      He turned and ran back towards Starry.

      There was someone else there. A pink-feathered Fiona stood with them, eyeing the ceiling nervously.

      “You’re…”

      “Caleb,” the tan trainer said. “I said I was going back to the cruise ship, remember Mr. Aion?”

      “Yeah,” Yoshi said. “Of course. But why are you here?”

      “There’s no time to explain,” Starry said. “We have to get out of here.”

      “No,” Yoshi said. “There’s still something I have to get.”

      I promised.

      “Where is it?” Caleb asked.

      “In a room near the top of the tower. I’m going to run back up. I shouldn’t take too l–”

      “Don’t think this place will hold, bro,” Caleb said. Where his Fiona was becoming increasingly frantic, he was almost too calm. “How about this: my Fiona can fly you up. There are windows all along this tower. You can go in through one of them.”

      “Are you sure?” Yoshi asked.

      Caleb looked at his girlfriend, who rolled her eyes.

      
        Fiona used Fly!

      

      She squawked as icicles fell, pink feathers all over the place.

      “She’s going to take off now. Grab onto her legs. She’ll fly around. Tell her where you want to get off.”

      “Thanks.” He withdrew Starry, then grabbed onto the flamingo’s slender legs. Damn, they’re quite nice and smoo-

      WHOOOSH!

      She zoomed out of the arched window, Yoshi hanging on for dear life. She soared up and up, spiralling around the tower. There was a dull grinding sound around it as ice and snow crashed from it, falling to the ground far below. Angel has died… her ice powers over the island have been dispelled.

      “Hey, when do you want to get off?” the Fiona squawked.

      Yoshi snapped back to attention. “Keep going. Just fly to the top.” The pink bird said nothing and flapped harder.

      Minutes later, Yoshi let go of Fiona’s legs on the balcony. The water/flying-type zoomed away, leaving him alone. He ran towards the ice doors, which had fallen off their hinges and now lay in pieces on the floor. He ran past the toppled-over chair and through the door.

      Part of the tower had fallen off, its side completely exposed to the air. Yoshi ignored it, running down the steps as fast as he could. Seconds later, he arrived at the platform. He turned the knob, but it didn’t budge. He tried the other way. Same thing.

      Damn it! Has it been jammed shut, or…

      There was a big keyhole above the knob.

      “Duh!” Yoshi said, smacking his forehead. She deliberately left the key behind for me.

      Yoshi pulled the key from around his neck, lined it up with the hole and put it in. He jiggled it around and turned it clockwise. There was a heavy, satisfying click as a bolt slid free. Yoshi pushed in.

      The room was small, only slightly bigger than a broom closet. There were shelves on the two sides, but something directly in front of Yoshi caught his eye.

      Is that… what I think it is?

      He stepped into the room, unable to take his eyes away from the round object. The football-sized egg was creamy white and speckled with light blue. It jiggled in its basket, perhaps of its own accord or maybe because the tower was falling apart. He picked up the basket by the handle and stepped out of the room.

      GRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR…

      The part of the tower that had been exposed became even more exposed as more of it fell off the main body, slowly grinding to the ground several hundred feet down. It took the stairwell with it. Yoshi was stranded on the upper level, clutching a basket with an egg in it, with no way down. Surely Angel didn’t die for nothing?

      He looked out in the distance, towards the north. The Cruisy McCruiseface was still there. He could just make out a pink bird taking her trainer back towards it.

      I guess she couldn’t have carried two people any–

      “Hey!”

      Yoshi looked up. A flying-type girlfriend with red feathers was flapping in front of him. “Thank Frank I found you. Asshat would have killed me.”

      “Asshat?” Yoshi said. “You’re… Perri? His Soara?”

      “Yeah,” the bird-kin said, flapping slowly. “Jump onto my back. Let’s get out of here before the entire place falls apart.”
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      TOOOOOOOOOOOOOOT!

      Yoshi stood on the deck of the Cruisy McCruiseface, looking southwards. Agate Island was getting smaller and smaller, not just because they were moving away from it, but also because much of the snow and ice on the island had melted. He could just make out a shard of ice pointing skyward, all that was left of the tower that had deteriorated just as he made his great escape.

      “Yoshi.”

      He didn’t respond, still staring at the remains of the island.

      Angel… she wasn’t planning on living at all…

      He gripped the handle on the basket a bit tighter. Now he could definitely feel the egg jiggling inside it, insulated from the cold by his down jacket that he wrapped around it.

      Asshat walked up and stood next to him. Yoshi’s childhood foe shoved his hands into his pockets, his breath misting in the air.

      “Thanks for sending Perri back to rescue me,” Yoshi said.

      Asshat was silent for a moment. “Whatever.” He eyed the basket. “The Legendary leave you some fruit or something?”

      Yoshi glanced at his fellow Topazarian. “Not really.” How much did he tell him? He was his rival, but Asshat did just save his ass.

      “I had just come back off the ship when everything started melting. I mean everything.” Asshat turned around and took a step back towards the cabins. “The sea ice was first. Just about knocked everyone off their feet when the boat got unstuck. Then the snow on the trees. Next minute, I see the whole damn tower shaking in the distance.” He stopped and turned around again. “What in Frank’s name happened up there?”

      “Xark, the guy who defeated all your girlfriends, killed Angelika.” Yoshi set his mouth into a line, waiting for Asshat’s response.

      “That… thing… killed the Legendary?” Asshat murmured disbelievingly.

      Yoshi finally took his eyes off the island and faced him. “He’s… not normal. Someone found her on Mount Opus years ago, took a sample of her blood and injected it into Xark. He somehow gained her ice-type powers, grew wings and was on his way back to get some more blood off her.”

      A sudden gale blew across the deck, blowing the hood off Asshat’s jacket. It revealed his stunned expression as he stared incredulously at Yoshi. “How...? Who…?”

      Yoshi shrugged and sighed. “It all happened so fast. All I know is that both their corpses are now on that island, probably crushed from all the falling ice.” Along with the bodies of those trainers who Xark froze.

      “What are you going to do?” Asshat asked.

      Yoshi walked past him. “I’m going to heal up my girlfriends first.”
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* * *

      “You fucking fuckhead!”

      
        NAME: Sophie (Soph)

        NATURE: Bossy

        TYPE: Flying

        ACC.: Sakura Speedrobe

        LEVEL: 25

        HP: 66/66

        - ATTACK: 29

        - DEFENCE: 23

        - SPCL ATTACK: 21

        - SPCL DEFENCE: 20

        - SPEED: 30 (+3)

      

      
        MOVESET:

        Bird Run - Type: Flying - 35/35 PP (Run at foes and crash tackle them)

        Sand Screen - Type: Normal - 40/40 PP (Lower accuracy by kicking and flapping sand up into opponent’s face)

        Fell Swoop - Type: Flying - 20/20 PP (Launch up and dive at foe. 5% recoil damage)

        Dagger Wing - Type: Steel - 15/15 PP (strike down foes with sharpened metallic wings [bird-kin only])

      

      The walls shook with unbridled fury. Pete – along with two other nurses – was holding Yoshi’s bird-kin girlfriend back, but only just.

      “Good to see you again, Soph,” Yoshi replied.

      “‘Good to see you again, Soph’,” she parroted back. “You don’t get to say that to me after you abandon me!”

      “I didn’t abandon you,” Yoshi responded. He was surprised at how calm he was. No, calm wasn’t right. He was numb. “I’m back now, see? Besides, you were frozen. Even if you weren’t, you would have been in danger on Agate Island. It was full of ice-types.”

      Yoshi nodded to Pete, who let go of the flying-type. She swept across the floor in a blaze of feathers. She raised an arm, anger glittering in her eyes. Yoshi didn’t flinch.

      “Soph, it was too dangerous. As much as I want to help you get stronger, I still want to protect you.”

      The bird-kin stilled, her arm suspended. For a second, something replaced the anger in her eyes. Before Yoshi could get a proper look, she slapped him across the face, leaving a handprint on his cheek.

      “Don’t think you can just sweet-talk our way out of this one, dickface.” She swept past him, one of her brown feathers lodging in Yoshi’s hair.

      “Where are you going?” he called after her.

      “Back to the room.” With that, his bird-kin was gone. He was surprised; he wasn’t expecting a response at all.

      “Even amongst Sophies, she is pretty hot-tempered,” Pete said, tentatively stepping towards Yoshi.

      For some reason, Yoshi felt proud to hear this. “That’s my Soph. Thanks for looking after her anyway.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Pete said. “So what have you got for me?”

      Yoshi unlocked three of his rings. “One’s fainted. Two injured but otherwise OK. Could you revive Ai first?”

      Pete nodded. “Release her onto that bed.” Yoshi sent out the gym bunny. She materialized lying down, with her eyes closed. “We’ll have a look at your others in a moment.”

      Yoshi nodded. He walked away from the treatment area and back out onto the battle deck. The sun was out, blazing down far too hot. Trainers were already back out in the daylight, pitting their girlfriends against one another. They didn’t give him a second look. They all seemed relieved to finally be on their way back to Sapphire, smiles all round.

      Yoshi walked back to the rail where he had first noticed Xark looking at him. He stared at the spot where the tall man in the coat had stood. Why had he targeted him? Yoshi shivered and frowned. It didn’t make any sense. Wait a second… he pulled out the tickets from his bag, where they were crumpled up. These were Chester’s to begin with. Had he been sent to kill him?

      Yoshi thought about calling the new mayor of Sapphire and decided against it. He’s probably busy right now. I’ll see if I can find him once I get back.

      Yoshi leaned on the rail for a moment, absent-mindedly staring out at the ocean. He then realized he hadn’t spoken to his girlfriends since he got back onto the ship.

      “Starry, Flick, Crystal, Arlif.” One by one, his girlfriends came out.

      “Starry!” Flick squealed, crushing the interstellar-type in a bear hug. Arlif and even Crystal joined in, surrounding her. Yoshi stared at her, not sure how to feel. Guilt at leaving her, despair at her ‘death’, only to be replaced by joy that made his heart swell to see her standing in the window. She met his gaze and smiled.

      The water-type pulled away, wiping a tear from her eye. “Yoshi said that you were…” She let the word remain unspoken, in case uttering it would shatter the illusion in front of her.

      “No I’m not dead,” Starry said with a smile. “It’s going to take a lot more to kill me than a bit of snow.”

      “We wanted to come back for you,” Yoshi said, stepping towards her. “We were trying to but then we went onto a slide on a frozen lake, we found Xark and Angel and–”

      Starry stepped towards him, sealing his lips with a kiss. Feeling the warmth of her lips was too much. For moments that felt like an eternity, he lost himself in her gesture of affection. He pulled her in from the small of her back, pressing her body into his.

      “Why are you crying?” Starry asked, eyes full of concern.

      “I’m sorry…” Yoshi said, scrubbing his tears away. You apologize too much. “I’ll explain everything after Ai’s revived and we go back down to the cabin.”

      Starry regarded him with her large eyes and nodded. “Well, while we’re waiting let me tell you how I escaped that avalanche.” She closed her eyes for a moment, shivering.

      “When all the snow hit, there wasn’t much I could do. I remember opening my eyes and… seeing darkness. Feeling coldness. I existed there, suspended in the snow, helpless for I don’t know how long.

      “I started digging eventually, hoping I was going the right way. I was getting colder and colder, not sure how much longer I would last. Just as I was almost out of energy, I could see the clouds from the snow that I pushed aside.”

      Starry opened her eyes. For a moment she looked confused. Yoshi watched her. She was back there.

      “I remember not having any energy left. I was so close to escaping, yet so far. The hole I had dug out was already filling up with more fresh snow. I had stopped shivering. I knew I didn’t have much time left.

      “Then I remembered the Mind Mine EM in my pocket. I took it out and before I knew it, I could feel it sinking into me. Just like that, I had learned a new move. With the last of my HP, I pointed at the sky, visualizing that ball of energy flying up. I don’t even remember setting it off.”

      Starry paused. Everyone was riveted by her story. “The next thing I remember, I was being revived by Caleb. He had come back from the ship, his girlfriends all revived. He was kind enough to let me join his party and help me search for you.”

      Yoshi crossed his arms. To think Starry – hell, all of us – wouldn’t be here if Caleb hadn’t seen her distress signal. He abruptly started walking back towards the stairs leading into the cabins.

      “Where are you going?” Flick asked.

      “I’m going to find Annabelle and get her to page Caleb for me.” Yoshi stopped and turned around. “When Ai wakes up, could you bring her back down to our room?”
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* * *

      Yoshi pushed open the heavy, wooden doors to the luxury suite. The room was too warm; he took off his down jacket, now ripped in several places and threw it onto the bed. He carefully placed the basket with the egg there too, wrapping the jacket around it again. He glanced over to the far wall, where the door to the bathroom was open. Condensation clung to the air, inviting him to see who was in there.

      Yoshi silently padded across the lush carpet and peeked in. It was Soph like he had never seen her before. She was submerged up to her chin in the sauna. Her light-brown hair clung to her shoulders. Stray feathers floated on the surface.

      A loud knock came at the front door and Soph’s eyes flew open. She met Yoshi’s gaze through the door before he pulled the door shut.

      “You fucking perv!” she squawked.

      “I was just making sure you hadn’t drowned!” Yoshi said through the door. He could hear her rising out of the water hurriedly. “Don’t come out, I’m expecting company.”

      Yoshi began to sweat, the temperature in the room elevated from his bird-kin’s simmering fury on the other side of the door.

      Yoshi swept across the room and opened the door. The tanned trainer smiled broadly at Yoshi, flashing his too-white teeth at him. Starry was next to him, with Ai on the other side, a shy look on her face. Crystal, Arlif and Flick were behind them.

      “You didn’t tell me you were a big shot,” Caleb said, poking his head into the room. “Rocking these nice digs and summoning people on the loudspeaker.”

      “I’m not a big shot,” Yoshi said, letting him come in.

      He closed the door behind him. The girls seemed relaxed and happy being in the room. Flick, Crystal and Arlif were already gravitating towards the spa room.

      “You rescued my girlfriend, who rescued me. Thank you very much.” Yoshi held his hand out. Caleb grinned even wider, rubbing the back of his neck bashfully.

      “Aw shucks, what’s the big deal?” He accepted Yoshi’s handshake. His hand was weathered but firm. “And you are a big shot. From what Starry tells me, you fought off that freak of nature.”

      Yoshi glanced back at the egg. “I didn’t fight him off. Angel did.”

      Caleb’s eyes widened. “Angel? Angelika? The Legendary? So she does exist.”

      Did. “Yeah. She used the tower on the island to trap him. Hopefully that’s the last we see of him.”

      Caleb became somber. “Yeah, there was something weeeird about him.”

      “Anyway, I just wanted to ask you something.” He beckoned to Ai, who was trying to plait Crystal’s shoulder-length blond hair. She came over and stood next to her dad. Here goes nothing. “Do you like Ai?”

      “Dad?” Ai said, looking at Yoshi. Her eyes showed confusion.

      “I mean… yeah,” he stammered. “Ai – your daughter – is hot.  I mean beautiful. Not to say that’s the only reason I like her, but–”

      “I will give you my blessing for her to become your girlfriend. If–” Yoshi raised a solitary finger “–and only if you promise to protect and cherish her.”

      “Daddy,” Ai said, grabbing Yoshi’s hand with both of hers. “You don’t have to do this. I like fighting by your side.”

      Yoshi turned to the gym bunny. He smoothed her ears back and they sprung back up. He gave her a hug and pecked her on the cheek. “I can tell that you like Caleb. I want nothing more than for you to be happy. Life’s short. It shouldn’t be spent wondering ‘what if’. It should be spent with people who care about you.”

      “Sir,” Caleb said, saluting Yoshi. “I promise to protect and cherish Ai.” Ai giggled, both hands smothering her laughter.

      “That’s all I want to hear,” Yoshi said. “Come on, I’m pretty sure I saw GGN machines on board near the Battle Deck. Let’s formalize this. You two go ahead first.”

      He watched Caleb and Ai leave his room hand in hand. Crystal, Arlif and Flick had already gone into the sauna. Judging by Soph’s trilling echoing around the bathroom, she wasn’t too happy about it. Starry was standing by the window, watching shapes and shadows swimming through the water.

      “Starry?” Yoshi asked. “You’re not going to join them?”

      She didn’t immediately respond. “It must have been so hard for Angel to be all alone on that island.” She turned her gaze to her trainer. “She died for us, Yoshi.”

      “I know. I don’t intend to let her death be for nothing.” Yoshi walked over to his bag and pulled out the syringe encased in metal. “After we get back, we’re going to find Professor Thorn and get him to analyze Xark’s blood. I’ve got a feeling that whoever modified him into that… thing has far worse plans in mind.”

      “And the egg?” Starry said, walking over to the bed.

      “We’re going to incubate it and hatch it,” Yoshi said. He laid a hand on its surface. It quivered ever-so-slightly, responding to his touch. “I’m pretty sure that’s what she would want me to do.”

      Angel, I hope you can hear this. I’ll stop whoever was behind Xark from causing more pain. You can count on me. I promise.

    

  


  
    
      Thanks for reading, Catchers!

      

      If you want to be notified first for future releases, please join the Catch All The Girlfriends! FB Group.

      

      If you’re a fan of Harem, consider joining the Harem Gamelit and Harem Lit Groups on Facebook!
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