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      Yoshihiro had never been religious. He was a man of science—or that’s what his father wanted him to be. Despite his father’s designs for him, he had done his best to live according to his own heart even if his mind and philosophies were firmly rooted in science, in situations and scenarios that were backed by solid evidence, in things that could be explained with logic and reasoning. He did not believe in the supernatural. He never had, and he never would. That was what he always told himself.

      So how…?

      How had he found himself in this situation?

      “Yoshi, it seemeth we are out of shampoo. Canst thou fetch me some?”

      The person who stood before him was a woman who looked like a work of art. Her skin was the same color as freshly fallen snow, and it complimented her ruby red lips and cerulean hair that cascaded down her shoulders like ocean waves. She was a well-proportioned woman, boasting the perfect hourglass figure that so many women craved but few ever achieved. That she was just naturally this beautiful was something he still had trouble believing, but then again, this woman was not human.

      She was a dragon.

      She was also naked.

      Yoshihiro could not speak for several moments as his eyes betrayed him, glancing from the woman’s perfectly small toes with flawlessly manicured nails to her graceful and powerful legs that embodied perfect symmetry. Her calves were shapely and her thighs magnificent. Her hips were wide and perfect for childbearing. This woman was said to have given birth to many gods, so perhaps that was to be expected. Honestly? Yoshihiro was too busy trying to kickstart his brain, which felt like it had been fried, to really think about that.

      Yoshirhiro.exe -  Application Error. The application was unable to start correctly (0xc000005). Click OK to close the application

      His gaze traveled from her hips to her stomach, so perfect he could take shots off it, then her breasts. They were large, but not so large that they felt abnormal, and they were perfectly tear-shaped with a slight uplift as though to proudly display their pink caps like snow at the very tips of a mountain. He had seen boobs before. In fact, he had seen this woman’s boobs several times already, but the sight never got old.

      There was a phrase he once heard in an anime he had watched on a whim. He wasn’t going to name that anime for fear of being judged, but one of the character’s had used the phrase, “Boobs are filled with men’s hopes and dreams.” It was an older anime from 2012, a historical romantic comedy about a high schooler who one day time-travels to the Sengoku period, where he meets Oda Nobuna, which was a female version of Oda Nobunaga from Japanese history.

      The anime wasn’t even remotely historically accurate. Yoshihiro had watched it on accident because he had thought it was something else, and he had finished because… well, it had been entertaining if nothing else. Either way, he had more or less forgotten about that anime until this moment, where that phrase popped into his head.

      All because of this naked women and her chest.

      Even Yoshihiro, a man of science, logic, and reasoning, felt all sense flee in the face of those perfectly symmetrical objects. So lost was he that he had even begun theorizing that her breasts had their own gravitational pull, for how else could he explain why his eyes were constantly drawn to them?

      “Yoshi, didst thou not hearken to me? I said we are out of shampoo.”

      “I… heard you.” It took effort, but he had practice; this was not the first time she had wandered around his apartment fully bare. “I heard you, but what about you? Are you not listening to me? How many times have I told you not to wander around the house naked? Also, why are your dragon parts showing?! I told you not to show those! What if the neighbors see you?!”

      “We are within, and the windows are sealed. I see no issue.”

      “It’s a serious issue! What if you break something with that tail of yours?!”

      The woman before him flapped her wings, massive pinions composed of beautiful scales that glistened like the ocean catching sunlight. They were majestic. Anyone who saw them would undoubtedly find themselves breathless. Meanwhile, wagging behind her was a beautiful tail of the same color. It was long and wide, emerging from just above her peach-shaped buttocks. The way skin shifted to scales was fascinating, but Yoshihiro was more concerned with his own psychological reaction than her dragon anatomy.

      “I shall don mine attire as soon as I finish bathing. Yet, I require more shampoo. I cannot cleanse my hair without it.”

      “I’ll get some later so just go without it for today! Now hurry up and get dressed!”

      “Why are you so angry?”

      “I’m not angry!”

      “You would not yell at me like this if you were not angry. And do not forget that thou art mine servant. A servant doth not yell at his master.”

      While Yoshihiro and the dragon woman spoke, a fat ball of fur and fluff stared at the woman’s glistening scaly tail as it wagged back and forth. Yoshihiro only noticed his cat a second before it decided to pounce.

      “Tama, don’t you dare--”

      “IYAAAAAH! THOU FLEA-BITTEN WRETCH! HOW DAREST THOU BITE MY BEAUTEOUS TAIL! HAST THOU A DEATH WISH?!”

      “Meooooowwww…”

      “So thou thinkest thyself the sovereign of this castle, dost thou? Harken to me, thou ragged beast, this is my palace! I am a goddess, and thou shalt obey me!”

      “Meow…”

      “How darest thou utter such words to my visage! I shall transform thee into a scarf!”

      As the dragon woman spun around to confront his cat and began hissing angrily, hackles raised, she displayed her perfectly shaped derriere to him. Yoshihiro’s eyes grew large as dinner plates as the woman’s… well, it was probably best not to say, but it was quite the feast to his eyes. It took everything he had and then some to cover his eyes with his hands, and even then, he found himself peeking out from between his fingers.

      And that was the moment the door to his apartment burst open and another woman rushed in. Like the first, she was a woman whose beauty was so obvious that even saying one plus one equals two would sound less logical. Her hair was dark like midnight and contrasted with her beautifully pale skin. She had gleaming dark eyes that shone with both intelligence and power. Unlike the naked dragon currently arguing with his cat, this one was fully dressed. Her sense of fashion was outstanding. The sleek, asymmetrical off-the-shoulder blouse was a striking shade of cobalt, the fabric a luxurious blend of silk and satin to give it a subtle sheen. It had intricate origami-style pleats on one side. This additional Japanese touch went perfectly with charcoal gray culottes, held together by a minimalist silver belt. While her figure was somewhat obscured by her clothes, Yoshihiro knew she was packing real heat underneath them.

      “I heard a scream! What is going on, Lady Tiamat?!”

      “Servant Ryūmi, thou art just in time to help me enact justice against this fiendish villain! This cat hath mangled my tail with his teeth! I demand vengeance!”

      Ryūmi stood stock still as she stared from the cat to the angry and still naked dragon lady. She looked like someone had shocked her with lightning. Yoshihiro understood. He understood her feelings so well. This naked woman was arguing with a cat, of all things. Did she not see what was wrong with that? How immature she was being? Surely, Ryūmi would also demand that she put some clothes on.

      “How dare you sink your fangs into Lady Tiamat’s glorious tail! Do you not understand your place?! Do not worry, My Lady! As your loyal servant, I shall not let this injustice go unpunished!”

      The cat, perhaps sensing it was outnumbered, fled to the bedroom. The sliding door was closed, so it would not be able to make it onto the balcony, but the bedroom window was still open. Yoshihiro always left it open except during the summer.

      “After that cat!” Tiamat demanded.

      “Yes, My Lady!”

      The two rushed into the bedroom after the cat. Yoshihiro stood stock still as the bangs, clangs, and hisses from his room echoed all around him. He took a deep breath, held it, then looked up at the ceiling and released it in a breathy sigh.

      Just what happened to my peaceful life? How did I find myself in this situation?!

      To learn how Yoshihiro found himself living with a dragon whose sense of shame was nonexistent, we need to go back in time. Let us turn back the clock to explain how this all began.
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      Theater is a unique form of creative expression. People embody characters and interpret scripts to tell a compelling narrative. It is about far more than just reciting lines. It is about creating a living, breathing representation of a human being with all its complexities, nuances, and emotions. It is about breathing life into a story through dialogue, song, and embracing another identity.

      “Five flights up. Five flights. And no elevator… Cori, what kind of a place is this? You didn’t say it was a five-flight walk up.”

      Nineteen-year-old Yoshihiro Marlowe, or Yoshi for short, had always wanted to be a theater actor ever since he was little, and against the better wishes of his father and schoolteachers, he had forsaken the road that his father had tried to force him down in order to follow his own dreams.

      That was why he currently stood inside a mostly empty theater with only three people sitting before him. Overhead lights illuminated where he stood, glaring into his eyes as though trying to burn his retina, but he ignored them as best he could, focused entirely on reciting the monologue he was using for this audition.

      “I’m in a good mood. I came home in a fine mood. So I’m not running the park. So, I’m not sipping brandy Alexanders. So, I’m not unscrewing light bulbs. If that makes me stuffy, you go ahead and think so.”

      He did his best to move the same way the original actor did. He moved stiffly, awkwardly, as he tried to infuse emotion into the lines he spoke.

      The lines he was reciting were from Barefoot in the Park, a romantic comedy written by American playwright, Niel Simon. It premiered on Broadway in 1963 and was a great success, having run for nearly four years with over 1,500 performances. It helped establish Niel Simon as one of the leading American playwrights.

      He had read in a book that, when auditioning for a play, it was best to avoid songs or monologues from the show for which you were auditioning. He had chosen Barefoot in the Park not only for his own personal reasons but also because the play he was auditioning for was another romantic comedy. His logic was that showing he could act in a story that was similar to what he was auditioning for would help land him a role.

      He loved Barefoot in the Park. It was the first and only play his mother had taken him to see. That was before she had left his father, abandoning him in the process, but that single memory was something he still cherished.

      “Corie, I love you. I love you very much. I loved you the first time I saw you, and I’ve loved you every day since. But I don’t like you anymore.”

      Yoshihiro was very good at memorizing content, so the lines came to him naturally. He could recite the whole play if he wanted to. Too bad time was so limited. He would have loved to say more.

      Once he finished, he looked at the three people sitting several meters from the stage. There was an older gentleman with graying hair and dark eyes. His refined mustache lent him the air of a distinguished gentleman. On his right was a woman in the prime of her life. She had a few wrinkles around her eyes, but her hair was dark, and her back straight. She wore narrow-rimmed glasses that made her look rather severe. The youngest among them was a young man with black hair, a smooth face, and handsome features. Yoshihiro knew of him, but this was the first time he had seen this man in person.

      “That was… uh… how shall I put this… well… you’re very good at memorizing your lines. I also thought it was ingenious how you translated an English play into Japanese,” the woman was the first to speak. She was the assistant director, Yumi Nakano. He’d had dealings with her before and she struck Yoshihiro as a very strong and diligent woman.

      “And?” Yoshihiro would have leaned forward if he wasn’t standing ramrod straight.

      “And everything else sucked. You should quit while you're ahead,” the young man said. Takashi Yamaguchi was the lead actor in this play and had somehow finagled his way into being allowed to sit in the auditions. It was probably because of the man sitting in the middle. Kazuhiko Yamaguchi was the director of this play and Takashi’s father.

      “Takashi!” Yumi barked.

      Takashi shrugged. “What? I’m just saying what you’re too scared to say. We all know his performance was abysmal.”

      Yoshihiro felt like he’d been stabbed with a stake in the heart, but his words were not unexpected. How many times had he been told this? He could tell you. Yoshihiro had auditioned for exactly ninety-eight plays and been rejected ninety-eight times. Each person who watched his audition all said the same thing—that he sucked and should give up.

      “That… well… that may be true, but…” Yumi grimaced like she was struggling and glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. He didn’t know what was worse: Takashi’s uncaring and blunt words, or this woman’s pity. Both made him feel pathetic.

      “I have to agree with Takashi,” Kazuhiko, or rather, Director Kazuhiko said in a strong voice. He leaned forward, hands on the long table before them, clasped together as he stared at Yoshihiro, who felt like he was being stared down at even though he was at a higher elevation. That was just a testament to how powerful this man’s presence was. “You’ve memorized your lines perfectly, but your delivery of those lines leaves much to be desired. I cannot detect even the faintest wisp of emotion in your tone. What’s more, you are not represented by anyone. While it is easier to hire people who do not have representation from a talent agency, it also comes with a lot of risk and we cannot use your name to advertise our production. There is no way we can hire someone like you for one of our plays. I’m sorry, but I have to agree with Takashi.”

      And just like that, Yoshihiro was rejected for the ninety-ninth time.
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      Japan was a country that effortlessly merged time-honored traditions with modern culture, and theater had been a part of Japan’s artistic identity for many, many centuries. The first plays were performed as part of religious ceremonies back in the 14th century, during the Nara and Heian periods, but at least a century before then, religious festivals featured the Kagura, traditional Shinto theatrical dances. The celebrated traditional theater form known as Noh emerged as a distinct performing art during the 14th century as well, under the patronage of the Shogun, Ashikaga Yoshimitsu. However, it was also important to note that, prior to Noh, other forms of theatrical storytelling and entertainment had existed.

      Yoshihiro recited all of this information in his mind as he watched the Tokyo skyline from where he stood on the train. It was jam-packed. He did originally have a seat, but he had given it to an older woman who looked like she was having back problems.

      He had come to Tokyo with big hopes and even bigger dreams. What would become of those dreams now? He felt depressed just thinking about it.

      “No, no, no! You can’t give up yet, Yoshi!” Yoshihiro slapped his cheeks and spoke out loud, startling the person next to him, a young woman who stared at him in shock. Well, anyone would be shocked if a big guy like him started babbling to himself. He offered her a strained smile and softly apologized before internalizing his feelings.

      So what if I failed… again? Failure has never stopped me before. It doesn’t matter how many times I fail. I only need to succeed one time to get my foot in the door. I’m sure more opportunities will open up once I do!

      He paused.

      But… this does make it the ninety-ninth time. Ninety-nine failures. That’s a lot. What if I’m really not cut out for this? What if everything Takashi-san said was right? It’s obvious that I suck at acting. Maybe… maybe I should think of quitting now…

      His phone vibrated before his thoughts could become even darker, and Yoshihiro fumbled as he fished it out of his pocket. He had a single unread message on LINE. The ID was Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi.

      
        
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: How did your audition go?

      

      

      Yoshihiro hesitated. He didn’t want to tell his friend that he failed again, but she would find out anyway since she was part of the cast.

      
        
        Yoshi_0110: I didn’t make the cut.

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: I’m sorry, but please don’t give up. You’ll get into a play so long as you keep trying.

      

      

      He smiled as he sent a reply back.

      
        
        Yoshi_0110: Thanks.

      

      

      The train stopped at his station, the sound of the automated voice alerting him to their arrival, and he shoved the phone back into his pocket as the crowd surged like a tidal wave. He tried his best not to be swept up as he stepped onto the train platform.

      Yoshiriho lived in Suginami, one of the 23 special wards of Tokyo, known for its creative and community-oriented atmosphere. It offered a blend of city and suburban life, with both the relaxed and quiet pace of a suburb and the convenience of the big city. Of course, the reason he had chosen this place was because rent was cheap. His part-time job paid better than most, but it wasn’t so much that he felt comfortable moving into a more expensive area.

      Suginami was located in the western part of Tokyo, near the JR Chuo Line and Marunouchi subway line, which provided easy access to the city center. It only took about 20 minutes to get from Suginami to Shinjuku, one of Tokyo’s main hubs.

      There were a variety of housing options, from modern high-rise apartments to single-family homes in quiet, residential neighborhoods. Yoshihiro lived in a small three-story apartment building because it was more affordable than living in a high-rise. It was a fifteen-minute walk from the nearest station. He bought some onigiri at a convenience store on the way home, which he planned to use as part of his dinner that evening.

      The evening sun was setting by the time he returned home. It was late September and the weather was still quite warm despite the late hour. The sky was painted in vivid hues as he walked up the rickety old staircase of his one bedroom apartment. A few people greeted him like Mahiro-san, the nice landlady who owned this place, and Ichibane-san, who was an older gentleman that lived on the first floor and liked to walk his dog around the neighborhood. Sadly, most people tended to avoid him.

      “I’m home,” he called out after entering his apartment.

      “Meooooow…”

      A somewhat lazy meow echoed from the living room seconds before a rather large American Shorthair appeared. It was quite a bit bigger than the average cat, reminding him of a ball of fluff, and possessed mottled gray and black fur and vibrant yellow eyes. It walked over to him with lackadaisical steps as he removed his shoes and set them by the door.

      “Good evening, Tama-san. I see you’re up late today,” he greeted.

      “Meoooooooww…” The cat stared at him like it expected something.

      “Yes. Yes. Gimme a moment and I’ll get your food.”

      Tama was a lazy cat that slept most of the day. It was a stray that Yoshihiro found and took home when he first arrived in Japan several years ago. He had been feeling lonely because he couldn’t speak the language very well and had trouble making friends. It didn’t help that quite a few people avoided him because of his appearance.

      Because Tama was an older cat, he required a special diet with a lot of fiber. It was pricier than Yoshihiro would have preferred. However, he liked the idea of his cat dying early even less.

      “Here you go. Eat up,” Yoshihiro said after prepping the food. Tama meowed some more as he began nibbling from the bowl. He didn’t like being touched while he ate, so Yoshihiro left him alone and got to prepping his own dinner.

      Yoshihiro lived in a 1LDK apartment. It had a living room, a dining space, a kitchen, and a separate bedroom. He only paid 60,000 Yen a month for it, which left him with 140,000 Yen from his part-time job. Most of the money was being saved for a rainy day. After all, you never know what life might throw at you.

      After frying himself some tempura to go along with his onigiri, Yoshihiro turned on the television, cracked open a Coke, and decided to watch anime. It used to be that you could only watch anime at specific times on Japanese TV, but with the advent of streaming services like Natflix and Amazoon Prime, people could watch whatever TV shows and movies they wanted whenever they wanted. His favorite anime this season was Bleach, which had begun airing its last arc.

      He finished dinner fairly quickly but stayed up a little longer to watch two more episodes, Tama curled up and asleep on his lap. He had to bathe before bed, so he went into his bathing room. On the way there, Yoshihiro got a good look at his face in a mirror above the sink.

      Yoshihiro was half-Japanese. His mother was Japanese, but his father was American. While most of his facial features were distinctly from his mother, his blond hair and blue eyes were from his father. He had also acquired his father’s stature, standing at nearly 182 centimeters. He was so tall that he had to bend his knees to sit in it in the unit’s standard size bath.

      While doing his best to relax in the tub, his phone began vibrating again. He brought it in sometimes to catch up on the latest manga or see what plays were happening soon. He looked at the ID again and saw that it was his friend once more.

      
        
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: Hey! I just thought of a great idea! Why don’t you come to Babylon with me?

      

      

      He blinked. A droplet of sweat rolled down his collarbone as he thought about what to say.

      
        
        Yoshi_0110: Excuse me?

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: I’m going on a trip to Babylon next month. I’ve got an extra ticket for reasons. Come with me. I think a change of pace will do you some good.

      

        

      
        Yoshi_0110: How in the heck do you always get tickets to other countries? You just came back from Greece a few months ago. I’m surprised you have the time to travel so much with all the work you do.

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: Do you really wanna know?

      

        

      
        Yoshi_0110: On second thought, I’d better not know. Who knows what kind of dirty methods you use to get those tickets.

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: Rude! I’m just smart about it. Anyone can travel if they know how to travel smart. So, are you coming?

      

        

      
        Yoshi_0110: How long is the trip?

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: It’s only a week long. I have another gig lined up before the play, so I don’t have time to spend a month away like usual.

      

      

      Like usual she says… as if spending a month in another country was somehow normal.

      Yoshihiro thought for a second. A week-long trip did sound nice. Some part of him was still reluctant to go, however. Several auditions were happening every week, and he normally tried out for at least one or two. Yet as he recalled his latest failure, his ninety-ninth at that, the idea of taking a small break sounded pleasant. Maybe it would be a good idea to get away from it all.

      
        
        Yoshi_0110: Sure. I’ll go with you.

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: Really? Yay! I can’t wait! I think you’re going to love Babylon. It’s been a long time since I’ve been there, but it’s very beautiful! We’ll be visiting the Hanging Gardens, which are…

      

      

      Yoshihiro’s smile twitched as he tried to follow along with his friend’s huge block of text. He had never seen a woman who enjoyed traveling so much, but he was also looking forward to it. The last time he had traveled anywhere was…

      “Come to think of it, I think coming here to Japan was the last time I ever traveled,” he muttered to himself.

      In the silence of his bathroom, only the sound of his notifications going off could be heard.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Yoshihiro spent the month before his trip to Babylon researching. He wanted to know more about where they would be going. Babylon was pretty famous in fiction stories and video games, but he knew next to nothing about the city itself.

      Babylon was once one of the most important cities in ancient Mesopotamia, located in modern-day Iraq. The city was constructed along the banks of the Euphrates River and became a source of economic power over several centuries.

      Ryūmi knew a lot about Babylon and had talked his ear off about it whenever they met up to plan their trip. She was almost like a Wikipedia page, spouting off knowledge that he couldn’t even find online, which made him wonder how much of what she said was true.

      Yoshihiro had considered doing more auditions while he waited, and he had even found several plays to audition for… but he ultimately decided not to. No. It wasn’t that he decided not to apply. Rather, he couldn’t. Every single time he attempted, his hand would freeze, and fear would take hold. It felt like the cold hand of reality was clenching his heart. He was trying hard not to let himself be discouraged, but he couldn’t lie, it was very hard. That sense of optimism he had been holding onto for so long had evaporated after his ninety-ninth failed audition. Even Ryūmi was having a hard time keeping him optimistic.

      Yoshihiro did not want to be what his father had tried to make him, even though he knew it would be much easier. However, he was beginning to wonder if maybe he should take the path of least resistance. Sure, he would be miserable doing something he didn’t love, something he actually despised, but sometimes, you needed to sacrifice your happiness for the sake of survival.

      Outside of that, all Yoshihiro did was spend time at his part-time job. He put in a few extra hours since he was leaving for a week-long vacation. His boss had begged him to do more work with the offer of bonus pay, and since Yoshihiro wanted some spending money, he agreed. They were in the middle of a large project anyway and he would feel bad if he left without contributing.

      Ryūmi was also busy. While she wouldn’t be rehearsing for the play until November, she had several gigs lined up to fill her schedule. They met for maybe an hour during her off days or while she was on the way to her next gig. She mostly talked about their trip, though sometimes she liked to complain about her manager.

      The days passed and, finally, it was the day that he and Ryūmi would be leaving for Babylon. Yoshihiro had become a bit more excited about this trip as time passed. The landlady was watching Tama, so he didn’t need to worry about that. He had initially not been too enthused, but after so many rejections, he did feel like a change of pace would do him some good—and what would make a better change than traveling to another country entirely. His trip from America to Japan had been his only big trip. After arriving in Japan, he hadn’t even left Tokyo. He hadn’t even taken the bullet train to another place like Hokkaido or Osaka.

      However, after arriving at the airport with his luggage packed, Yoshihiro ran into his first major problem.

      “What do you mean you can’t go?!”

      “I’m so sorry! My agent booked me to star in a movie at the last minute. It’s one that I initially rejected because of this trip, but the woman who was supposed to take the lead role broke her arm. I was going to reject it again… but the producer got on his hands and knees and begged me to play in it. I couldn’t say no after that.”

      Kiryu Ryūmi was a popular and talented young woman who got her claim to fame as an actor several years before Yoshihiro came to Japan. She was signed under a popular talent agency, Horipro. They were the largest and oldest talent agency in Japan, representing talents in a wide variety of fields, including music, film, and theater. They represented several top names in every industry.

      Being one of their leading talents, Ryūmi was incredibly busy with all manner of jobs, from photoshoots to movies, to talk shows, and of course, theater plays. Even though she had practically become a household name, she still enjoyed doing plays both large and small. She had taken several small productions most people had never heard of. This actually made her even more popular among her fans because it showed she was passionate.

      “Well… I guess I understand, but what am I supposed to do now? I’m already at the airport.”

      Yoshihiro sighed. He had gotten all worked up and excited, only to have a bucket of ice water dumped on him. Was he going to have to go back home after telling his landlady that he wouldn’t be going after all? That would be embarrassing. He would never be able to live with the shame.

      “Just go on your own? I already forwarded you your ticket. Modern conveniences sure are nice. Anyway, you don’t need me to travel with you.”

      “Yeah, but… I was looking forward to going on a trip with you.”

      “… And I was looking forward to going on a trip with you, too. It really does suck that I can’t go. Anyway, I need to head off. We’re about to begin shooting soon. Enjoy the trip. Be sure to take lots of pictures and get me a souvenir.”

      “Yeah… sure.”

      Yoshihiro hung up the phone, stowed it away in his pocket, and looked at the ceiling.

      “Welp. Looks like I’m traveling alone again,” he muttered with a sad sigh.
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      The plane ride from Tokyo to Iraq was fourteen hours, about the same amount of time it took to fly from Los Angeles to Tokyo. Back then, he had been sitting in economy class, which had been awful. The seats were small and cramped, and one of the people sitting with him had been a massive man who looked like a giant meatball. Yoshihiro had been nearly squashed flat when the tub of lard fell asleep and leaned on top of him.

      His flight this time was much more pleasant. Ryūmi had booked them first-class tickets. Luxury did not even begin to describe the experience. Even the attendants were more attentive to him, catering to his every need.

      It made him a little uncomfortable, if he was being honest. He thought it would be dangerous to get used to this kind of luxury.

      Throughout the flight, he had read the script for the first play he had been rejected for. It was called Five Days in March. The story took place during the five days leading up to the start of the Iraq War in 2003, and centered around two characters who met at a love hotel in Tokyo and spent those five days together. The events unfolding around them, including anti-war demonstrations, served as a stark contrast to their apolitical existence. He had read the script because he was traveling to Iraq and thought it would be interesting.

      The plane had landed sometime in the late evening. It took several hours to get out of the airport because he had to go through customs and numerous checkpoints, and he even had to fill out a form stating his intentions and reason for visiting. Fortunately, Ryūmi had done most of the legwork before the trip, and he had made sure his visa was up to date.

      Yoshihiro was a Japanese-American, which meant he had dual citizenship. Japan traditionally did not allow dual citizenship. They had only granted him this special status because he was a Tokyo-U student and worked part-time for said university. If he had been a normal person, the Japanese government would have forced him to renounce his American citizenship and apply for a Japanese passport after he turned 18.

      The airport was in Baghdad and his hotel was in Hillah. After meeting up with the agent who would be guiding him on his tour, a man named Farid Al-Masri, he was led to a private limousine that drove him to Hillah.

      They arrived at Hillah about two hours later. Yoshihiro had spent most of the ride sleeping. He was woken up by Farid, who also took his luggage and led him to where he would be staying, a hotel called The Mesopotamia Oasis. It was a 4-star resort hotel that looked like something he would expect to see in a Hollywood movie like The Great Gatsby or The Wolf of Wall Street. All the buildings were sleek and modern, and unlike most hotels in America or Japan, these offered private homes on a large stretch of land.

      “This will be your residence for the duration of your stay here,” Farid told him after being shown into his room, though he used that term very liberally.

      “Do most people stay in mansions when they travel here?” Yoshihiro asked dryly.

      His residence had five rooms, including a kitchen, living room, bedroom, private study, and a bathing room. Each room was bigger than his entire apartment, meaning this place was about five times larger than his own living space. Was this how Ryūmi normally traveled? It was so extravagant.

      Farid smiled. “Of course not. Only people who can afford it.”

      Yoshihiro decided to take a shower and go to bed after Farid left. The bathroom resembled something he had read in a book once called A Thousand and One Nights. He found himself sitting alone in a massive tub that could have fit ten of him and still have room left over, a far cry from the tiny bathtub at home. It was hard to relax. He felt uncomfortable being alone in such a large bath. He’d used bathhouses before, and they were about this size, but they were always filled with people.

      His phone, sitting on the bath’s edge, began vibrating. He looked at the caller ID and saw that it was Ryūmi. After drying off his hands, he accepted the call and put it on speaker.

      “Hey! I figured you landed by now, so I wanted to check-in. How did the flight go?”

      “Way too luxurious for me.”

      “Whaaaaat? How can you say that? I booked that flight specifically for you, you know. Show some gratitude.”

      “I am grateful, but I didn’t know what to do with myself half the time.”

      “Are you saying I shouldn’t book first-class tickets the next time I invite you on a trip?”

      “Please do. I don’t want to fly economy ever again. Once was enough.”

      Ryūmi had a wonderfully feminine voice that sounded like wind chimes gently tinkling in the middle of a warm spring breeze. It was also somewhat sultry. He had occasionally heard people talking about her whenever her face was shown on Shibuya’s massive television screen, and he had to agree with what the men were saying. She could get men to fall for her based on her voice alone. Just listening to her talk was enough to drive a man insane.

      “Anyway, make sure you get plenty of rest. Your tour guide is going to pick you up pretty early tomorrow morning. You’ll be spending almost all day in Babylon. Gosh, I’m so jealous. You know, I had been planning this trip for almost half a year? It sucks that my agency decided to book this gig for me at the last moment.”

      “Haven’t we been over this? What sucks is your inability to say no. You could have rejected it if you really wanted to.”

      Actors weren’t as harshly regulated as idols. Idols were often subjected to strict contracts and management by talent agencies. These contracts dictated various aspects of their lives, including their public images, behavior, and personal lives. Idols couldn’t even date and would often go their whole teenage years never experiencing love until they graduated and married some fat middle-aged comedian. Even after that, he doubted most of those idols loved their spouses. Actors, on the other hand, had a lot more flexibility in their careers and lives. Their agencies mostly just helped them secure roles and navigate the industry.

      Ryūmi was a big actor. While this meant she was assigned a lot more jobs and roles, it also meant she had a lot more freedom. She was big enough that she could say no without suffering repercussions since her talent agency needed her more than she needed them. Her agency was also well-known for taking care of their actors’ mental and emotional needs.

      “Ah. Um. Well, yeah, I know I could have, but… it’s just so hard to say no, you know?”

      “I wish I could say I knew. Sadly, I don’t, so I’ll take your word for it.”

      He only spoke with Ryūmi for a few moments longer. It was late here and very early in Japan. There was a six-hour time difference between the two countries, meaning she had called him at 4:00 in the morning just to make sure he had arrived safely. He was touched, honestly. After hanging up, he climbed out of the bath, donned a pair of silk pajamas that had been provided for him, and fell face-first onto a bed so soft he thought he was floating on a cloud.

      Tomorrow was the first day of his trip, and he wanted to be rested for it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Hanging Gardens of Babylon was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, but they were also the only wonder whose exact location could not be definitively established. The Hanging Gardens where Yoshihiro was traveling to were only what people thought was the Hanging Gardens. Since it had never been confirmed, and there was no proof to suggest this place was the real deal, nobody knew for sure where they stood was the site of the ancient gardens. As such, their appearance was largely conjectural and based on descriptions in ancient text and artistic renditions.

      In that case, what was the place Yoshihiro was traveling to?

      The descriptions Yoshihiro had read in books suggested that the Hanging Gardens were not “hanging” in the modern sense. When a person thought of something that was hanging, they imagined objects being suspended above ground by ropes and cables. The name, in this case, likely referred to trees and plants that overhung the terrace of extravagant buildings, giving off the impression they were hanging in midair.

      According to ancient accounts, the gardens were built upon a series of multi-level stone terraces, which were covered in soil deep enough to plant trees. The gardens were said to have looked like green mountains, constructed of mud bricks and rising from the center of the city. This was the reason so many believed this place was the real Hanging Gardens of Babylon. There was evidence to suggest such buildings might have existed in this location.

      Might being the keyword.

      Yoshihiro was woken up early that morning by Farid and, after a quick breakfast, was ushered into a large tour bus alongside several dozen other people. The bus was cramped. A baby cried to his left, some kid with snot hanging from his nose talked the ear off an old man who was maybe his dad or even grandfather, and a pair of women were chatting in a language he didn’t recognize. Given the country they were in, it was probably Arabic or maybe Kurdish. He believed those were the two primary languages spoken here. That was what he had read, at least. Most of the people present looked European.

      The tour guide was a man with dark skin and eyes, and his accented English was so thick even a native speaker like Yoshihiro had trouble understanding him.

      “Before we reach Babylon, allow me to lay down some ground rules and teach you its history. I will be taking you to many of the most historic sites, where I will explain their significance. After the tour, you will be free to explore on your own, but you’ll need to be back by the bus after two hours.”

      It was a simple explanation.

      “Babylon is one of the most famous attractions here. The Tower of Babel, the Hanging Gardens, and the Code of Law of Hammurabi have made it into one of the most reputed ancient cities. Babylon is also the place where Alexander the Great died. Only a few structures from the ancient city truly remain. The rest are reconstructions created through the combined efforts of many archeologists and architects. No modern methods were used, so everything constructed was done just like the ancient Babylonians would have.”

      The man continued talking for the twenty minutes it took them to reach Babylon, and then the tour guide had them all exit the bus. As he stepped into the arid air, so different from the humidity of Japan, Yoshihiro gazed upon what had once been Babylon.

      What he saw first was the massive blue Ishtar Gate. He knew Ishtar mostly through the Nasuverse, and he knew how inaccurate that Ishtar was. Though it was just a reconstruction of the original, its scale and intricate tilework was still an impressive sight, though he did wonder if this was what the original really looked like. Had they perhaps dressed it up to make it more impressive than it had been?

      “This is the Ishtar Gate,” the tour guide began his explanation. “It was named after the Mesopotamian goddess of love, fertility, and war. It was one of the most iconic findings from ancient Babylon. The original gate was excavated in the early 20th century and then partially reconstructed using original bricks in the Pergamon Museum. The gate standing before you now is a modern, full-scale replica. King Nebuchadnezzar II constructed this gate back in 575 BCE as part of the northern entrance to the city. It was not only a great technical achievement, but also an expression of artistic brilliance and a symbol of power meant to impress visitors and underscore the might and prosperity of Babylon.”

      And thus the tour began. The guide showed them to all the most famous sites. They walked through the gate, then down the Processional Way, where the guide explained the roads were used in religious ceremonies. He described the vibrant processions that would have once filled this path, but Yoshihiro had trouble picturing it. Like with most things, he could not conjure the image being given in his mind. To him, the words being spoken were just words.

      They were eventually led to what might have been the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, and while everyone else seemed in awe, Yoshihiro was disappointed. There was no lush greenery or cascading water systems, as romanticized in accounts and artistic renderings. He hadn’t expected there to be any, of course. This site had fallen to ruin long before it was excavated decades ago, but he hadn’t expected it to look so… derelict. He did notice some scrambled brickwork that suggested the possibility of terraces, so maybe this place really had been the legendary Hanging Gardens, but it seemed like that was a mystery they would never solve.

      The tour soon ended and everyone was given two hours to wander where they pleased. Yoshihiro walked without care for where he stepped, studying the structures of the once ancient city and wondering how much of this was the original and how much had been recreated. While he walked, he spotted the snot-nosed kid running through the section that marked the possible Hanging Garden ruins. His father seemed to be chasing him and shouting something, but they weren’t speaking English.

      As the man and child ran, a sound echoed around them, and cracks appeared along the ground, which soon gave way to a massive hole. The architecture present crumbled and fell into the hole. This must have been the original and had been left untouched by architects. The man was somehow able to grab the ledge, but he was unable to get up, and his son knelt by his side, crying as he tried to rescue his father.

      “Baba! Baba!”

      The boy was babbling. Yoshihiro could only pick out a single word, though he didn’t know what it meant.

      Yoshihiro was the only other person present. The rest were elsewhere. He rushed over to the father and son and grabbed the man’s hand.

      “You’ll… be alright! I’ve… got… you!”

      The father was saying something, but Yoshihiro couldn’t understand him at all. The child was also shouting what sounded like unintelligible gobbledygook to him. That didn’t stop him from straining his muscles to lift the man up. The veins in his arms throbbed and his face turned red from effort as he pulled the man up.

      He sighed in relief as the father knelt and hugged his crying son, but his relief was short-lived as the ground beneath his own feet disappeared. His eyes widened as he reached out, but he was unable to grab anything and fell into darkness.
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      Yoshihiro had a dream. He knew that he was dreaming so it was a lucid dream. The last thing he remembered was falling into a hole when the ground beneath him collapsed. So much for the safety practices of tourist attractions. Shouldn’t someone have been monitoring the ground’s stability so something like this didn’t happen? Not that it would change his predicament now.

      The dream Yoshihiro had was of his time in high school. Back then, he had somehow gotten himself a girlfriend, despite being an introverted nerd who couldn’t go out. He had been entirely beholden to his father. The man who had helped sire him was a strict individual who forced Yoshihiro to do nothing but study science. He didn’t allow him to have friends, spend time at the mall, or even play video games. His life back then had consisted of studying science and engineering, with the one extracurricular activity he had been allowed to do was join the engineering club.

      Ali had been a member of the engineering club like him, so that might have explained why she had been into him, but either way, he remembered how blissful it had felt to fall in love. They had spent so much time together, talking and enjoying each other’s company. Yoshihiro had never cared for science until then. It was just something his father had forced him to do, but after meeting her and seeing how passionate she was, he had begun to feel like maybe science and engineering could be fun. She loved building things and coming up with theories. And he loved talking to her. Those had been some of the best moments of his life.

      Of course, such happiness was never meant to last. They had broken up four months after they started dating because his father had found out. After that, his father had forced him to quit the engineering club and he was never allowed to see or speak to “that girl” ever again.

      Yoshihiro wondered why he was dreaming of this. Was he dying? Perhaps he was lying in a hole somewhere underneath the Hanging Gardens, his body broken and his blood forming a pool underneath him. He couldn’t feel anything. That was… well, that was probably a bad sign, but at least it meant he wouldn’t feel any pain when he died. Better to pass along peacefully than to suffer in agony before dying.

      “Sorry, Ali. This is where it ends. I can’t go out with you anymore.”

      “What? But why?! Didn’t you say you loved me?!”

      “I… did. I’m sorry. Feelings… change. I don’t love you anymore.”

      “How can you say that?! You’re awful!”

      And yet there was something strange going on, which he first noticed after the dream wound to a close, as the girl he had dated cried when he broke up with her. Yoshihiro remembered how he had lied to her. He thought that she would have clung to him if he had told her the truth, so he said he didn’t love her. It would be better and easier for her to move on if she hated him. Those were his thoughts at the time.

      It’s taking an awful long time for me to die. What is going on?

      Yoshihiro had never had a near-death experience before, so maybe he was off the mark, but he was surprisingly aware for someone who was dying. Shouldn’t his thoughts be more scattered? Or did being near death increase a person’s awareness? Maybe he should have studied human biology more…

      “Oh? Thou art finally awake. Didst thou have pleasant dreams, perchance?”

      A loud, rumbling voice that was oddly feminine echoed in his ears. Yoshihiro was so surprised that his eyes snapped wide open. He sat up and touched his body, checking for injuries. He didn’t have any. He wasn’t even remotely hurt. What… how… shouldn’t he be dead? He wasn’t sure how far he had fallen, but he remembered falling for quite some time before blacking out.

      “Thou are not injured. I caught thee whilst you were falling. What minor injuries you possessed were healed by mine hands.”

      “What… who… who is there?”

      Yoshihiro glanced all around, but it was so dark he could barely see a dozen centimeters in front of him. There was no light in this place. He scrambled to his feet, the cold surface of the floor felt somehow wet as though covered in a light layer of water, and he almost tripped as he felt a sense of vertigo come over him.

      “Thou shouldst take it easy, young one. Thy injuries were minor and I healed you just fine, but you have been unconscious for a full day…”

      “A… full day…”

      Yoshihiro almost couldn’t imagine being out for so long. He had slept a full 24 hours? What the heck? And wait, if he had slept that long, then it meant he had missed the bus. What was going to happen now? Would someone come down to rescue him, and who was talking to him?

      “Who are you? I can’t see.”

      “Doth thee not have eyes? I stand before thee.”

      “My eyes are just fine, but it’s too dark.”

      “Too dark? My vision is keen—ah, I neglected to recall that you mortals lack any semblance of nocturnal sight. Grant me a brief pause, I entreat.”

      What? Mortals? What is she—

      Before Yoshihiro could ponder those words, the area around him began lighting up… with floating blue flames. Yoshihiro was entranced. Blue flames were the result of combustion that occurred at high temperatures and with sufficient oxygen. They were associated with the burning of a fuel that was very efficient and produced little soot or unburned carbon particles. In simpler terms, when a fuel was burned, the combustion process caused the fuel’s molecules to react with oxygen, producing heat, light, water vapor, and carbon dioxide. The color of the flame depended on the temperature and material being burned.

      And yet, these flames emitted no heat. He even dared to reach out a hand and touch it, but his hand came away completely unscathed. He passed his hand through the flames a few more times, then looked at his hand, which did not sport a single burn.

      What in the what?

      He didn’t understand. What was this? A flame that didn’t burn? How was that even possible? Better question. How was it floating? Flames did not float like this. It was almost at eye level, and there were many others all around him, illuminating the entire room. There had to be some kind of logical explanation for this, but his brain felt like it was about to explode trying to think of one.

      “Canst thou now gaze upon mine visage?” the voice asked.

      “Ah? What? Oh, yeah, I can see… you… eh?”

      Yoshihiro trailed off, eyes widening. What stood before him was not human, nor any creature he had ever seen before except in the annals of fiction. It was a creature of immeasurable grandeur and profound beauty, a blend of primordial power and elegance. How big was it? He couldn’t even begin to guess, coiled as it was like a snake. Its body was a seamless fusion of feminine grace and serpentine majesty, striking both awe and fear into him. Scales, each as large as the robotic arms used at his part-time job, shimmered with iridescent hues of azure, violet, and midnight black, reflecting an array of colors that rippled and danced as it turned its head as though to gaze upon him from different angles.

      The long, serpentine body undulated with a hypnotic rhythm, every motion fluid and purposeful. Wings, vast and membranous, looked like massive silk drapes that jutted from its back, the delicate veins within reminding him of a computer chip’s intricate grid. They were retracted now, but he imagined they were quite large when fully extended.

      This creature’s face was every bit as breathtaking as its body. Elegant features that gave it an almost human yet distinctly otherworldly appearance. It retained all the features of a reptile, and yet, he couldn’t help but see it as something other than a massive serpent. It must have been the eyes. Its eyes, vast and opalescent, were like pools of moonlight, their gaze captivating him, piercing him, as they reflected an intelligence that no high-conducting supercomputer could ever hope to match.

      Horns sat upon her head like a golden crown, each one covered in gemstones that radiated with a light of their own, further illuminating the creature’s regal visage.

      Yet, for all its beauty, this creature radiated an aura of raw, primal power. From the ripple of muscles beneath its scales to the furnace-like heat of its breath, it embodied the awe-inspiring might of the cosmos. Its presence alone demanded respect and reference. Yoshihiro even felt the desire to get down on his knees and bow in worship.

      What stood before him was something he had only heard about in mythology, video games, and anime.

      That’s a dragon, right? Big body, beautiful scales, horns, and reptilian features. That’s definitely a dragon. There’s a dragon here. What is a dragon doing here? A dragon. Hmmm. Yeah, that’s a dragon all right.

      Yoshihiro went through the same thought several times from different angles as though his mind couldn’t comprehend what his eyes were showing him. Even after several minutes had passed, he couldn’t quite fathom the sight.

      “Oi. Art thou paying attention? I am speaking to thee.”

      “Ah…” He finally made a sound. “Sorry. I was just surprised.”

      This must be a dream.

      In the end, Yoshihiro was unable to imagine this as anything other than a dream. Dragons didn’t exist. They were just a figment of people’s imaginations. Yes, that was right. There was no scientific evidence to prove that dragons had ever existed. The closest they had to a dragon was the Pterosaurs like Pteranodons and Quetzalcoatlus, due to their winged nature. However, if they were talking about Asian dragons like this one, which was serpentine and legless, the closest dinosaur would be the Maenchisaurus.

      In conclusion, this could only be a dream since dragons weren’t real.

      Though he didn’t understand why he was dreaming about a dragon, of all things.

      “Hmph. Hath thee never laid thine eyes upon a dragon before?”

      “Uh… no. Well, not outside of books and games like Monster Hunter.”

      The dragon blinked its big eyes. “I have never heard of this 'Monster Hunter' heretofore.”

      “Well… Monster Hunter is a video game franchise. It’s very popular. I only played Monster Hunter World, but there was another game that came out a few years ago called Monster Hunter Rise that…”

      “What? Vee-dee-oh games? Franchise?”

      “Uh…”

      The dragon looked confused, or as confused as a dragon could look. Its eyes were swirling inside of its head. Maybe he should leave the subject of video games for another time. Oh, but wait. If this was just a dream, he would never speak to this creature again. Hmmm. What to do. What to do.

      “I… guess you’re right. I got a little ahead of myself there.”

      “Tis fine. However, before thee lose thyself once more, perhaps thee should offer me an introduction.”

      “Right. Introductions.” Yoshihiro coughed into his hand. “My name is Marlowe Yoshihiro. Oh. Marlowe is my family name. Yoshihiro is my given name.”

      “Hmm. Yoshihiro Marlowe, is it? I am Tiamat.”

      “Tiamat…” His eyes widened. “Like the famous Mesopotamian goddess of life?”

      “Hmm. Thou art claims to have never laid eyes on a dragon before, but thee knoweths my name. Most curious.”

      “Of course, I know who you are. Tiamat is a famous dragon in video games.”

      “There thou yet again speakeths of these vee-dee-oh games.”

      Yoshihiro was not a history buff nor did he study mythology all that much, so the most he knew was that Tiamat was a primordial goddess of creation and popular in video games. If he somehow survived all this, or if the whole trip turned out to be a strange dream and he woke up in his bed, he would do some research on her. He was curious now.

      This dragon spoke in an archaic tongue. He didn’t think she was speaking English. His native language had not existed back then, but if this was a dream, it only made sense that she would speak his language. His mind was likely conjuring this conversation for him. It was definitely telling him that he had read too much Shakespear. This woman sounded like something straight out of a Shakesperean play.

      “Thou art quite the curious one,” Tiama said after several hours of talking.

      Yoshihiro tilted his head. “How so?”

      “Most folk who lay their eyes upon me cannot but incline in reverence and trepidation. Thou art the first who hath abstained from such, engaging me in discourse as though it were commonplace.”

      “Ah. Well…”

      Yoshihiro wondered what he could say to that. Even if this was a dream, he would feel bad if he told her that, and, well, what if after he told her, he woke up? He wanted to extend this dream for a little longer since he enjoyed talking to her.

      They spoke of many subjects. He tried to tell her about how much had changed since she was sealed away. He also spoke of his aspirations.

      “So, thou art an actor?”

      “That’s right! Well… I’d like to be. Truth is, I am not very good at acting.”

      “The craft of acting is a learned art, attainable by any who persist in their labor. I am confident thou canst achieve all thine aspirations with time.”

      “Thank you.” Yoshihiro smiled softly. “I certainly hope so.” He paused. “By the way, what are you doing here?”

      “Ah… I hath been… sealed in this place…”

      “Sealed? What for?”

      “It doth appear that my transgressions have faded into oblivion with the passage of time.”

      A long pause followed. Had he said something wrong? He thought that might have been the case, but then Tiamat spoke, voice tinged with equal measures of sorrow and annoyance.

      “I did beget many progeny with my consort, Absu, but in due course, our offspring grew troublesome. Absu plotted their demise but met his own end ere he could execute his plan. Enraged, I summoned forth a legion of monstrous beings to annihilate all, and in the end, met defeat. Being a primordial goddess, I am impervious to death, so they did enslave me.” She wiggled her body and a loud jangling alerted Yoshihiro to the chain fastened around her neck, attached to the ground. “This fetter was wrought by the hand of Marduk.”

      “I don’t know who Marduk is, but do you want me to get rid of those chains for you?”

      Yoshihiro walked over to where the chain was impaled into the ground by a stake and leaned down to inspect them. Strange glyphs surrounded the chains. They were glowing, but their light had faded to a very dull glow.

      “Hmph. I do express gratitude for thy benevolent proposition, but dost thou genuinely believe thou canst shatter the bonds that confine me? These fetters were fashioned by Marduk, chief among the gods, who had been tutored to conquer me. A mere mortal like thyself could never—”

      CUUUU-RACK!

      Tiamat stopped talking and stared in mute shock as Yoshihiro grabbed some debris that had fallen with him and smacked the chains and stakes. He whacked it several dozen times, and each time, a crack appeared on them. The debris shattered before the stake or chains did, but he just grabbed another rock and pounded away again. Nearly ten rocks later and the chain that bound Tiamat was broken.

      “There.” Yoshihiro clapped his hands together. “Now there’s nothing left to bind you. You are free now. Isn’t that great?”

      Tiamat stared at him in stunned silence.
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      Marduk’s potency hath surely dwindled after myriad years. This, in concert with thy dearth of belief, must be the alchemy that did grant thee release from those bonds.”

      Tiamat was attempting to justify how he could break those chains, but Yoshihiro understood the truth. This was all a dream, and he was completely aware of that. There had been sleep studies where someone expressed the ability to control what happens in their dreams based on their desires. He imagined it was something like that. Yoshihiro’s field of expertise was cybernetics and mechanical engineering, not human physiology. Anyway, all this meant was that whatever he wanted to have happen happened because this was his dream.

      “Sure. We can go with that.” Yoshihiro nodded as though it wasn’t a problem. “Now that you’re free, what would you like to do?”

      Tiamat stared at him for several long seconds.

      “… I have never contemplated what I would engage in upon gaining liberty.”

      “Maybe you should think about it now?”

      “Hrm. Even if thou dost declare such, 'tis not as if I can promptly conceive some aspiration to achieve or locale to where I wish to journey.”

      “Yeah… I guess I can understand that.”

      “Doth thee truly comprehend?”

      “Of course. When you’ve only known one thing for so long, it can be hard to break away from your previous thoughts. Like, you’re so stuck on this one thing that you can’t even see your other options.”

      Yoshihiro understood well, for he had been like that for the longest time. His father had forced him to learn science and mechanical engineering when he was younger and never allowed him to do anything he wanted. It wasn’t until his mother had taken him to see a play against his father’s wishes that he discovered his love for acting. He sometimes wondered what might have happened to him if he had never attended that play. He would most likely still be under his father’s thumb, unable to do anything other than what was demanded of him.

      “Do you want me to help you?”

      “Wouldst thee?”

      “I set you free, right? It’s my responsibility to help you now.”

      “Verily. I shall grant thee the privilege to aid me in determining what course I should pursue henceforth.”

      “Just leave it to me.”

      Yoshihiro thumped his chest. This was becoming fun. Something about this dream was tickling his fancy. Perhaps it was the sense of freedom he had in it, or maybe it was her dialect, which reminded him of a play he once read by the famous playwright William Shakespear. Now there was a thought. Maybe she spoke like a Shakespearean actor because this was his dream?

      “I think the first thing we should do is get out of here.”

      “Hrm. Thou art correct. This abode is ill-suited for a deity of my stature.”

      Tiamat lowered her head until she was right in front of Yoshihiro.

      “Come hither. Ascend upon mine cranium, and together, we shalt vacate this locale.”

      I get to ride a dragon?! Awesome!

      Yoshihiro felt a sense of wonder as he clambered onto Tiamat’s head. Because of his father, he hadn’t been able to play video games, watch anime, or even view basic television until he was already a legal adult. That was why he had indulged in a lot of those pleasures. One of his favorite game franchises was called Monster Hunter. He enjoyed playing it and would often wonder what it would be like to ride a dragon.

      He felt something stick to him like he was being held in place with invisible cords, and then Tiamat ascended into the sky and began climbing out of the hole he had fallen through. She was so fast, so swift, that his gums flapped as his cheeks were pulled off his jaw—or that’s what it felt like. He would have been terrified had this not been a dream. It really was a long climb, too. Even for Tiamat, it took quite a few minutes.

      It was not long before they were out, however, and as they climbed higher into the sky, Yoshihiro found his breath stolen from him.

      The first blush of dawn had broken over the horizon, a faint streak of rose pink against the indigo canvas of the fading night. Crisp, cool air created a soothing contrast to the warmth radiating from the dragon beneath him.

      The silence of the pre-dawn was interrupted by the flapping of Tiamat’s immense wings, causing a gentle, yet powerful, gust of wind with every beat. It rustled his hair and clothes, the sensation both exhilarating and humbling. He could feel the dragon’s primal power through his fingers on her scales. As they ascended higher, beyond even the clouds, Yoshihiro felt a thrill of awe and fear travel through him. Even though this was a dream, his stomach was doing flip flops.

      “Wow… what a view,” he said softly.

      “Verily, 'tis a truly splendid panorama. Mine initial glimpse of the realm of mortals is most majestic,” Tiamat said.

      “Say, you’ve been sealed for a long time, right?”

      “If we taketh thy words to heart, then 'tis clear I hath been ensnared for many thousands of years.”

      “So everything about this world would be new to you, huh?”

      “Indeed, thou art correct.”

      “Hmmm…”

      Yoshihiro hadn’t thought about it because this was all a dream, but since she had lived for several thousand years, she knew nothing of the modern world. Speaking of dreams, how long was this one going to last? It had been going on for a surprisingly long time. He had heard that dreams could feel like they lasted forever but were in fact very short. However, even taking that into account, he felt like this one was lasting longer than normal.

      “Then why don’t you make your new goal to experience all life has to offer?” he suggested.

      “A fascinating aspiration, I admit. I shan't deny mine curiosity to unravel more of this realm. Yet...”

      “Yet?”

      “I wouldst be at a loss on where to commence.”

      “Ah. That could be a problem.”

      “Verily.”

      Well, it was only a problem in this dream, so it would be fine if he said something reckless. He had already freed Tiamat from her imprisonment, which meant he was responsible for her. Besides, his new idea sounded fun.

      “Then why don’t you just stick with me? I’ll let you experience all the world has to offer.”

      “…Truly? May I tarry by thy side?”

      “Of course! I set you free, didn’t I? I’ve gotta take responsibility for that.”

      Tiamat’s body vibrated beneath him. Yoshihiro squeaked when Tiamat began doing loop-the-loops. Blood drained from his face every time he found himself upside down, the fear that he would fall very real despite being in a dream. He didn’t want to fall from this height, dream or not.

      “Ah ha! Ha ha ha ha! Agreed! I shall embrace thy proposal! I am eager to partake in life's journey with thee!”

      “O-oh yeah? Good to hear it, but can you please not flip upside down like that?  Feel like I’m going to hurl!”

      “As thee wishes.”

      Tiamat straightened out and began flying normally. However, the relief Yoshihiro felt was short-lived when he spotted something flying toward them in the distance. He realized what it was after a moment. There was no mistaking that sleek frame, single jet engine, and bubble canopy. Yoshihiro had taken apart several of these himself, so he recognized the vehicle flying toward them.

      It was an F-16 Fighting Falcon.

      “Uh… hey, Tiamat? Can we, like, get out of here now? Right now? There’s a fighter jet coming our way, and I do not want the Iraq government’s military to shoot us down.”

      “Hmmm? Fighter jet? Is that the minuscule metallic contraption approaching us? I shall obliterate it with utmost prejudice.”

      “No! No obliterating, please. Just get us away from here and somewhere safe.”

      “Hrm. Verily well.”

      Tiamat turned on a dime, and the next second, Yoshihiro screamed, not in exhilaration, but in terror as he and the dragon he rode on became a streak across the sky.
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      Yoshihiro woke up with a groan. He had a splitting headache like someone had taken an axe to his skull, his throat was sore, and yet, he was oddly warm and comfortable. The soft mattress underneath him was luxurious. When he opened his eyes, the somewhat familiar ceiling of his hotel room loomed over him.

      “An unfamiliar ceiling…”

      He had wanted to say that since watching a certain anime after arriving in Japan. It had been the first one he had ever seen, so it held a special place in his heart.

      I must have been dreaming. Of course, it had to have been a dream. Dragons aren’t real, after all. Does that mean I dreamed it all up and haven’t gone on the tour yet? I guess I should get up and meet with Farid. Ugh, but that doesn’t explain why my throat is so sore. Feels like I spent all night screaming.

      Inane thoughts jumbled together inside of his mind as he lay there, lacking any real desire to get up. He was warm and the bed was soft. Oh so soft. Wasn’t vacation all about going at your own pace anyway? Was there really a need for him to get up? Maybe he should just go back to sleep? In fact, that sounded like a great idea.

      “Mmm…”

      Just as Yoshihiro was about to close his eyes and sleep, a soft moan echoed in his ears—his left one, to be precise. It was sweet and feminine, alluring and yet laden with drowsiness, a soft, sultry sound that seemed to invite intimacy and yet contained a languid quality. The slight huskiness to the tone added a sensuality that made his heart race.

      He glanced down as something shifted against him and found… a woman lying on his chest. Flowing hair descended from the crown of her head and shimmered like the ocean when struck by the sun’s brilliant rays. It seemed to constantly be in motion, shifting colors depending on how the light hit it. Beautiful pale skin like fresh snow carried a subtle shimmer or iridescence, reminiscent of the way light played upon the water’s surface. This woman was alluring in ways he could not describe purely with words. She stole his breath with just this glance. Even Ryūmi, arguably the most beautiful woman he had ever met, did not have this effect on him.

      Of course, he had never seen Ryūmi naked either.

      Which brought him to another problem.

      This woman was naked, bare as the day she’d been born, au naturale.

      Yoshihiro’s thoughts ground to a screeching halt. His brain was like a supercomputer that had frozen while attempting to run calculations on the trajectory of a starfield several thousand light years away. His entire body froze as all the blood rushed straight to his crotch. Perhaps that was why he couldn’t think. Only his third leg had the blood flow necessary for thought processing. Too bad it lacked a brain.

      “Something doth prod me…”

      The woman mumbled, slowly sitting up, straddling his legs. Yoshihiro blinked as his eyes locked onto her bare chest. Her hair trailed down from her head to block the sight, but he still saw something pink poking out between errant strands. His brain was already on the fritz. It could not short-circuit anymore. Yet this image was quickly burned into his retina and stored in his memory databanks.
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As she stretched her arms above her head, her chest came with them, lifting and jiggling and doing all sorts of acrobatic maneuvers. They must have had their own gravity. His eyes were basically moons that orbited around them. He had never seen such a magnificent chest before.

      Yoshihiro had never been the type to watch porn or look at dirty magazines. He wasn’t a virgin, but his single time laying with a woman didn’t give him a wealth of experience either. For all intents and purposes, he was just a normal guy with normal guy hormones, and the sight of this magnificent creature who put gravure models to shame was simply too much.

      “I observe thou art awake.”

      The woman had begun looking at him sometime during his brain seizure. She stared at him with eyes that held the deep, endless bluish-green of the ocean depths. Those eyes were filled with boundless wisdom and a touch of chaotic unpredictability. Her voice, too, was somehow at once soothing like the gentle lull of waves against the shore and powerful like a stormy sea. They contained a hypnotic quality that he found himself unable to quantify.

      “Art thou not going to speak? I demand thou utter something,” the woman said, her tone imperious yet familiar.

      Her words kickstarted his brain. He would have tried to speak and had even opened his mouth, but that was the moment the woman decided to move back and came into contact with… well, it was a problem a lot of young men his age had first thing in the morning.

      The woman blinked. She turned and looked behind her. Then she turned back and stared into his face.

      He could actually feel the heat burning his entire face.

      She smiled. “Behold, thou dost find this visage enchanting. Count thyself as lucky, for no mortal hath beheld me in this guise. Even the gods hath not seen this form. Neither my spouse, Absu, nor my paramour, Kingu, hath been graced with the privilege of witnessing me thus.”

      It took him several seconds, but he soon realized who this woman was. The way she spoke and the words she said were familiar to him. Wasn’t there another who had spoken just like this? But…had that not been a dream?

      “…Tiamat?” he asked hesitantly.

      “Indeed. I am Tiamat. Dost thou not discern me in this mortal guise?” asked Tiamat. Yoshihiro gulped when the woman gently traced the swell of her chest with a finger, revealing hints of pink through parted hair. “I hold thee blameless for thy lack of recognition. Even amidst the divine, none were privy to my power to shift form. In any case, I now hunger. I have abstained from sustenance for countless generations and yearn for nourishment. Tend to my needs.”

      Did she want food? Now? But he… he had so many questions!

      “Well… I don’t mind getting you something to eat,” he confessed, taking a deep breath to control himself. Yoshihiro was a man of science… despite how he wished it otherwise. Something like an erection would not be enough to bring him down—or so he told himself over and over again in his head. His heart refused to stop beating like a war drum in his chest. “But there are some things we need to do first.”

      “Is there aught that must precede my repast? Seek you to couple with me? I shall disclose, whilst thankful for thine aid, I am not one to mate with any soul. Thou must demonstrate thy worthiness to share my bedchamber.”

      It actually took him a moment to process her words. Maybe his brain still wasn’t working because all of the blood in his body was flowing downward?

      “Uh… that’s fine. I wasn’t going to suggest sleeping together,” he admitted…though it had been a thought.

      Tiamat tilted her head. “Then what praytell doth thee ask of me?”

      “First, I need to take a shower—a very cold shower. Second…” He eyed her naked chest a moment longer before looking away. “Please… get dressed. I don’t know where to look.”
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      A cold shower had been just what the doctor ordered. The freezing temperatures of the shower had calmed him and his lower half down enough to think about the situation he was in.

      He still had trouble believing that the woman in his bedroom was Tiamat, and the logical part of his brain, admittedly stronger than the rest of it, kept trying to create alternate scenarios to explain who this woman was and why she couldn’t be the primordial goddess from Mesopotamian legend. Unfortunately, there was no explanation that made sense. He was forced to accept that she was Tiamat.

      Yoshihiro emerged from the shower after toweling off and getting dressed in simple black slacks and a white shirt. He was relieved upon entering the room to discover that Tiamat was also dressed, though he was not sure her outfit was any better than being naked. She was showing so much skin. It wasn’t quite underwear, but it wasn’t a dress either. The elegant and flowing attire looked like a dress and held the fluidity of water. It only consisted of one layer. Whenever she moved, the dress would change color, from blue to green to turquoise. Gemstones adorned it, creating wave-like patterns that gave it a maritime feel.

      “Where did you get that dress?” he asked.

      “Doth thee think it enchanting? Tis not truly a dress, but mine scales.”

      “Scales…?”

      “Nevermind mine outfit. I mark thy arrival. Now, heed my presence.”

      There were many things Yoshihiro wanted to say. What did she mean those were her scales? Why was she acting so snooty? But he was also hungry, so he put those on the back burner. He needed some glucose to help him think better.

      “Yeah. Okay. You said you were hungry, right? In that case, let’s head into this hotel’s restaurant to get some food.”

      “An agreeable answer. I am filled with intrigue to sample the victuals of this age.”

      The imperious way Tiamat spoke was somehow both fitting and cute. Yoshihiro shook his head to dispel the thought and led her out the door.

      This hotel had several restaurants, including one that overlooked a beautiful park from one side and a pool from the other. It was an international-themed restaurant that offered a tantalizing à la carte menu.

      They were currently serving breakfast. Their buffet table had a large variety of foods, most of which he didn’t recognize, though he noticed a lot of them were seafood-based. There was an entire bowl of large shrimp garnished with green herbs of some sort.

      “I am unfamiliar with these, yet they do appear quite tempting,” Tiamat confessed as she stared at the meals.

      “Take that plate and grab whatever you’d like,” Yoshihiro said.

      “I shall do that.”

      Yoshihiro grabbed a plate and followed Tiamat, distinctly aware of the eyes on her. Not only was she gorgeous like a model, but she was dressed very… immodestly. He was lucky this area was a tourist trap. There were horror stories about the kinds of things people in the Middle East did to women dressed like this. Thinking about it, wasn’t it like a requirement for women who lived here to wear habits whenever they went out to keep their face and skin covered? He didn’t know anything about Islam beyond the basics.

      They soon found a place to sit. Tiamat only required a single bite of food before she began liberally stuffing her face. Yoshihiro hadn’t even taken a bite and found his appetite waning as he watched in mixed shock and awe as the entire plate of food disappeared.

      Tiamat leaned back and placed a hand on her stomach. “Aaaah. Indeed, that was a most delightful repast. Might we partake in another?”

      “It’s… all you can eat. Feel free,” Yoshihiro muttered.

      “Then I shalt indulge to mine heart’s content.”

      As Tiamat went to get more food, Yoshihiro decided to get coffee. He preferred his coffee black, but he grabbed several packets of sugar and cream anyway. Then he sat down and began slowly eating his food as Tiamat came back.

      Despite having started eating later, Yoshihiro finished first… because his companion kept going back for more. He watched as Tiamat finished several more plates of food. During that time, the news began playing. Yoshihiro could not understand what they were saying, but then an image of Tiamat in her dragon form appeared on the screen, and he began choking on his coffee.

      “Art thou feeling unwell?”

      “I-I’m fine,” he coughed and banged his chest several times. He looked at the television again. The image was blurry and he couldn’t see himself on her back, which was a relief, but it still shocked him.

      “What manner of drink is this?” Tiamat pointed at the cup.

      “Ah. That? It’s coffee.”

      “I never heard of this 'coffee.' It appears like mire.”

      “Coffee lovers the world over would skewer you for such an insult.”

      “Art thou meant to imbibe it?”

      “Yes. It is a drink.”

      “Hm. Very well. I shall consent to taste it.” The woman grabbed the cup, cute nose wiggling as she sniffed it. She grimaced but then tried a sip, only to gag. “Ack! 'Tis so bitter!”

      Yoshihiro smiled wryly. “I thought that might be the case. Give it here.”

      She handed the cup over, and he poured in several packets of sugar and cream before handing it back. Tiamat warily sniffed once more, then perked up. She brought the cup to her lips and slowly took a sip.

      “Oh! Tis much improved!”

      “Do you have a sweet tooth?”

      “I know not what a sweet tooth doth mean. My teeth are hard and keen, not sugared, but I doth take pleasure in flavors sweet. Ere I had been bound, a multitude of folk would proffer me fruits that were luscious and sugared. I took great joy in feasting upon them.”

      I can already tell communication is going to be a problem. This woman doesn’t understand any modern phrases at all.

      “Now that you’re fed, we need to talk,” Yoshihiro began.

      “Very well. What shall we talk about?”

      “We need to consider what to do from here on out.”

      “What dost thou mean? Clearly, I intend to dwell within thine abode henceforth, ‘tis not so?”

      “… You are. I told you that you can stay with me, and I’m not about to go back on my word. What I meant was we need to figure out how to get back home. I’m here on vacation, so this isn’t the country I live in, and I only have one plane… ticket… Oh no…”

      “What? What is the matter?”

      Yoshihiro did not answer Tiamat as he realized he hadn’t seen his phone since falling into that hole. He ran back up to his room, but his phone was not there at all. The most likely scenario was his phone was somewhere at the bottom of that chasm where Tiamat had been sealed, smashed to bits.

      This is… so not good…

      “Whatever is the matter, Yoshihiro?” asked Tiamat. She had silently followed him and was now standing in the middle of the hotel room, arms crossed and an imperious glare on her face.

      “Did you see my cellphone?” Tiamat made a face at the question and he nearly smacked himself. “Of course, you wouldn’t know what a cellphone is. It’s a small rectangle-shaped object.”

      “Ah. That minuscule dark object. Yea, I did take notice of it, in truth.”

      His hopes rose. “Where is it?”

      “It was shattered asunder upon impact with the ground when thou didst fall upon me.”

      So much for his hopes. He grabbed his hair and groaned. “How am I going to get home now?”

      “Can we not simply take flight?”

      “If you’re talking about flying you to Japan, then no. Every single government in the world would have a field day if they spotted us.”

      “But they shall not find us if I do turn invisible.”

      “If you could turn invisible, then sure.”

      “I can.”

      “Wait. Really?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Why didn’t you do that yesterday?”

      “’Twas my first taste of freedom. I did not want it sullied by using Oceanic Mirage to mask my presence.”

      “I…have nothing to say to that,” he muttered, biting his lower lip for a moment. “Well…if you can make us invisible, then I suppose flying you is my only option.”

      “Excellent. Let us depart to your abode.”

      Tiamat seemed excited for some reason, but Yoshihiro wasn’t in the mood to satisfy his curiosity. He followed Tiamat out of the bedroom and into a courtyard. There were a lot of people present and many stared at his companion the moment she appeared. She glanced around at all the humans, scoffed once, and then clapped her hands.

      A wave of…something passed over him. Yoshihiro couldn’t explain it, but the hairs on his arms stood up like they had been hit by a static shock. All the people who had been staring at Tiamat suddenly diverted their eyes and began going about their business like she wasn’t there anymore.

      “What…what did you do?”

      “Waves of Timeless Recollection. ‘Tis a technique of mine own making. I attune myself to the ebb and flow of the cosmic tides and employ my powers to influence the recollections of those in my proximity. I am capable of erasing memories, retrieving memories, and even delving into the collective memories of the world if I so wish.”

      “Your abilities and powers make absolutely no sense.”

      “What is with thine bland response?! Thou ought to be filled with awe for me. Dost thou not grasp the magnificence of this art? It touches the very threads of existence and molds them to my bidding. Such a subtle yet potent skill surpasses the reach of many other deities.”

      “That’s not really the problem, but it does sound amazing.”

      “I am pleased that thou comprehendest. Now, step aside.”

      Yoshihiro stepped back, then watched as Tiamat’s body rippled like an ocean wave. Her dress disappeared. She was naked, but only for a moment, as her snow-white skin soon transformed into scales that adorned her body, which grew longer and larger. Her legs joined together and formed a tail, her arms became membranous wings, and her neck vanished as her face gained a reptilian muzzle that instilled a sense of awe and wonder in him.

      Tiamat turned to him and rested her head on the ground.

      “Thou art welcome to perch upon my head. Twice now hath you ridden me. ‘Tis indeed an honor for thee to ride upon me once more.”

      “I feel very honored,” Yoshihiro said as he climbed on.

      Tiamat soon lifted her head off the ground, turned her attention skyward, and began ascending. Yoshihiro worried for a moment that people would see them, but no one spared them a second glance. He looked down and noticed several cars and people on the road. Not one of them looked up or pointed them out.

      Are we really invisible?

      He relaxed a bit and took in the view. The world beneath them had transformed into a breathtaking panorama as sky and city intermingled. Tiamat flew between several buildings with grace and elegance, then ascended above even the tallest building present. The view before long became a vast stretch of ground far below and an even vaster sky above.

      They soon leveled out, and Tiamat spoke to him. “Yoshi, prithee tell me where your residence is located.”

      Yoshi? Is that my nickname? Is it too hard to say Yoshihiro?

      “Oh. I live in Japan. It’s… ah.”

      “What? What is it?”

      “I just realized something.” Yoshihiro rubbed the back of his head. “Without the apps on my phone, I’m not sure I know how to figure out how to get to Japan from here.”

      A moment of silence passed between them.

      “Thou art useless, art thou not?”

      “Hey!”
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      Because he was curious, Yoshihiro tried to time how long it took Tiamat to fly from Iraq to Japan, but since he didn’t have his phone anymore, he wasn’t able to get an accurate estimation of how much time had passed. He was also fairly certain she had orbited the Earth at least once because he had no idea where they were going, but again, it wasn’t like he could tell. What he did know was they started flying in the morning and arrived in Japan around the afternoon. That meant it took at least five or six hours.

      It was impressive that she could travel so fast. More impressive was that he hadn’t even felt like they were moving all that quickly. The ride had been smooth and secure, quite comfortable actually, almost like he had been flying first class. He jokingly told Tiamat that he wanted to call her the First-Class Dragon Express. Sadly, she didn’t understand the joke.

      Once they had reached Japan, he directed her to Tokyo, then narrowed it further to his apartment complex. Tiamat changed from dragon form to human form moments after she landed on the street in front of his apartment and allowed him to descend off her back. Fortunately, she didn’t forget to put on clothes this time. He couldn’t imagine how badly people would react if a naked woman suddenly appeared in the middle of the road. Something seemed to shift in the air moments after she assumed human form, a strange thrum that caused his chest to vibrate, as if he were touching a crossed wire. The landlady, who had been standing right by the entrance and hadn’t reacted to Tiamat’s landing, suddenly jumped back.

      “Holy crap! Yoshihiro-san?! You startled me!”

      “Mahiro-san…Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Hmm. It’s fine. When did you get here? You appeared just like magic!”

      “Maybe you weren’t paying attention? I walked up. Are you perhaps distracted by something?”

      “I… don’t think so. Anyway, who is this? A friend of yours? She’s quite beautiful.”

      Tiamat puffed out her chest. Smoke wafted from her nose like steam. “Hast thou heard that, Yoshi? She hath declared me fair. This lady hath a discerning palate. I find favor in her.”

      Yoshihiro smiled wryly as he addressed Mahiro. “This is… Tia. She’s going to be my new roommate.”

      “Oh, my.” Mahiro pressed a hand to her mouth, cheeks reddening. “Is she your…”

      “She is not,” Yoshihiro cut off that line of question with a swift hand chop. “Tia is brand new to Japan and doesn’t have anyone to rely on. I’m taking responsibility for her.”

      “Taking responsibility? What doth thee think I am? I’m not some Tibetan tiger that thou would keep as a pet,” Tiamat muttered.

      “A tiger?” Mahiro blinked.

      “Anyway, Tia and I have a lot to do, so we’ll talk to you later.”

      “Oh… okay… It’s good to see you, Yoshihiro-san.”

      “You too. Take care.”

      Yoshihiro quickly ushered Tiamat up the stairs and to his apartment. Mahiro watched them go, then went back to sweeping the entrance. However, as she swept, a question came to her that she voiced out loud:

      “I thought he was going to be gone for a week, but it’s only been a few days. I wonder what happened?”
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      Yoshihiro closed and locked the door behind him as Tiamat stepped into the living room. He gestured toward the space after removing his shoes. He would have asked Tiamat to remove hers, but she had been barefoot this entire time. He glanced at her feet and grimaced when he noticed they were covered in dirt and grime.

      I’ll have to ask her to wash her feet so she doesn’t track mud and dirt in the house. Of course, I’ll need to have her wear shoes sooner rather than later. Should we go shopping?

      “This is my home,” he said with a gesture. He glanced around for a moment, but he didn’t see Tama anywhere.

      Is he away because I’m not home?

      Tama didn’t stay at his place all the time. Being a cat who grew up a stray, Tama had an independent streak and would often leave periodically. Yoshihiro wasn’t worried since this happened often. Japan was a safe nation for cats, and he would come back when he was hungry.

      Tiamat surveyed the space, hands on her hips, eyes like those of a queen observing the land that she ruled.

      “‘Tis a tiny abode.”

      “Well, yeah. I live alone. No need for a big space.”

      “Thou art not living by your lonesome anymore.”

      “I can’t get a new apartment just because you’re living with me now.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “Is there a problem?”

      “There is no issue. This is a humble abode, yet it is tidy and seemeth fairly comfortable. I shall consent to dwell herein for the nonce.”

      “For the time being, huh?”

      So she’s going to want a bigger space eventually? Well, she is a goddess, so I guess a small apartment building like this is uncomfortable for her. I bet she was used to living in the lap of luxury.

      His apartment wasn’t much, but he still gave Tiamat the grand tour, showing her his bedroom, the bathroom, and the kitchen/living room. It was quite the experience. Tiamat knew nothing of modern conveniences. Everything was new and interesting to her. The way her eyes sparkled with an almost childlike innocence made him question whether this woman was really a goddess or not. She had been shocked when he showed her how the shower worked.

      “What is this strange contraption?! I sense no magic at work, so how does the water come out?”

      “The shower is connected to two pipes inside of the wall, which are connected to a water source. When you turn one of these valves, it allows pressurized water to come out.”

      He turned the valve for cold water, and Tiamat squawked in shock when water began pouring into the tub. Her shock soon turned to excitement. It looked like stars had appeared in her eyes.

      “W-what a marvelous invention! Thou mortals hast ever been blessed with creativity, but this surpasseth even mine expectations! Aye, truly wondrous...”

      Tiamat shoved Yoshihiro aside and began twisting the valve, turning the water on and off, then did the same for the other one.

      “Oh, this one is hot water. Why is it hot?”

      “It’s heated with electricity.”

      “Ee-lec-tree-cee-tee?”

      “Electricity is a form of energy resulting from the existence of charged particles. We use that energy as a power source for our machines.”

      “How interesting. I wish to know more about this electricity. What does this button do?”

      “Ah, I wouldn’t push that if I were-”

      “GYA! WATER! WATER IS POURING ONTO MINE CRANIUM! WHAT IS THIS?!

      “-you.”

      Yoshihiro sighed as Tiamat panicked when she switched the water’s output from faucet to shower. Water sprayed onto her from above, matting her hair to her head and making her dress cling to her skin. That might have looked erotic if the woman wasn’t flailing about in a panic. She fell into the tub and continued flailing. He watched for a moment, torn between amusement and concern, then slowly shut off the valve and reset the water so it would pour from the tub. Despite the valve being shut off, Tiamat needed a full sixty seconds to realize she was no longer being sprayed with water.

      “Th-That was a most unpleasant experience. I do not think I liketh this shower any longer.”

      “Weren’t you just marveling at the ingenuity of humans?”

      “I hath changed my mind.”

      She’s just like a sheltered princess from a story.

      It was an amusing thought and one that he didn’t think was far off the mark. Tiamat spoke with arrogance and innocence in the same breath, and she had no clue about modern conveniences. She reminded him a little of Sleeping Beauty. While Disney had popularized it, the classic fairytale play was quite a bit different. Princess Aurora, after a 100-year cursed sleep, must adapt to a world that has changed significantly after her curse is broken. Tiamat’s predicament was even more pronounced since she had been sealed for thousands of years.

      “Yoshi?”

      “I kind of wanna show her a supercomputer and see how she responds.”

      “What is a suuu-pa com-puu-ta?”

      He hadn’t realized he had spoken out loud, but he answered her anyway. “I’ll show you one later. Anyway, let me continue showing you around.”

      Yoshihiro continued to give her the grand tour of his apartment and explained how all of his devices worked. He didn’t want her injuring herself on something like the stove. Tiamat responded much like he expected, with shock and amusement. She showed the most interest in the television.

      “Oooh! They are moving, Yoshi! Thine people in this miniscule box art moving! How?”

      “It’s called a television. The LCD screen is sent an electric current and light travels through the liquid crystal, which causes the solid parts to move around and block or let light through to… create…” He trailed off when he saw Tiamat’s confused expression, his own going slowly deadpan. “Just think of it as a magic box that shows images.”

      “‘Tis a marvelous creation. I am quite taken with this. Are they acting? It looks like they are performing some form of theater.”

      “They are. This is a 2.5D stage play, which is a musical that uses a combination of make-up and costumes to depict actors of characters from popular shows. They also include stunts and special effects to reenact settings and the tone of original works.”

      “Most curious, and what work is this reenacting?”

      “It looks like…One Piece.”

      “One Piece? What is a One Piece?”

      “It’s an anime.”

      “And anime is?”

      “…Maybe it would be better if I just showed you.”

      With some reluctance, Yoshihiro went onto Nutflix, found One Piece, and let it play. He was somewhat annoyed that Tiamat quickly zoned in on this. She seemed so much more enamored with the anime than she did the play.

      “What strange marvel is this? How are these hieroglyphs moving?”

      “It’s an anime.” Since Yoshihiro knew Tiamat did not know what an anime was, he explained. “Anime is an abbreviation for the word animation, which are hand-drawn, computer-generated stories. You can think of them as plays but with drawings.”

      Yoshihiro was not what someone would call a hardcore otaku, but he knew anime. He had never been allowed to watch it when he was younger. His father had said it was a waste of time and would cause his brain and logical thought processes to deteriorate. In fact, he hadn’t been allowed to watch any TV shows, which was why he got into anime after moving to Japan. This was, in some ways, something he had done to spite his father, who had never let him do anything fun.

      Anime was also entertaining. He understood why it had gained worldwide recognition after watching it himself. There was something innately pleasant about it. He still didn’t watch much because he was often busy studying and practicing lines for his next theater audition, or working on whatever projects Tokyo-U’s science division had for him, but if he ever found himself with some free time, he would sit down and watch anime with the occasional live-action TV show thrown in.

      “Thou art telling me someone drew all this by themselves?”

      “Not by themselves. Anime are worked on by a team of animators and artists. I’m sure some CGI was used in this episode’s creation, but most of it was hand drawn.”

      “How impressive. And what is see-jee-eye?”

      Yoshihiro could tell that he was going to be explaining a lot of modern conveniences and terms for Tiamat. This woman knew absolutely nothing of the world. It was difficult for him sometimes to explain certain things he took for granted. Fortunately, he was an expert when it came to any form of technology. The only things he couldn’t explain were artistic concepts and emotions, but that wasn’t required for these questions.

      The day went by quickly and night soon settled upon them. Since Tiamat expressed an interest in anime, they ended up watching several different ones. Tiamat seemed most interested in shounen battle anime and romances, so they watched the first episodes of a few series. He basically let Tiamat have the remote, so they ended up watching stuff Yoshihiro would have never considered watching before.

      “I comprehend none of these, but they are all wonderfully intriguing. Humans possess such marvelous imaginations.”

      “Which of those do you like best?”

      “Hmm... Bleach and The Terrace Cafe and Its Goddesses doth pique my interest most. I'm acquainted with the shinigami, yet the ones in this ah-nee-meh doth differ vastly from those I'm accustomed to. Furthermore, I comprehend not how those women art goddesses, but I am curious to witness the nature of their powers.”

      Yoshihiro learned two things about Tiamat that day: She knew what shinigami were and didn’t understand fiction.
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      Tiamat eventually got hungry and Yoshihiro cooked for her. It was just a simple stir-fry, but Tiamat was quite taken with the flavors. His stir-fry had been made with a combination of chicken, vegetables, and egg noodles. He preferred spice-heavy foods, so he had liberally seasoned them with salt, pepper, and sauce. Tiamat had taken one bite before hearts appeared in her eyes and she scarfed the food down like a vacuum sucking up dirt. She ate so much that he ended up cooking three more servings.

      The only problem came when night appeared.

      “The hour is quite late. Doth thee need to sleep?”

      “Yeah, I am feeling pretty tired. You can take the bed.”

      It had been a long day. First, he woke up to a naked woman in his bed, then traveled from Iraq to Japan in less than half a day, and then spent hours showing a dragon goddess who had been sealed for several millennia around his apartment. Yoshihiro felt exhaustion deep within his bones.

      “Art thee not also going to lay thine head upon the bed?”

      “…No, I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep if I was sharing a bed with you.”

      “Didst thou rest well last eve?”

      “I’m pretty sure I passed out long before we made it into bed last night.”

      “Hast thou concerns about improper touch whilst we repose?”

      “That is one reason.”

      “I do not object. Regard it as recompense for duties fulfilled.”

      “You shouldn’t offer your body as payment. Have more self-respect.”

      “I hold my self-worth in high esteem. Nevertheless, a deity always reciprocates kindness, and I bear no ill will towards thee.”

      “Listen you…”

      Yoshihiro had already had an inkling, but Tiamat’s sense of propriety was very different from that of the modern person. For one thing, she didn’t seem to have any qualms about nudity. He had let her use the shower, and she had walked out stark naked after finishing. The woman hadn’t even bothered hiding her shame with a towel. Then she had the gall to say he was being overly self-conscious when he demanded she get dressed before coming out of the shower. There were a lot of little things that made her lack of common sense abundantly clear, and while each one wasn’t so bad on its own, they expanded into a much larger problem.

      “Look, I’m not sleeping with you, and that’s final!” he shouted.

      “Haaah. A normal mortal would hath gaily laid with me.”

      “Not in this era they wouldn’t.”

      Yoshihiro wouldn’t budge, so Tiamat eventually took the bed while he set up a futon on the floor in the living room after moving the table. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep. So much had happened today and he was tired. He needed rest; tomorrow was going to be just as busy.

      Yet before he could sleep, the sound of a door creaking open echoed around him, and he cracked his eyes open to find Tiamat wandering into the living room, hugging a pillow to her chest.

      He blushed when he realized she was naked.

      “Please put some clothes on,” he demanded, turning on his side so he was facing away from her. This did little to help since her image was reflected in the glass window leading onto his balcony.

      “I am unable to slumber,” she said plainly.

      “Are you ignoring me?”

      “I hath no desire to be solitary. Allow me to repose beside thee.”

      “You’re completely ignoring me.” Yoshihiro paused, then sighed. “Do what you want. I’m too tired to argue right now.”

      “I rejoice that thou hast perceived the truth. With thine permission, I shall not tarry.”

      Maybe it was just his imagination, but Tiamat sounded happier than she had a moment ago. He felt and heard the sound of Tiamat lifting the covers and slipping into the futon with him. She seemed conscious of what he said about not being able to sleep if she was in the same bed, so she did not touch him. He was grateful for small mercies. Sighing, Yoshihiro closed his eyes and let sleep claim him.
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      Yoshihiro awoke to a sound akin to something scratching against the floor, the irritated hissing of a cat, and another irritated hiss that sounded human. He furrowed his brow even as he kept his eyes closed. He rolled over onto his side and tried to go back to sleep. He was tired. Too much had happened the other day and he just wanted to get some more rest. At least five more minutes.

      “Who doth thou thinketh thee are?! Doth thee thinketh thineself the king of this castle?! Nay! This is my palace, and here, I am queen. Thou shouldst be bowing to me, lowly creature!”

      “Meooooowwww…”

      “I do not care if thee cameth first! Now that I have arrived, tis time you gracefully stepped down from your position and made way for the new ruler!”

      “Hisssss!”

      “Do not hiss at me, you cretinous little monster! Hissssss!”

      Yoshihiro grumbled as he realized that, no, sleep would not be coming back to him. He turned on his side to gain a view of whatever was happening within his living room… and blinked.

      Even as she stood there on all fours, hissing at the fat cat she seemed to be quarreling with, Tiamat radiated a mesmerizing charm. Clad in nothing but a simple, white t-shirt, she somehow defined elegance and grace. The t-shirt, slightly oversized, fell loosely over her slender shoulders and gently clung to the delicate curves of her figure. Her smooth, pale skin contrasted beautifully with the soft fabric, giving the impression of vulnerability and sensuality. Since she was only wearing the shirt, her long legs were also visible. They seemed to extend forever. It was quite the paradox since they ended in a pair of small feet.

      The sight was… well, it was confusing. Should he be aroused by this? He thought he should, and yet, he could not muster even an ounce of arousal. Then again, seeing an adult woman standing on all fours, butt raised in the air as she hissed at a cat was just bizarre.

      Just what is she doing?

      “Haaaaah. Tiamat, what are you doing?”

      “Aaah! Yoshi! Thou art awake! Listen to this! That blasted creature hath told me they claimed this land for themself and I am not welcome here! Canst thou believeth that? They told me, Tiamat, that I must leave forthwith! What nerve! What gall!”

      Yoshihiro looked at the cat, who stared back and meowed, then looked at Tiamat.

      “It’s way too early to deal with this. I’m going back to sleep.”

      “Aaah! Don’t fall back asleep! Thou needest to tell this creature that I am now the ruler of this place!”

      “Neither of you rules this place. This is my house. Now let me—ack! What are you doing?! Let go of my blanket!”

      “I shall not! I shan't let go until thee informeth this creature that I now rule this roost!”

      Tiamat kept a tight hold of his blanket to prevent him from rolling back up into a ball and trying to sleep again. He struggled against her, but he soon realized how futile it was. This woman might have looked human, but she was a dragon. Her strength was immense, far more powerful than anything his frail human body could conjure up.

      Since it looked like he wouldn’t be going back to sleep, he decided to make breakfast. It was just rolled omelets and some rice, but Tiamat seemed to enjoy it. Tama, too, enjoyed his meal of special cat food.

      “Don’t get into fights with my cat,” Yoshihiro said with an annoyed sigh.

      “‘Twas not I who started this fight!”

      “You’re a hum—dragon. He’s a cat. Be the bigger person and ignore him.”

      “Grrrrr. But I am a goddess…”

      “A goddess who gets into a fight with cats.”

      “That’s—well…ahem, very well, I am magnanimous, so I shall refrain from exacting justice upon that foul—er, I shall henceforth cease fighting with…Tama.”

      “Thank you.”

      This was the first time in a long time that he’d had breakfast with someone else…if he didn’t include that time in Iraq the morning after he had discovered that his meeting with Tiamat wasn’t a dream. Certainly, this was the first time in over at least a decade that he’d had breakfast with someone in his own home. He couldn’t remember the last time his father had eaten with him. Had they ever shared a meal?

      His current conversation and breakfast partner was also quite the sight to behold. Her azure eyes were reminiscent of the ancient oceans from which her legend hailed. They held a deep wisdom, and yet, at the same time, there was an innocent curiosity within them. The way she lightly bit her lower lip as she tried to use the chopsticks was endearing.

      “What manner of vexing contrivances are these?! Wherefore, O humans, dost thou employ such intricate implements for thine repasts?!”

      “I can get you a fork if you want.”

      “Nay, verily not! By these chopsticks, I shall not be vanquished!”

      “Sure, sure. Ganbatte.”

      “Patronize me not, or I shall exact vengeance upon thee instead of thine cat!”

      “All right. All right. Settle down. In either event, I need to run some errands.”

      “Oh? What errands doth thee need attending?”

      “I need to buy a new phone for one. After that…probably grocery shopping.”

      He hadn’t done any shopping for groceries because he was going to be gone this week, and he didn’t want his food to spoil. His fridge was mostly empty. What he had used to make the omelets had been the last of his ingredients.

      “Hrm. What an intriguing proposal. I am curious to learneth how you humans live in this modern age, so I shall accompany thee.”

      “That’s… probably for the best. I don’t know what will happen if I leave you alone with Tama.”

      “Doth thee think so little of me? Didst I not promise already not to argue with your cat?”

      “You did, but I don’t know if I can trust you.”

      “A goddess shall never break her vow!”

      Yoshihiro cleaned the dishes after breakfast, then dressed himself in a pair of simple skinny jeans, a white t-shirt, and a jean jacket. The jacket was something Ryūmi had bought for him a while back. A red dragon with a golden mane ran along the back, mouth open wide as though to consume the world.

      “You should also get dressed. And put on some shoes please.”

      “Very well. Pray tell, what should I wear?”

      “Something normal.”

      “And…what is normal?”

      “Hrm…”

      Yoshihiro needed a moment to think about that, but he came up blank, so he traveled back into his living room and grabbed a magazine. SPUR was a monthly fashion magazine for women that was very popular. It had a lot of detailed information on prestigious European brands. This one was the June 2023 edition, which prominently displayed a pair of blond twins from a popular idol anime. Yoshihiro had watched it because he heard there was acting in it, but it was mostly a drama. He hadn’t particularly enjoyed season 1, but he heard that season 2 was about a 2.5D stage play, so he was excited for that.

      He flipped through the pages until he found something and showed it to Tiamat.

      “Wear something like this.”

      “Hrm. Like that? Very well.”

      Tiamat’s eyes glimmered as she gracefully raised her arms, the air humming with energy like an electric current. A shimmer appeared around her and the t-shirt she’d been wearing dissolved.

      Slowly, the enchantment took form, weaving threads of elegance and style into existence. Fabric and color materialized out of thin air, swirling around her body, guided by unwavering focus.

      A pair of tailored, dark-navy trousers appeared, hugging her legs and accentuating her graceful figure. They were made of a soft, luxurious material that adapted and moved with her every step. The way they conformed to her hips and legs drew the eyes to them. A silk blouse in a soft shade of ivory appeared next. It formed around her upper body, the fabric flowing like liquid, and the cut was exquisite, with a gentle V-neckline that added a hint of allure. The sleeves billowed ever so slightly at the cuffs to add a touch of whimsy.

      A fitted jacket of deep crimson materialized over the blouse, the color contrasting starkly with her sparkling blue hair, its collar standing tall and proud. Intricate patterns of embroidery graced its edges, a subtle nod to her ancient heritage. The jacket seemed almost like a statement of power and elegance, with clean lines and a shape that complemented her figure perfectly.

      Accessories completed the look: a delicate silver necklace with a pendant that sparkled like water-refracting light, a pair of understated but chic earrings shaped like moons, and sleek, black ankle boots with just enough heel to elevate her stature.

      “Whoa…”

      Yoshihiro was stunned. He was the one who had shown her what manner of outfit to wear, but he had not expected her to look so incredible in it. He found himself short of breath.

      Tiamat opened her eyes, surveyed herself, then smiled. She turned to him and spread her arms.

      “Well? How doth my appearance look?”

      “You look…I’m at a loss for words, honestly.”

      “Doth thee find me attractive?”

      “That goes without saying.”

      “Then thou shouldst simply tell me that I look beautiful.”

      Yoshihiro chuckled. “You’re gorgeous.”

      “Hmph! Such a statement goes without saying. Now, then, let us depart forthwith. I am most eager to see how the world hath changed.”

      “Right. We’re leaving, Tama. Mind the house for me.”

      “Meeeeooooowwww.”

      The last Yoshihiro saw of his apartment was Tama hopping onto the living room couch and curling into a ball instead of climbing into his cat box, which Yoshihiro had specifically bought for him to use.

      “Why dost thou require that cursed beast to guard thy dwelling?”

      “No reason. It’s just something I say when I leave,” Yoshihiro locked the door and stowed his keys into his pocket.

      They walked down the stairs and began traveling. Their destination was a cellphone store called World Mobile. It was located in Akihabara and roughly 34 minutes if they took the Chuo Line. As they walked, Yoshihiro found himself stopping every few minutes because Tiamat’s insane curiosity caused her to question everything.

      “What be those mobile metal chests?”

      “You mean the cars? Didn’t you already see them in Iraq?”

      “Did I? Much was unfolding then, and my gaze was turned elsewhere. Now, elucidate these queer chests to me.”

      How to explain cars to a dragon that had been sealed away for several thousand years? This was a situation Yoshihiro never expected to find himself in.

      “Cars are…I guess you can think of them as chariots that don’t need a horse to pull them. You control them through the use of a steering wheel, and they are powered by an engine that relies on internal combustion. It works through a complex process of converting fuel into mechanical energy that…uh…are you listening to me?”

      Tiamat looked like she had completely zoned out during his explanation. Her eyes were blinking rapidly as though she couldn’t focus. She smiled and averted her gaze from his face.

      “O-of course I am! Internal combustion. V-very interesting…”

      “You don’t understand at all, do you?”

      “I-I do! Of course, I do! Doth thee think me a jester?! I am a goddess. I know everything.”

      “Then explain the inner workings of an internal combustion engine to me.”

      “V-very well. Thy elucidation was somewhat intricate. Why must thou be so unkind to me?”

      Their banter continued as they made it to the station. Tiamat was shocked by the amount of people present—not that he blamed her. They were like a sea of fish—no, like multiple seas of fish traveling every which way—and yet, for as chaotic as the train station was, there was a strange sense of order to it all.

      Because he didn’t want her to get lost, Yoshihiro grabbed Tiamat’s hand as they walked. Everyone stared at them as they passed. Men and women, young and old. A group of kids were elbowing each other and whispering as they stared at Tiamat, a young woman dressed like a gal stopped walking and dropped her crepe, which was then stepped on by someone who wasn’t paying attention to where he was going because he was too busy staring at the vision of loveliness that had graced their presence. Nobody was immune to this woman’s charm, it seemed.

      That made him feel a little better about his own lack of resistance to her.

      The train was even worse. Yoshihiro had to position Tiamat in a corner and stand in front of her because he was worried she might get groped, but she barely paid any attention, busy as she was staring at the passing scenery. The way her eyes sparkled almost made his heart stop. Wasn’t she several thousand years old? How could someone so old be so damn cute?

      “Dude. Dude. Look at that chick.”

      “I see her. Damn, she’s hot. Think she’s a model?”

      “Gotta be.”

      “She looks foreign. Where do you suppose she’s from?”

      “Europe maybe?”

      A couple of high school boys were talking and pointing at Tiamat from their corner. They weren’t being obtrusive or anything, but Yoshihiro still felt a little uncomfortable. He wished they would stay silent. At the very least, couldn’t they whisper so he wouldn’t hear them? He felt self-conscious standing next to Tiamat.

      And yet they continued.

      “Who’s that guy with her? Boyfriend?”

      “No way! Look at how plain he is!”

      “I don’t know. He’s kinda tall, isn’t he? And look at his hair and eye color. He looks like a gaijin.”

      And now he felt even more self-conscious. Everyone he met aside from Ryūmi tended to treat him like an idiot because of his blond hair, blue eyes, and tall stature. Even though he was perfectly fluent in Japanese, many people he had spoken to would often try to speak to him in English as if under the assumption that he couldn’t speak the native tongue.

      He understood, at least a little. Japan received a lot of tourists year-round. Many Westerners made this place their vacation destination, and very few actually spoke Japanese. At the same time, while his hair and eye color were atypical of a Japanese person, and he was taller in stature than average, the rest of him looked Japanese.

      Tiamat snapped him out of his worry by grabbing his arm.

      “Yoshi! Are we not proceeding with great haste?!”

      “We are.”

      “Thou didst name this conveyance a train, didst thou not? Doth it differ from those carriages?”

      “Yes and no. It’s hard to explain in a way that doesn’t involve complicated engineering terms, but… well, I guess you can just think of this as a big car that runs on a track.”

      “I comprehend not fully, but I discern that humanity hath made magnificent strides since my departure. Behold! Behold! Are not those trees yonder exceedingly lovely?!”

      As he stared at the woman with him, who seemed dazzled by the sakura trees planted along the canal they were passing, he wondered, not for the first time, what humanity must look like to her.
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      World Mobile was one of the top wholesalers of mobile phones in Japan. They focused primarily on Apple products, but they also had other brands like Android and even gaming consoles. It was located in the same general area as Akihabara, which meant Tiamat had gotten her first glimpse of otaku culture.

      She was enthralled.

      “What vibrant structures! Yoshi! Who are these sparsely attired women?”

      She was pointing at a sign featuring a popular mobile game that had come out several years ago and retained a high player base due to its constant updates. Yoshihiro had never played it before. However, he had seen commercials on YouTube whenever he looked up videos on acting.

      “It’s just a game. I’ll show you that and more after I pick up my phone.”

      “I await it with anticipation.”

      They traveled from the subway station to World Mobile, where one of the employees helped him pick out a phone. He had decided to go with the same model as last time. It was a fairly new model anyway and he saw no need to update to the latest, which he thought wasn’t as good as the previous model. Apple products were going downhill these days. Each new model seemed to become more expensive and had less features than the last. Maybe he should look into getting an Android soon.

      He had to tell the employee that he lost his SIM card. Fortunately, World Mobile was a multi-retailer that carried SIM cards for different carriers and could assist him. Yoshihiro had to provide information about his existing carrier and plan, and show identification. Then he had to fill out several pages worth of paperwork. Once the new phone and SIM card were issued, he had to call Apple and have them reinstate his number into his new phone. It was a hassle, but he soon had his new phone and SIM card ready. Now he just needed to upload all of his contacts, apps, and information from the cloud…

      …Which he would do once they got back home because Tiamat was getting bored.

      “Now that thee hath acquired a mooo-bi-le phone, thou shalt giveth me thee grand tour of Japan, yes?”

      “I did say I would…”

      “Then let us embark!”

      Tiamat grabbed Yoshihiro by the arm and dragged him off. He stiffened only a little when he felt his arm become nestled within her cleavage. He didn’t think this woman knew what she was doing, and even if she did, he doubted she would care. However, it was kind of like being trapped between heaven and hell for him. Yoshihiro might not have dated anyone in several years, but he was still a man with desires. It wasn’t like being single destroyed his libido. If anything, he thought not dating had caused it to skyrocket.

      “What manner of structure is this?!” she asked.

      “It’s the Animate store. They’re a retailer that specializes in selling anime merchandise.”

      “Anime, verily, is yon hand-drawn spectacle we did view within that tiny coffer, aye? The tee-vee?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I wish to peruse this store!”

      And just like that, they headed into Animate, which was a several-story building filled with all kinds of anime paraphernalia. Yoshihiro saw merchandise for quite a few of the anime that he was watching. However, there were just as many that he did not recognize. Anime had become such a huge industry that hundreds of shows were being made every season. It was honestly getting bloated, if you asked him, and with Japan’s continuous population decline, he believed it wouldn’t be long before the industry collapsed onto itself.

      Tiamat gazed at them all, unaware of the many eyes on her. He didn’t think she cared, but it made him uncomfortable since he was not used to being the center of attention.

      “But now do I perceive, and yet these characters I cannot read.”

      “You just now realized that?”

      “Question me not with such a patronizing tone. ‘Twas not mine attention at that moment. Pray, what sayeth this?”

      “Such a demanding goddess…”

      He looked at the plastic-wrapped object she held in her hand. It was a tonkobon volume of a harem romantic comedy called The 100 Girlfriends Who Really, Really, Really, Really, Really Love You. On the front cover were two girls, a silver-haired beauty with red eyes and a blue-haired cutie with green eyes. Tiamat made a face when he told her the title.

      “What an odd name. Why is it so long?”

      “That’s what bothers you? It’s not that this is about a guy with one hundred girlfriends?”

      “Why should this vex me so? 'Tis no strange thing for a man to keep many concubines.”

      “Ugh. Well, I guess maybe that was normal in your time.”

      “‘Twood not proclaim 'twas 'common,' but 'twas not rare. Many emperors and kings would taketh a brace of concubines. 'Tis a noble way to ensure the lineage never withereth; should some ill befall the primary heir, another always stands ready to ascend.”

      “Sounds like a very practical reason to have a harem.”

      “Of course, many a man is but lascivious and yearneth to endow as many maidens as possible with his seed.”

      “I guess they aren’t so practical, after all.”

      They traveled to several more stores and Yoshihiro spent hours explaining everything he could to the curious dragon woman. There were some things he just couldn’t expound on because he was not familiar with them. Fortunately, Yoshihiro was a big fan of anime and video games. He had several consoles at home, including the PS5, Nintendo Switch, and of course, a customized PC meant for gaming… though he hadn’t played any of them in a while. Between work, college, and trying to get a part in a theater play, he had his hands full.

      I wanna play Monster Hunter now…

      Tiamat soon got hungry, so they stopped at a restaurant called Go Go Curry. His dragoness companion had been drawn in by the scent. They were seated at a table instead of the booth, where they were given a customary wet cloth to wipe their hands with.

      “Justu…. ordaa… when yooou ahre… reeeaddy…”

      Yoshihiro wore a strained smile at the woman who had shown them to their seat. He might have wished otherwise, but he was used to people assuming he didn’t know Japanese. She was just trying to be polite. Akihabara, especially, where this restaurant was located, received a lot of tourists. She probably thought they were one of them.

      “Thank you for your help. Don’t worry. I’ve eaten here a few times before,” he replied in fluent Japanese.

      “Ah. Hmm. Okay. Let me know if you need help,” the woman said, this time in Japanese. She blushed, perhaps a little embarrassed by her assumptions.

      “This I have observed, but lo, there are many tongues now.” Tiamat said. She grimaced. “And I cannot read this either.”

      Yoshihiro shrugged. “There are a lot of different countries, and most of them speak a completely different language. And don’t worry. I’ll read them for you and let you know what each dish consists of.”

      Tiamat listened intently to his descriptions, leaning forward as she gazed at him with eyes like a predator. She looked like she was going to eat him. He almost shuddered in pleasure—no, fear. Definitely fear. Why would he find being eaten enjoyable? Ha ha ha…

      Tiamat ended up getting the World Champion Curry, which was a stupidly massive dish with two pork cutlets, fried shrimp, eggs, sausage, and cheese. She also requested an extra pork cutlet, making for a total of three. He could already hear his wallet crying. Yoshihiro just went with a chicken katsu curry.

      While they were eating, Yoshihiro’s new phone began ringing loudly. Tiamat was so startled that she shrieked and dropped her cutlet into the curry with a plop. He grimaced as sauce got all over the woman’s dress. Grabbing the wet cloth he’d used to clean his hands, he tried his best to wipe the curry off even as he fished his new phone out of his pocket.

      “Wh-what was that infernal racket?!”

      “Relax. That was just my phone. It seems I have a text message.”

      Yoshihiro normally kept his phone on vibrate, but this was a new phone and all the default settings were still active. He would have to change them all back to his preferences later tonight. That was for another time, however. For now, he glanced at his phone to see who had texted him.

      Oh. It’s a LINE message from Ryūmi.

      He didn’t think much of it at first and opened his LINE to see what message she had sent… only to be inundated with several dozen messages.

      
        
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: Yoshihiro! Are you okay?! Farid said the ground collapsed and you fell into a massive fissure!

        Answer me!

        Is that true?!

        Hey!

        What’s going on?

        😠😠😠😠😠😠

        Come on!

        Please!

        Let me know you’re okay!

        Come on come on come on!

        Please be okay!

        Please

      

      

      The messages went on in that vein for several dozen more lines and Yoshihiro felt both wracked with guilt and warmed with joy. He felt bad for worrying his friend, but there was nothing he could have done about that. None of this was his fault. He still felt bad. However, he was also happy that someone worried about him enough to send so many messages. Yoshihiro didn’t have many friends. Actually, Ryūmi was his only friend aside from Kenji—a friend from college who took the same acting classes as him.

      Since I’ve seen it, I might as well text back…

      “What art thou doing?” asked Tiamat curiously. Her stain had been removed. He didn’t know when or how. It had still been there when he wiped off the curry.

      “A friend of mine sent me a message. I am just replying back.”

      “Thou means to inform me that this minuscule box is used to send messages?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fascinating.”

      
        
        Yoshi_0110: I am fine. Sorry for worrying you. I’m back in Japan for various reasons. Thank you for checking up on me.

      

      

      Yoshihiro hit send and set the phone on the table, but no sooner had he done that than his phone began ringing again.

      “Gyaaaa?!” Tiamat shrieked once more.

      Yoshihiro sighed at her as he picked up the phone and read the newest message.

      
        
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: You’re back home?! I’m coming over!

      

        

      
        Yoshi_0110: Now?

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: Yes, now!

      

        

      
        Yoshi_0110: I just got a new phone. I’m currently at Akihabara, but I’ll be home in a few minutes.

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: I will be waiting there.

      

      

      “Hmmm…”

      “Thou lookest worried. Lo, what ails you now?” The curious Tiamat watched as he furrowed his brow.

      “I don’t know if I’d call it a problem, but…” He trailed off, shrugged, and continued. “One of my friends is coming to visit. She’s the one who gave me the tickets to travel to Iraq.”

      “Methinks I should thank this friend of thine, then. If it were not for her, still would I be confined within yon prison.”

      “I suppose so…”

      Yoshihiro was getting a bad feeling from all this, but there was nothing he could do now. He couldn’t very well not go home just because his friend was coming. Even if he decided to sleep in a hotel for the night, that would only prolong the inevitable. It was always best to bite the bullet when faced with an unenviable situation.

      I probably just have a bad feeling because of everything that’s happened so far. I’m sure nothing bad will happen when Tiamat and Ryūmi meet.

      Yoshihiro did his best to convince himself that nothing bad would happen, and soon, he and Tiamat were making their way home. The dragon goddess had complained that it was still early and they should continue exploring. However, he couldn’t leave his friend waiting, especially after he had worried her. It wouldn’t feel right. Tiamat, for all her complaints, was fairly compliant.

      They soon made their way back to his apartment. Standing just outside the gate was a familiar young woman.

      Kiryu Ryūmi was a woman who exuded an ethereal grace. She embodied the modern elegance of a young, rising celebrity. Her eyes were perfectly dark and seemed to suck in all who looked at them, while her skin was a flawless porcelain, smooth to the touch and radiating warmth. Her long, silken hair was a cascade of glossy ebony, flowing down her back like a waterfall reflecting moonlight.

      Ryūmi’s face was a masterpiece of delicate features, with lips that looked seductive even when pursed in a worried frown. Her slender frame moved with a dancer’s poise. She was just standing there, arms crossed as she tapped her foot against the ground and glanced at her phone, and yet, those simple movements were mesmerizing in ways most modern girls didn’t have. She was like a blend of both worlds, the modern and ancient. She wouldn’t have looked out of place in one of Kyoto’s famous shrines.

      Her fashion sense was impeccable, too. She combined modern chic with a traditional Japanese aesthetic. Her tailored, fitted blazer hugged her delicate frame and accentuated the curvaceous lines of her body. She was more petite than the bodacious Tiamat beside him. The blazer was left open to reveal a soft, silk blouse beneath that draped across her form. Long legs were showcased by a pair of sleek, high-waisted pants, fitting her like a second skin and ending in a pair of stiletto heels. She didn’t wear many accessories, but Yoshihiro did spot the necklace resting against her collarbone. It was a dolphin necklace that he bought her last year when they visited the aquarium.

      “Ryūmi,” he called out.

      “YOSHIHIRO!!!”

      He wasn’t even given time to say more as the woman plowed into him.

      “GAFOOK?!”

      The wind was knocked from his lungs as she barreled into him like a bullet train, and he found himself lying on the cold ground as the woman cried and rubbed her face against his chest. She was also hugging him. Her hugs were normally soft and gentle, but this time, it felt like she was trying to break every bone in his body. Had she always possessed such strength? Was she the reincarnation of Heracles? He just heard an ominous cracking sound that he was sure was his spine!

      “Yoshihiro! Yoshihiro! I’m so glad you’re okay! I was so so so so worried about you!”

      “Ugh…urk…sorry…for…hurk…worrying you…c-can you please…let go? My ribs…are gonna break…”

      “I won’t! I refuse!” She paused, then began sniffing him. “By the way…why do you smell?”

      How the hell should I know?! Get off me, woman! Are you trying to kill me?!

      He wanted to scream those words, but not only was her crushing grip preventing him from talking properly, another voice spoke up before he could even try.

      “Yoshi, thou saidst we were meeting with an acquaintance, but thee didst forget to tell me that thine acquaintance was a dragon.”

      The words penetrated his brain like a bolt from the blue, but he couldn’t quite comprehend them at first. Ryūmi? A dragon? Sure her name was a little weird and dragon-ish because it had the kanji for dragon in it. However, he had known her for several years now and she had never before acted as anything other than human.

      There’s no way she can be a dragon. What is Tiamat talking ab…out…eh?

      His thoughts trailed off when he saw the look on Ryūmi’s face. He had never seen her look so terrifying before. Her eyes were practically screaming murder. The glare on her face was quite possibly the most horrifying thing he had ever seen in his entire life. She looked like one of those crazy yakuza right before they murdered someone and dumped their body in the ocean.

      “Um…uh…Ryūmi?” Yoshihiro questioned as the woman stood up, moved away from him, and walked toward Tiamat.

      Yoshihiro scrambled to his feet and was about to say something, though he didn’t know what, but what he saw stopped him.

      Ryūmi was not very tall. He didn’t know her exact height, but he was roughly 180 centimeters and she only came up to the middle of his chest. Tiamat was even taller than him. Ryūmi had no choice but to stand on her tiptoes as she glared up at the blue-haired goddess. The result was…well, it was kind of cute, but it was also kind of, dare he say it, sexy? The combination of her body pressed against Tiamat’s combined with her glare was oddly endearing. He’d never realized it until now, but Ryūmi also had something of a snaggletooth.

      Damn. She’s not only gorgeous, she’s super adorable too. How have I not realized this before? Am I blind? I must be.

      “I thought Yoshihiro smelled strange when I was hugging him.” She leaned in and sniffed. “Your scent is all over him. So…you are also a dragon?”

      “Wait! Are you saying that you’re really a dragon?!” screamed Yoshihiro.

      “Be quiet, Yoshihiro.” Ryūmi said.

      Yoshihiro was about to snap at Ryūmi. Be quiet? How could he after learning something so shocking? Yet the moment he got a good look in her eyes, he knew anything he said right now would just exacerbate the problem. What was the problem? He didn’t know, but he had read once in a book that dragons were very territorial. It was a fantasy book, so, you know, it was all fiction, but maybe they really were territorial, and having another dragon around was cramping Ryūmi’s style? Maybe dragons couldn’t vibe when there were other dragons around?

      Tiamat stared down at Ryūmi with an apathetic gaze.

      “A dragon? Doth thou thinkst me a mere dragon? Child, dost thou not possess eyes within thine head?”

      “Why the hell are you talking like some old hag? What are you, some ancient hermit who hasn’t left her cave for thousands of years?”

      “Petty insults from a petty being carry no weight with me.”

      “Hah! You don’t even know me and you’re already calling me petty?! Just who the hell do you think you are?!”

      “Dost thou seek an introduction? Very well. Allow me to present myself in formal manner.”

      The moment she spoke those words, the atmosphere changed. All the noise from pedestrians, the chirping of birds, and the barking of dogs vanished. It was not a gradual change but instantaneous. Even the color within this area seemed to have become duller somehow, like the world was being drained of color.

      A strange pressure filled the air. Yoshihiro only felt it as a small tingle that ran down his spine, but Ryūmi had squealed, leaped back, then fallen flat on her backside. Her legs shook as she stared up at Tiamat, who now looked different. She still looked human. However, jutting through her parted hair were golden horns that circled around her head like a crown, majestic wings spread gloriously from her back, and a long tail with brilliant bluish-green scales had emerged from her clothes.

      He knew it was dumb of him, but Yoshihiro wondered how her wings and tail managed to emerge without tearing her clothing apart. She had told him that her clothes were also her scales. Did that mean she could freely control them? How did that work? Was she manipulating the atomic structure of her scales to reshape them into whatever form she wanted?

      “Harken, little whelp. My name is Tiamat. Thou shouldst etch this name into thy very soul.”

      “Ti… Ti… Tiamat?!”

      Ryūmi’s entire face went pale. Her shaking intensified. Yoshihiro thought the woman might pee herself.

      “I think that’s enough, Tia,” he walked up to them. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but let up, will you?”

      Tiamat furrowed her brow at him but sighed. “Very well. If such is thine desire. Never let it be said that I am an unkind mistress.”

      The area around them reverted back to how it had been before. Sounds and colors reappeared, and Ryūmi collapsed on the ground like a puppet with her strings cut. Yoshihiro was about to help her up, but before he could, the woman leaped to her feet, then fell on her knees, kowtowing. The way she pressed her forehead against the ground as if ready to grind the pavement with her face kind of freaked him out.

      “I AM SO SORRY! I HAD NO IDEA YOU WERE THE LADY TIAMAT!!”

      Tiamat crossed her arms and smiled smugly. “So thou hast heard of me?”

      “O-of course I have! Who hasn’t?! Every dragon knows your name!”

      “They do?” Yoshihiro asked.

      Ryūmi looked up at him, her eyes filled with equal parts terror and awe. “Of course they do! Lady Tiamat is a legend among dragons! There are Eight Dragon Gods in our world. They are considered the strongest of our kind. Quetzacoatl, Yong, Ryujin, Vritra, Apophis, Jormungandr, and Lady Tiamat. Each of them was present during the creation of this world and has played a significant role in various mythologies. The strength of their believers has let them ascend to godhood. Among all of them, Lady Tiamat is the strongest.”

      This was all knowledge that Yoshihiro had never heard before. Perhaps this was information only known among dragons and worshippers of dragons.

      He glanced at Tiamat, who still looked quite smug.

      “I knew a bit about your mythos from all the reading I had done, but I had no idea you were that amazing.”

      “Now dost thou comprehend my magnificence? Thou hast treated me as a commoner, but I am most important. Feel free to pay homage unto me now.”

      “Yeah, no thanks.”

      “Tch.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ryūmi would not move from her kowtow for several long minutes, until Yoshihiro dragged her off the ground and led them inside. Only a few people were present to see this display. However, everyone who had been present was watching the scene play out like it was some kind of theater drama. He was fortunate no one had decided to snap pics to post on Twitter—oh, but maybe he should call it X now? Hadn’t it just undergone a name change or something? In either event, he didn’t want to wake up and find his social media exploding with images of Ryūmi kowtowing to someone. That was not the kind of scandal he wanted to be a part of.

      Tama had greeted them with his usual meow, but he hadn’t removed himself from his place on the couch. Yoshihiro directed Ryūmi to sit at the table. Meanwhile, Tiamat had gone straight for the couch and sank onto it before turning on the TV to watch anime.

      “Chu chu yeah!” came the sound of an opening theme song to a series that had been popular several years ago.

      “Oooh. What is this I see?! Is this yon animated spectacle with dragons?!”

      Yoshihiro ignored the woman as she sat glued to the screen and went into the kitchen. He had some barley tea in the fridge but not much else. That reminded him that he needed to go shopping. He had planned on doing that today, but now he wondered if he would have enough time.

      “Here.” He set a glass of barley tea in front of Ryūmi.

      “Th-thank you…”

      He also put some in front of Tiamat before sitting down at the table himself. Ryūmi grabbed the cup with both hands and chugged until it was all gone. Yoshihiro refilled her cup since she seemed thirsty.
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“Haaaaah. I feel a little better now.”

      “Well, that’s good at least. No longer panicking?”

      “Oh, no. I’m panicking all right. I’m just using my skills as an actress to hide it.”

      “That’s quite the talent. Maybe you could lend me some of those acting skills.”

      “Maybe you should keep practicing until you can act.”

      “Ouch.”

      Ryūmi glanced at Tiamat, who was no longer paying attention to them, lost in the world of Miss Kobayashi’s Dragon Maid, then turned to face him again.

      “So… I’m going to assume you met Lady Tiamat in Iraq? Just what happened while you were there?”

      “It’s going to be a long story,” Yoshihiro hedged.

      Ryūmi stared him down. “I’ve got time.”

      “Do you really, though?”

      “I do.”

      “Well… all right.”

      He could tell she wouldn’t take no for an answer. Ryūmi was as stubborn as they came. Even if she was busier than a bee with her acting career, if she said she had time, she’d make time even if she had to contact all of her coworkers and force them to reschedule. She had done it before. He still remembered when he had an audition. It was his fiftieth one, and Ryūmi had rescheduled her entire day just so she could watch it.

      He ended up embarrassing himself, but that was neither here nor there.

      Yoshihiro told her about what happened, how the ground had collapsed during his tour of Babylon, how he’d helped a father who nearly fell only to fall into the chasm himself, and how he had survived thanks to Tiamat. He didn’t leave anything out. This was Ryūmi. She was apparently a dragon just like Tiamat, so he didn’t think he needed to lie or omit anything.

      Except for the part about waking up with a naked Tiamat. That was something he didn’t feel comfortable telling her.

      By the time he was done, Ryūmi was pressing her hands into her face and groaning.

      “So… let me get this straight. Through some unfortunate yet miraculous circumstances, you wound up meeting with Lady Tiamat, freed her, and now she’s going to live with you?”

      “Yeah. Pretty much.”

      “Unacceptable.”

      “Heh?”

      “That is completely unacceptable!”

      “Heh?!”

      Yoshihiro leaned back in his chair as Ryūmi stood up and slammed her hands onto the table. The sound of her palms smacking wood echoed around them as she leaned forward and pitched him with a glare.

      “Do you not understand who that is?! Lady Tiamat isn’t just some mere dragon! She’s a goddess! Not only that, but she’s a goddess of chaos and destruction! During her conflict with the other gods of Mesopotamia, she created an army of monsters! She represents the forces of chaos!”

      “I know all that. I did read about her before heading to Iraq, you know.”

      Tiamat was an important part of Babylonian myth, so of course, there were numerous websites with detailed articles on her mythology.

      “If you know that, then you should know how dangerous she is!”

      “Well…”

      Yoshihiro glanced at Tiamat. The woman’s eyes were sparkling like stars in the night sky as she watched a show about a dragon maid who wound up living with a human. She didn’t look like a goddess right now, just an abnormally beautiful woman with the innocence of a child enjoying her Saturday morning cartoons.

      He pointed at Tiamat. “You can’t look at her right now and tell me she’s dangerous.”

      Ryūmi tracked his finger and gazed at the supposed evil goddess, who was now leaning forward as she gazed at the screen like it was the only thing in the world. Then she looked back at him. Her expression said everything he needed to know about how uncertain she was.

      “Well…I mean…my parents always used to tell me stories about how evil she was, so…”

      Yoshihiro shrugged. “I don’t know whether she’s evil or not, but I can tell you right now that she hasn’t done anything bad since I met her. Also, there are always two sides to every story. The story you were told is the one written by the victors, isn’t it? Of course, the Mesopotamian gods are going to make Tiamat out to be a force of evil. How else can they justify their actions?”

      “Well…I mean…you bring up a valid point, but…”

      “But?”

      He raised an eyebrow as Ryūmi’s face grew into the most adorable pout he had seen on her yet. It was almost unfair. How could someone so sexy be so cute at the same time? Adorable pouts with snaggletooth and everything on someone with such a bodacious figure ought to be illegal.

      “But I don’t want her living with you!”

      “Er…why?”

      “Because!”

      “Because…?”

      “Because I staked my claim on you first!”

      “Staked your claim? On me?” he asked.

      “Of course you! Who else would I be talking about?!”

      “I don’t remember this.”

      “Why do you think I always hug you whenever we meet up?! It was so I could cover you with my scent to prevent other dragons from staking their claim!”

      “What are you, a cat? And I’m not a treasure chest, you know? You can’t stake your claim on me.”

      “I can and I did! I saw you first! I won’t let her take you from me!”

      This was not the kind of situation he had expected to find himself in when he woke up this morning. He also hadn’t realized Ryūmi was the possessive type, but then, he had also read once that dragons liked to hoard treasure. It might be logical to assume she considered him something akin to treasure that belonged to her.

      I don’t know how that works since I’m human. Do dragons consider humans playthings? Also, why is she staking her claim on me? Does she love me? Is she in love with me? Calm down, Yoshihiro. Take several deep breaths and think. You don’t want to get a big head. It could just be that dragons dislike other dragons coming onto their friends.

      Before he did anything, he should get confirmation of her feelings.

      “I have heard a proclamation I cannot disregard. Yoshi is now mine servant. Thinkst thou I shall allow thee to take him from me?” Tiamat suddenly appeared before them. When did she get there? She appeared behind Ryūmi like magic!

      “EEEEK!” Ryūmi squeaked and began kowtowing again. “I’M SORRY! I’M SO SORRY! I DIDN’T MEAN TO PRETENTIOUSLY TAKE WHAT’S YOURS! PLEASE DON’T KILL ME! PLEASE DON’T EAT ME!”

      Tiamat crossed her arms and smiled triumphantly. “I am pleased thou dost comprehend. Fear not, for I have no design to devour thee.”

      “Thank you! Thank you so much! I’m very grateful!”

      Yoshihiro spent what felt like several minutes watching events play out, but then he noticed something that caused his right eye to begin twitching. “What the heck are you wearing?”

      “Dost thou find pleasure in it? 'Tis quite the intricate garb, is it not?”

      Tiamat was wearing a maid outfit, the traditional black and white kind, though it was much frillier than an actual maid outfit. It reminded him of what women working at maid cafes wore. Given what she had been watching, he was fairly certain he knew where she had gotten this idea.

      “Well… it’s not bad, but you know, that type of clothing is worn by servants.”

      “I perceive not thy meaning.”

      “I…guess there isn’t one.”

      He watched as Tiamat grabbed the hem of her outfit and swished it around, revealing her long legs covered in semi-translucent stockings with garter belts. She really did cut an attractive figure. Yoshihiro found it hard to drag his eyes away from her.

      “You do look lovely in that.”

      “Don’t I?”

      “This isn’t fair…”

      Yoshihiro and Tiamat turned to Ryūmi, who was still kowtowing. The young woman glared up at them with tears in her eyes. She soon leaped to her feet, which she then proceeded to stomp. The thump-thump of his wooden floorboards being struck echoed around them. He was worried that she might punch a hole through the ground with all that stomping.

      “It’s not fair! It’s not fair!”

      This is new. I’ve never seen her act this childish before. She’s always been a fun-loving girl, but she’s normally so calm and collected. It’s kind of refreshing to see her lose her cool like this. Is this what nerds call the moe gap?

      “What nonsense dost thou prattle?” asked Tiamat with her arms crossed, chest jutting out.

      “You’re living with Yoshihiro! It isn’t fair!”

      “Hmph. Of course I would reside with him. Yoshi is mine servant. How could he serve me if we dwell not together?”

      “I don’t care about any of that! And stop calling him ‘Yoshi!’ You’re not familiar enough with him to call him that! I’ve known him longer than you!”

      She went from fearing Tiamat to complaining loudly like a child throwing a tantrum. Ryūmi’s wildly swinging mood was going to give Yoshihiro whiplash.

      “That’s it! If you’re going to live with Yoshihiro, then I’ll just have to live with him, too!” Ryūmi suddenly declared.

      “Um…no,” Yoshihiro said.

      Ryūmi’s jaw dropped. “What? But why?”

      “Do I really need to spell it out for you? Look at my apartment. It’s already a tight squeeze for just the two of us.”

      “Meeeeoooowwwww.”

      “Three of us,” Yoshihiro corrected himself. “There’s no way I can fit another person here.”

      “You can both move into my place then! My apartment is much bigger than yours.”

      “Still no.”

      “WHY?!”

      “Did you forget who you are? You’re Japan’s number-one rising star. You’re so famous that even Hollywood has begun requesting you to star in their movies, right? What would happen if some random man and woman suddenly moved in with you? It would be the scandal of the century. You might be an actress and not an idol, but you still have your reputation to consider. Your name would be dragged through the mud.”

      The Japanese had a collective culture. They placed a heavy emphasis on group harmony and conformity. Being mindful of your reputation and how others perceived you was seen as an important way of maintaining social harmony. A celebrity scandal in Japan was much worse than one in America. In a society where someone’s reputation was so highly valued, a scandal would lead to a significant loss of face not just for the individual in question, but for everyone who associated with them. For Ryūmi, that meant her talent agency. He could only imagine what would happen to Ryūmi if she got caught in a scandal now.

      “But…but…”

      Yoshihiro grimaced when he saw Ryūmi on the verge of tears. He wished he could think of a way to resolve this issue, but he had never been good at dealing with emotions, whether they be his own or someone else’s. His thoughts and opinions were all processed by logic. And logic was telling him that moving in with Ryūmi would be a bad idea.

      While he struggled to find an answer, Tiamat rubbed her chin. “I can see that Yoshi is dear unto thee. Very well. Thou mayst become mine servant too.”

      I feel like I heard something really stupid just now.

      “Really?!”

      Why does Ryūmi look so happy?! Stop smiling like that!

      “Indeed. I shall permit thee to attend unto me alongside Yoshi.”

      “Did you not miss the part where I said she can’t live with me?” asked Yoshihiro.

      “She need not dwell with us. Are there not abundant chambers within this dwelling? She may inhabit one of them.”

      “Except this place is a downgrade from her current residence. Why would she move into the same apartment complex as us when her current residence is a million times better?”

      “Hold on! I’ll head back home and pack all my belongings,” Ryūmi said seriously.

      “Don’t take her suggestion so seriously—wait! Where are you going?!”

      “I’m going to pack my stuff, of course!”

      “Are you seriously going to move into this complex?! I don’t mean to be rude, but this place is kind of ass! H-hey! Come back!”

      Yoshihiro watched in shock as the door closed behind Ryūmi. Was this really happening? Ryūmi was going to move from her upscale penthouse suite to this crummy apartment complex?

      “Art thou not pleased? Now thou and thy companion may attend unto me. Is this not what they dub a win-win?” Tiamat nodded several times as steam blew from her nose. She seemed so proud of herself, but all Yoshihiro could do was smack his face with the palm of his hand.
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      While Yoshihiro had returned to Japan much earlier than expected, he had decided to use the last few days of his vacation time he had scheduled to help Tiamat settle into life. He honestly didn’t think a few measly days was enough to help an ancient dragon who had been sealed away for several thousand years figure out how to live in modern-day Japan. This woman was surprised by everything, like that one time his alarm had woken them up and she had been so shocked that she destroyed the alarm and the wall behind it. He was fortunate she could restore walls with her power, but that was another headache for him. How did she even do that? Time reversal? Matter manipulation? He had no idea and not knowing would bother him for a long time to come.

      The early morning sun was rising, and Yoshihiro was cooking rolled omelets and rice. They were easy foods to make. Tiamat was still asleep, but she would come out soon, once she smelled the food.

      “Yoshi, I am famished. Provide sustenance for me.”

      Speak of the goddess and she shall appear…

      “I’m about to do that. Sit down at the table.”

      The woman trudged over to the table and sat down with a heavy sigh, then slumped over. What a lazy woman. Yoshihiro sighed as he set her food down before sitting down himself. Tiamat perked up the moment he set a plate in front of her. The golden rolled omelet looked quite lovely next to the fresh rice and pickled vegetables.

      “Mortal cuisine hath grown quite remarkable over the ages. I am astonished by how the culinary arts have evolved.”

      “I’m glad you enjoy my modern Japanese cooking.” Yoshihiro was about to take a bit of food before he noticed something and sighed. “Your hair is a mess.”

      “I did but recently awaken. Even the hair of a goddess shall become untidy from slumber. If it displeaseth thee, then thou shouldst comb mine hair to restore its beauty.”

      “You know, I’ve never brushed someone’s hair before.”

      “Then thou canst attempt something novel. ‘Tis a good thing.”

      “Ugh…”

      Yoshihiro stood up and grabbed a brush from his bathroom. He came back and began brushing her hair.

      “Ouch! That doth cause pain! Handle me with more care!”

      “I’m doing the best I can…I said this was my first time. What did you expect?”

      “I did expect it to feel unlike mine hair being rent from my scalp.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      Despite his callous words, Yoshihiro adjusted how he was combing her hair. The problem was that her hair had tons of knots in it. He decided to start from the ends. If he worked out the knots at the end of her hair, then slowly worked his way up, it should prevent her scalp from hurting when he combed it.

      “Oh. ‘Tis much better. Thou art a learned scholar.”

      Despite having been sealed for eons, Tiamat adjusted to life much better than he expected her to, however. Within a week, she had learned how to use the bath and shower, figured out the television, and understood the value of Japan’s currency. Tiamat stopped being surprised at every new thing she saw, though she still stared whenever something she didn’t know appeared before her.

      Yoshihiro was still worried. Would she be okay if he left her alone? She wouldn’t destroy the apartment with her dragon breath, would she? What if she saw a cockroach and tried to kill it via her flames, and he came home to a ruined apartment complex that looked like a level X earthquake had swept through it? He didn’t want that.

      Fortunately, he did have Ryūmi to help him out.

      Ryūmi was another headache for him, truth be told. The woman seemed to have settled down and no longer had wild mood swings like that first day he had shown up with Tiamat. He chalked up her reaction to shock. However, that wasn’t the end of his problems when it came to her mood, which had shifted from wild mood swings to uncomfortable levels of devotion toward Tiamat.

      Yoshihiro knew nothing of dragon culture, so maybe her attitude toward Tiamat was natural for her, but it was disturbing to him. Saying Ryūmi was obsessed with catering to every one of Tiamat’s needs would be an understatement. She was crazy. Tiamat would say she wanted something, and even if Ryūmi was nowhere nearby at the time, the woman would appear as if summoned by magic. Yoshihiro nearly died of a heart attack the first time it happened.
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      Men were often simple creatures. Show them a pair of boobs on social media and they would hit like. Treat them with just a modicum of affection and they would be grateful for life. They were like dogs wagging their tails at whoever pleased them. Yoshihiro liked to think he was a little different, that he wouldn’t debase himself by thinking with his lesser instincts instead of logic and reasoning.

      “I’m not going to bathe with you.”

      Which was why he refused Tiamat when she demanded he wash her.

      “Why ever not? Thou art my servant, art thou not? I command thee to cleanse me!”

      “That’s not happening. Weren’t you the one who said you wouldn’t lay with me because I hadn’t proven myself or whatever?”

      “This and that are two disparate matters.”

      “Both involve us being naked, so I’ll abstain from both.”

      Any normal man might have leapt at the chance to bathe Tiamat. In fact, he was certain a regular man wouldn’t have refused and already been stripping off his clothes the moment she mentioned it, but Yoshihiro was not normal. He had principals and understood propriety. He wasn’t about to hop into the bath with an unmarried woman that he wasn’t in a relationship with. He also didn’t want to tempt fate. Logical and principled he might have been, but he was still a man.

      “Yoshi, dost thou not grasp the honor I bestow upon thee? The chance to wash my glorious form is a privilege no mortal hath ever received before. Thou shouldst be thanking me.”

      “The only people who would thank you for the opportunity are perverts, and I’m no pervert.”

      “Tch. Very well then. I shall merely have my other servant attend to me.”

      “Huh?”

      Tiamat clapped her hands and spoke into thin air. “Ryūmi, come hither and tend to me.”

      Yoshihiro sighed. “Tia… Ryūmi is currently in the middle of filming. She’s not going to—eeeeeh?! Ryūmi?! What the hell! When did you get here?!”

      Ryūmi had appeared as if by magic. What did she just do? How had she arrived? Wasn’t she in the middle of filming?!

      “I arrived just now when I heard my lady’s voice.”

      “What kind of ears are you equipped with?! Do you have ”

      While Yoshihiro gawked at her, mouth gaping and wide, Ryūmi went down on one knee and gazed up at Tiamat with a look of such devotion that Yoshihiro thought stars might appear in her eyes. “My Lady, what would you ask of me? Your humble servant is here to cater to your every whim.”

      “Excellent. Thou art a fine servant, unlike another I could name. Yoshi could learn much from thee. Alas, he appears to have entered a rebellious phase and refuseth to heed my requests.”

      “That’s because of what you’re requesting!” Yoshihiro snapped, then grimaced when Ryūmi glared at him. “Don’t look at me like that! She wanted me to take a bath with her!”

      A pensive expression crossed Ryūmi’s face. “Yeah…I might have to agree with Yoshihiro on this one, Lady Tiamat. An unmarried man and woman taking a bath together is not exactly appropriate behavior.”

      Faced with both of them saying it was a bad idea, Tiamat could do nothing but relent. That did not, however, mean she planned to just take this lying down.

      “Very well then. Henceforth, Ryūmi shall attend to me in the bath.”

      “Don’t just order someone to bathe you!” Yoshihiro snapped.

      “With pleasure!”

      “And you! Don’t just agree with her! Why do you look so happy?! Stop smiling like you just received a gift from God!”

      “But she hath received a gift from a god.”

      “…That was just a figure of speech…”
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      It worried Yoshihiro that Ryūmi was so strangely devoted to Tiamat. He wondered if she was forcing herself. There had to be something to all this that he was missing. In either event, the week had come and gone, and Yoshihiro had no choice but to eventually leave Tiamat to her own devices.

      “Thou art departing me? Art thou not mine own servant? A servant is not to forsake his mistress for any reason!”

      It was after breakfast, Tiamat’s hair was combed, and Yoshihiro stood before the doorway dressed in simple slacks and a plain white T-shirt.

      “You already know why I have to leave. I explained work and school to you before. I won’t be gone long. Just…eight or so hours.”

      “That's a whole third part of the day.”

      Tiamat was pouting and whining like a petulant child. Yoshihiro could only smile wryly at the woman, who no longer exuded the powerful aura of an ancient entity. He had grown used to this woman by now… well, sort of used to her.

      He still hadn’t gotten over her beauty and likely never would.

      Tiamat, the ancient and powerful dragon, was a vision of casual elegance as she stood before him. Gone were the elaborate clothes and intricate attire expected of a deity; in their place, a simple yet alluring ensemble that was perfect for relaxation adorned her womanly frame.

      She wore a pair of soft, fitted sweatpants that hugged her hips and flowed down her legs, creating an appealing contrast between casual comfort and natural grace. A matching, slightly oversized hoodie hung off one shoulder, revealing just a hint of collarbone, a playful glimpse that forced Yoshihiro to recite the numbers of pi in his head, lest he forget himself.

      Her hair was loosely pulled back, a few stray tendrils framing her face, emphasizing her striking eyes that sparkled with a touch of mischief. Her small feet were adorned with a pair of fluffy pink socks, which gave her alluring elegance a sense of innocence.

      I know those are her scales, but really, what the hell? How do they work? Tiamat never gave me an explanation. Maybe she’s not really an ancient dragon but some kind of super high-tech creature created through the use of alien technology. What if her scales are like nanotech? Each scale could be a complex network of nanostructures that can be manipulated to form different shapes and textures.

      “Yoshihiro, dost thou lend thine ear to me?”

      “These nanostructures might act like individual threads that can be woven into fabric-like material…”

      “Thou art muttering once again.”

      “Ah. Sorry. I got lost in thought. Anyway, you should be fine. I’ve made enough food for you to last while I’m gone, and I taught you how to use the microwave. Surely the great Tiamat can last a few hours without me?”

      “It is not a matter of whether I may or mayn't. I will not. Thou art my servant. Thou must always remain by my side.”

      “If you wish to have a roof over your head, then I need to work.”

      “Mrrgh.” Tiamat made a cute noise like she was struggling to contain her ire, but he knew that would get her.

      Yoshihiro had specifically made sure to teach this woman about the cost of living. He might not have been well-versed in all the tropes, but he knew at least a few, like the one about rich ojou-samas who had no concept of money and spent frivolously on whatever took their fancy until they went broke. Since her living expenses were all on his dime, he would rather she practice prudence.

      “F-fine. I comprehend. I'll...wait for thee here.”

      Yoshihiro smiled and resisted the urge to pat this woman’s head. “Ryūmi should be here in a few hours to move into the room next to mine. You can rely on her when she gets here. Anyway, I’m off.”

      “Very well. Return anon.”

      Yoshihiro slipped on his shoes, nodded at Tiamat, and made to leave—only to be stalled when something grabbed the sleeve of his shirt. He looked at the delicate hand with its perfectly manicured blue nails. He followed the hand up the sleeves of the hoodie, then onto the face of Tiamat.

      His smile became strained. This woman was way too cute for her own good. Someone so sexy had no right being this adorable. Yoshihiro wanted to head over to the National Diet and have them vote on making it illegal for women this attractive to be so cute. The sentence? 10 years minimum.

      “Are you going to let me leave?”

      “Mrgh…”

      Tiamat let him go, and Yoshihiro smiled before heading out the door. He made sure to lock it behind him. Then he began traveling to his destination.

      Yoshihiro was a university student at Tokyo U. He was technically going in for a degree in Performing Arts, specifically theater acting, but he worked part-time in their mechanical and aerospace engineering division. The faculty had tried numerous times to make him change his degree. They all said he was wasting his talent. However, Yoshihiro had no plans of becoming anything other than an actor.

      Well, that was the plan. Now? I’m not so sure…

      It was a roughly fifty-minute train ride. He had to take a train from Minami-asagaya using the Marunochi Line. Yoshihiro had already eaten breakfast at home so he didn’t grab any onigiri like he normally did. It had become a common occurrence this past week to prepare home-cooked meals, which was something of a novelty experience for him. Sharing food he prepared with another was…nice. It made him feel warm in ways he didn’t expect.

      Tokyo University, also known as Todai, was one of Japan’s most prestigious universities and had several campuses. Yoshihiro went to the main campus, which was called Hongo Campus and the one most often associated with the university. As he stepped onto the campus, the first thing he caught a glimpse of, aside from the crowd of students, was Akamon, the iconic red gate of the university. It was a well-known landmark. There was also Yasuda Auditorium, the central symbol of Tokyo U, which towered over everything with its red bricks and giant clock tower.

      He passed by the gate and made his way toward his classes. While Tokyo U was known traditionally for its science, technical, and medical disciplines, they did provide courses in drama, theater studies, and performing arts. Those courses were his primary focus.

      Several other students were already present when he reached the auditorium where acting classes were held. A few pointed and whispered at him, but he studiously ignored them as he set his bag down, and then seated himself.

      “Yo, Yoshihiro!”

      Yoshihiro looked up to find a man of average height and build, with stylishly tousled black hair and mischievous brown eyes. He wore a friendly smile that made him seem approachable. His sense of fashion leaned toward the casual; he wore jeans paired with a T-shirt and a well-fitted jacket. When not acting on stage, he wore a pair of round glasses that made him look like a scholar.

      “Kenji. Hey.”

      Kenji Saito was Yoshihiro’s only friend in college. Most of the college students avoided him like the plague, and his colleagues in the aerospace division disliked him because he refused to join them. Kenji was a charismatic and outgoing young man with a natural talent for making friends. Even Yoshihiro, who was jealous of the man’s acting talent, found it impossible to hate him.

      “How was your trip to Iraq?” Kenji asked as he sat down.

      “It was…interesting.”

      “That’s all you have to say? Didn’t you go with THE Ryūmi Kiryu? I’m still jealous of you for that, by the way.”

      “I didn’t go with her. She had to cancel at the last minute because her talent agency booked a gig for her.”

      “Nice! I-I mean, damn, that sucks.”

      “Your real thoughts are showing.”

      They continued to talk until their teacher walked into the classroom and asked them all for silence. Professor Yumiko Nakamura was an elegant woman in her mid-forties with a graceful presence that commanded attention. She surveyed them with her sharp, expressive eyes, then began her lecture.

      Professor Nakamura had over two decades of experience in the performing arts. After a successful stint as a stage actress in various prestigious theater companies, she transitioned into education. She had been teaching at Tokyo University for the last several years, and her innovative teaching methods made her a respected figure in both the university and the broader theater community.

      Yoshihiro admired and respected her, but he struggled to understand many of her lessons. He still dutifully took notes as he listened to her intently.

      At the end of her lesson, like always, Professor Nakamura had them come on stage and act out a role. The roles were always random. Sometimes, they would be a person working at the supermarket dealing with an unruly customer; other times, they were a samurai working under Tokugawa Yoshinobu fighting against the imperialist rebels.

      According to Professor Nakamura, ending their lessons with a performance would not only help with their acting but also help them learn how to adapt to unpredictability. These scenes required them to improvise lines. This would allow them to learn how to subsume any role much more easily.

      Yoshihiro partnered up with Kenji as always. The scenario they had been given was that of a police detective and a mysterious informant. Yoshihiro’s role was the hard-nosed police detective, dedicated to solving a high-profile crime that had stumped the rest of the department. Kenji was the mysterious informant.

      “The scene is a dimly lit alley. The detective confronts the informant, seeking the truth, but he is wary of the informant’s motives. The informant is elusive, dropping hints but also playing a dangerous game,” said Professor Nakamura, and that was all the information she gave. It was their job to create the rest.

      “You said you have vital information that could help me solve this case. That’s why you asked to meet here, isn’t it? Well, I’m here,” Yoshihiro said.

      “Relax. Didn’t your mother ever tell you all good things come to those who wait?”

      “No? My mother is dead?”

      “Aaah. You have my condolences then. Regardless, I can’t just give you the information I have.”

      “Why can’t you?”

      “My dear detective, don’t you know? Everything has a price.”

      Yoshihiro struggled greatly to come up with lines that fit his character. Not only did he lack the natural aptitude to think up lines on his own, but he also found it hard to tap into the nuanced emotional subtleties required for his role. What sort of emotions was this police detective supposed to feel? The more this scenario continued, the more frustrated he became. Matters were made all the worse by how naturally Kenji was able to create lines on the fly and act them out with such engaging emotional depth.

      “Why can’t you just tell me what I want to know?!”

      “Like I said, you have to pay the price.”

      “Fine! What price must I pay?!”

      “That, I will tell you in due time!”

      “You’re not making any sense! If you’re an informant, your job is to inform so long as I pay a price, but you’re not telling me the price! Where is the logic in that?!”

      “Yoshihiro, bro, I think you’re starting to get out of character…”

      Classes soon ended, but Yoshihiro did not leave. Professor Nakamura asked him to stay after, so he said goodbye to Kenji and awaited his lecture.

      “I suppose I don’t need to explain why I asked you to stay behind, do I?” the professor asked.

      Yoshihiro struggled to smile. “You don’t.”

      “What do you think went wrong with your performance today?”

      Yoshihiro shrugged. “Same thing as always. I just…can’t understand my character. Why doesn’t he just knock out the informant and torture him to get the information he wants? I get there are rules that police have to abide by, but if he needs that information to save lives, isn’t going against rules worth the risk? Why put up with the informant's crap? And why is the informant so damn elusive?! He should just tell the officer what he wants to know and accept payment.”

      “That’s a very American way of thinking.”

      “I…I guess. I also kept thinking about how much easier it would be to get the information out of the informant if we created a drug that forced him to talk.”

      “And that’s a little too logical.” Professor Nakamura gave him a kind look. “I know how much you love acting. I understand how passionate you are. We’ve had this conversation before, and I know I can’t convince you to change fields, but you don’t seem capable of learning from your mistakes. Do you know what’s required of an actor beyond passion?”

      “Getting into your character’s head?”

      “It is so much more complex than just ‘getting into your character’s head.’ You must understand and learn to empathize with your character. You have to truly understand what makes your character tick. What’s their motivation? What goals and desires do they have? Do they love their family? Are they estranged? What sort of struggles do they have in their daily lives? You have to keep these things in mind while you’re acting so you can take on the role of whoever you’re playing.”

      “I know that. It’s just… hard. I feel like I barely understand myself sometimes. How can I learn to understand someone else?”

      “Understanding oneself is always going to be a lifelong journey, Yoshihiro. Everyone faces this problem. In acting, the struggle to understand oneself and others becomes a tangible art form.”

      “I don’t understand. How can it be tangible? You can’t perceive it by touch or sight. It’s not something you can smell. I just… I don’t get it.”

      “That’s because you’re a very logical thinker. Emotions and human motivations are not like mathematical equations. They are fluid, complicated, and often irrational. Acting requires emotional intelligence. It’s not about finding a solution; it’s about feeling and expressing complex emotions and understanding the intricate dynamics of human relationships.”

      Her words made no sense. Why couldn’t humans just think more logically? Why did they always have to do such stupid things? He never understood it. Every time he got on stage for an audition and spoke his character’s lines, he was always thinking about how their conflict seemed so easy to resolve if they just used that gray matter in their heads.

      Professor Nakamura must have sensed his frustration. She smiled and said, “Your logical way of thinking is a strength, but it is also a barrier that prevents you from truly understanding others. Perhaps we should try this from a different angle. Instead of trying to solve the character like a problem, try and experience their world. Listen to the music that might resonate with them, read books they might enjoy, and immerse yourself in their culture. Use your analytical skills to research them, but then let yourself be guided by empathy and intuition. You can use this method for this week’s homework.”

      “I’ll try,” Yoshihiro said morosely.

      “You don’t sound very enthusiastic.”

      “Yeah, well…try putting yourself in my shoes.”

      “I can do that. You’re the one who needs to learn how to put yourself in another’s shoes.”

      “Touché.”
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      With Yoshihiro gone, Tiamat found herself with nothing to do but watch television, which wasn’t a bad use of her time, if she was being honest.

      Navigating the vast and vibrant modern world after several millennia of absence left her with a profound sense of cultural shock. All of the modern-day conveniences had her flabbergasted and it took her a long time to get used to them.

      When she had first been introduced to the television, the sheer notion of a “magic box” that displayed moving images and sounds astounded her. She initially believed it to be some form of sorcery or magic. As she spent more time watching, the barrage of information from news channels, the drama from soap operas, and the exhilaration of sports had all overwhelmed her. She had been struck by the range of human emotion and life encapsulated within the tiny box. At the same time, she had to marvel at humanity’s ingenuity. Their ability to capture, replicate, and transmit experiences and stories so vivid they felt real left her in awe.

      Streaming services like Nutflix were an even greater shock. She had once seen the vast libraries of Babylon, said to have contained all the world’s knowledge, and yet, the idea of being able to access a seemingly infinite library of shows and movies with the touch of a button was mind-boggling. Yes, the libraries had been quite vast. They were nothing compared to this, however. The idea that humans could pick and choose what tales to witness, pause them, or even skip parts they didn’t like was utterly foreign to her. She had initially been stunned by the vast ocean of content.

      Which was why she now stuck mostly with anime.

      Anime gave Tiamat a strange sense of familiarity and dissonance. The exaggerated expressions, the grand tales of valor, love, magic, and monsters vaguely reminded her of the epics during her reign as queen of the gods. The myths and legends where gods and creatures played pivotal roles were something she knew well. Even her own story had similarities to some of the anime she had watched. However, the modern and stylized art, the new-age themes, and the rapid pacing disoriented her. She found shows depicting dragons and other mythological beings interesting. Her favorite part of watching anime was critiquing their accuracy, while at the same time, marveling at humanity’s imaginative retellings. Some of the anime delved into profound philosophical or emotional depths, which Tiamat found particularly engrossing, seeing them as modern iterations of the ancient tales she was familiar with.

      Tiamat had developed preferences over the past week. Certain genres and stories resonated with her more than others. The process of adjusting to these new forms of entertainment had been a blend of marvel, confusion, nostalgia, and adaptation, but she was proud to say she had become quite a fan of modern-day media.

      Her favorite anime currently were Bleach, Miss Kobayashi’s Dragon Maid, and Record of Lodoss War.

      “Hmm. They have most egregiously distorted Quetzalcoatl’s legend. 'Tis known by all that Quetzalcoatl be a male. Why hath they fashioned the great god of the Aztecs as a damsel? Is there design in this choice? And prithee, why are her bosoms so prodigiously ample? To what end?”

      She had known Quetzalcoatl back before being sealed since he was another god born from another creation mythos. It was something they shared in common. According to his mythology, he and his twin were responsible for creating humanity.

      She wouldn’t say they were friends, but they had often spent time talking with other creation gods and sharing their experiences with their worshippers. This… usually devolved into them bragging about who had the better worshippers, though.

      “Hmmm. I do find myself moved to pity for Komamura. To be rebuffed by the very realm one guards due to one’s visage is a tale most woeful. I ponder why he continues his guardianship of the Soul Society, given the sorrow they’ve bestowed upon him. Yet, in his heart, such noble spirit! Truly, he is a gentle soul.”

      As she continued her binge-watching streak, the door to the apartment opened. Tiamat smiled as she looked toward the door.

      “Welcome to thine abode—ah, 'tis but thee, Ryūmi.”

      Her disappointment couldn’t be masked.

      “M-my lady?! Why are you being so cold to me? Haven’t I been doing my best to serve you?”

      “We both are aware this be not the truth. Thou didst relocate out of vexation and envy, for I share quarters with Yoshi and thou dost not. Out of sheer benevolence, I extended an invitation for thee to serve me, so thou might stay close to him.”

      “Grrrrrr. I wish I could say you’re wrong, but…”

      Ryūmi had moved into the apartment right next to theirs. It had caused a huge scandal that was all over the media. Tiamat had even watched the interview where she stated her reason for moving was to help a friend—namely, Tiamat—settle into Japan after moving here from abroad.

      “Hmmm.”

      “W-what is it?” Ryūmi asked nervously as Tiamat studied her.

      “Thou dost look most fetching in yon attire.”

      Ryūmi looked effortlessly chic in her casual ensemble, which blended modern trends with timeless elegance. She wore a loose-fitting, white cotton t-shirt that subtly emphasized the graceful curve of her collarbones. The shirt, slightly tucked into a pair of high-waisted, light-washed denim jeans, hinted at her slender waist. The jeans were cropped to just above her ankles. They showcased her delicate skin and allowed a peek at her minimalist sneakers—well, they would have, but she’d taken them off and was now wearing just plain white socks.

      “Well… yes. I often go out, so I need to look good since I have a reputation in the fashion world to uphold. Um, you could wear something similar if you wanted, my lady, so why don’t you?”

      “I have considered it, but I find little reason to don such garments within mine own dwelling. I value ease above style.”

      “Well, I suppose I can’t blame you for feeling that way. I usually prefer comfort over fashion when I’m at home as well.”

      “Precisely. I perceive thou dost comprehend.”

      The relationship between Tiamat and Ryūmi was still quite strained. The power dynamics between dragons was interwoven into their societal structure. One could even say that their reverence for power was an inborn instinct, something all dragons possessed.

      Tiamat, being a legendary entity whose myths speak of her grandeur in creating the world, naturally held a most esteemed position. Ryūmi might have been a dragon. however, she had no myth of her own and not even a tenth of this woman’s power. Even if a hundred Ryūmis were to battle against Tiamat, they would still lose. This massive gap in their standing and power made it hard for Ryūmi to voice any dissent or act against Tiamat’s wishes. The mere fact that she had somehow tried to deny her Yoshihiro was a testament to her feelings for the man.

      However, Ryūmi had been getting better at interacting with her. A whole week of being in Tiamat’s presence seemed to have made the younger dragon complacent. She still didn’t have the gall to talk back and was very subservient, but she acted far more comfortably in Tiamat’s presence than she had before.

      Tiamat could have forced the girl into submission, but she didn’t want to. Yoshihiro had told her that she should learn how to live in this modern society. Forcing compliance would have gone against that goal.

      “Art thou preparing a dish?”

      “Dinner. Yoshihiro won’t get home until late this evening, so I figured I’d have something ready for him.”

      “Thou art crafting a meal for me as well, art thou not?”

      “Of course, my lady.”

      “Good. Proceed, then”

      “Grrrr. Arrogant woman.”

      “Didst thee speak something insulting just now?”

      “Eeek! No, I didn’t, so stop glaring at me like that!”
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      Yoshihiro was thinking about his theater assignment even after entering the lab where the mechanical and aerospace engineering department was located. Tokyo U had several laboratories, all of which were connected to classrooms, faculty offices, student workspaces, workshops, computer labs, conference rooms, lounges, and areas to showcase successful student’s past projects.

      The place was abuzz with activity when Yoshihiro entered, with students attending lectures, conducting experiments, collaborating on projects, or engaging in deep discussions as they sipped expensive lattes in the lounge. There were also some students looking at a large screen embedded into the wall, which advertised internships, job opportunities, department events, and academic conferences. People could access whatever information they wanted simply by touching the screen and multiple people could use it at the same time.

      Because he was specifically working with the faculty, he went straight to the lab reserved for professors after putting on his lab coat and hanging a pair of protective lenses around his neck.

      “Isn’t that him?”

      “Yeah, that’s the man who scored the highest marks in the history of Tokyo U but chose to pursue a profession unsuited to his talents.”

      “Really makes you wonder what someone like that is even doing here.”

      “Right? If he wants to spend his time acting, he should go back to the theater classroom instead of mucking up our department.”

      Yoshihiro ignored the things people said about him. They weren’t wrong. He wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for his job. Yoshihiro needed the money, this place paid well, and he didn’t have to put in as many hours as he would at a normal job to make even less.

      “Oooh! Yoshi! You’re finally here!”

      “Professor Nakano… I see you’re as lazy as ever.”

      Professor Hiroshi Nakano looked the definition of a lazy genius, with his disheveled raven hair that always seemed in need of a trim and five o’clock shadow. He had striking blue eyes, a rarity for someone of Japanese descent. Underneath his lab coat covered in grease stains was an untucked shirt, quirky tie, and jeans. How this man managed to get married was beyond him. Yoshihiro even heard rumors that this man gave lectures dressed like that.

      “You know me. I don’t like being too high-strung. It’s bad for your health. Better to take life as it comes. Now, come here and gimme a hand.”

      “We’re testing the prototype today, right?”

      “That’s right! This is my favorite part of the whole process! Will our latest and greatest creation work, or is it gonna go ka-boom?”

      “If it explodes, I’m using you as a meat shield.”

      Yoshihiro’s job dealt primarily with the creation of robotics to help astronauts deal with unexpected situations while in space; stuff like microgravity problems caused by space’s near weightlessness, extravehicular activity like spacewalks on the exterior of spacecraft, and life support system failures where oxygen was lacking.

      Their current project dealt with microgravity. This was a serious problem for astronauts, as it could lead to muscle atrophy, loss of bone density, and fluid redistribution, on top of other concerns. What Yoshihiro had helped create was known as the AREx—Advanced Resistance Exoskeleton. It was an intelligent wearable exoskeleton, tailor-made for each astronaut, and designed to simulate the resistance experienced under Earth’s gravity. With daily use, the AREx could significantly mitigate the adverse effects of prolonged exposure to microgravity. Yoshihiro’s expertise in mechanics, robotics, and AI was considered essential in designing and refining such a sophisticated piece of equipment.

      “The last problem we had with the previous prototype was that it consumed too much power, had numerous software glitches that could prove catastrophic, and problems with overheating,” Professor Nakano was saying as they studied the suit.

      “I’ve already fixed the software glitches. They worked during my last simulation. I’ll send you the data now.”

      “Oooh! This looks good! I like it! Yeah, this should work. Lemme just upload the new fixes to the system, aaaaaaand there!”

      “The power consumption is going to be a problem we can’t fix yet, so we should focus on the issue of overheating. Part of the energy problem was our use of a redundant cooling system anyway. I’ve redesigned the cooling system to an integrated microsystem. These channels you see here can operate in conjunction with the suit’s onboard sensors that monitor body temperature and redistribute heat to areas that are too cold or vent unneeded heat through these pore-like vents.”

      The current design, which hung from an advanced cable arm rack that looked like robotic hands jutting from the ground, was a blend of function and minimalism. The material was a mix of lightweight, flexible carbon fiber and synthetic polymers, giving it a sheen that was both futuristic and utilitarian. Its predominant color was metallic silver.

      Given its objective to help astronauts counteract the negative effects of prolonged exposure to microgravity, they had been trying to make the design sleek and functional, almost like a second skin, but that was a problem in and of itself since it also needed to include various mechanical components, which increased its overall bulk and weight.

      “Man, you sure are good at this,” Professor Nakano said when he saw the design. “You sure you don’t wanna transfer to our department? I think you’re much better suited to this kind of work than acting.”

      “Thanks for the compliment, I guess, but I have to humbly refuse.”

      “You’re always like that. I don’t understand why you don’t want to transfer over.”

      Because I hate this, Yoshihiro didn’t say it out loud. His father had forced this path onto him, had forced him to learn about science and engineering, but it had never been something he truly wanted for himself.

      At first, he had thought of it as a means of earning his father’s approval. He believed that if he did well, it would make his father proud, and his father would praise him. Even after his mom left because she couldn’t stand to be around his father anymore, Yoshihiro had still believed he had a chance to make his father happy.

      Yoshihiro soon realized the truth. His father would never be happy no matter how much he excelled. He would never be good enough. Back in elementary and junior high school, Yoshihiro had won numerous awards at various science fairs and competitions, but whenever he showed off his awards and inventions, his father would just list all the things he had done wrong. The man had nothing but criticism for his inventions. Even then, Yoshihiro had still done his best, believing that if he just tried harder, just did better, his father would eventually approve. It wasn’t until high school, when his father had forced him to break up with his girlfriend, that the truth finally sank in.

      Nothing he did would ever be good enough.

      His father would never approve of his inventions.

      Yoshihiro had hated science and anything to do with it ever since. Other people might think it was cool to build robots, but all it did for Yoshihiro was serve as a constant reminder of all the things his father had taken from him; his mother, his youth, his first love, his freedom. This job he did was one he scorned, and yet he still did it, because he needed the money and this was the best method he had to earn it.

      Yoshihiro said none of this out loud, however, and instead focused on his work.
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      Yoshihiro returned home to find Ryūmi hanging out on the couch with Tiamat. Tama was also there, the lazy cat curling up on Ryūmi’s lap and purring as she stroked his fur. They were watching an anime, which Yoshihiro recognized. It was one of the first shows Tiamat had watched with him. A young man with a scar on his cheek was stretching his arms in unfathomable ways as he fought against a Japanese-style dragon.

      “Unfathomable. ‘Tis impossible for a human to best a dragon, even one with the power of such fruits.”

      “Well…it is fictional. And you know? Humans like to create powerful figures. I think it’s because they’re so weak that they create fictional heroes they can look up to.”

      “Verily, 'tis true. Mortals have ever been thus. They seek to fashion tales of their own grandeur, though they are but feeble creatures in the face of a dragon's might.”

      What a conversation to walk into.

      “You know, I’m one of those humans you two are disparaging, right?” he asked as he removed his shoes and stepped into the apartment living room. He sniffed the air once. The smell of cooking filled the air. He didn’t quite know who had done it or what they made, but the tantalizing scent caused his stomach to remind him that he was hungry.

      “Oh, Yoshi, thou art welcome back.”

      “Thank you. Did you catch up with One Piece?”

      “Aye, I hath witnessed every episode. This endeavor took a considerable amount of time.”

      Ryūmi grimaced, the way her brows furrowed in distaste telling. “That’s because you watched all the filler episodes. I told you to skip them.”

      “But what if some significant event transpired during them?”

      “Nothing important would happen during a filler episode. It’s why they’re called filler. Listen up, Lady Tiamat. Anime filler episodes are very common in long-running series like this. This happens whenever the anime catches up to the source material. Studios can’t afford to put the anime on hiatus because doing so might cause viewers to forget about it, so they create filler episodes to fill in the space while the mangaka continues to work on the series. Do you understand what this means? It means those episodes have absolutely nothing to do with the story. They’re just there so watchers have something to watch while waiting for the real content to be made.”

      “That doth sound nonsensical. Why would they engage in such conduct?”

      “Humans have short memories. They’ll forget about an anime if it doesn’t produce new content quickly. Anyway, Yoshihiro, the food I made should be done. Can you take it off the stove please?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      Ryūmi had gone all out with her cooking. She had made rice, miso soup, grilled mackerel, and pickled vegetables. There was even an assortment of sashimi like tuna, salmon, and yellowtail, all of it beautifully presented on a chilled plate with wasabi and shisho leaves. Yoshihiro knew for a fact that he didn’t have the ingredients for miso, so she must have brought it from her home. It would be easy now that she lived right next door.

      “I can’t believe you prepared such a grand feast. There isn’t a special occasion I don’t know about, is there?”

      “Well, you normally cook for us. Consider this my way of saying thank you.”

      “I can’t wait to dig in. Tia, get over here and sit at the dinner table.”

      “Yet the most recent anime—”

      “Will still be there after we finish eating.”

      “Grr. I comprehend not how thou thinkst thou canst dictate unto me. I am the mistress hither, whilst thou art but a servant.”

      Despite complaining, Tiamat still stood up and sat down at the dinner table alongside Yoshihiro and Ryūmi. She stopped complaining the moment she laid eyes on the veritable feast. It took a lot of work on Yoshihiro’s part to keep her from digging in right away.

      “Itadakimasu.” Yoshihiro and Ryūmi said their thanks and dug in.

      Tiamat tried to copy them but struggled to articulate the new word. “I… eat ta da kee maaaa sooo.”

      Yoshihiro had noticed that while she understood most of his words, there were a few she did not understand. He attributed this to the words being one that had no translation in whatever dialogue she spoke—Mesopotamian, he assumed.

      The food Ryūmi had prepared positively delightful, and Yoshihiro greatly enjoyed every bite. The freshly steamed rice emitted a warm and slightly sweet aroma, the soul-soothing miso had a depth of umami that complemented the rice, while the pickled vegetables contained a refreshingly tangy burst of flavor. His favorite dish today was the sashimi. It just melted in his mouth and was soooo good.

      While they ate, Yoshihiro listened to Tiamat enthusiastically talk about all the anime she was watching. It sounded like she had binged several new shows. There were 1,440 minutes in a day, and anime episodes lasted roughly 24 minutes, which meant she had watched around 45 episodes since this morning. He had to subtract 480 minutes since the day still wasn’t done.

      This woman is getting into nerd culture. I mean like REALLY getting into it. She’s like one of those people who, after finding themselves in modern Japan, decides to indulge in every pleasure and vice imaginable and becomes an addict. I suppose it’s a good thing she’s found something to enjoy, but I’m really worried now. She’s done nothing but binge anime for the past week. What if she becomes a NEET? Just imagining a dragon goddess turning into a lazy sloth who does nothing but watch anime all day makes me cringe.

      Tiamat had been talking, but she suddenly stopped and narrowed her eyes at him. “Thou wert harboring impertinent thoughts a moment past, wert thee not?”

      “Perish the thought.” Yoshihiro did his best to wave her off.

      “Seek not to deceive me! I am a goddess, I'll have thee know. Though I cannot read minds, I can indeed discern when someone harbors disrespectful cogitations regarding me.”

      “That’s an interesting skill to have.”

      “Thus, thou wert harboring discourteous reflections even now!”

      “Not…necessarily…” he said. “I was just a little worried that you might be getting too into otaku culture.”

      Ryūmi snorted. She tried to cover it by coughing into her hand, but it was impossible to miss the smirk on her face. The way her eyes crinkled told him all he needed to know. “Worried she’ll become a NEET?”

      Tiamat furrowed her brow. “That is a term unknown to me. Pray, what meaneth it?”

      Clearing her throat, Ryūmi took on the persona of a teacher. Her entire personality seemed to change, from her manner of speaking to even her posture. He could practically see a teacher’s outfit on her, though he knew this was a figment of his imagination. Yoshihiro recognized this personality as one of the characters she had acted as several years ago. The fact that she could switch to a persona like this impressed him, but it also made him jealous.

      If only I was this skilled at acting…

      “You see, Lady Tiamat, humans have developed various labels meant to describe individuals based on their social and professional status. NEET is one such label.”

      Tiamat tilted her head like she didn’t get it. Her age-old eyes reflected both confusion and curiosity.

      “NEET stands for Not in Education, Employment, or Training,” Ryūmi continued, pausing momentarily to ensure Tiamat was following. “It refers to young men and women who have disengaged from formal education, do not hold regular jobs, and aren’t involved in any vocational courses. Essentially, they’re not contributing to society in any way, shape, or form. Many people consider NEETs to be parasites who leech off their parents' kindness.”

      A moment of silence passed between them. Tension filled the air as Tiamat, ever so slowly, craned her neck to look at Yoshihiro. Was it just him, or had the temperature suddenly dropped? He shivered and resisted the urge to sneeze.

      “Yoshi...dost thou deem me a NEET?”

      “Tia, you’re not in school, you have no job, and you’re not being trained in anything. You tell me.”

      The dragon goddess stood up and slapped her hands against the table. “How impertinent! Allow me to elucidate this, for it appears thou art not comprehending. I am a goddess! What need have I for instruction? I possess all the knowledge requisite. Employment? Goddesses toil not. I do employ individuals as my servants, and not in the reverse. Training? For what purpose should I be trained? I am already omnipotent! I stand in no need of such tutelage. Thine comment is as egregious as thy demeanor, and I do insist that thou show me greater deference!”

      Yoshihiro watched Tiamat as she ranted, pointing a quivering finger at him. With each point she made, her finger shook as though to emphasize it, and yet, for as angry as she seemed to be acting, he didn’t sense a single bit of godliness from her. Tiamat was pouting at him like a petulant child throwing a tantrum. It was cute. Honestly. How was he supposed to take her seriously when all he wanted to do was pinch her cheeks?

      “Thou art still entertaining impolite musings concerning me, art thou not?”

      “Naw, this time, I was just thinking about how cute you are.”

      “O-oh...thou findest me charming? Verily?” Tiamat blushed a bit, then thrust out her chest, which bounced. Like really bounced. Yoshihiro could have sworn he heard a ‘boing’ sound effect in the background. “H-hmph. Well, I suppose I may pardon thee for thy transgressions...this once. It appears thou dost possess discerning tastes, at the very least. I shall overlook thy discourteous remarks, for it seems thou dost appreciate the splendor of my aesthetic.”

      “Aaaaand you just ruined it,” Yoshihiro said.

      “I’m sorry, Lady Tiamat…but that did sound really arrogant,” added Ryūmi.

      “Dost thou wish me to skewer thee with my claws?”

      “Eeeek! Please, forgive meeee!”
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      The day wore on, and Yoshihiro found himself thinking about his homework assignment as Tiamat and Ryūmi watched more anime. Since they had gotten caught up with One Piece, they were now watching something on Nutflix. He didn’t know what it was, but it looked like a romantic comedy about a girl who had trouble communicating.

      He sat on the couch between the two women. It was an enviable position. Tiamat was lounging against the armrest, her bare thigh occasionally brushing against his. Ryūmi was sitting an appropriate distance from him. However, the presence of such a beautiful girl close to his age was still stimulating. Her outfit didn’t help. She looked stunning.

      Maybe it was a good thing he couldn’t concentrate then, as he wasn’t sure how he would react normally to being surrounded by two beautiful women.

      “You seem distracted Yoshi.”

      “Lady Tiamat is right. You normally pay attention to what we’re watching, but now you’re ignoring it completely. What’s up?”

      Yoshihiro gave them a trepid smile. “I was just thinking about my assignment for theater class.”

      “Aaah. You’re taking on the role of a character Professor Nakamura created, aren’t you? She does that a lot for the people she coaches. So, what role did she give you?”

      “My character’s name is Daichi Hayashi. He was born in Uji, Kyoto, and comes from a lineage of tea farmers, making him well-versed in the traditional Japanese tea ceremony. He eventually moves to Tokyo to study botany, where he meets and falls in love with a young woman at a cafe. Her name is Ami, an urbanite who is his complete opposite.”

      Ryūmi cupped a hand to her chin. “I see she’s not telling you what she wants from you either. That’s just like her. It sounds like what she wants is for you to showcase Daichi’s internal conflict by empathizing with his character.”

      “Internal conflict? Why would he feel any conflict?” Yoshihiro tilted his head.

      “There could be many reasons,” Ryūmi began, holding up an index finger. “He could be confronted with the longing for his home versus the allure of his new life in Tokyo—” she held up a second finger “—or he could be conflicted with his emerging feelings for Ami versus his self-imposed restraint.”

      Yoshihiro didn’t get it. “But…if he misses his home, can’t he just go visit?”

      “You’re missing the point. What if he wants to move back?”

      “Then move back.”

      “But he also likes his new life in Tokyo.”

      “Then stay in Tokyo for half the year and Uji the other half. It’s not something he should be struggling over like this.”

      Ryūmi placed a hand on her forehead and sighed with exasperation, but Yoshihiro didn’t understand. This problem was so easy to solve. When he had decided to break free of his father’s influence, he had bought tickets for Japan and flew out without a second thought, applied for college, found employment, and worked toward his goals. Why couldn’t Daichi just do what he did?

      “You really can’t empathize with others, can you?” Ryūmi paused as though thinking, then spoke in a slow, measured voice. “There are many reasons he might struggle. Daichi grew up in the tranquil tea fields of Uji, a place where life moves slowly and is filled with nature and traditions. Tokyo, with its towering skyscrapers, neon lights, and relentless pace presents a strong contrast to this. I’m sure it would be a struggle for Dacihi to adapt to this new environment. At the same time, he might find himself enamored with city life.”

      Yoshihiro listened to her talk, then shrugged. “Wouldn’t he just need to adapt?”

      “Yes, but that takes time. You’re showing his struggles before he adapts.”

      Yoshihiro and Ryūmi spoke some more, but he didn’t understand at all. He couldn’t understand why someone would struggle to adapt to a new environment. He hadn’t come from a big city like Tokyo, and yet he adapted just fine. If anything, he would have struggled way more than Daichi. It sounded like that man had a good family who supported him. Meanwhile, his mother had abandoned him, and his father was a control freak who disparaged all of Yoshihiro’s attempts at pleasing him. He had no reason to struggle like this.

      “Look, at least try and empathize with your character. You won’t pass if you can’t do that.”

      “And I’m telling you that I am trying. I just don’t understand.”

      “Then try to understand.”

      He and Ryūmi had conversations like this more than once. Ryūmi didn’t get why he struggled so much to subsume the role of a character. She didn’t get it because she was naturally talented. Give this woman a role and she could become just like that person within five minutes of reading her script. Of course, she wouldn’t understand how it felt to struggle like this.

      “It sounds to me like what you need to do, Yoshi, is live the life of this person,” Tiamat suddenly said. Yoshihiro and Ryūmi turned to her. The beautiful dragoness continued undaunted. “To truly understand someone, you must walk in their shoes…or so I hath heard. Perhaps if you tried to live like this Daichi, you would better understand his struggles.”

      “Oh, that’s a good idea,” Ryūmi added.

      “Professor Nakamura suggested the same thing,” Yoshihiro confessed.

      “I’m not surprised. What she’s suggesting you do is called method acting. It’s an acting technique that allows actors to achieve a deep and authentic emotional connection with their characters. Some of the greatest actors of our time use this method. Marlon Brando, James Dean, Robert De Niro, Al Pacino, Daniel Day-Lewis, Heath Ledger…these actors have produced some of the most memorable roles in Hollywood.”

      Those were all pretty big names that even Yoshihiro recognized. Robert De Niro and Heath Ledger were particularly famous Hollywood actors. If they used this method to take on a role, then surely it would work for him, right?

      “So…how would I use this technique?”

      “Hmm. I can think of a few things you can do. Let’s start with the basics. First, we’ll have you use your personal experiences to empathize with Daichi. You might be the most logical human I know, but it’s not like you’re emotionless. Look back on your own personal experiences and find moments where you felt similar feelings to Daichi. We can also have you do some research. You’re like a quintessential scientist, so that should be easy for you. I’m also going to have you keep a character journal. Every day, you’ll write in this journal as Daichi and try to get his internal voice down. We’ll start with those and expand from there if needed.”

      Yoshihiro disliked being called a quintessential scientist. She was right, of course, but it was another reminder of his father’s harsh training. He felt like that man had programmed him to be this way. That it hindered his ability to act made him even more resentful.

      “Okay, I’ll give this a try.” Yoshihiro paused as he realized something. “What about Ami? How should I deal with his emotions for her?”

      Ryūmi squirmed in her seat. “I have a suggestion.”

      “I’m listening.”

      Her cheeks blossomed with red and, maybe he was seeing things, but it looked like steam was pouring from her ears. That was his imagination, right? Or was it because she was a dragon? Tiamat could produce steam through her nostrils, so who was to say Ryūmi couldn’t do something similar?

      “You can…go on a date with me.”

      “…Eh?”
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      Japanese dates were very different from American ones. In America, a typical date would be something like dinner and a movie, though if you felt adventurous, you might consider taking your date somewhere fun like an escape room or an aquarium. Coffee dates in the middle of the day at a local Starbucks were also typical first dates in the West.

      That was not the case in Japan; instead of spending a few hours together over drinks or going to dinner, Japanese dates traditionally entailed a much more significant time commitment. They were supposed to last half to a full day or even include a small getaway when schedules and budgets allowed. These extended dates were often filled with a variety of activities like shopping, and visiting a theme park or aquarium, in addition to patronizing restaurants or cafes for meals and drinks.

      It was a Saturday morning and Yoshihiro found himself dressed in a crisp, light-colored button-up shirt, slim-fit chinos in a neutral beige color, and minimalist sneakers that were easy to move in. A wristwatch of sleek design was strapped to his wrist with a leather band, and he slung a lightweight bag across his shoulders with a camera for taking pictures. He had even styled his hair with some pomade to give it a messy “just got out of bed” aesthetic.

      Yoshihiro was a little worried. He didn’t think he was unattractive, but he was also going on a date with The Ryūmi—renowned actress and one of the most attractive women in the entertainment industry. She was consistently listed among the “Top 10 Women Men Want to Date” articles. He might not look plain since he was a tall, blond man living in Japan, but could someone with only a moderately attractive appearance even look good when paired together with a woman who turned heads just by existing?

      I think I’m gonna be sick. Why is my stomach doing flipflops? I was never this nervous when I went on dates with Hannah. Is there a reason I feel this way now and didn’t feel this way back then? Is it because Ryūmi is so pretty? Would Daichi feel this way if he went on a date with Ami?

      He stood just outside Minami-asagaya Station, letting his thoughts work his emotions into a frenzy. Autumn had come and the intense humidity of summer had fully faded, replaced by crisp and cool air. He had checked the temperature forecast today. They said it was going to be 22°C, or 71°F. The October sky was a clear blue, not a single cloud could be seen. It was the perfect weather for what he had planned today.

      “Yoshihiro! Sorry, I’m late!”

      Yoshihiro turned at the sound of the voice and smiled even as his stomach let his nerves be known.

      “Oh, no. You’re… fine…”

      His breath caught in his throat as a vision of loveliness appeared before him. Ryūmi moved forward at a quick trot, garnering attention from every man and woman she passed. One man even stared so long that his partner smacked him across the face. She wore a stylish yet comfortable cashmere sweater the golden yellow shade of autumn that draped gracefully across her. Her high-waisted, pleated midi skirt gently swayed as she strode forward with a dancer’s grace, the light tan complimenting her sweater. Looking down, he saw her feet were adorned in ankle boots with a slight heel. They added a touch of sophistication without compromising on comfort. The only accessory she wore was a pair of simple but elegant earrings and the dolphin necklace that rested against her chest.

      Ryūmi grinned as she reached him. “Are you stunned by my beauty?”

      Yoshihiro blushed but nodded. “I’m always stunned by how pretty you are.”

      Now it was Ryūmi’s turn. She turned her head aside, her cheeks, ears, and even her neck a little red.

      “You Americans are waaaaay too honest.”

      “That’s one of our few virtues. You really do look amazing though.”

      “Heheh. Thank you. You look nice yourself. I see you even did your hair.”

      “I thought I should at least try to look good for this, even if I can’t hold a candle to you. Let’s get going, yeah?”

      “Mm. I’ll follow you.”

      Since this was a date, Yoshihiro extended his hand, which Ryūmi took after staring at it in surprise. Her hand was soft and warm. The flip flops his stomach was doing went away, but now his heart felt like it was trying to climb up his esophagus and leap out of his mouth. He wished he had studied biology more because he had no idea why his body felt this way.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “You’ll see when we get there.”

      “Leaving me in suspense?”

      “I just want you to be pleasantly surprised.”

      Yoshihiro had done extensive research on the subject of dates in Japan during the last few days. He had tried to take many different factors into account like what typical Japanese dates looked like, but also what would make Ryūmi happiest. He had even considered what kind of date a person like Daichi would take someone on. That was the original goal anyway, understanding his character, but he would feel bad if he focused so much on his research that Ryūmi didn’t enjoy her time with him.

      Their date required them to take the Marunouchi line to Shinjuku-gyoemmae Station, which would take about fifteen minutes give or take. Because it was Saturday and early morning, the trains were packed full of people who were also going out. Yoshihiro had Ryūmi stand near a section of the train with a wall behind her, while he stood in front of her, just on the off chance a train groper might be lurking around. He had yet to see one since arriving in Japan, but he had heard they were a problem.

      “How are your journal entries coming along?” Ryūmi asked.

      “They’re… coming.”

      “That doesn’t sound very inspiring.”

      “Can’t be helped. I’ve never written in a journal before, and now I’m trying to write in one as someone else. I have no idea what to write.”

      “Well, you should have plenty to write about after today.”

      “I guess—aaah!”

      The train jostled, and Yoshihiro fell forward, toward Ryūmi. He placed his hands out and pressed them against the train walls on either side of Ryūmi’s head. The young woman’s eyes widened as his face came close enough to hers that they could feel each other’s breath. Yoshihiro found his heart hammering in his chest and wondered if she felt the same. He also belatedly realized something was pressing into his chest and upper stomach, but he didn’t dare look down because he knew what he would see.

      “You okay?” he asked in a soft whisper.

      Ryūmi nodded as she turned her head. “Mmm. Y-yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Good.”

      “Um…”

      “Yes?”

      “You’re…kinda close.”

      “Eh? Oh! S-sorry!”

      Yoshihiro hastily scrambled away so they were further apart. Ryūmi’s blush deepened, but she shook her head and smiled all the same. He wondered if her smiles had always been this adorable.

      “N-no…it’s okay. I don’t, like, mind or anything.”

      The train ride continued in awkward silence after that. Yoshihiro, too embarrassed to look at her, cast his gaze around. He furrowed his brow only briefly when he thought he saw someone pointing their phone at him and Ryūmi, but when he blinked, that person had turned and looked to be playing some kind of game.

      “Hey, are you sure it’s okay not to come in some kind of disguise or something?” he asked suddenly.

      Ryūmi chuckled. “You mean like in an anime? Disguises don’t work nearly as well as you might think. It just makes a person seem more suspicious. Besides, I’m not an idol. It’s not against my company’s policy for me to go on dates. It’s just frowned upon.”

      “So you won’t get into trouble?”

      Shrugging, Ryūmi cast her gaze to the ceiling. “I might get lectured, but they won’t give me too much grief.”

      Yoshihiro didn’t know if he wanted to be the cause of any grief for his friend, but their date had already started, so it was too little too late to think about such matters.

      The train stopped at their designated station. Yoshihiro kept a firm grip on Ryūmi’s hand to avoid them getting separated in the hustle and bustle.

      They only walked a short distance before the urban sprawl transitioned to nature’s haven. While the cacophony of the city had yet to dim, there was a clear separation that demarcated Shinjuku’s bustling urban metropolis from their destination.

      “This is…Shinjuku Gyoen National Garden.” Ryūmi blinked several times in surprise, then looked at him. “This is where we’re going for our date?”

      “Just for the first half,” Yoshihiro admitted.

      “Hmmm…”

      “Bad choice?”

      “No…just an interesting one.”

      They reached the gate, bought a pair of tickets, and were admitted inside.

      Stepping through Shinjuku Gate was like stepping into another world. Shinjuku Gyoen unfolded before them like an artist’s canvas, a vast expanse of manicured beauty in the heart of Tokyo. The garden, in its early October splendor, showcased an array of colors that felt surreal against the backdrop of towering skyscrapers. Golds, reds, and ambers intermingled with the remaining greens of summer, giving a preview of the full autumn spectacle that was yet to come.

      “Wow…” Ryūmi murmured under her breath. “It’s so beautiful…”

      “It is pretty.”

      “Where should we go first?”

      “Wanna just walk around? See where our feet take us?”

      “Sure.”

      There was so much to see in this garden. They traveled through the center path to take in the sights. Yoshihiro’s eyes were drawn to the traditional Japanese landscape. Graceful koi fish glided beneath the surface of serene ponds, surrounded by artistically pruned pine trees and gracefully arched stone bridges. The gravel pathways, raked meticulously, led to quiet corners where stone lanterns stood sentinel.

      A formal French garden was on his left, stretching out with its characteristic symmetrically-placed shrubs and flower beds. The perfectly trimmed hedges and clear geometric patterns created a stark contrast to the organic flow of the Japanese garden.

      Further ahead, he caught a glimpse of the English landscape garden, a sprawling lawn dotted with cherry trees. While the sakura blossoms of spring were months away, the trees currently donned a new cloak of fiery oranges and deep reds.

      He and Ryūmi walked by a pond. There was a stone bench, and, at her suggestion, they sat down to watch the koi fish swim.

      “Why did you choose this place for our date?”

      Yoshihiro understood that she wasn’t complaining, so the teasing words died on his lips. He looked at her, then back at the pond, tracking one of the fish swimming beneath the surface.

      “Daichi was born in a place that’s deeply connected with nature, right? I thought to myself ‘If Daichi were to take a woman on a date, wouldn’t he take her somewhere he felt the most comfortable?’”

      “You’re not wrong. Daichi would find it easier to talk if he was somewhere familiar. There aren’t many places where he would feel comfortable enough to be himself in a big city, but a park like this might help. It could also be that he wants to share a part of himself with his date, and this place is the closest he can travel to in a big city like Tokyo.” Ryūmi nodded several times to say she understood, then tilted her head, a single strand of hair falling over her shoulder. “And that’s how you decided on this place?”

      “Well, partly.” Yoshihiro paused and began tugging on his ear. He wished he could keep the blood from flowing to his cheeks, but that was an effort in futility. “The other reason is…the other reason is because I thought you might prefer something low-key and relaxing.”

      “Hoooooh?”

      Yoshihiro couldn’t look at Ryūmi’s smug smile. He turned his head.

      “Er…I mean, you’re always so busy with work and stuff that I thought you might want to escape the spotlight for a while. I’m sure the pressure from the general public can be overwhelming. I thought coming to a garden like this might offer you a momentary escape…or something like that.”

      Explaining himself was more embarrassing than he thought it would be. His heart felt like it was going to pump blood so hard it would come out of his pores. His cheeks were burning up.

      “So which is it?”

      “Which…is what?”

      “Your reason. Is it because this is something Daichi would do, or because you wanted to give me a chance to relax away from the public eye?”

      “Can it not be both?”

      “Gasp. You want to have your cake and eat it, too?”

      “Don’t say ‘gasp’ like you’re feigning shock here! And why are you using an American phrase?”

      “Can I not?”

      “I guess you can, but it sounds weird coming from someone who’s Japanese. The lexicon is also wrong.”

      “Heh heh. Well, either way, I will give you full marks.”

      “Thanks…?”

      They stood up on some unspoken signal, then began walking hand-in-hand once more. Yoshihiro had trouble paying attention to the landscape after a while. He hadn’t thought about it too much, but Ryūmi’s hand was very small. It felt like he could engulf her entire hand with his. The way she walked so close allowed them to occasionally bump shoulders, which sent a thrill through him.

      Don’t look too deeply into this, Yoshihiro. She’s taking time out of her busy schedule to help you out. Don’t assume she’s doing this because she likes you.

      The air was fresher in this garden than the rest of the city. It contained a subtle hint of earthiness. The gentle breeze carried with it the scent of blooming chrysanthemums and the faintest hint of pine. Every now and again, the melodic chirp of a bird pierced the air, harmonizing perfectly with the tranquil ambiance.

      “You might not have realized this, but what you said about your reason for choosing this date is enough to tell me you’re more than capable of empathizing with your character.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Yes.”

      Ryūmi paused as a bird fluttered over to them. It was an azure-winged magpie, a bird with striking blue wings and tail. Ryūmi held out her hand and the bird gently landed on it, chirping and hopping around.

      “Based on what little you were given of Daichi, I’ve come to my own conclusions about what kind of person he is. Gentle and introspective, he is a man of few words and quiet strength. Due to his soft-spoken nature, he finds it hard to talk in crowded places. If he was going to take someone on a date, I believe he would take them somewhere he could share a piece of himself and be more honest about his feelings. I also imagine that he would be considerate towards his date. The hustle and bustle of Tokyo can wear on a person’s soul. He would probably want to take his date somewhere she can relax. In both manners, your answer was exactly what I would expect from him.”

      “Hmmm. Maybe,” he said.

      “Not maybe. Definitely. Have more faith in yourself.”

      It was true that Yoshihiro had chosen this garden as their date spot because he had been thinking about what kind of place Daichi would take a date. Between this and a traditional Japanese tea ceremony, the garden had won since the weather forecast said it would be beautiful outside. However, the other reason was that he just wanted to give Ryūmi a break. That last reason had been pure selfishness on his part, and he was worried that his selfish desires might muddy his ability to understand Daichi’s character.

      “So, what’s next?” asked Ryūmi suddenly.

      “Next?” Yoshihiro tilted his head, then looked at his watch. It was getting close to midday. They had seen almost everything there was to see here. “There’s a cafe nearby that sells lunch. I was thinking we could go there.”

      “Good call. I’m starting to get hungry.”

      “I guess we can head out then.”

      As they walked holding hands, Yoshihiro wondered if he was really getting closer to understanding Daichi’s personality. Would he truly be able to understand him enough to pass his assignment?
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      Tiamat sat on the couch. Her posture was lackadaisical, so lazy that anyone who might have known her before would have never guessed she was the primordial goddess of Mesopotamia who had once sent a horde of monsters against her own children. Silken tresses of her oceanic hair trailed across her figure, but several tufts stuck out, a result of having been lazing upside down with her legs pressed against the wall for a while.

      I cannot find mine focus…

      Long, delicate fingers that still retained a hint of their original power played absentmindedly with a strand of hair, twirling it around in a rhythmic dance that mirrored the cadence of the anime she was watching. Every so often, she would purse her lips, sigh, then glance at the clock before returning her gaze to the television.

      How lengthy art these courtships meant to be? Doth they truly take such a languorous amount of time?

      Gone was the intimidating aura of a primordial being, replaced instead by the relaxed demeanor of a young woman attempting to indulge in a modern pastime. “Attempting” was the keyword here. She normally would have had no problem indulging in all the anime she wanted to her heart’s content, but she was feeling agitated.

      Was it because her servants were both absent? Nay. She shook her head. She did not need servants. It was just more comfortable with them around. Before coming to the surface, before she was released from her seal, Tiamat had spent eons imprisoned, all alone down in that cold dungeon. Such trifling matters like a lack of servants would not bother her.

      Then from whence comes this unrest? What is this stirring within mine bosoms?

      Something was annoying her. She did not know what it was, and try as she might, the cause of this sensation eluded her.

      Long ago, before she had been sealed, Tiamat had been far more concerned with maintaining the cosmic balance of the universe than any feelings she might possess. As her myth painted her as a creator and destroyer, most of her thoughts were occupied with the cycles of creation, sustenance, and destruction. Keeping these three cycles in balance had been her assigned task as a goddess whose myth lay in the creation of the world.

      For her, the balance of the universe and the flow of these cosmic cycles were of paramount importance. Her gaze had always been fixed on stars, galaxies, and dimensions, rather than on individual beings. Petty matters that dealt with emotional problems were issues she never had to concern herself with.

      She was a goddess who'd had a singular purpose. Tiamat’s primary goal had been to ensure that the universe functioned harmoniously. She was akin to a maestro orchestrating a vast symphony, where every note, every pause, every crescendo mattered. When conducting such a vast ensemble, one did not concern themselves with their own feelings.

      On a side note, the comparisons she was making had nothing to do with the fact that she had just recently binged Sound Euphonium.

      Not at all.

      Is’t my lack of understanding mine own emotions because I know not mine own self?

      Tiamat’s role as one who balanced the cosmos meant that she did not harbor personal desires the same way humans did—or that was her belief. True, she had been most angered when her children killed her husband. She had even gotten a little out of hand and waged war against them. However, minus that one mishap, she was a creature that rarely felt desire. Personal wants were a foreign concept.

      And yet, now she was feeling a strange restlessness deep within her chest.

      When didst this emotion arise? ‘Twas shortly after my handmaid, Ryūmi, did propose a courtship with Yoshi. I gave it not much thought at the onset, but then did I seek knowledge. A courtship is when a maiden and a young man venture forth in merriment. Yet, the purpose of such an outing is to deepen one’s bond, perchance leading to wedlock and offspring...wedlock and offspring...

      There had been no courtship between her and Absu. Theirs had been a relationship of cosmic balance. One could even say they had been performing their duties, though she did have genuine affection for him at the time. She hadn’t cared much about Kingu. However, she did remember being truly angry when Absu was taken from her…

      Tiamat straightened in her seat like she had been shocked by lightning.

      “Could it be so…? Yes, why didst I not comprehend it before?” she murmured.

      Aye! 'Tis the discomfort of my two attendants drawing nigh to each other. I want them not to find solace in each other’s company and forsake me. I must be ever paramount in their thoughts. Yea, I think I shall remind them of their duty upon their return from this outing, and then I will insist that Yoshi grant me a similar venture as recompense.

      Her feelings finally made sense. Tiamat nodded to herself, pleased that she had managed to work through her emotions. With a renewed sense of purpose, she began scrolling through the list of anime available once more, feeling much better. Meanwhile, Tama the cat lazily sat on the couch next to her but far enough away that she could not pick him up.

      “What is this?” she asked of no one in particular. “Violet Evergarden…this doth seem like a tale worth mine time. Let us delve into its story…”
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      The cafe that Yoshihiro took Ryūmi to was called Cafe Mizukagami. It was tucked away in a quiet corner of Shinjuku and offered a great retreat from the mad rush of the city. The name translated roughly to “Water Mirror” and was inspired by its unique central feature: a tranquil indoor pond filled with floating lotus flowers, around which the seating arrangements were laid out. The reflection of the sky from the strategically positioned skylights gave the water a shimmering, mirror-like appearance.

      The cafe's décor was a harmonious blend of modern and traditional Japanese aesthetics. Dark wooden beams contrasted against the lighter walls, adorned with contemporary art pieces inspired by nature. Each table, made of polished mahogany, was paired with comfortable tatami-mat seating, allowing patrons to experience the traditional Japanese way of dining while sipping on their beverages.

      The menu offered a range of exquisite teas sourced from different regions of Japan, artisanal coffees, and a selection of delectable sweets, including matcha tiramisu and sakura mochi. Soft, traditional koto music played in the background, enhancing the serene atmosphere.

      Upon entering, Yoshihiro and Ryūmi noticed the aromatic scent of freshly brewed tea and coffee mingling with the subtle fragrance of seasonal flowers. The cafe provided an immersive experience, allowing visitors to feel a deep sense of peace and connection with the beauty of Japanese culture, making it an ideal spot for lunch after their time at the garden.

      “This place is so peaceful. I’ve never been here before. I’m surprised. I thought I knew all the hottest cafes in Tokyo,” Ryūmi murmured as she touched a finger to her lips. She was something of a cafe junkie. He followed her on Instagram and a lot of her posts were about the many cafes she visited.

      Yoshihiro grinned, feeling a sense of accomplishment. “This cafe is relatively new. I found it by complete coincidence when I was searching for places to eat. I read that they have a deal with Shinjuku-Gyoen National Park. People who buy tickets for the park can come here and get one item off the menu for free.”

      “Does that mean I’m only allowed to have one thing?”

      “Of course not. What kind of cheapskate do you take me for?”

      “The kind who refuses to move out of his cramped apartment even though he has enough money for it?”

      “Harsh.”

      “The truth is harsh sometimes.”

      Their drink menu wasn’t extensive, but it was specialized and offered a nice blend of traditional and modern drinks. Yoshihiro ordered a kukicha tea, which had a nutty flavor, while Ryūmi had hojicha—roasted green tea with a soothing, toasty flavor. The drinks were presented in yunomi. They were cylindrical cups commonly used for daily, informal tea drinking. These were decorated with a combination of floral prints and wave patterns.

      “Oh!” Ryūmi reared back in surprise after taking her first sip. “This is delicious.”

      “Mmm. It’s very good.”

      “And those confections look good too.”

      “Are you going to try the pancakes?”

      “You know me too well.”

      Ryūmi ordered the azuki bean dorayaki. At first glance, this meal presented itself as two fluffy, golden-brown pancakes, with a gentle and slightly springy texture to the touch. Ryūmi spent several seconds just testing the springiness with her fork. These weren’t just pancakes, however, but dorayaki pancakes, slightly denser than their Western counterpart and redolent with a delicate hint of sweetness.

      With stumbling, hesitant movements, Ryūmi sliced a piece with her fork, revealing generous helpings of azuki bean paste. The paste was a deep, rich reddish-brown color, with a consistency that was creamy yet retained a slight graininess. She licked her luscious lips only lightly decorated with glossy lip balm, then placed the bite into her mouth.

      Yoshihiro watched in amusement as the woman went into full-body shudders. Her eyes sparkled like stars in the night sky. He thought hearts might appear within them.

      “INCREDIBLE!” Her shout was loud and drew the attention of the other guests, but she paid them no mind. “This combination of sweet and earthy flavors is perfectly balanced! The bean’s natural nuttiness complements the sweetness, ensuring it isn’t overwhelmingly saccharine! Every bite is a harmonious blend of the fluffy dorayaki and the velvety azuki bean paste! The light dusting of matcha powder on top is just the cream on the cake!”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen Ryūmi the Gourmet emerge from hiding,” Yoshihiro said with a grin. He had ordered a teriyaki chicken wrap. Succulent chicken glazed in teriyaki sauce and wrapped with fresh lettuce and a soft tortilla that resembled a lotus. It was delicious. He hummed in joy as he took a bite from his meal.

      Ryūmi turned her head after being called out. Her ears were bright red. He could have sworn steam was rising from them.

      “H-hmph. It can’t be helped. It’s been a while since I ate something this tasty.”

      Ryūmi was a tried-and-true foodie. That’s what Yoshihiro would say if he wanted to be polite. If he wanted to be brutally honest, he would have called her a glutton. Not only did this woman love her food, but she could eat more than twice her weight in sweets. She had wolfed down over 200 souffle pancakes on their first outing together. He remembered being shocked at the time, but now that he knew she was a dragon, it all made sense.

      Tiamat was a glutton too. It must have been a dragon thing.

      “Speaking of…” he murmured.

      Ryūmi tilted her head. “Speaking of what?”

      “Oh. I was just wondering how your transformation worked. How do you gain a human form like that?”

      “I’m surprised Tiamat didn’t tell you.”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “Well, allow me to explain then. Ahem.” After coughing cutely into her hand, Ryūmi launched into an explanation. “At the core of every dragon lies an ethereal energy that composes our souls. You can call it ‘Soul Essence’ if you’d like. It’s an adequate enough name. Anyway, this Soul Essence isn’t bound to a dragon’s physical body, but rather, to its consciousness and spirit. Our essence is not anchored to our scales, wings, and claws. These physical characteristics are simply manifestations of our will and nature at any given moment.”

      “Fluidity of form…”

      “That’s a good way to describe it.”

      “Dragons are essentially bundles of energy. Energy can’t be created or destroyed, only transformed. So when you change into a human form, you are simply reshaping that energy. Am I right?”

      “More or less, yes. It seems you understand quite well.”

      Yoshihiro stared into the pond next to them, silently contemplating dragons and how they might work.

      “There’s something called the quantum state in particles. They can exist in multiple states simultaneously. What you’re saying is that dragons can intentionally switch states, allowing them to transform.”

      Ryūmi looked confused, but she nodded anyway. “Well…I guess…”

      “This means that, on a biological level, dragons have a very adaptive cellular structure. Your cells can rapidly switch from dragon to human and vice versa.”

      “So our cells are…adaptable?” asked Ryūmi. She looked lost now.

      “Exactly! But it’s not just that! It’s also about your brain chemistry. When you transform, you don’t just look human, you also feel and think like a human. I’ve always wondered how Tiamat, an ancient being whose very thought process should be completely different from a human's, can seem so relatable. Now it makes sense. Your brains have the unique ability to adjust their chemistry to align more with human emotions and cognition when you take on a human form.”

      “Well…” Ryūmi paused to cup her chin. “That might explain why I cry whenever I watch sad movies now. I saw them before as a dragon and didn’t feel much.”

      Yoshihiro furrowed his brow. “Interesting. That’s probably thermodynamics at work. When you transform, you may be drawing energy from your surroundings to ensure the process doesn’t break any natural laws. The only thing I don’t understand is what sort of criteria you dragons use when making your human forms.”

      “We…don’t?” Ryūmi said, confused.

      “Huh?”

      “Huh?”

      “Um… you seem confused, but this form you see right now is just me. This is simply how I see myself.”

      “So it’s an inner reflection or maybe emotional resonance…”

      “It always amazes me how you can come up with a scientific explanation for everything,” Ryūmi smiled.

      Yoshihiro flinched. “I’m sorry.”

      But Ryūmi shook her head. “Don’t be. I love listening to your nerdy science speak.”

      “Ah…”

      Yoshihiro felt his cheeks run hot. Nobody had ever said they liked listening to him talk about subjects like this. He had always hated how he tried to theorize and explain everything like a scientist. It reminded him too much of his dad’s…training. However, it was nice to hear someone compliment him for it. That made him think that maybe his scientific inclinations weren’t such a bad thing.

      They soon left the cafe. It was a little later in the afternoon, so they didn’t go home right away but instead went shopping. Shinjuku boasted several popular department stores and countless chic boutiques and shops. Neither of them bought much, but they tried on clothes, rummaged through aisles, and bought a pair of matching coffee mugs on a whim.

      Once it became late afternoon, they decided to head home.

      “I had a good time,” Ryūmi said with a grin.

      Yoshihiro smiled. “Me too. Thanks for doing this.”

      “Any time.”

      They parted ways and Yoshihiro entered his apartment.

      “I’m home,” Yoshihiro called out as he closed the door behind him and began removing his shoes.

      “Yoshiiiiiii!!!!”

      “What the—what’s wrong?! Why are you crying?!”

      Yoshihiro had only removed one shoe when an incoherently bawling Tiamat ran up to him. Her eyes were red-rimmed and snot ran down her nose. Those normally beautiful locks of hair were in complete disarray as she grabbed his shirt and clung to it. He tried not to think about how his skin was getting drenched in two different kinds of fluids as the ancient creature who appeared to be little more than a sorrowful young woman gazed up at him.

      “Why hath Violet endured such grievous woe? She merited not the cruel fates bestowed upon her!”

      “…Eh?”
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      Yoshihiro barely noticed the passage of time, busy as he was with a combination of work, his studies into Daichi’s character, and attending to Tiamat.

      He had done some private research into method acting and spoken with Ryūmi multiple times about what he could do to help further his understanding of Daichi from both a personal and professional standpoint. There were some things he couldn’t do, like spending a weekend in a rural town; he just didn’t have the time. However, there were some things he could do.

      And that was why he found himself at a plant nursery after he had gotten off work. Japan had numerous flower shops and plant nurseries located in every major town and city. Flowers played a significant role in Japanese culture and were used for a wide variety of occasions, including traditional ceremonies, holidays, and everyday expressions of sentiment. Ikebana was the traditional Japanese art of flower arrangement. It was a highly respected practice that emphasized the beauty and harmony of floral elements and design.

      Daichi grew up a tea farmer’s son. While Yoshihiro could not create his own tea farm, he thought that buying seeds to cultivate and process would help him understand Daichi’s character better.

      But there was a problem.

      Yoshihiro had no idea where to begin.

      He wandered the isles completely confused. The scent of fresh plants filled the air and a wide variety of colors laid before him. Signs telling him the name and type of plant he was looking at sat next to the flora in question. None of them looked like tea plants though.

      “Excuse me, sir. Can I help you?”

      “Ah…?”

      A young woman dressed in slacks, a white collared shirt, and an apron clasped her hands together and bowed politely to him. She spoke English; it was heavily accented, but her pronunciation was flawless.

      “Yes, I would like some help,” Yoshihiro said in perfect Japanese. “I am looking for tea plants. I also need soil with a pH of 4.5 to 6.0.”

      The woman blinked for a moment, then smiled and spoke to him in Japanese. “Of course, sir. We do sell tea plants. They are over this way.” He walked down the aisles with her and listened as she explained things to him. “Our tea plants are located in a separate room. It sounds like you have some knowledge on cultivating tea plants?”

      “Well…I’ve done some research.”

      “Then allow me to explain a bit to you.”

      “Sure.”

      They soon reached another room, which was dedicated to numerous types of tea plants. Yoshihiro had only read articles online about how to properly care for tea plants. This was his first time seeing them. The arrangement here was not as colorful as the other room, perhaps because most tea leaves lacked color. There were, however, a few plants that were bright and vibrant. He found one flower that was a deep rouge, another that was violet, and a few yellow plants.

      “The first question you should ask yourself is what kind of tea you desire. There’s several different types, such as black tea, green tea, and oolong tea. Once you know what type of tea you want, you’ll want to buy seeds or the plants themselves, but you also need soil and pots. What type of tea are you looking for?”

      “Green tea, particularly matcha, gyokuro, sencha, hojicha, genmaicha, and bancha.”

      Daichi came from Uji in Kyoto Prefecture, which was renowned for its high-quality tea, particularly matcha and other green teas. The region’s favorable climate and rich cultural heritage made it a significant center for tea cultivation. The six types of tea he listed were the main types they cultivated. Yoshihiro hoped that by cultivating the same kinds of tea that came from Daichi’s hometown, he would better understand Daichi’s character.

      “That’s quite the variety. So, you know there are different methods to cultivate each type of tea, right?”

      “Yeah, I know a little bit.”

      “Okay. Well, let me explain it all for you again just in case.” The young woman paused and tapped her chin several times as though pondering how to explain plants to a complete novice. “Matcha plants need to be covered with special clothes to block out sunlight a few weeks before picking them. This makes the leaves a vibrant green and full of flavor. I assume you’re going to drink this?” He blinked. The idea of drinking the tea had never occurred to him, but he nodded anyway because it sounded like a good idea. “The leaves are steamed after they are picked to keep them fresh, then dried and ground into a fine, right green powder. Gyokuro are also shade-grown like matcha, but you don’t grind them into a powder. They are to be used whole. However, Sencha are sun-grown plants. They need full sunlight, and the way you harvest them is you pick them, steam them, roll them, and then dry them…”

      Yoshihiro was impressed by how much this woman knew about tea leaves. Her knowledge made him wonder how many years she had spent working here. He had mostly done research on the type of tea grown in Uji and not so much on how they were processed. Listening to this woman made him wish he had thought to bring a notebook. He wanted to have notes to reference later.

      He soon found out that there was a lot more involved with cultivating tea plants than he originally assumed. The first and biggest hurdle he found was that it would take at least five years for the plants to reach their full potential, though he could begin harvesting them around year three. Of course, he didn’t have three years. He didn’t even have three days. The assignment would be due soon. What’s more, he wasn’t looking into growing plants. He just wanted to understand his character better. Once the assignment was over, he would have no need or reason to keep cultivating tea leaves.

      “So, uh, I’m not really looking to spend a whole lot of time cultivating plants. Is there a way to grow them, um, quicker?”

      The woman became pensive at his words. She didn’t seem particularly happy either. He felt guilty, but really, he didn’t want to spend too much time on this when he was only doing it for his assignment.

      “I’m not exactly sure what you were expecting, but cultivating tea plants takes a lot of time and effort. Hmmm. If you’re really in a hurry, you might want to consider buying tea plants that are almost ready to harvest. We do have a few matcha and genmaicha plants that are almost ready to harvest. Um, these are normally used to create tea that we serve our customers, so the price for them is going to be higher than if you were to buy seeds…”

      Yoshihiro pondered this for a moment, then rubbed the back of his head. “Yeah, that’s fine. Um, do you guys have a delivery service?”
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      It was later in the evening than he would have liked when Yoshihiro found himself trudging up the stairs. He wouldn’t say he was dispirited, but learning about how long it would take to grow his own tea had put a small damper on his plans. Sure, he was working on a time limit, but he should have spent more time researching how tea plants were cultivated. He thought he could do that after buying the seeds and so only focused on the types of tea grown in Uji. This was a bad case of hindsight being 20/20.

      “I’m home,” he called out after entering his apartment.

      He heard a soft meow from Tama as he closed the door. The fat cat was lounging on his couch and looked like he was watching television. This was how he usually found Tama, so that didn’t bother him, but he was worried when he realized he couldn’t find Tiamat anywhere.

      “Tia?”

      “Oh! Kurosaki-kun! Welcome home!”

      The dragon appeared from within his bedroom, and he needed to blink several times. He felt like his eyes were deceiving him. Maybe he was dreaming? He pinched himself, but the vision was still there. Did that mean he was still dreaming? Why did people pinch themselves when they thought they might be dreaming anyway?

      “Kurosaki-kun?”

      Why in the heck is she calling me that…?

      “W…what are you wearing?”

      “What do you mean, Kurosaki-kun?! How can you forget about me?!”

      “Stop calling me that!”

      Tiamat was dressed in a school girl’s outfit that was several sizes too short. He would see her underwear for sure if she gave even the slightest twirl. She wore knee-high socks, a short-sleeved collared shirt, and a bow around her neck. A single glance at her curvaceous thighs would have been enough to put a normal man out of commission. Yoshihiro was certain he’d have been felled as well, but he was too confused by her sudden change to feel aroused. Her hair was orange now instead of blue. It took him a moment, but he soon recognized who she was.

      “Are you supposed to be…Orihime Inoue?”

      Orihime Inuoe was one of the main characters from the famous anime, Bleach. However, Yoshihiro had first learned about Bleach from the Rock Musical. He only watched the anime after because he was curious about the source content. There were several musicals for the Bleach franchise. The first one had been performed in 2005 and was simply titled Rock Musical Bleach. The last one, titled Rock Musical Bleach: Arrancar The Beginning, happened to come out just this year and ran from May 12 until the 26th. Yoshihiro had gone to watch it and had loved it. Orihime had been played by Sato Yuria.

      Tiamat placed her hands on her hips and looked smug, but then she seemed to think better of her attitude and adopted a demeanor more befitting the friendly and optimistic Orihime.

      “I really need your help, Kurosaki-kun. We’re all out of bread! Isn’t that awful?! I need you to come to the store with me right now and get some!”

      “Er…excuse me?”

      Yoshihiro hadn’t been this thrown off in a while. Not only was Tiamat acting like a total ditz, but the way she spoke sounded nothing like her typical Shakespearean self. What was even going on? Had this woman gone mad?

      “Mou…Kurosaki-kun, I’m saying we’re all out of bread!”

      “I…I don’t even usually have bread…”

      “Exactly! And it’s a crime! So let’s go get some!”

      “But…I just got home…”

      “Nevermind that! Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!”

      “Eh? Wait! D-don’t push me! Hang on! Just…wait a damn second!”

      “Ooooh! Now thou art beginning to sound more like Ichigo.”

      “Don’t just randomly break character like that! You’re already throwing me off!”

      “Anyway, off we go!”

      And just like that, Yoshihiro found himself taking a detour to the bread market, where he bought several large loaves of bread for absolutely no reason other than his dragon roommate wanted bread so she could pretend to be an anime character.
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      It was the day after he ordered the tea plants. His project assignment was coming up soon, and Yoshihiro was feeling pressured. He still didn’t feel like he knew Daichi all that well. He was sitting on the couch with Tiamat. She was watching an anime, as per usual. Yoshihiro had tuned the show out, entirely focused on reading as much as he could about cultivating tea.

      Ugh, there’s so much more to tea cultivation than I actually thought there’d be. Not only does each plant require a different cultivation method, but I have a very limited space with which to do it.

      He glanced outside at the balcony, which wasn’t very big, maybe two or two and a half square meters altogether. The space had never gotten much use, but he did use it to hang up his laundry. He would need to find a way to cultivate the tea plants and still have room to hang up his clothes.

      Tiamat sat beside him, dressed in a shirt that was several sizes too big. She was so close their shoulders would touch if she leaned over just a little. While most of her attention was focused on the anime, which looked like some kind of action shounen series, she kept glancing at him every so often.

      “What art thou reading, Yoshi?”

      “I’m reading about how to cultivate tea plants,” he said.

      “Tea plants? Truly? Why wouldst thee wish to learn of such things?”

      “For my assignment. You know, the one that is coming up in a few days?”

      “Ah, yes. Your acting assignment. You are to play the character Daichi in an improvisation theater. I see now. You hope that by cultivating these tea plants, you can understand him better since he is the son of a tea farmer from the countryside.”

      “That’s about the gist of it.”

      “And? Do you think you understand Daichi a little better?”

      “I don’t know, but I do understand that there’s a lot more to cultivating tea plants than I ever realized, especially with such a limited space like this apartment.”

      “You could always—”

      “I’m not getting a bigger apartment right now.”

      “Tch.”

      “Don’t click your tongue at me.”

      “I will do whatever I want. I am a goddess. Do you think you can stop me?”

      “I’ll stop cooking for you.”

      “Urk. Well, I am a magnanimous goddess, so it would be not too much trouble for me to stop clicking my tongue at you.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “So…what things must you be mindful of?”

      Yoshihiro was using a tablet to do all of his studying. It was technically something he had gotten for his job at the science department, but it had access to the internet and various other resources. Accessing the file where he had written a list of things he needed to do, Yoshihiro began reading them out loud.

      “Space management is the first thing. I’ve done some research, and I’m thinking of using vertical gardening techniques like hanging pots or tiered plant stands to maximize the space I have available. The pots also need to be deep enough to accommodate the roots. I think the shop is taking care of that for me. Sunlight is going to be the next thing. Ideally, tea plants need six to eight hours of sunlight. I’ve already checked my balcony, and it does get sufficient natural light, so I don’t need to worry about using artificial lights.”

      “Indeed, you should not have a problem with that. It is fortunate that there are no tall skyscrapers or other buildings nearby that can block sunlight, or you would be out of luck.”

      “No kidding. Of course, I also need a shaded area for the matcha and gyokuro tea to enhance their flavor and nutrient content when I harvest them. I’m thinking of using simple shaded cloths, but I’d like to build a structure… ugh, but I don’t think I have enough room for that.”

      “Would you like me to expand the balcony for you?”

      “If you could do that, then sure, please feel free to extend it,” Yoshihiro said sarcastically. Really? Extend the balcony? He knew that dragons had powers. He had spoken of how Tiamat and Ryūmi were able to change from their dragon forms to human ones, but that was one thing and this was another. Nevermind the laws of conservation of mass and energy. Even if she could do that, there were legal issues with extending the balcony that prevented it.

      Just then, a bell rang and Yoshihiro stood up.

      “That’s probably my tea plants. I’ll get it,” he said.

      “Verily well. Then I shall extend the balcony for you.”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      Yoshihiro opened the door and found a young man dressed in a green shirt and white slacks standing before it. He wore a hat with the logo of a delivery company that the plant nursery employed. At his feet was a trolly with several boxes on it. They were nondescript cardboard boxes.

      “Are you Marlowe Yoshihiro?”

      “That’s me.”

      “All right. Sign here, please.”

      The man handed him a clip with several documents, which were essentially saying all the product was present and anything that happened during the delivery was not the fault of the driver. Standard stuff. Yoshihiro signed it without thinking. The man thanked him, unloaded the boxes from the trolley, then left.

      Yoshihiro began putting the boxes inside of his apartment. He just set them near the door since they were quite heavy. Tiamat chose that moment to walk over to him. She placed her hands on her hips and looked at him with a very smug smile.

      “Yoshi, I have expanded the balcony for you.”

      “That’s nice…wait, what?”

      “The balcony. I have extended it.”

      Yoshihiro needed several moments to properly understand her words. He blinked, then looked at the balcony beyond to see that, indeed, it looked nearly five meters bigger than it had before. Gawking, he rushed past the ancient woman and stepped onto the balcony, which was indeed much larger than it had been.

      What…how…huh…?

      “Well? How is it? Are you satisfied with this? I can make it bigger if you’d like.”

      Tiamat looked so proud of herself. The satisfied smile she wore as she stared expectantly at him practically demanded that he give her lots of head-pats and praise, but Yoshihiro had anything but praise for her.

      “What the heck did you do?!”

      “Do not take that tone with me! You said I should expand the balcony for you, so I did.”

      “I didn’t think you’d actually do it!”

      “That is your problem. You underestimated me. When will you realize that I am a goddess. I can do plenty of things that you humans deem impossible.”

      “But…but…the law of conservation of energy and mass…wait, nevermind that! This balcony goes against safety regulations!”

      “Eeeeeeek!”

      Hearing a shriek from beyond the balcony, Yoshihiro rushed to the ledge and looked down, where he found Ichibane-san staring up at the newly enlarged balcony in shock.

      “Y-Y-Y-Yoshihiro-kun! Your balcony!”

      “Ah…I, um, I can explain this…”

      Yoshihiro was panicking. How could he explain this? He didn’t even understand how Tiamat did it! What she had just done should have been impossible. No law of science he knew could explain this phenomenon. Was it really just some kind of insane physics-defying magical ability? Were goddesses truly built different?

      “Your balcony goes against our safety regulations! I know they are small, but you really shouldn’t make them larger like this.”

      Yoshihiro was so surprised he slammed his face against the railing. It hurt, but it also brought clarity. Raising a hand to his forehead and massaging the new bump there, he stared down at Ichibane-san in consternation.

      “That’s what you’re bothered by?!”
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      He would have liked to say he resolved the misunderstanding between him and Ichibane-san, but the truth was that he did nothing of the sort. Tiamat had resolved the issue with magic. Yoshihiro was ready to have a conniption. He didn’t know what the woman had done. She had just looked into Ichibane-san’s eyes, waved her hand, and said something to her, and then the landlady just magically forgot everything that happened.

      It was mind-boggling.

      In either event, Yoshihiro had Tiamat restore the balcony to its original size. She had complained a lot, but he explained to her the construction safety regulations and she seemed to reluctantly accept it. She still complained vehemently even as she restored the balcony to its original size, however.

      With that crisis over, Yoshihiro went about unloading the plants and moving them onto the balcony, a curious Tiamat and Tama following his every move. He had six plants in total and each one looked different.

      The match tea plant had small but vibrant leaves that looked delicate. According to the research he had done, the leaves would be a darker green when they were ready to be harvested. Meanwhile, the gyokuro had rich, dark green leaves that reflected their increased chlorophyll production. The sencha plant looked a lot different, with long leaves that were pointed. They also had a bright green color, but their shape was very different even when compared to the hojicha plant, which had leaves that looked old, coarse, and brown. Yoshihiro would have worried they were dead, but the article he read said that was how they were supposed to look.

      “So these are the plants you need to cultivate,” Tiamat murmured. They all looked quite different. I have never seen tea plants before.”

      “Aren’t you a goddess? How come you haven’t seen tea plants?”

      “It is not as though I have ever needed to look at tea plants before. Any time my worshippers brought me tea, it was already brewed. I had no need to look at plants, and my duty as a goddess who balances the cosmos does not require it either.”

      “That’s…fair…”

      “In either event, all this stuff about tea and cultivating plants sounds complicated.”

      “It is. There’s a lot that I need to do.”

      “Then it is a good thing you have a goddess on your side. Tell me what I can do to help.”

      Yoshihiro’s first thought was to tell her that he didn’t need her help. This woman had almost caused a disaster when she tried to help already, but then he paused upon seeing the expectant look on her face. Maybe she could help…provided she didn’t use magic.

      “All right. Help me set these somewhere they can get some sunlight. After that, we can go shopping for a tier planting stand.”

      “Just leave it to me!” Tiamat said with an excited huff.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The days passed and Yoshihiro discovered that his thoughts about the difficulty of properly nurturing tea plants were well-founded. Cultivating and processing tea to achieve the flavors of traditional tea farms proved to be a challenge with such limited space.

      When creating his tea garden, Yoshihiro had to pay attention to the potting and soil, ensuring he had good drainage and chose soil that was appropriate for each plant, watering the plants regularly so they didn’t wither, pruning and harvesting the tea leaves to keep them healthy, and learning how to process them to make different kinds of tea. A lot more research and work went into tea than he could have ever thought possible. While he didn’t know if this was bringing him closer to Daichi, he realized that cultivating plants like this was actually somewhat relaxing. He had set the plants on a two-tiered stand that allowed them to get plenty of sunlight and bought individual shaders so the ones that required shading could get it without blocking sunlight for the others.

      Tiamat was an odd issue. She was very easy to please, surprisingly so, but she was also lazy and didn’t do any of the housework. Most of her time was spent lounging on the couch and watching anime. He would sometimes catch her reading the latest Weekly Shōnen Jump too. She also ate three times more than the average adult male, meaning he had to make frequent trips to the grocery store. He wasn’t lacking for funds currently. However, he did worry that he might run out of money soon if this woman kept eating at her pace.

      One other issue he had was the woman’s lack of modesty. She didn’t much care if people saw her naked, and thus, she sometimes walked around nude after taking a bath. According to her, she used to spend most of her time naked, which made sense. She used to be a dragon and rarely used her human form. Dragons were, technically, naked all the time if you didn’t count their scales as clothing. Those times were extremely hard for Yoshihiro in more ways than one.

      Today was one such time.

      “Yoshi, there is no more shampoo. Hark, I bade thee get more.”

      Tiamat had walked into the living room as Yoshihiro was preparing breakfast. He looked at her, but he was forced to quickly divert his eyes.

      “I’ll get your shampoo but put some damn clothes on. What have I told you about walking around the house naked?”

      “Why wouldst I put on clothing when I will be going back into the shower after this? Thou makest the oddest suggestions.”

      Tiamat was bare as the day she’d been born…or was she? She was a dragon, so wouldn’t that mean she had been born with scales? Those were the thoughts Yoshihiro used to try and keep himself from gazing at the glorious expanse of her bountiful chest, boundless legs, and womanly curvature. Tiamat’s body was like a temple of sin. This woman was so beautiful that he wouldn’t be surprised if straight women turned gay for her.

      “Then get back in the shower.”

      “But the shampoo—”

      “I’ll get your shampoo, just get back in the shower!”

      “Hmph. Thou dost not have to be rude about it.”
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Tiamat grumbled as she walked back into the bathroom. Yoshihiro sighed, checked his food to make sure it wasn’t burning, then went to grab some shampoo. It was normally in the cabinet near the bathing room. He realized, however, that they were out, so he would have to buy some at the store on his way home from class tomorrow. Tiamat was not pleased when he told her, but there was little he could do.

      Breakfast soon ended and Yoshihiro stood behind Tiamat as she watched TV, gently combing her hair. The comb’s teeth smoothly glided through her tresses the color of a sparkling ocean. This was one of those activities that Tiamat had asked Yoshihiro to do. He did briefly consider denying her, but he had thought better of it. Besides, combing her hair was surprisingly therapeutic.

      “Thou hast thine test today, dost thou not?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be forced to act like Daichi in front of the class.”

      “Thou art nervous.”

      “Nothing gets by you. I’m incredibly nervous. I’ve been doing what I can to understand Daichi better, but I worry that I’m no closer to understanding him now than I had been at the start.”

      “That is because thou art what people call a worrywart. Know this, Yoshi. I hath been watching thee day in and day out, and I hath seen how hard thou hast practiced thy role. Thou hast improved greatly during this past week. Thou art ready.”

      It was true that Yoshihiro had been doing a lot to research to prepare for his acting assignment. It wasn’t just cultivating his new tea plants either. He had done independent studies on Uji, taken walks through a variety of parks and temples nearby to try and immerse himself in a little bit of traditional Japan, created an entire personality profile based on things he thought Daichi might feel at certain sights and activities, and continued to diligently write in his diary. These past few days had been hectic for him.

      “Ah ha ha. Hmm. Thank you. I do feel a little more confident now.”

      “As well thou shouldst be. The one who hath expressed confidence in thee is none other than myself.”

      “I suppose if a goddess thinks I’m ready, then there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Exactly so.”

      His phone buzzed at that moment, causing him to look away from Tiamat’s half-finished hair and toward the lamp table behind him. He grabbed the phone and opened his new message with one hand. When he saw the contents and who sent it, he smiled.

      
        
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: Good luck on your test today. I know you’ll ace it.

      

        

      
        Yoshi_0110: Thank you.

      

      

      Tiamat eyed his phone as he set it back on the lamp table, grabbed the brush, and began gliding it through her hair once more.

      “Yoshi, when wilt thou acquire one of those cell phones for me?”

      “When you become a productive member of society.”

      “Indeed, I am a deity, and my toil is great in maintaining the delicate balance of cosmic forces. Without mine hand, society itself would falter and fall into chaos.”

      “I can’t understand what you’re saying, but I can’t afford to pay for another phone and I don’t want my phone bill going up. You want a cellphone? Get enough money to buy one yourself.”

      “Such a disrespectful servant I have.”
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      Yoshihiro sat nervously in the tiered seating of the theater classroom, watching the other students put on their performances. He once read in a book that waiting was often the worst part of anything. He had never understood that more fully than he did now. His nerves felt so raw, and he was high-strung, like a conveyor belt that hadn’t been calibrated correctly and was ready to snap.

      He couldn’t help but doubt himself. Yoshihiro understood his faults better than anyone. His logical approach to problems was a constant hindrance that prevented him from empathizing with the characters he tried to portray. Seeing all of the other students go up there and so effortlessly inhabit their characters caused that doubt to become magnified. Their emotional range, the rawness of their feelings, and the vulnerability they displayed—it was all so alien to him. There was a nagging thought in the back of his mind that he couldn’t banish.

      What if I can’t measure up? What if I can’t capture Daichi’s essence the way everyone else has captured their roles?

      Despite his own uncertainties, he was impressed by the talent on display. Some of his classmates, with their impassioned monologues and poignant silences, drew him into the narrative so completely that he momentarily forgot about his apprehension. And among all his peers, his friend, Kenji, was the one who shone brightest.

      The young man stood center stage, and while there was no spotlight to illuminate him, it almost seemed as if the stage lights had been dimmed and he alone was visible. The weight of the world seemed evident in the sagging of his shoulders and the dark circles beneath his eyes. Was he wearing makeup for this? He took a deep, shaky breath, then spoke, voice tinged with weariness.

      “Day in and day out, it’s the same sterile cycle—I awaken to the same shrill alarm, don my gray suit, and blend into the same train crowd. I am but one face among millions, unremarkable, unseen. Every morning, as I study my pallid reflection in the train’s window, I find myself asking, ‘Who have I become?’ My soul feels as dim as this faded suit, worn ragged by the relentless grind.”

      The entire classroom had gone silent. Everyone leaned forward in their chairs. Yoshihiro was no exception.

      “Years of relentless toil, and for what? Numbers on a paycheck, a fleeting pat on the back, an occasional ‘good job’ that rings as hollow as the echoing emptiness in my heart. Going out drinking with the same overworked crowd and coming home to an empty apartment that I can just barely afford. My life has become little more than a ledger of transactions—time sold for money. Yet, what wealth have I amassed? Not happiness, not love, not even a semblance of good health. Each day, my body betrays me a little more, a slow, insidious whisper of mortality that’s growing louder, reminding me of the debt I owe time.”

      Kenji’s performance was the kind Yoshihiro wished he could do. The raw emotion exuding from both his voice and mannerisms drew in the crowd, causing them to hold their breath. It was acting just like this that had first drawn Yoshihiro into the world of theater. He wanted more than anything to be able to convey emotions so freely and rawly. He could almost feel the character’s despair as Kenji continued his monologue, and when the performance ended and he took a bow, everyone stood up and clapped.

      “Excellent job, Saito-san,” Professor Nakamura said. “You did amazingly well at conveying an overworked salary man’s despair. Truly.”

      “Aww shucks. I’m glad you liked it,” Kenji wore a bright grin as though the darkness in his eyes had never existed. The bags were still there though. He had actually worn makeup for this. Unbelievable.

      “All right, take your seat. Next up is…Marlowe-san. Come down to the stage.”

      Yoshihiro took a deep breath as he stood up to steady his nerves. He began walking down the stairs. Kenji, walking up the stairs, raised his hand, and Yoshihiro followed suit. The sound of their high-five echoed in his ears.

      “Good luck,” said Kenji.

      “Thanks.”

      This is it. All I can do now is see whether I’m really cut out for this.

      He soon made it to the stage, where Professor Nakamura waited for him. She began speaking not long after.

      “The title of this act is ‘Crossing Paths,” the professor began. “In a modern, chic cafe located within the heart of Tokyo, a young man enters.”

      Daichi—Yoshihiro—took a shaky breath as he stood before the door. It was not really a door. There was nothing there, but he imagined the door that stood before him. He had been to several cafes recently as part of his research, so picturing it within his mind was easy enough. He paused, hesitating, before finally entering. He looked left, then right, fiddling with his pants for a moment before walking over to the ‘counter.’ There, a young woman (the professor) stood behind it.

      “You’re late. Did you get lost again?” she asked.

      “Ah ha ha. Yeah…this place is like a maze.”

      “Well…you’ve only been here for a week. It’s natural to be overwhelmed in an unfamiliar environment.”

      Yoshihiro thought about Tiamat for a moment, a woman who was not only out of her time but also not human. He’d thought a lot about how her situation was similar to Daichi’s. Seeing her struggle the first few weeks with even the most basic of modern conveniences that he had always taken advantage of had been the basis for his feelings on how Daichi would react to living in Tokyo. A man born in the countryside? He might not be as bad as Tiamat, but he would definitely feel like a…what was the term again? A fish out of water?

      “Thank you. It was tough…I took the wrong train and had to backtrack to get here.”

      “Awww, you’re blushing. That’s adorable.”

      “...Must you tease me?”

      “Sorry, sorry, I’ll stop. So, will you be having the usual?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Always so polite.”

      Professor Nakamura, as Ami, pretended to make him a drink. Yoshihiro imagined she was making him tea imported from Daichi’s hometown. It would be a matcha tea. Matcha was one of the most popular teas worldwide and readily available anywhere. He pretended to sip the make-believe beverage, sighing.

      “You know how to brew a good pot of tea.”

      “Impressive, right?”

      “Yeah. Your tea always helps me relax.” He paused as though to stare into his cup of steaming liquid, then glanced up. “Anyway…I was thinking…”

      “About?”

      “About…well, about how grateful I am to you…I guess. The city is daunting. I’m not used to all this hustle and bustle, and the buildings are so tall that looking up at them makes me dizzy, but you helped me out when I first started living here. I wanted to thank you.”

      “There’s no need. I’m happy to help.”

      Yoshihiro shook his head. “I can’t just leave it like that. I have my pride, you know.”

      Professor Nakamura grinned as she leaned over. The gleam in her eyes was the kind Yoshihiro had seen on college girls hitting the town. Ami was a socialite. She’d obviously look just like those girls in Shinjuku dressed in the latest fashion.

      “Then what are you gonna do to thank me? I’m curious to know.”

      “Well…ahem…I was thinking I could take you…out…some time,” he said hesitantly. His ears were burning.

      Professor Nakamura’s eyes widened, but then they narrowed as she grinned again. “Daichi, are you asking me on a date?”

      Yoshihiro licked his lips. They felt dry and chapped. His heart was racing. Was he even playing a part anymore, or was the beating war drum of his heart all his feelings instead of his character’s? He glanced at her face, then looked away.

      “Yes,” he said in a soft whisper.

      Ami grinned. She looked happy but also like she was trying to consider his date request. A few seconds of silence passed.

      Finally:

      “Hmmm. Well, since you worked up the courage, why not? I’ll be looking forward to our date, Daichi-kun.”

      Daichi smiled stoically. “I’ll try not to disappoint you.”

      The scene ended, and as Yoshihiro tried desperately to stop his heart from hammering with nerves, the classroom erupted in cheers. He glanced up in surprise. Everyone had risen from their seats and was clapping. This was the first time he had received an ovation during these class performances. Professor Nakamura often encouraged them. It wasn’t typically in the nature of Japan to clap like this since it used to be seen as disrespectful.

      “Excellent job, Yoshihiro-san,” Professor Nakamura said with a proud smile. “You did wonderfully. I really felt Daichi’s struggle with adapting to a new environment, and his embarrassment as he asked Ami on a date was just how I imagined his character. It both exemplified his behavior as someone who has been displaced and is quiet by nature.”

      “Thank you,” Yoshihiro murmured softly.

      “Go take a seat. There are still a few more performances left. I also would like it if you could remain after class.”

      “Sure.”

      With a relieved sigh, Yoshihiro traveled up the stairs, his ears burning red as the people on either side of the staircase congratulated him. He had never been this happy, nor this embarrassed before.
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      The rest of the class passed uneventfully. Yoshihiro watched the remaining students, all of whom performed well in his opinion. When class ended, several of his peers came up to congratulate him.

      “Nice job today, Yoshihiro-san.”

      “You did so well! I was surprised!”

      “When did you get so good? Last time we had this assignment, you struggled so much that I thought you joined our class to play a prank on us.”

      “Right? You couldn’t act your way out of a wet paper bag. It’s shocking how much better you’ve gotten.”

      Yoshihiro accepted their congratulations with a smile, though he twitched a little at the wet paper bag comment. Was he really so horrible an actor that this was how they described his acting? He knew he had problems, but surely, his acting skills weren’t that bad.

      “They are,” Kenji confirmed with a nod.

      “How did you know what I was thinking?!”

      “Because I can read your mind. Oooh. I’m psychic.”

      “I’m going to punch you.”

      “Ha ha ha ha. Don’t be like that. Honestly, you don’t need to say anything. It’s all over your face. Now, I don’t want to be mean, but your acting was awful. That’s why everyone is so surprised. The difference between last time and this time is like night and day.”

      “Well… ugh… I guess it’s good that I’ve improved.” Yoshihiro felt his shoulders slump.

      Kenji chuckled as he patted Yoshihiro on the shoulder. “Anyway, we should celebrate after this. Why don’t we go out somewhere? My treat.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “You seem reluctant. Got plans?”

      “Well…no, but…”

      The problem wasn’t that he had plans, it was that he had a dragon goddess waiting for him at home and she was kind of useless when it came to cooking, cleaning, or otherwise taking care of herself. Ryūmi was also busy with her shoot…or had she finished already?

      “Would it be okay if I invited some friends?” he asked.

      If he was being honest, Yoshihiro was a little worried about Tiamat meeting Kenji, but this would also be a good opportunity for her to meet more people. She needed to interact with more than just him and Ryūmi if she wanted to properly adjust to modern society. His only real concern was that she would do something like destroy an entire apartment building because she sneezed wrong.

      “Are you talking about Ryūmi? Because if so, then hell yes. I’m always down to have a hot babe join us,” Kenji cheered.

      Yoshihiro grimaced. Kenji was a good guy and very supportive, but he was also something of a playboy. He lived on the college campus and rumors abound about his sexual exploits. Several women, some of whom were also Tokyo U students and some of whom were not, had been seen leaving his room either late in the evening or early in the morning. There were also people who said they had caught him exiting love hotels with a woman on each arm. That alone wasn’t enough to prove definitively that he was a horn ball who slept with every woman he met, but Kenji also liked to brag to Yoshihiro about the woman he banged whenever they went out.

      Fortunately, Ryūmi had no interest in Kenji. They had met once before and, when he tried to put the moves on her, she had put his head through a table.

      Yoshihiro still didn’t quite like the idea of Kenji flirting with Ryūmi or Tiamat. It made him feel an odd, visceral repulsion, like he was physically ill. However…

      “Gimme a second,” Yoshihiro said, fishing out his phone.

      
        
        Yoshi_0110: Hey. Is your shoot finished?

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: We finished just now. I’m on my way home. Why do you ask?

      

        

      
        Yoshi_0110: My assignment went well. My friend wants to celebrate with me.

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: Congratulations. We should definitely celebrate that. Do you want me to take care of the goddess while you’re gone?

      

        

      
        Yoshi_0110: Actually, I’m worried that she’ll turn into a NEET if I let her laze about indoors all the time. Can you pick her up and meet us? I’ll text you the location once we’ve decided on a place.

      

        

      
        Fire_Breathing_Ryūmi: That sounds fun. Okay. I’m game. Let me know where to meet up.

      

        

      
        Yoshi_0110: Will do.

      

      

      Yoshihiro pocketed his phone, and then addressed his friend.

      “All right. My friends will be coming.”

      “Cool. I’ll text you the place we’re going once I know it myself. Anyway, it looks like the professor wants to talk to you, so I’ll head out first.”

      Yoshihiro turned his head to find that, yes, Professor Nakamura was staring right at him as she tapped her foot impatiently against the floor. She looked annoyed. Was that a vein throbbing on her forehead? Maybe he should hurry up and see what she wanted.

      “All right. Talk to you later.”

      “See you tonight.”

      Kenji waved him off and left as he went up to Professor Nakamura, who raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Enjoying your fifteen minutes of fame?”

      “Ah ha ha ha…haaaah…sorry about that.”

      Professor Nakamura shook her head and smiled. “It’s fine. You deserve the accolades.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll be honest, I did not expect you to do nearly as well as you did. You really surprised me.”

      “I’m glad you thought my acting was better.”

      “It’s not just better.” She shook her head, her eyes conveying something akin to astonishment. “I don’t think you realize it, but you can’t even compare your acting during this assignment to your previous ones. It was like you were a completely different person. From the expressions you made to the changes in your tone, everything about you was different. You completely embodied Daichi’s character so accurately that I was tempted to believe you might secretly be a genius.”

      Yoshihiro thought he might die of embarrassment. His cheeks felt like they were on fire. He also thought he might want to cry. This was the first time someone had ever paid him such heavy compliments.

      “Um… thank you. Was that what you wanted to tell me?”

      “No.” Professor Nakamura went over to her podium, rummaged through some files, and came back with a sheet of paper in her hands. She gave it to him. “This is what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      What Professor Nakamura had given him was a flier. It was neither bright nor colorful, but professional and clean. This was not something that would have been given to the general public.

      Yoshihiro read the contents out loud. “GEKIDAN HAIKYU 2.5D Theater Play Auditions. Are you ready to soar on stage? We’re looking for talented actors to bring the iconic volleyball story to life…”

      There were a lot of details. The audition date was November 15th at 9:00AM to 5:00PM at the Shinagawa Prince Hotel. He had actually been there once before for another audition… that he had failed. The idea of going back there left a bad taste in his mouth.

      He continued reading.

      “The roles available are Karasuno High Team Members, Nekoma High Team Members, Aoba High Team Members, Supporting Characters, Ensemble Cast. Your age must be between 18-30 years, physical fitness to perform dynamic volleyball sequences, previous acting experience preferred but not mandatory, must be represented by a talent agency…” He paused here, then looked up. “Must be represented by a talent agency.”

      Professor Nakamura smiled, took a few steps back, and leaned against the podium. She crossed her arms and raised her chin. It was an oddly smug look from someone much older than him and didn’t quite fit her appearance.

      “This is a high-value production, so normally, you would need to have a talent agency representing you. However, the director came to me with this flier and said if there was anyone in my class who I thought would be a good fit, I could invite them to audition.”

      Yoshihiro looked from Professor Nakamura back to the flier and read the rest in silence. It just told him what to bring, important notes like when callbacks would be held, when the rehearsals would commence, contact information, and other important details. He looked back up.

      “Are you sure I would be a good fit for this?”

      He had worked so hard every single day to become a theater actor, taking classes, attending auditions, and practicing his acting in front of Tama… but all of it amounted to nothing. Out of the ninety-nine times he auditioned, he had received zero callbacks. In fact, most of the producers who showed up at his auditions told him not to bother auditioning again. A few had even told him that he should quit trying.

      While Yoshihiro had done his best to keep his chin up and press on, it wasn’t like he was immune to their words. It was disheartening when people told him that he would never amount to anything. It hurt when they said he should stop trying. Even Professor Nakamura had told him that he might be better off changing majors. That had been about half a year after he began attending her classes. It was also the biggest blow to his confidence aside from his last failed audition.

      Professor Nakamura’s smile turned soft. Uncrossing her arms, she walked over until they were close enough that he could smell her perfume.

      It was old lady perfume.

      He didn’t say anything though.

      “Had you not performed so well during this assignment, I would not be giving you this opportunity. Seeing what you were able to do today has convinced me that you can act. I suppose our previous attempts failed because we couldn’t find the right method of teaching you. In either event, I believe you can do this. If you’re still unsure, give it some time to think it over. Just remember that you need to submit your form online at least two weeks before the audition.”

      Yoshihiro nodded as he looked at the audition papers again. He wanted to do this. He really did, but he also didn’t want to fail yet again. Failing even one more time would surely break him.

      “Thank you, Professor. I’ll seriously consider auditioning,” he said before leaving the classroom with a conflicted heart.
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      Shibuya, a highly fashionable district known for its bustling atmosphere and trendsetting shops, was home to the famous shopping complexes like Shibuya 109. The area was known for its vibrant nightlife, cool hangout spots, and iconic landmarks like the Shibuya Crossing, which had been featured in numerous movies, TV shows, and anime.

      In the heart of this most fashionable district lay Neon Nirvana, an avant-garde lounge that catered to both people above and below the legal drinking age. It was a beacon of contemporary culture and vibrant youth nightlife. Yoshihiro stood before the entrance, marked by a minimalist sign. It was so nondescript, and yet, the neon-lit pathway leading inside promised an experience pulsating with energy.

      Kenji was probably already been inside, but Yoshihiro was waiting for two people to arrive.

      “Heeeeeeeey, Yoshihiro-san!”

      “Hither we are, good Yoshi.”

      “Ryūmi. Tiamat. Welcome… oh. Uh. Wow. You two look incredible.”

      Yoshihiro was surprised he still had his mental faculties after catching his first glimpse of the pair, which meant he was doing a better job than everyone else. Not a single person on the street could look away from them. One young man had failed to notice his crepe drop onto his shirt. Even now, he was still staring at the pair despite the whipped cream, fruit, and sauces dripping down his front. There was a young woman who had been so busy staring that her heel clipped the sidewalk and she face-planted on the ground. That had to hurt. It wasn’t just them, though. Everyone was unable to take their eyes off the two. A young man had walked into a trash can. One poor old man who had been walking his dog didn’t even realize the dog was pissing on his shoe. Even the cars had stopped and people were rolling down their windows to stare.

      He couldn’t blame them.

      Ryūmi had dressed in a fusion of contemporary Japanese design and traditional elements, making her the epitome of modern elegance. She wore a tailored jumpsuit in a deep indigo hue, inspired by traditional kimono fabric patterns. He didn’t know what material it was made from, but it was sleek and shimmered, featuring subtle, embroidered waves and crane motifs.

      The jumpsuit’s high-waisted cut was cinched with an obi-inspired belt made of golden-threaded brocade, and the belt possessed a decorative knot at the back, reminiscent of the classic kimono bow but with a stylized, modern twist. Her avant-garde platform sandals were a nod to the traditional geta but with transparent straps and golden accents.

      Her hair had been styled in a sleek, high ponytail with a few strands artfully framing her face, and her makeup was contemporary with a hint of classic Japanese elegance—sharp winged eyeliner paired with a soft, matte lip color.

      She didn’t wear many accessories, just a pair of drop earrings and the dolphin necklace he bought her. Come to think of it, he had never seen her without that necklace.

      While Ryūmi embodied the modern look of femininity, Tiamat’s figure contained power and regality. She looked like a queen with her fashion-forward ensemble that merged modern aesthetics with the pride of ancient Japan.

      She was draped in a floor-length silken haori jacket that boasted a gradient of royal blue to black and was decorated with intricate golden dragon scales. Underneath, she wore a body-hugging black velvet dress with asymmetrical cuts and sheer panels that seemed to embody the mysterious allure of night. He was honestly taken aback by how he found Tiamat sexier in this outfit than he did when she was waltzing around the house naked. The dress reached just above her ankles and showed off her modernized tabi boots—black leather with a sharp, metallic heel, separated at the toe.

      What really stood out to him, and what nearly drove the breath from his lungs, was her hair, styled in intricate braids, adorned with gold clasps, and intertwined, glittering chains. Her makeup was bolder than Ryūmi’s. She had smokey eyes, highlighted cheekbones, and a deep plum lipstick, showcasing her fierce and commanding nature.

      Ryūmi must have been the one who chose her ensemble. There was no way Tiamat, lazy NEET that she was, could have picked something so perfect.

      Tiamat narrowed her eyes. “Thou art thinking something uncharitable.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Yoshihiro responded with an innocent whistle.

      Tiamat grinned, and it was such a fierce yet seductive look that Yoshihiro felt weak at the knees.

      “How find'st thou mine attire, Yoshi?”

      “Yeah. You look…wow.”

      “Hm hm hm. Methinks thou art rendered mute. As anticipated, I am a deity. My sartorial sense is without flaw.”

      Ryūmi narrowed her eyes. “My lady…don’t you mean my sense of fashion? I’m the one who designed that outfit you’re wearing.”

      Tiamat waved her hand like she was swatting away a bug. “Nay, quibble not. Thou art mine servant, and thus, all accomplishments of thine are mine own as well. With that in mind, one could argue that both thine design and mine own were crafted by me.”

      “You damned arrogant goddess…”

      “Didst thou say something?”

      “Eeek! I said nothing!” Ryūmi coughed into her hand, her cheeks flushed red even as her face paled. “Anyway, why don’t we head inside? I don’t want to be around when these people come out of their stupor and start taking pictures.”

      “Right…”

      “Thou art indeed a fortunate man, Yoshi.” Tiamat’s smile remained smug and oddly endearing as she entwined her arm with his. “Thou hast the honor to accompany a deity. Doth thou realize 'tis the first occasion in history a mortal has had such privilege?”

      “Er…no, I did not, but I’ll take note of that and be sure to feel suitably honored.”

      “Ensure that thou dost.”

      “Hey! Don’t just walk off without me!” Before they could get far, Ryūmi grabbed Yoshihiro’s other arm and hugged it tight. He went stiff as the feeling of his arm sinking into something soft overcame him. Ryūmi blushed bright red as she tugged him closer. “Escorting a goddess is all well and good, but it doesn’t mean much since nobody knows who Lady Tiamat is. I, on the other hand, am a well-known, high-paid actress. That’s a much higher honor than being Lady Tiamat’s escort.”

      “What sayest thou? Doth this mere drake deem she possesses greater stature than I?”

      Ryūmi quaked, and Yoshihiro thought she would backtrack, but she took a deep breath and stood her ground.

      “Maybe not among dragons, but among humans? Yes, I do. I’m much more famous than you are.”

      “Let me impart wisdom unto thee, young one. It matters not how revered thou art amongst mortals. The heavens remain indifferent.”

      “But Yoshihiro is human, and I’m sure he does care.”

      As they made their way inside, Yoshihiro found himself unable to appreciate escorting such beautiful flowers on each arm. It seemed both of these flowers were barbed and they were stabbing into him with those sharp thorns of theirs.

      Fortunately, all three of them were rendered mute soon enough.

      Yoshihiro felt an immediate sensory overload the moment he stepped into Neon Nirvana. Laser lights dance across the ceiling while a rhythmic bass from the DJ’s latest beats set the tone. He recognized the song they were using as the base. It was a famous song by YOASOBI that had topped numerous charts and was the opening theme to a popular anime, which he had watched because it was about acting. The walls were adorned with digital art installations, ever-changing and interactive, reacting to the movement and sounds of the crowd.

      The main area was expansive, with a glossy, illuminated dance floor at its heart. Surrounding it were clusters of ultramodern furniture—modular lounges and high-top tables with interactive tabletops where patrons could customize their lighting, order drinks, and even play digital games. This place had a popular gacha where you could collect mascot characters and win prizes.

      Dominating one side of the space was the bar. It was a futuristic marvel where robotic arms, aided by human mixologists, crafted an array of mocktails. Drinks here were more than just beverages, they were a multisensory experience. Smoke, bubbles, and LED-lit ice cubes made each mocktail a piece of art.

      “Never have mine eyes beheld such a place. 'Tis loud and drenched in lights. Methinks I find no pleasure here.”

      Tiamat grimaced as she clung to Yoshihiro’s arm, as though all the lights dancing ablaze throughout the venue were annoying her. He tried not to let the fact that his arm was squished between her rather impressive sweater stuffers bother him.

      “That’s what happens when you become a shut-in, My Lady,” Ryūmi huffed, also hugging his arm.

      Tiamat narrowed her eyes. “Dost thou jest at my expense?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I have taken note of it, but thou art becoming quite haughty of late.”

      “It’s just your imagination.”

      “Come on, you two. No fighting,” Yoshihiro said with a sigh.

      He looked around and spotted Kenji easily enough. It looked like he had gotten tired of waiting and was flirting with a pair of women on one of the lounge sofas. He and his two dragon lady friends walked over to the man, who glanced up when they arrived—and nearly let his jaw fall to the floor as he gazed at Tiamat and Ryūmi. Yoshihiro couldn’t blame him. He really couldn’t. It still caused an unsettling feeling of annoyance to enter his chest.

      “Hey. Sorry, we’re late. I see you have company. Should we come back?”

      The two women looked like typical gals. The one on his left possessed wavy caramel-colored hair with sun-kissed highlights and wore a mini leopard-print dress with a heart-shaped cutout. On his right was a slender woman with shorter, poker-straight ash-blonde hair and dark roots. Her eyes were large and doll-like. She was dressed in a pastel-colored crop top that bared her midriff and a high-waisted pleated skirt in a vibrant pink, accessorized with a chain belt. Both were quite pretty. However, when Yoshihiro compared them to his companions, they came up wanting.

      He wasn’t being biased either. Even Kenji had stopped paying attention to them, which caused the two girls to huff and leave. Only then did the young man respond.

      “Ah. Mm. Naw. You weren’t really interrupting. I was planning to have them join us, but you managed to bring much better company,” he said with a chuckle.

      Yoshihiro didn’t deny it. “You already know him, Ryūmi, but Tia, this is my friend, Kenji. He’s taking the same theater major as me, so we have a lot of classes together. Kenji, this is Tia.”

      Kenji stood up to bow. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Tia.” He then straightened back up and smiled at the other woman, though it was tepid. “And it’s nice to see you again, too, Ryūmi. You're as gorgeous as ever. I’m truly delighted to see your beautiful face tonight.”

      Ryūmi smiled wryly. “And you’re as slick as ever. I see you’ve recovered from when I put your face through a table.”

      Kenji grimaced. “Please don’t remind me of that. I’ve been trying hard to forget it.”

      “I’ll never let you forget what happened for as long as I live.”

      “That's really harsh.” Kenji turned to Yoshihiro. “Your friend is being mean to me. Aren’t you going to back me up here?”

      “Not a chance,” Yoshihiro said. “You completely deserved what happened to you last time.”

      “Come on, man. Whatever happened to bros before hoes?”

      “That’s an American term and it only applies when a man ignores his friends after he gets a girlfriend. Stop misusing American phrases to suit your own purposes.”

      “Fine. Fine. I see how it is. Anyway, you should all sit down. First round of drinks are on me,” Kenji continued, sitting back down. He looked at Tiamat, then Ryūmi, as though he couldn’t decide who he should invite to sit beside him—not that it mattered since they chose to sit on either side of Yoshihiro. “Well…this is your day. I guess I’ll leave things like this.”

      “What are you on about now?”

      “Nothing. Nothing. Now, choose whatever drinks you like.”

      Yoshihiro looked at the menu and saw they served both cocktails and mocktails, though you needed to present ID to have a cocktail. He scrolled through the digital menu and selected Tokyo Sunset, which was a drink made with orange juice, pineapple juice, grenadine, ginger ale, and garnished with a cherry and orange slice. It sounded delicious.

      “Yoshi, this contraption confounds me. Pray, maketh my order.”

      “You have a funny way of speaking,” Kenji said. “Where are you from?”

      “Mesopotamia,” Tiamat answered as Yoshihiro leaned over to help her select a beverage. Her words made him nearly face-plant onto the table.

      “What?” Kenji looked confused.

      “Pay her no mind. She likes to play pranks.”

      “What manner of prank doth thee think I’m playing? I demand an answer, Yoshi.”

      “Just pipe down so I can help you get a drink!”

      “I shalt remember this moment, Yoshi. Mark my words. My vengeance shall be swift.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      With Yoshihiro’s help, Tiamat ordered a Sakura Sparkler, while Ryūmi went with a Kawaii Cooler. She had never been a big drinker even though she was of age. On the other hand, Kenji decided to get some actual alcohol. The Neon Pulse was made from vodka, blue curacao, fresh lime juice, a splash of lemon-lime soda, and a glow stick as the garnish.

      “Here is to your success! Congratulations on finally acing one of our acting assignments!” Kenji raised his glass in a toast.

      “What do you mean finally?” Yoshihiro muttered, though he couldn’t dispute the man’s words.

      “Kanpai!” Kenji, Ryūmi, and Yoshihiro said.

      “Ka… Kanpie?” Tiamat tried to mimic them after a pause.

      They clinked their glasses together and took their first drink. The fresh orange and pineapple juice were refreshingly tart and complemented the sweetness of the grenadine. He also liked the fizz he got from the ginger ale. Yoshihiro felt like he understood why the drinks here got such rave reviews on Google.

      “Such a delightful taste!” Tiamat declared, eyes sparkling like aqua gemstones. “What potion is this?! Why hath it such a wondrous flavor?! None I've drunk before hath struck me thus! Is this the marvel of human craft? I mustn’t underrate thee mortals!”

      As she spoke, loud thumping echoed around them. Yoshihiro thought it was the DJ’s music at first, but nothing had changed, and that was when he looked down and saw the tail protruding from Tiamat’s dress and smacking the floor.

      “Do you guys hear that?” asked Kenji with a weird frown.

      “Tia! Your tail! Hide your tail!” Yoshihiro whispered in her ear.

      “What? Ah, forsooth, mine error.”

      Tiamat retracted the tail just as Kenji looked down at where it had been. He furrowed his brow, then shrugged and tipped his drink back again.

      “So what did Professor Nakamura want?” he asked after a moment.

      “What? Oh. She gave me this.”

      He removed the audition flier from his pocket, unfolded it, and set it on the table. Kenji, Ryūmi, and Tiamat leaned in closer to read it. While Tiamat seemed confused, Kenji and Ryūmi looked back and forth between him and the flier several times in shock.

      “She told you to audition for this?” asked Kenji like he couldn’t believe it.

      “Congratulations! This is huge!” Ryūmi said.

      Yoshihiro smiled as though to hide his uncertainty. “Thank you, but… I honestly don’t know if I’m going to audition.”

      Ryūmi leaned back in shock. “You’re…not going to audition?”

      “I mean… maybe?”

      “You don’t sound very certain. What’s stopping you?”

      “How about the fact that I’ve auditioned ninety-nine times and been rejected ninety-nine times?” he said, his tone dry. “I’ve been trying so hard to become a theater actor, but every single attempt has ended in failure. So what if I did a little better during this one assignment? It’s not a sign that I’ve suddenly become good enough to apply for a play this big.”

      “That may be so, but…” Ryūmi bit her lip and went silent.

      She couldn’t understand what he was going through right now. Ryūmi had talent in spades. Yoshihiro had struggled this entire time, putting every bit of effort into being a good actor, only for most of the producers and directors whose plays he auditioned for to tell him that he should quit. It hadn’t bothered him at first. However, after being told over and over by nearly everybody he met that he wasn’t cut out for acting, Yoshihiro was beginning to believe it himself.

      “You can’t think like that, man,” Kenji said. “I totally get why you’re reluctant to apply after everything that’s happened. I mean, I would have quit long before I failed ninety-nine auditions, but the moment you give up is the moment you’ve lost. You can only achieve your goals if you keep striving for them, you know?”

      That’s easy for you to say. You’ve already starred in several plays and even went on a talk show. You're handsome, charismatic, and naturally talented. You wouldn’t understand what I’ve gone through. Keep your mouth shut.

      Yoshihiro didn’t say what he really thought. He knew his friend was just trying to encourage him, and he did appreciate it. Kenji was the only person in their class who had never once told him to give up. There was no way he could be an ass to this guy.

      “You’re not wrong,” Yoshihiro said with a sigh. “Anyway, I’ve got time, so I’ll mull it over for a day or two.”

      “That’s fine. Just don’t sit on this too long,” Ryūmi said. “Better to apply sooner rather than later. The longer you wait, the more time passes, the easier it becomes to put matters off.”

      “I won’t take too long to make a decision.”

      Tiamat had been oddly quiet like she had been thinking about something. He glanced at her, but she just continued to sip her drink.

      “Whatever! We’re not here to be depressing! We’re here to have fun—so let’s have a blast!” Kenji suddenly said, slamming his now empty cup on the table. “I’m gonna order another drink! Who’s with me?!”

      They ended up ordering several more beverages. Kenji, the only person drinking alcohol, wound up getting blitzed and tried to flirt with Tiamat, who had been sitting closest to him. The woman was unfortunately not the type who took well to flirting. She nearly burnt him to cinders when he attempted to grab her chest—attempted being the keyword since Yoshihiro stopped him. That was ultimately what had saved him in the end. Even though she didn’t breathe literal fire on him, her verbal flames were enough to leave the poor man cowering in fear, which resulted in him drinking even more. Kenji eventually got so drunk that he couldn’t even walk straight, so Yoshihiro used an app on his phone to hire a taxi.

      Since their host was being driven home by a traditional taxi, the rest of them decided to head back home themselves. They walked to the nearest train station, hopped on, and reached their apartment in roughly half an hour. It was already well past midnight when they arrived. Ryūmi stood apart from him and Tiamat after they walked up the stairs.

      “Well…this was fun, but it’s a good thing I’m a dragon. I have a photoshoot tomorrow and I would be dead tired if I had a human’s stamina,” Ryūmi said as she stretched her arms. Yoshihiro gulped when he saw the way her chest perked up from the action. That outfit of hers did so little to hide her assets…

      “I guess that’s one of the perks of being a dragon,” Yoshihiro muttered. What he wouldn’t give for that kind of stamina. “Anyway, have a good night, Ryūmi. If I don’t see you before you leave, then good luck at your photoshoot.”

      “Hee-hee. Thanks.”

      The apartment was dark when they entered.

      “We’re home,” Yoshihiro called out as he removed his shoes. There was no meow to greet him. “Guess Tama went out.”

      “Fare thee well. I've no need for yon scruffy cat to bid me welcome. He may vanish for all I care.”

      He stepped into the living room to find that his cat was currently gone. Turning, he was just in time to see the tail end of Tiamat’s miraculous clothing transformation as her modern clothing became something else entirely. She was now draped in silk as deep and luminous as the midnight sky. Her pajamas were loose-fitting pants with wide legs and a waistband embroidered with delicate golden thread, descending all the way down to her bare feet. The top was a matching silk button-up, long-sleeved shirt that looked semi-translucent. He needed to look away because the lightness of the material made it possible for him to see a hint of something he didn’t think he should have been seeing, though he knew Tiamat didn’t care if he saw.

      “’Twas a merry jaunt... yet verily, I find more solace in staying within than venturing out so,” Tiamat declared as she sat down on the couch.

      She really does sound like a NEET, he thought to himself.

      “Didst thou just harbor a cheeky thought?” asked Tiamat with narrowed eyes.

      “I was just thinking about how cute you look in pajamas,” Yoshihiro sat down with her. Although it was late, he still felt wired after partying so much. He wouldn’t be able to sleep like this.

      “Yoshi, a notion hath crossed my mind..”

      “About?”

      “Thou didst court Ryūmi.”

      “Court? What do you–oh, yeah. I guess I did.”

      “’Tis unjust. How canst thou woo Ryūmi and not seek my company in the same manner? Am I not thine  sovereign?”

      “I’m not sure servants take their mistresses on dates…”

      “Hmph. Who, pray tell, is the lord, and who is the vassal? Thou didst entertain Ryūmi, thus I demand the same. This be a decree from thine lady.”

      Tiamat had turned on the couch, propping one leg up as she faced him, her head tilted up imperiously as though she were a queen looking down upon her subject. It was such an arrogant expression. Yet Yoshihiro found it endearing in its own way. It fit her personality to a T.

      “All right. I’ll take you on a date.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “At least give me a day to prepare.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Tia…”

      “On the morrow, and only then, shall I consent. Thus speaks thine lady.”

      “I have work tomorrow. Saturday.”

      “...Verily. Never let it be said that this goddess be not magnanimous. I shall permit thee to escort me on a rendezvous this coming Saturday, but pray, forget not the solemn oath thou hast made unto me. Now, I shall retire for the night. Rest well, Yoshi.”

      “Yeah. You too.”

      Yoshihiro watched as Tiamat stood up and sauntered off to her—technically his—bedroom. He was grateful that she now slept alone, but he wished he could have his bedroom back. The way she walked with a sashay of her hips was hypnotic. Did she even realize how seductive that was? She seemed to understand her own beauty, but it was an innocent understanding like she didn’t realize what it did to men. He kept his eyes locked on her until the door closed. Then he sighed, leaned back on the couch, and closed his eyes.

      “What an ass,” he mumbled to himself.
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      A tumultuous downpour caused an overcast of darkness to hang upon the apartment. The sounds of rain and thunder echoed in Tiamat’s ears as she sat on the couch in a comfy T-shirt and no pants, her feet planted firmly on the edge. She clenched and unclenched her toes as she tried to pay attention to what was happening on the screen instead of outside, but it was hard. So hard. That rain was annoying. The loud clapping of thunder distracted her from her anime.

      Tama was with her, sleeping by the balcony window as though being soothed by the rain plinking against the glass.
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I shouldst part these clouds. Twoodst be easy to disperse them with a volley of mine energy beams.

      Before she could put thoughts into actions, the door to the apartment opened, and she turned her head with an excited smile.

      “Yoshi! Thou hath return—oh, ‘tis just you.”

      “What do you mean ‘just me’? I’m also one of your so-called servants, aren’t I? Why do you treat Yoshihiro so differently?”

      “Because he is a man.”

      “That’s an awful reason.”

      The person standing in the doorway, Ryūmi, removed her raincoat, droplets of water splashing against the wooden tiles of the entryway. Her lustrous hair was also a tad wet. When she shook it, several droplets were flung off.

      “Hmph. If thou must know, the true reason is forsooth that Yoshi did set me free and did proffer me his dwelling. Unlike the great multitude of humans I didst encounter, he hadst no hidden intentions therein. He is a rare discovery, a diamond in the rough, and I do indeed cherish such precious gems.”

      “I see you learned a new phrase.”

      “Humans doth ever devise novel manners to express their thoughts. 'Tis most impressive—their creativity, I do intend.”

      “Well, I agree with you there.”

      “So, for what purpose art thou here? I did believe thou hadst a photoshoot or some such engagement.”

      “It got canceled because of the rain. It was an outdoor shoot.”

      “Ah.”

      After removing her coat and slipping out of her shoes, Ryūmi wandered into the kitchen and grabbed a cup and barley tea from the fridge. She soon wandered over to the couch, tea in hand, and sat down beside Tiamat.

      “Didst thou acquire that for mine benefit?”

      “Get your own tea.”

      “I perceive thou hast acquired some talons. Hath mine prolonged presence rendered thee immune to my splendor?”

      “I just realized you won’t hurt me for being a little cheeky.”

      “Hmph. Thou art learning. ‘Tis not a good thing, in my estimation.”

      The relationship between Ryūmi and Tiamat had been strange from day one and became even more so as the days passed. When they first met, Ryūmi had been tripping over herself to please her, but it seemed as though enough time had passed that she no longer harbored the same respect for Tiamat that she used to. What, then, should she do? Tiamat wondered if striking fear into this little whelp’s heart would garner respect, but when she thought of how that might disappoint Yoshi, she wound up staying her hand.

      Tis most curious…

      “You’re watching more anime,” Ryūmi muttered with a sigh. “I understand it’s what you like the most, but can’t you put on something else?”

      “Why should I? I doth enjoy anime.”

      “But you haven't even tried anything else.”

      “’Tis a falsehood. I have assayed a few of those living actions entertainments.”

      “Like what?”

      “One Piece.”

      “You mean the adaptation on Netflix? I did hear that was good, but it’s still based on an anime…”

      Thunder crackled outside, causing Tiamat to twitch in annoyance, but her conversation with Ryūmi and the anime she was watching kept her from doing anything…so far.

      Tiamat removed her feet from the couch and stretched out her legs. She clenched her toes, then unclenched and spread them out. Human feet were so interestingly dexterous. She could never do something like this with her dragon appendages.

      “I doth have a query for thee. I hope thou can satisfy mine curiosity.”

      Ryūmi eyed Tiamat warily like she was prey eying a potentially deadly predator getting ready to pounce. It was quite rude.

      “What’s your question? I won’t answer if I don’t like what you ask me.”

      “There's nary a sense in inquiring if thou remainest mute, but...ahem. Ere we crossed paths, thou hadst claimed Yoshi as thine own. I perceived thy fragrance upon him, though in those moments I knew not thy identity, but the scent of a fellow dragon was unmistakable.”

      Ryūmi went red in the face all the way to her ears. “Wh-what about it? You gotta problem with me marking what’s mine?!”

      “Whether Yoshi be thine to possess is a matter of discourse. In the end, the mightier dragon claims the treasure. Yet, that is not my intended topic. I marked him because he did set me free and regardeth me as a person, without heed as to my station. Such treatment, I find most invigorating. But what of thee? Wherefore didst thou mark him? Surely, thou hast a reason why thou selected him, out of all the humans in this realm.”

      It was something Tiamat had been curious about ever since they met. Why had Ryūmi marked Yoshihiro? What past did they share together? It bothered Tiamat that she did not know, and Ryūmi’s date with him had only made her even more curious.

      Ryūmi sat there in silence for several moments, her lips pursed. Tiamat waited, hoping for a quick answer, but when the woman still said nothing, she began to grow impatient.

      “I met Yoshihiro early last year,” she said at last. “It was at an audition. You already know about his problem, so you can probably guess what happened. He bombed the audition, like, really badly. I would even go so far as to say it was the single most awful performance I had ever seen in my entire life, and yet…while everyone else was depressed about how poorly they had done, he alone was not. He seemed completely motivated despite how horribly his audition went. I was intrigued.”

      Another flash of lightning. The peel of thunder echoed around them as stark shadows danced along Ryūmi’s face. Tiamat’s mouth twitched again.

      “I didn’t talk to him back then, but I did see him several more times, and each time, I was drawn to him. He was such a bad actor, and yet, he never gave up. It was something I couldn’t understand. I’ve always been talented at everything I do.”

      Tiamat nodded. “We dragons possess innate aptitude no matter the subject. We can grasp matters with ease, sans much striving.”

      “Just so. And that’s why I was so curious. Most humans would get discouraged and quit after a few failed attempts, but he had failed dozens of times already and continued auditioning despite that. Of course, I didn’t talk to Yoshihiro until much later. At the time, my fame was steadily climbing, and I was appearing in more and more TV shows and movies. I wasn’t doing as many stage plays, so I stopped seeing him. During that time, I had been cast for the lead role of a new TV show, and I was excited because it was the biggest role I had ever been in…at least, I was excited at first.”

      “At the outset? I dare say an occurrence transpired, aye?”

      Ryūmi smiled without mirth. “The director wanted me to do a sex scene. It had not been written in the original script. He wrote that into the script after I had been given the role.”

      “He was smitten by thy comeliness and sought to besmirch it,” Tiamat said with a nod.

      Ryūmi shook her head. “No, I think he just wanted to use my looks to increase his show’s fame. Sex is something humans are intrigued and horrified by. They glorify and vilify it at the same time, so having me do a sex scene would have caused a lot of infamy within the entertainment industry. There is a saying among humans: ‘all publicity is good publicity.’”

      Every society throughout history had always been obsessed with sex even back when Tiamat was the ruling goddess of all. Today’s era was no different. Many of the anime that she enjoyed were those that had so-called fanservice. Another term was ecchi. She had briefly wondered why there were so many women with big boobs that bounced, jiggled, and wobbled in so many anime, but if she was being honest—and she was nothing but—the sexualization of humans did not surprise her. Humanity's fascination with the act of procreation was an inherent part of their species. It was also a necessity. Humans needed to have sex to continue their existence, which explained their fascination. It had always been thus, and thus it would always be.

      Gyaaaaa! That lightning doth fray my final nerve!

      Tiamat gnashed her teeth together as she asked, “So what happened after that?”

      “I refused, of course. I have no interest in being objectified by viewers. He didn’t take that very well. While he couldn’t nullify our contract unless he wanted to pay my agency exorbitant amounts of money, he did start spreading a rumor about how I was a loose woman. It caused a scandal at the time. A lot of people believed it because someone had posted doctored photos on the internet through social media.”

      “I see. Mankind still finds pleasure in casting shade upon their brethren, as they did in my era.”

      “I see you picked up yet another strange phrase, but yes, they do.”

      Ryūmi lifted her feet. Her socks were wet, so she removed them with a grimace, wiggling her dexterous human toes, then set the socks on the floor and lifted her feet onto the couch. She wrapped her arms around her legs and stared at the table with a lost, absent look.

      “Those first few days were awful. I had paparazzi hounding my door every day, asking for interviews. Some people were so intrusive, they’d come up to me on the street and ask how much it would cost to sleep with me. It was awful. I would work myself to death for that hateful man every day, and cry myself to sleep at night. I got so frustrated that I considered burning him to death with my breath.”

      “Why didst thou not act on thine emotions?”

      “Because we can’t. Momma always told me we need to avoid killing humans. They rule the world now. Much as I hate to admit it, I wouldn’t be able to survive getting hit with their missiles or, God forbid, a nuclear warhead.”

      Tiamat knew nothing of these nuclear warheads, but she had seen missiles in anime. They did look deadly. They wouldn’t kill her, of course, but she was a goddess. Nothing short of another god could ever kill her. She made a mental note to Google nuclear warheads even as the flash of lightning made her twitch.

      “Anyway,” Ryūmi continued. “It was during this time that I ran into Yoshihiro again. I had been running from the paparazzi when I crashed into him—literally. When he saw me, I thought he was going to be like everyone else, and that’s when he took me by the hand and ran off. He helped me lose them. Do you know what he said when I asked why he helped me?”

      “I know not, yet I anticipate thou shalt enlighten me.”

      “He said ‘There’s no way someone who loves acting so much would choose to ruin her career by sleeping around. If you really did sleep with all those men, it would have been common knowledge long before now because you wouldn’t care if you got caught.’ We had never spoken before, but he understood me better than any other human I had met. It’s strange since he can’t understand the feelings of others. I guess he used logic and reasoning to ferret out the truth.”

      Ryūmi’s smile lit up the room. It was like her entire face was cast in a luminescent glow—or maybe that was the lightning.

      I sweareth if this storm doth continue—

      “I gave him my Line after that, and we began talking a lot more. Yoshihiro is a kind person with strong morals and tenacity. I admire how determined he is to succeed in his goals, but also how he refuses to break his principles to achieve them. He wants to succeed on his own merit, and I really respect that.”

      “Hmmm. And thus respect doth turned into love. So that's the reason thou hast such an affinity for him. I comprehend it now. It appears thou comprehends Yoshi even better than I do.”

      “Of course, I do. I’ve known him far longer than you…are you pouting?”

      Tiamat quickly schooled her face when she realized Ryūmi was staring at her. “I am ignorant of thine meaning. Pray, elaborate.”

      “No, no. I think you do. You were pouting like a petulant child who got totally called out.”

      Tiamat scowled as Ryūmi grinned. “I hath no idea what thou art blathering about, but thee art one step away from—” lightning and thunder flashed again “—GYA! That does it! My patience with this storm hath run thin!!”

      “Where are you going? Hey! Don’t open the balcony! It’s raining outside!”

      “MEOW!!!”

      Tiamat ignored Ryūmi and Tama as she stepped onto the balcony and glared at the storm like it had personally offended—because it had. Did this storm not realize she was having a conversation? Did it not know that she wanted to watch her anime in peace? She would teach it a lesson.

      Holding out a hand, Tiamat gathered a massive amount of energy, which took the shape of a tiny sphere no bigger than a tennis ball. The sphere shifted colors constantly as more energy gathered into her hand. She heard the sound of Ryūmi screaming behind her, telling her to stop, but she would not be denied. This storm was done for.

      “Be gone!”

      Several beams of pure energy erupted from the sphere, pierced the clouds, causing gaping holes to appear. The force of her energy blasts were so powerful that they pushed back the remaining clouds, forcing them to disperse. Soon after, the sun shone in the sky and there was not a cloud in sight.

      “What do you think you’re doing?!” Ryūmi demanded.

      “Why doth thee ask something so obvious? I am but altering the elements to match mine own desire.”

      “You can’t just change the weather like that!””

      “But I just did.”

      “Well, don’t do that anymore.”

      “Hmph. Do not instruct me thus. I am a goddess. I act as I see fit.”

      Ryūmi looked like she wanted to tear out her own hair, but Tiamat couldn’t care less. Now she could watch her anime in peace. She sat back down on the couch, rewound her anime to where it was before Ryūmi entered, and began watching.

      Tiamat’s use of her powers to disperse the storm would result in numerous news stations reporting on it. Even more people would be talking about it on social media. Fortunately, no one seemed to know where it came from, which meant Yoshihiro did not have to deal with people pounding down his door. He still decided to lecture the woman for a good hour after arriving home and learning about what happened.
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      A healthy mind resided within a healthy body. Yoshihiro had read this once in a story that resonated with him at the time. While his expertise lay in mechanical engineering, aerospace technology, artificial intelligence, and robotics, he knew enough about health to understand the truth in those words.

      That was why Yoshihiro woke up early to exercise at the nearest gym. It was just a short walk away and contained everything he needed to maintain his current level of physical fitness. Also, should he decide to audition for a role in the upcoming Haikyuu play, he would need to be strong enough to perform several feats requiring a decent deal of physical prowess.

      If being the keyword.

      His workouts did not last long—40 to 60 minutes at most depending on what muscle group he was working on and what sort of exercise routine he was doing at the time. He took a shower in the gym locker room, got dressed, and arrived home while the sun was still beginning its climb to distinguish morning from night.

      “Where didst thee go? Doth thou know how long I have been waiting for thee?”

      “Oh. Morning, Tia. I didn’t realize you’d be up.”

      Tiamat was already awake, which he had not expected. This dragon was not the type to get up early. She slept in until he called for her or her stomach woke her up. Yet now she stood before him in the entryway as he removed his shoes.

      And it looked like she was dressed to kill.

      The outfit she wore had a fashionable flair he wouldn’t have expected from her. A soft, knee-length A-line dress in muted lavender caressed her deceptively delicate-looking frame and clung to the curves of her hourglass figure. The floral embroidery was white and pale gold to create a soft, ethereal effect. The dress also featured puffed sleeves and a tastefully plunging V-neckline. It was complemented by a thin gold chain belt. White ankle-strapped sandals with block heels, adorned with gold and pearl embellishments, gave her a look that seemed both comfortable and fashionable.

      Tiamat’s long, lustrous hair which seemed to shift colors in the light had been gathered in a high bun, but rather than a prim and proper aesthetic, it looked intentionally tousled. Wispy tendrils, some thick and some wavy while others were slender and straight, escaped the confines of her bun to gracefully frame her face. They softened her unnaturally beautiful visage and added a touch of whimsical playfulness to her features. The effortlessly chic vibe was something he expected from Ryūmi instead of her.

      She looks like she popped right out of SPUR magazine.

      “I didn’t realize you’d be up so early. You look like you’re ready for a night out on the town.”

      “What I am prepared for is our rendezvous.”

      “…Can’t you at least give me some time to figure out where we’re going?”

      “Such counsel is unnecessary, for I have already chosen our journey's end.”

      “Eh?”

      “Our destination shalt be the amusement park.”

      “Eeeeeeh…”

      “Desist thy gaze of disapproval! I have conducted thorough inquiry! Behold, what I have unearthed in the vast expanse of the interwebs.”

      “Did you really just call it the ‘interwebs?’” Yoshihiro asked with a sigh but nonetheless followed the woman as she dragged him over to his computer. What he found was a video on YouTube of someone’s visit to Joypolis—an indoor amusement park in Odaiba. He had never been there before, but he’d had a hand in the creation of one of their virtual reality attractions from Sega. It had been work they outsourced to Tokyo U’s science department.

      “You want to go there?”

      “Aye, it doth appear most enjoyable. Behold, there are establishments for repast. Let us proceed thither forthwith, partake in morning sustenance, and thereafter revel in the amusement park to our heart's content.”

      He glanced away from the screen to look at Tiamat, who appeared so proud, so smug, that he wondered if her head would fit through the door on their way out. She had placed her hands on her hips and thrust out her chest. Steam wafted from her nose as a smile wide enough to split her face in half appeared. He couldn’t even call her expression arrogant. She looked cartoonishly silly.

      Tiamat narrowed her eyes. “I sense thou harborest impolite musings of me.”

      Yoshihiro shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but even if we left for Odaiba right now, we’d be too early to do anything. Nothing opens until 9 a.m. anyway, and Joypolis doesn’t open until 10 a.m.”

      “Hmph. This is the very reason I suggested partaking in breakfast prior. Were thine ears not attuned to my words?”

      Yoshihiro thought about arguing with her…but then realized how much more effort that would take. Sometimes it was better to just go with the flow. This was definitely one of those cases. Besides, he did say he would take her out, and he was looking forward to it. He was honestly excited since he’d never been to Joypolis before. That she had come up with an idea all on her own just saved him the trouble.

      She must have wanted to do this for some time now.

      “All right…let me change into something more fitting for a date and we can leave.”

      “Very well, but tarry not. I desire to depart with all expediency.”

      “Yeah. Sure.”
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      It took roughly one hour to get from Suginami to Odaiba, where Joypolis was located. They had to change train lines several times. After taking the Marunouchi Line, they got onto the Ginza Line, and then the Yurikamome Line.

      Odaiba was a large artificial island situated in Tokyo Bay. It started its life as a set of small fort islands during the Edo period, constructed to protect Tokyo from potential marine attacks, but now it stood as a hub for entertainment, shopping, and sightseeing. There were many modern attractions like art museums, hot spring theme parks, and entertainment plazas. Amidst the futuristic and high-tech vibe, Odaiba still maintained pockets of green spaces and offered a refreshing seaside atmosphere.

      There was also a giant Gundam.

      Tiamat’s reaction to Odaiba was the same reaction Yoshihiro expected a tourist who had first arrived in Japan to have. Her mouth had gone agape as she took in the sights. He watched in amusement as her head twisted and turned, as though trying to take in everything at once—and while she was absorbing the sights, many men and women stared at her. He was somewhat glad that this dragon goddess was so oblivious to the looks of others.

      “What a magnificent place!” she exclaimed in surprise.

      “It is. You mentioned breakfast. Anything you want in particular?”

      “Crepes! Ryūmi doth informed me of them, and I wish to partake.”

      “All right.”

      Crepes weren’t what he would have called a healthy breakfast option, but this was a date, so he decided to indulge her. They found a restaurant selling crepes close to Joypolis. There were plenty of places to sit outside, so they enjoyed the brisk morning air as it carried hints of salt on the wind and ate their breakfast.

      “How delicious. How decadent. Thou humans art verily sinful creatures for birthing such a delectable creation.”

      “Are we now? And yet, you’re scarfing that sinful food down like it might disappear on you.”

      “Hmph. I am a goddess. We are above sin.”

      “I’m not sure that’s how it works, but okay.” He looked at his watch. “We still have roughly an hour before Joypolis opens. What would you like to do until then?”

      “I wish to visit the Gundam!

      “Should have figured...”

      “And I’d like to partake of the ocean.”

      “Well, there is a beach right there, though the water is too cold to swim in.”

      “I intend to partake in the visual pleasures only. I am well aware that you humans are too feeble to venture into these chilly waters.”

      The first thing they did was visit the Gundam. Tiamat was enthralled. They spent literally twenty minutes just snapping pics and taking selfies. He personally didn’t like the Gundam. It reminded him too much of his job. He was glad when they left.

      Yoshihiro walked with Tiamat to the beach, which was literally down a short flight of stairs. He stood back as her sandals disappeared. It was like they had melted into thin air. She stepped into the water, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. The sight of her just standing there was so picturesque, so beautiful, that he couldn’t stop himself from taking a picture with his phone. She soon came back to him and they wound up walking along the beach until Joypolis opened.
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      Humans were truly fascinating creatures. The way they made the most of their brief existence, their drive to create, achieve, love, and experience everything life had to offer within such a limited timeframe, was as baffling as it was alluring. Ever since she first met Yoshi and came back to Japan with him, these thoughts had been at the forefront of her mind.

      Tiamat swept her azure eyes over the dynamic facade of Joypolis, taking in the neon lights, animated displays, and excited chattering of the crowd. She was already somewhat used to scenes like this now. Yet she couldn’t help but compare this place to the dull celestial plains from which she hailed. Everything was so vibrant here compared to her original home. Even Babylon could not compare to this.

      “What should we do first?” asked Yoshi.

      “I wish to partake of the VR games.”

      “Of course that’s what you want to try. In that case, follow me. I know where it is.”

      “Hath thou visited here before?”

      “No, but I read the map before we entered.”

      Zero Latency VR was the attraction that he took her to. It was a virtual attraction where up to six people played a shooting game. It first required them to make reservations, but he had predicted this and made them in advance. Yoshi tried to explain that they would be going up against zombies as he helped her put on the equipment.

      “All I must undertake is to set mine sights upon the undead and engage this lever, is it not? It appears rather straightforward,” she said with a huff.

      Yoshi smiled at her and continued talking. “It looks like the game we’re playing is Outbreak Originals. Mankind is under threat of being annihilated by the spread of a virus that turns humans into zombies. We’re a special forces unit heading to a research facility in order to obtain the serum and save the human race.”

      “A most rudimentary storyline. Hath there not been another series that shared such a premise?”

      “Let’s not talk about Resident Evil right now, though I’m curious to know where you heard of it.”

      “‘Tis something I observed on the YouTube.”

      “Of course, you did.”

      They weren’t the only people playing this game. Four other men and women joined them. It looked like two of the other people were in a relationship, though it was hard to judge since they acted more distantly than she did with Yoshi. Was this that Japanese sensibility she had heard about on YouTube?

      Everyone was soon let into a room that contained nothing. The floor was black squares outlined by white, and metal rafters hung overhead. Someone began speaking to them about how to use the equipment and what to expect. Tiamat only paid them cursory attention. Then they were told to put the headsets over their faces.

      “What annoyance is this? Mine eyes doth not perceive—oh!”

      Tiamat blinked several times as, shortly before she could finish complaining, the headset lit up and began displaying a world far different from the empty space she had been standing in. A video began playing explaining the basic story, which was just as Yoshi described it. Then the world shifted again. Tiamat found herself standing in a shooting range as a voice began speaking in her ear, offering instructions on how to use the VR system and shoot.

      “Hmmm… ‘tis not as realistic as I expected,” she mumbled. They hadn’t progressed as far into VR in real life as they had in anime, which was a disappointment, but she still found this exciting and began trying the different types of guns she had been given. There were only three—an assault rifle, a sniper, and a shotgun. She found she liked the shotgun the most.

      “Do you have the hang of it?” asked Yoshi.

      She turned to find someone who was not Yoshi but was at the same time standing beside her. That was his avatar.

      “Indeed, I hath understood how this contraption operates. ‘Twas easy for a goddess such as mineself.”

      At that moment, someone began speaking that wasn’t them. She listened with her head cocked as someone she thought must have been the villain began speaking like a typical B-budget bad guy.

      “What art we supposed to do now?” she asked.

      “We take the elevator. Come on. This way.”

      She followed Yoshi as he led her to a pair of glowing lights on the ground. They stepped on them, and then a door closed and she realized they were in an elevator.

      “We’re traveling up to the lab where the serum is stored. Our goal is to find the serum before time runs out. I think we only have half an hour to play.”

      “Half an hour is a surfeit of time.”

      “You sound confident.”

      “‘Tis but a matter of course. I am a goddess, after all.”

      Yoshi said nothing, but that was fine because they had emerged from the elevator and were now standing inside of a hallway with glowing neon purple and orange lights. A zombie almost immediately appeared in front of them. Tiamat aimed her shotgun and quickly fired off a shot. She watched in mute surprise as the zombie’s head was blown off in a spray of blood.

      “Oh my.”

      “Not expecting the violence?”

      “‘Twas a surprise, but I should hath expected it.”

      “It definitely shouldn’t come as a surprise. Anyway, our goal is to reach the roof. Let’s move through this floor and find the next elevator.”

      “Verily well.”

      Tiamat moved back-to-back with Yoshi as they traveled through the laboratory, shooting zombies as they appeared. She quickly realized there were two types: walkers and runners—that was what Yoshi called them. The runners were almost always shirtless, which made them easy to identify, and they were a bigger threat because they were faster. Each floor also seemed slightly different. The next floor was all purple and the space was narrower, and the floor after that had strange glass jars with creatures inside. They soon made it to the roof, and she thought the game was over.

      Little did she know it was only just beginning.
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      “Ah, what mirthful amusement hath been had!”

      Tiamat stretched her arms above her head, groaning in satisfaction at the feeling of her muscles being pulled taught. This was a sensation she could only get with a human body.

      Yoshi smiled at her. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. So, where to now?”

      “I prithee, let us partake in yon rides!”

      “Rides it is, then.”

      The first ride they tried was called Halfpipe Tokyo, which was also on the first floor. It was an exhilarating attraction that offered a unique experience modeled after a snowboarding halfpipe. This ride combined elements of both virtual reality and physical movement to create a dynamic and immersive adventure. They were doing some type of collaboration with Demon Slayer as well, which was an anime she saw not long ago.

      Tiamat greatly enjoyed that ride along with all the other ones they tried on the first floor. They slowly moved their way up floors, trying each ride in turn. Tiamat was determined to go on all of them. Sadly, halfway through their adventure, her stomach released a loud gurgling sound. She looked down at her stomach as though it had betrayed her.

      “Hmm, indeed. Anon, I find mine appetite awakened.”

      Yoshi chuckled. “Let’s get something to eat. We can go back to trying more rides later.”

      “Verily well, Yoshi, let us indulge in repast.”

      Joypolis had several places to eat. There was the Frame Cafe, which offered a great view of Tokyo Bay and the Rainbow Bridge. Mr. Crepe was good if you wanted crepes and boba. Tiamat wanted to go there, but Yoshi had vetoed the idea, saying she’d already eaten crepes this morning and they needed more sustenance. Even when Tiamat tried to use her goddess-given authority, he remained steadfast in his refusal.

      Thus they wound up in the D-Lounge.

      “Well...methinks this place hath a charm as well,” Tiamat grumbled, feigning disinterest even as she looked around the lounge, her ancient eyes wide in amazement.

      D-Lounge had the appearance of a unique and inviting space that served as both a place to relax and socialize. The space was bathed in a soft, ambient light that emanated from every corner. She observed the sleek, angular furniture adorning the lounge—plush couches with clean lines, futuristic-looking lounge chairs that beckoned visitors to sit and relax, and bar stools that were both functional and stylish.

      What captured her attention were the walls adorned with dynamic digital displays, showcasing vibrant images and patterns that shifted and changed. They added a sense of movement to the surroundings. Tiamat’s attention was also drawn to the interactive tables embedded with touch screens, similar to the bar they had gone to with Yoshi’s friend. It looked like there were both a digital menu and games they could play.

      Laughter and chatter filled the air as other patrons sat around to enjoy a meal, play a game, or have fun with the interactive screens on the wall. She saw one group of young kids laughing as they somehow scanned their faces into a screen that was then projected onto some type of aquatic creature swimming around on the wall. It was so absurd-looking that she almost snorted.

      “Problem?”

      “Verily not, yet what strange sight doth mine eyes behold?”

      “Ah. That. It’s a digital attraction. That device scans your face, then projects your face onto those manatees.”

      “I hold a desire to attempt it.”

      “Okay. Let’s order our food first, though.”

      There were all kinds of drinks and food to be had. Tiamat didn’t know what was good, but she ordered anything that looked enticing. There were chili dogs, BBQ onion dogs, chicken fritters, churros, soft-serve, and all kinds of beverages. Yoshi looked at her like she was crazy when she ordered one of everything.

      “Are you really ordering all that?”

      “Of course, for I desire to savor all that this place doth proffer. Doth this vex thee?”

      “Not unless you consider my wallet.”

      Despite complaining about the cost, Yoshi still paid for the food, and while they were waiting, Tiamat finally got to try the digital face scanner thingy.

      “Ha, ha, ha! Mark yon sight! A visage so grotesque! Ha, ha, ha! What manner of creature is this, I marvel!”

      It went without saying, but Tiamat was greatly amused by the face scanner that imprinted her face onto digital creatures. She laughed so hard the first time that she curled up into a ball on the floor and wound up wheezing. It was so fun that she ended up making several more faces, each one more ridiculous than the last. It also reminded her a little of those photo booths in anime and manga where a couple would take a photo and make funny faces together.

      “Yoshi! Join me in this pursuit!”

      “Sure…”

      “Heeheeheee! Thou art a comical sight!”

      “You’re one to talk! What kind of face is that?! You look like a pig with your nose turned up like that!”

      “That, indeed, was my purpose, thou witless fool!”

      Lunch soon arrived and they had no choice but to sit down and eat. Tiamat eyed the spread with drool escaping her mouth. She didn’t even bother to wipe it away as the scent of hot dogs, chili, and onions filled her nose. The scent was so appetizing that her stomach was gurgling all over again.

      “Pray, let us partake of sustenance!”

      “Thank you for the food.”

      Tiamat was the first to dig in. She took one bite of her chili dog and moaned.

      “What a delight! The bun is soft, yet it holds a satisfying density. The aroma of the chili and the smokiness of the sausage rise to greet my senses. It creates such a mouthwatering anticipation that I can barely contain myself. Every bite makes my taste buds sing! The succulent juiciness of the sausage, the seasoned exterior, and the savory umami are complimented by the hearty richness of the chili. It’s a medley of flavors that seamlessly harmonize together.”

      “Since when did you become a food critic?” asked Yoshi.

      “How did it sound? I wished to mimic Yukihira Souma.”

      “Am I supposed to know who that is? And you sound fine, I guess? I noticed you changed your dialect. Have you been practicing?”

      “Of course. I diligently rehearsed each day, perchance such a moment would arise.”

      “I’m happy you’re shameless enough to admit that.”

      They soon finished their food and continued their sojourn through Joypolis. Tiamat delighted in all the experiences this place had to offer. She had tried almost every ride available before the park announced they were closing. While sad, Tiamat did not feel dissatisfied as she and Yoshi left.

      The late afternoon sky was painted in luxurious colors, which reflected against the ocean’s surface to create a beautiful blend that made it hard to tell where the sky ended and the sea began. They walked along a boardwalk so she could gaze out at the ocean. As a primordial goddess of salt water, she felt a powerful kinship with it.

      “I hath relished this day greatly,” Tiamat said.

      “I did, too. I’m glad we came here.”

      “Hmm, indeed. I am content that thou art satisfied with my choice of outing”

      “I am. Very satisfied.” Yoshi looked up at the sky and took a deep breath, a smile lighting up his face. “I think I needed this.”

      “Because of thy discourse with thy friend and Ryūmi, dost thou hold reservations?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hmm. I comprehend not this quandary. Hath not acting been thine aspiration for many a moon now? Wherefore dost thou hesitate now?”

      “It is my dream, but…how do I put it?” Yoshi paused. They stopped walking as he pressed his hands on the guardrail and leaned over, looking out at the ocean with eyes that saw nothing, as though they were lost in contemplation. “Ever since I saw my first theater play, I’ve longed to be an actor. I want to stand on a stage. I want to bring the same joy to others that those actors brought to me…but I can’t empathize with my characters, so every time I try to act, I fail. All I can do is recite lines like I’m a computer spouting calculations. I’ve failed ninety-nine auditions, and I’m worried that if I audition now, I’ll just make that number go up to one hundred. I don’t think…I could deal with that.”

      Tiamat would confess that she had trouble understanding where Yoshi was coming from. She was a goddess, duty-bound to balance the cosmos—or was before she went on her rampage. Being a goddess meant she had only ever thought about her duty. Now that she was no longer duty-bound, her goal was to experience all this world had to offer, and she went after that goal with everything she had.

      However, there was something she did understand.

      “While I comprehend not the roots of thy present trepidation, thy journey as an actor mirrors mine own odyssey in discovering the world after my seclusion. I have found solace and profundity in embracing the joys and agonies of humanity. I deem thee must also grasp the gauntlet cast before thee, just as I have. The audition for this play should not be weighed down by the dread of failure, but by the valor thou displayest to chase thine ardor.”

      Yoshi stared at her with eyes wide in surprise as she crossed her arms. She briefly noticed him glance at her chest and almost smirked. Hmhm. Gaze upon mine bosoms to thine heart's content, human. Tiamat knew she was the embodiment of beauty and carnal desire. Yoshi might try to hide it, but he was still a man.

      “Recall thou not how thou didst learn of thy character through thine method acting? Thy tenacity hath drawn thee nigher to the elusive empathy thou dost seek. Even if thou dost not fathom the depth of their emotions, thy fervor can yet breathe life into their tales. A unique viewpoint thine own canst bestow a novel lens upon these roles, a treasure no one else can replicate. Fear not the tally, for it doth not govern thine worth. Thine worth is defined by whether thou dost rise and endeavor again.”

      Yoshi said nothing for the longest time. He must have been mulling over her words. This human surely must know how blessed he was to have received such divine wisdom from a goddess like herself.

      Finally, he said, “You say you’ve experienced the sorrows of being human, but all you do is sit in front of the television and watch anime. I don’t think you have the right to say anything.”

      Tiamat waved her arms furiously up and down as her cheeks swelled up like a squirrel’s mouth when it was full of nuts. He could practically see the steam rising from her head as she pouted at him.

      “By my troth! Wherefore this discourtesy? Hark! I am indeed here to offer succor! Behold, even I, whilst ensconced within mine own abode, hath wept over anime! Didst thou not perceive the gravitas of mine own tears? That medium hath made me partake of suffering! And what of Fruits Basket? Forlorn Tooru, burdened with her trials, did garner my sympathy! How canst thou impugn my understanding of human tribulations when such narratives abound?”

      Yoshi grinned and chuckled, which caused Tiamat to flare up some more. He was laughing at her! How dare he! She was going to make sure he understood how well she knew human hardships and sorrow if it was the last thing she did!

      “Well, setting all that aside, I do feel a lot better now. Thank you, Tia.”

      Tiamat settled down and offered him a half-lidded smile.

      “Oh...mmm. Thou art welcome.”

      “Anyway, I think it’s about time we head home, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Methinks a repast would be apropos. Mine hunger doth make its presence known.”

      “You’re always hungry. We can grab food on the way home, but please be conscientious of my wallet. I'm already crying because you broke the bank during lunch.”

      “I am unfamiliar with this term, yet I perceive no rationale to confine mine epicurean horizons whilst myriad gustatory delights await exploration.”

      “You wouldn’t say that if you had to pay for your own meals.”

      As they made their way to the train station, Tiamat slowly forgot her outrage, and a smile blossomed on her face as she enjoyed her conversation with her companion. She was so glad that Yoshi had been the one to break her seal.
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            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The night was late, and Tiamat was snoozing in Yoshihiro’s bedroom. Light filtered in through an open window, illuminating the dragon woman’s ethereal figure in a way that caused her hair to shimmer like a halo, creating a truly enchanting scene that stole his breath away. This woman was beyond words like beautiful. She was a perfect blend of cute, sexy, and outright jaw-dropping. Not even sleep could mask her gorgeous appearance.

      Yoshihiro would normally not be in his room while Tiamat was sleeping, but his PC was located in this room, and he didn’t want to lug it into the living room just for this one task. He could have used his laptop, but it was recharging because someone (who would remain nameless) had used up all the battery.

      The screen was lit up. Being displayed on the monitor was an online application form for the Haikyuu audition. He had filled in all of the requested information. His name, address, date of birth, and even the monologue he had chosen for the audition. All that was left to do was press the submit button and that would be it.

      He hesitated.

      Yoshihiro wanted more than anything to be a stage actor. That had been his dream ever since his mother snuck him out from under his father’s watchful eye to see a stage play. He was enamored with acting, but the consecutive failures had left him afraid. He was still worried that he wasn’t good enough. That he would never be good enough.

      “Fear not the tally, for it doth not govern thine worth. Thine worth is defined by whether thou dost rise and endeavor again.”

      He muttered those words under his breath and clicked submit. A small wheel appeared as the files were loaded. Then the screen changed, thanking him for submitting. He soon received an email that requested he confirm his audition by clicking on a link, then read through the page it directed him to, which gave information on the audition venue, what he needed to bring, and important notes. It was all the same information that was found on the flier Professor Nakamura had given him, but he read through it anyway.

      With his task soon finished, Yoshihiro turned off the computer, stood up, and prepared to leave the room. Movement caught his attention, however. He shifted his gaze toward the bed as Tiamat rolled over onto her back. The covers fell away, revealing hints of cleavage. Her creamy white skin glowed with otherworldly light as though to encapsulate the moon. He was grateful she didn't sleep naked anymore, but her current nightgown was seductive in its own right.

      Out of some desire that went beyond instinct, Yoshihiro walked over to the bed and stared down at Tiamat. She was completely unaware and vulnerable right now. He knew from living with her that she was a heavy sleeper, so he could do just about anything and she likely wouldn’t wake up.

      He furrowed his brow, then leaned over, reached out, and gently removed a lock of hair that had been in her face. The dragon goddess shifted again. Yoshihiro froze when his hand pressed against her face, cupping her delicate cheek. His heart was hammering in his chest as he gazed at her full lips. Shaking his head, he leaned back, took a deep breath to steady himself, then backed away and went over to the door.
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Yoshihiro was just about to leave, but he turned back and smiled at the woman sleeping on his bed.

      “Thank you, Tia. I think I can move forward again because of you.”

      His words went unheard by the woman they were directed at, but that was okay. He would say them to her again, after he got a role in the upcoming play.

      

      
        
        To Be Continued…

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of How to Tame Your Dragon Girlfriends, Volume 1! I hope you enjoyed immensely!

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach a lot of readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

      If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.

      Join my mailing list!

      Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and hot takes on anime, manga, and light novels, head over to my Twitter. I am fairly active on there. I also show off cover reveals, artwork, and RT some cool art I see online.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often here than I do Twitter, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group, Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and GameLit Society Facebook groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      I cannot tell you how long I’ve wanted to write a story about dragon girls! Hello, readers new and old. My name is Brandon Varnell. If this is your first time reading one of my novels, I’d like to welcome you. If you’re already an avid reader of mine, welcome back. Either way, I hope you enjoyed the latest story.

      How To Tame Your Dragon Girlfriends is an idea I’ve had ever since I first saw Miss Kobayashi’s Dragon Maid. I wanted to write something that was specifically about dragon girls. However, nothing I had come up with at the time sounded like a good idea, so I shelved my dragon girl story for a long time and only decided to write it now.

      My original idea for this story was to have a protagonist who was super rich and earned his money by farming cryptocurrency. Yes, I was going to write about a cryptobro. I later changed my mind when I realized that writing a story about a rich protagonist who had already made his way in life would be boring. I think most of us relate to protagonists who have some sort of goal they want to reach and some obstacles they must overcome to reach it.

      That’s where Yoshihiro Marlowe comes up. There were two things I wanted this story to have: cute dragon girls and a relatable main character. I like to think I accomplished both, and I hope you think so too.

      When I first began thinking up Yoshihiro’s character, I wanted to make him good at something he hated and bad at something he loved. I thought about why he hated the thing he was good at and why he loved the thing he was bad at. While I’ve left some mystery about his love for theater, I hope I adequately explained why he doesn’t like anything involving mechanical engineering and the sciences.

      Yoshihiro is a character who asks that age old question of – should I pursue my dreams and potentially fail, or should I give up on my dreams because they are unrealistic and force myself to do a job I hate. Obviously, you know which choice he made… for now. His struggles aren’t done, but if you’re reading this afterword, then you know what he decided to do at the end.

      Tiamat is another character I had a lot of fun creating. I’ve made some pretty arrogant characters before, but I’ve never made an arrogant dragon goddess who’s become stuck in modern day Japan. Like Yoshihiro, I thought a lot about what kind of person she was. Unlike Yoshihiro, my biggest concern was how she would react to modern day Japan. I think that, as a goddess, she would be able to adapt relatively quickly, but that wouldn’t give us much of a struggle, so instead, I decided to make her adapt a little too well if you catch my drift. This woman is well on her way to becoming a NEET. Did you guys find the dichotomy between her arrogant personality and love for anime cute?

      There are other characters I’ve introduced and a few characters I hope to introduce in the next volume if I can afford to publish it. I’ll refrain from saying more and potentially spoiling you. Instead, let me give some last-minute thanks.

      I’d like to first thank Sarah Ronceero-Menendez. She’s my editor for this novel. I’m very grateful to be working with another talented editor.

      I also want to thank MiseKiss! She’s my artist for this series! This is the first time I’ve hired a Japanese artist. I was really nervous, but she was pleasant to work with, fast, and drew me the most gorgeous art. I’m telling you. Japanese artists are just built different.

      Last but certainly not least, I want to thank you. Thanks for picking this novel up. You don’t know how much it means to me. If you were also kind enough to review it on whatever platform you read it from, you will have my eternal gratitude times two!

      I hope this volume will do well enough that I can afford to publish a volume 2. I have so much planned for this story that it would be a shame to end with just one volume! If possible, I’d love to see you all again in the next volume!

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell
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        Hey, did you know?

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell has a Patreon.
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      You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

      
        
        1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

        2. Read the American Kitsune webcomic before it goes live.

        3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

        4. His undying love!

      

      

      
        
        Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

      

      

      

      
        
        To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

      

      

      
        
        www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

      

        

      
        Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

      

        

      
        Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!
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