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Chapter 1
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Peter’s birthday was just around the corner—like a three-week corner. Last time I talked to Althea about birthday celebration plans, my boyfriend’s birthday was two months away. I guess I should thank Mimi Gallagher and the Deathtrap Debutantes for eating up the first three weeks (at least) of that two-month span with their whackjob heads-shoved-deep-up-their-millionaire-asses shenanigans. 

I said “shenanigans.” God, Scanlon Dorsey had already worked his way under my skin down to my deepest innards—the ones that you couldn’t locate even with a GPS. He was like a 1950s organic, three-ingredient, white bread type of burrowing mole that also sidelined as a psychic vampire. He made a pretty bad sidekick to boot.

As I was saying, that teeny-tiny detour into supervillain craziness for about three weeks distracted everyone from Peter’s birthday celebration, and it took us another week following the thorough ass-kicking that the Debutantes received from my superhero girl buddies to pick ourselves up off the floor, dust ourselves off, and then move forward again. Dazed and confused, yeah, but at least we were moving forward. We were also all in our proper ages again, and I wasn’t a bunny. Long story, that.

Then it was another week of humdrum existence in the badlands of Vintage City, with my superhero friends back on the streets, protecting everyone from scum and, judging from the explosion of seriously twisted fanfiction online, providing everyone with tons and tons of masturbatory fantasies. That also included tons and tons of major coronary moments for me, seeing as how Calais—Peter’s superhero alter ego—was the most popular source of romantic inspiration for all kinds of Mary Sue fanfics. 

Oh, and I shouldn’t forget that these fangirls (and boys, I’m sure) had expanded to slash fanfiction, this time pairing up Calais with Magnifiman, of all people, and if these fans really knew the truth, they’d freak out because Calais and Magnifiman were brothers. Then again, I’d heard of fans who were totally into twincest or incest fanfics, so as far as that went, I couldn’t do anything but wish the worst form of chronic acne and hemorrhoids on each and every one of them. And the body parts involved in those two should be reversed. 

By the time the smoke really, finally cleared, we were only three weeks away from Peter’s birthday, and while we already knew that Peter’s gazillionaire parents had already planned something special for their son, neither the superheroes nor I had gotten our acts together. 

The good thing in all this? I got a job. Yeehaw. This meant that I could afford to buy Peter a gift and not have to grovel at Mom’s feet for her money. She still hadn’t forgiven me for blowing her hard-earned cash on my handmade journal, pen set, and oil lamp. It didn’t matter to her that I was actually using them, but I figured that parents tended to lose sight of reality once money was involved. Mom was also way too addicted to coffee and greasy food, which could account for a lot of things, but you didn’t hear that from me.

So! Three weeks before Peter’s birthday, I stood behind Mrs. Zhang’s steam counter, waving away the spiced-up steam rising up from the Kung Pao Chicken pan and fighting the tears as I tried to put together a customer’s order. 

“Dang,” I said, grimacing and blinking while scooping up the stuff into the container I held. “I think your red peppers just melted the lenses from my glasses, Mrs. Zhang. They don’t even act like shields anymore.”

Two more seconds of agony, and I was free to walk away from that pan, my face pouring with sweat, my eyes looking like I’d just been caught messing around with someone’s fancy booze cabinet. I secured the food container and bagged it with plastic cutlery, napkins, and soy sauce packets, while Mrs. Zhang all but demanded money, firstborn, and soul from the guy who waited for his lunch, drool practically coming out like slimy waterfall. 

“Here you go,” I said, faking a grin. “Enjoy your lunch!” More like late lunch, seeing as how he was eating at two P.M.

“Thanks, kid. Judging from the way you look, I’m in for a real spicy treat,” he said, his sunburned face crinkling when he smiled back. 

At least I thought he smiled. It was a little hard to say for sure with all the soot and dirt that covered him. He was one of the construction workers who were busy fixing up (or maybe destroying?) the street a couple of blocks away. He was also a big fan of Mrs. Zhang’s takeout place and really, really dug the spicy stuff. What I’d give to have him eat ten gallons of Kung Pao Chicken and then get locked in a closet with Scanlon. My guess would be that a few breaths from this guy would doom Scanlon to a lifetime of toilet experiences, given how sensitive he was to anything stronger than water. 

“Uh—yeah. You’ll love it.” I winced as I swept my bangs aside. They were plastered against my forehead, but at least my eyes stopped watering. I could swear that my glasses’ plastic lenses were all distorted and half-melted.

“Of course, he love it!” Mrs. Zhang retorted, giving me a punch on the shoulder. Go, boss. “He always come back for anything that make dead people wake up, eh?” She turned to the customer and nodded, snorting, with meant that she was pleased and flattered.

“Got that right. Keeps everyone else from wanting to sample my lunch. I’ll see you guys next time.” With a smart salute to Mrs. Zhang, who laughed, he turned around and tromped off, leaving a trail of dirt on the floor. He was like a mature version of Pig Pen from those Snoopy comic strips. And that trail of dirt didn’t even come from his shoes. All that stuff was like things that shook off from his clothes, hair, and skin. 

I pinched my mouth shut before I got snarky in front of my boss as I turned around to look for the broom and dustpan. “Man,” I muttered, walking around the steam counter to the main customer area. “There should be a law requiring people to have a shower and a fresh change of clothes before walking inside any food-serving place.” 

I grumbled on and on about the grossness of carcinogenic stuff finding its way into a takeout place, which turned into a pretty interesting stream-of-consciousness moment that led me from crap on people’s bodies to Peter’s naked body, but I was probably just tired. 

“Hey,” Mrs. Zhang called out, her voice breaking up my sweet, sweet thoughts. “You fantasizing about boyfriend again?”

“Huh?” I glanced back and blinked. “Huh?”

She rolled her eyes and pointed at something behind me. I turned around and saw that I was practically sweeping my way through a wall. I’d reached the dead end, and I never even realized it. I cleared my throat and swept the dirt into the dustpan. 

“I was only being thorough,” I said. “You should see what’s been lurking in the darkest corners of your takeout place, Mrs. Zhang. That one over there’s like a portal to the underworld, considering what I’d just swept out of it. Must’ve been Cerberus’ fossilized dog poop.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “You want your paycheck or not?”

That was a shocker. “Seriously?” 

Mrs. Zhang shook her head and waved at me. “Come here, come here, and get your money. Now you have something to spend on hot boyfriend, right? Save some for yourself, though!”

I happily dumped the dirt in the garbage can, set aside the broom and dustpan, then trotted off to the rest room to wash my hands, dollar signs dancing in my head. I went to one of the back rooms, where the accounting took place. There I waited while Mrs. Zhang dug around a small safe box type of thing. She pulled out an envelope and handed it over to me. 

“Good job,” she said, beaming, and she actually looked sincere. “Mom and Dad would be proud of you, newbie.” She even leaned close and pinched my cheek. 

“Wow, thanks!” I stared at the envelope, which was this plain white one with my name scribbled across it in Chinese characters. At least that would be my name in Chinese, Mrs. Zhang once said, which was really cool. My first paycheck—and no one had a right to touch it but me! Okay, and the freakin’ government, but I gotta take the bitter with the sweet. 

“Take it to a bank and start saving—well, after you treat Mr. Hot Boy to dinner or something.” She paused and glanced at her watch. “Just in time. You clocking out now, right?”

“Oh.” I looked at mine. “Yeah, I am. I gotta go with a friend to find something for Peter’s birthday.” I looked back at her. “By the way, you don’t happen to have any ideas on what to give him, do you? He’ll be seventeen, he’s rich, and he’s gay.”

Mrs. Zhang stared at me, all blank. “I’m not gay. You are. What would you want for your birthday?”

“Sex?”

She stared at me again. “And?”

“Sex?”

She made a vague gesture with her hand. “Is that what teenagers call TMI?”

I shrugged. “Yeah, pretty much. I guess it’s also a reason for you to fire me or send me to court for sexual harassment or something like that, so I guess I should stop.” I paused to consider something. “You should’ve seen the look on your face when you heard me, though.”

“Oh, just go and find him something nice before you ruin mental image I have of you as crazy, too-skinny boy. I should report this to Mrs. Plath, you know. You be grounded for rest of your life. If she doesn’t do it, I will.”

I grinned at her and waved as I walked out the door. “You won’t. You love me too much. Thanks, Mrs. Zhang! I’ll be back on Monday!”

She called something out in Chinese, which I didn’t even bother trying to guess, though I was sure she just called me a perv and stuff while sounding really cheerful about it. When I passed the kitchen, I poked my head inside and said goodbye to Mr. Zhang, who was busy putting pots away. He smiled, said something in Chinese, which I guessed to be something way nicer than what his wife said, and waved at me. 

I gathered my jacket after stuffing my paycheck in the deepest and most secure zipped pocket of my messenger bag. Then I clocked out and left the takeout place. I was set to meet Wade downtown, and she was going to help me find something to buy for Peter. Apparently she was like me, slacking in the gift department, though I was sure that the rest of the heroes except for Trent—Magnifiman’s alter ego and Peter’s older brother—were also scrambling for ideas. 

It was an easy walk from my job to downtown Vintage. Considering how unlucky this city had been since the superheroes and supervillains came into their powers, one would think that we’d be shopping elsewhere to make sure that we didn’t run the risk of getting flattened by falling debris from some explosion or other. Unfortunately, Wade was one of the superheroes, and she couldn’t really wander too far because the city needed her. If anything, she was sneaking in some shopping time before she was set to turn into Miss Pyro and watch over everyone along with the rest of the heroes. 

I found her sitting on a bench in one of the more froufrou side streets, dressed in a T-shirt, jeans, and boots, her straight, dark hair hanging loose around her shoulders, her massive shoulder bag sitting beside her. She was busy messing around with her phone when I walked up to her.

“What, sending out pornographic text messages again?” 

Wade looked up, startled, and then grinned. “Yeah—there’s money to be made in this.” 

“I’m telling your mom.” I sat down beside her with a tired but happy sigh. “Hope you weren’t waiting too long.”

“Nah. I just got here after spending way too much time looking at chocolate.” She turned her phone off and dumped it inside her bag. 

“Dude, that’s totally against Nature. You looked at chocolate and didn’t buy any? And you being a girl? What’s wrong with you?”

Wade laughed and stood up, yanking me by my jacket sleeve as she heaved that ginormous bag of hers onto her shoulder. “I’m trying to watch my figure, you big douche. Let’s go shop for Peter before you make me change my mind about my diet.”

I let her haul me off, her hand still gripping my jacket. “Well, that sucks. I was hoping you’d have dark chocolate to share. The richer, the better.”

“Feeling horny again, Eric?”

“When am I not feeling horny? I’m a normal teenage boy! I’m supposed to think of sex every one-and-a-half seconds or something.” 

Wade glanced back to give me this look that I couldn’t describe other than “God, how do straight girls put up with this crap from their boyfriends?” before turning around to keep her relentless pace through the afternoon weekend shopping crowd. Man, what I’d give to play matchmaker for her. 

“I just got my first ever paycheck, and I have to open an account with a bank,” I said, beaming with pride. “At least now I have a set amount to go by, which means no high maintenance shopping for Peter. I’m totally middle-class at best.”

“Oh. I was going to suggest getting him a sports car.” Wade linked arms with me and led me out of the froufrou side of downtown Vintage, and before long we were lost in the “urban” avenue, which was made up of all kinds of indie stores selling modern and hip stuff. Clothes, gadgets, music, whatever—Wade and I not only window-shopped; we attacked every store there was, starting from one end of the street to the other before crossing the road and then working our way down the opposite side. 

“Oh, my God, I want this! No, this! No, no, my bad—this!” That was pretty much our conversation. By the halfway mark, I realized that we’d found tons of awesome stuff for ourselves but not a single one for Peter. I froze in my tracks, blinking in the sunlight, sort of like what people did when they’d woken up from a pretty crazy dream. All I was missing were my pillow and my recently used, old “bedroom” towel. 

“Huh? What just happened?” I looked around for Wade and found her practically plastered against the window of an edgy urban girls’ store, arms and legs spread out and clinging to the glass (as if she could do it, anyway), face pressed against it, breaths fogging up the whole thing. Did girls really go crazy when they shopped? Was that the reason why it was fashionable for them to haul around shoulder bags the size of minivans, so they had plenty of room to stuff their newly bought bling in? Dayum.

When I walked up to Wade, stealing glances around me to see if people saw us and thought that I somehow knew her, I heard her muttering to herself. For a moment I thought she was chanting something pagan or what, but it turned out to be “OMGOMGOMGOMGOMG...” 

I cleared my throat and tapped her shoulder. She didn’t even flinch. “Hey, Wade,” I said, looking around again. Nope, no one was watching us. “Come on, quit it. You’re scaring the kids.”

All that did was to make her press her face and hands against the glass even harder. I didn’t want to imagine what kinds of marks she was going to leave by the time I pried her off with a crowbar. “I wants,” she said. “I wants, I wants, I wants.”

“Wade, you’re supposed to be one of the most level-headed people I know. Stop killing my fantasy, and let’s go. There’s nothing for Peter here.” I gave her shirt another tug and then looked up to find one of the shop employees standing near the window inside, gaping at Wade. She was all gothed out and stuff, pretty intimidating to look at, but she stood there, kind of helpless, her jaw hanging low. Then again, it must’ve been the combined weight of all those rings and studs decorating her lower lip that dragged her jaw down. 

Or I could be nice and blame Wade. I wasn’t surprised, really. Considering how tough it was to get my friend unstuck from the window, I could only imagine that Wade was literally pasted against it through her sweat, if not sheer will power. Maybe her superpowers made her develop a special set of invisible, super-strong suction cups on her hands and nose.

Little by little, I managed to pull Wade off the glass, grab hold of her arm, and gently lead her away. I could swear that I thought I heard the familiar popping sounds of suction cups. “Okay, let’s move on to the next shop, you little creepazoid,” I said. “You just terrorized all the goth employees in there.” Never would’ve thought that I’d live to see the day when a rich girl would actually manage that. 

“Eric,” she breathed once we were out of harm’s way. “That was like urban heaven for girls. I gotta go back there and clean the place out. I wanted to buy everything on the rack that was closest to the window.”

Seriously high maintenance. “Wade, you’re totally not ghetto,” I said. 

“I can be!”

“No, you can’t. Trust me.”

The next store we checked out was all about gadgets, which I wasn’t really into. Wade and I moved from one table or shelf to another, picking up stuff, yakking on and on about whether or not Peter would like it, and then putting it back down. If that place were a crime scene, we’d both be busted, considering how many fingerprints we left behind. Nothing struck us, anyway, because we both figured that Peter, being a total nerd, would’ve put something totally badass together like the communication watch he gave me because he was, you know, like a gay teenage Batman when it came to gadgets. Buying something off a shelf wouldn’t even come close to what he liked or what he was capable of fully enjoying. 

The clerks didn’t look too happy with us, either. We took our sweet time to go through their merchandise, and we didn’t even buy one. When we walked past the counter, both guys glared at us, and I pulled the old hat trick on them: a dimpled smile. 

Well, it kind of worked on one of them, anyway. The cute geeky guy’s frown wavered when I slapped him with my magic dimples. He must be gay. 

By the time we reached the last store, we were both tired, hungry, and daydreaming about all kinds of bling we desperately wanted. Nothing for Peter, of course. It was like shopping for someone who didn’t exist because we couldn’t figure out what would work for him. Even Wade, whose girly instincts I depended on, came up short. 

She made a face as she rubbed her belly, looking around and scanning the rest of the shoppers around us. “Man, I’m glad he’s your boyfriend, not mine,” she said. “I’d go nuts if he were.”

“How about if I gave him something practical?” I said, rubbing the back of my neck, which was starting to feel stiff from all that craning and bowing and whatever else we did, checking out merchandise from two billion stores. 

“Like what?”

“Dunno. My ass. Won’t cost me anything but my virginity.”

Wade gave me a dull look. “Let’s eat. I’m starving,” she said, turning around and linking her arm around mine again. I was starving, too, in more ways than one, but I decided that I’d gone way overboard in the TMI department. So I let myself be led down to whatever eating joint Wade was in the mood for, though I secretly hoped it wouldn’t be a jumbo hot dog place because I was going to die if it were. 

Turned out to be Mexican. I ordered a super burrito with the works—you know, the kind that needed to be held up to my mouth with two hands firmly wrapped around it and that I needed to open my mouth really wide in order to take a bite. I couldn’t help myself. 
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Chapter 2
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Considering the trauma Mom went through during the recent Debutantes attack on Vintage, I figured it was a good thing to show her my paycheck and make her feel proud of me. I was right.

“Oh, my lord, my baby’s a working man now!” she pretty much squeed. Yeah, squeed. The way her words came out of her was definitely not a squeal. She also glomped me. Yep. Glomped. Had I known that Mom was a total fangirl, I’d have given her the good news from about fifty miles away, yelling through a gigantic über bullhorn. 

By the way, when mothers glomp their sons, it goes like this: spread your arms out as wide as possible (try to reach opposite walls with fingertips); make a total batshit crazy face with eyeballs popping out of sockets, mouth wide, wide, wide open so that your terrified son’s staring at your tonsils; crouch for a second or two for maximum impact and ignore the growing wet spot on terrified son’s jeans; jump back up and then forward, closing your arms around half-dead son and crushing him against your chest while screeching in his ear. By the way, listen carefully and make sure that every single rib he was born with breaks in your hold. That’d be, like, the icing on the maternal cake. 

Oh, and ignore his garbled screams for his dad. 

“I’m so proud of you,” Mom kept saying, jumping up and down while she kept her iron embrace. I thought I heard bits of my broken ribs crumble and impale the rest of my organs. “I shouldn’t have kept you back before, honey. I wanted you to stay home and stick with schoolwork, but you’re proving me wrong.”

My face was blue. I couldn’t even talk very well at that point, as I was sure that my insides were all shredded from my broken up skeletal system. I think the only part of my skeleton that stayed safe was my skull, but that meant nothing if all I wanted to do at that moment was double over and puke all over Mom. 

“Hekksh whohm.” That was supposed to be “Thanks, Mom.” It was a little hard being coherent when your tongue was hanging out and turning as blue as your face.

Mom finally let me go, and she clapped her hands on each side of my head, forced my head down, and planted a loud kiss on my forehead. I was so dizzy I could barely stand. When she let me go, it was a good thing that she turned around to dig out her favorite coffee mug, so she could celebrate with her new French Roast blend. I stumbled back and plopped down on a chair when she wasn’t looking, my paycheck crumpled in my fist. 

“You’ll have to open up an account,” she said. “I’ll go with you since you’re only sixteen, and they’ll need a signature from me.”

I nodded, blinking away the fog and waiting for my brain to stop somersaulting. “Okay.”

“I’m not sure if a savings or a checking account would be good for you. On one hand—oh, never mind. The bank rep can help us. Now you have to make sure to leave a certain percentage of your paycheck alone, okay? That’s the idea behind your opening an account. It’s all about learning responsibility early on, and who knows? You might even save enough for your own car if you want or, even better, for college. Isn’t that great?” 

And so on and so forth. My brain pretty much shut down after that, and I’d no idea what she kept yammering on and on about. For my part, I liked imagining what she was saying to me.

It went something like this: “Save enough money, so you can marry Peter and buy a fabulous house or cabin somewhere in the wilderness, where no one can ever find you even after you die. Over there you’ll be surrounded by miles and miles and miles of forests, mountains, and waterfalls—where you and your husband can skinny dip any time as long as you do it at the bottom, not the top, of a waterfall; otherwise, you’d be crossing that great rainbow bridge together before you’re even satisfied whether or not you’ve really, fully consummated your marriage. Oh, and there’ll be lots of gorgeous meadows where you can have picnics and hours of uninterrupted sex while deer look on. Then you can learn how to fish and order your groceries and occasional dinner or lunches online, so you won’t have to leave the comfort of your home. By the way, your online connection will be the best and most powerful wireless kind, seeing as how you’re tucked away in No Man’s Paradise. And since Peter’s so good with gadgets, he can invent an electric fence that spans leagues around your wilderness, and it’ll be smart enough to fry humans who’ll try to cross but keep all animals safe. Though you’ll need to make sure that delivery trucks won’t be affected, or you’ll starve to death.”

I love you, Mom. Happy face. 

“Eric?”

Totally happy face. 

“Eric, are you listening to me?”

I blinked and sat up straight. “What?” I looked around in a minor panic and saw that I was still in Mom’s kitchen and that I was still single. WTF? 

Mom rolled her eyes and blew at the thick pillar of steam coming out of her mug. “I said that I’m off on Monday, and I can take you to the bank after you get out of your tutorials.”

“Oh. Okay. Cool. Thanks, Mom.” I stood up, walked over to her, and kissed her cheek. “I gotta take a shower and get ready for dinner. It’s been a pretty busy day for me.”

“Did you find something for Peter?” 

I shook my head and shrugged. “No. Wade and I even went through every shop in that urban fashion section on 9th Street and couldn’t find anything.”

Mom frowned and cocked her head. “Urban? Is that something that Peter’s into?”

“Well—gadgets, mostly. But he’s always been the jeans and T-shirt kind of guy, and we figured that there might be something new and cool that would work on him, but most of the stuff we saw were too edgy and hip-hop for Peter.” I still thought that going the practical route and offering my virtue to him would be the best birthday gift ever, but as always, it wasn’t a good suggestion to bring up in front of one’s parent. I never got my poor old gay porn anthology back from Mom, in fact. I’d like to think that she at least recycled it somehow. Maybe using the torn-out pages for Christmas wrapper for my presents would be a good way of doing it, but it was also something that parents were universally too fuddy-duddy to consider. Meh.

“Don’t worry, honey. You’ll figure something out,” Mom said, grinning and ruffling my hair. 

I thought things over as I bounded up the stairs to my good ol’ attic room, and every possibility I could come up with still fell short of my practical gift idea, i.e., my virginity. Hey, I could even argue that it was green and very eco-friendly! I was recycling old towels, which I’d wash myself using fragrance-free detergents that had organic ingredients! Who the hell would say no to that? 

Oh. That’s right. Peter would. Damn spoil sport.

* * * *
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I went online after dinner and decided that it’d be a cool thing to clear my head by destroying cheesy-looking cheap monsters via the usual video game that came free. Of course, now that I was loaded with cash—in check form, anyway—I could always go for a paid account and end up with better games. Unfortunately all those sweet, sweet mental images I made up earlier about me and Peter lost in the wilderness for the rest of our lives kind of kept my feet on the ground, and I decided not to turn my thoughts down that road. 

I suppose I could use the cash for more important stuff than video games. 

My favorite cheesy online game was “Troll Warrior”, where I got to be an awesome troll that went around slaughtering pixies and sparkly fairies, though I left unicorns alone. They were still horses under that totally phallic horn, anyway, and I loved animals. I carried with me a kickass broadsword and a crossbow whose bolts not only penetrated those nasty fairies but also burned their insides slowly, and I’d watch them expand like ticks did when you dumped them on a hot plate before exploding in a tidal wave of nature-themed blood, which also sparkled. 

I pretended that those fairies and pixies were all the Mary Sue fanfics involving Calais that had been posted online, which made my battle scenes all the more awesome. If anything, I’d yet to lose to those little buggers. Ha. 

Okay, okay, so I told Peter before to ignore fangirls as there was absolutely no way we could stop them from indulging their fantasies. What I didn’t tell him was that no one could stop me from indulging my fantasies, and that involved utter carnage and blood-soaked revenge on their fanfiction. 

It was in the middle of a particularly grisly pixie massacre when an idea struck me, and I toyed around with it while hacking a perky little pixie into two. I might not be good at multi-tasking in the practical sense, but when I was in The Zone of hack-and-slash video gaming, I was totally on. 

“Hmm,” I muttered, frowning, while idly swinging my sword at the mass of pink-and-gold pixies that flew down to meet me with cutesy little voices and happy colors everywhere. “I guess I can get him a video game. Peter’s a geek, and he kicks my ass all the time when we play.” 

A teal-themed pixie lost its head when my well-aimed bolt shot through its neck. Sparkling teal blood filled the screen as head went one way, and body went the other. 

“Die, Diagnosed-With-Cancer-Heroine-Cliché-Romance-Fanfic! Die!” I snarled. Yeah, I could look around for a cool game to get for him. It might not be much compared to what he was bound to receive from his super rich family, but it’d come from me, and that should be good enough, right? 

A pixie whose colors were hot pink and sky blue got chopped up by my pocket knife, which was pretty easy to do because the stupid little shit flew too close, and I was, like, “Oh, God, I hate hot pink! Eat this, Perfect-Vampire-Girl-Next-Door-Cliché-Romance-Fanfic!” Slash, slash, slash, kick. I couldn’t help it. A piece of cut-up pixie floated down too slowly after the carnage, and I had to make my troll kick it out of the way. And then crunch it under its massive boot for good measure. 
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