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      In all my years of studying monster girls, learning about them from sources such as manga and anime, never in my wildest years would I have dared to dream they could be real. But there I was, four of them under the same roof with me! Not only that, I’d been extremely intimate with two of them. Not quite as cool, but still notable, I’d fought alongside three of them to take down a monster hunter.

      And let me be clear right now—even if I had dared to dream, never in my wildest imaginings could fucking a monster girl come close to the amazingness that doing so in reality was. I mean fuccckk, these ladies were hot, knew how to please me, and were damn nice on the eyes.

      Yeah, and they could fight, too. Good thing, because I wasn’t sure how much my childhood aikido could really come in handy.

      The older lady—as far as age went with them, anyway—Ahlaksiz, had arrived back at the shop surprised to see us so soon. We had just finished a meal of burgers and milkshakes, the panda demon (who told us to call her Milkshake until she trusted us enough to share her name) had a cute little pooch going, from eating too much. Some guys might find bellies a turnoff, but not me. She was so petite and hot, that little belly sticking out made me want her all the more.

      Overindulging at a burger joint was a good sign of compatibility in my book, and I’d been thrilled all three of them had eaten to their fill, especially the squirrel-eating Kinara. I couldn’t judge her, as she was technically a bat monster girl, but… yeah.

      As we filled Ahlaksiz in on the situation, Jalee ending on the point of electrocution and how I had seemingly sacrificed myself, the older woman turned to me with an arched eyebrow.

      “A simple, nerdy human… and yet so brave.”

      I chuckled, waving off the compliment. “I knew the shield power would protect me, at least somewhat.”

      “It could’ve killed you,” Jalee noted. The thunderbird had unwittingly given me her shield power when we fucked against the side of a stranger’s house, and her power with electricity and lightning was lessened by it. Other powers, too, I imagined. Still, she was right that the move had been risky, and the worry in her insanely blue, sparking (literally in that moment) eyes showed she knew it.

      “And yet, you attacked.” I pointed at her, jokingly making my accusation. “What’s that say about you?”

      “That you gave me no choice.”

      It was true. I’d held her totem in my pocket and told her what to do. From what I’d seen so far, when I had physical contact with the small totems used to summon them, they had to do what I said. I wasn’t a fan of using that power, but it was nice to have in case I needed it.

      “So what then, he escaped back to the monsterverse?” Ahlaksiz asked. “You were able to see how he opened the gateway?”

      I scrunched my nose, debating how to tell her this part. “That one’s… complicated.”

      “I tore off his head,” Milkshake said, holding up her bare hands and showing off her claws to emphasize the point. “Took some work, really stabbing into his neck to break tendons and bone, but I managed to wrench it free.”

      My gut turned, not liking that image in my head so soon after eating.

      “Well… Hmm.” Ahlaksiz eyed me. “You allowed this?”

      “I’m the boss now?”

      She didn’t break her hold on my gaze, giving a slight nod.

      “I’m the boss now…” This time I said it as a realization. Shit, she was right. I held the totems, I was the one they rallied about, the glue that held the little team together. “It happened before I realized.”

      “I see.” Her brow furrowed, clearly thinking I should have handled things differently.

      “To be clear, I was a bit more focused on survival than—”

      “He said there was more to it, or implied,” Kinara cut in, coming to my defense.

      “Right!” I grinned at her, then fished out my phone to show Ahlaksiz, only then forgetting it was fried. “Well, we can’t see here, but I took a picture—before that final moment, he tried to run. I even saw into the monsterverse. And there was strange writing that appeared floating in the sky, which is what I took the picture of.”

      The cougar woman, in her natural, monster girl state, took a deep breath, tail swishing around behind her from under her blue dress. “Now, there you have something.”

      “Oh, shit,” I glanced around and found my bag in the corner, beneath the shelf that held her crazy fertility statues. “You don’t have Wi-Fi, do you?”

      “I’m hundreds of years old, so… sorry if I take a while to adapt to the times.”

      “Right, well,” I pulled out my laptop, “this could get us the pictures, I think. Hope, anyway, assuming the cloud backup worked. I just need internet.”

      Blank stares followed that statement, at which Ahlaksiz said, “You all will catch on in time. Basically, that thing he’s holding works like a speak-stone, and he’s talking about an advanced system that allows for very advanced speak-technology, including the ability to send images and more.”

      “No fuck?” Kinara said, eyeing the laptop.

      I chuckled at her use of swearing—while their language was fairly standard in its translation, it apparently had at least one instance of changing around word usage.

      Ahlaksiz frowned, but moved on. “So it might not be the worst thing in the world that your new friend cut off the jerk’s head. Better not to have him following you, or coming back with reinforcements. You got a keeper here, with good instincts. Or… a lucky one, anyway.”

      Milkshake grinned, and held out her hand. A second later the massive sword appeared. “Got this, too.”

      “Oh, and the drones,” Jalee added, showing the metal clasp around her wrist. “They’re up with the hunter’s platform, cloaked.”

      “You all have been busy,” Ahlaksiz remarked, eyeing each of us in turn with respect. “That’s a Tullay Blade, am I wrong?”

      “Seems to be,” Milkshake replied.

      “The significance being what, exactly?” I asked.

      “Forged long ago by a warrior by the name of Tullay and made from the madra of her fallen enemies, these swords can be claimed and linked just like any monster.”

      “Just like…?” I asked, face contorting as I imagined someone trying to have sex with the sword. Even the handle looked not exactly pleasant.

      “Not in that way,” Kinara said with a laugh. “His mind… gotta love it.”

      The others laughed, and Ahlaksiz explained, “More like, you have to prove you’re ruthless enough to handle the sword.”

      “I’ll show it, in time,” Milkshake said. “You’ll see.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” I replied. Eyeing the group, I asked, “Now that we’re here, is this where we’ll be sleeping?”

      “What?” Ahlaksiz’s face contorted. “Not a chance.” Seeing my reaction to her answer, she laughed, waving it off. “Not that I wouldn’t love having you all here, but listening to your non-stop… fun? No, thank you.”

      “You could join u—” Jalee started, but Ahlaksiz held up a finger to the woman’s mouth, shaking her head.

      “Actually, now that the hunter is gone, we should be able to return to your apartment, no?” Kinara asked.

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” I admitted. “There was the explosion, which they’ve likely cleaned up, but I doubt they’ve fixed the wall. And… the cops.”

      “What do you mean?” Jalee asked.

      “Law enforcement,” I explained. “They were checking it out, were likely looking for me. And I’m guessing they’ll take me in for questioning.”

      Ahlaksiz looked thoughtful, ears perking up. “But if you say you ran because you were scared, sticking to the truth in that regard, what can they do?”

      “Tell them about the tail,” Kinara said.

      “Yeah. One cop lady looked like she might have a tail.” I shrugged. “Could’ve been my eyes playing tricks on me, but if one of them is a monster… then what?”

      “We might be able to get her on our side, if we tell her, and only her, the truth,” Ahlaksiz said. “It depends, really, on where her loyalties lie. If she’s with the police, it’s possible she is actually working to protect humanity. Maybe others, too.” She turned, hands on her head, tail swishing around faster now. “The implications are mind blowing.”

      “Or she could be a traitor,” Jalee countered. “There to infiltrate.”

      Ahlaksiz spun, pointing at her excitedly. “Yes, exactly. Going to her, either we find an ally or learn of a conspiracy. Win-win!”

      “Except in the latter, we’re thrown right back into it, putting our lives on the line,” Kinara pointed out.

      “Acting as bait,” I muttered, not liking that part of the plan.

      Ahlaksiz held up her hands. “It’s on you. Your call, after all. But that’s my recommendation. And if you can get me the picture of the words, I can start working on translating them in the meantime.”

      “How do we contact you?” I asked.

      “Same way I imagine you’ve been speaking with them,” she said. “Only, you won’t have any control over me, since you weren’t my summoner.”

      She went over to the back counter, where she conducted transactions. Bending and pulling out a small pouch from beneath, she then revealed a bracelet with an ancient coin imbedded into it.

      “A coin?”

      “Of a sort, yes. It’s bonded to me, though. An ancient coin from your world, when I was first summoned and mistaken for a djinn in the Middle East. To be clear, I am no djinn.” She chuckled, as if that was supposed to mean something to me.

      My eyes went wide. “Wait, there are djinns out there, as people think of them?”

      “Various versions, yes, though they are merely another type of monster, not what many Earth myths say.”

      I nodded, taking the bracelet and eyeing it. The coin could almost be mistaken for a simple, flat piece of round metal. Yellowed over the years, but still showing lines interweaving what I suppose could have once looked like a cat, or cougar.

      “Touch it and communicate what you need of me, I’ll get the message,” she said. “I’m not entirely sure it’ll work in reverse.”

      I guffawed. “Why not phones? Email?”

      “Not for me.”

      I glanced around as if expecting them all to be giving her crazy looks, but since I was the only person other than her who knew about phones and email, they were all three looking rather bewildered.

      “And the same works for their totems?” I asked, dishing them out. “They’re becoming kinda cumbersome.”

      “You no longer need the whole things,” she pointed out.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can break off pieces, connect them to your bracelet there, and it’ll work the same. If you’d like me to.”

      That was tempting, but first I had a request. “Maybe we don’t call it a bracelet? Let’s say it’s a… cool wrist device.”

      She chuckled, but nodded. “Would you like me to upgrade your wrist device?”

      “I’ll keep the rest of the totems though, yeah?”

      “If you’d like.”

      I nodded, handing them over, and she went to work with the wrist device and totems. Watching her at work, I licked my lips, worried she would mess it up or something. After all, I still wasn’t entirely sure how loyal the new girl was, or if she even had any intentions of sticking with us. She had implied it, and acted like she was already part of the team back at the burger joint, but I wasn’t certain.

      Seeing me eyeing her, Milkshake turned to face me dead on and stared, a hint of a grin on her lips. After a few seconds of this, Kinara stepped forward, hand waving an inch in front of my face.

      “What is this?” Kinara asked. “You two… mind-speaking or something?”

      I laughed, snapping out of it. “Sorry, lost in thought. We call that spacing out.”

      “While staring into my eyes?” Milkshake asked, then shook her head. “I call that falling in love.”

      I blinked, certain I was blushing, and looked away. “If you really wanna know, I was…”

      “Yes?”

      Deciding to come out with it, I turned to face her again, standing tall. “I was asking myself whether you had already proven your trustworthiness. Are you already part of the team?”

      “Ferris, she helped us kill the hunter,” Kinara said. “Came all the way here with us.”

      “You’ve seen my vagina,” Milkshake said with a wink.

      Damn, there came my blushing again, but this time I maintained eye contact. “Only because you were naked and didn’t keep your legs closed. Not because we were being intimate or anything.”

      “Actually,” Ahlaksiz said, not even looking up from her work, “she’s what’s known as a Sorayan, back home. Their kind are fairly proper, following strict training codes when growing up, and although they’re nude like most monsters in our part of the world—or our world, I mean—they have certain mating rituals that do involve… showing themselves, more than they otherwise would.”

      This was somewhat going over my head, but the gist seemed to be that she had sat like that, before, on purpose. Her leg spreading on the platform had been some sort of mating ritual. Although, now that I thought about it, that made sense. More sense than someone simply sitting like that and not caring what they revealed.

      “I’m new to this,” I said, looking at Milkshake sheepishly.

      “Aren’t we all.” Her voice was a bit harsh, sharp. Like she was offended.

      “But that answers your question,” Kinara said. “She’s not only onboard to go fight more fights with you, she’s ready to see your hole.”

      “My what?” I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right. “As in… my butthole?”

      They laughed at this, though Milkshake looked appalled.

      “I want nothing to do with your butthole,” she said. “That’s disgusting.”

      “To each their own,” Jalee said with a shrug. “I wouldn’t mind sending a couple of shocks through your rear.”

      A shiver went through me, and I wasn’t sure whether to be scared or turned on.

      “Another of their traditions,” Kinara said, nodding at Milkshake. “They find the hole, you know,” she pointed to my crotch, “very sensual, for some reason. When you’re ready to accept her, she would inspect it, and that would be the sign you two are ready.”

      My head felt light, my mouth suddenly dry. Nodding at Ahlaksiz, I lowered my voice and said, “I… Can we discuss this when we’re alone?”

      “Done,” Ahlaksiz said and held out her piece of work. Saved by the bell! I accepted with a bow of my head.

      To my surprise, Milkshake looked offended that I had changed the subject, but… come on, I wasn’t about to let some near-stranger examine my cock in any way, especially with some weird hole fetish. Not right then and there, anyway.

      Putting the wrist device on, I grinned, then almost laughed at my first thought. Basically, that I felt this was my initial step toward a Johnny Depp look. All I needed were some tattoos, ripped jeans, and maybe a prettier face, and I’d be there. A few pounds off the middle, too, of course.

      We were ready, but went over the plan to be certain. First, we would head back to my apartment and crash there, hang out until we got the attention of the cops. Then, see about this monster cop and which side of it all she fell on.

      That would be the first step in our hunt, while Ahlaksiz would await my picture of the writing, so she could figure out a proper gateway back to the monsterverse.
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      Ahlaksiz ended up coming out with us to take a look at our new platform, and circled it with a whistle, as if admiring her favorite Porsche.

      “You all lucked out on this one,” she said. “Got you a grade-A vehicle, but you’ll be better off moving around in it like…” She went to one of the pillars, moving her fingers on it as if there were a keyboard. A moment later she stepped back and it transformed into what looked like a car—the closest I could link it to being a DeLorean. Except, there was no steering wheel, only a piece of metal similar to what had been on the columns. She also made it have a fake license plate, copying one from a car parked on the street beneath a tall palm tree.

      “How are we supposed to drive this?” I asked.

      “It’s mentally linked,” she replied, “and all I need to do is…” She pulled me over, one hand on my wrist as her other went to the panel and typed on the air again. A surge went through my arm, and like my bat sense awareness could sense my surroundings, now I felt like I was one with the car.

      “Can you link him to the drones, too?” Jalee asked.

      “You don’t want them?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I’d rather you have some way of fighting, when the time comes.”

      Good point. She passed over the metal wrist band for my other wrist, and then did another typing thing above the panel. When she was finished, the drones registered in my mind as well, and I could sense them near the rear of the vehicle.

      “That should do it.” She stepped out, eyeing me with a look that was mixed with hope and worry, then headed back inside her shop. “Remember, get me those photos. In the meantime, I’ll be working on other totems, seeing what sort of defenses we can build up with rare stones. Now that we know the fight is coming, it’s time to fully prepare for it.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, and stood aside to let the ladies into the car before I took the driver’s seat. It was more luxurious than an actual DeLorean, to my relief. If our team grew any larger, we would need the space. It extended back like the inside of a Tesla Model X, with at least room for eight including myself. We only had four so far, but better to have the room than not.

      I took a deep breath, closed the door, and then took the opportunity to turn back to the monster girls. “Any thoughts?”

      “I look forward to seeing your place,” Jalee said with a finger pointed to the road. “Shall we get to it?”

      “Yes, I would like to link,” Milkshake added. “If we’re going to be involved in a fight, best make it a proper team.”

      My smile couldn’t be avoided, and Kinara chuckled at my goofy grin.

      “What I mean,” I said, “is that this is kind of the last chance for anyone to change their minds. We… I mean, I’m linked with—”

      “Don’t say our names,” Jalee cut me off.

      “Right… With Tang One and Tang Two, already, but I want to make sure we’re all on the same page.”

      “Tang what?” Kinara asked.

      “It’s like Thing One and Thing Two, but…” I pursed my lips, not sure I should explain the adaption of the names, realizing how offensive it might be that I had taken the second half of the word “Puntang” and turned that into a nickname. Fuck, I was really starting to change as a person, in some ways for the worse. No going back on it now, though, so I simply said, “Cool?”

      What reason did they have to argue? Nobody contested, so Milkshake leaned forward from the seat behind me, one hand on my shoulder, and said, “You and me. We’re going to shit all over their faces.”

      “What?” I turned, appalled.

      “It means fight them and defeat them, with style,” she explained. “What, you don’t say it that way here?”

      “No, we say ‘Fuck some shit up,’” I explained.

      They all laughed.

      Kinara, who sat next to me, asked, “How is a saying that basically implies you’re having sex with poop better than a saying that says you’re going to poop on the enemy’s face?”

      “Point for the monsters,” I said with a laugh. They were, of course, right. “Let’s go poop all over their faces.”

      More laughter.

      “Not how you say it,” Jalee said, then pointed to the road again. “We’re all in, let’s drive.”

      I nodded, waving my hand over the dash, completely baffled. Ahlaksiz had said it was mentally linked, so I focused my mind on the car moving, and it did. It lurched forward, all of us jostled about.

      “Whoa, you sure you want to drive?” Kinara asked.

      “I need to learn how,” I countered. “I mean, with a mind-controlled vehicle. You all have your amazing powers, I should at least be able to drive.”

      “And the drones,” Jalee said.

      “Right.” I gave her a grin, excited to try those out if the need arose. Considering what we were getting ourselves into, I suppose I should have meant ‘when.’ “Here goes!”

      Focusing on the car moving again, this time I concentrated on a smooth start, then on getting us out there and turning onto the road. Sure enough, soon we were gliding along without any problem, and I was whooping.

      “This is how all driving should be!” I said, and reached out to take Kinara’s hand and kiss it.

      “You’re doing it,” she said, smiling wide with excitement.

      We didn’t have far to go, but halfway there I started to squirm, wishing I’d gone to the bathroom at the burger place. My bladder was about to explode, and I nearly swerved left when I lost focus. I wished to be home, focusing on the way there, and suddenly the car changed lanes, then turned down a side road.

      “What the…?” I started, but then we turned and I saw down another side road—back toward the way we had come—that sirens were flashing. Apparently, the car was following my desire to get back, but taking its own, better route.

      Way better than whatever automated cars the top tech companies were developing, I figured. And then we were there, pressing the elevator button. It wasn’t coming, so we charged up the stairs to my third-floor apartment, and were about to go in when a hand reached out from the closing elevator doors, stopping them from closing.

      I turned to see Arturo there.

      “Dude,” he said, eyeing me and the ladies—Kinara had her hood down, but he’d already seen her like that. There was Jalee with her bright-blue eyes and hair, but Milkshake was probably a sight to see. It wasn’t every day you met a panda-demon girl, or anyone with furry paws and claws. She was even more special with her ears, tail, and what remained of her demon wings.

      Arturo stood there, hand holding the elevator doors, eyes taking in the ladies. His mouth hung open.

      “Sorry, man, I gotta—” I started for my door, but it was locked! Shit, where were my keys? I started doing the piss dance, when Jalee stepped forward and put her hand on the doorknob, sending a shock through it that caused the lock to come undone.

      We were in, and just in time, too.
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      “There you go,” she said, gesturing for me to go ahead. “I hear holding it can cause erectile problems, so… get to it.”

      “I was supposed to meet a friend, but…” Arturo left the elevator, following me into the apartment, the ladies after him. Kinara closed the door after us, but I made a B-line for the toilet, pulling out my dick and unleashing a waterfall. On the way in, I’d briefly noted that the glass was cleaned up, the broken window covered with a piece of plastic that made the view foggy. It was all a quick glance, as all I really cared about at the moment was this sweet relief.

      “Wow, that’s a lot of—” Kinara started, poking her head out at my side and watching.

      But when I startled and it shook, getting piss all over the back of the toilet, she pulled back, laughing.

      “Can I just piss without being interrupted?” I asked, shaking it clean and then tucking away before going for toilet paper to clean it up.

      “What sort of Comic-con shit is this?” Arturo asked, and I turned to see him and Milkshake staring each other down.

      I washed my hands, then turned to walk back into the main room, Kinara wrapping her arm through mine and saying, “That was a fun show.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to be,” I muttered, but then said, “Arturo, what’re you doing?”

      “Come on, man,” he countered. “My nerdy neighbor friend comes home with not one this time, but three ladies? I’m going to either expect that they’re holding him up for money or something like that, or… you’re paying them.” He grinned at Milkshake. “Is that what this is, some costume-style hooker shit?”

      “Dude.” I shook my head. “Not cool.”

      “Not hookers?” He looked doubtful.

      “And not Comic-con. These are just… my new friends.”

      “Lovers,” Kinara said, reaching down and caressing my package to emphasize the point.

      “Not now,” I whispered, moving her hand.

      She pouted, then turned away from me. Arturo, however, was staring at me with a mixture of fascination and doubt, as if he thought he might be dreaming. As all three ladies were looking at him with slightly annoyed expressions that made it clear they weren’t sure what he was doing there, he took a step toward the door.

      “I’ll stop by in a bit. Cool?” I said.

      He nodded, gave us one more glance, then skedaddled. I loved the guy, but in all of our time together he had always been the one to get the ladies, and the most I’d ever seen him with was two. Always boring, normal girls at that—not these monster ones like I preferred. Even though we were great friends and I felt a bit weird about freaking him out, it was nice knowing I was the one with the ladies this time. Even better that it made him uncomfortable.

      “Who was that?” Milkshake asked.

      “My friend.”

      “Will he be helping us in the hunt?”

      I frowned, going to the door, closing it, and then turning to them. “No. And we need to probably be more careful going forward. He’s used to me being with people in costume, so… that’s okay. But some people might see that you’re not dressed up, and I have no idea how they’d react.”

      “Monsters aren’t as common here as they used to be?” Jalee asked.

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “Monsters here? No, people don’t believe in monsters. Some kids, but only in the scary way. Nothing like… you.”

      “You freaked out when you saw me,” Kinara said, “but… not to such an extent as if you didn’t know what I was.”

      “Right. Well…” I went to my bag, pulling out my laptop. Opening it and then pulling up my project, I showed them the art I’d commissioned so far. One character had horns, another was a snake-woman, or lamia. “Even though we don’t believe in monsters, we have a lot of stories that involve monsters, and specifically monster girls. There’s a whole sub-group of humanity who finds the idea of you all sexy as hell.”

      “Is that so?” Jalee asked, biting her lip.

      I nodded.

      “How sexy, exactly, is sexy as hell?” Milkshake asked. She stepped forward, paw moving along my abs, down to my hips. Her furry paws with their big claws kind of freaked me out, but if I was going to be accepting of all types, especially the monster girls, I had to get over these little hang-ups. With these ladies being real, the chances of lamia, maybe even octopus and insect girls could very well be real. I wasn’t sure where the line would be for me, if at all. Whatever they threw my way, I’d do my best to appreciate.

      Only one problem came my way—a scent that was a bit much for me. In fact, it seemed to be a bit of all of us combined. We had been through a lot, and I needed a shower. My guess was that so did they.

      “Let’s all get cleaned up, and I’ll show you,” I said, not quite sure how comfortable we were together yet. She was touching me, but was I supposed to touch her, too? I decided to go for it, hands on her waist, moving slightly under her shirt and letting my fingers caress her soft skin.

      They all shared intrigued looks, then Milkshake leaned in and licked my neck. At first, I wasn’t sure what she was doing, but then she licked me again. She was trying to clean me!

      I chuckled, putting an arm around her and pointing to the bathroom. “I meant a shower.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A shower?” That they didn’t know the term shouldn’t have surprised me, but it still did. They had proven to be both very basic in their way of life. Yet, the hunter had the tech of the platform that had flown and then transformed into what looked like a car. “It’s water, pouring over you. For cleaning purposes.”

      “You don’t prefer my method?” Milkshake asked. She started to kneel, hands at my waist. “I can… clean you down here, too.”

      I loved that idea, but hated to think of her first exposure to my crotch to be anything but perfect. With all of our recent activity, I was certain a shower was necessary.

      “First, would you mind if I did it my way? Then yours.”

      She pouted, but shrugged.

      “I for one, am curious to see how this shower thing works,” Jalee said.

      Kinara had been exposed to a shower before, at our little stopover at the cabin in Big Bear. She was smiling excitedly, and at this said, “You’re going to love it. The way the water makes his skin shine, and when it drips from his—”

      “Let’s just…” I motioned, and then led the way.

      “Can I join you?” Kinara asked. “Let the others watch, join if they want.”

      “Of course.” My worry was less about being observed, more about how all four of us would fit into the shower if they wanted to join. I lived in an apartment, after all, and the bathtub wasn’t very large.

      In spite of my closeness with two of the three ladies, and flirtation with the third, stripping in front of a room full of women still made me uneasy. Lucky me, I didn’t have to do it myself. Kinara was on me as soon as I’d turned the water on, pulling off my shirt first, then going for my pants. At least I didn’t show any signs of being nervous this time, and Milkshake’s touch on my waist had gotten me slightly aroused, so that what they saw wasn’t completely flaccid. In fact, it looked like I was much better hung than was the reality.

      “Hello there,” Milkshake said, and her eyes concentrated, drinking in every inch.

      “Now me.” Kinara stood with hands out, waiting for me to undress her. By the time I’d pulled the wizard’s robe up to her midsection, cute little pussy exposed, you can bet your ass I was fully erect. Then I took the rest off, and she did a pose, eyeing me as if she hadn’t noticed how aroused I was. “Like what you see?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Then get in there and wash me, human.”

      I wasn’t sure how to take that—was it a good thing, or playfully derisive? My cock was doing the thinking at that point, though, so I didn’t care. But I wasn’t so far gone that I didn’t remember to take off the wrist devices, which I carefully put out of harm’s way.  We entered, with Milkshake standing there, arms crossed while she watched, and Jalee leaning against the door.

      Both looked very curious, so I didn’t bother with the shower curtain, even with the water that was bouncing off of our bodies and spraying the floor. Kinara closed her eyes, mouth open as I started to wash her stomach, then breasts, and ran one hand up to clean her ears. She nearly collapsed, so that I had to catch her, then she pinned me against the wall and went to her knees.

      “I prefer to clean you our way,” she said, and even as the water ran down my body, she ran her tongue along my shaft, then down between my legs.

      “Save him for us,” Milkshake said. “I still plan on getting my hole time.”

      “Take it now,” Kinara said, standing then and moving between me and the water, so that it was cleaning her now. She turned me so that I was facing away from her, but continued to caress me, grabbing my balls with one hand, chest with the other.

      Milkshake started to climb in, but even when she folded her wings, they made it cumbersome. She eyed my erect cock, then took me by the wrist and led me out of the shower, guiding me to sit on the closed toilet seat. I started to protest, as it wasn’t the most sanitary spot in the apartment. But when she knelt, I wasn’t about to intervene. I made eye contact with Jalee at the doorway—she wasn’t getting close to the water, but had a hand between her legs, sparks moving through her fingers as she massaged herself.

      I wasn’t exactly sure what Milkshake had in mind, and watching her at first, I was even more confused. She wasn’t trying to touch me with those furry paws, but was kneeling and eyeing my cock as if she was trying to win against it in a staring contest. Finally she moved her head in, nuzzling it against one cheek then the other, and moving her face all around it before pulling back and touching the tip of her tongue to my opening.

      She flicked her tongue around my hole a bit, then ran her nose around it, before finally taking my cock fully in her mouth. While her actions a moment before had been a turn on in their weird way, this made sense to me—and she was flicking her tongue all over, moving her head around as she bobbed up and down.

      To my relief, I didn’t automatically cum as I expected I might after that first tingle of pleasure that went through my body.

      She pulled back, a long line of saliva between her lower lip and my cock, and then went back for one more kiss before grinning and saying, “Delicious.”

      “I could use a cleaning,” Jalee said, and I think she had been talking to me, but Milkshake turned and went in gladly, pushing the woman back to my bed, legs spread, tongue between her legs. Damn, that was hot.

      I went back to Kinara and said, “Should we join them?”

      She was eager, and we were soon on the bed, only bothering with a quick dry-off. Then I was kissing her, crawling across the bed and straddling her chest so that I could feel her plump breasts on my balls and inner thigh. She pulled me forward to take me in her mouth, and from there I could watch Milkshake going down on Jalee.

      “Touch me,” Milkshake muttered, and then was up, taking Jalee’s hand and sliding it between her legs. “A woman’s touch down there…” She held up her claws. “Not something I’m really able to experience on my own.”

      As sad as that thought might have been, watching the way Jalee got into it was a quick distraction. Three nude monster ladies in my bed was unbelievable, and for a few seconds I froze, staring and watching them, only vaguely aware of the way Kinara was working my cock. Milkshake bent over the bed to join her, each taking turns with tongue and mouth on my balls and mouth, while Jalee fingered Milkshake from behind. Jalee watched with fascination, and then I decided I needed to taste one of them.

      I went to my back, letting Kinara and Milkshake continue to pleasure me, and positioned my head at the edge of the bed. I motioned for Jalee to bring her goods my way. She grinned, stepping over, and put one leg up on the bed. Her pussy was there, open and ready for the taking. I lapped it up with pleasure, tasting her and loving it. She started squirming then, massaging my chest, even starting to moan as I focused on her clit.

      “Fuck me,” she said, and brushed the other two off as she climbed over me to straddle my cock. The way she had done it, she faced away so that I was watching her ass bounce as she slid up and down on me.

      “That’s so hot,” Kinara said, hand on my balls as she went in to take one of Jalee’s nipples in her mouth.

      Milkshake came over to let me eat her out next, and when Jalee couldn’t take it anymore, collapsing backward and nearly screaming with ecstasy, Milkshake pulled me to the side of the bed and bent over so I could take her from behind. I wasn’t sure what was with these ladies enjoying it from behind like this, but the view was amazing, so I wasn’t about to complain. Her ass was like a huge peach, and when I slapped it, you better believe it jiggled. I even touched the remnants of her wings, and that was the end of her. She collapsed onto the bed and for a moment I thought she might have fallen asleep—but then she let out a long moan, and shuddered.

      Kinara took me, pulling me on top of her so that we could kiss passionately. The other two continued to kiss each other. Kinara and I changed positions so that I had one leg off the bed, my other knee on it, massaging her breasts as I thrust. Jalee touched each of us with small shocks that felt more like tingles of pleasure, and I turned to see Milkshake kneeling behind me.

      “Wh—what are… you… doing?” I asked, thrusting and trying to catch my breath. At this point, I was starting to sweat and had gotten quite the workout.

      “Watching your balls sway to and fro,” she said, and laughed, making a motion with her hand to emphasize the movement. “And… this.”

      Suddenly she dove in, paws spreading my ass cheeks and long tongue flicking across my asshole. Her tongue moved along my taint and then back to my hole, entering I think. It was all I could take, causing me to orgasm with such force that I thought for sure my cum would cause Kinara to pop like a balloon. Luckily, that didn’t happen.

      “I thought… thought you wanted nothing to do with—”

      “Shut up and enjoy it,” Milkshake said, then dove back in.

      I collapsed onto Kinara, only then realizing she was moaning and squirming, apparently orgasming too, so I did my best to keep moving inside of her. When I couldn’t anymore, I kissed her, then turned as I slid out and kissed Jalee. When it came to kissing Milkshake, I hesitated. She’d had her tongue up my ass, after all. Then again, I had just showered, and since she was moving in, I went for it. To my relief, nothing off about that kiss.

      We all moved onto the bed, continuing to kiss and caress, simply loving the time together. Milkshake’s wings fluttered, the tattered remains moving sadly through the air. I reached out and touched the base, where they connected with the skin, and she grabbed my thigh, holding tight. Clearly, a sensitive spot.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “My wings?” She pushed herself up, and I noted how much I loved the way breasts looked hanging like that—even more so when on my bed. “I used to have full wings, and could even fly with them. One day, minding my own business while scrounging up food, these two skimgar warlords show up and tried to say I was in their lands, as if anyone can own land in our world. Little did I know—”

      “Times are changing,” Jalee said, propped up on one elbow now, on the other side and up toward the pillows.

      “Exactly. The old ways are fading, fast, and they wanted to teach me a lesson, leave me as a warning to others who wouldn’t listen.”

      “Influences from outsiders,” Kinara grumbled from behind me, where she had one leg draped over mine, hand on my chest. “Not you, of course, but… rumor has it the hunters got their tech from outsiders. Some group who wants to see monsters come to their aid in some big war.”

      “Fuck that,” Jalee grumbled.

      Milkshake nodded, then suddenly pushed herself up, kneeling with a hand out—her new sword appeared in her hand and she spun, jumping from the bed to swing at an invisible enemy. Her battle cry clearly would’ve alerted everyone on my floor, but my hope was that they would be at work.

      “If I ever get my hands on those shit-fucks who did this, I’ll cut them limb from limb,” Milkshake said, dismissing the sword and standing there in the middle of my room, chest heaving, eyes wild.

      “I’m so sorry.” What else could I say?

      “Me too,” she said, stepping aside and sheepishly pointing over her shoulder to where she had apparently cut off the top of my office-chair’s head rest. Damn.

      I stared in shock, then chuckled. “It’s okay. Get over here.” She came back over to cuddle with us, and I said, “When that day comes, we’ll all help you tear them apart. Trust me.”

      “You say the sweetest things.”

      Lying there with our limbs wrapped in each other’s, a claw ran along my inner thigh.

      I shot up in bed. “Oh! The picture.”

      Stumbling up, legs exhausted from the action, I went to my computer. I knelt at the desk, not even bothering with the chair. Opening the shared cloud folder, there it was—the picture I had taken of the writing when the hunter had tried to go through to the other side.

      I hit print, and my Wi-Fi printer whirred up, spitting out the image a few seconds later. Kinara darted over, grabbing it and holding it up.

      “That’s a neat trick,” she said. “How do we get it to her?”

      “A meetup spot, I guess?” I found the wrist devices on the bathroom counter, doing as she had instructed. Holding the coin, I conveyed the thought that I had the image and was ready to hand it over. A tingling ran up my thumb to my arm, then chest. Next came a thought as if she was on her way, which I took as a message from her. She hadn’t known if it would work both ways, but luckily, it seemed to be working. At least in this instance. “She’s on her way.”

      “Where to?”

      “Here.”

      The ladies didn’t seem bothered by that, but I figured it was time to get dressed again. While the lady had seen me nude in a weird way, that didn’t mean I needed to make a habit of it. As my old clothes were dirty, I dressed with a button-up shirt and jeans. I checked through the blurred image of the crashed window, wishing I had more windows. It would be nice to have a better view of what was going on out there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      We waited for Ahlaksiz to show, but clearly she wasn’t in a rush. The ladies didn’t bother to dress, but did start to inspect my room. They would ask all sorts of questions, like how to use this Bluetooth keyboard I had, or what the flashing lights on my router were. Most of them I tried to answer, though that often resulted in blank stares.

      “How about these?” Jalee asked, holding up a set of dumbbells. When I explained, she wanted to know if I used them every day.

      “Not much,” I answered, honestly—I’d used them one day, when I bought them and had sworn to make an effort. Now that I was going to be fucking all the time and maybe getting into fights I started to wonder if finally starting to train would be the smart way to go.

      “And this printing device?” Jalee asked. “The one you made the picture appear from. Can it print anything?”

      “Only pictures,” I replied. “But we have 3-D printers that can make other things. Still limited, but pretty cool.”

      She looked impressed, at least.

      “Here, check this out,” I said, and opened YouTube on my computer, showing them a bunch of silly animal videos. One had cats falling into swimming pools, another had monkeys stealing stuff from tourists. I was rolling with laughter, and they were too, but also looked confused.

      “How is this possible?” Kinara asked, touching the screen. Of course, it was touch-screen so she selected a video ad that sold hair-regrowth. I turned it off.

      “Like the movies I want to show you, these are all taken with cameras, like how I did with my phone, and… put onto the internet.”

      “He keeps using that word,” Jalee said with a sigh. “Eventually, we’ll have to actually start trying to understand.”

      Milkshake shrugged. “I’m more interested in seeing how many times in a day a human man can fuck. You know, for… research. Maybe when I go back, I’ll be the local storyteller, spreading stories to all the monster kids about the amazing human fuck-toy.”

      “Hey,” I protested, but saw that she was smiling, only razzing me.

      A knock came from the door and I grabbed the print-out for Ahlaksiz, then went to the door.

      “It took you long enough,” I muttered, throwing it open. Only, instead of the woman I expected, there stood a female cop. While I couldn’t be sure, it seemed to be the same one I’d seen before, only from this angle I couldn’t check for a tail.

      “Took me as long as it took you to return,” she said, apparently having heard me.

      “I…” I turned to see that the women behind me were all turned to face her, and of course… still naked. “Can you all get dressed? We have company.”

      “Nothing I’m not used to,” the cop said, stepping in, making the whole place rather crowded. As she went, she made no attempt to hide the movement of what had to be a tail. She turned to each of the ladies, eyes roaming up and down their bodies, then turned back to me with an impressed grin. “It seems you have quite the appetite.”

      “You’re one of them?”

      “One of the little treats with the purpose of trying to satiate your appetite?”

      I blushed, eyes going to the floor. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know. Am I a monster?” She nodded. “Yes, but you’re not about to see what type anytime soon. You’re in grave danger, all of you.”

      She turned to Kinara, then Jalee. “A hunter is after you.”

      “Was,” Kinara corrected her.

      “Not anymore?”

      Jalee shook her head.

      The cop turned back to me, brow furrowed. “I’m going to assume you had nothing to do with this? Violence from human to monster could mean much trouble in terms of human-monster relations.”

      “Is there such a thing?”

      Jalee cleared her throat, then shook her head. “I don’t know what she’s talking about. Doubtful.”

      “Ladies at your… level…” The cop shook her head. “You wouldn’t be aware.”

      “And you’re part of this?” I asked.

      “I’m a plant, of sorts. It’s like this—most of humanity isn’t aware of us. All but one group, a secret order I won’t tell you about. Not yet, at least. We have strong monsters undercover in high levels of humanity’s circles. I am in my position without the order’s knowledge, in order to monitor all of this.”

      “And if there’s an evil monster here?” Kinara asked. “If Ferris were to be involved in a fight in the future against such a monster… what then?”

      The cop eyed me, and I stared back. She had long, blonde eyelashes to match the hair pulled up tight under her hat. I wondered why she hadn’t removed that hat yet. She was tall and slender, though her uniform showed off nice hips. Her eyes were light brown, like the polished wood of a piano my grandma had loved, the center item of her living room that I’d loved to visit many years ago.

      “Well?” I asked.

      She cursed, turning back to the ladies. “What I’ve explained is true, but there’s only one problem here. What I’m seeing here, it doesn’t happen. This,” she gestured at the ladies, “and you?” She turned back to me. “You’re the first human male to summon our kind in over a thousand years.”

      “But you’re here,” I protested.

      “There are other ways for monsters to get here. As I see you’re aware.”

      I wasn’t sure what she could have meant by that, but I followed her line of sight to the paper in my hands, and got it.

      “The hunter had a way of getting through,” I said.

      “One very few have access to, which means he was connected. You’re going to have new enemies, going forward.”

      “And you?” I asked. “Where you do fall on that line of friend versus foe?”

      Her pretty brown eyes narrowed, hand on her pistol. She eyed me, then the room, then took a sniff. “Gods, you all were fucking in here before I arrived. Imagine if I’d arrived in the middle of that…” She shook her head, walking around the room, narrowly between the ladies, sniffing each of them in turn. Finally, at the other end of the room and near the blown-out window, she turned back to me. “Friend or foe… that’s what I’m here to find out.”

      “She’s weird,” Kinara said.

      “I don’t much like her,” Milkshake added.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Jalee was the closest, and reached up, running a finger across the cop’s lips before moving to the bed and crawling away from her in a way that gave the cop a nice view of her ass. “Maybe she wishes she had arrived earlier. Maybe… she’s just lonely.”

      “Enough of that,” the cop said.

      I looked at her name tag. “Kazenburg?”

      She grinned. “Obviously not my real name.”

      “Sure, sure. You’re not here for this,” I gestured to the bed and Jalee, “but you say you’re here to decide whether you like us or not, basically. So, what is it? What’s the deciding factor?”

      “That depends on what your goal is. You’re amassing a team, maybe one that will keep growing.”

      Kinara scoffed. “You aren’t showing commitment, if being part of the team is your goal.”

      Kazenburg waved off the comment. “No. I want to know what this new power in town is up to. What you have planned for your next move.”

      I frowned, not about to trust this woman. “Maybe another round of milkshakes. Or I was thinking of hitting up the theater. I hear the old theater in Glendale is showing The Princess Bride. Nothing says welcome to our world like Andre the Giant and some butter-smothered popcorn.”

      Kazenburg took a step closer to me, ignoring the way Jalee’s foot moved toward her, starting to slide up her leg. “You’re summoning monster girls here to what? Fuck and take to movies?”

      “Sounds pretty fucking amazing,” I replied. “Something wrong with that?”

      She scoffed. “I don’t believe it’s as simple as that… for one clear reason.”

      “Yeah? Which is?”

      She pointed at the paper still in my hands.

      Still, I’d decided this wasn’t the time to tell her anything, so I shrugged. “Thought it looked cool. Nothing more.”

      “Boy—”

      “I’m a man.”

      Licking her lips, she said, “Man, I’m going to keep my eye on you.”

      Kinara stepped up next to me, hand on my shoulder. “Maybe you’ll see something you like.”

      At that, Kazenburg went to the door again, brushing past us. She paused in the doorway, eyeing me, then Jalee again. “When any of you are ready to talk, here’s my card.” She handed the card over, but when I didn’t reach for it, she slipped it into my pocket. “In the meantime, enjoy the show.”

      “Show?”

      She frowned. “Keep up the cover story, or I might get suspicious.”

      It came back to me, about the movie, so I blurted out, “You can join us, if you’d like.”

      “Huh?” Milkshake shook her head. “Why?”

      I glanced her way, shrugged, then turned back to the cop. She was smiling.

      “It’s a date,” she said, then leaned against the wall. “Should they get dressed, or are we going to make a statement?”

      “Dressed,” I replied, nodding to the ladies. “I’ve been meaning to get them more clothes, and I think there’re some stores over that way.”

      Kazenburg grunted, eyes on me as if I might float away if she didn’t stare hard enough. “You have no idea what you’re getting into. You think you’ve read about monsters… This is different.”

      “And from what I’ve seen so far, so much better.”

      I had her there, but really my focus had shifted to the fact that we were apparently really going to the movies. And for some reason, this cop was coming, too. Calling my bluff, I guess? Soon, though, we were all dressed, and I touched the Ahlaksiz coin, giving her a mental “Where are you?” along with letting her know our new destination.

      In response, I felt a ping of warning. One that seemed to say, “Danger.”

      Was she aware of the cop, and that’s what the warning was about? Or was this something else? Either way, the ladies were soon dressed and on the road, the cop car leading the way to the old theater in Glendale. Before, when traveling to Big Bear, most of what they had seen were cars and glimpses of cities from the freeway, but as they entered the downtown part of Glendale and went past the Galleria, all three ladies were practically plastered to the windows. They kept asking what everything was, but I had to keep my eyes on the road. Plus, I got kind of bored of saying, “Fast food joint, cake place, fast food joint, fancy Italian restaurant, clothing store way out of my budget,” and then having to explain what all of that meant.

      Finally, I said, “Listen, we’ll stop by Forever 21, grab some relatively inexpensive clothes, then head straight for the theater. Just… enjoy the view for a bit?”

      They crouched, but my head was aching.

      The cop led us to the top floor of the Galleria parking garage, so that we could take the glass elevator down and have the view of the fountain doing its water show the whole time. Kinara was especially impressed with it, though Jalee looked a bit terrified. It wasn’t until we were emerging from the elevator and I saw the spray of water that I remembered how much Jalee hated the stuff.

      “Come on, we can watch on our way back,” I said, gesturing them to the right and to the Forever 21. Luckily, since these ladies had no idea how Earth-girls shop and didn’t know what they were looking for, it went fast. Kazenburg acted as their guide, quickly picking out clothes that would mostly hide their monster characteristics, including overly large hats and whatever those arm-covering things are called. She even got baggy socks for Milkshake, which I didn’t know they even made anymore. I saw them on lots of Japanese anime and knew it had been popular there in the ‘90s—maybe they were making a comeback? I certainly hoped so, and they were damn cute on her.

      “Some of those for everyone,” I said, grinning wide.

      “Don’t smile like that,” Kazenburg said. “Makes you look like some creep.”

      “Aw, I think the creep look is sexy,” Kinara said, winking at me and trying on one of the baggy long socks. She lifted up her leg on a chair by the changing rooms, giving me a nice view of between her legs. Apparently, Kazenburg had forgotten about panties. She noticed, and quickly excused herself to take care of that.

      We bought it all, then dressed in the dressing room with some of the outfits, carrying the rest, and made our way out of there and toward the theater. It was warm out, but not overly hot. One of the L.A. area’s many amazing days. I made sure to lead us to the left and past the Apple store, where the water spray from the fountain wouldn’t hit Jalee. The show had nothing on Vegas and the Bellagio, but it was quite nice, with bursts and then swaying water, all to the tune of Sinatra.

      “Your world has its moments,” Kinara muttered.

      “It’s not all bad,” Milkshake agreed.

      Jalee just held my arm, pulling herself close to me. I wasn’t sure if it was out of affection or fright from the water, but I enjoyed it either way.

      “You don’t have work to do?” I asked Kazenburg.

      “This is my job at the moment,” she replied. “Taking care of you all. Seeing what I think of you. So far, I’m starting to think you really are as simple as you claim to be.”

      “I don’t think I used the word ‘simple.’”

      She shrugged.

      “What’s your story, anyway?” I asked, as we reached the area by the trolley, turning up the street to make our way to the theater. A whiff of the nearby Mexican restaurant caught my attention, but we had our destination in mind. Since it had been at least a few months since I had last watched the movie, I was pretty excited—and I’d never seen it on the big screen.

      “None of your business.”

      “Come on.” I waited, hoping that would be enough, but when she didn’t answer, I added, “You want to know about us. See if we’re… I don’t know, causing trouble and breaking rules. So… shouldn’t we then know about you as well?”

      “He has a point,” Kinara chimed in.

      “Oh, the sot has spoken.” Kazenburg shot me a half grin, then hid it.

      “The what?” Kinara said, oblivious.

      It wasn’t lost on me, though. “Wait, you’ve seen the movie?”

      Kazenburg kept walking, but when we had to wait at the crosswalk—me pulling at Kinara so she wouldn’t cross as cars barreled past—the cop said, “Of course. I was actually around when it first came out. It kind of bombed at the box office, only to become a cult classic later. Not because of me, though. I saw it three times in the theater back then.”

      The implications of this blew my mind. What else could she have possibly experienced during her life here on Earth? It wasn’t like the vampires of the Anne Rice books, who had to hide from people and only go out at night. No, this lady had lived an actual, full life here for a long time.

      “Wait, what other movies did you catch in the theaters?” I asked, suddenly liking her way more than I had even a minute ago.

      “You don’t want me to answer that,” she said with a laugh, “you’ll get green with envy.”

      “No, don’t tell me you—”

      “Star Wars,” she blurted out as if she couldn’t keep it in, then laughed at my reaction. “To add lemon juice to the cut, I was at the premiere. At least, the Chinese Theater one, anyway, back when all the studios thought it might be a bomb. That was back before it became Episode IV, and someone told me George had actually been in the area, though I never saw him.”

      “What… the… fuck.” I shook my head, amazed and not noticing that the light had turned and everyone but us was crossing.

      “Shall we?” Kazenburg said, and she started. The countdown was at five, so we had to run, the ladies laughing.

      “What a weird custom,” Jalee said, but her eyes were darting between the cop and me. “Is this… something we need to worry about?”

      Reaching the sidewalk, I asked, “What?”

      “Dude, you’re crushing on this cop monster harrrd,” Kinara explained.

      “Even I see that,” Milkshake added. “Not that it bothers me.”

      Jalee grunted. “Depending on her intentions. She might be only trying to impress him, to get him to think with his southern head, so she can get information from him.”

      “Hey,” I protested. “Am I so easily…” I let that argument die, realizing that I was definitely so easily swayed. It was all so new to me, after all.

      “Or maybe…” Kazenburg said, “it’s been so long that I had myself a pack, that I’m on the lookout. After what I saw today, you can’t really blame me.”

      “I can,” a familiar voice said, and we turned to see Ahlaksiz there, glaring. “It’s been too long.” In a whisper that I wasn’t sure we were meant to hear, she added, “Bloodsong.”

      The cop suddenly slunk into the alley next to the theater, which we’d apparently reached. Her eyes had gone green, which I didn’t like, and her teeth had extended like vampire fangs. Ahlaksiz advanced, but I stepped forward, between them.

      “Move aside,” Ahlaksiz growled.

      “Not here.” My eyes shifted from one side to the other, reminding her we were surrounded by people.

      She took a deep breath, then nodded. At least the cop, whose name was apparently Bloodsong and, for some reason, Ahlaksiz knew this, hadn’t moved one bit.

      “Can someone tell us what’s going on?” Milkshake said. “Do I need to summon my new sword?”

      “No.” I turned to Ahlaksiz and Bloodsong for an explanation. My mind was running through ideas of why they could be at odds—maybe the latter was secretly one of these evil monsters we were after? God, I hoped not.

      It was Ahlaksiz who spoke up first. “This is… my daughter.”

      We all went wide-eyed at that. It had been the last thing I expected to come out of her mouth.

      “How does that make you attack her?” I asked.

      “Not attack. I… only want to know why she’s here. She swore to—you,” she turned to her daughter, “you swore to never come back here.”

      The green faded from Bloodsong’s face, and she even had a slight grin forming. It gave her a bit of an evil look, but was also hot. “You tried to send me back. What’d you expect?”

      “Still waiting for an explanation,” Kinara noted.

      With a deep sigh, Ahlaksiz motioned us all out of the walkway. Once we were alongside the red bricks of the alley, she elaborated. “My daughter was never supposed to be here.”

      “But she got through?” Kinara asked.

      “No, I mean… I mated with a human, and we thought babies were impossible. Clearly, they weren’t.”

      My mind started to spin. Not only did that mean Bloodsong was actually half human, but all this free-cumming into the ladies over the last couple days might not have been as safe as we thought. Judging by their wide-eyed stares, they were having the same realization.

      “You can’t be here,” Ahlaksiz said, shaking her head. “Not with him and everything he’s getting himself into.”

      “I’m at least a thousand years old,” Bloodsong countered. “I lost track, but… stop coddling me.”

      “He won’t satisfy you. I’ve seen—”

      “Whoa,” I interrupted, looking to my ladies for support there.

      “I wasn’t referring to your goods,” Ahlaksiz said, frowning. “Can you stop assuming everything and everyone is talking or thinking about your penis?”

      Feeling ashamed, I pretended to zip my mouth, letting her do this thing.

      “What were you going to say then?” Bloodsong asked.

      Ahlaksiz looked my way, frowned, and waved her hand. “Forget about it.”

      Now I had to wonder if I’d been right in my assumption of what she was going to say, but at a glance back to my ladies, I didn’t care. They made any past insecurities vanish.

      “I’m not here to be satisfied,” Bloodsong said. “Just to clarify. I’m here on official business.”

      “You’re still with them, then?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      The daughter nodded.

      “Is that a bad thing?” I asked.

      Ahlaksiz frowned, considering the question. “Debatable, but not necessarily. Just… be careful, here. The people she works with care more about keeping monsters safe than true balance or justice.”

      “I haven’t completely turned my back on our kind, if that’s what you mean,” Bloodsong shot back.

      They stared at each other for a few seconds, after which I stepped in and said. “We’re just here to watch a film. All that other stuff can come later.”

      “Is that so?” Ahlaksiz didn’t take her eyes away from her daughter for a second.

      “Sure is,” Bloodsong replied. “Making myself some new friends.” She wrapped her arm around Milkshake’s shoulders, careful with the wing-things.

      “I’ll analyze the image,” Ahlaksiz said, giving it a rest. She turned and walked off. She paused at the corner, looking back. “When I’ve figured this out, I’ll find you. Enjoy the movie.”

      Her daughter flipped her off, causing her mom to frown, then walk off. This was all so confusing, but I looked forward to seeing where this went. Mostly, I looked forward to seeing the movie.

      All the tension was erased the moment the movie theater screen lit up with the image of Fred Savage playing the old pixelated baseball game at the start of the movie. We had our popcorn and root beers, along with some Sour Patch Kids and a box of Milk Duds.

      Kinara nearly crawled on top of me in confusion at the movie, then insisted we move forward as she got more into it. I forgot that her vision wasn’t so good, so in spite of it not being great on our necks, we obliged. And honestly, it was better up there. As if we were in the movie, and soon I was right there on the ship grinning as the ladies clutched my hands at the sight of the flesh-eating eels.

      “They’re like my pets back home,” Kinara whispered to me.

      Milkshake leaned over from the seat on the other side of her. “Where can we get some?”

      I chuckled, shaking my head as I whispered, “They don’t really exist. It’s only a story—made up.”

      “But we can see them right there!” Kinara countered. She leaned forward, hand up as if to reach out and touch them.

      “Shut the fuck up,” someone said two rows back.

      Normal me would’ve ignored that, maybe even whispered an apology. The last couple of days had changed me, though so I spun, finger pointed and roaming as I said, “Whoever said that to my woman better apologize or get the hell out of here right now!”

      Of course, a huge dude stood up. Not that it worried me—some normal human couldn’t compare to the hunter we’d taken down, and I had my posse.

      “Wanna say that again, tough guy?” the man asked.

      “Down in front,” a woman from the rear said, then a door opened to send in a beam of light, and an employee entered to see what the problem was.

      At that, I quickly sat down. No way in hell was I going to get kicked out of a showing of my favorite movie.

      “You want me to kill them all?” Jalee asked, a flash of blue lighting up her eyes.

      “No,” I hissed, a finger to my lips for silence.

      Bloodsong was on the other side of her, and leaned over to whisper, “In this world, we try to avoid violence and death.”

      “Do we need to halt the movie?” the employee asked.

      I motioned with my hands in front of me for my team to be silent, to not cause any trouble. The rest of the theater was silent, too, as the grandpa on the screen explained that Buttercup wasn’t going to die.

      “This guy won’t shut his hole up!” the large man said, causing us to lose focus when Andre hit the eel over the head to pull Buttercup free.

      Others booed him.

      “Boo me?” he said, but at this point I had sunk down in my seat, so couldn’t be sure what was going on back there. He sounded closer, though.

      “Sir…” The movie paused, lights going on a second later. “Come with me.”

      I couldn’t believe it—the man was getting kicked out.

      “Sir?”

      Wait… I looked over to see the movie theater employee standing at the end of the aisle. The large man was behind her, looking pissed, both with their eyes on me.

      “Kill them now?” Jalee whispered.

      “No.”

      I considered my options, my chest thumping and palms sweating. Getting kicked out was not an option. We hadn’t even finished the popcorn! To my relief, that’s when Bloodsong stood.

      “It’s okay, I’ll vouch for him,” she said.

      A look of confusion crossed over the employee’s face, and she glanced at the large man, then back at us again.

      With a sigh, Bloodsong reached over, hand on my shoulder, and whispered, “If this doesn’t prove my trustworthiness, I don’t know what will.” Then she stepped over the seat behind us to reach the aisle, then headed over to join the employee. “I’ll help you escort him out.”

      “This is bullshit,” the man protested.

      “Sir, don’t make a scene.”

      Of course, he did, and a few seconds later he had an arm tweaked behind him and was being led out of there to applause. Apparently, everyone had forgotten that it had started with my group making noise, and that was fine with me.

      My former self would’ve worried about him waiting for me outside, or maybe his friends who were possibly still in the theater, but not anymore. And when the lights went off and the movie started again, I cheered with all the others.

      “Your world is so weird,” Kinara said, leaning into me and sticking a hand down my pants.

      “Whoa,” I hissed.

      She held it, nothing more, head on my shoulder. To my surprise, I learned that day that a perfect movie could be even more perfect.
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      When the movie was over, we emerged to a mid-afternoon warmth that caused me to pause and simply enjoy the moment. I was in a state of euphoria, and the large guy was there, glaring, but his buddies said something to him and they walked off. My monster girls rubbed their eyes, not used to the adjustment from dark to the light.

      “So that was a movie?” Milkshake asked.

      “That, my dears, was not only a movie,” I replied. “It was quite possibly the best movie ever made.”

      “It’s good,” Bloodsong countered, “but don’t you think you’ve set the bar high?”

      “What’ya mean?”

      “If it’s the best movie, and it’s the first they ever saw… that means many years of letdown as they hope to compare future movies to it.”

      “Damn. I hadn’t considered that.”

      “Of course, you might also not have realized that it’s not the best—that, for me, goes to Casablanca. But this one’s a close third.”

      “Third?”

      She grinned. “Fine, maybe second. It’s a tough call, between this and The Wild Bunch. The editing on that movie—”

      “What are you two going on about?” Jalee asked.

      “And what’s that?” Milkshake added, pointing at a huge ice-cream cone a kid had, walking by with his parents.

      I was happy to move on from the subject, as anyone not putting The Princess Bride at the top of their list simply didn’t make sense to me.

      “Ice cream,” Bloodsong said, and licked her lips. “Share a couple of cones?”

      “Don’t mind if we do,” I said, realizing that our recent diet was bound to add a few pounds, what with the hamburgers, shakes, fries, and now popcorn followed by ice cream. We’d figure out a way to balance it out eventually.

      We found the ice cream place, got two waffle cones with two flavors each, and found a table outside to sit at so we could people watch. Chocolate fudge, vanilla, strawberry, and pumpkin. My favorite flavors.

      Not surprisingly, Kinara wasn’t a fan. She pouted when they didn’t have any meat flavors, and tried blood orange but was disappointed. Milkshake was a huge fan, though, and especially liked swirling her tongue suggestively around the ice cream while making eye contact with me.

      “You want to lick some meat…” Milkshake motioned my way, but addressed Kinara, “I’m sure he won’t protest.”

      I grinned at the hopeful look Kinara gave me, but shook my head. “Out in the open like this, we’d get arrested. Or at least a slap on the wrist, I’m not really sure.”

      Bloodsong took a spoon of my pumpkin, closing her eyes as she tasted it, then eyed each of us in consideration.

      “Not to sound insulting to you, Ferris,” she said, but then turned to the others, “what is it about this human? What… draws you to him?”

      I wasn’t sure I would want to hear the answers.

      Kinara went first. “For me, it’s… him. I can’t pinpoint anything specific that monsters would normally be attracted to. He’s lacking in all the hair and fur we find sexy, has no horns, his dick—”

      “Maybe focus on the good?” I interrupted.

      “It’s not bad that it’s so small,” she whispered, at least sparing me that embarrassment from passersby. “Like I told you before, I actually like that it doesn’t hurt.”

      “Yeah, and you can hurt us in other ways,” Jalee added, hand on my knee. “Pain doesn’t have to only come from between a man’s legs.”

      I was baffled, but the idea of monsters enjoying pain kind of made sense, now that I thought about it. In fact, I’d kind of enjoyed pain, too. Who was I to judge?

      “Okay, we’ve established that you like him in spite of those things,” Bloodsong said, “and probably in spite of him not having a tail, only one tongue, and—

      “Positive?” I interrupted.

      She smiled. “Right, so in spite of all that, what’s the plus for you all?”

      “I happen to like my eyebrows,” I said, just to get the ball rolling. That at least got some laughs. Hey, my eyebrows were thick and strong, almost like Tom Selleck. Nothing to scoff at.

      “I like his eyelashes, while we’re on the face,” Jalee said. She took a lick of the vanilla, eyeing me. “But it’s what’s behind those eyes that really gets me. Monsters don’t have that look, that… purity? Like he genuinely wants to see us happy, see us pleased.”

      “A smooth soul to match his smooth cock,” Kinara said, nodding. “And honestly, when I take it in my mouth, I’ve learned I prefer smooth. Not the soul, as I’ve never tasted a soul, exactly. But… yeah, it’s kind of fun being able to take it fully in, and also not have a hairball after.”

      Jalee laughed, eyeing Milkshake as she said, “Yeah? I’m the only one who has yet to do that, so… thoughts?”

      “Oh yes. So fun, so delicious.”

      Now they were making me blush, as well as squirm in my seat.

      “So it’s both internal and external,” Bloodsong said, nodding and eyeing me. “And you? I should tell you, most humans aren’t as enthusiastic to jump into the sack with our kind as you’ve proven to be.”

      “Seriously?” I scoffed. “I’m in fucking heaven. Literally, fucking-heaven. Each of them has opened me up to a whole new way of living, but yeah, like them it’s not only physical.”

      “But you barely know them.”

      I frowned, eyeing Kinara first. “I know she’s kind, a bit wild, and… fun.” Then Jalee. “This one, sort of mysterious, eager to take charge when needed, and… caring.” Next, I turned to Milkshake—the most recent addition to the group. “And Milkshake, she seems both silly at times, and very serious at others. I like that she’s not afraid to show both sides of herself—”

      “Or inside herself,” Kinara added with a wink, referring to the way Milkshake had sat, spread-legged, when we had only just met.

      “Sure, none of that hurts.”

      “And the way I went down on you,” Milkshake suggested. “You definitely liked that.”

      I laughed. “Of course, but it’s not what I like about you—just something you did that I very much enjoyed.”

      She sat a little taller, as if proud of her awesome blowjob skills. Hell, she had every right to be.

      “What I like about all of you,” I said, “is the way you seem to enjoy what we’re doing. That we have fun together, none of you really doubting my sincerity, and seemingly not trying to betray my trust. It’s like, we’re best friends even though we pretty much just met.”

      “Aw.” Kinara reached out for my hand from across the table, and I took it.

      “Maybe it’s because I’ve been here longer than these gals,” Bloodsong said, “but that was corny as fuck.”

      I laughed, then turned the tables on her. “Your turn. Why don’t you and your mom get along?”

      “She has her ideals, I have mine. She is a bit of a loner, preferring to do her thing. Me, I like to belong to a team.” At my look of curiosity, she said, “When the time is right.”

      This was all new to me. So far, each of the ladies had joined in without the others expressing any concerns. No jealousy, only fun and encouragement. But this cop seemed to be asking to join, at least insinuating that she might want to at some point, and that wasn’t as easy of a transition. For one, I knew her mom’s name and had been nude in front of her. Ahlaksiz even seemed to possibly be open to being a true part of the team. Maybe she already was, and was simply waiting for me to make a move?

      “I… see,” was all I could say in response.

      A tense moment followed, during which all ice-cream eating paused, and everyone watched one another. With all of the dating I’d watched Alex and Arturo go through, memories of their arguments, women shouting at them and throwing things, keeping me up at night, the last thing I wanted was drama.

      Bloodsong finally started laughing, then nudged Milkshake to her right. “Can you all lighten up?”

      It was Milkshake’s turn to laugh, a bit nervously at first, then more. She wasn’t quite as clear on what it was that made the moment so awkward.

      “A topic of conversation for a future time,” Jalee said, coming to my rescue.

      “What I mean, is,” Bloodsong clarified, “not that I mean to join your pack. Only, that I’m open to joining one again, someday.”

      “Ah.” I leaned back, finally able to relax. Although, dammit, now my hormones were kicking in again and I couldn’t help but imagine ripping that blue uniform off her, watching her breasts bounce out of there.

      I had to look down at the table, not wanting the others to see the desire in my eyes.

      “What’d you think?” I muttered, then finally looked up. “About the movie, I mean.”

      “To be clear,” Kinara said, “the eels weren’t real. How about the rest of it?”

      “Real people, pretending,” I replied. “It’s called acting.”

      They processed this, then finally Kinara smiled wide. “I fucking loved it.”

      “That giant—I knew a guy that size back home,” Jalee said, shaking her head. “Never seemed quite as nice as that man, though.”

      “Andre?” I asked. “Yeah, everyone says he was amazing. Super nice.”

      “I’m not sure I get it,” Jalee admitted, and Milkshake nodded.

      “Maybe on the fifth or sixth viewing,” I said. “But who knows—my neighbor doesn’t get it either, and he’s from Earth. Crazy, but true.”

      Bloodsong laughed. “For shame.”

      We turned the conversation back to Bloodsong, and she told us that she had to report back that evening to a station down toward Anaheim. That she had been in the area for the last thirty years, and overseas before that.

      “So, you’re like a real cop?” I asked.

      Her eyes narrowed, finger on her uniform. “This is one hundred percent legit. But I have to move around, to avoid suspicion. Before this, I was overseas on a Luxembourg assignment—not with the police. That was the last known crossing over I was aware of, until now.”

      Processing that, I turned to Jalee, who I knew had reasons to return related to her sister, then to Milkshake. What was her story? I wanted to know more, but just then my wrist device with the coin on it vibrated, indicating that Ahlaksiz was trying to get back in touch.

      Bloodsong’s eyes darted to it, and she nodded. “I should go. You have my card?”

      “Yes, but I’ll need a new cell soon, as mine got busted.”

      “That right?” She eyed me, skeptically, then took out a cell phone and handed it over. “A sign of my loyalty. I have a work one, but this one’s for personal use. Until you get a new one it’s yours.”

      “Thank you, again.”

      “My number’s in there,” she said, tapping the nametag that held her fake name. “I’ll tell those who want to know that you check out, and I believe you’re not going to be a problem.”

      “And if we are?” Jalee asked.

      “Find me first, so that I can decide at that time which side I want to be on.”

      She stood, flicked her little spoon into the garbage, and walked off. Her tight cop pants did a nice job of showing her ass move from side to side as she walked—even with the strangeness of the tail.

      It was time to meet back up with Ahlaksiz and hear about what she had discovered.
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      We weren’t sure where to meet Ahlaksiz, so we headed for the car with the thought that it would make sense to meet her at my place. Instead, she was already there at the car, leaning against it and grinning. She’d changed her clothes, now wearing an entirely different outfit, to the extent that I almost didn’t recognize her. With tan slacks and a sky-blue blouse, a sports jacket on top, if that’s what they were called when worn by a woman. I had no idea, but knew for sure that it looked damn hot. Like a professor, sort of. She wore a wide-brimmed hat that matched the sports coat, and had a leather purse draped over her shoulder.

      “This is different,” Jalee said.

      “After seeing you all in your new outfits, I figured it was time to dress to impress as well.” Her eyes darted about, apparently wondering if her daughter was still with us.

      “She had to run,” I explained.

      “I’m sorry for… that. I shouldn’t have lost my cool, not in front of you all.”

      “Forget about it,” Kinara said.

      Jalee pointed at the purse. “What’s that?”

      “Normally,” Ahlaksiz held it up, “women keep makeup and money in these. We have ourselves something else—the code needed to break through to the other side, and one-half of the device needed to get through.”

      “I don’t follow,” I admitted.

      She glanced around, then patted the car. “Inside.”

      Good thinking. We didn’t want anyone listening in. Possible spies reporting back to their evil monster bosses. Once we were inside, Ahlaksiz opened her purse to reveal the code as I’d printed it out. She had sketched what looked like a small piece of metal beneath the writing with a hexagon on it. Next to that, a broken disc that had small parts on it.

      “My understanding is that the hunter could return with just this,” she said, indicating the first piece with the hexagon. “He was able to use your summoning point and follow it through to get here, as they leave some sort of trace behind. And since he came through, this would take him back.”

      “And these?” I asked, indicating the other disc.

      “The sun disc seen on ancient gods, especially in Egyptian times. It wasn’t a representation of the sun, or not exactly. A representation of a sun, yes. Ours, from the monster worlds. And it wasn’t merely a representation, either, but a coordinate system, one that I’ve been tracking down, but seems to be in two halves. From my understanding, the stories of the Egyptian god Ra and Aten splitting up shouldn’t be taken literally. It refers to the original travel methods between the lands, with Ra being an ancient monster who had come through. Aten, then, was the sun disk, the means of travel which he lost. People back then began wearing a protective talisman in the form of the Aten, which they incorrectly interpreted as a symbol of creation, light, and rebirth. In a way it was related to rebirth, in that crossing over to the other world was a form of starting over.”

      “And the real Aten?” I asked.

      “I believe it was stolen by lesser monsters, or gods… And at one point ended up in Greece to bring in others. There were other beings back then, too. Creatures from places that weren’t the monsterverse, and I understand there was a war. Humanity thought of us all as gods at times, monsters at others. Sometimes angels and demons.” She paused, noting our looks of impatience. “Long story short, it was split. Since then, less of our kind have been able to make it through, on our own at least. Humans have still been able to summon us from time to time, as evidenced by you.”

      “Clearly.”

      “So we find the two halves, then we’re through,” Jalee said. “Let’s get to it.”

      “Almost—I believe we also need the first item, this one here,” she indicated the hexagon on the metal, “to activate the gateway.”

      “So we’re fucked?” I asked.

      “No, we simply have to go back and find it on the hunter’s body.”

      “At the bottom of the lake,” Milkshake said.

      “Precisely.”

      “And then to the disc.” I frowned, trying not to let all of this overwhelm us.

      “The two halves, you mean. But first, to the hunter.”

      “What exactly would we be looking for?” I asked.

      “I’m guessing something small, some sort of item he could have easily accessed. One that allows for a three-point travel system, created by the travel device and the two halves of the disc. Lucky you, I know where it is.”

      “Great.”

      “Unlucky all of us, it happens to be in enemy territory.”

      “Shit.”

      She nodded. “I don’t know if they are even aware of its presence, but the second we step foot in their land, they’ll be notified. Worst case, we lead them right to it and your world is in trouble.”

      “But if we don’t go, just let the status quo go on…?” I shrugged. “Is that so bad?”

      “For one, you’d leave my sister back there,” Jalee spoke up.

      “I have reason to return as well,” Milkshake added. “Not a rush, but… I do have to return, at some point.”

      “And if you ask me,” Ahlaksiz said, “the monsters I worry about, those enemies of mine, they’ll make a move before too long. This status quo you speak of can’t go on forever.”

      What she said added to my determination, but it was really Jalee speaking up that did it. The look in her eyes when she spoke of her sister told me there would be no living with myself if I didn’t try to help her.

      “Let’s go find it,” I said, revving up the car so that we could once again go back to Big Bear, this time to do some diving, apparently.

      We had a blast driving through the spiral that led us out of the parking lot, then down and out of there. Having a destination in mind and goal thereafter left us all in good spirits, but I had certainly enjoyed the down time. I wouldn’t have minded in the least spending more time showing them around, maybe going to Disneyland or Six Flags. A smile crossed my lips at the thought of these monster girls screaming as a roller coaster threw them about, or at the final drop-off at Splash Mountain.

      As soon as we’d left the city and were on a spot in the road where no cars were nearby, we cloaked and then shot up into the sky, driving over everyone. It was a good thing, too, because not far into the drive we would have hit nasty L.A. traffic.

      “This is convenient,” I said, wanting to laugh at all the suckers in their normal, non-flying cars below but trying to avoid the bad karma.

      We drove for a while, mostly in silence with the ladies occasionally drifting off to sleep. Monsters seemed to sleep more often than humans, but in quick naps. My mind went to ancient history and myths, wondering how much of what I’d thought was only stories actually held truth. And more modern monsters, such as the Chupacabra? Some of it had to be made up, surely, but so much more seemed to plausibly be based on a part of our history I never would have considered a few days prior.

      “Bigfoot?” I asked.

      Ahlaksiz laughed. “Sure, there’s a group of monsters out there who resemble what you’d call a bigfoot.”

      “No shit?” I shook my head, remembering the time my dad showed me Harry and the Hendersons, an old movie about a family who take in a bigfoot.

      I opened my mouth to ask about others, but decided that maybe I didn’t want to know quite yet. Maybe I wasn’t ready.

      “The problem is that we can’t corral the monsters,” she explained. “At least on Earth you have governments, systems in place to try to get humanity to work together in groups. The individuals might not always follow the rule of law, but it’s so much more advanced than what we have back home. Monsters mostly run on their own, sometimes with families, sometimes in packs. There are some groups who have formed organizations, tribes and all that… but nothing like governments.”

      “So when they come through, there’s no way to control them?”

      She shook her head. “That’s right. Some of us who saw what was happening worked together to put an end to it. Humans worked with us to try and stop monsters from coming through. While others worshipped us, new religions helped dispel the old ways so that more turned against the monsters.”

      “And wrote them out of history, and instead into myth,” I said.

      “Myth indeed.” She chuckled. “Making humanity believe that we never truly existed… now that was an accomplishment.”

      I nodded, mind still reeling and not at all sad to find silence again, lost in thoughts of all this. Before long, I saw the familiar hills and mountain, then the road that we had taken in earlier. Night wasn’t far off and the sun was setting behind us, but we still had at least another thirty minutes of daylight, I figured.

      We came to a stop near the island with the plan of following our previous trajectory out to where the hunter’s body had been left behind. Only, we couldn’t advance, because other monsters had beaten us to it.
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      “What’s going on?” Kinara asked, waking first, the others starting to open their eyes and stretch as well. “Are we there yet?”

      “One problem,” I said, pointing.

      There on the lake, the fog had settled again as it had when the hunter was there. Two monsters with large horns stood at the back of what looked like a mid-sized yacht, while a creature moved in the water. A long neck rose up out of the water, seemed to convey something to the others, then the entire being went back under.

      “How long can you hold your breath?” Ahlaksiz asked me.

      I frowned. “Like… thirty seconds?”

      “Not enough, I’d think.”

      “For?”

      She leaned forward, indicating the nearby water. “To enter here, swim over without being noticed, and try to search when they aren’t looking.”

      “We could attack them, no?” I suggested, holding up my metal wrist device that controlled the drones.

      “Not the best idea,” she countered. “I’d guess they might have expected us. Not exactly us, but someone strong enough to kill a hunter. And they might have reinforcements nearby.”

      “Well, damn.” I eyed my teammates, feeling positive we could take those fuckers. Still, if that was too big of a risk, better to look at our other options. “How close can we get without them seeing us? Cloaked, that is.”

      “Probably about twenty feet.”

      I nodded. “There we go, then. Get me in close enough, I think that with my new bat sense and ability to move through water quickly, I can get down there and have a look around.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure it’s worth a go. Only, what exactly am I looking for? What’ll it look like?”

      “Other than the drawing, I don’t know. Anything he might be carrying on him, either in a pouch or pocket, or possibly a compartment on his armor… It’s hard to say.”

      “That’ll have to be enough.”

      I had to get out of the driver’s seat without bringing attention to us. In order to avoid opening and closing doors and the noise that would make, Ahlaksiz climbed around each other for her to drive. Needless to say, in that cramped front part of the car, we had more than a couple of awkward instances of accidental touching—at least, they were accidental on my part. When her hand kind of cupped my balls from underneath, I wasn’t sure.

      A question for another time.

      As it was, she had managed to get into her seat, then started edging the car out slowly. We proceeded with caution, watching the strange monster with its long neck come back up as if reporting in, but saw no signs of them with the hunter’s body. Soon, we came to a stop, and it was eerie as fuck. Opening the door—the type that rose up—and kneeling there, facing away from the others and hoping the cloaked vehicle would also keep me unseen, I lowered myself down into the cold-ass water. It came up to my balls and made me want to screech but I bit down, lowering myself the rest of the way.

      Just before going under, Kinara blew me a kiss and Jalee mouthed, “Be careful.” Milkshake was closest, and she leaned out and whispered, “Have fun storming the castle,” and I don’t know if it could have been love so fast, but damn I felt like I loved all of them in that moment. Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought a woman I’d be fucking would quote The Princess Bride!

      I blew a kiss back, teeth chattering, and then let myself sink down. Water surrounded me and I was fucking freezing, but also that familiar sense of purpose took hold. With a click of my tongue, I knew where every little fish was nearby, every rock at the bottom of the lake, and that there were two of those monsters nearby. The water was too murky to see them, but I could sense them—both with bodies like whales, long necks so that they looked similar to the Loch Ness Monster. Or maybe dinosaurs? In a sense that was badass, but also terrifying.

      Using my water ability to quickly move down, I swam toward them. This had to be fast. I wasn’t great at holding my breath, but needed to avoid them, find the body and item, then get out of there. Another click of my tongue should have revealed it, but… nothing. A sunken rowboat, some beer bottles, but no body. Strange. I turned, trying to see my surroundings and make sure I was in the right place, but everything about it seemed to say I was.

      Taking the risk, I swam closer. I moved as fast as I could, knowing time was short, but had to duck back when one of those things almost saw me. To my surprise, they seemed to be searching, too. How could they have not found him yet?

      My answer came as I looked down and noticed a slight indent in soil beneath me. Without a doubt, there was a shape like a body, where the hunter’s carcass must once have rested. Even a bit of armor, which I grabbed up. It was square, jagged where it had torn off. Maybe it came loose when Milkshake had removed his head?

      But if he wasn’t here and these monsters were searching for him, then I had no idea where he could be. I scanned my surroundings, hoping to see if the water had somehow moved him. How it would move a monster in full armor was beyond me, but I didn’t have any other solutions. He hadn’t had a head, so it’s not like he could have gotten up and swam away.

      I didn’t see him, but through the murky waters a large, dark form appeared. It grew, then suddenly one of those dinosaur creatures was almost on me, snapping out with a mouth full of sharp teeth.

      My little remaining air was gone as I let out a water scream, pushing myself up and using my water power to narrowly avoid the monster’s bite.

      I thought I was clear, but got hit by its tail as it whipped around. The force slammed me through the water, my entire left side feeling like it was on fire. For a second or two I couldn’t be sure which way was up, but snapped out of it as I saw the creature circling back for another go. We were found out—time to scram.

      I clicked my tongue for orientation, then flung myself up toward the surface as I felt pressure on my lungs. For an instant I thought I wouldn’t make it, but then I was shooting up out of the water, arms flailing, about to come back and land in the monster’s open mouth as it emerged in pursuit.

      A flash of blue caught my attention. There was Jalee, flying at me with her blue electric wings shooting out at her sides, and she caught the monster with a bolt of lightning before catching me around the waist. We flew so that I was nearly skimming the top of the water, but she couldn’t hold my weight—she was falling. I knew from past experience that if she fell into the water like that, she’d be in trouble.

      “Let me go,” I said. When I saw she wasn’t about to, I used what strength I had left to wriggle free as I shouted, “Meet me at the car,” before falling and hitting the water.

      It was only then that I realized I didn’t know which way the car was, now that I was so disoriented and it was cloaked.

      I sunk, but pushed myself back up and gauged the distance between me and the approaching monster. It was under the surface, but I could see it coming. Luckily, my bat sense was still working, or I wouldn’t have noticed the other one coming at me from the side. Jalee had circled around, too, and I realized the monster wasn’t coming for me, but for her! She was like a minnow moving across the surface, and that creature was about to leap up and snatch her out of the air.

      “MOVE!” I shouted, shooting over toward her with every intention of taking on that monster if it was the only way to save her. I was halfway there, shouting again, when I felt a tug of pain and then was pulled under.

      Fuck, that first monster had gotten hold of my leg, and now blood obscured my view, panic taking hold. I managed to get free, surface, and see the car appear while Milkshake leaped free to take on the other monster. Presumably, Jalee would at least be safe. Before the monster below me could attack again, I managed to get some distance between us, and then saw the car overhead, Kinara leaning out and reaching down toward me. I caught her hand, and the car lurched up. We cleared the water and I pulled up my legs as the monster shot out, snapping its jaws inches from me.

      Jalee clung to the hood of the car, meeting my gaze with relieved eyes, and then Milkshake surfaced, flesh in her mouth and blood dripping from her chin. As the monster emerged at her side, she went for it. Hot damn, she was a badass.

      “Let me back in so I can help,” I shouted, only to cling to the door frame as a shot hit the car and made it shake. We turned to see that the horned monsters on the yacht were shooting at us. One had a large object on its shoulder, the other shouting commands.

      Another shot came our way—narrowly missing, but giving me a glimpse of the purple material as it went by. It fizzled through the air before fading, but did not look like something I wanted anywhere near me.

      “What’d you find?” Ahlaksiz shouted as she turned the car around, and I got my first chance at activating the drones.

      “Bupkiss,” I said, and felt the drones depart from the car. They opened up on the enemy yacht, causing the two horned creatures to duck out of sight, at least momentarily.

      “You couldn’t find anything on him?”

      “I couldn’t find him—or rather, I found the spot he had been, but he’s gone.”

      She jerked the car as she lost focus, looking at me instead, then got it back on track. There was Milkshake, pushing off of a monster’s back as it tried to bite her. She summoned her new sword and tried to slice into the monster’s body, but only managed a flesh wound, as it glanced off the creature’s tough hide.

      “Focus!” I said, and Ahlaksiz got the car on track, slamming it into the monster’s head as I moved out of the way so that Milkshake could get in. Jalee flew up, hit the second monster with a blast, then came in fast toward the open door. Milkshake spun and this time went for the throat, decapitating the monster and making me wonder if she had a thing for removing heads. She was running along the dying monster’s body, then leaped up and caught hold of the car. I helped Milkshake into the back to make room—her wing remnants scraping along metal and fabric, nearly cutting Kinara, but we made it. Jalee was back in, closing the door, and we cleared the monsters as more shots came after us.

      “Get us out of here,” I said, glancing back, recalling the drones to the car.

      “Without the item?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      Kinara, holding onto me, protested too. “We came all this way for it!”

      “He’s not there,” I said, motioning to the island. “At least get us out of Dodge, so that we can regroup and figure out where to look.”

      “Wait,” Kinara said, then laughed as she held up my wrist. “What’s that?”

      “What is it?” Ahlaksiz said, spinning to have a look after cloaking the car and letting it drive on. Her eyes went wide, everyone staring at the metal on my wrist, now partially broken. “Well, if this Paulo Coehlo were here, he’d say ‘I told you so.’”

      “The author of The Alchemist?”

      She nodded, moving over the divide and then slipping a nail under part of the metal of the wrist device that controlled the drones. She flipped up the broken part. Apparently, it was a flap, and beneath it, as seen in her drawing, was the hexagon item we had been looking for.

      “The Alchemist indeed.” She grinned, then turned back to steer the car—not for the island, but back out of there, the way we had come.

      It made sense now. Turning to the other ladies, I explained, “A book about the treasure you seek being in your backyard. Basically.”

      Ahlaksiz grinned, pulling out her sketch again, comparing it to be sure. “Yes, and as ridiculous as that is, we had it with us the whole time.”

      “Wonderful,” Kinara said with an excited laugh.

      I couldn’t agree more. As fun as coming out here and going for a swim had been, we already had what we were searching for. Then again, we never would have known if not for this little journey. And now that we were here, I realized we could get ourselves another helping of those delicious Bavarian sausages and some pretzels.

      “Head that way,” I told her, indicating the road next to a small church. “I’ve worked up an appetite.”

      “Shitstones,” Jalee said, taking note of my leg. “You’re bleeding all over the car.”

      I gritted my teeth, trying to ignore the pain. “Hey, is it me or the car you’re worried about?”

      “You, of course.” Milkshake looked about, desperately. “Does anyone have healing?”

      “Ointment,” Ahlaksiz said, tapping her purse. “But that will only help the healing process.”

      “I can make the bleeding stop,” Jalee said. “But it’ll leave a scar.”

      “You’re going to use electricity to burn the wounds?” I asked, then shook my head. “Nu-uh, no fucking way.”

      “What do you propose then?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      I leaned back, breathing hard, and sighed. “You think it’ll actually work?”

      “It’s worked before,” Jalee said.

      “You sure you didn’t get any sort of healing powers from me?” Milkshake interjected. “I mean, aren’t you supposed to get some ability from linking? I don’t have healing, but… maybe?”

      Now that she mentioned it, I hadn’t found out yet what I might have gotten from her. I shrugged, closed my eyes to focus on healing, but nothing happened that I was aware of. I opened my eyes and shook my head.

      “Do it,” Ahlaksiz said to Jalee, then turned to Kinara. “You’ll have to hold him down.”

      “Ah, fuck…”

      She came at me, finger out like E.T., but glowing blue and starting to spark. While Kinara held me down, Milkshake turned and managed to help get my pant leg torn off and out of the way, and then I said, “Ouch” in my best E.T. voice to try and make myself laugh. It didn’t work, and Ahlaksiz didn’t seem to get the joke. I bet her daughter would have.

      The finger connected, shooting little blue flashes over my flesh, and I yelped, trying to fight it. I thrashed, but Kinara was apparently much stronger than I’d given her credit for. She pushed me back, pressed her head up against mine to keep me from throwing my head back, and then whispered, “You can do this. You’re so fucking strong.”

      She was right. I gritted my teeth, letting it happen, but was also glad to have her holding me there. It felt comforting, in spite of the pain. And something else—her holding me like that, breasts pressed against my arm, elbow against the edge of my crotch… the pain combined with her touch was turning me on! So much so, that soon my boner was pressed against her arm.

      For a second I wondered if she noticed, but then she started cracking up. She pulled back, looked from me to the bulge in my pants, and said, “This is turning him on!”

      “What?” Ahlaksiz glanced back and laughed, too. “Nice.”

      I grinned, sheepishly. “What can I say?”

      “Say thank you,” Kinara replied, and slid her hand into my pants, starting to stroke it.

      “Ladies, I’m here,” Ahlaksiz said, quickly turning around. “Can that sort of activity wait?”

      “Does it have to?”

      Ahlaksiz gave Kinara a raised eyebrow, stern motherly look, and to my dismay, Kinara pulled her hand away. She gave my crotch a regretful pat, then said, “Next time, little buddy.”

      Before curling up next to me as Jalee did her finishing touches on my leg. It was numb at this point, but also the bleeding had stopped. I was going to have one messed-up-looking calf and inner shin area, but… at least I would live.

      “Oh, shit!” I said, sitting up straight.

      “What? What?!” Ahlaksiz turned, head jolting from one side to the other to look for the danger.

      “There,” I said, indicating the restaurant. “You nearly missed it.”

      She looked like she was going to punch me in the face, but as her stomach rumbled, she nodded and brought us in for a landing. This time, she would take care of grabbing the food—since I needed to sit and recover, and my bloody, burned leg would draw too much attention.

      Another bonus of her going in to get the food was that, as soon as the door was closed, Kinara’s hand slid into my pants again. I wasn’t hard anymore, but with a couple seconds of fun fondling, I certainly was.

      Milkshake glanced over from the seat next to Kinara and chuckled. “Better not make a mess or that lady will kill you.”

      “Isn’t this kind of our car?” I protested.

      “Nothing to worry about,” Kinara said, using her free hand to undo my pants, then bending over and lowering her mouth to my cock. “After all, there won’t be a mess.”

      I glanced around for possible cops, then remembered that we were cloaked—it wouldn’t be a problem. Feeling at ease and watching her lips move to my cock with anticipation, I grinned. Jalee turned to watch the show, while Milkshake watched from the other side, rubbing Kinara’s back under her shirt the whole time.

      This wasn’t a moment for all of us to get into it, simply a nice backseat blowjob after what could have easily been an encounter with death. She stroked hard and fast, and I felt no need to prove I could hold out, so let it happen naturally. It lasted maybe two minutes, and then she was drinking down every drop, licking me clean, and licking her lips as she tucked me away.

      “There we go. I had my meal.”

      The others laughed, and Milkshake moved in to kiss her, tongue moving across her lower lip where a drop remained.

      “Next time, it’s my turn,” Milkshake told me.

      I wasn’t about to protest. I’d even managed to mostly forget about how hungry I was, almost drifting off to sleep. But when the car door clicked and I caught a whiff of the food, you bet your ass I was alert and ready to scarf it down.
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      Worried the monsters would have reinforcements looking for us, we got our order to go and were soon on the road again. This time, with a car full of sausages, big pretzels, and sodas.

      “At least it wasn’t a total waste of a trip,” Kinara said, biting into one of the raw sausages they’d been nice enough to sell Ahlaksiz. “These are stupendous.”

      “And we never would’ve known we had the device with us, if not for that fucking monster nearly killing me,” I pointed out.

      “True.” Ahlaksiz continued at the wheel, though she needed me to look up directions until we reached the 210 again. After eating, she figured my leg was probably ready for her healing balm, so she had Kinara apply it.

      The balm was cooling, reminding me of a more pleasurable version of Tiger Balm. It even made my leg feel like nothing had happened, as if the monster had never bitten it. But the moment I tried to put any weight on the leg when we parked on the roof of my apartment complex, I knew that was all an illusion.

      “How long until I can walk on it like normal?” I asked.

      “Let’s give it the night,” Ahlaksiz said, exiting the vehicle with us and heading toward the stairs down. Milkshake stood looking out at the surrounding buildings and down the street, while Jalee and Kinara helped me walk, one on each side.

      “That soon?” I asked.

      Ahlaksiz nodded. “With the wounds closed, thanks to your electric friend, and with my balm, I’d think so. It might hurt, but you’ll be able to move about.”

      “This land is so strange,” Milkshake said. She summoned her sword, spinning with it to perform a sort of kata form.

      “What’re you doing?” I asked, pausing with the other two near the door down.

      “Finding my flow,” she replied. “This world is so strange, it’s giving me anxiety. I think I’ll stay here and practice for a bit, if it’s all the same to you all.”

      “Of course, but try not to be seen by anyone. Yeah?”

      “You got it.” She stepped out, thrusting the sword into empty space, and with her baggy socks and short skirt, I felt like I was witnessing an anime coming to life. Beautiful. Still, we’d had a long day and I needed to rest the leg, so the rest of us headed down the stairs and to my place.

      Going to open my door, I heard laughter coming from Arturo’s place. I glanced over, wondering what they were up to, and caught a whiff of the smell of pizza. Normal guys doing normal guy things. Nothing wrong with that, but I had moved on to doing my own thing now. Considering that ‘my thing’ involved fighting monsters and fucking these beautiful ladies, I had to feel that sitting around eating pizza and not doing a whole lot else felt kind of beneath me. And at the same time, I pursed my lips, realizing I missed it.

      Two days away… and I missed it. I chuckled, then opened the door and let them in. Ahlaksiz paused there, and turned for the stairs that led the rest of the way down.

      “You can stay,” I blurted out. At her raised eyebrow when she looked back my way, I added, “I don’t mean anything by it. Only that it’s late, and… if you want, you don’t have to go all the way back.”

      She considered me, then the sound of laughter from the other apartment again. “No, not tonight. I think I’ll go and tomorrow we get our start on finding the two parts to the sun disk. You might want to take a break from these ones, go spend time with your friends. We don’t know when you’ll be back.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Sure,” Kinara said. “I think we can occupy ourselves just fine, if you want to go see your friends.”

      Jalee agreed, and said, “I’d like to look through some of those books I saw. I’m curious.”

      She meant the manga I had, I imagined, since I wasn’t sure how well she could read our language, even if the audio part of the language translated automatically.

      “Have fun, then,” I said, and headed for the door across the hall. “I won’t be long.”

      They waved, and went into my place, closing the door behind them. Ahlaksiz headed down, apparently wanting to use her own vehicle to return. That left only me there in the hall. I approached the door to Arturo’s place, almost feeling like I was too old for this, but knocked on the door.

      It opened a second later to Alex, who was clutching a piece of half-eaten pepperoni in one hand. He chewed, swallowed and said, “Bro, come on in!”

      I obliged, and found Arturo with a couple of beers and the rest of the pizza. He was reclined in his boxers and a T-shirt, apparently staying in for the night, and was smiling wide.

      “Dude, where the fuck have you been?” he asked me. “Or better yet, who the fuck have you been banging?”

      I waved off the question, plopping down in the chair opposite him. Alex noticed my leg and cringed, fist to his mouth. “Oh, whoa. What? Where did that happen?”

      “Ah, nasty!” Arturo chimed in.

      “It’s okay,” I insisted. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Maybe…” Arturo got up off the couch, stumbling from one-too-many beers, and knelt next to my leg. Too close for comfort. “Dude, banging girls, getting into what looks like serious shit… You’ve changed.”

      I wanted to protest but he wasn’t wrong. Instead, I nodded. “We all change.”

      “Fucking A.” He took another beer, eyes half-closing, then plopped himself back down onto the couch. “You’re a genuine, grade-A badass. That’s what you are now. But you used to be a… a…”

      “A fucking pussy,” Alex interjected. “But now look at you!”

      The way this was going, I wasn’t sure whether to be offended or humored. Part of what they were saying was true, but at the same time I liked old me as well as new me. Couldn’t I be both? Part of being new me, though, meant not giving two fucks what these guys thought. This was about having fun with my boys.

      “Beer me.” I held out a hand, waiting. “And also, shut up.”

      They both laughed, while Alex handed me a beer.

      “We had the craziest day,” Arturo said, leaning back with his feet up on the coffee table. “Tell him, Alex. Tell him.”

      Alex grunted, squatting down in front of me so that he could show me his face. It was the first time I noticed that he had a black eye.

      “Dude.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, Arturo hit on some girl at Six Flags, and turns out she was with Bugs Bunny, because suddenly Bugs was there, shoving him back. I stepped in, and then Daffy charged in and gave me this shiner, but we ran before Superman could get involved. I don’t mess with Superman.”

      “You got in a fight at Six Flags?” I laughed, shaking my head and thinking how ridiculous that was, except that it still didn’t compare to what I’d gone through lately. They could have their fun, though. I wasn’t about to tell them what I’d been up to.

      “Yeah, we got kicked out,” Arturo said, then held up a piece of paper. “But not before I got them digits, boy!”

      He and Alex fist bumped, cheering, while I nodded, pretending to be impressed. A few days ago, that actually might have impressed me. I wasn’t the type to ask for a girl’s number—not since sixth grade at the skating rink, anyway. That had resulted in my first heartbreak, and I’d never wanted to put myself out like that again.

      Summoning girls from another world seemed to be working out much better for me.

      “You going to hit that?” Alex asked him.

      Arturo grunted. “Maybe, maybe not. Maybe while Bugs watches and I give him the finger.” He turned to me, then, and his face went serious. “Hold on, though… Ferris here has been the one having all the fun, am I right? Your days off are over, bro. Tell us all about those freak-a-dinks.”

      “Freak-a-dinks?” I shook my head, then took a swig from my beer.

      “Spill it,” Alex said. “You… hit that yet? They pop your cherry?”

      I set down my beer, then shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “OOH!” They both cheered, slapping my back and going for high fives.

      “Don’t be like that,” I said, really not wanting the ladies to think I was sharing all the details. The guys started asking, but I waved them off and refused.

      Finally, Arturo turned back to Alex, apparently giving it a rest, and said, “I ever tell you guys about my first?”

      “Fuck if I know,” Alex replied. “Tell it again.”

      Arturo grinned, then dove into the story. “There I was, right, I think it was like tenth grade and we have a group of us over at her house, listening to Stone Temple Pilots and drinking cheap wine from her mom’s stash. She tells me she has a record collection, and I’m like ‘sweet,’ even though I barely knew what records were back then. So, I follow her back into this side room that’s only separated by a hanging curtain, right? As soon as we’re back there, she turns around and starts tearing off my clothes. I was all nervous, because my boys were there on the other side of that curtain, and here I am shirt off, suddenly pants, too, and she’s taking my limp cock—limp because I was nervous, nothing else—in her mouth, working it.”

      “Wait, I was there that night,” I interrupted, appalled. “Shit, I wondered what was taking you so long. That girl—what, Amanda?—her friends were annoying as hell.”

      “Yeah, Amanda.” He grinned. “And now you know. I wanted to wait to tell you until you had a story of your own.”

      Alex had downed his beer, and as he opened another, he said, “Don’t stop now, you’re getting to the good stuff.”

      “Right, right.” Arturo laughed, glancing around and then finding a bag of chips on the table. He held it up as if to go for one, but instead kept on with the story. “So this wasn’t my first blowjob, but as soon as she got me hard she pulled off her clothes, too, and I realized she had blankets and a pillow on the floor, and was pulling me down onto them, on top of her. She had set this whole thing up!”

      “Nice.” Alex held out his beer for a cheers. I obliged him.

      “Weirdest part, I still remember looking over at everyone’s feet under that hanging curtain while we were doing it, thinking that if anyone knelt down for any reason, they’d see us. It was kinda hot.”

      Alex laughed, but I pursed my lips, considering that last bit.

      “Wait, to be clear, you were turned on by the idea that I, or one of the others there, might have watched you losing your virginity?”

      “When you put it like that, it sounds weirder than it was,” Arturo protested. “But… yes.”

      I chuckled, going for another swig of beer.

      “Your turn,” Arturo said.

      “Not gonna happen.”

      “Bro…” Alex stared, but when I shook my head again, he held up a finger, then said, “I’ll show you mine.”

      He had been threatening—or offering—this for some time, but it had always seemed too out there for me. My buddy wanted to put on porn of himself? Strange, yes, but with everything going on lately, I found myself not leaving the room.

      Seeing this, he suddenly leaped up, slapped his projector to his phone, and turned off the lights. Yeah, he had this old Moto Z4 with attachments, such as a projector. It worked pretty good, too. A few seconds later, he had it on the blank wall of theirs above the table opposite us, and I saw more of him than I’d ever have thought likely.

      It was my first lesson that simply being tall didn’t mean being well-endowed. I tried not to notice, of course, but when he held the camera up to the petite Asian slapping her cheek with his hard cock, it was hard not to notice how it barely extended past her hand. By my guess, I had a good two inches on him. Huh.

      “Sorry, not that part,” he said, blushing, then skipped to a different video. “Not that girl, either.”

      Sure enough, now he had the camera steady, maybe on a tri-pod or something. This was a big girl—huge breasts, major curves, bordering on chubby, but she wasn’t bad on the eyes.

      “More of her to love,” Alex said with a wink our way, while she leaned back, huge breasts falling off to the side, and spread her legs. It was no professional porn, so the shots weren’t great, but at least this time we didn’t have to see as much of him. Her leg blocked his cock, until she lifted it and we saw it briefly during penetration.

      As he started to thrust away, I remembered why I’d never stayed for him to play this before. It was fucking weird.

      “Why exactly did you record your first time?” I asked.

      “For moments like this,” he replied.

      “And she’s okay with that?”

      On the screen, she started yelping—very high-pitched, very annoying.

      “Okay with it?” he laughed. “She asked for five copies, so she could share them with her girlfriends.”

      I made eye contact with Arturo, who was clearly trying to hold back a laugh. He failed, a moment later busting up with laughter and telling Alex to turn it off.

      “You don’t want to see to the end?” Alex asked, sounding hurt.

      “No offense, but…” I shook my head.

      “Turn it back to the Asian, and I’m down,” Arturo said, but Alex shut the whole thing off instead, then turned on the lights.

      “Okay,” he said, turning on me. “Now you have no choice but to tell us. Come on, all the details.”

      “Guys, I just… can’t.” I sat up. “Oh, but I took them to see The Princess Bride. That was awesome.”

      Both guys stared at me like I was on crack.

      “He’s really not going to tell us,” Arturo said, shaking his head, sadly.

      “I showed you my virginity tape,” Alex said, shaking his head at me. “You saw my whole package, all the goods, and you won’t even tell us what happened?”

      “It was amazing, okay?” I held out my hands in surrender. “Let’s leave it at that.”

      Both guys shook their heads, astounded.

      “I… think I’m gonna go,” I said, heading for the door. This sort of pressure and judging wasn’t what I’d come here for. I wanted to hang out, talk about the movie, maybe hear about what else they were up to. And now I wasn’t sure if I could find a way to wipe that image of the Asian girl slapping Alex’s cock against her cheek out of my mind. That was bound to scar me.

      With a sigh, I went back to my own apartment, only to find the ladies all sitting cross-legged on my bed. They looked like they’d been having a conversation, but stopped the instant I entered.

      “So, did you tell them all about us?” Kinara asked. “Did you tell them about the car blowjob?”

      “Of course not,” I assured her.

      She frowned, glanced over to Jalee, who was also frowning, then to Milkshake who was actually glaring.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re ashamed of us,” Jalee said, and Kinara put a hand to her mouth in shock. “I don’t get it.”

      “If someone asked me about our sex life, I’d tell them everything,” Kinara insisted. “I’d tell them all about you. Even the curve of your left testicle, how it’s a bit more oval than the right. How—” She stepped over, hand to my cheek. “Because I’m proud of you.”

      “That’s… different.”

      Suddenly, she was punching my cheek, painfully so. “And you can’t even do us the decency of describing my awesome blowjob to them?”

      “Hey, hey!” I pulled my cheek away and took her hand in mine. “First, what the fuck? Second, no, that’s not how it works on Earth. We don’t go around blabbing details, and usually if someone does, their partner gets pissed.”

      “Why?”

      “What? I don’t know. It’s how it is.”

      They glared.

      “You want me to go tell them?”

      “Mm-hmm,” came from Jalee, the other two nodding their heads.

      I couldn’t believe this, they were serious. “It’s getting late,” I protested. “They might be passed out, they—”

      “Go. Tell. Them.” Kinara folded her arms. “If you’re serious about enjoying us, show it.”

      My mouth must have dropped open, because Milkshake stepped forward and used the back of her paw to close it. She leaned forward, went up on her toes to kiss me, then shoved me toward the door.

      I couldn’t believe this, but if they were going to be a pain in my ass because I had been a gentleman, fine. I’d give them exactly what they wanted. Storming back over across the hall, I banged on the door.

      Alex opened it and said, “Came back to watch more?”

      “No,” I replied, then gestured for him to move aside so I could enter. Once in, he glanced back at my apartment across the hall, at which point I heard a click of the door. The ladies must’ve been watching to see what I would do.

      Well, to make sure they heard, I said, “You wanna hear about my first time?”

      Arturo was lying down on the couch, now, apparently close to passing out, but he put a fist in the air. “Preach!”

      Alex laughed, but shrugged as if he hadn’t been begging me earlier.

      “Fine, here goes.” I walked over and looked for a beer, but they didn’t have any. As determined as I was to share, I wasn’t used to this whole spilling-the-beans thing.

      “Bro…” Alex poured me a shot of tequila. I frowned, but said what the hell and downed it. To my surprise, it was quite smooth, but I still needed a couple of chips.

      Finally ready, I sat down, rubbing my hands together, and went into it. I told them all about how Kinara had taken me in the car, with the glass still in my chest, going into detail about the way it felt when her wet pussy slid down on my cock.

      “Wait,” Arturo interrupted, eyes suddenly wide. “You’re talking about that mess in my car, right? I don’t want to hear it.”

      “It’s all thanks to you,” I replied with a grin.

      He groaned, hand to his forehead. “Ahhh, I’d rather have lived in ignorance.”

      “Someday I’ll buy you a new one.” I wasn’t going to be ashamed, not after they’d begged to know and the ladies had insisted I tell. “And earlier today, I got a blowjob in the backseat of a car. My girl swallowed it and all, then another girl kissed her, licking the remains clean.”

      “The fuck?” Alex burst into laughter, Arturo sitting up now, both into this.

      “What else?” Arturo asked.

      “Shit,” I was on a roll, now, “there was the shower, and oh, on the toilet—not while doing anything nasty, mind you—and of course on the bed. Wait, I had my first sixty-nine at Big Bear, then fucked this other lady outside a house, right there against the wall, next to the bricks of the chimney in the light of day, and—”

      “Bullshit,” Alex said, shaking his head, then taking a swig of the tequila right out of the bottle. “I’m calling bullshit on all of this.”

      “You can’t,” I protested. “I’m for real.”

      “You saw the girls he’s with,” Arturo argued, “you can’t tell me they don’t look like freaks. In a good way.”

      “Nah, we know Ferris.” Alex eyed me suspiciously. “No offense, but… what? You watched some weird porn and now you expect us to believe you while you basically recount it for us? Paid some friends to come over and pretend to be into you so you could impress us?”

      “I… no!” I couldn’t believe this shit. They were the ones who had insisted I tell. “Arturo, tell this guy he’s crazy.”

      Arturo pointed toward the way we’d gone earlier. “They came by before, and homegirl was naked, wearing just some weird prop stuff or something. I don’t doubt our boy here.”

      “Give me a break,” Alex protested. He turned back to me. “All this in like, what? A couple of days? Your dick would be raw, man. Or at least hella swollen.”

      “Believe what you wanna believe,” I countered. “But my dick is doing just fine. In fact, better than fine. My dick has been having the time of its life, and it’s ready for more. So… peace out, bitches.”

      I practically skipped to the door, Arturo laughing all the while. When I turned at the door and said, “I hope they don’t keep you guys up as they scream my name,” Arturo’s laughs turned to a drunken stupor of giggles, while Alex simply stared at me like he had no idea who I was anymore.

      Hell, I hardly knew who I was anymore.

      I threw open the door to find the ladies all standing there, clearly listening in.

      “Is that better?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Kinara said, grabbing my hand and shoving it down her pants. “Ask me after I’m done screaming your name.”

      A glance back showed that Alex had seen. I closed the door, ready to get back to my place and see if my bite was as loud as my bark.
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      As soon as we had the door closed, Kinara was practically on top of me, stripping off my clothes and guiding me to the bed. The other two joined in, with Jalee going for my pants, Milkshake making sure my boxers followed immediately.

      “Whoa, whoa,” I said, so caught off-guard that I was completely limp in Jalee’s hand, even with the little shocks. “What’s happening?”

      “All that talk,” Kinara said, and Jalee shivered like a cold wind blew through her. “Hot.”

      “We want to give you something to really talk about,” Jalee added, eyes lighting up with sparks of electricity.

      “Let them hear it for themselves,” Milkshake added. In a blink, all three of them were naked as well, and it was clear they meant business.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, scooting away, holding up my hands.

      “You’re what, tired?” Jalee asked, Kinara pouting at her side.

      Milkshake wasn’t stopping, though, and had started grinding her pussy on my leg. Was I wussing out? No fucking way.

      “I’m taking control.”

      “What?” Kinara’s eyes went wide, Jalee biting her lip.

      “Like I said.” I pulled Milkshake up to me, kissing her passionately, then moving to the next. “You want to do this, it’s time I make it happen my way.”

      “Since when do you have a way?” Kinara asked.

      “I figured it’s time I figure out what my way is.” I stood on the bed and motioned her over. When she stood in front of me, head at crotch level, I reached out. Hands on her ears, I massaged gently so that she opened her mouth. She didn’t complain when I brought my cock to her cheek, caressing her with the tip and bringing it to her mouth as she moaned. Her whole body shook as I massaged, the other two watching intently. Kinara couldn’t last once I had her ears in my fingers, and sure enough, she climaxed less than ten seconds later.

      My cock was throbbing and I was warmed up. My mind was reeling with ideas for what to do here, but instinct took over and I pulled Milkshake up and bent her over. Next, I gripped her by the base of her wings and knelt behind her. Kinara took one of my toes into her mouth. Oh, shit, that was kinda nasty but also sent chills up my spine. I nearly fell over, but used those wings for balance as I thrust on my knees, feet out behind me. Jalee caressed my ass and I pulled her in for a kiss, moaning as I thrust. Experimenting, I slapped Milkshake on the ass, then went harder so that it shook and she yelped.

      “Too much?” I asked.

      She reached down between her legs, grabbing my balls. “Harder, fucker!”

      When I did, she squeezed, so I slapped that ass again, then flipped Milkshake over and sat on her face so that she could lick my balls and ass before bringing Jalee down to straddle her. We started fucking right there, balls and thighs on Milkshake’s breasts while sliding into Jalee. Kinara came up then, kissing Jalee’s neck and shoulder while watching me.

      It was only when I slid my ass back onto Milkshake’s face harder than I meant to and heard her grunt that I remembered I was a bit tipsy—or maybe even drunk?

      “That’s what you want, just say it,” Kinara said. She laughed and motioned me over. I wasn’t sure what I wanted, exactly. But my head was spinning, my cock hard, and I was open to trying things.

      Her hand found my ass, but I took one look at her claws and pulled away. “Fuck no.”

      She laughed as Jalee held up her hand—no nails, and looking smooth. I gulped, nodded, and turned around on all fours. As Kinara slid under me to take my cock in her mouth, Jalee moved behind and slid a finger from her pussy, getting it nice and wet, then started caressing my asshole. I let out a yelp at first, then moaned at the combined pleasure of that with the blowjob.

      “This is… mmm,” Milkshake said, and she scooted over, legs spread in front of my face. I was happy to dive in. Partially because I loved eating pussy, as I’d recently learned, but also because it helped me stifle the sounds that came along with a finger moving in and out of my ass. When I couldn’t take it anymore and Milkshake had shouted out and squirted all over my chin, I slid off and took Jalee, slamming her up against the wall and pulling one of her legs up so her foot was on the bed. It was her turn to climax next, and I brought it full circle then to fuck the hell out of Kinara before pulling out so my cum shot all over her chest.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “I… the pregnant thing.”

      “Fuck that.” She frowned, then wiped some off with a finger and licked it off like she was tasting a delicious pudding. “Next time, I want you cumming in me all the way.”

      As soon as we were done, I was about to lie down and rest with them, when I realized I had to take a piss, bad.

      “One sec,” I said, and charged into the bathroom, barely having time to lift the seat before unleashing. My piss gushed out like a waterfall. When done, I sighed, but noticed movement out of the corner of my eye.

      Kinara stood there, watching me piss, but Jalee entered to wash her hands—especially the finger that had been in my ass.

      I looked down as I shook, and blinked. Huh, it really was swollen. If Alex hadn’t mentioned that as a thing that actually happened, I might have freaked out. As it was, I figured maybe just going a day without sex would help, though I wasn’t sure that would be possible with these ladies.

      Somehow, I would have to hold them off.
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      If I’d ever slept so soundly, I couldn’t remember it. Strange, considering the fact that I had three ladies sleeping in the bed with me, and I only had a queen-size bed. Stretching, I pushed myself up to look for them—but only counted two. Kinara lay with her face by my knees, legs spread so that I could see the moist, inner pink of her. My cock responded to the sight, but my anxiety was rising too.

      My mind spun as I searched, very aware of the wind blowing on the plastic where my window had been. I sat up, confirming that the other figure there with us was Milkshake, lying on the other side of Kinara, curled up in a ball with her wings hanging out over the bed.

      Where was Jalee?

      I pushed myself out of bed, eyes darting to the bathroom and kitchen. A click of my tongue showed that she wasn’t in either. Shit. I went for the front door, forgetting that I was completely nude and hard as stone, throwing the door open to call out for her.

      To my horror, there on the other side of the door, was Miss Croshauer, the building manager. She gulped, brushed a strand of gray hair from her face, and pursed her lips as she lowered her glasses to have a look at me in full.

      “Ahhh…” I grimaced, covered my crotch, and said, “Sorry, emergency. I’m looking for someone and—”

      Craning her neck to see past me, she tsked. “Seems you’ve already found two someones.”

      “Yes, well…”

      I stepped back behind the door, closing it to all but a couple inches. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      “I’m here to see about the window,” she said.

      “Right. Don’t worry about it—I’ll get it taken care of.”

      I tried to close the door, but she slid a foot in. “Mr. Parrone, we have building contractors. I just need to ensure you’ll be fine with letting them in this afternoon. When they come by, maybe you can avoid opening the door with an exposed erection, if you don’t mind? You know, lawsuits and all that.”

      “Yes, of course. Actually, would it be fine if nobody’s home? You have a key, yes?”

      “I do, and that would be preferable. Thank you for your understanding and,” she glanced down, “the show.”

      At that, she turned and headed back toward the elevator. I closed the door, then turned around to see Kinara, legs now closed, on her side and staring at me.

      “Something wrong?” she asked.

      “Actually, we’re missing…” I almost said Jalee’s name, but stopped myself. Kinara knew it, but Milkshake didn’t. Until they were all comfortable sharing, I didn’t want to be the one to tell.

      “Who?” a hoarse whisper came from below.

      “Huh?” I squatted, then nearly jumped back as a hand appeared from under the bed.

      A second later, bright-blue eyes were staring at me, then Jalee emerged. “We’re missing someone?”

      I stared, confused. “What… what were you doing under there?”

      She stood, stretching—and damn it was nice watching her stretch, with the way her breasts lifted up as she put her hands up, her thighs tight as she raised up on her toes. She put her hands on her hips, then, and started rotating back and forth. “The bed was too soft for me, and I’ve always enjoyed dark holes—”

      “Yeah you have,” Kinara said with a laugh and a wink.

      Jalee grinned with a shrug, then said, “It felt like sleeping back home. What I’m used to.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Listen, are any of you hungry?” I grabbed a pair of boxers, slid them on, then made my way to the kitchen. Opening the fridge door, I realized we would need to go shopping again soon. Then again, we were leaving, and I didn’t know for how long. My heart was still racing from thinking Jalee had gone, and finding her under the bed like that had been a surprise. Monsters in my closet, under my bed… what next?

      I found a half-eaten box of pizza and brought that out, then threw a couple of eggs in a frying pan. Setting aside two more for Kinara to eat raw, I also pulled out some yogurt snacks, peeled an orange, and poured some water.

      “Breakfast is served,” I called out to them, stirring the eggs and adding some salsa.

      Kinara came in first and helped herself to an egg, eating it her weird way by making a hole and then sucking its contents out. She said that the other two were taking turns in the bathroom, and then sat down to watch me cook.

      “I wonder if I’d be more into cooking if it didn’t require fire where I’m from.” She tried a piece of orange, smiling.

      “Fire?” I returned to the stove, noticing what she meant—electric, so no fire required. “Ah. We still use fire when we want that special grilled taste, but technology means we don’t have to.”

      “I don’t need fire to cook, back home or here,” Jalee said, now wearing a pair of cute, sky-blue panties, but nothing else. To emphasize her point, she picked up an uncooked egg, sent lines of electricity around it, then cracked it in two. “One cooked egg.”

      “Neat trick,” I said with a grin, then turned off the stove and gave the scrambled eggs one last stir. Nodding at her panties, I said, “Feeling more bashful today?”

      She laughed. “Why should I? No, but since you put on underwear, I figured I would, too. Trying to fit into this world, while I’m here.”

      I didn’t mind either way. Everyone walking around naked was nice, but the panties added a sexy, mysterious quality. There was something to be said about needing to open a present, and the anticipation of what lay beneath the wrapping.

      I took a look in the cupboards to see what snacks we could bring with us, but saw only pasta. We could stop by the store on the way to wherever we were going, and grab some snacks.

      “Hey,” Milkshake said, standing in the doorway, kind of squatting with a piece of toilet paper in her hand. “I’m supposed to do what with this again?”

      If I didn’t care about being insensitive, I would’ve face-palmed. “Just… wipe. But in the bathroom, and throw it in the toilet after. Oh, and front to back.” I remembered reading that somewhere.

      She nodded, wiped, and said, “I did it!”

      “In the bathroom,” I reminded her, and blinked in confusion as she ran off to get rid of the toilet paper. A strange thought hit me, a curiosity, really. Did they not need tampons? In fact, did animals have periods? That was something I would have to google, so went for the borrowed phone. Interestingly, it said that most animals didn’t bleed in the same way humans did, with just chimpanzees and a couple of other exceptions. So with these monster girls, it could have gone either way.

      “Everything good?” Kinara asked. “Heard from your cougar friend?”

      It made sense that’s what I would be checking, so I pulled up her contact and called. “I’ll check.”

      She ate another raw egg, while Milkshake returned to join Jalee trying my scrambled eggs and the pizza.

      The phone rang, then it rang again, and I could hear it outside the door. I jogged over and threw it open to see Ahlaksiz there, rummaging through her purse.

      “Excellent timing,” she said, and then eyed me in my boxers with a hint of a smile. “All ready, I assume?”

      “Just finishing up breakfast.” I opened the door for her to enter, and said, “We have company in case you’d like to cover up.”

      “Why would we?” Kinara asked, her cute little bat tail wiggling as she bent over to look in the fridge. “I didn’t realize how cold it could get in here. Kind of… amazing.”

      “It is,” I admitted, but was of course staring at her ass.

      “We have a big day ahead of us,” Ahlaksiz said. “Maybe we should all get dressed so we can hit the road?”

      I agreed, and scarfed down two slices of pizza thrown together like a sandwich as I picked out an outfit for the day, then threw some extra clothes in my pack. The ladies followed soon, getting dressed as Ahlaksiz watched me with a humored expression and I focused on trying not to look like the lone guy watching the ladies dress.

      “You must be enjoying this,” she said.

      “Thoroughly,” I admitted.

      She threw her head back and laughed, then asked, “They haven’t worn you out yet?”

      Jalee finished with her pants and said, “We’re working on it, but he’s quite resilient.” She held up a bra. “What’s this thing, and how does it work?”

      “Allow me,” Ahlaksiz said, stepping over to give her a hand. “It seems annoying at first, but a good one of these helps hold those babies in place when you’re running and fighting. Not this particular style—you’ll need one of those,” she nodded to a sports bra on the bed, “but this will do until we think we’ll be in real action, then you can change if you want to.”

      “Are we anticipating action?” I asked.

      Her eyes met mine, no joking to them this time as she replied, “Definitely.”

      I gulped, then remembered my wrist devices and put them on. Having the drones to help gave me a boost of confidence. Finally, we were all ready so made our way to the stairs and up to the waiting car. I was quite sure I saw a shadow pass over the peephole at Alex and Arturo’s place, and had to wonder which of them was spying on us.

      Soon we were on our way, but before bothering with instructions on where to go, I insisted on swinging by Trader Joe’s. I ran in for a box of pop-tarts, some barbeque chips, energy bars, and drinks. Better to be prepared than not.

      When I finished paying, the woman behind me said, “Ferris?”

      It took me a couple seconds to process her—with her slick black hair and sunglasses, but that cute little button nose gave her away.

      “Monica?” I asked, my first thought being Bitch, more out of instinct than anything else. She’d been a crush in high school, and the one time I’d tried to ask her out, she had ignored me.

      “That’s right.” She looked me up and down, then slid her wallet into her purse. “Something’s different about you.” She adjusted her stance, hand on her hip, other at the edge of her bottom lip. I used to think that touch was sexy as hell, but now I’d moved on to bigger and better things.

      “New hairstyle, I guess,” I replied, but knew that wasn’t it. She sensed the new me—the sexed-up me, supercharged and undeniably more of a man than I’d ever been.

      “It… suits you.” She smiled, and I imagined she was batting her eyelashes behind those shades. Not that it mattered to me. Not anymore.

      “Gotta run,” I said, taking the cart from the cashier and getting my receipt. “But it was great seeing you.”

      Walking away from her without a second look back felt damn good. I imagined she was even staring after me, wondering what she did wrong, how she had lost out on this. But she had, and now I knew my worth—it was high as fuck.

      As far as I was concerned, this adventure was off to a great start.
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      “One thing I don’t get,” I said as I drove, following Ahlaksiz’s directions. “Where was the body?”

      “Right, the hunter,” Kinara replied, leaning forward from the middle row in the middle seat. “I was thinking that same thing.”

      Milkshake chuckled. “He certainly didn’t have a head, so likely didn’t get up and walk out of there.”

      “Someone else went looking for this.” I held up my wrist with the partially broken piece of metal that showed the hexagon. “My guess is they didn’t bother searching him down there—just took the whole body, and head.”

      “That’s what I was thinking, too,” Ahlaksiz said from the passenger seat.

      “My question is, who?”

      Silence followed, and I glanced over to the older woman, hoping she would know. Judging by her expression, no such luck.

      “The point is that we need to be careful,” she finally spoke up. “We’re not only going up against whoever is protecting this area we’re headed into, but possibly this third force that took his body.”

      “And where exactly are we going?” Jalee asked.

      I was getting excited thinking about it. “Some tombs in Egypt? A Greek island? To find Atlantis?”

      Ahlaksiz laughed, then shook her head. “You watch too many movies, and… we’re more fortunate than that. At least, for the half of the disk we’re starting out for.”

      “Where then?”

      “A collector has it, and I believe he’ll have a clue to finding the other half. Turns out, he led an expedition to the Indian Ocean last year, where he recovered it. What sort of man might collect stuff like this, you ask?”

      “I do,” I replied, wondering why she was being so coy with the information.

      “He’s right here in your backyard, as a matter of fact. A movie producer with a house in La Canada Flintridge.”

      “That’s just up in the hills,” I said with a laugh. “Maybe a fifteen-minute drive, depending on where the house is.”

      She nodded. “Exactly. But what I said still holds—my intel suggests his home will not only have extra levels of security, but that he’ll have monsters he’s allied with nearby. The instant we trigger an alarm or even a ward spell, they’ll surge on us.”

      A fight and a heist… I shook my head, not sure if I was ready for this. Still, we didn’t have a choice.

      “I’m guessing he’s a monster?” I asked.

      “Yes, and no. From what I’ve been able to gather, his father was a hunter and escaped to our world long ago. He lived in relative obscurity until about seventy years ago, when he broke into the early days of films—Westerns, to be exact—disguised as a large man. You go watch a lot of those old westerns, you’d see him. Then he had a son with a human woman, so this demi-monster is the man we’re going after.”

      “There are no shortages of monsters in Hollywood,” I said with a chuckle. She gave me a smile, but the joke was completely lost on the others. “Wait,” I laughed, “why’d you let me get snacks and pack extra clothes if you knew we were just going to La Canada?”

      “Because even if we succeed here, there’s still stage two. And that… I have no idea where it’ll be, but if he and his teams haven’t found it yet, I’m going to bet it’s farther away.”

      “Justified, then.” I nodded, content, and worked my way over to Highway Two, to ride it up into the hills of La Canada.

      The city up there was one I rarely visited, but I loved so much about it. There was Montrose nearby—still technically part of Glendale, which had a fun parade around Christmas, including Santa Claus in a helicopter. There was Memorial Park with its fireworks show for Memorial Day, and one of my favorite books was set there, by the author Dwayne Alexander Smith—The Unkind Hours. It was a creepy but fun one, and I always thought about it when anyone mentioned the city. Known for its good schools, it was sort of a haven outside of L.A. but still close enough for the big shots to live there and be able to commute to the studios. I’d heard Jason Segal from How I Met Your Mother had once lived there, Vince Vaughn, one of the Star Wars actors, and even the supposedly crazy film director Justin Sloan. It was no Beverly Hills, but it had its place in Hollywood.

      I told them some of this as we turned onto Foothill Boulevard and passed the large “Touchdown Jesus” statue, a statue at a church that was likely supposed to be Jesus going home or something, but looked like a man celebrating a touchdown.

      “Which way?” I asked, and Ahlaksiz directed me to head for the hills on the other side of the high school. That was where a lot of the twelve-to-twenty million-dollar houses were, but we ended up on a road that felt dark and eerily out of place. Almost haunted, with its large oaks that hung out over the road.

      “Now, turn right!” she blurted out, and I was fairly certain there was no road to the right, but suddenly it opened up and there we were, turning up and onto a narrow, winding road. I had to wonder if she’d used some sort of monster magic to open up the way.

      As if in response, we turned to see more trees swaying and possibly even moving out of the way. With each turn, more foliage opened up to the road. If this demi-monster wanted to keep people out, I had to wonder why the way was opening for us, and if there was any chance they wouldn’t know we were coming.

      “Oh, the hunter’s platform,” I said, suddenly catching on. “That’s why the way is opening up.”

      “Exactly. Even as the car, it recognizes the vehicle, thinks one of their own is coming.” Ahlaksiz clapped my shoulder. “Let’s hope the welcoming committee doesn’t hold a grudge when they see we aren’t who they expect.”

      She laughed, but I didn’t get the joke.

      Finally, the last bit of trees gave way to a large driveway, what looked like a huge estate. No producer could afford this, could they? I remembered what Ahlaksiz had said about others, though, and realized this was likely several mansions belonging to a group of people.

      “Pull over here,” she said, indicating a dirt road beside the main one, where we could park alongside a tree.

      “Which house is it?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “My guess is that Jacobs would have the biggest and best, but—”

      “Wait, you don’t mean Rand Jacobs?”

      “I do.”

      Damn. I couldn’t imagine that Rand Jacobs was this demi-monster. There had been rumors of his secret get-togethers, the elite of the elite. But he had mostly stayed out of the public’s eye, known only by name. He had produced many of the Sloan films, but had his name attached to so many more.

      And here we were, about to break into his compound, and personal stash of collections.

      “If we’re lucky, he won’t be here,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “And the others?”

      “He’ll have defenses no matter what. Security that has no doubt already spotted us, but… we’ll have to work around them, somehow. Have you figured out what extra ability you’ve gained from claiming Milkshake yet?”

      I frowned, eyeing Milkshake as I shook my head.

      “Maybe you will, today,” Milkshake said, and held her hand out, calling the hunter sword to her. “As for me, I’ll be defense.”

      “Good thinking,” Ahlaksiz said. “We each need to focus on our strengths.”

      “I do well against security systems and other forms of electronics,” Jalee said. “Also, if we need to attack from above.”

      Ahlaksiz nodded before transforming to her cougar form. She took off her outer layers until she was only in a tank top and shorts. She turned to Kinara, waiting.

      “Warning systems?” Kinara said. “Like Ferris.”

      “So if we need to split up, one of you should be with each group.” Ahlaksiz’s eyes moved around the compound. “Do either of you sense trouble now?”

      I clicked my tongue and noted that Kinara did the same. So far, nothing. She shook her head, showing she’d found the same result.

      “Very good.” Ahlaksiz opened her door, saying, “Ferris, stick with me. The others will follow close behind, keeping attackers away if necessary.”

      “Understood.”

      We started for the walls, working around to our right and through the trees. At first it seemed as if there was nothing out here that would try to stop us. My bat senses weren’t picking up anything out of the ordinary. The ladies were grumbling and cursing, and finally it was Milkshake who stopped and hissed for us to wait.

      “What is it?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “You might be used to moving around in all this shit,” Milkshake replied, already pulling off her clothes, “but I’m not about to get into a fight with this restrictive bullshit.”

      Kinara started to do the same, then Jalee, with a shrug.

      “You all want to break into this guy’s house… naked?” I stifled a laugh, fist to my mouth. “Imagine the security guards watching that footage later.”

      “Better to go nude and survive,” Kinara countered. They stashed their clothes on a tree branch where it met the trunk, and started for the panties.

      “Wait,” I protested. “As much as I’d love that show, it’s… I mean, what if the cops come? What if the footage from security cameras gets on the news? Maybe at least keep on your underwear?”

      Kinara had already hooked her fingers in her panties and had them halfway down, the curve of her ass, calling to me. Either way, they were going to be a major distraction here. In part, that’s why I’d asked them to at least wear their underwear—so that I could avoid only having a one-track mind. Around them at the worst of times, that was tough. When nude and going Bling-Ring-style on these houses, it would be harder.

      “Sure,” Jalee said, the first to hold her hands up, breasts exposed but still wearing her panties. Fuck, these three were sexy.

      I turned to Ahlaksiz and chuckled. “I’m starting to see why you said I should stick with you.”

      “Because I’m keeping my clothes on?” she asked.

      “Please do. Or maybe I should wait in the car…”

      “Let’s go.” She motioned me on, looking all Tomb Raider in her outfit. Sexy, but at least it wasn’t so much so that I would lose control and stumble over my own erection. With this in mind, I made sure to move right along next to her, ahead of the near-naked ladies. They even went without shoes, apparently finding that easier to cover ground faster and quieter.

      When we approached the first section of wall, my bat sense went off. A glance back showed Kinara had sensed it too, and also that she looked sexy as fuck when crouching as she happened to be in her panties.

      “Someone’s watching us,” I hissed, and then closed my eyes to sense it, giving another click of my tongue to hone in. At three o’clock to my position, and slightly up. At first I thought maybe floating, but then I sensed the tree there, too. Apparently, living creatures sent off more of a response to my senses.

      Definitely a living creature, but nothing about it yet made me believe it was a monster. Had these guys hired regular human security? In a way, that made sense. A demi-monster might have a connection with humans and trust them more than monsters, in some way.

      I was preparing to make my move, when another figure came up on my senses. One strolling out our way.

      “Welcoming committee,” Kinara said.

      “Come on in, then,” a voice said, and a section of gate opened not twenty feet away. “The reception is still in progress. Please, we don’t want to have you out here, exposed.”

      There had been so much ‘being exposed’ going around lately, that I couldn’t help but arch an eyebrow at the use of the word. Stranger still, though, was the fact that this man who had just emerged through the gates was apparently inviting us to join a party within. Nothing could have been further from expected.
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      “Not what I expected, either,” Ahlaksiz admitted, all of us turning to see a stout figure emerge through the open gate.

      Staring at us, this monster wasn’t even trying to hide what he was. Round with a face like a fish, eyes bulging and with a thick tail emerging from his backside.

      “We could fight our way in, but this group apparently seems to know we’re here,” I hissed. “So where’s that leave us? Best chance of finding this thing, we walk into their trap?”

      “Does it have to be a trap?” Jalee asked. “This guy’s half monster, right? So maybe he simply wants to get to know who the new monsters in town are.”

      “It’s possible,” Ahlaksiz admitted. “Someone bringing monsters over? That doesn’t happen every day. It’s possible he has some way of sensing that this has happened—an item, perhaps. Dammit, we could be walking into a trap.”

      “The demi-monster might even be holding onto the half of the disk he has in order to lure us into this whole scenario,” Milkshake pointed out, sword in her hands, ready. “I say we go charging in, try and kill every last one of them.”

      “My advice would be we don’t do that,” Kinara countered. “We’re not exactly the most powerful monsters, even if we took down a hunter.”

      “As individuals, maybe. But as a group?” Milkshake shook her head. “As a group, we’re fucking badass.”

      Ahlaksiz grinned. “True. And we have an invitation, so change of plans—we go in, we stay together, and we scout out the place. If we can find out where he might be keeping it, we make our move and try to get out of there without getting killed. And mark my words, against the likes of monsters he likely has in there? We wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “Why’d you bring us here then?” I asked.

      “At the time, I thought we would be breaking in. This is an admittedly weird situation.”

      “You’re not perfect is what you’re saying?”

      She frowned my way, but with a hint of a smile. “Ask my daughter, she’ll agree with that sentiment.”

      “All I’m saying is, you all have been alive so much longer than me, you should have this living thing down. You shouldn’t be making these mistakes.”

      “Ferris?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Shut up.” She started for the monster who had extended the invitation. I glanced at the other ladies, but Milkshake let the sword vanish, nodding.

      “She might not be perfect, but she knows what she’s talking about,” Milkshake said. “At least, she knows this stuff more than the rest of us.”

      I certainly had no idea how all this was supposed to work. If they were going to defer to her judgment, then so would I. Kinara moved close to me as we walked.

      “If it falls apart, we run,” she whispered.

      “Fuck that,” Jalee said from my other side. “If it falls apart, we electrocute the whole damn hill.”

      As far as I was concerned, I was with Jalee. Kill ‘em all. That was from a position of ignorance, though, since I had no idea what we were really going up against. Walking into a Hollywood party certainly wasn’t something I was used to, and my sense of unease quadrupled because it was a Hollywood-monster party. Some might argue that was true of all Hollywood parties, but this was quite literal. As far as I knew, there could be all manner of creatures within that were ready to bite my head off.

      This demi-monster, in fact, could be a fucking lunatic. For all we knew, we were walking into the Manson house. We weren’t defenseless, but I wasn’t sure if we were bringing in the knife or the gun to this fight, relatively speaking.

      “We accept your master’s invitation,” Ahlaksiz said, having reached the monster.

      Now that we were close and could see this monster better, I had to do my best to hide my revulsion. His skin was blue with lines of green in it, but almost goopy with a slime look. Those large eyes reminded me of a fish, and he was completely nude, in keeping with the style that monsters seemed to prefer. If you’ve ever seen a massive, blue-slime cock with green veins… yeah, you’d get what I’m saying. Revolting. The ladies were used to this sort of thing, though, and none of them seemed to care.

      “Right this way,” the monster said, and turned to lead us up to the large, white mansion.

      I couldn’t hide my trepidation, hand shaking the closer we got. It wasn’t only the monsters, either. This place would have freaked me out regardless. In part it felt like an old Louisiana plantation, with its wide balconies on the first and second floor, tall trees all around it hanging down and blowing gently with the wind.

      Laughter carried out along with music—though it was a strange sort of instrument, something similar to a violin, maybe, but with more depth. Tall hedges lined the walkway, and several monsters milled about on the balconies. More than one pair of eyes turned our way, and two human guards stood at the end of the hedges eyeing us through sunglasses as we passed. From what I could tell, those two were the only humans other than me within the walls.

      And yes, the monsters were all nude. This didn’t hit me in full until we stepped in through the doors. In a massive entryway, all manner of monsters stood around talking, some dancing. Breasts bounced, dicks swung about, and it all seemed so natural to them. What was out of place there was us in our clothes, to which our guide suggested we undress in the side room.

      “Shall I take your clothing?” he asked as if he were simply taking our coats. He opened the door to the side room and gestured for us to enter.

      I couldn’t help but stare at the room, barely registering the grand piano, vases, and massive paintings. It wasn’t that I wanted to stare at the women, of course. My ladies were the cream of the crop as far as I was concerned. Still, even when you have some high-quality wine, when you walk through the liquor aisle your eyes wander. And here I was in a room of women of all shapes and sizes, all in their birthday suits. Was I supposed to look away?

      They weren’t all sexy, either. While some were monster girls like I enjoyed writing about—one with butterfly wings, another red-skinned with horns and a sexy tail and so on, there were plenty of scary or simply weird ones. A woman had eyes where her nipples should have been, and spikes in her head. One looked like jagged metal that moved. One woman had to stand in a pool of water that steamed around her, because she seemed to be a lava monster. That was hot in multiple ways, but also weird as the lava seemed to flow out of her unceasingly. It was even weirder that the way it flowed kind of made it look like she was pissing, but then again it wasn’t like anyone else was going to enter her pool as it boiled around her. Some monsters had alligator or dinosaur looks to them, while others could have been mistaken for huge, buff guys, if not for little tells like blue or green skin, horns, and in one case a sharp-toothed, eel-looking thing emerging from its chest.

      As I’d been led to believe, all of them had cocks almost as long and wide as my forearm—a fact that was certain to give me nightmares for years to come. Claws and teeth, boils and all manner of nastiness set the mood. It was like I’d stepped into a mashup of an old Peter Jackson horror film if they were to play it on HBO. While my monster girls had been exactly as I’d fantasized about them being, this room was a fucking nightmare. And the way some of those monsters eyed me and my ladies was terrifying.

      “Ferris, we need to fit in,” Ahlaksiz said, motioning me along. Kinara wrapped her arm through mine and gave me a gentle pull.

      “Right,” I mumbled, not sure exactly how we would fit in, or why we would want to.

      “Call me Blue,” the large monster said, nodding to one of several closets in the room. “Others arrived in costume, some in human disguise until the last minute. You can put your clothes in here, and…” His eyes roamed over me. “Do try to convince them that thing is in disguise—maybe a spell that won’t wear off, or a curse that won’t let it change.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      The monster’s eyes narrowed at being addressed, then he quickly headed back out through the door. As he went, he said, “Your host will be down to the party shortly, and should like a word. Until then, enjoy.”

      The door closed, leaving us alone. For some reason, the ladies were stripping, and all of what he said started to make sense. We were supposed to go out and mingle… without our clothes.

      “We can’t seriously be considering this,” I protested.

      “What’s there to consider?” Ahlaksiz asked. “We get out there, have a look around, then make our move.”

      “You want me to walk around in a house full of strangers—monster strangers, at that—naked.”

      She nodded, smiling slightly. “Actually, I very much want that.”

      My jaw fell open in response, but a kiss from Kinara brought me to my senses. “You have nothing to be shy about. Like Blue said, tell them you’re under a curse and can’t change back.”

      “Come on.” I turned to Jalee, then Milkshake. “Nobody has a better plan?”

      They shared a confused glance, then Milkshake turned and said, “My wing is in the way of this strap, can you help me?”

      I did, grumbling, but felt less awkward when first her clothes were off, then the rest of them—including Ahlaksiz, who had her tail and cougar ears now.

      “Why is it she can shift back and forth, but not the rest of you?” I asked.

      “Training,” Ahlaksiz said. “They haven’t been here long enough.”

      “And I don’t really need to,” Jalee said with a shrug.

      “You do look more human than the rest of us,” Kinara admitted. “Ferris excluded.”

      “Humans dye their hair sometimes,” I explained. “So even the blue hair’s not so uncommon, though I’m not sure what they do about their hair downstairs.”

      She twirled a bit of her blue pubic hair, teasingly, and smiled my way. “Come on, now. Nothing we haven’t seen before. Most of us.” Her head swiveled to Ahlaksiz.

      “Oh, I’ve seen, too,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “There you go.”

      I wasn’t too excited about the idea, but this mission was bigger than me or any of us. With that in mind, I pulled off first my shirt, then kicked off my shoes, and finally dropped my pants and boxers. There we all were, as if we had decided to visit a nudist colony instead of steal a magical item from a demi-monster’s mansion full of monsters.

      “At least it looks bigger than last time,” Ahlaksiz said, giving me a joking thumbs-up.

      I looked down to see that it was still quite swollen, and not exactly limp, what with eyeing each of them and Ahlaksiz like that.

      “Try not to get hard in there,” Milkshake said. “Monsters don’t get hard as often as you humans, but when they do, it’s expected that they fuck the first thing they can get hold of.”

      Kinara clicked her tongue, head swiveling. “Best avoided in our case, for now.”

      Shit, now they were making me nervous. On the other hand, at least my nerves were getting rid of any bit of an erection I might have had. And since this was apparently the route we were taking, I finally took off my socks and handed them to Jalee, who was putting all of our clothes in a section of the closet.

      “Let’s find this d—”

      Ahlaksiz was at my side in a second, hand covering my mouth. She slowly shook her head, eyes wide, then whispered into my ear, “Watch what we say in here. We can’t risk letting them know why we’re here.”

      I gulped, nodded, and tried to figure out where to put my hands when standing there naked.

      “I was going to say ‘dip,’ as in chips and dip. Of course.”

      “Good thinking, almost.” She pulled her hand away, going for the door—her tail swaying as she walked. “Except for the fact that no monster party would have dip in the sense you’re thinking.”

      Kinara took my arm, smiled comfortingly, and we followed with Jalee and Milkshake bringing up the rear. If you’ve ever walked around bare-ass naked with a bunch of other naked people, imagine that but with a mix of terrifying and sexy-as-fuck monsters. We passed tables of raw meat and drinks that looked like blood, and at one point I was fairly certain I saw a finger on a platter. Human? I couldn’t be sure.

      We went through one room with a pool, where mermaids and mermen relaxed, laughing at the sight of us.

      “Come for a swim, boy,” one of the mermen said. “I promise not to bite.”

      “Maybe just a nibble from me,” the mermaid next to him, with long, green hair, said with a mouthful of sharp teeth.

      “Looking for the host,” Ahlaksiz said. “Have you seen him?”

      The merman shook his head, waving us off. We continued, but as we went I had to wonder where all these monsters came from.

      “Are these types of get togethers common?”

      Ahlaksiz opened a door to a smoking room, a dark-elf with a pipe sitting on the lap of an orc-looking guy. We passed by them and on to a hall. “Likely a portal that brought them here. My guess is this is one of several common meeting spots, where they can come and go as they please. Living on Earth as a monster can be stressful. So having an escape like this can be… wonderful. Then again, many of these might be people you would recognize, when wearing their human disguises. That elf we just saw could be one of the stars of Friends, for all we know. It’s hard to tell when they take off their disguises.”

      I glanced back, but only saw Jalee smiling. She gave my ass a gentle slap before saying, “I feel right at home here.”

      “Great.” I couldn’t imagine the thought that monsters could live among us, maybe as Hollywood stars or politicians.

      We entered a kitchen, where an old harpy was cutting up hunks of meat. She turned to me, withered old breasts covered in feathers, and snarled. “Brought me more meat, did you?”

      My voice caught in my throat, but at least Kinara was there to get my back. “His disguise won’t wear off—a curse, you see.”

      “That so?” Her eyes bored into me, knife moving along the bloody meat in front of her. After a couple of seconds, she bent over, returning to what she was doing, but muttered, “Guests don’t belong back here. You looking for something?”

      “I was led to believe your master has quite the collection,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “He does, he does.” She motioned to the door opposite and to the left. “That’ll take you to the viewing rooms, but security is strong, so no funny business.”

      We followed her directions, finding the few monsters who lingered in the viewing rooms to be of a different sort than the others. Much more sophisticated. One woman stood staring at a painting on the wall, and at first I might have thought she was merely a slim woman—Chinese, maybe, but when she turned, her skin rippled as if she were a pond someone had thrown a stone into. She took a step toward the next painting, and then suddenly was there, having simply skipped the ten feet or so between. The music back in the main part of the party picked up, and a pinch pulled my attention to Kinara.

      “Focus,” she said. “And I don’t mean on her ass.”

      “I was observing the way she moved,” I whispered in my defense, then realized how it sounded. “Not like that, but—”

      “Oh, let him look,” Jalee said. “It’s not like he’s going home with anyone other than us, and if he were, we would be there, too.”

      Kinara pursed her lips, pondering this.

      “She doesn’t have anything on this ass anyway,” Milkshake added, walking past, pausing to make sure I saw her ass as she lifted her tail, then continuing on. I wasn’t about to compare, but there was no doubt all of them had beautiful asses.

      “We’re not here to look for ass,” Ahlaksiz said, and I think the woman must’ve heard us at that point, because she glanced back with a frown, her eyes moving over me for a moment. Next, she took a step toward the wall and flickered before walking through it.

      “Ah, I hope you’re not too sad that we scared her off,” Kinara said, pinching my arm for emphasis, then laughing.

      I shook my head, pulling my arm away from her. “If you’re going to be jealous, maybe I should—”

      “Get back over here.” She pulled me next to her again, and with more strength than I expected. “You’re mine, or rather, I’m yours. Either way, I’ll be as damn possessive as I feel like.”

      When a woman with what looked like cow legs and humongous breasts entered a few seconds later, I did my best not to look—I swear. Unlike the chaos that one might expect to find in paintings on a monster’s walls, these were quite nice. Flowing colors and vibrant landscapes. Then we entered a room that had a thick, red curtain on one side that reminded me of a movie theater I’d been to long ago. Sure enough, this room was the owner’s collection of film memorabilia, including the black statue of a bird from The Maltese Falcon, some animation cells from the Japanese movie, Spirited Away, and a series of weapons that looked like they included the axe from The Shining, the sword from Hercules, and some figures from The Nightmare Before Christmas.

      The collection continued, but I stopped at a mirror, straight out of Who Framed Roger Rabbit, as far as I could tell. It was one of those funny mirrors. Odd, looking into one of those when naked. It had the effect of making my dick look as long as the monsters back in the main area of the party, and for a few seconds I had to stare at that image, chuckling.

      “I prefer the real thing,” Jalee noted, walking past but then returning to turn and put her ass out toward the mirror. It made her ass look three times as big, giving her a big ol’ badunkadunk ass.

      I stifled my laugh, but not before a new entrant noticed. This woman slithered in, her lower half that of a gold snake, with a thick bush of matching hair covering her crotch and answering the question of how lamia had sex. Some anime did it this way, and apparently they had gotten it right. She had petite little breasts, but a sophisticated, womanly demeanor. She wasn’t completely nude, though, as gold bracelets and a matching necklace adorned her skin. Matching gold makeup curved up from the corners of her eyes.

      “You like what you see there?” she asked. Eyeing the mirror and my elongated cock in the reflection, she chuckled. “Of course, a human would see that in the mirror of desire.”

      “Isn’t it a funny mirror?” I blurted out, not even addressing the fact that she’d called me a human. “You’re saying it’s like the one in Harry Potter?”

      “In fact, it’s the mirror those books based the mirror on, though the movie got the look and shape of it all wrong. It doesn’t quite work the same, either, but close enough.”

      “Oh, I see.” I cleared my throat, hands on my hips, awkwardly. “And this is my disguise, of course. Just a… curse.”

      “Clearly.” She furrowed her brow, slithering around our group, eyes never leaving mine. “Humans are so pitiful, wouldn’t you say? These disgusting forms they walk around in, mutations of the beauty that is us monsters.” She held her hands out, twisting around to show off her body. Kinara didn’t say anything this time as I looked, but maybe because I was looking out of apprehension, not appreciation.

      “You work with him, don’t you?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      The lamia turned on her and smiled. “I’m familiar with you. So elusive, and yet… here you are.”

      “Here I am. I’m familiar with you, too.”

      “Great, we’re mostly all familiar,” Kinara said, hand raised. “Now, can someone tell me what’s going on here?”

      The lamia scowled at her, a forked tongue darting out. “How cute that your little group includes not only a human, but dinner.”

      Kinara was not okay with that comment, as little as I understood it at the time. She leaped across the distance between her and the lamia, tackling the snake lady and delivering three quick claw-strikes across the ribs and neck before going in for a bite.
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      The snake tail of the woman quickly circled Kinara’s feet, though, pulling her off balance so that now the lamia had her turn to attack. Long fangs emerged, and I had no doubt they had to be venomous.

      “Enough!” I grunted, interjecting myself into the mix and trying to keep them apart.

      At the same time, though, Jalee shot a bolt of electricity that hit the lamia and me, blasting us in two separate directions. She hit the wall, while I hit the mirror. Rather, I should have, but my head went right through. No crash or breaking glass—simply through. There I was, looking at them through the back of the mirror as if my head was underwater, and I turned to see another viewing room. Two guards—large, cave troll types, turned on me. One held up his wrist to his mouth, muttering something, while the other pulled out what I thought to be a club at first, but turned out to be something between a club and a cattle prod.

      I started to pull my head back out of there, but not before noting that there was a wall on the far side with a special case. What was in the case, I couldn’t be sure, but my guess was something valuable. Possibly the something valuable we were after.

      As soon as I emerged back into the main room and saw the lamia and my team staring at me with wide eyes, including a radio chatter from nearby, I popped up and said, “Through the mirror, go!”

      Kinara attempted to scramble toward me, but the lamia’s tail whipped out and tripped her. Jalee moved fast, but this time the lamia was ready and dodged the strike. Milkshake summoned her sword, while Ahlaksiz went to all fours, teeth bared in a growl.

      This was the first time I saw her really get ferocious, and it was exciting. She took on the lamia like a mongoose fighting a cobra or habu like I’d seen many times on the internet. Spoiler alert—the mongoose pretty much always won. In this case, too, the cougar managed to tear open the lamia woman’s gut before throwing her to crash into a glass wall that gave way to a courtyard and little waterfall. How peaceful that would have been, in other circumstances.

      I was charging back for the mirror when the door to my left burst open and first, two slick guards came in. These ones were almost round, lacking in genitalia, with two sets of wings and glowing light at the ends of their hands. They each had one long, red slit for an eye and no hair on their gray bodies.

      They lifted their hands and I realized real fast that blasts were about to shoot out from those glowing hands. Kinara was already half-through the mirror, when something connected and sent her flying back to land in Jalee’s arms.

      “Enough!” the lamia said, holding up a bloody hand, the other trying to hold her gut together. “Let them be!”

      “But, Mistress…” one of the guards said.

      The lamia managed to push herself up, grunting in pain, and slithered over to the mirror, where one of her rock trolls had stuck out his head.

      “Move aside,” she told him, “we’re coming in.”

      “We?” he asked in a gravelly voice.

      “Me and my guests,” the lamia replied. She offered us a smile, though she couldn’t exactly hide her glare. To us, she added, “You’ve proven you aren’t pushovers. Join me, so that we might discuss ways we can work together.”

      “Together?” I grunted, eyes on the blood she had dripped on her way over there.

      “We’re looking for Mr. Jacobs,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Well, you see,” the lamia said, grinning wide. “I am he.”

      My eyes instantly went to that blonde hair between her legs, expecting to see a penis plop out or something of the sort. At this, she laughed.

      “No, Ferris, I am female, at least when in my true form. It’s only when I take on my Hollywood persona that I have to wear a tiny weenie, and that’s only because you humans haven’t managed to see females as equal yet.”

      I frowned, in part because this was a big-time producer, one who was pretending to be a man. If she went as a woman instead, she’d be helping the very people she claimed were kept down. On top of that, Hollywood was changing. Maybe not fast enough, but it was.

      “You know my name?” I asked.

      She nodded. “The instant you set foot on my property, I had monsters looking into your past. The last couple of days seem to be a mystery, but everything before that, I know.”

      “How do we know this isn’t a trap?” Kinara asked.

      The lamia bared her fangs again, then shook her head, forcing her lips closed. “You don’t, but you could try to fight us all, break into my back room there and try to steal whatever it is you’re after… or we can make the whole process much easier. I assume, judging by this man’s jewelry,” she indicated the hexagon on my wrist device, “that you’re looking for the sun disk?”

      All of us shared looks of concern, but she was right. Since there was no more hiding our purpose, and since Ahlaksiz had made it clear that our chances of winning a fight here would be slim, what with all the monsters around, I said, “Let’s hear her out.”

      “That’s all I ask. And do hurry, so that we can get this over with before I bleed out.”

      She didn’t wait then, but disappeared through the mirror. The rest of us followed, though I flinched and prepared for a fight as I went through. Those rock trolls were scary motherfuckers.

      In the back room, we didn’t meet any resistance. As the rock trolls stood off to each side of the entrance, the lamia had approached one of the walls and pulled out a drawer. Now I saw that the pattern wasn’t for decoration, but a series of small drawers. She had what looked like spider webs dangling from one hand, an orange goo in the other. Smearing the orange goo into her wound, she then turned to us as she spread the spiderweb over the goo.

      “Healing goo?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “Accompanied by a web given to me by the great arachnid herself, queen of the Fair Woods.”

      “There is no queen of the Fair Woods,” Kinara hissed. “Only a warlord overstepping her bounds.”

      “Talk like that won’t get you on her good side,” the lamia chided. Turning to me, she nodded at the wrist device. “You took it from the hunter—before or after he lost his head?”

      “I—”

      “If you’re asking if we killed the hunter,” Ahlaksiz said, eyeing the stone trolls, “answer’s no.”

      “Good thing, because, while these others might be able to claim ignorance, you know as well as I the cost of such violence out here.”

      “Death?” I suggested.

      “You should be so lucky.” The lamia, to my surprise, removed her hands from her midsection and was already looking much better. Where before there had been a clear opening, now a thin layer of skin had grown back over it. I could see how one might want to be on the arachnid’s side, or whoever this goo came from.

      “Why would you help us?” I blurted out.

      “I wouldn’t,” she countered. “But I’d work with you to help myself.”

      “Go on,” Ahlaksiz said.

      The lamia eyed her guards, then made a quick hissing sound before waving them off. Both hesitated, but the fact that they then exited out of a side-door without a single word of defiance spoke wonders of this woman. On that thought, though, the fact that Ahlaksiz had gotten the best of her had to say something, too. Basically, they were both badasses.

      “I thought you were a demi-monster,” Ahlaksiz said as soon as the others were gone.

      “Do I not look half-human to you?” the lamia replied, then laughed before Ahlaksiz could reply. “What you don’t know, is that human blood is in many of us. Clearly not those trolls I sent away, but I’d be willing to bet every one of us in this room now has some human DNA, dating back thousands of years.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Jalee spat out the words, not hiding her disgust. She instantly blushed and looked my way.

      “What the fuck?” I said, only then realizing I should take offense.

      “I didn’t mean it that way. We basically have it beaten into us that humans are disgusting, vile creatures. You don’t count.”

      I wasn’t sure what to think of that, but turned back to our host and nodded for her to continue.

      “None of that is important,” the lamia said. “What matters is that many of us have been trapped here for too long. Some find ways to return, others get pulled through via dimensional slips. Whatever the reason, we have been searching for the other half of the disc for too long. Yes, I have half, and you could attempt to overpower me. With her,” she nodded at Ahlaksiz, “you might have a chance. But not me and my guards.  You certainly wouldn’t be able to figure out my security systems, my curses and wards, not without my help, and most definitely not with me dead.”

      “What’re you suggesting?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “You want to open the way, as do I. There’s no reason we can’t open it together. Find the other half of the disc, your boy there cooperates, and together we have a gateway.”

      “Only, you’d go back there to support the so-called queen,” Kinara growled. “You’d ally yourself with hunters, make it worse for my kind.”

      “Would I?” The lamia smiled, making it quite clear that she would and that she didn’t give a damn. “It seems we’re at an impasse, except for the little fact that you need me, but I hardly need you. I have teams out there searching, and I believe one is close. Very close.”

      “We have this,” I said, holding up my wrist with the device on it.

      “And I could take it off of you right now, along with your arm.” She held up her hands as the ladies started to react. “I won’t, because I believe you all will be smart enough to make this deal.”

      The others were hesitant, though Ahlaksiz seemed eager to get this over with and accept.

      “Why us?” I asked.

      “Because you have her.” She indicated Ahlaksiz. “Her tracking skills are known, as is her intellect. That, and I believe there’s more about you than one would glean from a simple glance. You summoned them, yes?”

      I grunted, not sure I should answer that.

      “Either way,” she continued, “I believe you have or they wouldn’t be here with you today. You’re brave, as not many humans would walk into a house of monsters, and even less would do so completely exposed as you have. But in addition to your bravery, legend has it that one who summons has ways of, how shall I say, finding his own magic.”

      “Linking with them?” I asked, noting the cringe from Ahlaksiz. Apparently, I wasn’t supposed to give away that I knew of this.

      The lamia grinned, and nodded. “They have tasted you, and you of their forbidden fruit. Wonderful. You, then, must be the one to find the disc.”

      At my confusion, Ahlaksiz explained, “More legends. One being that the original bearer of the sun disc was himself a summoner, a beast master, or however you want to label what you now are.”

      “Meaning,” the lamia took over, “that you might have some sort of connection to it. Something that, when close, draws you to it—as with the mirror and you finding your way first.”

      “An accident,” I pointed out.

      “Ah, but who’s to say that wasn’t a purposeful accident?”

      I didn’t even know how to begin arguing with that. Maybe she was right?

      “It’s agreed then,” Ahlaksiz said, ignoring the glare from Kinara. “We work together on this, but once the gate is opened… our connection is severed. I have some information on where it might be, but I assume you have more intel to share?”

      “I do,” the lamia said, standing tall. She glanced down, removed the spiderweb to show that she was practically done healing, and slithered over to her fancy wall again. Fuck, it was hard to think of beautiful, nude women as an enemy. How people lived on nudist colonies was beyond me—unless maybe everyone was ugly there? Hey, maybe now that I was getting so used to my dick hanging out for all to see, I could try one sometime. Or maybe a nude beach, to start, since they had those in California for sure. Easier access, except who was I kidding? At least in the near term, it sounded like I was going to be quite busy.

      The lamia returned with a small coin, one that was a hexagon and had a worn-down face of what looked like a Roman emperor, maybe. She handed it to me, pressing it into my palm, and then closing my hand around it. For a moment she lingered, holding my hands like that, eyes staring into mine. When I felt uncomfortable and tried to avert my gaze, I focused on her cute little tits, then caught myself and looked over at Kinara instead. She had the left side of her lip curled up, brow furrowed.

      “Yes?” I finally said, making eye contact with the lamia again.

      “I entrust this coin to you. As I am no monster, it won’t be able to summon or control me, but it will work as a limited communicator. When you’ve found the other half of the disc, use it and we will come to you. In the meantime, you’ll find a monster who goes by Tooth—you’ll see why—out back, likely in the lake. Go to him and show him this. He’ll tell your team all you need to know. Or all the relevant information we know, anyway.”

      “Got it.” I went to pull my hand back. She resisted slightly, then let go.

      “I look forward to your return,” she said, then purposefully not looking at the others, slid off to one of the doorways, opened it, and stood aside. The perverted side of me had to glance at her golden bush before leaving, just once more wondering how it was a human and lamia would mate. I had many more questions—for example, how she managed to spread her legs and walk when in human form, but when I walked past her and saw a bedroom complete with wheelchair, I got my answer. In fact, now that I thought about it, I’d never seen any pictures of the producer version of her standing.

      We exited without another word or directions, on our way to find some monster by the name of Tooth.
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      We passed two more guards on our way to find a staircase that led to the backyard. By this point, seeing crazy monsters and beautiful nude hotties was starting to become a bit commonplace, like when you’re watching a movie and there are nude models galore. At first it’s boner city, but after a bit of the show, you’re kind of like ‘Huh, another pair of perfect breasts. Awesome.’ Maybe not to that extreme, but you get what I mean. That was, until we made it to the bottom of the stairs and turned the corner to see an octopus woman with all her tentacles and legs or arms—I couldn’t really tell what was what—wrapped around some sort of dragon-looking dude while he plowed her good from behind. Holy fuck, that nearly blew my brain. Her blue tits were shaking like Jell-O in an earthquake, one of his fingers in her mouth as she bit down on it to avoid shouting out.

      “Fuck, get a camera while you’re at it,” the guy growled, nodding his head for us to get lost. Apparently, I hadn’t been the only one there to be caught off guard by the show.

      We quickly apologized and kept moving, turning then to see the lake. Empty. Not only that, something registered in my mind, and it wasn’t good. The dragon guy, when he’d spoken, had one, long sharp tooth in the middle of his mouth.

      “Dammit,” I said, turning back in their direction. At least a small tree hid most of them from view at this angle.

      “That was him,” Jalee said, nodding.

      “How long do you think we have to wait?”

      Kinara laughed. “Judging by the way they were going at it, not long.”

      “Are you serious?” Ahlaksiz scoffed. “His kind, they have scales in odd places which, unfortunately for us, take down their sensitivity a notch. Not comfortable for women, either.”

      I didn’t want to ask how she knew this, so instead motioned to the arched bridge over the lake, which led to a small island and some ducks. “Let’s hang out there. We won’t have to see them, but can… be aware… of when they finish.”

      They agreed, so we headed over, taking our time to enjoy how beautiful that place was, with the tall trees all around, blocking out views from nearby and mostly from above. Sunlight trickled in, peppering the lake in gleaming lines of light, and the ducks took their time enjoying the shade and cool water.

      Jalee glanced over at me, before kneeling near one of the ducks and holding out a hand. Her eyes went to my cock, causing me to kneel, too, so that I wouldn’t be so exposed.

      “Didn’t mean to stare,” she said. “I’m just surprised—other than a slight semi when we came in here, I noticed you haven’t been erect once.”

      I gulped, wondering how much they were paying attention. “No?”

      “Considering the fact that you’re a man surrounded by beautiful monsters, in addition to ourselves, it’s strange, that’s all.”

      The others watched me, too, waiting for an explanation it seemed. I shrugged. “Maybe the life-or-death part of it all threw me for a loop? I mean, it’s one thing when I’m around you all only, and there’s a chance of something happening. This place? I’m as likely to lose it as use it.”

      She laughed, the others joining in.

      “And maybe you’re comparing yourself?” Ahlaksiz asked. “Because I have to say right now, don’t.”

      “We’ve had this discussion,” I said, waving her comment off. “I’m good, trust me.”

      Awkward silence followed, during which I glanced over to see that, yes, Mr. Tooth and Mrs. Octopussy were still going at it. I would’ve loved to relax on the grass or sit on a rock, but on my bare ass? I wasn’t so sure. Kneeling would have to do, for now.

      “You have family here, no?” Kinara asked.

      “I do.” The change in topic was an interesting one, but now that she brought them up, I found myself missing my parents. It had to have been at least a week since I’d last called either my mom or dad, and I wondered how they were doing. Considering that all I did really was work on my visual novels and hang out, calling them more often should’ve been easier. At least before, they could call me, too. But now I was using Ahlaksiz’s spare cell, which left me without their numbers. Since they didn’t have hers, either, I would have to make sure to send them an email or stop by soon.

      “We can go visit sometime,” I said. “Maybe after this trip.”

      “You want to stop by on the way?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      I frowned, wanting to kick myself for not thinking of that. “We could die, huh? Might not be a bad idea to at least poke my head in. Depending on the time, though, they might be working.”

      “It’s the weekend.”

      “Week-what?” Jalee asked.

      “Weekend. These humans have assigned days and a week to their concept of time, and two days out of every seven, they don’t work. It’s very weird.”

      “But you don’t work at all,” Milkshake said to me.

      I grunted, half in argument, half in agreement. “The work I do is more fun, more whenever I want. Assuming it sells, anyway.”

      “Everyone should do that.”

      “No argument here, though it might be harder to make a living at it if everyone did.” I eyed each of them. “And you all? How do you survive back home?”

      “Monsters sometimes have jobs,” Jalee said. “More often, we’re enslaved and forced to work for someone, but they feed and shelter us. Others work as bounty hunters, or great warriors might swear their service to warlords in some battle or another.”

      “Farmers?” I asked.

      They looked at me with confusion, but Ahlaksiz said, “No, considering that most of the monster diet consists of meat, that wouldn’t make a lot of sense.”

      “Ah, right.” I scratched my chin, wondering about their world. “When we get the gate open, will I be… going in with you?”

      They all gave each other nervous glances, but it was Jalee who spoke up. “In the monster world, you’d get eaten alive. Most likely, literally.”

      “You all survived.”

      “Yes, but you would be a target the moment you went through. Most monsters who saw you would try to claim you as a slave, and only then let you live until they grew bored and decided to feast on your corpse instead.”

      I gulped, not liking the sound of that. Still, I was curious, and felt a sense of duty. “If I could become powerful enough? What then?”

      “We’re not saying no, or not exactly,” Ahlaksiz interjected. “But… we’re saying you’re not ready.”

      I took that as a sign that there was a chance I could go through. Honestly, I needed to. If Jalee was going to go back to try and rescue her sister, there was no way I wouldn’t help her. As far as I was concerned, these women were my lovers now. We were linked, after all.

      A loud grunt carried across the water, and we turned to see Mrs. Octopussy go flying away from the dragon man, hitting the ground with a roll. She cursed at him, then slid along back into the lake, vanishing beneath its surface.

      “That wasn’t as long as we’d thought,” I said, already up and heading back. I jogged to catch up, while the guy started walking away. “Wait, Mr. Tooth.”

      He turned to me, and to my disgust still had a bit of cum hanging from the tip of his disgusting, massive, scale-covered cock. A bit of bile rose up in my throat.

      “The fuck you interrupting me for?” he said. “I need a rinse and a snack.”

      With that, he took two long strides and was in the water, dipping down to rinse his lower-half off. I was about to attempt to continue the conversation, when he lunged at a duck halfway out. Flying to catch it, he captured his prey and swirled back around.  Landing next to me, he bit off the head. There, chewing that head and holding the bloody corpse, he said in a muffled way, “Out with it.”

      “This,” I said, and held out the coin that the lamia had given me. “We’re on a mission.”

      He swallowed, eyed it, then nodded. “You should’ve said something before. Come along.”

      Taking another bite of the duck, he turned, nearly knocked me over with his tail, and led the way. We all followed, entering the mansion again and finding ourselves in a lounge area where two more like him—though one had black scales and another green, while his were red—sat about watching a football game and drinking beers. That they were into this humored me. On the other hand, I had never really been close to the kind of guys who sat around watching football. Was it possible they were all monsters in disguise?

      “Here’s the thing,” Tooth said, strolling up to the television and opening a side panel. One click of a button caused the football game to vanish, a map to appear instead. Blue digital lines focused on certain zones, including several over by Greece and Turkey.

      “This spot right here,” he said, “but we haven’t been able to narrow it down from there. We’re scouring the place.”

      “Got it,” Ahlaksiz said, holding up her wrist with a metal bracelet. Scanning the screen, her bracelet then made a small holo-map. She quickly dismissed it, then nodded my way. It was enough to go on, and more narrowed down, I guessed based on her look, more than we’d had before.

      “And one more thing,” Tooth said, eyeing me with a weighing stare. “She might have faith in you, but that doesn’t mean I do. You? You’re supposed to go in there and do what we all failed to accomplish?”

      I turned to my team. “Not me. Us.”

      He grunted. “Sure, them. You… Not likely.” His two buddies stood, then. These fucking dragon-wannabes, staring me down. As tough as I wanted to be right then, I had to admit they were a bit intimidating. Then again, the hunter had been as well. We all knew how that ended.

      “Test me then,” I said, hands out and trying to consider my options here. “What you gonna do?”

      Tooth stepped up to me, snake-eyes narrowing. This close, he stood at least a foot over me and I could still smell the octo-sex on him. I was ready for whatever might come my way, when he spun, tail swiping at me. Strangely, I saw a bit of a blur to him, moving ahead of the tail. Not sure what to do with this, I took a step away and it swung an inch in front of my face.

      Confused but glad to not be hit, I stepped into it and threw a fist at his jaw. My fist cracked and it hurt like hell, causing me to stumble back and shake it out, howling. More than the pain, though, I was focused on what had happened with the blur. Was that the power that sleeping with Milkshake had given me? Some sort of ability to see an attack coming.

      Tooth stared at me, the whole room frozen to see what would happen next. Finally, he started laughing. “You can’t punch worth a damn. But as far as humans go, I kind of like you. Good luck out there.”

      The others backed off, too. One went for beers, the other switched the T.V. back to the game. As for us, we headed out of there, ready to get our mission going. We stopped by for our garments, then made a B-line for the gate.

      As soon as we were out of there and almost to the car, Ahlaksiz turned to us, eyes settling on Jalee and Milkshake. “It’s time to ask yourself how badly you want to go home.”

      “What do you mean?” Jalee asked.

      “Based on what you heard back there, I’d say we have a new mission—find the other half of the disk… and destroy it.”
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      All of us stood there in silence, processing what Ahlaksiz was suggesting. She wanted to destroy half of the famous sun disk. Take away any chance the monsters—both good and bad—had of returning home. Or at least, that I knew of.

      “There are other ways through, no?” I sensed Jalee’s confusion, noticed her eyes on the ground, so stepped over and took her hand in mine. Even with the shock that went through me, I didn’t let go.

      “You saw the hunter almost return,” Ahlaksiz pointed out. “So in a way, the answer is yes. Those like him with the ability to trace their prey or others through, can then return. There aren’t many of those,” she indicated my wrist device again, “that we know of. If we were to destroy it, the monsterverse would effectively be safe from the likes of them.”

      “But that wouldn’t end the problems,” Jalee countered, like a balloon popping. “The warlords and self-appointed kings and queens are there, still causing trouble, and they still have… my sister.”

      Shit, there was that. I squeezed her hand, holding it in both of mine as I made eye contact with Ahlaksiz. “We can’t do it.”

      “What then?” She gestured back at the hill. “You’d propose we let them back in? That’ll create how many more bad situations for others.”

      “How’s this our fucking problem?” Kinara said. When Ahlaksiz turned on her, she said, “I’m serious. Fuck those other monsters, and fuck anyone that isn’t us. Sure, we save Jalee’s sister because she cares about that, but I don’t get why we’re discussing the fate of a bunch of others?”

      I frowned, torn on this. On the one hand, everything cinema had taught me said we needed to be heroes, storming in there to save the princess and change the fate of humanity. On the other, a small voice in my head grumbled, “Screw ‘em! Screw ‘em!” repeatedly. Anthony Hopkins from Legends of the Fall, I think? Yeah, that was definitely the voice.

      “Milkshake?” I asked.

      “Please,” she grumbled, playing the joke with her name but not smiling. Her eyes were focused on Jalee. “I’m in a different situation, in that I have my reasons to return, but they’re hardly the same as hers. Are we forgetting, though, that she served the hunter?”

      My hand twitched slightly, almost pulling away before I stopped myself. In fact, I had completely forgotten that little fact.

      “That’s not fair,” Jalee said, first to Milkshake, then eyeing me and pulling her hand away. “What, I’m not trustworthy now? I thought we went over this.”

      “We did, but there’s also the fact that we’re monsters.” Milkshake brushed off Kinara when the latter tried to get her attention. “We’re not known for our honesty, exactly. And for all we know, you have other reasons for wanting to go back.”

      Jalee glared, nostrils flared and looking like she was about to lose it.

      “Can we discuss this in the car?” Kinara asked, and her eyes kept darting over my shoulder, back toward the compound.

      When I turned, I could see why. Other monsters, whether from the mansion we’d been at or from neighboring houses, were moving our way. They were slinking through the bushes, moving along shadows, and even from here I could tell that some had that green glow in their eyes that meant trouble. A click of my tongue revealed that there were even more monsters incoming than I’d realized.

      None of us hesitated, all running for the car. We hadn’t come here to fight anyone, especially not a fortress of monsters. Not yet.

      “Not so fast,” a voice said, and I turned to see a guard at the car. Not a monster at all, but a man who looked very much like a Secret Service agent.

      Coming to a stop, I asked, “Who the fuck are you?” Maybe overboard but I was riled up.

      “Where’d you get this vehicle?”

      “Move,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. In all of my life, I’d never talked to someone like that—especially not someone in a suit. And since his hand was moving for what looked like a pistol, I had to act fast. No powers now, this was pure instinct as I decided to use my fist on someone for the second time that day. Unfortunately, with all the excitement, I’d forgotten how much I’d already hurt myself with the first punch on the dragon. This guy didn’t take it so well, stumbling back and sliding along the car as I cursed, holding my wrist.

      “Nice!” Kinara said, hitting him with a kick next, then grabbing his hair and tossing him aside.

      I started for the driver’s seat, except the guy was already recovering and, it turned out, had that pistol out. Shit, I started to see that blur again, seeing it rise up toward Kinara. No fucking way. I changed my trajectory and brought my foot down on his wrist. A shot went off, hitting a nearby tree. My instincts didn’t realize that, though. All I knew in the moment was that the man had fired his pistol and might have hit one of my monster girls.

      My foot connected again, this time so that he dropped the pistol, and then again on his face. The next hit his throat. This man clutched at his throat as my foot left him, but he didn’t seem to be recovering. Shit, he wasn’t exactly breathing.

      Two of those monsters came swinging down from the branches above. Jalee caught the first with a blast of electricity while Milkshake went for the other. These things reminded me of hairless, orange gorillas, especially the way the one was fighting Milkshake.

      Ahlaksiz had one door opened as she shouted, “Drones!”

      I’d forgotten all about the drones! Calling them out now, I sent a barrage of shots into the treeline to warn off any other incoming monsters. Only, this one had the best of Milkshake and slammed her into the car. I turned a drone on it and opened fire, only to see it dodge back and the shot explode the man’s head on the ground! So much for him recovering, and so much for my breakfast. The drones fell back as I heaved over, retching out sausage and egg onto the ground. This was my first human kill, and it hit me much harder than the situation with the hunter previously.

      Before I knew it, more monsters were on us. A tall, slim lady with pointy ears sent a blast from her palm our way, singeing Jalee’s shirt. A monster that reminded me of a bull, but with the body of a large dog, charged Jalee, and kept coming even as her electricity coursed through his body.

      Milkshake, however, was done playing around. She was up and swinging that hunter sword, growling and cutting right through the dog-being’s backside. It slumped to the ground, twitching with half of its body opened up.

      Howls and shouts roared to life all around us, more monsters emerging. Blasts came our way, others swinging down, and I thought for sure this was my last moment on Earth.

      “Back!” a shout came, and then Tooth was there, flying into the path of those blasts and sending out a shock-wave that took them out. He landed between us and the incoming monsters, wings spread out as wide as three of him would’ve been tall, then motioned for the car. “I won’t be able to hold them off forever. Go!”

      At that moment, all I knew was that we needed to get into the car and get the fuck out of there. I clicked my tongue as I ran, so as to be as aware as possible, then leaped over a root and rolled over the hood. A blast came inches from my head, its heat stinging my eyes, but then I was up and Kinara was at my side. Ushering her in through the door, I turned the drones to unleash fury on the monsters, giving the other ladies cover fire so they could get in the car as well.

      “Why’re they attacking us?” I blurted out, car on and already backing out of there. A blast hit the side of the vehicle, rocking us but not causing any damage.

      “Clearly, there seems to be a disconnect between Tooth and his master on the one side, all these others on the other.” Ahlaksiz sat in the passenger seat, and turned around to see what was happening. “Call back the drones now because,” she cringed and made a low growling sound, “you just lost one.”

      “Dammit!” I slammed the dash, then did as she said. The drones reconnected with a small ding, but a second later something larger hit the car.

      We all turned to see one of those blob-like winged monsters snarling at us from the side window, fist pulled back and ready to strike.

      “On it,” Jalee said, and she shot out a burst of electricity that made the window shatter before sending him off. “Sorry, didn’t think about the window.”

      “Makes this part easier, though,” Milkshake said, reaching over her and sticking out her hand as she called the hunter blade back. She thrust right as another monster came up alongside us, then let the sword vanish again.

      We turned down the hill we had come up, but were going at such a speed that there was no way we’d be able to make the swerving road work for us. After nearly plowing into the first tree, Ahlaksiz reached over and ran her hand over the dash so that she took control, then threw us up and over the trees, cloaking as she did so.

      “Right now,” she said between heavy breaths, “all we need to worry about is escaping from the chaos zone.”

      I nodded, then glanced at her before turning to the others. “There’s no way we’re seriously coming back here, right?”

      “We need her half of the disc,” Jalee pointed out. “Or will, eventually.”

      “Sure, sure…” I turned back around, watching as we descended over massive oaks and mansions. One thing was clear though—when we came back, we had to be ready for a fight. We would return to destroy both halves of the discs, but there had to be a way to go in and find Jalee’s sister, first.
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      It wasn’t until we came to a stop for a quick bathroom break that I began to think back on how it had felt to kill that man. The security guard was a human. Someone’s son, maybe a brother or father. And now he was dead because of me.

      Taking a life was a strange feeling. Even as a child I’d always felt strange about squishing spiders, and the one time I’d thrown a rock to scare a bird but accidentally nailed it, I felt horrible for weeks. Now, however, something else entirely was taking hold.

      Exhilaration? My chest felt puffed out, my adrenaline rushing through me as I ran into the El Pollo Loco bathroom, and even my dick felt twice as big in my hand. Was it all in my mind? Before letting the piss out, I held my thumb next to it to get a gauge. Sure enough, it was like two thumbs across and at least two heads longer than it had been before. It didn’t seem like a semi boner, either. Strange.

      After a quick piss and washing my hands, I pulled down my pants to look at it in the mirror. If not for the side vein being where it always was, curves too, I would’ve thought it was someone else’s dick. What the fuck was happening to me?

      The door opened and an old man entered, pausing there at seeing me checking myself out. When I quickly covered myself and apologized, he laughed.

      “You got something to be proud of there, boy. Nothing to apologize for.”

      Considering the fact that he winked at me as he passed, I felt incredibly awkward and was gone in a flash. The others had used the ladies’ room with help from Ahlaksiz, and were now grabbing some chicken for the road.

      “They won’t give it to me raw,” Kinara whispered with a pout, leaning her head on my shoulder.

      “Yeah, you could get salmonella or something.” I glanced around, glad we were alone in line, and whispered back, “Hey, do you think… am I becoming a monster?”

      “Humans can’t do that.”

      “No?”

      She lifted her head to look me in the eyes. “It’s never happened before.”

      “What’s that?” Ahlaksiz asked, returning with the bag of food to go.

      “I just..” How was I supposed to say this? “Well, I got some of their abilities, right? Which is kind of like,” I lowered my voice further to say, “monsters. And now in the bathroom I noticed something else… monster-like.”

      Confusion took hold of her expression, but Jalee’s eyes went wide. “Show us.”

      “What? Here?”

      She pointed to the car. I nodded, but as I turned, Kinara slipped a hand to grab my package.

      “Oooh,” she said. “He’s telling the truth. It’s bigger.”

      Unfortunately, that’s when I saw the table of younger women—maybe young college girls?—all watching this, half of them bursting into giggles, others looking disgusted. I quickly made for the door, but paused there, eyeing Kinara.

      “Thanks for that,” I said when she passed by.

      She grinned wide and stuck out her tongue. “I couldn’t wait to find out.”

      “Right. Well, on the topic of meat…” I nodded to the side door, propped open for some reason with a plastic cup. Maybe the lock was stuck or something. “That might lead to the kitchen, and if you really want raw, we can make that happen.”

      “I could catch something in the wild instead.”

      “No time,” Ahlaksiz interjected. “Sorry, but if you want food before our trip, it’s now or never.”

      That settled it. Maybe it was this new ‘monster’ side of me, I don’t know, but I gestured for the car and said, “Get in, I’ll be right back.”

      Kinara looked impressed as I made my way to the side door. She headed for the car with the others while Milkshake asked what I was doing. They whispered the plan to her, barely audible as I inched past the open door and had a peek. From here, I could see the guy working the register, but he had his back to me. Nobody else.

      That settled it. I stepped in, walked briskly past the register, and went for a box of chicken that looked like someone was preparing to cook it. Snatching it up, I came face to face with a pimply teen.

      “Who’re you?” he asked.

      “Delivery,” I said, spinning and carrying the box back toward the door.

      “Hey, I just pulled that out, so—you, wait!”

      I was booking it, then, pushing through the door with my shoulder, almost laughing as I made my first and only chicken run. Jalee had my door open, motioning me in from the back, and I made it with the guy shouting from the doorway behind me.

      “Go, go, go!” I said, and Ahlaksiz took the controls so that we were gone before they had a chance to call the cops. Would they do that over a box of stolen, raw chicken? I had no clue.

      We were all whooping and laughing, though that stopped the second Kinara reached into the box and pulled out a piece of partially thawed chicken to bite into.

      “Ack!” she shouted, throwing the chicken so that it hit the windshield and fell down onto the dash with a splat. “It’s fucking cold!”

      Stunned silence followed, then the laughter returned—but only from Ahlaksiz and me.

      “They freeze it,” I explained. “You’re going to have to wait for it to thaw. As for us, though…”

      The rest of us started digging into the cooked chicken, and damn was it good. I’d never even tried this place, having been more of a KFC kid growing up, but whatever this spicy, seasoned piece was that I had in my mouth at that moment was proclaimed the winner.

      “Please tell me we got biscuits with butter and honey,” I said between bites, and then looked around for a root beer. “Shit, no sodas?”

      “We got out of there in a rush,” Ahlaksiz said, “and I was thinking mostly of protein. Sorry.”

      “Should we go back?” I grinned and they chuckled, all knowing that clearly wasn’t an option at this point. We had water bottles, and that would have to do for the moment. “Seriously though, we have our destination, but I don’t know how we’re going to get there. I mean, Turkey? We can’t exactly sneak you all onto an airplane.”

      “Ferris, aren’t you forgetting something?” Jalee said, hand on my shoulder from the backseat.

      “We don’t exactly need an ‘airplane,’ when we have this,” Ahlaksiz added, patting the dash. She froze, realizing she’d gotten chicken grease on it, then laughed. “Ah, oh well.”

      I took a napkin from the bag and wiped it as clean as I could, then looked out and noticed which direction we were heading.

      “You all think we can basically drive to Turkey? To fucking Turkey?” I scoffed. “That would take… Hell, I have no idea.”

      Ahlaksiz wiped her hands on the napkin, then pulled out her wrist device and activated a holo-screen. “According to this, it’s almost seven thousand miles away.”

      “How many days’ walk would that be?” Kinara asked.

      “Kinara,” I said, trying not to mansplain, “you can’t walk to Turkey. There’s a huge ocean in the way. But, assuming you could, maybe someone could walk, I don’t know, like thirty miles in a day? So that’s like… two hundred something days of walking.”

      “Shit.”

      I nodded.

      “It’s a good thing, then,” Ahlaksiz programmed something into the car with a few hand gestures, “that this isn’t a regular car.”

      In a burst of light, we shot forward, all of us pinned back in our seats, shouting and mumbling and maybe even slobbering. My gut wrenched and I finally got the car to stop by taking the controls, but that was a big mistake—we slammed to a stop and suddenly all the chicken started working its way up. I’d already vomited once that day and wasn’t about to do it again.

      “Don’t ever,” gulp, “do that…” moan, “again.”

      She stared at me with an arched brow, then laughed. “Ah, right—humans and their weak stomachs.”

      “For the record, I didn’t enjoy it much either,” Jalee said, and I turned to see that she looked a bit green.

      Another urge to vomit came up and I leaned out to open the door, but barely had it open when Ahlaksiz caught me by the arm and said, “Don’t.”

      I saw why. We were hovering well above what looked like an orchard. It could have been any one of the farms nearby in California, except, somehow it didn’t feel right. With a deep breath, my urge to puke vanished.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Judging by the travel system, I’d say… somewhere over Kansas City.”

      I blinked, trying to take that in. “We barely traveled at all.”

      “You don’t seem to understand what you’ve already accomplished in your short time of being part of our world.” She glanced back at the ladies, then to me. “Not only have you summoned three monsters to your side, but you played a role in taking down a hunter. To put it in terms you’d understand, you’re level one in Chrono Trigger Diablo but skipped to the middle of the game and managed to survive because you have amazing teammates.” She held her hands up as Kinara started to protest. “And now, Ferris, you’re becoming badass, too. And as you learn about Prana and Ichor and all that, I could see you becoming quite the force to be reckoned with. But you just took that mid-game boss’s mount, and—”

      “I think you’re mixing up Warcraft with Diablo,” I interrupted.

      “What?”

      “Just that…” Seeing the concern in her gaze, I smiled wide. “Never mind, continue. Just… Diablo doesn’t have mounts, and… yeah. Continue.”

      “You get my point though? You got an awesome mount, you stole his drones, and you have a team that’s all higher level than you, essentially.”

      “Go back to that Ichor and Prana thing…”

      She considered me, then made the car start flying again. “As we go, sure.”

      And true to her word, as we flew on, she began to tell me all about it.
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      “When I first came to this land, there was talk of a protector,” Ahlaksiz started. “One who would seek out certain monsters to protect against the ones who would do harm to this land. I was one of his summons, and served him loyally. At first he wouldn’t let me listen in on his meetings with this team of what he called ‘Myths,’ but the longer I was with him, and the more intimate we became, the more relaxed he became.

      “His name was Godfrey, and he played a major role in the Crusades. This was after we split our separate ways, though. Before all that, he was simply working off the old legends surrounding Arthur and Avalon, and he put together the fact that mythical creatures did indeed exist on Earth, and had done for many years. Some seemed to be monsters from my world, but there were others possibly from elsewhere. I don’t know where, exactly.

      “The group he called Myths he protected from those who were termed ‘Legends.’ He was convinced him to make a move against a Legend in a faraway land who had been known to cause trouble. This Legend was rumored to have knowledge of the location of the Holy Grail. So Godfrey set off, bringing me along. This was all well before the actual start of the Crusades, mind you. He didn’t get the information he wanted, but managed to kill this Legend, and in doing so confirmed a suspicion from one of his Myth ladies—that killing a Legend would allow one to increase their powers. Linking had its effect, as you know, but he got greedy. He started hunting down Legends simply to kill them and absorb their power. Green energy was termed “Prana,” while red they called ‘Ichor.’ The former would enhance him on simple levels, but the latter could give him actual skill increases, and powerful ones at that.”

      “Wait, so leveling up has some basis in truth?” I chuckled, watching the states of America as we passed by fast enough to make it a blur.

      She nodded. “In a sense. And all of this, it got to the point that Godfrey no longer focused on how much of delineation there was between Myth or Legend in his quest for power, and even brought other knights with him. Some say the evil he committed in those days largely fueled the start of the Crusades, but I don’t know. I was long gone before that, because he got so power-hungry that, one day he called me to his chambers and attempted to take my life. He wanted my Ichor, but I didn’t let him have it.”

      “What’d you do?” Kinara asked, wide-eyed.

      “He had his sword out, two of his so-called Myths with him, and they were all moving in on me. Naturally, I used my claws and teeth to obliterate one of them on my way out. I wouldn’t have, but they left me no choice. Even after my first strikes, she pursued, and in the end I not only tore out her throat to end her life, but absorbed her Ichor. If he had simply started by taking hers, he would have been better off.”

      “So you got an upgrade?” I asked.

      “I’ve had several over the years,” she replied. “Some I’m not even proud of. Mostly I’ve used them to upgrade my shielding, as that seems to be what keeps me alive. It’s why I can take a beating and keep on rolling. But I also upgraded speed and awareness.”

      “Wait, the…” I turned back to Milkshake. “The light when we killed the hunter?”

      She nodded. “These terms mean nothing to some. But back home, most are at least aware of the way one’s life force can enhance your powers.”

      “It’s part of why the hunters exist,” Kinara added. “They seek out power, whether for themselves or to pass on to others in strange rituals.”

      “Though some give out only Prana when killed,” Ahlaksiz said. “Others, Ichor. Which is one reason some monsters, such as Tooth and his boss, look down on Kinara.”

      “Apparently, others like me don’t have Ichor,” Kinara said, pouting.

      I frowned, feeling for her but confused. “Wouldn’t that be a good thing? If you don’t give a big Ichor upgrade when you die, wouldn’t they be less likely to want to kill you?”

      “The opposite ends up being true,” Kinara replied, squirming in her seat and turning to look out the window. We were over a large lake one minute, mountains the next.

      “She’s right,” Jalee said, wrapping her arms around herself. “It’s like… like they think because she doesn’t give out Ichor, her life isn’t worth a damn. Like she’s an animal, to be hunted.”

      I couldn’t stand the idea that they all thought of my Kinara like that, and turned away from the others, retreating into myself. Jalee had even served a hunter—she had been on the side that killed others like Kinara for sport. Kinara might have been one of them, had I not summoned her when I did.

      “You need to know this,” Ahlaksiz said, “as painful as it might be for a human to hear. You don’t have to think of Kinara as any less, and I’m sure none of us do. There are others that are even more hunted than her kind, a type known as ‘Shades.’ And if you want—”

      “I’m not going to play their game,” I countered.

      “Ferris…” Ahlaksiz turned, a hand on my leg. “You don’t have a choice. You don’t have to hunt anyone down or become a monster like that early master of mine, but you are going to fight. You are going to kill—you’ve already seen that, and you know that it affects you.”

      My enhanced powers since the death of the hunter, but also with recent enhancements… and enlargements, further confirmed what she was saying. “So?”

      “So, there are ways to embrace these upgrades. To cultivate the power, focus on where you want your enhancements to go. Prana can help with what you’d think of as stats—speed, strength, agility. Yes, charisma too, which maybe has to do with…” She glanced at my crotch, then away quickly. “It’s all part of that. You’re doing it whether you want to or not.”

      “How do I apply it?”

      “Some use items that help them focus the ability to upgrade. Others have to sort of meditate on it, and have even learned how to redistribute the Prana within themselves. This is where the idea of meditation and Taoist beliefs and all that originated. You can learn this, too, but if we’re able to find you an item that allows you to see the upgrades more specifically, that might be easier for you.”

      This was all a lot to take in, but no more so than everything else I’d been through lately. Looking out the window of our flying, cloaked car was a good reminder of that, especially as we seemed to be passing over the Atlantic Ocean now.

      “And Ichor?” I asked.

      “It’s powerful. With Ichor, you can find ways to reclassify yourself, to give yourself a special focus, like a—”

      “Class,” I cut in.

      “Yes, class selection, essentially. When you’re able to really narrow it down, that is.” She sighed, turning and putting a hand on Kinara’s knee. “I would never assign one’s value based on what you can take from them in death. Without Prana, you can’t increase your normal stats, like you said. But without Ichor,” she took her hand away, eyeing the other two before turning back to me, “you could never reach new heights. And there’s more to it than that—I believe you and Milkshake here split the power when you killed that hunter. That’s why she keeps the sword, why it’s bonded to her. But I’d bet that if you try to summon it, as long as she doesn’t have it active, you’d be able to.”

      “It allows one to bond to and even upgrade a weapon, or item,” Milkshake said, nodding. “Yes, I gave him the light, after taking some for myself.”

      Ahlaksiz offered her a half smile. “As I suspected.”

      We flew on for a while as I leaned against the window, at times closing my eyes and drifting off to sleep, at other moments simply watching the waves below. A storm formed in the distance, dark-gray clouds swirling, and the dark lines of gray told me there was going to be rain.

      “I… gotta piss,” I said, realizing we were over the Atlantic still. One thought was the water bottles, but I didn’t like that idea one bit. “What’s the chance of us slowing a bit so I can open the door and go?”

      “Not a good idea, not with the winds out there,” Jalee said. “I’ve been holding it for a bit now.”

      Damn, she was right. The wind would blow it right back in my face. The bottles would have to do.

      “Hand me one of those empty ones,” I said, indicating a bottle in the back.

      She did, then laughed. “You’re not going to…?”

      “Imagine you all telling the story of how you set off on a quest with me, only to have me die over the Atlantic from an explosion of the bladder.” I chuckled, unscrewing the cap and then trying to position myself to make this less awkward. At least there was no steering wheel in the way. Scooting forward to the edge of the seat, I unzipped and pulled out my larger-than-normal cock, only slightly annoyed that Ahlaksiz was watching. Glancing over, I saw that Kinara was craning her neck to see as well.

      “Can I have some privacy?” I asked.

      “Give him privacy,” Jalee said, and suddenly there was a sound of tinkling. She was doing it too!

      “Careful with that!” Milkshake said, and then laughed, moving away from her.

      At least it took the pressure off of me, so I was able to get my stream going. But it wasn’t like the tip would remotely begin to fit into the opening of the bottle, and as it started to fill, I couldn’t hold it at an angle anymore. How the hell did people do this in movies?

      Sure enough, at the end it was too much and as I shouted for another bottle, I realized it was too late. The last bits spilled out onto the floor, and I was mortified. I had to hope that Jalee had fared better than me.

      “We need to get the car cleaned,” I said, holding my nose and feeling incredibly embarrassed. “Anywhere we can stop?”

      Ahlaksiz, looking quite amused, checked the display on the car and said, “Ever heard of Scotland?”

      My embarrassment replaced by excitement, I tucked my dick away and worked to get the cap back on the bottle. I’d always wanted to go to Scotland, even if it was only a quick stopover to get the piss cleaned from the car.
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      I could practically hear the bagpipes playing before we even landed in Scotland. My imagination filled with thoughts of men in kilts and women doing the sword dance as I’d seen in my teens going to the Highland Games in Long Beach with my dad. Those had been great times, with meat pies and spicy-as-hell ginger cookies, fun sword fights, and of course the parade where the clans showed off. That was a fun one, even though it wasn’t out in nature like some, because it was partnered with the Queen Mary, a ship from the 1930s that had played a role in immigrants coming to America.

      Naturally I didn’t expect visiting Scotland to be anything like that, or not exactly anyway. And I understood that we weren’t going on a sight-seeing trip. Still, it was rather exciting.

      We crossed high over the green patch below that I figured was Ireland, and then a bit more water before starting our descent to Scotland.

      “You’ve been here before?” I asked.

      Ahlaksiz smiled wistfully. “In fact, I lived here for a bit, with an old friend of mine. A woman you might recognize from stories, though not on sight.”

      “What? Who?”

      “Goldilocks.”

      My mouth dropped. “You can’t be serious.”

      “What’s confusing?”

      I scoffed, looking at the others as if they’d join in to laugh at this idea. “You’re serious?”

      “Like the Ichor and all that, powerful beings—yes, some have taken on specific monikers, or legends rose up around them. Some simple stories, others beyond comprehension.”

      This time I laughed. “Don’t tell me, she has three bears?”

      “You can think of them as Myths and Legends, or monsters. Maybe aliens is a term that makes more sense? Or demons?” She shrugged. “I have no idea, but I know that I’m real, and that my old friend is real. We’ll pay her a visit, and maybe open your eyes to the way of our worlds that much more.”

      All I could do was turn to watch the land below, relieved by Ahlaksiz saying it seemed we hadn’t been picked up on any radar systems or the like. To my surprise, we were approaching a city. I frowned, realizing how stupid I’d been—of course Scotland had cities like any other country. Why wouldn’t it? But in my mind the place still existed in the 1400s or so.

      “Is time travel possible?” I asked, as the idea suddenly hit me.

      “What do you mean, time travel?” Kinara asked.

      “Going back in time. Visiting previous periods, stuff like that. If there’s magic and monsters, other planets and maybe aliens, I don’t know what to expect. So time travel—is it real?”

      Ahlaksiz chuckled, shaking her head. “Not that I know of.”

      “Too bad,” I said, thinking how much I’d love to go back and see the Scots in those old days, or maybe go farther back to the time of pirates or Vikings. Then again, meeting some supposed Goldilocks would be pretty cool. Maybe.

      We veered away from the city and past a golf course, then to a road that led up a nearby hill. There we waited for a truck to pass before landing and uncloaking. Now we were just another car making our way through the suburbs.

      “What city are we close to?”

      “The nearest is Paisley,” Ahlaksiz replied. “Glasgow isn’t far off.”

      I leaned back, smiling to myself at the thought of being so close to Glasgow. Where I really wanted to go was Stirling, to visit the Stirling Bridge. The Wallace Monument in Causewayhead would be nice, too, but I understood that we weren’t there on a sightseeing trip.

      “Who exactly is this Goldilocks character?” Jalee asked.

      “And are you sure we can trust her?” Milkshake added.

      Kinara, however, lay with her head back and mouth open, a tiny bit of drool at the edge of her lip.

      “A fairy tale character,” I replied, seeing that Ahlaksiz was distracted by looking at the streets and signs. “Basically, she goes to a house and finds three bowls of porridge. She’s hungry so tries the first, but it’s too cold. Then she tries the next, and it’s too hot. Finally—”

      “Finally, blah blah blah,” Ahlaksiz cut me off, coming to a stop in front of a house that could have easily fit in with any in the nicer parts of Glendale. It was white with green trim, and the only thing about it that stood out as odd was its overly large door.

      “They asked,” I replied.

      “So you give them a story for little children? You have no idea who she really is. Do you even understand the point of that story?”

      I shook my head. “Something to do with breaking and entering?”

      She laughed. “Maybe. In earlier versions of the story she was an old woman, one who entered their house out of spite. It’s this version of the story that probably holds more truth than others.”

      “How so?”

      “It wasn’t spite so much as a power play. In the early days, Goldilocks was known as a bit of a thief, one who came under attack by many, and the famed bear trio was even rumored to have been hired to take her head. She walked right into their home—the location of which was hidden by magic—and ate their food, sat in their chairs, and slept in their beds. When they came home and found her, they were impressed, but there was more to it. She challenged their leader to a fight, and when he accepted, she managed to get her golden locks on him, chains and all manner of kinky restraints, then went for his package with a hand and a knife. Her offer was simple, one or the other. He chose the hand, and by the end of the night she had all three of them in her service.”

      “The father, mother, and child?”

      “Not at all. The three bears are all grown men.” She indicated the door opening, a man stooping down to fit through the doorway, then staring at us with arms crossed. “There’s one of them now. Monsters, mind you. They aren’t Earth bears. They shift, heal, and have claws that stay sharp and can penetrate most materials.”

      “Wait,” Kinara sat up, suddenly awake and alert. “I know that man.”

      “The bear?” I asked.

      She nodded enthusiastically. “The Three Marks. For a while, all self-proclaimed kings and queens, all warlords… basically anyone with power back home wanted their heads.”

      “The Three Marks were on the top of the hunter’s list,” Jalee added, lowering in her seat.

      “We shouldn’t keep them waiting,” Ahlaksiz said, opening her door. “Now, I should warn you, try not to piss them off.”

      I gulped, wondering how little I understood about all the other fairy tales and nursery rhymes of my youth. We followed her out of the car and approached the house where the large man was waiting.

      “Not often we get visitors,” he said with a bit of a Scottish accent. With a sniff in the air, he added, “Especially not of your kind.”

      When his eyes settled on me, I thought I could see the bear in there. The ferocity, at any rate. He had clearly seen his fair share of action, and had that distant look of someone who was immune to pain and hardship. This guy stood even taller than my buddy Alex, and was thick, too. Wide shoulders, a thick beard that had no break point between it and his chest hair. A scar on the side of his left cheek by the ear, which made me wonder since Ahlaksiz had said they could heal.

      “You know me,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Maybe, but I don’t know these ones…” Again, his eyes focused on me. “I most certainly don’t know him.”

      “He summoned us,” Jalee said, standing tall at my side.

      Now I knew what that meant, or at least had a better idea, I understood why that caused his eyes to widen slightly and his firm stance to soften. A hint of a smile even formed at his mouth. “You?”

      “That’s right.” Standing in front of this man, I was amazed that I actually felt tall. The way he was suddenly looking at me, I felt in charge, and went with it. “Now, are you going to be friendly and invite us in?”

      The smile widened, then he laughed, clapping my shoulder. “You may be our fucking undoing, but I’ll take all the excitement I can get.”

      I glanced at Ahlaksiz to see if she was going to shine some light on his statement, but she only brushed past him to enter, ignoring the statement. Inside, another large man sat at the table eating a massive sausage on a fork while reading from a tablet.

      “Hey, little bear,” Ahlaksiz said to this one, though he didn’t seem any smaller than the other. “We had an accident in the car. Mind seeing if someone can take a look?”

      The guy eyed us, grunted, and took another bite of his sausage as he stood and walked past us on his way to check out the car.

      “Little?” Kinara whispered.

      Ahlaksiz chuckled. “Just having fun.” She turned to the stairs, leaning up them as she called out, “Goldilocks, guess who?”

      “Goldi, bitch,” a woman said, stepping out of a room farther up the hallway, instead of the stairs. She was drying her hands on a towel that she let drop back into the other room, eyeing us with skepticism. Her hair was black, her face slender and with a youthful glow, in spite of the age her eyes revealed. She wore a black dress tied with a belt in the center, and gold bracelets of interlocked gold chains. “Where the fuck have you been?”

      “Busy,” Ahlaksiz said. “I wasn’t sure we’d find you here. But hoped.”

      Goldi grunted. “The headquarters is… problematic. We had a fucking war while you were ‘busy.’”

      Ahlaksiz turned away, but I had to know.

      “War?”

      Goldi eyed me, giving me a curt nod. “Myths versus Legends, and they brought out the big guns. The so-called gods, even.”

      “You took a side?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “Bitch, I’m Myth through and through… now.” Goldi winked. “They had a Protector with them.”

      That seemed to be troubling news for Ahlaksiz as her hands became fists. Her eyes met mine, then she quickly turned away and walked into the living room to have a seat.

      “That’s a big deal?” I asked.

      “It might be.” Ahlaksiz turned to Goldi. “Is it a big deal? A Protector and a new summoner, so close together?”

      Goldi shrugged, going to the fireplace to rotate a candle before lighting it. “Thing is, Morganna returned, Arthur too. Surely you’ve heard all of this?”

      The rest of us were all looking very perplexed, and I wasn’t sure I’d heard right. “Arthur, as in…?”

      “King, once upon a time. Now… something else entirely.”

      “I heard,” Ahlaksiz cut in. “And it’s not our fight. Why the hell you felt the need to get involved is beyond me.”

      “They were convincing. Which leads me to ask what your intentions are.” She nodded to the doorway, where one of the bears now stood—having snuck up on us. He morphed into a bear as we watched, some of his clothes ripping, others stretching out. And then a low growl from the other side of the living room, at another entrance where another bear entered. Goldi grinned, pulling up a fire poker that she clicked to reveal that it was actually some sort of harpoon-like device. “Spill it.”

      “You know we’re not with the Legends,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Do I? I know you aren’t with the Myths, or you would’ve been there with us, fighting to save this God-foreskin hell hole.”

      “Sorry,” I interrupted, “did you mean God-forsaken?”

      She glared. “No, like… this world is some god’s cut off and forsaken foreskin. Like I said. It’s a thing.”

      I blinked, pretended to zip my mouth, and thrust my hands in my pockets.

      “We’re not with the Legends,” Ahlaksiz repeated, putting more emphasis on it this time. “We stopped by to see about our car, and to check in. I know I haven’t had my ear to the ground like you have, and I’ll admit we might have a larger role to play in all this. That is, unless your way put an end to the conflict?”

      Goldi frowned, but then laughed, Ahlaksiz grinning too. Apparently, that had been a joke.

      “There will always be someone else,” Goldi said. “And yes, I’ve drawn my line in the sand, pissed on their side, and now we’re part of it. Hence me coming home, at least to regroup, gather our bearings, and play some golf.”

      I chuckled at that, taking it as a joke.

      She frowned. “Mr….?”

      “Ferris. Ferris Parrone.”

      “Mr. Parrone, we take our golf around here very seriously. So, if I have some downtime and want to play golf, I don’t see the problem in that. Do you?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” She eyed us all a few more seconds, then waved off her bears before saying, “Join me in the visiting room for some whiskey.”

      When I was the only one to step forward to follow, I decided to take a stand.

      “This is Scotland, and the lady just offered us a drink. Seeing as we’re about to ride off to possible death, I’m going to have that drink and so are each of you.”

      They seemed both impressed and confused by my insistence, but none argued. Soon we were in a dark, back room, sipping fine whiskey with her and one of the bears. Ahlaksiz gave her the quick rundown on our situation, while I took a sip and savored the taste.

      “Not Scotch?” I asked, looking at the bottle. She ignored me, but the bear man glared.

      “You’re going in search of the sun disk?” Goldi asked.

      “We are.” Ahlaksiz’s eyes flickered over to Jalee quickly, then she seemed to think better of whatever she’d been about to say. Could it be that she didn’t fully trust Goldi?

      “Some humans know about our kind, and they’ll be looking, too,” Goldi said. “Not all are accepting of monsters or others. They would find it, open the door if they ever found a way, and wage war on our kind. I may be with the Myths, and at the moment humanity seems to have realized the value of not fighting all monsters or fairy tale beings, but you and I both know that won’t last.”

      “Why can’t it?” I cut in. I still had a hard time with the idea that there were people in the government who knew about all this, but if they said so, it must’ve been true. The idea that anyone in the government could keep such a secret astounded me, considering all the other secrets that leaked over the years.

      “Because the people who are in power today won’t be in power tomorrow.”

      “And even if they are, they don’t speak for all of humanity,” Ahlaksiz added. “One government might say we’re allies in the morning, another might turn on us that same afternoon. We’ve seen it all, trust me.”

      I hated to hear this, but more than that, was starting to get eager to hit the road. I had to believe that, if others knew how amazing monsters could be—some of them, at least—they would make an alliance. Various groups of humanity had once considered each other devils or beneath each other, and while there were still many issues, it wasn’t anywhere near as bad as it had once been. At least, from what I had observed of the world. Why couldn’t the monsters at least live among us in that same way?

      Goldi started telling us that she had also searched for the sun disk for some time, and mentioned another sort of travel, one that she’d heard rumors of but never seen.

      “It doesn’t matter, anyway,” Goldi finished. “It’s not like the Liahona, or Pernater, takes you back to our world, anyway. Some rumors say they take you to other worlds, not ours. Or have other powers. There’s even talk that some who’ve lived among us are from these other worlds. Can you believe that?”

      “Like who?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “The original Red Riding Hood, for one. They say that hood that’s been passed down has some otherworldly origin, it’s not from our world.”

      As fascinating as this was, it was starting to overwhelm me.

      “Mind if I use the restroom?” I asked, taking a step and realizing the whiskey had hit me harder than I’d thought it would. After only half a glass, I wasn’t drunk, but the room was wobbly. Honestly, I was surprised I had to go again, after going in the car. And as funny as it was, when I stood there with my dick out trying to piss, it didn’t happen. I frowned, eyeing the little guy and telling him he better do it so that we wouldn’t have to stop and get the car cleaned again. Finally, a little bit drizzled out, and I shook, calling it. That would have to do.

      I quickly washed my hands and opened the door to find Kinara there with a finger to her lips.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Just wanted to check in. See what you think about all this.” She leaned in, kissing me on the cheek. “Did you know about this war stuff? About… two groups?”

      “Not really, only what you all have told me.”

      “I hardly know anything.” She glanced over her shoulder. “But if there’re other ways to travel, maybe destroying this one isn’t the right way to go?”

      All of this was above my paygrade, but I nodded, then told her we could think about it. “We don’t know what we’ll find out there, and…” She shrugged. “All I know is, I’ll do what I can to make you three happy.”

      “Not four?”

      I frowned, then realized she meant Ahlaksiz. “Three, really. She’s more like a mom to our little group, no? A stepmom, or great aunt, but still. It’s you three that I’m linked to.”

      Kinara took my hand and kissed it, then held it against her cheek. “How is it you’re not screaming and crying right now?”

      “What?”

      “I’ve always heard that’s how humans are. We’re told not to be like a human, but to be brave and ferocious.”

      “Ouch.”

      “No,” she wrapped her arms around my waist, “that’s what I’m saying—you’re not like that. What’s so different about you? Suffered hardships in your youth, or…?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. When this first started, I was a bit freaked out. Who wouldn’t be? But if I have to find an answer to your question, I guess I’d say it’s you. You and the other two give me courage.”

      “I like that.” She leaned in and gave me a tender kiss.

      “Hold on,” I said, leaning back. “Now it’s time for me to come to the defense of humanity. We have a lot of very brave people. I mean it—a lot.”

      She looked skeptical.

      “We’re in the birthplace, or country anyway, of freaking William Wallace! And not just him, but men and women throughout history have stood up against oppressors, fought for freedom, fought for justice. I’m telling you, once we have time to actually sit down and watch movies, I’m going to have to add some of the real-life inspired ones to the mix.”

      “You know,” she stuck her tongue out in thought, “maybe I believe you. Yeah, I think I do.”

      “You think you do?” I laughed. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “Don’t get annoyed. What, everything you all say about monsters is true?”

      “Not remotely.”

      “There you go.”

      I kissed her this time, then noticed one of the bear-guys walking toward us in the hall.

      “Car’s ready,” he said. “Also, Goldi had me throw on some sausages, so if you’re hungry, they’re on the table.”

      “Any raw ones?” Kinara asked.

      The man grinned, apparently getting her. “Of course. I’ll add a plate.”

      “For a second I thought he was going to make a naughty retort,” I said.

      She looked at me, frowning, then pushed past me to the bathroom. “My turn. Meet me at the table.”

      I wasn’t going to argue that, but first went to retrieve my whiskey, and found Goldi laughing out loud, her arm around Ahlaksiz’s shoulders like they were the best of friends.

      “What’d I miss?” I asked.

      Jalee and Milkshake were already halfway to the kitchen, and the latter looked back with a shrug. “Some inside joke about Morganna, apparently.”

      Watching Ahlaksiz laughing like that reminded me that she actually had a sort of human side to her, even if she wasn’t technically human. Monsters weren’t so different from us in many ways. At least, not these monsters. I had a hard time believing the stone trolls and that type would be anything like me.

      I grabbed my glass and continued on, meeting the others in the kitchen. They were chowing down and grabbing a couple for the road. I had to wonder why only Kinara seemed to have real problems with human food, but decided that maybe it had more to do with her lifestyle back where she came from.

      While most of the sausage was square and flat, Jalee took one that was more American in style. She stuck it in my mouth, grinning as she did so. “Enjoy it as much as I do?”

      Actually, it tasted damn good. But her little joke wasn’t lost on me. “Funny,” I replied, biting into it and wishing I could compare with this thing. Oh, wait, I’d been growing lately so maybe I could.

      “She is funny,” the large, Scottish bear said. “So what, they’re all with you?”

      I nodded, taking another bite.

      “And you’re all with her?” Milkshake asked.

      The bear man nodded.

      “Wait, is she…” I glanced back, not sure if this would be an offensive question. “Did she summon you all here?”

      After a long silence, the man growled.

      “Should I not have asked that?”

      “Probably not,” Goldi said, walking in behind me and going for some cups to pour us water. “But I won’t take offense. I know too many great humans to be offended by being mistaken as one.”

      “She’s no summoner, and no human,” Ahlaksiz said, stepping in behind her.

      Goldi shrugged. “Many have trouble with trust and faith.”

      “I have no reason to not believe.” I accepted a glass of water.

      “Thanks for the help,” Ahlaksiz said. “We’ll try not to mess up the car again… but it was nice seeing you.”

      “Same,” Goldi replied, then turned my way. “You didn’t get your answer. You want to know why these three are with me, when they’re not linked to me in that same way you are with these ladies. Simply because they want to be.”

      “We want to be with Ferris,” Kinara countered, even looking offended by the comment.

      “None of us are here against our will,” Jalee added.

      Goldi nodded, eyeing them to try and figure if that was the truth, then nodded and walked off before calling over her shoulder. “Enjoy the trip. When you’re ready to join the fight, you know where I’ll be.”

      We thanked the bears, too, and went on our way. No longer did I doubt that fairy tales were real. At least, in some form.
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      When we finally arrived in Turkey, I was in a daze. My first time traveling the globe and I’d managed to meet Goldi and her bears. At one point in the trip, I’d managed to get a nap in, and had a crazy dream of her riding those bears off to battle, and then doing other kinds of riding with them.

      I had woken in a startle, not sure if it had been a nightmare or what exactly. And then, looking out the window, I saw the sunlight casting a pink hue over the Hagia Sophia as we passed. We were flying again, cloaked of course. Soon we passed a river with a massive bridge over it, then we seemed to be leaving Istanbul behind.

      “We’re not going to the city?” I asked, having imagined breaking through old palace walls and finding secret chambers below ground or something like that.

      “Not according to the intel Tooth gave us, no.” Ahlaksiz fiddled with the dash, then tapped it once before running her wrist device along it. An image appeared taking up half the screen. A map. “From what I see in the notes, the closest it looks like they’ve been able to get is a two-mile radius in this area,” she circled a section of the map, “down here, nearer to Cappadocia.”

      The car shot forward again, passing over stretches of city, villages, mountains, and deserts. Even at this speed, this was quite the sight and I had to keep my eyes on our surroundings. Even still, my stomach was starting to churn. I was relieved when we slowed, coming to a sight that completely baffled me.

      “Here?” I asked, looking out at valleys of rocks, and at one spot we flew over tall rocks that nobody could ever mistake for anything other than huge stone penises. We were gone from them before any of us had a chance to comment, though, and our attention was quickly taken from that to more rocks with holes in them. As we flew past, I saw that these were windows and doors. This was a village!

      “Not far now,” Ahlaksiz said.

      We passed those, the image on the dashboard showing green circles moving in on a map, a blip that I assumed was us getting closer to the spot those circles all moved in on. The car stopped its forward motion and descended, letting us out at an area of the desert mountains with small patches of green bushes and scattered tall, thin trees. Darkness would be upon us soon, so I scoured the area, trying to figure out where we would go next.

      I stepped out, clucking my tongue to be safe, but found no sign of anyone nearby.

      “Why here?” I asked.

      “Everything points to this place,” Ahlaksiz replied. “They likely have forces here searching as we speak—but they don’t have you.”

      I nodded, still not exactly sure how I was going to help find the half of the sun disk, but figuring she would tell me when she was ready. At the moment, the others were climbing out of the car while she consulted her wrist device. I held up mine, too, looking at the small hexagon and wondering at the way it gave off a bit more of a shine here than usual.

      “Smells like…” Kinara sniffed. “Fire.”

      She was right. I hadn’t noticed it at first, but there was a slight campfire smell to the place. The warm air had gusts of cool wind that kicked up dirt and blew it in little spirals around the base of the hill. I took a step away from the car, and paused as I felt a strange sensation that was like a pulsing bass moving through my chest. Odd that I didn’t feel it in my legs.

      “Did you feel that?” I asked.

      “Feel what?” Jalee asked, stepping up to my side. “It’s beautiful.”

      It really was. From what I could tell, this whole country was gorgeous. Someday I hoped to explore it further, but at the moment the strange vibrations were coming again.

      “That! You didn’t feel it?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I did,” Kinara said, and I turned to see that she was backing up toward the car again. “And… I don’t like it.”

      “If both of you are sensing something the rest of us aren’t,” Ahlaksiz said, “I have to assume it’s related to your powers, but not specifically to what we’re after. Only Ferris should sense that.”

      “A vibration, here.” I put my hand on my chest.

      The others joined me to look out over the desert, except for Kinara who was still at the car. When I met her gaze, it hit me that she looked terrified.

      “You’ve felt it before, haven’t you?” I asked.

      “I know it.”

      Everyone was waiting for a response, but when none came, I asked them to give us a moment. Moving back over next to her, I nodded for her to get into the car, then followed. I sat next to her and took her hand, squeezing it gently to comfort her.

      “Tell me.”

      She leaned her head into mine, then pushed in and started kissing me. “What if… what if we said fuck all this? Send them off to look, me and you stay here and I suck your cock? You’d like that, right?”

      “Of course. But… they wouldn’t be able to find it without me, and if whatever this is happens to be dangerous, wouldn’t we be leaving them to the wolves?”

      She frowned, hand moving along my thigh, back and forth, closer, then pulling away abruptly. “Anal? Do you want to stick it in my ass? How about that, and we say forget all of this. Convince them to go home and abandon it.”

      “Is that what you really want?” I took her hand from my thigh, and held it to my chest. “You think it’s for the best?”

      “No… it would hurt.”

      “I didn’t mean ana—”

      She put a finger to my mouth, cutting off the word, and chuckled in spite of the fear in her eyes. “Trying to make a joke.”

      “It wasn’t a bad one.”

      “We have to do this, you’re right.” She sighed, heavily. “Last time I felt that sensation, it was when my family was killed.”

      “And what is it?”

      She shook her head. “I… don’t know.”

      That wasn’t an answer I’d been expecting. If this thing had been there when her family died, maybe even been responsible, I had thought she’d know what it was. A chill ran up my spine, and I clicked my tongue again.

      “Won’t work,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      “You won’t be able to sense it coming.”

      Well fuck, now she was really starting to terrify me. I would be brave, though, for her. “If we work as a team, and if we find this thing, we can make a difference.”

      She slowly lifted her eyes to mine. “We’re going to need a much larger team.”

      “Then we’ll make it so.” I went for the door, reaching back for her. “You’ll be there with me? Fighting at my side?”

      She hesitated, then took my hand. “I will.”

      Together we emerged to find the others crouched around Ahlaksiz, a holomap on her wrist device as she pointed out a specific point below.

      “Oh, good,” she said as we approached. “Based on checking what I’ve found against the intel from Tooth, this would be one of the entry points.”

      “And if we die before even reaching it?” Kinara asked.

      “Morbid,” Jalee said, shaking her head with a laugh. “Can we stay positive here?”

      Kinara’s nostrils flared and she looked like she was about to punch the other lady, but that vibration returned, causing the two of us to suddenly grip hands.

      “Levity aside,” Milkshake said, her skeletal wings moving as if she wanted to take flight, “I say we head on. These two are freaking me out.”

      Ahlaksiz eyed me, then led the way without another word. I walked hand-in-hand with Kinara, trying very hard not to let the fear get ahold of me. Monsters weren’t so bad, and even if there were some that could paralyze me with fear in other circumstances, now I was here with a team of my own monsters, and Ahlaksiz. She was part of the team, actually, even if we weren’t linked.

      Even with them, though, as it grew darker and we crouched next to a small cave at the side of that hill, the idea of leaving this all behind to try anal with Kinara sounded better by the second.

      “Can anyone see in the dark?” I asked.

      “Echolocation,” Kinara replied, voice shaky.

      “Right. Yes, I guess that’ll be useful.”

      “I can make light,” Jalee pointed out, and her eyes lit up momentarily.

      “Although, you might not want to in there,” Ahlaksiz countered. “Doing so might give away our location.

      “My sight in the dark isn’t bad,” Ahlaksiz said, and I couldn’t remember if she’d been in cougar form before, but she certainly was now. Strange, how it was all starting to feel the same to me. On that note, I adjusted my package, still not used to what was going on down there.

      “It’s nice to have the option for light, if needed,” I told Jalee, then turned to Milkshake. “And you? Anything?”

      “Ferris, Ferris, Ferris,” she said, looking me up and down as if about to eat me. “Don’t you know… I was born and bred in darkness?” Her eyes lit up slightly, maybe a hue of green, and she folded back her wings before leading the way in.

      Something about the way she said it and that green hue made me worried. Ahlaksiz had her eyes on me, so I wasn’t sure she had noticed. Wanting to be brave and set the standard for the group, I went next. Unfortunately, it was narrow enough that I couldn’t hold Kinara’s hand inside.

      “I’m even too freaked out to make a joke about your balls being in my face,” she whispered, following from behind.

      “And yet, you kind of just did.”

      Silence followed, then her hand caressing my package. I nearly yelped, pausing to look back at her as best I could. It was too dark to see her, but my senses showed her outline.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Helps me stay calm.”

      “I…”

      What was I going to say to that? Maybe it would keep me calm too, so I simply turned and continued on. More than once, her hand found its way between my legs. No more yelps, and soon I was enjoying it. Fantasizing about a sexy-as-fuck bat girl was a nice way to fight terror.

      “See anything?” I asked Milkshake. I clicked my tongue, as my sense had been fading, then was able to sense her, paused at an area that opened up into a wider room.

      “Quiet, there’s someone in here,” she said, then shifted, moving out of the way so that we could join her.

      Much more than before, those vibrations started rocking my entire body. Someone, or something, was definitely in there with us.
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      A hand went to my mouth. “Don’t…” It was Kinara’s voice. “If you sense it, I think it senses you. I’m moving blind here.”

      I took her hand, gave it a gentle squeeze, then held it so that she knew I’d be her guide. We moved in, going around the side of this larger area to stick to the wall. The darkness of this place and the fact that I was there with monsters brought me back to one night around Halloween years ago. A theme park in Virginia, where I’d gone to visit my uncle. Thick fog from the machines and undead stations all over, ladies shrieking and the scent of sugar and fried dough in the air. It had stuck with me over the years, I think because of the way my uncle had smiled at me, as if I were the kid he’d never had. All the screams and laughter, all the flashing lights and people dressed up, it all helped to cement that night and my memory of the man. It fucking sucked when, about two years later, my mom called me to let me know he’d been in an accident. Some assfuck on oxi, apparently.

      What an odd time to be missing the man, I thought as I ran my fingers along Kinara’s. Still, there was something about this, too, that I knew would make it stick with me until my death bed. Even if all of this ended and I woke up alone one day, I’d think back on this with only a mild amount of terror, a whole fucking lot of nostalgia.

      Then again, this damn vibration and the knowledge that we weren’t alone was starting to eat at me. Maybe my focus on my past was a way of distracting myself. We continued, still no sign of our company, and I was back there again, moving through one of the haunted houses from the theme park. Part of me expected to see a man dressed as a zombie or woman as a vampire come charging out at any second. And that got me wondering—were there actual zombies and vampires out there? In this monster world, or even here, could there be werewolves and mummies, or were monsters like those the exception, the few that had been born by fiction.

      Something pushed against me. I was sure of it. It had come from in front of me, like a strong wind in physical form, but I saw nothing there. All I could make out was the silhouette of Milkshake ahead. Turning back, there was Jalee with her eyes slightly glowing, and the shape of Ahlaksiz with her cougar ears at the rear.

      Another push, this time from the side, and skittering sounded.

      “What… the… fuck?” I whispered.

      “You sense something?” Jalee asked, nearly bumping into me.

      “Twice now,” Kinara answered, apparently having felt it too. “If we were to use our sensing, it would be able to attack. Whatever this is, it knows how to target me and mine.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know, but I feel it. They go hand in hand.”

      The pushes became stronger, and now I understood. It was testing us, hoping to get a reaction. To use our sensing skills and therefore let it attack us. We wouldn’t give it the satisfaction. My heart was thudding hard enough that I felt it in my neck. Or maybe it was a nervous twitch? Either way, all of this was starting to get to me. Scouring the darkness, I hoped to find any sign of what this was.

      “Shit!” Milkshake doubled back, nearly knocking us over. We caught her in time to see what she was running from. Not the terror haunting us, but a group of monsters who were clearly not a welcoming committee.

      Two men with blue skin and red hair, a third at their center with dark-red armor that glistened like blood. He was the one that worried me, walking calm and collected compared with the other two who approached like animals out for the kill. The calm one, even though he wasn’t running, somehow seemed to move faster than the others.

      We could either flee from them, or stand our ground. I decided that we’d come here for a reason, and running wasn’t it.

      “You’re searching for the sun disk?” I said, and my ladies seemed to feed off of my determination. They took up position around me, ready for trouble.

      The two crazy-looking mother fuckers crouched, coming to a stop, while the man summoned a sword. Did that make him a hunter? He stood there, long, greenish blade at his side. No more movement, simply staring at me from the dark slit behind his helmet.

      More monsters appeared with them, as if out of a dark fog. Several that reminded me of tall monkeys, one with wings. A woman moved up to red-armor’s side, eyeing us. She stepped toward me, her reptile eyes taking me in. No horns, but a thick tail and patches on her skin that were green. She reminded me of a crocodile and I had to wonder if Captain Hook and all of those fairy tales were included in this idea of Myths and Legends being based in reality.

      “You’re the one Tooth sent,” the dragon-looking woman said, eyeing me. “He thinks some human will be able to finish what we started.” Her eyes narrowed.

      “I can’t speak for him, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

      She scoffed, as she gestured past her, then shoved the guy out of our way. A glow came from the end of the hallway, and I couldn’t deny my curiosity. Still, I had to try to find out what I could.

      “You’ve found something?” I asked.

      Her glare told me she’d prefer not to tell me anything, but the guy she’d shoved out of the way spoke up.

      “A sort of wall,” he said. “Best see for yourself.”

      I arched an eyebrow at them, but nodded and started walking over to investigate. Judging by the pitter patter of footsteps, the ladies were right behind me. Honestly, I was glad to be leaving those other monsters behind, as they were creeping me out.

      We reached the corner and I slowed so that they could catch up without jogging, then we all moved as one. No need to explain. They got it. As a team, we turned the corner and came face to face with…

      A wall.

      Maybe I’d been expecting that to have been sarcasm or whatever, but actually finding this glowing, orange wall caught me more off guard than if it had been a massive, golden dragon.

      “They were serious,” I said, and turned to the ladies to see if they had any ideas. “What now?”

      “We get through it,” Ahlaksiz said. “Except, if they couldn’t, then… how?”

      I nodded, studying the wall closely and frowning. As far as I could tell, none of my powers would be useful here. Sensing, moving in water, the weird ability to see a blur that kind of predicted someone’s attack…all useless here.

      Right? I considered the wall, then looked back down the tunnel. Finally, running my hand along the stone, I had a realization. One power might actually work here. It felt right, and wasn’t that how this was supposed to work? Something special about me.

      “Kinara, on the count of three.” I took her hand. “We’re going to click our tongues on three.”

      Her eyes went wide, but she nodded. The others looked around nervously, visible now in the light of the glowing wall. It wasn’t like this was obviously the move, but I felt like it was right. And since they’d told me I would have some special way of getting to it, why not go on my instinct?

      I gave Kinara’s hand a squeeze, then another, and on the third we did it. Nothing happened at first, but then a surge of vibrations tore through us. My insides felt like they were going to tear apart, my mind like it was being stretched. Shit, that was quite possibly what was happening, I realized. And they had used this against Kinara’s family—or it had hurt them, somehow, maybe.

      We needed to conquer it, to escape. Except, I told myself, if I was really supposed to be able to find our way to the half of the sun disk and this was what I’d chosen to do, it had to be of some use. Inspiration struck, and pulling Kinara close, I took her other hand and said, “Push it out,” as I thrust both of our hands against the wall.

      The pain and pressure vanished, replaced by the thrill that comes with an orgasm. Shooting out the energy, it was suddenly a vibration going through the wall. Cracks formed, bright light shining through. Kinara and I stared at each other, hands still on the wall, and then I saw the blur of it, knew it was going to blow, and pulled Kinara to me as I jumped and shouted, “Down!”

      We all pulled away as it gave—the explosion rocking the cavern and the orange-gold wall disintegrating into fine dust. We lay on the ground, staring at the empty spot as the light of it faded. And only then realized that the walls behind us were now shaking, too.

      “It’s all going to cave in,” the crocodile woman said, appearing behind us and looking at first us on the floor, then the open passage. “Holy hell, you did it.”

      She charged past, not even waiting or turning to inform the others. They followed shortly, though, at the same time as we were pushing ourselves up. It became a mad dash through there as the ceiling behind started to fall.

      We charged in, shoving other monsters out of our way and struggling to keep together. Sure enough, several loud thuds sounded from behind, but by the time the place gave and the loud crashes brought clouds of dust, we were out of there. The tunnel led us into a cavern that was completely dark at first, but more than one monster sent out arcs of light that were like streaming flares.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Sparkling gold-lined marble, an area of underground ruins. This certainly fell under my goal of wanting to see and explore the world. Also, it seemed I wasn’t going to have to wait in line at the Indiana Jones ride at Disneyland this year—not when we had this place in real life.

      “The…  fuck is this?” Jalee asked.

      “What is it?” Kinara said, squinting and trying to strain her eyes. She also held onto my arm, tightly. Milkshake’s eyes darted around at the other monsters, clearly nervous. At least Ahlaksiz was moving up to a ledge to have a look down, likely scouting ways into the ruins.

      “An old city, maybe of religious significance,” I explained to Kinara. “If this isn’t where the other half is… I don’t know.” Turning to the others, I lowered my voice. “Are we not going to talk about what just happened back there?”

      “What happened is you’re discovering new powers, or ways of harnessing them,” Ahlaksiz replied. “Maybe it’s related to the hunter’s Ichor, but… I’d guess it was some ability Kinara had, but never knew.”

      I nodded at that, then froze. My eyes moved to Kinara, checking her, but she was still too busy squinting and trying to see. The implication of what Ahlaksiz said was a potential gamechanger. Maybe her family had been killed as she thought, but was it possible that she could have some power that she wasn’t quite aware of? Could it be that the same power we had just used to break through the wall… was also what had killed her family? Fuck, I felt horrible for her, if that were true.

      Maybe she would never have to know about it.

      “You…” The crocodile lady was talking to one of her monkey monsters with horns.

      Grunting in response, the monkey monster started down the walkway that led to the right and then to the ruins. Only, not three steps in and a burst of green dust shot out at him from below, reaching around him before shooting through his skin and dropping him, so that he went limp and fell over the cliff to land with a thud below.

      “Well, shit,” Jalee said, taking a step back.

      Another monster, one that was pure white with long, flowing white hair on his head and back, ran and leaped. Apparently, the hair on the back concealed wings, because then he was flying. He was starting his descent, however, when some unseen force shot through the air and his wings were gone and he dropped with another sickening thud.

      “I don’t like this place,” Kinara muttered, pulling back into me.

      “Me neither,” I admitted, starting to remember one reason the Disneyland ride was preferable to real life—less chance of actual death.

      The crocodile lady barked a command and pointed my way. The monsters attacked as one, first the two weirdos moving in from the sides, then one of the monkey men, while the guy in red and crocodile woman stood in place. At least the other sensation that had been creeping us out was gone.

      I saw the blur of one man coming at me, so stepped back for Milkshake to strike with her panda claws. Another came from the right, about to strike at Kinara. I hissed out the direction, and she turned to catch him by the throat, then slammed him into the ground.

      The monkey man attacked by bouncing off from the wall, a sort of speed-strike causing his punch to come faster than any of us could have seen. It hit, knocking Jalee back so that she rose into the air with her electric wings, before darting back at him with blue, shining fists. His speed was impressive, but when hers landed, he collapsed to the ground.

      More came at us, and the man in red started to advance, slowly.

      “This doesn’t have to happen,” I said, hands up. “We’re here to help—to work together.”

      “Cute,” the man said with a heavy accent—maybe Serbian or something like that. Then he came in for the attack. Milkshake summoned her sword, too, and met his strike. He turned though, sword moving too fast for her to respond to, but Ahlaksiz met him in nearly full cougar form. As soon as one of them let up, Jalee was there to blast him with electricity. He stumbled back, grunting, but resisted and stepped toward us again.

      As badass as he might have been, we weren’t going to put up with his shit.

      “Fuck this,” the crocodile woman said, and pulled out a fucking pistol! That was the last thing I’d expected among these monsters.

      Worse followed when the man in red had also drawn some sort of futuristic blaster-looking pistol. One shot went off and Milkshake stumbled, letting the sword fall from her hand. I stared in shock, then bounded over to her side, wrapping an arm around her.

      A blur of red came from my side, and I looked to see the sword at my throat, his blaster pointed at Milkshake’s face.

      “One move,” he said. “Make it.”

      Fuck. My team was ready, but I didn’t doubt this man could move fast enough to either slice me open or blast Milkshake’s face off. I wasn’t going to let that happen.

      “Don’t kill her!” I hissed, holding up my hands for my team to stay back. “I’ll… go, but need one of them with me.”

      “Fine,” the lady said, motioning to the cliff edge, then to me. “Make it fast. Bring it to us, and then we split paths.”

      They were ambushing us to take it for themselves. I didn’t like it, but wasn’t sure what I had expected. Tooth didn’t exactly strike me as a standup guy.

      Eyes meeting Milkshake’s, I mouthed, “Hang in there,” then turned to approach the cliff. Looking down, I knew there had to be some way to reach the ruins. Either way, that was our destination. Better to get on with it, and figure out what to do with our situation next.

      I eyed Kinara. She had helped me through the wall, but she needed to stay behind. Instead I turned to Jalee, holding a hand out. “Join me.”

      “We’ll both die,” she protested, eyeing me like I was crazy.

      “Maybe, but I don’t think so.”

      Ahlaksiz put a hand on her shoulder. “Trust him. He got us this far.”

      The statement was ridiculous, considering the fact that I had no idea what was going on, really. At the same time, she was right. Maybe my instincts were being fueled by my increased power, or this was all related to upgrading in some way?

      Regardless, I had a feeling about this.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Jalee said, stepping up to my side and glancing down at the ruins.

      “We both know I don’t,” I replied, then took her by the hand and started running. She resisted for a brief second, then was following my lead and we ran to the edge and leaped.
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      As Jalee and I half-fell, half-flew toward the ruins in this strange Turkish middle-of-nowhere, I used my momentum to swing over and under her. I grabbed hold of her waist as her electric-blue wings shot out overhead, carrying us down toward the ruins.

      “When I say so,” I said, “shoot out with everything you’ve got.”

      “It’ll fry you.”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      Our trajectory had us almost at the spot where the other flying monster had died. I clicked my tongue and scanned, also looking for any sign of danger. It came first as the blue I had grown accustomed to, then to my senses like a barrage of insects. They weren’t visible, but sure enough they were there and coming fast—metal, judging by the way my echolocation vibrated off them.

      “Now!” I hissed, clenching her harder in case she hadn’t heard me.

      “Aghh!” she growled, then shot out so that the whole place lit up. Yeah, it fucking hurt, and I was sent spiraling through the air. But as the ground appeared closer and closer with each rotation, I was very much aware that I wasn’t dead. Even more so when arms grabbed me and pulled me up, both of us spiraling until we landed and skidded across a shallow layer of water.

      Shit, water. I was up in a split-second, grabbing the form that I knew had to be Jalee, and running from the water.

      “Not… water,” she said, laughing as I set her down.

      “What?” I turned back with a confused stare only to see blackness. A sniff gave me a clue though—metallic, like… “Blood?”

      She nodded, lighting up slightly so that I could see the substance dripping from my clothes. “It would appear so, but I don’t know from where. It’s too much to simply be from those other two who fell and died down here.”

      “It’s fucking disgusting.”

      She didn’t argue. I looked up at the cliff, wondering what was going on up there, and then back to the ruins. This was the strangest place I had ever been. Part of me wanted to enjoy it, to have fun with the adventure of exploring hidden ruins. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get my mind off of Milkshake up there with her wound. Kinara and Ahlaksiz would be there for her if it came to it, or they’d die trying.

      Could they take those other monsters up there? Guns made me nervous, even more than their monster magic. Perhaps because magic, as much as it could hurt, still didn’t feel as real to me. I tried to push all that aside as Jalee and I started toward the ruins.

      The air was stale down here, slightly cold. I entered the compound under an old archway, part of it missing at the top. Other bits of nearby walls had crumbled apart. A groan sounded that I might have taken for the wind if there were any down here.

      Jalee clenched my arm and said, “I knew a place like this once. An old building in the Singing Woods. People said the place was alive, and… I believed it. Once a boy went to test it and claims that, when he punctured the wall, it bled.”

      “No shit?” I eyed the walls, then the blood on my clothes. The thought that maybe this place could bleed was revolting. “You weren’t there though?”

      She shook her head.

      Maybe it had been a lie, but in a world with monsters and magic, even fairy tales and an actual sort of leveling-up system, anything seemed possible. Maybe it was some sort of shapeshifter that took the form of a building long ago and forgot how to change back? In our case, that would have to be one very large shifter.

      “Do you sense anything?” Jalee asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought you’re able to sense things. Kinda feel what we should do. No?”

      I thought about that, but wasn’t sure how it worked yet. “Maybe? But right now, nothing.”

      At the moment, all we could do was continue on, walking past one large building that reminded me of a church with its tall double doors and spires. Something about this place felt wrong. I knew this was where we needed to be to find the item, but it definitely didn’t want us there. Passing the next building, which I saw was connected to the first by an outside, covered hall, I paused. Turning back to it, I felt this was the one.

      “How?” Jalee asked, confused.

      “Hunter instinct?”

      She grinned, gesturing for me to lead the way. I approached the door, slightly ajar and leaning on one hinge, but a cold air blew from within. Considering that I’d noted earlier the lack of wind in this place, that air didn’t belong. I shared a look with Jalee, and she clenched her jaw, claws at the ready. The electricity in her eyes started to flow.

      I entered to find a room that reminded me of a church, complete with rows of seats. At the front of the room, though, was a pillar that kind of reminded me of those that had been on the hunter’s platform. It was mostly dark, but for the glow from Jalee.

      Entering, I nearly jumped when Jalee reached for my arm.

      “Dammit, don’t scare me like that,” I hissed.

      She looked terrified though, so I instantly felt bad for snapping. Her focus wasn’t on me, but that pillar.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Maybe nothing…”

      Somehow, I doubted that. Taking her hand, I led us further into the room. Another glow had started to form, this one not from Jalee, but from the pillar itself. I frowned, starting to see the glow in lines around it. Fuck, they weren’t just lines, but, in fact, runes. Worse, the glow around it was no ordinary glow, but had taken to only shining light in certain areas, as if something was blocking out the light between us and the pillar.

      Not only something, but several somethings.

      “Shades,” Jalee whispered, almost as if not believing it.

      I remembered someone mentioning them. Maybe Ahlaksiz? But I couldn’t recall exactly what their deal was.

      “Shades?” I asked.

      “Related to Dark Fae,” Ahlaksiz said. “Some form of monster that resembles fairies. It’s… complicated.”

      We were here though, and if this was where the half of the sun disk was, what could we do? Definitely not turn and run, because there was nowhere to run to. It was either face these things, or the monsters above with their guns. Yeah, a strange thought.

      “Zap ‘em,” I said, and glanced in Jalee’s direction.

      She arched an eyebrow, her eyes really standing out as they glowed in there, her dark skin almost otherwise hidden. “If we don’t attack them, they might not be able to see us. At least, back home that’s how it works.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to take the risk, but if she was this scared, it was likely for good reason. Apparently, we were going to attempt to sneak past the Shades. Moving to the left instead of straight at them, I noticed that the hexagon on my wrist device was glowing faintly. I put my hand over it to try and block out the light, but the Shades had not only started to come into form more—now dark shadows in physical form—they were turning toward me.

      It made sense, I supposed. This wrist device had come from the hunter, along with the hexagon inside of it. The pillar thing was like those the hunter’s vehicle had on it, and we were after some legendary monster item. Why wouldn’t it draw them to us?

      “Shit,” I muttered, starting to pick up my pace. If they were going to see me anyway, I might as well see if I could outrun them. Judging by the fact that suddenly two appeared in my path where none had been moments before, yeah, this was going to be tough.

      A blast of electricity shot out from Jalee behind me, but it went right through them to explode against the far wall. Shit, shit, shit. I wasn’t even sure where we were going, only that all of this fit. So I attempted to use the seat of a nearby bench to jump and move in a different direction, but another Shade appeared right where I was going to land. It was by instinct then that, as I fell, I reached up with both hands and summoned the hunter sword.

      Both hands gripping its handle tight, I brought it down to slice right through the Shade, then landed with the blade slamming into the Shade again and cutting it in half. The Shade screeched, reached for me as it split, then vanished in a puff of black smoke. Meanwhile, I stood there, chest heaving, staring at the spot where the Shade had been.

      Holy hell, I’d been able to summon the sword!

      It was then that I noticed the green ball of light floating my way, then entering me. That part, as weird as it was, at least made some sort of sense. Prana, if my memory was right. It would somehow make me a better fighter. How again? Ahlaksiz had mentioned needing to learn how to focus, cultivate the power so that it would go where I wanted. At the moment, I didn’t give a fuck where it went, as long as it helped me survive this place.

      Another Shade was at my side, coming at me, so I thrust with the sword. Hell, I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing other than from some fun with Beat Saber and the like, but if I’d learned one thing from watching television and reading books, it was that fighting with a sword could be quite simple—poke them with the pointy end. And since this was a double-sided blade, improvising beyond that worked as well. I thrust, felt the green Prana surge into me, then pushed past that puff of smoke to slice into another.

      Two caught me, their attacks burning and stinging, and at one point I had to wipe away blood from my brow. Releasing the blade, I turned my hand and summoned it again so that it went right through one, and then I was able to turn it on the other. I kept going, taking down at least five more of them before I realized I was practically at the pillar. One hand reaching, Jalee at my side, I made the mistake of thinking we might have succeeded.

      That’s when movement caught my eye from a nearby wall. It seemed to glimmer, as if light moved along it in a ripple, and then my head spun.

      “Wha—” I started, only to cut myself off with a yelp as I turned to Jalee.

      Instead of the blue-eyed beauty I’d come to have feelings for, her eyes were glowing green. It was more than that, though. With each step she took toward me, she seemed to grow more menacing. First it was horns from her head, teeth and claws elongating. Her body warped, tits growing fucking humongous, to where they might have been sexy in some online illustration, but here it was like they were going to smother me while she fucking clawed me to death. She was laughing a horrible, cackling laugh, and electricity shot out behind her to form massive wings that took up the entire room, bursting in explosive waves of electricity.

      As her laughter faded, she seemed to lunge. I swung with my sword out of instinct, only stopping myself at the last second, releasing it so that it faded away. I stumbled back as she advanced again, her electricity shooting out at me.

      Except, a voice in the back of my head was telling me this wasn’t right. I focused there, remembering our link and trying to connect with her. The electricity never connected. Her claws, which I saw then following, never scratched me. Instead I focused on that voice, realizing it was hers. As if trying to grasp a distant dream, I was vaguely aware of a version of us where she was cradling me, telling me to come back to her, while Shades advanced.

      That was all I needed. Grasping onto our link, I pulled myself to her, out of whatever strange version of reality I’d wandered into, and was back in that church-room, she her normal self. I kissed her cheek. Turned and grabbing the totem-fragment, my wrist device lit up.

      In a flash we were taken from that spot, appearing in a cave. Rushing water and heavy winds sounded, cold air making each breath hurt. But there it was in front of us, hovering at chest level and glowing gold. The half of the sun disk.

      I reached out and took it. All the cold faded, the glow vanishing too. In my hand was a half of what seemed like a bronze disk, about the size of a standard half of a Frisbee. The cave faded along with the sounds, and we were back in the ruins, those Shades scurrying off. I turned back to the wall that had glimmered earlier, only to see that it was gone.

      Jalee held my face in her hands, staring into my eyes with her beautiful blue orbs. I cringed.

      “Ferris, it wasn’t me,” she said. “You were seeing things, that’s all. An illusion.”

      Taking her word for it, I nodded, trying to suppress the terror that had all but consumed me and caused me to nearly strike down one of my lovers. Fuck me.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I muttered, turning to go.

      She didn’t let go of my face though, instead pulling me in for a passionate kiss. The warm, wet touch of her tongue against mine instantly pushed all the terrifying images out of my mind. With a slight nibble of my bottom lip, she pulled back, smiled, and then led the way out of there with me close behind.
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      As soon as we stepped out of that building, though, it was clear this place was changing. My best guess was that the whole thing had been set up as a defense for this sun disk. Maybe a test to see if whoever took it was worthy?

      Either way, we emerged to shaking ground, a wall breaking in the distance, and then the sound of roaring water far away. I’d seen enough movies to know what the fuck that meant.

      “Run!” I shouted, and already had her, pulling her along.

      We charged back the way we’d come, but mostly I was looking for higher ground. This place was about to flood, and then I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole damn cavern came crashing down. It had fulfilled its purpose, after all. A glimpse back showed it was more than that, though. There was something else out there, a large beast in the water, coming our way.

      “There!” I said, finding some stairs on the side of a building that looked connected to the rock walls of the cavern. We charged up, then had to leap to reach a path. She grabbed me, wings bursting forth to carry me across, and then we landed on a platform with a cove to the left, and the path ahead. Whatever was out there had it in its mind to come after us, so I decided to not run, yet, but to hide. Pulling back into this cove, the two of us paused to take a breath.

      “Shit, you’re hurt,” I said, finally able to look and see that a line of blood showed through her shirt, on her side. “Did I…?”

      Lifting her shirt, she bit her lip. “Forget about it, I’ll heal soon.”

      The water hit then, spraying up in a mist past the opening to our little hideout, but then it pulled back. Whatever monster had been out there, if that’s what it was, didn’t appear. I wasn’t sure how long I’d held my breath, but I waited, hand out and ready to draw on the sword again.

      When it was silent, I chanced a cautious glance out, and saw no more water. The ruins were now completely collapsed, except for the area closest to us. From this angle, I could see the cliff beyond the pool of blood where we had landed—an area the water must have swept over. Several smaller structures still stood at the edge there, as if this were some other defensive position that the power that had ravaged this place felt needed to remain.

      I pulled back, haunted by this place.

      “Come here,” Jalee said, taking me and looking me over. My injuries from the Shades weren’t much more than scratches, but she ran her finger over the visible ones, zapping the skin to keep them from bleeding.

      “Electrotherapy,” I said.

      “What’s that?”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “Ignore me.”

      “Impossible.” Her hand moved around my waist, pulling me closer, and she pressed her lips to mine. We kissed for a moment, her sparks running through me and giving me courage. When she pulled back, she glanced around and said, “Do you think it’s safe?”

      “Not at all.”

      She grinned. “Right, it never truly is. But we have to get back, find the others and get them out of here.”

      I took the half disk and eyed it. “All this trouble… It’d better work.”

      “My sister will love you.”

      “Oh?” I blinked, not sure what she meant by those words.

      “You’ll take her, won’t you? I mean, I can’t imagine going back and being away from you, but… she would need to be part of the group. To link with you, too.”

      I gulped, then shrugged. “If it means that much to you, I’ll… Sure?”

      “Thank you.” She leaned into me again, head on my shoulder, then suddenly pulled back, turning me to look in the direction she had been facing.

      Humongous eyes. Something was watching us. Standing there in the near darkness, a pair of lamp-like eyes staring right at us. Neither of us moved. Those eyes hovered there, shifting between the two of us, then blinked.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      As if in answer, it stepped forward, or more like it shifted forward. Jalee’s sparks lit enough to give us light and show a reflection of the monster—only, it seemed to be a wall at the back of the hideout. A wall with eyes? I took a step toward it, but suddenly it was gone, the wall falling to pieces right there in front of us. The sound of it falling echoed, as a small, furry creature scampered up along the wall to my left.

      We stepped back as the dust rose up, creating a glowing haze from Jalee’s sparks. And that little creature, looking all Totoro at me, sat there on the wall. I didn’t know what the fuck was happening. One second a wall, and then this thing?

      “Basty,” Jalee mumbled.

      I frowned, knowing that name from somewhere. It started to come back to me. “A creature of nightmares?”

      “You’re familiar?”

      “Not much, but… is that right?” Looking at this little furball, I wasn’t sure it fit.

      “Shape-shifting beings that, yes, can influence the mind—especially in dreams.” She turned, gripped my arm, and said, “You hear that?”

      Thudding. Coming our way. A little yelp came from behind, and I turned to see the furball shaking. Was he afraid? Clearly, this wasn’t over.

      “Come on,” I said to the furball, and he jumped into my hands. We turned to ascend to the area above, only to find that the ruins hadn’t vanished after all—we were still in one!

      “More illusions,” Jalee said, shaking her head. “We need to get out of here.”

      Panic took hold, but I shook it away. Focusing on my link with her had worked before, so now I focused on my link with the others. Doing so gave me a sense of direction, and so I grasped it and led the way.

      Running through several doorways and up a set of stairs, we emerged to find the walls folding like cards. I knew I couldn’t trust my eyes, so focused instead on that link to Milkshake and Kinara. Doing so helped me see walls as if in another dimension but layered on top of what I was seeing. This had to be reality—this weird, translucent version.

      More thudding sounded. I turned toward it to see an eerie, deer-like creature that looked to be all marble, or maybe pure-white bone. Its face was angled, sharp at the tip, three horns coming out from its head, more from the body.

      I could see why Basty wouldn’t want to see this thing. The darkness warped around the creature, the ground shook and pulsated outward as it broke apart, and bursts of red shot out from the ground. As it charged us, I think it was the first time I’d been confronted by a monster that I was truly terrified of.

      Pulling Basty close in my arm with the half-disk still in that hand, my other hand reached out to grab Jalee. My head spun.

      “Get me out of here,” she said, and it hit me that, for some reason, this thing was affecting them more than myself. A monster to terrify monsters.

      The ground beneath my feet shook and more blood or whatever the red liquid was shot out. We were out of time, and I had no idea how to get us out of there. Shit, if that thing reached us, we were dead—I knew that much.

      Sensing, blur, and my other abilities… useless.

      Except, the ground had further broken and there was that liquid. Did my power only work in water? Fuck that. I had another idea.

      All of my terror gone, I could see that the creature was just a scared little animal only there to try and do its duty—to protect the sun disk half it had been left behind to protect. We had the disk, and that wasn’t going to change.

      “Basty, you made the illusions, didn’t you?” I asked. “Or others like you. Can you… do what you did to me, but to that thing?”

      The creature in my hands turned to look at me, eyes wide—a series of strange images flashed through my head like clashing symbols, and then I actually felt the images push out to hit our pursuer.

      What happened next was a blur. Basty leaped from my arms, becoming one with the ground. Those large eyes were part of the stone, then closed as the enemy creature charged onto it. A piercing scream sounded, then the white creature pulled back, rearing up on its hind legs, and started to morph, to turn and shriek. Its body fluctuated as if made of liquid, but then just as suddenly as it had started, it reformed and took another step.

      This time it started again, but the creature was resisting.

      “Hit it,” I said to Jalee. “With all you’ve got. And… I’ll do the same.”

      She nodded, braced herself, and as the creature started to pull itself together, unleashed. I clicked my tongue and, not sure what would happen, thrust my hands to the ground. The result was that I harnessed that strange force again. It rocked the ground, shot out at the creature, and then hit a split second after the electricity.

      Ground gave way, the creature shaking and convulsing, then falling into the red liquid below. For a few heartbeats I stared, unable to believe it had worked, but then saw something shimmering as it slid in after the monster.

      “Basty!” I shouted, and ran. Leaping that last bit, I landed with hands out, gripping the creature as it transformed into a little furball. I had him. Only now I was starting to fall!

      Jalee grabbed me by the back of my shirt, blue light shining all around as she fluttered her electric wings to pull us back and away from the opening. We landed a few feet away, and I held the little furball, worried it was dead.

      “This is cute,” Jalee said. “But you realize you just risked your life to save a nightmare creature?”

      I frowned, then shrugged. “He helped us, didn’t he?”

      “Yes.”

      “And that’s why I had no choice.”

      A horrific thought hit me. The sun disk! I spun round, searching and saw it on the edge of the ground next to more of that blood lake. My gut clenched with each step, expecting at any second that the creature would appear, take it and vanish into the blood.

      That never happened, though, and when I scooped it up, a strange thing happened. The Basty made a cooing sound, eyes alert and staring at the half of the disk.

      “You’re connected somehow, aren’t you?” I asked.

      The Basty turned his eyes to me, and that seemed to be enough of an answer. I nodded, then laughed as the little guy scurried up my arm, coming to a rest on my shoulder. With him standing there, I felt like a pirate with my parrot. To my surprise, he started to change color and took on the form of a parrot. Too cool.

      I looked down at myself, and sure enough—pirate clothes. Straight out of a Johnny movie. As cool as that was, I knew it wouldn’t fly once we got back into the real world out there, so thought of my old clothes and watched them shift back.

      Whatever the deal was with this little nightmare monster, I never wanted him to leave my side. I nodded to Jalee, and we started looking for a way to get back up to join the others.
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      To get back up, we risked the path that first monkey monster had attempted to climb down. Approaching from the bottom was tricky, because cave-ins over the years had led to piles of rocks blocking the path. We climbed in places and used short flight-bursts from Jalee in others.

      “I can’t believe we did it,” Jalee said, pausing to stare back at the destruction we’d left behind. “Half of my ticket back home is now in your hands—don’t fucking lose it.”

      With a laugh, I promised not to.

      We were near the top when the crocodile woman appeared, reaching for us and shouting about throwing her the half of the sun disk. Bitch, I’d seen Aladdin, I knew how this Jafar bullshit worked. Ignoring her and seeing Kinara give me a nod toward the exit, I shook my head and said, “Not this time.”

      I thought about the monster in front of me, about her seeing me as that scary, white creature from below. It worked! Or, at least, she suddenly stumbled back in terror, tripping over her own tail, and covering her face. I leaped over her, grabbed Milkshake from one of the other monsters, and then kicked a monkey monster to my left.

      My team unleashed, too, and the other monsters were in a state of confusion now with their leader on the ground shrieking, apparently still seeing things. Basty was proving to be quite the badass, and useful. The only issue was that he could fall off.

      “Basty,” I said, turning to duck under a punch from another monkey monster. “Any chance you could take the form of a coat or scarf to—”

      Before I could finish, he had done exactly that, becoming a furry scarf around my neck. The idea of a monster around my neck was a little scary but right now we had bigger issues. For one, I’d forgotten that our way in was blocked.

      Thinking quickly, I had an idea. I lifted my wrist and focused on my drones outside, telling them to shoot their way in. It was a distant pinging, a thud as they started doing more than shooting to try to get to me. What caught my attention though was the sound from the other direction. We were on a narrow ledge without much room to go, but considering that we’d traveled into this hill, I was surprised I could hear anything from that direction. I called out for my team to follow and ran over, hearing it clearer as I clicked my tongue and started tracing the wall. There, one gave off a weaker rebounding signal—there was open air on the other side! We had broken through the wall before, but I still wasn’t sure exactly what allowed this strange vibration power to work. Panic? Bravery? I had no clue.

      “On it,” Milkshake said, apparently seeing what the problem was. She pulled her fist back and I cringed as she brought it into the wall with full force. To my surprise, the stone cracked. Her grin didn’t betray any pain. When she punched again, I felt incredibly lucky to have never been on the receiving end of one of those punches.

      More stone gave way, and then I felt the vibration. But it wasn’t me who used it this time, it was Kinara, stepping up to press and send a shock through the rest of the wall, to blow it out and away from us. Monsters behind were recovering from the fight, but we weren’t going to wait to see what they’d do. We charged into this new tunnel, Jalee sending sparks of light out ahead to light the way.

      A bullet hit the tunnel ahead and I called off my drones. No more bullets came, and I was glad I hadn’t hurt any of our group. As we skidded around the corner, I had to wonder if those things ever ran out of ammunition. Something to figure out later.

      At the moment, we had just come to a bit of a cliff that we needed to climb.

      “Shit, I won’t be able to make it up that,” Kinara said. “Especially not carrying anyone.”

      “I can manage,” Jalee said, but that left quite a few of us still.

      Lucky them, I was there. “I have an idea,” I said, and focused on the drones. One came zooming down right away, two more soon after. Without knowing if this would work, and as growling and shouting came from behind, I shouted, “Grab hold!”

      While Jalee helped Milkshake, the rest of us grabbed onto the drones and yelped and laughed as they pulled us up and over the cliff face, to a short tunnel. Judging by the light, even as dark as it was at night, this was a way to the outside!

      I was halfway to the exit when my drone dropped me and spun, some flying monster appearing there and brandishing a pistol. My mind didn’t register that I should attack, but Ahlaksiz dove to grab me, so that we rolled down to the exit and out of the way of the shot.

      Next, a flying monster appeared with something in its arms—the crocodile lady! It dropped her, screaming and clawing, then turned to try and take on Jalee and Kinara at once, who had both risen up for the fight.

      Milkshake was already at the exit and couldn’t get back to us in time, so she wouldn’t miss the sword if I summoned it. Reaching out my hand, the blade appeared. Only, as it did so the croc lady’s tail hit my legs to knock me off my feet. She was on me, teeth gnashing, but I saw the blur, knew which way she’d bite. Moving out of the way, I released the blade again and put my hands under her, calling it back as I’d done against one of the Shades.

      Sure enough, the blade appeared—right through her chest. She was there, teeth slamming into rock one second, my blade ripping through her the next. I released it so it faded, then pushed off of her as Milkshake finally made it back, now summoning the blade into her own hands to bring down and sever the bitch’s head.

      “You have to be certain,” Milkshake said, when she saw me looking at the sight of the decapitated head with a bit of disgust.

      “Sure, sure…”

      A ball of red light formed from the corpse, floating up. This time I knew it to be Ichor.

      “Take it,” I said.

      Milkshake shook her head. “Your kill, and you need it.”

      A blast of electricity went off so that I knew Jalee had taken her counter shot, and I knelt, absorbing the Ichor. We didn’t have time to figure out how to make it work or do whatever it was supposed to do right then, but knowing I had more filled me with excitement. We charged outside, only shouts following us.

      “You got it?” Ahlaksiz asked. I grinned, held up the half of the sun disk, and said, “Now let’s get out of here before they manage to follow us out.”

      “Agreed.”

      There were no paths, exactly, but we found a way down. Each step made my knees feel like they were going to blow, and at one point I had to rest. From there we had curved around a bit and couldn’t see if we were being pursued, but I had no doubt we were. I was about to start up again, when Kinara stepped in front of me, eyes narrowed with worry. She leaned over, tongue out, and licked my neck. Then my cheek.

      “What’re you doing?” I asked. Not protesting, but confused.

      “You had cuts. My saliva will help.”

      I flashed back to that day in my apartment when that had proven true.

      “Wait, why didn’t you do it with the glass injuries?”

      She grinned, then licked my forehead before saying, “At the time, I didn’t know. The first lick was more out of pity, and after that I didn’t put it together. It was only now, when I was feeling horrible at seeing all your cuts, that I thought it might have been why. And…” She backed up, eyeing my neck. “Yes! I think we have a winner here.”

      This was a good thing, of course. But I couldn’t help thinking about all the pain that could have been avoided if we had tried this earlier. It was possible her saliva only healed me, not other monsters. Either way, it was a huge plus.

      We continued on, soon finding our way back to the car. That’s when the other monsters emerged. One visible there in the distance, staring at us. They didn’t attack, though. Instead they turned and walked off, vanishing around the curve of the land.

      For a moment we lingered, not sure what to do with that, but I held open the car door and said, “After you.”

      We had completed our mission, though hadn’t expected the conflict with that other group, supposedly there on the lamia’s orders. Had they turned on us at her command, or on their own? We were most certainly going to ask her when we returned.

      Once we were piled in, so much of the strange underground adventure started to feel like a dream. A distant memory.

      “You know what that place was?” Milkshake asked, her voice eerie.

      “I… thought it looked familiar,” Jalee admitted.

      Kinara shook her head, and Ahlaksiz had a distant, worried look in her eyes.

      “What?” I asked.

      Milkshake shifted uncomfortably. “The seat of the High Renador. A religious order, who went missing many years ago. Monsters made up many stories about what might have happened to them, and now…”

      “Now we know,” Ahlaksiz said. “They’re here, somewhere.”

      “If they’re still alive.”

      Ahlaksiz nodded, lost in thought again.

      I wasn’t sure I quite understood. “You two are saying that, somehow, some monster made this holy city vanish from your world and come to ours?”

      “That, or some human summoned it here,” Milkshake said. “And if that’s possible, it must have been a strong summoner indeed.” A long silence followed, interrupting by her tapping her claws on the window. “Speaking of strong summoners, it’s cool to see that you can indeed summon the hunter’s blade now.”

      I grinned. “That was related to us sharing that first Ichor?”

      She nodded. “That’s right.”

      “You got another, yes?” Kinara asked.

      “Should we… apply it?” I couldn’t hide my excitement. “Or however that works?”

      “When we get situated,” Ahlaksiz said, eyes watching the scenery outside. “We need to get back, only…  They’re going to be waiting for us. Setting up an ambush.”

      I frowned, then noticed my scarf moving, becoming the furry creature again. He rolled down to my arm and then turned to look at me with his wide eyes.

      As everyone but Jalee let out sounds of surprise and excitement, images came my way and began to fill my mind. The first was of us landing in the woods, the lamia’s complex visible in the distance. All of a sudden we were inside, flames were everywhere, monsters gnashing teeth and striking with magic blasts. Kinara got hit, her rib cage opening up, while behind her Jalee’s head went flying. The lamia came at me, but before she had a chance to strike, Tooth was at my side, striking. All I saw was the splatter of blood before the vision vanished.

      “Fuck,” I said, shaking my head to clear it.

      “What?” Kinara asked.

      “He… he thinks we shouldn’t go there. Not yet, anyway.”

      “He’s a nightmare monster,” Jalee said. “I told you that.”

      “I’m not sleeping,” I countered. “And… I don’t think that was a nightmare. Or daymare. I think he was showing me a possible future.”

      “That… might be possible,” Ahlaksiz admitted. “You picked him up in that city?”

      I nodded.

      “That’s… wow.” She continued to stare at the creature, then finally broke from it. “Oracle skills often go hand-in-hand with mental abilities.”

      The little guy curled up on my lap and closed his eyes, seemingly going to sleep. I lifted him to my shoulder again, so that he became a scarf.

      I turned to the team, determined. “We’re not ready.”

      “What would you propose?” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Find somewhere to lie low, then… build up the team. We go, but we go in with an army.”

      “We’d hesitate because of this little creature?” Jalee protested. “My sister—”

      “Will be worse off if we’re dead and never make it to her at all.”

      She frowned, but clearly didn’t have an argument against that.

      “You’re sure about this?” Milkshake asked.

      “I am.”

      She leaned forward, hand on my shoulder. “Then I’m with you. Your instincts have been right so far. You’re the leader here, after all.”

      Me, a leader? The idea seemed preposterous. But as I looked around at them, I saw it was true. Even Ahlaksiz, who I had taken for that role, was eyeing me and waiting for my command.

      “We’re not so far from Greece?” I asked.

      “Not the way this car moves, no,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Better not to stay in Turkey, because they might be on the lookout.”

      She considered this. “That might be too obvious, though. I mean, a summoner looking for totems in Greece? That’s 101. Now Tunisia, that might not be so bad.”

      I had actually never considered visiting Tunisia, but hey, that didn’t sound half bad. “At least, let’s lie low somewhere out of sight.”

      “Great, because I might know of a place or two we can look for totems there.”

      “Then it’s settled.”

      We began our journey to Tunisia, where we would take the next step in building the team so that we could form an army to take the other half of the sun disk.
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      It sucked to arrive in Tunisia at night, but at least we’d be alert and fresh on our first day of exploring. For the time being, Ahlaksiz arranged for a safe house from another monster she knew—this one not famous enough to be a named Myth or Legend. In fact, the monster owned a little hotel, which turned out to be an apartment building with only three apartments to it.

      We quickly made our way to our place, glad to find the lockbox and everything working, along with bottled water. It was warm, but I didn’t care. Guzzling down three of them and helping myself to the plate of apricots and almonds left out, I stood for a moment on the balcony, looking out at the dark city with only its few lights on. Being on the outskirts of Tunis, I had to wonder what the main part of the city was like, or villages. Most of all, I had to wonder how far we were from the Star Wars filming location.

      Feeling ready for sleep and realizing the others were all in the bedroom, I went to find there were extra toothbrushes and toothpaste in the bathroom. Score! I went number two. Next, I quickly brushed my teeth, gave myself a wipe down with a wet cloth—too tired for a shower—and then joined them in the bedroom. On the way, I noted Basty sleeping in a nook that served as a bit of a closet. The little guy was coming with us, apparently, and I was happy to have him. I wasn’t sure if I should think of him as a friend or a pet, but either way worked for me.

      I found the others gathered in a semi-circle, facing me.

      “What’s going on?”

      Ahlaksiz cleared her throat, standing tall and formal. “We’re going to need all the strength we can get going forward. And… trust. We’re in this together now.”

      Grinning, I nodded. This was all very strange. “I agree.”

      “Do you know what you’re agreeing to?” Milkshake said with a scoff.

      “Not… exactly.” I turned back to Ahlaksiz for her to elaborate.

      “For one, I believe I should be part of the team.”

      “You are.”

      “She means,” Jalee said, leaning back and putting a leg up to show off her panties under her skirt, “she thinks her pussy shouldn’t be the only one that isn’t getting to feel your hard cock inside of it.”

      “Of course,” Ahlaksiz said. “In part because I want it, and in part so that we’re linked. So that you have more power.”

      “I see.”

      “There’s no reason I should tell any of you my name!” Milkshake blurted out, striding over to the bathroom. She stood at the doorway, then turned back to us. “What, because… because…”

      “Because we’re putting our lives in danger for each other,” Ahlaksiz said.

      Now I got what the ‘trust’ comment had been about. In fact, I agreed.

      “I get that you lose power to someone who knows your name, I’ve seen it happen. What’s the opposite side of that?”

      “In what way?” Kinara asked.

      “If you know someone’s name, is there a benefit?”

      They all looked at each other, but it was Milkshake who spoke. “There is, if both know each other’s names. Like how forming a link gives you powers but you have to claim the monster to do so, knowing names is a mental connection. Once you have that connection, there are ways to sense each other, to at times even be able to communicate with each other… mentally.”

      Considering that, my thoughts on the matter were clear to me. “At this point, we’re all tied together anyway. There’s no going back, at least not that I can see. And if you can’t fully give your trust and faith to each other, then we might as well all quit right now. So if there’s a benefit to sharing, then fuck yeah, I say do it. Put yourself out there, be vulnerable, for the good of our team.”

      A long silence followed, interrupted by creaking from the bed as Kinara stood from where she’d been sitting. She disrobed, then stood there naked, hands at her sides and perky breasts tempting me.

      “I’m Kinara.”

      The others stared, but Milkshake gasped.

      Ahlaksiz was next, eyes on me and unwavering as she too stripped. When she stood before me, nude, she said, “Ahlaksiz,” and her eyes moved along my body, craving me.

      “Fine, fuck it,” Jalee said, rubbing a hand over her brow before stripping, too. Fuck, it was hot to be standing there with three beautiful, nude women in our room. “My name—my true name—is Jalee.”

      “All you are crazy,” Milkshake said, and took another step, but then she put her hand against the door, leaned back to eye me, and said, “You’re fucking serious about all this? What then? What if you want to betray us?”

      I shook my head, and took a gamble. Walking over to her, I stopped a foot from her, then started to strip. I took off my shirt, then pants. Shoes and socks first, as the pants wouldn’t come off. Finally, I slid off my boxers and tossed them aside.

      Standing there nude before her, I held out my hands and said, “I am Ferris.”

      “We all know,” she said, then scoffed. Still, she seemed to appreciate the gesture, and what she was seeing.

      With a slight hesitation, she nodded, then whispered something.

      “What?” I asked, not quite hearing her.

      “You do it,” she whispered this time. “Undress me.”

      I was happy to oblige. I stepped closer, taking her shirt and unbuttoning it first before taking it off. It was complicated with the old wing bases, but she was here, ready and willing. So I continued. I knelt to remove her shorts and panties, then her big socks. Finally, I stood with her, all of us nude now, and waited.

      It took longer than I would have thought at that point, but I wasn’t complaining. Standing around with four beautiful ladies, I wasn’t about to get bored.

      Finally, she opened her mouth and a word emerged. One name. “Milrae.”

      “Milrae?” I said, and instantly felt something. As if we were closer? I had to chuckle at how it had some similarities to Milkshake. No wonder she had gone for that word.

      Each of the ladies repeated her name, and she repeated theirs. We were all in it now—no going back. And with that out of the way, Ahlaksiz turned to me and said, “I am ready to link.”

      “Such sexy talk,” I replied with a grin, but my throbbing erection showed the formality had, if anything, turned me on. It was also confirmation that I definitely didn’t have any issue with her being so much older than me.

      Her eyes moved from mine down to my cock, a smile curving her lips. “Is there a position you’d like to start with?”

      I eyed the other ladies, but they were all waiting for me to do my thing. Instead of answering, then, I stepped over to her, taking a hand to turn her around and then pressed her so she was bending over the bed.

      “What, no forepla—” she started, but then moaned low and strong as I caressed her tail, then reached over to do the same with one of her ears. No foreplay my ass—I’d learned early on from Kinara what turned on these monster girls, and was damn sure going to use it to my full advantage. As she started moving her ass around, loving it, I slid my cock between her legs, letting it push against her pussy but not go in yet.

      “I like the show almost as much as being part of the action,” Milrae said, but then walked over. “Mind you, I said almost.”

      She started kissing Ahlaksiz’s back, but the cougar took her and brought her over in front, kissing her thighs first, then started eating her out. The other ladies took that as their cue, and joined as well. First with Kinara massaging Ahlaksiz’s breast with one hand, her other grabbing my ass as we kissed. I brought my cock back and found Ahlaksiz wet and ready, so it slid in without any help. Jalee turned my face to kiss me, then moved to stand over Ahlaksiz as the woman ate out Milrae, and lowered herself so that the latter could lick her pussy. More than once, her wings of electricity shot out, but not enough to be dangerous.

      I started going harder now, so that Kinara pulled back, opting to watch the show while fingering herself. With Ahlaksiz’s tail in one hand, I started slapping the woman’s ass with my other, and she seemed into it.

      Before she came, though, she pulled away and turned to pull me onto the bed, kissed me passionately before letting Milrae kiss me while the former moved down to run her tongue along my balls. I was thinking about suggesting a shower, but remembered this was how they cleansed themselves. They were used to this. No problem here—from what I’d experienced so far, I fucking loved the taste of pussy. I put this to the test, grabbing Kinara so that she sat on my face. Eyes up at the curves of her breasts, I ran my tongue along the outside of her pussy first, then tasted along the inside of her lips before moving to the clit. Then, feeling like experimenting, I started playing with her ass. She rotated her hips, moaning, so I kept going. Two tongues were working my cock now, I could tell by the feel of it and their hands on my thighs and hips, and since Jalee had moved up to kiss Kinara’s breasts, I knew it was Milrae and Ahlaksiz.

      As far as I was concerned, this was the perfect end to an adventure. Or, a good way to pause between adventures, I guess was a more accurate way to think of it. One of them did something that caused me to clench up, pleasure taking hold so that I thought I would cum, but I didn’t. Still, Kinara took this as a sign to do something else now, so she moved her ass down, guiding the new lady to the group to lick her ass while she slid her pussy down onto my cock.

      Damn, it felt so good. Wet and tight, like someone clenching hard on me with a hand full of lubrication. But this was the real deal. She slid up and down on me, clenching tight and claws digging into my chest—which still hadn’t fully healed from the glass, mind you. But I enjoyed this mixture of pain and pleasure, as I had recently learned about myself, so gripped her hands and held them tight, encouraging the pain. Hell, she could lick the wounds later and help them heal, or Jalee could use her electric touch.

      When she got the message, I grabbed her ass and squeezed it hard, then pressed it together around my cock so that each thrust up made my balls hit that soft, amazing ass. Her orgasm came soon like that, and then I went to my knees and leaned back with Jalee, kissing her passionately as she knelt too, and slid onto my cock. Those electric surges came with each thrust, and I had to hit the wall to stop from yelping like a little bitch.

      I was starting to cum, no doubt about it, and was going to tell her so, to make her slow so I could save more for the other two, but Ahlaksiz was at my side then, kissing my shoulder and telling me to cum all over them, as Kinara reached over to massage Jalee’s clit, bringing her to climax, I resisted just long enough to see her clutching her breasts and whispering my name.

      Then Jalee was off and Ahlaksiz gripped my cock stroking it one final time while Milrae and the others got into position. The woman turned my cock to them in turn as the shots came out, one burst of cum after another, landing on bellies and breasts. Finally, with the last little bit hanging from my tip, Ahlaksiz took my cock and rubbed it along her cheek, then brought my cock into her mouth to make sure she had it all.

      To my surprise, the other three were licking it off of each other. Cleaning, I told myself—it was only natural for them. For me though, it was a completely new and unheard of experience. Another spasm hit me, and then Ahlaksiz pulled back, winked, and joined the others to finish licking up the last drop of cum from Kinara’s nipple.

      All I could do was sit there watching, barely able to keep from falling over. To my surprise, this sight got me hard again! I looked down, thinking there was no way that could be possible. Milrae, though, seeing this, went for it, and pushed me back to ride me. It stayed up long enough to bring her to orgasm, and even most of the way for Ahlaksiz. She was so close, all it took at the end, when I started to go limp, was for me to bury my face in her pussy and massage her clit with my fingers.

      When it was done, she purred, laughed, and then purred again.

      “What a team we make,” Kinara said, rubbing my shoulder and kissing my cheek. “And you, our man.”

      “You all were… incredible.”

      “I agree,” Ahlaksiz said, then suddenly sat up, alert again. “And now that we’ve brought you to the point of ecstasy, I’d say there’s no better time to apply that Ichor.”

      “What?” I blinked, totally caught off guard. “Now?”

      She grinned. “The key is to be in in a mental state of complete relaxation. To clear your mind. Is there a better time for that than after our little fun?”

      Everything she said was right.

      “How?”

      She grinned, went to the edge of the bed, and sat cross-legged. “Like this. Focus on your energy, try to visualize it.”

      I did as she said, but at first couldn’t help feeling a bit odd, sitting there nude like that. There was no reason for me to feel that way though, I reminded myself. Especially not after what we’d all just shared. Taking a deep breath, I cleared my mind, focused only on the moment and finding my inner peace, and then breathed out.

      Again, and suddenly it was there—my mind clear, this sensation of power hovering within, just waiting to be used.

      “What do I do with it?” I asked.

      “Focus on your power, whether it’s with the sword, fists, or maybe energy manipulation. There have been various ways to focus it, including a rumored stone that long ago was embedded in the hilt of Excalibur, that let you see what you were doing, but we don’t have that luxury. As far as I know, the possibilities are only limited by your mind, but there are certain paths that work best together.”

      “Wait… like the actual Excalibur?”

      “That’s right.”

      I had to refocus after hearing that. Imagining someone using the Arthur’s Excalibur to level up, or cultivate their energy, was mind boggling. But I had my focus again soon, and sensed something else. Basty was with me. Maybe he was asleep, but he was suddenly there, in my mind, walking past a white wall with the red ball of energy floating in front of me. He turned to face me with his wide, staring eyes, then blinked.

      As he blinked, the white vanished and I was instead in a dojo, except it was more like a virtual reality hub. In each direction I looked, there were different paths. One direction had men training like samurai, ninjas nearby. Another had a man with no shirt, blue glowing runes on his back as he held up a sword and made lightning flash. Next, a woman floating while meditating, then starting to transform into a dragon. I had to shift to see behind me, I thought, but then it all shifted for me instead. A campfire, and I had to laugh—was I making this happen? Around the campfire stood a barbarian, a druid, a monk, and others. Straight up like Diablo.

      Part of me wanted to attempt the necromancer path, but in reality the idea of dead things walking around and whatnot creeped me out. No thanks to that. Looking at Basty, still standing there and staring at me, I was reminded that he was like an animal, and in ways many of the monsters were. They labeled me summoner and beast master, and I thought maybe something close to nature would work. Like the druid.

      That’s the route I would take then—I would be a druid. I knew it wasn’t an exact one-to-one. This wasn’t some videogame, so it was more of a mental state to direct my power development, but that’s what I decided. With Basty’s help, I selected that option and created what looked like a path. As all else faded, I saw myself evolve over time, with various branching paths to choose. At one moment I was calling on nature to do my bidding, making trees and roots move. Then I was able to create poison in the air, to move it as a cloud of green. Running from it, I shifted into first a bear, then a wolf, then something in between the two. I wasn’t actually powerful enough yet, but given time, all of this would be possible. Maybe even call upon Earth animals to help in times of need? My mind wasn’t ready to contemplate what else, because I was exhausted.

      For the first skill, I decided to wait to actually pick a power, but having the path was good enough for now. And then there was the Prana, which I found I could redirect. My first thought was power, but instead I opted to make it work for speed and defense. Staying alive, when part of a team like this, might be more useful than simply being able to punch hard. Besides, Milrae could do that.

      Giving Basty a nod of appreciation, I opened my eyes and was out of there.

      “It’s done,” I said, smiling. “My path is chosen.”

      “Well done,” Ahlaksiz said, and she turned to see the others already getting comfy in bed. Well, not Jalee of course. She still had her way of doing things, and leaning over to kiss me good night, crouched down and slid into her place under the bed.

      To each their own.

      “Good night, beautiful monsters,” I said, and curled up between Kinara and Milrae. Ahlaksiz, it turned out, insisted on sleeping at the foot of the bed.

      “For defense,” she explained. “I have to be ready to defend you all, should the need arise.”

      My eyes were already closing, my mind overcome with dreams of being a badass druid. It was time to sleep, because I was fucking exhausted. The next day, we would begin our quest to build up the team and form our army. After that, we would go back to find out what the fuck Tooth and the lamia had been thinking, setting us up like that.

      At the moment, I couldn’t be mad though. I’d never been so at peace, so loved, and so damn powerful. Some dragon guys and a snake lady? Fuck ‘em, I could take on the whole damn world.

      
        
        THE END
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      I thought it would be fun to include simple drawings of the ladies for you. Below are their real names. Spoiler alert!
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      (1) Kinara: A bat girl who Ferris first summoned in his closet thanks to an obsidian bat his brother gave him. His brother didn’t know what it was, of course. Her favorite foods include raw meat, squirrel, and whatever she can catch.
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      (2) Jalee: The thunderbird, first summoned out at Big Bear Lake. Her wings come out with electricity. She likes a little spark in her relationships.
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      (3) Milrae: She’s a bit of a red-panda hybrid with regular panda, meets demon. Kind of. We’ll find out more soon! For now, suffice it to say she enjoys milkshakes and hamburgers.
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      Stay tuned for book 3! I’m having a lot of fun with this series and hope to make it a long one. That of course depends on you all loving the books. Please leave reviews, grab book 3 ASAP, and be sure to have fun!

      Thank you.

      

      Jamie

      

      Join the discussion on my Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/JamieHawke
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      SAMPLE:

      

      Strange, distant chanting. My hand groping as I struggled to open my eyes, then landing on something soft, round… a breast. Not a bad way to wake, but what was the noise? I managed to open my eyes a crack and see the light streaming in from the wooden shutters. A low purr of cars and people moving about and talking managed to work its way in between the chants.

      Of course! We were in Tunis, the capital of Tunisia, so this had to be the call to prayer. If that gave me any indication of time, I had no idea what it would be. Not that time mattered much anymore. At some point I figured I’d need to get back to my real life, at least to work on my visual novel and get something out to the world. So far we were doing fine without money, but that couldn’t last forever. The three monster girls I’d summoned from their world certainly wouldn’t have any, but I wondered about Ahlaksiz. Seeing as she was part of the group now—officially linked the night before, after a late arrival in Tunis—if she had money, would it be ours?

      Her situation was tricky, considering the fact that she had been on Earth, by my understanding, something like a thousand years. Was she linked as a show of good faith, or was this more than that? I didn’t want to ask and get a clear answer, because I wasn’t sure I’d be ready for whatever that answer might be.

      “Why’re you pinching my nipple?”

      I looked over to see Milrae—who I’d known as Milkshake until the night before—eyeing me.

      “Sorry.”

      She grinned. “No need to apologize, so long as you know what you’re getting into.”

      I grinned, hand moving to her back as I leaned over to kiss her. She was into it, leg going between mine and pressing gently against my exposed balls. Because of her strange wings, which were basically the skeletal remains of demon-like wings, she had to sleep in her side, and while kissing this way, she didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands. That was okay by me for now, because I wasn’t exactly sure what to think of being caressed by furry, clawed paws. She was, after all, some sort of red-panda-meets-demon monster.

      “Put your pants on,” Ahlaksiz said, and I turned to see her standing in the doorway, already fully dressed and looking proper. She had her hair up in a bun, wearing tan slacks and a leather jacket over what seemed to be a tank top. The look worked for me in a sort of Lara Croft or female Indiana Jones way. She eyed me with a hint of a smile, but shook her head. “We’ll have time for all that again later. Right now, we have work to do.”

      “Work?” Kinara yawned from my other side, wrapping an arm around me, hand going for my balls. Her wing, connected to her arm, draped over me nicely. “Playing is more fun.”

      “Of course it is, but if want to have any chance at this, we need to move. I’m sure Jalee would agree that the longer we take, the worse it’ll get.”

      A bump sounded from beneath us as Jalee seemed to have hit her head on the bottom of the bed. I had no idea why she insisted on sleeping under the bed, but apparently it was a thing some monsters, such as this one, preferred. Part of me wondered if others liked sleeping in closets, but at least Kinara was in bed with me.

      Milrae gave me one more kiss and then pushed herself up and out of bed. She stretched, wings spreading, and a shimmer of something passed between those wings.

      “What?” I started, and took Kinara’s hand as I set up to have a look.

      “What what?” Milrae turned to me, confused.

      “Your wings, there’s…”

      “Let me have a look.” Ahalksiz strode over, and Milrae spread them wide so that we could all see, including herself. Sure enough, there was a light layer of nearly transparent wing there! “It would appear you got an upgrade or two yesterday?”

      Milrae was all smile, but her brow furrowed in confusion. “With all the fighting, I don’t know. It’s possible?”

      “Well, let’s keep it up. Can’t hurt to have three fliers in the group.” Ahlaksiz eyed me. “Apparently, you have a thing for women with wings.”

      “Do I?”

      “You summoned three monsters, and all three happened to have wings. Maybe you don’t know it, but that wouldn’t have happened without a reason.”

      I shrugged. Sure, I’d always dreamed of flying, of being able to soar high above the world, but who hadn’t? Finding wings sexy? I wasn’t sure about that. Then again, on these three, they worked. As Jalee climbed out from under the bed, I was reminded that she didn’t always have wings, though, only when she wanted them. Now that would be a power I’d enjoy.

      “Today we begin our search.” Ahlaksiz went to the window and drew the shutters, earning moans from the ladies. “Today, we form ourselves an army.”

      

      (Find it on Amazon and KU)
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